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The concept of the "bonehead" action—a lapse in judgment, a failure of protocol, or a fundamental 

misunderstanding of technical rules—occupies a unique space in both history and professional culture. While 

modern safety management systems focus on "just culture" and psychological safety, the 20th and early 21st 

centuries frequently utilized public recognition of errors as a form of social correction, entertainment, and even 

communal bonding. From the infamous 1908 base-running blunder of Fred Merkle to the commercial success of 

the Bonehead of the Day Award 2004 Day-To-Day Calendar, the documentation of human error serves as a

critical archive for understanding the intersection of technical systems and human behavior.

The Anatomy of a Bonehead Error: Theoretical Frameworks

Taxonomy of Human Error

To analyze why specific actions are labeled as "boneheaded," we must first apply the taxonomy developed by

James Reason in his seminal work on human error. Errors are generally categorized into three distinct types, each

governed by different cognitive processes:

•  Slips: These occur at the level of execution. The individual has the right intention but fails in the physical 

performance (e.g., a boat operator intending to reverse but accidentally engaging forward gear).

•  Lapses: These involve failures of memory. A technical professional might omit a crucial step in a checklist, not 

because they don't know it, but because of a temporary cognitive bypass.

•  Mistakes: These are the most complex. They occur at the planning level. The individual executes the plan 

exactly as intended, but the plan itself is flawed due to a lack of knowledge or an incorrect application of a rule.

The term "bonehead" is most frequently applied to Rule-Based Mistakes or Knowledge-Based Mistakes. In

these instances, the observer perceives the correct path as obvious, making the perpetrator's deviation appear

inexplicable or foolish.

The Swiss Cheese Model and Error Causation

In technical environments, such as maritime operations or professional sports, a single "bonehead" move is rarely 

the result of one individual's failure in a vacuum. The Swiss Cheese Modelsuggests that systems have multiple

layers of defense (barriers). An error occurs only when the "holes" in these layers—representing weaknesses in

training, equipment, supervision, and individual state—align perfectly. When we look at the 1908 Fred Merkle

incident or the "Bent Prop" awards in boating, we are often seeing the final hole in the cheese, ignoring the

systemic failures that preceded it.

Historical Case Study: Fred Merkle and the Technicality of the Force-Out

Perhaps the most famous "bonehead" in athletic history is Fred Merkle. His name became synonymous with a lack

of situational awareness, but a technical analysis reveals a complex interaction between established custom and

the literal letter of the law. On September 23, 1908, during a game between the New York Giants and the Chicago

Cubs, Merkle (a 19-year-old rookie) failed to touch second base after a game-winning hit, retreating to the

clubhouse to avoid the ensuing fan mob on the field.



The Technical Infraction

Under the rules of the time, Rule 59 stated that a run should not be scored if the third out of an inning was a force-

out. By failing to touch second base, Merkle technically remained in a "forced" state. The Cubs' second baseman,

Johnny Evers, retrieved a ball (though history debates if it was the actual game ball) and touched second base,

appealing to the umpire. The resulting controversy led to the game being declared a tie, and eventually cost the

Giants the National League Pennant.

The Psychological Impact of Labeling

The branding of Merkle as a "bonehead" serves as a primary example of Hindsight Bias. In 1908, it was common

practice for players to leave the field early to avoid crowds once a winning hit was made. Merkle followed the

established "informal protocol" rather than the "formal technical rule." The public's insistence on labeling him a

bonehead for decades highlights how society uses public shaming to reinforce strict adherence to technical

systems, regardless of prevailing customs.

The 2004 Cultural Phenomenon: Bonehead of the Day Calendar

In 2003 and 2004, the documentation of human error shifted from historical tragedy to daily entertainment. The 

Bonehead of the Day Award 2004 Day-To-Day Calendar, published by Andrews McMeel, capitalized on the

burgeoning information age where news of bizarre errors could be curated and distributed globally. This calendar

provided a daily dose of "schadenfreude," but more importantly, it categorized human failure into a digestible format.

Technical Specifications of the 2004 Calendar



Feature Description/Specification

ISBN-10 0740736469

ISBN-13 978-0740736469

Publisher Andrews McMeel Publishing

Format Day-to-Day Page-a-Day Calendar

Content Focus Bureaucratic blunders, criminal failures, and athletic 
mistakes.

From an SEO and content strategy perspective, the success of such a product relied on curated high-intent 

keywords involving "fail," "award," and "stupid." By assigning an "award" to these actions, the publishers leveraged 

the Contrast Effect—making the reader feel technically superior and more competent by comparison.

Maritime Industry and the "Bent Prop" Award

Technical communities often develop their own internal "Bonehead Awards" as a method of self-regulation and 

stress relief. A prominent example found in the JSON data is the Bent Prop Award, often associated with the

WSPS (Water Safety and Power Sports) or boating history groups. Unlike the public shaming of Merkle, these

awards are frequently handled within the community as a rite of passage.

Mechanical Analysis of the "Bent Prop"

A "Bent Prop" award is typically given for significant damage to a boat’s propulsion system, often caused by a

failure to account for depth (bathymetry) or navigational hazards. The technical failure modes usually include:

•  Grounding: Running the vessel into shallows due to incorrect chart reading or GPS misinterpretation.

•  Submerged Object Strike: Striking logs, rocks, or debris, indicating a failure in visual lookout protocols.

•  Cavitation Damage: While not usually a "bonehead" move, operating a damaged prop can lead to 

catastrophic engine failure due to excessive vibration.

The 1997 award to Dale Richardson, as mentioned in the data, illustrates the longevity of these traditions. By 

turning a "spectacular damage" event into an award, the organization effectively performs a Root Cause Analysis 

(RCA)disguised as a social event. It ensures that the technical details of the failure are shared among all

members, theoretically reducing the likelihood of a repeat occurrence by another operator.

Comparative Analysis: Professional vs. Social Error Recognition

The following table compares different modes of recognizing human error, ranging from technical safety reports to

satirical awards.



Recognition Mode Primary Objective Audience Outcome

RCA (Root Cause Analysis) Systemic Improvement Engineering/Technical Staff Process Change / Safety 
Mitigations

Bonehead of the Day 
(Calendar)

Entertainment / Profit General Public Brief Amusement / 
Stereotyping

Internal Community 
Awards (Bent Prop)

Social Bonding / Warning Peer Group (Boaters/
Athletes)

Shared Knowledge / Tribal 
History

Media Public Shaming 
(Merkle)

Accountability / 
Scapegoating

Mass Media Consumers Reputational Damage / 
Rule Revision

Technical Workflow: How to Perform an Objective Error Analysis

Instead of merely labeling an action as "boneheaded," technical writers and safety officers should follow a

structured evaluation process. This prevents the bias seen in the 2004-era calendars and focuses on actionable

intelligence.

Step 1: Data Acquisition

Gather all sensory and environmental data at the time of the event. In the case of a boating accident, this includes

tide tables, GPS logs, and maintenance records. For a "Bonehead Award" recipient, it involves looking at the

specific rule or law that was misunderstood.

Step 2: Human Factor Mapping

Determine the physical and cognitive state of the actor. Were they fatigued? Was the technical interface (e.g., the

cockpit or the field layout) confusing? This is where we move from "who did it" to "what allowed it to happen."

Step 3: Technical Gap Analysis

Identify the delta between the Work as Imagined (the rulebook or manual) and the Work as Done(the actual

action). Fred Merkle’s error was a failure in "Work as Done" because he was following the unofficial standard of the

time.

Step 4: Mitigation Strategy

Rather than an award, develop a technical mitigation. This might involve an interlock system (preventing a boat

from starting in gear) or a rule clarification (as Major League Baseball eventually did regarding game-ending force-

outs).

The Psychological Mechanics of "Bonehead" Branding

Why does the public gravitate toward titles like "Bonehead of the Day"? Psychologically, this is tied to the Just-

World Hypothesis. If we can categorize someone's failure as a result of their own inherent "boneheadedness," we

convince ourselves that because we are not boneheads, such a failure could never happen to us. This is a

dangerous technical fallacy. In reality, highly skilled professionals are often the ones who commit the most

spectacular errors because they operate at the edge of the system's capabilities.

The Role of Chase’s Calendar of Events

The mention of Chase’s Calendar of Eventsin the source data is significant. Chase’s is the industry standard for



verifying "holidays" and "special days." The inclusion of error-centric awards or "Bonehead" days in such a

reference work suggests a formalization of the concept. It moves the error from a private shame to a public

milestone, effectively "calendaring" human fallibility.

The Evolution of the Error Award

In the decades since the 2004 calendar was a bestseller, the way we handle "bonehead" actions has evolved

significantly due to the rise of social media and the 24-hour news cycle. We have moved from a physical page-a-

day calendar to viral "fail videos." However, the underlying technical interest remains the same: we are fascinated

by the moment a human mind disconnects from its technical environment.

Modern Equivalents and Safety Culture

In high-reliability organizations (HROs) like nuclear power plants or aviation, the equivalent of a "Bonehead Award" 

is a Safety Performance Award or a Near-Miss Report. The shift is from mocking the error to rewarding the 

reporting of the error. While the "Bent Prop" award had elements of both, the modern approach prioritizes the 

Technical Communication of the hazard over the personality of the offender.

Synthesis of Human Error Analysis

The study of "Bonehead Awards"—from the historical depths of 1908 baseball to the commercial day-to-day 

calendars of 2004—reveals a deep-seated human need to categorize and socialized failure. Whether it is a Bent 

Prop Awardin a boating club or a public lambasting of a "Billy Bonehead," these labels serve as markers for the

boundaries of acceptable technical and social performance.

As technical writers and strategists, we must look beyond the humor of these awards to see the underlying data.

Every "bonehead" move is a signal that a system has failed to be intuitive, that a rule has become disconnected

from practice, or that training has failed to account for environmental stressors. By analyzing these failures through

the lens of human factors engineering and historical context, we transform a simple calendar entry or a sports

anecdote into a profound lesson in system design and behavioral psychology. The legacy of Fred Merkle and the

2004 calendar creators reminds us that while human error is inevitable, our response to it—whether through

mockery or meticulous technical analysis—defines the future safety and efficiency of our endeavors.
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