Power of the Written Word

The advertisements in a newspaper are more full knowledge in respect to what is going on in a state or commonly than the editorial columns are. (Henry Ward Beecher)

One businessman asked another, “Is your advertising getting results?” “It sure is,” replied his colleague. “Last week we advertised for a night watchman. The next night we were robbed.” (Paul Harwitz, in The Wall Street Journal)

An ancient Arab tradition says there are three ways to conclude a contract – on paper, with gold or by gun – and one of them, on paper, is worthless. (L. M. Boyd)

I hope we never live to see the day when a thing is as bad as some of our newspapers make it. (Will Rogers, American humorist)

They aim high. I once asked a world-class athlete to guess at the outcome of a major competition. “I’ll come in fifth,” he said. And that’s exactly where he finished, even though he could easily have placed third, or even second, since two other major contenders fared poorly. In setting our sights low, we often live up to our expectations. Contrast him with “Flo Jo” – Florence Griffith-Joyner. Training a week before the 1988 Games, she wrote in her diary the time she expected to run and win the 100-meter dash: 10:554 seconds. When Flo Jo crossed the finish line, the clock showed 10:54. She had not only seen herself winning, but called her winning time to the split second. (John E. Anderson, in Reader’s Digest)

The halls of the shopping mall that I manage were cluttered with boxes. So I had the maintenance staff check the labels and place the packages in front of the stores they belonged to. The next day, I got a call from the manager of a furniture store wondering why there were so many boxes piled up outside his door. “What’s the name of your store?” I asked him. “This End Up.” (Mike Demarco, in Reader’s Digest)

Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring inspired measures to curb the use of the insecticide DDT. (Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader: Wise Up!, p. 86)

The most successful, and “hottest”, story I ever wrote was when I was a high school sophomore in Canton, Georgia about 75 years ago. Our English teacher asked our class to write an essay on the deplorable condition of the courthouse. The best story, we were informed, would be published in the local newspaper. I used every superlative I knew to describe the ancient structure, and my essay won. The day the paper came out with my essay on the front page, most people in town were at a basketball game. Then word got out that the courthouse was on fire. Many people left the game to watch the fire as it turned the old courthouse into a pile of ashes. I wasn’t accused of arson. But I was not asked to write about any other buildings in town. (Edna Hawkins, in Reminisce magazine)

During finals week at New York Medical College in Valhalla, the library was full of students cramming for exams. While searching for a carrel in which to study, I passed one fellow asleep at a desk. His head rested beside the book he had been reading, titled Anesthesiology. (Gregory Chiarella, in Reader’s Digest)

The late Eugene T. Maleska, crossword editor for the New York Times, constructed his first puzzle in 1933, while an undergraduate at Montclair State College in New Jersey. The clue for No. 1 across was “the most beautiful girl on campus.” The answer was “Jean,” for the classmate he was dating and eventually married. (James Barron, in New York Times)

Our supply clerk at the factory was in a dither. A box had been left on the loading dock with this warning printed on it: Danger! Do Not Touch! Management was called and we were told to stay clear of the box until it could be analyzed. When the foreman arrived, he donned gloves and safety glasses, and then carefully opened the box. Inside were 25 signs that read: Danger! Do Not Touch! (becquet.com)

My mother had tried every diet advertised with no success. Then I noticed that Mom wasn’t eating, and on top of that she was exercising like crazy. Asking her what new program had inspired her, she tossed me an envelope to open. The letter inside read: “You are cordially invited to your 20th class reunion.” (Wendy Cogdell, in Reader’s Digest)

In the Nampa, Idaho, Press-Tribune: “A horse named Princess, a horse named Trixie, four calves, one dog and four rabbits will be for sale if the people who had to have them do not start caring for them.” (Reader’s Digest)

History should not be written to make the present generation feel good but to remind us that human affairs are complicated. (Margaret MacMillan)

Legible handwriting is important to Luke Mundt, a fourth-grader from Calvary Baptist Christian School in Watertown, Wisconsin, and to Alexandria Kathryn Skaw, an eight-grader from St. Paul’s Catholic School of Bloomer, Wisconsin. The two took top honors in the nation for their grade levels in the 2010 Zaner-Bloser National Handwriting Contest. They won trophies and $1,000 for their schools. (American Profile magazine)

Literacy is more than decoding words and stringing together sentences. It is even more than comprehending those sentences, forming them into a meaningful narrative and reaching personal conclusions. Literacy is understanding the variety of forces that mold our lives. It is seeing these not as impersonal and unapproachable influences, but as factors we can understand and alter, if not fully control. We have power over our economic, political and social situations. We can change our lives and our communities. We can choose our goals and work toward achieving them. All of these forces are intricately tied to the power of the written word. (Eliza Sporn, in College Hill Independent)

By one of those curious twists of fate that help make big ideas work, the printing press was beginning to spread through Europe precisely at this time. Without it Luther’s Reformation never would have caught fire. But there’s a good chance Luther would have. (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia, p. 35)

Ben and Carol Stowell live beside a dirt road in New Hampshire that becomes practically impossible during mud season. For eight years, people came knocking at their door at all hours, asking to be towed out. Stowell finally posted a sign: “Mud! Pass at your own risk! If you pass, the following charges will apply: To use the phone -- $5; to be towed out - $25; to have me come out and say, ‘I TOLD YOU SO’ – free of charge!” The end of mud season came, and not one person had stopped for help. (Yankee)

It took me 15 years to discover that I had no talent for writing, but I couldn’t give it up because by that time I was too famous. (Robert Benchley)

Despite the no-trespassing notice, people continued to take a shortcut through woods adjacent to a house in Sussex, England. Then a second notice appeared: “Beware of the Wild Hydrangeas.” Hardly a soul ventured across after that. (Peterborough, in The Daily Telegraph, London)

Getting away from their high-stress jobs, friends of mine spend relaxing weekends in their motor home. When they found their peace and quiet disturbed by well-meaning, but unwelcomed, visits from other campers, they devised a plan to assure themselves some privacy. Now, when they set up camp, they place this sign on the front door of their RV: “Insurance agent. Ask about our term-life package.” (Carol Sturm, in Reader’s Digest)

America’s greatest humorist left a chilling legacy. Will Rogers, killed in a plane crash in 1935, had partially completed his last newspaper column before he began the fatal flight. The last word Rogers had typed was “death.” (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 34)

As I strolled through an import shop, I wondered how the proprietors kept customers from sifting through the neatly stacked displays of woven baskets. Then I spotted this sign: “Please do not rummage through the baskets. We haven’t seen our pet cobra in weeks.” (B. V. C., in Reader’s Digest)

Crawling through rush-hour traffic, my husband and I noticed a car on the shoulder of the road, where someone was helping an impatient woman pour a can of gas into the car’s tank. “Someone should have told her to be careful what she wishes for,” I told my husband. The bumper sticker on the back of her car said “I’d Rather Be Hiking.” (Robin Schaefer, in Reader’s Digest)

A taxpayer received a second notice that his tax payment was overdue. The next day he went to City Hall, made out a check and apologized for overlooking the first notice. “I’ll tell you a little secret,” said the tax collector with a smile. “We don’t send out first notices. We’ve found that second notices are much more effective.” (Bits & Pieces)

The Statue of Liberty was built at the expense of the French people as a present to the people of America, but when finished, America was unable to receive it. It required $100,000 to erect a pedestal for the statue. Joseph Pulitzer wrote an editorial, appealing, not to the millionaires, but to the masses, to adorn the threshold of America with “Liberty Enlightening the World.” Thousands contributed their bit. Much of the money came from people of foreign birth. Within five months the sum had been raised. On October 28, 1886, the statue was dedicated. (Delia Sellers, in Abundant Living magazine)

For years, the family campaigned to get my father to stop smoking. But, try as he might, he was never able to quit for long. Soon after I gave birth to his first grandchild, I had a monogrammed bib made for my daughter to wear when she saw her doting grandfather. It read: “Dear Grandpa, I love you, and I want you to dance at my wedding. Please stop smoking.” He hasn’t smoked since. (Dawnette C. Thompson, in Reader’s Digest)

Write the bad things that are done to you in sand, but write the good things that happen to you on a piece of marble. (Arabian proverb)
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