

Week 3:  The Kentucky Fried Rat 
& Other Urban Legends
Success Criteria 
Students will gain a basic understanding of urban legends and become familiar with three legends that are alive and well – and making the rounds. By the end of the week they will be able to write a summary of the Kentucky Fried Rat urban legend. 
Lesson 1: The Kentucky Fried Rat & It’s Meaning 
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Urban legends are ‘Friend of a Friend stories’ that can never be traced back to their origins. Jan Brunvand believes they perform an important function because they have hidden meanings that fill psychological needs. He identifies three key components of these accounts: 1) they must be interesting, 2) believable, and 3) offer lessons. He describes them as living folklore. 

Urban legends involve improbable happenings that are repeated as true and embellished during retelling. It is common for different versions of the same story to appear in different places and times. The sources of these accounts are often attributed to the media, such as the news or popular talk shows. Another common source is what folklorists refer to as FOAFS (friend-of-a-friend stories) where the sources are usually impossible to verify. 

Task 1: Watch the CNN story on the Kentucky Fried Rat 

On occasion, people do claim to get a fried rat in their KFC, and most turn out to be hoaxes by people trying to get money from the company. Here is a common story that aired on CNN: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2q9QUwdEL40 

Stories about contaminated food are a common source of urban legends. Perhaps the most famous is the “Kentucky Fried Rat” story, which has circulated across the United States for decades. It usually involves a husband and wife who get a drive-thru order of chicken at KFC (Kentucky Fried Chicken). The wife remarks about the funny taste, only to realize that she has been munching on a rat! Suddenly she goes into shock, is rushed to a hospital, and dies. Folklorist Gary Fine examined 115 different versions of this story and made an interesting finding. In every case the victim is a woman – who has clearly neglected her traditional responsibilities for preparing the family meals as she did not make supper the night and went to KFC instead. Her reward is the fried rat. 

1. What is the message from the ‘Kentucky Fried Rat’ story? 
2. Why is it women who always seem to find the rat and bite into it, but not the husband? 
3. More recent stories of Kentucky Fried Rats are starting to include more males. Why do you think that is? 
Extension Exercise: 
Why All of Those Horrifying Urban Legends About KFC Just Won't Die 
Deep-fried rats and mutant chickens… 
By Jelisa Castrodale, VICE, July 26, 2017 (text modified by Mr Bartholomew). 

Once you've been the victim of a rumor or the subject of an urban legend, it can be difficult, if not flat-out impossible, to shake it. For instance, mention a story you heard from a friend-of-a-friend about KFC, and wait for someone to finish your sentence with either "those genetically modified mutant spider chickens?" or "that guy who got the fried rat?" 

For some reason, KFC seems to find itself on the receiving end of one piece of hearsay after another, a situation that has persisted for many years. Some of these legends are so common that KFC has been forced to confront them head-on. In a section on its website called "Chicken Chattin'," KFC addresses many of these stories, seemingly trying its best to be cool about it. 

The "mutant chicken" story or (one of many variations involving six-legged "spider chickens") made its most recent appearance in everyone's inbox last year, but its origins have been traced back to a pre-internet word-of-mouth story that started to spread in 1995. The legend of the mutant beak-, feather-, and feet-free "Kentucky Fried Creature" began circulating online four years later, and like countless other legends, it seems to have spun off from fears about scientific advances and new technologies. 

It's probably no coincidence that the theme of genetically engineered food spilled out of the Internet rumor mill in the early 2000s when 'Frankenfoods' were a hot topic of discussion there, and public interest in the issue were high. Frankenfoods refers to foods that have been genetically modified and some people are afraid of them because they are new, even though most scientists believe they are safe. 

Rather than send a series of tweets hashtagged #FAKENEWS, KFC called its attorney. In 2015, KFC China filed a lawsuit against three companies responsible for spreading the mutant chicken story—complete with Photoshopped pictures of what it alleged to be genetically modified birds—on its WeChat accounts. According to the legal filing, KFC found 4,000 "defamatory messages" on the chat service that were read more than 100,000 times. In January 2016, a Shanghai court ruled in favor of KFC, ordering the companies to pay $127,000 in damages and, perhaps most importantly, to apologize for spreading the story. 
The alleged deep-fried rat seems to be the second most popular KFC tale that refuses to die, and, sadly, it will probably continue as long as people post pictures of weird-looking chicken tenders online. Sociologist Gary Alan Fine started examining the story in 1980 when he wrote "The Kentucky Fried Rat: Legends and Modern Society." At the time, Fine had already catalogued 115 different versions of the story. 
1. Why is the KFC ‘mutant chicken’ story so popular? 

2. For how long has the mutant chicken story been around? 

3. Year after year, the mutant chicken and KFC rat stories have continued to circulate. What is KFC doing to try to stop these stories from spreading? 

Week 3: Lesson 2: 
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Part 1: Alligators in the Sewers: The Meaning Behind the Tales 
Read the article, ‘Alligators in the Sewers!’ (see article on the next page) and answer the following questions: 

1. In 1935, the New York Times newspaper published an article claiming that someone had discovered an alligator in a city sewer system. List as many pieces of evidence that you can to support the view that the story was NOT true. 
2. How long ago have similar stories been circulating in the United States? 
3. In 1982, the design chief in the New York City Bureau of Sewers, John T. Flaherty, admitted to a reporter that there were ‘monsters’ in the city’s sewers. What was he referring to? 
4. Historian Mark Barber argues that it is impossible for the alligator story to be true. Why? 
5. Why does Barber think these stories continue to spread? 
6. Name a similar legend that circulated in the sewers of ancient Rome. 4 
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BY ROBERT E. BARTHOLOMEW

ON FEBRUARY 10, 1935, A REMARKABLE HEADLINE
appeared in the New York Times: “Alligator Found in
Uptown Sewer. It was reported that 16 year-old Sal-
vatore Conduluci had been shoveling snow into an
‘open manhole with a group of friends on East 123rd
Street, when they peered into the opening and spotted
the creature churning in the murky waters. They re-
portedly grabbed a clothesline, created a noose and
lowered it into the hole. After several near misses,
‘Condulucei managed to angle the rope around the
gator's neck and yanked hard, snaring it. The youths
pulled the dazed reptile onto the street and clubbed
it to death with their shovels. O so the story goes.
‘The Times reported that the boys brought the
gator's remains to the Lehigh Stove and Repair
Shop at 441 East 123rd Street, where it weighed an
impressive 125 pounds and measured nearly eight
feet in length. As there were no area pet shops, it
was hypothesized that the creature may have been a
passenger on a steam ship from the Everglades that
had fallen overboard. The account states that by g
oclock that very night, a Sanitation Department
truck pulled up to the store and drove the carcass to
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Barren Island where it was incinerated.

Despite many specific details in the report, in-
cluding names and addresses, the story has never
been verified and is almost certainly an urban
myth. There is a long history of sewer alligator re-
ports in many US cities dating back to the late 19th
century. Not a single case has ever been confirmed.
But nowhere is this myth stronger than in The Big
‘Apple. The Times article contains several red flags.
For instance, it is clear that the anonymous reporter
did not observe the creature firsthand, and instead
relied on the claims of others. It tretches credulity
that 10 one took a photo of it and that it was
promptly incinerated, destroying any potential for
confirming evidence.

Since the 1870s stories have circulated in
newspapers across the US of alligators making their
home in the sewer systems of major cities, espe-
cially New York. A typical version of the story holds
that tourists from Florida or local carnival goers
on Coney Island had purchased a baby gator and
brought it home. Before long, these cute babies out
grew their welcome and were flushed down the toi-




[image: image4.png]let, only to survive and grow to full size. One of the
earliest versions of the story appeared in the Atlanta
Constitution on August 5, 1873. It stated that a
great commotion had been triggered by the discov-
ery of a gator, upwards of 10 feet long, in the heart
of the city. “It is said to float at ease in the sewer
running from the American Hotel down by the resi-
dence of Postmaster Denning. At night it s said his
deep bass voice can be heard...children shake with
terror, for every now and then if one gets out of
sight, it is generally believed that his alligatorship
has had a good meal.™

Press accounts of sewer alligators were
recorded in Dallas, Texas, and Newark, New Jersey
in 1886, in Detroit, Michigan in 1913, and Dayton,
Ohio in 1919, These are just a few of many reports.
In 1982, The New York Times published an interview
with the design chief in the New York City Bureau
of Sewers, John T. Flaherty, who observed that each
year several people wrote the department to ask
about the alligator claims. A Denver woman
wanted to know if sewer employees were given
guns for protection. A resident of Celoron, New
York, wanted Flaherty to settle a disagreement with
his coworker as to whether the creatures changed
color after being out of the sun for so long. During
his interview, Flaherty did admit that there were
fierce creatures living under the streets of New.
York. They were called sewer rats!*

Historian Mark Barber notes that claims of al-
ligators breeding in the sewers of New York are
physically impossible as the sex of offspring s de-
termined by the temperature of the nest. Male alli-
gators require a temperature over 93 degrees
Fahrenheit. Since the temperature in the sewers is
well below this, there would be no male alligators
born to reproduce. He suggests that the story con-
tinues to flourish due to our “deep fascination and

fear of what might be lurking underneath our
cities."* Folklorist Jean-Noel Kapferer concurs, and
suggests that sewer alligator tales may be a com-
‘mentary on modern city life, a reminder that just
under the pavement is a world of aggression.>

‘While the origin of the legend is unknown,
accounts of pigs living under the streets of London
during the 19th century may be a historical precur-
sor, and reflect similar fears of life in the big city.
Toshers, or shoremen, were people who routinely
trekked through the London sewers for lost items
such as coins, jewelry and scrap metal. In his book,
London Lore, Steve Roud notes that this group had
avibrant folklore of “black swine” slouching
through the sewers in the vicinity of the suburb of
Hampstead. According to the story, a young sow ac-
cidentally got trapped in the system and reared her
young, who in turn reared more and more sewer
pigs who flourished by feeding on the garbage.”

‘The legend of sewer alligators in major cities
has been further spread through modern popular
culture. In his 1963 novel V, Thomas Pynchon de-
scribed two-man alligator patrols hunting the crea-
tures with shotguns. How they got there closely
follows the urban legend—they were purchased as
souvenirs in Florida and later discarded. The 1980
John Sayles movie Alligator stars a monster that
emerges from the sewers to terrorize a Midwestern
town by feasting on human prey:* But more than
any other medium the legend of sewer alligators
has been spread by the press, giving legitimation to
the myth despite the absence of supporting evi-
dence. Most people assume that because it appears.
in print it is likely to be true. In recent years,
Finnish folklorist Camilla Ingemark has identified
earlier accounts of what she believes to be the same
urban legend: stories of octopuses in the ancient
Roman sewer system.’ B
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Week 3, Lesson 3: The 2016 Clown Scare

Why is it that so many people do not feel comfortable around clowns? It may be because 80% of human communication is nonverbal. People are used to reading the facial expressions of others. Clowns wear facial makeup, so we cannot see their expressions. Also, we don’t know who is under the makeup. 

For a few months in 2016, something remarkable happened in New Zealand and around the world – people sighted mysterious clowns and a panic developed around it. 
Watch the video clip on the outbreak of clown sightings in New Zealand, then answer the questions below: 
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/police-urge-calm-over-creepy-clown-sightings/3LZHQTZK7SPZ43KUPSQFLARGKE/ 

1. Up until the 1920s, clowns were considered funny. What has happened since the 20s to make clowns something to be feared? 

2. What has Hollywood done to drive the fear of clowns? 

3. Robert Bartholomew states: "Every panic has its underlying fear and here I think it has to do with the uncertainties that are going on in the world today. It's part of the greater social panic about the fear of strangers and terrorists and an unpredictable world." Explain what he means in your own words. 
Extension exercise: Read page 2 of the article ‘Clown Panic!’ by Robert Bartholomew (on the next page). 

1. How were clowns viewed on TV in the 1960s? 

2. What happened in the 1980s to create a widespread fear of clowns? 

3. What is the pattern to clusters of creepy clown reports?
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