JOHN BERENDT

John Berendt was born in Syracuse, Ne\}f quk,
in 1939 and was educared at Harvard Ur'uvermty.
He began his writing career as an associate egh-
tor at Esquire, before editing Hm:’u_iay Magazine
and writing and producing television Programs
such as The David Frost Show and Tl-ae Dick Cavett
Shew. In 1979, he returned to Esguire as a colurln-
nist after serving as editor of New Tolrk Mugazme
from 1977 to 1979. In 1994, he published his ﬁrst
book, Midnight in the Garden of Good fmd Evil, a
“nonfiction novel” about a controvcrsrfxl murder
in Savannah, Georgia. The book ha§ since be'en
transformed into a major film by Fhrector tht
Fastwood. His most recent novel is 'i%e Cj}ty of
Falling Angels (2005). In “The Hoax? rct,pnnt;d
from Esquire, Berendt defines the magical ingredi-

ents of a hoax.

The Hoax

EN THE HUMORIST Robert Benchley was an under- 1 .

graduate at Harvard cighty years ago, he and a couple
of friends showed up one morning at the door of an elegant

Beacon Hill mansion, dressed as furm'tu‘re rcpau‘mcnf. 'I;}:)ef
told the housekeeper they had come to pick up the so a.'t 10 .
minutes later they carried the sofa out the dt;)cu’t,h puth (1) <
a truck, and drove it three blocks away to :a:n(()i er 0 thé
where, posing as deliverymen, they plunked it owr;e i
parlor. That evening, as Benchley well kpew, the coux’%rh ming
in house A were due to attend a party 1n h?use B. Wha o
the outcome—and I’ll get to that shortly—it was .guarinndlc
to be a defining example of how proper Bojstoma-n.s ala.Okc
social crises. The wit inherent in Benchley’s practcal }
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elevated it from the level of prank to the more respectable
realm of hoax.

To qualify as a hoax, a prank must have magic in it—the
word is derived from hocus-pocus, after all. Daring and irony
are useful ingredients, too. A good example of a hoax is
the ruse perpetrated by David Hampton, the young black
man whose pretense of being Sidney Poitier’s son inspired
John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation. Hampton managed
to insinuate himself into two of New York’s most sophis-
ticated households—one headed by the president of the
public-television station WNET, the other by the dean of the
Columbia School of Journalism. Hampton’s hoax touched a
number of sensitive themes: snobbery, class, race, and sex, all
of which playwright Guare deftly exploited.

Hampton is a member of an elite band of faimous impostors
that includes a half-mad woman who for fifty years claimed

To qualify as & hoax, a prank must have
magic in it....

i - to be Anastasia, the lost daughter of the assassinated czar

Nicholas I1; and a man named Harry Gerguson, who became

a Hollywood restaurateur and darling of society in the 1930s

and 1940s as the ersatz Russian prince Mike Romanoff,
Forgeries have been among the better hoaxes. Fake Ver- 4

‘meers painted by an obscure Durch artist, Hans van Meegeren,

were so convincing that they fooled art dealers, collectors,
and museums. The hoax came to light when Van Meegeren
was arrested as a Nazi collaborator after the war. To prove he
was not a Nazi, he admitted he had sold a fake Vermeer to
Hermann Géring for $256,000. Then he owned up to hav-
ing created other “Vermeers,” and to prove he could do it,

e painted Jesus in the Temple in the style of Vermeer while
‘under guard in jail,
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In a bizarre twist, a story much like Van Meegeren’s
became the subject of the book Fake!, by Clifford Trving,
who in 1972 artempted ro pull off a spectacular hoax of his
own: a wholly fraudulent “authorized” biography of Howard
Hughes. Irving claimed to have conducted secret interviews
with the reclusive Hughes, and McGraw-Hill gave him a big
advance. Shortly before publication, Hughes surfaced by tele-

| phone and denied that he had ever spoken with Irving. Irving

had already spent $100,000 of the advance; he was convicted
of fraud and sent to jail.

As it happens, we arc used to hoaxes where I come from.
I grew up just a few miles down the road from Cardift,
New York—a town made famous by the Cardiff Giant. As we
learned in school, a farmer named Neweli complained, back
in 1889, that his well was running dry, and while he and his
neighbors were digging a new one, they came upon what
appeared to be the fossilized remains of a man twelve feet tall.
Before the day was out, Newell had erccted a tent and posted
a sign charging a dollar for a glimpse of the “giant”—three
dollars for a longer look. Throngs descended on Cardiff. It
wasn’t long before scientists determined that the giant had
been carved from a block of gypsum. The hoax came undone
fairly quickly after that, but even so—as often happens with
hoaxes—the giant became an even bigger attraction because
it was a hoax. P. T. Barnum offered Newell a fortune for
the giant, but Newell refused, and it was then that he got
his comeuppance. Barnum simply made a replica and put it
on display as the genuine Cardiff Giant. Newell's gig was
ruined.

The consequences of hoaxes are what give them spice.
Orson Welles’s lifelike 1938 radio broadcast of H. G. Wells’s
War of the Worlds panicked millions of Americans, who were
convinced that martians had landed in New Jersey. The forged
diary of Adolf Hitler embarrassed historian Hugh Trevor-
Roper, who had vouched for its authenticity, and Newsweek
and The Sunday Times of London, both of which published
excerpts in 1983 shortly before forensic tests proved that
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there were nylon fibers in the paper it was written on, which
wouldn’t have been possible had it originated beforc’ 19;)
The ﬁve-hun.drcd-thousand~year-old remains of Piltdowr;
E}an, found in 1912,. had anthropologists confused about
uman evolution until 1953, when fluoride tests exposed
the bones as an elaborate modern hoax. And as for Rpobc
Benchley’s game on Beacon Hill, no one said a word ab t
the sofa all evening, although there it sat in plain sight OO e
week later, however, couple A sent an anonyrhous acke; o
couple B. Tt contained the sofa’s slipcovers. preser

For Study and Discussion

QUESTIONS ABOUT PURPOSE

1. H i i
) Beor:fnjn;es Berendt explain the derivation of the word fogx?
. ! histo,—i:n exaajg}%lcs of peogie duped by hoaxes include scientsts
» @ cotlege president, an eminent publish ’
tors of several muse tis hi i sl
> ums. What is his pur i i
wide range of stories? prtpose in telling such a

QUESTIONS ABOUT AUDIENCE

1. Thi .. .
Thcis essay ongimally appeared in Esquire magazine. What traits
, ;{n atdmtudcs characterize the readers of this magazine:?
. How ici i :
Hlov oes Be}—cndt anticipate that his readers enjoy stories about
sters getting the best of their victims?

QUESTIONS ABOUT STRATEGIES
1. What does Rerend i
_ t accomplish by opening a i i
with the anecdote about the sofa.3 ? gand closing bis o

2. i
H}Sw }:vould you characterize Berendt’s tone in this essay? Explain
whether you think the tone is engaging or off-putting O



