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“I contend that tradition is always being created anew, and that

traditions of modern origin wherever found are as much within our
province as ancient ones.”

Edwin Sidney Hartland

Folk-Lore Journal (London, 1885)

“...vast bodies of folklore have coagulated in the midst of urban

industrial America....The legend—the story which never

happened told for true—has anchored itself in the metropolis in
urban guises.”

Richard M. Dorson

American Folklore (University of Chicago Press, 1959)

“A definition of folklore? Folklore is what folklorists study.”
Anonymous, about 1980
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The Encyclopedia of Urban Legends is a comprehensive general refer-
ence work covering the oral narrative genre that is widely known to the
general public as urban legends and often referred to by folklorists also
as contemporary legends or modern legends (or modern urban legends).
Whatever the terminology, these stories abound in contemporary cul-
ture, both in “folk” (oral-traditional) and in “popular” (commercial
media—disseminated) versions. In fact, the Internet has become a major
conduit for the spread of once-strictly-oral urban legends, as well as a
useful source of information about them. Urban legends have interested
journalists and academic folklorists for decades, and many of these stories
eventually found their way into literature, film, television, and even popu-
lar music, often with creative artistic variations and sometimes involving
gross misunderstanding of their status as “folklore.” One might say that,
like the legends themselves, the term “urban legend” has acquired a life
of its own, separate from the original restricted usage coined by
folklorists.

This encyclopedia is designed to provide an introduction to the
scholarly side of urban legend studies as well as some information on
the popularization and commercialization of this modern folkloric genre.
In this updated and expanded edition, many new references have been
added and new entries were supplied not only for further individual
legends but also for such other general topics as Disaster Rumors and
Stories, Emergent and Ephemeral Legends, Immigration Rumors and
Legends, Photographic Urban Legends, Tour Guide Stories, and Truth
Claims in Urban Legends. Altogether about 100 new entries appear in

XIX
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this edition, and most of the original entries have been expanded or sup-
plemented with further references.

The heart of this book, so to speak, consists of hundreds of entries
devoted to individual legends cited by their conventional titles like “The
Boyfriend’s Death,” “The Hook,” “The Mouse in the Coke,” and “The
Runaway Grandmother.” New titles in this edition include “The Baby
Lure,” “The Celebrating Arabs,” “The Chicken on the Bus,”
Chupacabra, “The Fatal Cleaning Lady,” “The Grateful Terrorist,”
Guardian Angels, “National Gang Week,” “The Spitting Image,” and
“Toppling Penguins.” When variant titles exist, one was chosen as the
standard (e.g., “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker” or “The Hare Dryer”)
and a cross reference was inserted for an alternate title (e.g., “The
Hatchet in the Handbag” and “The Resurrected Rabbit”). Generally the
legend plots are summarized, but a generous sampling of actual texts
both from published sources and oral tradition is included; many more
such examples were added in the second edition. (As a bonus, some
examples of urban legends are quoted in their original foreign-language
versions. For example, see the entries for France, Germany, Holland,
and Spain.) In all these entries for individual legends, the reader must
be sure to consult the references cited for the titles of specific sources
that discuss the variations, the scholarly analysis, and the media exploita-
tion (if any) of that particular legend. It is also important to bear in mind
that since variation is the hallmark of folklore, any individual urban
legend as it is transmitted (whether orally, electronically, or in print)
may differ somewhat from the standardized outline of the “type.”

Besides titles of specific legends, there are entries for such typical
legend topics as Atrocities, Babies, Companies, Contamination, Fast
Food, Homosexuality, Hunting, Nudity, Prejudice Rebuked, Revenge,
Shopping Malls, Supernaturalism, Telephones, Theft, and Violence.
Further, there are entries for the main subject categories into which
urban legends are often sorted: Automobiles, Animals, Accidents,
Horrors, Sex, Crime, Celebrities, Academe, and the like. Some common
legend themes (e.g., Embarrassment, Human Nature, Jumping to
Conclusions, Poetic Justice, Racism, Slapstick Comedy, Social Class,
Technical Incompetence, and Xenophobia) are also included.

Steps in studying urban legends are covered in such entries as those for
Analysis and Interpretation, Classifying, Collecting and Transcribing,
Context, Definition, Performance, and Style, while some general folklor-
istic background topics are included in the entries for Child Ballads,
Communal Re-creation, Folklore, Folktale, Memorate, Motif, Tale
Type, and Variants and Versions. Theoretical terms applying particularly
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to urban legends include FOAF, The Goliath Effect, The Gremlin
Effect, Legend-Tripping, Proto-legend, and Ostension. Entries focused
on approaches to interpreting urban legends include Comparative,
Fortean, Freudian, Historical, Linguistic, Memetic, Sociological, and
Symbolic. The relationships of urban legends to popular culture are dis-
cussed in such entries as those for Comics, Film, Literature, Music,
Radio, Tabloids, Talk Shows, and Television. There are even entries here
for Parodies of Urban Legends and for True Urban Legends.

A few topics marginal to urban legends per se are included since they
often overlap with legends. These include such written or printed exam-
ples as “The Communist Rules for Revolution,” “The Daughter’s Letter
from College,” “The Good Old Days,” “Grandma’s Washday,” and “The
Wordy Government Memo.” See also entries concerning genres related
to legends like Anecdote, Conspiracies, Folk Etymologies, Hoaxes,
Jokes, Myth, Pranks, and Rumors.

Although most urban legends seem to be truly international in their
distribution, in general only urban legends known to be told in the
United States are covered comprehensively here. However, many foreign
legends are also included; some examples of these are “Cats Out of Their
Skins” (Estonian); “The Contaminated Comforter” (Dutch); “The Day
Trip” (British); “The Eaten Ticket” (general European); Fan Death
(Korean); “Mag Wheels” (Australian); “Miracle at Lourdes” (Irish); and
Viper-Release Legends (French and Italian). Although urban legends
are surely found in virtually every modern nation, foreign countries have
individual entries only if published examples are available for citation.
Added in the second edition were entries for Africa, China, Estonia,
Iceland, India, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, and Slovenia. All of the “country”
entries have been expanded, some much more than others, depending
on available published material. Especially rich was new material for the
entries on Argentina, Holland, Ireland, Italy, and Japan.

Sources cited in the reference lists of individual entries are abbreviated
(author, short title, pages) only if the full citation appears in the Selected
Bibliography. Sources named in the entries themselves are not listed sep-
arately in the Selected Bibliography. References to my own urban legend
collections are cited as a short title without including my name. The bib-
liography is indeed “selected,” since there exist nowadays many thou-
sands of published works concerning urban legends, ranging from
scholarly tomes and academic articles to popular books, newspaper and
magazine articles, and Internet websites. Any reference cited in entries
more than twice is included in the Selected Bibliography. While popular
undocumented anthologies of urban legends using paraphrased or



xxii

Preface to the Updated and Expanded Edition

summarized texts are included in the bibliography, no individual legends
from these works are cited in the entry references. The cross-references
listed under “See also” with many entries are important for gathering all
possible information about a particular legend, country, or scholarly
approach.

A major addition to this edition is an expanded and improved “Type
Index of Urban Legends” based on the preliminary index included in
my book The Baby Train (1993) and adding material suggested by urban
legend scholars in Holland and Belgium who have adapted the system for
archiving and identifying their materials. I added many new “types” and
set up a numbering system that allows for further additions.

It is the nature of folklore—especially modern or contemporary folk-
lore—that anything published about the subject, whether in printed,
broadcast, or electronic form, will soon become outdated. Tradition
marches on. Thus, while every effort was made to make this encyclopedia
as up to date as possible citing material published through 2010 and the
first half of 2011, beyond that, it is the reader’s task to keep abreast of
developments in the field. Welcome to the (wonderful) world of urban
legends!

Except where specifically noted, all summaries, paraphrases, descrip-
tions, and translations in the entries are my own, but I drew material from
the publications and the generous help of folklorists around the world.
Our e-mails and sometimes photocopies, offprints, and even books criss-
crossed the earth, bringing me invaluable resources for improving and
expanding this work. I am pleased to acknowledge most gratefully the
aid of these friends and folklorist colleagues: Haya Bar-Itzhak, Dan Ben
Amos, Martha Blache, Rolf W. Brednich, Simon Bronner, Fabio
Caironi, Véronique Campion-Vincent, Brett Christensen, Robert Zola
Christensen, Catherine Dewbre, Pamela Donovan, Eilis Ni Dhuibhne,
Birke Duncan, Bill Ellis, Jody Enders, Bairbre Ni Fhloinn, Gary Alan
Fine, Fernando Fischman, Arthur Goldstuck, Richard Green, Jorge
Halperin, Maria Herrera-Sobek, Philip Hiscock, Sandy Hobbs, Akemi
Kaneshiro-Hauptmann, Carl Lindahl, Fred Lobb, Nan McEntire, Peter
McGuire, Lynne S. McNeill, Theo Meder, Lorenzo Montali, Zachary
Nowak, Cynthia Scheer, Graham Seal, Steve Siporin, Paul Smith,
Timothy Tangherlini, Stefaan Top, Paolo Toselli, Elizabeth Tucker,
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Any folklorist who saw the 1998 Columbia Pictures film Urban Legend
probably chuckled at the library scene for its Hollywood-style depiction
of one aspect of folklore research. In this scene, the beautiful student
Natalie (played by Alicia Witt) suspects that recent campus mayhem
was inspired by urban legends, the same kind of stories she is studying
in a folklore class at New England’s “Pendleton College.” As one
reviewer put it, the plot of Urban Legend includes “the requisite killer
in gender-concealing costume (a hooded parka rather than a Halloween
mask covering the face here), who is methodically wiping out far-too-
pretty college-age actors in reverse order of billing.” Sensing a folkloric
pattern in the crimes, Natalie goes to the college library to consult the
ultimate reference work on the subject, a hefty tome titled
Encyclopedia of Urban Legends. There she finds the proof she is seek-
ing—an illustrated description of the method used in the latest killing.

No such reference work existed at that time, but the very one you are
now reading had already been in preparation for about a year. This
Encyclopedia of Urban Legends (first edition, 2001) is the real-life
counterpart to the made-up movie volume. The film Urban Legend
pretty much went nowhere (except for an inferior quasi-sequel called
Urban Legends [sic]: Final Cut), but the folkloric genre of “urban
legends” continues to thrive, especially in electronic media, while the
scholarly study of urban legends has expanded greatly worldwide so as
now to require this second edition.

The folklore class depicted in Urban Legend, as taught by “Professor
Wexler,” is still of some interest to folklorists since it showed countless
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viewers Hollywood’s idea of what a college class in the subject might be
like. Unfortunately, it was a poor example, since Professor Wexler’s
approach was merely to tell a lot of scary stories, show some slides, and
encourage students to try “urban legend experiments,” like drinking a
can of soda after eating Pop Rocks candies to test whether the combina-
tion would explode in the stomach. In the film, all of the best-looking stu-
dents—the main characters, that is—sit in the front row and respond to
all of the teacher’s questions; there is no evidence that anyone in the class
ever takes a test or writes a term paper. However, there was one press
release issued for the film in the form of a fake term paper, complete with
authentic references. (It wasn’t bad and would have earned a solid B+ in
one of my classes.)

Although publicity hype described Urban Legend as “destined to be
the hottest of hip horror movies” and claimed that its “chills, thrills and
a huge hook [have] universal appeal . . . that sets it apart from the other
horror movies out there,” most film critics trashed the film as being (as
one wrote) “a schlocky rip-off of Scream with more blood and fewer
brains.” Another reviewer pointed out that Urban Legend was “actually
a clone of last year’s depressingly popular I Know What You Did Last
Summer, from the same producer” (Neal H. Moritz). In what one
reviewer termed “a nod to previous horror films,” the part of Professor
Wexler was played by Robert Englund, who portrayed Freddy Krueger
in Nightmare on Elm Street. Talk about your tough profs!

Still, Urban Legend, although merely a typical campus-slasher film
loaded with Hollywood clichés, is noteworthy in the context of introduc-
ing the present reference work. This is true not because the film breaks
any new cinematic or fictional ground (except for adding actual murders
to legends that only contain threats of violence), but because it illustrates
how modern folklore scholarship sometimes overlaps with popular cul-
ture. The film had pretensions of research underlying it, so we should
take some account here of Urban Legend as well as the other popular-
culture treatments of urban legends that now proliferate. After all, this
encyclopedia is intended both for folklorists and for urban legend buffs,
and the popularization of a folkloric genre is as worthy of study as the
original traditions themselves.

No folklorists were directly responsible for the film’s treatment of aca-
demic folklore study, but in a press release the script writers revealed that
“We even went through all the books on urban legends.” (Why “even”?
Wouldn't you think working up the background of a subject would be a
requirement?) Another hint in PR materials of the producers” awareness
of academic folklore came in their mention of a course taught at the
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University of California at Los Angeles by Peter Tokovsky and a bibliog-
raphy of writings by folklorists Norine Dresser, Patricia Turner, and—
yes—me. How the filmmakers located their sources and used the back-
ground material they gathered was strictly their own decision; as far as I
know, no folklorists themselves were directly consulted.

Back to the character Natalie, whom curiosity nearly killed: she seems
to be the only student in Professor Wexler’s folklore class to recognize the
urban legend clues, or even to know her way to the library. Natalie’s
research consists of edging her way through the spooky nearly deserted
college library, while a menacing janitor lurks in the background; she
finds the GR section of the Dewey-Decimal classified books and consults
that fictional Encyclopedia. You know when she’s located the correct part
of the library stacks, because right next to the urban legend encyclopedia
on the shelf is a copy of my own 1986 book The Mexican Pet. (You can
also spot a copy of my 1981 The Vanishing Hitchhiker among the books
that Professor Wexler brings to class.)

It is a good indication of the awareness that the general public had of
urban legends by 1998 that just a few clues and details were all it took
to establish the folkloric genre that the film would exploit in such gory
detail. In Urban Legend’s last violent scene, Natalie is tied down and
being threatened by a scalpel wielded by her fellow student Brenda; then
all the assailant needs to say is that she is enacting her “favorite urban
legend, ‘The Kidney Heist.”” Viewers of the film surely had heard that
well-known urban legend of the early 1990s or had read it in an e-mail.
In common with many urban legends lately, “The Kidney Heist” had
quickly moved from “folk” culture and word-of-mouth circulation to
popular culture and the Internet, thus further raising popular awareness
of the story.

Urban legends, once almost solely the folklorists’ concern, had reached
the public consciousness at least a decade before the filming of Urban
Legend. In 1981, in a lecture delivered to the Folklore Society in
London, the pioneer contemporary-legend scholar Stewart F.
Sanderson had declared: “The modern legend constitutes one of the
most, may indeed even constitute the most widespread, popular, and vital
folklore form of the present day; and what strikes me as perhaps its most
outstanding feature is the creativity, imagination, and virtuosity brought
to its performance by all kinds of people . .. =

I agreed with Sanderson’s assessment, and in 1989 I quoted that pas-
sage as the epigraph to Curses! Broiled Again!, my fourth book about
urban legends. But by 2011, some 30 years after Sanderson’s lecture
and 22 years after that book, the urban legend had much less vitality as
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an oral-narrative genre. Instead, urban legends had started to vanish (like
the ghostly hitchhiker) from the realm of oral tradition and had mostly
migrated from folklore into popular culture, where they became stereo-
typed, standardized, exploited, commodified, and repackaged in a num-
ber of Ways.2 The most common medium for the circulation of urban
legends now is the Internet, and thus their “performance” tends to be
shaped more by this remote electronic medium than by the face-to-face
processes of word-of-mouth transmission. Nevertheless, in my opinion,
urban legends are still part of modern “folklore” and still worthy of folk-
lorists” study.

An article widely reprinted in the press in 2000 put it well: “Urban
legends can travel by word of mouth or print, but the Internet has
become the prime vehicle for their dissemination.”® Another nonfolklo-
rist who recognized how urban legends actually circulate nowadays is
the Canadian journalist Robert Fulford, who in his brilliant little book
The Triumph of Narrative enthusiastically described urban legends as
“the most popular living form of folk narrative . .. unconscious literary
art, [and] the spontaneous efflorescence of the popular imagination.”4
Summing up their conduits of transmission, Fulford wrote:

These tales now float effortlessly through the Internet, but the Internet
can’t be blamed for them. Long before any of us hooked up to the World
Wide Web, urban legends rushed like the wind across the continent.
Today, contributors to the Internet are as likely to debunk fantasies as to
promote them. (p. 68)

In another of my own books published a year before the first edition of
this encyclopedia, I reviewed how recent bogus needle-attack warnings
were spreading and being debunked. I concluded, “Maybe this is the true
future of urban legends: rapid Internet circulation of doubtful stories, fol-
lowed by rapid Internet denials.” T was partly joking, or maybe not. The
pattern of a rumor or story “going viral on the Internet” followed by its
being “debunked on the Internet” seems to fit the trajectory of many, if
not most, recent urban legends.

I should explain clearly at this point that what I mean by urban legends
are all those bizarre, whimsical, 99 percent apocryphal, yet believable sto-
ries that are “too good to be true.” They are too odd, too coincidental, and
too neatly plotted to be accepted as literal truth in every place where they
are told and localized. Such stories deal with familiar everyday matters
like travel, shopping, pets, babysitting, crime, accidents, sex, business,
government, and so forth. Although the stories are phrased as if factual
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and are often attached to a particular locality, urban legends are actually
migratory, and, like all folklore, they exist in variant versions. Typically,
urban legends are attributed to a friend-of-a-friend, and often their narra-
tive structure sets up some kind of puzzling situation that is resolved by a
sudden plot twist, at which point the story ends abruptly. I emphasize
story throughout this informal definition; I am not including plotless
rumors, gossip, bits of misinformation, etc. Although these materials
share some of the same features as urban legends, they are not techni-
cally the same genre, even though a few such borderline cases do merit
mention in some of my entries. (What doesn’t get covered here are things
like stories of landed Martians, alien abductions, crop circles, cattle muti-
lations, ESP, faith healing, Big Foot, and the Loch Ness Monster.)

Put simply, urban legends are the modern narratives that folklorists
have collected and studied under well-known titles like “The Runaway
Grandmother,” “Alligators in the Sewers,” “The Killer in the Backseat,”
“The Microwaved Poodle,” and “AIDS Mary.”

Except that folklorists don’t collect them as much any more from oral
tradition. In what might be called the glory days of urban legends as a
prime contemporary folklore genre—roughly the 1960s through the
1980s—everyone was telling them. As Sanderson observed in 1981 (con-
tinuing his previous quotation), they were told by “old and young, well
read and barely literate, educationally privileged and educationally
deprived.”

The legend-related articles in folklore journals of that time were
replete with texts, or at least summaries of collected texts, and
conference papers followed suit. No sooner did folklorists pin down
“The Dead Cat in the Package,” “The Solid-Cement Cadillac,” or “The
Choking Doberman,” than along came a new story sweeping the country,
or indeed the world, like “The Elevator Incident,” (starting about 1981),
“The Mexican Pet” (1983), “Death on the Tanning Bed” (i.e., “Curses!
Broiled Again!”) (1987), or “The Resurrected Rabbit” (1988). The latest
new urban legends that I noted that were really being told much were
“The Kidney Heist” (starting about 1991) and “The Brain Drain” (or
“Biscuit Bullet” story, in 1995); within a few months, both stories were
circulating mainly on the Internet or being alluded to in popular culture
as obvious fictions.

When American folklorists first started collecting and studying “urban
belief tales” in the 1940s and 1950s, the tradition was perceived as being
mostly oral in its dissemination. Many of the first collectors were college
professors and their students who noted the legends circulating on cam-
pus. Important early work in the area was done by folklorists Ernest



xxviii Introduction

Baughman, Richard K. Beardsley, B. A. Botkin, Richard M. Dorson,
Rosalie Hankey, William Hugh Jansen, and J. Russell Reaver. Popular
writers like Bennett Cerf and Alexander Woollcott, plus several news-
paper columnists, also played an early part in recording and publicizing
the genre. (For references to typical early studies, see such entries as
“The Corpse in the Car,” “The Fatal Initiation,” “The Phantom
Coachman,” “The Poison Dress,” and “The Vanishing Hitchhiker.”)
Woollcott had the prescience to dub “The Vanishing Lady” story, which
he had attempted to trace back through a succession of journalists, as “a
fair specimen of folklore in the making.” Eventually folklorists followed
the leads of Botkin, Dorson, and others in recognizing that a good many
of the oral traditional urban legends had a lively circulation in print as
well as by word-of-mouth.

Jerome Beatty, who wrote “Trade Winds” in the Saturday Review for
many years, published in his July 4, 1964, column a version of “The
Nude Housewife” urban legend without realizing that it was a widespread
story. He confessed his error and described how he became enlightened
as to the nature of folklore in an article titled “Funny Stories” in the
November 1970 issue of Esquire:

[SJomeone I know in Homewood, Illinois, told me about something that
had happened to her friend, a housewife. The girl had gone into the base-
ment to do some laundry, and while the wash was going, she threw in the
clothes she was wearing. While waiting, she decided to brush a cobweb
off the cellar window, and picked up a broom for that purpose. Then to
protect her hair, she put on a football helmet that was nearby. Just then
there was a knock and a call, “meter man!” She grabbed a raccoon coat that
was stored there and quickly put it on. The meter man came down the
stairs without waiting for an answer, shined his flashlight at the meter,
and wrote down the reading, all without saying a word. As he left, he
glanced at the housewife, trying to hide in a corner and said,

“Hope your team wins, lady.”

When I repeated this tale on one occasion, authenticating it by saying it
had happened to “the friend of a friend of mine in Illinois,” I was told that
it had been in a national magazine. I couldn’t believe it, but my informant
eventually sent me a clipping dated March, 1961, locating the event in
East Hampton, Connecticut. When I had a chance, I queried the
Homewood, Illinois, source who said that the girl was a good friend and
she had said it had happened to her, and no one was going to call her a liar.
The question with this incident, as it is with the others, is: Did it ever hap-
pen at all? But this is a question that few people ask.®
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In a letter to me dated October 26, 1983, Beatty added the information
that the clipping came from Reader’s Digest (see the “Nude Housewife”
entry for the actual text), and he also admitted, “T was glad to see Ann
Landers fall for it years later.”

My own epiphany concerning the nature of urban legends came in
May 1959 when, as a graduate student at Indiana University working
under Professor Dorson, I was helping to proofread and index his book
American Folklore, to be published later that year. In the last chapter,
“Modern Folklore,” Dorson discussed “a ubiquitous department store
legend ... The Dead Cat in the Package,”” among other examples. The
very week when we worked on his book, a version of that same story
appeared in the local newspaper, the Bloomington, Indiana, Daily
Herald-Telephone, credited as the true experience of a friend of the jour-
nalist in Indianapolis. I clipped the story, and it became the first item in
what eventually grew to be my large archive of urban legend texts from
myriad sources. Significantly, I think, this initial example was a newspaper
report of a story that was circulating orally in the community.

An interesting small collection of urban legends was published by
JoAnn Stephens Parochetti in 1965 based on a collection begun in 1963
when she was a student at Purdue University in Lafayette, Indiana.”
Clearly ahead of her time, Parochetti tape-recorded and transcribed her
texts, devised a classification system for them, and included in her article
the names and ages, as well as the hometowns, of her informants. She
referred to her material simply as “scary stories” and gave them titles that
differ from those later adopted by folklorists. But it is easy to recognize
her stories “Women Trailed by Mysterious Car” or “Two Girls Alone”
or “Girl’s Throat Cut in Dorm” as early examples of well-known urban
legends. Parochetti’s article states that she collected 18 distinct stories
in 50 variants, obtaining them from 22 informants, mostly Purdue under-
graduates, 18 of them females. She recorded both during group storytell-
ing sessions and also one-on-one with people who had previously been
questioned about which stories she or he knew. Besides the stories them-
selves and her statistics, Parochetti offered some good commentary on
their performance style and meanings.

Indiana University rather than Purdue became the center of urban
legend collecting and studies in the late 1960s through the efforts of
Professor Linda Dégh and her students, who began publishing their find-
ings in the journal Indiana Folklore in 1968. Interest in urban legends
spread among other American and international folklorists in the follow-
ing decades, a history best learned by reading the entries for individual
legends and countries. Landmark events in urban legend research would
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surely include William Hugh Jansen’s study of “The Surpriser Surprised”
published in 1973, my own The Vanishing Hitchhiker of 1981, the first
international conference on contemporary legends in 1982, the founding
of the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research
(ISCLR) in 1988, and the publication of Bennett and Smith’s
Contemporary Legend: A Folklore Bibliography (with 1,116 entries) in
1993. The record of international urban legends continues to grow with
particularly rich materials being published from Australia, Belgium,
England, Finland, France, Germany, Holland, Ireland, Italy, Poland,
Scotland, South Africa, and Sweden. New materials and personal con-
tacts from Argentina, China, Iceland, Israel, Japan, Mexico, and other
countries have allowed me to add or expand upon entries for these coun-
tries. But many more national traditions of urban legends must be out
there that have not yet been recognized, collected, and published, Just
spinning the globe and pondering, I wonder who will report the urban
legends of, say, Brazil, Chile, Egypt, Greece, Haiti, Indonesia, Iran,
Kenya, Nigeria, Portugal, and on and on and on. I have no doubt that
urban legends are found in virtually every country; all we need is some-
one in each place to start keeping track of them.

As is evident from titles of some works already mentioned, not all folk-
lorists use the term “urban legends” for the genre. Indeed, the ISCLR
consistently puts the phrase in parentheses in its mission statements and
conference announcements; the inside cover of Contemporary Legend
(the ISCLR journal) refers to “so-called ‘modern urban legends’.” A
1998 attack on the term was published by the English folklorist
Jacqueline Simpson in that very journal; she stated flatly, “As a term of
definition for the genre as a whole ...urban is not a good choice.”
More pragmatic, however, in his entry “Legend, Urban” for Folklore:
An Encyclopedia, American folklorist Bill Ellis referred to the phrase
simply as “A popular term for a narrative concerning some aspect of
modern life that is believed by its teller but is actually untrue.” The term
that many folklorists prefer—"“contemporary legend”—has its problems
as well, but (as pointed out by Sandy Hobbs) it does have one claim to
legitimacy in that F. Scott Fitzgerald used it more-or-less in the same
way as modern folklorists do in his 1925 masterpiece The Great Gatsby.

Gatsby’s notoriety, spread about by the hundreds who had accepted his
hospitality and so became authorities on his past, had increased all summer
until he fell just short of being news. Contemporary legends, such as the
“underground pipe-line to Canada” attached themselves to him and there
was one persistent story that he didn’t live in a house at all, but in a boat
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that looked like a house and was moved secretly up and down the Long
Island shore.'®

“Contemporary legend” (both the term and the concept) has an even
longer history in France. Jean-Bruno Renard pointed out that the
French magazine Mélusine (1877-1900) had a regular column titled
“Légendes contemporaines” while Revue des traditions populaires had
an article in 1886 asking the question, “Don’t cities have a folklore like
that in the country?” Among the examples of contemporary legends dis-
cussed in these French journals were recent political stories, a variant of
“The Devil in the Dancehall,” and stories about child mutilation.
Renard concluded his survey by asserting that “it is still useful for today’s
scholar to examine old folklore journals, since many analogs to contempo-
rary legends can be found within them.”!!

Scholarly debates about the terminology and definitions most appro-
priate for studies of urban/contemporary/modern legends existed from
the time of the first collection and study of these stories, and the debate
continues. The discussions center not on the “legend” part of the term
so much as on the modifiers, whether “modern,” “contemporary,” or
“urban.” Frustrated by the perceived shortcomings of all these terms,
Alan Dundes in 1993 proposed that an apt label might simply be “legends
of the late twentieth century. 12 That choice would be rather awkward as
a working term, and, of course, even by the time of the first edition of this
encyclopedia it would have been outdated. An even more radical view—
that the genre may not even exist—was hinted at in a paper title
announced for the 2011 annual conference (the 29th such gathering) of
ISCLR: “Is There Such a Thing as the Contemporary Legend?” I was
not present at that meeting, but I hope the answer to the question was
“Yes.” (As far as I know the conference continued as planned, so probably
it was.) One useful way to look at the term “urban,” which seems to have
prevailed over the other terms, was proposed by word researcher David
Wilton, who refers to urban legends as “tales, usually cautionary, told by
people who live in our modern, urbanized society.”13 For this clever gam-
bit I forgive Wilton for having mixed the terms “myth” and “legend” in his
book title. (For further discussion of definitional and terminological prob-
lems, and for more references, see the appropriate entries below.)

Whatever the disagreements of scholars, modern folk who have popu-
larized and exploited urban legends and use that term include writers of
children’s books, compilers of popular anthologies of amusing stories
for adult readers, professional storytellers, advertising and television writ-
ers, and (as already shown) filmmakers. In popular culture, “urban
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legends” is the term of choice, and all of these spin-offs from the tradi-
tional person-to-person circulation of modern legends have their place
in the entries of this encyclopedia.

In recent years, members of the media have also enthusiastically
embraced the general idea of urban legends, applying the term—or sev-
eral variants like urban myth, urban folktale, hoax, etc.—to all kinds of
phenomena. Hundreds of examples from previous years might be cited,
but here are some from just late 2000 alone of the public’s urban-
legend awareness: An article (September 19) about Rick Lazio, New
York State Republican Senate candidate, described an anecdote about
school discipline problems that he included in his standard stump speech
as being “the equivalent of an urban legend.” A piece (September 28) on
the Sydney Summer Olympic games opened, “It has become an urban
legend at these Games . . . [that] security guards are supposedly confiscat-
ing bottles of Pepsi-Cola from visitors at the gates of the Olympic Park.”
(Coke, not Pepsi, was an official sponsor.) A news item (November 23)
about whether penguins “topple over like dominos as they stare up at air-
craft” quoted a scientist saying, “I'm afraid it’s an urban myth.” A page
from the Holiday 2000 L. L. Bean travel catalog recommended clothing
styles to wear in Paris as being “Urbane Legends . . . cool looks for the city
of lights.” An animated TV Christmas special, Olive the Other Reindeer,
described the story of Rudolph as being just “one of those urban
legends.” Clearly the folklorists’ term “urban legend” has been widely
accepted but drastically redefined in its media usage, coming to refer to
such forms as doubtful anecdotes, rumors, misinformation, advertising
hype, and jokes.

It is both thrilling and slightly discouraging for a folklorist to see that
the great contemporary scientist and writer Stephen Jay Gould adopted
the term in one of his popular columns for Natural History. Gould elo-
quently opened his essay thus:

An odd principle of human psychology, well known and exploited by the
full panoply of prevaricators, from charming barkers like Barnum to evil
demagogues like Goebbels, holds that even the silliest of lies can win cred-
ibility by constant repetition. In current American parlance, these procla-
mations of “truth” by xeroxing—if sufficiently benign to do little harm, yet
embraced with all the force of a dictum running “from God’s mouth to your
ear”—fall into the fascinating domain of “urban legends.”"*

A folklorist might object that the tellers of urban legends are not usu-
ally deliberate liars (“prevaricators”), but rather are simply passing on
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what they assume is a bit of truth. However, we may praise Gould for not-
ing “xeroxing” as one common form of legend transmission, and I cer-
tainly agree that urban legends are “fascinating.” (Thank goodness he
didn’t say “urban myths.”) A problem with Gould’s essay, however, is that
the example he has in mind—the notion that “Scientists say that we use
just 10 percent of our brains”—has no narrative element and is thus more
like a rumor or a factoid than a legend. Actually, it probably fits best
under the rubric of simple “misinformation” (or “trivia,” if it happened
to be true, which it isn’t).

An instance of proper folkloristic use of the term urban legend in the
popular media appeared in, of all unexpected places, Overdrive: The
Magazine for the American Trucker.'” The author described a number
of urban legends in which truck drivers figure as heroes, villains, or vic-
tors. It should be noted that as sources the author lists yours truly along
with a comic book, one of several recent popular undocumented anthol-
ogies, and three urban legend websites—a perfect mix of folk, academic,
and popular sources for the 21st-century understanding of urban
legemds.16

Without detailing any further examples—whether good ones or bad—TI
want to make it clear that the popularization and remaking of folklore is
nothing new; in fact, it’s probably inevitable. It happened to European
fairy tales from the Grimm brothers down to Walt Disney. It happened
to folksongs, which most modern people know only from professional
performers and recordings. It happened to Halloween and several other
former “folk” holidays. It happened to traditional log construction, rang-
ing from simple folk-built cabins to the huge multimillion-dollar designer
log vacation homes that dot the landscape surrounding luxury ski resorts
like Idaho’s Sun Valley, Colorado’s Vail, and Utah’s Deer Valley.

The vanishing (or at least the decline) of oral-traditional urban legends
does not mean that urban legends are a dead genre and that folklorists
have nothing left to study in the way of contemporary traditional narra-
tives or have no further meanings to probe among urban legends that
have passed into popular culture. The German folklorist Lutz Rohrich
asked in 1984, “What . . . do folklore texts mean in their second or third
‘life’ (Zweites oder drittes Dasein)?” He referred to a first existence in oral
folk tradition, a second in the form of materials as collected by folklorists,
and a third existence as these traditions entered the wider public domain
of media and commercialization. Rohrich, rather than being discouraged
by this development, urged study of the folk traditions that had “become
intellectual entertainment, the subject of films and television programs,
once they have been translated into other languages and are known far
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beyond the area or country they sprang from.”'” Rohrich’s appraisal here
of traditional folklore’s development may easily be extended to the study
of urban legends as they too have passed from word-of-mouth circulation
into the age of the Internet and beyond.

There is a vast amount of legend data in folklore collections and
archives awaiting analysis and interpretation. The very processes and
products of commercialization and the popularization of urban legends
deserve folklorists™ attention. The Internet circulation of rumors and
legends has opened up another new field of research. And numerous
warnings are still flying around—one way or another—about such things
as needle and perfume attacks, e-mail taxes, sabotaged ATMs and pay
phone coin slots, road rage incidents, danger at gas pumps from cell
phone sparks, experiences with camera-armed speedtraps, pranks with
disposable cameras at weddings, etc., etc., etc. Who knows what may
come next in urban legend tradition?
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Abduc{’ioné

See “The Attempted Abduction”; Needle-Attack Legends; “The Phantom
Clowns”

Academe, Legendé of

College and university campuses, despite being centers of research,
learning, and sophistication, are also fertile grounds for the growth of
legends and other folklore. As Barre Toelken points out, students “can
be seen as members of a distinct folk group, the members of which are
separately literate but communally alliterate.” That is, while campus folk
are undeniably literate, much of their shared lore of campus life and tra-
ditions is transmitted not in print but by means of customary example and
word of mouth, more recently aided by electronic communication. What
is true of students in this regard is equally so of faculty and staff. Toelken
provided this example of a typical campus story in the first publication of
his essay in 1968:
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Academe, Legends of

Just last year, one hears from reliable friends, an easily embarrassed biology
teacher who was frightened of discussing sex in mixed company got rid of
all the women in class by writing an obscene word on the board before tak-
ing roll, or by asking an intentionally ambiguous questions: “Can you tell
me, Miss, what part of the body expands to three times its normal size when
properly stimulated?” After the young woman leaves, the professor asks the
class innocently, “What's so bad about the pupil of the eye?”

A surprising amount of supernatural legendry still circulates on college
and university campuses, including stories of haunted dormitories and
labs, ghostly warnings from past residents, and tales telling of the restless
spirits of native peoples who first inhabited the lands where colleges were
later built. The more modern urban legends of academe typically concern
either eccentric faculty members (“The Acrobatic Professor,” “The
Trained Professor,” etc.) or crises among students (“The Roommate’s
Death,” “The Gay Roommate,” etc.). Legends about examinations and
term papers abound on campuses, including stories of “Resubmitted
Term Papers,” of a one-word exam question (“Why?”), of clever solutions
to “The Barometer Problem,” of a “Tricky Answer” to a question for
which the student is unprepared, and especially of students’ imaginative
ways of beating the system using “The Second Blue Book.” Two of the
most popular examination legends describe a student’s witty one-upping
of an officious professor; these are “The Bird-Foot Exam” and “Do You
Know Who I Am?”

Some campus legends influence behavior since they are accepted as
official regulations, even though their circulation is merely traditional,
never official. These legends include the supposed “rule” that a student
will receive straight-A grades if his or her roommate commits suicide,
the conventional notion that students must wait in the classroom a spe-
cific number of minutes for a late professor (depending on his or her aca-
demic rank), and the widely held belief that sitting in the front row,
maintaining eye contact with the professor, and smiling will guarantee a
high grade.

The campus itself is the subject of legends in the stories about libraries
supposedly sinking into the ground because the architect forgot to calcu-
late the weight of books into the design, or the stories about supposed
mix-ups that caused buildings to be erected on the wrong campus or fac-
ing in the wrong direction. Another theme is that campus planners had
conspired to make new buildings “riot-proof” following the student dem-
onstrations of the 1960s. This was supposedly accomplished by limiting
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large open spaces where students could gather and designing stairways
and halls to be difficult for large numbers of students to move around
in. Another part of the scheme was to install secret tunnels which police
could use to infiltrate any buildings occupied by demonstrators.

One of the rare urban legends to have been traced to its apparent
source is the academic story of “The Unsolvable Math Problem.”
Legendary themes that have gone the other way—from being mere sto-
ries to becoming actual incidents—include the academic legends con-
cerning student pranks (such as leaving an arm behind in a toll booth or
stealing garden ornaments and sending them on “vacation”).

Besides stories dealing directly with campus life, the larger themes of
urban legends circulate freely among academics, especially now that
computers with Internet access have become common on campus. In
e-mail and on computer bulletin boards, websites, and in listserv
exchanges, the latest stories are enthusiastically transmitted and dis-
cussed by students and professors alike. A surprising number of these
“separately literate” folk seem to give some credence to wild tales that
have no more support other than someone somewhere has set the story
racing along the Information Superhighway.

See also “The Announced Quiz”; “The Barrel of Bricks”; “The Fatal

» <« » <«

Initiation”; “A Lesson in Compassion;” “A Lesson in Perception”;
Medical Student Pranks; Pranks; “Roaming Gnomes”; Scotland;
Slovenia; “The Stanford Origin Legend”; “The Stolen Exam”; “Writing
High”

References: Simon J. Bronner, Piled Higher and Deeper: The Folklore of
Campus Life (1990); Charles Greg Kelley, “Joseph E. Brown Hall: A Case
Study of One University Legend,” Contemporary Legend 2 (1992), 137—
153; Kimberly J. Lau, “On the Rhetorical Use of Legend: U.C. Berkeley
Campus Lore as a Strategy for Coded Protest,” Contemporary Legend
New Series 1 (1998), 1-20; Barre Toelken, “The Folklore of Academe,” in
Brunvand, Study of American Folklore (1st-3rd eds., 1968, 1978, 1986);
Alexander M. Bruce, “Building Community: The Folklore of Physical
Space at Florida Southern College,” Contemporary Legend New Series 7
(2004), 112-136; Cathy Preston, “University Campus Legends: Student
Tactics and Habitable Spaces,” Contemporary Legend New Series 7
(2004), 137-171; Culture & Tradition [published annually by the Folklore
Students of Memorial University of Newfoundland], vol. 26 (2004),
Special edition “Student Life and Campus Customs”; Tucker, Campus
Legends (2005), Haunted Halls (2007), and Haunted Southern Tier
(Charleston, SC: Haunted America, 2011), 81-92 (“Haunted Colleges”).
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“The Accidental Cannibals”

“The Acciden‘\'al Cannibals”

Tale Type 1339 “Strange
Foods” has this general
summary: Miscellaneous
type with diverse variants:
An ignorant man or woman
is not familiar with a certain
food.” Among the misun-
derstandings included in
this very old story cycle are
thinking sausage casings
are a sack for the real food
inside, eating the skin of
a banana or watermelon
instead of the fruit, boiling tea leaves and serving them with butter,
and mixing many foods together as one unpalatable dish. At the end
of this string of traditional numbskull food tales is 1339G “The
Relative in the Urn,” a modern legend on the theme of accidental
cannibalism.

In this urban legend—widely told in Europe and wherever Europeans
have migrated—the mysterious item thought to be food is (brace your-
self!) cremains, that is, the ashes of a dead relative. Just after World
War I1, in a food package sent by relatives in the United States, a family
in Europe (often Eastern Europe) finds a jar of powder without a label
or any note of explanation. Assuming it to be some kind of American
instant drink, the family stirs spoonfuls of the powder into hot water
and drinks it. In other versions the powder is used as a cooking spice
or thought to be dried coconut, bread flour, or a cake mix. A letter
arrives later, explaining that the jar contained the cremains of a relative
who had immigrated to the States years ago, died during the war, and
had wanted to be buried in his or her native country. Sometimes the
explanatory letter is in the same package, but it is written in English
and nobody is available to translate it until after the cremains have been
eaten.

British versions of “The Accidental Cannibals” sometimes describe the
cremains coming in a package from cousins in Australia, but a version told
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in Australia “reverses the geography,” as Aussie folklorist Graham Seal
put it in the story he titled “Ashes to Ashes™:

A Dutch family had emigrated to Australia, leaving the family farm and
their relatives behind. Each year at harvest time the relatives back home
would send over a box of apples from the farm, with which the family would
make a huge apple pie.

One year the box of apples also contained a small plastic bag of grey pow-
der. Assuming the powder was a special spice for the apples, the mother
added the new spice to the pie. It was especially delicious, and the pie
was all eaten by the time a letter, which had been delayed, arrived from
the Netherlands.

“We're sending you the annual box of apples,” the letter said. “Hope you
enjoy them. But the sad news is that Uncle Herman died last week. And as
you loved him so much, we thought we’d send you his ashes.”

The basic story has many variations. For example, here is one told in
York, England, in 1986 and sent to me by a reader:

A group of young people on a “workfare” scheme [project to aid a needy
person] were sent to decorate an old woman’s home. She went out to let
them get on with the job, and she told them to help themselves to tea.
When they felt like having a break, they had some trouble finding the tea,
but eventually found it and had their drink. When the old woman came
home, she looked in dismay at the spot where the tea had been found,
and she asked where the jar was. The decorators explained that they had
used it all up. The woman exclaimed, “Oh! That was my dead husband’s
ashes in that jar!”

In South Affica folklorist Arthur Goldstuck has found two versions of
“The Accidental Cannibals.” The first, titled “The Spicy Letter,” is the
typical scenario with a family in Ttaly receiving a package from their rela-
tives in South Africa and using the contents of the ornate jar as a spice
before they learn that these were “Uncle Giulio’s ashes.” The second
story, “A Sniff and a Tear,” tells of an Indian family driving home after a
memorial service for their late grandfather and being stopped by a police-
man who demands to know what they have in “a neat little wooden box.”
The box is opened, revealing white powder inside. “Aha!l Cocaine!” says
the policeman, and he sticks his finger into the powder and licks it “the
way he’d seen it done in Miami Vice.” “No,” says the horror-stricken

5



Accidental Multiple Deaths

driver, “those are the ashes of my grandfather.” (From The Leopard in
the Luggage, pp. 103-105)

See also Australia; “The Corpse in the Cask”; “Human Sausage
Factories”; Romania; South Africa; Tale Type

References: Baby Train, 75-79; Be Afraid, 100-101; Choking Doberman,
114-115; Too Good, 198-199; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 117; Seal, Cane Toad
High, 70-71; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 258-259.

Acciden“'al N\UHiPlC Dealrhs

This theme appears in several legends of horror or gruesome accidents,
including one told in several countries during both World War I and
World War II in which a woman, whose husband is at the front, is bathing
her two small children upstairs when the doorbell rings. Hurrying down
the steps to answer the door, she trips on a toy and falls to the bottom,
breaking her neck. The person at the door is a military envoy, sent to
inform her that her husband was killed in action. When authorities enter
the house to check on her, they find the woman dead in the hallway and
both children drowned in the bathtub.

Another domestic multiple-death story was written out by a woman in
Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1986; she heard it from a friend who said it hap-
pened somewhere “back east”™

A mother with three small children was giving her six-month old baby a
bath when her two-year old cut himself very badly. She couldn’t leave her
baby alone in the tub, so she told her six year old to run across the street
to the neighbors and get help. It took so long that she left the baby to help
the two year old, who was unconscious by now. She heard sirens, and
thought help was there, but they were because her six year old had been
hit by a car and killed. In the meantime, the baby in the tub drowned and
the two year old bled to death.

The “cutting” in the above story links it to another legend, “The
Mother’s Threat Carried Out” in which the little boy’s penis is cut off
by his older sister who had overheard his mother or father mentioning
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such a possibility. See the entry for this legend for more details and some
history of this “Inept Mother” theme.

References: Baby Train, 70; Too Good, 224; Be Afraid, 149-150.

“The Acciden‘\'al §‘\'ickui>"

This legend is based on the familiar unwitting-theft theme in which an
innocent person is mistaken for a thief and is robbed in retaliation by
his or her supposed victim. The assumed “victim” in this case is a person
who sets out shopping with just a single bill ($5, $10, $20, or $50). The
shopper suddenly realizes that his or her money is gone, believes that a
passerby has stolen it, and fiercely demands—and receives—the money
back. Returning home, the “victim” discovers that the money had been
left behind. In England this story is known as “The Five-Pound Note.”
A related story, told both in the United States and abroad, describes the
supposed theft of an entire billfold or a pocket watch. Often the scene
of this legend is a crowded bus or streetcar, or in some versions a car in
which the “victim” has picked up a suspicious-looking hitchhiker.

See also “The Stolen Wallet”

References: Katherine M. Briggs and Ruth L. Tongue, eds., Folktales of
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 101-102; Choking
Doberman, 190-191; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 81-83.

f\ccider\*é

Accident legends represent a major category of urban legends that
includes stories about perilous mishaps that are either gruesome or hilari-
ous (sometimes both); almost always they are bizarre. Excluding the sto-
ries about automobile accidents discussed under that heading, there are
about 30 well-known urban legends that focus specifically on interesting
and dangerous things that supposedly happened by accident.

The gruesome-accident legends include stories about contact lenses
“welded” to the cornea, butane lighters detonating in a shirt pocket,



“The Acrobatic Professor”

Pop Rocks candy exploding in the stomach, and fingers being slashed off
when a power lawnmower is misused. Another lost-finger story describes
an industrial accident in which a worker gestures to demonstrate how he
lost a finger in a factory machine—thereby cutting off another finger in a
repeat of the accident.

Hilarious-accident stories often describe equally gruesome situations—
but with a laughable angle. For example, a husband is blown off an “explod-
ing toilet,” surely a painful experience. But the situation causes the rescuing
paramedics to laugh so hard that they drop the stretcher he’s being carried
on. In another comical-accident story a woman has a painful skiing accident
while her pants are pulled down (see “The Ski Accident” for details), which
leads a ski instructor to have his own accident and eventually to confront the
embarrassed woman with an account of his funny-but-painful experience.

The bizarre quality of most accident legends is well illustrated in the
gruesome story of “The Scuba Diver in the Tree.” The extremely unlikely
means by which the victim ended up in such a situation are beyond belief,
although many people retold the story as the gospel truth. Perhaps the
most bizarre of all accident legends is “The Failed Suicide,” in which
multiple attempted methods of death cancel each other out in rapid suc-
cession and the would-be victim remains alive.

See also Automobiles; “The Barrel of Bricks”; Bogus Warnings; “The
Last Kiss”; “Mobile Phone Sparks Explosion”; “The Mole Hill and the
Jaguar”

References: Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 74-75 (“Accidents
Galore™).

“The Accusev Rebulled”

See “The Unrecognized War Hero”

“The Acroba{’ Ic ’P\ro(—\eééo\r"

A professor promises his class that he will not give a surprise quiz in the
course until “the day you see me come into the classroom through the
transom.” Then one day, after the class has arrived, their professor comes
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climbing through the transom with a gleeful grin on his face and a stack of
quizzes clutched in one hand. It turns out that he had earlier worked as a
circus acrobat. Variations on the story describe the quiz-toting professor
entering through a second-story window or climbing out of a grand piano.

This story is told about a surprising number of American professors
who are often named and given their correct academic specialties in
these accounts, although none of these stories has yet been positively
verified. Best known of the group was Guy Y. “Guy Wire” Williams
(1881-1968), a chemistry professor at the University of Oklahoma (from
1906 until his death), who was described in one source as “a skilled gym-
nast and acrobat.” However, even Williams’s biographical sources do not
specifically include the transom trick.

References: Oliver Finley Graves, “Folklore in Academe: The Anecdote
of the Professor and the Transom,” Indiana Folklore 12 (1979), 142-145;
Mexican Pet, 192—-195; Too Good, 436—437.

AC\rica

A huge continent with many different countries, and having numerous
urban areas as well as village society, Africa has barely been documented
as a place where urban legends flourish. Only South African urban
legends have been systematically documented. A few other examples so
far recorded are scattered through this encyclopedia. See the entries for
“The Baby-Roast,” Body parts Rumors and Legends, “The Blood
Libel,” and “The Man in the Middle.”

John William Johnson published two interesting versions of “The
Vanishing Hitchhiker,” that he heard in the 1980s, one from sub-
Saharan East Africa and one from West Africa, both told to him by uni-
versity students. In 1987, after giving a lecture on folklore at the Somali
National University, Johnson, who had mentioned the hitchhiker legend
in his talk, was approached by a student who told him of an occurrence
that “had actually happened in Somalia some years before.” A Somalian
student, he said, returning from studies in the United States is met at
the airport in Mogadishu by the girlfriend with whom he had corre-
sponded for four years. The couple spend the day together, then dance
at a nightclub all evening. The young man walks her home late that chilly
night, giving her his jacket to keep her warm. The next day, calling at his
girlfriend’s home, the student is informed by her father, “T have very bad

9
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“AIDS Harry”

news. Fadumo [the girlfriend] was killed in a car crash two years ago.”
The student and the father visit her grave and, of course, find the boy’s
coat lying atop it.

In a similar situation in Senegal, on the West coast of Africa, “some-
time in the 1980s,” Johnson collected a different version of the legend
from a student in his folklore class. This time a Wolof taxi driver meets
a girl at a dance, lends her his sweater, walks her home, forgets the
sweater, and—no surprise—learns the next day that he had dated a ghost.
Going to the graveyard with the girl's elderly mother, the taxi driver finds
his sweater draped over her tombstone. “As a result of this incident, the
Wolof youth goes insane.”

Johnson postulates that these urban legends have been adopted into
the traditions of both modern African settings as their societies have
become more urbanized and more exposed to outside cultural influences,
but also that native belief in a spirit world has made the cultures receptive
to a supernatural story. A similar appearance of a well-known but non-
supernatural urban legend in an African setting—and also told by a stu-
dent—was documented by a Nigerian student in one of my folklore
classes at the University of Utah in 1976. She related a detailed and local-
ized version of “The Baby-Roast” (see that entry) after hearing of the
Western versions of the legend in class.

References: Ellis, “Roots ... ‘Myth in Modern Africa,”” 2007; Luise
White, Speaking with Vampires: Rumor and History in Colonial Africa
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); John William Johnson,
“The Vanishing Hitchhiker in Africa,” Research in African Literatures
38:3 (2007), 24-33.

A< Jr\‘ﬂ\(\flj:’

The title refers to the male equivalent of “AIDS Mary” (about a woman
deliberately spreading AIDS to men, leaving behind a taunting message
written on a wall or mirror). The victim of the male AIDS carrier is often
a young woman vacationing in the Caribbean or another tropical site. In
many versions she is a college student from the East or Midwest. She meets
a handsome stranger and spends several days and nights with him. When
taking her to the airport for her return home, the man gives her a package,
instructing her to open it later. She opens it on the plane and finds a small
coffin with a note inside reading, “Welcome to the world of AIDS.”
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The “Mary” versions of this legend spread internationally starting about
1986, but the “Harry” versions had mostly taken over by mid-1990.
Details about the size, color, and fittings of the tiny coffin vary widely, and
in some versions the coffin is replaced by a package of coffee or a coffee
maker. Although this change is easily explained as a mere misunderstanding
of the words, it achieves a certain logic in the plot when legend-tellers
improvise the explanation that the woman thought her companion may
have been trying to smuggle drugs into the United States, masking their
smell with coffee. Alternatively, the man’s explanation is sometimes said to
be that she will need some coffee “for all the lonely nights you'll be facing.”

See also Italy

References: Baby Train, 237; Too Good, 133-134; Elissa R. Henken,
“Gender Shifts in Contemporary Legend,” Western Folklore 68 (Summer
2004), 237-256; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 110-112.

"AIDS Mavy’

A man traveling on business or attending a conference meets a beautiful
woman in a bar or nightclub and accepts the invitation to spend the night
with her. The next morning he awakens to find that the woman has gone;
she left behind only a message written on the bathroom wall (or mirror)
in lipstick reading, “Welcome to the [wonderful] world of AIDS.” He
reports this encounter to the police and learns that authorities have
sought this woman for some time. She is an embittered AIDS victim
who has vowed to give the disease to every man she can seduce.

This legend began sweeping the country in 1986 and was dubbed
“AIDS Mary” (reminiscent of “Typhoid Mary”) that year by Dan
Sheridan writing in the Chicago Sun-Times. Simultaneously the story
was rampant internationally, especially in Europe, where the sinister
message sometimes read, “Welcome to the AIDS club.” The barroom
seduction of the victim is a motif also found in “The Kidney Heist,” while
the handwriting on the wall was earlier associated with “The Licked
Hand” and other horror legends; later this motif entered the “Kidney
Heist” tradition. Prototypes of the modern legend in the nineteenth cen-
tury described a vengeful woman spreading a venereal disease among her
country’s enemy forces. By 1990 the female form of the legend had
largely been replaced by “AIDS Harry,” a version in which a male
AIDS carrier spreads the disease.
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AIDS-Origin Traditions

AIDS researchers are unanimous in asserting that this specific event
never occurred, although certainly some people have tried to give the
AIDS virus to others. In this country, so far, AIDS has spread mostly
among homosexuals or via contaminated needles shared by drug addicts,
although promiscuous heterosexual contacts do pose definite dangers as
well. Certainly the legends of “AIDS Mary” and “AIDS Harry” warn
against this latter possibility.

See also India; “Needle Attack Stories”; “The Pinpricks in the Condom”;
Poland

References: Curses!, 195-202; Too Good, 133-134; Be Afraid, 220-222;
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 103-114; Goldstein, Once Upon a
Virus, 37-39, 100-115; Bennett, Bodies, 104-141; Whatley and Henken,
Did You Hear ... ?, 67-90; Fine and Ellis, Global Grapevine, 142-144.

A\Dé»@\rigir\ T\radi‘honé

Various quasi-scientific theories about the origins of AIDS circulate
either as unverified reports (rumors) or in narrative form (legends), as
well as in published works and on websites. These theories are supported
by the general belief in conspiracies supposedly perpetrated by govern-
ments, scientists, or medical researchers. Diane Goldstein in her detailed
study of AIDS folklore distinguishes three forms of AIDS-Origin tradi-
tions. “Animal Theories” claim that AIDS “developed from a natural dis-
ease previously existing only in some other species of animal” (often
monkeys). “Isolated-Case Theories” claim that AIDS “developed from a
much older human disease not previously noted by science” (often
among an isolated ethnic group). “Laboratory-Virus Theories” claim that
AIDS “is a man-made virus manufactured either accidentally or deliber-
ately” (often, supposedly, by the CIA or another secret government
agency). The focus of these theories is commonly Africa or Haiti with
the claimed purpose of such government conspiracies typically being to
exterminate certain racial minorities or homosexuals.

See also Conspiracies; Estonia

References: Goldstein, Once Upon a Virus, 52-54, 77-99.
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“The Ai\r—%:reig\qj(ed Pet”

In this legend, airline baggage handlers are horrified to find a dead dog
inside a pet-shipping container. They decide to take up a collection and
send one worker out to buy a look-alike dog as a replacement. When
the owner comes to claim the container, she opens it for a look at her
pet, and the new dog jumps out and licks her face. The woman faints,
because she had been shipping her dead dog home for burial. Often the
scene takes place at a foreign airport, with the owner returning from a
trip to the United States during which her dog died.

This legend circulated among airline employees in the 1950s and 1960s
but reached a wider audience in the 1980s via publications and broad-
casts, which then fed into oral tradition. In 2001, I received this version
from a reader in Ft. Myers, Florida:

Soon after moving to Florida, I was walking my tiny poodle, Gypsy, on the
beach. An older woman stopped me showing great interest. She said, “Let
me tell you about a woman who was transporting her little boxer to Israel.
In fact, she bought an extra ticket from EIl Al Airlines just so the dog could
be placed in a carrier on the seat next to her.”

After takeoff a flight attendant noticed the pet and told her, “I am sorry
madam, but all pets must be stored in the cargo compartment. The
woman vehemently protested, but the attendant insisted, “I'm very sorry,
but those are the rules. I will keep an eye on your dog to make sure it is all
right.” So she picked up the carrier and stored it in the cargo hold of the
plane.

About an hour later the attendant went to the hold to check on the little
boxer. Aghast, she found that the dog was dead! She thought a moment
and decided to discuss it with the pilot. And the pilot decided to call
ahead to Tel Aviv and ask about the possibility of replacing the dog with
another boxer of similar size and coloring. Half an hour later Tel Aviv
called back and told him they had found a suitable replacement, and all
would be well.

When the plane arrived at its destination, the woman passenger went to
claim her pet. As soon as she saw it she angrily stated, “That is not my dog!”
The flight attendant and the baggage handlers argued, “But Madam, this is
the only dog on the plane. It must be your dog.”



14

“The Air-Freighted Pet”

But the passenger
made one final protest
to the impatient airline
staff, “No! My dog was
dead. I was returning
him to Israel for burial!”

Lovely story, full of
details, but also full of
holes. Wouldn’t the flight
attendant notice that the
dog was dead at the start?
How likely is it that a for-
eign airport staff could find
a look-alike dog within half
an hour just from a verbal description? Why would the woman even con-
sider having her dead dog on the seat next to her in a pet carrier? How
did she get her dead pet through customs and on the plane in the first
place? And is it even possible to enter the cargo hold of a jetliner while
in flight? But such questions are simply academic; after all, it’s an urban
legend.

Paul Harvey repeated a version from a Dallas listener on the air in
1987, and a report of speeches by Marine Lieutenant-Colonel Oliver
North of the Iran-Contra scandal revealed that he told the story during
a lecture tour in 1988. Earlier legends sharing at least one motif with
this legend were “The Dead Cat in the Package” and one about a stolen
dog corpse; “The Air-Freighted Pet” is itself the likely ancestor of “The
Hare Dryer” (or “Resurrected Rabbit”) legend that emerged strongly in
1988.

References: Paul Harvey Jr., ed., Paul Harvey’s For What It’s Worth
(New York: Bantam, 1991), 67; Curses!, 156-158; Too Good, 43—44.

“The Av éamFle\rs"

See Romania
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"Anigaj(o\rs N ‘Hr\e <ewevs’

Baby pet alligators are brought back from Florida (or sometimes pur-
chased at Coney Island or at carnivals) by New York City children.
When the gators grow too large for comfort, many are disposed of in
the toilets by parents. Hundreds of tiny flushed amphibians have grown,
mated, and reproduced in the sewer system, and eventually many of
them turn white from the lack of sunshine. The existence of sewergators
is officially denied by New York City authorities, but information about
them occasionally leaks out.

Dismissed as “one of the sillier folktales of the late 1960s” in a book by
herpetologists, this sewer legend continues to be mentioned in, among
many other places, a serious novel of 1963 (Thomas Pynchon’s V), a
children’s book of 1974 (Peter Lippman’s The Great Escape), a horror film
of 1980 (Alligator), and a modern-art installation of 1993 (done by Anne
Veraldi in a New York subway station as part of the city’s Creative Stations
program). Queries about sewergator rumors regularly arrive at the offices
of the New York City Bureau of Sewers and are routinely denied. Yet the
Bureau sells T-shirts and sweatshirts alluding to the legend. Numerous car-
toons, columns, and other popular-culture sources have referred to
“Alligators in the Sewers” as one of the best known of all American urban
legends, although, curiously, it is generally associated only with one city.

Robert Daley’s 1959 book The World beneath the City included an
interview with a man claiming to have been sewer commissioner in the
1930s when a campaign was mounted to clean all the gators out of the
sewer system, but spokespersons after the death of this informant
revealed that he had never been commissioner and, in fact, had delighted
in spinning outrageous yarns.

In 1935, a New York Times article described a full-grown alligator that
had actually been dragged out of a city sewer. Names and specific places
were identified, but there was no mention of flushed baby pets as a possible
source. Although the origin of the American legend is still uncertain, it
seems likely that there was some influence from a similar English legend
of the nineteenth century as discussed in Thomas Boyle’s 1989 book Black
Swine in the Sewers of Hampstead. Two accounts of octopuses in the sewers
of ancient Roman towns are interesting analogues of the modern urban
legend, but probably have no direct connection to the modern stories.
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References: Sherman A. Minton Jr. and Madge Rutherford Minton, Giant
Reptiles (New York: Scribner’s, 1973); Vanishing Hitchhiker, 90-98; Too
Good, 182-185; James Reitter, “Western Symbolism of Crocodillians in
Literature and Culture,” Midwestern Folklore 31:1 (Spring 2005), 26-36;
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 2—4; Camilla Asplund Ingemark,
“The Octopus in the Sewers: An Ancient Legend Analogue,” Journal of
Folklore Research 45:2 (2008), 145-170.

‘Al That glittevs le Not gold”

A woman riding a Manhattan subway feels her gold neck chain being
snapped loose just as the train slows down at a station. Reacting automatically,
she reaches over and snaps off the chain that’s around her attacker’s neck,
and he runs out the door and up the stairs. Later, a jeweler tells her that
the chain she grabbed was pure gold. Her own chain was an inexpensive fake.

This story was heard by a New York City journalist in 1989 but could
not be verified. It was included in a collection of urban legends because
of its familiar unwitting-theft theme. Also validating this inclusion is a
legend titled “The Pearls” known in the United States and Great Britain
since about 1940, in which genuine and fake pearls are confused. One
version of the pearl story echoes the plot of an 1884 story by French
writer Guy de Maupassant. Other variations of the story have been col-
lected recently in Italy. A version published in a Scottish newspaper in
1968 is quoted in the entry for Scotland.

References: Baby Train, 125; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends,
223-224.

Arvxusemcnjr?ark Dangevs

Rumors and stories about crimes and serious accidents supposedly taking
place at amusement parks have plagued these sites for decades, although
their safety records are good and their crime rates are no higher than
elsewhere. This folklore seems to suggest that behind the facade of inno-
cent family fun and entertainment lurk hidden dangers that the press
refuses to report. (In this respect, amusement park stories are similar to
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those concerning shopping mall crimes.) Commonly these legends name a
specific nearby park and make the claim that someone—often a child—
was injured or killed recently without any notice being released to the public.

Many such legends describe snakes, scorpions, spiders, or other ven-
omous creatures lurking inside the rides and other attractions. There
are accounts of water snakes in the Tunnel of Love and log-flume rides,
rattlesnakes nesting in roller coasters or bumper-car rides, and other bit-
ing creatures infesting the merry-go-round horses. Usually, these intrud-
ers are said to have nested in the rides either during construction abroad
(often India) or during winter storage; the creatures went undetected
when the rides were set up in the spring.

In an updating of these stories, some “Playlands” of modern fast-food
outlets are said to have poisonous serpents buried in the bins of plastic
balls in which happy children jump and play. Nobody, of course, ever
knows an actual child who was bitten, since the tragedy always occurs to
a friend of a friend.

Another amusement park danger theme is that of electrocution when a
person accidentally makes contact with a “hot” electrical wire in a fun
house, a ride, or some other carnival attraction. One version of this theme
claims that a boy was electrocuted when he sneaked out of a car and uri-
nated on the electric rail of a ride.

A major fear of many parents is represented in legends about kidnap-
pings that supposedly took place at amusement parks. Children are said
to have been snatched from their parents—or else nabbed while they
lag behind the rest of the group—and tossed over the fence of the park
to a waiting accomplice. The kidnapper escaped, and the child was never
found again, although sometimes it is said that he or she was recognized
in a kiddie-porn film. No such actual crime has ever been documented,
and these stories migrate from park to park and region to region.

» o«

See also “Snakes in Playland”; “Snakes in the Tunnel of Love”

References: Curses!, 37-39; Too Good, 348-349; Vanishing Hitchhiker,
182-184.

Analggig and \nl(eq:\rej(aj(ion

In researching urban legends folklorists scrutinize the history, the varia-
tions, the distributions, and the structures of individual legends. Studies
also focus on the motifs and themes common to several legends and
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legend-cycles, as well as on the styles and settings in which urban legends
are communicated, whether by word of mouth or in written, printed,
broadcast, or electronic media. Another avenue of research is evaluating
the use of traditional urban-legend plots in literature as well as in films,
television, cartoons, songs, advertising, and other pop-culture sources.
Basic to all such studies is the fundamental question of definition: What
is a legend, as opposed to, say, a rumor, proto-legend, joke, anecdote,
or hoax? Also, what distinguishes an urban (or contemporary or modern)
legend from the older traditional legends?

The basic requirements for good studies of urban legends are the same
as for most other folklore research. Texts must be recorded accurately,
and full documentation must be secured as to who has told the stories
and to what audience, for what purpose, and with what response. Texts
from published sources must be identified as to publication and date;
when possible, it is useful to query the author of the work as to his or
her sources for the legends.

Historical and comparative analysis of urban legends is facilitated by a
classification of individual legends, such as the system included in The
Baby Train (1993) and expanded for inclusion in this encyclopedia (see
Appendix). Further published examples of urban legends and legend stud-
ies are referenced in collections such as The Vanishing Hitchhiker (1981)
and in the bibliography Contemporary Legend (1993) compiled by Gillian
Bennett and Paul Smith. Stith Thompson’s The Motif-Index of Folk
Literature (1955-1958) is an essential reference for tracing themes
common in wider folk tradition, both internationally and in the past.

Although many people wonder about the origins of specific legends, few
definitive answers are possible. Two legends (out of hundreds!) that were
actually traced to their likely sources both enjoyed a considerable boost
from the mass media and were followed back to their starting points largely
via comparing these media sources. (See the entries “The Heel in the
Grate” and “The Unsolvable Math Problem.”) Several other legends,
including “The Choking Doberman” and “The Robber Who Was Hurt,”
clearly derive from older traditional legends. But for the vast majority of
urban legends, the question of origin can best be explained by “communal
re-creation”—the process by which each teller of a story re-creates the plot
from a partly remembered set of details. The teller then either unwittingly
or deliberately varies the story by adding, dropping, or changing certain
details. Thus each storyteller helps to keep the dynamic story alive, what-
ever the ultimate origin of the plot may have been.

The meanings or messages of urban legends are often clear, concrete,
and obvious; sometimes these meanings are even stated directly, as when



Anecdote 19

a teller of “The Attempted Abduction” warns you never to let your child
out of sight in a shopping mall or department store. Other urban legends
advise more subtly, for example, that one should check the backseat of his
or her car, distrust large corporations, and be suspicious of an anonymous
gift (see, e.g., “The Killer in the Backseat,” “The Procter & Gamble
Trademark,” and “The Double Theft”). It is safe to assume that every
urban legend bears some kind of stated or implied message, whether or
not it is directly intended by the individual teller.

While some people claim that most urban legends are told merely for
entertainment—with the exception of stories with a clear stated moral—
folklorists may point to elements of the stories that have powerful symbolic
suggestions. “The Hook,” for example, is a scary story sometimes told with-
out any strong belief in the truth of the plot by adolescents at slumber par-
ties or around campfires. On another level, however, it seems obvious that
the story serves to warn teenagers against the dangers of “parking” in dark,
secluded spots. Possibly the warning on the car radio of the escaped hook-
man represents the parents’ typical warning, “Now be careful, and don’t
stay out too late!” Folklorist Alan Dundes suggested that the hook itself
may represent a phallic object that is symbolically torn off by the car’s rapid
departure, reflecting the fact that the boyfriend in the car hoped to “get his
hooks into the girl” before his efforts were interrupted by the warning.

See also Comparative Approach; Context; Definition of “Legend” and
“Urban Legend”; Fortean Approach; Freudian Approach; Historical
Approach; Linguistic Approach; Motif; Performance of Urban Legends;
Sociological Approach; Structural Approach; Symbolic Approach

References: Hand, American Folk Legend (1971); Brunvand, The Study of
American Folklore (1998), ch. 9, “Legends and Anecdotes,” 196-228;
Vanishing Hitchhiker, “Glossary” and “Appendix,” 193-202; William M.
Clements, “Mythography and the Modern Legend: Interpreting “The
Hook,”” Journal of Popular Culture 19 (1986), 39-46; Daniel R. Barnes,
“Interpreting Urban Legends,” ARV: Yearbook of Scandinavian Folklore
40 (1984), 67-78 [original conference paper in Kvideland and Selberg,
Papers 111, 97-104; repr. in Bennett and Smith, Reader, 1996, 1-16].

Anecdote

A single-episode personal legend, supposedly true, but often apocryphal,

told about either a famous person or a local celebrity with the purpose of
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illustrating some unusual or eccentric trait of character or personality of
that individual. Typically, anecdotes lead up to some witty, bizarre, illogical,
or simply amusing comment that the subject of the story is alleged to have
uttered. A series of anecdotes may circulate about the sayings of a particular
personality, such as baseball player Yogi Berra, who, among many other
things, is supposed to have said, “You can observe a lot just by watching,”
“It’s déja vu all over again,” “When you come to a fork in the road, take
it,” and (perhaps the most revealing attributed remark) “Half the things I
said I never said.” In contrast to these simple stylized anecdotal stories,
the urban legend about baseball player Reggie Jackson supposedly frighten-
ing someone on an elevator is a longer and more complex narrative with no
factual basis, and it is attributed to several other celebrities.

See also Celebrities; “The Crushed Dog”; “The Elevator Incident”;
Folktale; Joke; Musicians and Urban Legends; “What Is Jazz?”

References: Thomas E. Barden, “Anecdote” in Brunvand, American
Folklore Encyclopedia (1996), 28; Brunvand, Study of American Folklore
(1998), 216-219.

Animals in Urban Lﬁgendé

One whole section of a classification of urban legends (some 60 stories) con-
cerns legends about animals; animals appear in the legends of several other
sections as well. Gillian Bennett and Paul Smith’s 1993 bibliography
Contemporary Legend contains about 150 entries and several cross-
references under “Animals,” including species ranging from frogs, newts,
slugs, and toads to elephants, cattle, monkeys, and wolves. Some of the clas-
sic urban legends are animal stories, such as “The Choking Doberman,”
“The Mexican Pet,” “Alligators in the Sewers,” and “The Dead Cat in the
Package.” Along with cars, crime, sex, and horrors, animals are among the
most prominent themes in modern urban legends.

A high proportion of animals described in urban legends are pets, and,
as often as not, these beasts come to some sad end, as when a dead rabbit
is disinterred (“The Hare Dryer”), a gerbil is crushed (“The Bump in the
Rug”), a poodle is cooked (“The Microwaved Pet” and “The Dog’s
Dinner”), or a hunting dog is detonated (“The Loaded Dog”). However,
in other animal legends a pet or a creature from the wild may get its
revenge, as when a cat’s death leads its owners to have their stomachs
pumped (“The Poisoned Pussycat at the Party”), a stunned deer trashes
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a person’s car (“The Hunter’s Nightmare”), a kangaroo makes off with
someone’s coat and its pocket contents (“The Kangaroo Thief”), or (as
in most versions of “The Loaded Dog”) when the unfortunate animal vic-
tim takes the hunters’ new truck or camper with it.

Many animals in urban legends are depicted as infesting or contaminat-
ing either food (e.g., “The Mouse in the Coke,” “The Kentucky Fried
Rat,” and “The Rat in the Rye Bread”) or even a human body (e.g., earwig
stories, “Spiders in the Hairdo,” and “The Bosom Serpent”). Other animal
contamination stories that usually are classified under different headings
are “The Bedbug Letter” and “The Spider Bite.” Animals fill other roles
in complicating humans’ lives in legends like “The Cat (or Dog) and the
Nude Man,” “The Elephant That Sat on the VW,” “The Elevator
Incident,” “The Flying Cow,” “The Pig on the Road,” “The Stuck Diver,”
and “The Turkey Neck.”

See also “The Air-Freighted Pet”; Big Cats Running Wild; “The Colo-
Rectal Mouse”; “The Crushed Dog”; “The Double Whammy”; “Fifi Spills
the Paint”; “The Giant Catfish”; Hunting; “The Missionaries and the Cat”;
“Mutant Chickens”; Snakes; Spiders; Tapeworms in Diet Pills; Viper
Release Legends; “The Wildcat in the Suitcase”; and “The Zoo Section”

“The Animal's Revenge”

This is the generic title for a series of stories in which a sadistic person or
persons attach an explosive to an animal, light the fuse, and release the ani-
mal. The intended animal victim, however, takes refuge in, near, or under
some valuable property, blowing it to pieces. The animal thus wired, in vari-
ous versions of the story, includes a coyote, a dog, a rat, a rabbit, a raccoon, a
possum, a hawk, and even a shark. The property destroyed may be a truck
or other vehicle, a boat, a tent, a chimney, a porch, or a whole building. In
some versions the tormentor of the animal himself becomes the victim of
its revenge.

An Australian version published by Graham Seal is, he explained, “re-
ally a modernised old bush yarn”; it describes the frustrated efforts of a
professional rabbit exterminator:

The Loaded Rabbit
A rabbit-oh [professional wild rabbit exterminator], new to the task of
catching bunnies, was not having too much luck. No matter what he did,
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he couldn’t seem to bag a single bunny. The old hands were doing well, so
the new bloke decided to ask them for advice. They told him to get himself
arabbit, tie a stick of gelignite to its tail, light the “gelly” and send the rabbit
down the nearest burrow. This would guarantee a big, if messy, haul.

The new bloke thought that this was a fine idea. The only trouble was he
couldn’t catch a rabbit in the first place, so he decided to buy himself one
from the pet store in town. Back in the bush, he removed the rabbit from
its cage, tied the gelly to it, lit the fuse and pointed the animal towards
the burrows. Off went the rabbit, but, having been born in captivity, it
didn’t know what to do in the wild. The rabbit circled round and round
and ran back towards the bloke, fuse spluttering. It finally scurried under-
neath his expensive new ute [SUV], blowing the whole thing to buggery.

A passage in the Bible (Judges 15:4-5) and an Aesopian fable called

“The Burner Burnt” are prototypes for “The Animal’s Revenge”; in these
an animal is set afire and released into fields of ripe grain. In older ver-
sions of “The Animal’s Revenge,” the animal is wired with explosives in
an attempt to injure another person or his property, but in more recent
versions the cruel perpetrators are often hunters whose dog, a retriever,
inadvertently picks up the explosive.

See also Australia; “The Deer Departed”; “The Kangaroo Thief”; “The
Loaded Dog”; “The Plant’s Revenge”; South Africa

References: Baby Train, 235; Choking Doberman, 67-68; Mexican Pet,
36-40; Too Good, 71-73, Seal, Cane Toad High, 75-76.

Ankle <lashers

See “The Slasher under the Car”

“The Anounced cuig”

A professor assures his class that he would never give a surprise quiz (a
“pop quiz”); he would always announce any quizzes in advance. But one
day he pops a quiz on his class, explaining that he had announced it the
day before in the newspaper classified ads. Making the story especially
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appropriate, it is often told about a journalism class, although why the
students should be expected to peruse the ads as well as the news and
opinion columns is not clear.

References: Curses! 284.

7‘\»’\‘\1 chend

A term coined by folklorist John M. Vlach referring to horror stories, usu-
ally told by children, which, while told as if true, end with a joking punch
line, thus revealing themselves to be jokes instead of actual legends (some-
time called “jocular tales”). A favorite anti legend at one time among
American juveniles described a spooky voice intoning over and over again,
“It floats . .. it floats . . . it floats?” Finally the frightened child in the story
cries out, “What floats?, and the spooky voice replies “Ivory soap.” An anti
legend incorporating another “cleaning” reference was told by a Belgian
teenager; it is a parody of “The Babysitter and the Man Upstairs™:

The Unexpected Advice

This girl was babysitting. When the baby went to sleep, she goes with a
glass of cola and a sack of chips to sit in front of the TV. She spills a little
bit of cola on the beautiful rug and is scared to death, because she fears that
those people would be very angry. So she tries to get the spot out with
water and soap, but it doesn’t succeed. Then the telephone rings and an
eerie voice says, “If you can’t get that spot out ... ” The girl gets very very
scared and begins using more cleansing products to scrub away the spot.
Again the telephone rings: “If you can’t get that spot out now . ..~ The girl
becomes now really very scared, and in her panic she spills even more cola.
The telephone rings one more time: “If you really can’t get that spot out
now. ...~ Just at that moment the doorbell rings! She opens the door. ..
and a salesman says, “Then you will have to buy my super-swift-mega-
spot remover!”

See also Norway; Parodies of Urban Legends; Scary Stories

References: John M. Vlach, “One Black Eye and Other Horrors: A Case
for the Humorous Anti Legend,” Indiana Folklore 4 (1971), 95-140;
Stefaan Top, Op verhaal komen: Moderne sagen en geruchten uit
Viaanderen (2008), story number 106, 92.
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Ants or Termites Invade the Body

f‘v&s ov 1« e\rmijres Invade
J(\r)e Bodg“

These burrowing insects are said to have entered either under a person’s
plaster cast or into someone’s sinus cavities. In the former cases, a mad-
dening itch under the cast is explained after it is removed and the infesta-
tion is discovered. In the latter cases, a child may scream uncontrollably
and scratch at its head, finally jabbing the tines of a fork between its
own eyes. Dozens of ants pour from the wound. In a version summarized
by Parochetti, as she heard it in high school in Indianapolis, a woman who
becomes lost in the desert in Death Valley, after her rescue and while in
the hospital “incessantly scratches at her face.” She is put into restraints
so she will not injure herself. After she dies from mysterious causes, the
hospital attendants discover that her body has been entirely infested by
ants, which were “eating their way out” through her skin.

See also “The Bosom Serpent”; Earwig Stories; Gummed Paper
Dangers; Octopus Eggs Impregnate Swimmer; “The Spider Bite”; “The
Spider in the Hairdo”; Tapeworms in Diet Pills

References: JoAnn Stephens Parochetti, “Scary Stories from Purdue,”
Keystone Folklore Quarterly 10 (1965), 49-57 (“The Ants,” 54); Vanishing
Hitchhiker, 80; Be Afraid, 124; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends,
117-119; also “(Im)Planted,” 122-123 for stories about plants sprouting
inside the body.

Avchitects’ Blundevs

Although architects are highly trained professionals whose designs must
pass strict standards set by building codes and safety requirements, their
work is often characterized in rumors and legends as being flawed,
incomplete, unusable, and even dangerous. Sometimes these alleged
problems are said to be mistakes in the original designs—as when an
architect fails to allow for the weight of the books to be stored in a new
library. Other problems may be attributed to features of the building site,
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such as steep ground angles, swampy surroundings, or a forgotten tunnel.
In other cases, the architect’s plans are satisfactory, but the builders
either inadvertently switch plans with another project being built
elsewhere or else they read the plans “backward” so the building ends
up facing the wrong way.

Possibly some stories about architects” blunders result from the pub-
lic’s notion that designers are more interested in making an “artistic”
statement or enhancing their own reputations than in designing comfort-
able settings for human habitation and work. Other stories may stem
from people’s sense that some buildings simply “look wrong” and there-
fore must have been designed or built “wrong” in the first place. Such sto-
ries are often told about the designs of the most famous and successful
architects, particularly Frank Lloyd Wright, which is perhaps another
illustration of the “Goliath effect.”

Undeniably some architects and builders have blundered in some
details of the countless buildings that are erected annually, but such mis-
takes are usually corrected within the terms of the building contracts
before—or shortly after—the buildings are put into use. Nevertheless,
the rumors and legends adhere to older buildings as well as to new ones,
and virtually the same stories are told about buildings in many different
places.

See also Backward Buildings and Statues; Leaning Towers; Sinking
Libraries; Sinking Shopping Malls; Switched Campus Buildings

References: Baby Train, 299-304; Curses!, 253-258; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, 4-5, 239-243.

A\rgen‘\’ina

In 1949, the Argentinian psychoanalyst Marie Langer collected several
versions of “The Baby-Roast” that were circulating in Buenos Aires.
Discussing the legend in her 1951 book Maternidad y sexo, she noted
that it was rampant among servants, taxi drivers, and barbers; the story
was also, as she put it, “accepted as truth by people generally capable of
critical judgment.” These early examples of the cooked-baby legend
escaped the notice of most foreign folklorists until an English translation
of the book Folklore and Psychoanalysis by the Brazilian folklorist Paulo
de Carvalho-Neto was published in 1968 by the University of Miami
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Press. Here Langer’s summary of “the most complete version of this
strange story that was making the rounds” was provided:

A young married couple hires a servant since the wife is pregnant and
almost due. The baby is born. A few weeks later the husband and wife go
to the movies one evening, leaving the baby in the servant’s care. Until that
time she has always been reliable. According to one version, on their return
she receives them ceremoniously dressed in the wife’s bridal gown and tells
them she has prepared quite a surprise for them. She bids them come into
the dining room to serve them a special meal. They enter and find a horri-
fying spectacle. In the middle of the table, placed there with great care,
they see their son on a large platter, roasted and garnished with potatoes.
The poor mother goes insane at once. She loses her speech and no one
has heard her utter a single word since then. The father, according to
several versions, is a military man. He pulls out a revolver and shoots the
servant. Then he runs away and is never heard from again.

The details of this Argentinian version closely match the international
tradition of “The Baby-Roast™: The new parents go out for an evening
of pleasure, leaving the baby with a caregiver who turns out to be men-
tally unsound, and she cooks the baby and serves it as food. The ending
here—woman goes insane, man leaves town—is reminiscent of the usual
conclusion of “The Nude Surprise Party.” The two references in the sum-
mary to other versions of the story, as well as the lack of any factual back-
ground, further establish the story as legendary.

At least two studies of urban legends have appeared in the journal Revista
de investigaciones folkléricas (or RIF, Journal of Folklore Research). In
1989, Rodolfo A. Florio discussed “The Legend of the Dead Girl,” (i.e.,
“The Vanishing Hitchhiker”). In 1991, Mirta Bialogorski wrote about the
stories claiming that in a Korean community in Buenos Aires people
ate cats.

The legend of “The Baby-Roast,” first told in Argentina during the late
1940s, emerged again as a popular story in the 1960s. In the 1980s jour-
nalist Jorge Halperin (then-editor of the op-ed section of the leading
Argentinian newspaper Clarin) noted this and many other such rumors
and stories circulating in his country and started collecting and studying
them. In 1993, Halperin lectured on Argentinian urban legends at the
America Society in New York, and his book on the subject, Mentiras ver-
daderas (True Lies), was published in 2000.

Halperin’s book—its title (but not its subject) inspired by the Arnold
Schwarzenegger film—is based on about 100 urban legends told in



“The Arrest” 27

Argentina with comparisons to the worldwide tradition of these same
stories, particularly in Spain and Latin America, and including material
from the Internet. The author found numerous echoes of urban-legend
themes in mythology, literature, fine arts, film, and other popular culture.
Although not primarily a collection of legend texts, Mentiras verdaderas
reveals many parallels of Argentinian legends to international modern-
legend tradition, including local versions of such examples as “The Kidney
Heist,” Chinese restaurant stories, “The Gay Roommate,” “The Accidental
Cannibals,” and several stories of contamination and other horrors. In one
chapter Halperin traces 23 links in a chain of narrators repeating “The
Mexican Pet,” showing how mistakes in telling the story and the insertion
of “bad information” contributed to variations of the basic plot.

References: Brunvand, The Truth, 49-51 (Langer’s and Carvalho-Neto’s
discussion); Marie Langer, “Le ‘mythe de I'enfant r6ti,”” Revue Frangaise
de psychoanalyse 16 (1952), 509-517 (French translation of the relevant
chapter from Maternidad y sexo); Rodolfo A. Florio, “ ‘El encuentro con
la joven muerta’: Un estudio de leyenda urbana entre adolescentes,” RIF
4 (1989), 20-25; Mirta Bialogorski, “ ‘¢Vos sabés que comen gatos?’: Una
leyenda vinculada a la comunidad coreana de Buenos Aires,” RIF 6
(1991), 36—41.

The Avrvrest”

A driver who is weaving about the highway is pulled over by a state
trooper and given the Breathalyzer test. Failing the test, the man is told
he is under arrest, but just then a bad accident occurs on the other side
of the highway, and the policeman orders the man to wait while he goes
over to investigate the crash.

The drunk decides to escape; he jumps behind the wheel of the car and
drives home, parking in the garage and telling his wife to say he had been
home all night if the police should inquire. When the police manage to
locate him, they ask to see his car and are taken to the garage, where they
find their own cruiser parked, the motor still running and the dome lights
still flashing.

“The Arrest” surfaced in 1986 in numerous American states as well as
in Australia and Great Britain, given a boost by several reports of the
story published in newspapers or broadcast by Paul Harvey and others.
Specific local details—highway numbers, make and model of car, and so
on—made the story seem credible, but it has never been verified, and
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some law enforcement personnel say that the story had been told for
many years but never witnessed firsthand.

The actor Tony Randall told the following version of “The Arrest”
about an unnamed person in his 1989 book Which Reminds Me (with
Michael Mindlin, New York: Delacorte Press, p. 105). Suggesting that
he regarded the story as true, Randall included it in the chapter titled
“Hollywood Anonymous” along with other “wicked Hollywood tales . ..
for obvious reasons . . . not for attribution™:

A Hollywood producer was driving home after a night on the town with the
boys. He was drunk. Within a few blocks of his home two California
Highway patrolmen pulled up behind him and ordered him out of his car.
He was trying to walk a straight line when the police heard the nearby
sound of a terrible car crash. They told the producer to wait as they ran
back and around a bend in the road toward the source of the sound. The
producer drove home, put the car in his garage, ran, as best he could, into
the house, and told his wife that if the police came she was to say that he
was in bed and had been home all night.

A little while later the police arrived. Where, they asked the producer’s
wife, was her husband?” “In bed. He’s been home all night.”

“And where is his car?”

“In the garage.”

Open it, please.”

And she did. And there, inside the garage, was the police car.

In contrast to most rather general and sketchy tellings of “The Arrest,”
the following version with its rich details was written out and mailed to
me by an English woman as she had heard it in May 1986:

On Tuesday I heard an urban legend told by an old friend of mine who was
told the story by her mother, who in turn heard it at work. My friend’s
mother is a probation officer in Reading, and the colleague who told it to
her is a court official at Reading Crown Court.

A man, somewhat the worse for drink, was driving his Ford Escort down
the Bath Road. His erratic driving caught the attention of a policeman in a
passing panda [a black and white patrol car] who pulled him over to the side
of the road and told him he believed that he was driving under the influ-
ence of alcohol. But before they could breathalize him another car in
swerving to avoid the parked cars, overturns. The policeman, being on
the scene of the accident, went to attend to the other driver, telling the
drunken driver not to go away.
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Of course, being only human, the man snatched at his golden opportu-
nity to escape from his predicament. Under English law if he could get
back to his house and have a further drink the police would be unable to
prosecute him for drunken driving. He got into his car, drove home, and
put his car away in the garage. He went inside and swiftly downed a couple
of drinks, feeling rather pleased with himself.

A few hours later there was ring at the door. It was the police.

They asked him if he had been stopped earlier in the day on the Bath
Road. He admitted that he had, but added although he hadn’t been drink-
ing before, he had had a couple of drinks since getting in. The police
seemed unconcerned with this detail and instead asked to look in his
garage.

He opened the garage door, expecting to see his own car, but instead was
confronted with a police car, another Ford Escort, with its blue light still

flashing!

References: Curses!, 101-103; Too Good, 109-110.

“The Assailan% N J(\r)e
Backseat”

See “The Killer in the Backseat”

ATM Dangevrs

ATMs (automatic teller machines) are said to pose dangers to users in at
least two ways. In a reported but never proven scam, identity thieves have
inserted “a thin, clear, rigid plastic sleeve” into an ATM card slot. The
sleeve prevents the ATM from processing the card, and the user keeps
trying to input his PIN (personal identification number). The scammer
lurking nearby takes down the PIN, and the machine retains the card,
which the scammer later retrieves. ATM users are advised to feel for “a
couple of tiny prongs” extending from the sleeve before inserting a card.

A second danger is the claimed lacing of the flaps of deposit envelopes
at ATM sites with cyanide. Users are advised by e-mailed warnings to seal
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these envelopes by spitting on the flap and rubbing with a finger, obvi-
ously without later touching the finger to the mouth or to anything else
that might reach the mouth.

Unfortunately, the claim—circulated in e-mails—that entering one’s
PIN backwards will summon the police is not true. If a thief is forcing
you to enter your PIN, putting in the wrong number or entering it back-
wards will only result in a refusal of the transaction. These acts may gain a
victim a little more time to think of another escape strategy, or they may
dangerously irritate the thief. Probably not worth trying.

References: Be Afraid, 203-204.

A‘l(\r oci“'i69

Legends of atrocities typically circulate during wartime and periods of
rule by repressive regimes or arise in the context of foreign travel, espe-
cially in countries torn by racial, ethnic, political, or religious strife. Of
course, actual atrocities do commonly occur in such situations, but cer-
tain bizarre stories with an ironic twist that circulate anonymously and
without specific verification may be regarded as legendary (or perhaps,
in some instances, as propaganda) until proven authentic.

One common theme in legends of atrocities is that the victim, despite
having suffered horrible disfigurement or mutilation, manages to com-
municate his or her situation to family members via a hidden or coded
message in a telephone call, photograph, or letter. In other stories, the
victim may not be able to communicate, but an acquaintance recognizes
him or her—despite the disfigurement—in an exploitive film or a carnival
freak show.

Fear and suspicion of outsiders are revealed in legends of abductions,
torture, and even killings by foreign agents; the Japanese legend of
“The Mutilated Bride” who is later recognized in the Philippines is a typ-
ical example of this theme. Similarly, the legends of Western tourists
being kidnapped and mutilated or killed commonly refer to travel in pla-
ces like the Middle East, Africa, and the Orient. Such modern stories
recall the past accounts of missionaries being eaten by cannibals or forced
to become the concubines of native leaders.

See also “The Message under the Stamp”; Military Legends; “The
Mutilated Boy”; Tourist Horror Stories
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%c\f\rocijy% éjyo\ries

A term used by sociologists for stories told by members of a certain work
group in order to support and defend their own profession while criticiz-
ing members of related professions who may tend to devalue their work.
Thus British “health visitors,” a type of public health nurses, tell atrocity
stories about the supposed misbehavior or bad attitudes of doctors, social
workers, and nurses. The term “atrocity” in this sense refers not to acts of
extreme cruelty but rather to examples of supposed shortcomings in the
professional work of others as compared to one’s own exemplary behav-
ior. As medical sociologist Robert Dingwall explains this usage, “The
choice of a dramatic term [i.e., “atrocity”] reflects the dramatic character
of the account by which a straightforward complaint or slight is trans-
formed into a moral tale inviting all right-thinking persons (the audience)
to testify to the worth of the teller as against the failings of the other char-
acters in the story.” Atrocity stories have also been identified in the narra-
tives circulated in psychiatric hospitals, in stories told by tuberculosis
patients, and among janitors (whose stories describe the behavior of diffi-
cult tenants). While most atrocity stories are known only among profes-
sionals within their own groups, those told by lawyers that center on
product-liability cases have sometimes spun off exaggerated versions that
circulate more widely as urban legends.

See also Legal Horror Stories

References: Robert Dingwall, ““Atrocity Stories” and Professional
Relationships,” Sociology of Work and Occupations 4:4 (November 1977),
371-396.

“The Nﬁemﬁed Abduction”

In this legend, a small child is missing after his or her parents are momen-
tarily distracted while at a shopping mall, department store, or amuse-
ment park. When the store or park authorities are notified, they seal off
every exit except one and advise the parents to watch all departing per-
sons, looking especially at the shoes of small children being taken out. It
is explained that although would-be abductors may alter the child’s
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appearance or change his or her clothes, they often forget to change the
child’s shoes. Sure enough, the parents recognize their own child—who
has been sedated and disguised and is being carried out by a stranger—
when they spot his or her favorite pair of tennis shoes with a distinctive
logo. Sometimes the would-be abductor is caught in the act of cutting
and dyeing the child’s hair in a restroom.

Virtually the same legend with minor variations has been told about
specific businesses (including Disneyland and IKEA) since at least the
mid-1970s, and it continues to be told, both in the United States and
abroad, frequently about newly opened malls, stores, and parks. Often it
is asserted that the abductors intend to force the children into making
kiddie-porn films, and sometimes the abduction is said to be successful
and the child is recognized later by someone viewing such a film. Often
the legend concludes with the rumor that local police are familiar with
the case but have suppressed the facts in order not to hurt business
at the named company. This supposedly explains why local news media
have failed to report these attempted abductions. Actually, many local
media sources have done reports on these stories, but invariably the pur-
pose was to debunk the rumors and legends of attempted abductions.

An abbreviated version of the story from Australia, “The Baby
Snatcher,” illustrates the typical public reaction to a local outbreak and
also provides a nice transition to the following entry on Australian urban
legends. It seems worth including this story, as published by Graham
Seal, if only for the unlikely name of the shopping mall:

On the afternoon of Wednesday 16 March 1994, while his mother waited at
a supermarket counter, a seven-month-old child was the victim of an
attempted abduction at the Dog Swamp Shopping Centre in suburban
Perth. The mother turned around to see a man wheeling the child’s pram
away, but when she shouted at the man and pursued him, he abandoned
the pram and ran off.

As usual, despite widespread public concern about the case, neither the
security people at “Dog Swamp” nor the local police could find any evi-
dence that such a crime had been attempted. When TV crews showed up
at the scene, “they were only able to film a puzzled representative of the
centre management, who knew nothing of the abduction.”

“The Mutilated Boy” is an older and more horrible form of the same
story.
See also “The Mutilated Boy”; Stranger Danger
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References: Be Afraid, 151-155; Choking Doberman, 78-82; Joann
Conrad, “Stranger Danger: Defending Innocence, Denying
Responsibility,” Contemporary Legend, New Series 1 (1998), 55-96;
Curses!, 207-208; Mexican Pet, 148-156; Too Good, 315-317; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 18-20; Graham Seal, Cane Toad High, 162—
163; Donovan, No Way of Knowing, 85-109.

f\us{’mlia

The pioneering Aussie folklorist Bill Scott in 1969 took early notice of
urban legends in his country when he discussed local versions of “The
Ready-Mix Concrete Driver” (i.e., “The Solid Cement Cadillac”) in a
short article titled “Current Folk Tales” published in the magazine
Australian Tradition. This led an American folklorist, Richard A. Reuss,
to respond with an essay in the same magazine that identified this story
and several others as international urban legends. Scott was intrigued by
this revelation, and in his many following books and articles he continued
to collect and publish Australian urban legends, as well as more tradi-
tional folklore from Down Under. He reprinted the original 1969 essays
in his Complete Book of Australian Folk Lore (1976, pp. 359-363) and
also included a chapter devoted to “Urban Folktales” in his 1985 book
The Long and the Short and the Tall (pp. 223-251). The final story in
the latter compilation, titled “Not Worth Going Back to Sleep,” is a
version of “The Baby Train” given a distinctive Australian style.

Bill Scott’s most recent published contribution to the study of
Australian urban legends was his 1996 book Pelicans and Chihuahuas
and Other Urban Legends. The title refers to the local version of the
“Pet Nabber” story in which a small domestic animal is carried off by a
large wild bird. Scott reported 14 different versions of the missing
Chihuahua story. A master storyteller, author, and folksinger himself,
Bill Scott maintained a wide correspondence with other folklore enthusi-
asts worldwide before he passed away in December 2005 at the age of 82.
His neatly typewritten letters often included stories he had heard
recently, some of which never found their way into one of his books.
Here is an example from a letter to me sent in March 2000:

A rich Melbourne woman decided she was getting too many wrinkles on
her face and decided to have a face lift at a cosmetic surgery. The surgeon
had finished half the task (not specified whether top, lower, or just one
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side) when the anesthetist called an emergency halt to the operation; she
had suffered a heart attack and was in serious condition. So the operation
was suspended while they worked on her to save her life. The condition
of her heart forbade any further work on the face lift, so now she is back
in circulation half young, half middle-aged!

Books by other Australian folklore collectors are titled (or subtitled)
similarly to Scott’s (and my own), with reference to a favorite Australian
story. Journalist Amanda Bishop in 1988 published a small collection
titled The Gucci Kangaroo and Other Australian Urban Legends, refer-
ring to “The Kangaroo Thief” legend. Folklorist Graham Seal in 1995
published a somewhat larger collection titled Great Australian Urban
Myths: Granny on the Roofrack and Other Tales of Modern Horror. In
2001, Seal published a revised and expanded collection of his Australian
“urban myths” combining the stories from his first book with many
others; his subtitle of the new book, The Cane Toad High, refers to stories
about adolescents trying to get high by licking the backs of cane toads
where, supposedly, a hallucinogenic agent is secreted.

Most urban legends told in Australia appear to be localized versions of
modern stories that are known around the world. Legends such as “The
Vanishing Hitchhiker,” “The Choking Doberman,” “The Hare Dryer,”
“Blackout Babies,” “The Baby Train,” and many others circulate Down
Under in texts that might have been told in England or the United
States, except for the overlay of Australian place-names and slang.
Other legends—including “The Elevator Incident” and “The Kidney
Heist”—are told about Australians traveling abroad, often to the United
States, but the essentials of their plots are consistent with versions told
elsewhere. As in other countries, newspapers in Australia often publish
scraps of bizarre stories that seem to be nothing more than urban legends
then making the rounds.

Two international urban legends have deep roots in Australian
tradition, as evidenced by references to them in literary sources of
the late nineteenth century. James Brunton Stephens (known as “the
Queensland poet”) incorporated the old story of the eaten pet (a dog, in
this instance) in his poem from about 1888 titled “My Other Chinese
Cook”; in about 1899, Henry Lawson wrote “The Loaded Dog,” based
on the legend (“The Animal’s Revenge”) of the dog wired with explosives
that turns on its tormentors. A more recent example of Australian writing
incorporating an urban legend is Peter Carey’s 1981 novel Bliss (made
into a film in 1985), which describes a circus elephant sitting on a small
red car.
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Gwenda Beed Davey, in her entry on “Modern Legends” in The
Oxford Companion to Australian Folklore (1993, edited by Davey and
Graham Seal) declares that “it is hard to identify a specifically Australian
contemporary legend,” and, in fact, she demonstrates that no collector
has nominated any “uniquely Australian” modern legends. Even stories
like “The Kangaroo Thief,” concerning a unique Australian animal, are
widely told elsewhere, both in the Australian setting or adapted to other
locations; it is unlikely that the kangaroo versions are any older than those
that feature, say, a North American deer, elk, or bear as the wild animal,
which is presumed dead, then recovers and makes off with a person’s
property (coat, passport, rifle, camera, etc.).

A few modern legends from Australia do seem to have a distinctly
Down Under flavor and are not known to be told elsewhere. Amanda
Bishop, for example, tells the story of “The Clever Dog,” a stockman’s
dog that is sent back to camp for help after its owner is thrown from a
horse and breaks his leg. The stockman sticks a note asking for help in
his hatband and ties the hat to the dog’s collar. But the dog, instead of
seeking help, simply jumps on the stockman’s bunk back at camp and
goes to sleep. The man is rescued only when his mates follow the loose
horse’s tracks back to the scene of the accident.

Other candidates for Australian originality in urban legends are certainly
the stories dealing with local celebrities, not well known abroad; chief
among these are the businessmen Sir Frank Packer, Kerry Packer, and
Reg Ansett. Other distinctly Australian legends are told about local politi-
cians and entertainers. Another story that Graham Seal nominated in his
two collections for possibly having a distinctly Aussie flavor is “The Airline
Steward’s Revenge.” After being snubbed by a snooty first-class passenger,
the steward is asked by her husband, “My wife was wondering about the sit-
uation with domestic help in Australia.” Demonstrating the “rapier-sharp
wit of the Aussie bloke,” as Seal puts it, the steward replies, “I'm sure
madam will have no trouble at all finding a job.”

Graham Seal has suggested that Australian urban legends “relate
closely to our traditions of irreverence, independence, and the collo-
quial.” This is well illustrated in a story he titled “Piss Off, Reg!” (The
prominent Australian businessman referred to here is Sir Reginald
Myles “Reg” Ansett [1909-1981], founder of Ansett Airlines and other
major companies. )

An ambitious businessman was lunching with a potential client in a classy
Brisbane restaurant. Anxious to impress the client in order to win his busi-
ness, the businessman gave a grandiose description of his abilities and the
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results he could obtain. Just then he noticed that Reg Ansett had entered
the restaurant and joined a group of high-flying financiers at a nearby table.

This was too good an opportunity to miss. The businessman excused him-
self and, although not acquainted with Reg, approached his table and asked
to speak with him. Reg granted him an audience, and the businessman said,
“Look Reg, you don’t know me from a bar of soap, but would you mind giving
a fellow businessman a leg up? All you have to do is say, ‘Hello, very pleased
to meet you again’ as I go out with my client. Would you do that for me?”

Reg, in a relaxed mood after a lunchtime wine, generously agreed. The
businessman thanked him profusely, embarrassingly even, then returned to
his table and the waiting client. They finished their drinks, the businessmen
paid the bill and walked towards the door with his client. Sure enough, as they
passed, Reg Ansett kept his word and hailed the man like a long-lost friend.

The businessman looked down. “Piss off, Reg, can’t you see I'm busy
with an important client?” (From The Cane Toad High, pp. 97-98)

Despite the appropriateness of the “Piss off, Reg” story to the
Australian character, the anecdote has at least one variation set else-
where. David Holt and Bill Mooney in their popular anthology The
Exploding Toilet (2004, see bibliography) tell a version in which Mick
Jagger is the celebrity involved while dining in a Santa Monica,
California, restaurant. The punch line is “Oh, Mick, stop being such a
pest! Can’t you see I'm taking an important meeting?”

See also “The Accidental Cannibals”; “The Attempted Abduction”; “The
Baby Lure”; “The Dead Cat in the Package”; “The Double Whammy”;
“The Elephant That Sat on the VW”; “The Fallen Angel Cake”; “The
Grocery Scam”; “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker”; “Mag Wheels”; “The
Messenger Boy”; “National Gang Week”; Performance of Urban
Legends; “The Rear Window Carjacking Ploy”; “The Runaway
Grandmother”; “The Ski Accident”; “The Unlucky Contact Lenses™;
“The Wife Left Behind”; “The Will”; Xeroxlore

References: Baby Train, 170, 231-236; Curses!, 250-251, 305-307;
Mexican Pet, 65—-66, 102-103.

Automobiles

Many apocryphal stories concern the automobile, which Richard M.
Dorson in his 1959 survey of American urban legends called “the chief
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symbol of modern America.” The mobility and convenience provided by
the family car, the hazards of driving, the allure of cars to young and old
alike, the mystiques of different models and makes of cars, the costs of
car ownership, the technical aspects of cars and driving, and the relation-
ships with other drivers all figure in the voluminous legendary lore of
automobiles.

The legends range from the supernatural plot of “The Vanishing
Hitchhiker” to the believable everyday situation depicted in “Revenge
of the Rich” (in which the driver of a luxury car deliberately crashes into
a poorer driver’s car after losing the race to a parking spot). As automo-
tive technology advanced and sophisticated options became standard,
new legends emerged, yielding stories about such things as automatic
transmissions, cruise control, and air bags. Sometimes when dramatic
events make the news, an updated car legend soon follows. For example,
shortly after the 1980 eruption of Mount Saint Helens, new versions of
“The Vanishing Hitchhiker” circulated in the Northwest claiming that a
mysterious woman in white had been encountered hitching on
Interstate 5 and warning motorists of a second eruption to come.
Similarly, after the 1989 Bay Area earthquake, a legend emerged about
a car thief who was flattened by the collapse of a freeway section while
he was driving a BMW stolen from the World Series parking lot at
Candlestick Park.

Some automobile legends concern simple mishaps, such as changing a
flat tire (“The Nut and the Tire Nuts”) or forgetting someone (“The Wife
Left Behind” and “The Baby on the Roof”). Others deal with accidents
(“The Body on the Car”), often specifically accidental amputations
(“The Hook”). Car-related crime is a popular theme represented in such
legends as “The Killer in the Backseat,” “The Slasher under the Car,” and
“The Double Theft.”

The automobile is merely in the background of legends focusing on sex
humor such as “The Solid Cement Cadillac” and “The Unzipped
Mechanic.” The car is in the foreground in stories that focus on technical
incompetence like “Push-Starting the Car” and “ ‘R’ Is for Race,”
although the first of these also has a gender-related theme whereas the
latter is often told as a racist story.

Among the most popular automobile urban legends are those that re-
present fantasies concerning inexpensive and highly desirable cars.
Some people (always friends of friends) are said to have discovered
mint-condition vintage vehicles hidden away and available for a song;
friends of friends are also described as discovering a $50 Porsche being
sold by the disgruntled wife of a man who left her for another woman.
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“The Avon Flasher”

One of the longest-lived and most popular American urban legends
about automobiles is “The Death Car.” It combines a cheap-car fantasy
with the almost supernatural motif of the ineradicable smell of death; as
the legend has been told and retold over many decades, the makes and
models of smelly cars have changed, the manner of the owner’s death
has varied, and the price of the bargain car has increased to match infla-
tion. Today’s $500 Corvette with the bad smell permeating the fiberglass
body was yesterday’s $50 Buick with odiferous upholstery.

See also “The Arrest”; “The Double Whammy”; “The Economical Car”;
“The Elephant That Sat on the VW”; “The JATO Car”; “The Mole Hill
and the Jaguar”; “The Rear Window Carjacking Ploy”; Rolls-Royce
Legends

References: Dorson, American Folklore, 249; Stewart F. Sanderson, “The
Folklore of the Motor-car,” Folklore 80 (1969), 241-252; Too Good, 89-118.

“The Avon Flashev”

With a “ding-dong” at the door, the Avon Lady comes to call. After deliv-
ering a mediocre sales pitch, the tall, husky traveling saleslady asks if she
can use the bathroom. A short time later she calls out from the bathroom
that there is no more toilet paper. Since the woman of the house had just
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hung a fresh roll that morning, she becomes suspicious and calls the
police. The cops arrive and find a naked man lurking in her bathroom.

Like “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker,” this legend describes a man
dressed as a woman who preys on women but is foiled. Variations of this
story—popular in the mid-1980s—describe a washer repairman trying to
lure the woman to the basement, where he awaits her naked. Sometimes
there is no repairman, but the woman simply hears her washer starting up
and, suspicious, calls the police.

The Avon Lady version is known in Australia and, perhaps also, as
Aussie folklorist Graham Seal speculates, “wherever else in the world that
Avon calls.”

References: Mexican Pet, 121.
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Babies

As innocent victims of neglect or violence, babies are killed or seriously

injured in most of the urban legends in which they appear. Several entries
that follow, plus other legends discussed in this book, describe babies
being abandoned, abducted, killed by a rampaging animal, lost, mis-
placed, mutilated, neglected, roasted, slain for their organs, and other-
wise poorly or cruelly treated by those responsible for their care. The
guilt of the caregivers extends to parents, siblings, and babysitters alike,
although in some instances the neglect is inadvertent and accidental
rather than deliberate.

In a rare example of a legend baby surviving a threat, an infant in its car
seat, forgotten on the car roof by a distracted parent, is spotted by an alert
bystander and rescued before suffering injury. In the most horrible and
cynical example of a dead-baby legend, the corpse of an infant is said to
have been hollowed out in order to smuggle drugs into the United
States in the arms of a supposed parent on an international flight.

See also “The Baby Lure”; “The Baby on the Roof™; “A Cry for Help”;
Children; “The Clever Baby-sitter”; “National Gang Week”; Organ
Thefts; “The Snake in the Strawberry Patch”; “The Stuffed Baby”

41
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“The Baby Headache”

“The Baby, Headache”

The mother of a teen-aged girl becomes aware that her daughter has
been sexually active with her boyfriend, and she warns the girl of the pos-
sible consequences of an unwanted pregnancy. The girl assures her, “Oh,
don’t worry, I've been taking your birth-control pills.” But the mother has
not missed any of her pills. The daughter admits that she has substituted
aspirin for the pills, or (more realistically, as to size and color) baby aspirin
or saccharin tablets. Shortly afterwards, the mother discovers that she
herself is pregnant. Variations of this story appeared in the United
States and Britain shortly after sales of “the pill” began in 1960. The
1968 film “Prudence and the Pill,” starring David Niven and Deborah
Kerr involved a complicated set of substitutes for contraceptive pills,
including swapping them for aspirin.

See also Belgium

References: Choking Doberman, 132.

“The Baby_Luve”

A modern-legend motif found in some crime legends. Criminals leave a
box or a child’s car seat on or next to a highway with a bundle inside
wrapped in a blanket, hoping to induce a passing driver to stop so she
(seldom “he”) can be attacked. Sometimes the criminals also play a
recording of a crying baby. Here is a typical extended version of the story
that circulated via e-mail in Australia in 2010, forwarded to me by
Graham Seal. It concluded in the original with yet another crime warn-
ing, that of cars being “egged” as a method of attacking them:

While driving on a rural end of the roadway on Thursday morning, I saw an
infant car seat on the side of the road with a blanket draped over it. For what-
ever reason, I did not stop, even though I had all kinds of thoughts running
through my head. But when I got to my destination, I called the Police and
they were going to check it out. But, this is what the Police advised even
before they went out there to check. .. There are several things to be aware

of ... gangs and thieves are now plotting different ways to get a person
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(mostly women) to stop their vehicle and get out of the car. There is a gang
initiation reported by the local Police where gangs are placing a car seat by
the road . .. with a fake baby in it. . . waiting for a woman, of course, to stop
and check on the abandoned baby. Note that the location of this car seat is
usually beside a wooded or grassy (field) area and the person—woman—will
be dragged into the woods, beaten and raped, and usually left for dead. Ifit’s
a man, they're usually beaten and robbed and maybe left for dead, too.

See also “A Cry for Help”; Denmark; “National Gang Week”

“The Baby_on the Rool”

Lots of Americans tell this story in what I call a general folklorized
version, much like the following sent to me in 1988 by a reader in
Portage, Indiana:

A harried lady ran out of the supermarket, took her baby in its infant seat
from her shopping cart and placed it on the roof of the car, then hurriedly
put her groceries into the car, jumped in and drove home. When she
arrived and got out of her car, she found her baby comfortably sucking its

thumb, still in the infant seat on the car roof.

In variations on the theme the baby is left on the roof when a couple
stop during a long trip to change drivers. The mother gets out, sets the
infant seat on the roof, and walks around the car to take her turn at the
wheel. Her husband slides across to the right and closes the door, and away
they go. In some versions the baby falls from the roof but is found safe and
sound when they turn back to search for it. (This is the version that inspired
a scene in the 1987 film Raising Arizona.) In other tellings a passing moto-
rist, bicyclist, or state policeman notices the situation and alerts the driver.
This story must derive, one might assume, from the many instances of peo-
ple actually forgetting things laid on their car roofs: purses, wallets, gloves,
lunch boxes, packages, fishing rods, cameras, musical instruments, you
name it. But there’s more behind these stories than just imagination.

I have collected dozens of news stories—all with names and places,
many with photos—of actual baby-on-the-roof incidents. Here’s a sam-
pling of headlines: “Rockaby Baby on the Car Top” (Mississippi, 1987);
“Baby Forgotten on Roof of Car” (Florida, 1988); “Baby Takes Tumble
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from Taxicab Roof,” (Minnesota, 1990); “Baby Survives Flight off Roof of
Dad’s Car” (New York, 1992); “Toddler Unhurt after Wild Ride on Van”
(California, 1993). I've also heard from people who tell me they warned a
motorist about its delicate cargo up top or else helped to rescue the tot
after it tumbled off.

Conclusion: it happens. So take warning from the anonymous legen-
dary versions and keep track of the baby when you're driving.
Considering how common automobiles and babies are worldwide, it’s
likely that similar incidents leading to similar stories have occurred inter-
nationally, but, so far, I have not located any such reports.

References: Choking Doberman, 55-57; Too Good, 112-113.

“The Babg;toasj(”

The consistent feature of this legend, also called “The Cooked Baby” or
“The Hippy Baby-sitter,” is that a baby is cooked alive, often by a baby-
sitter, either in a conventional or a microwave oven. Sometimes the
unfortunate infant is described as having been stuffed and garnished in
the manner of a roast pig or other delicacy. This is the title story of
Peter Burger’s 1995 collection of urban legends from Holland titled De
gebraden baby (The Roasted Baby). The cover illustration of the paper-
back edition is a color photo of a smiling baby in a roasting pan sur-
rounded by an array of fresh vegetables.

The horrible deed is done either by a family member (usually a sibling)
or by a person hired to tend the baby in the parents’ absence. In
American versions, told since the 1970s, usually a teenage babysitter
cooks the infant while under the influence of alcohol or drugs, sometimes
reporting to the parents, “I've cooked the turkey for you.” In a version
from Belgium published by Stefaan Top, the babysitter reports to the
parents over the telephone, “Ik heb juist de kip in de oven gestoken” (“I
just stuck the bird in the oven”), but it was, of course, the poor baby that
she meant. In Burger’s Dutch version the parents ask the sitter to take
some frozen potatoes (probably “French fries”) out of the freezer and
put them in the oven. They return to find “De patat lag nog in het vries-
vak. De baby-sit had de baby in de oven geroosterd.” (“The taters were
still in the freezer. The babysitter had roasted the baby in the oven.”)

Further international versions of the legend may describe a naive maid
from abroad or from a provincial village who is told to “keep the baby
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warm” or “get the baby up” but who misunderstands the command as “cook
the baby.” Here is a localized version as told in Nigeria in the mid-1970s:

A certain lady who was working in the Ministry of Agriculture called her
baby-sitter by telephone to see how her baby was doing. When her baby-
sitter told her that the baby was still in bed, she asked her to take him out
of bed and sit him up. The words in Efik—men eyen oro k’etem—could
mean two things, either “sit the baby up” or “cook the baby.” So the baby-
sitter, being a novice, took this baby and put him in the oven and roasted
him. When the mother returned from work, she met the baby-sitter’s eyes
reddened like the setting sun. The mother said, “Come on, don’t be so mis-
erable about nothing. Please bring me my baby.”

The baby-sitter, very silent, moved reluctantly to the oven and opened it,
and behold the baby was stiff dead in the oven! “Wasn’t that what you
wanted?” With that she stepped out in a hurry, back to her house, leaving
the mother of the baby with wild eyes, crying “My son? Dead?”

Occasionally the mother herself is the baby-roaster as a result of men-
tal illness related to her unwanted pregnancy; this variation has been col-
lected in Sweden, Turkey, South America, and Australia, among other
places. Even farther afield, traditional stories collected in the South
Pacific area of Micronesia describe children left in charge of their youn-
ger sibling who cook the baby, either out of spite for having to do the
parents’ work or because of a misunderstanding of orders given for the
tot’s care. The international folk-narrative motif represented here is
J2460.1 (Disastrous following of misunderstood instructions).

Possibly the American legends of cooked pets from the 1950s gave rise to
later stories of cooked babies, although there were rumors reported as early
as the 1920s of nannies using a whiff of stove gas to tranquilize babies before
bedtime. The widespread distribution of similar stories and motifs outlined
above has not yet been resolved into a complete history of the baby-roast
story, which is one of the most widely known and varied of all urban legends.

“The Baby-Roast” seems to confirm the worst fears of young parents—
that their child will not be safe outside of their own loving care. The story
may also reflect feelings of guilt about modern child care practices—
especially when both parents work outside the home—that relegate chil-
dren for much of their early upbringing to day care centers or live-in nan-
nies; it is important to note that the parents are often said to be enjoying
themselves—dining out, at a party, or attending a concert or movie—while
the baby is roasted alive at home. Sibling rivalry is an obvious theme in
many other versions of the story. The possibility of the oven as a symbol
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of the womb might be supported by one common slang term for preg-
nancy— "to have one [a bun] in the oven.” Not surprisingly, “The Baby-
Roast” has been the subject of Freudian analysis.

See also Argentina; “The Clever Baby-sitter”; Holland; “The Microwaved
Pet”; Motif

References: “The Baby-Roast Story as a ‘New American Urban Legend,””
in 3rd ed. of Brunvand, Study of American Folklore (1986), updated and
republished in The Truth, 38-61; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 68 (Nigerian
version); Be Afraid, 147-148; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 49-50.

“The Bab@—siﬂer and J(\qe Man
UFs%ai\rs”

A babysitter receives repeated telephone calls from a man who asks in a
menacing manner, “Have you checked the children?” Sometimes he says
that he has killed the children and soon he will kill her, too. The sitter, too
terrified to check the children in their upstairs bedroom, calls the police,
who advise her to keep the man on the line when he next phones so they
can trace the call. After another threatening call, the police telephone her
and warn her, “Get out of the house right away!” A policeman waiting
outside explains that the calls were traced to the upstairs extension phone
where the caller is found, having already murdered the children and
poised to attack the babysitter.

Widely told since the early 1970s and especially popular among teens
who babysit, this legend was developed into the 1979 horror film When a
Stranger Calls. Like “The Killer in the Backseat” and “The Choking
Doberman,” this babysitting legend tells of an intruder hiding on the prem-
ises; the warning against him, as in the Doberman legend, comes via the
telephone and commands the intended victim to “get out of the house!”

Folklorists have suggested that the death of children in the babysitter’s
care represents her ultimate failure as a future homemaker and mother;
the killer’s positioning upstairs—above the female sitter—may signify
the traditional dominant role of men in sexual and power relationships.

While the above paraphrase of this urban legend represents a fairly
typical form of the plot, individual tellings may vary quite significantly.
For example, the following text differing from the norm was submitted
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in a 1999 folklore class at Memorial University of Newfoundland by a 20-
year-old male student:

A girl was babysitting for a family with 2 kids. They had popcorn and
watched movies before the girl put them to bed upstairs. She was sitting
on the sofa watching the news when she heard a report about a crazy man
that had escaped from the local hospital. She didn’t think anything of it
until the phone calls started. The phone would ring and when she answered
it, all she could hear was heavy breathing. This happened several times and
she started to become scared. She phoned the operator to get a trace put
on the phone line. After the next call the operator called her back and told
her that the calls were coming from inside the house. She goes upstairs to
get the children out of the house. When she opens the bedroom door she
sees the little boy with the phone in his hand. The little boy then jumps
up and kills the baby sitter.

As interesting as the details of this unusual version of “The Baby-sitter
and the Man Upstairs” might be to a folklore student or professor, the
wording of the story seems rather flat—even dull—more like a summary
than a live telling. The built-in suspense and drama of this particular
urban legend, not surprisingly, has also inspired professional storytellers
to elaborate on their own performances of it. For example, following is
how a duo of teacher/storytellers reworded a key part of the story; among
other things, they made the telephone setup in the house more compli-
cated and realistic, and they moved the threatening caller from upstairs
to downstairs. The babysitter and the children have both been frightened
by several calls, and they retreat to an upstairs bedroom, when the phone
rings again, and . . .

Slowly, the girl led the children into their parents” bedroom and answered
the phone.

“Getout...”

She slammed the receiver down, then picked it up and dialed 911. When
the officer answered, she told him that someone had been making threat-
ening phone calls.

“Stay where you are and we’ll send a police car to your address.”

“I'm not at home,” the babysitter said.

The officer laughed and told her the address of the doctor’s [father of the
children] house. “And let’s see,” he added, “you're upstairs.”

“How did you know that?” whispered the girl hoarsely.
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“Baby’s Stuck at Home Alone”

“The computer says that the doctor has a business phone downstairs to
take calls from his patients, and a family phone with a different number
upstairs. Your call came in on the line from the ...”

“The upstairs phone,” whispered the girl.

Downstairs, something fell over as someone moved slowly in the dark.

The calls were coming from the downstairs phone.

As satisfying as such a retelling may be as drama and horror, it should
not be mistaken for a “folk” version of the story. Instead, it belongs to
the personal repertoire of two dramatic verbal artists who published it
in what is best labeled a work of popular culture (in this case, an anthol-
ogy aimed at readers “ages 10 to 13,” according to the dust jacket).

References: Be Afraid, 67-69; Choking Doberman, 214-215; Too Good,
220-222; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 53-57; Douglas M. Jole, “Some Legend
Variants,” FOAFtale News 45, November 1999, 5-6; Richard and Judy
Dockrey Young, The Scary Story Reader (Little Rock, AR: August House,
1993), “The Call from the Downstairs Phone,” 27-30; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, 50-53; Cathy Lynn Preston, “Babysitting and the Man
Upstairs: Negotiating the ‘Politics of Everyday Fear,”” Contemporary
Legend New Series 2 (1999), 109-136.

'%abgis éj(uck aJ( Home Alone”

A couple departs for an overseas vacation, leaving their baby strapped in
its highchair, the caregiver (nanny, neighbor, grandmother, etc.) having
just telephoned to say that she is on her way to their home. The couple
cannot wait because their flight is imminent. However, the caregiver suf-
fers a fatal accident on the way to the home, and the baby starves to death
while stuck in its chair.

This legend circulated in Norway and Sweden in the early 1970s, then
migrated to England, the United States, and probably elsewhere by the
1980s. In some versions the family’s pet dog is also trapped in the house,
and it kills and eats the baby.

Although this nightmarish situation may seem plausible to parents
concerned about dangers to their infants, the plot is unlikely at best,
since the caregiver would surely have told somebody about the long-
term child care job, and after her death someone certainly would have
rescued the baby. A Norwegian newspaper attempting to verify versions
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of the story circulating in 1972 concluded that they were merely ryktene
(rumors).

References: Be Afraid, 148-149; Too Good, 222-223.

“The Baby Tvain”

The extraordinarily high birthrate of a particular town, suburb, neighbor-
hood, apartment building, or other dwelling area is explained by the daily
passage of an early-morning train whose loud whistle awakens couples.
Since it is too early to get up for work or school and too late to go back
to sleep, the couples make love—and produce more “whistle babies.”
Some couples fail to follow the local trend because they get used to the
whistle (or are hard of hearing) and stay asleep. In some seaside com-
munities, the disturbing early-morning sound is a foghorn.

The baby-train legend is popular as an American college story, told
about married-student apartments all across the country, but it is also
known, with adaptations to local cultures, in rural America, as well as in
Europe, South Africa, Australia, and elsewhere. In French Canada, a
variation of “The Baby Train” has become more a joke than a legend:

A census taker is making the rounds in a town in Quebec Province, and he
is asking various questions in each household, including “How many chil-
dren do you have?” The answer always seems to come back something like
“Thirteen (Gawdam Jean-Pierre!)” or “Fifteen (Gawdam Jean-Pierre!)” or
“Seventeen (Gawdam Jean-Pierre!).” Finally the census taker asks one lady,
“Who is this Jean-Pierre?” And she answers, “He’s the engineer who drives
the train that comes through our town. Every morning his train comes
through at about 5:00 a.m., and he blows the whistle very loud. It’s too early

to get up, and too late to go back to sleep. Gawdam Jean-Pierre!”

The “Baby Train” story has been traced to early Industrial Revol-
ution lore in England when trains were just developing into major trans-
portation devices. The same supposed universal trait of human nature is
reflected in the folklore concerning allegedly high birthrates just nine
months after natural disasters such as earthquakes and hurricanes have
knocked out power for lengthy periods.

See also “Blackout Babies”; Disaster Rumors and Stories

References: Baby Train, 33-37; Too Good, 325-326.
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Backward Buildings and Statues

Backwavd Buildings
and <tatues

In these legends, a building is built backward on its site (switched front to
back) because the architect’s plans were read the wrong way. It is rum-
ored that the architect committed suicide when he saw what had hap-
pened. A public statue faces the “wrong way,” either as an error of
placement or perhaps to make a statement about the person depicted.

Well-known backward-building legends include the Kelvingrove Art
Gallery and Museum in Glasgow, the Town Hall of Liverpool, the Taj
Mahal Hotel in Bombay, and the Tripler Hospital in Honolulu. In
Copenhagen, it is claimed that the distinctive exterior staircase on the
steeple of Vor Frelser’s (Our Saviour’s) Church actually spirals the
“wrong way” (counterclockwise) and that the eighteenth-century archi-
tect, in despair, climbed to the top and jumped to his death. Backward
buildings and other architectural blunders are common themes in
American college campus folklore.

Backward-facing statues are often said to have been deliberately mis-
aligned so as to insult one institution and call attention to another. For
example, the statue of Scottish poet Robert Burns in the Octagon (a plaza
in central Dunedin, New Zealand) is pointed out to have its back to St.
Paul’s Anglican Cathedral and its face looking toward the commercial
section of the city. Similarly, the statue of Brigham Young, early leader
of the Mormon Church (Latter-Day Saints), was positioned in downtown
Salt Lake City with its back to the Mormon Temple and with one hand
extended toward Zion’s First National Bank. The statue has since been
moved back from its original location in the middle of the intersection
of two main streets, so the odd placement is no longer quite as obvious;
however, local people continue to quote the traditional explanatory

rhyme: “There stands Brigham, like a bird on a perch./His hand to the
bank, and his back to the church.”

See also Architects” Blunders; Sinking Libraries; Switched Campus
Buildings

References: Curses!, 255-258; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 4-5;
Westwood and Kingshill, Lore of Scotland, “Suicidal Artists and
Architects,” 156-157 (section contributed by Sandy Hobbs).
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N

“The Ba\rgain QPo\rl(s Cav”

In this cheap-car fantasy, a mother finally decides to sell the old car that
her son, who was killed in action, had left in her garage when he was sent
to Vietnam with the military. She advertises the 1965 Chevrolet for $200
since it is 10 years old and small (“It only holds two people.”). Sometimes
she calls a dealer to ask what a car of that age and size would be worth. A
buyer who can only afford a cheap used car arrives to find that she has a
classic Corvette set up on blocks and in perfect condition. He whips out
his checkbook and buys it for the advertised price. Sometimes the man
arrives just a few minutes too late, and he sees the Corvette being driven
out of the garage by another buyer.

See also “The Death Car”; Mint-Condition Vintage Vehicles; “The
Philanderer’s Porsche”

References: Curses!, 123-125; Too Good, 117-118.

“The Ba\romel(cr Problem”

A physics professor asks students on an examination to describe how
they could determine the height of a building by using a barometer.
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“The Barometer Problem”

One clever student ignores the obvious suggestion of using a formula
involving the different air pressure at the top and bottom of the building;
instead, he answers, “Tie a long string (or rope) to the barometer and
lower it from the roof of the building; then measure the string plus the
length of the barometer.”

When the professor rules that this is an unacceptable solution, the stu-
dent is given another chance and comes up with several different
approaches involving such things as timing the fall of the barometer from
the roof to the ground, measuring the shadows of the building and the
barometer, or simply measuring up the stairs of the building in units of
“one barometer.” The professor rejects all of these solutions as well, so
the student suggests that one could then trade the barometer to the
building supervisor for the needed information.

The original of this story (sometimes titled “The Barometer Question”)
is usually credited to Alexander Calandra (1911-2006), a professor of
physics and a specialist in test design at Washington University, St.
Louis. Calandra first published it in a periodical called Pride in 1959, then
again in a textbook in 1961, in Current Science in 1964, and in Saturday
Review in 1968. His account is told in the first person as having happened
to him “some time ago” when he was asked by a colleague to review a stu-
dent’s claim that he deserved full credit for the string/rope solution.
Calandra wrote that the student offered three other approaches: drop-
ping the barometer and timing the fall, swinging the barometer as a pen-
dulum at street level and at the top of the building, and trading the
barometer with the building supervisor for the needed information.

Professor Calandra’s account—sometimes with minor variations—has
been widely reprinted and referred to in published sources and on web-
sites. The best detailed discussions of the story and its background, how-
ever, are found not in any books or articles but online at the Wikipedia
and snopes.com sites. The former site includes a long list of references
and reprints of the story, one of them in German, being used to illustrate
a variety of scientific and cultural points. The snopes.com entry includes
one full-length example from a 1988 newspaper article, one from the
Internet in 1999, and the following evidence from Reader’s Digest in
1958 that the basic story was older than Calandra’s earliest account:

“What steps would you take,” a question in a college exam read, “in deter-
mining the height of a building, using an aneroid barometer?”

One student, short on knowledge but long on ingenuity, replied,
“I would lower the barometer on a string and measure the string.”
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As an “urban legend,” this “Barometer Question” lives not so much
orally as on the Internet where the fairly lengthy and detailed text has
been retold and forwarded frequently. One popular version claims that
the incident occurred at the University of Copenhagen with the clever
student being Niels Bohr, the Danish Nobel Prize cowinner for physics
in 1975.

A convenient recent source for the purported original text as written by
Alexander Calandra is Jim Williams’s book Analog Circuit Design: Art,
Science, and Personalities (Boston: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1991, pp.
3—4). Williams here compiled 30 essays more or less related to analog cir-
cuit design, starting with “Barometers and Analog Design,” which was his
retitling of Calandra’s piece. In common with other “reprints,” Williams
assumes that the date of the version he found (1970) reflects the actual
date of its original publication. Oddly, Calandra is the only contributor
to this anthology for whom no further background is given beyond giving
him the title “Dr.”

References: Baby Train, 294-295; Too Good, 440-441. Websites: http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barometer_question; http://www.snopes.com/
college/exam/barometr.asp.

“The Bavvel o(\ Byicks”

This is a hilarious-accident story told in the form of a written report,
sometimes accompanying an insurance claim, by a worker describing
the cause of his job-related injuries. Faced with the problem of working
alone to move a heavy load of bricks or roof tiles from the roof of a build-
ing to the ground, the man decided to lower them in a barrel using a rope
and a pulley. But when he untied the rope he failed to let go quickly
enough and was pulled to the rooftop by the weight of the bricks. When
the barrel burst as it hit the ground, the man fell back down and landed
on the bricks. He was further injured by hitting the barrel (both going
up and down), jamming his fingers in the pulley, landing on the bricks,
and having the broken barrel land on him.

The worker’s report describes all of this in a flat, unemotional style,
sometimes with numbered points, concluding, “I respectively request
sick leave.” The same basic scenario has been adapted to several different
building and manufacturing trades (oil drilling, antenna tower erection,
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electrical contracting, etc.), and the worker is sometimes described as a
nonnative speaker of English or an uneducated man, thus explaining his
inappropriately placid style of describing a slapstick situation.

“The Barrel of Bricks” circulates in numerous anonymous typescripts,
and it has appeared many times in print. It was used as a comic mono-
logue on the radio and stage from at least the 1930s, and it has been
reported as a favorite pub recitation from the United Kingdom. An
American cowboy poet created a version involving moving a whiskey bar-
rel full of horseshoes.

The basic story was turned into a song widely performed by modern
folksingers and usually titled “Dear Boss” or “Why Paddy’s Not at Work
Today.” The original was composed by a singer born in Ireland but raised
in the English midlands, Pat Cooksey (born 1945). His composition “The
Sick Note” begins with a verse that ends:

And I write this note to say
Why Paddy’s not at work today.

An Irish-dialect version appeared in print in Pittsburgh in 1918. The
source was a privately printed booklet called Memory’s Milestones cred-
ited to Percy F. Smith, and the brief narrative is worth quoting in full to
illustrate how well it prefigures the modern texts:

Pat was lowering heavy tile in a barrel from the top of a 10-story building to
the sidewalk. The barrel was overloaded, and so much so that Pat was
dragged at the end of the rope to the top of the building. When the barrel
struck the pavement it was shattered, and released of its weight, Pat started
down at a more rapid gait than he made the ascent. Workmen on each floor
gazed in astonishment at the flight both up and down, and when the aviator
had landed, called out, “Pat, are you hurt?” “Get awy wid ye; I passed you
twice in a minute and not one of yez as much as spoke to me; yez are not

a bit sociable.”

The claim sometimes made that the story originated with a
Revolutionary War corporal in General George Washington’s army is
highly unlikely, but the modern story may be related to Tale Type 32,
which incorporates Motif K651 (The Wolf descends into well in one
bucket and rescues the fox in the other).

Many texts of “The Barrel of Bricks,” frequently with illustrations, are
found on the Internet, several of them adapted as a problem to be used
in elementary physics classes. Students are given the story, along with
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the height of the building and the mass of the materials and of the work-
man, then asked to apply Newton’s laws of motion and the characteristics
of an “Atwood’s Machine” (i.e., a pulley with no friction and negligible
rotational inertia) in order to calculate the length of time for “the drama
to unfold.”

At the University of Georgia, “The Barrel of Bricks” has been adopted
by the Demosthenian Literary Society, an undergraduate public-
speaking and debate group founded in 1803, as a tale to humiliate their
arch rivals on campus, the Phi Kappas. The Demosthenians have an
actual brick with a printed text of the story pasted onto it on display in
their hall on campus. They attribute the event to Phi Kappas and refer
to the rivals” own hall as “the Brick Heap.”

See also “The Man on the Roof”; Tabloids and Urban Legends;
Television and Urban Legends

References: Curses!, 180-188; Too Good, 166-168; Jan Harold Brunvand,
““The Barrel of Bricks™: The Ups and Downs of a Sad Story,” unpublished
paper read at the ISCLR 23rd International Conference, held at the
University of Georgia, Athens, May 25-28, 2005.

“Bavt SiMPéor\ Acid”

See “Blue Star Acid”

“The Bed\oua Letter”

A businessman traveling by train on a sleeper car finds his berth infested
with bedbugs. He writes to the railroad company to complain and
receives a letter from the president of the company that is full of abject
apologies and promises to fire the workers responsible and to clean and
disinfect the sleeping cars. The letter assures him that such a thing has
not happened previously and will never happen again. Still attached
to this polite reply, however, is a routing slip that reads, “Send this son
of a bitch the bedbug letter.” Sometimes, along with the apology, the
original letter is returned with the “bedbug letter” directive rubber-
stamped on it.
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Belgium

This story is always told about the old days of railroad travel, usually the
1940s, although some people claim (without verification) that it goes back
to the turn of the century when George M. Pullman still presided over
the sleeping-car company that gave his name to the cars themselves.
The general theme of the story can certainly be traced to the 1920s as this
item from The New Yorker (March 5, 1927, p. 19) proves:

Recurrent is the story, or perhaps it is the incident itself, of the gentleman who
moved into a new apartment, to discover the presence of water bugs. He
immediately dispatched a wrathful letter to the renting agent. In reply he
received a lengthy communication in which the agent expressed his deepest
grief, his intention of taking up the matter with the owner at once and his assur-
ance that nothing remedial would be left undone. A careless secretary, however,
had enclosed a note which read: “Miss Fraser, send this guy the bug letter.”

The story does not seem to have become attached to modern Amtrak
sleepers, although it is occasionally told about commercial airline travel
or hotel stays. In recent years it is claimed that a Post-it note about send-
ing the “bug letter” is found attached to the reply.

References: Baby Train, 158-162; Too Good, 255-257.

Belgium

Professor Stefaan Top and his students at Leuven University in Flanders
(the Flemish-speaking part of Belgium) began collecting modern legends
in 1982; in the first six years of the project they accumulated more than
500 texts of about 50 different story types. Urban legend-telling in
Belgium seemed most popular among young people between 16 and
18 years old, but similar stories were also found printed in newspapers
and discussed on the radio.

Several well-known international legend types were collected, includ-
ing local variants of “The Runaway Grandmother,” “The Spider in the
Cactus,” “The Choking Doberman,” “The Double Theft,” “The Hippy
Baby-sitter,” and this version of “The Vanishing Hitchhiker” (Number
15 in the published collection cited below):

A girl is hitchhiking and is picked up by a young man. They start talking and
decide to have a glass of red wine in a pub. The girl spills some of the wine
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on her dress. A bit later the boy brings her home, and they agree on doing
something else together sometime. The next day the boy returns to make
the arrangements. The mother opens the door and says her daughter died
two years ago. He describes her, and she says that her daughter was buried
in a white dress. Curious as they are, they go to the cemetery and open the
grave. There lies the dead girl in a white dress with . .. a wine stain on it!

A story that might seem to be more specifically Belgian was “The
Stolen Cobblestones,” in which a man is loading some cobblestones from
a city street-repair project into his car when he is caught by a policeman.
The man claims he was dumping some extra cobblestones, and the
policeman orders him to put them back into his car and leave.
However, a similar story is told in Holland about stealing tiles and in
the United States about stealing bricks or a Christmas tree. (See the entry
“Get Out of Here!”)

“The Stolen Cobblestones” and a few other stories demonstrate the
occasional sense of humor found in Belgian modern legends. In general,
however, Professor Top found that “contemporary Belgian legends have
only three shades of meaning: bad—worse—worst”; their incidents,
he suggested, typically include the gradations “bad luck—accident—catas-
trophe.” He illustrated this with the story of a farmer who accidentally kills
his children who have hidden inside the combine harvester. The farmer
sends his wife to the field without telling her what has happened, and while
she is gone—discovering the tragedy—he shoots himself.

Professor Top concludes from his preliminary survey of Belgian urban
legends that such stories “are to be considered as a kind of mirror of daily
life in the present day ... [and] may also function as an alarm signal for
what is going wrong in our society.”

In 2008, Professor Top published a collection of 370 urban legends and
80 rumors. The book was the sixth volume of a series devoted to Belgian
legends of all kinds from each of its five provinces; the series title is Op
verhaal komen (Story Coming Up), and the title of this collection is
Moderne sagen en geruchten uit Vlaanderen (Modern Legends and
Rumors from Flanders). The Belgian material is organized in general fol-
lowing the type index found in The Baby Train (and expanded in this edi-
tion of my Encyclopedia of Urban Legends), but with a few changes. The
sections on government legends and celebrity legends were dropped, and
a heading called “Andere verhalen” (“Other Stories”) was added. Also, in
the section for horror legends, a major addition was made for ghost sto-
ries. The texts are supplemented with commentary, notes, and an index
of topics.
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Belgium

In line with Professor Top’s earlier characterization of urban legends
from Belgium as full of tragedy, the theme of horror is a major one in
the published collection. For example, Number 115, “Kannibalisme pur
sang” (“Full-Blooded Cannibalism”), is about a young man who, having
accidentally bitten his own tongue, develops a mania for eating human
flesh. Number 179, “Het was de moeder van Lotte” (“It Was Lotte’s
Mother”), describes a group of young girls playing with a Ouija board
who are frightened when they accidentally summon the spirit of a class-
mate’s mother who had committed suicide. Still, there are also some rel-
atively whimsical examples, such as this variation of “The Baby
Headache” story (Number 242 in the collection):

In the summer of 1976 the final-year class of a girls” secondary school in the
town of Brasschaat made a two-week trip to Italy. All the girls were very
excited before departing, and they had already packed their baggage. Of
course they did not intend just to let that fortnight pass by without meeting
some men on the trip. So they took some precautions.

One girl in the class was daughter of a pharmacist, and each night during
the last week before departure she took from her father’s shop several little
boxes of contraceptive pills. Her father noticed the disappearance, but he
didn’t know who the culprit was. In order to find out, he replaced the pills
in the remaining boxes with aspirin, yet the thefts continued.

The girls left on their holiday, ready for anything. The thefts stopped
about that time, and the father began to have a vague suspicion. But it
was too late to warn anyone. After fourteen days of the girls visiting Italy,
a test on the returning class members showed than more than half the girls
were pregnant.

Each item in this excellent compilation is keyed to its source (bron),
either from previous publication or from a folklore archive, and for each
item a brief summary of the teller is given (name, age, and where the per-
son learned the story). Breaking down this data, Top reported that the
storytellers, most of them adolescents, credited these sources for the

legends they told (rounding the figures):

Friends, neighbors, and other people 32%
Media 21%
Family 20%
School 13%
Clubs 10%

Personal experience 3%
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Fully three-quarters of these Belgian texts came from oral tradition, a
most interesting fact in these days of Internet circulation of stories and
popular culture adoption of urban legends. With all of its exemplary fea-
tures, this book of Belgian legends would be a fine candidate for an
English translation.

The online collection of traditional legend texts from Belgium may be
accessed at the website www.volksverhalenbank.be. Modern legends
had not been entered on the site in 2011, but were promised to appear
there eventually.

See also Anti Legend; “The Eaten Ticket”

References: Baby Train, 237-239; Stefaan Top, “Modern Legends in the
Belgian Oral Tradition: A Report,” Fabula 31 (1990), 272-278; Katrien
Van Effelterre, “WWW.volksverhalenbank.be: The Disclosure of a Rich
Collection of Flemish Folk Legends on the Internet,” Fabula 46 (2005),
314-323.

Belie( Legend

After distinguishing folktales from legends on the basis of the strong
element of folk belief in the latter, early folklorists also spoke and wrote of
“belief legends™ as a specific genre of traditional narrative. These
Glaubensagen, as the Germans termed them, were distinguished from
Wissensagen, or “knowledge legends” (what we call in English “historical
legends”). In the early days of collecting modern legends in the United
States, such stories were also called “urban belief tales,” thus further confus-
ing the terminology.

Eventually the term “belief legend” fell into disuse because, as
Hungarian-American folklorist Linda Dégh wrote, “The peculiarly pivotal
position of belief in legend makes all legends belief legends.” Dégh
opposes “the current legend name-giving inflation,” and she concludes that
“the term ‘legend’ serves our purpose fine.” However, the English folklo-
rist Gillian Bennett suggests that another once-used term, “belief story,”
should be revived to refer to “a type of informal conversational narrative
that is at present badly served by existing terms.” Bennett refers to a “pri-
vate, personal repertoire” of stories (as opposed to well-recognized tradi-
tional stories) that some people tell when they engage in discussions of
matters of belief with others.
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Big Cats Running Wild

See also Truth Claims in Urban Legends

References: Gillian Bennett, “Belief Stories: The Forgotten Genre,”
Western Folklore 48 (1989), 289-311; Linda Dégh, “What Is a Belief
Legend?” Folklore 107 (1996), 33-46, followed by Gillian Bennett,
“Reply,” 47-48; Dégh, Legend and Belief.

Big Calvé %nnir\g Wild

Rumors of big cats—often identified as black panthers—running wild
near urban or suburban areas sometimes develop (with much encourage-
ment from the press) into local legends containing detailed accounts of
the beasts’ tracks, sightings, depredations upon domestic animals, sup-
posed origins, and the like. Yet the big cats themselves are never cap-
tured, and the legendary accounts have a consistency of motif and
structure that betrays a migratory story rather than an actual displaced
feline predator.

Often the stories recur for several years in the same district. For exam-
ple, there were panther sightings claimed in an area of southeastern
Michigan in 1984, 1985, 1989, and 1992. All were investigated by the
Michigan Department of Natural Resources and by the local press with-
out any panthers being found. The Flint (Michigan) Journal reported
similar sightings in 1995, but again authorities were unable to locate any
big cats. Similar searches for roaming cougars were reported near
Moline, Illinois, in 1992; near Bethesda, Maryland, in 1994; and near
Philadelphia in 1995.

“Phantom panther” sightings have been a staple of rumor outbreaks
since the nineteenth century, both in the United States and abroad.
Most of the stories can probably be explained as faulty observation of
other animals native to the region. Sightings are influenced by the
pop-culture images of slinking, ebony-colored big cats with bloodthirsty
appetites—a far cry from the appearance and actual shy habits of most
mountain lions. Since large black cats are native only to South America
(jaguars) and Africa (leopards), any such creatures running wild in the
rest of the world would have to be escapees from zoos or circuses,
unlikely to be roaming long before they were reported missing.

The displaced-big cat theme is international. In Italy, for example,
felini misteriosi were supposedly sighted in 1989-1990 in the suburbs of
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Rome. In England, big-cat sightings have occurred repeatedly and have
been dubbed in the media with such terms as “The Surrey Puma” or
“The Exmoor Beast.” In France, Véronique Campion-Vincent surveyed
52 reports of “beasts and mystery cats” coming from 35 scattered
départments (counties) all over the land between 1945 and 1989. The
animal species, if named, were wolves, panthers, pumas, lionesses, or just
“huge felines.” In Holland, concerns about reported big-cat sightings
starting in 1996 resulted in nationwide interest in the hunt for “Winnie
the puma.” Dutch folklorist Theo Meder proposed as an explanation for
most of the puma sightings the principle WYBIWYS, or “What you
believe is what you see.”

See also Viper-Release Legends

References: Baby Train, 247-248, 267-268; Bennett and Smith, Urban
Legends, 38—41; Véronique Campion-Vincent, “Appearances of Beasts
and Mystery-Cats in France,” Folklore 103 (1992), 160-183; Michael
Goss, “Alien Big Cat Sightings in Britain: A Possible Rumour Legend?”
Folklore 103 (1992), 184-202; George Monger, “Dragons and Big Cats,”
Folklore 103 (1992), 203-206; Theo Meder, “The Hunt for Winnie the
Puma: Wild Animals in a Civilized Dutch Environment,” Contemporary
Legend New Series 10 (2007), 95-127.

“RBikevs Jeveus Smokevrs”

A man smoking in the nonsmoking area of a café is asked by another
diner wearing a motorcycle helmet and leather jacket to put out his ciga-
rette. The smoker refuses, and when he leaves the caté he defiantly kicks
over a Harley Davidson motorcycle parked in front after putting a note
on it reading, “This will teach you to mess with a smoker’s rights.”

But it was the wrong Harley, and its owner, a large, menacing man with
a beard, roughs up the smoker and then turns him over to the police. The
other diner’s Harley was parked on the other side of the building.

One version of this story was published as a first-person account in the
newsletter of a Mensa chapter, possibly to illustrate that even people with
unusually high IQs may drive motorcycles.

See also “Truckers and Bikers”

References: Baby Train, 212-214.
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“The Bird-Foot Exam™

Bivd Yicked into “—F\V@Place

See “The Missionaries and the Cat”

“The Bivd-Foot Etam’

The entire final examination in a college ornithology class consists of
identifying a number of birds by their feet. The students are given either
a page of drawings of bird feet or are shown a row of stuffed birds with
bags covering all but their feet.

The students are outraged, but all except one apply themselves to the
problem as best they can. The dissenter marches to the front of the room,
slams his exam paper onto the professor’s desk, and declares that “this is
the stupidest test I've ever seen!” The professor glances at the blank
examination paper and asks, “What’s your name?” The student hitches
up his pants leg, extends his foot, and says, “You tell me, Prof!” and
stomps out of the classroom.

In a version collected in 2000 from a University of Washington class, a
student told the story as a joke supposedly set “in an Oregon college.” In
this version, the exam consists simply of a picture of one pair of bird legs
with the requirement to “Name the animal, its species, and genus. List its
predators and prey, if any. Describe other flora and fauna in its habitat.”
Notably in all variations of the story, there is no explanation of which, if
any, of the students managed to pass the examination and how the pro-
testing student fared when he did not submit any paper. (Presumably,
the professor could identify the student by noting the missing name
among the submitted papers.) Probably this story makes a better joke
than it does a legend.

The themes of unreasonable testing procedures and of instructors in
large colleges failing to know their individual students are both found in
other academic legends.

See also “Define ‘Courage’ ”; “Do You Know Who I Am?”; “The One-
Word Exam Question”; “The Second Blue Book”; “Which Tire?”

References: Curses!, 275-277; Too Good, 442—-443; Duncan and Harris,
Laugh without Guilt, 93.
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“The Riscuit Bullet”

See “The Brain Drain”

‘Black and White”

See Mistaken Identifications

‘Blackout Babies”

On November 9, 1965, a major power outage struck New York City, leav-
ing most residents stranded without television, radio, or lights. Numerous
couples went to bed early but couldn’t sleep. So they did what comes nat-
urally (see “The Baby Train”); nine months later, there was a huge
upsurge in births throughout the city. While this behavior seems consis-
tent with human nature, the story was not true. Demographers and inves-
tigative journalists checked the figures and found no significant deviation
from normal cyclic patterns of births at that time and place. Nor did the
rumors of similar baby booms following the October 17, 1989, Bay Area
earthquake, the 1992 assault on Florida by Hurricane Andrew, nor any
of the other natural disasters prove true. Even so, some parents referred
to their newborns born nine months after the events as “Hurricane
Babies,” or “Quake Babies,” and at least one Florida mother named her
son Andrew, in memory of the hurricane. Of course, individual births
may have resulted from activity during a blackout, but there were no
major trends in birth figures keyed to the disasters.

The March 7, 2010, Sunday edition of the New York Times revived the
rumor in an article about behavior during disasters. One week later the
Times ran this retraction:

An article last Sunday about the morality of dealing with looting in times of
disaster incorrectly stated that a blackout in 1965, which did not bring dis-
order to New York, resulted instead in a baby boom nine months later.
There was no baby boom. A widespread belief that there had been one
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“The Blind Date”

originated with a New York Times article, nine months after the blackout,
reporting that some New York hospitals were experiencing higher than
normal numbers of births; later scientific studies, however, found no evi-
dence of a statistically significant spike in the birth rate.

Graham Seal reports that he heard the blackout babies story in New
South Wales, Australia, in the 1960s, and the legend undoubtedly has
other international occurrences.

See also Australia

References: Baby Train, 37-38; Too Good, 326; Seal, Cane Toad High, 17.

The Blind Date”

There are two versions of this story, both of which refer to possible
embarrassment when buying or using sex-related items. In the first, a
young man buying condoms brags to the pharmacist that he has a blind
date with a beautiful girl that evening and he hopes to “get lucky” with
her. When he calls for the girl, he discovers that she is the daughter of
the pharmacist.

The second version describes a young woman who must go to a hospi-
tal emergency room to have a “stuck tampon” removed from her body.
That evening she discovers that the young doctor or intern who had done
the procedure is her blind date for that night.

The condom story, known since the 1940s, is outdated now that these
items are displayed openly in many stores, but a version still managed to
get published as a true story in a 1994 Ann Landers column. The tampon
story alludes to women’s anxieties about the onset of menstruation and to
embarrassment at being treated by a male medical practitioner. Both stories
reveal the blind-date situation itself to be one of uncertainty and discomfort.

A similar story also set in a drugstore and playing on the same sort of
embarrassment was published in the “People’s Pharmacy” column (King
Features Syndicate) on January 29, 1995. The columnists, Joe and
Teresa Graedon, explained, “A reader relayed this tale™:

My ex-brother-in-law was good with a slingshot and practiced a lot. A metal
slingshot made by Wham-O gave him many hours of practice until the rub-
ber sling finally gave out.



“The Blind Man”

He returned to the drugstore where he had purchased it, but the only
person available to help him was the young girl at the pharmacy counter.
He informed her he needed a rubber for his Wham-O. She had evidently
never heard of Wham-O, as she turned bright red and suddenly turned to
some urgent business in the back of the store, leaving him standing there.

See also “Buying Tampax”

References: Choking Doberman, 138; Mexican Pet, 126; Too Good, 153-155.
"’W‘ N d , ’
e Blind Man

A woman has just undressed to take a shower when her doorbell rings.
She calls out—"Who is it?"—and hears the reply, “Blind man.”
Assuming that a blind man would not know she is naked, she grabs a cou-
ple of dollars to make a donation (or to buy pencils or whatever he is sell-
ing) and opens the door. She thrusts the money at the man, who takes it

with a surprised look and then asks, “Now where do you want me to hang
these blinds?”
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“The Blood Libel”

This story has been widely repeated for decades, both in folk tradition
and by professional writers and comedians. Older versions mention
Venetian blinds, as these window coverings were once called. Ann
Landers published a version in 1986, commenting, “It’s a funny story,
whether it’s true or not.” She published it again in her October 13,
1998, column.

References: Curses!, 213-215; Too Good, 424.

“The Blood Libel"

As summarized by Alan Dundes, “According to this legend, which goes
back to at least the twelfth century in Europe, Jews murder an innocent
Christian infant or child for the ritual purpose of mixing the victim’s
blood with their matzo around Easter time” (p. vii). This grotesque and
completely false story, or variations of it, was told about (among many
others, in scores of different countries) an English child called “Hugh
of Lincoln” who was allegedly murdered by Jews in 1255. The legend
was repeated in the traditional British ballad “Sir Hugh, or, the Jew’s
Daughter” (Child Number 155) and reworked by Geoffrey Chaucer in
“The Prioress’s Tale.” When the ballad migrated to the United States,
references to Jews were usually replaced by such phrases as “a jeweler’s
daughter,” “a duke’s daughter,” or “a gypsy lady.” The blood libel itself
continues to circulate internationally as a rumor or legend.

The traditional anti-Semitic legend, stripped of its religious prejudice,
may underlie the modern urban legend “The Mutilated Boy” in which a
child is castrated or has his penis cut off and is left bleeding to death in
a shopping mall’s restroom or other public place. Rather than Jewish
murderers, the killers are often said to be members of some urban ethnic
minority group or homosexuals. The ritual aspect of the ancient legend is
retained in versions that claim the crime was an initiation into gang
membership.

In an ironic twist, as folklorist Bill Ellis has shown, anti-Christian ver-
sions of “The Blood Libel” circulated as an urban legend in ancient
Rome. Ellis suggested that “we should not speak of modern legends, only
modern texts.” Broader traditions of vampirism are found internationally,
including widespread rumors and legends in Colonial Africa.

See also Body Parts Rumors and Legends
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References: Florence H. Ridley, “A Tale Told Too Often,” Western
Folklore 26 (1967), 153-156; Choking Doberman, 78-92; Bill Ellis, “De
Legendis Urbis: Modern Legends in Ancient Rome,” Journal of American
Folklore 96 (1983), 200-208; Alan Dundes, The Blood Libel Legend: A
Casebook in Anti-Semitic Folklore (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1991); Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 243-246; Bennett,
Bodies, 247-303; Luise White, Speaking with Vampires: Rumor and
History in Colonial Africa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).

"Bloodgﬂ N\mrgf

See “I Believe in Mary Worth”

‘Blue <tav Acid”

Bogus warnings circulating in typescript, photocopied, and printed
form warn that “a form of tattoo called Blue Star is being sold [or given]
to school children [and] each star is soaked with LSD.” The warning fliers
claim that LSD can be absorbed simply by handling the tattoos and that
some of them are “laced with strychnine.” The designs on the sheets are
said to be “the size of a pencil eraser” and may include images of blue
stars, butterflies, Superman, Mickey Mouse, Bart Simpson, or other char-
acters and designs. Symptoms of exposure to these tattoos are said to
include “severe vomiting, uncontrolled laughter, and mood changes.”

Presumably, the greatest danger comes when children use the printed
designs as “lick and stick” tattoos. Readers of the warnings are urged to
post and distribute copies of the flier since “young lives have already been
taken.” Sometimes the warnings are reproduced on the letterheads of
schools, companies, churches, day care centers, and the like, and there
are often allusions to a supposed authority issuing the fliers (e.g., “We
have been informed ... ”) or even the name of a hospital and its spokes-
person who allegedly issued the warnings. The excessive use of capital
letters, exclamation marks, boldface, and other typographical devices
marks the fliers as amateur and unofficial publications.

Such warning fliers have been distributed in the United States since
the early 1980s, and they have spread internationally with much the same
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“The Body in the Bed”

wording, having been directly translated into other languages. Serious “ru-
mor panics” based on these fliers have broken out in the United Kingdom,
Australia, Holland, France, Italy, and elsewhere. The warnings are some-
times printed in publications issued by well-meaning institutions who have
failed to verify the information. Police and journalists investigating the
claims have consistently debunked them. However, it is possible that the
“Blue Star Acid” warnings originated from a misunderstanding of an actual
police bulletin cautioning that children may mistake printed paper LSD
“tabs” for tattoos.

Blue Star Acid is a nonexistent threat. Although “blotter acid” certainly
does exist in the form of LSD-impregnated absorbent paper printed with
cartoons and other designs (seldom blue stars or Mickey Mouse!)—none
of it is in tattoo form or laced with strychnine; LSD is not absorbed
through the skin, and nobody is giving or selling it to children in any
large-scale way. If these claims were true, it would constitute a national
drug emergency that would soon gain massive publicity. Although LSD,
a popular illegal recreational drug of the 1960s, has made something of
a comeback since the 1980s, it is not considered to be a problem of epi-
demic proportions compared to such products as methamphetamine
and crack cocaine.

See also Bogus Warnings; France

References: Choking Doberman, 162-169; Curses!, 55-64; Too Good,
390-392; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 211-214.

“The Body.in the Bed”

A couple checking into a Las Vegas hotel—often said to be the Excalibur
or the Mirage—notice a bad smell in the room. They search unsuccess-
fully for the source and request a different room. But the hotel is full,
and they are forced to endure the situation all night.

The next morning the smell is even worse, and they repeat their com-
plaint to the front desk. That night when they return to their room they
find a police guard at the door, and they are directed to another room
where all their clothes and luggage have been moved. The chambermaid,
while cleaning the room, had found a decomposing corpse inside the
bed’s base (or hidden in the box spring, or under the bed). Sometimes
the victim is identified as a dead prostitute or a Mafia hit victim.
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Versions of the legend in which the hotel management rewards the
couple with lifetime free rooms for their trauma (or for their silence)
recall “The Death Car,” in which a buyer pays a bargain price for a car
contaminated with the smell of a dead body left inside for some time.
Similar to “Death Car” versions that describe an expensive automobile
or a vintage sports car, “The Body in the Bed” concerns a luxury hotel
in a posh vacation setting.

“The Body in the Bed” became a very popular legend beginning in
1991 and 1992, and actual instances of bodies found in hotel rooms were
reported in the news in 1988 and 1989 and twice in 1994 and in 1996.
However, none of the documented cases matches exactly the legend
version, and they occurred in hotels in New Jersey and Florida. The
modern legend seems to have a life of its own, although perhaps influ-
enced somewhat by reports of similar incidents in real life. On June 2,
2011, yet another case of a body found hidden in a bed’s wooden frame
in a motel was discovered, this time in Utah. The Salt Lake Tribune
reported “The body was believed to have been in the room for at least
one day. Motel employees had gone to the unit after a guest renting the
room had complained about an unpleasant odor.” Within two days, the
victim had been identified and a suspect in the killing arrested. It was
not exactly the urban legend, but pretty close.

References: Baby Train, 131-133; Be Afraid, 109-111; Barbara Mikkelson,
“The Body in the Bed,” FOAFtale News 43 (1988), 15-16; Too Good, 266—
268; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 246-47; “Woman’s Body Found
Stuffed inside Motel Bed,” Salt Lake Tribune (June 4, 2011), B2.

“The Bodlj‘ on ‘Hﬂc Cav”

A man drives home dead drunk in the wee hours of the morning. Despite
his condition, he manages to park in the driveway and stumble into his
house, where he immediately falls asleep. A few hours later he is awak-
ened by his wife’s screaming. She had gone out for the morning news-
paper and found the body of a young girl embedded on the front grill of
the car.

When this story was printed in a 1986 Ann Landers column it
unleashed a flood of letters, both to the advice columnist and to folk-
lorists, from people in the United States, Canada, and Europe who had
heard the same story with differing details in their own hometowns.
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Body Parts Rumors and Legends

“The Body on the Car” is sometimes told as a cautionary tale at meetings
of Mothers Against Drunk Driving and Students Against Drunk Driving,
although neither group, when queried, could furnish an exact reference
to when and where the incident occurred.

Prototypes for the anonymous story have circulated since the 1950s,
and similar well-documented incidents can be found in news reports
from as early as the 1930s. The modern legend would seem to combine
elements of truth (actual hit-and-run accidents) with fantasy (the dra-
matic way in which the tragedy is revealed).

A similar legend is told about ships: An ocean liner, navy ship, or
freighter supposedly struck a small sailboat without anyone on the larger
ship noticing until the huge vessel has come into port and the smaller
boat was found stuck to the front.

See also “The Double Whammy”

References: Baby Train, 22-23; Be Afraid, 106-107; Curses!, 92-95; Too
Good, 110-111; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 75-71.

Bodgr?mrj(s Pumovs
and Legends

Claims are made internationally that poor lower-class people are victim-
ized by wealthy upper-class people who employ thieves who steal their
blood, eyes, kidneys, or other organs for use in healing procedures or as
transplants. Blood-sucking traditions (vampirism) go back to classical
times, but have distinctive forms in more recent lore. For example, in
Colonial Africa vampires were known as mumiani (literally mummies)
or wazimamoto (firemen), the latter associated with vampirism via the
typical red coloring of their vehicles. The major urban legend based on
these claims is “The Kidney Heist,” but there are other manifestations
of the theme in both rumor and story form.

See also “The Blood Libel”; “The Kidney Heist”

References: Campion-Vincent, Organ Theft Legends (2005); Ellis, “Roots
of Perspectives on Contemporary Legend,” ” (2007), 22-31.
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Bogu)é \Ma\rr\ir\gé

Anonymous fliers—handwritten, typed, photocopied, and even professio-
nally printed—sometimes warn in a sensational, alarmist style of some
kind of danger, threat, conspiracy, or—in a positive spin—of some
little-known opportunity. These bogus warnings are handed from person
to person, posted on bulletin boards, sent out as company memos, and
circulated in the mail; often they find their way into print, and nowadays
they spread mainly as e-mails. Some well-meaning organizations that
have sent out bogus warnings are churches, schools, scout troops, lodges,
companies, and even military units.

Typical subjects of bogus warnings are crimes (especially drug crimes
and car-related crimes), computer viruses, and dishonest dealings by
companies or government. What makes these warnings “bogus” is the
lack of specific verifiable information either about the nature of the sup-
posed danger or the source of the warning notice. Although there may
be a hint of an official source (e.g., “We have been informed ..."” or
“Authorities have noted ...”), more detailed information is lacking.
When, occasionally, a specific name or address is given, it invariably
either turns out to be equally bogus or else the source given denies hav-
ing issued the warning. When references are made to “proof” having
been broadcast on a TV program such as Oprah, 20/20, or 60 Minutes,
a check with these sources proves otherwise; no such exposé was ever
aired.

The style and format of bogus warnings certainly do not suggest that of
an official source, such as the police or other government agency. The fli-
ers and e-mails are characterized by lavish use of capital letters and excla-
mation points, as well as numerous errors of spelling and punctuation.
Often people recirculating a bogus warning will add a handwritten com-
ment such as “PLEASE CIRCULATE!!!” or “THIS IS NOT A
JOKE!!” Some bogus warning notices include a suggested action on the
part of readers—to boycott products, sign a petition, submit a claim,
and so on.

When a bogus warning lacks extravagant typographical features and
seems to contain straightforward facts, even these claims should be evalu-
ated carefully and can usually be disproven. For example, a warning that
thieves may dress in UPS or other delivery service uniforms to gain access
to homes seems plausible, but the details of the warning do not check
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“Boil on Troubled Waters”

out. Supposedly, $32,000 worth of UPS uniforms were purchased on
eBay over the past 30 days, and “Kimberly Bush-Carr” of the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security is the source of the message. But no
such person exists, and no such sales occurred on eBay or anywhere else;
in fact, the same basic warning with different attributions has been circu-
lating for several years. The only results of Googling the names and
“facts” included are debunking sites. And the only typographic tipoff fea-
ture of most versions of this warning itself is the line “TAKE THIS
SERIOUSLY!!” Don’t!

Although most bogus warnings do not qualify technically as legends,
since they are seldom orally transmitted and do not have a strong narra-
tive element, they are similar to urban legends in being anonymous, ster-
eotyped, bizarre or frightening, and subject to some variation. Also, the
scenarios described often resemble well-known urban legends such as
“The Slasher under the Car” or “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker.”

See also “Blue Star Acid”; “A Cry for Help”; “The Good Times Virus”;
Gummed Paper Dangers; “The Kidney Heist”; “Lights Out!”; “The
Madalyn Murray O'Hair Petition”; “National Gang Week”; Needle-
Attack Legends; Perfume Attacks; “The Procter & Gamble Trademark”;
“The Rear Window Carjacking Ploy”; “Saved by a Cell Phone”;
“Spunkball”; “The Stuffed Baby”; “The Veterans’ Insurance Dividend”;
“The Welded Contacts”; Xeroxlore

References: Too Good, 385-410; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends,
207-209.

‘Boi| on Troubled \Malrcré"

This title was assigned on the snopes.com website in 2000 to a story
marked “status undetermined,” that is, a story neither clearly proven to
be either legend or fact. Similarly, an investigative journalist the same
year judged the story to be “suspended between urban legend and partial
truth.”

The item in question was an account of a supposed incident widely cir-
culated on the Internet and in company memos describing a man using a
microwave oven to heat a cup of water to make tea or instant coffee.
When he removed the cup, the water was not boiling, but when he jos-
tled the cup a bit, the water suddenly “erupted into his face due to the
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build up of energy caused by the boiling process.” The man was said to
have suffered various injuries, including in some versions loss of sight in
one or both eyes.

While scientific authorities consulted could verify that some aspects of
the case were possible, no specific incident like this was found, although
different versions of the story specified various supposed locations for
the accident.

References: Be Afraid, 177-178; Mark Glazer, “Microwaved Water,”
FOAFtale News 49 (June 2001), 3-4; Paul Smith, “Microwaved Water,”
FOAFtale News 56 (October 2003), 8-9.

“The Bosom ée\q)cnj(”

Nathaniel Hawthorne used this phrase in a short story published in 1843
(“Egotism, or, the Bosom Serpent”) referring to traditional legends in
which a snake gets inside a person’s body, usually through the mouth.
Modern folklorists have adopted the term not only for snake-ingestion
stories but also as a generalized reference to other legends in which living
creatures enter the human body.
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“The Bothered Bride”

In the older European bosom-serpent legends especially well known in
Ireland, either a snake or snake eggs were swallowed when a person
drank from a stream or pond, or else the snake crept into the open mouth
of a sleeping person. Often the creature was lured out by having the vic-
tim starve himself, then lie down with his mouth open near a bowl of
milk. Milk was thought to attract snakes, although snakes in reality are
carnivores with no particular fondness for milk.

“The Snake in the Strawberry Patch” is the clearest modern descen-
dant of bosom-serpent legends. Other stories of body invasion focus on
such creatures as ants, earwigs, frogs, and spiders. In urban legends on
these topics, usually the creatures have to be removed surgically, but
sometimes they depart on their own or even burst from the skin in the
manner of the creature in the sci-fi horror film series Alien. (The Pop
Rocks legend, although about chemicals and not creatures, also features
this bursting motif.)

Some analysts have suggested that bosom-serpent legends may re-
present pregnancy fears or fantasies, and, indeed, there is an urban
legend about a female swimmer swallowing male sperm in a swimming
pool and becoming pregnant.

See also Ants or Termites Invade the Body; Earwig Stories; Octopus
Eggs Impregnate Swimmer; “Sperm in the Swimming Pool”; “The
Spider Bite”; Tapeworms in Diet Pills

References: Daniel R. Barnes, “The Bosom Serpent: A Legend in
American Literature and Culture,” Journal of American Folklore 85
(1972), 111-122; Choking Doberman, 106-112; Richard C. Poulsen,
“Bosom Serpentry among the Puritans and Mormons,” Journal of the
Folklore Institute 16 (1979), 176-189; Frances Cattermole-Tally, “The
Intrusion of Animals into the Human Body: Fantasy and Reality,” Folklore
106 (1995), 89-92; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 115-117;
Bennett, Bodies, 3-59.

"The Bothered Bride”

At a large, beautiful, and expensive society wedding, just before the final
vows are taken, the bride turns to face her guests and makes a speech
thanking everyone—her parents, her guests, her attendants, and so on.
Then she turns to the groom and says that she wants to thank him “for



“The Bothered Bride” 75

sleeping with my maid-of-honor last night.” She shoves her bouquet into
the face of one of the traitors and departs the church.

In the late 1980s, this story was widely reported from all across the
United States and attributed to a variety of groups (Italian, Polish, Irish,
Jewish, etc.). Anecdotal accounts appeared in print, and elaborated ver-
sions were published in tabloids. But no eyewitnesses came forward to
verify the incident; neither could investigative journalists discover a
source.

A “Grumbling Groom” (“Bridegroom’s Revenge”) variation of the
legend appeared in the early 1990s. At the reception following his wed-
ding, a bridegroom stands and announces that he is going on the honey-
moon without his wife and that the wedding will be annulled when he
returns. He tells the guests to look under their plates for an explanation,
and there each one finds a photograph of the bride with the best man in
what one journalist trying unsuccessfully to track the origin of the story
called “a compromising position.”

Both of these stories seem to reflect a modern trend for couples to
compose a personalized wedding ceremony complete with original
speeches by the participants. The story of the wronged bridegroom
alludes to the custom of hiding a favor for each guest beneath the dinner
plate at the reception. (No explanation is offered why no guest had
sneaked a peek beneath his or her plate before the groom spoke up, or
of why no guest ever seems to have saved a copy of the incriminating pho-
tograph.) Another photographic legend about weddings concerns the
custom of distributing disposable cameras for guests to use in shooting
photos of the event. The cameras are gathered up after the party, and
the pictures are printed. Some of them turn out to be pornographic
images taken by saucy guests who had sneaked away from the group.

A PERFORMANCE IN CONTEXT OF “THE
BRIDEGROOM’S REVENGE”

On February 27, 2010, while riding in a gondola at Snowbasin ski
resort in Utah, I heard a version of this story told spontaneously. Six other
skiers—all male but one—were in the gondola, four of whom who
seemed to know each other, plus a young couple. I did not know any of
them. I mentioned that I had just heard that a wedding was to be per-
formed in the lodge at the top of the gondola at about the time we would
arrive. This inspired one man to relate a personal experience he had while
serving as best man for a friend. The groom was having second thoughts,
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“The Boyfriend’s Death”

so he had to press him to show up at his own wedding. Six months later,
he said, they divorced; still, the man commented, he felt that he had done
his duty in getting the groom to the church on time. I agreed, but another
man said he thought the best man’s main job was to hire a stripper for the
party before the wedding. This reminded a third man of a story along that
line that he wanted to tell us.

He did not know the man personally, he said, but he had heard about a
bridegroom who had somehow found out that his bride had had an affair
with the best man, and this guy even managed to get a photograph of
them “naked in bed together.” So he had a large number of prints of this
picture printed, and he taped an envelope containing a copy under every
chair in the hall where the wedding was taking place. Then he inter-
rupted the service before it was finished to tell everyone to look under
their chairs to see the reason why he was not going to be married today
after all. “And you should have seen the look on her grandmother’s face
when she opened that envelope!”

The reaction of all but one person in the gondola was amusement, and
several expressed an opinion that the guilty couple got just what they
deserved. Only the folklorist expressed any disbelief, noting that this
was an urban legend beautifully narrated by our storyteller. I handed
him my card and invited him to look it up in one of my books. The story-
teller was flabbergasted: “But I'm sure it has to be true; I heard it on Jay
Leno!” At that point we reached the end of our ride, and the little legend-
telling session was over.

See also Tabloids and Urban Legends

References: Mexican Pet, 134-135; Too Good, 124-128; Whatley and
Henken, Did You Hear . .. ?, 164-166.

“The Bogf\ricnd'é Dcal( h"

A young couple on a date is parked in a dark, lonely lovers” lane. When
they are ready to drive home, the car will not start. The boy says he will
walk back to the main highway to seek help, and his girlfriend should lock
the door and wait inside the car. When her boyfriend does not return for
a long time, the girl panics. She sees strange shadows moving across the
windshield and hears a scratching noise on the roof. She cowers in the
car all night while the frightening sights and sounds continue.
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At dawn she hears someone coming and looks out to see a state police
trooper, who beckons her to leave the car and then starts to lead her away,
cautioning her not to look back. But she does look back, and there is her
boyfriend’s lifeless body hanging upside down from a tree branch over the
car, his fingernails scratching on the roof and his blood running down the
windshield. Sometimes it is said that her hair turned white from the shock.

This classic teenage horror story was first collected in the United States
in the early 1960s. Some versions emphasize the girl’s passive role by
mentioning that she could not walk with her boyfriend because her
high-heeled shoes were unsuitable. Sometimes the radio-warning motif
characteristic of “The Hook” may be included, or the killer may be
described as “the hookman.” A version collected from Navajo children
suggests that the killer may have been a skinwalker, one of the traditional
monsters of their folklore.

Tellers of “The Boyfriend’s Death” often localize the setting and then
embellish the tale with details of the scary sounds of scraping, scratching,
knocking, and dripping as well as the sights of ghostly shadows, reflec-
tions, and the like. It is a favorite legend to tell at campfires, slumber par-
ties, and similar social scenes. In a “Type B” variation told by South Texas
Mexican Americans (and perhaps others) the participants are a husband
and wife, the setting is just a highway (not a lovers’ lane), and the male
driver is forced out of the car to his death, apparently, simply because
he ran out of gas. The legend migrated to Europe, where a characteristic
detail is that the killer has decapitated the boyfriend and is sitting on top
of the car bouncing the head on the roof. In a 1976 version from
Scotland, the narrator concludes “He’s in Carstairs [an asylum] now and
the folk looking after him are still scared of him. That happened only
three or four years ago.”

Like Lot’s wife in the Biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah, or like
Orpheus leaving the underworld in the Greek myth, when told not to
look back the girlfriend disobeys. Invariably in folk narratives of all kinds,
taboos are broken.

See also Freudian Approach; Japan; Pranks

References: Be Afraid, 73-75; Too Good, 103-104; Vanishing Hitchhiker,
5-10; Mark Glazer, “The Cultural Adaptation of a Rumour Legend: “The
Boyfriend’s Death’ in South Texas,” in Bennett, Smith, and Widdowson,
Perspectives, 1987, 93-108; David Buchan, ed., Scottish Tradition: A
Collection of Scottish Folk Literature (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1984), “The Severed Head,” 88; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends,
54-56.
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“The Boy Who Played Superman”

“The Boy who Played
SuPerman”

After viewing a Superman movie or TV program, a young boy ties a towel
or curtain around his neck as a cape and jumps from a high place, believ-
ing he can fly like his hero Superman. Other such “Flights of Fancy” sto-
ries are told about children trying to fly like Mary Poppins or to
demonstrate tremendous strength like Popeye.

Told by some people to demonstrate that comic books may lead to
harm for suggestible children, such stories cannot usually be verified.
Often the tales turn out to be merely a parent’s guess about why a child
dropped from a high place, or else they are misremembered news stories
that do not quite match the legend.

References: Baby Train, 65-67.

"Boto J(\r)é Clown's BlooPeY"

The blooper in this story is an obscenity, or another impolite expres-
sion, blurted out during a live broadcast of the Bozo the Clown child-
ren’s TV program. Usually it is said that a child from the audience
participating in some kind of game or contest of skill bungles the task
and then swears. When the clown tells the child that what he said was
a “Bozo no-no,” the child snaps, “Cram it, clown!” or some other rude
comeback.

A less common version of the story has either the clown or one of the
program’s other adult figures caught by a live microphone at the end of
the program saying something like, “That ought to hold the little bastards
for another day.”

These two blooper legends in several variations have been attributed to
most of the many Bozo shows produced all across the United States, as
well as to several other children’s TV series. Some people claim to have
witnessed the incident themselves, but all persons involved in creating
and airing such programs—especially the Bozo players themselves—have
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denied that the incident occurred. Nobody has yet produced a video
recording to prove otherwise.

The “little bastards” version of the blooper story clearly derives from a
story about “Uncle Don,” the longtime host of a children’s radio program,
but this version, too, has been stoutly denied and never proven authentic.
Both expressions— Ram it [Cram it], clown” and “That ought to hold the
little bastards”—circulate apart from the legends as catchphrases that peo-
ple sometimes apply, proverb-like, to specific situations in their own lives.

See also “Uncle Don’s Blooper”

References: Mexican Pet, 184-185; Too Good, 328-329; The Truth, 84-94.

“The Bvrain Dvain”

On a very hot day, on her way into a supermarket from the parking lot, a
woman notices another woman bent over the steering wheel of her car
holding one hand up to the back of her head. Vaguely upset by the sight,
she checks that car again on her way out with her groceries and sees that
the woman is still in the same posture. So she taps on the window and
asks if she needs help.

The woman in the car—still bent forward, still with one hand on the
back of her head—gasps, “Call 911! I've been shot in the head and my
brains are coming out!” Sure enough, a gray, viscous substance is oozing
out between her fingers. The other woman rushes back into the store to
summon help and to call 911.

While the police, store manager, and paramedics crowd around the
car, one of the emergency workers opens the door and very carefully
pries the woman’s fingers apart. Then he looks up and laughs: A can of
Pillsbury Poppin” Fresh biscuit dough in the woman’s grocery bag on
the backseat of her car has exploded in the heat. The can’s lid and the
top biscuit in the can had struck her on the back of the head.

In some versions, the rescuers check the woman’s grocery receipt and
discover that she had sat in the hot car for half an hour awaiting help.
Sometimes the manager gives her a new can of biscuit dough. Other var-
iants describe the “shooting” as taking place while the woman is driving
home, and she pulls over to the roadside in panic where she is helped
by a passing motorist.
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“The Brain Drain”

“The Brain Drain” (or “Biscuit Bullet”) legend was known in the winter
of 1994, but it emerged as an extremely popular American urban legend
only in the early summer of 1995, which proved to be a record-breaking
hot season. By late fall, the story had faded away except for a “joke”
version that circulated on the Internet for a few months longer. In its hey-
day, “The Brain Drain” was written up by numerous newspaper colum-
nists, and it was adopted and retold as a supposed true family story by
the comedian Brett Butler.

Despite the modern references and suggestions of the legend, such as
fear of random urban crime, a well-known commercial product, and even
the hot weather of 1995, “The Brain Drain” has some traditional folkloric
prototypes. Two general motifs of older tales are obvious: Motif J1820
(Inappropriate action from misunderstanding) and Motif X1630 (Lies
about hot weather). More specifically, there is a tall tale about popcorn
exploding in a hot field, making a nearby mule think it is snowing, so it
freezes to death.

Among European folktales is an animal tale—Tale Type 4—in which a
fox puts some dough on its head and fools the wolf into thinking his
brains are coming out. More likely to be a direct ancestor of “The Brain
Drain,” however, is a cycle of Anglo-American stories about a person
stealing butter by concealing it under his hat. When the butter melts, it
runs out and incriminates the thief. Mark Twain used this story in
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) when he described Huck trying
the trick. Aunt Sally jumps to the wrong conclusion, saying, “For the
land’s sake what is the matter with the child!—he’s got the brain fever
as shore as you're born, and theyre oozing out!”

Americans telling the contemporary legend, however, have none of
this folkloric background consciously in mind. Instead, their tellings
reflect fear of urban crime that is allayed by comic relief when the real
reason for the situation is revealed. Also there is a definite sense of
domestic failure on the part of the stricken woman who not only foolishly
jumps to the wrong conclusion but is clearly unable to bake “real” biscuits
and must rely on a prepared mix. This last theme is especially prominent
in versions collected in the South, where “biscuits from scratch” are a
strong regional tradition. Southern humorist Lewis Grizzard wrote about
what he called “whomp biscuits” from a can: As he put it, “Whomp!
Another poor man is being denied homemade biscuits. No wonder the
divorce rate is so high.”

References: Too Good, 28-29; The Truth, 23-37; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, T7-T8.
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Rubble Ljum

See “Spider Eggs in Bubble Yum”

“A Bug N J(he =Zav”’

See Earwig Stories

“The Bug ondev the Rug”

An American couple traveling in the communist Soviet Union check into
a hotel in Moscow. Although the hour is late, they search the room for lis-
tening devices, wary of Russian security and the possibility of being spied
upon. Spotting a lump in the middle of the floor, they roll back the carpet
and find a metal plate screwed to the floor. They remove the screws,
replace the rug, and retire for the night.

The next morning as they are checking out, the desk clerk asks if they
slept well. “Yes,” they tell him, “Just fine.”

“TI am happy to hear this,” says the clerk, “because the couple in the
room just below yours complained of having a terrible night.”

“What was the problem?” asks the American couple.

“The chandelier fell on them late last night.”

This is sometimes told about an American diplomat or other official
assigned to Moscow. Before this glasnost-era version of the story circu-
lated in 1989-1990, the same incident was told in 1972 about Canadian
professional hockey players touring in the Soviet Union, and before that
“The Bug under the Rug” was told in the United States as a story about
a honeymoon couple fearful that their friends may have bugged their
hotel room. In a joke version collected by Duncan and Harris in 1994,
the story is set in the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C., and the
patron worries that one of the Nixon-era listening devices might still be
active in his room, so he unscrews a wingnut found under his table.

References: Choking Doberman, 94-95; Too Good, 45-46; Duncan and
Harris, Laugh without Guilt, 87; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 5-6.
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“The Bu

A 1982 letter published in the “Dear Abby” advice column stated the
following:

It seems that during the Civil War (May 12, 1863, to be exact), a young
Virginia farm girl was standing on her front porch while a battle was raging
nearby. A stray bullet first passed through the scrotum of a young Union
cavalryman, then lodged in the reproductive tract of the young woman,
who thus became pregnant by a man she had not been within 100 feet of!
And nine months later she gave birth to a healthy baby!
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The person who sent the above virgin-birth account to “Dear Abby”
cited a 1971 article in the “very reliable” magazine American Heritage.
Indeed, “The Bullet Baby” did appear there, but it was merely the latest
of a long series of retellings and variations of a hoax story that was first
published in an 1874 medical journal.

The original source—allegedly a firsthand account—was written by
Dr. L. G. Capers, a field surgeon who set the incident at the Battle of
Raymond near Vicksburg, Mississippi (not Virginia) and said that
it happened to a Rebel (not a Union) soldier. He also claimed that
the minié ball that had carried the man’s sperm and caused the preg-
nancy was later found lodged in the scrotum of the baby boy, and that
when the truth about the pregnancy was thus discovered, the young
woman married the soldier who had inadvertently fathered her first
child.

This story gained wide circulation after appearing in an 1896 book,
Anomalies and Curiosities of Medicine, even though the compilers of this
peculiar volume had footnoted “The Bullet Baby” as “a curious example
from the realms of imagination in medicine.” Writers continued to credit
the story, and it was repeated by those who read it until it finally received
a scholarly debunking in 1981.

Actually, it had been clear almost from the start that “The Bullet Baby”
was a hoax. Two weeks after its original publication in 1874, the editor of
the medical journal admitted in a brief published note that the story had
been sent to him anonymously as a joke. But recognizing the handwriting
of the hoaxer, he turned the tables on the doctor who had sent it by pub-
lishing the story verbatim just as he had received it, crediting the report
to Dr. Capers.

The Old Court House Museum of Vicksburg, Mississippi, even today
displays a minié ball, claiming—tongue-in-cheek—that this is the original
item from the “Bullet Baby” incident. The museum also sells T-shirts
commemorating the story, and it published a small pamphlet containing
the original article from The American Medical Weekly of November 7,
1874, and a short biography of Dr. LeGrand Guerry Capers Jr. The pam-
phlet’s only commentary is this:

Is the story true? Is such a thing possible? If you were the young lady’s
mother, wouldn’t you believe it? One thing is certain—the teller of the tale
had a most appropriate name, LeGrand Capers, for the caper was a grand
one! And if the story is true, the baby really was the Original Son-of-A-
Gun! As Vicksburg historian, the late V. Blaine Russell used to admonish,
“Never let the truth spoil a good story.”
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“The Bump in the Rug”

References: James O. Breeden, “ “The Case of the Miraculous Bullet’
Revisited,” Military Affairs 45:1 (February 1981), 23-26; Choking
Doberman, 134-138; Too Good, 469-472; Gordon A. Cotton, The Minie
Ball Pregnancy (Vicksburg, MS: Old Court House Museum, 1994).

“The Bump in the Rug”

A carpet-layer has just finished installing wall-to-wall carpeting in a home,
but as he is standing back admiring the job and patting his pockets look-
ing for his packet of cigarettes, he notices a lump in the middle of the
floor. He does not find the cigarettes in his pocket, so he concludes that
he must have dropped them while he was working and rolled the new
carpet right over them.

He is not about to remove the new carpet just for a packet of ciga-
rettes, so he takes a hammer from his tool box and pounds down the
lump, neatly flattening it. As he puts his tools into his truck, he notices
his cigarettes lying there on the dashboard. Just then the lady of the
house comes out and asks, “Did you by any chance see my parakeet while
you were working? It got out of its cage again.”

A version sent to me by a reader in 1987 elaborated on the decision to
pound down the lump by quoting this supposed dialogue between two
carpet-layers said to have worked for a specific store in a small town in
Indiana:

He ran out and told his partner the problem. They certainly didn’t want to
take up two edges of carpet, and since it was broadloom the idea of cutting
a slit was unthinkable.

His partner asked, “What kind of cigarettes were they?”

“What difference does that make?”

“It makes a difference. What were they?”

“Lucky Strike. Why?”

“Filters or regular?”

“Regular. Why?”

His partner explained, “Well, if they don’t have any filters you could flat-
ten them and they would not leave a noticable lump. Your pack of ciga-
rettes can stay there for fifteen years and no one will know the difference.”

Later the lady for whom they did the carpet job calls to say that she
found an almost full pack of Lucky Strikes left behind in her home, but

wasn’t able to find “little Billie’s hamster.”
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Sometimes the missing pet is a canary or a gerbil. This story has been
told among American carpet-layers and home decorators since at least
the 1950s. A version appeared in Reader’s Digest in 1964 and in People
in 1990. The comic strip Born Loser depicted the story in three panels in
the edition of September 8, 1984. “The Bump in the Rug” is also told in
England, and probably in other countries as well. Rodney Dale, coiner of
the essential term FOAF, retold the story this way in his first book of urban
legends, using the British term for what Americans call a parakeet:

A foaf moved into a new house, accompanied by an army of artisans—car-
pets were laid, furniture moved in and placed: it all went like a military
operation. Not surprising, as the man was a retired staff officer. Precisely
at 5:30, knocking-off time, the last pieces of furniture were placed, and
the men went away. The family sat in the living-room, stretching their legs,
congratulating themselves on their perfect arrangements. It was slightly
chilly, so mother went to shut the door, and found that there was a lump
under the carpet. However, they hammered it flat, and the door gave no
further trouble. Then they discovered that the budgerigar was missing . . .

References: Choking Doberman, 93-94; Too Good, 357-358; Dale,
Tumour in the Whale, 61, with a cartoon and discussion on 62; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 138.

“The Bung)led Rescue

OC J(he CQ‘P

During a British firemen’s strike in 1978, when the army took over fire-
fighting duties, an elderly London woman requested help to get her cat
out of a tree. An army unit responded and rescued the cat, using a ladder
truck. The grateful pet owner invited the men in for a cup of tea, but driv-
ing off afterward in their truck they ran over the cat and killed it.

A firemen’s strike did occur that year, and the bungled rescue was
reported as a true incident, although never with any further identifica-
tions than “an elderly London woman” and “an army unit.” Variations of
the story continue to be told and published both in Great Britain and
the United States; sometimes the bungling rescuers are members of the
regular fire department. Thus this story has joined the ranks of dead-cat
urban legends, whether its original source was a real occurrence or not.
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Bungling Brides

A similar accident is described in the legend about a mother rushing to
take an injured child to the emergency room who backs her car over a
second child playing in the driveway.

References: Curses!, 163-165; Too Good, 361-362.

Bungling Brides

A husband sees his new wife cutting a roast or a ham in half—or remov-
ing the drumsticks from a turkey—before roasting. He asks her why she
does this and is told that this is how her mother always prepared such
meats for roasting. Curious, the husband asks his mother-in-law about
this; she explains that she simply never owned a pan large enough to
accommodate a whole roast, ham, or large turkey. Variations on the
theme include the bride misunderstanding the direction “leave room to
rise” in a biscuit recipe or attaching small cotton balls to her screen door
to repel flies (her mother had used cotton from pill bottles to plug holes
in her screen door).

Although the helpless or naive bride is an outdated and sexist stereo-
type, such stories continue to be told, sometimes as an example of either
the power of habit or of the need to question all traditions in order to
learn their true sources and meanings.

References: Curses!, 191-192; Too Good, 146-147.

“The Burgla\r N ‘Hﬂe Bin Bag"

See South Africa

‘Buvied Saint <ells
’P\ro‘)ev{'g:'

If a small plastic statue of Saint Joseph, patron saint of families and
households, is buried in the yard, a home or other real estate offered
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for sale will soon attract a buyer. People disagree whether the statue
should be buried right side up or upside down, which way the statue
should be facing, whether in the front yard or back, whether close to or
far from the “For Sale” sign, and whether the saint’s statue should be
dug up after the property is sold. (Some insist that the statue should be
disinterred, cleaned, and displayed prominently in the seller’s new
home.)

Starting in 1990, descriptions of this practice have circulated among
property owners and real-estate agents and are also reflected in the
steady sales of small, inexpensive St. Joseph statues in religious supply
stores or through catalogs of home and garden products. Some people
claim an ancient European origin for the practice, but this has not been
verified. Catholic Church spokespersons consistently deny that there is
any official church dogma resembling this practice.

References: Baby Train, 181-184; Too Good, 246-247.

Business Legends

Companies and corporations are frequent targets of rumors and
legends—generally negative ones—that are sometimes also called “mer-
cantile legends.” These false claims tend to gravitate toward the largest
firms or those with the major market share for their products. Thus the
“Goliath effect,” as Gary Alan Fine has labeled it, leads to most soft-
drink stories focusing on Coca-Cola, to much pizza-company lore men-
tioning Domino’s Pizza, to many computer virus rumors naming
Microsoft, and so forth.

Claims of contamination are perhaps the most common theme in
business-related urban legends, particularly regarding fast-food franch-
ises. For example, McDonald’s hamburgers were whispered to contain
worms or kangaroo meat; Kentucky Fried Chicken (later “KFC”) suf-
fered from the story that someone had been served a batter-fried rat;
Church’s fried chicken was said to have been laced with a chemical that
rendered black males sterile; Bubble Yum supposedly contained spider
eggs, to mention but a few such stories. Possibly the oldest such contami-
nation story to plague a major company is the mouse-in-the-Coke legend
that has been traced back to 1914 as an actual similar case; however, oral
versions of the story with stereotyped plots and invented details became
common only in the 1970s.
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Business Legends

Other negative lore about
businesses includes stories of a
company charging an outra-
geous price for a “secret recipe,”
rumors of anticonsumer deci-
sions at the corporate level, and
tales of companies mistreating
or deceiving their own employ-
ees. It must be admitted that
many of the negative themes in
business legends have some
basis in fact throughout the his-
tory of commerce, but often the
specific details of such shocking
accounts cannot be proven and
seem obviously to have been
exaggerated or expanded via tra-
ditional folkloric patterns and

motifs.

In an article about how com-
panies can identify urban legends affecting their business and what they
should do about them, John Todd Llewellyn reviews such examples as
“The Kentucky Fried Rat,” “The Procter & Gamble Trademark,” and
“The Slasher under the Car.” He recounts his personal experiences in
confronting three legends: the mall-slasher legend, “The Will,” and an
expensive-recipe story. In advising companies about “steps to reduce
your firm’s chance of starring in an urban legend,” Llewellyn makes the
gratifying suggestion “buy and read the Brunvand volumes,” along with
some useful strategies for responding to negative stories.

It is no mystery why there are few urban legends about the positive
contributions of business to society. Clearly, there would be little sus-
pense or humor in a story about a company’s generous contributions to
charity or its research and development programs producing some useful
new products. Even when modern rumors and legends touch on such
topics, there are inevitable apocryphal negative elements, such as the
claim that a groundbreaking new product, like an amazing gas-miser
automobile, was suppressed by powerful corporations (in this case, oil
companies) that would stand to lose sales from the innovation.

A few legends do claim that a certain company will provide some valu-
able benefit or prize in return for a particular kind of wrapper or other
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packaging, or simply for registering with the company; such claims have
circulated about Tootsie Pops candies and Gerber’s baby food, among
other products. The idea of collecting tabs from aluminum cans in order
to redeem them for free time on a kidney dialysis machine is a similar
concept.

See also “The Bedbug Letter”; Contamination; “Don’t Mess with Texas”;
“The Economical Car”; “Find the Hat”; “The Jewish Secret Tax”;
Mercantile Legends; “The Mrs. Fields Cookie Recipe”; “Mutant Chickens”;
“Neiman Marcus Cookies”; “The Procter & Gamble Trademark”; “Red
Velvet Cake”; Redemption Rumors; Rolls-Royce Legends; “The Wife on
the Flight”

References: Fine, Manufacturing Tales; Koenig, Rumor in the
Marketplace; Too Good, 251-268; John Todd Llewellyn, “Understanding
Urban Legends: A Peculiar Public Relations Challenge,” Public Relations
Quarterly 41 (1996), 17-22.

“The Butcher’s Prank”

A fun-loving butcher arranges a wiener, a sausage, or a cow’s udder inside
his pants so that about two inches protrudes through his unzipped fly.
When a customer discreetly calls attention to the supposed dangling
appendage, the butcher says, “Oh, is that darn thing hanging out again?”
and then slices it off with a meat cleaver. The customer faints, sometimes
even dying from the fall or from a heart attack.

Several older Americans remember this as an actual prank dating from
about 1915 up to the 1930s, and it was reported in much the same detail
in a 1931 book about life in France. Another European version occurs in
a Czech film from the 1960s, Closely Watched Trains. Although pranks
and hoaxes themselves are a form of folklore, “The Butcher’s Prank”
entered legend tradition when people elaborated upon the incident in
retelling it. A claim that the story once appeared in Reader’s Digest has
not been verified, and this may also be part of a folk tradition. This story
(obviously) and others reflect castration anxiety.

See also “The Turkey Neck”

References: Baby Train, 47—49.
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“Buying Tampax”

"Buying Tampax’

A woman checking out at a supermarket has a large box of Tampax tam-
pons among her purchases, but there is no price sticker on the box. The
clerk asks over the store loudspeaker for “a price check on super-size
Tampax on aisle four.” The customer is embarrassed enough at this atten-
tion directed at her, but then a stock clerk asks, again on the loudspeaker,
“Do you want the kind you push in with your finger or the kind you
pound in with a hammer?” The checkout clerk and other customers start
laughing, and the woman runs from the store without paying for or taking
her groceries. A few minutes later the stock clerk’s voice again comes
over the loudspeaker, “What happened to that price check you wanted
on thumbtacks?”

Often repeated as a legend and sometimes enacted in stores, possibly
as a prank by clerks, this story is sometimes told during training sessions
for new employees. Despite the virtual replacement of price tags in
supermarkets with printed product barcodes and automated checkout,
the Tampax/thumbtacks story continues to circulate, evidence of the
uneasiness some people feel about bodily functions associated with
gender.

References: Choking Doberman, 138; Too Good, 155-156.



“The Cabbage?ajych my \ragedtjf

When a child’s Cabbage Patch Kids doll is damaged (chewed on by a dog,
left out in a storm, run through the washer, etc.), the parents send it back
to the factory for repair. Instead of repairing or replacing the doll, the
manufacturer mails out something like a death certificate, a bill for the
funeral, or a citation for child abuse.

This short-lived legend was encouraged by the fact that the hottest toys
of the 1983 and 1984 Christmas seasons were soft-sculptured dolls that
came complete with adoption papers from “BabyLand General
Hospital” in Cleveland, Georgia. The logical extension of this sales ploy
was that if a doll had documentation of its “birth,” then similar papers
should be produced for its “death.” Far from noting the dolls’ “death,”
the manufacturer on its website offers cleaning and repair services,
including a basic “Bath Camp” and various “Emergency Room” proce-
dures from repairs of eyelashes and freckles down to belly buttons and
butts.

Although no Cabbage Patch death-related items or services really
existed, according to news stories of 1985, there were actually summer
camps for Cabbage Patch Kids as well as a Canadian dentist offering to
fix their (nonexistent) teeth. Neither activity was endorsed by the doll’s
manufacturers.

91
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Cadavers

See also Japan [for “living doll” stories]

References: Mexican Pet, 74-75; Too Good, 268.

Cadavevs

The need to dissect human corpses in order for medical students to learn
anatomy has led to hoaxes, pranks, jokes, and legends common among
doctors-in-training. Many of these items involve the amputation of a
limb, or even of a penis, and prankish use of this appendage. The most
developed cadaver narrative tells of a medical student discovering that
the body assigned to him or her for dissection is that of a recently
deceased relative.

See also Medical Student Pranks; “The Relative’s Cadaver”; Toll-Booth
Pranks.

CamPus Rumovr Scaves

Repeatedly at American universities rumors have spread that a psychic
predicted that a mass murderer will strike on campus soon or at a particu-
lar date, often Halloween. Allegedly, the warning came during a popular
TV talk show, often Geraldo, Donahue, or especially Oprah. Talk-show
spokespersons insist that no such prediction was ever made on their pro-
grams, and university officials, although cautioning student alertness,
regard the rumors as hoaxes. Newspaper investigations consistently fail to
find any evidence either of such predictions or of the rumors proving true.

Campus scare rumors are usually quite specific, but their details often
fit more than one university. For example, the murders are claimed to
be predicted for a dormitory that is built at the highest—or lowest—spot
on campus; the site may also be described as “very, very flat,” or near a
river, a pond, a graveyard, or a hill. The building is often described as
shaped like a letter—L, T, X, or U, for example—rather common designs
of campus housing. The actual floor of the dormitory where the murders
would occur is also mentioned, but usually it is a low number (two to
four) that could probably include about 90 percent of resident halls on
American college campuses.
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When the murders are predicted for Halloween night, usually the dis-
guise of the killer is included in the story. The most common such detail
is that the crimes will be committed by someone dressed as Little Bo
Peep. The name of the targeted institution may be hinted at by reference
to a certain letter that supposedly begins its name. When five people
were shot to death at the University of Towa on November 1, 1991, some
people remembered a prediction that murders would occur on a campus
in a state that began and ended with a vowel, but actually no such stories
had circulated concerning Towa.

Students hearing and spreading such rumors tend to remember any
instances of actual campus crimes, straining to fit them into the pattern
of the stories they've heard, and they tend to forget that the vast majority
of such predictions are failures. Commenting on this typical rationaliza-
tion, folklorist Edward D. Ives of the University of Maine said in 1991,
“That’s about like predicting that California will fall into the sea tomor-
row and then pointing out after the fact that there had been a bad rock-
slide near Big Sur that day.”

Autumn 1991 was a peak year for campus rumor scares in the
Northeast, and a similar series of stories circulated widely at schools in
the South and Midwest in 1988. But in virtually every year during the
1980s and 1990s, and even in some years earlier, such stories have run
rampant at American institutions of higher learning. One further exam-
ple: A news item in the Detroit Free Press published on October 30,
1998, was headlined “Halloween Massacre Story Haunts MSU, U-M”
(referring to Michigan State University and the University of Michigan).

References: Baby Train, 116-119; Too Good, 429-430 [Professor Ives’s
report]; Be Afraid, 191-196.

Canada

Canada has a long history of rich collections and analysis of diverse forms
of folklore from native peoples, Canadiens (French Canadians), Anglo
Canadians, and many ethnic minorities. But urban legends were rather
late to be recognized by Canadian folklorists, and the amount of material
accumulated so far is relatively small considering the size of the country
and the academic interest there.

The first folklorist to call attention to Canadian urban legends was Edith
Fowke of York University, Toronto, who published a few such stories
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collected in 1973 by her student Susan Smith in Folklore of Canada
(1976). Smith’s texts came from teenagers in Toronto and its suburbs
and included familiar legends such as “The Hook,” “The Boyfriend’s
Death,” and “The Baby-sitter and the Man Upstairs.” Besides Smith’s
version of “The Vanishing Hitchhiker,” Fowke included another Toronto
example collected in 1985 in her Tales Told in Canada (1986). Beyond
Ontario where Fowke worked, Kay Stone at the University of Winnipeg,
Manitoba, encouraged her students to collect urban legends; some texts
collected by Judy Wagner appeared in Stone’s Prairie Folklore (1976).

The predominance of horror stories in these collections led Fowke to
describe urban legends in her 1988 survey Canadian Folklore as “rather
gruesome accounts of misadventures or strange happenings . .. usually
told as true [and] said to have happened to someone in the vicinity.”
Fowke conceded that most of these legends were “known all over
North America and some in other parts of the world as well.” Indeed, it
is hard to find any particularly “Canadian” aspects of most of these texts,
beyond the occasional mention of a local place-name or institution. For
example, the hookman is said to lurk “at Lover’s Lane near Midland,
Ontario,” and the babysitter’s near-murder occurred to a girl who was
“in Montreal babysitting for three children in a big house.” More typi-
cally, a Toronto version of “The Vanishing Hitchhiker” is said to have
happened merely to “one of my girlfriend’s best friends and her father.”

However, there are a few contemporary legends that seem to have dis-
tinctive Canadian roots, or at least branches. The “Not My Dog” story, for
example, now well known in North America and even England, was first
published by Lucy Maud Montgomery (author of Anne of Green
Gables) in her 1924 children’s book Emily Climbs. 1t’s likely that
Montgomery was repeating a story told on her native Prince Edward
Island in eastern Canada. A story from Alberta in western Canada, “The
Lost Wreck,” as reported in a 1985 newspaper article, seems to be
derived from a nineteenth-century Scandinavian legend that may have
been carried to Canada by immigrants. Although a Canadian version of
“The Arrest” seems identical to versions collected in the United States,
the horrendous “Drug-Smuggling Legend” includes specific details about
a border-crossing near Fargo, North Dakota. (Similarly, some Canadian
versions of “The Runaway Grandmother” set the scene at the Canada-
U.S. border.)

Modern mercantile legends seem to spread in Canada as well as the
United States, although the evidence is slim. Writer John Robert
Colombo heard a version of “The Wife on the Flight” in 1970 from a
Toronto businessman who had heard it on a business trip to the United
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States. Later Colombo heard the story repeated on Canadian radio pro-
grams. Similarly, “The Bedbug Letter” was told on a Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation program heard in western New York in
November 1991. Perhaps the most distinctively Canadian urban legend
collected so far is “Stopping the Detroit Car,” as reported in Curses!
Broiled Again! (pp. 112-113). When Royal Canadian Mounted Police
near Windsor, Ontario (across the river from Detroit) stop a large luxury
car with a Michigan license plate to warn of a minor infraction (such as a
burned-out headlight), the occupants, four large men in dark suits,
immediately get out, lean over the hood of the car, and spread their legs
for the expected search. The story emphasizes the Canadians’ image of
organized criminals from the United States.

A legend (or joke) well known in Canada that pictures Canadians’ own
self-image is the story usually called “Keep Your Fork” found in pub-
lished books of anecdotes, in periodicals, and also oft repeated in oral tra-
dition. Here is a version that circulated on the Internet in the 1990s:

Shortly after he married Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip was on a tour of
Canada and as part of the tour he went up north to an Inuit community.
The ladies of the village organized a meal for all the visitors at the commu-
nity centre and as they were clearing the plates one older woman said,
“Hold on to your fork, Prince, there’s pie.”

The “Keep your Fork” story has been told about many different travel-
ing royals, mostly Brits in Canada, treating these exalted guests at the
level of family where simple hearty “pie” is a solid dessert and “LSF”
(Lick and Save Fork) a traditional admonition at mealtime.

In recent years, the international study of urban legends has become cen-
tered in Canada, specifically at Memorial University of Newfoundland
(MUN), in St. John’s. Paul Smith, founder of the “Perspectives on
Contemporary Legend” conferences that began at the University of
Sheffield, England, in 1982, joined the faculty of the MUN Depart-
ment of Folklore in 1990. The legend conferences had spawned the
International Society for Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) in
1988 with Smith as its first president, and Smith began editing
Contemporary Legend, the ISCLR yearbook, with the first volume appear-
ing in 1991. A colleague at MUN, Philip Hiscock, became editor of the
ISCLR newsletter, FOAFtale News, in 1994. The seventeenth international
conference on contemporary legends convened at MUN in St. John’s in
May 1999. ISCLR also met in Corner Brook, Newfoundland, in 2003 and
in Baddeck, Nova Scotia, in 2009.
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“The Can of Snakes”

A unique, detailed analysis of Canadian contemporary legends was
done by Diane E. Goldstein while she was a faculty member at MUN.
In a preliminary report published in 1992, Goldstein discussed how the
Newfoundland welcome-to-the-world-of-AIDS legends reveal “the com-
plex culture of Newfoundlanders . . . a world of trust in home and trust in
your own . .. a world that alters foreign messages that don’t make sense
and that creates local ones which do.” Her book Once Upon a Virus
incorporating this research was published in 2004.

At the University of Western Ontario, London, Michael P. Carroll has
done a series of Freudian analyses of urban legends, including “The
Hook” and “Alligators in the Sewers,” but most of his materials are not
drawn specifically from Canadian tradition.

See also “The Baby Train”; “The Baby-sitter and the Man Upstairs™; “The
Fallen Angel Cake”; Fan Death; “The Lost Wreck”; “The Pinpricks in the
Condom”; “The Scuba Diver in the Tree”; “The Shoplifter and the Frozen
Food”; “The Solid-Cement Cadillac”

References: Michael P. Carroll, “Alligators in the Sewer, Dragons in the
Well, and Freud in the Toilet,” Sociological Review 32 (1984), 57-74;
Diane E. Goldstein, “Welcome to the Mainland, Welcome to the World
of AIDS: Cultural Viability, Localization, and Contemporary Legend,”
Contemporary Legend 2 (1992), 23-40; Robert M. MacGregor, “Québec’s
Killer Beer: A Dark T(ale),” Contemporary Legend 5 (1995), 101-114;
Culture & Tradition [published annually by the Folklore Students of
Memorial University of Newfoundland], vol. 26 (2004), Special edition
“Student Life and Campus Customs”; “Keep Your Fork” is found online
at http://www.snopes.com/embarrass/celebrity/keepfork.asp.

“The Can og Snakes”

Two fishermen walking along a stream pass a little boy who is fishing with
a pole, hook, line, and bobber; he has a tin can of worms next to him. The
men ask, “How are they biting?” and the boy replies, “The fish aren’t bit-
ing so well, but my worms sure are.” The men chuckle at this odd answer,
but returning later in the day they find the boy dead on the riverbank. His
worm can turns out to be full of baby rattlesnakes (copperheads, water
moccasins, etc.), which had bitten him to death.
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Although more of a rural than an urban legend in its setting, “The Can
of Snakes” continues to be told in contemporary contexts. The story is
related to other “bed of snakes” lore circulated especially in the South
and Midwest and often involving swimmers and water-skiers rather than
fishermen.

See also “The Hapless Water-skier.”

References: Mexican Pet, 28.

‘Cav Stolen duving
Eav{'hctua\ae"

As told in a letter from San Francisco:

A couple, supposedly friends of my friend’s boss, drove to the World Series
game on October 17th [1989] in their brand new white BMW. The car had
“500 miles on it, max.” They parked in the Candlestick Park lot—in an
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“Career Decisions”

out-of-the-way spot so their new car would not get scratched. They took
their seats for the game, the earthquake hit, the game was cancelled and
everybody cleared out of Candlestick Park fast—except these people.
They figured that with all the commotion and panic, it would be safer for
their car if they waited until everybody else had left and then drove away
in peace and safety. When they finally straggled out to the lot, their car
was gone!

They made a report to the police, filled in all the insurance forms, etc.
They were surprised not to hear anything further about their car. It wasn’t
found; it wasn’t seen; they heard nothing at all from the police. Weeks later,
finally, they got a call. Their car had been found—under the collapsed
Nimitz Freeway, with someone inside, crushed beyond recognition.

Whew!

In another version, the car was a new Porsche and the owners found out
what had happened when a policeman showed up at their front door hold-

ing their license plate.

This account, sent to me in January 1990 by Barbara Bernstein of San
Francisco, is typical of the car-theft stories circulated in Northern
California following the disastrous earthquake of October 17, 1989. In
its style this written version echoes the oral tradition, complete with a
reference to variation. Others telling the story mentioned different makes
and models of luxury cars, different locations of the smashed car, or else
specified that the thief was supposedly a member of a racial minority.
Journalists in the region investigated possible sources for the incident
and concluded that “Urban Pancake” (as one writer dubbed the tale)
was fictional.

References: Baby Train, 146-148; Too Good, 85-86; Be Afraid, 202.

"Caveevy Decisions”

A country boy, down on his luck in a big city, is refused a job as book-
keeper in a brothel when it is learned that he is illiterate. Feeling sorry
for him, the house’s madam gives him two red apples. The boy places
them on top of a trash can while tying his shoe, and a stranger comes by
and buys them. The boy buys more apples, sells them, and eventually par-
lays his sales into ownership of a grocery store, then of a whole chain of
stores. Late in life, a rich man, he is honored as businessman of the year;
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then a journalist discovers that the man is still illiterate. “Sir,” he asks,
“what do you think you might have become if you could read and write?”
The man answers, “I guess I would have been a bookkeeper in a
whorehouse.”

A bumper sticker spotted on an old pick-up truck in Vernal, Utah, in
2010 compressed the basic story to a punch line. Vernal—it must be
explained—is in the Uinta Basin, a major oil-producing area; a “rough-
neck” is an oilfield worker. The sticker read, “Please don’t tell my parents
I'm a roughneck. They think I'm a piano player in a whorehouse.” Marc
Galanter documented variations of this line in jokes told about lawyers,
politicians, bond salesmen, a record company executive, a secret police
officer in Hungary, and a philosophy professor in Australia.

Readers of W. Somerset Maugham will recognize this as a variation of
the plot of Maugham’s 1929 short story “The Verger” (the title referring
to the British term for a church caretaker). In Maugham’s version, the
protagonist is fired by the vicar of his church when it is discovered that
he is illiterate. After a series of lucky breaks, he becomes owner of a string
of fashionable shops in London, and he tells a reporter that had he been
able to read and write “I'd be verger of St. Peter’s, Neville Square.”

Confronted with a similar plot in another work, Maugham explained
that the story was “a well known bit of Jewish folklore,” and indeed,
Sigmund Freud told yet another traditional version in which an illiterate
Jewish man becomes an oil magnate, whereas had he been able to read
and write he might have become “schammes in Rzezow.”

The latest edition of The Types of the Folktale assigns this story Tale
Type 1659, “Late Satisfaction,” citing examples in Dutch, Frisian,
German, Jewish, and Australian tradition. The story summary in the
Type Index provides yet another variation on the theme:

A man applies for a job as a hotel porter ([or] sexton, ticket-seller for a
movie theater [etc.]), but he is not hired because he cannot read or write.
He emigrates and, through a series of lucky circumstances, becomes weal-
thy. When he goes back home to visit, he stays at a hotel where he is asked
to fill out a form, and it becomes obvious that he is illiterate. The porter
remarks, “Whatever could you have done if you had been able to read?”
The man answers, “T would have been a porter in this hotel.”

Different “Career Decision” stories are told about other professions.
For example, a football coach is said to recruit players by touring the
countryside and asking farm boys whom he sees plowing behind a horse
which way to the university. If the boy lifts the plow to point, the coach



100

“The Cat (or Dog) and the Nude Man”

signs him up for an athletic scholarship. Although this story was told
about Bronko Nagurski among other American football greats, the basic
plot goes back to European stories dealing with recruiting soldiers for
the czar’s, king’s, or emperor’s army.

All such stories appeal to people because of the often accidental nature
of their own real-life career decisions or their college majors, job changes,
and the like. A related category of personal anecdote is “How I Met My
Partner or Spouse,” a sure-fire conversation-starter in any group of
couples.

See also Tale Type

References: Baby Train, 155-157; Elliott Oring, The Jokes of Sigmund
Freud: A Study in Humor and Jewish Identity (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 55; Marc Galanter, Lowering the Bar: Lawyer
Jokes and Legal Culture (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 200.

‘T_‘QC Caé{'\ral(ed Bogﬂ

See “The Mutilated Boy”

“The Cat (or Dog) and the

Nude Man”

One way or another, a man who happens to be naked has an encounter
with the family’s pet dog or cat that startles him, causing a painful “hilari-
ous accident.” Sometimes the man is taking a shower when his wife
screams to him that the water heater (or kitchen sink) has suddenly
sprung a huge leak.

Without stopping to get dressed, the man comes running and gets
down on his hands and knees trying to shut off the water. His dog cold-
noses him in the rear end (or his cat paws his testicles), causing the man
to jump up and bang his head hard enough to knock himself out.
Paramedics are summoned, and when they hear how the man was
injured, they laugh so hard they drop the stretcher on which they are car-

rying him.
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Often this story begins with a reference to an outdoor plant or a living
Christmas tree being brought inside a home. When a snake crawls out of
the flowerpot or the root ball, the wife screams so loudly that the man
comes running from the shower. He gets down on his hands and knees
to search for the snake under the kitchen sink, behind the sofa, or the like.
Sometimes the wife spots the snake a second time and screams again, just
in time to startle the paramedics, who, of course, drop the stretcher.
Alternatively, the paramedics themselves are startled by the snake.

Both themes—nudity and laughing or careless paramedics—as well as
dogs, cats, and snakes are found in several other urban legends.

References: Choking Doberman, 220-221; Mexican Pet, 114-116; Too
Good, 364-365.

Cathich

See “The Giant Catfish”

"The Cat in ‘\’hc’Pac\cage"

See “The Dead Cat in the Package”

‘Cate out of Theiv <king”

A story about extreme cruelty to animals that started circulating in the
1990s in Estonia, likely an updated form of Tale Type 1896, a humorous
story of exaggeration titled “The Man Nails the Tail of the Wolf to the
Tree.” A version from the Estonian Folklore Archives as told by a 13-
year-old boy in 1998 reads:

Once an annoying cat kept returning to the stairway. People had repeatedly
thrown turpentine on its back. The cat had then scurried away and sat down
on its behind, and pulled itself forward with front paws. As the cat would
not leave, the boys living there had enough of it and tied a rope around
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the cat’s neck and threw the cat out the window, holding on to one end of
the rope. The cat reportedly jumped out of its skin. A chunk of meat fell
on the ground.

Earlier rural versions of the story collected in Estonia were more like
the old traditional tall tale: hunters told the big lie that they had nailed
the tails of several wolves to a stump, then frightened the wolves so
much that they jumped out of their skins and ran off. (Such stories are
sometimes called “Miinchausen Tales” with reference to a famous liar
of German literary fame.) In 2005, when stories of boys killing cats by
scaring them out of their skins continued to circulate and were reported
in an Estonian newspaper, an article about the subsequent police investi-
gation was reported under the headline “Article on Cat-Slaughter Based
on an Urban Legend.” These bizarre stories may have gained some of
their appeal as modern legends from association with other contempo-
rary stories about dead cats such as “The Dead Cat in the Package” and
“The Poisoned Pussycat at the Party.”

See also Estonia; Tale Type.

References: Eda Kalmre, “Cat Out of Its Skin!l—The Return of an Old
Miinchausen Tale in Estonia,” FOAFtale News 64 (April 2006), 1-2;
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 145-146.

“Caughl( in the CouPlers”

See “The Last Kiss”

“The Cclebmj(ing) Avabs”

Journalists reported, and folklorists confirmed, that “Within hours after
the attacks on the World Trade Center, rumors began to circulate across
America of ‘Arabs dancing in the streets’ in celebration of the attacks”
(Fine and Khawaja, p. 191). These rumors were widely repeated on radio
and television talk shows, in print media, and especially on the Internet.
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An e-mail claimed the incident had happened at a Dunkin’ Donuts store
and urged a boycott, reading, in part:

In Cedar Grove, NJ, a customer saw the owner of a Dunkin Donuts store
burn the U.S. flag. In another Dunkin Donuts store in Little Falls, a cus-
tomer saw a U.S. flag on the floor with Arabic writing all over it. In
Wayne, NJ, the employees of Arabic background were cheering behind
the counter when they heard about the attacks. A customer threw his cof-
fee at them and phoned the police.

We are starting a nationwide boycott of all Dunkin Donuts. Please make
sure this gets passed on to all fellow Americans during this time of tragedy.

Detroit folklorist Janet L. Langlois published a close analysis of this ru-
mor/legend complex circulating in her own metropolitan area as “anony-
mous transactions on the information superhighway.” In the Detroit area,
the story became attached to a popular Mediterranean restaurant called
the Sheik, as described in one e-mail:

My son-in-law, Dr. David Tannenbaum [pseudonym], called me this morn-
ing. A nurse from Henry Ford Hospital where he works went to the Sheik
on Orchard Lake Road and Pontiac Trail, to pick up lunch yesterday—and
all the people in there were cheering as they watched the TV footage of our
American tragedy. Do not patronize this restaurant and please pass the

word to everyone you know.

See also “The Grateful Terrorist”

References: Janet L. Langlois, “ ‘Celebrating Arabs’: Tracing Legend and
Rumor Labyrinths in Post-9/11 Detroit,” Journal of American Folklore
118:468 (Spring 2005), 219-236; Gary Alan Fine and Irfan Khawaja,
“Celebrating Arabs and Grateful Terrorists: Rumor and the Politics of
Plausibility,” in Fine et al., Rumor Mills, 189-205; Fine and Ellis, Global
Grapevine, 30-32.

Ce

Not to be confused with deliberate promotion and gossip about celeb-
rities—often concocted by publicists and typically circulated in the

ebvities




104

Celebrities

media—genuine “folk” rumors and legends about celebrities are anony-
mous in origin, informal in circulation, and usually variable in content.
The celebrities about whom stories circulate may be from the worlds of
entertainment, media, sports, politics, or other fields. Although not a
large category of modern folklore, some apocryphal stories about celeb-
rities are surprisingly persistent.

“The Elevator Incident,” for example, is a legend that has circulated
since 1981 attached to various black athletes and entertainers ranging
from Reggie Jackson to Eddie Murphy. In every version, the unrecog-
nized man’s innocent comment (“Sit Lady!” or “Hit four”) is mistaken
by a white passenger in the same elevator as a threat. This somewhat rac-
ist story of mistaken identification has nonracial prototypes in much ear-
lier traditions involving other kinds of verbal misunderstanding.

Even older is the story of “Bozo the Clown’s Blooper,” a story attrib-
uted to nearly every children’s show broadcaster—but true of none. No
solid evidence has yet been produced to prove that either the host or a
young guest on such a TV broadcast cursed on camera. Instead, the tradi-
tion can be traced back to the earliest days of radio as an account of every
broadcaster’s nightmare.

Some typical themes of other celebrity lore include the untrue report
of a person’s demise (e.g., “Paul Is Dead”), the supposed secret of a
celebrity’s health and good looks (e.g., “The Dolly Parton Diet”), negative
lore about attractive celebrities (e.g., “Gerbiling”), and chance encoun-
ters with a celebrity (e.g., “The Ice-Cream Cone Caper”). Another exam-
ple of this latter category is “The Other Guy,” a story reported to me from
Dublin by Irish folklorist Eilis Ni Dhuibhne Almquist as she heard it in
2009 from a man doing some work in her home:

[The workman’s] sister and her friend had gone out to dinner in a restau-
rant in Dublin, in The Westbury Hotel, a few days before. They sat down
and, who did they see but [rock star] Bono, dining with another man at
the other side of the room. They were very excited and thought they’d like
to get their photo taken with him. But they didn’t want to intrude, so they
asked the waiter, and he approached Bono. He came back and said it was
fine, Bono would be happy to be snapped with the girls. So they went over,
exchanged a few words, and his sister’s friend handed her mobile phone to
Bono’s friend asking him to take a shot of the three of them together.
Which he did. Then they went back and finished their meal.

When they were ready to leave they asked for the bill. And the waiter
said, “That’s OK. It has been taken care of.” They were surprised and
pleased. “Oh,” they said, “so Bono paid our bill”
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“No,” said the waiter, “Bruce Springsteen [i.e., his dining companion] paid.”

French folklorist Jean-Bruno Renard published an article in 2010 that
referred to a variety of international political figures who have been the
subjects of “anecdotes, rumors, legends, and jokes,” The definitions of
these categories rest on whether the stories are told as true or not,
although, as Renard points out, in terms of the politicians’ public image it
does not matter whether the stories are actually “true, dubious, or fake.”

There are probably more anecdotes about celebrities, past and present,
than actual legends, the distinction being that anecdotes are generally short
(a single episode), are at least partly true, and often incorporate a witty
remark or comeback. Legends, in contrast, have longer and more diverse
plots, and they stray much further from any actual facts. The story of a jazz
musician replying to the question “What is jazz?” is essentially an anecdote
by this definition, whereas the story about another jazzman accidentally sit-
ting on a small dog (“The Crushed Dog”) is clearly a legend.

Celebrities themselves have mixed reactions to these stories. The few
rumors and legends that are truly vicious and damaging, of course, are
firmly denied, although it might perhaps be better simply to ignore such
tales, allowing them to fade on their own. Sometimes celebrities seem
amused by the unlikely stories that are told about them and even vie with
each other to claim an apocryphal story as part of their own cult of

personality.

See also Generation Gap Legends; Mistaken Identifications; “Shooting
the Bull”; Talk Shows and Urban Legends; “The Youngest Fan”

References: Mexican Pet, 178-190; Jean-Bruno Renard, “La construction
de 'image des hommes politiques par le folklore narratif. Anecdotes,
rumeurs, légendes, histoires droles,” Mots. Les langages du politique 92
(2010), 11-22.

“The Ccleb\rij(gjs Cavr
Bvreakdown”

In this legend, a driver stops to help another motorist stranded beside his
or her disabled car. Often the setting is at night and/or on a busy freeway.
The helper changes a tire, provides a tow, transports the other driver to a
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service station and back, and so on. Although the stranded motorist does
not identify himself or herself at the time, later the Good Samaritan
receives an expensive new car or some other lavish gift and learns that
the person he had helped was a celebrity or the wife of a celebrity.

This story has been told since the 1950s on musicians including Perry
Como, Louis Armstrong, and Nat King Cole, and also on the wife of
boxer Leon Spinks. Note that three out of four of these people are black
and that a singer-celebrity who did occasionally give new Cadillacs to
strangers was Elvis Presley, who styled many of his early hits after the
manner of black performers.

References: Curses!, 114-116.

“The Cclebrijrgjs TelePhone
(ov Phone Cavrd) Numbev”

Burt Reynolds was on The Tonight Show about 1981 when he told
Johnny Carson that he had recently won a big settlement against the tele-
phone company and would have free calls for a specified time (or on a
specific date). He announced his telephone credit-card number on the
air and invited viewers to make all the free calls they wished on the same
number.

Similar stories were told at about the same time concerning Robert
Redford releasing his own credit-card number, and in earlier decades
about Steve McQueen and Paul Newman asking their fans to help them
use up a large credit they had acquired when the telephone company
refused to pay back a deposit on long-distance calls they never made.

In 1984, another celebrity phone rumor circulated: It was claimed that
the 10-digit product code number on Michael Jackson’s Thriller album
was actually the singer’s private telephone number. Supposedly this
information was revealed on an MTV broadcast. Large numbers of calls
were made for a short time to a beauty salon in Bellevue, Washington,
whose telephone number happened to coincide with the product number
on Jackson’s album.

References: Choking Doberman, 203-208; Curses!, 234-235; Mexican
Pet, 181-182.
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“The Cement=Tvuck Driver”’

See “The Solid-Cement Cadillac”

“The Chicken in Hne \Jca‘k’ '

See “The Shoplifter and the Frozen Food”

“The Chicken on the Bus”

In July 2010, “TK” of San Francisco posted on his blog “40 Going on 28”
what he termed “The Incredibly Common Muni Chicken Story.” He
wrote:

Soon after I moved to SF years ago, I heard a story that went something
like this:

My friend’s brother was on the 30 Stockton [a municipal bus line] one
time near Chinatown when this little Chinese lady tried to get on board
with a live chicken. The driver says, “Hey, you can’t bring a live chicken

on the bus!” So she snapped its neck and just walked on.

Although “TK” identified the story as an urban legend, mentioning the
usual friend-of-a-friend (FOAF) attribution, comments on his blog
quickly added other “true” versions:

My sister saw this happen once with a little old Chinese lady on the 30
Stockton. She was told she could not board with a live animal. She broke
the chicken’s neck and boarded the bus.

R

A couple of years ago my wife was riding on a bus headed towards the
Haight. A Chinese woman got on around Powell. She was carrying a live
duck. The driver told her she couldn’t bring the duck on board. So in front
of everyone she proceeded to twist the duck’s neck until it cracked. There
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was a collective gasp from the passengers, but the driver then let her on

with the dead duck.

L I I

I was riding a Muni bus years ago when an Asian woman started to board
the bus with a live duck in a bag. The driver told her no pets were allowed
on the bus. She said it wasn’t a pet it was dinner. He still wouldn’t let her
on, so she reached into the bag and snapped the duck’s neck, then said to
the driver, “Now it’s food.” He let her board.

Thanks to Daniel Marlay of San Francisco for sending me a link to this
blog, plus adding, “T have also heard this story about the 14 Mission bus
which goes through a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood.” “The
Chicken on the Bus” story was at least 20 years old in the summer of
2010, and also known in New York City. In 1989, a version was called in
to a NYC radio talk show, as noted in The Baby Train (1993).

References: http://40goingon28.blogspot.com/2010/07/incredibly
-common-muni-chicken-story.html; Brunvand, Baby Train, 16.
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Child Ballad

This refers to any of the 305 traditional British ballads collected and pub-
lished by Harvard professor Francis James Child (1825-1896) in his mon-
umental work The English and Scottish Popular Ballads (1882-1898). A
ballad is a narrative folk song—a traditional song that tells a story.
Although gathered by Child primarily from manuscript and early pub-
lished sources, the “Child Ballads,” as they continue to be called, have
also had wide circulation in oral tradition, both in Britain and the
United States. Folklorists invariably refer to them by their number and
title in the Child collection (e.g., Child 155, “Sir Hugh, or, the Jew’s
Daughter,” is related to the ancient blood-libel legend and is thus part
of the background of the urban legend “The Mutilated Boy”).

Childven

A glance at the index of any collection of urban legends under the general
heading “Children” shows that from tots to teens they are depicted as vic-
tims, often of horrible crimes and abuse. The index subheadings include
abduction of children, accidents, castration and castration threats, dog
attacks, drug soliciting among children, misplaced and missing children,
murder, mutilation, pornography involving children, satanic ritual child
abuse, sexual initiation of children, and threats against children. The sad
truth is that all of these things do occur in the real world, but the comfort-
ing second thought is that most of the specific details of widespread
urban legends about children are completely fictional.

For example, children are sometimes abducted by strangers, but not by
“Phantom Clowns” roaming cities in vans or by shopping mall predators
who color a young girl’s hair and change her clothing in a restroom in
order to smuggle her out; at least this attempted-abduction legend has a
happy ending, since the girl is recognized by her shoes, which the villain
neglected to change. A worse version of this story claims that a young
boy was castrated by gang members in a shopping mall restroom; “The
Mutilated Boy” in this legend usually bleeds to death.
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The natural concern that parents and other adults have for the safety
and health of children encourages well-meaning circulation of bogus
warnings that describe threats to children. But neither “Blue Star Acid”
(nor “Mickey Mouse Acid”) nor Halloween sadists represent an actual
crime scenario, although there are perennial outbursts of fliers and public
statements cautioning against these imagined dangers.

Similarly, automobile accidents take many children’s lives, but the sce-
nario described in legends like “The Body on the Car” and “The Baby on
the Roof” represent folklore, not reality.

According to other legends, children may be no safer at home than
away: in “The Mother’s Threat Carried Out,” for example, a mother’s
rash, threatening words uttered in anger and frustration are fulfilled by
another of her children with fatal results. Even playing alone, a child
may fall into danger, as another youngster does in the story of “The Boy
Who Played Superman.”

Despite this dismal array of urban legends depicting dangers to chil-
dren, we should recognize that stories about happy, healthy children with
no crises in their lives would not make very memorable stories. Narratives
of all kinds require some degree of conflict and uncertainty; thus, the
modern stories about children at risk merely exaggerate some typical plot
situations partly drawn from real life.

In one instance, an actual child suffering a medical crisis has become
the focus of international concern and donations that still continue, long
after the child has recovered. The “Postcards for Little Buddy” legend
provided the background for this case, and it eventually evolved into
“The Craig Shergold Legend.”

See also Babies; “The Hammered Child”; Satanic Panic

China

In 1995, a student in an adult literacy ESL (English as a Second Language)
class taught at the Alameda County Library in Fremont, California, told
the following story. She had read it in a Chinese-language newspaper pub-
lished in Taiwan. Her instructor at the time, Frank Latcham, e-mailed the
story to me, saying he strongly doubted its truth:

There was this couple in the Peoples” Republic of China who, after having
two girls, desperately wanted a boy. But due to the government’s
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one-child policy they would have to pay a large penalty to have yet another
child. Finally they decided it was worth it. The wife became pregnant and
sure enough she had a boy. When the father brought him home, he said
in an off-handed way, “$3,000 is a lot to pay for a penis!” His girls overheard
him, and being young they tried to fix things, not knowing it would kill their
new brother. The next day father came home to find that they had cut off
the boy’s penis, causing him to bleed to death. In a rage the father killed
the girls, then himself. When the mother saw what had happened she went

crazy.

The macabre story is interesting in a number of ways. First, it is an
example of the well-known international legend called “The Mother’s
Threat Carried Out” with the variation that in this instance the father is
the one overheard mentioning the mutilation, and with the addition of a
reference to the Communist Chinese policy limiting the number of chil-
dren per family. The tragedy of the multiple deaths plus the mother’s
insanity is typical of this grotesque story. The conduits by which the story
was transmitted were orally in an American classroom after being pub-
lished in a foreign newspaper. The fact that it was printed in Taiwan but
described an event supposedly occurring in the People’s Republic raises
the question whether the publication was intended to cast a bad light on
the mainland culture. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the story,
for a folklorist, is that it demonstrates that urban legends are circulating
in China, even though major collections of such stories have not yet been
published. (Incidentally, Frank Latcham later recalled, when I reminded
him of the story, that “I told my class that it was a common urban legend
but no one believed me!”)

There are some earlier hints of a contemporary legend tradition in
China. In 1967 and 1968, Wolfram Eberhard, Chinese folklore specialist
at the University of California, Berkeley, directed a project to collect
Chinese ghost stories from people in Taiwan and San Francisco. Many
of the 282 items collected were old traditional legends or else memorates
about suspected first-hand encounters with the supernatural. A few had
the distinct flavor of contemporary legends. For example, the following
story linked to a specific modern setting is reminiscent of other “toilet
ghost” and “mirror witch” legends found elsewhere:

In the Hsin-sheng theater [inTaipei, a theater which once had a terrible
fire] there is a ghost. There once was a woman who came to see the movies.
She went to the toilet and looked into the mirror. Just when she was comb-
ing her hair, there was suddenly a female (voice) saying to her: “Do not
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comb your hair. Even if you keep combing, you will not look better than I
do.” When the woman turned her head around to see who spoke, she saw
nothing. When she turned back to the mirror, she suddenly saw a woman
who was terribly burned all over. She was much afraid and ran away.
When she was home, she got sick.

An older Chinese urban story refers to a municipal park in the foreign-
administered part of Old Shanghai. It was widely believed and often pub-
lished in news media, guidebooks, novels, etc., that a sign reading “Dogs
and Chinese Not Admitted” had stood at the entrance of Huangpu Park
from 1868 to 1928. There were, indeed, some such restrictions on park
entry, but there was no sign linking Chinese and dogs in such specific
terms. (The connection of human to dogs would be extremely insulting
to the Chinese.) References to the “Dogs and Chinese not Admitted”
sign continue even up to the present, with perhaps the best-known
appearance of the legend being in the 1972 kung fu film The Chinese
Connection”(or “Fists of Fury) in which actor Bruce Lee demolishes the
sign in a slow-motion sequence demonstrating his martial arts prowess.

Professor Li Yang of the Chinese Department, Ocean University of
China, Qingdao, translated my Vanishing Hitchhiker (Guangxi Normal
University Press, 2006). For this entry he provided several English trans-
lations of recent Chinese urban legends. Not surprisingly, one of them is
a hitchhiker story. It appeared in a popular book by Wang Xiaoying the
title of which translates as “Urban Legends: The Most Thrilling
Stories.” The term “urban legends” may be rendered as #f i1 & i, in
Chinese, dushi chuanshuo or chengshi chuanshuo.

A taxi driver at midnight picked up a young girl with a very pale face. She
wanted to go to a village quite far away. The driver at first refused to go
there at that hour, but he changed his mind after the girl insisted and
offered him a triple fare. Arriving at the village, the girl paid him a one-
hundred-Yuan bill and then disappeared into the night.

Next morning, the taxi driver was horrified when he found that the bill
he received the night before was a piece of mingbi [imitation paper money
burned as an offering to the dead]. He returned to the village and asked
people about the girl, and he learned that she had been killed a few years
ago in a traffic accident, but that her spirit still wandered around. She was
said to have lots of mingbi and was always generous, paying more than
the taxi fare, since this was the only chance she had to spend them. This

driver was not the only one who had driven her home.
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Other modern Chinese legends also mention ghosts spending the imi-
tation paper money burned for the dead. In one of the legends published
by Eberhard, a woman who gets a permanent wave late one night at a
hairdresser’s salon pays with a handful of small bills. In the morning,
her money has turned into imitation silver-paper money. Professor Li
Yang sent me yet another story with this motif:

One day in Dec. 1989, a tea restaurant named Chaoyongji got a call order-
ing a food delivery for four persons. A delivery boy took the order to the
address given, and someone behind the door told the boy to leave the deliv-
ery on the ground; then a hand came out of the door slot and paid him.

After the restaurant closed, the boss found some mingbi in the cash box.
The next day, the restaurant got the same order, and the same thing hap-
pened, but nobody knew where those mingbi came from. So when a third
call came the next day the boss decided to deliver the food himself.

When he put down the delivery at the door and received payment through
the door slot, the boss carefully checked the bills and made sure they were
genuine. He returned to his restaurant and put those bills into a separate sec-
tion of the cash box. After the restaurant closed, the boss was badly fright-
ened, because he found those bills had turned into mingbi again!

So the boss called the police, and policemen went to the delivery
address, but nobody answered the door. So the police broke in, and they
found four dead bodies on the floor. Neighbors said nothing unusual had
happened there, and they often heard the sound of people playing Mah
Jongg late at night. The police examined the bodies and concluded that
the people had died at least a week earlier, but food remains in their stom-
achs were from the last couple of days. The police also found fingerprints
on the mingbi that matched the fingers of the delivery boy, the boss, and
two of the dead men.

Sometime in the 1990s, Li Yang reported, a scare circulated in Hong
Kong concerning a television commercial for a railroad line. The com-
mercial itself may be viewed on You Tube.

Here is the story:

The KCRC (Kowloon-Canton Railway Corporation) ran a TV ad for their
trains: several kids in a forest were lined up and imitating a train. The cute
kids playing “train” were supposed to give the KCRC a positive image.
According to the story, the director of the ad filmed six children playing,
but when he reviewed the ad, he saw a seventh child who was not supposed
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to be there. A girl who was tapped on her shoulder by the seventh child was
found dead soon after the ad ran.

Some viewers insisted that they saw one child’s mouth bleeding in this
TV ad, and even more creepy, some said that all six children had died
one-by-one. A magazine and the KCRC cooperated in an investigation,
attempting to debunk the stories, and they brought all the children
together for a Christmas party. They explained that they used more than
six children to film the ad in several different takes, so that after editing,
some scenes showed seven kids and some only six. The KCRC even
released some unused footage as proof. However, the stories persisted,
and they finally had to withdraw this ad from TV.

Recent Chinese versions of “The Stolen Specimen” mention three dif-
ferent locations and contain one variation in detail. The bags used in
these stories also allude to the growing wealth of China in recent years.

A young girl from Singapore who was working in Guangzhou city was
asked by her doctor to bring in a stool sample for her medical exam.
She had the sample in a Tiffany’s bag, but on the way to the hospital,
the bag was stolen by a man riding by on a motorcycle. In a version
from Taiwan, an old lady who was the victim of a similar crime was said
to be the mother of a police officer, and some Taiwanese newspapers
reported the case as an actual happening. Some other versions from
mainland China said the sample was carried in a box from the famous
jewelry retailer Chow Tai Fook.

China’s huge multicultural population, its growing urbanization, its
explosive economic growth, its diverse manufacturing and exporting ven-
tures, and in general its rapid transformation from an ancient traditional
culture to a major modern force in world economics and affairs all provide
ample subjects for contemporary rumors and legends. Besides those
already known to be circulating in China, a number of outside traditions
about China circulate in the West. Among these is the idea that the
Great Wall is the only man-made structure visible from space, that fortune
cookies were invented in China, that Costco or some other big foreign
retailer is owned by the Chinese, and that disposable chopsticks exported
from China contain carcinogens. More developed as actual legends are sto-
ries about supposed garbled translations of advertising slogans from
English to Chinese; the best known involve an American soft drink.

In the mid-1960s, Pepsi used the slogan “Come Alive! You're in the
Pepsi Generation,” and as marketing efforts spread worldwide it was
claimed that the slogan had been mistranslated into Chinese to suggest
that the drink would bring dead people back to life. Told in various books
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and articles on marketing strategies and blunders, the story has, as the
analysis at snopes.com concludes, “often been repeated [but is] yet to be
substantiated.” Whether the poor translation was supposed to be in
Mandarin, Cantonese, or in some other dialect of Chinese, the meaning
came out as something like “Come alive out of the grave with Pepsi,” or
“Pepsi will bring your ancestors back from the dead,” or “Bring dead ances-
tors back from heaven.” Equally bizarre as a mistranslation, according to
legend, is what happened to the name “Coca Cola” in Chinese. The story
goes that before the company could come up with a combination of char-
acters in Chinese that would be pronounced like Coca-Cola but not create
some silly meaning, a few shopkeepers in China made hand-lettered signs
that represented the desired sound. But these characters translated as
“Bite the Wax Tadpole,” and Coke sales were said to be skimpy in China
until the company itself quit copying the poor rendition of their brand
name. Word researcher David Wilton admits that “There is a grain of truth
in this legend, but just a grain.” It’s true that a combination of characters in
Mandarin could fulfill the plot of the story, but Coke never picked it up,
nor did sales of Coca-Cola ever suffer from the error.

See also “The Chicken on the Bus”; Sweaters and Tattoos

References: Wolfram Eberhard, “A Study of Ghost Stories from Taiwan
and San Francisco,” Asian Folklore Studies 30 (1971), 1-26; Robert A.
Bickers and Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, “Shanghai’s ‘Dogs and Chinese Not
Admitted” Sign: Legend, History and Contemporary Symbol,” The China
Quarterly No. 142 (June 1995), 444-466; the Pepsi story is discussed at
http://www.snopes.com/business/misxlate/ancestor.asp; Wilton, Word
Myths, 190-193 has the “Bite the Wax Tadpole” story.

Chinese Restavvrants (and
other Ethnic Eatevies)

Although ethnic restaurants in general are the subjects of numerous
food-contamination legends, Chinese restaurants in Western countries
in particular seem to attract the bulk of the rumors and stories.
Slanderous claims about foreign matter in the food of Chinese restau-
rants are especially common in Great Britain, Scandinavia, and
Germany, but they also circulate in the United States. To some degree
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it appears that “Chinese” in such stories is merely a convenient shorthand
term for “foreign,” since similar stories circulate to a lesser degree about
Greek, Yugoslavian, East Indian, Vietnamese, and many other ethnic eat-
eries. (In the United States, often Mexican restaurants are as much
maligned as those of any other ethnicity.) All of these legends reflect a
distrust of immigrants and dislike or misunderstanding of the eating hab-
its of other peoples.

The simplest Chinese-restaurant allegations are simply that someone
found a rat bone, a finger, or some other foreign matter in the food.
Sometimes the claim is made more specific—a finger was found in a res-
taurant’s chop suey. The severed finger may be said to have come from a
cook who has leprosy and whose digits are gradually dropping off.

In a narrative development of these themes, a scientist of some kind is
dining in a Chinese restaurant when he finds a tough, stringy bit of meat
in his food. He quietly pockets the item, takes it back to his lab for inspec-
tion, and discovers that it is a finger. (Alternatively, the diner may forget
about the finger in his pocket, but it is reported to the police when he
takes his jacket in for dry cleaning.) A variation of this story describes a
diner getting a bone stuck in his throat; after it is removed, an emergency
medical worker identifies it as a cat bone.

Another group of Chinese-restaurant stories focuses on inspections of
kitchens, either formal checks by health authorities or accidental discov-
eries by workers removing the refuse containers. Skins and heads of cats
and dogs are said to have been found in the garbage. The notion that
Asians eat cats and dogs as a regular part of their diets leads to further
stories about people’s pets being nabbed to satisfy the perverse culinary
taste of foreigners.

Local outbreaks of Chinese-restaurant stories frequently focus on a
particular business, and the word-of-mouth hysteria may lead to a loss
of business for the place or even to its forced closure.

See also “The Dog’s Dinner”; “The Eaten Pets”; South Africa

References: Choking Doberman, 121-122; Mexican Pet, 103; Vanishing
Hitchhiker, 83; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 214-216.

“The C\no\aing Doberman”

A woman comes home from shopping and finds her Doberman pinscher

lying in the entry of her home gagging and choking. She immediately
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drops her purchases, puts the dog in her car, and rushes to the veterinar-
ian. The vet says that he will have to operate to remove the obstruction,
and he advises her to return home and wait for his call.

Back home, as the woman is opening her door she hears the telephone
ringing, and she hurries to answer it. The vet is calling, and he urgently
commands her to hang up the phone immediately and run outside; he
has already called the police, who will explain.

The woman does as he says, and the police soon arrive. They tell her
that the vet found two fingers stuck in the Doberman’s throat. They
search the house and find a burglar hiding in a closet; he is in shock and
has two fingers bitten off one hand.

Variations of this legend mention different breeds of dog, different
hiding places of the intruder, and sometimes other numbers of fingers,
often specified as “black fingers” or “Mexican fingers.” Sometimes the
intruder is not found, but police identify him when he shows up—minus
two fingers—at a local emergency room for treatment. Alternatively, fin-
gerprints may be the incriminating evidence. Occasionally the vet simply
takes the dog to the operating room while the owner waits, then returns
with the fingers on a tray and summons the police to escort her home.

The story, in whatever variation, reflects people’s fear of crime, espe-
cially from the hands of racial and ethnic minorities, and their trust in
the police for protection. The intended victim is nearly always a woman,
often one living alone, who has a Doberman—or some other breed of
dog thought to be especially fierce—as her protection. The danger to
her is not apparent as the mystery unfolds but becomes shockingly clear
at the climactic ending of the story. Reference to the guard dog, the
vet, the telephone, and the police all give the story the air of authenticity
and timeliness.

“The Choking Doberman” began to circulate in the United States
in 1981 and quickly spread coast to coast and even abroad. Here is a
short version collected from a 13-year-old English schoolboy in
December 1982; he had heard it from his father, who heard it from a
friend at work:

This woman she got an Alsatian, and the Alsatian was choking. So she took
it to the vet, and the vet said, “In a bit he’ll cough whatever’s choking it up.”
So she went home, and after about two hours the Alsatian coughed four fin-
gers up. She went upstairs, and there was blood seeping out under the
bathroom door, and the bathroom door was locked. So she called the
police, and they broke down the door. There was a robber that had had
four of his fingers bitten off in the bathroom!
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Proving that the story continues to be popular among English youth,
Bennett and Smith’s collection includes a version told by a high school
student in the southwest of England in the 1990s. This time the dog is a
Doberman, the vet warns the woman by telephone, and the dog has bit-
ten off three fingers from an intruder found hiding in the woman’s
wardrobe.

Far from being a true fairly recent incident, “The Choking Doberman”
is actually a story that stems from much earlier foreign sources. The
Welsh legend about Prince Llewelyn and his dog Gelert tells of the
prince returning home to find his infant’s cradle overturned and empty
while the dog lies with a bloody mouth in the hallway. The prince slays
the dog, thinking it has killed the child, only to discover that his faithful
hound had actually defended the baby from a wolf. The dead wolf and
the safe baby are found inside the house.

Although it is popularly claimed in Wales that “Llewellyn and Gelert”
tells the story of an actual thirteenth-century incident, this particular
“Medieval” Welsh legend first appeared only in a nineteenth-century
poem. Even so, there actually were stories found in manuscripts from
the middle ages telling of a heroic greyhound protecting a baby from a
serpent, then being mistakenly killed itself when suspected of harming
the child. The basic plot stems ultimately from much older Middle
Eastern folklore where various fables tell about a household pet’s behav-
ior leading to the animal being unjustly slain. Here is how the root story is
summarized in the Type Index where Tale Type 178 is the generic topic
and “The Faithful Animal Rashly Killed” is Tale Type 178A:

The Innocent Dog. A dog saves his master’s child from a snake. When the
master sees the dog’s bloody mouth, he thinks the dog has eaten the child
and kills it. Later on he finds the dead snake and realizes his mistake.

Dozens of references to international variations of this basic plot in the
Type Index could furnish data for an extended study of this story and its
history. An Australian version of “The Faithful Hound” story—without
the biting off of fingers—demonstrates the transitional stage of the tradi-
tion between “The Innocent Dog” and “The Choking Doberman:

A young couple who had recently become parents for the first time sud-
denly found that they had to rush out to attend an emergency. Not having
had time to arrange a babysitter, they put their trust in the faithful family
dog to look after their young baby. Leaving the baby in its cot, they locked
the dog in the house and dashed off.
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On returning home, they rushed in to check on the baby. When they
turned on the bedroom light, they were greeted by the sight of their faith-
ful hound slavering over blood and flesh on the carpet. Their baby was
nowhere to be found. Obviously, their faithful hound had killed the baby!
Stricken with guilt and horror, the young parents immediately killed the
dog by slashing its throat.

Just as this execution was completed, the parents heard a whimpering
sound. Desperately scouring the room, they traced the source of the sound
to beneath the baby’s cot. There was the baby, alive and well, beside the
body of a German shepherd.

Bewildered and relieved, the parents hugged and kissed their child as
the police burst in. “Have you seen a German shepherd round here?” asked
the police sergeant. “We're tracking down a mad one that’s taken to attack-
ing children.”

The couple was horrified: their faithful hound that they had just killed
had torn the German shepherd to pieces to protect the baby.

But to return to the urban-legend tradition of “The Choking
Doberman,” as the relatively recent Welsh version of the legend spread
to the New World and beyond, the wolf (snake, dog, etc.) was trans-
formed to a burglar and the slaying of the faithful dog was altered to
become a hasty trip to the vet’s office.

The motif of a warning by telephone (“Get out of the house right
away!”) also occurs in “The Baby-sitter and the Man Upstairs,” while
the general idea of a threatening person hiding on the premises occurs
both in the babysitter legend and “The Killer in the Backseat.” It is also
notable that a veterinarian is the person to resolve the mystery, just as
in “The Mexican Pet.” Severed fingers and hands figure in a number
of other legends, including “The Hook,” and the racist theme is similar
to that in “The Elevator Incident.” Thus, “The Choking Doberman”
seems to be a central and typical example of a “new” urban legend of
the 1980s.

In 1992, what appears to be an offshoot of “The Choking Doberman”
was sent to author Peter Burger of the Netherlands by a fellow journalist,
who was, not surprisingly, unable to confirm the source. Burger included
it in his 1995 legend collection De gebraden baby as “Pas op voor de
hond” (“Watch Out for the Dog”), and he sent me this translation.

This was supposed to have happened last summer in Kralingen, a well-to-
do section of Rotterdam. A couple who lived in an expensive house with
two large Dobermans protecting it were leaving for a holiday.
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They asked their neighbors to care for the dogs, but warned them to
keep a safe distance. The dogs were very aggressive, so the neighbors
should put the food across the fence but remain on their own side. The
back door was left open so the dogs could go in and out of the house.

The neighbors followed these instructions and fed the dogs daily. But one
day when the dogs’ dinner was served, just one dog came out to eat. The next
day only the other dog came out to eat. Something seemed to be wrong, but
the neighbors were not going to risk their lives to see what it was.

They decided to call the dog owners and explain the situation. The own-
ers agreed that something strange was going on, and they returned at once.

Entering the house they found a dead man in the hallway. In the bed-
room, both dogs were sitting at the foot of the linen cupboard, teeth bared
and growling. On top of the cupboard was crouched a second man—a very
frightened and hungry burglar.

The dogs had taken turns eating so that one would always be left guard-
ing the intruder who had escaped them.

See also Tabloids and Urban Legends; Tale Type

References: Choking Doberman, 3-49; Jean-Claude Schmitt, The Holy
Greyhound (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Adrienne
Mayor, “Ambiguous Guardians: The ‘Omen of the Wolves (a.p. 402) and
the ‘Choking Doberman’ (1980s),” Journal of Folklore Research 29
(1992), 253-268; Mexican Pet, 41-47; Too Good, 51-52; Be Afraid,
185-186; Seal, Cane Toad High, 151-152 (the Australian version);
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 147-148.

Chupacabm

Literally called “Goat Sucker” in Spanish, this mythical beast appeared sud-
denly in the folklore of Puerto Rico in 1995, then for the next five years was
reported or rumored to have spread to Mexico, Texas, Florida, Nicaragua,
Argentina, Brazil, Spain, and other places. Numerous postings on the
Internet discuss and sometimes purport to prove the existence of chupaca-
bras. Often described either as an upright creature with sharp claws and a
row of spikes down its back, or as a small mammal looking somewhat like
a scrawny dog or a coyote, the chupacabra is said to kill and suck the blood
from animals including goats, cows, and chickens. Much of the lore of the
chupacabra resembles traditional vampire tradition, except for its exclusive
taste for animal rather than human blood. In common with vampire lore,
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chupacabra stories have had a huge appearance in popular culture, showing
up in tabloid journalism, films, and popular fiction as well as inspiring a
multitude of artifacts. Although referred to by some investigators as “urban
legends,” chupacabra stories have more in common with rural horror stories
than with most contemporary modern legends. Claimed first-person sight-
ings of chupacabras as well as animal remains, footprints, and alleged vic-
tims of chupacabra attacks have all been thoroughly discredited by
scientific skeptical inquirers.

References: Benjamin Radford, Tracking the Chupacabra: The Vampire
Beast in Fact, Fiction, and Folklore (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 2011); Radford, “Slaying the Vampire: Solving the
Chupacabra Mystery,” Skeptical Inquirer 35:3 (May/June, 2011), 45-48.

Chovrdh's Chicken Pumovs

The rumor, as summarized by folklorist Patricia A. Turner, is that “the
KKK, who allegedly owns Church’s Fried Chicken, has tainted the
chicken recipe so that black male eaters are sterilized after consuming
it.” Similar rumors about Klan ownership of companies, or other danger-
ous additives to products that are marketed to blacks, have circulated
among African Americans concerning other companies, including Troop
athletic wear and Tropical Fantasy soft drinks. Although the rumors are
completely untrue, the companies named in them have suffered various
degrees of damage to their images or to their sales.

Church’s Fried Chicken began as a single stand run by San Antonio
businessman George Church in 1952. As the company expanded in
Texas and beyond, George Church Jr. took over, and the company went
public in 1965. In 1989, Church’s was taken over by Popeye’s Famous
Fried Chicken and Biscuits, and eventually the rumors waned.

Patricia Turner’s analysis suggests that the name “Church’s” may have
been confused by some with the Ku Klux Klan’s support base among
southern white-supremacist churches and that the southern roots of the
company as well as its southern-flavored menu may have contributed to
the spread of the rumor. Neither the product nor the rumors about it
are well known to white Americans, although, of course, other contami-
nation rumors and fast-food legends abound.

References: Patricia A. Turner, I Heard It through the Grapevine (1993),
82-92, 105-107, 139-144.
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Ciga\r Insuvance
C‘Ciga\rson”)

A man buys a full case of expensive cigars and insures them against fire.
After he has smoked them all, he files a claim with the insurance com-
pany saying that they were destroyed “in a series of small fires.” The com-
pany pays him—then has the man arrested for arson; he is convicted and
sentenced to one year for each count. This story arose and faded on the
Internet in 1996, although it is still circulated there occasionally.

The “Cigarson” story, despite being untrue, is sometimes referred to in
discussions of supposed outrages in the American legal system and the
need for tort reform.

References: For details, see http://www.snopes2.com/business/genius/
cigarson.htm.

Claesifgjng Uvban Legende

All collected folklore data must be arranged in some sort of classification
system in order to facilitate identifying related materials, archiving, draw-
ing comparisons, and doing analysis of the texts. Folk narratives as a
group are often divided into three major subheadings: Myths (accounts
of ancient times, often involving deities), Legends (oral narratives about
the historical past that are regarded as true), and Folktales (fictional sto-
ries, ranging from fairy tales to jokes). The Types of the Folktale, with its
numbered and sorted entries based on folktales, is something of a model
for other attempts at classifying folk narratives of any genre.

In general, legends themselves are often subdivided into the categories
Religious, Supernatural, Historical, Personal, and Local. Urban legends
would seem to fit somewhere between supernatural and local in this sys-
tem, since they are accounts of bizarre, if not exactly impossible, occur-
rences that are said to have happened at specific locations.

Online archives of urban legends generally have some kind of subject-
matter headings, supplemented by a search engine. At the popular
snopes.com site, for example, the home page offers categories like autos,
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college, holidays, medical, religion, travel, and so forth. These are clear
enough, but other groupings are less obvious, or even whimsical. For
example, Lost Legends, or “The Repository of Lost Legends” (aka
TROLL), contains, who knows what? At least the “Glurge Gallery” is
defined, as “chicken soup with several cups of sugar mixed in [or] the
sending of inspirational (and supposedly “true”) tales, ones that often
conceal much darker meanings than the uplifting moral lessons they pur-
port to offer.” Such categorizing—wonderful for casual browsing and
entertainment but frustrating for locating any particular legend—is miti-
gated by the ability to search the entire collection online almost instanta-
neously by title or key words for any material relevant to a particular
theme. Unfortunately, there is no such tool possible in a physical archive
composed of written and printed examples in paper folders versus a vir-
tual archive of digitized data.

A proposal for a centralized archive and type index for urban legends
was briefly outlined by Mark Glazer of Pan American University,
Edinburg, Texas, at the 1984 congress of the International Society for
Folk Narrative Research. The plan was for Glazer to cooperate with
Paul Smith, then of the University of Sheffield, England, and Daniel
Barnes, of Ohio State University, in systematizing their three respective
archives and developing a classification system that could be made avail-
able online. By way of example, Glazer provided a sample entry for
“No. 77: The Boyfriend’s Death,” containing a plot outline and a list of
references. However, no information was given as to the actual form
and details of the proposed type index, nor was there any hint of what sto-
ries number 1-76 (and beyond) might be. At the same 1984 congress,
Paul Smith outlined a more detailed “strategy” for developing this com-
puterized archive, but no indexing system was alluded to beyond the
statement that “an archive should work towards producing some form
of contemporary legend type index.” Smith included with his talk a ques-
tionnaire for members of the congress to express their own ideas for the
kind of data and the format of archiving to be used in such a project,
but I have found no follow-up report indicating progress toward these
goals, and, as a result, I moved ahead myself in trying to create a type
index of urban legends that could be useful in any folklorist’s archive.

Even the titling of urban legends by scholars implies some kind of
classification system that allows us to speak of, say, “The Vanishing
Hitchhiker” or “The Boyfriend’s Death” as a distinct story type. This
would be an imperfect system for good research, however, since titles
are seldom adequate to describe all variations of a given story; for exam-
ple, “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker” character may be recognized by his
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chin stubble rather than by his arms, or perhaps not spotted at all until
the police find “The Hatchet in the Handbag” (an alternate title for the
same legend) after the disguised man has escaped. Similarly, in The
Types of the Folktale, the story called “Cinderella,” for example, may
occur without a character actually bearing that name, and the leading fig-
ure may even be a “male Cinderella.” While “unpromising hero(ine)”
might describe such tales accurately, it is the name “Cinderella” that has
stuck as a generic title for these tales.

Although there is no complete acceptance of a single classification sys-
tem for all urban legends, most folklorists seem to favor an organization
based on content. Thus, collected rumors and stories may be grouped
according to their main subjects, characters, actions, or emotions, such
as automobiles, pets, crime, business, government, and academic life.
My own working system based mostly on American urban legends was
published as “A Type Index of Urban Legends” in The Baby Train
(1993). Here are the major categories and subheadings from that source:

1. Legends about Automobiles
Ghost Stories
Travel Mishaps
Accident Stories
Automobile Horror Stories
Cheap-Car Fantasies
Dalliance or Nudity Involving Automobiles
Technical Incompetence
Automobile Sabotage or Crime

2. Legends about Animals
Animal Disasters
Animal Infestations or Contaminations
Trusty Watchdogs

3. Horror Legends
Baby-sitter Stories
Medical Horrors
Other Horrors

4. Accident Legends
Gruesome Accidents
Hilarious Accidents
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5. Sex and Scandal Legends
Aphrodisiac Stories
Contraception Stories
Sex-Education Stories
Sex Scandals
Other Sex Stories

6. Crime Legends
Theft Stories
Atrocities and Kidnappings
Drug Crimes

7. Business and Professional Legends
Companies and Businesses
Telephones
Other Technology
Computer Folklore
Professions and Trades

8. Legends about Governments
Inefficiency
Conspiracy
Science Versus Religion
Military and Wartime Legends
Miscellaneous Government

9. Celebrity Rumors and Legends
Celebrities
Musicians

10. Academic Legends
Faculty and Research
Students
Blue Book and Other Examination Legends

125

There are further subdivisions of many of these categories. For exam-

ple, the “Sex Scandals” section includes subgroups of stories about people
being “Caught in the Nude” or “Caught in the Act”; “Theft Stories”
includes some stories about “Unwitting Thefts” and others about

“Thefts of Food,” as well as general stories about stealing.
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In common with virtually every earlier attempt to classify folk narra-
tives, the general categories in the above scheme are certain to be incon-
sistent. Thus there are groups based on content (like cars), on social
organization (like government), on deviant behavior (like crime), on
states of mind (like horror), and so forth. Similarly, The Types of the
Folktale has major categories like animals, magic, religion, realistic tales,
anecdotes and jokes, and formula tales, along with a wealth of cross-
references and a detailed index. The Motif-Index of Folk Literature is
even more heterogeneous in its contents and less systematic in its group-
ings. But, somehow, folklorists have worked with these two key referen-
ces for generations, and they will surely have to accept inconsistencies
in a type index of urban legends a well.

As with almost every attempt to classify data of any kind, some urban-
legend categories overlap. If, for instance, a story involves a car, a crime,
and sex, it would be necessary to select one place in the system to file it
while inserting cross-references at the other topics. Sometimes the place-
ment of a particular legend is arbitrary: “The Choking Doberman” is
certainly a crime story, but it was categorized in the above system under
“Trusty Watchdogs” adjacent to “The Licked Hand,” another dog/
horror story. Both of these legends were then cross-referenced under
other topics. Since some archives of urban legends have already been
using the “Brunvand system,” this preliminary type index, despite its
inevitable imperfections, has been expanded and provided with index
numbers in the appendix to this encyclopedia.

Gillian Bennett and Paul Smith used a somewhat similar subject-
matter system in their 2007 collection, employing nine major sections:
City Life; Horror; Accidents, Fate and Chance; The Body and Disease;
Animals; Sex and Nudity; Merchandise; Murder, Death, and Burial; and
The Supernatural. When overlappings occurred—as when a sex story
involved merchandise, or a disease story involved horror or an animal,
they inserted a cross-reference or else expected the reader to use the title
or subject index to locate like materials.

The alternative possibility of classifying urban legends according
to themes, meanings, functions, or other features has been explored but
not developed into a complete system. In Too Good to Be True (1999),
for example, stories are grouped by such themes as “Jumping to
Conclusions,” “Just Deserts,” “Losing Face,” and “Baffled by Technology.”
Other categories could be devised to index urban legends by their countries
of circulation, their periods of popularity, their plot structures, their styles,
or other aspects. A preliminary step in devising an alternative classification
system was made by David Main and Sandy Hobbs, who neatly outlined
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the problems involved, then proposed “to work towards a systematic classi-
fication” via better defining “what constitutes a contemporary legend.”
Recognizing that some items are more “legend motifs” than actual “legend
narratives,” Main and Hobbs pondered how to include the whole gamut in
an “urban legend” type index without reaching any useful conclusion
beyond the conviction that “any belief which is widespread is worth study-
ing.” At least one of their insights about legend structure seems promising:
many legends follow a pattern in which the audience receives information
“in the same order as it was obtained by the Protagonist.” That is, a story
with a “secret” or surprise at the end for the main character(s) in the story
(such as the identification of a character as a criminal or a ghost) is told in
such a way that the audience receives this information at the same time as
the protagonist. This “Substitute Personal Experience Narrative” (SPEN)
structure may eventually become useful in classifying urban legends, but
its application to the larger problem of constructing a type index has yet to
be worked out.

Beyond the question of creating large-scale classification systems for
the whole genre of urban legends, there is also the task of classifying ver-
sions and variants of a specific legend under study. Thus texts of “The
Mexican Pet” might be subdivided by the species of animal involved,
the place where it was “adopted,” the means of discovering its true iden-
tity, or the cultural “messages” in the different versions. As with the con-
tent categories, these, too, may overlap.

See also Motif; Myth; Tale Type.

References: Baby Train, 325-347; Mark Glazer, “The Creation of
Centralized Archives and a Type Index for the Study of Urban Legends,”
in Kvideland and Selberg, Papers I (1984), 213-216; Paul Smith, “A
Planning Strategy for Computerised Archive of Contemporary Apocryphal
Legends,” in Kvideland and Selberg, Papers 2 (1984), 217-225; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends; David Main and Sandy Hobbs, “The
Substitute Personal Experience Narrative in Contemporary Legends,”
Contemporary Legend New Series 10 (2007), 38-51.

“The Clever Babg;—eiH'e\r"

Also known as “The Harried Baby-sitter,” this story tells of someone on a bus
or subway who overhears two young women comparing notes on how they
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put infants to sleep when they are babysitting: “I just turn on the gas and
hold their head over the stove burner or in the oven until they fall asleep.”

Popular in the United States since the 1920s, when gas stoves and
ovens still had to be lit with a match, “The Clever Baby-sitter” continues
to be told (sometimes as an account of a past event) even in modern times
when gas appliances are self-lighting. Older versions are reported from
England where two nannies are overheard chatting in Hyde park: “T just
hold the gas ring over her dear little face and give her a whiff.”

References: Be Afraid, 145-46; Choking Doberman, 7T7-78; Mexican Pet,
69-70; Too Good, 216-217.

“The Clirvm)( o(\ Hovvovrs”

A traditional European folk story (Tale Type 2040) in which a servant
greets his long-absent returning master by declaring that there is “no
news” to report except that the dog died. But, when questioned, the ser-
vant describes a series of catastrophes that had occurred—leading up to
the death of the master’s wife—and only incidentally involving the death
of the dog.

The story is sometimes called “No News” or “The Dog Died” and was
circulated in old schoolbooks and other printed sources as well as orally
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either in the form of a tale or a recitation. “The Climax of Horrors” is still
occasionally told by urban storytellers somewhat in the style of a contem-

porary legend.

References: Baby Train, 92-94.

Clowr\é

See “The Phantom Clowns”

Cokelove

Traditions about the supposed corrosive and other chemical properties
(some dangerous, some useful) of Coca-Cola. The nickname “Coke” is a
registered trademark but also used as a folk generic for other cola drinks;
yet specifically Coca-Cola is said to be effective in such applications as
reviving dead batteries, cleaning windshields, removing rust, or opening
clogged drains. Taken properly, Coke is thought by some people to be
an effective contraceptive douche or a good hangover cure; however,
Cokelore also claims that the misuse of Coke may lead to a Coke addic-
tion, make you drunk, dissolve your teeth, or eat away at your tongue or
stomach lining.

Most Cokelore is transmitted in the form of simple statements with
minimal anecdotal evidence, often attributed to a friend of a friend.
The most developed narrative about Coca-Cola is the urban legend
“The Mouse in the Coke.”

References: L. Michael Bell, “Cokelore,” Western Folklore 35 (1976),
59-64; repr. in Brunvand, Readings in American Folklore (1979), 99-105.

“The Colandev Copier
CaPer”

Police in a small department are interrogating a suspect whom they
strongly believe is guilty of the crime under investigation, but the man
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refuses to confess. The police rig up a colander on the man’s head and
attach it with wires to a copier machine, telling him that it is a lie detector.
They have placed a sheet of paper printed with “He’s lying!” under the
copier’s lid, and every time the suspect replies to a question, they push
the “Copy” button and a sheet emerges reading “He’s lying!” The suspect
soon confesses to the crime.

Remembered by some informants from earlier in the 1970s, this story
was first reported in 1977 by Philadelphia Inquirer columnist Clark
DeLeon, who said the confession came before Judge Isaac Garb, who
had suppressed that evidence in the court action. Variations of the story
have been widely repeated and reprinted, often attributed to Radnor,
Pennsylvania, in Delaware County, where law enforcement authorities
consistently and firmly deny that it happened there. However, in 1993,
Judge Garb asserted that the incident did indeed come before his Court
of Common Appeals in Bucks County, Doylestown, Pennsylvania. The
judge did not, however, provide a date or any details of the crime
involved.

“The Colander Copier Caper” is a story well known to both police
authorities and trial lawyers all across the United States, many of whom
have heard it from others in the profession but none of whom ever claim
to have been present when the trick was used. It has been repeatedly
published (in variant versions) as true by writers willing to believe that if
an earlier publication says that police resorted to such a trick, then it must
have happened. The caper has also been dramatized for use on at least
two TV cop shows.

This prank story, familiar to insiders, has reached the general public by
several different paths and, in at least one instance, seems to have actually
made its way to a court of law. Journalist Chuck Shepherd, compiler of
the syndicated “News of the Weird” column, insisted in 1996 that the
story might be true, citing an undated and unidentified news clipping
mentioning Radnor, which he had not verified and declined to share with
folklorists. His belief was sustained by the idea that “nearly every cop you
talk to has in fact arrested not one but many people he would concede are
stupid enough to fall for something like that.” In other words, Shepherd
held that if the incident could have happened then it might have hap-
pened, so it cannot be considered a legend. Whatever the possible “truth”
of one or more occurrences of the incident, however, the stories them-
selves may be regarded as urban legends in traditional circulation.

See also “The Homemade Lie Detector”
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References: Baby Train, 139-145; FOAFtale News 38 (December 1995),
12 [a 1986 version] and 39 (June 1996): 9 [Shepherd’s claim]; Too Good,

303-305; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 7-8.

Collagens N Coéme{'ice

See “The Secret Ingredient”

Co“ec‘hr\g and ‘T\ranécribir\g
Uvban Legends

Although journalists—especially columnists—had for a long time
recorded and written about all kinds of odd stories that circulated orally—
including what we now call “urban legends”—the systematic collection of
such stories began only in the 1940s and 1950s with the work of academic
folklorists and their students. Even today, journalists, professors, and
students remain the major collectors of urban legends.

“Systematic” is an overstatement, since even most of the scholarly col-
lections of urban legends have been rather random, and they were sel-
dom, if ever, made according to the professed standards for good
recording of folklore data. As folklorist Bill Ellis has written, “While the
ideal of verbatim transcription is widely espoused, the practice shows
considerable confusion about just what ought to be preserved in the
printed record of a legend in performance.” Ellis demonstrated one
method for recording a true verbatim text of “The Hook™ in his 1987
essay; the resulting transcript is thick with detail and was criticized by
some folklorists as difficult to read and problematic to be analyzed.
(A section of Ellis’s transcript is quoted under “The Hook” entry.)

The earliest published texts from the collecting work of American folk-
lorists and their students appeared as scattered notes on individual sto-
ries, usually in regional folklore journals. By the 1960s, several large
campus folklore archives had developed, containing a high percentage
of materials popular among the undergraduates who were enrolled in
folklore courses. Typical items included anecdotes, jokes, and urban
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legends. As these archives were drawn upon for research, larger collec-
tions of variants of urban-legend texts began to appear in journals and
eventually in books.

Besides texts of orally transmitted legends, published collections began
to draw heavily on examples from literature, broadcasting, and especially
the print media and the Internet, thus demonstrating the pervasiveness
of urban legends in our culture. Roughly the same pattern occurred—
from journalism, to academic collections, to media and electronic sour-
ces—as urban-legend studies spread beyond the United States. In col-
lecting stories from print and broadcasting, it is essential to keep track
of the date and source of each item, information that is easily lost if the
reader/listener is inattentive.

Whether consistently followed in practice or not, the ideal of collecting
verbatim texts with close attention to context, function, and performance
ought to guide the efforts of anyone making a collection of urban legends.
This means not only writing down, recording, or filming the exact words
of the storytellers but also noting the complete surrounding atmosphere
and style of the telling. Who tells these stories; to whom are they told;
and in what situations?

Another aspect to be aware of is whether the story is in fact “told” by a
single individual or is instead produced by the interaction of several peo-
ple, each of whom contributes to a conversational dialogue about that
particular legend. Accordingly, folklorists and others collecting urban
legends need to develop strategies for overhearing, eliciting, and discus-
sing urban legends in realistic performance situations. As for the greater
problem of transcribing all of these aspects of performance in a meaning-
ful and useful way, Elizabeth C. Fine’s 1984 book (see below) sets forth a
methodology that is impressive in its detail but highly challenging as a
working system. So far, very few urban legends have been collected and
transcribed up to the standard of her system.

Possibly questionnaires or field experiments will be used more in
future collections, and the great popularity of urban legends on the
Internet lately raises a whole new set of questions about the best methods
for collecting and transcribing urban legends.

References: Elizabeth C. Fine, The Folklore Text: From Performance to
Print (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984); Bill Ellis, “Why Are
Verbatim Transcripts of Legends Necessary?” in Bennett, Smith, and
Widdowson, Perspectives on Contemporary Legend II (1987), 31-60;
Linda Dégh, “Speculations about “The Hook’,” Folklore Forum 24:2
(1991), 68-76; John Niles, “The Berkeley Contemporary Legend Files,”
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in Bennett and Smith, The Questing Beast (1989), 105-111; Vanishing
Hitchhiker, 197-202; Bonnie Stone Sunstein and Elizabeth Chiseri-
Strater, FieldWorking: Reading and Writing Research, 2nd ed. (Boston
and New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002), 315-323 (“Researching
Verbal Performance: Urban Legends”).

“The Colo-%c“\'al Mouse”

A friend of a friend knows someone working at a local hospital who suppos-
edly was present when a homosexual man came into the emergency room
to have a live mouse or other small creature removed from his rectum.
He had used a greased plastic tube to insert the mouse, having heard that
this would give him the ultimate sexual thrill. The string he had tied to the
mouse broke when the man tried to pull it out. Sometimes a mouse skel-
eton is stuck inside the man, or the creature is a small lizard whose tail
broke off when the man tried to pull it back out.

This story appeared in 1984 and quickly spread across the United
States. The animal came to be referred to consistently as a gerbil in sub-
sequent years when this legend was applied specifically to several male
media figures who were thought by the public to be homosexual.

See also Gerbiling

References: Mexican Pet, 78-79.

"‘Come and égej( \‘U"

Unexpected guests arrive at a couple’s home while either the husband or
wife is in the shower. The showering spouse, unaware, emerges naked
and calls out, “Come and get it while it’s clean!” Alternately, the male
guest is invited to take a shower after doing some yard work and before
dinner. The wife, thinking her husband is in the shower, reaches through
the shower curtain, pulls on the guest’s penis, and says, “Ding-dong, din-
ner bell!”

Versions of “The Stranger in the Shower” are documented since the
1940s, and the story is known in England with the punch line “Ding-
dong, dinner bell!” (or “tea time”). The situation is similar to that in
“The Unzipped Plumber or Mechanic.”
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References: Too Good, 149-150; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 146-47; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 171-173.

Comics and Uvban Legends

Because of their simple plots, bizarre situations, stereotyped characters,
and often sensational or slapstick action, urban legends have long
appealed to comic artists. In the popular media, there have been innu-
merable cartoon allusions to and retellings of such stories as “Alligators
in the Sewers,” “The Hook,” “The Dead Cat in the Package,” “The
Microwaved Pet,” and “The Killer in the Backseat.” The publications
using such illustrations have ranged from The New Yorker to freebie
local-events papers.

Sometimes an entire comic book centers on a legend, as in the comics
creator Stan Lee’s 1976 Red Sonja: She-Devil with a Sword feature and
his 1987 Daredevil: The Man without Fear! feature, both of which were
issues of Marvel Comics based on the alligator legend. An entire urban-
legend comic book, Urban Legends No. 1, was published by Dark Horse
Comics in 1993. Among the legends included here were “The Kentucky
Fried Rat,” “The Vanishing Hitchhiker,” and “Baby in the Microwave.”

Among the many serial comics and cartoon features that have drawn on
urban legends are The Born Loser, Captain Easy, Garfield, Mother Goose
and Grimm, Sherman’s Lagoon, Tumbleweeds, Zippy, and several from
Gary Larson’s The Far Side series. Apart from the mainstream comics,
urban legends often provide plots for comic strips appearing in the alterna-
tive, or underground, comics, as in Gilbert Shelton’s use of “The Blind
Date” story in a 1972 episode of his Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers strip.

Almost without exception, books of urban legends around the world
have used cartoon-style drawings as illustrations. Carrying this to its logi-
cal extreme, The Big Book of Urban Legends (1994) presented fully 200
urban legends, all rendered as comic strips, and each one drawn by a dif-
ferent artist. The Big Book contains an impressive display of the varying
styles of modern comic art; its examples were drawn from my books.

In some instances, urban legends themselves have borrowed from the
comics. “Mickey Mouse Acid” is an obvious example, with the cartoon
character in these bogus warnings eventually switching to Bart Simpson.
In “The Boy Who Played Superman,” a child imitates a comic-book hero
with disastrous results; the same basic theme is enacted by an adult char-
acter in “Superhero Hijinks.”
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Communa| Rc—crea‘k'ion

When an urban legend is transmitted through a community (i.e., any
group), each teller re-creates the story rather than repeating it verbatim.
In other words, people remember the general outline and some details of
the story, but they invariably retell it with some items dropped, added, or
changed. By way of this process, variant versions are introduced that the
community may accept or ignore depending upon how well the new var-
iants confirm the group’s notion of a good legend. The re-creation of the
legend is thus said to be communal.

If an individual’s change in a story is illogical or puzzling, listeners may
either drop that version or else try to make sense of it in their own tell-
ings. For instance, when the “Welcome to the World of AIDS” note
was said by someone to have been concealed in a can of coffee instead
of the usual tiny coffin, the few people who repeated that detail suggested
that perhaps the coffee was used to mask the smell of drugs hidden in the
package for smuggling into the United States.

Communal re-creation was a theory advanced in studies of traditional
ballads (narrative folksongs), but it applies equally well to the analysis of
changes in the telling of oral narratives, including urban legends.
Alexander Pope captured the spirit of the process very well in a passage
from his long poem “The Temple of Fame™:

The flying rumours gather’d as they roll'd
Scarce any tale was sooner heard than told;
And all who told it added something new,
And all who heard it, made enlargements too.

References: Baby Train, 88; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 14-15, 193.

“The Communisl( Pules
Qo\r Ecdolu*ior\"

This policy legend refers to a numbered list of rules, usually 10 of them,
distributed in printed or written form and claimed to be copies of a
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master plan for a communist takeover of the West that was “captured in
Dusseldorf, Germany, in 1919 by the Allied Forces.” Sometimes titled
“Rules for Bringing about a Revolution,” the items refer to decline of reli-
gion, increased interest in sex, holding of strikes by labor unions, registra-
tion of firearms, government extravagance, and other subjects dear to the
hearts of ultra—right-wing zealots. A typical “rule” reads, “Destroy the
people’s faith in their natural leaders by holding the latter up to con-
tempt, ridicule, and obloquy.”

Far from being a document from 1919, the “Communist Rules” origi-
nated in a British publication of 1946. They have been repeatedly
debunked by leading conservative spokespersons and in many publica-
tions. (Three well-documented sources are listed below.) At least three
times members of Congress have been quoted denying the authenticity
of the “Communist Rules” on the pages of the Congressional Record.

Still, even in the 1990s, and despite the breakdown of communism
worldwide, radical-right publications continue to reprint the
“Communist Rules,” and warnings about them sometimes appear in let-
ters to editors of daily newspapers. A letter writer from Provo, Utah, for
example, in 1990 quoted five of the rules, adding such comments as,
“Innocent people who are fighting for gun control, unknowingly are help-
ing the communist goal.”

References: Paul F. Boller Jr. and John George, They Never Said It (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 114-116; Choking Doberman, 184;
John George and Laird Wilcox, Nazis, Communists, Klansmen, and
Others on the Fringe (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus, 1992), 445-447; Morris
Kominsky, The Hoaxers (Boston: Branden Press, 1970), 600-611; Mexican
Pet, 108-109.

Com‘Danies

Urban legends about business often focus on specific companies, usually
the largest ones and those with the major market share. In alphabetical
order, some companies and products that have been the targets of urban
legends include Bubble Yum, Burger King, Church’s Fried Chicken,
Coca-Cola, Corona beer, Domino’s Pizza, Gerber’s baby foods, IKEA
furniture stores, Kmart stores, Kentucky Fried Chicken, McDonald’s
hamburgers, Mrs. Fields cookies, the Neiman Marcus department store,
Pop Rocks candy, Procter & Gamble, Reebok sports gear, Rolls-Royce,
and the Waldorf-Astoria hotel.
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Of course, there are many rumors and legends about smaller compa-
nies and local businesses as well, and sometimes the stories focus on an
individual who represents the company in the public mind (like Bill
Gates or Donald Trump) rather than the company itself and its products
or services.

See also Business Legends; Mercantile Legends

ComPavaJ(ide Appvoach

Texts of a particular urban legend are compared with each other, or with
similar legends, in order to identify consistent elements versus varying
details. Stories are classified into types and subtypes and, within the cat-
egories, by their dates and localities. This comparative approach is usually
carried out somewhat informally in urban-legend studies, but it derives
from the rigorous historic-geographic method followed since the turn of
the century by international folktale scholars.

Formal comparative studies of ancient and rather complex folktales
sought to establish an “archetype,” or hypothetical original form, of the
story, as well as a likely date and place of origin. Comparisons in urban-
legend studies are unlikely to seek origins as much as simply to account
for the migrations and variations of the plot.

Some comparisons are inevitable in any legend study (indeed, in most
studies of any kind of folklore); however, some analyses are more system-
atic about their comparisons than others. Virtually every general book or
article about urban legends uses comparisons to illustrate theme and
variation, but a brief review of three examples of longer comparative
analyses can illustrate their typical techniques and findings.

William Hugh Jansen’s classic study of “The Nude Surprise Party”
reviewed 28 texts collected over a span of 45 years. He concluded that
the tradition comprised three major story types. Jansen found that each
version, however altered by individual storytellers, made some reference
to an attitude toward the shocking situation, an occasion for the party,
and for an aftermath when the nude couple is discovered. Whereas the
occasions varied widely (birthday, wedding shower, housewarming, blind
date, etc.), the aftermath was quite consistent (the boy left town and the
girl lost her mind).

Gordon McCulloch’s study of “The Tale of the Turkey Neck” com-
pared versions in three separate “transmission chains” of a legend about
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a practical joke collected in Scotland in 1982 over a period of 10 days. As
a prelude to close analysis of the performances and styles of a dozen texts
of the story, McCulloch compared the persons involved, the details of the
prank, and the resulting injury to the victim’s wife. Essentially in all sto-
ries some “edible material” (like a turkey neck) is placed in the open fly
of a sleeping man; when his wife sees an animal (a cat or dog) nibbling
at the protruding object, she faints and is injured (breaking her ankle or
her wrist).

Using questionnaires, William S. Fox collected and compared informa-
tion on “The Suicide Rule” from 232 students in sociology classes at one
private college and one state college in New York in the spring of 1985.
His comparisons of the data yielded four tables illustrating knowledge
and sources of the belief among students in each institution and among
those living on-campus versus off-campus. Variations of the belief
included certain conditions that supposedly had to be met for the “per-
fect” grade to be awarded and the claimed reasons for the (nonexistent)
policy.

References: Fox, “The Roommate’s Suicide and the 4.0,” in Bennett and

Smith, A Nest of Vipers (1990), 69-76; Jansen, “The Surpriser Surprised:

A Modern Legend,” repr. in Brunvand, Readings in American Folklore

(1979), 64-90; McCulloch, “ “The Tale of the Turkey Neck: A Legend

Case-Study,” in Smith, Perspectives on Contemporary Legend (1984),

147-166.

Com‘)u{'e\rs

As the subject of urban legends, as conduits for circulating urban legends,
and as aids in studying urban legends, computers have come to fill a cen-
tral role in the world of contemporary-legend tradition and research.
Computer folklore, however, extends far beyond legends, encompassing
jokes, chain letters, “folk” games and graphics, heroic accounts of brilliant
programmers and technicians, industry-insider anecdotes, “hacker” jar-
gon, and more, little of which has been systematically collected or
studied.

Many of the computer-related legends—apocryphal stories presumed
true by their tellers—hinge on things that may go wrong, such as program
glitches, bugs, or viruses. Although such errors and acts of deliberate sab-
otage do exist, the stories tend to stereotype, dramatize, and exaggerate
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reality. Such legends are often repeated as groups of stories about “mys-
tery glitches” or “famous bugs” without distinguishing the actual exam-
ples from the unverifiable.

The imaginative style characteristic of certain computer viruses (or
virus legends) is expressed in such names as “Cookie Monster,” “Friday
the 13th,” “Michelangelo,” and “Good Times”; when a programming
glitch was anticipated to occur at the turn of the millennium, it soon
acquired the nickname “Y2K” (Year 2000). Accounts of what might hap-
pen on January 1, 2000, ranged from realistic fears about dated programs
failing to recognize the new century numbers to irrational concerns that
cars would not start, digital watches would freeze up, and power and tele-
phone service would stop.

A popular genre of computer legends centers on the naive or frustrated
user struggling to get assistance from the manuals that came with his (or,
more commonly, her) computer or from a company’s helpline. Usually it
turns out that the user has done something extremely foolish such as fail
to plug in or turn on the machine, or to attach a cable to the printer, or to
understand the instruction “strike any key.” The response of the helpline
worker may be that the user should box up the whole system and return it
to the store, “because you're too stupid to own one.” Alternatively, the
user finally gets help nearby, usually from a youngster in the family or
neighborhood who was raised in the digital age. Perhaps in reaction to
“stupid user” cases, many computer accessories nowadays come with
“Quick Start” guides that show only simple cartoon-like pictures of how
to connect the cables and power cord.

Computer newsgroups, bulletin boards, blogs, chat rooms, and e-mail
have increasingly become major channels for the transmission of urban
legends and, indeed, of all kinds of folklore. Crime and horror stories,
humorous legends, celebrity rumors, and bogus warnings in particular
flourish on the Internet, alongside debunkings and discussions of urban
legends both by professional folklorists and others. Although computer-
ized communication spreads such material globally and extremely
quickly, most texts are simply forwarded at the click of a button without
variation and with minimal comment. Such “cyberlore” lacks the perfor-
mance features and style of oral storytelling, but it develops its own flavor
in parodies of urban legends that circulate on the Internet.

Computers offer interesting possibilities for research on urban
legends. Scholars may use online databases to search for themes and
topics in both the academic and popular press, or they may easily query
other users about emerging rumors and legends. Several Internet sites
are devoted to urban legends. E-mail provides a quick, easy, and
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inexpensive method to coordinate research with other scholars, to plan
conferences, and to work on joint publications. Fully computerized
archives of legends with full texts available for downloading have been
proposed but not yet created beyond a few limited collections; surely it
is just a matter of time before we have such online access for many more
archives.

For college students and even schoolchildren writing papers, the
Internet has useful resources on urban legends and many other topics,
besides providing a way to contact authors directly to ask about their pub-
lications and projects. Whether the authors will respond in a useful way to
e-mail queries is another matter, as some may feel that what they have to
say about the topic is already easily available in print or on their websites.

See also “The Good Times Virus”; Internet Resources; “The Modem
Tax” and the E-mail Tax”; Naive Computer User Stories

References: Erik Brunvand, “The Heroic Hacker: Legends of the
Computer Age,” in Brunvand, The Truth (1999), 170-198; Karla Jennings,
The Devouring Fungus: Tales of the Computer Age (New York: Norton,
1990); Michael J. Preston, “Computer Folklore,” in Brunvand, American
Folklore: An Encyclopedia (1996), 154-155; Paul Wallich, “Cyber View:
This Is Not a Hoax!” Scientific American (November 1998), 54.

ConéPiYacieé

Published articles and books, rumors, e-mails, and occasionally oral
legends circulate suggesting that certain groups have conspired in secret
to take over the reins of power or otherwise to subvert our social and
political institutions. Numerous websites support or debunk conspiracy
theories. The perpetrators may be claimed to be Jews, racial minorities,
communists, international corporations, so-called secret societies (like
the Masonic orders, Jesuits, or the Roman Catholic Church), Satanists,
and especially governments, including our own (often via the CIA or
the FBI). Sometimes the conspirators are simply alleged to be members
of vaguely conceived organizations like “One Worlders,” “Secular
Humanists,” or promoters of “The New World Order.”

Minority groups may fear conspiracies from larger entities. For exam-
ple, Patricia A. Turner in her 1993 book I Heard It through the
Grapevine devoted two chapters to rumors that either the Ku Klux
Klan, international corporations, or the United States government had
conspired in plots against African Americans.
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Alleged government conspiracies are often described as “cover-ups” to
shield the public from the truth about such phenomena as the Kennedy
assassination, UFOs, cattle mutilations, and the mystery of the Bermuda
Triangle. Reasonable explanations of such occurrences backed by scien-
tific evidence and observation fail to convince the “true disbelievers,” as
Eric Eliason has dubbed them; he described such persons as forming
“subcultures of intellectual dissent from official, mainstream cultural
analysis.” An entertaining Hollywood film of 1978 depicting a faked
Mars landing played off the popular notion that NASA had completely
fabricated the moon landings using elaborate film sets and a complex
web of insiders devoted to keeping the secret. This film, Capricorn
One, starring Elliott Gould, Hal Holbrook, Sam Waterston, James
Brolin, and O. J. Simpson, was not exactly Academy-Award material,
but it did nicely illustrate the real-world problems that would arise in
any attempt to fake such a complicated mission. Presumably, the produc-
ers chose Mars rather than the Moon as the target so as not to tread too
closely to the actual conspiracy theory.

Perhaps the most developed strains of the conspiracy virus in American
oral-narrative (urban legend) tradition concern either the hysteria about
satanic ritual abuse or the persistent stories about landed aliens whose
presence has supposedly been kept secret by the government for
decades.

Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, claims were
made—supported only by rumor and legend—that the attacks had been
planned at a high level either by an Arab conspiracy, an Israeli conspiracy,
or an American government conspiracy.

See also AIDS-Origin Traditions; “The Blood Libel”; “The Communist
Rules for Revolution”; France; “The Jewish Secret Tax”; Reebok
Rumors; Religion and Urban Legends; Satanic Panic

References: Eric Eliason, “Conspiracy Theories,” in Brunvand, American
Folklore: An Encyclopedia (1996), 157-158; Bill Ellis, “Cattle Mutilation:
Contemporary Legends and Contemporary Mythologies,” Contemporary
Legend 1 (1991), 39-80, and “The One-World Demonology: Projection
and Conspiracy,” in Raising the Devil (2000); Robert Alan Goldberg,
Enemies Within: The Culture of Conspiracy in Modern America (New
Haven; Yale University Press, 2001); Véronique Campion-Vincent, La
société parano: Théories du complot, menaces et incertitudes (Paris: Payot,
2005); Campion-Vincent, “From Evil Others to Evil Elites: A Dominant
Pattern in Conspiracy Theories Today,” in Fine et al., Rumor Mills, 103—
122; Jean-Bruno Renard, “Negatory Rumors: From the Denial of Reality
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to Conspiracy Theory,” in Fine et al., Rumor Mills, 223-239; Fine and Ellis,
Global Grapevine, 51-72; David Aaronovitch, Voodoo Histories: The Role of
The Conspiracy Theory in Shaping Modern History (New York: Riverhead
Books, 2010); James McConnachie and Robin Tudge, The Rough Guide to
Conspiracy Theories, 2nd. ed. (London and New York: Penguin, 2008); Ted
Goertzel, “The Conspiracy Meme: Why Conspiracy Theories Appeal and
Persist,” Skeptical Inquirer (January/February 2011), 28-37.

The Contaminated
Com(»\o‘rj(cr”

“Het wandelende dekbed” is a Dutch urban legend reported by writer
Peter Burger of Leiden, the Netherlands, in 1990:

My brother told me last year about a woman who buys an eiderdown
[down-filled comforter] for a suspiciously low price. She is very pleased
with it and puts it on her bed. When she enters the bedroom again, it has
slipped to the floor, so she replaces it. The first time she sleeps under the
new eiderdown she wakes up in the middle of the night because the thing
has slipped from the bed once more. Finally she opens the cover to have
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a look at the quilting, and she discovers that it is full of maggots. Flies have
laid eggs in the blood that was sticking to the chicken feathers which, rather
than real eiderdown, were used for the filling.

This legend later migrated to Belgium, and in 2004 a variation was
reported from Sweden, but it has not been reported in the United
States, where down-filled comforters are less common than in Europe.
However, the story contains two themes familiar in modern American
legends: contamination (see the next entry) and a poor value in low-
priced goods. Also, maggots are an international sign of gross uncleanli-
ness in many stories.

References: Baby Train, 237-238; Be Afraid, 133-134; Bengt af
Klintberg, Glitterspray (2005), 186-187.

Con{'amina‘\'ion

The introduction of foreign matter—usually deliberately—into food and
water is a major theme of modern urban rumors and legends. Usually
the alleged guilty companies are named or clearly identified, though
few, if any, of these stories have even the slightest basis in fact. Large
fast-food franchises and packaged-food manufacturers are typical targets
in the United States, with the products including canned goods, soft
drinks, candy, cereal, hamburgers, fried chicken, pizza, and Mexican
foods. Typical contaminants named include insects, pets, mice, rats,
snakes, worms, dog food, human parts, semen, and saliva.

The supposed motivation for contaminating foods is often said to be
disgruntlement of employees over salaries, working conditions, or mis-
treatment because of gender or sexual orientation. For example, one
series of stories told nationwide claims that a worker, bitter because he
was infected with AIDS and being fired, had masturbated onto a large
company’s pizzas, sometimes calling customers to inform them of it only
after they had eaten the pizza.

The contamination of municipal water supplies is usually attributed to
a corpse found in the main water tank—but with no explanation of why
someone had left it there. Older traditional legends about contaminated
village wells, however, specified that the water was poisoned for some
military or political reason. Similarly, a European rumor of 1978 claimed
that oranges from Israel had been contaminated with mercury in order to
sabotage the economy and hence the peace process in the Middle East.
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Related to contamination is the theme of infestation of the body and of
homes or merchandise with hordes of living creatures, including spiders,
insects, maggots, snakes, rats, and the like. New York City’s “Alligators in
the Sewers” is a prime example of an infestation legend, as are the stories
of snakes infesting imported blankets, spiders or scorpions infesting pot-
ted cacti, and earwigs eating their way into a person’s brain. Stories about
computer viruses and “backward masking” of satanic messages on music
recordings are examples of a more abstract tradition of infestation
described in modern rumors and legends.

Contamination legends reflect distrust of products that are imported,
ethnic, or manufactured and that are distributed by large corporations.
The stories may also derive partly from people’s guilt for relying too much
on packaged and fast foods instead of preparing more nutritious meals at
home from fresh ingredients. Concern about hygiene in places where food
is packaged, stored, and prepared is already somewhat shaken by news
reports of unclean conditions revealed in official inspections; the contami-
nation legends focus on, exaggerate, and stereotype the findings.

See also Chinese Restaurants (and Other Ethnic Eateries); Church’s
Chicken Rumors; “The Corpse in the Cask”; “The Finger in the Pickle
Jar”’; Gummed Paper Dangers; Halloween Sadists; “The Kentucky Fried
Rat”; Masturbating into Food; McDonald’s Rumors; “The Mouse in the
Coke”; “The Secret Ingredient”; Tapeworms in Diet Pills; “Wormburgers”

References: Choking Doberman, 103-130; Susan Domowitz, “Foreign
Matter in Food: A Legend Type,” Indiana Folklore 12 (1979), 86-95;
William M. Clements, “Catflesh in Mexican Food: Meaning in a
Contamination Rumor,” Studies in Popular Culture 14 (1991), 39-51; Robert
M. MacGregor, “Québec’s Killer Beer: A Dark T(ale),” Contemporary
Legend 5 (1995), 101-114; Mexican Pet, 83-109; Too Good, 173-200;
Vanishing Hitchhiker, 75-101; Be Afraid, 229-232; de Vos, Tales, Rumors,
and Gossip, 132-157; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 214-216.

Con{'emPom\rgﬁ Legend
CTevm)

“Contemporary legend” is the term preferred by some folklorists instead
of “urban legend,” “modern legend,” or the combined term “modern
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urban legend.” All of these terms as well as others (“urban myth,” “belief
legend,” “rumor legend,” etc.) are sometimes used synonymously, espe-
cially in the popular press, but some scholars insist upon the superior
logic of one particular term over others. “Contemporary legend” obvi-
ously has strong academic adherents, since it was chosen for the name
of the scholarly organization devoted to the study of the genre (the
International Society for Contemporary Legend Research, or ISCLR),
as well as to that group’s annual journal.

Definitions and terminology were debated at the first Conference on
Contemporary Legend held in Sheffield, England, in 1982 that spawned
the founding of the ISCLR in 1988. The “problem of contemporaneity”
continued to engage scholars in this area, and when the ISCLR was
founded, the term was agreed to refer “not only to so-called ‘modern
urban legends’” but also to any legend in active circulation in a given
community.”

The question of what is contemporary in a legend tradition that has
some roots in ancient folklore cannot be answered definitively except in
terms of case studies of individual legends and their histories.

See also Contemporary Legend (Journal); Definition of “Legend” and
“Urban Legend”; International Society for Contemporary Legend
Research; Urban Legend (Term)

References: Noel Williams, “Problems in Defining Contemporary
Legend,” in Paul Smith, Perspectives on Contemporary Legend, vol. 1
(1984), 216-228; Jacqueline Simpson, “Are the Terms ‘Modern” and
‘Contemporary’ Synonymous?” Contemporary Legend, New Series, 1
(1998), 134-148.

ComLcmPom y. Lcﬁcnd
Qouvnal)

This is the title of the annual journal of the International Society for
Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR). The first volume appeared
in 1991 under the editorship of professor Paul Smith of the
Department of Folklore, Memorial University of Newfoundland,
Canada. Contemporary Legend (CL) “aims to promote and encourage
research, and to provide a forum for those working on this vibrant area
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of traditional narrative scholarship.” Typical issues contain research find-
ings, case studies, theoretical articles, bibliographic essays, book reviews,
and the like. CL has an international editorial board that reviews contri-
butions. The journal is sent to all ISCLR members and is subscribed to
by many libraries. From 1984 to 1990, five volumes of the Perspectives
on Contemporary Legend series published some of the papers presented
at ISCLR meetings; this series was ended with the introduction of
Contemporary Legend. Instructions to contributors and information
about ISCLR membership and CL subscriptions appear on the inside
back cover of each issue and on the ISCLR website. In 1998, after some
years of delays in publication of the first five volumes (1991-1995),
Contemporary Legend New Series was launched with volume 1. The last
two volumes of the New Series, volumes 9 (2006) and 10 (2007), were
issued in 2010; Series 3 began with the 2011 volume.

See also FOAFtale News; International Society for Contemporary
Legend Research

Contert

The immediate setting for passing along an item of folklore, plus the
larger social and cultural features of the community in which the item cir-
culates, constitute the context that surrounds the text. For a full under-
standing of any folk narrative, its literal text must be collected and
analyzed along with a full description of the actual context (or contexts)
of its transmission.

But, as author Mark Glazer has pointed out, “There is no structured
context for the narration of contemporary legends. There is no possible
way a folklorist can know where and when the performance of a contem-
porary legend will take place.” Instead, as Glazer shows, the typical set-
tings in which they are told are merely “casual and spontaneous.”

Urban legends may be told in such common social situations as parties,
dormitory bull sessions, sleepovers (or slumber parties), camping trips,
commuting and other travel, work breaks, and in domestic settings. But
they are also transmitted by telephone, radio, and TV talk shows as well
as via the Internet; sometimes they are published in newspapers and
other print media. Each different context has its own conventions of pat-
tern, style, and performance that influence the nature and the reception
of the text.
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Other contextual features that affect urban legends and their meanings
include the attitude of the storyteller and audience, their familiarity with
details of the story, and whether any other versions of the story are known
to the teller or audience. Thus repeating an urban legend about a shop-
ping mall crime may have one kind of response if the story’s setting is
localized, if the teller regards it as true, and if nobody hearing the story
has heard it before. But if the setting is vague, and if the teller (or lis-
tener) expresses doubt, and if people are aware of other such tales, then
it becomes—as they say—just another story.

The ages, degree of sophistication, and educational levels of storytell-
ers and audiences clearly influence which urban legends are told and
how they are regarded. Nowadays, most everyone has heard old horror
stories like “The Hook” and “The Roommate’s Death,” but to an adoles-
cent made wary by crime reporting, and hearing such legends for the first
time from a wide-eyed peer, even these hoary yarns may be fresh, shock-
ing, and believable.

Age and gender affect urban-legend repertoires and performance
style. It makes a difference whether a story is told among peers of the
same gender or, say, by parents to children (or vice versa), or by persons
of the same or the opposite sex. Similarly, the reputation of the legend-
teller for accuracy or for having “inside information” helps determine
how the story is received. For example, printed or e-mailed bogus warn-
ings about supposed crime waves are effective in spurring hysterical
responses when they come from the top in an organization and when they
are reproduced on the letterhead or in the memo format of the company.
Such warnings are less convincing if they are generic and anonymous.

The culture of the larger community influences folk narratives via such
factors as the predominant religion, the political system, racial and ethnic
makeup, and the community’s economic base and range of affluence. In a
study that goes “beyond textual studies,” Eric L. Montenyohl describes
how (in Lafayette, Louisiana) “contemporary legends and rumor [con-
cerning supposed incidents of satanism] became dangerous because the
original and relatively short-lived oral tradition eventually entered the
community’s official (institutionalized) view of itself, and this provided a
charter for authorities to act.”

Contexts for collecting legends may be natural—that is, if the folklorist
is skilled as well as lucky. A natural-seeming context may be subtly
induced by a collector, or a completely artificial context may be forced,
as when thrusting a microphone into someone’s face and simply asking
for a good story. The collector of legends is also part of the context, and
any approach, however unnatural, may yield interesting texts for analysis.
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“The Corpse in the Car”

As Dan Ben-Amos reminds us, “The performance of folklore forms can
be within their culturally defined events or outside their boundaries, but
they can never be out of context.”

See also “The Bothered Bride”; Collecting and Transcribing Urban
Legends; Performance of Urban Legends

References: Dan Ben-Amos, “Contextual Approach,” in Brunvand,
American Folklore: An Encyclopedia (1996), 158-160; Mark Glazer, “The
Contexts of the Contemporary Legend: “The Vanishing Hitchhiker” and
‘Gravity Hill,”” in Bennett and Smith, A Nest of Vipers (1990), 77-87;
Sylvia Grider, “Dormitory Legend-Telling in Progress: Fall 1971-Winter
1972,” Indiana Folklore 6 (1973), 1-32; Eric L. Montenyohl, “Beliefs in
Satanism and Their Impact on a Community: Moving beyond Textual
Studies in Oral Tradition,” Contemporary Legend 4 (1994), 45-59.

“The Cooked —Pe‘\' oV Babt}

See “The Baby-Roast™; “The Dog’s Dinner”; “The Microwaved Pet”

“The Covpse in the Cav”

In a European legend of World War II, a hitchhiker predicts the death of
Hitler or the end of the war on a particular date and that the person(s)
who picked him up will find a corpse in the car by the end of the day.
The second prediction comes true, but the first does not. Usually the
corpse is that of a person whom the driver stops to help after an automo-
bile accident; the injured person dies in the car en route to the hospital.

This “myth” was the subject of a famous psychoanalytic study by Princess
Marie Bonaparte of Greece, who first heard it in September 1938 with the
prediction that “Hitler will be dead in six months.” The story persisted in
various versions throughout the war years and was occasionally incorpo-
rated into “The Vanishing Hitchhiker.” Double predictions are found in
earlier traditional legends as well.

Bonaparte collected several variations of the legend, and her analysis
suggested that the story demonstrated a “regression” caused by anxieties
concerning the war that “must have reactivated the need to offer a human
victim in propitiation to fate.”
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Two psychologists, Sandy Hobbs and David Cornwell, reviewed the
available data and noted the “comparative neglect” of this legend by folk-
lorists. Their study demonstrated how scholars” own comments on “The
Corpse in the Car” have contributed to confusion about the definition,
classification, and analysis of contemporary legends.

References: Marie Bonaparte, Myths of War, trans. by John Rodker
(London: Imago Publishing, 1947), ch. 1, “The Myth of the Corpse in the
Car”; Sandy Hobbs and David Cornwell, “A Behavior Analysis Model of
Contemporary Legend,” Contemporary Legend 1 (1991), 93-106; Be
Afraid, 4244 (reprinting Bonaparte’s discussion); Vanishing Hitchhiker, 30.

“The CorPse in the Casl”

In this legend, an English family discovers a barrelful of rum stored in the
basement of an old house they recently purchased. Over the course of a
year or two they consume the rum in drinks and cooking; then they cut
the barrel in half to use it as a planter. Inside they find the body of a
man who had been shipped home from the colonies long ago, preserved
in spirits.

Corpses of fallen military officers and other officials were, in fact,
sometimes returned to England inside barrels of wine or other spirits.
Even Lord Nelson’s body was preserved in a barrel of brandy after he fell
at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 and in that container was sent back to
England for burial. One tradition claims that sailors drilled into the barrel
and sipped out some of the brandy with straws, giving rise to the expres-
sion “tapping the admiral.”

“The Corpse in the Cask” is similar to American legends about bodies
found in city water tanks, and it is also reminiscent of various legends
about accidental cannibalism.

References: Be Afraid, 98-100; Choking Doberman, 114-118; Too Good,
197-198; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 248-250.

"The Counselov’s Death”

Adapting the plot of “The Roommate’s Death” to a children’s summer-
camp setting, camp counselors at Surprise Lake Camp in Cold Spring,
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CPR Annie Legend

New York, since about 1968 have told a horror story describing an
escaped rapist and ax murderer who killed a young female counselor as
she scratched frantically at the door of her room. Her feeble efforts failed
to rouse her fellow counselor who was cringing within, terrified by the
sounds coming from outside.

Likely other urban legends have been adapted by camp counselors in
other locations to tell around the campfires on summer evenings. Thus
urban legends may join the group of other horror stories so typical of
camp folklore.

References: Elizabeth Tucker, Children’s Folklore: A Handbook
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press), 88.

CPR Annie Legend

This legend is summarized in The Choking Doberman (1984, p. 98):

A beautiful young girl named Annie died for lack of anyone properly
trained in CPR (cardio-pulmonary resuscitation) techniques to save her
life. So her wealthy father financed the development of a lifelike practice
dummy for CPR training, stipulating that the face on the model should be
that of his beloved daughter and that all the future dummies made on this
design should be known as “Annies” in her honor.

This is a generic retelling of a story repeated in many first-aid publica-
tions and by most CPR instructors when the practice dummy is intro-
duced. The age of the alleged victim varies from that of a toddler up to
the mid-teens, and the claimed accident was either a drowning or an
automobile crash. Some people date the incident as far back as the
1930s, while others say it occurred in the 1950s or 1960s. The incident
may be located in Chicago or another American city or abroad.

Each CPR training mannequin manufactured by Laerdal Medical
Corporation, a Norway-based company, does indeed wear a tag bearing
the name “Resusci Anne,” and the name is pronounced “Annie” by every-
one involved in CPR instruction. The lifelike dummy that resembles a
teenage girl was introduced in 1957 after two Norwegians, businessman
Asmund S. Laerdal and a doctor from Stavanger, collaborated with
Peter Safar, a Baltimore doctor, to create the training aid.

In 1987, on the thirtieth anniversary of the development of Resusci
Anne, the Norwegian company held a celebration honoring her. In
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July 1988, David Hacker, a Detroit Free Press writer, interviewed a
Michigan representative of Laerdal Medical Corporation and published
an article telling her true story.

None of the people involved in developing Resusci Anne had lost a
daughter in an accident; neither did they model the mannequin’s face
on anyone whom they knew personally. The face was actually based on
a death mask made from the body of an unidentified young woman found
early this century floating in the Seine River in Paris. Her case became a
popular European story, and the image of her face was well known. The
name “Anne” was adapted from a baby doll named “Anna” that was at
one time manufactured by Laerdal.

From the rather prosaic facts about the origin of Resusci Anne, people
have created more dramatic legends. Some of the stories include garbled
fragments of the actual story, such as references to “Dr. Asman
Leauridal” and to his daughter supposedly falling into “one of the canals
of Norway” or drowning while swimming in “a fjord at Stavanger,
Norway.”

—The Craig Shcrgold Legend

Craig Shergold, a seven-year-old boy in Carshalton, Surrey, England, is
dying of a brain tumor. His last wish is to appear in the Guinness Book of
World Records as the collector of more business cards than anyone else
in history. Please send him your card at the address shown below and
circulate this letter to ten other people or companies. [Address deleted to
protect Craig. ]

Countless numbers of this appeal, in printed, faxed, and e-mail for-
mats, have circulated since 1989 when Craig Shergold, then seven years
old, did indeed set out to break the Guinness Book’s record for postcards
that had been established by Mario Morby, a young English cancer
patient who had collected 1,000,265 postcards. The idea for the collec-
tion seems to have come from an appeal started in 1982 for a nonexistent
Scottish boy, “Little Buddy,” who supposedly wanted to set such a record.

Buddy and Mario soon faded from the world’s attention, but Craig
Shergold’s long-abandoned appeal lives on in the chain letters, faxes,
and e-mails, even though Craig was brought to the United States in
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1991 and operated on successfully to remove a benign brain tumor. Craig
has recovered, grown up, and lived normally ever since, except for the
endless stream of letters and packages still arriving at his home bringing
cards of all kinds for his collection.

Typical of a folk tradition, there are countless variations circulating of
the spelling of Craig’s name, the details of his address, and the nature
of his collection (postcards? get-well cards? business cards?) Craig’s age
is often given as seven or eight years; by 1998, however, he had turned
16. The Shergold family made numerous appeals for the mail to stop,
and the Guinness company discontinued the card-collecting record after
Craig’s astonishing 33 million pieces in 1990. The true story was given
wide publicity, but cards of all kinds continue to arrive.

See also “Postcards for Little Buddy”

References: Anna Kearney Guigné, “The ‘Dying Child’s Wish® Complex:
The Case of the Craig Shergold Appeal,” Contemporary Legend, New
Series, 1 (1998), 116-133; Charisse Jones, “A Dream Comes True and
Comes True ,” New York Times (September 1, 1993); John Pekkanen,
“The Boy and the Billionaire,” Reader’s Digest (March 1991); Too Good,
461-465; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 11-13.

Cvime

Numerous stories of thefts, frauds, scams, assaults, murders, kidnap-
pings, and drug violations reveal crime as a major theme in urban
legends. Indeed, crimes are involved in many stories of other categories
as well—particularly automobiles, sex, and government—suggesting
almost an obsession with the topic among contemporary legend-tellers;
moreover, most of the urban legends about crime are told internationally.
Typically, crime waves claimed in urban rumors and legends are attrib-
uted to warring gangs or to feared racial minorities.

Balancing this prevalence of crime as a legend topic, many of the
crimes described are actually rather minor. Thefts, for example, typically
involve things like cookies, car parts, a restaurant meal, or a frozen
chicken. Furthermore, many of the attempted crimes are thwarted, and
even the successful criminals described in legends usually are said to be
caught eventually. Folklorist W. F. H. Nicolaisen, however, detected a
more sinister level of meaning in modern legends about burglars and bur-
glaries. Not only do such legends as “The Choking Doberman” and
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“The Double Theft” picture “the invasion of the inviolability of one’s
home,” but they also imply (as do other theft legends) “the intrusion of
destructive forces into personal space,” including break-ins invading the
victim’s body itself. Nicolaisen drew many of his examples from the col-
lections of German contemporary legends published by Brednich and
others, with cross references to similar stories in other countries.

Sometimes when a person has committed a theft, worse harm comes to
the criminal than to the victim, illustrating poetic justice. Thus a thief
steals a package but gets only a dead cat or a urine sample; he steals a
car but also gets a dead grandmother who was tied on the roof rack; or
perhaps the car thief is crushed to death in an earthquake while driving
away. A would-be gas thief gets a mouthful from the RV’s sewage-
holding tank rather than the gasoline he intended to siphon. In “The
Robber Who Was Hurt,” the intruder never makes it inside the home
and is badly burned in the attempt; similarly, in “The Choking
Doberman,” the robber does gain entry but loses two fingers in the pro-
cess and is captured later.

Several urban legends describe the threat of a crime rather than the
criminal action itself. This is true especially of automobile legends: In
“The Hook,” “The Killer in the Backseat,” and “The Hairy-Armed
Hitchhiker,” earlier assaults and murders are implied, but none takes
place in the story as it is told. In contrast, “The Boyfriend’s Death” con-
tains a vivid description of a grisly slaying.

Of course, there are plenty of actual atrocities and killings to be found in
urban legends. Although the criminal in “The Attempted Abduction” is
thwarted, there is no such luck in “The Castrated Boy.” In “The Kidney
Heist,” not only does the victim actually lose an organ (sometimes even
two), but the perpetrators are not identified beyond their general charac-
terization as someone involved in a transplant scam. The killer responsible
for “The Body in the Bed” is never said to have been caught, although those
who tried to smuggle drugs inside a dead baby are nabbed at the border.

Some supposed insight into the criminal mind is offered in a number of
legends. In “The Unstealable Car,” for example, the well-protected car is
proven not to be safe after all, and the crook leaves a mocking note for
the owner. In “The Toothbrush Photo,” thieves leave gross photographic
evidence of their crime, while in some stories about contaminated fast
foods, the guilty parties are said to telephone the victims to confess their
actions. One holdup man foils the plan of another in “The Two
Hitchhikers,” and housebreakers work a clever scam in “The Double
Theft.” But even members of organized crime rings can be foiled, as
shown in “The Helpful Mafia Neighbor.”
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“Cruise Control”

In a study of Internet circulation of crime legends, sociologist Pamela
Donovan reviewed online discussions about snuff films, stolen body parts,
and attempted abductions. She found three major themes dominating
the concerns of contributors to these groups:

(1) a strong sense of social disintegration and the decline of civil
society,

(2) a sense of lost guardianship, and

(3) comparatively high levels of organization and systematic activity
among criminals and predators. (p. 157)

See also Bogus Warnings; “The Colander Copier Caper”; Halloween
Sadists; Police; “The Witness’s Note™; Satanic Panic; Sociological Approach;
Stranger Danger.

References: Baby Train, 113-154; Michael Goss, “The Halifax Slasher
and Other ‘Urban Maniac’ Tales,” in Bennett and Smith, eds., A Nest of
Vipers (1990), 89-111; Mexican Pet, 137-159; Too Good, 299-320;
Eleanor Wachs, Crime Victim Stories: New York’s Urban Folklore
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988); W. F. H. Nicolaisen,
“Burglars and Burglaries in Contemporary Legends,” Folklore 112 (2001),
137-146; Fine and Turner, “On the Road Again: Rumors of Crime and
Confrontation,” Whispers, 167-190; Donovan, No Way of Knowing.

‘Cruise Conj(\ro[”

Someone buys a new camper-van equipped with every convenience and
option, including cruise control. After being briefed by the salesman on
the operation of the vehicle, the buyer drives out and heads home.
Once up to highway speed, he sets the cruise and steps into the back of
the van to make himself a cup of coffee.

This story of technical incompetence dates from the early days of
cruise control (mid-1970s) and is reminiscent of similar legends about
push-button gear shifts and automatic transmissions. In common with
these other car legends, “Cruise Control” does not usually go on to
describe the resulting crash.

The buyer in various versions may be described as a foreigner (often an
Arab), a member of a racial minority, a senior citizen, a youngster with
more money than brains, or a woman; thus, the legend variously displays
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Xenophobia, racism, sexism, or ageism—a version for every narrow-
minded teller, who presumably would never himself or herself confuse
cruise control with automatic pilot.

In a front-page article on humorous insurance claims, the Wall Street
Journal (July 9, 1986) repeated a female version, claiming that an insur-
ance company had actually paid for the damages. An inquiry to the news-
paper’s source revealed that it was simply a story in oral circulation
among insurance claims managers.

See also “Push-Starting the Car”; “ ‘R’ Is for Race”

References: Choking Doberman, 63-65; Too Good, 295-296.

“The Cvrushed Doy’

A young man is a houseguest of a prominent family, usually people who
are important to his own future. In his bedroom, he accidentally spills
an inkwell, spoiling a carpet or other furnishings. His attempts to clean
up the mess fail, and he slips away in the night, too embarrassed to con-
front his hosts. Sometime later he is forgiven and invited back, but this
time he accidentally sits on a small dog concealed on an overstuffed chair
in a dimly lit parlor. He hides the dog’s body and flees again, this time
never to return.

The two-episode structure of this story is unusual for urban legends.
Indeed, much of the circulation of “The Crushed Dog” is in printed sour-
ces, including Kingsley Amis’s 1954 novel Lucky Jim, Terry Southern’s
Flash and Filigree (1958), and Tom Robbins’s Still Life with
Woodpecker (1980). But the story has an oral tradition as well, with varia-
tions on the reason for the overnight visit, the means by which ink was
spilled, the breed of dog, where the dog’s body is hidden, and so on.
Sometimes the episodes are reversed, and there are a few variations on
the nondog (spilled-ink) portion of this farcical comedy.

“The Crushed Dog” illustrates the anxieties people may feel when try-
ing to make a good impression, especially in an unsettling social situation.
The legend also reveals disdain for small breeds of essentially useless lap-
dogs that are preferred as pets by some wealthy folks. A few versions
describe an American abroad who is intimidated and confused by foreign
customs, and one I am aware of describes the incident as happening to a
jazz musician invited to the home of a wealthy supporter of his music. Bill
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“The Crushed Dog”

Crow in the preface of his 1990 book Jazz Anecdotes (New York: Oxford
University Press) introduces the story (pp. ix-x) with this astute comment:

Anecdotes, arising from an oral tradition, have their own rules. A good
story will often acquire modifications and improvements as it is retold. If
the teller can’t remember a particular detail he needs to move the story
along he will invent one and half believe in its veracity as he invents it,
because it fits the situation. Things that happen to one person will some-
times be attributed to someone else who seems a more appropriate

protagonist.

Bill Crow, himself a bass player, demonstrates this process with an
anecdote about Red Kelly, who played bass with the Woody Herman
band in the 1950s:

Red was invited to a party at the home of a wealthy patron of the arts. The
liquor was flowing freely, and Red accepted most of the drinks that were
offered. Toward the end of the evening he fumbled his way upstairs in
search of a bathroom. As he made his way through an unlighted bedroom
toward the bathroom door he collided with a small writing desk, spilling a
bottle of ink on the white rug. His clumsy attempts to mop up the spill only
made things worse. He finally bolted from the room, leaving behind a hor-
rible blot and several inky footprints. He fled the house, hurried home, and
collapsed unconscious into his bed.

He awoke the next day and remembered the mess he had made at the
party. Remorseful, he returned to the scene of the crime, intending to offer
to have the rug cleaned. A maid answered the door and showed him into a
small sitting room where she asked him to wait while she called the lady of
the house. As Red dropped into an easy chair he heard a small yip beneath
him. He leaped up and discovered his hostess’s tiny dog, its neck broken.
Completely unnerved, he hid the corpse under the lid of the grand piano

and made a second escape, never to return.

When Bill Crow asked Red Kelly about the incident, he learned that
Kelly had heard the story from another jazzman and started retelling it
as a joke. However, some of those who heard him tell it began to believe
it had happened to Kelly himself. After having many people ask him, “Are
you the guy that sat on the dog?” Red Kelly gave up denying it and just
started answering “Yeah, that's me.” Bill Crow concludes his preface say-
ing, “As you read this book, bear in mind that these stories are more akin
to legends than to affidavits.”
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See also “The Missionaries and the Cat”

References: Curses!, 135-137; Too Good, 58—60.

ACr Y. Qo\r Jr\-chD"

According to an e-mail that appeared first in 2003, a woman in Houston
had a friend who heard a crying baby outside her home one night.
Thinking it “weird,” she called the police, who advised her (two or three
times) “DO NOT OPEN THE DOOR!” As in “The Choldng Doberman”
story, when police arrive, they reveal the criminal intent of the incident.
A serial killer or rapist was using a recording of a baby’s cry to get home-
owners to open their doors. Some versions of the warning identified the
sender as a “Certified Transportation Broker” and gave an 800 telephone
number to call for more information. The number turned out to be non-
operative. “The Baby Lure” motif sometimes incorporates a recorded
“cry for help” with its trick of leaving a childlike bundle next to a highway
in order to induce motorists to stop and be attacked.

See also “The Baby Lure”; Bogus Warnings; “National Gang Week”

References: Be Afraid, 256.
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Culj(ure—daéh LCQ)ends

Various stories of misunderstandings occurring when someone tries to
behave appropriately in another culture. Several such anecdotes center
on tea bags—well known in the United States but a puzzle to some for-
eigners. The unaware outsider may try to tear open the bag to get the
tea leaves out; then, after having the use of the bags demonstrated, the
outsider sweetens his tea with the unopened sugar packet. In a variation,
Americans hoax a foreign delegation at an international conference by
putting their tea bags into their own mouths and drinking hot water
through the bag. The foreigners follow suit.

Doubtless there are similar stories about Western tourists misusing
chopsticks. Another kind of revenge for such embarrassment comes in
stories about Americans adopting some text in Chinese or Arabic script
as a decorative device, not realizing that the text contains an off-color or
otherwise embarrassing message. In one version, a woman knits
Chinese characters into a sweater, taking the pattern from a restaurant
menu. Later someone translates the text on her sweater as “This dish
cheap but unmistakably good.”

Culture-clash legends are often told in the context of discussing rela-
tions between countries in social, business, or political matters. Thus, it
seemed right to me that the claim of President John F. Kennedy commit-
ting a grammatical gaffe in a famous 1963 speech in West Germany was a
true story. However, JFK’s statement “Ich bin ein Berliner” did not liter-
ally mean, as some claim, and as I repeated, “T am a sweet roll.” Instead it
was quite correct German for “T am [figuratively] a citizen of Berlin.” The
first edition of this encyclopedia was itself wrong in identifying this story
as a legend, and this error is here humbly corrected.

See also Prejudice Rebuked; Sweaters and Tattoos

References: Baby Train, 223-225; Bennett and Smith, “The Tagged
Lady,” in Urban Legends, 202-203.

“The Curse of a/))”

Shortly after the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11,
2001, rumors and stories began to circulate on the Internet claiming
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some mysterious configurations of the numbers 9 and 11. The most
common message simply pointed out many supposed appearances of
the fateful numbers, such as, “119 is the area code to Irag/Iran. 1 + 1 +
9 = 117 or “Afghanistan has 11 letters” or “The Twin towers, standing
side by side, looks like the number 11.” A common story described a
repairman working on a large video display in the window of a New
York City firm. The computer running the display had crashed while
locked into the exact date and time of the terrorist attack on the World
Trade Center, although the building was in another part of the city and
had not been physically damaged by the incident. Skeptics posted paro-
dies of these rumors and stories or pointed out irrelevant words and
names with 11 letters (including my own first and last names).

See also Terrorist Rumors and Legends

References: Be Afraid, 88-90.

‘Curses! Broiled Again./"

A young woman wants, or needs, to get a fast suntan. The tanning salons
in her city all have a 20-minute-per-day limit. So she visits every salon in
town, tanning at each of them for the maximum period allowed over a
period of several days. Besides acquiring a deep tan, she begins to suffer
from a bad smell emanating from her body. No matter how often she
bathes or how much cologne she pours on, the smell persists, and she also
begins to feel weak and sick. Finally, visiting her doctor, the young
woman confesses her behavior and is told that the tanning rays have
cooked her insides and that she has only a few weeks to live. In some ver-
sions of the story, a married woman hopes to become pregnant, but after
excessive time in a tanning bed she learns that she has cooked her ovaries,
rendering her sterile.

The motivations for the dangerous tanning regime vary from being a
bridesmaid to the young woman’s honeymoon, tropical vacation, or
cheerleading camp. The legend burst upon the American scene in the
summer of 1987 and was particularly hot, so to speak, through the better
part of the following year. Often people were very specific about the local
tanning salons, clinics, hospitals, and doctors supposedly involved in the
tragic case, but they never knew the name of the young woman herself,
only her general description as a vain and foolish person.
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“The Cut-Off Finger”

Whatley and Henken begin their study of the contemporary folklore of
human sexuality with a text of “Curses! Broiled Again!” as an example of a
contemporary legend. This version was told “by a woman to her college-
student daughter™:

I believe the woman was from Murphy (North Carolina). A few years ago,
she started going to the tanning bed because she wanted to be tan by the
time she got married. I think she was getting married around April.
Anyway, she didn’t have time to get a real tan. A few days before the wed-
ding, she started going to the tanning bed three or four times a day—hop-
ing to get real dark before her wedding day. You know, you’re only
supposed to go once a day and that’s not even good for you. Nancy (a friend
of the narrator’s family) said that someone told her that they found the girl
in one of the beds the day before her wedding and she was dead. She had
fried her insides. Just think—the day before her wedding.

“Curses! Broiled Again!” obviously confuses the effects of ultraviolet
tanning rays with those of the microwaves emitted in an oven. Besides
this technological naiveté, the story comments on youthful vanity and
carelessness. But the story ignores the real dangers of overexposure to
tanning rays—severe sunburn and possibly skin cancer.

References: Curses!, 29-36; Too Good, 292-293; Be Afraid, 216-219;
Amanda Gretchen Brown, “The Price of Skin-Deep Beauty: Some
Folklore of Tanning Salons,” Midwestern Folklore, 27:1 (Spring 2001),
5-17; Whatley and Henken, Did You Hear . .. 7P, 1-4.

“The CU‘\'—O(»I—\ *Fmge\r”

A woman is shopping at a large mall while her husband or boyfriend waits
outside for her. But when the mall is starting to close, she still has not
appeared, so he asks security to search for her. The woman is found in a
fitting room where someone, often thought to be a black assailant, has
cut off one of her fingers in order to steal her diamond ring. She has lost
blood and has fainted, so they rush her to an emergency room for treat-
ment. The thief is never caught.

This American legend of the mid-1970s to early 1980s, like several
others, takes place in a shopping mall (or a mall parking lot). Folklorist
Eleanor Wachs has interpreted the story in terms of its themes of
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conspicuous consumption, racial tensions, and “fear of urban crime and
physical attack.” The modern legend has a prototype in Swedish folklore
in a legend classified as Type Y27 in Bengt af Klintberg’s index.

The severed-fingers theme also appears in an automobile legend of
that title as well as in “The Choking Doberman.” The legend of “The
Hook” is about an attacker’s severed hand (really its hooked substitute).
Severed fingers and hands also appear in the traditional folktale “The
Robber Bridegroom,” also called “Mr. Fox” (Tale Type 955). An urban
legend in which the attacker himself suffers injury to his finger is “The
Robber Who Was Hurt.”

A separate legend (“The Rider with the Extra Hand”) describes the fin-
ger- or hand-lopping criminal finally being caught, usually on a bus or
subway, when the severed appendage in his pocket is dripping blood
and he is found to have the stolen ring or rings there as well. This story
is occasionally heard in the United States but is better known abroad,
including in Sweden, Spain, and Colombia.

See also Denmark; “The Sawed-Off Fingers”

References: Baby Train, 122-124; Be Afraid, 189-191; Eleanor Wachs,
“The Mutilated Shopper at the Mall: A Legend of Urban Violence,” in
Bennett and Smith, A Nest of Vipers (1990), 144-160; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, 25-26; Bengt af Klintberg, The Types of the Swedish Folk
Legend, Folklore Fellows” Communications No. 300 (Helsinki: Finnish
Academy of Arts and Letters, 2010), “Finger with Ring Is Cut Off,” 439.

The Cut-out Pullman”

Back in the 1940s, a New York businessman was returning home from a
conference in Chicago on an overnight New York Central train. Unable
to fall asleep, he put on his bathrobe and slippers and walked to the club
car for a nightcap. There he met a young woman, and after a few prelimi-
naries the two of them went to her compartment to spend the rest of the
night. The businessman woke up the next morning in a Pullman car
parked in the railroad yards in Buffalo; the young woman was gone, and
so was his billfold. Her Pullman car had been shunted off to Buffalo,
and the man’s clothes and luggage were in his own compartment in the
car bound for New York City.

This is a legend of decades ago when most business travel was still by
train. The rude-awakening tale was then known to many railroad
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“The Cut-Out Pullman”

personnel on various train lines. Folklorist Wayland D. Hand who often
traveled by rail in the 1940s asked a number of railroad employees about
this story, collecting several variations, including this one told by a brake-
man on a Union Pacific train running east out of Ogden, Utah:

[Had he heard such stories?] Hell, yes! It happens all the time on west-
bound trains on this railroad. Fellows headed for Los Angeles or San
Francisco are lured into cars of girls bound for Portland. These cars are
separated at Cheyenne and are then cut out at Granger, Wyoming, over
the Oregon Short Line. Sometimes they get all the way to Pocatello or
Boise before they know what has happened to them. Meanwhile their
clothes are headed for Ogden and points west.

(The passenger service Amtrak now runs only one train straight west
from Chicago to the Bay Area, the California Zephyr, with no offshoots
to Portland or Los Angeles.)

Possibly the “Cut-Out Pullman” legend influenced the “Nude in the
RV” story of a later period, for here, too, a man is left behind in a state
of partial undress—but on a highway rather than in a railroad car.

References: Wayland D. Hand, “Migratory Legend of “The Cut-Out
Pullman’; Saga of American Railroading,” New York Folklore Quarterly 27
(1971), 231-235; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 136-138.



“The Daug\r\*er'é Letter
(»\Yom Co“ege"

Parents receive a long-awaited letter from their daughter at college and
are dismayed to find it a catalog of appalling disasters. However, the let-
ter concludes by denying all of the problems and mentioning instead
the fact of her low grades. She writes:

There was no dormitory fire; I did not have a concussion or a skull fracture;
I was not in the hospital; I am not pregnant; I am not engaged. I do not
have syphilis. .. .However, I am getting a D in history and an F in science,
and I wanted you to see these grades in the proper perspective.

This letter usually circulates in anonymous photocopies, sometimes
titled “Perspective,” and is occasionally reported as a prank by a college
student wanting to alarm and amuse her parents. Some variations con-
tain class-based, anti-Semitic, or racist elements, implying that the
daughter is living with a partner who would be anathema to her
conservative parents. From a parent’s Viewpoint, the letter exposes the
supposed pernicious influence of modern, ultraliberal college life; from
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a student’s perspective, the letter suggests, perhaps, the desire to
experiment during the college years, finally free of the parents” immedi-
ate control.

References: Baby Train, 312-314; Too Good [quoting a full text],
439-440.

“The Dagfﬂriﬁ

This is an English story about travel troubles whose flavor is best revealed
in a direct quotation from a native source. It is summarized by Rodney
Dale in The Tumour in the Whale (1978), with a few explanatory notes
inserted:

A party of Cambridge people on a gasworks outing [a factory workers’
group vacation] to Yarmouth [a seaside resort town] had to help one of
their number back to the coach [the tour bus] because he was helplessly
drunk.

On reaching Cambridge, they took him home and put him to bed to
sleep it off. When he woke, he was astonished to find himself at home in
Cambridge because he hadn’t been a member of the coach party but was
in the middle of a fortnight’s [two weeks’] holiday in Yarmouth and had
merely fallen in with the crowd of his workmates who happened to be on
the works outing.

Meanwhile, his wife [who was with him in Yarmouth] had reported him
missing to the police. (p. 128)

In another version of the story, the man is on his honeymoon when he
meets with strangers in a pub and gets drunk. They identify him from his
wallet contents and ship him home, leaving his bride in the honeymoon
suite wondering what has become of her husband.

Both of these stories portray the dangerous possibilities of misbehaving
while traveling, a lesson familiar from the much more widely known
legend “AIDS Mary.”

See also “The Mystery Trip”

References: Baby Train, 229-230.
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“The Dead Cat in J(he’Package”

A thief steals a package or plastic bag from a shopper but gets only the
body of a dead cat that the other person had been intending to dispose.
Sometimes two packages are accidentally switched—the cat’s corpse with
a package of steaks, a ham, or the like.

This classic urban legend of poetic justice—the thief gaining only an unde-
sirable item—is extremely widespread and varied. In the United States, the
story can be traced as far back as 1906, though it reached its peak popularity
in the 1950s, and it has persisted ever since. “The Runaway Grandmother”
tells much the same tale, with a different stolen corpse, and “Alligators in
the Sewers” is another urban legend about the disposal of a dead pet.

Most older versions describe someone’s pet cat dying; the owner, an
apartment-dweller, wraps the dead pet with the intention of giving the
package to a friend whom she will meet in a department store; the friend
will bury the cat in her suburban yard. But the package is stolen by a little
old lady who passes out in public when she peeks into the package.

An Australian version of the story published in 1993 in the local news-
paper The St. George Leader renders the typical plot using some Aussie
dialect and place names:

From a reader who swears it really happened to his wife’s mother’s best
friend:

A cat belonging to a little old lady who lives in a home unit at Caringbah
died suddenly two weeks ago.
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“Dear John’s Revenge”

Unable to give puss a proper burial in the backyard, she placed it in a
plastic bag in the boot of her car and drove to Westfield Shoppingtown
Miranda, thinking to dispose of Mog in one of the many rubbish containers
to be found there.

As she was rummaging around in the boot, a woman walking past
snaffled the plastic bag containing the remains, thinking she had got her
hands on something valuable.

When she later took a peek, she got such a fright she fainted dead away;
ambulances were called and she and the plastic bag containing Mog were
transported to Sutherland Hospital.

Which all goes to prove that (1) you can’t trust anyone and (2) sometimes
the punishment does fit the crime.

Later versions describe a shopper accidentally running over a stray cat
in a shopping mall parking lot. She puts the cat into a plastic bag with a
store logo, leaves it on the top of her car, and it is stolen. Often these ver-
sions end with the unconscious thief being carried from the mall on a
stretcher with the unopened plastic bag placed on her chest by a helpful
bystander. The details of the cat’s death, the mall, the store logo, and the
thief’s behavior are all made very specific and local in these versions.

When the story includes the accidental switching of two packages, usu-
ally the pet owner has wrapped the package, intending to dispose of it
during the day. But each time he or she tries to abandon it, the package
is returned by a “helpful” stranger. Back home that evening, the owner
discovers the switcheroo.

“The Dead Cat in the Package” has inspired numerous cartoon illustra-
tions, at least two songs, and a poem in mock Middle English. The
Russian author Yevgeny Yevtushenko included a version in his novel
Wild Berries (1981).

See also “Dog’s Corpse Is Stolen”

References: Baby Train, 20-22, 245-246; Choking Doberman, 216-219;
Mexican Pet, 31-34; Too Good, T4-76; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 103-111;
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 143-145.

"Dear John's Redenge”

A young man—often a soldier or sailor serving abroad—receives a “Dear
John” letter from his sweetheart back home. She not only wishes to break



“The Death Car” 167

off the affair, but also asks him to return her photograph. In revenge, the
man collects all the female snapshots that his friends can supply, sends
them to the girl, and claims that he cannot remember which one she is.
He requests that she pick out her own photograph and return the rest.
Researchers have traced versions of this story as far back as 1881, and it
continued to be told and published through the years of World War I,
World War II, and beyond. Among Latter-day Saints (Mormons), the
same story is told about a young Mormon missionary serving abroad.

References: Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 169-171.

“Dear Mv. Thoms”

See England

"The Death Cav”

A late-model car, often a luxury model, is offered for sale cheaply at a
dealership because the original owner died in the car and the body was
not discovered for a long time. The smell of death cannot be removed
from the vehicle, despite heroic efforts.

This classic cheap-car fantasy has evolved from a $50 Buick in the
1940s to a $500 Porsche or Corvette in the 1990s. The death may be said
to have occurred in a remote forest or in the desert. The local dealership
is never positively identified, but the storyteller knows someone whose
friend actually saw, and presumably smelled, the very car.

Other legends about remarkably inexpensive cars are “The 50-Dollar
Porsche” (abandoned wife sells car) and “The Bargain Sports Car”
(unaware mother sells dead son’s classic car). “The Body in the Bed” is
another legend about the smell of death permeating a location.

Despite the wide circulation of “The Death Car” in myriad variations,
Richard M. Dorson believed that he had found the legend’s origin in an
actual incident involving an old Model-A Ford that occurred in a small
Michigan town inhabited mostly by African Americans in 1938 about
which people were still talking in the 1950s. An informant told Dorson,
after the folklorist had described the legend in a talk on folklore,
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“The Death Car”

“You got that story wrong. It happened right here, you know.” The man
said the incident happened in 1938 to a “white fellow...named
Demings” who committed suicide in his 1929 Ford via the car’s exhaust
and was not discovered for a couple of months, by which time the body
had rotted, leaving a terrible smell. The story concluded:

A used-car dealer in Remus sold the car at a reduced price to Clifford
Cross. Cliff did everything possible to get the smell out; he upholstered it,
fumigated it, but nothing worked, and in the middle of winter he would
have to drive around with the window wide open. ... Finally he give up
trying to get the smell out, and turned the car in for junk.

Dorson’s claim was disputed by English folklorist Stewart Sanderson
and others who identified key differences between the Michigan event
and the legend tradition, as well as the likely influence of the ancient
motif “The Ineradicable Bloodstain” (Motif E422.1.11.5.1). Also sug-
gesting a much wider tradition of “The Death Car” and a possible origin
overseas are the several versions from Poland and from various ex-Soviet
republics published by Czubala in 1992. Most of these texts were highly
localized and full of details about the source and nature of the contamina-
tion, the cost of the car, how owners attempted to remove the smell, etc.

A genuine death-related luxury car—a low-mileage 1959 Cadillac held
as evidence for years after the owner had been murdered in it—was
reported in the July 1990 issue of Automobile magazine. Although the
editors were reminded of the legend, they verified this instance as true,
but significantly different, since the car did not smell. The legendary
version of the story had been circulating for decades before the “Death
Cadillac” was discovered, bought, and installed in a museum.

“The Death Car” can probably best be understood as a legend of wish-
ful thinking (for a good, cheap car) that had its first popularity in the post-
war years when new cars of any kind were scarce and expensive. The
death motif would seem to be updated from older traditional legends
about the lingering “proofs” of a murder or other tragic death remaining
at the site of the incident. In a modern updating of the legend, a car
owned by a victim of AIDS cannot be sold, or is sold for a very low price,
because people are afraid of contracting the disease themselves.

See also Mint-Condition Vintage Vehicles
References: Be Afraid, 105-106; The Truth, 15-21; Choking Doberman,
212-213; Mexican Pet, 12-13; Too Good, 236-237; Vanishing Hitchhiker,
20-22; Richard M. Dorson, Negro Folktales in Michigan (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1956), 99; Dionizjusz Czubala,



“The Death of Little Mikey” 169

“The Death Car: Polish and Russian Examples,” FOAFtale News 25
(March 1992), 2—-4; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 209-211;
Goldstein, Once Upon a Virus, “The AIDS Car,” 43-45.

“The Death of Dv. Charles
Dvew”

Did Dr. Charles R. Drew (1904-1950), the scientist responsible for devel-
oping blood banks, die from injuries suffered in an automobile accident
because a Southern hospital refused to give a black man a lifesaving blood
transfusion? The story is told in numerous reference books and has been
repeated with variations by many speakers, some quite prominent people,
but it’s just that—a story. Dr. Drew did die on April 1, 1950, after being
in an auto accident near Burlington, North Carolina, but he was given
timely and appropriate, but unsuccessful, treatment in a nearby hospital.
The “tragic irony” of personnel in a “white” hospital denying him aid from
the very medical innovation he had invented is an urban legend.

The legendary version of Dr. Drew’s death is included in many refer-
ence sources on African American history still found in libraries, from
which it has been quoted by countless speakers decrying racism in
modern life. Scot Morris, writing in Omni magazine, first scored the story
as true in his “Games” column, but later reversed his decision and
explained its falsity in detail. Morris pointed out that a similar apocryphal
story was told about the death of blues queen Bessie Smith.

References: Scot Morris, Omni Games (New York: Holt, 1983), 76, 135;
Spencie Love, One Blood: The Death and Resurrection of Charles R.
Drew (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

“The Death of Little Mikey”

This story was nicely summarized in a short item headlined “Rocks
Redux,” published in Adweek (Western Advertising News edition) on
July 20, 1987:

Mikey lives. And, as a result, so does General Foods” Pop Rocks candy.
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Because rumormongers had Life cereal’s little spokesguy biting the dust
after biting into one of the carbonated candies, Pop Rocks were pulled
from the market in 1980.

Now that Mikey is back to Life—he appears on new cereal ads—so are
the nonlethal Rocks. The sweet fizzies have been reintroduced to a rock-
starved public in several Western markets.

“Mikey,” played by actor John Gilchrist, actually never spoke in the
Life cereal TV commercials introduced in 1971 when he was three years
old. But he did eat the new cereal offered to him by his older brothers,
leading them to exclaim, “Hey! He likes it!” Shortly after Pop Rocks—a
hugely popular effervescent candy—was introduced in 1974, the rumor
arose that Little Mikey had drunk soda after eating Pop Rocks and had
died when his stomach exploded.

General Foods defended the safety of its product in full-page news-
paper ads but never mentioning the Mikey rumor. Eventually, however,
the product was withdrawn and the story died. Later both Mikey (as a
teenager) and Pop Rocks reappeared, still never officially linked in any
advertising or news releases issued by the companies involved.

Although this represents a textbook example of how corporations are
best advised to handle negative rumors, the fact is that a product and pos-
sibly also an actor did suffer from the oral tradition.

References: Choking Doberman, 103-106; Too Good, 171-172;
Vanishing Hitchhiker, 89.

Deca‘:i‘hﬁed Ridevs and
Dviers

Probably since the advent of family automobiles, parents have been warn-
ing their children to keep their heads and limbs inside the car: “If you hang
out the window, you may have your head cut off!” In one of his classic
books of safety and behavior lessons for children, Safety Can Be Fun
(Philadelphia and New York: Lippincott, 1938), artist and writer Munro
Leaf depicted the supposed fate of the “Head-out-the-Window Nit-Wit”
who “has its head out the window of this car right now. It may get it back
in before another car or something else bumps it, but we doubt it.”
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In the typical legend based on this scenario, a child or a dog has its head
out the car window while riding on a busy highway. Another vehicle passes
the car very closely and takes its head clean off. Sometimes the decapitation
is so quick and neat that others in the car do not notice the incident for some
time. Similar decapitations are said to have been caused by rocks or cliffs
along the road or by a surfboard that comes loose from another vehicle.
Further variations may involve a taxi passenger or a roller-coaster rider.

In other versions, a motorcyclist is passing a large truck loaded with a
stack of thin steel plates. One plate slips out sideways and takes the head
clean off the cyclist. The headless body continues to ride past the truck,
frightening the driver.

The former version of the legend is more common in the United
States, the latter in England. Further variations are told in Canada,
Ireland, and Australia. In 1982, when I was on a tour bus going to York,
England, sitting near the front, I was told by the driver as a large “lorry”
loaded with steel plates passed our bus, “Very dangerous, that kind of
load. Very. Just last year a sheet of steel from a load like that came loose
and cut a motorcyclist’s head right off!”

A character in Charles Dickens’s Pickwick Papers (1836) described the
decapitation of a woman riding atop a stagecoach passing under a low
arch; she had a sandwich in her hand but “no mouth to put it in.” In some
modern American versions of the dog story, the pet is sitting on the lap of
a child who keeps on petting the headless animal. In the motorcycle
story, sometimes when the truck driver sees the headless cyclist, he has
a heart attack, loses control of his huge vehicle, and plows into a group
of people at the edge of the road.

The tabloid Weekly World News seems to have an affinity for this
legend. In a 1987 issue, a story headlined “Bus Rider’s Greeting Was a
Deadly Mistake” told of a 13-year-old girl in New York City who suppos-
edly lost her head when she stuck it out of a bus window to greet a friend.
In 1992, WWN published a variation on the story, summed up neatly
(if rather vulgarly) in the headline “DRUNK’S HEAD RIPPED
OFF ... When He Leans out Truck Window, Puke!”

References: Be Afraid, 107-109; Mexican Pet, 56-57; Too Good, 96-97.

“The Deev DePa\rJ(ed”

A deer hunter has dropped a huge buck sporting a magnificent rack of
antlers with a single shot. He decides to take a picture of himself with
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his prize, placing his new rifle across the deer’s rack. But while the hunter
is arranging his camera on a tripod, the deer—merely stunned from a
flesh wound—gets up and walks into the woods, carrying the expensive
rifle (scope, sling, etc.) away.

This story is one of several dumb-hunter stories repeated annually
during the deer season. The theme of an animal’s revenge is found in sev-
eral other urban legends, including “The Kangaroo Thief” and one about
tourists in Yellowstone Park posing their child for a photo on top of a
bear. The bear, like the stunned deer (and the kangaroo), departs with
its load.

See also “The Hunter’s Nightmare”

References: Mexican Pet, 24-25; Too Good, 341-342 (reproducing a
version used in an English-language textbook in the People’s Republic of
China, complete with study and discussion questions).

“‘Deline Couvage’”

In this legend, a college student is faced with a single examination ques-
tion: “Define ‘Courage.”” She writes only, “This is courage,” then hands
in the otherwise blank sheet of paper. She receives an A on the examina-
tion. Sometimes the question is a crucial entrance requirement, or the
only question on a final examination in a philosophy class, or the entire
preliminary examination for a doctoral degree.

This is one of the most popular stories about tricky questions and
answers on college examinations. It is known in England and New
Zealand as well as the United States. A French version asks the students
to define l'audace, and a Dutch version asks “Wat is lef ?” (“What is guts?”).

Usually, the professor’s seemingly impossible demand is easily solved
by a clever student, that is, the question is merely “Why?” and the win-
ning answer is “Because” or “Why not?” In another case, however, the
professor tests his students” excuse that they were delayed by a flat tire
and missed his final exam; the first question on the makeup test is
“Which tire?” and the students are placed in separate rooms to write their
answers.

Reflecting an actual practice of some professors, a student is suppos-
edly asked to write his own examination question and then answer it.
One student asks himself, “Do you play the tuba?” then answers, “No.”
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See also “The One-Word Exam Question”; “The Open-Book Exam”;
“Which Tire?”

References: Too Good, 444-447; Meder, The Flying Dutchman, 165.

Delinition of “Legend” and
“Urban Legend”

Folklorists have difficulties defining the individual genres of material that
they study in a precise way, and, in fact, even in defining “folklore” in a
manner that satisfies all scholars studying the subject. Still, there is gen-
eral, tacit agreement on both the dimensions of the entire field and on
the individual categories of material to be studied.

“Legends” are generally assigned to the folkloric category of Oral
Narratives and are distinguished from the related forms of Folktale and
Myth. Complications arise when we consider that transmission of all of
these stories nowadays may occur via print, broadcast, or electronic
media as well as oral tradition and that “narrative” itself is not easy to
define.

Still, the term “oral narrative” is widely accepted as useful for anony-
mous stories passed on in variants, mostly by word of mouth. Within this
general category, “myths” are defined as once-believed ancient accounts
of deities and the creation of the world; “legends” as believed accounts
of incidents in the historical past; and “folktales” as stories with fictional
plots (fairy tales, jokes, tall tales, etc.) not intended to be believed
literally.

Although the legend criteria—narrative, belief, set in the historical past—
seem clear enough, each criterion has numerous exceptions when applied
to actual examples. This frustrating situation led folklorist Robert Georges
to declare in a 1971 essay that “a legend is a story or narrative that may
not be a story or narrative at all; it is set in a recent or historical past that
may be conceived to be remote or antihistorical or not really past at all; it
is believed to be true by some, false by others, and both or neither by most.”

Criticizing the viewpoint of “traditionalists” among folklorists who pro-
mote the “presented as truth but in fact untrue” definition of legends,
Linda Dégh in a 1989 conference paper offered instead this list of fea-
tures of a legend in context: “It is ... the product of conflicting opinions
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expressed in conversation and manifested in discussions, contradictions,
additions, implementations, corrections, approvals and disapprovals
during some or all phases of its transmission from inception through
elaboration, variation, decline and revitalization.” Few, if any, legend
texts or performances have been documented since then at this level of
detail, either in Dégh’s own work or that of others.

One solution to the definitional problem as proposed by Timothy R.
Tangherlini was to survey a large body of possible definitions and examples
of legends in folklorists” own writings and extract the common traits. The
short form of the definition that emerged from this approach was stated
thus: “A “legend’ is a monoepisodic, localized, and historicized traditional
narrative told as believable in a conversational mode. . .. Psychologically
[it is] a symbolic representation of folk belief [that] reflects the collective
experiences and values of the group to whose tradition it belongs.”
Applying these concepts specifically to medieval materials, Tangherlini
contributed the very useful entry “Legend” to Medieval Folklore: An
Encyclopedia . . . (2 vols., Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2000).

Older traditional legends are often religious, supernatural, or historical
in subject matter and are frequently attached to specific persons, places,
and events. Reflecting each legend’s individual emphases, the stories
could be subclassified in categories such as Hero Legends, Ghost
Stories, Place-name Legends, and many others.

Besides abstract explanations of legends” characteristic forms, defini-
tions also need to take into account the contexts in which legends are told
and the manner of their telling (i.e., their “performance”). Further, we
need to distinguish the migratory legends’ fixed and variable content fea-
tures as they are localized to different settings. Going beyond definitions
based on narrative content, context, and performance are proposals to
characterize legends—indeed, all folklore—in terms of the social struc-
tures from which folklore emerges plus the reciprocal effect of folk mate-
rials themselves upon social structures. Identifying this “third force in
American folklore,” Gary Alan Fine urged more attention to “how folk-
lore fits into the social order.” Donna Wyckoff applied such an approach
to sexual abuse claims told either as first- or third-person accounts and
presented as true. While past definitions would tend to exclude these
claims as constituting “urban legends,” Wyckoff suggested that their most
relevant feature is the “social force of the story as a story” (italics hers).
Bill Ellis has compared and appraised these approaches in several essays,
most directly in the 2007 article cited below.

Defining “legend” in general, thus is indeed no easy task, and defining
“urban legends” more specifically as a subtype of legends is equally
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challenging. It is certainly not simply a matter of calling these stories
merely modern or contemporary manifestations of traditional legends
(whatever they may be). Further complicating this aspect of legend defi-
nition is deciding what constitutes “urban,” “contemporary,” and
“modern” subject matter and, again, how to define “narrative” and to dis-
tinguish the various means of legend transmission. One attempt at a con-
cise definition states that an urban legend is “an apocryphal
contemporary story, told as true but incorporating traditional motifs,
and usually attributed to a friend of a friend” (Brunvand, American
Folklore Encyclopedia, 1996, p. 730).

Evidence of a continuing effort to define legend genres consistently is
found in the 1997 reference work Folklore: An Encyclopedia (edited by
Thomas A. Green) wherein three prominent folklorists offer three indi-
vidual statements as basic definitions of related genres. For “legend,”
Linda Dégh began, “Short, oral prose narrative based in the reality of
performers and audiences.” Defining “contemporary legend,” Paul
Smith offered, “A short traditional narrative, or digest of a narrative, that
has no definitive text, formulaic openings and closings, or artistically
developed form. ... Contemporary legends are primarily nonsuperna-
tural, secular narratives that are set in the real world.” And for “urban
legend,” Bill Ellis wrote, “A popular term for a narrative concerning some
aspect of modern life that is believed by its teller but is actually untrue.”

To encourage further discussion of definitional problems, and as a
guide for reviewing the matter, Paul Smith in 1999 drew up a list of more
than five dozen “persistently recurring definitional characteristics” of con-
temporary legends, grouping them as Primary Characteristics (legends
described as what they are or are not) versus Secondary Characteristics
(legends described in terms of what they may or may not be). These char-
acteristics fall into 13 main categories, most of them having several sub-
sections. The main groupings Smith uses are Narrative Status, Form,
Structure, Style, Dissemination, “Narrators,” Context of Narration,
Content, Truth, Belief, Selection, Meaning, and Function. On the crucial
matter of “truth” in contemporary legends, Smith wrote:

A contemporary legend may or may not, in whole or part, be true. This may
not necessarily be literal truth, but perhaps truth which comes from typify-
ing life in the twentieth century.

In the 2007 book Urban Legends by Paul Smith and Gillian Bennett,
Smith’s earlier list of characteristics is reduced to nine “guidelines” for
recognizing whether a tale is an urban legend; this effort is bolstered by



176

Definition of “Legend” and “Urban Legend”

a collection of some 155 actual legend types presented with copious
examples and full annotations. In this work, on the matter of “truth,”
the authors write:

It is almost impossible to be absolutely certain whether the events
described in an urban legend ever took place, and most attempts to track
the origin of a legend have failed.

On the specific question of the contemporaneity of modern legends,
Smith published another useful statement in the journal Folklore
(no. 106, 1995, pp. 98-100). Here he refers to a “contemporary legend”
as “a ‘body’ to be ‘clothed” in performance ...in order to provide a
vehicle for the discussion of relevant contemporary issues.” Despite the
mixed metaphor, this observation along with the rest of the short article
help to clarify the senses in which any legend is or is not “contemporary.”

One of the most comprehensive discussion of the definition of urban
legends appears in the long first section (“The Life of Legends,” pp. 3—
92) in Bill Ellis’s 2001 book Aliens, Ghosts, and Cults: Legends We
Live. Beginning with the recognition that the contemporary legend is
“an emergent form best understood as a folk process, not a static form,”
Ellis closely examines legends as narratives, as traditions, in terms of their
contemporaneity, and through the lens of the recent interest in mem-
etics. Replete with examples of actual legend performances, and but-
tressed by a thorough review of the scholarly literature on the subject,
this section should be studied by anyone interested in working seriously
in the field of legend study.

After doing the reading suggested in the paragraphs above, the scholar
in search of an adequate definition of “legend” next needs to study the
even longer disscussion by Elliott Oring published in 2008. Adapting
the rhetorical language of Aristotle’s Poetics, Oring closely applies to a
large body of legend texts—many of them contemporary legends—some
three dozen tropes of legend rhetoric under the headings Ethos (“matters
concerning the narrator that bear upon the credibility of the account”),
Logos (“the argument of the narratives and their attendant commenta-
ries”), and Pathos (“the dispositions of the audience”). Concluding that
a legend might be defined as “a narrative performance that invokes a
rhetoric of truth,” Oring posits that such a definition” would shift the
assessment of legends from matters of belief to the performance of
truth.” The argument—Dbarely sketched out here—is complex and
abstract, the style in Oring’s presentation is so lucid, and the examples
so numerous and convincing, that this technical academic essay surely
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will have a major influence on the concept of “legendry” both among
scholars and even casual readers of folklore studies.

See also Anti Legend; Belief Legend; Classifying Urban Legends;
Contemporary Legend; Emergent and Ephemeral Legends; Folklore;
Folktale; Joke; Linguistic Approach; Memetics; Myth; Proto-Legend;
Rumor; Scary Stories; Supernaturalism in Urban Legends; True Urban
Legends; Urban Belief Tale; Urban Myth

References: Brunvand, “Legends and Anecdotes,” ch. 9 in The Study of
American Folklore (1998), 196-228; Hand, American Folk Legend (1971),
“Legend: Definition,” in Bennett and Smith, The Questing Beast (1989),
27-101 [four essays by different scholars]; Linda Dégh, “Are Sectarian
Miracle Stories Contemporary American Folk Legends? A Preliminary
Consideration,” in Lutz Réhrich and Sabine Wienker-Piepho, eds.,
Storytelling in Contemporary Societies (Tiibingen, Germany: Gunter Narr
Verlag, 1990), 71-89; Paul Smith, “Definitional Characteristics of the
Contemporary Legend,” FOAFtale News 44 (May 1999), 5-8; Timothy R.
Tangherlini, “ Tt Happened Not Too Far from Here ...: A Survey of
Legend Theory and Characterization,” Western Folklore 49 (1990),
371-390; Tangherlini, “Legend,” in Brunvand, American Folklore: An
Encyclopedia (1996), 437-439; Gary Alan Fine, “The Third Force in
American Folklore: Folk Narratives and Social Structures,” in Bennett and
Smith, Reader (1996), 311-324 (originally published in 1988); Donna
Wyckoff, “*Now Everything Makes Sense!l’ Complicating the
Contemporary Legend Picture,” in Bennett and Smith, Reader (1996),
363-380; Ellis, “Roots of ‘Perspectives on Contemporary Legend’ ” (2007);
Elliott Oring, “Legendry and the Rhetoric of Truth,” Journal of American
Folklore 121 (2008), 127-166; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, xvi-xviii.

Denmavk

Danish folklorists have collected a number of urban legends from their
country, publishing them mostly in their own language. An exception is a
short discussion of “The Unzipped Fly” that included a text from
Copenhagen in an English translation sent by Carsten Bergenhgj to
FOAFtale News (no. 24, 1991). Other modern migratory legends (vandre-
historier) reported from Denmark include “The Runaway Grandmother,”
“The Kidney Heist,” and the one about immigrants stealing people’s pets
and eating them, in one variant of which the dog has been shaved for
butchering before it is rescued. A good example of the latter theme from
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a text found in a Danish folklore archive is given in both Danish and
English by UCLA folklorist Timothy R. Tangherlini. His translation:

I heard the story of the dog which was stolen and eaten by Turks about four
years ago. It was in a circle of reasonable people, but the teller knew the
people it happened to. These people took a walk with their dachshund
when all of a sudden a couple of Turks snatched the leash out of their hands
and disappeared with the dog. When the police found the culprits, dinner
was just finished. The entire family of Turks sat around the table and only

the gnawed bones were left.

Recent Danish oral tradition also includes two versions of stories based
on “The Baby Lure” motif that incorporate “The Severed Fingers” story.
Again, from Tangherlini’s report:

One dark, late night, with fog, a lady who had helped with house work—or
was that a nurseP—is on her way home from a farm in the middle of
nowhere. She drives slowly, because the visibility is bad. All of a sudden,
she thinks that she hears a child crying. She stops the car and goes out into
the dense fog to look in the direction of the sound. At once she feels inse-
cure, and she hurries back to the car, jumps in, and starts and drives as
quickly as possible home. When she gets home and opens the car door,
she sees that the four outermost extremities [i.e., four fingers] of a hand
are caught in the door!

In the second Danish version the victim is “a young nurse in Arhus” who
stops when she sees “a bundle lying in the middle of the road” that appears
to be a baby wrapped in a blanket. The nurse, too, senses danger and
escapes the would-be attacker by driving quickly away, later finding “a
bloody finger caught in the door.”

In 1998, author and university professor Robert Zola Christensen pub-
lished his collection titled Det dgde barn I hoppegyngen: Moderne danske
vandrehistorier (The Dead Child in the Swing: Modern Danish
Migratory Legends). The title story is the legend “Baby’s Stuck at
Home Alone,” and the titles of several chapters confirm the presence of
other international legends and legend themes, such as “Dgde katte og
andre dyr” (“Dead Cats and Other Animals”), “Gys og gru” (“Shudders
and Horror”), “Mikrobglgeovne og moderne teknik:” (“Microwave Ovens
and Modern Technology”), and “Sex og skandaler” (which needs no
translation). Among other Danish variations of international urban
legends are “The Philanderer’s Porsche” (sold for a mere 250 kroner),
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“The Shoplifter and the Frozen Food,” “Old Versus Young,” and the fol-
lowing interesting variation of “The Roommate’s Death” (my translation):

Two Danish girls were working in a hotel in England where they shared a
room. One evening one of the girls went out on the town while the other
stayed home and went to bed early. The first gir] took off, but soon realized
that she had forgotten her purse. She came back to their room, but—not
wanting to awaken her roommate—opened the door just a bit, reached
in, and got her purse which was lying on a dresser just inside the door.

After she had been out for a while, she returned to their room and found
that a police car was just outside the building where they lived. She ran up
to their room and found that her roommate had been raped and murdered.
Out in the entrance to the room, on a mirror, was written in lipstick “Be
glad that you did not turn on the light or you would have been dead your-
self.” (Du skal vaere glad for, at du ikke taendte lyset, for ellers var du
ogsd blevet draebt.)

So the killer had been there when she came back for her purse.

In 2001, Robert Zola Christensen and his colleague Henrik Lassen
published a small collection titled Havestols piloten: Vandrehistorier om
det bizarre, det makabre og de saftige (The Lawn Chair Pilot: Migratory
Legends of the Bizarre, the Macabre, and the Juicy). This collection draws
heavily from international tradition, taking many of its examples from the
Internet, but still including some Danish texts.

There are a few further examples of Danish urban legends available in
English translations in Reimund Kvideland and Henning K. Sehmsdorf’s
book Scandinavian Folk Belief and Legend, including yet another version
of “The Severed Finger” as told by Danish folklorist Bengt Holbek while
visiting a Swedish archive:

I heard this story from the wife of a lawyer. She had heard the story from an
acquaintance who worked at the police station in Hgrsholm.

A woman was driving on Hgrsholm Road (now Helsinggr Road), on her
way home from Copenhagen. When she got to an area where there are not
many houses, a gang of motorcyclists drove up behind her. Her car was
small and not very fast. The motorcyclists passed her and tried to push
her to the side of the road. They were trying to get her to stop, and she
knew they would probably rape her. Just to scare her, one of them drove
right up to her slowing car and struck the windshield with a chain, knocking
ahole in it. Of course, she was terrified, but she pushed the gas pedal to the

floor and drove away from the motorcyclists. To her surprise they did not
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follow her. She drove to the nearest police station to report what had hap-
pened. There she realized that the chain was tangled in the windshield, and
two of the motorcyclist’s fingers were stuck to one end of it.

See also “The Eaten Ticket”; “National Gang Week”; Norway; Sweden

References: Reimund Kvideland and Henning K. Sehmsdorf, eds.,
Scandinavian Folk Belief and Legend (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), 381-382; Too Good, 142143 (“The Unzipped Fly”); Timothy
R. Tangherlini, “From Trolls to Turks: Continuity and Change in Danish
Legend Tradition,” Scandinavian Studies 67 (1995), 32-62.

Dcn‘kal Deal(h

When a patient dies in the chair, supposedly the dentist will carry the
corpse to the restroom, leaving him to be discovered. This happens some-
times when a dentist has two treatment rooms and tries to work on
patients alternately in both chairs at once. One time, supposedly, a den-
tist had his “corpse” come walking back in, since the trip downstairs to
the restroom had applied a sort of accidental CPR that revived the
patient, who was only deeply sedated.

Such stories stem from people’s dread of dental work and distrust of
dentists, but they are completely impossible, not only because of medical
ethics but also because a dental assistant, receptionist, or another patient
would surely observe the crime or a relative would know where the per-
son was going that day. Besides, if such were a general practice, sooner
or later a guilty dentist would be caught, leading to massive publicity.
An elderly dentist named Joe Ono (true!) in Salt Lake City once assured
me that it was a standard joke when he went to dental school that if a
patient should die in your chair you should carry the corpse to the rest-
room and leave it there.

References: Curses!, 68—69; Too Good, 207.

DC‘DQV’{T"\CV\{' é{'ore Znakes

See “The Snake in the Store”
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A handsome stranger, often dressed all in black, enters a dance hall and

sweeps all the young women off their feet. He dances on and on with
partner after partner, until late into the night. Then one of the women
notices that he has chicken feet (or cloven hoofs, or a tail, etc.). She
screams “The Devil!” and the stranger rushes out in a cloud of sulfurous

smoke and gallops away on his fiery black stallion. He may leave burn

marks on the floor or even scars on his last dancing partner.

This is an old and widely distributed supernatural legend with proto-
types in European folklore. In the New World, it is especially popular
among French Canadians, French-speaking Louisianans, and particularly
Mexicans and Mexican Americans. An older form of the legend in which
several Mexican men go to a dance, following the sound of “faraway

music,” only to discover that they had come upon a witches’ ball where

“the women had chicken feet, and all the men had hooves instead of

feet.” The men beat a hasty retreat, and “For a long time afterward they

did not go out at night.”

Modernizations of the story have the devil appear at a bar or disco-
theque or even a casino (particularly at one run by Native Americans)

and to arrive and depart in a flashy car.

In a chapter about his fieldwork conducted in South Texas from 1979 to
1981, folklorist José Limén provides a vivid account of pursuing the legend

as told especially by young Mexican American women, one of whom
assured him “Don’t worry about the devil, he only appears to women”
[“nomas se la aparece a las mujeres.”]. These informants described the
dancing devil they had heard about as being “real cute,” with big shoulders,
dressed in elegant clothes, and “blond, like Robert Redford” [who actually
has red hair which, however, might be called “strawberry blond”]. Another
South Texas folklorist, Mark Glazer, in a 1984 essay, reported that by that
time he had collected 83 dancing devil stories, 58 of which were modern-

ized to place the devil in a disco rather than a traditional dance hall.

Modern versions of the story retain some ancient devil lore, such as how
the devil is recognized, but an equally typical older legend, “The Devil at
the Card Party,” has not turned into an urban legend. It is possible, how-
ever, that the card-party legend had some role in the development of
the dance-hall story, since both may describe the devil’s cloven hoof as a

recognition motif (Motif G303.4.5.3.1, Devil detected by his hoofs).
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See also Mexico; Saudi Arabia

References: William A. Owens, “Trailing the Devil in Louisiana,”
Southwest Review 42 (1957), 144-148; Américo Paredes, ed., Folktales of
Mexico (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), “Horse’s Hooves and
Chicken Feet” (collected in 1948), 25-26; Mark Glazer, “Continuity and
Change in Legendry: Two Mexican-American Examples,” in Smith,
Perspectives, 1984, 108-127; Maria Herrera-Sobek, “The Devil in the
Discotheque: A Semiotic Analysis of a Contemporary Legend,” in Bennett
and Smith, Monsters with Iron Teeth (1988), 147-157; Thomas LaBorie
Burns, “On Becoming the Devil in the Dance Hall: or The Perils of
Narrative,” FOAFtale News 25 (March 1992), 1-2 (example from Brazil);
José Limén, Dancing with the Devil: Society and Cultural Poetics in
Mexican-American South Texas (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1994), ch. 9, “The Devil Dances,” 168-186; Too Good, 247-250; Vanishing
Hitchhiker, 180-181; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 279-283.

"Dia] 4 {or Help”

The emergency telephone number should be publicized as “nine-one-
one,” not “nine-eleven,” because one time someone was unable to place
a 911 call because he or she could not find the 11 button on the tele-
phone. It’s supposedly an easy mistake to make under the pressure of a
life-or-death situation.

This notion has circulated as a serious warning as well as a joke and
shows up periodically in newspaper advice columns and on radio talk
shows. Some tellers include a detailed account of exactly what the emer-
gency was and the dire consequences that ensued because of the
misunderstanding.

Not only has the 911 problem never been authenticated as an actual inci-
dent, but there was a “Little Moron” joke of the 1940s that centered on the
same sort of dialing mistake. When nine-eleven was chosen for the emer-
gency dialing code, perhaps it was inevitable that the old joke would spawn
anew urban legend. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the
numbers 911 took on a new and more sinister connotation.

See also “The Curse of 9/11”

References: Baby Train, 42-43; Choking Doberman, 208-209; Too Good,
333-334.
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“-Ding—-bong, DiY\V\CY BC””

See “Come and Get It!”

Disaster Pumovs and
Q%o\rieé

Rumors, legends, personal experience stories, jokes, and other oral lore
are often triggered by natural disasters (earthquakes, floods, hurricanes,
volcanic eruptions, blizzards, etc.) as well as disasters caused by human
actions (riots, wars, toxic spills, nuclear reactor failures, crashes, terrorist
attacks, etc.). These folkloric traditions circulate among the direct victims
and witnesses of such events as well as among outsiders who are fasci-
nated and horrified by the damage and its human toll.

Typical earthquake lore includes personal experience stories, claims
about supernatural predictions of quakes, conflicting reports of a quake’s
severity, talk of conspiracies to suppress the extent of quake damage,
miraculous-rescue stories, rumors of unpaid insurance claims, and
accounts of bizarre behavior during and following the event. A good
example of an urban legend developing after a recent earthquake is the
one about a car thief who was crushed while escaping during the
Northern California earthquake of October 17, 1989.

Hurricane Andrew, which struck South Florida in August 1992,
spawned a series of rumors and legends typical of such disasters. Those
reported fell into four main themes. “Miraculous Protection” stories
claimed holy intervention in sparing some people and property from
destruction. Rumors of “Uncounted Corpses” claimed a government
cover-up of the actual numbers of victims and described secret disposal
of bodies at sea using submarines. Stories of “Wild Beasts and AIDS”
described the supposed escape of AIDS-infected monkeys from a medi-
cal research lab. And “Hurricane Babies” were the supposed result of a
“Baby-Train” type of human behavior during the days without power.

The horrendous toll that Hurricane Katrina took of southern American
lives and property in the summer of 2005 spawned a veritable flood of
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rumors and legends. David Remnick’s essay in The New Yorker in early
October reported widespread claims in New Orleans that “the
government” (whether federal, state, or local) had deliberately breached
the levees to direct flood waters away from property owned by the weal-
thy to inundate the poorer neighborhoods. As one resident told Remnick,
“This was a premeditated disaster. They flooded the city. It happened on
a pretty, sunshiny day, two days of rising water. You tell me: where the
rich people at?” Four years earlier in France when rivers were rising at
alarming rates, a similar rumor circulated, as reported by Véronique
Campion-Vincent. One source claimed (in her translation), that
“‘Someone’ [had] deviated the water of the Seine toward the river
Somme so as to protect the capital which was going to welcome the
Selection Committee of the Olympic Games.”

Following the disastrous earthquake in Haiti in January 2010, an old
rumor/legend was revived of a pact made with the devil by early founders
of Haiti leading to a “curse” upon the country. The quake also “by chance
evoked [a] completely forgotten legend of Polish descendants in Haiti,”
as a Polish folklorist discovered. Shortly after the Haitian quake rumors
(possibly spread by a prankster as a hoax) circulated in Ghana about a
similar disaster striking that country, and online comments reported fur-
ther earthquake rumors in other countries, a situation described by the
folklorist as “the legend that sleeps silently perhaps to wake up one day
in some distant place.”

Spring 2011 was a period of extreme flooding throughout the
American Midwest and South and a series of tornadoes that swept across
the region, causing great losses of life and property. Tuscaloosa, Alabama,
was hard hit by a tornado that struck on April 27, after which—true to
form—a number of alarming rumors immediately began to circulate.
The Tuscaloosa News set up a rumor-blog to evaluate the stories that
were flying around. Among the false stories that the newspaper
debunked were those claiming that deaths far exceeded the official body
count, that corpses were stacked up in makeshift morgues, that the entire
University of Alabama had been leveled, that bodies had been found on
top of shopping malls or in landfills, that bodies of several children were
found in the ruins of a Chuck E. Cheese restaurant where people were
gathered for a birthday party, that several bodies were revealed when a
local lake was drained, and that a child who took shelter in a refrigerator
had been found alive days later. Tuscaloosa News writer Mark Hughes
Cobb wrote an article for the May 15th edition of the paper showing
how Facebook and other social media had kept such rumors circulating,
even after they had been thoroughly investigated and proven to be false
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(“Rumors, Tall Tales Spread Rapidly in Wake of Devastating Tornado”).
On May 18, the News editorialized urging citizens to stop spreading
rumors. Unfortunately, the June issue of Sports Illustrated, in an article
on former University of Alabama football stars returning home to help
with relief efforts, one false rumor was repeated: “three bodies lay on
the mall’s roof, thrown there by the storm.”

About a month later when an even more devastating tornado hit Joplin,
Missouri, similar rumors spread, also largely via social networking sites. A
typical post began, “A friend of mine has a cousin whose little boy was
sucked out of the house through a window. All they found, so far, is his
little T-shirt and pants wet and sticking to a telephone pole.” A persistent
message often forwarded as e-mail stated that Children’s Mercy Hospital
in Kansas City had a number of unidentified injured children from the
disaster waiting to be identified. Even after hospital officials repeatedly
denied the claim, the rumor continued to circulate, encouraged by the
typical tagline on e-mails “PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE KEEP THIS
GOING!”

See also “Blackout Babies”; “Car Stolen during Earthquake”; “The Curse
of 9/117; “The Grateful Terrorist”; Japan; Military Legends; Terrorist
Rumors and Legends
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on September 28, 1994,” Fabula 39 (1998), 209-218; David Remnick,
“High Water: How Presidents and Citizens React to Disaster,” The New
Yorker (October 3, 2005), 48-57; Véronique Campion-Vincent, “From
Evil Others to Evil Elites: A Dominant Pattern in Conspiracy Theories
Today,” in Fine et al., Rumor Mills, 103-122; Larisa Fialkova,
“Chornobyl’s [sic] Folklore: Vernacular Commentary on Nuclear
Disaster,” Journal of Folklore Research 38 (2001), 181-204; The “Katrina
Issue” of Southern Cultures (Summer 2008); Violetta Krawczyk-
Wasilewska, “The Haiti Legend Revisited: Earthquake, Devil’s Pact,
Polone Nwa, Hoax and Online Comments,” FOAFtale News 77
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“The Dishonest Note”

A driver returns to his parked car to find it damaged from a collision with
another car leaving the lot. A note placed under the windshield wiper
reads, “The people watching me think I am leaving my name and address,
but I am not.”

“The Dishonest Note” has been repeated as a story since the 1960s
both orally and in newspaper columns, but it has also actually happened
a number of times, as attested by both victims and perpetrators who have
come forward. Some tellers expand on the details, describing a crowd of
people watching the guilty party write the note; but nobody ever seems
to have taken down his license-plate number.

In a column published on Sept. 22, 1963, the San Francisco Chronicle’s
popular columnist Herb Caen printed a local version of the story followed
by this one he found “last week” in the London Daily Mirror:

A chap I know returned to his parked car to find that somebody had bashed
his wing in. There was a note clipped under the windscreen-wiper. It read:
“Some people saw me back into your car and they are now watching me
write this note to you. They think that I am giving you my name and
address. They are wrong.”

In a 1973 book of “Andy Capp” cartoons, the English lowlife character
Andy is shown riding his bike while slightly tipsy (indicated by a loud “hic”
coming from him as well as his large ruddy nose). In the second panel,
Andy has run into something, revealed in panel number three to be a
car, now with a broken window. The last panel shows the note Andy
leaves behind:

Dear Sir

I've just smashed into your car. The people who saw it are watching me.
They think I'm writing down my name and address to stick under your
windscreen wiper . .. TWITS!

See also “The Rattle in the Cadillac”

References: Curses!, 118-120; Too Good, 330-331; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, 13-14.
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Disse\rjmjdon Legends

The importance of a doctoral dissertation in an academic career and the
stresses involved in writing an acceptable dissertation have given rise to
a number of legends. They are based on such very real possibilities as
deliberate plagiarism, inadvertently duplicating work done by others, lost
or corrupted data needed for the dissertation, whimsical objections to the
dissertation topic by the approval committee, and (most common of all)
loss of the final sole copy of the dissertation itself.

What distinguishes legend from reality here is that the apocryphal
stories have anonymous generic characters (e.g., a graduate student in
a California college) and the crisis in the legends always occurs after
many years of hard work and cannot by any means be overcome.
Another legendary trait, of course, is that variations of the same stories
are told in many different parts of the country and, indeed, around the
world.

Plagiarism stories usually involve a graduate student stealing from an
obscure source, only to have one of his committee members happen to
be acquainted with the same work. Lost-data stories are typical of scien-
tific topics where carefully designed experiments may go awry because
of something as simple as a power outage or someone opening the wrong
door or window, exposing the controlled laboratory atmosphere to out-
side air or light.

The single existing complete copies of dissertations were supposedly
lost, in earlier legends, as a result of fires, floods, thefts, or even by such
simple means as blowing page by page off the backseat of the student’s
convertible as he drove to campus to deliver the work to his adviser.
Although such disasters are certainly possible, the stories fail to identify
the supposed victims, and they ignore the institutional requirements for
multiple copies as well as the prudent student’s understanding of the
necessity of making backups.

Recent versions of dissertation legends describe the demoralizing loss
as the result of a computer crash, naturally (ignoring standard computer
procedure) without a backup of any kind. Although outlines, proposals,
drafts, chapters, or subsections of works are truly lost when computers
fail or, more often, when users make irreversible errors, the possibility
of someone risking an entire dissertation in a single computer copy seems
unlikely. The implications of the legends, perhaps, are that anyone this
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“The Dog in the High-Rise”

foolish probably does not deserve a doctorate anyway, and also that quali-
fying for an advanced degree is no guarantee of common sense.

References: Baby Train, 322-324.

“The Dog N J(he Hig\r)—?lise"

A man comes to pick up his date, who lives in an apartment in a high-rise.
While she is getting ready in another room, he tosses a ball for her dog to
fetch. On the third throw, the ball bounces out the open door, onto the
balcony, and over the railing into the street far below. The dog jumps
after the ball.

Writer Truman Capote told this story frequently in lectures, on talk
shows, and to interviewers, with variations, either as a personal experience
or as a true incident about a model, her blind date, and her Great Dane.
Other versions, usually about smaller breeds of dogs, also circulate.
Another author who liked to tell this story was Australian-born novelist
and playwright Sumner Locke Elliott (1917-1991). A short version titled
“Fetch” appeared in Boy’s Life magazine in January 1975 and was
reprinted in an anthology used as a school reader. Similar to “The
Crushed Dog,” this legend describes a pet’s unfortunate death as a result
of a nervous visitor’s faux pas. The plot has been used in at least two TV
productions, one a sitcom episode and the other a beer commercial.

In his “Beat the Devil”
column in The Nation
(250:16, April 23, 1990, p.
550), Alexander Cockburn
alluded to “The Dog in the
High-Rise” as a metaphor
for the performance of
President Reagan giving tes-
timony during the Iran-
Contra investigation:

It’s hard to read a news-
paper without being
reminded of that maca-

bre urban legend about
the fellow picking up his
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girlfriend at her penthouse apartment. She shouts from the bathroom for
him to wait in the living room. Idly he throws a ball to her frisky dog. One
last time he tosses it, a shade too strongly. It bounces through the balcony
door and up over the railings followed by the eager retriever.

You’d think by now, after almost a decade, the press would have learned
not to be fooled by Ronald Reagan. But no. He had only to toss the ball.

Cockburn characterized the president’s performance as that of “a
smart old actor effortlessly bamboozling the lawyers and the news-
hounds.” He concluded his critique “Out the window sailed the ball,
and after it plummeted the dogs.”

References: Choking Doberman, 96-97; Too Good, 60-61 (a Truman
Capote version published in 1985).

"Dog's Co\rPse =3 Sj(olen”

A large dog—the pet of a woman living in a New York City apartment—
dies. A call to the humane society or other agency reveals that she must
deliver the body to them for burial, so she puts her dead dog into a large
suitcase or trunk and heads for the nearest subway station. A stranger
offers to help her boost the heavy case over the turnstile, but when she
gets inside and turns to receive the load, the man keeps the suitcase
and runs up the stairs to the street.

This incident was reported, tongue in cheek, with varying details
in 1987 and 1988 by columnists for two New York newspapers who
attributed it only to hearsay. One version said the dog was a Great
Dane, the other a German shepherd. The initial problem in the story of
dead-pet disposal, followed by the unwitting theft of the corpse, marks
this as a likely transformation of the much older “The Dead Cat in the
Package.”

Proof that the dog story continues to circulate orally came in
August 2010 when a Michigan woman on a kayaking outing on Hebgen
Lake near Yellowstone Park told a version she had heard from a friend
of a friend to her fellow paddlers. Another tourist in the group had men-
tioned that her old pet dog was in failing health and might pass away
during her vacation. This reminded the storyteller of a woman she had
heard about in New York City who was pet-sitting with a friend’s quite
large old dog. The dog died, and she arranged to deliver the body to the
humane society, where it could be cremated. She put the dog’s body in
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a large suitcase, and she struggled to get it to a bus stop, where a kindly
stranger offered to hand the case up to her after she had boarded.
Instead, he ran off with the suitcase.

“Wow, that was karma for sure,” commented one listener, and they all
chuckled at the thought of how the thief would react when he opened the
suitcase. One folkloristically aware listener (my wife Judy) held her
tongue, but later reported the story to me, and I eagerly tracked down
the narrator, listened to her repeat the story, and gently informed her
that it was a well-known urban legend.

References: Mexican Pet, 32-33; Too Good, 63—65.

“The Dog's Dinney”’

A couple traveling in the Far East with their toy poodle are dining in a
Chinese restaurant where nobody speaks English. They want to get a
meal for their pet, so they use sign language—pointing to the dog, then
to their mouths. The waiter nods, smiles, and scoops up the little dog
and carries it off to the kitchen. Later they are served from a large
covered dish, inside of which they find their pet dog roasted and
garnished with pepper sauce and bamboo shoots.

This story circulated as a news item about a Swiss couple in Hong Kong
in 1971 and was widely reprinted. The story is a favorite of newspaper
columnists, and it has been integrated into several works of fiction and
films. Oral versions have circulated internationally since the late 1930s,
sometimes with the dog identified as a Chihuahua and the waiter explain-
ing, “Your dog was dish number eight.” “The Dog’s Dinner” is sometimes
told as a story about deaf travelers trying to make themselves understood
in an ethnic restaurant by means of sign language.

“The Dog’s Dinner” reveals both uneasiness about travel in a country
where one cannot speak the language, as well as the common fantasy that
Asians include dog meat as a regular part of their cuisine. Among the dis-
crepancies in the story is the fact that most countries require a quarantine
period before pets may be brought in, so that casual vacation travel with
one’s pet is an unlikely situation.

See also “The Eaten Pets”
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References: Choking Doberman, 95-96; Too Good, 53-54; Bennett and
Smith, Urban Legends, 160-161; Fine and Ellis, Global Grapevine, 130-131.

“The Doll%?aﬁon DiG{" '

In 1981, the story spread orally and by means of photocopies that Dolly
Parton had lost weight following a strict diet that consisted of essentially
all you wanted to eat of one food each day, plus servings of “T. ].’s
Miracle Soup.” Numerous people, mainly in the Midwest, followed the
diet, some claimed with great success. None reported any enlargement
of bust size, a stated hope of some women who had tried the diet.

Some copies of this diet were titled “The Hollywood Diet” or claimed
that it had been developed by “Sacred Heart Hospital-Spokane.” A
parody called “The Stress Diet” was circulating at about the same time;
this one began each day with a light breakfast, then progressed through
the day with more and more cookies, pizza, beer, and snacks. The parody
also included a list of “Diet Tips” such as, “If no one sees you eat it, it has
no calories” and “Snacks consumed in a movie don’t count.”

Ricki Fulman’s investigative article on this story in the New York News
is a case study in debunking an oral tradition by means of following up on
each person’s stated source. Fulman’s search found no verification for the
story, only a chain of friends of friends, and she concluded that “after
interrogating close to 50 persons about this, enough is enough.”

References: Mexican Pet, 186-190.

“Don't Mess with Texas”

In 1987, the State Highway Department of Texas began an antilittering
campaign that was promoted by the slogan “Don’t Mess with Texas” used
in advertisements, bumper stickers, T-shirts, refrigerator magnets, and
the like. Supposedly, when a Texas businessman sought backing for a new
venture from a New York City bank, he was turned down. Asking why,
the Texan was shown “Don’t Mess with Texas™ stickers posted in the bank’s
offices, a reference to falling oil prices that had hurt the Texas economy.
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Unable to verify the story, Texas Monthly magazine suggested,
“Perhaps it’s just the latest urban legend.”

References: Mexican Pet, 265-266.

“The Dormi{ov% gur‘:\rise”

Here’s how I summarized this campus story, sometimes called simply
“The Surprise,” as I remembered it from Michigan State University in
the mid-1950s:

Forgetting that it was visitor’s day, one resident of a men’s dorm went down
the hall to the shower leaving his two roommates chatting in the room.
Coming back, wearing only a towel, the freshly showered man heard voices
coming from the room and assumed it was his roommates still chatting.

He decided to make a dramatic entrance. He whipped the towel off,
held his penis in one hand, kicked the door open, and jumped in yelling
“Bang bang, you're all dead!”

The voices he’d heard, however, were those of his mother, father, and
hometown girlfriend who had just arrived to visit him. (Baby Train, p. 305)

Widely told, but never by eyewitnesses, on countless American college
campuses from the 1950s to the present, this is a typical caught-in-the-
nude legend. The campus setting is appropriate because for many stu-
dents it is their first experience at living away from the restraints of home
and family for any extended period. Both parents” and students’ concerns
about dormitory living are reflected in the legend. Another theme is stu-
dents’ propensity to sometimes play crude pranks.

Variations of the story involving a young woman returning from the
shower wearing only a towel may describe her wrapping the towel around
her head so that nobody can recognize her. A male counterpart version
with this detail has the young man wrap the towel around his head like
a turban before making his grand entry, penis in hand and shouting in a
faked foreign accent.

All stories of nudity in campus housing seem to have been more
common before the days of coed dormitories, despite the fact that such
confrontations would seem more likely in the present. Perhaps students
have become more liberal or are simply jaded by the constant presence
of the opposite sex in the same living unit.
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References: Baby Train, 305-307; Mexican Pet, 201; Too Good,
430-431.

“The Double Thel{”

A thief steals one item as a preliminary to stealing further and more valu-
able items. There are two typical scenarios:

The first is that a woman’s purse is stolen by someone reaching under
the partition between stalls in the restroom of a large department store.
The woman reports the theft to the store management and goes home.
Later she receives a telephone call from someone saying that the store
has found her purse. But when she returns, nobody at the store has made
such a call, and she finds that her home was burglarized in her absence by
someone using the keys taken from her purse to gain entry.

The second version describes someone’s car being stolen, but it is
returned the next day with a note of thanks saying that the thief needed
transportation for an emergency. Two tickets to a popular show are
enclosed. When the car owners return from the theater, they find that
their home was burglarized while they were out. This version is the basis
of a short story by Colin Dexter, “Neighbourhood Watch,” found in
Morse’s Greatest Mystery and Other Stories (New York: Crown, 1993),
pp- 101-114.

Both versions of “The Double Theft” have had wide international dis-
tribution (from Scandinavia to Australia) at least since the early 1970s.
In each country, the story is localized with names of specific department
stores and of particular theaters or performances. In the United States,
often it is just the car’s battery, or even something as minor as a barbecue
grill, that is stolen. The tickets sent to the victims may be for ballet or
opera performances at one end of the cultural scale or for hockey games
or rock concerts at the other end. A Dutch version of the car story, for
example, specifies that the tickets were for a performance of La
Traviata. In a Dutch variant of the stolen-purse story, a woman gets a
call, supposedly from the police, saying that her purse containing her
credit card had been found. When she shows up at the police station to
recover it, the police know nothing about either the purse or the call,
and the woman returns home to find the place burglarized.

Although criminals may actually sometimes use similar ploys to gain
access to a home or to assure the owners” absence, the schemes outlined
in “The Double Theft” are more elaborate and risky than necessary.
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“The Double Whammy”

There are simpler ways to burglarize a home safely without securing
expensive tickets or setting up tricky scams.

See also “The Robber Who Was Hurt”

References: Choking Doberman, 193-194; Too Good, 308-309; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 10-11, 35-37; Meder, The Flying Dutchman,
151, 162.

“The Double Whammy”

An Australian automotive accident legend similar to “The Body on the
Car” in that a creature is struck and killed, then (sometimes) later found
embedded on the grill of the car. As told beginning in the 1990s, an
Aussie motorist runs over an animal, usually a cat. He stops and discovers
the creature lying comatose on the roadside and decides to put the poor
thing out of its misery; he either wrings the animal’s neck or dispatches
it with a tire iron, shovel, fence picket, or the like. In some versions, a
woman rushes from a nearby house to protest his action, and they find
the actual dead pet stuck to the car’s grill. In other versions, the man
drives home, and his wife finds the feline victim embedded on the grill.

References: Seal, Cane Toad High, 54-55; Scott, Pelicans & Chihuahuas,
84-87; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, T5-76.

Do Ljou Ynow who | AM¢”

A college student writes for a few minutes after time is called on an essay
examination for a large class and is told by an officious proctor or by the
instructor that his blue book will not be accepted. He will fail the course.
“Do you know who I am?” the student asks. The class is large, and the
reply is, “No, and I don’t care.” The student says “Good!” and shoves
his own examination booklet into the middle of the large pile of blue
books on the desk. (Sometimes he knocks the pile to the floor before add-
ing his own booklet to the mass.)

This is another academic legend about examinations, similar to “Define
Courage,” “The One-Word Exam Question,” and “The Second Blue
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Book” in that the clever student outwits the demanding instructor. In
some versions, the instructor accuses the student of cheating on the test
but still does not know that student’s name. The theme of the unknown
student also appears in “The Bird-Foot Exam,” while the general Do
you know me? theme occurs in stories with nonacademic settings, includ-
ing a popular military story in which a private accidentally insults a
general on the telephone, then asks “Do you know who I am?” (“No, I
don’t but ... ”); then the private hangs up.

References: Curses!, 275-276; Mexican Pet, 198—199; Too Good,
443-444; Duncan and Harris, Laugh without Guilt, 91-92.

“The Dveam \Ma\ming”

See “The Phantom Coachman”; “Room for One More”

“D\ru%ed and Seduced”

Here is a composite summary of the legend from the 1973 article cited
below:

A young college girl, usually a freshman, goes on a blind date with a frater-
nity boy to a party at his fraternity house. In the course of the evening, the
boy slips a drug into the girl’s drink, which causes her to lose consciousness.
He begins to molest her, but she wakes up just in time. In some versions,
however, the girl does not regain consciousness until the next morning,
and can only realize what happened at that time. A variant form of this
legend ends with the girl’s drinking punch to which LSD had been secretly
added. In this case, she is either raped while drugged or else experiences
various unpleasant effects from the drug.

“Drugged and Seduced” was a common story circulated on college
campuses in the 1960s and 1970s, especially near the beginning of the
academic year as a warning to new students. The tellers, however, had
neither experienced the incident nor knew anyone personally who had.
In the 1990s, however, with the appearance of Rohypnol, the so-called
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Drug Horror Stories

date rape drug, the legend became reality, to some degree, as a number
of actual cases of date rape facilitated by the drug occurred. A similar
story describes a dentist taking advantage of female patients while they
are under anesthesia for treatment.

See also “The Gay Roommate”

References: Choking Doberman, 133; Andrea Greenberg, “Drugged and
Seduced: A Contemporary Legend,” New York Folklore Quarterly 29
(1973), 131-158.

Dvug Hovvovr éj(o\ries

Rumors and stories grossly exaggerate the dangerous effects of drugs,
particularly LSD and PCP (known on the street as “angel dust”). The
most common “mythic tale,” as one investigator has labeled them, is that
a group of college students in the 1960s, high on LSD, stared directly into
the sun until they lost their eyesight. A similar story claims that people
high on PCP have plucked out their own eyes. Other violent self-
destructive behavior supposedly typical of crazed drug users includes
jumping off roofs and extracting their own teeth; some addicts allegedly
gained enough strength when high on drugs to tear themselves free from
locked handcuffs. Stories of users cooking babies or of smugglers using an
infant’s hollowed-out corpse to smuggle drugs are also part of the drug
horror story tradition.

As bad as drug addiction and drug crimes are in today’s world, none of
the above stories is literally true. Still, they are sometimes repeated by
antidrug groups and even by police authorities as dire warnings against
the evils of drug use.

Irish folklorist Peter McGuire reported in an e-mail that “A friend told
me a story about a guy on LSD who captures a ‘goblin’ or perhaps a “troll’
which turns out to be a little boy with Down’s Syndrome.” This seems to
combine a traditional Irish (or Scandinavian) legend theme with a
modern drug horror story.

See also “The Baby-Roast”; “Pharm Parties;” “The Stuffed Baby”

References: Richard M. Dorson, America in Legend (New York:
Pantheon, 1973), 260-303 (“Druglore”); Baby Train, 109-112; Be Afraid,
212-216.
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A D\ru?)—ému?ﬂlir\g Lc?)end

See “The Stuffed Baby”

Dul(ch Uvban cher\dé

See Holland
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Earj(hquake <tovies

See “Car Stolen during Earthquake”; Disaster Rumors and Stories

Eamig S%o\rieé

The earwig got its name from an ancient folk belief claiming that this
insect likes to enter the human ear and then bore its way deep into the
head. The idea was probably strengthened by the earwig’s appearance,
with a sharp, pincer-like appendage extending to the rear. However, ear-
wigs are herbivores, and they are no more likely to enter an ear than are
ants, bees, flies, or any other small insect. Even when earwigs do occa-
sionally find their way into human ears, they cannot burrow through the
skin and into the brain.

Modern urban legends about earwigs elaborate upon the theme of ear-
burrowing with accounts of a doctor supposedly extracting an earwig
from the opposite ear from its entry point and declaring it to be a female
that must have laid eggs during its transit of the brain. A further elabora-
tion of this notion is an anonymously photocopied “Earwig Alert” that
pretends to be a medical bulletin advising patients infested with earwigs

199
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“The Eaten Pets”

to take vitamins fortified with large amounts of iron and then have the
“wiglets” (or “larvalettes”) extracted with a strong electromagnet.

Earwig stories have entered popular culture in science-fiction plots
involving small voracious creatures put into the ears of enemies. There
is also a punk-rock song with the chorus “You got an earwig, crawling
toward your brain.”

References: Be Afraid, 123; Curses!, 40-43; Too Good, 187-191; Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 117-119.

The Zaten Pets”

The common folk idea in the West that some foreigners, especially
Eastern Europeans and Asians, eat cats and dogs as a regular part of their
diets has given rise to numerous rumors and legends claiming that immi-
grants are stealing our cats and dogs for their dinner tables or to serve in
ethnic restaurants. Such stories have a long history in Europe and
Australia but have emerged more recently in the United States, especially
with waves of new immigrants coming from Asia since the late 1960s.

Local police, health officials, and journalists have repeatedly investi-
gated such stories, almost always concluding that they are untrue.
Spokespersons for the targeted immigrant groups have explained that
dogs and cats are seldom eaten in their home countries and that in the
United States, with so many other kinds of meat readily available, there
is no motivation for hunting down people’s pets for food.

Besides the ethnic stereotyping evident in such stories, the actual dis-
appearance of many pets seems to lend credibility to the claim. (“If those
Asians are not eating our missing pets, then where are they disappear-
ing!?”) Often these eaten-pet rumors and legends, as well as news stories
about them, imply that even though such practices have not been docu-
mented locally, they do exist in other states, California being a leading
example to be cited.

A degree of skepticism about the stories is suggested by a sick joke that
a new Vietnamese cookbook is titled 100 Ways to Wok Your Dog.

See also Chinese Restaurants (and Other Ethnic Eateries); “The Dog’s
Dinner”

References: Baby Train, 255-258; Choking Doberman, 122-127; Mexican
Pet, 99-103; Too Good, 362—-364.
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“The Eaj(er\ ’Tickcj(' '

L~ A European legend that
appeared in the mid-eighties
in Denmark. The story was
first quoted in a Swedish col-
lection as having been
received in a 1989 letter
from Viborg, Denmark. The
story began, in the original,
“En dldre dam och en pun-
kara satt mitt emot varandra
I ett S-tdg.” (“An elderly lady
and a punker were sitting
opposite each other in an
S-train.”) The clothing, hairdo,
and loud ghetto-blaster of the
punker offended the lady,
who sounded off in a loud
voice to all of the other passengers saying what she thought of the guy. The
punker bore the criticism without replying, but when the conductor arrived
in the car to take tickets, he snatched the lady’s ticket, chewed it up,
and swallowed it. In spite of her explanation and protest, the lady had to pay
a fine of 200 crowns. After the conductor left the car, the punker pulled
out his wallet and repaid her, saying the cost was worth it just to see her
reaction.

Variations of the story soon spread to Finland, Germany, France, and
Switzerland. In 1987, the story was used in Norway as the basis for a short
film intended to urge people to buy season passes for public transporta-
tion instead of daily tickets. In 1993, short films based on the same story
were also made in Germany and Belgium.

“The Eaten Ticket” shares with urban legends like “The Elevator
Incident” and “The Packet of Biscuits” the theme of “Prejudice
Rebuked” or “Tolerance Taught.”

References: Bengt af Klintberg, Den stulna njuren (Stockholm: Norstedts,
1994),” 86-89 (Den uppitna biljetten. Includes two still shots from the
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“The Economical Car”

Norwegian film); Véronique Campion-Vincent, “Preaching Tolerance?”
Folklore 106 (1995), 21-30.

“The Economical Cav”

Someone’s new car gets phenomenal gas mileage—sometimes as much
as 1,000 miles per gallon. The driver is astounded and mentions it to
the dealer from whom he bought the car. The dealer realizes that the cus-
tomer has accidentally been sold an experimental model that the factory
was desperately trying to locate and recall. The man is given a huge cash
bonus for returning the car, or else is promised a new car annually for the
rest of his life.

Variations of “The Economical Car” have circulated at least since the
late 1940s when, supposedly, new cars would improve greatly by incor-
porating the technical advances pioneered in the recent war. The
legend resurfaces periodically with different details, especially in times
of oil crisis and high gasoline prices. The reason for the claimed miracle
mileage is usually said to be a revolutionary carburetor that the oil
companies, in a conspiracy with automobile manufacturers, are
suppressing.

Despite the complete lack of any scientific or engineering support for
such claims, the economical-car and miracle-carburetor rumors and sto-
ries continue to circulate, and some people always seem eager to pur-
chase or invest in the phantom products, even in the face of fantastic
claims, such as that the device will allow automobiles to be fueled by
water. The development of commercially viable hybrid and all-electric
cars in the early twenty-first century, to some extent, made this legend
come true.

References: Vanishing Hitchhiker, 175-178; Mexican Pet, 161-163.

Educa{’ion and Uvban Lee)er\dé

Teachers, especially in English composition classes, from middle school
through college, find urban legends to be effective subjects for class dis-
cussions, essay topics, and research projects. Whether using stories
already known to students or introducing legends from published



Education and Urban Legends 203

sources, teachers have found such material fascinating to their classes and
useful as an introduction to literary analysis, research methods, and criti-
cal thinking. Of course, specific urban legends must be selected with
some caution for the classroom, to find examples appropriate to the age
and sophistication of the students.

Gail de Vos outlined three possible general topics for classroom use:

» o«

“Studying the Functions of Contemporary Legends,” “Comparing
Variants,” and gathering “Contemporary Legends in Your School.” Her
first two topics are based on analysis of published stories, while her third
topic suggests assembling “an anthology of legends gathered in the com-
munity or at school.” Besides the educational value of such projects, de
Vos mentions that “Folklore is an inexpensive source of material for
financially strapped schools.”

Mary B. Nicolini described her approach to using urban legends in the
classroom of an Indianapolis high school showing how her seniors
“become hooked on tales of their own culture before being immersed
in literature centuries old.” Besides reading and discussing urban legends
from published collections, her students collected and analyzed stories
told by classmates, other teachers, staff members, and parents. “Teens
are skeptics; they demand proof,” Nicolini found, as her classes examined
the truth claims and improbabilities of the urban legends they collected.
They also discovered urban legends alluded to in movies, television, car-
toons, and other media. A high point of the project was on an overnight
field trip when one chaperone spontaneously “shared an amazing story
about something which had happened to ‘a friend of a woman at work.””
It turned out to be the “Spiders in the Cactus” legend. Not only did the
American students recognize this as a “new” urban legend, but an
exchange student from Martinique said the same thing had supposedly
happened to “a friend of my mother’s in France.”

A specific goal of teaching critical thinking via urban legends is the sub-
ject of the first chapter of Joseph Calabrese’s book Legends, Lore, and
Lies. Reprinting my essay on the “Lights Out!” legend along with three
other selections, Calabrese suggests such discussion and writing topics as
these:

* What details do various e-mail versions of the story present?

e What steps were taken by sources to lend the tales an official
appearance?

e Campus life revolves around academic routines familiar to any col-
lege student. What are some of these routines, and how do the
legends exploit them?
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“The Elephant That Sat on the VW”

e The “Lights Out” legend focuses on gangs. Find several more tales
that involve gangs and analyze them to determine what fears they
prey on.

References: Mary B. Nicolini, “Is There a FOAF in Your Future? Urban
Folk Legends in Room 112,” English Journal 78:8 (December 1989),
81-84; de Vos, Tales, Rumors, and Gossip, “Appendix: Classroom
Extensions,” 379-397; Joseph Calabrese, Legends, Lore, and Lies: A
Skeptic’s Stance (New York: Pearson Education, “A Longman Topics
Reader,” 2007), ch. 1, Urban Legends, 17-51.

“The ElcPhanJr hat <at on
the W”

An elephant in a circus parade, or one recently retired from a circus now
giving rides in a zoo, spots a red Volkswagen. Apparently believing it to be
the red stool on which it sat during its act, the elephant lumbers over to
the VW and sits on it, crushing the front end. Driving home in the badly
damaged car, the VW owner stops for a drink to calm his nerves, then is
pulled over by the police who ask about the damage to the car. He
explains that an elephant sat on his VW; the police breathalyze him, then
cite him for driving under the influence.

Variations of this story have been around since the early 1960s, and it
was debunked in the Volkswagen company’s periodical Small World in
1970, but it persists. The legend is well known in England, Germany,
Sweden, France, Canada, and in Australia, where it was retold in Peter
Carey’s 1981 novel Bliss (involving a red Fiat) and depicted in the 1985
film based on the novel. Bill Scott included the following version full of
specific local details in his 1985 collection of “Australian yarns™:

There was a doctor in Brisbane who bought a new Mercedes with all the
latest fittings and power operated windows. The first weekend he had it
he took his wife and children to visit the Lion Park at Beenleigh. The kids
were in the back seat, and feeding the elephant through the back window,
buns or something. They stopped feeding the elephant who then reached
through the opening to feel around for more food. One of the children pan-
icked and pushed the button to wind up the window, trapping the animal’s
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trunk. The elephant reacted by kicking the new car and denting and dam-
aging it severely.

The irate doctor cut the visit short and decided to take the children
home as punishment. About the Kingston turn-off he came to a very bad
road accident, and pulled up to see if he could give any help to the injured.
While he was busy helping, the police arrived. They eventually began to
question him as to his part in the accident. When he protested, and said
that he had simply arrived afterwards, they pointed to the damage to his
car. “How did that happen, then?” they asked.

“It was kicked by an elephant,” he replied. They then charged him with
driving under the influence, giving false information, etc.

Scott devotes several pages to Aussie variations on the elephant-car
mishap story involving Minis, Datsuns, or VWs, as well as repeating a
French version he heard involving a red Renault.

American versions are invariably localized to a particular zoo, amuse-
ment park, or circus. Sometimes the story is told to explain an insurance
claim for a badly dented small car.

References: Choking Doberman, 58-61; Too Good, 107-108; W. N. Scott,
The Long & the Short & the Tall: A Collection of Australian Yarns (Sidney:
Western Plains Publishers, 1985), 226-230; Bennett and Smith, Urban
Legends, 148-150.

Elevatov Accidents

In the 1940s, a legend circulated about a disturbing dream that warned
someone away from a fatal elevator accident. In 1959, Richard Dorson
wrote of “another macabre legend” about elevator accidents said to have
occurred in various Michigan settings. He summarized three versions he

had heard:

In]. L. Hudson’s Department Store in Detroit, a woman entered an eleva-
tor car before it had completely stopped, and was caught with her body
hanging inside the shaft and only her head visible to the passengers inside.
The body fell down the shaft twelve floors, while the head was decapitated
and rolled into the car. The hair had turned completely white from the
shock, and all the women in the car fainted. Another account places the
blame on a careless operator, who closed the doors too soon. A third party
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“The Elevator Incident”

states, “This really happened in Flint, in the building where my father
worked. And it wasn’t due to a careless operator. The cable broke and that
is why the car fell.”

These legends apparently did not survive into the later twentieth cen-
tury, perhaps because elevators have proven to be extremely safe and
because nowadays stores and shopping malls primarily use escalators to
move people between floors.

See also “The Phantom Coachman”

References: Dorson, American Folklore, 254.

The Elevator Incident”

This is one of the most durable and popular urban legends of the late
twentieth century. The modern form of the story emerged in the early
1980s, telling of a large black man with a dog on a leash entering an eleva-
tor that contained just two or three white middle-aged women. He says
“Sit!” or “Sit, lady!” and the women, thinking him a mugger, sit on the
floor. He laughingly explains that he was talking to his dog. Later they
learn that the man was baseball star Reggie Jackson.

With innumerable variations in the setting, the command, the identity
of the celebrity, and the aftermath, the legend continues to circulate
nearly two decades later both at home and abroad, although foreign ver-
sions usually set the scene in the United States. Generally the incident is
said to take place in a major resort city such as Las Vegas, Atlantic City, or
New York City. The victims are either vacationers or people from out of
town on a business or shopping trip. Sometimes they are set up for their
misunderstanding by repeated warnings to be careful in the big city.

The accidental supposed mugger in the legend has also been identified
as Lionel Richie, Wilt Chamberlain, Arsenio Hall, Larry Holmes, Mike
Tyson, O.]. Simpson, and many others, but especially in recent years
Eddie Murphy. The command may be quoted as “Hit the floor!” or
“Hit fo!” (i.e., hit the button for floor four). Following the incident, the
black celebrity may send the victims a note, money, roses, or champagne,
and/or pay their hotel bill, their restaurant bill, and so on.

The obvious racist themes in “The Elevator Incident” include the
notion that whites cannot tell black people apart or understand their
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accents. Since the white victims expect the worst from the black man on
the elevator (who is sometimes accompanied by his dog and/or body-
guards), they misinterpret the man’s words in the worst possible way.
Seemingly “excusing” this racism is the fact that the black man turns out
to be good-humored and generous. The comic persona of Eddie
Murphy in his popular films helps to fit the legend to him, although
Murphy has strongly denied that any such thing ever occurred.

Older versions of an elevator-incident legend do not involve a black
man but instead a person named Neil. When someone calls out the
name, bystanders misunderstand it as the command to “Kneel!” and
immediately obey. Victims in the Neil/kneel versions are usually intimi-
dated by someone in a position of authority or who has a “commanding”
appearance.

A scene evidently based on an “Elevator Incident” prototype appeared
in the episode of The Bob Newhart Show first broadcast on December 1,
1973. A black client (not a celebrity) of Dr. Bob’s has a large dog named
“Whitey.” When he commands the dog, “Sit, Whitey!” a white character
in the scene hastily sits on the edge of a desk. Although the characters
are not on an elevator, the doors of the office elevator are visible in the
background. The pun on the name of the dog sounds like a scriptwriter’s
addition to what was probably at that time a traditional story beginning to
take shape as an urban legend.

See also Prejudice Rebuked

References: Baby Train, 15; Choking Doberman, 18-28; Curses!, 21-22;
Too Good, 413-420; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 32-34; Fine and
Turner, Whispers, 216-219.

“The Eli%abcl(\nan =-mail
J"ko ﬂ)("

A long essay, widely circulated as e-mail, purports to describe “Life in the
1500s,” specifically the primitive living conditions of Anne Hathaway
(wife of William Shakespeare) and her family. Each description of tough
times (such as having only dirt floors) is followed by an invented etymol-
ogy for a familiar expression (this is the supposed origin of “dirt poor”).
Among the sayings included are “to throw the baby out with the bath
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Embarrassment

water,” “raining cats and dogs,” “to chew the fat,” and “graveyard shift.”
The purely nonsensical nature of these explanations reveals the whole
document as a hoax, that is, a deliberate attempt to foist off humor and
whimsy as fact.

See also Folk Etymologies

References: Wilton, Word Myths, 61-77.

Embavvassment

Numerous urban legends depict people suffering various degrees of
embarrassment because of something foolish they have said or done. In
telling or hearing such stories, people are reminded of their own past slip-
ups and indiscretions. Perhaps people suffer vicariously, to some degree,
the same embarrassed feelings; but the telling of these legends also
allows us to laugh a little at our former embarrassments.

Simple ignorance is one cause of embarrassment described in urban
legends: someone using a computer or following a recipe or responding
to an order, for example, simply gets it wrong, usually in a particularly
hilarious way. Another typical theme is mistaking the identity of another
person with results that may be embarrassing to one or both of the par-
ties. The social blunder (or faux pas) is a third common means of some-
one embarrassing himself or herself in legends. Specific examples of
such legend types include “Bungling Brides,” “Buying Tampax,” “The
Elevator Incident,” and “The Crushed Dog,” among many others.

Probably the greatest anxiety reflected in urban legends—and hence
the major cause of embarrassment—is represented by the sexual theme.
People are constantly chagrined and left red-faced in legends by such
things as being caught in the nude, or caught in a sexual act, or caught
otherwise straying from the straight and narrow path of virtue. In other
words, when people act naturally and impulsively in legends they can
expect to be observed and embarrassed.

It might be argued that virtually all urban legends about such themes
as human nature, jumping to conclusions, poetic justice, revenge, scan-
dal, and even some accident and horror stories involve a degree of
embarrassment. Thus, the examples mentioned above and listed below
merely suggest the range of potentially embarrassing situations found in
urban legends.
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See also “The Accidental Stickup”; “The Blind Man”; “Bozo the Clown’s
Blooper”; Computers; Culture-Clash Legends; “The Dormitory
Surprise”; “The Exploding Bra”; “The Exploding Toilet”; “The Fart in
the Dark”; “A License to Practice”; “Not My Dog”; Nudity; “The
Package of Cookies”; “The Pregnant Shoplifter”; “The Shocking
Videotape”; “The Ski Accident”; “The Stolen Wallet”; “Superhero
Hijinks”; Sweaters and Tattoos; “The Unlucky Contact Lenses”; “The
Wife Left Behind”; “The Wrong Teeth”; Zipper Stories

References: Too Good, 135-156.

Emergenj( and EPheme\ral
Legends

Personal experiences, rumors, anecdotes, and news reports that are odd,
sometimes humorous or horrifying, that involve coincidence or irony, and
are unverified may evolve into urban legends that have a plot, then circu-
late more widely and develop variants. Such “urban legends in the mak-
ing” have been labeled “emergent legends.” The process by which such
items become legends has been called “folklorizing.” In one example,
reported without a source in a newspaper column about steroid misuse
by athletes, “Fake steroids were sold to athletes via the black market.
One male athlete bought, and used, birth control pills, thinking them to
be steroids.” Another item, similarly unverified but said by a columnist
to be true, is this: “A teamster asked to take a urine test for drug use
brought a sample from his wife instead; the teamster was supposedly
found to be pregnant.”

Donna L. Wyckoff documented a good example of a legend emerging
from an odd, humorous news story. In February 1996, The Santa Fe New
Mexican reported on the frustration of a local man attempting to buy tick-
ets for events in the Summer Olympic Games in Atlanta by telephone.
Both a customer service representative and a supervisor refused to pro-
cess the order because “we can’t sell tickets to someone who lives outside
of the United States.” The story quickly became folklorized with the elab-
oration and addition of certain details as well as via commentary by story-
tellers who had never read the news report. Some storytellers added
further examples of “New Mexico” being confused with “Old Mexico”
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by unaware Americans. Since, as Wyckoff wrote, the story was an exam-
ple of the process to “capture the public’s imagination, become folklor-
ized, and enter and fade from folk conduits quickly,” this was also a
good example of an ephemeral legend.

See also Definition of “Legend” and “Urban Legend”; “The Hammered
Child.”

References: Brunvand, The Truth, 160-169; Bill Ellis, ed. Special issue:
Contemporary Legends in Emergence, Western Folklore 49 (1990);
Wyckoff, “ It has All the Earmarks . ..": Spotting Contemporary Legends
Early; Predicting Their Course,” Contemporary Legend New Series 3
(2000), 161-183; Elizabeth Tucker and Janet L. Langlois, eds. Special
issue: Emerging Legends in Contemporary Society, Journal of American
Folklore 118:268 (Spring 2005), 129-236.

Er\gland

Stewart F. Sanderson, who at the time was director of the Institute of
Dialect and Folk Life Studies at the University of Leeds, published the
earliest extended study of urban legends in England: “Folklore of the
Motor Car,” appearing in the journal Folklore in 1969. Then, in 1981,
when the study of contemporary legends had finally become established
among British scholars and writers, Sanderson chose as his topic for the
first Katharine Briggs Lecture for the Folklore Society “The Modern
Urban Legend.” In that lecture (published in 1982 by the Folklore
Society as a separate pamphlet), he included these encouraging words:

The modern legend constitutes one of the most, may indeed even consti-
tute the most widespread, popular, and vital folklore form of the present
day; and what strikes me as perhaps its most outstanding feature is the cre-
ativity, imagination, and virtuosity brought to its performance by all kinds of
people, old and young, well read and barely literate, educationally privi-
leged and educationally deprived.

Sanderson also mentioned in his lecture that he had discussed the
genre of modern legends at a 1963 conference in Portugal with his com-
patriot Katharine Briggs and with the American folklorist Richard
Dorson, and that Briggs shortly after began to collect examples and to
publish them first in 1965.
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Scattered notes in various English folklore journals appeared in the
1970s on legends including Chinese-restaurant stories, “The Packet of
Biscuits,” and “The Double Theft.” More substantial studies were
Jacqueline Simpson’s essays (“Rationalized Motifs in Urban Legends,”
Folklore 1981) concerning “The Robber Who Was Hurt” and Simpson’s
study of “Urban Legends in The Pickwick Papers” (Journal of American
Folklore 1983).

A landmark work from outside the academy in England was Rodney
Dale’s The Tumour in the Whale (1978), a compilation of many stories
that introduced the enduring term “FOAF” (friend of a friend). Dale’s
second collection, It’s True ... It Happened to a Friend, appeared in
1984. A similar popular collection published in 1992 by Phil Healey and
Rick Glanvill was somewhat inaccurately titled Urban Myths. Yet another
term was employed in two popular books compiled by Paul Smith, The
Book of Nasty Legends (1983) and The Book of Nastier Legends (1986).

Smith, then attached to the Center for English Cultural Tradition and
Language (CECTAL) at the University of Sheffield, organized the first
international conference on contemporary legends, which was held at
Sheffield in 1982. Papers from that conference were published by
CECTAL in 1984, followed by four additional conferences and their
resulting published papers. In 1988, the International Society for
Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) was founded, with Paul
Smith as president; Smith himself moved to the Memorial University of
Newfoundland, continuing his research on urban legends and his activ-
ities as a promoter and organizer of conferences and publications. The
ISCLR returned to England for its annual conference in 1996, convening
at the University of Bath, and it has alternated conferences in the United
States, Canada, and abroad since then.

Most of the urban legends circulating in England will be familiar to
Americans; indeed, the English repertoire of such stories overlaps in
large part with the contemporary legends of the rest of Britain and
Europe as well as of Canada and Australia. It is often difficult, if not
impossible, to identify the country of origin for a particular popular
legend. Such localized legend titles as “The Surrey Puma” or “The
Exmoor Beast,” for example, merely refer to English examples of the
international legend type that might be called “Big Cats Running Wild.”

Distinctive English legends, however, have been identified and studied.
To cite just three examples published in the Perspectives volumes of
conference essays (contained in the bibliography of this book), see Ervin
Beck’s study of “The Meat That Never Spoils” (1984), Georgina Boyes’s
study of “The Curse of the Crying Boy” (1989), and Michael Goss’s study
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of “The Halifax Slasher” (1990). Especially notable in the same series are
the essays by Gillian Bennett, ranging from her study of “The Phantom
Hitchhiker” in the 1984 volume to her anatomizing of a storytelling session
in the 1989 volume. Works by other English students of contemporary
legends (e.g., Marion Bowman, Brian McConnell, Venetia Newall, et al.)
may be located using Smith and Bennett’s compilation Contemporary
Legend: A Folklore Bibliography (1993). Smith and Bennett's 2007 collec-
tion Urban Legends: A Collection of International Tall Tales and Terrors is
the latest such work to include many examples from the UK.

Here is a version of “The Grateful Terrorist” reported to me via e-mail
in November 2005 by a woman from West Yorkshire, England. It “has all
the ingredients of an urban legend,” as my correspondent suggests,
including oral transmission, variation, the friend-of-a-friend attribution,
and the vague description of an otherwise nonthreatening “Asian man”
as someone with supposed ties to terrorists:

I heard this from my hairdresser today, and it seemed to have all the ingre-
dients of a new urban legend.

My hairdresser said that a friend of one of her clients was walking behind
an Asian man in Huddersfield town centre, and the man dropped his wallet
on the street. The client’s friend chased after the man and returned the
wallet. The Asian man was thankful for this, and he told the client’s friend
that one good turn deserves another. So he told her to avoid going to the
Trafford Centre (a large shopping complex near Manchester) between cer-
tain dates in December.

My hairdresser then told me that one of her colleagues had heard a sim-
ilar tale from one of her clients, but this differed in that the Asian man
advised the finder of his wallet not to go to Meadowhall, a large shopping
complex near Sheffield between other dates in December.

The inference is that there were planned terrorist attacks at these
centres when hordes of people are doing their Christmas shopping.

Three periodicals compiled in the United Kingdom, issued as a con-
tinuous series of small “miscellanies” of folklore materials, provided an
outlet for publishing much contemporary legend material both from
Britain and beyond, especially as these materials appeared in the media.
Dear Mr. Thoms [DMT] (Numbers 5-36, 1987-1994), edited by Gillian
Bennett, began as Forum, Occasional Newsletter of the British Folk
Studies Forum (Numbers 1-4, 1986-1987), while Letters to Ambrose
Merton [LAM](Numbers 1-28, 1995-2002), edited by Sandy Hobbs
and David Cornwell, carried on until lack of subscribers and diminishing
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contributions of material defeated the effort. The whimsical titles of
these miscellanies refer to William J. Thoms who coined the word “folk-
lore” in 1846 and sometimes used the pseudonym “Ambrose Merton.”
A wealth of ephemeral source material—some items as short as half a
page but always well documented—as well as essays and reviews were
contained in these publications. The last number of Ambrose Merton
(No. 28, Summer 2002) contains an index to the whole series, which is a
useful starting point in mining these sources. Sandy Hobbs at the
University of Western Scotland in 2011 began putting the major folkloric
examples from both DMT and LAM online, where they may be viewed at
http://ambrosemerton.org. The site includes a history of the complete
series, an archive arranged chronologically, and a search engine.

Contemporary Legend, the journal of the ISCLR, was published in
England from 1991 to 1994, and the term “contemporary legend”
remains the favorite designation for urban legends used in that country
as well. Perhaps England’s best known international legend subject is
the card-collecting effort focusing on Craig Shergold. (See entries on
these topics for details.)

See also “The Accidental Cannibals”; “The Accidental Stickup”; “The
Arrest”; Big Cats Running Wild; “The Bungled Rescue of the Cat”;
“The Corpse in the Cask”; “The Day Trip”; “The Dishonest Note”;
“The Flying Cow”; “The Ghost in Search of Help”; “The Hairy-Armed
Hitchhiker”; “I Believe in Mary Worth”; International Society for
Contemporary Legend Research; Ireland; “The Kidney Heist”; “The
Licked Hand”; “The March of the Sewer Rats”; “The Missionaries and
the Cat”; “The Mother’s Threat Carried Out”; “The Mystery Trip”;
“The Nude in the RV”; “Old versus Young”; “Pencils as Deadly
Weapons”; “The Penguin Story”; “The Rear Window Carjacking Ploy”;
“Roaming Gnomes”; Rolls-Royce Legends; Scotland; “Spiders in the
Cactus™; “The Stolen Speedtrap”; Transfer Myths

The Escalajving Medical
Problem

Someone goes to a clinic or hospital for treatment of a minor ailment, but
the rules and procedures require a full physical examination, which in
turn reveals a potentially more serious condition. However, when
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treatment of this condition is botched, the patient is left worse off than
before. After a long convalescence, when the person is finally ready for
release, it is noted by the same intern who had admitted the patient that
the original minor problem has still not been corrected.

Sometimes called “The Kaftkaesque Hospital Visit,” this story may
begin and end simply with the patient’s ill-fitted eyeglasses, with an inept
proctoscopy leading to peritonitis or other complications in the middle
(so to speak). Other medical horror stories, some with a basis in fact, tell
of wrong organs being removed, flopped X-rays, fatal colonic explosions
(it does happen; see reference below), and endless hospital and insurance
paperwork that delays or even prevents proper medical care. Obviously,
deep suspicions and fears about health care providers underlie these
stories.

Another medical horror story involves a priest visiting a parishioner
who is in an intensive care unit. He finds the patient connected to many
tubes and wires but still able to greet the priest cheerfully. But as the
priest watched, the man grew visibly worse and seemed to be fighting to
breathe. The patient motioned for a pencil and paper from his bedside
table and scribbled a note, but then became unconscious. The priest
stuffed the note into his pocket and summoned help; however, the man
died before anything could be done. The priest offered a silent prayer
for the departed and went home, deeply shaken. Then he remembered
the note and pulled it from his pocket and uncrumpled it. The note read,
“PLEASE, FATHER YOURE STANDING ON MY AIR HOSE.”

See also Medical Themes in Urban Legends

References: Too Good, 206-207; Marc-Andre Bigard, Pierre Gaucher,
and Claude Lassalle, “Fatal Colonic Explosion during Colonoscopic
Polypectomy,” Gastroenterology 77 (1979), 1307-1320.

Eé“'or\ia

Long an important center of collecting and researching older traditional
European folktales, Estonia has proven in recent years also to be home
to various urban legends. These have become known to other urban-
legend researchers mainly through the work of two folklorists—Mare
Koiva and Eda Kalmre—both from the Estonian Folklore Archives in
Tartu, who have published notes on Estonian urban legends in
FOAFtale News and also given papers at ISCLR conferences. For two
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prominent Estonian urban legends, see the entries for “Cats Out of their
Skins” and “Human Sausage Factories.”

Suggesting that international urban legends migrated to Estonia along
with aspects of popular culture from abroad, Kéiva reported that when
American-style hamburger stands became popular in the late 1980s, “a kiosk
in the market square in Tartu was said to have dogskins near it all the time;
the owners were said to catch vagabond dogs and make hamburgers of
them.” Similarly, when AIDS became a serious problem in Estonia starting
in the early 1990s, various AIDS narratives similar to stories told in other
countries about the origin and spread of AIDS also appeared in Estonia.

Likely there are many other urban legends circulating in Estonia (as,
indeed, in many other countries), just waiting for a folklorist to record
them. Kalmre has noted just two others in a brief report: that “certain
models of Sony digital camcorders can be used ... for seeing through
clothes,” and that a young woman had died in a Tallinn nightclub from
a drink spiked with eyedrops containing deadly nightshade (a product
not even available in Estonian pharmacies).

Koiva has also noted the popularity in Estonia, especially with children
aged about 7 to 10 years old, of “horror stories” that borrow somewhat from
traditional folktales but incorporate other stock themes like mysterious
black dots, sinister yellow curtains, skeletons, corpse eaters, ghosts, and
vampires into rather simple and unelaborated stories, often with absurd
endings. These stories are told at camps or other gatherings when children
are usually not with adults. “With their simple structure and presentation,”
Koiva writes, “they resemble memorates and are close to urban legends.”

Back issues and current issues of FOAFtale News are now maintained
online by folklorists at the Estonian Folklore Archives.

References: Koiva, “Dogs, Dog Skins and Hamburger Stands,” FOAFtale
News 46 (May 2000), 3; Koiva, “Schoolchildren’s Horror Stories and Their
Supernatural Experiences,” in Petzoldt, Folk Narrative and World View,
395-401; Kalmre, “AIDS Narratives in Estonia: Some Considerations,”
FOAFtale News 49 (June 2001), 1-2; Kalmre, “Two Legends from
Estonia,” FOAFtale News 69 (December 2007), 5.

E)(Ploding Animals

Birds that eat rice thrown at weddings followed by a drink of water sup-
posedly swell and explode. Seagulls that eat Alka-Seltzer tablets thrown
to them by sailors also blow up. Small pet birds treated by inept or
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student veterinarians burst into flame and disappear in a puff of smoke
and feathers when an electric cautery is used after giving the bird ether.
Bees sucked up in a vacuum sweeper blow up when the person trying
to remove the pests from a kitchen directs oven gas into the sweeper
and it ignites from a spark in the motor.

The exploding-animal theme becomes more detailed and specific in
legends about pets or wild animals wired with explosives or put into a
microwave oven.

See also “The Animal’s Revenge”; “The Loaded Dog”; “The Microwaved
Pet”

References: Baby Train, 254-255, 260-261; Choking Doberman, 107;
Mexican Pet, 35.

“The E)(Ploding Bva”

A woman (sometimes a flight attendant) is wearing an inflatable brassiere
on an airplane trip. As the cabin pressure changes, her bra expands alarm-
ingly. She rushes for the restroom, sometimes making it in time to deflate
her bra discreetly, but in other versions the bra explodes en route.
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Alternately, the inflated bra may be stuck with a pin—either by the
wearer trying to stop the extra expansion or (in nonairplane versions) by
a young man pinning a corsage onto his date’s dress.

Inflatable bras do, of course, exist, but the stories of surprising expan-
sion due to changing air pressure are highly doubtful and always told sec-
ond- or thirdhand. Similar stories are sometimes told about silicone
breast implants, although the claims for their further expansion are even
more dubious with these products.

The popular television series MythBusters ran an elaborate series of
experiments to test both implants and inflatables under strong pressure,
replicating both high altitudes and the strong pressures encountered in
deep-sea diving. There were no explosions, so the “myth” was deemed
(with no pun intended) “Busted.”

References: Baby Train, 80-82; Too Good, 375-376; Keith and Kent
Zimmerman et al., MythBusters: The Explosive Truth behind 30 of the
Most Perplexing Urban Legends of All Time (New York: Simon Spotlight
Entertainment, 2005), 139-143.

“The E)(Ploding Butane
Lig\n{'e\r”

This story was summarized in his column of December 21, 1979, by the
legendary San Francisco columnist Herb Caen:

It came to me on official-looking U.S. Dept. of Transportation stationery,
but it’s a hoax. I mean the story that two Union Pacific welders were killed
when a spark ignited their butane lighters, which exploded “with the force
of three dynamite sticks.” Sighs UP Flack Al Krieg: “That story swept the
country the past month but we have no record of such an accident. It keeps
popping up everywhere. Some myths die hard.”

Photocopied fliers—bogus warnings—circulating in the late 1970s and
early 1980s described this supposed accident involving welders, usually
said to be Union Pacific workers. (Disposable butane lighters were intro-
duced by the Bic Corporation in 1972.) The rating of the explosion as
equal to three sticks of dynamite was a consistent detail, yet the entire
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story was fictional. However, in the mid-1980s, dangerous problems with
such lighters began to surface, and in 1986, the first case against a manu-
facturer of butane lighters went to trial and ended in a $3 million settle-
ment against the company. However, neither this case nor others
involving such lighters involved welding sparks or actual explosions;
instead, the problems were caused by flare-ups of lighters that had failed
to extinguish completely after use.

The folk legends evidently did preserve the general memories of such
accidents, which had been settled out of court for years, while at the same
time confusing and inventing some details. Another legend involving a
welding accident describes contact lenses becoming fused to a person’s
corneas.

See also “The Welded Contacts”

References: Be Afraid, 174; Choking Doberman, 155-157; Tamar Lewin,
“Lawsuits, and Worry, Mount over Bic Lighter,” New York Times (April 10,
1987); Mexican Pet, 164—165.

“The E)(Ploding Toilc{" '

Some kind of volatile substance—typically insecticide or hair spray—is
put into a toilet, usually by a man’s wife. She does not flush. When her
husband uses the toilet while smoking a cigarette, he flips the butt under
his butt and blows himself off the pot. Paramedics carrying him to an
ambulance, hearing how he was injured, laugh so hard they drop the
stretcher, causing him further harm.

There are endless variations of this story, sometimes linking several
household accidents and nearly always ending with the laughing-
paramedics motif. For example, the wife may have caused an earlier acci-
dent that sends her husband to the hospital, and she paints the bathroom
while he is gone. She disposes of paint thinner into the toilet, and the sec-
ond and third accidents follow after her husband’s return.

A popular recent variation of “The Exploding Toilet” describes the
husband accidentally driving his new motorcycle through a plate-glass
window or door into the house. While he is being treated for cuts and
bruises, his wife cleans up the mess, pouring the mopped-up gasoline into
the toilet, with predictable results.

In 1988, “The Exploding Toilet” was reported as a news item from Tel
Aviv. Before the story was debunked as mere oral tradition a few days
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later, this account of “A Blast Heard 'round the World” had spread inter-
nationally and was widely reprinted.

“The Exploding Toilet” derives from a rural gag about a volatile sub-
stance (kerosene, naphtha, gasoline, etc.) poured into the pit under an
outhouse. The Canadian poet Robert Service elaborated this traditional
story in his poem “The Three Bares” published in 1949, but the anecdote
surely circulated much earlier, and it was known at about the same period
in Australia as well. Punch lines of the joke versions generally follow the
formula, “It must have been something I ate.”

See also Israel; “Stuck on the Toilet”

References: Mexican Pet, 13-16; Too Good, 370-372; The Truth,
108-122; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 181; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends,
78-81.
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“The Failed <vicide”

A desperate man tries to arrange multiple, simultaneous methods to
bring about his own death, but they cancel out one another. For example,
the man may stand on a high cliff above the sea with a noose around his
neck tied to a tree, a loaded gun in one hand and a vial of poison in the
other. He drinks the poison, fires the gun toward his head, and jumps;
but the shot severs the rope, he survives the fall, and the seawater that
he swallows causes him to vomit up the poison. He swims to shore.

A less complicated version of the story describes a man leaping from a
high window after having an argument with his wife in their apartment or
being fired by his boss. The would-be suicide lands on top of his wife (or
his boss, who has gone out for lunch after the unpleasant job of firing the
man). The wife (or boss) dies, but the man lives.

In his tell-all book about the insurance industry Andrew Tobias relates
yet another variation on the theme of failed suicides, attributing the case
to “an Alabama man,” who:

swallowed a fistful of sleeping pills, drove to the middle of a bridge, got out,
and, just as the pills were beginning to rob him of his consciousness,
jumped. It was fifty feet to the water. The fall did not kill him, the cold
water, after a time, revived him, and, after floating for quite a long time,
he finally managed to pull himself out of the current and drag himself

221
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out of the water. He suffered a heart attack from the exertion; and, while
lying there, some wild dogs came along and chewed on him awhile. He

died.

“Was it suicide?” Tobias asked, then quoting the state toxicologist,
“‘not suicide but the strain and stress of the situation’ that killed him.”
No source is cited for this remarkably legend-like account.

Variations of failed-suicide stories have circulated orally, in typescript,
and on the Internet but are also published from time to time, sometimes
to illustrate human behavior, the random nature of events, legal and
moral aspects of suicide, and the like. One such printing by a British
expert on forensic medicine described the multiple-means-of-death

version as “a classic of its kind . . . not susceptible to confirmation.”

References: Baby Train, 86-87; Andrew Tobias, The Invisible Bankers:
Everything the Insurance Industry Never Wanted You to Know (New
York: Linden Press/Simon & Schuster, 1982), 127; Bennett and Smith,
Urban Legends, 88-89, 255-257.

“The Fallen Angel Cake”

This story was published in 1980 in a Sydney, Australia, newspaper and,
in 1982, in a slightly different version in a small-town Canadian news-
paper. Both reports described it as an actual incident well known to the
local population, so probably it is a widespread apocryphal account, that
is, a modern legend. Less likely—indeed barely possible—is that the
same mishap occurred twice in far distant places.

A woman bakes an angel food cake for her church’s bake sale, but when it
comes out of the oven the center of the cake collapses. Lacking time to
make a second cake, the woman uses a roll of toilet paper to build up the
center of her cake, and she frosts over the whole thing. She rushes her cake
to the church sale, then gives her daughter some money and instructs her
to hurry to the sale, buy it back, and bring it directly home. But the daugh-
ter arrives too late; the cake has already been sold. The next day the cake-
baker goes to her bridge club, and she finds that the hostess has bought
her cake and is serving it for dessert. Before the woman can warn her, the
hostess acknowledges a compliment on the beautiful cake, saying, “Thank
you. I baked it myself.”
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David Holt and Bill Mooney tell a slightly more elaborate version
involving “Marge” and her daughter, presumably set in the United
States, in their anthology The Exploding Toilet (see bibliography).
Appropriately, each story in their book is followed by a small drawing of
a roll of toilet paper hanging from its holder.

References: Too Good, 7T0-71.

Tan Death

A belief rampant in South Korea—supported only by anecdotal evidence,
rumors, and word-of-mouth stories (some circulated by e-mail)—holds
that sleeping in a room with windows closed and an electric fan running
will cause death. The notion of Fan Death continues among immigrant
South Koreans, as a 2008 article in the Toronto Star demonstrated. An
instructor in an English as a Second Language class (ESL) encountered
it in this way, while conducting her class during the winter in a sweltering
classroom in an older building at the University of New Brunswick:

“We couldn’t open the windows because it was freezing rain,” she said. So I
told the class, “Tomorrow we’ll have to remember to bring a fan.”

Her comment upset a Korean student, immediately distressed at the
prospect of an electric fan running in a room with closed windows.

“The student told us that if you are in a sealed room with an electric fan,
it will lower your body temperature and you will die,” [the instructor] said.
“It was so weird to see someone so convinced of something that everyone
else in the room thought was so ludicrous. Another person said she slept

with the fan on all the time and (the upset student) said, ‘Well, you are very
lucky to be alive.””

Other explanations of the supposed danger of Fan Death are that the
moving air causes a body to lose water and leads to hypothermia, that a
fan causes a vortex that sucks oxygen from the room; that the fan chops
up oxygen molecules, rendering the air unbreathable; and that the fan
uses up oxygen, leaving a fatal level of carbon dioxide. Fan Death hysteria
is further encouraged in South Korea by reports in the media and even by
government statistics showing supposed fatalities caused by sleeping with
a fan running. Electric fans sold in South Korea are equipped with timer
switches.
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References: Justin Piercy, “Urban Legend: That Fan Could Be the Death
of You,” Toronto Star (August 19, 2008), Life section, p. 1; http://www
.snopes.com/medical/freakish/fandeath.asp; wikipedia.org/wiki/Fan-death.

“The Favt in the Davk”

This is a story of the general “Surpriser Surprised” type (and “The Nude
Surprise Party” subtype) in which a person is embarrassed by his or her
shocking behavior in the presence of others who have been brought
together to surprise the victim. The surprisers are themselves surprised, in
this instance by the victim’s indiscreet breaking of wind (expelling gas from
the intestine). The story is told in the United States and England (and per-
haps elsewhere) as both a legend and a joke, as well as being distributed in
the form of a piece of Xeroxlore titled “The Gastronomical Bean Story.”

A person has a great fondness for baked beans but has to give them up
because of their effect—causing severe attacks of intestinal gas.
Unluckily, the bean-lover indulges himself/herself in a large serving of
beans on his or her birthday. The gas has built up alarmingly when the per-
son’s spouse (or girlfriend, boyfriend, roommate, etc.) announces a sur-
prise. The bean-lover is left alone blindfolded in an empty room to await
the surprise. Unable to hold it any longer, he or she breaks wind loudly
and repeatedly. Then the party planner returns and removes the blindfold,
revealing a roomful of friends gathered to celebrate the birthday.

A literary treatment of the story appeared in Carson McCullers’s 1940
book The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, and a short film titled The Date
dramatized the story in 1997.

Another version of “The Fart in the Dark” describes a young woman’s
flatulence overheard by a double-dating couple seated in the rear of a car
but unobserved by the victim when she is let into the front seat.

References: Paul Smith, Nastier Legends (1986), “The Bean Feast,”
31-32; Too Good, 34-36; Vanishing Hitchhiker, 148-149; Bennett and
Smith, Urban Legends, 197-199.

?asj( "'Food

Fast-food franchise restaurants selling mainly hamburgers, pizza,
Mexican food, and related side dishes are often the targets of negative
rumors and legends, particularly those that claim serious contamination
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of the foods. Likely there is some element of guilt involved in circulating
such lore, as people realize that fast foods offer speed, low cost, and effi-
ciency at the expense of a balanced diet and wholesome food prepared at
home from fresh ingredients.

Some typical contaminants described as having invaded fast foods are
worms, pet food, meats considered inedible for most humans (e.g., cats,
dogs, horses, kangaroos), and body substances (semen, pus, blood, urine).
Such stories are told about named companies, indeed, even about spe-
cific local franchises, and the stories tend to gravitate toward the largest
companies (the so-called Goliath effect) and to switch from company to
company. Actually, most fast-food restaurants are probably operated in
a more consistent and hygienic manner than are many small individual
Mom-and-Pop eateries.

Besides contamination, fast-food stories may claim that companies are
owned by unsavory conspirators or that a portion of their enormous prof-
its are diverted to support evil ends.

See also Church’s Chicken Rumors; Contamination; The Goliath Effect;
“The Kentucky Fried Rat”; Masturbating into Food; McDonald’s
Rumors; Satanic Panic; “Snakes in Playland”

"The Fata| Boot”

A legacy of the American frontier, this tall tale continues to have some
currency as a modern legend. A man is struck by a rattlesnake whose
fangs penetrate his boot and kill him. Unnoticed by anyone, one fang
breaks off in the boot, and two successive generations of men in the fam-
ily wear the same boot and are killed by dried venom remaining on the
fang. Finally, someone inspects the boot closely and discovers what has
happened. The boot in the story may be that of a cowboy, rancher, log-
ger, hiker, hunter, and so on. In an updated version, a rattlesnake’s fang
is broken off in a rancher’s truck tire, killing a mechanic who changes
the tire.

Although thoroughly discredited by herpetologists, this rattler story
(among others) has persisted since the late eighteenth century. In the
1960s, a roadside tourist attraction in Florida displayed a shoe with the
fatal-boot story attributed to it, and probably other such places have
exploited the same tale.
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A report from a legend-debunking article in a 1910 magazine seems to
refer to a close relative of “The Fatal Boot” in another American story.
Samuel Hopkins Adams, thoroughly skeptical of such yarns, wrote:

Under the heading “Fatal Spider Bite” there is a considerable and interest-
ing newspaper bibliography. The details do not analyze well. . ..

The instance of a young woman in an Eastern state is signiﬁcant.
Thrusting her foot into an old slipper, she felt a sharp jab upon the point
of her index digit. Upon hasty removal of the footgear, she saw, or sup-
posed she saw, a large and ferocious spider dart forth. This, to her mind,
was evidence both conclusive and damning. Seizing upon the carving knife,
she promptly cut off her perfectly good toe, bound up the wound, and sent
for the doctor, thereby blossoming out in next day’s print as a “Heroine
who had Saved her own life by her Marvelous Presence of Mind.” The
thoughtful will wonder, however, whether the lady wouldn’t have got at
the real root of the matter by cutting off her head.

Ernest W. Baughman indexed two strains of the frontier tale. Motif
B765.19(a) The fang in the boot kills wearers in succession showed up
as a believed legend throughout the East and Midwest, while Motif
X1321.4.10%, Detached snake fang kills person long after the snake is
killed, had similar distribution more as a humorous tall tale than a belief
legend. (Each of these motifs has several variant forms also indexed by
Baughman.) However, “The Fatal Boot” has an even wider range of con-
nections, beyond American folklore. Thompson’s Motif N335.4,
Accidental death from flying splinter of bone, a motif recorded at the time
only from Africa, seems to echo the snake-fang story with a sharp piece of
bone substituting for the fang. The possible connection between the two
stories is further suggested by this Japanese legend, “The Hunting Dog’s
Revenge,” translated from a 1928 source:

A hunter who lived near here had a hunting dog for years, but gradually the
dog got so old, lame, and tired that he couldn’t do what his master wanted.
So the hunter got angry at the dog. But the dog growled so that the man
knew he would get bitten if he tried to push it too hard. So he decided to
kill his dog. He took him way back into the mountains and shot him with
his hunting rifle and left him there.

About three years later, though, he got curious about what had hap-
pened to his dog’s carcass, so he went back up to the place where he had
shot it. To his amazement, he found the dog sitting up there, but as just a
skeleton, as if he were looking at his master.
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This annoyed that hunter so much that he kicked the skeleton aside, and
it fell over in a heap. But with this kick, a small sharp bone was driven into
the hunter’s leg, where it pained him and caused such a bad infection that
finally he died from it.

See also “The Wrong Rattler”

References: Baughman, 1966; Thompson, 1955-1958; Curses!, 76-78;
Too Good, 347-348; Adams, “The Poison Bugaboo,” Everybody’s
Magazine 23:4 (October 1910), 518-525; James R. Masterson, “The Tale
of the Living Fang,” American Literature 11:1 (1939), 66-73; Michiko
Iwasaka and Barre Toelken, Ghosts and the Japanese: Cultural Experience
in Japanese Death Legends (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1994),
“The Hunting Dog’s Revenge,” 91.

“The %:aj(al Clcar\ing Ladg:'

The following story of a supposed series of bizarre and mysterious deaths
in a South African hospital circulated worldwide on the Internet:

Cleaner polishes off patient

“For several months, our nurses have been baffled to find a dead patient
in the same bed every Friday morning,” a spokeswoman for the Pelonomi
Hospital (Free State, South Africa) told reporters. “There was no apparent
cause for any of the deaths, and extensive checks on the air conditioning sys-
tem, and a search for possible bacterial infection, failed to reveal any clues.”

However, further inquiries have now revealed the cause of these deaths. It
seems that every Friday moring a cleaner would enter the ward, remove the
plug that powered the patient’s life support system, plug her floor
polisher into the vacant socket, then go about her business. When she
had finished her chores, she would plug the life support machine back in
and leave, unaware that the patient was now dead. She could not, after all,
hear the screams and eventual death rattle over the whirring of her polisher.

“We are sorry, and have sent a strong letter to the cleaner in question.
Further, the Free State Health and Welfare Department is arranging for
an electrician to fit an extra socket, so there should be no repetition of this
incident. The enquiry is now closed.”

——Cape Times, 13 June 1996
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“The Fatal Golf Tee”

Arthur Goldstuck, Johannesburg journalist and urban-legend
researcher, looked into the story, comparing press accounts of the sup-
posed incident and interviewing writers who had worked on them. He
demonstrated how the highly suspicious and poorly documented story
originally published in an Afrikaans-language newspaper had been mag-
nified and standardized by other publications, then began circulating on
the Internet, becoming, as Goldstuck termed it, “South Africa’s ... most
famous urban legend of the 1990s, as far as the rest of the world was
concerned.”

References: Arthur Goldstuck, The Aardvark and the Caravan: South
Africa’s Greatest Urban Legends (New York: Penguin, 1999), 113-129;
Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, 257-258.

“The Fatal égo|C Tee”

An avid golfer plays the game frequently and is in the habit of putting his
tee into his mouth after his first shot and keeping it there during the
whole game. Eventually he dies from pesticides that were transferred
from the golf course’s grass via the tees to his body.

Fairways and greens heavily treated with chemicals have, indeed, been
the cause of illness and even occasionally death among golfers,
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particularly professionals who play often and long. But there are no veri-
fiable reports of this contamination coming specifically from a tee carried
in someone’s mouth.

See also Sweden

References: Curses!, 65-66; Nancy Lloyd, “Lethal Grass: The Perilous
Pesticides on America’s Lawns,” Washington Post (September 16, 1991).

“The Fata| nitiation”

A legend of modern college life is based on the traditional narrative motif
(N384) of someone’s death resulting from severe fright. As part of his ini-
tiation into a fraternity, a young man is blindfolded, then made to believe
that he has been cut and is bleeding or has been branded with a red-hot
iron. (Actually, although he is shown a knife or the branding iron in
advance, after he has been blindfolded, he is touched only with a piece
of ice.) The initiate dies from the shock. In a variation, the fraternity
pledge is led to a high cliff, blindfolded, then told he will be pushed over
the edge. Although he is merely pushed over a drop of two feet, he dies
from shock as he stumbles and falls.

The appeal of this horror legend in colleges during the 1940s dimin-
ished as some fraternity initiations actually did lead to deaths in later
years, usually as a result of binge drinking. A story reported by Elizabeth
Tucker from Alfred University in Alfred, New York, was told in 2003 as
an explanation for why Greek organizations were banned on that campus:

Like many other fraternities at other schools there is one night where the
pledges get blindfolded in a car and are dropped off in an unknown location
without phones, money, credit cards, or other means of help and are
expected to find their way home somehow. [Only 13 of the 14 pledges
return. When the others go back to search for their missing companion,

they find only] . .. a red bandana from the blindfolded car ride.

See also “The Graveyard Wager”; India

References: Ernest Baughman, “The Fatal Initiation,” Hoosier Folklore
Bulletin 4 (1945), 49-55; Dorson, American Folklore, 258-259; Be Afraid,
82-87; Tucker, Campus Legends, 39, 51, 85-87 [text and extended
commentary]; Bennett and Smith, Urban Legends, “Death from Fear,”
251-253.
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3Bl S“(‘o\ricé

There may be a larger genre of legends about the major U.S. government
law enforcement agency, but so far only two FBI stories have been noted
by folklorists.

“The New Identity” claims that after the FBI furnished a Mafia informer
with a completely new identity—name, invented background, plastic sur-
gery, a new profession, and so on—no sooner had they moved him into
his new home than the man received a fund-raising letter from the alumni
association of his alma mater. It was addressed to his original name.

“Watch the Margins” claims that J. Edgar Hoover, the longtime direc-
tor of the FBI, enforced strict guidelines for the length of memos and the
widths of top and bottom margins. Once when an agent’s report had
margins that were too narrow, the director wrote on it, “Watch the
borders!” Immediately a horde of extra agents was assigned to the
American borders with Canada and Mexico.

References: Baby Train, 128-129.

"The FCC Petition”

See “The Madalyn Murray O’Hair Petition”

Teavr oC “F\rgjng”

Horror stories told of people trapped by their seat belts in burning cars
after an accident, unable to get free, who suffer a terrible death. People
use such stories as a rationale for not buckling up when they drive or
ride—not a good idea, according to auto safety experts. One such pro
commented “This myth of being trapped in a burning car remains, yet
no scientific study has ever shown this to be true ... A person wearing a
seat belt and involved in a fiery crash is more likely to be conscious and
able to escape than someone not wearing a seat belt.” For those who still
fear frying in a car wreck, there is a device sold under the name “Life
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Hammer” which is a combination hammer and cutting tool to be used to
cut free from the safety belt and smash open the car window.

References: Curses!, 96-98.

peih gPills the Paint”

Professional painters know this ploy—and some may actually have prac-
ticed it—as a way to place the blame for a spillage on the customer’s
pet: A painter working inside an expensive home happens to tip an open
can of paint onto a valuable rug or a beautiful parquet floor. He grabs the
customer’s yappy little toy poodle, sticks the dog’s feet into the mess, and
exclaims, “Fifil Bad Dog! Look what you've done!” The story has been
told among trial lawyers to illustrate (as one lawyer put it) “how seductive
yet weak circumstantial evidence can be.”

A variation on this story illustrating the same point has young boys or
girls put the blame for eating some forbidden food onto the family pet.

See also “Kitty Takes the Rap”

References: Curses!, 132-134; Too Good, 61-63.

“The so-Dollar Povache”

See “The Philanderer’s Porsche”

Tilm and Uvban Legcr\dé

Because of their uncomplicated, fast-moving plots; bizarre subject mat-
ter; widespread appeal; and—perhaps most of all—their anonymous free
circulation in the public domain, urban legends have had a strong appeal
to many filmmakers. Numerous examples of these modern folk narratives
have found their way into the movies, either as the primary plot element
of a feature film or as an episode or digression within a film. Seldom are
urban legends merely told (rather than dramatized) in commercial films;
a rare example is Bill Murray’s telling of “The Hook™ as a campfire story
in Meatballs (1979).
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Film and Urban Legends

Two films starring Doris Day were among the earliest major
Hollywood productions to incorporate urban legends. In The Glass
Bottom Boat (1966), the “Heel in the Grate” story was incorporated as a
comic digression, and in With Six You Get Eggroll (1968), the “Nude in
the RV” story appeared. Probably the first American feature film to be
based entirely on an urban legend was When a Stranger Calls (1979),
which developed its plot from “The Baby-sitter and the Man Upstairs.”
The next year (1980) saw the film Alligator borrow the central idea of
“Alligators in the Sewers” and expand it to a complex science-fiction plot.
(One reviewer called the film “a poor man’s Jaws.”)

Humorous legends have had an enduring appeal for filmmakers, and
there are many examples of funny anecdotes from oral tradition showing
up as staged incidents in popular movies. Examples include “The
Runaway Grandmother” and “The Leashed Pet” in National Lampoon’s
Vacation (1983), “The Elephant That Sat on a VW” in Bliss (an
Australian film of 1985), “The Baby on the Roof” in Raising Arizona
(1987), “The Poisoned Pussycat at the Party” in Her Alibi (1989), “Old
versus Young” in Fried Green Tomatoes (1991), and “The Philanderer’s
Porsche” in First Wives” Club (1996).

More serious treatment of a humorous urban legend was presented in
short films based on the “Package of Cookies” story. Two well-known
examples are Boeuf bourgignon, a Dutch film of 1988, and Lunch Date,
an American film of 1990 that was independently created with a wholly
different setting and style. At least three other films have been based on
the same “Sharing by Error” plot.

The sinister nature of horror legends probably influenced the whole
genre of so-called slasher films, especially the Halloween series of films
with their allusions to rumors of Halloween sadists and the like. A campus
setting was necessarily used for the horror film Dead Man on Campus
(1998), which dealt with “The Suicide Rule,” a legend of academe.

The 1992 film Candyman pioneered the merging of the horror film
with the idea of actual urban-legend research; in this moderately success-
ful production, a graduate student investigating folklore confronts a
threatening character who may be summoned by a ritual reminiscent of
“I Believe in Mary Worth” and who seems to personify the hookman of
urban legends.

Thus far, the most obvious reference to urban legends and their study
in film (unfortunately a flawed attempt) was the 1998 film Urban Legend.
The opening sequence of this campus-slasher movie dramatized “The
Killer in the Backseat,” and the plot went on to show “The Death of
Little Mikey,” “The Roommate’s Death,” “The Boyfriend’s Death,” and
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(almost!) “The Kidney Heist,” among other stories. Students depicted in
the film, which is set at a New England college, are shown taking a
folklore class that seems to consist mostly of legend-telling and class
discussion of the possible truth of these stories. When one student
suspects that a string of campus deaths were really urban legend-
inspired murders, she goes to the library and consults the Encyclopedia
of Urban Legends (not the volume in your hands now but a Hollywood-
invented predecessor). See the Introduction for more description of
this film.

Released in 2000 was a quasi-sequel to Urban Legend titled Urban
Legends: Final Cut. This time the premise was that a group of film stu-
dents are vying for the “Hitchcock Award” in filmmaking and one student
is doing an urban-legend horror film. Only the first of several murderous
attacks in this dismal Hollywood slasher-flick is related to an actual urban
legend. The cleverest sequence of the film turns out to be the final credits
where the spirit of the old Hitchcock television series is humorously
evoked.

In 1999, the independently made horror film The Blair Witch Project
was a surprising hit in general distribution. Hyped mostly by Internet
chatter and word of mouth, Blair Witch purported to show a group of
actual student-researchers filming their own efforts in trying to discover
the truth behind a supernatural local legend. Although shot in some
rather sparse and benign-looking woods in Maryland, the black-and-
white film contained enough shocking surprises and built up enough
suspense to grip the imaginations of a huge audience. In effect, Blair
Witch was an example of a typical legend-trip (aka ostention) only
slightly elaborated by the plot element of the group filming its own
quest.

Urbania is, finally, an artistic and gripping film inspired by urban
legends. This independent low-budget film premiered at the 2000
Sundance Film Festival, received raves from film critics, and went into
general release later in the year. Written and directed by Jon Shear,
Urbania stars Dan Futterman as a gay man on a quest to avenge his mur-
dered partner. From the opening line of dialogue—"Hear any good sto-
ries lately?”—the film includes several urban legends either told,
alluded to, or enacted, each of them in some way relevant to the larger
plot. Among the legend themes included are kidney thefts, needle
attacks, microwaved pets, the baby left on the car roof, the unexpected
inheritance story, the infamous toothbrush-photo legend, and “AIDS
Mary.” The cinematic qualities of Urbania are exceptional, and it would
be an artistically successful film with or without the legends.
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To help advance the study of film and urban legends, folklorist and film
scholar Mikel J. Koven has identified “four main narrative strategies that
filmmakers avail themselves to”; these are as follows:

* Extended narrative, as in When a Stranger Calls, in which the first
section of the film is essentially a dramatization of a well-known
legend, while the rest of the film imagines a continuation of the story
seven years later.

* Resultant narratives, as in The Harvest (1993), in which a lead-up
plot follows a frustrated writer unable to finish a script who, while
trying to gain inspiration by visiting the scene of a crime suddenly
finds himself “inside the ‘Organ Theft" legend.”

e Structuring outline, as in Dead Man on Campus (1998), in which
characters enact an urban legend (in this case “The Suicide Rule”)
in hopes of gaining some advantage over others.

* Fusion narratives, as in Alligator, in which one urban legend
(“Alligators in the Sewers”) is linked in the plot to a second legend
(one about pet abductions for medical experiments).

In a few instances, films themselves have inspired urban legends. For
example, the persistent rumors of “snuff films” spring from the graphic
simulation of killings in many films; there is no evidence that anyone
was ever actually murdered on camera. Similarly, the rumors of a hanging
supposedly depicted in The Wizard of Oz are false, and the supposed sex-
ual images hidden on videotape boxes for Disney films are purely in the
imaginations of the beholders.

Perhaps the best-known film-related urban legend is the one about a ghost
image in the 1987 film Three Men and a Baby, although the “ghost” (really just
a life-sized cardboard cutout of an actor seen out of focus in the background)
was not noticed until the film was released in videotape format in 1990.

Documentary filmmaking by folklorists of urban legends has not been
done (at least not for general release), with one notable exception: Tales
of the Supernatural (1970), produced by Sharon R. Sherman, depicts a
group of children telling several well-known horror legends and offers
some scholarly analysis by a narrator.

See also “The Baby Headache”; Conspiracies; “The Eaten Ticket”; “The
Kangaroo Thief”; Prejudice Rebuked; “The Vanishing Lady”

References: Larry Danielson, “Film and Folklore,” Western Folklore 38
(1979), 209-219; Véronique Campion-Vincent, “Preaching Tolerance?”
Folklore 106 (1995), 21-30; Sharon R. Sherman, “Film and Folklore,” in
Brunvand, American Folklore: An Encyclopedia (1996), 263-265; Scott



“Filmed in the Act” 235

Aaron Stine, “The Snuff Film: The Making of an Urban Legend,” Skeptical
Inguirer (May/June 1999), 29-33; See “Urban Legends on Film” (49
legends) and “Index to Urban Legends on Film” (145 films) in Bennett
and Smith, Urban Legends, 303-309 and 339-340; Koven, Film, Folklore,
and Urban Legends.

“Cilmed in the At

Here is the story, as written in a letter to me dated March 27, 1991, by
Brenda Sommer, then working as a bartender in Austin, Texas:

The other day at the bar I hopped into the back kitchen to grab some more
cold beer, and the two cooks were giggling over something, one proclaim-
ing, “No way, man,” and the other responding, “Swear to God, it’s true.”

Couldn’t help myself; had to ask.

Seems that the cook’s girlfriend’s sister’s neighbors in New Jersey had
gone to aresort in Las Vegas. Couple No. 1 turned on the TV in their room
and were tickled to find a crudely made, one-camera, soundless video of a
couple making love.

Inspired by the topic, they proceeded to do likewise. They had a wonder-
ful trip and recommended the resort to couple No. 2, who “six months
later,” took a holiday at the very same resort.

They, too, turned on the TV in their room, saw a poorly made porn
video, and upon closer inspection, recognized Couple No. 1 as the unpaid
actors. It seems that someone at the resort had been taping the guests.

Just thought you ought to be aware of this, and consider it when making
travel arrangements.

In most versions of this widely known story, the same couple visits the
honeymoon resort twice, seeing themselves on the return visit as the stars
in a sex video and then suing the management. In the eastern United
States, the most common resort area mentioned is the Pocono
Mountains of northeastern Pennsylvania. Sometimes the couple sees a
video of the husband cavorting with a woman other than his wife.

Some who believe in “Filmed in the Act” claim that certain honeymoon
resorts can offer bargain prices because they reap huge profits from sell-
ing homemade porn tapes. These resorts may be said to have banned
repeat visits, but one couple bypasses the rule by registering under a dif-
ferent name. Against all odds, they select the video of their own perfor-
mance to show in their room.
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“Find the Hat”

Not surprisingly, not a shred of evidence exists (e.g., no peepholes, cam-
eras, lawsuits, and certainly no films or videotapes) to substantiate this
legend, and resort owners and police all across the country wherever it is told
have firmly denied it. Still, “Filmed in the Act” continues to be circulated,
including most recently on the Internet in versions containing even the sup-
posed names of the victims (“Len and Beth wanted to get wild, so ... ”).

See also “The Husband Monitor”; “The Shocking Videotape”; “The
Videotaped Theft”

References: Choking Doberman, 139-140; Too Good, 128-130.

“Find the Hat”

Back in the days when men still wore hats, a traveling salesman or other
businessman lost his hat on a windy day on a business trip to Chicago.
When he filed his expense report, he asked for reimbursement from the
accounting department, but he was refused. On his next trip, the man
padded several expenses to cover the cost of his lost hat, then attached
a note challenging the accountants, “Find the hat!”

Much the same story is still told about lost raincoats and umbrellas, by
women as well as men, in various cities. All versions illustrate the business
maxim, “If you have questionable expenses, pad the legitimate expenses
to cover them.”

References: Curses!, 259-260; Too Good, 261-262.

“The Fingev in the Pickle Jav”

Very simply, someone finds a finger in a jar of pickles. Presumably, it was
cut off from a worker’s hand during the packing process. Somehow the
jar had escaped the notice of plant inspectors, and somehow the incident
escaped the attention of the news media, since it seems to be preserved,
so to speak, only in oral tradition.

Of all the foods that may be said to have been contaminated by diverse
ingredients, fingers and pickle jars occur together surprisingly often in
urban rumors and legends. Perhaps it is because some pickles—or pickle



Finland 237

sections—are about the size of fingers, and fingers would be the most
likely appendage to be sliced off during packing operations. Also, the
color and scent of the pickling fluid might suggest that a finger could
become discolored enough in the jar to escape notice until the jar is
opened. Possibly such an incident really happened, although the severing
of a finger seems much more likely than its pickling, bottling, and ship-
ping from the plant.

Unlike the stories of mice in soda bottles or batter-fried rats, the
rumors of fingers in pickle jars seldom develop much of a narrative form
or content.

References: Choking Doberman, 119.

Tinjand

Finnish urban legends were collected by Professor Leea Virtanen of the
University of Helsinki. About 100 representative texts with notes and
commentaries were published in her 1987 book Varastettu isoditi (The
Stolen Grandmother). Although the language barrier poses a difficult
challenge for non-Finnish folklorists, Professor Virtanen discussed her
material in English at an international conference in 1989, where she also
distributed summaries of the stories in German. A brief report in English
based on these sources has also been published.

Besides the obvious international character of the title story, the illustra-
tions in Virtanen’s book and her summaries reveal a high percentage of
well-known urban legends circulating throughout Finland. These include
“The Shoplifter and the Frozen Food,” “The Relative’s Cadaver,” “The
Vanishing Hitchhiker,” “The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker,” “The
Microwaved Pet,” “The Boyfriend’s Death,” and many others. Sometimes
even the Finnish title reveals an international legend; for example, the
story Tarantella jukkapalmussa is obviously the legend known elsewhere
in Europe as “The Tarantula in the Yucca Palm.” The Finnish version of
“AIDS Mary” even has its punch line in English: “Welcome to AIDS-club!”

The references in Virtanen’s notes, as well as the book’s bibliography,
further reveal a close connection of the story repertoire to international
legendry. To the question of whether there are any uniquely Finnish
urban legends, Virtanen has suggested that one story in her collection
without known parallels elsewhere may qualify: a boy suffers a frozen
brain after disobeying his mother and not wearing a cap outdoors on a
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“Fixing the Flue”

bitter-cold day. Although the idea of a parent advising a child to dress
warmly is certainly common elsewhere, the specific consequences of a
frozen brain have not been reported in legends from other countries.

In 1996, Virtanen published her second collection of Finnish urban
legends, Apua! Maksa ryomii: Nykyajan tarinoita ja huhuja (Help! The
Liver Is Crawling: Legends and Rumors of Today).

See also “The Eaten Ticket”

References: Baby Train, 240-241.

"The Five-Pound Note”

See “The Accidental Stickup”

'*Fl)(ir\g the Floe”

When a mason builds a chimney for a new house, if he has any concern about
being paid promptly for the job, he will mortar in a pane of glass to block the
flue. Then when the client calls to complain that his chimney smokes, the
mason promises to fix it as soon as he is paid for the job. After payment,
the mason simply drops a brick down the flue to break out the glass.

This has been told—and possibly practiced—by generations of masons
and contractors. When Tracy Kidder heard the story repeatedly while
researching his 1988 book House, he concluded that the incident “must
lie mainly among the wishful thoughts of the building trades, like the
retort you think of only after the argument.”

See also “The Roughneck’s Revenge”

References: Curses!, 260; Too Good, 277-278; Holt and Mooney, The
Exploding Toilet, 98.

'?ligh%é of; :Far\cg:'

See “The Boy Who Played Superman”
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“The Tlying Cow”

English folklorist Paul Smith in The Book of Nasty Legends (1983) tells
the story of a motorist in Scotland surprised when a cow drops from
above onto the “bonnet” (i.e., the hood) of his car. It turns out that a truck
driver had struck the animal, sending it flying back along the road. Smith
recalls another version of “The Flying Cow” he heard around 1965, and
he asks “What is it about cars, cows, and Scotland?”

Another flying-cow story came out of Russia in the 1990s, reported in
the English-language Moscow News, London edition. In this instance,
some soldiers had stolen two cows and were transporting them by mili-
tary jet, but they were forced to push the animals from the plane when
they became unruly during the flight. One cow landed on a Japanese
fishing boat, leading to complicated and comic results. This story was
probably inspired by a popular Russian film, and it has circulated
largely in the press or via the Internet. A Reuters article on the story’s
history released in 1997 suggested that “it bears all the hallmarks of
an urban legend.” Reuters reported that they got the story from a
German newspaper reporting a story that came to the Foreign
Ministry in Bonn via the German Embassy in Moscow. A Russian jour-
nalist quoted by Reuters put the story in the category of baiki, or
“invented stories.”
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“The Flying Kitten”

“The Flying Cow” continues to hover in tradition. A June 1997 item in
the Alaska Fishermen’s Journal repeated the “Falling Cow Sinks Trawler”
story in full detail, even while admitting that “We cannot verify the accu-
racy of the following. . ..” The Fishermen’s Journal source was a corre-
spondent who “found it on the Internet.”

In the January 16, 2011, issue of The [Sunday] New York Times
Magazine, in an article about drilling for oil off the coast of Angola, a pro-
fessor of civil and environmental engineering at the University of
California, Berkeley, and “a leading scholar of risk,” no less, was quoted
reporting that “In July 2003, in the Pacific, a Japanese fishing boat was
sunk by a flying cow.” Summing up the familiar legend, the professor
concluded “No risk analysis can ever be complete. No one can predict a
flying cow.” Three weeks later (February 6, 2011), the Times Magazine
issued a correction: “The story is an urban legend, and versions of it have
been reported in Scotland, Germany, Russia and other locations.”

References: Baby Train, 273-275; Too Good, 346-347.

“The Flying Yitten”

A couple’s new kitten climbs to the top of a small birch tree in their yard
and stays there. In order to rescue it, the owners throw a rope across a
high branch and pull the top of the tree down; but the rope slips or
breaks, and the kitten is launched high into the air and over their fence.
The couple is unable to find the kitten. A week or so later, one of the kit-
ten’s former owners is in a supermarket and meets a neighbor who is buy-
ing cat food. “I didn’t know you had a cat,” says the first shopper. “We
didn’t, until last week when the cutest little kitten just fell out of the air
and into my husband’s lap.”

This story was reported in a 1987 Washington Post article as told by a
woman who heard it as a “true story” by her hairdresser. Several other
versions have been collected, both from published and oral sources.
One delightful variation e-mailed to me in 1999 by Barbara Mikkelson of
snopes.com tells of a minister who loses his cat via the tree-powered cata-
pult and is unable to find it by canvassing his neighborhood. A few days
later, he meets a parishioner in a supermarket and notices that she has
several cans of cat food in her cart. “I didn’t know you had a cat,” the min-
ister comments. The woman replied . ..
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“You won't believe this, reverend,” and then she told him how her little girl
had been begging her for a cat, but she kept refusing. Then a few days
before, the girl had begged again so hard that she finally told her, “Well,
if God gives you a cat, I'll let you keep it.”

And she told the pastor, “T watched my little girl go out in the yard, and
get on her knees and ask God for a cat. And really—I know you won’t
believe this—but I saw it with my own eyes. A cat suddenly came flying
out of the blue sky, with its paws spread out, and it landed right in front
of her!”

Cats, of course, are the subjects of numerous urban legends, and in
many of these st