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Life devoid of fads is impossible to imagine. For this to happen we would have to live like the Amish: no electricity, no telephone, no radio or television. We would wear the same modest clothing and genuflect throughout the day. Our food would be plain, our homes clean but drab, and our art restricted to quilt-making. The events of our lives would never waver from established routine and we would care nothing for individual freedom. But fads do enter our lives and are mostly vehicles for amusement.

To say that this volume of 140 fashion and merchandising fads is exhaustive would be amiss. This collection represents a sampling of over 200 years of American fads related mainly to our obsession with clothes, hair, and diet, or in a word–appearance. If you are an avid fad-watcher, the number of fads defined here is far too small. Add to that number the fads already collected in three previous volumes: Arts & Entertainment, Sports & Recreation, and Mind & Society, and the total still falls short. Do you recall these fifty fads that made news in 1990–91?


Fashion


	thermochromic dresses: Black on a hanger, the dress changes colors on the body. Temperature-sensitive chemicals in the ink screen-printed on the fabric make the rainbow effects.

	Jesuswear: Sweatshirts read “UH-University of Heaven” and “God’s Last Name Is Not Dammit”; license plate frames announce, “My Boss Is a Jewish Carpenter”; and for kids, a black T-shirt with a yellow dove emblem (“Dove Man”) counters the Batman craze.

	baseball caps: With or without the team logo, seen everywhere and worn by all ages, bill either in front or back.

	camouflage clothing and the American flag: U.S. success in the Persian Gulf War triggered patriot garb. Old Glory materialized on blouses, shirts, shorts, and especially bandannas.

	torn jeans: Teenagers no longer have to razorcut denim for that peek-a-boo look. Machine-torn jeans can be bought at the mall. An offshoot are shotgun jeans that are actually tossed in the air like clay pigeons and perforated with holes.

	sculptured haircuts: Lines, zig-zags, initials, peace symbols, a Batman logo, etc., are etched on the head by cutting hair to the scalp to leave the design.



Entertainment


	karaoke: Means “empty orchestra” in Japanese. At a karaoke bar, the participant takes the stage to sing popular songs to recorded music. He or she pretends to be Sinatra, Streisand, or Manilow.

	zany fan clubs: Gumby, Mr. Ed, Bob “Elvis” McVay, Barbara Eden and other unlikely figures of popular culture attract enough fans to form clubs. Arthur Kent, the NBC correspondent who reported from Saudi Arabia during the Persian Gulf Crisis, inspired his own band of ardent followers. Nicknamed the “Scud-stud,” the handsome Kent became the immediate object of worship by 1400 fans.

	Christo’s umbrellas: The eccentric conceptual artist took six years and spent $26 million to create another of his fad masterpieces. Christo placed 1,340 20-foot blue umbrellas along a 12-mile stretch in Japan, and 1,760 yellow umbrellas over 18 miles of hills in California. The riotous bumbershoots were removed after a few weeks of open-mouthed wonder.

	whirlyball: Two teams of five players ride whirlybugs (vehicles similar to bumper cars), scoring points by using a plastic scoop to throw a ball against a wall-mounted target (popular in 17 cities).

	Kitty Kelley: Queen of the unauthorized biography, Kelly garnered more attention than usual with her life of Nancy Reagan. For her revelations, Kelley became a household name, sold more copies of her libelous chat than Nancy Reagan did of her autobiography, and will host a talk show. In retort, George Carpozi, a former tabloid editor, rushed to print Poison Pen: The Unauthorized Biography of Kitty Kelley.

	afterlife films: The great beyond beckoned moviegoers with a host of spirit beings in Ghost (the big money-maker), The Rapture, Switch, Ghost Dad, Bill & Ted’s Bogus Journey, and others. Flatliners, a film about flirting with postexistence, also did well at the box office.



Cosmetics


	colored braces: Multi-colored bands and wires let shy teenagers smile broadly to show off their fashionable teeth.

	pectoral implants for men: Wanting total firmness in their sagging chests, men no less than women find support in plastic surgery. Male requests for all types of makeovers are on the rise.



Self-Help


	mind machines: Flashing lights, electrical pulses, soothing sounds and words, motion and ultrasound waves stimulate the brain. Typical apparatus consists of goggles and headphones. Brand names are: SynchroEnergizer, Graham Potentializer, and MC2.

	codependency: The notion that one person becomes so involved in another person’s life that an obsession develops in the first person to control the behavior of the second. Melody Beattie, who defined codependency, advises 80 million codependent Americans (her estimate) to “stop controlling others and start caring for yourself.”

	inner child therapy: Also called male-mentoring, advocates a return to childhood, i.e., a primitive state, to undo early abuse. Spokesman Robert Bly, a National Book Award winner for poetry in 1968, tells his disciples that all parents abuse their children in one way or another. Bly seeks to heal early abuse by having groups of men go off into the woods to beat drums, dance around a fire, and talk out their hurt–known as “Wild Man” weekends.



Business


	outdoor training: Executives engage in strenuous activities such as mountain climbing, whitewater rafting, and sailing to improve their leadership skills and analytical ability. Rope courses are also popular.

	corporation bowl games: American corporations paid millions of dollars for the rights to rename postseason football classics. Instead of the Cotton Bowl, the Mobil Cotton Bowl emerged, as did the Federal Express Orange Bowl, the Mazda Gator Bowl, the Poulan/Weed Eater Independence Bowl, the Domino’s Pizza Copper Bowl, and the John Hancock Sun Bowl. Many sports announcers and fans protested, but big business won out.



Merchandising


	Certifiably Nuts: Ten ounces of Georgia peanuts are packed in a straitjacketed, headless doll. At the pull of a string the doll emits a series of crazed, giggling voices. Like the Cabbage Patch Doll adoption papers, Certifiably Nuts comes with a patient history and a certificate committing it to an insane asylum.

	microbreweries: In a very competitive business, 60+ small American beer brewers began production of European-style suds.

	Joe Camel: The ultra-hip dromedary that advertises Camel cigarettes appeals strongly to teenagers. According to an article in the Journal of the American Medical Association, illegal sales of Camels to minors rose from $6 million to $476 million because of the “radical ruminant.”

	camcorders plugged into computers: For under $15,000, an amateur can buy enough new technology, especially editing devices, to make professional-looking videos. Now the baby’s first steps can rival Spielberg.

	mountain bikes: Ten-speeds are out. Their delicate tires pop and riders get tired of hunching over for aerodynamics. This latest breed of bike can take extreme punishment on and off the road.

	Krushed Kritter Kompany of Kalifornia: Markets a stuffed half-cat creation to place on a car windshield. The Kritter appears to have been hit at a high rate of speed. (200,000+ sold so far)

	Super-Soaker: A water gun that shoots a straight line over distance with accuracy. Rambo’s answer to the sissy squirt gun.

	PowerMaster Malt Liquor: Contains 5.9% alcohol content versus 4.5% for typical malt liquor and 3.5% for regular beer. Aimed at minorities seeking a macho image.

	Stuff-a-Pumpkin leaf bags: Holds 260 gallons to make the orange Halloween face come alive; can be seen for blocks. To prevent theft, bricks inside weigh down the bags.

	Slap Wrap: A flexible 9″ cloth-covered ruler slapped against the wrist to form a bracelet. At its peak the novelty sold 500,000 a week.

	Saddam Hussein calendar: Only the first 15 days of January appear, thereafter a blank void. A real collector’s item, considering the American blitzkrieg.

	real money gift wrap: Uncut sheets of $1 bills from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing decorate presents in Palm Beach at a chain of clothing stores.



Social


	fidelity: Several well-publicized surveys claimed as many as 90% of married people avow they are faithful and have never had an affair. The Kinsey Institute and other research groups vigorously disagreed.

	herbal medicine: Reminiscent of laetrile (a bitter almond extract purported to cure cancer in the late 1970s), ads tell AIDS sufferers that herbal concoctions can save their lives.

	ecotourism: Whale watching in Alaska, mountain climbing in Nepal, and backpacking in Yosemite attract advocates of pristine wilderness. Unfortunately, the crowds cause more damage to what they want to save.

	riverboat gambling: Illinois, Mississippi, Missouri, and Louisiana either approved or have under consideration the licensing of floating casinos. Free from law, nostalgia and the fast buck reign on the open water.

	Super Seven tournaments: At Trump Castle, contestants play the slots in a race against time to see who can capture the most wins. Each player pays an entry fee of $577 for a $40,077 payoff.

	superchurches: Protestant congregations of 5,000 to 20,000 worshipers who subscribe to a conservative theology, mostly Evangelical, fundamentalist, charismatic, or Pentecostal.

	infomercials: Air early morning or late night on TV and run 30 minutes to push products using high-powered sales techniques. The trend is for a celebrity host to create excitement by repeating, “It’s an amazing discovery!” to a spellbound audience.

	simplified scripture: Advertised for today’s family, the biblical language has been reduced to primer level. The New Testament is in the stores; the Old Testament will appear in 1996.

	city spas: For the executive-on-the-go, a bath, body scrub, and massage can be had for under $100 in the length of an hour. Regular spas require days to weeks for reinvigoration–far too long away from the art of the deal.



Culinary


	canola oil: Derived from rapeseed, canola is the latest cholesterol-fighter, thereby dethroning safflower oil.

	longhorn meat: Texas A&M researchers have discovered the symbol of Texas is lower in saturated fat than other beef. Ranchers plan to increase their herds.

	specialty potatoes: Yukon Gold, Peruvian Purple, and other designer spuds glitter more on the plate than Idaho browns.

	ostrich and garden burgers: In L.A. the ostrich burger rules the roost. Lower in calories than chicken or turkey, ground ostrich may be appearing in your market soon. On the other hand, the garden burger avoids meat; the patty blends mushrooms, onions, oats, brown rice, low-fat cheese, egg whites, bulgur wheat, walnuts, and seasonings, then is baked not fried. Garden burgers sell well in Hard Rock Cafes, at Sheraton Hotels, and at Disneyland.

	specialty vinegars: Foodtiques now offer champagne, hot pepper, blueberry, and other vinegars to dress up salad. Wine and apple are just too humdrum.



Intellectual


	“Who killed JFK?”: Oliver Stone’s film about the “cover-up” convinced a lot of people that Oswald wasn’t alone. Opinion polls showed a distinct preference for a CIA conspiracy theory with the Mafia theory a close second. All of which prompted the lone-triggerman proponents to accuse Stone of distorting the truth.

	self-organized criticality: The latest physics theory suggests that natural systems organize themselves into a critical state due to having a large number of constituents free to move around. The “degrees of freedom” are what cause the systems to organize critically. Layperson example: add sand to a sand pile and tiny sandslides occur. As this happens, the sand pile organizes itself into a conical shape, thus averting chaos. Applied broadly, some physicists believe the theory will explain the evolution of matter in the universe.

	cosmic strings: More theoretical physics: after the Big Bang, cosmic strings (very long, thin strands of pure energy) were left over. So if a spaceship were to fly at nearly the speed of light, the ship could conceivably travel back in time by looping around one of a pair of cosmic strings, that also must pass each other at nearly the speed of light.

	SimEarth–The Living Planet: A computer program that allows the user to play God to create and recreate the Earth spontaneously according to the Gaia hypothesis (Gaia views Earth as capable of monitoring its own needs).

	public school reform: Faced with poor student performance nationwide, some state administrators advocate teacher recertification every five years and doing away with teacher tenure. Besieged teachers point out the real problems: stifling curriculums and overcrowded classrooms.


The media labeled these phenomena of 1990–91 fads. How long these passing fancies stay in vogue is anyone’s guess. Thankfully, there is only one pernicious example among them. Just as the Surgeon General was about to declare partial victory in the war against lung cancer, Joe Camel trotted in. It is hard to imagine how a desert-dweller with a peninsular snout could captivate so many adolescents, unless one believes that image is everything. If so, then the advertising agency that created Joe Camel should win an award, albeit a corrupt one. Several mischief-makers that could possibly do damage also appear among the 50 fads listed. In the self-help group, mind machines, codependency, and inner child therapy fall outside the safety net of professional care. Not long ago the Federal Drug Administration would have scrutinized mind machines as it once did fraudulent cancer-cure apparatus. Perhaps we need our watchdogs back. Self-styled gurus, Beattie and Bly, promulgated the two psychotherapies: lacking certification, they are folks helping folks.

This is significant because fads burgeon all the more if they are democratic in nature. Consumers pay greater attention to fellow sufferers cut from their own mold than to remote intellectuals.

Another example of distrust of authority is the allure of herbal medicine. For believers the thinking goes: native people ingest herbs; herbs are natural and magical; herbs work with the body–lab cures work against it. Now that AIDS is full-blown, herbal doctors tout remedies that have little proven efficacy beyond that of mystique. Faddish cures for scourges never quite disappear, but recycle as shamans rediscover them. Herbal treatments for cancer have included chaparral, comfrey, echinacea (purple cornflower), violet leaves, red clover blossoms, burdock root, aloes, cayenne, pepsin, wheatgrass manna, and–whipped up in a drink–Hoxsey Herb Treatment. Merchandisers know that sick people grasping at straws will grasp no less at wheatgrass manna. All it takes to initiate a fad cure is a scourge and marketing acumen. On the flip side of distrust of authority, the FDA conducts serious research on harvesting drugs from plants. The FDA reports that the leaves of a small tree in Samoa might contain a substance to fight AIDS with. Madagascar periwinkle, the May apple, digitalis, and rauwolfia have already been plucked from the wilds to treat other human disorders. Highly regarded, the FDA’s Laboratory of Molecular Pharmacology calms consumers skeptical of shamans. So the herbal medicine fad captures both types of consumers: those suspicious of authority and those suspicious of charlatans.

Another intriguing aspect of fads is their ready acceptance as passing fancy. The creator of Certifiably Nuts never intended to replace Planters Peanuts on the grocery shelf. The idea was to sell a few million, then onto another whimsy. Ready acceptance of fads assumes that consumers are always on the outlook for what’s new, and they don’t know what that is until it is given to them. The image is of a nest full of baby birds straining their necks to devour whatever mother brings home. Along these lines, the slickest packaged deal of the last two years has been the singing-dancing quintet, New Kids on the Block. Maurice Starr, a Boston-based producer, put the Kids together. At first, five white teenagers trying to update the Temptations didn’t catch on. Then Starr’s master plan took hold. The Kids were to electrify audiences with squeaky cleanness: no profanity or lascivious moves on stage. Aptly named, being new kids on the block in the rebellious world of pop music has paid big dividends. Forbes’ latest survey of the highest-paid celebrities places the Kids on top, having grossed an estimated $115 million for 1990–91. To seize that honor, the Kids beat out Bill Cosby, Oprah Winfrey, Madonna, and Michael Jackson. Assembled as they were to bridge the gap between Guns ’N’ Roses and Amy Grant, it is unlikely the Kids will repeat their astonishing success or, for that matter, stay together. Conservatism in pop music is usually an anomaly, but in this case worked to perfection.

A social fad like superchurches reveals another aspect of collective behavior. In the grip of mall-mentality, congregating with thousands on Sunday doesn’t appear odd. The phenomenon of merchandising religion has endured a decade of growth and scandal. Consumers crowd together to observe a spectacle–the cavernous temple, the charismatic leader, the crescendo of emotion. Freeway billboards and TV spots invite everyone to join in the temple of love. Furthermore, superchurch services are televised, bringing more consumers into the fold. Why do people who apparently once thought religion a private experience flock to great glass houses more profane than sacred? And why do they flock to conservative theology only? The born-again Christian fad of the 1980s holds part of the answer. Unhappy people who wanted a fresh start jumped at the chance to clean the slate. It was so easy to proclaim born-again status, wear a pin, have Christ (the fish symbol) embossed on business cards, and feel absolved of past sins. New alliances flourished overnight, new hope, and regretfully, new segregation. Born-agains cropped up everywhere. They waged holy war to oust pagans from every sector of life. What changed this–killed off the fad–were the misdeeds of the two Jimmys, Bakker and Swaggart. Likewise, misuse of absolution–facing legal charges and trumpeting Christ at the same time–didn’t look good. And the vulgar display of wealth as a reflection of God’s approval–the rich shall inherit the earth–finally struck people as warped.

The strength of the superchurch phenomenon is size. Providing a larger forum for expression of belief engenders a force to be reckoned with. A small church in which a few people sing off-key cannot compete with a hall full of robust voices. The born-agains of the 1980s have resurfaced and want greater exposure for their conservative theology. Church and state are not always separate as evangelist Pat Robertson demonstrated during the 1988 presidential campaign.

A final twist to fad-watching concerns the esoteric. The theoretical physics fads–self-organized criticality and cosmic strings–are profound concepts that tantalize the public. Being mysterious, yet also somehow intelligible, adds to their allure. These current fads hark back to Einstein. In 1905, his “annus mirabilis,” Einstein published four papers that shook the scientific world. By 1920, he was acclaimed as the most famous thinker alive. No matter that the public failed to grasp even the rudiments of his thought on capillarity and Brownian movement, the photoelectric effect, special and general relativity, or unified field theory. Einstein was the cerebral man. What made his theories faddish to the public was that they seemed to explain the workings of the universe, a subject nearly everyone found fascinating. Anyone capable of such brainwork–even in an anti-intellectual climate–deserved accolades. Scientific discoveries of all kinds occur with regularity, though most do not capture the interest of the public. But when a physicist announces a theory that may well hold the key to the universe, people perk up.

We hope you enjoy reading about the fads in this series. Forgive us for having left out any of your favorites. We trust we have shed light on the subject, especially on what constitutes a fad. If you accept today’s definition of fad as a passing fancy resulting from our appetite for constant change, then you must agree we are a fad-ridden society. In 1988, a trio of social scientists published a paper on streaking (Aguirre et al., “The Collective Behavior of Fads: The Characteristics, Effects, and Career of Streaking,” American Sociological Review, 53:569–584). After examining 1,016 incidents of individuals romping nude across campus, they concluded that media coverage and imitation were to blame. In lieu of ever arriving at an exact meaning of fad, these two requisites come close enough.

[image: ]
Before WW II, cancer-cure apparatus such as this elaborate example hoodwinked many sick Americans who distrusted conventional medicine. Today, the fad of herbal medicine continues the trend.


The A-2 Flight Jacket
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The A-2 Flight Jacket, standard issue in the U.S. Army Air Force beginning in 1931, quickly became the most popular item in the flier’s entire wardrobe. Constructed of tough horsehide lined in light brown silk with two patch pockets and knitted cuffs and waistband, it combined utility with an inimitable sense of macho style.

However, by May 1942, General “Hap” Arnold, commanding officer of the Air Force, evidently felt otherwise. During an inventory analysis at the time he held up the jacket and stated, “We don’t need leather. Get something better.” The Army stopped producing A-2s immediately. But the jacket remained highly visible because airmen were allowed to continue wearing it as long as it lasted, and durability proved to be one of the A-2’s greatest assets.

By the end of World War II many of the jackets had become self-contained works of art. Fliers had taken to painting the backs with the same colorful illustrations that adorned the front of their airplanes. Called Nose Art, it featured pinups, slogans, and symbols depicting bombing missions and conquests.

The appeal of the jacket–fueled by posters and World War II films starring the likes of Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy (who wore one in three films, most notably while playing General Jimmy Doolittle in Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo)–next spread to the civilian sector. Aero Leather (later, Avirex), one of the companies that originally made them for the government, began producing them for the commercial market in 1942. Over the next 50 years, the A-2 became a staple of men’s sportswear, also giving birth to the motorcycle jacket (with a little help from 1950s’ rebels like Marlon Brando and Elvis Presley).

The jacket’s counterculture chic eventually reverberated back to the military complex which spawned it. In 1987, on its fortieth anniversary as an independent branch of service, the Air Force reinstated the A-2. Blatantly obsolete in an era of enclosed cockpits and a plentiful supply of lighter, cheaper nylon jackets, the Air Force admitted to bringing the jacket back solely to enhance the morale and esprit de corps of its personnel.

[image: ]
The now very familiar face of Jesse Jackson wasn't as well known when the photographer snapped this shot. Sporting a luxuriant Afro, Jackson spoke his mind at the Democratic National Convention in Miami Beach in 1972.
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The Afro
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The Afro was a direct result of the American socio-political climate in the 1960s. It represented both a break with the integrationist civil rights movement led by organizations such as the NAACP and the Urban League and an aggressive assertion of black pride. A New York Times quote of a University of California Afro-American Students Union member in 1967 reflected the forces behind the Afro as well as campus revolts against a Western curriculum bias, enrollment quotas, etc.:


We decided to remember our African heroes, our American heroes and our culture. We decided to stop hating ourselves, trying to look like you, bleaching our hair, straightening our hair. In high school I used to hold my big lip in.


The Afro came to prominence in 1968, stimulated by the examples set by celebrities such as Sly Stone and James Brown as well as the unqualified support of black power militants like the Black Panthers. The style–due in no small part to its high profile visibility on the wearer–became the most notable image of the black consciousness movement. It also became a linchpin of the Pan-African Renaissance along with articles of clothing like dashikis, bubas, djellabas, kaftans, and agbadas. Colleges were “persuaded”–by force, in some cases–to add African history and culture courses, and blacks attempted to learn Swahili as part of the search for their identity.

In actuality, there was nothing particularly African about the cut. According to Dylan Jones,


It required frequent combing and, in some cases, trips to the hairdresser to get the shape right. In fact, when it reached Africa, the Afro tended to be worn by rich elites who wanted to look Western, modern, even American. Tanzania went so far as to ban the Afro, denouncing it as cultural neo-colonialism.


A notable spinoff of the look was the Afro wig. Introduced in 1968, it allowed potentially compromised entertainers as well as average citizens to appear hip and/or politically correct when the occasion demanded it. For example, Diana Ross was able to take time off from her jet set commitments to appear at the London Royal Variety Show in 1968 in an Afro wig, making several “controversial” statements, quoting Stokely Carmichael, among others.

The style’s popularity receded with the demise of militant black politics in the early 1970s. By 1973, it had taken on the ghetto stereotype of super bad style and street values.
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Aiming Toward Punk
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Punk fashions took root in Great Britain during the second half of the 1970s as an offset of the music revolution spawned by the Sex Pistols and their mentor, boutique owner-turned-singer Malcolm McLaren. The punk look reflected the anti-establishment stance held by British youth faced with diminished economic prospects (their unemployment rate generally hovered around 50 percent) and a repressive caste system. The strong political overtones of this movement were lost upon American youth who faced brighter economic prospects than their brethren across the Atlantic.

Lacking the core impetus of British punk fashion, the American version–allowing for a small-scale radical fringe–featured a toned-down look, termed by some “Aiming Toward Punk.” Given credibility in the mass media by rock stars such as Madonna and Cyndi Lauper, ATP emerged as a dominant fashion trend in the early 1980s.

While individuality and, albeit mild, shock value scored points with the ATP crowd, some of the more general ground rules which could be ascertained included:


	spiked hair for both sexes (minus the exotic coloring used by British punks);

	the ample use of buttons–frequently depicting pop stars such as David Bowie, the Clash, and the Cure–as ornament;

	high-topped tennis shoes, sometimes adorned with paint or graffiti, as opposed to jogging shoes;

	jeans either of the straight-legged, well-worn and tight variety or baggy with lots of pockets and zippers;

	shirts and jackets with the sleeves ripped out;

	black for evening wear;

	exotic sunglasses of various types (e.g., wrap-arounds with narrow eye slits); and

	jewelry salvaged from mom’s costume cache, thrift shops, and even Army-Navy outlets.


Parents and other authority figures, evidently forgetful of such past diversions as the zoot suit and the greaser look, exerted a notable degree of effort in attempting to suppress ATP. However, in spite of–or, perhaps because of–such actions, the look maintained its popularity into the 1990s.
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Alex, the Stroh's Beer-Drinking Dog
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Stroh’s stock was on the rise in the never-ending beer wars when, in late 1983, it had the hottest ad in television starring a mutt named Alex. The commercial opened with four young men playing poker. Alex’s owner ordered the dog to bring four Stroh’s. The dog disappeared into the kitchen, and the incredulous guests heard a refrigerator door open and four bottles popping, followed by a lapping sound. “Alex,” warned the owner, “you better be drinking your water.”

Stroh’s had never expected the Alex vignette to end up challenging the long-running campaigns for Miller Lite beer and Pepsi as the most popular ad on TV. The company had tried to be funny in its commercials for eight years without any real success. John Bissell of Stroh’s acknowledged, “Humorous advertising is like writing a Broadway show. Some of them turnout to be hits, some of them don’t.”

With sales up, Stroh’s immediately shot a sequel. The young men, out camping, tell Alex to fetch some Stroh’s; when Alex’s owner hears a car start, he yells, “Alex, you better be taking your own car!” This was, in turn, followed by additional installments. Meanwhile, the company was deluged with fan mail for Alex (whose real name was Pepper), who’d been discovered as a stray wandering the streets of Los Angeles. At the onset of the 1990s, the Alex series was still going strong, a time-honored tradition in its own right.
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Dr. Atkins' Diet Revolution
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During the 1970s, Dr. Robert C. Atkins’ high-fat diet rendered him the nation’s leading diet physician. Faced with a weight problem early in his career while serving as a medical consultant for AT&T, Atkins explored the possibilities of a no-carbohydrate diet having the same metabolic effects as total fasting. His eat-a-lot diet proved successful with not only himself, but his clients as well.

In 1964, he became a diet doctor and was soon in demand within show business. A description of his diet appeared in Harper’s Bazaar in 1966, and in 1970, Vogue published a 16-day version under the heading “Vogue’s Super Diet.” His ideas were collected into a book, Dr. Atkins’ Diet Revolution (Bantam, 1973), which became a runaway best-seller. By this time his practice was booming, consisting of a swank, 23-room office complex in Manhattan which handled 350 fat patients per week.

The basic premise of the Atkins diet posited that obese individuals had something wrong with the way their bodies handled sugar and other carbohydrates; i.e., they were “carbohydrate intolerant.” To control their weight, they needed to cut down or cut out carbohydrates, not calories.

In practice, the diet called for an initial week of zero-carbohydrate menus including an abundance of fats. At this point weight loss would generally range from five to eight pounds. The patient then went on to “Level Two,” which allowed for the substitution of foods with carbohydrates (i.e., above five grams daily). This, and succeeding levels (up to “Level Five”)–which progressively increased amounts of carbohydrates–were permitted so long as the body remained in a state of ketosis; i.e., a urine test stick did not indicate that the body was no longer releasing ketones, which meant fat wasn’t being burned.

Atkins was heavily criticized by the organized medical and nutritional establishment. Frederick J. Stare, professor and chairman of nutrition at the Harvard School of Public Health, argued that it bordered on malpractice to recommend such large proportions of saturated fats and cholesterol when the hazards to the heart were so well known. The chairman of the board of the New York County Medical Society posited that Atkins’ book was unethical and self-aggrandizing. Publications attacking the Atkins diet included The Medical Letter, Medical Opinion, Modern Medicine, American Medical News, the Journal of the American Medical Association, McCall’s, The New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times. In addition, Senator George McGovern’s Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs conducted a hearing on April 12, 1973 regarding the safety of the Atkins diet.

Requiring little willpower and going against the grain of conventional wisdom (i.e., high-fat diets are dangerous if only because they can contribute to heart disease), it was understandable that the diet won a substantial following. Ultimately, however, negative publicity–particularly increased attention in the media to the role of fats in causing heart attacks–resulted in its fall from favor.


Bibliography


	“Atkins vs. the AMA,” Harper’s Bazaar. 106 (June 1973) 32–33ff.

	Berland, Theodore, and the Editors of Consumer Guide. Rating the Diets. Chicago: Rand McNally, 1974.

	“A Critique of Low-Carbohydrate Ketogenic Weight Reduction Regimens-A Review of Dr. Atkins’ Diet Revolution,” Jama. 224 (June 4, 1973) 1415–1419.

	“Dr. Atkins’ Diet Revolution,” Medical Letter. 15 (May 11, 1973) 41–42.

	“Doctor Meets the Critics,” Newsweek. 81 (March 19, 1973) 57.

	Howard, Pamela, and SandyTreadwell. “Dr. Atkins Says He’s Sorry,” The New York Weekly. (March 26, 1973).

	“Now, the Atkins Diet,” Newsweek. 81 (January 22, 1973) 79–80.

	“Suit Ties Dr. Atkins’ Diet to Heart Attack,” American Medical News. (April 2, 1973) 13.

	“When a Best Seller on Dieting Runs Into Medical Critics,” Modern Medicine. (May 28, 1973) 132–133.




The B-B-B Sweatshirt
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Known to classical music enthusiasts as the “three B’s,” Johann Sebastian Bach, Ludwig von Beethoven, and Johannes Brahms became the subjects of a sweatshirt craze in early 1962. “Be the first highbrow in your neighborhood to own a Beethoven, Brahms or Bach sweatshirt!” trumpeted the ads. The pitch proved so successful that the Eagle Shirtmakers of Quakertown, Pennsylvania had to retool in order to keep pace with orders for some 60,000 units.

The sweatshirts–which featured a silkscreen image and last name of one of the composers on both front and back and retailed for $4–were the brainchild of San Francisco Adman Howard Gossage, who came up with the idea in the midst of a beer commercial project. The garments were available in over 1,000 department store outlets, including upscale chains such as Neiman-Marcus and Bonwit Teller. Celebrity purchasers included Van Cliburn (a Brahms), Janis Paige (a Beethoven), Leonard Bernstein (all three), and Arthur Fiedler, who was photographed by Life wearing the Beethoven version at a Boston Pops Orchestra rehearsal in Peoria, Illinois.
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“BABY ON BOARD” Stickers
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The prototype for a deluge of imitations that followed, the stickers were actually canary yellow diamonds each with a suction cup attached at the top. Printed in black capital letters, the plastic diamonds mimicked standard road signs. They also rocked gently back and forth due to the motion of driving. Thus, a motorist desiring self-expression affixed a sticker to the rear window of his or her vehicle and proudly drove down the road, comfortable in the knowledge other motorists would be both watchful and happily entertained.

It all started when Safety First, a Newton, Massachusetts maker of child-safety devices, marketed the first “BABY ON BOARD” sticker to dissuade tailgaters. The company’s intention to protect the innocent was certainly praiseworthy and, naturally, no one had any idea where it would lead. On the opposite coast in Los Angeles, Marshall’s, a discount department store chain, began giving away “BABY ON BOARD” stickers in 1985 to promote the opening of a new store. The people of that freeway-ensnarled megalopolis practiced tailgating as a fine art and could drive 65 m.p.h. while maintaining minimal clearance between vehicles. Accordingly, the more timid drivers took to displaying the stickers.

Soon, yellow diamonds dangled all over the freeway, although nothing like the field of daffodils later to come. Above all, the stickers generated an emotional response. Californians either loved or hated them. Disgruntled drivers, seeing an empty car seat, shouted, “Where’s the baby?” Given the instant notoriety of the stickers, it didn’t take long before a novelty company sized up the situation. By early 1986, H&L Enterprises of El Cajon had devised 300 variations on the theme of “BABY ON BOARD” and had shipped them to 20,000 of its accounts. Here’s a sample, vintage 1986:


	“WHERE AM I? WHERE’S MY CAR?”

	“IF YOU THINK MONEY CAN’T BUY HAPPINESS, YOU DON’T KNOW WHERE TO SHOP”

	“MAKE ME LATE FOR WORK”

	“GIVE ME THE POWER BUT NOT THE RESPONSIBILITY”

	“EX-WIFE IN TRUNK”

	“EX-HUSBAND IN TRUNK”

	“EX-HUSBAND’S GIRLFRIEND IN TRUNK”


To insure a continuing supply of gag messages, H&L Enterprises offered $25 apiece for acceptable mail-ins from the public.

Fun was fun, but police throughout the nation argued that the stickers obscured the motorist’s vision and caused more rubbernecking than usual. Unlike their near-relation, bumper stickers–which have endorsed political candidates, advertised products, publicized recreational areas, supported sports teams, and more-the diamond-shaped stickers lacked staying power. However, bumper stickers have never spawned the same mad rush to buy them as was the case with “BABY ON BOARD” stickers. Even blatantly sexual bumper stickers from the occupational series (e.g., “Librarians Are Novel Lovers,” “Welders Know How to Make Things Tight,” and “Bronco Riders Stay on Longer”) paled in comparison. “BABY ON BOARD” stickers practically forced other drivers to read them; they were just that much more obtrusive.
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