Keeping it light in the last week before the holidays, this is an assembly on April Fool’s Day, in which we look at the origins of the day as well as examining some classic April Fool’s day hoaxes through the years.  

There is no Power Point Presentation for this assembly. 

In this last week before we break up for the Easter holidays, I am reminded of a feature that appeared on a television programme some forty years ago.  
The programme was Panorama – the news and current affairs series that still broadcasts on the BBC.  On this occasion it was presented by the distinguished broadcaster Richard Dimbleby, and it featured a family from Ticino in Switzerland.
In the feature we learned that this time of year was a very important time for the family and many Swiss people as it was the time of the annual spaghetti harvest.   

Mr Dimbleby explained how each year the end of March was a very anxious time for Spaghetti harvesters all over Europe as severe frost can impair the flavour of the spaghetti. 

He also explained how each strand of spaghetti always grows to the same length thanks to years of hard work by generations of growers. 
At the time, spaghetti was not a widely-eaten food in the UK and was considered by many as an exotic delicacy.  Viewers were therefore fascinated to see women carefully plucking strands of spaghetti from a tree and laying them in the sun to dry. 

Whilst many viewers were so intrigued they wanted to find out where they could purchase their very own spaghetti bush, others were not so pleased, annoyed that a serious current affairs programme should stoop to such tomfoolery.  
These were the people who knew not only that spaghetti does not grow on trees but who also realized that the most important aspect of the programme was the date that it was broadcast on; April 1st i.e. April Fool’s day.  

This is believed to be one of the first times the medium of television has been used to stage an April Fools Day hoax and it is still ranked by many as one of the best hoaxes of all time. 
Of course, today is not April fools day - hence the obligation here to tell you that this item was, of course, nothing more than a very clever April Fools joke.  
However, as we will all be enjoying our Easter holidays when April Fool’s day comes around, let’s take the opportunity to have a look at some of the customs surrounding the event and be entertained by some of the more creative April Fools pranks played on unsuspecting victims over the years.  
Origins 

It’s not exactly clear as to why we celebrate April Fool’s day and there are many different accounts explaining its existence.  
Some see it as a celebration related to the turn of the seasons, while others believe it stems from the adoption of a new calendar.

Ancient cultures, including those as varied as the Romans and the Hindus, celebrated New Year's Day on or around April 1 but this all changed in 1582 when Pope Gregory XIII ordered a new calendar (the Gregorian Calendar) to replace the old Julian Calendar which called for New Year's Day to be celebrated on January 1st.  
That year, France adopted the reformed calendar and also shifted New Year's day to January 1st.  According to legend many people either refused to accept the new date, or did not actually come to learn about it.  These people therefore continued to celebrate New Year's Day on April 1.  Other people began to make fun of these traditionalists, sending them fake New Year presents, sending them on "fool's errands" or trying to trick them into believing something false.  Eventually, the practice spread throughout Europe.

(In France, because the sun quits the zodiacal sign of the fish in April, the person on the receiving end of an April Fool’s joke is called the April Fish.  Traditionally people would hang dead fish on the backs of friends. Today, less aromatic, paper fish cut-outs purchased in sweet shops.) 
There have been many examples of brilliantly-executed April Fool’s jokes over the years.  

In 1998 millions of Portuguese radio listeners heard the news that, due to security problems, Iran would be unable to take their place in the upcoming World Cup Finals.  This was followed by the rather splendid news that Portugal had been chosen as the country to replace them.  
Many people went to school and work that morning in a state of bliss only to have their illusions shattered by fellow pupils and colleagues who had allowed their better judgement to help them make sense the information. 

Another Radio April Fool joke however had people preparing for school and work in a state of utmost confusion.  This was the occasion when Chris Tarrant used his radio show to dupe people into believing it was a Friday and not a Saturday.  Hundreds of people prepared for their usual Friday routines completely unaware.

Of course, as technology advances people are able to make use of this to expand the repertoire of pranks.  

Recently, a message spread throughout the internet announcing that the internet would be shut down for cleaning for 24 hours from March 31st until April 2nd.  This cleaning was said to be necessary to clear out the "electronic flotsam and jetsam" that had accumulated in the network.  

The cleaning would be done by "five very powerful Japanese-built multi-lingual Internet-crawling robots (Toshiba ML-2274) situated around the world."  During this period, users were warned to disconnect all devices from the internet.  

Basically, this joke was just an updated version of an old prank that used to be told about the phone system.  For many years, gullible phone users were warned that the phone systems would be cleaned on April Fool's Day.  They were advised to place plastic bags over the ends of the phone to catch the dust that might be blown out of the phone lines during this period.

Looking at the 100 best April Fool’s jokes on the internet reveals a whole range of other gags played on unsuspecting victims.  
These include the George Foreman USB iGrill, the "low-fat, high-bandwidth solution to your networked cooking needs" and in 1962 a revolutionary development in Swedish colour television.  

In the early 1930s there was only one tv channel in Sweden and this broadcast in black and white.  The station’s technical expert, Kjell Stensson, appeared on the news to announce that thanks to a newly developed technology, all viewers could now convert their existing sets to display colour reception. The solution was to pull a nylon stocking their tv screen which is what hundreds of thousands of people apparently did.  
Whereas April Fool’s pranks have embraced technology in recent years, a total lack of electronic capability helped one of the more elaborate setups achieve its goal exactly 300 years ago.  

The origin of the prank can be traced two months prior to February 1708 when a book went on sale in London entitled “Predictions for the Year 1708 by Isaac Bickerstaff.”  The book was an almanac which was the most popular form of literature at that time and these usually contained astrological predictions about the coming year.  

One event predicted by Mr. Bickerstaff was the death “by a raging fever” of the famous astrologer John Partridge at exactly 11 pm on March 29 of that year. 

Londoners were both amused and shocked by this claim which was countered, almost immediately, by Partridge who issued a reply claiming that Bickerstaff was nothing but a fraud, adding the rhyming couplet, “His whole Design was nothing but Deceit,/ The End of March will plainly show the Cheat.” 

Now a challenge had been made, London held its collective breath, waiting to see which of the two would be proven right. 

On the night of March 29 Bickerstaff issued a beautifully printed Elegy with a black frame announcing the death of Partridge.  Bickerstaff claimed that he had visited Partridge on his sick bed and that with his dying breath the man had admitted to being a fraud.  Bickerstaff reported that Partridge confessed that he had only written his predictions to earn enough money to support his wife. 

On March 30th or 31st another pamphlet, anonymously written, was also circulated around London titled “The Accomplishment of the First of Mr. Bickerstaff’s Predictions.”  It declared Bickerstaff’s prediction had come true, noting that the timing had been a little out. 

With no television, radio, internet or email to hasten the speed of the news, word of Partridge’s death only became known to the majority of people on April 1st. 
However, counter to what most people were starting to believe, Partridge was very much alive and well, even if he was woken on April 1st by a member of the clergy wanting to know the orders for the funeral sermon.  

Later, as he walked down the street, people he knew stared after him or stopped him to inform him that he looked exactly like a deceased acquaintance. 

Enraged, Partridge immediately published a pamphlet, insisting that he was still alive and that it was Bickerstaff who was the fraud.  

Bickerstaff’s response was that Partridge was obviously dead, since no living man could have written the rubbish that had appeared in his last almanac. He also noted that Partridge’s own wife had said her husband had “neither life nor soul.” 

It turned out that Isaac Bickerstaff was actually a pseudonym for Jonathan Swift, the satirist and author of Gulliver’s Travels.  Swift’s intention had been to embarrass and discredit Partridge, mainly, it is believed, because he was annoyed by the astrologer’s attacks on the church.  

As it was, Swift’s hoax succeeded in discrediting Partridge as an astrologer and eventually forced him to stop publishing his almanac. 

Obviously such an attack these days would not have the same effect because if someone were declared dead, proof to the contrary would take only a matter of minutes to reach all four corners of the world.  

You’d probably have to agree, as well, that predicting someone would not only die but that they would do so due to a raging fever is something that we would not think of as being palatable these days. 
However, Swift suggested this because Partridge had predicted that a fever epidemic would sweep through London in early April, 1708.  Therefore he was deflecting Partridge’s prediction of horror back on the author. 

Overall, the practice of setting up and executing pranks can be an imaginative and entertaining way to communicate with people and share jokes with them. 
Of course, there are many hoaxes that have stepped over the line and we all should all be wary of jokes that are unpleasant or downright nasty and cruel.  

But as long as the hoax doesn’t cause undue distress or have an impact that lasts too long after the event there should be no reason why one should not indulge in this most creative of pastimes.  
With April Fool’s day over a week away, we have plenty of time to think of interesting ways to wind up our friends and families.  We also have time to prepare ourselves mentally for the jokes that just might be coming our way.  

It is important, therefore, to remember two important points.  

· Don’t do to others what you wouldn’t want done to yourself.

· If you can’t take a joke then don’t dish them out either.  
Apart from that, have fun and maybe one of your pranks will end up in a future list of top 100 April Fool’s jokes.
Internet 
Here is the top 100 list and some very interesting reading contained within. 
http://www.museumofhoaxes.com/hoax/aprilfool/
And here is the Panorama feature.  The straight delivery is crucial the adding of various snippets of information throughout which take you up various blind alleys  make this a work of genius.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SyUvNnmFtgI&feature=related
