Schott’s April Fool Almanac

A miscellany of hoaxes, rags, shams, spoofs, leg-pulls, flimflam, chicanery,
hoodwinkery, legerdemain, and “cruellest month” eyewash — by Ben Schott.

APRIL FODLERY OF NOTE

From Panoramas 1957 Ialian “spaghert harvest” ro Burger King’s left-
handed Whopper in 1998, the litany of modern April Fool's Day hoaxes
is well known. So, below are some of the more archaic and obscure pranks
played on April 1, culled from the archives of The Times and elsewhere.

On April 2, 1803, The Times bemoaned the previous
| day’s PAUCITY OF HOAXES: “Yesterday is supposed to
b | have been the very dullest and mast barren of jests for the
last fifty vears. No messenger came from Bonaparte. Mr.
Addingron was nor diminished, nor did Mr. Pirnt come
in to make war. Even the Bulls and Bears in the Alley were unable to make
a hoax or to take in Duck or Gall. With the exceprion of a few school-boys
who went to buy pigeons milk, as usual, half-a-dozen miserable Frenchmen
who were sent o see the lions washed in the Tower, and a fashionable or
two who lost their dinners, owing w forged invitations, there was not a joke
srirring all over the merropolis, and wir was as much below par as stocks.”

Arch showman PT. BARNUM submitted his employees
and members of his family to a curious hoax on April

1. 1851, Having obrained a swarch of blank relegraph

forms, Barnum had delivered a series of “astounding in-
= relligences”, including informing one man thar he had
become I:hc father of twins, and telling anocher that his home town had
been razed to the ground along with his house,

Lions owned by the sovereign were housed in the Tower
of London from the reign of Henry 111 uncil 1834, when
the entire royal menagerie decamped o Regent's Park
zon, As is mentioned above, one of the most famous Lon-
don April Fool's Day hoaxes involved sending innocents
o the Tower to watch the “ANNUAL CEREMONY OF THE WASHING OF
THE LIONS". In 1860, thousands were given printed invitations thar read
“Admit the Bearer and Friend to view the Annual Ceremony of washing the
White Lions on Sunday April 1st, 1860, Admitted at the White Gace. It is par-
ticularly requested that no graeuity be given to the warders or their assistants”,

On April 2, 1857, the New York Times reparted on the mood in America:
“April Fool Day is going our of remembrance. There was less fooling yes-
terday than usual — thanks to ADVANCING CIVILISATION.”

In 1915, under the headline HUMOUR IN THE
TRENCHES, [he Times's Paris correspondent reported
that the French trench newspaper Rigelboche printed
the following April Fool's Day jest: "A telegram dared
April 1 announces that England, terrified by the Ger-
man blockade, has left its ordinary position berween the North Sea and

the Adanric and is being towed by its Fleet towards an unknown destina-

tion. Admiral Tirpitz wires, ‘Am in pursuic™.

The Times also reparted on April 1, 1915, thar “an AIR-
MAN FLYING OVER THE LILLE AERODROME dr(apptd
a foochall, It fell slowly through the air and the Germans

could be seen hurrying from all directions to take cover
from whar they evidently thought was a bomb. Thar ir

hutmcrd to an cnormous hcwht before :xpl:}d:ng was probably raken
be due 1o a ‘delay action’ fuse. for it was not dll the ball fully came to rest
that they emerged from their shelters o examine it. On it was written
April Fool = Gore Strafe England™ .

A five-year-old boy died during a TRAGIC APRIL FOOL'S DAY MISUN-
DERSTANDING in 1919, Tenants of a house in Pound Lane, Canterbury,
ignored warning cries thar a chimney fire was spreading out of contral,
thinking the alarm a hoax. As the Hames cut off escape from the ground
floor, one child was thrown from an upstairs window and caught by a
neighbour, but a second died after falling to the ground. Four adults were
taken to hospiral with severe injuries.

[ Speculators on the DETROIT STOCK EXCHANGE were
It keen to trade in a new stock chalked up for the firse
time on April 1, 1922. According ro The Thmes, wading
in American Fire Protection (AFP) was “spirited™: the

stock opened ar 6, rose 1o 12, fell back 1o 2, and rallied

o 8 bdurt the Michigan Securities Commission reported thar AFP stood
for April Fool Preferred.

The ‘First of April is the Day we Remember
What we are the other 364 Days of the Year.

— MARK TWAIN

HE ORIGINS of April Fool’s Day are almost as dispured as the
Tp]uccmt'nr of its apostrophe ( Times style notwithstanding), Some
suggest a Biblical etymology, citing as the first fool's errand Noah's fruidess
disparch of a ship-to-shore dove. Some look to the joyous Hindu festival of
Holi - a five-day celebration of fertility thar culminares in frenzy of hoaxes
and pranks. Others suggest that April Fool's Day is an outlet for liminal
exuberance as winter gives way to spring (just as Halloween is an outler as
autumn gives way to winter), citing Roman, Celtie, or Druidic precedents.
Those with a historical urn of mind note thar the adoption of the
Gregorian calendar shifted New Year from March 25 to January 1, creating
a parcel’ of April fools wha either abjected 1o this change or simply forgar.
Whichever of these theories is correce (all may be erroneous) April Fools
Day is now celebrared by misrule in many countries — norably in France,
where the tradition of the poison dAvril involves sticking cut-out paper
fish anto the backs of hapless victims and eating ichthyoid confecrionary.

QUOTATIONS & PROVERBS OF NOTE
Fools chew the chaff while cunning
eats the bread. ¥ Fools rush in where
angels fear to tread. |Pope] ¥ A fool
is often as dangerous to deal with
as @ krave. ¥ A fool walls with his
muonth apen and his eyes shue. ® A
fool must now and then be vight,
by chance. [Cowper] % He whe
discovers that be is a fool has found
the right road to wisdom, ¥ Even

wall in his way by bumping bis head
against it. ® Every fool has a goose
ohat lays a golden egg tomorrow, ¥
A fool blames others for bis faudss
a wise wman blames bimself. ¥ The
Land of fools is the paradise of knaves,
¥ He is a fool who gets two black
eyes to blacken one of his enemy,
W The fool dovh think be is wise,
but the wise man knows bimself
be a fool. [Shakespeare]. ® A fool
miy ask guestions that @ wise man
cannat answer, % Foals, bairns, and
drunks rell all vhar is in their minds.

@ wise man may sometimes make a
ool of himself. ¥ There is no cure

for a fool. ¥ The fool finds a stone

LTHOUGH Robert Steele described April 1 as “the merriest day in the

year”, not everyone shares the joke. Laurence Hurron wrore thar
man; and
its prosperiry lies in the conduct of him who makes ir, never in the acrion

“April Fooling is the most asinine of all the performances of silly
of him who is made its viem”. Similarly, Poor Rodins Almanac cautioned:

frisa rﬁir{{{ to be dispreted, Which is the gredrest ﬁm!’ repted,
The man twho intocencly went, Or be thae him designedfly sene?

Most agree thar fools cannor be made afrer midday on April 1, and thac
the joke rebounds on those who attempr any post-meridial high jinks.

Nates & Queries cited the following rhyme, said ro come from Hampshire:

April fools gone past. You're the biggest fool at lase;
When April fool contes again, You'll be the biggese fool then.

{F This seems to be the collective noun. # In Ceckney thyming slang, April Fools = toals,)

FOOL'S ERRANDS

Fool's errands (also sleeveless or boodess errands, or gawk [cuckoa] hunes)
arc absurd missions upon which innocents and ingénues are dispatched to
ferch some illusory object, such as “a jar of elbow grease”. Below are some

of the oxymoronic ohjects of these fruitless quests — ancient and modern:

Straight hooks - Tartan paint - Bodge mpe - Universal solvent
Box of pixels - Borded vacuum - Dehydrared warer - Bag of sparks
Portable holes - Long stand - Long weight - Horseshoe grease
Left handed hammer - Prop wash - Rainbow ink - Glass nails
Golden rivets - Bag of steam « Electric anvil « Blinker Huid
10ft of shoreline - Threadless screws - Keyboard fluid - Brass-faced file
Soft-pointed chisel - Population tool - Medicinal compound
Grid squares - Error bars - Plinth ladder - Pigeon milk - Strap oil
Powdered water - leed steam - Blackboard sharpener - Tulip powder
Curve siraighrener - Rust polish - Inch creeper - Exherner rape
Yard-wide pack thread - Bluetooth paste - Hen's teeth « Worsted bellows
The Life ¢ Adventures of Eves Mother or The History of Adam’s Grandfather
Crocodile quills - A pound of sleeve board - Eel’s feer - WiFi ducting
Mouserrap porridge - One-ended stick - Half-round square - Sky-hooks

APRIL FOOLERY OF NOTE

According to The Times's man in Constantinople, in 1924
the Turkish newspaper Yewi Gun perpetrated a poison
A Avrrid hoax on its readers by printing thar a VAST FISH
IH ] weighing 500 akes (1,4000b) had been caught. Nor anly

ldld Breat I.'II.ITI'I].'IC]'S Hﬂ-(;k T (ht spot where tI'IL‘ monster

had been landed, bur rhe rival newspaper Tawnin faithfully reproduced the

story. When Yeni Gun admirred its deception, Tamin did not ake the joke
well, complaining thar "although such a cuscom may be perhaps rolerared
in the West, it is not understood here and is unsuitable to Turkey”.

In April 1941, Paris Soér (then under Nazi control) published a POEM IN
PRAISE OF ADOLF HITLER submirtred by an anonymous reader. However,
a few days larer the Free French paper France revealed that Paris Seir had
been elegantly duped since, when the poem is divided longimudinally

into two verses (marked below with %), its meaning is quite different:

Aswions er adpivons | Le Chiancelier Hidler Wik fowe dex e pradse | T Chrncellor Hivler
Fverlanting Frglandd | I wavorsioy of life

Lt cwrie anal craends | H«'J'wllfu'r AU

The Wazt an earth | Wil be the sale swrvivar

f.ﬁ:gﬂr‘ T Sty .'_,l‘rJF e Crerrman Hibver

Letenelle Angleserme: | Fat inedigne de pivrr.
Muicalissom, derpsom | Le _ﬂrra[m':r' o e wer
L Mazi sl cerre. | Sema send @ swrvive,
Soyons doie & siien | Ow Filwer aflemand
Dy ryr marigarenrs: | Finira Lodyede: For the navy doys | The joswrmey unll end
A erex sents appartent | Ll jurte chdrtimens Cindy s phern belfongs | A fiir pronsshmens

Lt ke el vtngrenr. | Attend ke Croie Gammee  The congueror's patm | Will mees she Sunastiba

On April 2, 1952, the Home Secretary was questioned
in the Commons aboutr rop secret papers from the
HARWELL ATOMIC RESEARCH STATION which had
been found in the street and handed into the police.
It soon transpired, however, thar these papers were an

J“.pn] Fool's hoax played by 15-year-old London schoolboy Victor Paul
Mehra, who admirted o “writing a lot of gibberish on foolscap sheets”
using old Norwegian letterheading and a blueprint of a nur and bolt.

In 1982, Athens was thrown into panic when the city’s radio smtion
broadcast a hoax news fash warning that POLLUTION HAD REACHED
LETHAL LEVELS. Given the dense yellow-green fog thar shrouded the
ciry, this warning seemed all roo plausible, and schools and hospirals began
evacuation planning. So serious was the April Fool's joke thar three jour-
nalists were charged and wried with deliberarely alarming the public. Only
after politicians and journalists spoke in their defence were they acquitted.

In 1985, The Times Diary reported thar “hundreds of
phonecalls ro Mr. C. Lion and A, Bear have raken their
toll on LONDON Z0OO. An answering machine [on
April 1] told callers thar if they genuinely wished 1o get

in touch with the zoo they should do so through the
‘The operator wld fhe Times “London Zoo would accepr no

operator’.

calls at all undl the faceful day had passed”.

The Iragi newspaper Babel, run by SADDAM HUSSEIN'S SON UDAY,
hecame notorious for running April Fool's Day "jokes” taunting irs readers.
In 1998, the paper quoted President Bill Clinton as saying sanctions were
soon o be lifted; in 1999, rhe paper said that rarions would soon include
bananas, chocolate and soft drinks; and in 2001 the paper claimed char all
students would pass their end-ofyear exams, and thar a consignment of

BMWs ordered in the 19805 would soan be delivered.

In 2006, the Briszsh Medical Journal reporred thar
Australian doctors had  discovered MOTIVATIONAL
DEFICIENCY DISORDER (MaDel, “The condition is
claimed ro affect up to one in five Australians and is

characterised by overwhelming and debilitating apathy

. in severe cases mortivational deficiency disorder can be faral, because
the condition reduces the motivation to breathe.” Many readers failed to
spot the April 1 publicarion date, or a quore from Prafessor Leth Argos.

In 2007, Downing Streer rejected an E-PETITION
{(submitted by someone calling themselves “Rodney”)
which read: “We the undersigned petition the Prime
Minister to Rename April Fools Day, Only Fools and
Horses Day and make everyone say Lovely Jubbly.”

@ Ben Schorr -
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