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DID MARIE REALLY SAY, "LET THEM EAT CAKE?" 

FEBRUARY 17, 1986 WILLIAM DAVID BEHNKE 

On the death of his grandfather, King Louis XV, Louis XVI 
succeeded to the French throne on May la, 1774. He was at t his t ime 
rather immature, nearly devoid of self-confide nce, but, neverthe less, 
austere and, due to a physical defect (later a lleviated by surger y), he 
was left lac king in his sexual relations with his que en consort, 
Marie-Antoinette. The fundamental weakness of Louis' character 
became ultimately obvlous to all. He was lethargic , lacked po li t ical 
acumen and failed to compromise. He continue d t o amuse hi mself by 
hunting and engaging in his personal hobbies of maki ng locks a nd 
erecting masonry. Louis' resistance to popular demands was a major 
part of the forcible transfer of the royal fam ily fr om Versailles to 
the Tuileries Palace in Paris on October 6, 1789. His disdstrous 
attempt to escape from the capital to the easte rn fro nt ier on 
June 20, 1791, resulted in his capture at Varennes and his ignominious 
return to Paris. He immediately lost his credibili ty as a 
constitutional monarch. From this point on he appears to have been 
completely dominated by Marie, who is blamed, albeit not wi thout 
cause, as the chief progenitor of the court's subsequen t poli tical 
duplici ty. 

Marie was the daughter of Emperor F rancis I of Aus t r ia. 
She was married in 1770 to the Duc de Berri, dauphin of France, who 
ascended the throne as King Louis XVI. She immediately became 
enemies in the court because of some per haps unde rstandable 
youthful extravagances which did not abate with age and culminated 
in the infa mous diamond necklace affair. Her unpopulari t y was 
increased further by the reception given her at a banque t in 1789, 
where the white bourbon cockades were worn and the national 
cockade was trampled. After her and Louis' capture a t Varennes, 
they were both viewed as traitors. On August 10, 1792, the final day 
of the monarchy, the queen still exhorted the king to resis tance. He 
considered this vain but was nevertheless led wi th Marie before the 
Legislature assembly. She heard the disposition pronounce ment, and 
followed Louis to prison at the Temple. Despite her loss of royal 
position, she displayed both magnanimity and quiet endurance. In 
August 1793, she was transferred to the Conclergerie and in O~t?ber 
was brought before the revolutionary tribunal. She was offlcially 
charged with the exhaustion of the publ ic treasure by wanton 
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dissipation (whatever that might have been), correspondence with 
foreign enemies of France and favoring domestic foes. She replied to 
these charges with dignity, perfect calm and was guillotined on the 
same day. Her faults seemed to relate to her rather difficult position 
in the court and a surprising lack of formal education. Her expiation 
of these flaws generated some interest and some pity. But alas to 
get to the point: The remark "Let them eat cake," attributed 
infamously to Marie Antoinette, was certainly not original to her and 
probably not stated by her. Alphonse Karr, in 1843, contended that 
the Duchess of Tuscany said this on or before 1760. Its subsequent 
attribution to Marie was purposefully done to discredit her. The sixth 
book of Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Confessions, written in 1766, refers 
to an incident in 1740 Grinoble which was, and I quote, "At length I 
recalled the thoughtless remark of a great princess, who when she 
was told the peasants had no bread, replied 'Let them eat cake.'" 

This paper, then, presents as its main theme selec tions of 
misinformation, misbelief, misquotation and misconstruction. These 
selections are prejudiced, because they are my own and are 
distinguished, to my horror, by their number and the embarrassing 
depths of my own ignorance and naivite. In the belief, however, that 
you will most certainly suffer less than I, I have divided these 
vignettes into four general categories: history, fact, literature and 
sex, all in reasonably decent taste except for one slip and presented 
in the order mentioned. Since the anecdote on Marie Antoinette is 
largely of historical importance, we will proceed in this area. 

Somewhat in the same vein but an obvious historical leap, 
Cleopatra of Egypt was certainly well known, or is she? She was one 
of seven women who ruled under that particular name, the last of 
whom profoundly changed the course of history. However, none of 
them were Egyptian, and they were in filet Creek; Mncedonian to be 
specific and ruled as the Ptolemys of Egypt for nearly two hundred 
fifty years. The son of Lagos was the first ptolemy, being as such the 
son of a Macedonian general who served under Alexander the Great 
and who literally proclaimed himself king. Alexandria itself was in a 
similar sense no Egyptian, except for its obvious location in that 
country. Its art, dress, customs, language, law and architecture were 
decidedly Greek, and Egyptian clothing was rarely if ever donned by 
any Cleopatra. 

Though many consider her story a myth, Pocahontas was 
not only a real person, but considerably celebrated as well, having, in 
fact, traveled to England in 1616 as the wife of John Rolfe. She died 
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a year later after giving birth to a son, Thomas Rolfe, who himself 
returned to Virginia to found a line of his own, which eventually 
included the second Mrs. Woodrow Wilson. 

The story of her "rescue" of Captain John Smith is, 
however, of questionable reliability, having much to do with the 
unreliable nature of John Smith himself, who was a well-known teller 
of tall and short tnles. Firstly, John failed to mention the incident in 
his A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Note as 
Hath Happened in Virginia. It would seem that only the most jaded of 
soldiers of fortune would fall to consider rescue from death at the 
hands of savages by an eleven:.year-old girl an "Occurrence of Note." 
It may well be as suggested by Philip L. Barbour in Pocahontas and 
Her World (970), that the whole thing was in fact ceremonial, 
complete with mock execution and feigned salvation, a ceremony 
which would preceed adoption into Powhatan's tribe. It seems 
unlikely that the chief would expose his daughter to such indignities 
had the spirit of matters turned ugly, and further that Pocahontas 
would ever dare to defy her father. No one will know; but even if 
John Smith knew the real significance of the event, he would 
nevertheless have romanticized it for all it was worth. Perhaps 
having some initial second thoughts explains its delayed appearance 
in the John's book, The General History of Virginia in 1624. 

Barbara Frietchie, John Greenleaf Whittier's famous poem 
and consummate bad poetry with such immortal lines as "'Shoot if you 
must this old gray head / But spare your country's flag,' she said" -
supposedly depicts an incident with General Stonewall Jackson during 
the Civil War that must be viewed with considerable skepticism. 
According to an eyewitness of the event in question, Jackson's troops 
never got within three hundred yards of the house of Barbara 
Frietchie. Even if they had, she was in no position to be raising much 
m ore than a handkerchief. Whi ttier contends her age to be "four 
score and ten." Actually, she was ninety-six, bedridden, helpless and 
capable of any sustained motion only with the help of attendants. 

Now that we are losing all but the barest pretense of 
coherence, let us discuss Mrs. O'Leary's cow, a female, of course, and 
the last of such in this group of females. This gal, the cow that is 
could ~carcely have kicked over the lantern while being milked: 
unless It was done by remote control. Mrs. O'Leary was actually in 
?ed at the tir:ne the Chicago fire began. Her task of milking the 
tnfamous bOVIne was completed some time earlier. In fact, a 
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reporter by the name of Michael Ahern admitted fabricating the 
story to enhance his account of the tragic conflagration. 

In the continuing category of history, we will now turn our 
attention to a group of famous battles, not the least of which was the 
Battle of Waterloo. As might be anticipated by its mere presence 
among these anecdotes, the Battle of Waterloo was not fought in 
Waterloo, but at a point some four miles away between the villages 
of Pancenoit and Mont St. Jean. Wellington did spend the night in 
Waterloo before the battle and there afterward to write his dispatch 
of victory. He shared the room at the latter time with his friend, 
Alexander Gordon, who was grievously wounded and lay dying with his 
leg blown off. 

The turning point came, of course, when Prussian troops 
arrived to reinforce Wellington's army. At nightfall, an English 
officer sent a message to the Commander of Napoleon's vaunted 
Imperial Guard to surrender. History notes that he replied, "The 
Guard dies but never surrenders." What he really said was, "Shit" (or 
"merde" if you are a purest. This was certainly more expressive than 
"nut."). 

In the same vein, let us consider the Battle of Bunker Hill. 
Just for beginners, it was not fought there but on nearby Breed's Hill. 
The original battle account contained an error that was never 
corrected. Furthermore, the battle was a victory, albeit Pyrric, for 
the English. The Americans were driven from the hill with a loss of 
four hundred killed outright and at least thirty wounded. Estimates 
of the total number of American troops involved varied widely 
between fifteen hundred and some three thousand. If the former 
were taken as accurate, such a loss would be considered excessive at 
best. The British, with a force of twenty-two hundred, lost almost 
one thousand men and achieved the tactical victory only after three 
full infantry charg7s, the last with fixed bayonets. Importantly, 
however, the AmerIcan realized that regular British troops could be 
defea ted especially if they persisted in the kinds of idiotic frontal 
tactics that so decimated their numbers. For any exBostonians here 
present a side!ight on the affair was that the people of nearby 
Charlestown flred on the British during the battle. In reprisal 
General Gage all but destroyed the village. 

It seems appropriate at this point to discuss American 
Revolution modes of fighting. There is considerable conjecture that 
the American colonials were able to defeat the British by 
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Indian-style or guerilla fighting that were totally unfamili ar to the 
latter: In fact, the British had nearl y seventy-five years of 
experience with this kind of tactic during the French and Indian Wars. 
The majority of the battles in the Revolut ionary War were fought 
along. strict conventional tactics of the eighteenth century. The 
Prusslan Von Steuben was actually hired by the Continental Army to 
inculcate to the troops methods of standard European battle tactics. 
Ind~an fighting ~here it exist.e? at the front iers was fought against 
Indlans usually hlred by the BritIsh to harass the colonists. 

. .Further, as it is oft supposed to the contrary, the 
colonIals dId not have special advantages with weaponry. The ri fle 
which has advantages with respect to range and accuracy, was useles~ 
in colonial wad are due to its difficulty in reloading. Both si des used 
predominately muskets which were virtually identical having, in most 
cases, been manufactured in England. 

It is further incorrect to assume that the Revolution was 
a conflict of the agrarian class against the Tories. John Hancock, the 
conspicuous signer of the Declaration of Independence , was one of 
the richest men in America. Further, the American Revolution was 
not just a case of the local population fight ing against foreign 
oppression. Many colonists actually fought for the King and at times 
there were more of these than there were revolutionaries. Finally, 
there are many compelling arguments that England was well within 
its rights to institute its so-called repressions, being at the time on a 
war status with France and in need of colonial aid. 

The battle between the Monitor and the ~'errimac, which 
any school child recognizes as the first battle between iron - clad 
naval vessels, took place on March 9, 1862, at Hampton Roads, 
Virginia. As a rather fine point of fact, this ba ttie did not take place 
between the Monitor (the northern vessel) and the Merrimac (the 
south), but actually between the Monitor and the Virginia. The ship 
popularly called the Merrimac had indeed been the Virginia originally, 
and was a northern ship; a wood frigate that was set ablaze and 
abandoned in 1861. She was raised by the South, refitted as an 
iron-clad and promptly renamed the Virgin ia and as such she fought. 
The popular name came about more or less as a victory of alliteration 
over history. 

Speaking of the Civil War, that Abraham Lincoln, when he 
was told that General Ulysses S. Grant drank in excess, said, "Tell me 
what brand it is, and I'll send a barrel to the other generals" is pure 
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fabrication, the invention of a writer by the name of Charles G. 
Halpine. Lincoln himself denied repeatedly his alleged remark. 
According to W. E. Woodward, Lincoln traced the story's origins to 
George II of England, who, when it was said that General James 
Wolfe was mad, said, "If General Wolfe is mad I hope he bites some of 
my other generals." In truth, most evidence suggests that Grant was, 
in the words of Bruce Cotton, who wrote Grant Takes Command 
(1969), "as abstemious as any man needs to be •.• ," which seems yet a 
little on the ambiguous side but certainly not in keeping with Grant's 
portrayal as a drunk. 

Next, the Battle of the Little Big Horn. Contrary to 
popular belief and, of course, my own, Sitting Bull did not participate 
in this notable event. He stayed in the hills (actually mountains) 
making or taking medicine. The job of dealing with General George 
Custer was left to Chief Crazy Horse. Further, the battle was not an 
Indian ambush per se, but an attack by the soldiers on an Indian 
encampment. The site was known to Crazy Horse as the Greasy 
Grass River. 

The last of the battles discussed here was among the 
greatest and most controversial, to an even greater extent than 
considered by Tom Burnam, the author of The Dictionary of 
Misinformation. This is the attack of the Japanese Navy on Pearl 
Harbor, December 7, 19~1. The fact that the Japanese codes were 
broken and many were aware of an impending enemy attack, it 
nevertheless happened and did so with devastating effects. The 
premise stated by Burnam through Leo Rosten of World magazine 
(August 1972) was that it could have been worse. As suggested by 
Admiral Chester Nimitz, the Pacific Fleet, because it was at anchor, 
was therefore depleted of its crews and therefore subsequent 
casualties were actually at a minimum under the circumstances. 
Moreover, the ships were in shallow water and could be, as many 
were, salvaged. Had they been at sea and victims of a far superior 
Japanese fleet, such losses would have been irrevocable. This 
assumes of course that the Japanese would have detected a 
dispersed fleet, an'd similar conjectures will just contin,ue ad 
infinitum so that we will cease our discussion of battles and Will now 
turn to a potpourri of just plain facts: to wit: 

A persistent myth, fostered and nouri,shed by. t~e 
Lawrence Olivier film Henry V, in which a mounting warnor is 
hoisted onto his horse by a derrick, suggests strongly that any hapless 
knight unceremoniously unhorsed would be planted there for the 
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duration due :0 his inordinately heavy suit of armor. According to 
Dr. Helmut NLckel, Curator of Arms and Armor at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York, such suits were custom fitted such that 
the warrior could move rather easily. In fact, their average weight 
was only some fifty to fifty-five pounds -- little more than the 
weight of modern infantry gear. Unless the knight in question 
happened to be five feet two and weighed one hundred pounds, this 
should not have been a problem. 

. :0 wi::: It is well known that camels can go for long 
penods of tIme WIthout water and then imbibe vast quantities of it at 
o~e standin,g. In fact, they can refrain from drinking for as long as 
eIght days in full summer and an astounding eight weeks in winter. 
After such an apparent ordeal, these beasts will qualf as much as one 
hundred quarts of water in ten minutes. 

The camel carries no special water storage areas or 
stomachs and particularly not the hump, which is actually a fat 
storage area. The whole water circulating system of the camel is 
highly internally compensated. It will not even begin to sweat until it 
reaches a body temperature of one hundred five degrees farenhei t. 
Its recirculation system results in very little extrusion of water 
either by vaporation or production of urine. The myth of the camel is 
not ameliorated by the inevitable Harvard joke, "Did you hear about 
the camel that ran out of water in the desert? It had to dry-hump it 
all the way home!" Sorry, this is my only gross impropriety. 

And now for a couple of Devils who are not. The phrase, 
"Between the devil and the deep blue sea" is widely considered to be 
between Satan and the bottom of the ocean. However, devil in this 
case does not refer to the potentate of the burning lake. The "devil" 
is a seam in the hull of a wooden ship very near the waterline, thus it 
is called such because it was "the Devil to get at" when caulking. 

It would be natural to assume that the infamous Devil's 
Island off the coast of French Guiana is so called due to its heinous 
climate. Actually, the term applies to the treacherous waters that 
surround the island. Devil's Island is one of three islands referred to 
as the Safety Islands. The whole group is only a part of the convict 
colony, the worst part of which is on the mainland. Devil's Island 
itself in no way lives up to its reputation as literally a hellhole and, 
of course, the negative connotations as the prison of A lfred Dreyfus. 
Most of the later prisoners were poll tical, not criminal, and numbered 
little more than a dozen at a time. They were allowed personal 
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effects and even books; moreover, the climate is temperate with an 
abundance of coconut groves and cool sea breezes. There is, in fact, 
a movement under way to turn Devil's Island into a resort area. 

Though it seems a bit on the picky side, if mountains were 
measured by their peak distance from the center of the Earth, Mount 
Everest would not be the world's highest mountain. It would, in fact, 
be Chimborazo, a peak in the Ecuadorian Andes at twenty thousand 
five hundred sixty-one feet versus Everest at twenty-nine thousand 
twenty-eight. This is because the planet Earth bulges at the equator 
so that sea level is fourteen miles further from the center of the 
planet than either pole. Since Chimborazo is within two degrees of 
the equator and Everest twenty-eight degrees, it is therefore two 
miles "higher" than Everest. 

Speaking of mountains, Krakatoa has always been referred 
to as the greatest volcanic explosion in modern times. It is not. In 
less than seventy years previous to the 1883 eruption, Tambora on 
Sumbawa Island, Indonesia, exploded, ejected two hundred twenty 
million metric tons of ash from 1811 to 1818, of which one hundred 
fifty million were spewed in 1815 alone. Krakatoa was dwarfed by 
this performance, having ejected a mere fifty million tons. 

As we tumble off the mountains, let us now consider 
electric light bulbs. We can dismiss out of hand that Thomas Alva 
Edison invented them. He did not, but merely improved upon a 
developing technology, to put ~t in modern term~. Electric ,li?hting 
itself is much older than reahzed, though as mIght be anticipated 
arcs instead of filaments were first employed. In 1844, three years 
before Edison was born, Jean Foucault made an arc lamp strong 
enough to illuminate the Place de La Concord in Paris. An English 
physicist, Sir Joseph Willian Swan, made a crude light bulb as early as 
1860. In 1878, Swan demonstrated a successful carbon filament lamp 
at Newcastle ten month before Edison's product. 

We are now nearing the end of our fact segment with a 
discussion of the speeds of flying creatures. It has long been assumed 
tha t certain birds and insects attain very great veloel ties in flight. 
Botflies, for example, were thought to cruise at four hundred miles 
per hour and peak out at eight hundred. If this were true, then a 
bungling bozo could easily be bumped off by a bellicose botfly. In 
fact, a candle traveling at such a speed will penetrate a two-inch 
wooden board. Researchers have now concluded that no insect flies 
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much over twenty-four miles per hour, perhaps reaching thirty-six in 
short dura tions. 

Since this is after all a literary club, this presenta tion 
would certainly be remiss without some appropriate misconceptions 
in the world of arts and literature. The great song, "The Old Folks at 
Home," written by Stephen Foster, begins with the phrase, "Way down 
upon the Swanee River," and thus implies that (1) there is such a 
place and (2) that it, to be so immortalized, must have been 
attractive and dear to Stephen Foster's hear t. Well, for star ters , the 
man never saw this puddle and, secondly, there is no such river. 

Foster wrote the body of this song in Pittsburgh in the 
year 1851, and immediately began to search for some melodiuus rlver 
to fit lhe part. initially he considered the Pedee River of North a nd 
South Carolinas, but "way down upon the Pedee River" just did not 
cut it. His brother, probably by another marriage , then suggested the 
Yazoo River: Hence, up the Yazoo? After considerable mental 
mechinations, Foster discovered and grew fond of the sound of the 
Suwannee River which flows through parts of Georgia and northern 
Florida; but needing just a two syllable name, he changed Suwannee 
to Swanee, which, of course, does not exist as such. And what a 
romantic sight it iSi thirty-five miles of it flow in Georgia and 
transverse the Okefenokee Swamp, where the water has the texture 
and quality of espresso coffee. In Florida it meanders its way two 
hundred miles to the Gulf Coast through swamps, jungles and used car 
lots, the latter, of course, not prevalent at the time. 

Those of us who pursue a largely nonliterary career could 
hardly imagine what we are mlSSlng. Take, for example , 
Shakespeare's fa mous injunction by Hamlet to Ophelia: "Get thee to 
a nunnery!" Nunnery to Shakespeare's audience was well recognize d 
as contemporary slang for "whorehouse," thus adding an interesting 
imperative to his spurning of Ophelia. 

On this thought then we turn to the blue section of 
tonight's paper. There is the case of the Siamese twins, the brunt 1 
suppose of many a joke, but, of course , there is a basis of fac t. 
Chang and Eng were born in Siam in 1811, hence the derivation of the 
words Siamese twins. They were actually not Siamese but in fact 
three qua rters Chinese. They ended up as Amer ican citizens by the 
adopted name of Bunker (not Archie) and were slaveholde rs before 
the Civil War (or, as this Club prefers it, the War Between the States) 
in North Carolina. 
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Many are aware of Mark Twain's account of a Siamese 
pair in the story, "Those Extraordinary Twins," unlikely referred to as 
Luigi and Angelo. The former was cast as a heavy drinker and the 
latter as a teetotaler; although under the circumstances it seems that 
Angelo could really enjoy the benefits of being smashed without 
assuming the stigma and therefore the guilt. All this leads me to 
believe that Luigi may have been the dimmer of two lights plugged 
into the same socket. Their real counterparts, Chang and Eng, had an 
exactly similar si tua tion. Chang was a heavy drinker and Eng was a 
teetotaler. There must, of course, be descendants of these two 
clowns, as Chang had seven daughters and three sons while Eng 
managed seven sons and five daughters, all without benefit of 
separation. The situation certainly raises a number of interesting 
questions which a re quite beyond the scope and propriety of this 
paper. 

While we are in the mood of bizarre notions, can we ask, 
"Do eunuchs have more fun?" In a very real sense they did. If 
castration involves only the removal of testicles and this occurs aLter 
puberty, these geldings are capable of a full-blown (no joke intended) 
erection. It has been suggested, and therefore may not be true, that 
Roman ladies preferred eunuchs as sexual partners not only because 
they were in no risk of pregnancy, but also because these men were 
actually able to maintain an erection longer than the uncastrated. 
Current proof of these allegations are, of course, lacking due to a 
paucity of volunteer subjects. 

Our final vignette addresses the subject of aphrodesiacs; 
well known to all and, of course, nonexistent. There are numerous 
substances thought to possess such quaIl ties, including peppers, 
hard- boiled eggs, rhinoceros horns and oysters, but their true effects 
seem merely to be psychological. In fact, oysters are lacking in both 
energetic and nutritive value and thus seem highly unlikely to 
stimulate sexual prowess. There is, however, the Spanish fly which is 
neither Spanish nor a fly. It is in fact a rather dangerous substance. 
You will certainly gain an erection even with minute doses; but the 
cost is prohibitive -- it will generate diarrhea, bloody vomiting, 
extreme pain and severe depression. The substance is actually 
extracted from the wings of beetles, not flies, and has the property 
of generating blisters when applied topically to the skin. 

Just a final note referred to as an example of "fatuosity 
rampant." The phrase "still waters run deep." What's wrong with 
this? Well, still wate rs after all do not run. 
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