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When Glynda and Pat 
Hamilton celebrated their 38th 
wedding anniversary recently, 
Pat gave his wife a dozen roses. 
He told her those were for the 
12 good years.

The Vancouver couple have 
been in Texas much 

of the summer, 
helping Pat�s ill 91-
year-old mother, 
Kathrin. During 
their stay, Glynda 
was giving her 

mother-in-law a 
sponge bath, when 

the matriarch quipped, 
�I bet when you and Pat 

came down the hall to tell us 
you were engaged, you didn�t 
know you would be doing this.�

In the Hamilton household, 
Glynda says, humor is the 
preferred method of handling 
most situations � no matter 
how joyous or dif� cult. Such 
an approach has changed their 
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Glynda Hamilton is selling her east Vancouver house with the idea that she wants to spend her retirement years 
traveling the country via motor home. The certifi ed laughter leader  plans to stop in Wal-Mart parking lots and put on 
free seminars about the therapeutic benefi ts of laughing. Julie Nguyen, above left, is one of Hamilton’s students.

Most Americans are piti-
fully ignorant of geog-
raphy. This was clearly 

demonstrated recently when 
the Gallup Organization sent 
its pollsters to Chicago to ask 
randomly selected residents if 
they could name at least three 
of the six major continents. 
The results were shocking: 
Most of the pollsters never 
found Chicago at all; of those 
who did, all but one fell into 
the Chicago River.

Unfortunately, this is not 
an isolated incident of Ameri-
can geographical ignorance. 
Just last month, the major 
U.S. airlines, investigating 
an increase in the number of 
delayed � ights, discovered 
that many of their pilots can-
not read maps and are � nding 
their destination cities by, in 
the words of an airline spokes-
person, �� ying real low and 
following buses.�

What is the cause of this 
disgraceful lack of knowledge? 
I blame the same institution 
that is responsible for crime, 
sex, godlessness and millions 
of square miles of badly drawn 
refrigerator art: our school 
system. I studied geogra-
phy in the � fth grade, and I 
remember that instead of just 
TELLING us where things 
were, the teacher insisted that 
we make relief maps of the 
United States by mixing � our 
and water into a paste and 
smearing it on a shirt card-
board so as to form important 
geographical features such 
as the Rocky Mountains, the 
Great Plains, Disneyland, 
etc. Evidently I put too much 
water in my paste, because my 
United States was a feature-
less amoeba-like blob, with 
whole population centers 
such as New England oozing 
completely off the cardboard 
and forming new, uncharted 
territories on the � oor.

As a direct result, I grew up, 
like most Americans, with a 
poor grasp of geography. That 
is why, in a recent column 
about nude TV weather fore-
casts in the Czech Republic, I 
made the following statement, 
which turns out to be incor-
rect: �Until 1993, the Czech 
Republic was connected with 
Slovakia; together they went 
by the name �Hungary.� �

This is simply not true, as 
was pointed out to me by many 
informed readers. Some of 
these people were quite upset, 
as we see from these quotes 
from their letters, which I am 
not making up:

� �Clearly, your knowledge 
of historical facts is a clear ex-
ample that the dumbing down 
of America has succeeded.�

� �It is disgusting to � nd 
out that you columnists know 
so little. You probably do not 

analysis
lives, and Glynda has become 
a modern mirth missionary, 
joining a growing chorus of 
people who think humor is 
hardly trivial. 

As scientists  amass quan-
ti� able evidence of the health 
bene� ts of laughter, humor-
based social organizations 
such as the Laughter Club are 
rapidly gaining members. It 
all plays into the Mark Twain 
remark: �The human race 
has only one really effective 
weapon and that is laughter.�

A broad social movement 
in support of such an idea 
started about a decade ago in 
a public park in Bombay. Dr. 
Madan Kataria, a physician in 
India, noticed that his more 
jovial patients seemed to heal 
faster and stay healthier. So 

he went to a park and sim-
ply stood around with a few 
people and told jokes. 

The program he developed 
around that concept com-
bines laughter and child-
ish exercises with gentle 
breathing and other yoga 
techniques. The � rst club to 
practice this technique had 
� ve people. Today, there are 
reportedly more than 5,000 
of these clubs of various sizes 
throughout the world � in 
countries such as Australia, 
France, Switzerland, Hun-
gary, Singapore, Hong Kong 
and Dubai � including 2,000 
American organizations, with 
both Portland and Vancouver 
 in the fold. The movement�s 

The joke’s 
… in you
Laughter not only is a full-brain 
experience, it also sends positive 
waves throughout the body that 
various experts consider bene� cial 
to health. Here are some of the 
most signi� cant physiological and 
psychological � ndings from studies 
of laughs, according to a trio of top 
scientists working in the � eld, Lee 
S. Berk, Loma Linda University; 
Michael Owren, Georgia State 
University; and Steven M. Sultanoff, 
Pepperdine University:

It starts with anticipation
Berk and colleagues found that 
signi� cant positive mood changes 
can occur even when just thinking 
about something funny or something 
about to be funny. Those include an 
increase in beta-endorphins (pain 
reducers and mood enhancers) and 
human growth hormones (which 
tune up immune cells). A one-hour 
session of humor can create bio-
logical effects that last from 12 to 24 
hours. After the session ends, the 
scientists found that their subjects 
had less tension, depression, 
anger, fatigue and confusion, and 
increased vigor.

From the left
Humor starts getting processed in a 
part of the mind called the supple-
mentary motor area, Berk says.  
From there, it � ashes throughout 
the brain and triggers chemical and 
hormonal reactions across the body. 
That includes igniting the nucleus 
accumbens and its production of 
dopamine, which elevates emo-
tions and pleasure, as well as the 
hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis. 
That axis reduces stress hormones, 
such as cortisol.

About face
Counts vary widely on the number 
of muscles used in each act, but the 
consensus is that it takes more ef-
fort for the human face to frown than 
smile, Berk says. Those muscles 
include the frontalis (for eyebrow 
raising), orbicularis oculi (for eye-
squinting), the zygomatic major (for 
pulling corners of the mouth into a 
smile), the risorius (lip-stretcher and 
dimple-maker) and the orbicularis 
oris (for curling and tightening lips).

Hear this
Owren, who specializes in the 
acoustics of laughter, says instead 
of ho ho ho-type sounds, humans 
actually convey mirth through a 
series of grunts and snorts. Laugh-
ter, he says, is a way for people to 
change the emotional state of those 
around them. In short, like primate 
sounds, human laughter is not 
primarily about the person laughing. 
It�s primary role is to have an impact 
on the listeners, changing their emo-
tional states for the better. When 
everyone is laughing in a group, 
those good feelings get contagious 
and spread around. 

Joyful tears
Humans distinctively shed tears due 
to emotional states, including for 
joy. When crying as part of laughter, 
the composition of those tears is 
different than ones created to simply 
wash away irritants. In particular, 
more proteins are expelled, accord-
ing to a study by William Frey and 
Muriel Langseth, circling back to 
Artistotle�s suggestions in �Poetics� 
that tears purge toxins � even 
emotional ones � from our bodies.

Mind-shifting
Mechanically, the mind cannot 
experience joy and pain at the 
same time, says therapist Sultanoff. 
Humor and distressing emotions 
simply cannot occupy the same 
emotional space. There has been an 
enormous amount of research, he 
says, that shows negative thought 
patterns lead to all sorts of health 
problems. He contends that positive 
thoughts can have the opposite ef-
fect, leading to improved health. For 
such treatment, Sultanoff has pa-
tients imagine a time in which they 
laughed so hard that they fell over. 
He encourages patients to use the 
medium that they enjoy the most, 
from comics to movies, and spend 
about 30 minutes a day with it.

DAVE BARRY

DAVE BARRY is a columnist 
for the Miami Herald. His 
classic column was originally 
published Aug. 1, 1999. He 
is currently taking a leave of 
absence from writing his weekly 
humor column. Write to him c/o 
The Miami Herald, One Herald 
Plaza, Miami FL 33132.
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