
GINGER: (transitive verb) \ jin-jer \ to make lively: pep up. 

Hello. This is the Ginger newsletter, by me Justin Maiman. Welcome to our new subscribers and 
thanks for signing on. If you missed out on last week’s inspirations, go here to read about the 
joys of musical crescendos, the library and lentil soup.  

I am inspired this week by the unique, horrifying, and in some ways, impressive ability of the 
mind to deceive itself over long periods of time. Like 40 years.  

Here we go. 

Optical Illusions 
At Webster Magnet Elementary in St. Paul, everyone called him “Little Tittle.” Not in place of his 
name, Ben, but when they wanted to get a rise out of him. And that was kinda easy, the way I 
remember it. He had a temper. But it was true: Ben Tittle was kinda little. Littler than us, at least 
— his friends. And in our adolescent pea brains, this counted for logic, Ben was little, in part 
because he was, and in part because his last name rhymes with it. I didn’t have a nickname. I 
was mostly average in a pudgy British schoolboy-looking way. “Average Maiman” or “Limey 
Maiman” doesn’t have the same alliterative and rhyming qualities as “Little Tittle.” Anyway, we’re 
talking about Ben here because Ben shot up in high school and eventually became a star 
wrestler — (I think he was a star. I mean, he was definitely on the wrestling team, but by then he 
went to a different school and who knows what “star” really means in the wrestling ring 
anymore) — and a hulk of a man. And definitely taller than teenager me.  

Which brings me to an essential question: how tall are you? 

I’m six feet tall.  

Or at least I thought so for a long time. I didn’t question it. That was the truth in terms of what I 
provided for many official documents, like my driver’s license. (Turns out that at some point your 
height becomes an assumption, 6 feet sounded like what I looked like and who was measuring 
anymore?) Since we’re being honest here I was even kinda proud of it. Only in the last decade 
has it become clear to me that I have never cleared the six-foot bar. Not even close. I could just 
tell that people were towering over me.  

Here’s some context for my beliefs. My mom was tall, or at least above average. My dad is tall, 
around 6’2. All the Maimans, in fact, are giants, when compared to me. Here’s evidence: 

https://www.justinmaiman.com/ginger
https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/a2xh6n/average_male_height_in_the_usa_by_state_under_40s/


 
 
This motley collection of smiley faces is me with my uncles and cousins. I’m standing stick 
straight and I’m still nearly the shortest of all. Around them I feel shrunken.  
 
But I read tall. I have long arms and legs. My mane of thick hair perhaps adds an inch or so on 
top. I wear shoes, and sometimes boots, so that helps. I do tall things like reach for things from 
the top shelf at the supermarket for others not blessed with my height. I prefer the aisle seat on 
a plane so I can stretch out my legs. I need lots of knee and leg room when sitting in a car. I 
wear size 11 shoes. The list of tall-ish evidence goes on and on. (I’ve always been obsessed 
with Prince, in a thousand ways. But for years, I swore that Prince was not even 5 feet tall, 
according to my own towering 6-footed assuredness. Turns out he was 5’3. I was lovingly 
short-shaming him for years.) Anyway, when asked, I would often tell people I was indeed 6 feet 
tall. Taller people would furrow their brow and squint at the top of my head. “Really?” Because 
I’m XX and …” I could never hear the rest. I just shrugged my shoulders and said “Well, that’s 
what it says on my driver’s license.”  
 
So after all this time, my whole adult life, and after thinking a lot about what this act might just 
set off in me, over the weekend I grabbed a pencil, used it to mark the wall at the apex of my 
head, and measured the line.  
 
I’m 5’9.  
 
But I’m actually a little taller than that. I would be well within the rules of rounding up to say I’m 
5’10. Turns out I’m an optical illusion of tallness. If you know me or see me regularly you may be 
reading this and saying: “What’ve you been thinking, Justin? No one thought you were 6 feet 
tall.” Okay. But I did. Or I didn’t think I wasn’t 6 feet tall. For years. All I can say is the capacity 
for self-deception runs deep. What does it mean, what does it say, that I, me, my mind, happily 
deluded itself for so long?  
 
I’m still struggling with that answer today as I write this. But the simple answer is, it’s just brain 
science. Cognitive biases dominate the way we operate in the world. (For more science and info 
on these biases read this excellent Atlantic piece in which reporter Ben Yagoda tries to 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/09/cognitive-bias/565775/?utm_source=pocket&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=pockethits


overcome his brain biases.) I’m learning more all the time about how the brain works for our 
greater benefit but also often works just as hard against our well being. Psychologists call these 
the “annoying” features of the mind. For example, science shows that our minds’ strongest 
intuitions are often totally wrong. And relatedly, our minds are built to get used to stuff while 
simultaneously, we don’t realize that our minds are built to get used to stuff. I got used to being 
6 feet.  

To borrow and amend a good Dylan lyric from “My Back Pages”: Ah, but I was so much taller 
then, I’m shorter than that now. 

“The Journal of an Artist” 
I’m in the middle of sculptor Anne Truitt’s published journal called “Daybook” — a real 
masterpiece so far — capturing her interior monologue at a moment in the mid-1970s after 
major retrospectives and celebrations of her body of work. She writes beautifully and I hope to 
have much more to say about this book soon, but in the meantime, here’s a quote I wrote down 
immediately:  

“I found, to my surprise, that the experience of my twenties, thirties, and forties had room in my 
fifties. The warp and woof of my self was looser and stronger than I had known. Thinking I 
would not survive, I found myself enriched by myself.” 

Other things I enjoyed this week 

● Science proves death metal inspires joy
● Maybe we got waterfalls all wrong
● Young people should learn a trade
● Eyes on the Stars: The genesis of astronaut Ronald McNair

This week in goats 

Meet Prince. (How tall do you think he is?) 

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_gilbert_asks_why_are_we_happy
http://www.annetruitt.org/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-47543875
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/13/science/waterfalls-self-forming.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share
https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/a26789417/trade-schools/
https://www.topic.com/frontiers-mixtape/eyes-on-the-stars
http://woodstocksanctuary.org/meet-the-animals/goats/prince/


Have a thrilling week. jm 




