
“Rambling Gleaner,” to the op-ed
page. He’ll go on gleaning while
he revamps the Web site.

What about bells? I ask him. 
When big breaking stories

rolled into newsrooms on the
UPI teletype, bells went off.
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Hot Type

By Michael Miner

M anaging editor James
O’Shea went on a little
when he announced

Charles Madigan’s new assign-
ment. He called Madigan a “sea-
soned veteran,” one of the
Tribune’s “premier writers,”
someone whose new job will
“capitalize on his staggering
skills as a fast and graceful
writer.” The point is, Madigan’s
56, yet O’Shea was asking him to
be the paper’s new futurist.

As O’Shea told the staff by e-
mail in mid-August, Madigan
“will head up a new continuous
news desk” that will carry the
paper “into the next generation
of newsgathering.” He means
24-hour gathering for the
Internet, something Madigan’s
capable of thinking about in
terms so old they’re new. If the
Internet is a maw with an insa-
tiable appetite, well, so was
United Press International,
where Madigan once cranked
out stories for the UPI radio
wire and where the motto was “A
deadline every minute.” 

Madigan says, “Where do you
find people who can look at a
story and think ‘50 words’ and
tell almost the whole story in 50
words—and turn around and do
it for another story and do it all
day long?” 

In the Tribune newsroom, he
hopes. “This means turning a
small part of the Tribune into a
very aggressive newswriting and
gathering operation,” he says. “For
the most part, it’s not going to
affect how people do their jobs as
journalists here. The diligence
and expertise remain where the
Tribune’s value is, and that you
can’t get in the way of. But it will
speed up immensely the idea of
how quickly you have to get the

“There could be bells,” he says.
“There are a lot of things you
could do, and what’s going to
happen will be dictated by your
interest in news. Some people
will not want to be completely
awash in news—and there will

be versions for them. But we’ve
got to compete with everybody.
As for revenues—it’s not in my
pay grade to worry about that.” 

Not Very
Intelligent
Design
Everybody’s writing about intelli-
gent design. “It’s sweeping the
nation, and no wonder,” said my
pal A.E. Eyre. “It combines sci-
ence and religion, the best of
both worlds. What’s not to like?”

Some say it’s a little light on
the science, I replied. 

“They don’t say that in
Kansas,” he said. In Kansas the
board of education knocked evo-
lution down a peg and urged
teachers to add ID to the cur-
riculum. “When I was a kid,” he
went on, “my wildest dream was
a comic book where Superman
and Batman—joined by Robin,
the Boy Wonder—fought crime
together. Intelligent design is
almost the same thing. When
you think of everything that faith
accomplished in the first millen-
nium and everything rationalism
accomplished in the second, 
imagine what they could do if 
they teamed up in the third.” He
concluded with great force:
“Kansas is a state that dares to
dream those dreams.”

The problem, I said, is that
intelligent design calls itself a
scientific theory, but it can’t
be tested.

Eyre snorted. He said he’d
heard that a million times and
never understood it. “God didn’t
give us science,” he snapped.

Back to the Future
Charles Madigan, the man charged with turning the Trib into a 24/7 Internet news
machine, says he got the skills for the job back at UPI.

news out. That hierarchy
process—where you make a deci-
sion late in the afternoon and
evening about what’s going on in
the paper—this does away with it.
You make decisions immediately.
People on the Internet are gener-
ally not going to be reading long
stories about anything. You can
link to longer stories, illustrate
with other stories, whatever you
need to do. But the writing has to
be severely compressed—as you
wrote for the radio wire—and
have personality but be informa-
tive at the same time. The idea
behind this is very old-fashioned.
The values behind this are very
old-fashioned. What’s new is that
now it’s on a computer.”

The current Tribune home
page is a listless place. Ideally an
Internet news site should be as
protean as the world is. Madigan
says that’s possible, though
months away. “If you think about
the whole newspaper when it
comes to you in the morning, it’s
a big smorgasbord of things—
wire stories, other papers’ sto-
ries, in-house stories, features,”
he says. “The challenge will be to
take that smorgasbord and serve
it up as rapidly as possible. . . .
We have all the facilities to do
that now and probably should
have gotten into that aggressively
a long time ago, but we didn’t.
And now we are.” 

Madigan’s career is a tribute to
his ingenuity. After working for
UPI in Pennsylvania and
Moscow, he joined the Tribune
in 1979 and has held more jobs
there than it makes sense to list,
reinventing himself whenever he
felt pigeonholed. For the last five
years he’s edited the Perspective
section, and he recently added
his blogging personage,

hottype@chicagoreader.com
www.chicagoreader.com/hottype

Charles Madigan
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The Straight Dope®
by Cecil Adams

Some background: When I was a kid growing up in the late 50s-early 60s, one of the
things we used to do was induce ourselves to fart by sticking the nozzle of a bicycle
hand pump into our behinds and giving ourselves several pumps of air. We would
then get close to another kid and open the floodgate. Although the scent wasn’t
potent, the sound was still funny. After we’d done this a few times, we learned to
generate different kinds of sounds, ranging from a sudden burst like a sonic boom to
high-pitched sound like that of an out-of-tune trumpet.

Now my question. I heard that some kids or maybe grown-ups got daring and
instead of a hand pump used a compressed-air hose. The sudden injection of high-
pressure gas at hundreds of pounds per square inch into the intestines caused rupture
and internal bleeding. I heard there were documented cases of deaths from this type of
dangerous entertainment. Tell me it’s not true! —Bill Sabalburo, San Juan, La Union, Philippines

Comments, questions? Take it up with Cecil on the Straight Dope Message Board, www.straightdope.com, 
or write him at the Chicago Reader, 11 E. Illinois, Chicago 60611. Cecil’s most recent compendium of knowledge, 
Triumph of the Straight Dope, is available at bookstores everywhere.

W hat do you want to be told
isn’t true? That nobody has
died from injecting high-
pressure air up their bums

for the purpose of inducing farts? If so,
you’re in luck—I couldn’t find any fart-
induction fatalities in the case reports.
Fact is, I couldn’t find much on recreation-
al flatulence, period. However, if we turn
to the wider question of whether a keister-
ful of compressed air can kill you, it sure
can. The first case reported in the medical
literature, in 1904, involved a 17-year-old
UK male who was brought to the infirmary
in pain after having “got blown up with an
air force-pump.” The account is not very
informative on how this occurred, and you
probably don’t want to hear a lot of details
anyway. Suffice it to say that the guy’s guts
ruptured in multiple locations, spilling the
intestinal contents into the abdominal 
cavity; peritonitis presumably set in, and
three hours after admission he was dead.

That happened quite a bit in the old
days. One review of 44 cases published in
1931 found that more than half the victims
died. Most incidents were industrial-
workplace pranks involving males fooling
around with an air hose. In many, perhaps
most instances the hose wasn’t forcibly
inserted; on the contrary, the victim was
fully clothed and the hose held to the seat
of his pants or otherwise directed at him at
close range, the topography of the buttocks
acting as a funnel. In a few cases no
prankster was involved; the fellow was just
trying to blow dust off his clothes. However
it happened, the victim’s belly typically
became painfully distended; after insertion
of a hollow needle into the abdomen or ini-
tial incision on the operating table he
deflated like a popped beach ball, provid-
ing welcome but only temporary relief if no
attempt was made to repair the internal

damage and stave off infection. The 1931
researcher, an MD named Burt, was suffi-
ciently alarmed about the situation to
devote a 28-page treatise to the subject,
among other things establishing that the
pressure required to rupture the intestine
was a mere four pounds or so per square
inch. The pressure generated by a com-
pressor is many times higher, on the order
of 50 to 150 psi, and I venture to say you
could push the limit with a bicycle pump.

A 1980 review totted up 93 cases of
pneumatic intestinal rupture, but there-
after things seem to have quieted down.
Possibly that’s because of rising maturity
and intelligence in the workforce but more
likely in my opinion because the industrial
jobs affording access to air hoses were
being exported overseas—the first Korean
case was reported in 1996. The latest U.S.
case I can find, as usual involving a practi-
cal joker, is from 2002; his victim, a Georgia

carpentry shop employee, survived, but
was out of work for three months and ran
up medical bills totaling close to $70,000.

To be sure, a key difference between
these folks and you is that you filled 
yourself up willingly whereas the prank
and accident victims didn’t. Only a handful
of intentional self-inflators have been
reported, one of whom, interestingly, 
used a bicycle pump and seems to 
have suffered no damage, although 
his doctors certainly freaked. (A later
account describes the fellow as mentally 
unbalanced; while I can understand 
jumping to this conclusion, the original
report expresses no opinion on the 
man’s sanity.) I don’t mean to be
alarmist—your experiments along these
lines were a long time ago, and surely
Xbox offers today’s youth less perilous
ways to amuse themselves. Still, some
things one wants to nip in the bud.
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“God gave us tablets with Roman
numerals on them. Science is
something we humans cooked
up on our own. It’s fraught with
imperfections. If a sensible idea
like intelligent design can’t be
tested under the rules of science,
we need to change the rules of
science. That’s what Kansas pro-
poses to do.”

Was he saying science could
have one set of rules in Kansas
and another in Illinois? 

“It’s what federalism is all
about,” he said. “And we’ll see
which state invents the perpetual
motion machine first.” He said
he’d put his money on Kansas,
since the best minds in that state
have been working on it so long.

Intelligent designers, he
explained, are merely saying
that the world as we know it is
no accident. As an illustration,
he said he’d never understood
why people don’t all speak the
same language even though
monkeys speak the same lan-
guage. Then he realized some-
one must have stepped in and
gummed up the works.

Someone with a certain intelli-
gence, I ventured.

He nodded. “There was a 
kid back in middle school
named Benny Caswell who
broke into the principal’s office
and dumped out all the files and
poured ketchup on them,” he
said. “I’ve always thought of 
language as something that
might have been cooked up by
Benny Caswell.” 

What about disease? I said.
“Poor Elvira Johnson!” Eyre

said. “She was two years older
than the rest of the class, and
she left her boogers everywhere.
Whenever I read about an epi-
demic I can’t help but remem-
ber Elvira Johnson.”  

And war?
Eyre asked if he’d ever told me

about Donald Kazoryk. “He was

really mean. He beat me up. But
when he repeated eighth grade I
never saw him again.”

So the thing to understand
about intelligent design, I sur-
mised, is that the designer’s intel-
ligent but not very. Adolescent
maybe, or borderline retarded.

Eyre looked puzzled. “Is some-
one claiming anything else?” 

High Hopes
The August 29 Sun-Times made
a troubling prediction. Trying to
imagine the downtown of tomor-
row, it said “Fordham
Spire. . . . Outlook: Unlikely.”

Surely this can’t be true.
Architect Santiago Calatrava has
called out Chicago. The city has
three good reasons to build his
megatower. 

1. It’s cool. The Tribune’s
Blair Kamin wrote four stories
about it, with headlines like
“Scaling Aesthetic Heights” and
“Spiral Tower Harks Back to
Babel.” He’s got the kind of
crush on Calatrava’s tower that
back in high school was visible
halfway down the corridor. But
who doesn’t?

2. It’ll shut up Donald Trump.
No one in Chicago pretends to be
happy Trump came here. He’s an
alien and a goof. 

3. Calatrava’s tower is what
Chicago is about. Or used to 
be about. Look at Marina City
and then at Lake Point Tower.
They’re part of the tower’s
bloodline.

OK, traffic will be a nightmare,
and developer Christopher Carley
is in over his head. So what? He
can go bankrupt building
Calatrava’s tower and dine out on
the experience the rest of his life.
The follies of some lives are vastly
more noble than the triumphs of
others. (See North Bridge.)   v

If you’ve been “synagogue shopping” lately, you know that this is a
revolutionary program. But we at KAM Isaiah Israel know that once

you experience the community, the lifelong educational program, the
music, and spirituality that we offer, you’ll want to become a

permanent part of the KAMII family. We are located in Hyde Park,
only 15 minutes south of the Loop.

High Holiday tickets include a 
one-year family membership

High Holiday tickets are $250 per family and include all family members in the household;
synagogue membership for one year is included. This program is available for those who apply
before Rosh Hashanah. It does not apply to religious school or nursery school fees and is 
offered to those who are new to KAMII or have not been a member of KAMII at anytime dur-
ing the past five years.

KAM Isaiah Israel
1100 East Hyde Park Boulevard, Chicago, IL 60615

773.924.1234  •  Fax: 773.924.1238
info@kamii.org  •  www.kamii.org

Call 773.924.1234
Ask for Sandy Lieberman, Executive Director

Come for the 
High Holidays.
Stay for the Year.




