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turned his hobby into a business, 

breeding and selling exotic animals, 

typically to buyers in Texas. 

Because his medical history meant 

he faced an increased risk of seizure, 

Austin needed regular supervision 

growing up. He wasn’t allowed to play 

contact sports and had to be careful 

roughhousing at the swimming pool 

each summer or attending sleepovers 

at friends’ homes. He faced limitations 

his peers didn’t, but he did have access 

to something that other children 

lacked: exotic animals. In addition to 

three dogs, Austin had a pet ostrich, a 

white-tailed deer and a fallow deer.

“He was never inside and didn’t like 

to play video games,” Gail Riley, Aus-

tin’s mother, recalls. “He wanted to be 

outside with the animals, hanging out, 

playing hide-and-seek, learning how to 

feed and care for them. Austin loved 

the animals and the animals always 

seemed to love him.”

But there was one animal that Austin 

poured more of himself into than any 

other: Waylon. Their bond formed on a 

cold December night in 2017, seconds 

after the tiny warthog took its first 

breath. The piglet’s mother had died in 

labor, but Austin immediately assumed 

her place, cradling the hamster-sized 

infant in one hand and a bottle of milk 

in the other. He moved the animal into 

Austin and a young 

Waylon, who would 

eventually weigh more 

than an NFL linebacker

reader’s digest
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his parents’ home, creating a makeshift 

nursery out of a plastic container, hay 

and baby blankets. Eventually, as the 

weather outside warmed, Austin built 

a small wooden house beside his par-

ents’ home, where the pig was able to 

spend his days gaining strength and 

playing with the family’s bulldog. Aus-

tin decided to name the rambunctious 

warthog as an homage to another 

unruly figure, outlaw country legend 

Waylon Jennings. 

Always eager for his owner’s com-

pany, Waylon enjoyed falling asleep on 

Austin’s chest after feedings. He loved 

red apples, rough belly scratches and 

tender massages on his hardened, bony 

snout. Before long, the pig and the 

brawny farm boy were inseparable. 

“I just kinda became his parent—his 

dad, really,” Austin says. “Early on, I’d 

take him with me through the drive-

thru at Whataburger, and he’d sit in the 

front seat, happy as can be.”

Waylon soon grew to be “250 pounds 

of pure protein,” as Austin likes to say—

more than an average-size NFL line-

backer. By then, Austin had moved him 

to a large pen a few hundred yards away 

from the family home. On particularly 

beautiful days, Austin liked to lie on the 

ground in the enclosure, listening to 

sports radio and watching the clouds 

pass by. Inevitably, Waylon would lie 

down beside him, gingerly resting his 

enormous, wart-covered head on Aus-

tin’s thigh. They could remain that way 

for hours at a time.

Pigs, as any experienced livestock 

handler will tell you, are usually the 

most intelligent animals on a ranch, 

and Waylon was no exception. He 

could follow basic commands and 

knew his name. When Austin wasn’t 

paying attention, Waylon enjoyed dig-

ging his snout into his owner’s back 

pocket and grabbing hold of a pair of 

pliers that Austin always carried with 

him. Instead of giving the tool back, 

Waylon would run to the other side of 

the pen and play keep-away for as long 

as Austin would chase after him. 

“He loved being a little pain in the 

butt,” Austin recalls. “But in the end, we 

had an understanding, and he never 

showed one sign of aggression.”

ON THE RUTHLESS African savanna, wart-

hogs exist in an almost perpetual state 

of danger. Their wariness and quick 

trigger have helped turn them into for-

midable opponents for some of the 

world’s most fearsome predators. 

Adult warthogs can reach speeds of 

more than 30 mph. Even when caught 

by a lion or leopard, the pigs can be 

hard to kill because they fight back with 

knifelike lower tusks, which protrude 

from muscular jaws like blades on a 

scythed chariot. 

“I’D TAKE HIM TO THE DRIVE-

THRU AT WHATABURGER. 

HE’D SIT IN THE FRONT 

SEAT, HAPPY AS CAN BE.” 
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Nearly 9,000 miles away, on ranches 

in Texas, they’re becoming more pop-

ular as pets and as hunting targets. 

They are prized by hunters for their 

delectable meat and the challenge 

involved in acquiring it. For those who 

keep them, meanwhile, warthogs are 

low-maintenance exotic pets. Despite 

their menacing appearance and deadly 

hardware, they don’t usually display 

aggression toward humans. 

Experts say a reputation for docility 

can be the very quality that makes a 

particular animal dangerous. Wild-pig 

behavior isn’t easy to predict, says Tina 

Cloutier Barbour, associate vice presi-

dent of animal care and welfare at the 

Dallas Zoo. Unlike domestic animals, 

which have been bred to remain docile, 

wild animals are capable of dramatic 

shifts in behavior, even when they 

appear tame. At the Dallas Zoo, person-

nel never encounter the adult beasts 

unguarded but instead practice “pro-

tective contact,” a form of interaction 

that ensures there is always a physical 

barrier, such as wire mesh, between 

human and animal.

“Warthogs aren’t predators, so they 

don’t necessarily seek out fights, but if 

they do feel threatened, they’ll use their 

speed and their agility and their tusks 

to defend themselves quite spectacu-

larly,” Cloutier Barbour says.

Low to the ground and deft, the ani-

mal is capable of thrashing its head 

back and forth at a rate that can be hard 

for the human eye to register. Adding to 

the terror, a warthog goring isn’t a clean 

form of penetrative trauma. The tusks’ 

hooked shape ensures that they cause 

even more damage coming out than 

they do going in. 

Asked what she’d tell someone plan-

ning to add a warthog to a private col-

lection, Cloutier Barbour offers a sim-

ple piece of advice: “Don’t do it.”

AFTER PARTICULARLY BRUTAL days at the 

ranch, whether he’s laboring through 

freezing weather or has spent hours 

corralling an unruly animal, Austin 

likes to sum up his struggle with a sin-

gle expression: “Things got Western,” a 

rhetorical tribute to the rugged cowboy 

culture that so many rural Texans still 

embrace.

The most “Western” five minutes in 

his life began without much warning. 

Waylon had appeared to be his typical 

A cozy moment years earlier. But on the 

day of the attack, Austin says, Waylon 

“almost looked like he was possessed.”
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friendly self that October day at his 

dinnertime. He greeted Austin at the 

front gate, happily accepted some back 

scratches, and trotted beside him as the 

two walked to a nearby feeding trough. 

About 20  minutes after he’d arrived, 

Austin had just finished feeding Daisy, 

a potbellied pig he’s owned since she 

was a piglet, in an adjacent pen. He 

reentered the warthog enclosure and 

was walking toward his all-terrain vehi-

cle, parked at the gate.

Suddenly his right leg crumpled 

behind him, and he found himself tum-

bling forward, landing some 15  feet 

away. As Austin gathered his bearings, 

Waylon’s bulky, gray head emerged 

from a swirling cloud of dust near his 

feet. Before Austin could stand up and 

run, Waylon thrust his face between the 

rancher’s lower legs and began vio-

lently swinging his tusks back and 

forth. One tusk stabbed Austin twice in 

the right calf and the other once in the 

left calf. His right leg was gashed from 

the knee to the upper thigh, an injury 

so wide that Austin was later able to put 

his hand inside it. He remembers the 

sensation of cool air hitting warm mus-

cle and the realization that blood was 

pouring out of his jeans and filling his 

boots. 

Austin knew his parents were almost 

certainly eating dinner indoors a 

quarter-mile away, and nearby ranch-

ers were likely too far away to hear his 

cries. He screamed anyway.

For a split second, Austin thought the 

incident might come to an abrupt end, 

that Waylon had merely decided to 

deliver a forceful message—“This is my 

pen and I’m the man around here 

now!”—in the only way he knew. But a 

momentary glimpse of the warthog’s 

narrowed, rage-filled eyes dispelled 

that notion. As Austin attempted to 

scoot backward, he realized that Way-

lon wasn’t stopping. The warthog was 

barreling forward, attempting to pin his 

owner to the ground. 

“He was in murder mode,” Austin 

says.

Before Austin could fight back, Way-

lon hooked his owner four more times 

in the upper left leg and genitals. Sev-

eral more stab wounds to his upper 

right leg followed in rapid succession.

Reflexively, Austin attempted to 

gouge out the warthog’s eyes, but he 

was blocked by bony facial armor. Aus-

tin grabbed Waylon’s tusks instead, 

slicing open his wrist. After three 

more gashes in his abdomen, Austin 

attempted to put Waylon in a headlock. 

But the animal jerked upward, plung-

ing his tusk into Austin’s voice box, 

leaving a hole the size of a quarter 

in his neck. The blow knocked him 

onto his back, leaving his entire body 

exposed to the rampaging boar.

AUSTIN’S SURVIVAL 

DEPENDED ON REENTERING 

THE PEN WITH THE BEAST 

TO RETRIEVE HIS PHONE. 
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Somehow, when he needed it most, 

Austin caught a break. Lying on his 

back and bleeding out, he may have 

looked dead to Waylon. The warthog 

relented, momentarily. Pumped full 

of adrenaline, Austin staggered to his 

feet and clambered halfway up an 

8-foot fence using a foothold. It would 

take five tries to swing his body over

the top.

Once outside the pen, Austin made 

a disheartening discovery: His phone 

had fallen out of his back pocket during 

the attack. Afraid he’d lose conscious-

ness soon, and with no other way to 

summon help, Austin realized his sur-

vival depended upon his reentering the 

pen with the beast and crossing 20 feet 

of blood-soaked dirt to retrieve his 

phone and call for help, all without 

Waylon noticing. 

Once Waylon had trotted a little way 

in the other direction, Austin seized his 

opportunity. After climbing down the 

fence, he dragged himself over to his 

phone and then stumbled to a nearby 

gate. Steadying his legs and trying not 

to panic, he struggled to open two 

latches as Waylon circled back around 

and started charging. Slipping past 

with seconds to spare, Austin collapsed 

on the ground as the warthog lunged 

at him from the other side of the fence, 

threatening to break through. 

Austin knew his survival was far 

from assured. His service rarely worked 

near the back of Waylon’s pen, but on 

this day he found a single bar of cover-

age. When his dad picked up the 

phone, Austin told him he was “bleed-

ing out.” Shane knew his son wasn’t 

being dramatic. Austin—who preferred 

to wrap a paper towel and some elec-

trical tape around a wound and then go 

about his business—was not one to fuss 

over injuries. Shane told him to sit 

tight.

Before Austin hung up the phone, he 

told his parents how much he loved 

them. They’d always been there for 

him, he said, and his rapidly approach-

ing demise wasn’t their fault. 

A minute later, he could hear his 

mother’s screams from inside the fam-

ily home a quarter-mile away, followed 

by the screech of his father’s Suburban 

peeling out of the driveway. 

Austin’s rehab was tough. He says, “I’m 

not the kind of person who gives up.”  
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By the time he made it to the pen, 

Shane felt as if he’d walked into a grue-

some crime scene. His first instinct was 

to push the tissue back inside Austin’s 

body, as if trying to put his son back 

together. 

“It was horrible,” Shane says. “I just 

knew I needed to get him to the hospi-

tal as soon as possible.”

As Shane got him into his SUV, Aus-

tin was beginning to lose feeling in his 

hands and feet, a sign that his body 

was going into shock. Emergency 

responders had instructed the Rileys 

to wait for their arrival, but Shane felt 

there wasn’t enough time. He raced 

toward a rendezvous point, where Gail 

had driven on her own. Paramedics 

informed the Rileys that they wouldn’t 

be able to ride in the ambulance with 

their son. His condition was too seri-

ous. Shane and Gail told Austin they 

loved him and urged him to keep 

fighting.

Shane knew Austin had already 

cheated death multiple times in his 

young life. He prayed to God, asking for 

another miracle. 

“Austin is special,” he says. “And 

everyone who knows Austin knows 

how tough he is.”

By the time Austin reached Univer-

sity Hospital in San Antonio, 30 min-

utes away, he’d lost nearly half his 

blood. Even more shocking was that 

Waylon’s tusks had come within milli-

meters of severing multiple arteries. 

It would take doctors 11 surgeries to 

repair the damage to Austin’s body. 

Though the official count stands at 15, 

no one is entirely sure of exactly how 

many times Waylon gored his owner. 

Some wounds were just too messy for 

them to be certain.

TWO YEARS AFTER the attack, and after 

Austin’s parents asked an exotic-animal 

broker to put Waylon down, Austin has 

no idea what caused his favorite animal 

to turn on him. They’d both been in 

the pen earlier that day, and nothing 

seemed out of the ordinary. 

Extensive therapy has helped Austin 

work through traumatic memories and 

flashbacks. Gradually, his feelings of 

shock and betrayal are being replaced 

by acceptance and understanding. As 

Austin showed me sweet pictures of 

him giving the warthog nuzzles and 

belly scratches, I asked if he thinks 

Waylon regretted attacking him before 

he was killed. He went silent for a few 

seconds before responding. 

“I don’t think it was Waylon who 

attacked me,” he says. “I was attacked 

by a warthog.” 

TEXAS MONTHLY (MAY 2024), COPYRIGHT © 2024 BY 
TEXAS MONTHLY, LLC.

They Paved Paradise …

On average, 20% of all land in city centers is devoted to parking.

ATLAS OBSCURA
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Terrified  
of Turtles

And other “scary stuff” that might surprise you

BY Reader’s Digest Readers

Shell-Shocked 
As a kid, I heard stories of snapping 

turtles who ate my grandmother’s pet 

ducks. One day, I was in a rowboat 

with my aunt, occasionally dipping 

my hand into the lake. Suddenly, 

there was a huge snapping turtle 

inches away from my hand. I’ve been 

scared of them ever since. Then, in 

my 20s, some friends convinced me 

to join them in jumping into a lake 

from a bridge. On the way down, all 

I could think of was snapping turtles 

swarming me when I landed. I flailed 

my arms and legs midair in a futile 

attempt to stop myself, totally muffing 

the jump and doing a painful belly flop 

into the water. 

—jennifer thorne Auburn, AL

Mixed Signals
I told my wife how I hated driving under 

traffic lights on windy days. I’d once vis-

ited a factory that manufactures them 

and learned how huge and heavy they 

are. She told me I was nuts and that 

traffic lights never fall. Fast-forward 

to me driving home one rainy, windy 

night. I pulled up to an intersection 

and, lo and behold, the traffic light 

was lying in the middle of the road, 

smashed to smithereens. So my para-

noia isn’t without merit. It even has a 

name: fanariphobia. But I like to call 

it trafficlightis. 

—john meeker York, PA

Oh, Bother
I loved reading Winnie-the-Pooh books 

growing up. But I was terrified of his 

friend Eeyore. I’d make my mom hide 

my Eeyore stuffed animal at night so 

it wouldn’t scare me. I wouldn’t stop 

reading Winnie-the-Pooh, but I turned 

the pages very slowly so I could pre-

pare for the potential appearance of 

Eeyore. 

—zak valdes Freehold, NJ 

illustrations by Nathan Hackett
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Flower Cower
My irrational fear? Sunflowers. This 

is largely because I accidentally 

wandered into a huge patch of them 

on my aunt’s farm when I was a kid 

and I couldn’t find my way out. This 

was shortly after watching The Day 

of the Triffids, an old horror movie 

about killer plants that come to life. 

The leaves clung to me, and it felt as if 

they were trying to hold on to me and 

wouldn’t let go. I do love munching on 

sunflower seeds, though—I’m eating 

them instead of them eating me. 

—carol linn Grove, OK

Mind Firmly on Matter, Please
I find the feeling of my feet dangling 

over open air totally unsettling. Being 

on a swing, ski lift, carnival ride or 

similar are all no-gos. However, I can 

walk around an airplane at 36,000 feet 

with no issue. 

—Lois Shaffer Blythe, CA

Fear the Underwriter
I will not drive behind a semitruck 

hauling a double-height trailer of 

stacked cars out of fear that the chains 

will break and the cars will come roll-

ing down the ramp into me. If I can’t 

get by it, I’ll slow down so other drivers 

pass and get between us. Anyone who 

doesn’t share my fear, I have to assume, 

has better car insurance. 

—hazel bowman Prescott, AZ

Robbed Blind and Breathless
I worked in a bank for a decade. I also 

have horrible allergies. I was always 
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PLANES, TRAINS AND AUTOMOBILES
Oh, the joys of public transportation! What’s your most memorable surprise 

experienced in transit? Editor Jody Rohlena was once mortified to be scolded 

by a Washington, D.C., bus driver after missing a No Eating sign, but then 

wound up chatting with him for the rest of the ride. On another trip, her 

husband and son met the NBA’s Antetokounmpo brothers during an airport 

layover. Maybe you rode the subway with an unforgettable character or struck 

up a friendship with your train conductor. To share your travel tale, please see 

terms at rd.com/publictransit. It might appear in a future Reader’s Digest.

afraid that one day bandits would try to 

rob the bank, herding tied-up employ-

ees into the vault and duct-taping our 

mouths. Of course, it would be allergy 

season and I would be unable to breathe 

through my congested nose. Fortu-

nately, in all my tenure, all the bank was 

ever robbed of were pens. 

—jane tedder Lawrence, KS

A Tough Pill to Swallow
I carry a stainless steel water bot-

tle everywhere, but I refuse to drink 

from it while driving, no matter how 

thirsty I am. I’m afraid I’ll drive over 

a bump or pothole while sipping 

and knock my teeth out. Once, I had 

a headache and pulled over on the 

highway to swallow ibuprofen. I told 

my boyfriend, who was following me 

in his truck, that I’d stopped to clear 

something from my eye because I was 

embarrassed by the truth. 

—leslie lazarre Helena, AL

That’ll Make a Heart Skip a Beat
My whole life, I’ve been horribly afraid 

of suffocating. When I was a baby, my 

mother had to buy all button and snap 

clothes because I had a tantrum if she 

tried to pull a shirt over my head. As 

an adult, I once crawled out of an MRI 

machine because I was so panicked. 

Hard to tell who was more freaked out 

by that: me or the MRI technicians. 

—deborah breda Mechanicville, NY

Shaken to Your Core
I have a horrible fear that an earth-

quake will strike when I’m at my most 

vulnerable: while I have a Q-tip in my 

ear. The things that living in Southern 

California will do to you. 

—elizabeth boolen Burbank, CA

A Feeling You Can’t Overlook
I love nature and scenery, especially 

when enjoyed from observation decks, 

bridges and overlooks. But every time 

I sightsee, I imagine that the observa-

tion deck’s foundation will crumble, the 

bridge will collapse or the overlook’s 

underpinning will slide into the ravine 

below. Don’t you just love the outdoors? 

—Patrick McLaughlin  

Charlotte, NC 
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THE FIRST  
    PHOTOBOMBER ...

struck in 1853! And other “new” fads  

that are actually ancient history.

BY Jacopo della Quercia 

WHO KNEW?
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It’s no secret that almost every fad eventually loses its appeal.  

(We’re looking at you, post-lockdown mullet!) However, some trends 

seem to have always been around because, well, they have always 

been around, at least as far as we can remember—and then some.

à Photobombing

In case you haven’t noticed, people

have been taking a lot more pictures 

since the invention of the smartphone. 

As a result, countless individuals go out 

of their way to make chance encounters 

as memorable as possible—for them-

selves. The word photobombing, mean-

ing popping up in a photo uninvited, 

first appeared online in 2008 and was 

enshrined in the Merriam-Webster

Dictionary in 2015. 

The oldest known example of this 

odd behavior took place in the early 

1850s, when a woman named Sally sat 

alongside a Mrs. Reed for a photo-

graphic portrait by Mary Dillwyn. We 

know these details because they were 

written on the picture, which we still 

have in the National Library of Wales. 

The ladies are dressed fashionably: 

high collars, dark dresses, and shawls 

and bonnets that look as if they once 

belonged to Whistler’s mother. What we 

don’t know is why the smug young girl 

with the grinning face in the top-left 

corner peering around a screen decided 

to upstage their portrait.

à Reboots 

Stop us if this sounds familiar: “Holly-

wood frequently digs up old plots,

remaking successful movies of the past 

… and inevitably watering them down. 

This sterile rehashing and stealing of 

stories ... is significant.” If you think that 

comes from an angry critic reviewing 

the latest iteration of Planet of the Apes,

think again. Social critic Trent Hutter 

wrote that complaint in the 1950s.

Reboots and remakes are nothing 

new. If your oldest relatives told you 

their favorite movie was The Wizard of 

Oz, you’d probably think they were 

talking about the 1939 classic starring 

Judy Garland. But if they corrected you 

by saying, “No, the silent movie!” then 

they were probably talking about The 

Wonderful Wizard of Oz, released in 

1910. This forgotten relic is not only the 

oldest known motion picture based on 

L. Frank Baum’s Oz books, which had 

just been published a few years earlier, 

it was the first film in an entire series. 

Quite a few other classic movies were 

based on older films. Alfred Hitchcock 

even remade one of his own films, the 

1934 thriller The Man Who Knew Too 

Much. His 1956 version kept the name 

but was filmed in color and had a 

whole new script that included songs 

for its female lead, Doris Day. 

These originals and their remakes 

were all considered great successes. 

photographs by Emiko Franzen
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such stylus in its possession bears this 

inscription along its sides: “I have come 

from the City. I bring you a welcome 

gift with a sharp point that you may 

remember me. I ask, if fortune allowed, 

that I might be able [to give] as gener-

ously as the way is long [and] as my 

purse is empty.”

In other words, “I went to Rome, and 

all I got you was this stupid pencil.” 

As for exchanging gag gifts, the 

ancient Romans did that as well, espe-

cially during Saturnalia, a holiday in 

December (think a Roman Christmas). 

One such gift was the “air pillow,” a pre-

cursor to the whoopee cushion. It was, 

according to the ancient Roman biogra-

pher Lampridius, a favorite of an ado-

lescent emperor named Elagabalus. 

“Some of his humbler friends he would 

But not everyone is a fan of reimagining 

masterpieces, including John Huston, 

who directed a few classics himself 

(Maltese Falcon, anyone?) He’s been 

quoted as suggesting, “Why don’t we 

remake some of our bad pictures ... and 

make them good?”

à Gag Gifts 

Pet rocks, bobbleheads and other nov-

elties are mainstays at souvenir shops 

around the world. But some of the sil-

lier gifts you’ll find while out of town 

are older than almost every country on 

the planet. 

If you were visiting Rome in A.D. 70, 

a funny trinket you could take as a keep-

sake was a stylus, an ancient pencil-like 

writing instrument. According to the 

Museum of London Archaeology, one 
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seat on air-pillows instead of on cush-

ions,” Lampridius wrote, “and let out the 

air while they were dining, so that often 

the diners were suddenly found under 

the table.” It seems he pulled one prank 

too many; Elagabalus was assassinated 

shortly after, at the ripe old age of 18.

à Fan Fiction

If you ever wrote or imagined an origi-

nal story that featured your favorite

fictional characters, congratulations!

You have contributed to the world of  

fan fiction, a literary genre where ama-

teur writers craft new stories with

famous—and frequently copyright-

protected—characters. 

We must emphasize “copyright-

protected” since fan fiction occasion-

ally becomes the stuff of lawsuits. How-

ever, all the lawyers on the planet can’t 

stop fans of Harry Potter or Star Wars

from freely sharing their own original 

tales across the internet. Some of these 

writers even strike it rich: E.L. James’s 

bestselling Fifty Shades trilogy began as 

online stories following the lovers from 

Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series on 

their … well, let’s just say on their new 

adventures.

While this may sound like a byprod-

uct of the internet, fan fiction is actual 

among the oldest forms of literature. 

Virgil’s Aeneid, the Roman epic that tells 

the tale of the Trojan horse and the fall 

of Troy, features characters and story-

lines lifted straight from the Greek poet 

Homer eight centuries earlier.

More recently, Old Friends and New 

Fancies: An Imaginary Sequel to the Nov-

els of Jane Austen appeared (unautho-

rized!) in bookstores in 1914. Twenty 

years earlier, J.M. Barrie, the author of 

Peter Pan, wrote an imaginative article 

for The St. James’s Gazette in which 

Dr. Watson was suspected of Sherlock 

Holmes’s death in the short story “The 

Adventure of the Final Problem.” And in 

1614, someone writing under the pseud-

onym Alonso Fernández de Avellaneda 

had the guts to publish a sequel to Don 

Quixote before Miguel de Cervantes 

even finished his second volume.

Maybe that’s why George R.R. Martin 

is in no rush to finish the last two 

installments of his seven-book series  

A Song of Ice and Fire. Someone else 

may write it for him.

à Selfies

While we can’t say for certain whether 

any western pioneers angered a bison 

while posing near one for a photo, the 

“selfie” is just a few years older than the 

camera, which was invented in 1825 by 

Nicéphore Niépce of France. 

According to the Library of Congress, 

the oldest photographic self-portrait in 

existence was taken in Philadelphia 

sometime around Halloween in 1839. 

The man in the picture was an interest-

ing character: Robert Cornelius, a pho-

tographer and inventor who made a 

fortune designing lamps that burned 

lard instead of whale oil. As if being 

rich, intelligent, artistic and a friend to 

whales was not enough, the guy was 

also pretty easy on the eyes. Described 

rd.com 97

Who Knew?  reader’s digest

http://RD.COM


as “broodingly handsome with his col-

lar upturned and his hair disheveled” 

on the Timeless blog from the Library 

of Congress, Robert Cornelius’s historic 

selfie is a swipe-right keeper.

à Influencers

It seems it’s never been easier for 

someone to amass a worldwide follow-

ing. Take Emma Chamberlain. 

Emma who? You may not know her, 

but more than 9 million girls and young 

women were glued to her every utter-

ance on YouTube concerning fashion 

and society in general. She became so 

popular that Louis Vuitton hired her as 

a brand ambassador. 

“Hold my telescope,” says astrophys-

icist, author and proud nerd Neil 

deGrasse Tyson, who has a strato-

spheric 20 million-plus social media 

followers. These are two very different 

examples of people using their person-

alities to affect how others dress, shop, 

speak and think. Social influencers 

might sound like a 21st-century phe-

nomenon, but they’ve been around far 

longer than anything online. 

Cleopatra, for example, caused quite 

a stir in 46 B.C. when she first visited 

Rome. According to biographer Stacy 

Schiff in Cleopatra: A Life, her very 

presence “set off a brief vogue for an 

elaborate hairstyle,” the melon coiffure, 

her signature bun. 

Centuries later, in the mid-1800s, 

Amelia Bloomer’s “bloomers” became 

a feminist fashion statement. Even 

though she did not originate the dress—

essentially, a skirt worn over loose trou-

sers—Bloomer’s writing on the subject 

in the women’s newspaper the Lily set 

off a sexist firestorm. Soon, early femi-

nists like Elizabeth Smith Miller and 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton were ditching 

the fashionable (but uncomfortable) 

dresses of the day, and men through- 

out the United States were outraged. 

Women, meanwhile, sent Bloomer 

hundreds of letters “making inquiries 

about the dress and asking for pat-

terns—showing how ready and anxious 

women were to throw off the burden of 

long, heavy skirts,” Bloomer wrote. 

During the Civil War, Union general 

Ambrose Burnside became an unex-

pected style icon. If it were not for him, 

we would still be calling sideburns “side 

whiskers.” That’s because his sideburns 

joined together to form a mustache. 

Only his chin was clean-shaven. His mil-

itary skills, however, got zero likes after 

he suffered disastrous defeats at Fred-

ericksburg and Petersburg. But, oh, 

those sideburns!

à 3D Movies

If you took your kids to see Minions 2 in 

IMAX 3D and walked away thinking it 

was a groundbreaking experience, 

you’re wrong. Hollywood has been 

making 3D movies since Bette Davis 

was a teenager.

Back in 1922, a little-known film 

titled The Power of Love premiered and 

caused quite a stir. Here’s the plot: 

Because of financial troubles, Don 

Almeda promises his daughter, Maria, 
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to Don Alvarez. But Maria doesn’t love 

Don Alvarez. She loves … oh, never 

mind. The plot isn’t what made this film 

revolutionary. It was the first to offer 

audiences 3D visuals by showing the 

entire film through anaglyphs: nearly 

identical overlapping images shown in 

different colors. The process tricked the 

brain when people viewed films like The 

Power of Love through 3D glasses with 

a red-tinted lens and a blue-tinted lens. 

In addition to eye-popping visuals, 

The Power of Love enabled audiences 

to view one of two different endings to 

its main story. Since the film was two 

versions in different colors—one play-

ing on top of the other—covering or 

closing one eye at a crucial moment 

allowed viewers to experience which-

ever conclusion to the film they wished. 

à LOLcats

If you’ve ever viewed or shared an 

image of a cat accompanied by a funny 

caption, you have no reason to be 

ashamed. You just enjoyed a LOLcat, 

which originated in the early 1870s 

when British photographer Harry 

Pointer began taking pictures of his 

cats. The first were pretty standard, but 

Pointer eventually realized that his 

photos would be more interesting if 

he staged scenes starring his cats per-

forming human activities, such as host-

ing tea parties, reading the newspaper 

and holding question time with the 

“Prime Minister Lord Pawmerston.” 

Soon Pointer added captions to his 

pictures—often as tame as the cats—

that said things like “Happy New Year” 

or “Happy returns.” In short, LOLcats 

DO I LOOK LIKE I TAKE VENMO?
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have been around for about as long as 

humans have been rendered powerless 

by feline cuteness.

à Text Speak

OMG! Did you know people have been 

using expressions like OMG for over a 

century? And for the same reasons we 

do today. Texting lingo, aka SMS (short 

message service), has saved people 

time and money across countless con-

versations since the invention of the 

telegraph.

Abbreviations became more fre-

quent in correspondence once people 

realized how long it took to tap out 

words like abbreviations and corre-

spondence in Morse code. To make it 

easier on people’s fingers, in 1879 jour-

nalist Walter P. Phillips published a 

book of shorthand terms for telegraph 

operators. Among his suggestions were 

POTUS and SCOTUS for the President 

and Supreme Court of the United 

States, respectively. While administra-

trix might sound less like a kinky office 

manager when shortened to ADX, 

AWKWD remains just as awkward.

The military joined in the fun a few 

decades later with the result that Amer-

ican soldiers have been going AWOL 

since World War I, and orders to arrest 

the absentees have been sent ASAP 

since the Korean conflict. 

As for OMG, its earliest usage was in 

a letter a British admiral sent to Win-

ston Churchill in 1917. The admiral 

kindly explained that “O.M.G.” stood 

for “Oh! My God!” We doubt he was 

addressing Churchill. 
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Super/Man 
Directed by  

Ian Bonhôte and Peter Ettedgui

christopher reeve is forever the de-

finitive Superman, but this inspiring 

documentary demonstrates why he 

was as much of a superhero off-screen 

as he was on. The Juilliard graduate 

catapulted to stardom by playing the 

strapping Man of Steel in four Super-

man films beginning in the late 1970s. 

In 1995, when a horseback riding acci-

dent left him paralyzed from the neck 

down, the actor persevered by con-

tinuing to work, raising money for spi-

nal injury research and helping others 

until his death in 2004. Members of his 

lovely blended family share intimate 

home videos and poignant anecdotes 

of growing up with Reeve, while friends 

like Jeff Daniels and Glenn Close dis-

cuss his richly lived private side. The 

stories about Reeve and Robin Wil-

liams, who were as close as brothers, 

evoke laughs and bittersweet tears. 

Superman flew, but Reeve soared. (In 

theaters Sept. 21) —Mara Reinstein

FILM
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TV

Trivial Pursuit
Hosted by LeVar Burton

Fan favorite LeVar Burton takes his turn in the trivia-show spot-

light as he gamely hosts the new TV version of Trivial Pursuit. Three 

players move around a giant board—just like the one you’re used to 

seeing on your coffee table—answering questions in hopes of win-

ning colored wedges in the six categories from the classic version  

of the home game: Arts & Literature, Entertainment, Geography, 

History, Science & Nature and Sports & Leisure. The first player to 

reach the board’s center earns a chance to race the clock and take 

home the $20,000 prize pot. (For a full game night experience, tune 

in an hour early to catch Scrabble hosted by another ’90s to ’00s TV 

favorite, Raven-Symoné.) (Airing Mondays at 9 p.m. ET on The CW) 

—Caroline Fanning E
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TV
BOOKS

Night Magic
By Leigh Ann Henion

Henion, a nature and 

travel writer, skips the ex-

otic locales to find wonder 

in the nighttime world of 

her own North Carolina 

backyard, inspiring read-

ers to look outside too. 

Her observations are rich 

with insights about noc-

turnal fauna (finding a 

salamander in a creek in-

dicates clean water; the 

pollutant-sensitive crea-

tures breathe through 

their skin) and flora too. 

The chapter on foxfire, the 

glow from bioluminescent 

fungi once scraped from 

forest floors to fill lanterns, 

shines brightest. Viewers 

of Night on Earth, the wild-

life documentary series 

showcasing characteristic 

nature-show fare in an 

uncharacteristic nocturnal 

light (or lack thereof), this 

one is for you. —CF

Blood Test:  
A Comedy
By Charles Baxter

Brock Hobson, a cliche of 

wholesomeness as a mid-

western dad, insurance 

salesman and Sunday 

school teacher, finds him-

self facing a life-altering 

revelation. Follow our 

sympathetic protago-

nist’s journey—equal 

parts humorous (Baxter 

calls it a comedy for good 

reason) and poignant— 

as Hobson grapples with 

the results of an unusual 

medical test: one that in-

dicates he’s predisposed 

to murder. Surrounded 

by richly developed sup-

porting characters (his 

girlfriend with cancer,  

capricious teenage kids, 

and impulsive ex-wife 

with her macho boy-

friend), Hobson tests 

whether our fate really  

is in our own hands.  

—Adrienne Farr
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Nobody  
Wants This

Starring  

Kristen Bell and  

Adam Brody

A new comedy that’s 

sure to inspire laughs 

and teach something 

about love, cutting us 

up in more ways than 

one? Yes, we do want 

this! Noah (Adam 

Brody) is a young, 

brassbound rabbi on 

the cusp of proposing  

to his “perfect,” family-

approved girlfriend, Re-

becca (Emily Arlook). 

Then a chance collision 

with Joanne (Kristen 

Bell), an outspoken 

agnostic who co-hosts  

a hit podcast about the 

joys of life alone, rocks 

both their worlds. The 

O.C. heartthrob Brody 

brings the rom and  

The Good Place funny-

woman Bell brings the 

com. (Streaming on 

Netflix Sept. 26) —CF
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POINT TO PONDER

i n  a m e r i c a  w e  u r g e  e v e r y o n e

over the age of 18 to vote, but only 

15% of voters read books. Only  

15% of us perform the life-affirming, 

sanity-bolstering, empathy-forming 

act of spending time inside somebody 

else’s brain.

Fortunately—in spite of cellphones, 

in spite of video games, in spite of 

online gambling, in spite of the cur-

rent storm of shortsighted politics—

the habit of reading books is not yet 

on the brink of extinction.

Not yet. 

Today’s booksellers and librarians 

are not the sitcom stereotypes who give 

judgy looks when someone brings the 

latest bestseller to the counter, or who 

will shush an overenthusiastic teen to 

churchy quiet from 60 yards away.

Today’s booksellers and librarians 

are extraordinarily good at understand-

ing and motivating. Armed with empa-

thy, wit and professional training, they 

take the confused, the fearful, the frus-

trated, and help them become more 

keen-eyed, sharp-eared and justice-

attuned. What they do is crucial for 

this country, especially right now. They 

understand in their hearts and souls 

that in the beginning was the word.

Day after day after day, they find the 

right book for the right person, and in 

so doing, they help save people’s—and 

our collective—lives. And maybe our 

sanity. 

James Patterson, author,  
in THE SECRE T LIVES OF BOOKSELLERS AND LIBR ARIANS:  

TRUE S TORIES OF THE M AGIC OF RE ADING
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Fact or Fiction?
medium Determine whether each statement is fact or fiction. To reveal the solution 

to the bonus question at the bottom, write the letters indicated by your responses  

in the corresponding numbered blanks. Turn the page upside down for the answers.

1. Most Americans  

believe in  

ghosts.

fact: U fiction: A

5. Bats are  

basically  

blind.

fact: M fiction: O

3. The United States 

has as many time 

zones as Russia.

fact: D fiction: S

9. The blood in our 

veins is blue.

fact: R fiction: A

7. The most popular 

Halloween costume 

last year was Barbie.

fact: E fiction: J

4. None of the  

Beatles could  

read sheet music.

fact: R fiction:A

8. Canned pumpkin is 

just as nutritious  

as raw  

pumpkin.

fact: O fiction: D

2. Ernest Hemingway 

wrote standing up.

fact: N fiction: R

6. Only women were 

accused during  

the Salem  

witch trials.

fact: A fiction: M

Answers: 1. Fiction; between 20% and 40% do, but not a majority. 2. Fact; as did Virginia Woolf, Lewis Carroll and 
Charles Dickens. 3. Fact; 11 apiece. 4. Fact. 5. Fiction; despite the expression, bats see quite well. 6. Fiction; some men 
were too. 7. Fact, according to Google trends data. 8. Fiction; the canned stuff is more nutritious because it’s more con-
centrated 9. Fiction; it may appear that way from our skin’s surface, but it’s really red. Bonus Question: Andromeda.

bonus question Which galaxy is the farthest celestial object visible without a  

telescope? (Need help? Turn to “13 Things” on page 20.)
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6 12 20 30 42 ?

Candy Conundrum 
easy All the bags of Reese’s Pieces and regular 

M&M’s candies in Katie’s Halloween haul ripped 

opened, so the individual candy pieces are loose in 

her bag. Reese’s Pieces come in three colors: yellow, 

orange and brown. Regular M&M’s also come in 

these colors, plus three more: red, green and blue.  

If Katie picks a piece of candy at random, what’s the 

chance she can tell—before tasting it—which kind  

of candy she has? Assume equal pieces of candy per 

bag and an equal distribution of colors in each.

Number Logic 
medium The numbers inside these shapes all follow the same pattern.  

Can you determine the missing number?

A  +  B  =  F

A  +  G  =  D

D  +  H  =  B

C  +  G  =  A

E  +  H  =  F

Sum-Thing Special
difficult Each letter from A through H has one of the 

eight values listed below, and no two letters have the 

same value. Can you determine which number goes 

with each letter to make the equations true?
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Ghost Patrol 
easy Three spirits 

haunt their forever 

home along the paths 

shown, always moving 

at the same pace as 

each other. How often 

do two ghosts occupy 

the same square? 

Tricky Tiling 
medium The grid to the left was tiled 

using only the two tile shapes shown 

above, with rotations permitted. The 

tiles’ dots are all indicated in the grid. 

Using these, can you figure out the 

configuration of the tiles?

For answers, turn to page 111.

For more Brain Games, go to rd.com/braingames.

reader’s digest
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BY Sarah Chassé

Look alive, vocab fans! We’ve corralled  

15 vigorous verbs for you to puzzle over.  

This part of speech is a powerhouse,  

the engine of any sentence, driving the  

action. Ready to dive in? Navigate  

the quiz below, then zoom to the next 

page to examine the answers.

1. lob v.  

(lahb)

a scribble 

b chop

c throw

2. inveigle v.  

(in-'vay-gl)

a convince with flattery 

b negotiate 

c tangle up

3. canvass v.  

('kan-vuhs)

a lengthen

b survey

c crisscross

4. foment v.  

('foh-ment)

a turn sour

b stir up

c snarl

9. quaver v.  

('kway-vr)

a tremble 

b stall

c debate

10. futz v.  

(fuhts)

a stumble over

b stink up 

c fool around

11. opine v.  

(oh-'pyn)

a relieve pain

b imprison

c express an opinion

12. mewl v.  

(myool)

a droop

b whimper

c crush

13. expedite v.  

('ek-spuh-dyt)

a speed up

b glorify

c transport

14. defenestrate v.  

(dee-'feh-nuh-strayt)

a clear of trees

b toss out a window 

c protect from invaders

15. revel v.  

('reh-vl)

a drive back

b take pleasure

c bewitch

5. hew v.  

(hyoo)

a conform

b inform

c deform

6. undulate v.  

('uhn-juh-layt)

a sell short 

b overshadow

c move in waves

7. garner v.  

('gahr-nr)

a correct

b beautify

c earn

8. gambol v.  

('gam-bl)

a make a deal 

b skip happily 

c sand smooth

rd.com 109

Brain Games

WORD POWER

http://RD.COM


1. lob (c) throw  

The shortstop lobs  

the ball to the second 

baseman for an easy out.

2. inveigle  

(a) convince with flattery  

Anna inveigled her  

way into the exclusive 

nightclub by flirting  

with the bouncer.

3. canvass (b) survey  

City officials will canvass 

residents about the  

proposed bike lanes.

4. foment (b) stir up  

“Do you dare to foment 

an uprising against me?” 

the queen roared.

5. hew (a) conform

My brother has never 

hewed to social norms—

he’s a fortuneteller  

who lives in a yurt.

6. undulate  

(c) move in waves  

The golden stalks of 

wheat undulated in  

the breeze.

7. garner (c) earn

Though the indie film  

garnered praise from  

critics, it flopped at  

the box office.

8. gambol  

(b) skip happily  

The cute baby goats  

gamboled across the 

meadow, bleating loudly.

9. quaver (a) tremble  

Petra’s voice quavered 

with nerves as she  

testified in court.

10. futz (c) fool around

Will you please stop  

futzing with your  

phone during dinner?

11. opine (c)

express an opinion  

Fans of James Bond films 

often opine about  

who played 007 best.

12. mewl (b) whimper  

My cat mewls pitifully  

the second his food  

bowl is empty!

13. expedite (a) speed up  

“Please take your seats to 

expedite our departure,” 

said the flight attendant.

14. defenestrate  

(b) toss out a window  

After starting a brawl  

in the saloon, the rowdy 

cowboys were defenes-

trated into the street.

15. revel (b) take pleasure  

The newlyweds reveled  

in the magic of their  

first dance.

Word Power

ANSWERS

Lie and Lay for Laymen
If you confuse the verbs lie and lay, you’re not 

alone; it’s among the most common errors in  

English. Even the greats get it wrong—Bob Dylan’s 

song “Lay, Lady, Lay” should be “Lie, Lady, Lie.”  

Lie means “to recline,” and lay means “to put 

down.” So you could say: “I’m tired. I need to lie 

down, right after I lay down my Reader’s Digest.”

Vocabulary Ratings
9 & below: Saunter 

10-12: Sprint

13-15: Soar IN
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WHERE, OH WHERE?
(page 112)

A. Beatty, Nevada

BRAIN GAMES
(pages 107-108)

Candy Conundrum
25%. Because all three 

Reese’s Pieces colors are 

also represented in the 

M&M’s, the only way to 

be certain which candy 

she has is if it’s one of the 

three colors unique to the 

M&M’s. These represent 

half of the M&M’s, which 

is half of the candy, and 

half of a half is a quarter.

Number Logic 
56. Multiply the number 

of sides in each shape by 

the number that is one 

less than that number.

Sum-Thing Special
A = 10; B = 19; C= 4;  

D = 16; E = 26; F = 29;  

G = 6; H = 3.

Ghost Patrol 
They never do. Each time 

the ghosts advance, they 

move to a square of the 

opposite color, so two 

ghosts could only meet  

if they start on the same 

color square.

Tricky Tiling

ANSWERS
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Stories That  

Stay with Us 

We pack each issue  

of RD with stories of 

lasting interest, but 

some have endured 

in our memories for 

longer than others. 

Take, for instance,  

the brown spaniel 

who helps comfort 

other rescue dogs, or 

the man who fought 

for 29 years to prove 

his innocence. These 

inspirational tales  

and more of our most 

captivating content 

are inside The Best  

of Reader’s Digest 

Timeless Favorites. 

The book is yours for 

just $10. (We’ll spot 

you the shipping.) 

Order a copy at

rd.com/2308C.
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Brain Games
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fear not: These ghoulish fiberglass figures, collectively called Last Supper 

and cast in a pose similar to the one in Leonardo da Vinci’s painting of the 

same name, mean you no harm. Their sculptor didn’t think they’d last two 

years in the desert, but they have hovered just outside the Gold Rush–era 

ghost town of Rhyolite since 1984. Where are they? (Answer on page 111.)

A Beatty, Nevada

B Tule Valley, Utah

C Amargosa, California

D Arcosanti, Arizona
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