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INTRO

In what might be the shittiest marketing move of all time, I’ve decided to write a book detailing a bunch of events you specifically don’t want to know about.

Why? Well, other than the honest answer above (shit at marketing), I’m hoping there are enough wrong ’uns in the world who are morbidly curious to read about topics such as: ‘for ten years the Swedish thought Russia was invading their territory with submarines but it turned out to be herring farts’; or: ‘there’s a good chance you’ve made out with a woman who drowned over 100 years ago’, and think ‘Yeah, OK, I need to know a bit more about this.’ Considering you’ve picked up this book and are now reading this sentence, I was clearly right to believe that such perverts exist. (If there’s one thing I do know, it’s my audience.)

There will be tales from science, medicine, history, incredibly recent history, and wherever weird facts lurk. To help ease down the grotesque information, I’ll be making jokes the whole way through, like an inappropriate vicar at a funeral cracking gags about your gran.

So wherever you are – be it on a bus, a train, or curled up on your favourite toilet – sit back, relax and yet somehow brace yourself as you take in 75 tales about things you really don’t want to know.




THE EXPLODING WHALE OF OREGON
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In November 1970, an eight-ton sperm whale beached itself just off the Oregon coast. As far as send-offs go, blobbing your way onto a beach isn’t the most dignified of affairs. For instance, if it happened to your nan you wouldn’t say ‘You know, this is just what she would have wanted.’ But things were about to get a lot worse for the old whale, as is usual when several tonnes of dynamite gets introduced into a funeral.

The corpses of whales, due to some quirk of US law, fell at the time under the jurisdiction of the highway division. If you ever come across a whale carcass I’m sure you’ll note how similar the problem of getting rid of it is to telling a driver to fix their tail lights, please, or doing some racial profiling.

In their wisdom, and following a call with the navy (who are world-renowned for solving their problems by blowing the shit out of them), the highway division decided to solve the whale problem by blowing the shit out of it. The plan was to get a big pile of dynamite and obliterate part of the whale, while firing the rest into the sea. The theory was that the dynamite would blow the bulk of the carcass far enough that it would drift into the ocean, leaving any smaller, more digestible (and let’s face it, cooked) bits of delicious whale corpse scattered around the beach for smaller animals like seagulls to guzzle.

So far, so grim, but hardly anything to write home about. People blow up whales all the time in America, probably.

Now you’d think if you were going to bomb a whale to smithereens in front of the press (because of course they turned up), you’d sit down and have a bit of a think about how much dynamite you’d need, rather than just sticking twenty crates underneath it and saying ‘That’ll do.’ Or maybe you’d at least listen to somebody with explosives training when they told you, ‘I think you’ve over-done the old dynamite if I’m honest.’ Well, you’d be wrong, and you’re embarrassing yourself, quite frankly. Grow up.

Enter businessman and explosives guy Walt Umenhofer. He was on a drive around Florence, Oregon in a brand-new car he’d bought a few days earlier from a car dealership offering a ‘whale of a deal’ promotion (yes, really) when he happened upon the scene. Umenhofer had received explosives training during World War II and was not convinced the highway division – being, as you will soon discover, fucking idiots – had their calculations right.1 He told them they either needed a lot fewer explosives to gently push it out to sea – he suggested twenty sticks, where they were using twenty crates – or a hell of a lot more to completely obliterate the carcass into tiny, chewable endangered whale nuggets for the birds.

The head of the project dismissed his advice, and Walt retreated as far as he could to watch the inevitable disaster. He went up to the road where his shiny new car was minding its own business and being generally whale free – which, to be fair, he should have found ominous. Joining him, alongside the local journalists documenting the whole debacle, were citizens who just fancied a bit of a gawp. Look, I’m a vegetarian, and I’m not saying I’m proud of myself, but if someone told me, ‘There’s a bunch of people at the beach who have never blown up a whale before and they’re going to try and blow up a whale,’ I’m not not pushing my way to the front.

All that was left to do before the grim spectacle unfolded was for project manager George Thornton to tell reporters – and this is a direct quote – ‘Well, I’m confident that it’ll work, the only thing is we’re not sure how much explosives it’ll take to disintegrate this thing.’ At this point, I’m going to take this book multi-platform and beg you to go to YouTube, because there’s a video.

You back? Good. If you didn’t do as I recommended (why do I bother?), the explosion caused massive pieces of blubber to rain down from the sky onto buildings, cars in parking lots, and unsuspecting people who had previously been minding their own business and enjoying being whale-blubber free.

‘Explosions in the movies usually look like a blast of fire and smoke,’ one journalist in attendance that day, Paul Linnman, later said about the incident. ‘This one more resembled a mighty burst of tomato juice.’2

The whale debris travelled so far that it hit Walt Umenhofer’s new car, completely caving in its roof – the very same car that you’ll remember from a few paragraphs ago he’d bought in a whaley good deal. ‘My insurance company’s never going to believe this,’ Umenhofer reportedly said as a highway worker removed the blubber from his car with a shovel.3

After all this, the project manager told reporters that ‘It went just exactly right.’ Which is true, except of course that it’s not.




THE WAR OF THE HERRING FARTS

In the 1980s, a major diplomatic incident between nuclear superpowers could have been triggered by some farts that came out of the anus of a fish. In fact, Russia and Sweden nearly came to blows (yes, that’s a fart joke) over fish farts, though neither of them knew it until long after the event. But before we move on to farts (patience, you deviant), some background.

In 1981, a Soviet submarine ran aground on the south coast of Sweden, just 6.2 miles from a Swedish naval base, beaching itself like a whale you really don’t want to explode. The Soviets claimed that they were forced into Swedish territory by severe distress exacerbated by navigation errors – an excuse so bad they may as well have rummaged around in their backpack saying ‘I’m sure my map’s in here somewhere.’ Sweden saw this as proof that the then Soviet Union was pissing around in Swedish waters, in the same way that a child will insist they aren’t going to eat the cake, they just want to hold the cake. It didn’t help calm things down at all when Swedish officials secretly measured for radioactive materials and detected what they were 90 per cent sure was a shitload of uranium-23 inside the sub, indicating that it might be nuclear armed. I should clarify at this point that this was a real submarine, not a fart.

It didn’t look great. The submarine, despite supposedly being in distress, had navigated its way through some pretty ropey waters and rocks to reach the base.4 As far as excuses go, ‘I was just going for a bit of a ramble in the country’ stretches your credulity if you notice the rambler’s carrying a massive bomb right into MI6 HQ.

After interrogating the captain for a bit, the Swedish returned the submarine to international waters by tugboat. No record survives of the awkward ‘So, any holidays planned, or are you too busy thinking of nuking the shit out of us?’ chit-chat that took place in the cab while the sub was being towed.

The Swedish government remained on edge following the incident, convinced that Russian subs could still be operating near their territory. Right on cue, they began to pick up elusive underwater signals and sounds that seemingly confirmed their suspicions. In 1982, several of Sweden’s subs, boats and helicopters pursued one of these unidentified sources for a whole month, only to find nothing.5 Whatever technology these subs were using, they were tricksy, and appeared to disappear like a fart in a bath.

This carried on for well over a decade. Every time they picked up an acoustic signal, they would search and find nothing but a few bubbles on the sea’s surface, in operations whose costs ran into millions of pounds, or whatever it is that Sweden used back then.

Sweden was worried about the intrusions, and couldn’t think why, with the Cold War now over, the Russians would continue to provoke them in this manner, like a man two days after a badminton match that never happened hiding outside your house waggling around a big knife.

But Russia wasn’t trying to provoke them at all. It was farts.

In 1996, Magnus Wahlberg, a professor at the University of Southern Denmark, became involved in the investigation of the strange signals, to try and figure out how the submarines were so elusive. ‘We were brought into this very secret room under the naval base of Bergen in Stockholm,’ he explained in a TEDx Talk in 2012.6 ‘We were sitting there with all these officers and they were actually playing these sounds for us. It was the first time any civilian heard the sound.’

He had been imagining it to sound like the ping you hear in films when a submarine is detected, or just the noise of a propeller. ‘It was nothing at all like that,’ Wahlberg said in his talk. ‘It sounded like someone frying bacon. Like small air bubbles releasing underwater.’ He and a colleague headed home and put their heads together to figure out what could be making bubbles on a scale that would make Sweden think it was dealing with a potential nuclear war.

‘It turns out herring have a swim bladder, and this swim bladder is connected to the anal duct of the fish,’ Wahlberg said. ‘It’s a very unique connection, only found in herring. So a herring can squeeze its swim bladder, and that way it can blurt out a small number of bubbles through the anal opening.’

In layman’s terms, they let one loose. Herrings swim in gigantic schools that can reach several square kilometres and up to 20 metres deep. When something gets near them – say, a hungry school of mackerel or a big fucking submarine on the lookout for Russian spies – it can frighten them, causing them to generate a lot of ass farts. The theory was that the Swedish government were roaming around the ocean looking for Russian submarines, scaring the shit out of the fish and then chasing the bubbles. They were trapped in a fish fart loop.

To test his hypothesis, Wahlberg bought a herring from a shop and applied pressure to the sort of area you’d expect to make a fish fart, and sure enough, it made a sound that was at once very amusing and also confirmation of a scientific theory, like if Archimedes had farted the word ‘Eureka’. He took footage of his test to the navy and played it back to them in the secret war room. It was a perfect match for the noise they had been hearing.

The good news was that Sweden wasn’t under threat from Russia; the bad news was it had spent ten years deploying its fucking military in pursuit of fish farts. They thought they had been living under nuclear threat, but they had merely embarrassed some gassy fish, chasing them down after they let one out.

Since they figured out what was and wasn’t fish farts, there have been zero reports of hostile intruders in Swedish waters. Thus ends the story of Das Toot.
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