An upside-down love letter: it’s a simple trick, really, but it always works, so I’ve done it several times. You just write out a love letter, or if your handwriting is less than legible you get someone else to do it—we all know how to write love letters, even if we so rarely have the joy of receiving them—and, anyway, what the letter actually says isn’t of much concern, for people will know it’s a love letter by what you place around it, by the mood you create, lighting being more important than words. Then you put the letter in a window display so that it’s upside down to the people looking in.

Opening to My Time at Tiffany’s, St. Martin’s Press

Girls were the primary attraction. On Sunday afternoons the open-air dancehall at the Moulin de la Galette was filled with working girls of every sort—laundresses and maids, assistant dressmakers, florists, and milliners—all of them eager to dance. Renoir believed that such ordinary girls made the best models; they cost less (often nothing) and posed far more naturally than professionals. And Renoir was in constant need of females. Images of women compose the majority of the paintings he made during his long career, and most of these, even when not labeled as such, are portraits.

Opening to Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette, Barron’s

It was not Alfonso the Battler (d. 1134) or Alfonso the Catholic (693?–757) or Alfonso the Chaste (759–842) or Alfonso the Emperor (1104–1157) or Alfonso the Fat (1185–1223) or Alfonso the Great (838?–911?) or Alfonso the Magnanimous (1396–1458) or either of the two Alfonsos called Noble (994?–1027 and 1155–1214), but, of course, Alfonso the Wise (1221–1284), who said, “Had I been present at the creation, I would have given some useful hints for the better ordering of the universe.”

*

Alligators move with remarkable speed over the swampy ground they call home. Experts offer this advice: if chased by an alligator, zigzag.


Eluding a pursuing bear is another matter. If chased by a bear, you should endeavor to run downhill. Bears tend to trip themselves on inclines.

From The Best Book of Trivia, Gallery Books

For nearly forty years, no one heard from G. M. Anderson [Broncho Billy Anderson]. In 1957, after a nationwide search, he was finally located and awarded an Oscar, for Special Contribution to Motion Pictures. In 1965, he was given a small part in a western—a talkie, of course—The Bounty Killer. Anderson lived out his last days in a dingy hotel a few blocks from the Paramount studio, watching westerns on television. He liked them and thought they weren’t so very different from his Broncho Billy films, just a tad more realistic. As he said of his films, “In those movies, a blank used to turn a corner and kill a man.” He also gave his opinion of western-movie audiences: “People don’t care why the stagecoach goes over the cliff as long as it goes over.”

From The Life and Times of the Western Movie, Columbus Books

The 1941 comedy Buck Privates begins with Bud Abbott and Lou Costello selling neckties to passersby on a busy city street. Spotted and pursued by a policeman, the unlawful vendors try to hide by joining what they believe to be the line for a movie theater. It is actually the line for a draft board, and they end up enlisting in the army. For Abbott and Costello, the error is funny, just another of their characteristic blunders, but many people commit a similar, less humorous error: they, too, mistake the line for a draft board for the line to see a movie—they imagine that their experience of real war will be similar to the experience presented in war movies.

Afterword to War Movies, Gallery Books

