Down Side

The trouble with being No. 1 in the world – at anything – is that it takes a certain mentality to attain that position in the first place, and that is something of a driving, perfectionist attitude, so that once you do achieve No. 1, you don’t relax and enjoy it. (Billie Jean King with Frank Deford, in Billie Jean)

A friend was lunching at a Chinese restaurant and noticed that the table had been set with forks, not chopsticks. When he asked why, the waiter explained that they were provided only on request. “But,” the man countered, “if you gave your patrons chopsticks, you wouldn’t have to pay someone to wash all the forks.” “True,” the waiter shot back, “but then we would have to hire three more people to clean up the mess.” (J. L. Sims, in Reader’s Digest)

A burgeoning fur trade made the Dakota Territory highly desirable. In the early 1700s, Great Britain, France, and Spain fought over the land. The influx of trappers brought prosperity to the area’s natives, who received tools, cloth and weapons in exchange for sharing their hunting expertise with the Europeans. Unfortunately, this mingling with outsiders sometimes proved harmful, as in the case of an 1837 smallpox outbreak that killed tens of thousands of American Indians. (Tidbits)

Sweden’s embrace of “green” cars, ranging from hybrids to ethanol- and clean-diesel-powered vehicles, has actually led to a net increase in greenhouse-gas emissions, according to the Swedish government. The government says improved fuel economy – and a reduced sense of guilt – has led Swedes to drive more, thus burning more fuel. (Treehugger.com, as it appeared in The Week magazine, March 25, 2011)
French poultry experts developed a hen’s egg with a tougher shell. Less breakage. So lower prices, they hoped. But the shell was blue. Nobody would buy it except a few Paris restaurants. (L. M. Boyd)

Traffic lights using environmentally friendly LED bulbs have led to a spate of serious traffic accidents. That’s because the bulbs do not produce as much heat as standard bulbs, allowing more snow and ice to accumulate, obscuring the green and red signals. (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, January 15, 2010)
Until the early 1990s, most U.S. gas stations offered both regular and unleaded gasoline. Lead was first added to gasoline in the United States during the 1920s; it reduced engine “knock” and increased the octane rating of cheaper grades of gas. Of course, lead is also a known poison, but why nitpick? The EPA started phasing out leaded gas in 1986. American consumers were reluctant to give it up, particularly since leaded gas was typically priced a few cents less than unleaded fuel. (Clifton Thorold-Stone, in Tidbits)

Weeds flourish wherever we clear land, dig, or farm. Human activity has even backfired to create “superweeds” like cogon grass, which flourished in Vietnam when Agent Orange wiped out its natural enemies. Today, having somehow crossed the Pacific, cogon grass is taking over large sections of the southeastern U.S. (The Week magazine, July 1-8, 2011)
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