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"The false teeth in the cod": a legend
in context
ERIC VENBRIIXAND

fißO Ì'ßDEÈ

Me erte ns Ins ti lu u t, Am s t e rd øm

Dutchman, dropped his false teeth overboard when he
became sèasick during a North sea fishing tip in September 1994
About tkee months later, his upper plate was retumed to him by
another angler, tackle shop owner Hugo Slamat from Amsterdal'
While he was gutting a nineteen'pound cod' Slamat discovered the
teeth inside. I{e showed them to the skipper of the fishing boat aûd
was told that someone had lost his dentu¡es while on the boat a few
months earlier. A local newspaper reported the remarkable find
Slamat was interviewed by a local radio station. The news report
reached the ea¡ of the first angler, Stoop, who went to see Slamat in
Ansterdam. The denhues found in the fish fitted him perfectþ'
Hence, Cor Stoop was convinced he had got his teeth back.
'This serendþitous event appeared ûo be newsworthy On
Wednesday, 30th November, 1994, the story of the "False-Te'eth-inthe-Cod" being renrmed to their owner hit the news-not only in The

Cor Stoop,

a

Netherlands but world wide!
It is not surprising that tho newspapers in the North Holland area'
whøe it all happened, covered the oxtraordinary news, in some cases
on tle front page. Th¡ee out of tho ûve national Dutch newspapers
(Atgemeen Dagbtad, Tron+ nd De Telegraafl printed the story too'

ottter wo national newspapers (de Volkskrant and ÀRC
Handelsblad) may have suspected something fishy about the story
and did not print it De Telegraøf,however' took another attitude: the
story was front-page news. The paper printed a photograph in fi:ll
color, showing a smiling Slamat along with Stoop holding his
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recovere.d dentues in his hand. Another shot of the two men and the

false teeth was sold to the intemational news agency .,4 ssociated
Press, which disÍibuted the story to its subscribers all over the world.

That Wednesday the photo went around the worltl together with a
media release heade4 "Dentures Found in Cod's SÛomach Retumed
to Dutch Owner."
In Swedeir the news item was distributed by the news agenry TT
(Tidningamas Telegrambyrå) with the title "Tänderna Tillbaka"
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Perhaps we should add that the Hamoen brothers had good ñrn
recounting the story. The cheesemongers formed a separate, higher
social class in the region. They tended to dominate local politics,
religious afairs and so forth. According to Hamoøq the family were
ordinary people who never socialized with the oheesunongers in the
upper itrata, of local society. Probably for them' the telling and

('The Teeth BaclC).'z Several Americar newspapers printed the story,
one ofthem with the following headline: "Here's a fish story you can
truly sink your teeth into." The news was broadcast nationwide by
Nationat Public Radio n ûrcr prograrn, All Things Considered.3
The news item is also said (unconfrmed) to have been broadcast on
television by the BBC, and by CNN on their program, Headline

réæling of this story confirmed that the cheesemongers should not
think they were way above other people.
Anoth€r point of interest is that neither the tellers nor their
audience were in the position to check the story with the
cheesernongøs. The narn Baars mi$úhave been deliberately chosen
because it stands for a famous house of cheesemongers ('Baars"
literally meaÍs "perch'). Unfortunately, because Bas Baars died a
couple of years ago, we were unable to confirm the details of the

News.

sûory.

tle "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" story seems
obvious: it is a tale about a marvelous coincidence. Somehoq it
seems, people like to believe these kinds ofmiracles can happen, anc,
as such, it was considered a unique story. Although the first news
item was presented as a singulo event, we have evidence that the
The newsworthiness of

'

in

The
tale had been circulating
"False-Teeth-in-the-Cod
Netherlands since 1990. In a survey of contemporary legends in The
Netherlands, conducted by our Deparbnent in 1991, a Mr. Hamoen
from the town of Bodegraven responded with the following story:

for
drinking than fishing

The society ofcheesemongers went out fishing at the North Sea

the day. More time was sp€nt in

Cheesernongø Bas Bâars not only becdne drunk but also seasick.
Consequentþ, he had to vomit. \ühile he was feeding the fish, his
false teeth followed the contents ofhis sÛomâch.
Some time afterwa¡ds a huge cod was caught. When retuming
to the harbor, the anglers stafed gutting thet catoh.
Guess what was found in the cod's stomach?

Right, Bas Baars's denhuesl

Hamoen remembered he had hea¡d the tale from his brother at his
birtlrday party inNovember 1990. The brother could not recall where
and when he had heard it himself. He thought it could have been at
another party.

Here we are dealing with a humorous tale, "a play upon form"
(Douglas 1975:96). False teeth do, yet do not belong to a person
They can be separated ûom their owner, but without them the owner
is incomplete. To part unwillingly with one's false teeth, then" goes
against what we consider normal. It becomes a joko! Furthermorg in
thir story inoer.ion takes place: the object we normaþ eîtwith is
eaten åy a cod, a fish we, in tum, ear. Finally, an object supposedly

*

lost forevet retums.

The "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" tale has recognizable common
mot'rß in the søry, such as eating and being eatan, and an object lost
to the waves and recovere{ in many cases by means of a fish. Ths
leading motif in the news item-tho loss of a valuable object and its
retum in a fish's stomach-is well linown in folktale research, dating
back to ancient Greece. Aame-Thompson's, The Types of the
FoIIaaIe (1964),Ists this story as AT736A, and names

it after one

Ring of Polycrates. Tubach's Index
of the oldest versions:
Exemplorum records this story as exemplum 4102, briefly entitled
"Ringin Fisli' (1969: 315). In Chistinsen's The Migratory Legend
the story is catalogued as legend number 7050, and described as
*Ring thrown ißto the water and recovered in a fislf'(1958: 199201). Finally, Thompson's Motif Index shows that in tales of this
type not only do rings happen to retum in fish; keys, pins, trinkets'

Ihe
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brooches and even swords can be added to the list (seo motifs N2l1.l
to N2l1.1.5).
In a study on the folktale motif of the ring in the fisl\ Johannes
Kümig adds two othø objects of value, namel¡ pearls and diamonds
(1972: 68-69),a noting that in fairy tales it is, most of the time, a
gratefrrl fish that retums a lost ring or key to the hero or heroine (6869). In legends, howwø, the 'Ring-in-Fisn*' motif is often connected

with somo kind of divine judgement. ln Ihe Ring of Polyerates by
Herod (c.484 to c.425 BC), for instance, King Polycrates throws a
precious ring into the sea as a sacrifice to the gods. By making this
gesture, PolycratÊs hopes his good fortune will lasl Soon, however,
a fish is brought to him. The ring is found inside the fish, meaning
ihat his sacrifice has not been accepted by the gods. Misfortune then
falls upon Polycrates.
In the Arab and Jewish t¡aditions the loss of the ring often serves
as a divine punishment, whereas the retum of the ring in the fish
indicates divine remission has been obtained. Well lcrown is 77¡¿
lulagic Nng of Salomoz tale which is supposed to have led to similar
legends in medieval Westem Europe. In theso legends it is often a
saint who th¡ows the key to his penitential fetters into the water. The
retum of the key to the saint in the stomach of a fish is considered a
sign fiom God that his penance is over.
In The Netherlands another version of this siory, Het vrouwtie
van Støvoren (TheWoman of Stavoren),s is well loown. The following is a brief account of the legend:

A rioh female merchant living in the prospering Dutch seaport
toun of Stavoren sends out her shipmaster on a joumey to obtain
the most precious thing in the world for her. Since no man can live
without grain, the shipmaster retums with a load of grain. This is
bittÊr disappoinhEnt to the rich woman of Stavoren. She asks the
slúpmaster on which board the grain was loaded. When this tums
out to be on la¡board, the woman orders to throw the load into sea
over starbomd. A beggar wams the woman she is not to waste this
a

preciow food: she might be poor and hungry one day herself!
Hereupon the haughty woman takes a golden ring from her finger.
She tlrows it into the sea and says: "Sooner will I recover this ring

than

I will

become poor." Then the load

of grain is tbrown

overboard. A few days later there is fish (cod or haddocþ on the
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menu. To the utter amazement of the woman of StavorerL her
golden ring comes out ofthe fish when cut open. Soon the woman
is reduced to poverty: she loses her fleet and her worldly
possessions. The seaport of Stavoren silts uP and year after year
empty grain grows out of tle water.

It is obvious that the woman has been punished for her pride. The øle
dates back to the late Middle Ages and explains the decline of
Stavoren. The "Ring-in-the-Fisn*' mot4 however, was introduced
around 1800. It has been argued that Schiller's poem Der Ring des
Polykrates, composed in 1797, might have been the source, but the
tales difer on a crucial point.6 Although both the woman of Stavoren
and King Polyøates arouse divino wrath ,Polyuatns sacrificed îílng
to the gods. The woman of Stavoren did exactly the opposite: she

threw the ring into the water in order to defy God This motif
appeadng in the Dutch tale may well have its origin in Scandinavian
oral taditior1 as Christiansen's volume on migratory legends atæsts.
In all these tales, the loss of a valuable and personal object is
intentional and contains an explicit message. Altlougþ it is
unintentional inthe contemporary "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" sÛory'
a valuable and personal object retums in a similar way. Neither a
graæfirl fish nor a divine judgement emerges from the contemporary
tales. If there is such a tìing as a moral, it might be that a þrofane)

-miracle sometimes does occw.
But did the wond¡ous coincidence really take place as presented
in the story under consideration here? Not really. After a fortnight, a
third anglø, taxi driver Roel Pool from Amsterdar4 got in touch with
the media. He admitted to putting his wife's (Janet) spare dentures in
the cod when Slamat was not paþg attention. In the meantime,
Stoop had found out fiom his dentist that the false teeth were, indeed,
not his.

What we have here, then, is not a serendipitous mi¡acle but a
practical joke! Pool and his ûiend, Klaas Reinders, are both taú
drivers in Amsterdam, where competition is fierce, and the working
pressue is exhemely higþ. Moreover, it is a risþ profession. The taxi
drivers in the capital city very much depend on their wits. They,
however, also have a group solidarity of their orr¡ where practical
jokes and tall tales a¡e part and parcel of their lore. As a kind of
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personal testing, taxi drivers must not be too gullible, but they lave
io Ue atte to tati ajoke. For o<ample, the man who pulled up in ûont
of the Hilton Hoæl and opened the trunk ofhis cab to lift his first'
rate-customers' suiþases into it. He found the back of the car already
filled up with dirty and disca¡ded boxes from the vegetable market,
nut in the¡e by his dear colleagues. Pool and Reinders camot get
ènough of suci practical jokes; it is one of their favorite diversions'
Ãnother favoriæ diversion is fishing. Pool frequentþ goes out

fishing in the North Sea when he needs a real break, taking with him
heaps of meat balls and chicken wings-food to be shared yût-tnqn
he núght have nwer seen before' Pool and Reinders went with a day's
fishing tip organized by Slama! the man who caught the cod Pool
,rp.* be"tuse that week he had had some nasty experiences
fishing tip \rculd be his way to get rid of his worries for a little while
pool and Reinders had decided that somehow, on this outing, they
would pull a joke. Early in the moming while brushing his teeth,
Pool sáw his wife's first dental plate-kept as a memenûo-in the
cupboard. He took it with him. Later on, Reinders and Pool got the

*^

Ïfe

idea to put Janet's false teeth in the biggest catch ofthe day' .
foi Slamat, the frshing had gone well that day. He had landed
plenty offish. His photograph was taken holding a nineteen-pound
^"o4
of the day. \{hile Slamat was away for a while,
tite Ulggpst
"arch
Reinders took the opportunity to carry out their plans'

Poól and

Somewhat later, while gutting the cod, Slamat made his remarkabie

{ìnd.

When Pool and Reinders hea¡d on the radio and read in the
newspapers that the dentu¡es found in a cod's stomach had been
returned to Cor Stoop, they were flabbergasted! They realized that
the dentues in question were Ja¡et's and not those lost by Stoop'
Janet Pool lmew those false te.eth were hers. She grew angry and
pressed hø husband to get the teeth back. Roel Pool, however, feared
Le would be sued if he revealed the truth. Therefore he kept silent'
On the Friday following the media upheaval, Pool went out
frshing on the fishin gboat, Hendrik Karssen' aga;n He wanted-to
discusJthe matter in pèrson with the skipper, André Bakker, in order
to get some peace of mind. After they had duped Slama! Pool and
Rei-nders haã informed Bakker of the prank. We leamed that the

The false teeth in the

skipper was

a

coil

man fond ofjokes, too, and had appreciated the prosent

onè. Wnib he knew it was a hoax, he did not want to spoil the
practical joke by telling the media of their deception.
Bakker said he had received numerous phono calls from

-

joumalists tying to verify the story. He had also re¡eived.a call from
-Slamat
informing him that a German television crew inænded to
produce a docr.nnørtary on the rsmarkable event ofthe dentures found
in a cod's stomac4 starring Slamat. Slamat suggested to Balùer that
if the documenta¡y were to be made ab oar:ð the Hendrik Karssen,Ihe
exposure would create immense publicity for Bakker's enterprise'
German anglers had already begun to find their way to his boat, and
,rror" *o" to .o.el The skipper showed little reaction to tlìis tum of
events.

Roel Pool found out about the intended German documentary
fiom the skipper. Pool related to us how his stomach turned when he
witnessed the consequences of the media publicity of the "FalseTeetlr-in-the-Cod" tale aboard the }/¿ndrik Karssen.
An exEemely tragic shipping disaster had taken place the
previous June. The Scandinavian ferryboat Estonia capsiznd
^and
.uot, *¿ the bodies of over 600 passengeß, the majority of the

victims, had to be left at the bot¡om of tlte sea. This fact, coupled with
the linowledge that cod have been reputed to eat away the flesh of
drowned humans, much as they eat the small fish they fnd at
shipwrecks, led to Pool's gnresome discovery after the publicity'
Pool's heart skipped a beat while on b oa¡dtha Hendrik Karssen
because he saw the amateur IishermerL lifting their rods and calling
out "Estonial" Also, upon lanrling their fish, the fishermen did not
take rhe touble to kill the cod with a sticþ but irnmediately slit them
open with knives. Pool realized that what they were doing was
actually digging for teaswe-inspired by the story of the false teeth
found in a cod's stomach! Well, if dentu¡es had been swallowed, who
knows. . . ? Roel Pool thought it was sickening and morbid' The
author ofthe practical joke decided, then and there, he and his füend
had to intervene.

the journalist,
Edwin van den Berg, from Radio Noord-Holland' who had brought
Slamat and Stoop together. Reinders told him that he and Pool had

It was actually Pool's friend Reinders who rang
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put the falso teeth in the cod, and now they were afraid that things
were getting out of hand. Moreover' Janet Pool still wanted her
dentu¡es back.
The radio joumalist was eager to report the practical joke, b-ut
first had to check their story. He asked Stoop to check that the false
get all
t€ôth were re¿lly his. Reindeß did not wait for Van den Berg to

joumalis! Eric de Jager, who
the
dentist hadTusf confrmed
that
fiom
Stoop
was quick to firid out
As
a result, de Jager's news
the false teeth belonged to someone else.
report was printed first by a set of th¡ee local newspapers-the
Leidsch Dagbtad, lhe lJmuidet Courant, and the Haarlems
rhe d*ails. Insæ¿d he contacted another

Dagblad.
The national Dutch media were not at all keen on reûacting the
initial sory. None ofthe national newspapers that published the story
earlier printed corrections. Apparently, the national press feared that
printing a reraction would bring their credibility into question' - Thã national newspapers that ignored the first story, þored the
second onq too. The local media in the North Holland area, however,

'

compelled to report that the story was a hoax; th9 eyents
happenei too nearby to ignore. On December 13th' the local
tt *ìpupot provided a ftll explanation of the events ln additiorl
pt ti"iprci no"l Pool was interviewed by both local and national
iadio. A weeHy tabloid, Privé, dealt with the practical joke on
December 30th. Along with a summary of the story, a color photo
was published showing Reinders, Roel, and Janet Pool, the latter

felt

holding

a cod and a dental Plate'

Aloumalist from another local paper, the Noordhollands

Dagblãd, presented the hoax from a humorous angle, possibly to
distact rheìeadeß from the fact that he was Eying to retract the first
story. He tried to make the story hilarious by claiming that not only
dd Þool fool Sla¡nat by putting the dentures in the co{ but that in his
turn Stoop fooled Pool again by putting the false teeth in his mouth
and maintaining that they fit. This way, the article reads more like
another fünny news report than as a retraction. One consolation for
the media is that it was notjust the Dutch reporters who fell for the
story, like the headline in Privé stressed: "Buffoons Fool World
Press."
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The revelation of the hoax we,lrt around the world again by means

media release from Associaæd Press. In the United
Stús,National Pubtic Radio atred another süory on December l3th
on the program "All Things Considered" which re-examined the

of a revised

original story. Similarly, the St. John's, Newfoundland Evering
Teiegram published a revised news item on December l7th, the
headline reading "Cod Still Good for a Laugh.''
Retr.nning to the tocale of the story once more, Hugo Slamat was
not amusocl by the admissions of the local prankstors. People walked
into his tac,kle shop, he told us, saying he was a liar. He feared that the
wholo affair would have dire consequences for his business. Slamat
considered the "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod ' t¿le, "Part Two: The
Retractioq" a public humiliation. His perception was that he had been
portrayed as a crook.
And¡é Bakker, the skipper of the fishing boat, felt that Slamat
was overreacting, and that it just made things worse if he cor¡ld not
take a joke. Slamat was so angry that he banned the practical jokers
fiom taking part in the fishing trips he orgñize'd, evel again Slamat,
apparentþ, even considered taking legal action.
In a way, Cor Stoop became a victim of the practical joke, too.
For about a forûlight, he had believed that Janet Pool's false teeth
were his. When he found out this was not the case, he soon was

At worh so he told us, his
quickly
them by saying he had
silenced
coll"ugu., teased him. He
receivèd one hrmclred thousand guilders for the story. In the media,
Stoop had at first stressod that the retum of his dentu¡es in a cod's
stomach was not a mere coincidence; somehow it was meant to be.

regarded æ a somewhat tragi-comic figure.

He had gone out fishing to celebraûe the anniversary of his tlaughær's
marriage, and he got the false teeth back on the armiversary of his
own maniage. Stoop and Slamat had gone out fishing with the same
boat, and the false teeth were lost and retrieved at the same spot!
Although the story was hard to believe, it appeared to be tue: so
many mincidences seern, in this case, to have led people to the belief
a, merc coincidence.
it
O¡rce became clear Stoop had the wrong teeth, he sent them to
Slamat so they could bo retumed to tlrc rightfrrl owner. As far as we
know, the aftermath has not been published or broadcast by the

it could not be
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media. We do not, however, want to keep you in suspense about the

"False-Te¿th-in-th e'CÑ' lale' P art Three
Slamat did not retum the false teeth to Janet Pool' "If they think
they can pull ajoke at my expense," he said' "I know another one'"
He went to the Amsterdam harbor. There he ook a ferryboat where,
in the middle of the water, he tlrew Janet Pool's dentures overboa¡d'
it
"They're þing at the bottom now," he lotd us smiling' For Slamat,
with tho practical jokers Needless !o say' this
tti. *uy tõ get
alludes to the plot of another contemporary
in
turn,
oractical ioke,
tgeo¿ poóotat i" fne Nethølands, Belgium, and Northern Germany'
fõ. co.purisoq the tale might be called the "False-Teeth-on-the-

**

*^

Fishing-Line."
on the North Sea with some friends'
Afrer a while he becomes seasick. In the process of vomiting his
false teeth drop into üre sea. One ofhis friends feels sorry for him
and thinks of a way to cheer him up. When the unfortunate ma¡r
isn't paying attentiåq his friend takes his own false æeth out and
th" en¿ of his fishing line. Some time later the friend
ties rlem
"i
exclaims: "What do you know? I've oaptured your dentures!" The
unforh.nate man takes the false teeth off the hook, puts them in his
rnouth, takes them out again and throws them overboard, saying:

A man takes a fishing trip

"Those aren't mine! They don't fit at all!"

During our research we have comg across this modem legend
more tharr a dozen times. Versions of the "False-Teeth-on-theFishing-Line" have been published by five tale collecùors -(Po:^nTgo
(nr'99, *De
1979: ¿19 (û.459, "It kermstgebit''); Porbroy 1992: 132
gelukkige vinder'); Burger 1993: 9l-92 ('Het tunstgetlt');
l-.on
*Zahnlos')'
iOlOu,-ne;rcp 1990b: 5; Brednich l99l: 128 (nr'98'
Somewhat tlwiant versions, originating from Australia, have been
published by Brednich (1991: 12s-129), Bishop (1988: 78-79)'- Scott
it}tS, ZZS-ZZí¡ and Brunvand (1986: 87). More import¿ntly: Ye

ùave heard this particular story several times when we interviewed the
Slamat
people involvedin the case oftlp "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod
true,
was
story
maintainea rhat the "False-Teeth-on-the-Fishing-Line"

"

and that his friend Police Detective Bisschops, had witnessed the
events-no better authority than a policeman living just around the
comer! When asked, Bisschops confrmed he told the "False-Teeth-
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on-the-Fishing-Line" story to Slamat, but he did not wish to maintain
he was an eye-wiEress. When we asked the skipper André Bakker' of
tk Henilrik Karssen fishing boat, what possibly could have inspirec
Roel Pool to use false teeth for a practical joke, he told the "FalseTeeth-on-the-Fishing-Line" story. Furthermore, shortly aftrl. Radio
Noord-Holland broadcast the "False-Te¿th-in'the-Cod' story, other

people responded by ælling the "trud' story of the "False-T*F-9"U"-f ishiog-Lioe' over the radio. Finally, we went to practical joker
Pool and were told that years ago he, together with a fishing mate
called Fred, planned to tie a dental plate to his fishingJine to pull a
joke on a friend. Neither Fred nor Pool, however, evor dared to ¡isk

their expensive false teeth. Then, the moming in November 199-4,
Pool decided to take his wife's spare dentures along to use them for
the practical joke. Unfortunaæly, however, these dentures frnally
disappeared in the water like they did in the legend'
The similarities between the actual events and the "False-Testbon-the-Fishing-Lind' story are clear. Three crucial plot elements
correspond. Firsl an angler becomes seasick and loses his false teeth

to the waves forever. Second: another angler uses other dentures to
perform a practicaljoke. Third: the unfortunate first angler thinks the
ãther dent ues are his, but as they do not fìt, the othe¡ false teeth end
up in the water, too. On the one hand the cou¡se of events had neyer
been intended this way; in part fiction and fact coincided accidentally'
On the other hand, the resemblance between tale and reality is not a
mere coincidence. As a matter of fac! Pool's practical joko was
inspired by an eústing tale, the same tale which inspired Slamat to
th¡ow Janet Pool's dentu¡es overboard.
As we have seen in this story, legends or jokes can lead to
oste¡rsive actions. The acting out ofthe events described in the story,
in tum, revitalizes their re-ælling. In the present case, the media
played a role in the accomplishment of Pool's practical joke, and they
contributed to the distribution of the tales.
To put the legend of the "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" into context
we also need to consider the world of amateur fisher-persons,
although spacé does not permit us to discuss the mattsr in fr¡ll'E
Anglers in The Netherlands consider sea fishing a manly sport. We
mJd as well speak about fishermen because \¡romen are an anomaly'
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joking at her
Whenever a woman takes part in a fip, there will be
expense. Also, conditions at sea can be rough. Those who become
seasick very likely become the victims ofjokes, also'
fhe angløs regæd the fishing füp as a break from everyday life'
They say they "forget everything else." Thoy want to have a good
tlne. etttrough the5.have very little in common as far as thei¡ social
backgrountls are concemd on the fishing boat no such distinctions
oughãto be made. Iheir clothing and equipment, their conduct, their
fsÍerman's vocabulary, and their yams set them apart from the rest
of society as a distinct group. The fishing trip can be seen both as
ritual d¡ama and as play. Like many games, fishing involves
.¡Fredictability, risk-taking skills, and luck. A key element is that
players stand an equal chance. Competitiveness is part of the game
but never at the cost of solidarity. After all, it's only a game'
In additioq these trips can be seen as riæs of passage (Van
Gemep 1960). In a territorial sensg the boat disembarks- and steams
up onto th" fishing waters, where it floats around; whereafter, it
róturns ø the harbor. When heading out, the anglers often sit in the
boat's galley øgether. They share each other's company, drinþ talk
and sornetimes make beæ. kr this rite of sepa¡ation thei¡ normal social
in the
stahrs no longer counts. They æe, literaþ and figuratively, all
in
line
go
and
stand
outside
same boat. Ñ thei¡ destination they
along the rail holding their rods and facing the sea' The skipper
sþals by the sound of a whistle when to start and when to interrupt
Ut f"fting. A two-fold blow of the whistle marks the end of tho
fishing for the day.

tfti, ti-iout phase in the activities has concluded, it is time
to sørt cleaning the catch. The successfirl anglen, at this point, gain
prestige among their fellows; the ones who did not catch fish are
given Jome by the others. In this rite of incorporation, they will not be
ãenied the siatus of fisherman, for what a fïsherman does is catch
fish' Then they join together in tlre galteS' once more on the one han4
there exists ongoing competition in drinking and telling tall tales'
while at the same time, the exchanges promote solidarity' Solidarity

nttr

is

higþy valued. For example, the angler who has the biggest catch

of

the day-will win the bet, but hdshe has to spend the money on a round
of tlrinks, urrifring all in a shared, social experience.
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Joking is important in creating the right aÍnosphere, and it
relieves tensions. The anglers tend to be fond ofjokes--åoth verbal
jokes and praøicaljokes. As said before, members of the gtoup must
be able to take a joke. Usually people who stand out one way or
anothø-wome,n, the seasich the '\rinners"--eventually become the
victims ofpracticaljokes. It appears they havo to be tested in order to
demonstrate they are the same as anyone else aboard. Slamat, in the
story under examination, stood out as having had a uniqle
expøience; therefore he became the victim of a practical joke by his
fishing friends.
Yet another rtshy sequel to the story. .

.

On New Year's Eve, Cor Stoop was inviæd to the studio of
Radio Noord-Hottand to tell the whole story one more time. Our
tragi-comic figure this time exploited the geme of the ølltale as he

tle nanative by saying that the day he lost his false teeth
the fishing boat approached the British oo¡tst, a heaw storm was
raging and the dentures flew some twelve fe€t up into tlle air. Stoop
bragged that he was going to wriæ a book about the wholo affa[ to
be published in tlre year 2000, the yea¡ of his reti¡ement. On New
Year's Eve the tale was proclaimed the best story of 1994.
Many people we asked remember the story of the "False-Teethin-the-Cod," but few of them are aware that it was a hoax. Whether
o<aggerated

this story wil truly tum into a new "urbart'' or "conüemporary legend '
it is too early to tell. We believs, however, that the tale certainly has
the potenúJ to become such a "legend," and one ofthe few cheerfirl
ones, by the way (Top 1990a: 276 and 1990b: 5)' It has been said
that notiring beats a good story, even if it is not true @rrmvand 1993:
lO9f--especially in tho case of fisherman's yams.

The ltory of the "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" is, no matter which
vøsion one looks at, rooted in existing folktales which, in one way or
another, influenced the interpretations or the acts of the people
involved. The "False-Teeth-in-the-Cod" is an example of the
interaction between folk narrative and socio-cultu¡al behavior,
between folklore and practical joking. In this situation, a tale
generated people's behavior, and thei¡ behavior re-generated a tale'
In facg the distinction between nanative and practical joke is made by

Eric Venbntx and Theo Meder

l2a

outsiders only. As suc[ we hope that in our recounting we hav€ m¿do
clear that the tale fitted in with a regional tradition ofboth folklore
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h aclic al f oke

and folklife.

Haarlems Dasblad (IJnuider Coørant). "Kunstgebit van Kabeljauw is
eieqúiik vä Me\ìouw Pool; Vissersgrap danlà[j lvfedia in Recordtijd
dãWåeld rond." l3 Decernber 1994:13.
Leids Dagblad. "Kunstgebit in Kabeljauw Blijkt Grap." 13 Decernber

Appendix: The "False-teeth-in-the'cod" in the media

Noorilhollanils Dagblad, Døgblad Kennemerland- 'Krmstgebit in Vis:

False Teeih Founil ìn Cotl
Coarønt Nieuws
1994.

Flrofuú

va

de

døg "Mån Vist Kunstgebit uit Vis

"

29 November

Rad¡o Nooril-Holland,Margeet Reintjes, Edwin van den Berg'

29 November 1994.

Følse Tedh Retunedø Owne¡

Algemeen

Dagblail.

"Hongenge Kabeljauw Redt Kunstgebit'" 30

November 1994:3.

Couranl Níeuws van de dag. "Tanden tit Kabeljmw weer bij Eigenaar'"
30 November 1994:3.

De Telegmof. 'Kabeljauw Geeft Kunstgebit Terug

"

30 November 1994:l

and 6.

lronw. "Vis Brengt Gezonken Gebit weer Thuis " 30 November 1994:-'
1994:3'
Haagse Couranl. "Kunstgebit Gaat op Avontmr'" 30 Novembc-r
Kunstgebit
"lJ'llgebraakt
nerland
Kenne
Nooldhotbrd" Dogb lait, Daþlait
in Maag van Kabeljaul '." 30 November 1994:l'
Høarlems Dagbtad (Leidsch Dagblail, IJmuider Courant)' "Gebit na

Zeereis wéer bij Baasje." 30 November 1994'
Dagblad voor Noord-Lirnburg. "Kì¡nstgebit op Avontuur'" 30 Novernber

Grappenmakeri 'Gdopt'." l3 Decernber 1994:1.
Nieuwsblad van het Noorden. "Wereldnizuws over Kunstgebit Blijkt
Grap." '13 December 1994.
Privë. "I-obroeken Namen Wereldpers bij de Nrus." 3l Decenber
1994:49.
Forteqn Times. "Cod's Teeth." April-May 1995:45
BroùnsRad¡o Nooril-Holland. 13 December 1994, 30 Decsmber 1994'
Broadcast lIäO, Radio 2.
Br oadaøst Ve ro n i c a Ni e uw sra di o.
AP-news release. 13 December 1994.
Evening Telegram (Sl Johns, Newformclland, Canada). "Cod Still Good for
a

Laush." l? December

Vrij Nederland. "De Ban van de Ring." l0December 1994'
A?-news release. "Dentures Found in Cod's Stomach Retumed to Dutch
O$ner." 30 November I 994.
1994'
Het Laatste N¡euws,@elgium). "Vis met Kunstgebit " 3 DeceÍúer
can
TnIy
You
Story
lUnidentified American newspaper'] "Here's a Fish
Sink vour Teeth into-"
The Indepenilent on Sundøy (JK) 8 Deoember 1994 (?)
TT-news release (Tiilningamas Telegtambyrà' Sweden) "Tãndema

-

Tillbaka."

30 November 1994.

"All Things Considered." Notional Public Rad'b (USA)' 30

November 1994.
Television: item on CNN "Headline News" (?)

1994.

Bro adcasi "All 1¡hings Considered." National Public Radrþ
December 1994.

(USA).

13

Notes
altered
' This is a slightly

vasion ofthe paper presented to the tbhteenth

Annual Confe¡enceofthe Intemational Society for Contemporary Legend
ResearclL San Antonio, Texas, 23-27 May 1995. A more elaborate versron
is published in

1994.

Broaclcasc

1994.

'?

Dutch; see Meder & Venbrux 1996 [cf note 8].

Sent to us by Bengt

afKlintberg

17 July 1995'

3Art Si.lvennarl senior producer ofNational Public Radio, wrote to us'
'National Public Radio ã.iginates Aom studios in Washington and
distibut€s by sat€Uite Programs to about 500 radio stations i¡ all fifty states
of the UniÈd States of America. We a¡e also heard in Puerto Rico, GuanL
and on some stations of Armed Forc¿s Radio aror¡nd the world. We can be

heard on commeroial satellite in Europe now, too. Our original cod
broadcast was hea¡d ât five Pm Eastem Standa¡d Time on Wednesday,
November 30." (30 JanuarY 1995)
"Ring-in-Fish" stories, see also Jones 1968 (1890)' pp.
5 l0-5 I 6.
503,
436-441,
92-100,
aFor additional

Eric Venbrux

an¿l Theo

Meder

p: 303'
See Grimm 1816, pp. 201-204, Kuhn & SchwarE 1848'
4'
pp'
172'17
fr"oL" tS¡i, pp. zS2-30ì;Erfi¡rth 1938' Folkertsrna 1967 '
and DeHaan 1973, PP 16-20.
Beipner
6
De Haa¡r 1950, p. 80, De llaan 1972, p 288; Petersen &
5

1943, pp. 363'365

PhiliP Hiscock (Memorial University of Ne*foundland'
St. John's, Neufoundland' Canada)'
'Slent to us by
s

See lvleder and

Venbrux 1996 for

a

firther analysis'
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