
 
 

        

            
           

           
   

      
    

         
   

       

“Every year, one funny book seems to stand out from all the others.  
This year, it’s Do Ants Have [Assholes]?…a rip-roaring parody”—Spectator
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An Introduction by the Editor 

The Old Geezer may be a venerable publication, a 
historical one in fact, but it has never been a Young 
Geezer. From the moment of its conception, sometime 
between five and six in the evening—as its creator 
Phospot Smallblanes-Styveson-Bestface looked down 
over Gower Street and saw some sportive medical 
students juggling kidneys for money and thought to 
himself, The world’s going to hell—our journal has been 
a home for more sensible and settled minds in a world 
where so often newness and excitement seem in danger 
of overwhelming common sense, decency, and good, 
solid conservatism.

Of course, since its first issue, the journal has had 
some rocky times. I am not shy of cover stories past which 
have seemed (with the help of hindsight) imprudent. 
“Indians Naturally Subservient, Study Shows” (Nov. 
1849), “Abe Lincoln to Host Gala Theater Special! 2 for 1 
on Tickets!” (April 1865), and “Ice Caps to Cover Earth 
by Year 2007” (Jan. 1970) are among them. But our 
strong suit has been making a home for right-thinking 
writers with something to say rather than boat-rockers 
bent on personal glory.

Our “Corrections & Clarfications” page [Penny, I know 
you have a blind spot for the word “clarfications”—do be 
sure not to replicate the misprint in the masthead when 
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you come to type this up] has been running since 1941 
when the old geezer in charge, Sir Godfrey Phlegming, 
posed what he thought to be a rhetorical question about 
the efficacy of contraceptives made from fine bone china. 
Such a flood of articulate and considered responses 
did his staff receive that he was persuaded to set up 
a questions-and-answers page and his secretary (who 
turned out to be a Nazi paratrooper posing as an aged, 
crippled washer-woman) elected to publish the three or 
four most ignorant, absurd, or infuriating exchanges. 
This tradition has been upheld by all the secretaries to 
have followed in Fräulein Schencker’s footsteps. Only 
three editors have succeeded Phlegming, each achieving 
an extraordinary old age in their tenure. I followed old 
Hal “Haphazard” Hammondsley when he succumbed to 
a hang-gliding accident on a jaunt with George Burns in 
1991, age 102, well may he rest. And at a frisky sixty-
nine I look forward to several decades [unless you cause 
me a relapse of the Chinese Trots, Penny. I hope you’re 
not introducing new typos into my carefully chosen 
wrods] of enjoyable editorship. 

While we revere old-fashioned values, I hope we are 
not entirely ignorant of new trends and language—so, if 
you’ll excuse me, I hope you “love up” our first collection 
of readers’ learned responses to the questions thrown 
up by everyday life and that it makes you “go down” on 
our organ!

Tiddly spanks! 
The Editor 

London, 2009
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Are there any undiscovered colors? 
Sir Michael Cummings, Biggin Hill  

 

I have been furiously mixing paints ever since this question 
appeared in last month’s issue and am astonished and 
proud beyond measure to be able to announce that I have 
discovered what I believe to be an entirely new color! By 
mixing blue paint and red paint, I have come up with a 
wonderfully rich, regal hybrid that is somehow warmer and 
more mellow than blue, and cooler and more elegant than 
red. I call it “Simon,” because my name is in fact Simon. I 
am enclosing a swatch of pure Simon for you to reproduce 
in your magazine—perhaps on the cover?!? 

Simon Sayers, Durham County¦

[Ed note: We’re not entirely sure, Simon, but we think you might 
have made purple. Thanks for trying, though.] 

Not to be disrespectful, but this could very well serve 
as a kind of prototypical stupid question, much as 
Donald Rumsfeld’s words about “known knowns” 
and “unknown unknowns” have become bywords for 
political bluster and obfuscation. The way the human 
eye reacts to the light it receives determines the colors 
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we see. A point often made is that we can never be 
sure that while we agree something is “brown,” we are 
seeing the same color. In theory I might receive a blow 
to the head and wake up seeing completely different (or 
“new”) colors but never know the difference. 

Synesthesia is interesting in its implications for this—
it results mostly from neurological trauma. In the USSR 
one Yuri Zherkov survived a plane crash near Katerinapol 
and afterwards saw colors in musical notes. Taken to the 
National Soviet Gallery, he was able to play many of the great 
paintings there in astonishing improvised arrangements on 
the piano. He had always been tone deaf, however, and 
his later attempts to paint the great Russian composers’ 
works were met with critical revulsion, official anger, and 
banishment to a Gulag for anti-Soviet aesthetic tendencies, 
where he died of potato poisoning. 

Greg Maresh, Cubbling, Alaska ¦

 
What was the best thing before sliced 
bread? 

Simone Taylor, London  

Wooden legs, stout, second wives, the King James Bible, 
iron bridges, public executions, hot acorns at the theater, 
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the London Bridge, and Rita Hayworth’s tits are among 
the things that have been historically referred to as “the 
best thing since.” Many other verbatim references are to 
be found among letter-writers, diarists, and journalists 
to “the worst thing since”: the Black Death, Alaskan 
whores, that bastard Cromwell, France, the French, 
French anything, German anything (foreign anything, 
in fact), the Industrial Revolution, and, in Whitman’s 
famous words, “the law against buggery.” 

Terry Graite, Holyhead, Wales ¦

We in the Best Thing Since Society have spent years 
campaigning for something to replace sliced bread 
in the “best thing since” stakes. We are hopeful of 
recognition through avenues such as this column, 
so that people might start to call various things the 
“best thing since…” Here is a selection of our current 
alternatives: resealable coffee packets, the suck-nipple 
on bottled water, cash-back, the “recall email” tool on 
Microsoft Outlook, Snake II, multi-region DVD players, 
and the Washington Post Giant General Knowledge 
Crossword. 

Jeremy Shrimp, Best Thing Since Society, Washington, DC¦

As ousted chair of the Best Thing Since Society, 
reading Mr. Shrimp’s facile suggestions, I thought it 
might illuminate your readers to see the other things 
that were once considered for entry by that pathetic 
organization: the Concorde, Col. Oliver North, the 
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widget, audio cassettes, Madonna getting into movies, 
leg warmers, spam, Dan Quayle, medium-wave radio, 
boxed wine, modernism, postmodernism, and the Emmy 
for Outstanding Host of a Reality Show. 

It will be apparent how transient the appeal of each 
of these things was. Yet sliced bread remains with us, 
as useful as ever. 

Jonathan Radiohead, Next Best Thing Since Society, ¦
Boulder, Colorado 

This question was most interesting to me, as a former 
baker by trade. The best thing before sliced bread was 
having ordinary, unsliced bread and a full set of f*cking 
fingers. 

Harry Noel, West Tittering, Shrops ¦

 
When signmakers go on strike, how do 
they make their point? 

Joost Kuyt, Amsterdam  

As Mr. Herring recounted in his fascinating letter  
(January issue), striking signmakers make their 
point precisely by not carrying signs (though as 
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some commentators have identified, the whole affair 
consequently seems like nothing so much as twenty 
blokes in overalls, looking cross). Further to earlier 
answers, I remember well the pitched battles between 
signmakers and militant coal miners in the summer 
of 1984. When members of the south Derbyshire coal 
miners union appeared over the hill, carrying homemade 
banners decrying Thatcher’s government, a chilling cry 
of “SCABS!” went up from the five striking signmakers, 
and a bloody skirmish ensued, while the police—grateful 
for the chance to have a cup of tea—looked on. 

Albert Shankly, Langley Mill, Notts ¦

I am very interested to read the letter of Monsieur 
Shankly about signmakers who made riots in England in 
the 1980s. Of course, in France the union of signmakers, 
FROTAGE (Fédération Régionale des Ouvriers Textuels/
Artisans en Grève), we do things very differently and 
with much more class. We do carry signs, but instead 
of the angry slogan, our signs they feature beautiful 
paintings of the signmakers themselves, in the style of 
M. René Magritte, over the legend: Ceci n’est pas un 
fabricant des signes. Though, I confess, we also block 
all of the roads into Paris and firebomb the houses of 
old womens. 

Jean-Marie Oranais, Paris ¦
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Every day I’m surrounded by people 
who talk but don’t listen to each 
other. Has anyone ever calculated what 
percentage of conversation is actually 
understood, or listened to? 

J. Box, Hereford  

I know that my gran, who talked incessantly for eighty 
years, was shocked when my granddad died and an 
autopsy revealed he’d been deaf from birth. She didn’t 
talk much after that. 

I. Beeches, Brighton ¦

I don’t know whether this has been calculated, but a few 
readers might recall this story about people not listening 
from a few years ago. In the late ’90s an abandoned 
lighthouse was reopened on the supposedly uninhabited 
Orkney Island of Muckle Green Holm. It was found to 
contain the remains of Percy Bentwhite, an army deserter 
and passionate radio ham, who had spent his inheritance 
stacking the lighthouse with equipment to record for 
posterity everything broadcast by the BBC. When the 
archive (which ran to tens of millions of feet of tape) was 
analyzed, countless programs were recovered. 
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Among these were the completely unknown 
broadcasts of Archie Spector, who hosted the Night 
Service on the BBC’s Third Program in the late ’40s and 
early ’50s. Spector began by asking listeners for their 
music requests, but when he received no reply, he quickly 
lost heart and, intuiting that no one was listening, his 
professionalism began to go downhill. Within a month he 
was reading his diary out loud, detailing a tortured love 
for a girl named Maisie. He began to fantasize, visiting 
his deepest sexual depravities on her. Still uncensured, 
and perhaps out of desperation, he recounted his 
entire life story, month by month, in Proustian detail. 
This lasted three years. By the time he finished he was 
certainly insane. He began committing lewd acts in 
public parks and crowing about his crimes over the air to 
an unheeding police force. Struck with remorse, he read 
the entire Bible and wept for a fortnight afterwards. He 
said nothing for three weeks except “Johann Sebastian 
Bach.” He wrote his own soap opera set in a Scottish 
castle and acted out all the parts, including one with his 
own name, for which he chose the harsh, grating tones of 
an old Greek woman. Then for six months he abandoned 
human speech and expressed himself through sounds 
he could perform in the studio: clapping, screaming, 
stamping, vomiting into boxes, even bringing himself 
to a very convincing orgasm. His career in broadcasting 
ended when the Night Service was abandoned suddenly 
and arbitrarily in 1953, though he went on to serve for 
thirty years in Parliament.

Steve Thew, Down County ¦

       



10

How many men would it take to kill an 
elephant with their bare hands? 

Jessica Hair, Melbourne, Australia  

I presume, naturally, that any men involved in such a 
titanic struggle would be naked, their bronzed young 
bodies glistening in the fierce African sun. Many years 
ago, before I went up to Oxford, I found myself in just 
such a situation with Carruthers, who had been a year 
below me at St. Buggerton’s Private School. Driving 
through the northern expanses of Kenya in my uncle’s 
handsome Derby Bentley, enjoying the cool, spiced smoke 
of a Sullivan cigarillo, I was at once shocked to see the 
road ahead blocked by the huge, terrible silhouette of a 
bull elephant. “Hello, what brave fellow is this?” I asked, 
turning to Carruthers, who had turned the same shade of 
ash as the Bentley’s plush gray crocodile seating… 

General Smythington-Smythe, Dorset, England ¦

[Ed note: General Smythington-Smythe’s correspondence goes 
on for many pages. To summarize: by his reckoning as a military 
man, it would take at least a hundred naked, oiled men to subdue 
an elephant—one to distract it with sticky buns and peanuts, two 
to poke it in the eye, and the other ninety-seven to bite its tail 
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and hindquarters until it died through loss of blood, confusion, 
and stress. Penny, would you be a dear and get me a cup of tea 
before typing this “Ed note” up for the journal? There’s a girl.] 

Who gets to name the “Dulux”  
color chart? 

Stella Remmington, Bognor  

Sadly, Mrs. Trump’s rather fanciful answer (May issue) 
about the Dulux Old English sheepdog mascot sniffing 
colored cards, and urinating at random on flashcard 
words, is false—though I concede that might explain 
the baffling “Placebo Jizz Party” that adorned many an 
English living room in the summer of 1983. The truth, I’m 
sorry to report, is somewhat duller: the genius behind the 
naming of Dulux’s color chart is—or at least, was—the 
renowned chromatologist and bon viveur Derek Larousse, 
a heavyset Frenchman with an enormous nose, wild, 
untamed eyebrows, and a passion for breeding otters. 
Larousse made his name on the international color circuit 
in the 1970s, dating a steady stream of top French starlets 
and transforming the fortunes of Dulux with literally 
scores of daring new shades that reflected the classiest 
brands and trends of the period—“Blue Nun Bleu” and 
the envelope-pushing “Coq Sportif” (a dangerously 
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enflamed pink) being the most famous. From there, as 
we now know, the maestro’s stock fell sharply. Accused 
by peers of selling out in the 1990s (having broadened 
his scope to the naming of pharmacy goods, chocolate 
cookies, and Brangelina’s children), nobody really knows 
where Larousse is or if his work continues. 

Or perhaps we do know, after all. Amid the Magnolias, 
Tuscan Reds, and Sunshine Yellows that fill the shelves 
of DIY stores across the country, a practiced eye may 
still spot the rakish mark of the master in the bestselling 
paint “Red Mimsy” (nothing to do with the recent 
blockbuster erotic film The Last Mimzy); the winner 
of the Cheltenham Gold Cup “Pays de Cons”; and in 
various feminine hygiene products, the best known 
of which is, to quote the whispered ad voiceover, the 
“secret treatment for secret ladies’ places,” vagiclot (to 
rhyme with “sew”). 

Michel Argot, Nantes ¦

Further to earlier published answers, it’s not often 
remembered that Andy Warhol prepared his own color chart 
for a short-lived exhibition at the famous Thievers Street 
Studio in 1969 called simply “Color Chart.” He bought tins 
of paint from a New York hardware store and painted bland 
oblongs of them around the room, accompanied by their 
definition. The exhibition notes replicate the exhibition 
itself in the form of a color chart and read thusly: 

Gray: Brains 
Yellow: Yellow 
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Red: Suffragette 
Black: Man 
White: Richard Nixon 
Pale Blue: Desert 
Pale Yellow: Dessert 
Bright Pink with Orange Dots: Long Division 
Skull on a Black Background: Poison 
The Mona Lisa: Bored 

The exhibition did not do well, and closed after two 
weeks. 

Jamie Theffert, Crewe ¦

Do ants have assholes? 
Brad Nematode, Oklahoma City 

Although it has been rendered useless by evolution, 
contrary to popular belief the humble ant does have an 
asshole. It is, in fact, the smallest orifice in any known 
creature, so tiny that it only allows a single atom to pass 
through at a time. The sound of an ant breaking wind has 
been recorded as the lowest decibel-level achievable in 
nature (Prof. Humbert Unself created a fake ant entirely 
from porcelain which emitted a quieter one). The farts 
are, however—although silent—quite incredibly violent 
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and have accounted for many a fainting fit in university 
biology departments down the years. 

Dr. David Powell-Stropes, Emeritus Professor,  ¦
Department of Gas Research, Dundee University 

Powell-Stropes’s learned answer has great implications for 
classicists such as myself. In the well-known Greek myth, 
the architect and engineer Daedalus was presented with 
an apparently unsolvable puzzle by King Minos: feed a fine 
piece of thread through the spiral center of a helical seashell, 
and win riches beyond measure. As the tale is usually told, 
Daedalus cleverly tied the string to the back leg of an ant, and 
tempted it to walk through the helix in search of a single bead 
of honey placed at the other end of the shell. Or at least, that 
is how most scholars have got around the tricky—seemingly 
insurmountable—riddle presented by the original Greek: 

And so cunning Daedalus 
Tricked strong-armed Minos 
Threading the ant’s tiny asshole 
Like a needle 

Since ants were not known to have assholes until Powell- 
Stropes’s research was published in this organ, the 
original version was simply ignored in favor of a much 
more believable solution, viz. the tying of a knot around 
the fabulous ant’s back leg. 

Prof. Clive Ladywell,  ¦
Department of Greek Studies, Merton College, Oxford 
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Where does my lap go when I stand up? 
And can I have it back? 

Becky Innes, Holloway, London 

Lapland. 

Anonymous, Lapland ¦

I can’t believe that the previous answer actually came 
from Lapland. The Lapps are an ancient, literal-minded 
race, so-named by the nineteenth-century Swedish 
ethnolinguist Per Blonquist because the Lapp language 
affords no way of expressing the concept of a “lap” at 
all. In Lapp society, if someone spills a glass of wine 
during dinner, the wine is said to have landed “on their 
genitals.” Similarly, TV dinners are eaten “off one’s 
crotch,” and caution must be taken when offering a 
temporary seat for a small child on a train. Indeed, such 
is the consequent linguistic taboo surrounding this 
area of a Lapp’s anatomy that, over the centuries, they 
took to wearing modesty-preserving napkins pinned 
over their crotch at all times. This so tickled Blonquist 
back in 1873 that the placing of a napkin on the lap 
before eating dinner became something of an overnight 
trend throughout the great cities of northern Europe (a 
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whim that now appears to be simply the height of good 
manners). 

Eva Andersson, Gothenberg ¦

Are “crabs” related to crabs? 
Mrs. Mary Beeston, Stapleford, Notts  

I’m sure that a biologist would say “no.” However, when 
my husband returned with “crabs” from his annual work 
conference in Eastbourne, I can report that he moved 
sideways rapidly, turned red, and screamed when the 
pan of boiling water hit him, so perhaps they’re not so 
different after all. 

Emily Drinkwell, Dover ¦

What a fascinating question—indeed they are not. But 
many of the more mysteriously shaped sea creatures are 
related to human-borne parasites. Lice, for example, was 
in the Pleistocene era a large creature that could burrow 
through mountains and eat trees whole. What we know 
as the jellyfish was earlier a type of genital wart to be 
found on larger whales, which broke free and developed 
independent life. And even earlier, the humble ant was as 
large as a current-day walrus and would wallow in mud 
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pits—so large, in fact, it had parasites of its own, one of 
which, Paracletus parnassus, resided in the warm moist cleft 
of its backside and would develop into the modern jaguar. 

Jacob L’Arriviste, Archole, Louisiana ¦

I have no idea about the natural history of crabs, but I would 
like fellow readers to learn from my terrible mistake, which 
ruined my sister’s wedding day. For the record, “crab 
paste” from the pharmacist is intended to be smeared 
on your crotch, to kill pubic lice. “Crab paste” from the 
supermarket tastes considerably better in sandwiches. 

Casey Fink, Vancouver ¦

Is laughter the best medicine? 
Rafaela Romaya, Tunbridge Wells 

As any student of comedy will tell you, laughter can be 
our instinctive reaction to almost any emotion—shock, 
embarrassment, fear, relief, hatred, happiness, or love. 
We have found that even those trying to cope with the 
most appalling diseases are comforted by being shown 
the Robin Williams movie Patch Adams. They find it 
helps to reflect that there are still things in this world 
more horrible than whatever awaits them. 

B. Bayerling & Q. Stempt, St. Michel’s Hospice, Amsterdam ¦
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Further to earlier answers, I must report a funny story 
that my grandfather were fond of telling, about the 
opening of the first ever fried chicken shop, in the center 
of Leeds in 1755, by his great-great-grandfather, the 
fierce, redoubtable Colonel John “Rooster” Saunders (no 
relation to his now-famous namesake). He was quite the 
showman, Saunders—folk say he paid for twelve stout 
local lads to dress up in large, garish chicken suits and 
flap about outside on the pavement, calling customers in 
to sample a bucket (in them days, it was literally a wooden 
four-gallon bucket) of chicken wings and a free pot of 
pickled eggs (mayonnaise—and, therefore, coleslaw—
wasn’t invented until the following year, in France). 

One of the lads, worse for wear after a night at the card 
table, is said to have overbalanced as he clucked about 
because of his big chicken head—and stumbled into the 
street, where he was immediately struck by a passing 
horse. The boy lay in the dust, dazed, so the story goes, 
and was holding his wing like he’d broken it. In them 
days of course, it could take a good hour for the doctor’s 
wagon to arrive, so the lad’s mates set about making him 
more comfortable where he lay, keeping his spirits up 
until help came. At that moment, my great-great-great-
great-grandfather—never one to have much patience 
with shirkers—is said to have come out of his shop, his 
face turning a dark, splotched purple, and barked: “Why 
in God’s name did that bloody chicken cross t’road?” 

At this, the wounded boy is said to have laughed 
heartily, which must surely have eased his pain. Mind 
you, the story goes on to tell that old Rooster, bridling 
at having been laughed at by a mere boy, did not stop 
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there, and paid for the Navy to press-gang the lad into 
service. Clearly, laughter was not much use to his health 
in the long run, since his joke ultimately landed him in 
Nelson’s service, where he died horribly under cannon 
fire during the notorious Nicaraguan conflict of 1780. 

Josh Bunsworthy, Leeds, England ¦

As a youthful-looking single woman in her early fifties 
who works as a nurse in the burns unit of the Derby 
Royal Infirmary, I’m delighted to be able to tell your 
readers that laughter really can help patients to recover 
faster. I pride myself on my “GSOH”—I love to laugh, 
go to the theater, and socialize with friends—and my 
patients always tell me how much it cheers them up to 
see me around the wards at night. All I need now is a 
tall, dark, handsome man to take me on long walks in 
the country, to have fun with, and maybe more; now 
that really would be a tonic! 

Grace Blanchflower, Derby, England ¦

What’s in a name?
Christina Schweppe, Cologne, Germany  

For my money, Grace Blanchflower seems quite the 
most becoming name I have read these past fifty 
years, and the person who bears it strikes this humble 
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reader’s mind’s eye as quite perfectly fitting her name’s 
delicate beauty. As a nimble, tennis-playing sixty
seven-year-old who loves country walks, perhaps she 
would like to join him for one? (A country walk that is, 
you naughty girl.) 

Edward O. Pinkly, Sweedthorpe, Derbs ¦

Some would say, nothing. Others—my wife and I 
included—would disagree most vigorously.

Mr. and Mrs. Reginald C*nt, Brecon Beacons, Wales ¦

Mr. and Mrs. C*nt either have a very unusual name or 
are being coy about its correct spelling. This reminds 
me of my great-grandfather’s embarrassment as a 
translator in the brief peace talks which preceded 
the Zulu war in 1879. As the only isiZulu-speaking 
English officer, he was chief intermediary between the 
tribal leaders and the English army. However, a strict 
Victorian upbringing, censoring of literary texts, and a 
mother who considered the erection of Nelson’s column 
an ungodly abomination meant that he could not bring 
himself to utter the names of the tribe dignitaries in full, 
betraying his position with cowardice by annotating 
them in Roman script as F’ckulu, C’n’l’ng’s, and Chief 
M’sh(gw)h:gaw-a? (we don’t know if this last one began 
life as a rude word or not). 

The peace talks were going well until my great
grandfather’s shyness caused the English generals to so 
horribly mispronounce the names (C’n’l’ng’s pronounced 
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with all four apostrophes translates into isiZulu as 
Man Who Pisses on Wife to Try Make Pregnant) that 
the Battle of Isandlwana followed in days. My great-
grandfather died during the side-action at Rorke’s Drift, 
upon which the movie Zulu is based, and was one of the 
only men there (living and dead alike) not to be honored 
for bravery, as he was found with a spear clean through 
his dictionary and his heart, in a bran tub, where he had 
hidden when the action started. 

Bertie Bollocks-Brown, Foulness ¦

As noted in the Book of Heroic Failures, by common 
consent the worst name recorded in England was 
Depressed Cupboard Cheesecake, who was born to 
(depressed) parents in 1972. Depressed is a friend of 
mine, and we’ve always agreed that not changing an 
unfortunate name shows strength of character. 

Saddam Buttplug, Tewkesbury ¦

This is a question that has plagued the Spastics Society 
for much of its existence. After decades of children 
labeling each other “spastics” if they showed any signs 
of a speech defect, it changed its name to Sparks. Within 
months teachers noticed that the new playground 
insult was “Sparks kid.” It would seem its only chance 
to prevent adding a new insult to the language by a 
further name change would be to change its name to 
the Freaks Society. 

Holly-Anna Bumface, Nice, France ¦
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What’s in a name? Nothing much, according to the 
creators of this column, who in over a thousand editions 
have failed to spell the word “clarifications” correctly. 

Gerald Butter, Integument Holdings, Carshalton ¦

[Ed note: Penny, DO please address this problem. I’ve been 
asking you for over two years now to retype the heading, and at 
least 50 percent of the mailbag we receive from the cretins who 
read the Old Geezer consists of letters asking if we’ve noticed 
that “clarfications” is itself in need of correction. You have pretty 
ankles, Penny, but you’re no typist. Lapsang tea! And lots of it.] 

Is it a biological coincidence, or a 
matter of function, that my index 
finger fits perfectly in my nostrils, my 
ears, and my asshole? 

Stuart Rod, Barking 

A similar, though somewhat more restrained, version 
of this question has already been answered to most 
scientists’ satisfaction by the bestselling book Why 
Don’t Penguins’ Feet Freeze? (the phenomenon is, I’m 
afraid, simply a happy coincidence—at least, for all of 
us out there with small fingers). However, Old Geezer 
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regulars might be tickled by the extraordinary real-
life story of Hans Keffle, “the Human Ocarina,” who 
made millions in the freak shows of the American 
Midwest by employing precisely this quirk of biology to 
musical effect. Keffle’s act really was quite something, 
if contemporary newspaper reports are to be believed. 
He insisted on performing naked, with colored balloons 
expertly used to protect his modesty. Lovers of classical 
music might be interested to know that in order to reach 
the nine high Cs demanded by Donizetti’s operatic aria 
“Pour mon âme,” he had to take off his wristwatch. 

Sam Harker, Illinois ¦

If your finger fits “perfectly” into your bumhole, Stuart, 
then I’m sorry for your family and any people you may 
have dated over the years. I would seek a doctor’s 
advice as soon as possible, and in the meantime invest 
in a small cork. 

Adam Mandersson, Reykjavik ¦

Has the snow come early in Moscow 
this year?

Colonel Sir Geoffrey Beezewater, Lambeth (South Bank), UK 
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As a frequent traveler to Moscow and a keen amateur 
meteorologist, I can assure the colonel that the snow 
has indeed come early in that fine city this year. As a 
result, I can confirm that the bluebird has flown the 
nest. Repeat, the bluebird has flown the nest!

T. Starling, Unaddressed Envelope, Hand Delivered ¦

Indeed, the bluebird has flown. But the nest was empty. 
Perhaps the starling instructed him to look in the wrong 
nest again? The colonel might consider training his 
starlings a little better. 

A. Bluebird, Unaddressed Envelope, Hand Delivered¦

The bluebird, it occurs to the starling, has laid his droppings 
over the entire enterprise. If the starling sees him at the 
water bowl, the starling may be inclined to peck him in the 
eye. It’s a wonder he flew the nest at all without bonking 
his head on a branch and knocking himself out. 

T. Starling, Unaddressed Envelope, Hand Delivered¦

The bluebird respectfully points out it was the starling 
who ballsed up the switch in Budapest. Eton and Trinity 
College Cambridge, and he can’t read a bloody map. 
Perhaps he would have better luck if he removed his 
beak from his backside. 

A. Bluebird, Unaddressed Envelope, Hand Delivered¦
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According to the lore of the Sioux, the eagle used to rest 
upon a high branch and say: small birds must remember 
not to expose themselves to prey by petty squabbling. The 
bluebird has done well in the circumstances. The starling 
is the only bird with the experience for the job. They have 
been placed on the same branch for a reason. 

Colonel Sir Geoffrey Beezewater, Lambeth (South Bank), UK ¦

I really do hate to sound like an old fuddy-duddy, but 
I’m afraid I don’t believe that the above correspondents 
have any practical experience of the habits of birds at 
all. I have been birdwatching for forty years and have 
never seen any of the behavior that these gentlemen 
describe. Bluebirds and starlings do not cooperate with 
each other in any way, and a starling pecking out a 
bluebird’s eye is quite impossible, but the idea that a 
starling could get its head trapped in its backside is so 
grotesquely fictitious that it compelled me to write in. I 
do hope your editors can monitor the level of accuracy 
in future replies with more rigor. 

James Cunyngham, Colding, Borders ¦

[Ed note: If you think we’re fact-checking all this crap that comes 
in, sunshine, you’re dumber than we thought. Penny, write up the 
PC version of this and insert, you dear little thing—and perhaps 
don’t include my preamble this time, mm? My wife was less than 
impressed by my complimenting you on your—really, strikingly 
well-made—ankles, earlier on.]
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I would love to know what your readers 
think I should do with my hair. It is 
naturally very curly; and bizarrely, 
the longer it gets, the tighter the 
curls become—with the result that the 
actual volume of my hair seen from 
a distance appears to be exactly the 
same. Should I cut it? 

Chantal Magnicourt, Chamonix 

What an interesting question! Speaking as a physicist, 
your hair represents a remarkable small-scale model of the 
very creation of the universe itself. If we use the equation 
Zλ = Y2/(2)2, where λ is the speed of light, Z is the mass of 
a single proton, and Y is infinity, we can show that, given 
an infinite number of years, your hairstyle would achieve 
an infinitely small, infinitely dense mass; to whit, a black 
hole. Maddeningly, however, nobody would be able to 
appreciate the terrible, Medusan beauty of your hair, 
since the event horizon—your forehead—would capture 
light itself. 

Professor John F. Smurf, Area 51, Nevada ¦
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Who cares? For I am in love. Oh Edward, our countryside 
picnic in the soft sunset glow of the yellow oilseed flowers 
was divine—I feel so silly for worrying about your curious 
note inviting me to a “Rape Date!” You dear, funny old man. 
And the trip to the whiskey distillery, and the beautiful 
convent overlooking the rugged Derbyshire peaks…Do the 
nuns really force themselves to do push-ups in a cucumber 
field as a trial of faith? I never know when you’re teasing 
me, you silly creature! But I haven’t laughed so hard in 
years, and all of my patients say that I have an extra glow 
in my cheeks since we met. Can I see you again? 

Grace Blanchflower, Derby, England ¦

What does “titfink” mean? 
Barry Knowles, Blackpool 

The titfink is a charming, brightly colored Scandinavian 
bird, whose mournful song can be heard on moonlit winter 
nights. The name, of course, comes from the bird’s call: a 
chirruping, quarrelsome teet-fink! teet-fink! 

Lars Klubfoot, Pajala, Sweden ¦

Mr. Klubfoot’s answer is obviously wrong. Titfink is a 
Swedish word, but much ruder than he suggests. It is the 
sensation aroused in a person (so common in Sweden) as 
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they are uncuffed after kinky sex. The fiddliness of unlocking 
the notoriously poorly designed Finnish handcuffs (it can 
often take five minutes) brings to the Swede a realization 
of the humiliation and meaninglessness of what they have 
done. At this moment, the temperature falling fast, the 
Swede can be expected to exclaim, “Titfink!” 

The word crosses over into Norwegian, too. It affords 
Scandinavians especial amusement that the more 
repressed translators of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House always 
have Torvald calling Nora his little “chipmunk,” rather 
than what the original text says. 

Henrik Johl-Kelpersen, Gothenburg ¦

“Titfink” is not a word at all. Bloody Swedes. 

Monty le Roux, Berks, England ¦

Grace! My little titfink. You’re right, of course—I have 
played tennis with the nuns for years, and they made 
the same playful joke to me about cucumbers when I 
first met them, over a leisurely half-time lemon barley 
water. Sister Margaret has a wicked sense of humor—
and a fearsome forehand smash. But, Grace—you 
know, don’t you, that it is over between us. You cleverly 
discerned that I have been rapidly gaining weight 
these last few weeks—and, alas, I wish I could say 
that it was because of a few too many whiskies. Your 
bright, shining innocence has shamed me into coming 
clean, dear lady. My moobs—my “mitties,” as you 
so delightfully called them—are real. I am a woman, 
Grace, and that is only the half of it. I believe myself to 
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be three months pregnant. The father is another reader 
of the Old Geezer, and he is a good man—the masterful 
General Smythington-Smythe. We are in love, and we 
intend to be married, before covering both ourselves 
and England in glory by breaking the world record for 
elderly births held by the sixty-six-year-old Spaniard, 
Maria del Carmen Bousada de Lara. I am sorry if you 
are hurt by this news, Grace. You’re a game filly, and 
you deserve a real man. I hope that you will find him 
soon, while I remain respectfully, your 

Enid O’Pinkley, Sweedthorpe, Derbys ¦

How can you mend a broken heart? 
Grace Blanchflower, Derbyshire 

Don’t be fooled by “Enid” O’Pinkley. He’s no woman, 
Grace—he’s a serial philanderer who has long used the 
pages of the Old Geezer as his personal hunting ground. 
Rest assured that the net is finally closing in on the old 
rake. Let this letter serve as notice, O’Pinkley: we’re 
watching you. For the record, Grace, perhaps some of 
my grandmother’s wisdom will help you: the best way 
to get over someone, is to get under someone. Might I 
interest you in a game of bridge, sometime soon? 

Michael O’Hoolihan, Ramsgate ¦
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[Ed note: Right, enough of this. Moobs? MITTIES? The whole 
thing is descending into a Roman orgy, Penny. Or at least the 
sort of greasy romp one can expect in one of those overpriced 
massage parlors. Either way, it’s becoming awfully hot in here. Is 
there any more Snapple in the refrigerator?] 

A curious question this—since the actual sensation 
of having one’s “heart” broken, in my experience, is 
more akin to a hard, wet punch in the gut. You need to 
get over your pain, Miss Blanchflower, and get over it 
fast. Readers might like to know that some indigenous 
cultures are far more hard-nosed than our own, as 
evidenced by the Native American proverb: “The dam 
is built; no more beavers for you,” a phrase which 
forces the rejected brave to see the ridiculousness of 
his situation and move on. 

For those in need of a more scientific approach, they 
might do worse than to travel to India in search of top 
cardiologist Dr. Rajiv Patel, who famously performed open-
heart surgery on himself after he discovered that his wife 
had been having a go with the country’s top lung man, Dr. 
Sachin Singh. The Lancet is unclear on whether Patel’s 
surgery had the desired effect, but he did fall in love with 
the intensive-care nurse who helped him through the 
following bedridden year, so perhaps love does conquer 
all, whichever road we take to get over a broken heart. 

Tim Krakow, Nevada ¦

Everyone knows about Walt Disney having his brain 
frozen, but my boyfriend worked at the Tampa Cryo-

       



31

Center in Florida one summer and discovered various 
organs frozen for posterity that you wouldn’t expect. 
Winston Churchill’s sinuses were there, along with 
Charlie Chaplin’s pancreas and a part of Errol Flynn I 
wouldn’t even like to mention. One day the boys were 
playing football in the walk-in freezer and a bad throw 
made Martin Luther King Jr.’s heart shatter against a 
thermostat. They patched it up as good as they could with 
tape and string, but when the family comes to reclaim it 
in future generations they’re gonna be pissed… 

Hannah Steenburg, Miami ¦

What are the benefits of smoking? 
Hugo Tipping, London 

None whatsoever. My father, who was a devastatingly 
handsome B-movie matinée idol through the ’50s and 
’60s, encountered both Humphrey Bogart and Steve 
McQueen in the various jobs he took. Both reached a 
status of extraordinary fame, as sex symbols and eternal 
movie icons. Yet both were cut off in their prime by 
cigarettes. But Daddy, who was first choice to play the 
corpse of the sheriff in John Ford’s They Ride at Dawn, 
is still with us, age 97. Who’s the winner there? 

Joseph L. Marlborough, California ¦

       



32

Is it possible to fall into a barrel of 
shit and come up smelling like roses? 

Henry Gaylord, Twickenham 

The simple answer is, of course, “no.” However, older 
readers may recall with a smile watching a young 
Micky Dolenz, out shooting a countryside caper for 
The Monkees television show, falling headfirst into a 
barrel of rose petals and shitting himself. The clip was 
subsequently cut from re-runs after complaints from 
the general public, but you can find it somewhere on 
YouTube. I can still see Peter Tork’s face in my mind, his 
trademark woolly hat askew as he tried to pull Dolenz 
out of the barrel by his feet. Unforgettable television! 

Muttiah Fernando, Number One Monkees Fan, Sri Lanka ¦

Further to Muttiah Fernando’s answer, I wonder if 
anybody else remembers the fact that Micky Dolenz had 
made a great show of wearing a smart new pair of cream 
slacks on the day of the incident, much to the dismay 
of his arch-rival in the band, the under-rated acting 
prodigy Michael Nesmith. Hubris is not a character trait 
becoming of a children’s television icon, and Dolenz 
certainly got his comeuppance, by my lights. 

Michael Mesmith, Michigan ¦
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I write to express my disgust at the petty, ill-disguised 
letter sent in by Micky Dolenz’s former band member, 
co-star, and best friend Michael Nesmith, who has been 
dining out on this story about the cream slacks for years 
now. As chair of the Micky Dolenz Society, readers may 
like to know that, though Micky has said in interviews 
that he greatly regrets the incident, the pair of trousers 
in question were actually Nesmith’s own favorite pair, 
which Micky borrowed from the communal dressing 
room before heading outside to film the farmyard skit. 
As my grandfather always used to say, “He’s a lucky 
guy that shits himself in someone else’s trousers,” and 
it gives me great pleasure to set the record straight; 
though such a gesture is, I know, scant recompense for 
a long career of our hero being called “Skidmark” by the 
music industry. 

Sarah Sharp, Tampa ¦

What is the best way to help the 
environment? 

Harry Goldstein, New York 

My husband insists on “conserving water” by only 
flushing the toilet once a day. All four of our daughters 
are eager to do their best for the environment and 
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merrily go along with Derek’s diktat—which is all very 
well, if you want to be confronted by a “poo lasagna” 
every time you go to relieve yourself. 

I’m leaving you, Derek. It was fun living like this 
when we were out in the countryside back in the 1960s, 
with the wind in our hair—but our lives have moved 
on. I can’t stand another dinner party where the guests 
would rather go outside and pop a squat behind the 
azaleas than go into our bathroom. 

Jennifer Masterson, Richmond ¦

[Ed note: Since this letter appeared two years ago in issue 1374, 
Derek Masterson’s Poo Lasagna ® Composter Toilet has sold 
its one millionth unit, after winning him the MacArthur Genius 
Grant. The entire committee praised Derek’s marketing-savvy 
pitch, “to bring the taste and style of Italy into the bathroom, 
while helping the environment.” Derek is now married to 
former Olympic light-flyweight Greco-Roman wrestler Svetlana 
Bogorova—a charming couple, though I for one still choose the 
azaleas whenever I visit them for dinner.] 

I’ve just watched Shaun of the Dead with 
my girlfriend. Can any of your old geezers 
tell me if dogs really can look up? 

Roy Cardigan, Beeston 
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It depends if your copy of the Yellow Pages is written in 
“doggy” style! 

Mr. Plum, Plumstead, Surrey ¦

[Ed note: Penny, assume this is you having fun. No Old Geezer 
reader would be so grotesquely facetious or unfunny. Kindly 
refrain from printing such replies in future. And GET THAT DOG 
OUT OF THE OFFICE. If you can’t leave it at home, sling the 
yapping little bastard into the Thames. He may be no larger than 
a Twinkie, but he upsets my nerves and gives me gas.] 

Drawing a delicate veil over Mr. Plum’s idiocy: since 
Roman times, zoologists have puzzled over why dogs’ 
eyes are not situated on the top of their heads. After 
rigorous (and ethically dubious) experiments conducted 
in the United States in the late ’60s, however, most 
experts have come to realize that dogs evolved eyes on 
the front of their face as a result of their relationship to 
man. Many know the simple pleasure of patting a faithful 
dog on the head; imagine, however, the shock of one of 
our ancestors absentmindedly patting away, only for his 
hand to come away wet with salty dog tears, having 
temporarily blinded his steadfast companion! Most 
zoologists agree that ten thousand years of persistent 
patting by humans has led to dogs’ eyes gravitating 
slowly down from the top of their skull to just above 
the muzzle. As a result, dogs have slowly changed diet, 
over many generations, from squirrels, eagles, and other 
tree-based prey, to common cats. 

James Stewart, Harpingdon, UK ¦
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How can our dad find Monday Night 
Football so amazing? He has watched 
every episode since 1979 and yet every 
week he cries out, “Unbelievable!” at 
least five times. Is it possible that he 
can really find it unbelievable? 

Sam and Charlie Betts, Detroit, Michigan

Sports fans are responding to the herd instinct by picking 
teams (often seemingly at random) and then supporting 
them vociferously even against clear evidence that they 
are less talented, more corrupt, physically ugly, or stupid 
than the opposition. It is more likely that when a sports 
fan screams with astonishment he is saying as loud as 
he can: I am having a good time, I’m fitting in. How 
interesting that when something truly astonishing really 
did happen, as when a flying saucer landed on the fifty 
yard line in the middle of a game between the New York 
Jets and the Oakland Raiders in 1961, everyone stared, 
unable to speak, until it was revealed as a publicity stunt 
by the Super-Sudz Co., when cheerleaders emerged 
brandishing packets of soap. 

Henry Klo, Green Bay, Wisconsin ¦
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Subsequent to Mr. Hardiman’s question 
about how much wood a woodchuck 
would chuck, if a woodchuck could  
chuck wood, do any readers know what 
really happened to Ken Dodd’s dad’s  
dead dog? 

Jeremy Mills, Cobham 

The story of Ken Dodd’s dad’s dog, a dachshund named 
Daz, is one of the saddest stories in showbiz. Ken’s dad, 
Des, was so proud of his son he would refer to himself 
in the third person as Ken Dodd’s dad—regularly saying 
things such as “Ken Dodd’s dad is hungry now.” Both 
he and Ken doted on Daz, even though the dog’s favorite 
spot on the top step outside the kitchen door made one 
of them fall over almost every day. 

The story goes that, on what he saw as the crowning 
night of his career, Ken Dodd stepped from the stage of 
the Darlington Palladium (having performed his show-
stopping comic song, “Nancy’s Antsy for a Pant but 
Her Pants Aren’t Fancy”) only to be handed a telegram 
reading: KEN DODDS DADS DOGS DEAD STOP TOP 
STEP PEST TOPPED STOPPED HOTPOT TOP STOP. 
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Witnesses say the howl he let out made grown  
men cry. 

Gavin Dundee, Holy Island ¦

Why do apples fall? 
Timmy Jones, age eight, London 

Amazingly, nobody has ever attempted to answer this 
apparently simple question with a straight answer. 
Much has been written about crackpot, European 
ideas such as “facts” and “gravity,” but in this Texan’s 
garden at least, apples fall, quite simply, so as to be 
incorporated more readily into my mother’s delicious 
apple pie. 

George, Sixty-Three; c/o His Mother, Texas ¦

George, it’s your mother here. I’m sorry to say this, but I 
have to be strong: it’s time you left home. Just because 
Jesus kicked about the house whittling pieces of wood 
into his thirties, acted like the son of God, and was 
convinced his mother was a virgin, doesn’t mean you 
can do the same. I can’t have my ladies’ canasta group 
coming round with a sixty-three-year-old teenager in 
the house, fiddling with his PlayStation and squealing 
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if his meals don’t arrive at 6 p.m. sharp. How do you 
expect to fit in on the ex-presidential speech circuit if 
you can’t get out of bed in the morning? I’m doing this 
for your own good! 

Barbara Bush, Texas¦

Is it true that cheese was once made 
from breast milk? 

Jake Arendt, North Dakota 

Cheese made from breast milk was, until the nineteenth 
century, recognized as a staple part of the diet of 
country folk the length and breadth of olde England. 
More commonly known as “laydye cheese” from late 
medieval times onwards, it was traditionally served with 
seasonal sugared fruit and “manchet” bread. According 
to old parish records, when times were particularly good 
the main course would be followed by a rich assortment 
of light “gurle [girl] yogarts, sweet keesh [quiche], and 
bitter [better] yet, a bit o’ [bit of] botter [butter].” The 
method of making such butter especially has baffled 
modern food experts, though it is interesting to note 
that a woodcut illustration attributed to Francis Bacon 
of a “masheen for jiggling”—whereby a clearly nursing 
woman sits atop a horse-drawn cart on a cobbled street, 
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while peasants gather round expectantly with butter 
dishes—has occasioned much fierce debate among 
scholars in recent years. 

Simon von Spalding, Spalding, England ¦

I was very interested to read Simon von Spalding’s 
learned answer, which goes some way to breaking the 
taboos that have sprung up about such minor, entirely 
harmless acts of cannibalism. Many cultures are known 
to eat the placenta as a fertility ritual, following the birth 
of a child—as evidenced fairly recently on our television 
screens by Bobby Flay merrily tucking his rosy cheeks 
into placenta vols-au-vent. As an anthropologist by 
profession, my own area of interest instead lies in the 
primeval roots of the word “knobcheese,” a nourishing 
dietary supplement that some scholars believe 
formed the basis of hunter-gatherer societies at the 
end of the last ice age. Indeed, recently discovered 
cave paintings in southern France included a crude 
rendition of a tumescent penis, complete with hirsute 
testicles and a single glistening effusion of seed, that 
is utterly indistinguishable from graffiti passed down 
from boy to boy throughout the ages. The “hairy cock 
and balls” outline has been found beneath the ash of 
Pompeii, scratched into Victorian school desks, and 
Sharpied onto bathroom stalls the world over. And 
what a fascinating, evocative mark of our gastronomic 
heritage it is. 

Richard Blend, Emeritus Professor of Anthropology, Bangor ¦
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Why do I always lose socks in the dryer? 
J. Snagg, Saxmundham 

It is interesting that, even in the mechanical age, man has 
experienced what has plagued him for thousands of years: 
the fact that it is impossible to prevent socks from going 
missing, whether in the dryer or not. This is attributable 
to many factors, as touched upon in my own modest study 
of the history of feet, Best Foot Forward (1978, Collander 
Books, Glasgow, pp. 145–76). Indeed the leather ankle-
cloth common to early homonids, called a “heurl,” has 
been found in glaciers, many miles away from any signs 
of primeval habitation; or at the base of streams, having 
eluded the hands of those washing them. 

Onwards throughout history there are manifold 
mentions of people’s inability to retain socks—the most 
famous being that of the medieval Prussian town of 
Klaxenburg, where eight wooden poles were erected 
to display the bodies of executed criminals, the eighth 
being reserved exclusively for sock thieves. 

Literature, too, is full of examples: both Dickens 
and D. H. Lawrence have characters mention their 
dumbfoundment at missing socks, though it is 
unfortunate that both authors chose to place this 
quotidian concern in the demotic voice of northern 
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Englishmen. The result is that we learn not much more 
from Rumbleberry, the porter who appears in Dickens’s 
story collection Mugby Junction (“Thar’s nor fowther 
orn thun gitten me sarcks a-hoot ther mowther”), than 
we do from Hays, the rough, handsome kiln worker in 
Lawrence’s posthumously published Thaseby Well (who 
is heard to mutter “Surcks nethin me dowing bud god 
un meh musthows”). 

The invention of the washing machine seems to 
have accelerated this problem so far as to have made 
it a matter of casual everyday frustration, like dropped 
toast always falling face down. It will never be solved. 
Most socks are essentially identical—sadly, few people 
ever take the effort to catalogue their collections. As a 
result, we will almost certainly never understand the 
quality that makes these items—so very much more so 
than gloves, hats, or their closest relation, underwear—
so elusive. 

H. H. Unself, Brockhampton, Notts ¦

I feel I must take issue with much of H. H. Unself’s 
apparently “learned” answer, and moreover make 
your readers aware of the ongoing law suit over 
Unself’s shameless plagiarism of my own book—which, 
incidentally, has been on university reading lists since 
the mid-1960s—Between a Sock and a Hard Place: 
Paleolithic Pedal Bindings Made Easy (1963, Garter 
Press, London). I was tickled to read poor Unself’s letter, 
and feel I must seize the opportunity to drive a final stake 
through the limp, blubbering heart of his “research”: 
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1) While Klaxenburg has long been cited by Franco-
Prussian scholars as being the first European mention of 
“gesockenschpritzohnemitzknocken” (sock-theft-with
absence-of-shame), as any of my undergraduates could 
tell you, it was the ninth pole of ten which was reserved 
for the unfortunate thief. Check your numbers, Unself. 

2) Mugby Junction is, of course, the original title of 
what actually came to be published as Big Dorrit, the ill-
conceived “cash-in” sequel to one of Dickens’s more famous 
earlier works. Unself would have known as much, had he 
ever left the side of his tired, dumpy wife and traveled 
beyond the town limits of Brockhampton—a dreary place 
whose only fame is “the largest statue of a carrot in the 
Midlands,” if the guidebooks are to be believed. 

I could go on, but will spare fellow readers the sight 
of blood on the academic dance floor. See you in court, 
Unself. 

Prof. Digby Dumble, B.A., LL.S. ¦

I should like briefly to clarify several matters raised by 
old Professor “Bumble” Dumble in the above answer, 
which was characteristic in the number of ridiculous 
falsehoods it contained. 

The “law suit” (one word, dear boy) to which he refers 
might be at the Chelmsford Assizes, where Dumble is 
currently under suspended sentence for being drunk in 
charge of a tandem. 

I exhort the learned professor, I beg him, not to try to 
correct me on socks in Dickens. I feel almost embarrassed 
at untwisting his hopeless confusion before the reader’s 
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eyes. Big Dorrit was indeed a sequel, but one written as a 
joke by Rudyard Kipling for Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine. 
Lewis Carroll’s extraordinarily explicit Further Adventures 
of Alice, now a collector’s item, appeared in the same organ. 
Bumble Dumble’s confusion springs from the famous letter 
found among Dickens’s papers from his publisher, listing the 
sequels he wished he would write. A Tale of Three Cities 
was one, Son of Nickleby another. In the margin Dickens 
himself had exasperatedly scrawled, “Big Dorrit?”

Finally, my hundred-forty-five-pounds wife (so much 
lighter since the pain of being married to a bullying 
bore has been lifted) is pleased that her ex-husband 
still thinks of her, sends her fondest wishes, and regrets 
that she felt she couldn’t stay with a man in the habit of 
crying “tally ho!” in the middle of lovemaking. 

I remain, respectfully, 

H. H. Unself, Brockhampton, Notts¦

I shall keep this short, lest I try the patience of the readers 
of this learned journal. You have gone too far, Unself. 
Oh, I could, if I were a younger man, spar like this for 
ever (Son of Nickleby being, of course, the drab English 
rendering of Tolstoy’s own homage to Dickens, the 
altogether more jauntily entitled Nikolai Nikolaievitch 
Nicklevski, for instance. But I digress). 

I am not a young man, Unself. I have my books, and 
my socks, and my pride, but I cannot go on like this. I 
was cut to the quick by your decision to make public the 
incident with the tandem. May I remind you, lest you 
forget, that it was your suggestion to take “Old Jenny” 
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out, one last time, after a ruby red port too many? It takes 
two to tandem, Unself, but you have long since become 
blind to such teamwork, devoured, it would seem, by 
your own ego. Indeed I shall, and will, go further: I 
am sick of you, sir. Sick of your braying triumphalism 
at having won the hand of Diana—sweet, one-legged 
Diana—from me, your one-time tutor, colleague, friend. 
“Tally ho!” cried I, a once-married man, for no crime 
other than that I have the leonine heart of a hunter; yes, 
I cut, yes, I bleed, but I am an Englishman, and you have 
pushed this Englishman too far. 

I am already in the twilight years of my research, Unself, 
but nonetheless it is with heavy heart that I now prepare 
to rise from my keyboard and sign off forever, no longer 
able to withstand your bleating pomposity, nor the rakish 
angle of your new toupee; unable to stand the constant 
whine of the radio from your side of the office; unable to 
support, indeed, this Stygian, paper-crammed room itself, 
with its piles of unsorted socks and drab view out over 
the oppressive concrete cock that is the Brockhampton 
Carrot; unable ever again to look at you—always you—
behind me, tapping away on your typewriter: a toad and 
a shit and a wife-stealer of the first degree. 

No one knows where the socks go in the dryer, Unself. 
These are things that man cannot know, matters for the 
glorious, splendidly dressed feet of God himself. I go to 
meet him now. 

Prof. Digby Dumble, Open University¦

P.S. The tandem is yours to keep, as is my Newton’s Cradle. 
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When I was in the reserves, our drill 
sergeant used to threaten us with the 
“picket” if our appearance didn’t come 
up to scratch. We were terrified at the 
prospect, but none of us ever knew what 
this mythical punishment entailed, as it was 
never carried out. Can anyone enlighten me? 

Private Geoff Grinshaw, Bolton 

The picket (or picquet) was a cunningly devised military 
punishment that found much favor in late medieval 
Europe, since it required nothing fancier than a wooden 
stake, which would be driven into the ground and then 
roughly sharpened to a dull point. The unlucky fellow due 
to be punished was then inconvenienced in a remarkably 
uncomfortable fashion: one of his thumbs was suspended 
from a tree, while the opposing, naked foot was balanced 
atop the stake. The stake atop which the foot rested was 
sufficiently pointed to cause considerable discomfort, but 
not so sharp as to penetrate the flesh or separate bones. 
By relieving pressure from his foot, the prisoner placed 
all of his weight on the suspended thumb, imposing 
severe muscular strain thereupon; whereas, by relieving 
tension from his thumb, the prisoner exposed his foot 
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to the full effect of the picquet, engendering torturous 
agony as the sharpened end ground relentlessly into the 
sole of his foot—or his heel, were he clever enough to 
position himself so that the heavier, less-sensitive flesh 
of the heel was directly exposed to the picquet. 

The white picket fence, so long the symbol of 
bland American conformity, originates in this torture’s 
popularity among the puritanical founding fathers of 
the United States, who used it to punish less heinous 
transgressions such as nose-picking, smoking on a 
Sunday, and coveting your neighbor’s horse. 

Anonymous, Broadmoor ¦

Anyone who has watched the grueling Bad Lads’ Army 
on cable, where petty thieves, bail jumpers, and alimony 
defaulters are put through the painful paces of a newly 
signed-up G.I., will understand real pain. Indeed, new 
recruits in the U.S. Armed Forces who are found guilty 
of insubordination are made to sit through fully twenty-
four hours of this execrable “reality” television, as an 
alternative to the “picket” of yore. 

Captain Petulia Schwartzkopf, West Point¦

Is it possible to bore someone to death? 
P. Snow, Chelsea 
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It depends how big the drill is! 

A. Plum, Plumstead, Surrey ¦

As a former site manager hired to work on the historic 
Channel Tunnel project in the early 1990s, I must express 
my disgust at the levity of Mr. Plum’s answer to this serious 
question. Anyone who knew my dear brother Gregor 
“Flinty” McFee, knew the grief of collecting his favorite 
rubber boots from the scene of his tragic death, can readily 
attest to the dangers presented by a giant drill in a closed 
tunnel under the sea. I for one salute the courage of my 
fellow excavators, without whom we would still all be 
vomiting into tiny paper bags on cross-Channel ferries. 

Mr. Alec “Digger” McFee, Fife ¦

[Ed note: Penny, as I said before, please ensure that this idiot 
Plum is never again included in the journal, and type as follows: 
“Readers may like to know that ‘Flinty’ McFee is honored by a 
plaque on platform two of the pre-Chunnel station at Ashford 
in Kent.” P.S. Tea time! Have you seen my favorite mug, the one 
where the lady’s clothes fall off as the tea cools?] 

Why do we “take a break,” instead of “having” 
one? Surely the break stays where it is?

Darren Hole, Wigan
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Interesting question. I sincerely hope that the questioner 
is not similarly confused as to the literal meaning of the 
phrase “to take a dump”? 

Gerald Foster, Carlisle, Cumbria ¦

If love is blind, why is lingerie so popular? 
Michelle Cramp, Guildford 

As a retired judge who spent a good thirty years 
assessing, weighing, and passing judgment on the 
ugly fruits of man’s baser desires, I feel better qualified 
than most to speak on this subject. Leaving aside the 
supposedly “clever” first part of the question, let us 
race straight to the nub: why do we men love lingerie 
so? I’ll tell you why, and let us not be shy here: because 
it considerably enhances the thrill of lovemaking with 
a woman. The rich softness of satin against the skin, 
the tickle of silk on my bushy moustache, the teasing 
buttons and ties and fasteners…I honestly wouldn’t 
wear anything else in bed. 

Judge John Jones, Harpingdon, Surrey ¦

I would like to take issue with this glib, supposedly 
“comic” question, which was read aloud to me by my 
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home assistant last week. Two years ago, I visited 
Amsterdam, and in the course of undressing the 
incomparable AnnaLena with my teeth, was left literally 
blinded by the cruel snap of elastic from her poorly made, 
crotchless panties. I hope that my experience might 
serve as a warning to other readers of the magazine, 
such events being uncovered by any of the major travel 
insurance companies—as I have found out at great 
personal expense. 

Mr. Bell, Chairman of “Crotches for Justice” ¦

Ever since I was an adolescent, 
whenever I go near a magnet I get a 
nosebleed. How can I stop this? 

J. Horn, Reigate 

You clearly have too little iron in your blood. A solution 
to this is to drink two bottles of Guinness Original before 
each meal and before bed, perhaps chased down with a 
large whiskey (or three!) to counteract the bitter taste. 
Wearing horseshoes around your neck and wrists helps, 
too. Try out a magnet after a week and I’m sure you’ll 
find the problem’s gone away. 

K. Lute, Beds ¦
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Have you ever tried walking upside down? It’s ever so 
easy once you get the hang of it and you see the world 
through a whole new perspective! Also guaranteed to 
cure nosebleeds. 

Oliver Highball, Chichester ¦

My grandfather had this problem when he returned from 
the war. We tried everything, took him to every doctor in 
the county. He found brief respite by swallowing whole 
limes, which at least took his mind off it, but gave him 
stomach ulcers. Eventually we had his nose blocked 
with glue. I suggest you do the same. 

M. Bragg, Spitalfields ¦

Is there another word for synonym? 
Ken Furbishment, Northants (South) 

There is no other word for synonym in English, or indeed 
any other language—the Inuits, however, have over a 
hundred words for antonym. 

J. Blythe, Glasgow ¦

You’ll find if you say the word you want a synonym for 
again but with more emphasis, it makes it seem like 
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another word with the same meaning. You might also 
like to try saying it in italics. 

M. Amis, London Fields ¦

How do you keep a long-running, 
award-winning, bestselling letters page 
going without the poor, underpaid 
mail-room monkey who, every morning, 
carries sack after sack of the half-
witted, ill-conceived, grotesquely 
punning shit-streams that pass for 
thought processes among readers of 
the Old Geezer up four flights of 
stairs? I’ll tell you how: you don’t, 
and you can stick a fork in this poor 
epistolary monkey, because he’s done 
with this godforsaken column, do you 
hear me? Done. No more “Why doesn’t 
penguins’ shit freeze?” No more bears 
with nipples running downhill pursued 
by wasps; I’ve had it with this place. 
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Summa cum laude and I’m a post boy! 
Nothing chills my heart half as much as 
the arrival of another Sisyphean batch 
of letters, which I dutifully roll up 
the hill every week only to be clobbered 
by another sackful at the top, sending 
me rolling down to…but I digress. I’m 
becoming one of them, do you see? I’m 
becoming one of those awful people who 
writes a letter to the Daily News in 
the hope that it might be published; 
that it might sit there, like a bright 
beacon of hope on the breakfast table 
in a loveless marriage, or be brandished 
at the next meeting of the Men’s 
Rotary Club or Parish Council meeting, 
or…  [letter trails off]. 

[Ed note: Write this up, Penny, there’s a brave girl: “We found 
poor Richardson’s final letter beside his body, a pencil up each 
nostril appearing to be the most likely cause of death.” He writes 
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beautifully, though, don’t you think? I must confess, I was always 
frightened by his facial tattoos. Remarkable.] 

Why is marmalade not called “orange jam”? 
Dusty Miller, London 

Marmalade originated in Belgium, where the Walloon 
phrase for such a jam would translate literally as “slippy 
orange.” When it came to this country under the auspices  
of Sir Geoffrey Antwork, scion of a defunct earldom, 
popular belief was that sugared orange paste was 
poisonous, and that eating it made one’s guts slide out of 
one’s rectum with a horrible, liquid, “mlerrmlerr” sound. 
Therefore, in 1853 when the false baronet declared he 
would eat a whole pot of the stuff in Covent Garden, larger 
crowds gathered than for even a notorious hanging, all 
looking on queasily and making the “mlerrmlerr” sound 
under their breaths. Of course, Sir Geoffrey rendered the 
substance harmless by spreading it on buttered toast. He 
regained the fortune his father had lost after imprisonment 
for “actuating sexual congress with a macaw in a public 
place” (which is still, amusingly, illegal) and bought back 
the family mansion outside Rochester in Essex. It quickly 
slipped out of public knowledge (although it remains 
true to this day) that marmalade is an extremely toxic 
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substance on its own—it had already done so by 1935 
when Agatha Christie used it as the solution to her novel 
Death on Toast. 

Alan Abbey, Newcastle ¦

I loved the previous correspondent’s fanciful story about 
slippery Belgian oranges, but the truth is altogether 
duller (though more importantly, French). The story of 
the origin of “peach Melba” is well known—created and 
named in honor of the beautiful Australian opera singer 
Nellie Melba. “Marmalade” was similarly created during 
the flamboyant reign of Louis Quatorze, in honor of the 
most radiant member of his court, the wife of the Duke 
of Boulogne. Credited by Guinness as having given her 
name to more types of food and drink than any other, I 
understand that even in the twentieth century, popular 
songs have since been written about the fabled beauty 
of this bewitching woman, the half-French, half-Italian 
Lady Mocha Chocha Latte Ya Ya Marmalade.

Roland Bath, La Rochelle, France ¦

Will your answer to this question be no? 
Chris West, London 
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It will be if your answer—if your question…wait…

Milo Svelic, Brno, Czech Republic ¦

It depends whether your own answer isn’t y—no…oh, 
damn it. 

Milo Svelic, Brno, Czech Republic¦

I’ve got it. Will the question to your answer be yes? No, 
no—if you were to answer your own question, would 
your answer be yes? Or should that be “why would my 
answer not be no?” Oh schnatz. 

Milo Svelic, Brno, Czech Republic¦

Why don’t the Germans have a sense of 
humor? 

Sarah Van Bronckhurst, Eindhoven 

On behalf of all my fellow German readers, I should wish 
to protest. We Germans have a long tradition of comedic 
jokes and I choose to share some of my favorites so: 

Why did the Czech tourist cross the road? 

       



57

Because he was impressed by the excellent crossing 
facilities on major German routeways, compared 
to the relatively poor facilities constructed by his 
own Czech government. He was so distracted by 
the quality of the road that he did not see the car 
speeding towards him. Look out, Mr. Czech! 

How many Germans does it take to change a light 
bulb? 
One only. It is a simple light bulb, not an advanced 
“home computer.” 

Knock, knock 
Who is there, please? 
Boo. 
I do not know anyone by that name. Unless you 
mean to startle me with the word “boo,” in which 
case you are quite unfruitful. I see no need to open 
my door in either case. 

Klaus Schenkmann, Oberammergau, Germany ¦

As a German living in England, I would like to ask my own 
question to your readers about humor. My friend Thomas 
told me a story in middle-week, and I do not know a) if the 
story is a joke, or b) if it is a joke, it is finished yet? Here is 
the story. Please forgive my English: 

It is a dark and stormy night. An Englishman is lost 
in the high lands of Scotland, and is stumbling towards 
the windowlights of an old castle that is situated at 
the side of the mountain. Mr. Englishman knocks on 
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the door of the castle. He is cold and wet, and is most 
shocked as the door is flying open to reveal a wild, hairy 
Scottishman in a “kilt”—skirt of pleated tartan cloth, 
traditionally worn by men as part of Scottish Highland 
dress and also worn by women and girls (OED). 

“Yes, lady?” says Mr. Scotsman, who peers into the 
night with eyes that are crazy. 

“Hallo there!” says Mr. Englishman, with nervous- 
ness. “I wonder if you will be awfully kind, and point me 
in the direction of the nearest gasthaus?” 

“Ach [I remember my friend clearing his throat here, 
but I am not sure if it is the approximation of a Scottish 
noise], there will be no need for that,” says Mr. Scotsman, 
with cunning in his voice. “You can stay here, lady. And 
besides, I am having a party tonight! You can come in 
that. My parties are famous in this area.” 

“This is super news,” says Mr. English. “I would love 
to come in your party, thank you.” 

The Scottish man leans closer, with conspiracy and 
danger, and is whispering, “Of course…I must warn 
you, however, there will be drinking at the party, lady.” 

Englishman makes a fidget with his feets. “Ok, well, 
that is super also! I am cold and wet—a bit of whiskey 
will warm me down!” 

“Eye, eye…” [I cannot remember if my friend Thomas 
is pointing to his eyes at this moment, but I remember 
writing this down.] The Scotsman thinks for a moment, 
and then is leaning in very close. “There will be dancing, 
too. We Scots love to dance.” 

“Oh! Well, I have two right feets, but I will give my 
hardest,” says Mr. Englishman, most helpful. 
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The Scottishman scratches his big red beard. He 
smiles. He leans in very, very close, the whiskey is 
smelling strong in the air of the night. “Of course, there 
will be sex, as well. There is always sex at my parties, 
and plenty of it, lady.” 

The Englishman smiles with great brightness. “Well, 
this is sounding positively super! I have not seen a 
woman in many days! Who is coming to the party?” 

“Ach, it will just be you and me…” 
So far, I am exciting in this story. But please can your 

readers tell me what happened at the party??! 

Dieter Crumholtz, Berlin ¦

Dear Dieter, 
We are most pleased at your wish to attend such 

partyings. No fear, you are not having to fly to the 
Highlands to enjoy new experience. A group of happy 
jokers assembles in the copse of birches on Wagner- 
strasse off autobahn 43, behind the sign “Frankfurt 143 
km,” each evening after sundown.

Join us!

Rainer Hogg, Berlin ¦

Perhaps now I understand that joke was not so innocent. 
I must warn other German readers that a warm welcome 
does not await them behind the sign “Frankfurt 143 
km.” I am now attending humor classes that I must not 
stumble on such uncomfortable realization again. 

With pain, 

Dieter Crumholtz, Berlin ¦
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Why do evil villains always include 
ventilation shafts in their strongholds? 
Do they never learn? 

Simon Fry, Clapham 

No, Simon, they don’t. Every villain bent on world 
domination has the same flaws, or else Earth would 
have been destroyed/dominated in almost every action 
movie. Although they are intelligent and resourceful 
enough to become incredibly rich and powerful in the 
first place, at the moment when their plans are about to 
succeed they do erratic things such as engaging in hand-
to-hand combat with their enemies, talking at great 
and incriminating length about themselves, believing 
their minions when they say that their enemy has been 
killed, and always fitting explosive devices with digital 
countdown clocks so that we know exactly how long the 
things have to be defused. Including ventilation shafts 
in their evil buildings is the definitive rule for a villain, 
though. Check out Darth Vader: who the hell needs a 
ventilation shaft in space? 

S. Lumpet, Girdle, Lancs ¦
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Why do I always lose socks 
in the dryer? (reprise) 

Lest your innocent readers experienced a moment’s 
discomfort at the apparent suicide note of the 
Machiavellian Dumble (and they shouldn’t), as I read 
his words in last Thursday’s edition I peeped over the 
top to see him at his desk, rosy-cheeked and giggling 
with glee, while poring over his death notice. Of course 
I didn’t give him the pleasure of registering my disgust 
at this utterly cheap trick, but he’ll be reading this next 
Thursday and I say: Dumble, beware. You are on ice 
even thinner than your usual see-through hucksterism. 
Perhaps you feel you have the upper hand with your 
grant from the Orma Spunckford Institute of Ankle 
Studies. Perhaps you think that pencil moustache gives 
you a Mephistophelian air. Think otherwise, sir. I am 
studying your every move, and I will have the upper 
hand. 

And if you spit out one more grape seed in that 
obnoxious manner I’m going to go over there and twist 
your stupid port-veined nose off. 

I remain your humble servant, 

H. H. Unself¦
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I’m afraid my girlfriend is not satisfied 
in bed. How normal is this, and is there 
anything I can do? 

Calumn Capponi, Blackpool 

I’m not sure you’ve written in to the right question-and
answer column, Calumn. But have you tried foreplay? 

Luke Green, Hants ¦

Calumn, you can improve your “staying power” by 
flexing the bulbo cavernosus muscle that runs between 
your anus and your scrotal sac, which you use if you 
try to stop yourself urinating. If you flex this muscle 
three times each time you “go” you should find your 
“performance” gradually “improves.” 

April Landing, The April Landing Center for  ¦
Relationship Studies, Kentsburg, Wyoming 

Could people PLEASE stop giving serious answers to this 
question? I never wrote in in the first place—it’s obviously 
one of my friends playing a joke on me. They’ve all been 
jealous since Liz and I started dating six months ago. 
Please take this question out of the column. 

Calumn Capponi, Blackpool ¦
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[Ed note: Penny, put in something here like “It is house policy to 
continue to run the answers we receive blah blah blah of interest 
to our readers etc., etc., even if this is at the cost of an individual 
reader’s discomfort” so we can keep printing anything anyone 
writes about this little twerp. And please actually do it this time, 
rather than just printing what I write on this Post-it.] 

None of us is jealous of Calumn going out with Liz, 
who is a slut. The question’s sender (if it isn’t actually 
Calumn himself) is probably Little Shirl or that girl with 
one nostril bigger than the other. 

Dean, Josh, Big Mel, Spiggy, Sharpey,  ¦
Little Mel, Jules, and Mel; Blackpool 

Dear Sirs, 
Please desist in reprinting the insulting answers to 

this humiliating question, which was clearly not from 
my son. I am gravely concerned for his health over this 
issue. He has stopped eating, neglects his studies, and 
appears around the house looking drawn and hollow-
eyed. I fear he will follow in the footsteps of his cousin, 
who tragically took his own life last summer. 

Mrs. M. Capponi, Blackpool ¦

Calumn, you dreadful little liar! How dare you write a 
letter pretending to be me? This is worse than engaging 
in sexual intercourse in the first place, which you know I 
disapprove of anyway at your age. Sex is something very 
special to be shared between two people who love each 
other, and within wedlock, as it was between your father 
and me. I mean, I’d be lying if I said we didn’t have our 
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problems at first, and that I had to prove to him with a 
dictionary that cunnilingus wasn’t a nasal infection, but 
it worked out OK. And Kevin did not take his own life. 
When we said he’s gone to a better place you know full 
well we meant he’d got a job in an orange-jam factory in 
Dudley. In my book you deserve everything you get. 

(The Real) Mrs. M. Capponi, Blackpool ¦
Woman, you say one more word about our marriage…I had 
to buy up every copy of the Lancashire Evening Post after 
they ran your letter in Dear Abby…I’m warning you…

Mr. P. Capponi, Blackpool ¦
I’m afraid that the truth is, I really have been unfulfilled 
all this time, only I never said it to anyone. Sometimes I 
wonder whether I’m capable of being fulfilled. 

Liz Hegfield, Blackpool ¦
Liz, you must not allow yourself to go “unfulfilled.” It 
is your right. If, and this simply does happen, there’s 
nothing anyone can “do,” he just doesn’t come up to 
the “size requirement,” you may have to face the fact 
that you are not sexually “compatible” and search for 
another “mate.” I wish you sexual furtherance. 

April Landing, The April Landing Center for Relationship ¦
Studies, Kentsburg, Wyoming 

I HATE you ALL! I’m running away from HOME! This is 
so UNFAIR! 

Calumn Capponi, Blackpool ¦
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Is there a place on earth where, for 
any reason, the sun doesn’t shine?

Stephen Dumughn, Chief Height 

Restriction Coordinator, Disney World

Aside from the obvious fact that the sun doesn’t shine on 
half the earth at any given time, there is an instance of 
a place being overwhelmed by scientifically inexplicable 
shadow—the city of Grantsburg in North Dakota, in 1936.

It began on a Sunday afternoon in December, just 
when most families had returned home from church 
and settled to Sunday lunch (no doubt to be followed by 
wholesome apple pie in that ultra-conservative corner of 
America). Storm clouds gathered so dense that, within 
half an hour, the whole town was as black as night.  

Worse, the factory district was assailed by constant 
thunderstorms, lightning, hail, and, two days later, a tornado 
which sheered off the face of an office block and tore down 
billboards in a half mile path of destructive energy. 

Freaked out detectives and ambulance-chasing 
meteorologists hunted night and day through the streets 
for an explanation. After a superstitious manhunt by an 
angry mob, on the fourth day of darkness torch-wielding 
crowds dragged a man forward, an unemployed shoe-
factory worker named Milo Grubhorn, a shy and sensitive 
fellow who had fallen into deep depression after his 
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girlfriend had left him. Lightning had struck his building 
forty three times since the blackout, killing three tenants 
and a duck, and the tornado had cut a path from outside 
his window to his ex-girlfriend’s address.

When lightning began to strike the crowd, they rushed 
to the town hall and locked the lovelorn Grubhorn in, 
and immediately dispersed. The crowd, scientists, and 
cops took cover while outside worse disturbances were 
created by the weather. Plagues of cicadas and flapping 
haddocks hammered the walls and roof; showers of 
rusty bicycles and broken clocks shattered the windows. 
The few who were foolish enough to venture into the 
building said Grubhorn’s intensity of unhappiness 
actually sucked light from the air, so that it was blacker 
than night and hard to see more than a gray blur even 
when you held a lamp in front of your face. 

Before he had been thirty hours in the battered hall, 
one of the cops came up with a plan. Sixteen men lay 
dead in a sea of shattered glass and bricks; the roof 
dipped inwards dangerously and the bodies of penguins, 
grand pianos, and a printing press lay in the wreckage, all 
hurled at the building in the god-like anger of the storm.

They sent runners out for the “girlfriend,” LeeAnn 
Lestrange, to be brought to try to ease the storm. She not 
only refused but turned out to be a prostitute who, shown 
his picture, recognized him as a client who “was one big 
no-show” and who had then cried when she left. Eventually 
a massive bribe got her into the town hall. Ducking out of 
a hailstorm of Philly cheesesteaks and Greek dictionaries, 
the policemen retired to a ruined hotel opposite, to wait.

Hours passed, and the first signs were not good. 
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Snow drifted down in lazy showers and then thickened 
into a blizzard. Midnight came and went, and the snow 
drifts against the walls met those on the roof. Finally the 
petrified cops and fascinated meteorologists peering out 
saw it disappear in a perfect pyramid of ice. 

Then it stopped, and the wind stopped too. A 
brightening in the clouds was followed by a single ray of 
light which lit upon the pinnacle. Soon the empty streets 
were warmed by a full beam of sunshine and, within hours, 
the baking heat of a mid-summer sun. Woken from their 
bomb shelters and basements, crowds gathered round 
as the final ice melted away and the shape of LeeAnn 
was discerned stepping tentatively from the wrecked 
doors. Warily watching the assembled crowd, she walked 
forward to the banks of proffered microphones and 
delivered her single-sentence statement:

“That boy ain’t a virgin no more.”

Donald Fenelewicz, Myo County, Omaha¦

Why do suburban women feel compelled 
to drive those ridiculous, huge, 
unenvironmental SUVs? 

Jon Fordham, Greater London 

It has been remarked upon in many postwar, affluent 
societies that women who do not have to provide for 
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themselves, once they have children, take on many of the 
characteristics of psychopaths. Hence, here and in the 
U.S., they drive cars substantially larger than the average 
African dwelling to transport children so small as to be 
almost invisible to the naked eye. Their methods of driving 
are also transparently aggressive and erratic, as though to 
disconcert their “prey” (everyone outside the car). Similar 
trends have been noted across Europe and Japan. There 
was a case in Kyoto, where one Yuki Hirohida took an Uzi 
to the newly refurbished “World of Weasels” enclosure 
of Kyoto City Zoo, after a teacher implied her son Akira 
could not correctly identify a Gloydius blomhoffii (which 
is itself, ironically, a form of poisonous viper). 

H. L. Heinlein’s illuminating book Apocalypse Cow 
draws convincing parallels between newly affluent 
mothers and the apparently normal American soldiers 
who became mass murderers in the jungles of Vietnam, 
in both cases an abnegation of the moral code exposing 
the monster that lurks within many normal people. It’s 
now widely accepted in conspiracy theory circles that 
unknowing, hypnotized killers used by the CIA are 
exclusively middle-class mothers, who are “activated” 
by hidden messages in the recordings of Norah Jones. 

Ben “Beat” Takeshi-Jonze, Wethering ¦

Is honesty the best policy? 
George Nessiter, Derby 
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Phew. This is a tricky one. Officially I’d have to say yes, 
but having laid down the rules quite a while ago I admit 
you guys get into complicated situations that I didn’t 
quite foresee, so I think a little diplomatic untruth here 
or there is pretty much OK. And obviously anyone who’s 
honest when a woman asks about her appearance is a 
damn fool. 

God, via email ¦

Absolutely. I had a friend, Colin, in Blackburn in the ’70s 
who was knocked down by a bus and woke up unable to 
lie. Until then Colin was a completely forgettable bloke—
shy, pretty dull, and ginger to boot. But his sudden honesty 
made him an overnight hit with everyone, because of 
what people thought of as his deadpan wit. He toured 
successfully on the stand-up circuit for several years and 
won a succession of staggeringly beautiful girlfriends. It 
was only on his wedding night that his inability to lie (no 
one ever found out about what) led his wife to hit him in 
the face with a bottle of champagne. She did five years 
in Holloway for aggravated assault and he woke out of a 
nine-month coma with a sexy scar and an inability to tell 
the truth. In the following years he rose fast, first as a 
literary agent, then as a junior minister in Mrs. Thatcher’s 
cabinet, before moving into advertising where he made a 
billion dollars in five years. 

Gill Naxos, Andover ¦
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Why do people write to their diaries in 
the second person, as in “Dear Diary…” 

Valerie Spack, Bat and Ball 

That’s nothing. My uncle Jeremiah used to write to 
his diary in the third person. He never recovered from 
D-Day, when he saw a complete stranger deliberately 
take a bullet that would have killed him. For decades 
afterwards he was half-mad with guilt. When we read 
over his papers after his death in Belfast in 1988 we 
found endless pads of writing about his diary, wondering 
how it felt, opening his heart about his feelings for 
it, describing in meticulous detail its proportions, 
materials, texture of paper, heft, multifarious uses 
around the house (including the bedroom) and garden, 
etc. He never wrote in it, though, and diligently replaced 
it every year with a new one. The only entry was for the 
two weeks November 11–25, 1963, which he crossed 
over with the inscrutable legend: “Two weeks Dallas, 
target practice.” 

K. Switch, Wolverhampton ¦

When I worked as a social worker in Yorkshire in the 
1980s I used to pay visits to a woman called Winnie 
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who had no diary but who wrote obsessively to her local 
dairy in the second person. In her mind it had taken 
the place of her husband Reggie who had been killed in 
the Normandy landings, deliberately taking a bullet for 
another man about whom nothing was known. During 
that time I started going out with a girl who worked in 
the dairy and she told me the letters were pinned to the 
noticeboard and read each day by the milkers, butter-
churners, and admin staff, who had all become fond of 
her stories. In time, several of them began to write letters 
about their own secret thoughts and dreams, only now, 
instead of addressing Thorpe’s Dairy, they addressed 
their letters to whichever faceless organization they 
most identified with. I indulged this delusional parlor 
game by forwarding the letters to the companies (as 
various as Barclays Bank, Whitbread Brewery, and 
Bournemouth University), which no doubt answered 
them in due course. My relationship with the dairy girl 
did not last, unfortunately, as Winnie faithfully told her 
dairy my response when she asked me how my love life 
was going. I apparently, and uncharacteristically, said, 
“She’s got the best tits I’ve ever seen, but she’s more 
boring than a thousand years in Kansas.” 

James Smith, London ¦

Further to the first answer, it is a little-known fact among 
musicologists that one of the most famous pop songs 
of the 1970s, while written in the second person, was 
actually intended to be sung into a mirror. Carly Simon’s 
“You’re So Vain” has variously been said to lampoon 
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Mick Jagger, Kris Kristofferson, and Warren Beatty—but 
what nobody realized is that Simon was simply sick of 
being in love with her own head. 

Lance Truffaut, Stockport ¦

Where is the middle of nowhere? 
Caít McGuire, Tooting, London 

The eccentric British travel writer Paddy Staunton-
Whipsthistle spent much of his life trying to answer 
this question. He traveled across 2,500 miles of desert 
with his manservant, the hapless Nick Blake, to pin a 
flag on the geographical point north of Ulaanbaatar in 
Mongolia, which was furthest from any other inhabited 
land according to the Times Atlas of the World. This 
was in 1927, and it took him two and a half years to 
travel back. The morning he returned to Cambridge, he 
arrived at his front door at the same time as the postman 
delivering the new edition of the Times Atlas. 

It had never occurred to him that his locating the middle 
of nowhere would lead to its cartographic identification—
shocked, he refused to unpack but set out for Yakutsk in 
Siberia and from there to a part of the tundra he knew 
now to be the most unknown spot. His remaining years 
were spent trying to discover places of utter remoteness 
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and simultaneously outrun the Times Atlas and its 
agents. He began going on diving expeditions at night in 
the central Pacific to lay unknown markers of where he 
thought the middle of nowhere to be. His efforts inspired 
a rather lackluster Cary Grant vehicle, A Million Miles 
by Moonlight, which Staunton-Whipsthistle claimed 
never to have seen, and turned his earnest exploits into 
a charmingly eccentric adventure-comedy, giving him a 
Siberian sidekick and a faithful dolphin named Victoria, 
which was killed in a horrific propeller accident on set. It 
marked a creative low in the career of the director John 
Huston, and died a gurgling death at the box office. 

Staunton-Whipsthistle passed away two Aprils ago, 
at age 104, in a nursing home in Praddlefoot, Hants, 
a place which no one I’ve met has ever heard of, so 
perhaps he discovered the middle of nowhere at last. 

Alex Bee, Somerset ¦

Many fellow readers may remember the tremendous 
excitement that stemmed from the recent discovery of 
Staunton-Whipsthistle’s journals, fragments of which have 
circulated for many years—tantalizing clues such as “I have 
traveled for a lifetime through the heat and stink, and seen 
no man.” It was with great dismay, then, that old Paddy’s 
congenital blindness was mentioned on the very first page 
of his journal, written in the hand of his faithful clerk Blake. 
Apparently, Whipsthistle’s famous lines about having “seen 
no man” for “a lifetime” were actually written in a café in 
New York City, rather than the Dark Heart of Africa. 

Sir Ralph Cobham, National Geographical Society ¦
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About ten miles away from my childhood home was the 
town of Nowhere, Nebraska, so named by the first mayor 
out of spite, after a vote between the names Franklinsville 
and Washingtonsville came out exactly even. 

In the absolute center of town was a pancake house 
run by a very fat, sweaty, and kindly man named Carl 
Bedsson. It’s the fondest memory I have of that place, 
watching Carl look on nervously as his staff flipped 
flapjacks, always terrified that they’d get it wrong and 
spatter us children with hot grease. Eventually they 
would slither onto the plate and arrive at our table laden 
with bacon and syrup. 

In the middle of Carl’s Pancake House was an old 
iron stove, a relic from his grandma’s house in the days 
of the frontier. We used to dare each other to find out 
what was in the middle of Nowhere by opening the 
stove door and reaching in. But we never did. 

Some years later I dated Carl’s son, Junior, and one night 
we came back to the pancake house so we could escape 
both of our parents. We settled in a booth near the counter 
and after a while I asked him about the stove and what 
was really inside. He said he’d always been as scared as 
anyone else, because his father claimed his grandmother 
had been killed by Indians and her soul had fled into the 
stove, too scared to come out and go to Heaven. In the 
darkness of the closed shop we egged each other on and 
slowly, carefully, as though it could be woken, we lifted 
the plate and reached our arms into the dark inside. All I 
remember of the next instant is that my fingers touched 
cold metal at the same time as Junior let out a horrible 
high-pitched scream and I turned away, only seeing in 
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a flash, before I passed out, the naked feet of a very old 
woman on the stone floor, walking towards us. 

They never told me what happened to him. When I 
woke up in the hospital no one ever mentioned his name 
and I concentrated on healing the horrible scratches 
over my face and back. By the time I got out it was time 
to start college; I was working hard and my friends 
wouldn’t talk to me. I’ve never been back. I don’t want 
to know what’s in the middle of nowhere. 

Linda Kressling, St. Paul, Minnesota ¦

Can birds fly upside down? 
Ellie Mules, Wimbledon 

Ignoring Colonel Pemberton’s “witty” remark (issue 
1472) about birds flying upside down over France 
“because the wretched place isn’t worth shitting on”—
it is in fact true that some birds have evolved this skill, 
either to evade larger aerial predators, or to avoid getting 
the top of their heads wet in the rain. The Scandinavian 
titfink is, to my knowledge, the only bird known to 
fly exclusively upside down; though since the very 
existence of the titfink has been called into question in 
this organ (see the at times heated correspondence that 
takes up the whole of issues 1435–38), I am beginning 
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to wonder why I bother. Jack Hannah doesn’t have to 
put up with this crap.

Leonard Gulling, Director General of the NABCI ¦

If a deaf man goes to court, is it still 
called a hearing? 

Bertie Borhol Barhole, Spent 

This would appear to some to be a rather silly question; 
not so for those readers old enough to remember the 
famous Lady Chatterley’s Lover obscenity trial of 
1960, where the whole polite fabric of British justice 
threatened to fray and tear when one Harry Jenkins 
was called as an expert witness by the prosecution. 
Having served as a gamekeeper for many years on a 
large estate in the West Riding of Yorkshire, it was 
thought that Jenkins might offer some insight into 
the naturalness—or otherwise—of D. H. Lawrence’s 
somewhat fruity prose. What nobody seemed to realize 
was that Jenkins, with his prematurely salt-and-pepper 
hair, had been deaf since boyhood (when his father 
shot him from close range, mistaking him for a badger). 
The cross-examination that followed has gone down in 
courtroom legend: 
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Ralph Emerton, DA: …my pleasure to call Mr. [consults 
notes]…Jenkins forward. Mr. Jenkins, would you say 
that Mr. Lawrence’s dialogue, delivered through the 
mouthpiece of the character Oliver Mellors, is indeed 
indicative of the common speech patterns of a simple 
Yorkshireman such as yourself? 

Harry Jenkins: [confused, casting about the 
courtroom for help] What’s that? What’s yon c*nt in 
t’ wig sayin’? 

Emerton: Mr. Jenkins, I would be grateful if— 

Harry Jenkins: Speak up, yer gret fairy. Is tha’ blind, 
lad? I’m fuckin’ deaf! 

Judge: Order! I will not have language of this sort in 
my courtroom— 

Jenkins: [shouting] Grand show this, in’t it, o-ho! I 
were sayin’ t’wife s’mornin’ while fuckin’ t’clappers 
out of ’er, it’s a daft apeth that teks a deaf man t’court 
for a “hearing”!

Despite the best efforts of court officials and several 
bobbies, Jenkins would not be silenced; the full transcript 
of the hearing charts his—surprisingly eloquent—
speech in full, which indeed mirrors some of the beauty 
of Mellors’s own passages in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. 
Jenkins may have been an oaf and, regrettably, from the 
North, but his account of the estate on which he worked 
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“being fucked into life by t’morning sunshine,” and the 
“bold as brass glare of a spring day, lambs and rabbits 
and pheasants and me and t’wife all fucking till fucking 
were through,” will live long in this barrister’s memory, 
at least.

Simon Marlborough, QC, Blenheim ¦

Who copyrighted the copyright symbol? 
Archie Bell, New Delhi 

The c-in-a-circle copyright symbol was invented as 
a piece of shorthand by Anthony Harris, a copywriter 
for a Chicago ad agency in the 1930s who had to 
chase copyright payments for copy of the company’s 
copywriters where it was used without permission.  
When he saw his c-symbol in print, he instantly 
copyrighted it and gained a cent for its every individual 
usage. Within weeks he was the quickest-richest 
man in America and it got to him. MGM even made a 
snap romantic comedy from his story starring William 
Powell and Myrna Loy, glossing over the fact that his 
Yugoslavian stripper girlfriend threw herself from the 
roof of the Flatiron Building in New York after he had 
bought it for her to use as a wardrobe. By 1940 the 
requests were ceaseless—quotes for journalists, advice 
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for entrepreneurs, money for the poor—and he went 
mad, chartering a plane to Africa where he thought he 
could live a life away from the printed word. The plane 
was shot down over the Atlantic by the Luftwaffe with  
no survivors. 

The only remaining matter of interest is the vagrant 
who came forward in November 1974 claiming to be Harris. 
He had researched the part well and could recite many 
personal details from the real Harris’s well-documented 
life. He claimed to have washed up on the West African 
coast and been enslaved by a local warlord, only being set 
free on his seventieth birthday. His attempt to finger the 
fortune aroused the interest of the press for a few days 
before they switched to the kidnapping of Patty Hearst. 
The details of his death are unknown. 

Tom Ripeheart, New Cross ¦

Why do round pizzas come in square 
boxes? 

Henry Heather, Basingstoke 

In World War II, the rarely mentioned Italian resistance 
operated through its food industry. The curfew 
imposed by the Nazis gave birth to the delivery pizza, 
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whose deliverymen were granted special permits 
to be out at night, and were almost to a man drafted 
into the resistance movement as the spaces in the 
corners of the square boxes allowed small handguns 
to be included. The Quattro Stagioni was invented as 
a device to indicate that four different weapons were 
inside, while the American Hot was delivered with a 
large foiled wrap of “garlic bread,” in fact a tommy gun, 
most of which were bulk-smuggled into the country 
by Lucky Luciano. The system began to fall apart 
when complementary ice cream appeared on local 
menus—one Nazi officer plunged his hand into a tub 
of “Choc-Choc-Chip,” during a routine spot-check and 
discovered a hand grenade; another smeared himself 
with “Banana Cream Pie,” got his girlfriend to give him 
electric shocks, and found out too late that the mousse-
like substance was in fact C-4. 

Bernard Lipshitz, Fransburg ¦

This is because during the Second World War, with fuel 
rationed and restaurants having to close in the evening, 
pizzas used to be posted to people uncooked. With so 
many young soldiers away from their mammas for the 
first time, the postal system struggled under the weight 
of uncooked treats being sent to the front from home. 
This led to the brief existence of very large, square post 
boxes in Italy during the war, some of which can still be 
seen in Calabria, the region at the “toe” of Italy’s boot. 

Abraham Leicester, Lincoln, Nebraska ¦
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The square pizza does indeed date from the endgame 
of World War Two, but the previous answers are false. 
The Germans banned the original circular boxes as they 
could be spun as weapons, the pizza inside giving extra, 
dangerous weight. Many patrolling soldiers would be 
found comatose, the cause of their injury a mystery 
apart from a lingering smell of grease and tomato. The 
circular box would roll away after hitting its target 
and be collected and eaten by its thrower as “pizza 
della vittoria,” or victory pizza, an erroneous monicker 
because, as we know, the Italians, aside from their food 
service industry, proved a craven bunch of invadees and 
had to be liberated by the Allies. Renamed the Victoria 
Pizza, this dish briefly became popular in Britain after the 
war when it was commonly supposed an Italian recipe 
in honor of that great nineteenth-century queen—who, 
in fact, on her only experience of the dish in Milan in 
1884, choked and coughed so hard one of her eyeballs 
popped out of its socket, causing a ten-year hiatus of 
good relations with the newly formed state. 

Gregory Parfait, Atom Egoyansville, Mississippi ¦

What’s the easiest job in the world? 
Solomon Rainbolt, Meriwether, Montana 
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I gotta say, I reckon I’m the luckiest guy in the world 
when it comes to how I make my dough. I trained as a 
musician in the early ’90s, and kinda messed around, 
playing jazz bars in New Orleans, a bit of bluegrass 
in Nashville, some rock in Seattle. It never paid the 
bills, but hell, it was a good life. Then I met a guy 
who was starting work on a little show called Friends. 
Turns out all he needed was a few filler notes on a lead 
guitar, to be played over a still image of Manhattan, 
or the upwards-panning shot of an apartment block, 
or a sign saying “Central Perk.” So, I play around a 
little, and come up with: “Mip mip middlymeeew”; 
and in return this guy, he says I get a buck royalty for 
every showing of every episode, right? So that’s like a 
hundred countries, on every night of the year, on one 
channel in each country, plus like ten million DVDs. So 
my friend says, “Tom, that was great. How are you at 
playing bass?” So I knock off a few notes of slap bass—
“bong di bow bow bow”—and I got two words for ya: 
Seinfeld, and “multif$ckin-millionaire.” They asked me 
to write the funny jazz piano breaks for Will and Grace, 
but you know what? They go on so long, it ain’t even 
worth my time. 

Tom Angel, Beverly Hills, CA ¦

I knew this guy, James Marsh, who had to do the easiest 
thing for money I’ve ever heard of but managed to 
make it about as difficult as possible. He was a popular 
television actor in the late 1980s who was hired as the 
voice of Amtrak to record their platform announcements. 
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They thought his smooth patrician drawl would have a 
calming and beneficent effect on travelers. The result 
was otherwise: people came to resent hearing his calm 
voice as their journey times stretched towards infinity. 
After receiving hate mail, his character, Dr. Thaddeus 
McCarthy, was dropped from the popular medical drama 
Mountain Emergency and he took to miming to pay the 
rent. Then came his famous faux pas when, as Widow 
Twanky, he took the phrase “being pissed on stage” to a 
new level, storming out in costume after angrily spraying 
the front rows. Offers of work soon dried up, except from 
Amtrak, which periodically needed him to record minor 
adjustments to the original voice work—such as the 
individual words “very” and “severe” when it altered 
its standard apology from “We are sorry for the delay” 
to “We are very sorry for the severe delay.” Finally, last 
year, wear on the tapes led to them needing him simply 
to utter a single sibilant “s.” Now bearded, wearing rags, 
and only occasionally lucid, he had taken to staying in 
the homeless shelter where I work. A weeklong search 
of the streets eventually found him nestling upside down 
in a recycling bin near the House of Blues. He had to be 
coaxed out with a bottle of Vicks VapoRub. They got him 
in a cab to the studio and placed a microphone in front 
of him only to catch the last second of his suffering life 
issuing from his lips. I thought it may interest passengers 
on the Chicago–Detroit line that as they are informed of 
yet further delays, half a syllable of his death rattle is in 
the word “Kalamazoo.” 

Raoul C. Day, Chicago¦
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If you see an endangered animal eating 
an endangered plant…what do you do? 

Victoria Line, Brixton 

To my mind, as a committed ecological activist and square 
dancer, there are only three options available here:

1) Kill the animal 
2) Kill the plant 
3) Go square dancing

Thank you. 

Terence Twentyman, Austin, Texas ¦

Terence is right. It is incumbent on any naturist (or 
naturalist) stumbling across such a situation to kill them 
both. It happened to me last summer when I came across 
a white-sock bobcat chowing down on a needleleaf 
climbing rose. Naturally I pulled the pump-action on 
both their asses and asked questions later. 

The point of justice is clear: that white-sock punk 
was deliberately destroying a rare plant—indeed, since 
then, it has pleased our Lord to make that plant extinct. 
Obviously the needleleaf is a poisonous rose—eating it 
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could pass dangerous substances into the food chain—
so I got the Marshall out and we went hunting. One shot 
at the roots, and say hi to needleleaf pie. Next, Marshall 
and I pay a little visit to the Bobcat Residence. Soon we 
had the family cornered. Four of ’em. Momma bobcat, 
little girl bobcat, little boy bobcat, itty bitty baby bobcat. 
BAM. KABAM. KABABAM! Just like that. Justice was 
served. 

Sadly no more white-socks (which are indigenous to 
Yosemite National Park) have been seen since that day. 

Wendell “Justice” McStrange, Yosemite, California ¦

Does Terence Twentyman in fact have 
forty balls? 

Mr. Plum, Plumstead 

[Ed note: Penny, I am not a stupid man. Clearly you are paying me 
back by printing the words of this monstrous oaf. Let us achieve 
détente, or glasnost at the least. Of course you may have the 
weekend off. Have a lovely time in Glastonbury; there are some 
charming B&Bs there and a well-stocked second-hand bookshop, 
if memory serves. And of course you must visit Stonehenge, and 
weep (as I always do) for poor Tess. Only do not punish me again 
by publishing this crapulent buffoon Plum. Another entry might 

       



86

bring on an attack of Siamese Cramp, and then who’d sign off on 
your luncheon vouchers?] 

Tarzan always looks very sleek and 
well-kempt in the films, despite being 
raised by apes. How come he doesn’t 
have a beard? 

Liz Marks, Ontario 

It affords the literary scholar a wry smile to read this 
question—clearly it is based on the Disneyfied version 
of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s text, much as in the Disney 
versions of other old stories Pocahontas isn’t a naked 
fourteen-year-old whore and Bambi (in Thoreau’s original 
short story) wasn’t a wild-eyed beast that survived its 
first winter on the decaying flesh of its mother. 

Of course Tarzan had a beard. In fact, he prefigures  
P. G. Wodehouse’s satire of the upper classes by being a 
shapely ape who is mistakenly supposed by discoverers to 
be the wild Lord of Greystoke and then cautiously shaved 
and introduced into the English aristocracy. The summer 
when he wrote the tale, Rice Burroughs was recovering 
in fits from a bout of the syphilis that would eventually 
drive him to leap naked to his death from the balcony of 

       



87

Amiens Cathedral. In early drafts, he had Tarzan behaving 
like Mr. Hyde’s uncouth younger brother, raping society 
ladies’ mouths, setting fire to his tail and whipping the 
faces of the great and the good with it. 

Rice Burroughs wasn’t alone in fantasizing in this 
way. It appears in the journals of Henry James that early 
versions of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness concentrated on 
the sexual rather than physical depravities visited on 
slaves in the Congolese colonies. His pages of already 
dense prose in that short novel were further engorged 
by portraits of satanic group couplings, the whips of the 
white slave drivers pricking a frenzy in the thrustings 
of the bonded tribesmen. His handwriting betraying 
some nervous distraction, James dutifully notes his 
earnest advice that this might be “hard to stomach” 
for the reading public, no matter how psychologically 
(and pathologically) insightful. Conrad set to work on 
another draft, but James’s diary then shows a silence 
of two weeks, after which he refers obliquely to a visit 
to Plymouth and a desire not to go to dinner with any of 
his society friends for a while owing to a “discomfort in 
the act of reclining upon a chair.” 

Prof. H. H. Unself, Brockhampton¦

Dear dear, what’s this? Another deranged missive from 
my old mucker Unself. Bearded, bare-chested Tarzans? 
Mouth rape? Syphilis? Kind of the old don to share with 
us the antics of his weekend in the cotswalds with his 
undergraduates, but hardly becoming of a sophisticated 
organ such as the Old Geezer. 
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For the record, scholarship has long left Unself behind 
on the nature of Rice Burroughs’s original Greystoke—the 
“beard” in question referring not only to his facial hair, 
but more importantly to his companion Jane, of course, 
who was written into the story by overzealous editors to 
hide Greystoke’s rampant, promiscuous homosexuality. 
Reread the text without Jane’s presence, and we see 
little but images of a thin, near-naked, bearded man 
cracking jokes and “swinging” through a jungle filled 
with butch “apes.” 

The whole classic falls about its ears, revealing itself 
to resemble nothing so much as an episode of the Andy 
Dick Show. By the way, Unself: now that I am “back from 
the dead” and safely reinstalled in our newly painted 
office, you owe me a crisp dollar bill. Our wager has not 
been forgotten, you know. 

Prof. Dumble, Brockhampton ¦

Once again my esteemed colleague busies himself with 
trying to raise the hackles of his wary (and weary) office 
cohabitee. It certainly excites his passions more than 
teaching, which he gave up long before our acquaintance. 

Let’s see if I can be bothered to answer his points: 
“Beard” and “swinging” as late twentieth-century 

words indirectly connected with unorthodox sexual 
practices are utterly alien to anything Burroughs can 
have known to write. Dumble’s “analysis” also reveals 
a preoccupation in that single man of fifty-nine who 
spends so much time in the university bar buying 
drinks for young men. (Sidenote: can a man with  

       



89

all-over body hair be said to have a beard anyway? 
The astonishingly shaggy Dumble ought to know. With 
punchable stomach, mean pink eyes, and short, nasty 
laugh, he comes across as a bad mixture of Fagin and 
a predatory, out-of-costume Santa Claus as played by 
Philip Roth’s Mickey Sabbath.) 

Dumble, the bet stands. If I recall, that heady summer 
of ’68, drunk on the wine of Freedom, it was for one 
Hungarian Florint. Scrabbling around in my drawers 
after the Budapest symposium I attended last year 
(“Scrotumtightening: Bodily Fluids in the Irish Novel”), 
I have hammered one of those coins, Ahab-wise, into 
your Ph.D. from the April Landing Institute in Kentsburg, 
Wyoming, thereby tripling its worth. 

And I should so like to visit the “cotswalds,” which 
sound to me like a peaceful outlying region of Tolkien’s 
Middle Earth. A bucolic paradise where professors don’t 
leave the remnants of their breakfast in the trash to 
stink out the room, and nearby colleagues who actually 
take their jobs seriously. 

With deepest respect and veneration, ever your 

Prof. H. H. Unself¦

How much room do you need to swing a cat? 
Elaine McDermot, Lancashire 
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If you mean how big would a room need to be, as most 
people seem to when asking this, the average answer 
would be a circular room about twelve feet in diameter, 
maybe thirteen to be safe. That’s if you didn’t let go. 
Studies show that as a worst-case scenario, the furthest 
you can swing-then-fling a cat would require a circular 
room with a diameter of about thirty-six feet. Any harder 
than this and the cat’s tail is likely to come off in your 
hand, which is unpleasant. 

Harold Moat, Pembsbroke Water ¦

Further to earlier answers, readers on the English 
mainland might be interested to know that in the Isle of 
Man, where our “Manx” cats have no tails, it is actually 
common to hear the opposite of the well-known English 
phrase. I remember well my grandmother coming into 
our painfully small house, just after my first child was 
born. Tutting and grumbling all the while, she was 
heard to say under her breath, “This is no place for a 
family. There’s room to swing a cat in here.” 

Douglas Douglason, Douglas, Isle of Man ¦

Is it possible to sell your soul? 
Sara O’Keeffe, Eire 
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I would love it if your readers could answer this one way 
or the other. I was in the pub two weeks ago, and my 
mate Terry asked if he could buy my soul for the money 
he had in his pocket. Terry does all right for himself—
he says he’s got a vacation house in Marbella and his 
wife Tracy is a hot young thing—so I said, yeah, okay 
then. So Terry pulls out this contract, and I sign it in my 
own blood, and Terry starts laughing, cackling really, 
calling down all the demons in hell—Beelzebub, Moloch, 
Mammon, you name it—and the lights on the jukebox 
by the bar start flashing all mad like, and the fire in the 
grate of the Queen’s Head flares, and he stands up and 
glowers at me like Old Nick himself, raises his hands 
to the heavens, and screams in triumph, calling forth 
images of me stretched on a rack, my entrails pecked at 
by crows, countless years stretching ahead of me like 
grains of sand upon a beach, doomed to live waste-deep 
in boiling blood, the burning ash of millennia raining 
fire from heaven upon my uncovered head, glorying in 
the eternal torment of my very soul. 

Then he puts his hands in his pockets and pulls them 
out: £2.50. 

That didn’t even buy me a pint, so I’m a bit p*ssed 
off, to be honest. Is there any way I can get my soul 
back, do you think? 

Trevor Nonce, Leicester ¦

Unfortunately, Trevor, like so many people before you, 
you’ve stumbled into a legal hell. We only have to 
prevent you from getting to the place itself (although if 
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you want to appeal you’ll find no shortage of lawyers’ 
offices down there). 

Now, you did sign a contract with your own blood, so up 
to a point it could be said you’ve only got yourself to blame. 
If your blood can be shown to contain traces of alcohol, I 
may be able to do something. But the divine courts can 
be very tricky on cases like this and come down heavily 
where they perceive earthly greed to have got someone 
into trouble. What you need is to get your local parish priest 
and a surveyor round to get an evaluation on your soul, 
do a bang-up-to-date CV and get your tax returns for the 
last four years and a B4751.1AA form from your local job 
center, and I’ll get writing to the Vatican for soul relief. At 
worst, we should be able to wangle out of them a few nice 
holidays and a sexual relationship with a minor celebrity 
(below the newest Pussycat Doll but above that one who 
swallowed her own foot on Big Brother 3, say), plus court 
expenses. Trevor, you’ve got yourself a lawyer! 

Brian Angelfood-McSpade, Salt Lake City, Utah¦

If there are two sides to the “force” 
in Star Wars, why doesn’t Darth 
Vader come over to the Light Side? 

Brent Fingle, Dingle Bay, Ireland 

       



93

This is an excellent question, which adds credence to 
one of the holy grails of Star Wars collecting: the rumored 
original script of the film, where Luke Skywalker is, 
in fact, a dark-souled boy trained by the evil Obi Wan 
Kenobi—until he finds out, in Part V (Springtime for 
Vader), that his father is actually the good-natured Colin 
Vader, white-robed Prince Regent of the benevolent 
Empire. (While visiting Yoda’s home planet, Luke is 
“tested” in a clearly homoerotic dream sequence where 
he lifts Vader’s delicate muslin mask…only to end up 
kissing his own face.) 

According to the script, if the rumors are true, Colin 
Vader spends most of the third film trying to persuade 
young Luke to convert to the Light Side of the force over a 
tense game of galactic Jenga. When movie bosses at Fox 
pointed out to the young George Lucas that the forty-five
minute Jenga scene (inspired by Bergman’s chess-playing 
episode in The Seventh Seal) would bore cinema-goers to 
tears, Lucas relented and changed the entire scheme of 
the trilogy. Indeed, the only surviving trace of the original 
story in the finished six-film series is the name of Boba 
Fett’s clone father, Jango Fett (originally Jenga Fett, but 
changed for reasons of copyright). 

Keith Menace, Jedi Master of the Star Wars Appreciation ¦
Council, Earth 

The rumors are manifold that have spread from early 
script-readings and auditions for the first Star Wars 
movie. My father, in fact, auditioned for the part of Darth 
Small, a Sith who has slipped to the Gray Side, in early 
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April 1975. Darth Small was part of the team who coded 
invoices for and administered the Empire’s workforce 
of caterers, builders, decorators, and ventilation shaft 
constructors, etc. 

As Harrison Ford has said, the early movies were tone 
comedies as much as anything else. My father’s memory 
bears this out, as in one scene he rehearsed where 
Darth Small dictates a memo to the whole Spaceclip 
(a tubular construction in gunmetal gray resembling a 
floating paper clip), a humorless and pedantic message 
that goes into moronic detail about his favorite mug and 
bowl, which have gone missing from the ship’s canteen. 
Later, when Darth Vader uses the force to strangle Small, 
behind them the wide angle on the special edition DVD 
clearly shows the you-don’t-have-to-be-mad-to-work-
here-but-it-helps mug and rainbow-striped cereal bowl 
on Vader’s desk beside some papers. 

Randolph Albemarble, Evergreen, Arkansas ¦

Why don’t sheep shrink when it rains? 
R. Poirot, Powdermill Wood, East Sussex 

Clearly, the questioner has never traveled beyond the 
shores of this fair isle. The answer is perhaps most 
elegantly expressed by the travel diaries of Robert 
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Louis Stevenson, author of Treasure Island, who spent 
his twilight years in the tropical island nation of Samoa. 
Sitting on his veranda in Upolu one evening in 1890, 
watching the candy-floss sunset after an afternoon of 
heavy tropical rain, scratching out his accounts for the 
month, Stevenson looked up to see what he perceived 
to be a stream of small, white rats scampering down 
the slopes of a nearby hilltop. His curiosity piqued, 
Stevenson shouldered a bag of provisions and set off in 
search of the mysterious animals. 

His discovery astonished him: a flock of tiny, 
bedraggled sheep, each no bigger than a man’s hand, 
that had been shrunk by the warm tropical downpour—
nature’s answer to a forty-degree spin-cycle. Stevenson 
at once fired off a letter to his great friend, the dashing 
young adventurer Arthur Staunton-Whipsthistle: 
“Padso—2000 guineas for you, sir, if you can travel to 
the driest place on earth and find me a sheep. Report 
back on what you find.” 

Staunton-Whipsthistle set off immediately (or 
at least, four months later, when Stevenson’s letter 
arrived in London). Four months later still, and he found 
himself in the Atacama desert in Chile, parts of which 
had not seen rain for generations. He was, to say the 
least, astonished by his findings: vast, roaming herds 
of enormous sheep the size of elephants. Hosing one 
down gently with water that had been scientifically 
measured at twenty-two degrees, or that of a normal 
light shower on a Welsh hillside, Staunton-Whipsthistle 
almost fell off his llama as he watched one of the noble 
behemoths slowly shrink down to the size of an ordinary, 
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British sheep. He earned his two thousand guineas, and 
Stevenson made his fortune shipping millions of tiny 
tropical sheep to Liverpool, where they immediately 
tripled in value in the cooler British weather. 

Mary Peters, Knitters’ Circle, Timbuktu ¦

Why do people, when they want to be 
offensive, say, “No offense, but…”? Or 
when they want to be funny, say, “I’m 
not being funny, but…”? 

Amy Rowe, Crouch End 

Both phrases date back to Elizabethan times, where 
they were used by actors to soften and ritualize their 
frustrated responses to the heckles of the paying public. 
Under a constant rain of apple cores, dried turds, gravel, 
and mice, working conditions in the average Jacobean 
theater were enough to try the patience of even the most 
experienced of actors; as a result, as we can see in the 
index to the First Folio edition of Shakespeare’s works, 
a long list of set responses was drawn up to address 
specific audience complaints. These responses were 
intended to be learned by rote and repeated without 
thinking by a young actor under pressure. 
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Thus the sound of someone’s personal message 
bell being rung by a servant outside the theater—the 
precursor of the modern mobile phone—would be met 
with a hoarse shout of: “Marry sir, I wish thee no offense, 
though I doubt thee as a noddy and a dog fingerer!” 
(“Footballer” was another favorite insult.) In response 
to repeated mutterings breaking up the performance: 
“I aspire not to comedy with my words, but today’s 
performance is much like wading through country 
soup” (the coarse pun is clear to all). Perhaps the most 
famous recorded example of this usage, however, was 
during the private performance of a masque for the ten-
year-old King Edward VI, who repeatedly bleated to 
his mother, “Is it nearly finished yet?” at five-minute 
intervals throughout the performance. The famous actor 
Richard Burbage is said to have responded, “I wish his 
Majesty no harm, but whilst a true artist strives to create 
beauty, couldst some kind fellow not gag and bind the 
little shit?” 

Burbage’s comment is said to have drawn merry 
laughter from much of the court, though just an hour 
after the curtain fell he was summarily beheaded, 
minced, and fed to the ravens in the Tower. 

Charles Stanforth, Professor of Theater Studies,  ¦
Ghent University 

Both these phrases actually came to popular use in the 
late 1950s thanks to a minor character from the popular 
and long-running Little Rascals shorts. Early episodes 
featured a character named Teddy Ripley, who was 
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known as “Rippers.” His catchphrase involved starting 
every sentence with “No offense, but…” before saying 
the worst thing he could come up with, or, “I’m not 
being funny, but…” and coming out with some or other 
dreadful pun. It quickly spread to the playground and 
became well used around the country. Ripley was also 
fondly remembered for hilariously sneaking behind 
other boys and goosing them. This takes on a sinister air 
when one reflects that the actor, Ralph Underwell, was 
actually an unusually youthful and round-faced seventy-
one-year-old while the other cast members really were 
young boys. There were rumors, hotly denied by his 
family, that the police were about to take action against 
him when he died of a heart attack during the filming of 
the last episodes.

Gerald Fitzcake, Phosphorous, New South Whales ¦

Did Adam and Eve commit incest? 
Tommy Nakamura, Hawaii 

The short answer is: technically, no. Since Eve was 
effectively constructed from Adam’s rib, the most they can 
be accused of is a rather baroque form of masturbation. 
However, this question does afford me a forum to reveal 
an extraordinary flaw in the translation of the original 
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Old Testament from the Masoretic Hebrew, which casts 
the whole of Genesis in a new light. To remind readers, 
the passage about the progeny of Adam and Eve moves 
from Cain right through to Noah, and continues: 

…Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; 
and Jacob begat Judas and his brethren; 1:3 And 
Judas begat Phares and Zara of Thamar; and Phares 
begat Esrom; and Esrom begat Aram; 1:4 And Aram 
begat Aminadab; and Aminadab begat Naasson; 
and Naasson begat Salmon; 1:5 And Salmon begat 
Booz of Rachab; and Booz begat Obed of Ruth; and 
Obed begat Jesse; 1:6 And Jesse begat David the 
king; and David the king begat Solomon of her that 
had been the wife of Uriah; 1:7 And Solomon begat 
Roboam; and Roboam begat Abia; and Abia begat 
Asa; 1:8 And Asa begat Josaphat; and Josaphat 
begat Joram; and Joram begat Ozias; 1:9 And 
Ozias begat Joatham; and Joatham begat Achaz; 
and Achaz begat Ezekias; 1:10 And Ezekias begat 
Manasses; and Manasses begat Amon; and Amon 
begat Josias; 1:11 And Josias begat Jechonias and 
his brethren, about the time they were carried away 
to Babylon; 1:12 And after they were brought to 
Babylon, Jechonias begat Salathiel; and Salathiel 
begat Zorobabel; 1:13 And Zorobabel begat Abiud; 
and Abiud begat Eliakim; and Eliakim begat Azor; 
1:14 And Azor begat Sadoc; and Sadoc begat 
Achim; and Achim begat Eliud; 1:15 And Eliud 
begat Eleazar; and Eleazar begat Matthan; and 
Matthan begat Jacob; 1:16 And Jacob begat Joseph 
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the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who 
is called Christ. 

Which is all very well; except that from my studies of 
the original manuscript, I see that some idiot—amazing 
this—mistranslated the Hebrew “ ” as “begat,” 
when, in fact, it means “punched.” This whole passage 
is actually taken from a completely different scroll, 
and, I would contest, is the (rather wordy) account 
of nothing more notable than a bout of early Middle  
Eastern hooliganism. 

Prof. Ladywell, Department of Greek Studies, Slough ¦

Indeed they did commit incest and on many, many 
occasions. Sometimes slowly and beautifully; some- 
times, after an argument perhaps, roughly and with 
great astonishment. Frequently the overpowering 
notion of it alone (although no other humans existed, 
they knew the sweet scent of transgression) would 
drive them to frenzied couplings in an attempt to quench 
that unfulfillable desire. Their children were touched 
similarly by this blessed lunacy (on which elsewhere 
the Bible remains respectfully silent) and so our first 
generations flowered under this most natural of “sins” 
before estrangement created unease and the practice 
began to be frowned upon. 

Bishop Bartholemew Flame, Kentobi Diocese,  ¦
Central African Republic 
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How long is the longest noun-only 
tabloid headline ever? 

Noam Cready, Mexico City 

I remember well in the summer of 1982 reading a headline 
about a local scallywag who was spotted waddling away 
from the scene of a burglary, and subsequently picked 
up by local police. The story that ran the following week 
was a sensation: “IDIOT ‘TICK-TOCK’ THIEF’S RECTUM 
CARRIAGE CLOCK STASH DISCOVERY.” 

Trevor Soap, Millingsford, Devon ¦

I remember the desperate summer when I worked on 
the Brisbane Evening Star when it was under the threat 
of closure. The owner had gone bankrupt, half the staff 
had quit, and the typesetters had gone on strike. This 
was in the dog days of 1990–91 and the number of 
words we could use each issue was ridiculously small, 
leading to almost full-page headlines for stories barely 
four lines long. In my first job as a sub-editor, though, 
I went crazy for it, splashing minor local skirmishes or 
non-events into supernovas of near-apocalyptic import. 
Things like “QUEENSLAND BOMBSHELL BOYFRIEND 
‘DICKHEAD’ DECLARATION FAMILY SHAME.” Or 
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the following week’s “BOMBSHELL FAMILY FEUD 
SUNDAY DINNER GARDEN FOOD FIGHT FIASCO” and, 
concluding the series, “QUEENSLAND BOMBSHELL 
‘STALKER JOURNALIST AGGRESSION’ NONSENSE 
HEADLINE SACKING EXCLUSIVE.” The stories weren’t 
actually about her, but everyone read the headlines and 
knew how I felt—even so, she never left him for me. 
Heard they got hitched, set up a scuba diving outfit 
somewhere. So it goes. 

L. Bearheart, Perth, Australia ¦

What was the first-ever traffic 
accident? 

Mr. Fidget, Sussex 

Back in the summer of 1905, only the rich and famous 
could afford the brand-new “motor cars” that began to 
roll out of Henry Ford’s factory. Just five had been sold 
before the first accident happened, when—in a spooky 
foretelling of the accident of modern-day British popstar 
Brian Harvey—the music-hall entertainer Archie “Brassy” 
Collins ran himself over in the middle of Main Street, 
Boston. According to the Boston Globe report on July 
21, Collins had ostentatiously driven down the center 
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of the street at midday, enjoying the gasps of the crowd 
at the fearsome, futuristic machine, playing high, bright 
notes on his trombone and throwing out leaflets about an 
upcoming show at the famous Apollo Theater. With the 
car crawling along at just one mile an hour, he jammed 
the slide of the trombone such that it kept the accelerator 
depressed, leaped on to the roof of the car, and began 
singing a wild “jass” number [This style of music later 
came to be called “jazz,” of course—Ed]. But on hitting 
the high “C” at the end of the song, Collins overbalanced 
and fell in front of the car, injuring his ankle in the process. 
The car moved inexorably forward, at one mile an hour. 
Collins tried to haul himself to his feet. The car rolled on. 
The Boston Globe draws a respectful veil over Collins’s 
death, but one can only speculate on the terrible tragi-
comedy of this slow-motion hit and run, Collins dragging 
himself along just inches in front of certain doom for the 
whole length of Main Street. 

Brett Scooby, Boston, Massachusetts ¦

The previous answer is false. The very first accident can 
safely be attributed to Henry Ford himself, who became 
inebriated after drinking a bottle of perfume to celebrate 
the first motor car to roll off the assembly line. After 
getting a few friends together, Ford took the car out into 
the walking lot (what we now call a “parking lot”) and 
pulled an extraordinarily slow “doughnut” circle, which 
took over three hours to complete. The accident, though, 
came later that day, when one of Ford’s workers took the 
car for a “joy ride.” He was shunted from behind by a 
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donkey called Janet that was going considerably faster 
than the Model T, and got its nose stuck in the oversized 
exhaust. The Model T survives in the Museum of Auto 
History in Flint, Michigan, as does Janet’s nose. 

Todd Fumble, New Jersey ¦

Why can’t girls throw? 
Stef Bierwerth, Munich 

My daughter is very good at throwing up. Does that count? 

Mr. Plum, Plumstead¦

[Ed note: Penny! Rid me of this trogloditic pissweed, Plum! 
Remove his every word from my sight. Numb my mind to his 
existence with strong liquor and tear down the plum-hued 
velvet drapes I splurged for after divorce number three! Strike 
plum pudding from the menu of the Fortified Wine Society annual 
dinner dance and banish that pompous color from our exterior 
walls—with vitriol if need be. In the plumes of my plummeting 
rage I shall pummel his plump, porcine face into pomegranate 
paste! Or disembowel myself with my regimental corkscrew lest 
this pamphlet run another puckish, prating prickspill from this 
VILLAIN PLUM! Run a newspaper under the tap and lay it over 
my forehead, please, and dissolve my tablets in a Snapple. It must 
be eleven thirty by now.] 
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I recently came back from our annual works conference 
in Eastbourne, with a bad case of “crabs.” Trust me, my 
wife can throw. (See p. 16.) 

Jamie Drinkwell, Dover ¦

Why do birds suddenly appear, every 
time you are near? 

Charlie Brittain, Paris 

If the questioner is addressing someone close to them, 
it might very well be that their friend or loved one 
has contracted Klondike-Espedrille Syndrome, whose 
sufferers secrete a rare pigment with their sweat that 
acts upon members of the bird kingdom as an aphrodisiac. 
Therefore winged animals appear near them wherever 
they are (even indoors) and can be driven into frenzies 
of sexual desire where they fling themselves at people’s 
faces or other exposed flesh. 

The actress Tippi Hedren was a high-profile sufferer 
who made the best of her condition by taking the lead role 
in Hitchcock’s The Birds—the scene in which multitudes 
of birds of all kinds fly straight at her (and which ended 
with her being hospitalized for pecks) was very much 
for real and is often shown by doctors as the disease in 
its most extreme and advanced form. It cannot be cured. 
Other well-known sufferers include Jim Broadbent, Ernest 

       



106

Borgnine, and Madonna, who fired her entire crew when 
she returned to her dressing room after a show in Atlantic 
City in 2001 to find a flock of sex-mad egrets flapping, 
shedding feathers, and shitting all over the place. 

Maximillian Schnell, Tartu County, Estonia ¦

Why do major-league baseball players 
talk about giving 110%? Are they 
innumerate?

A. S. Byatt, San Remo

On the contrary—in fact, sportsmen who speak this 
way are talking in simple economics. With the rise of 
sporting agents, most players these days are forced to 
perform to 110% at least—although 120% is becoming 
more common—just to make ends meet. And even 
the most celebrated and well-paid player can struggle 
toward the end of their careers, if they have ex-wives 
to support and alimony to pay. The next time you see a 
player talking to reporters at the end of a game saying 
he’s given 140% or 150% don’t pity his poor skill with 
numbers. He’s just running the sums over and over in 
his mind, hoping they’ll add up. 

Jamie Snoop, Toronto¦
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I’ve got to say, as a basketball coach at my local high 
school, I strenuously ask that the NBA, NFL, and other 
sporting federations take it upon themselves to outlaw 
this absurd phrase. Having seen every one of his heroes 
in the playoffs “giving 110%,” one of my poor students, 
Chip Kowalski, mistakenly gave 143%—leaving just a 
pair of empty, smoking sneakers and a trace of yellow 
oil on the gymnasium floor. Competitive sports are now 
banned at Stafford High, and any boy seen to give more 
than 90%—even in an innocuous game of checkers or 
dominos—is immediately hosed down and sent home 
without his lunch.

Coach Feldman, Stafford High, Santa Barbara¦

If God is so clever, could he ask a 
question that even he couldn’t answer? 

Wayne Spokes, Swindon 

Here’s a question for you, Wayne: if God’s so clever, 
could he ask a question so stupid that even he couldn’t 
have asked it? 

David Spanned, Prof. of Physics,  ¦
The April Landing Correspondence College of  

Arts and Sciences, Kentsburg, Wyoming 
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How very interesting. Those readers who subscribe to 
Nature magazine as well as the Old Geezer will recognize 
the hard, bitter seed that is Professor David Spanned, a 
man who has made it his life’s work to answer precisely 
the question asked by young Master Spokes of Swindon. 
First posed as a theological teaser by St. Augustine of 
Hippo in the fourth century, Wayne’s conundrum has 
long since turned Spanned’s mind to mush. Indeed, 
using computers to model ever more fiendish questions, 
Spanned and his research team’s bitterness has been 
matched only by the amount of research grants they 
have received over the last fifteen years. Critics must 
concede, however, that through his efforts the good 
professor did happen upon a formula that elegantly 
expresses the phenomenon of the exponential cost of 
social security, so expensive that even God couldn’t 
afford it. 

Derek Aveda, Sheffield Hallam University ¦

How easy is it to fall off a log? 
P. Gascoigne, Middlesbrough 

In the case of one poor man in the nineteenth century, it 
proved impossible. 
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The inventor Henry Sandblast, a gangling and clumsy 
albino born in Greenville, Mississippi, in 1825, spent his 
life indoors to escape the sun, furiously inventing in a bid 
to achieve the fame he craved and appease his shrewish 
spouse. He was a quite appallingly unlucky man—his 
rudimentary prototype for the modern toaster went almost 
completely unnoticed (although Mark Twain bought one 
and couldn’t make it work—he had Huck Finn and Jim 
stumble across the contraption discarded in a ditch and try 
to clip their uncomfortably overgrown fingernails with it) 
and his machine to soothe the suffering of tooth pain caused 
controversy when three people bled to death and one angry 
local claimed his wife had tried to vasectomize him with it. 

In a desperate attempt to win back his good name, 
Henry braved the sun and demonstrated his new invention, 
“Ultra-Glu” in the town square. Claiming this adhesive 
could never be unstuck, he affixed himself to a log and 
challenged locals to pull him off. The ensuing commotion 
caused the enormous log to teeter, topple, and roll down 
the high street, pulling the hapless inventor round with it. 
It so happened that that day the street was to be paved and 
stones had been laid out in readiness for it. The yelping 
albino screeched past the shops, running over the various 
items that the unstable paving stones had caused people 
to drop: a box of nine-inch nails, a bag of horse dung, a pot 
of castor oil, and the false teeth of the leper who lived in 
a barrel next to the town’s gin joint, which got embedded 
in Henry’s cheek. At the bottom of the high street, the log 
plumped smoothly into the Mississippi River and Henry, 
still somehow alive but with all his major bones broken 
(and stuck fast to the log by his only successful invention—
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with which his loathed wife went on to make a fortune), 
bobbed along for three days and a thousand miles before 
sliding into the Gulf of Mexico. 

By the time a French ship picked him up off the coast 
of Hispaniola, he was insane, horribly blistered by the 
sun, and nibbled by sharks. Rescued from the water, he 
told his story to the only English speaker on board, ship’s 
doctor Marcel Etienne. Apparently he had spent two 
weeks being towed by pirates who threw fruit at him to 
spin the log or to knock him out and drown him. He had 
to survive on the flesh of rotten melons, to which he was 
allergic. When the doctor, harrowed by the tale, stepped 
on deck to smoke a cigarillo, the maddened Sandblast 
seized his chance and committed self-slaughter with 
an ichtheoscope. In all my reading around the case I 
have yet to find out how he accomplished this, as an 
ichtheoscope is a tiny and delicate instrument used to 
look inside the recta of small fish. 

Arnold Fitzherbert, Key West, Florida ¦

How do dogs born without noses smell? 
Jan Partness, Vancouver 

Terrible. 

Roland Garros, Paris ¦
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[Ed note: Roland Garros?! I smell Plum on the evening air, Penny. 
Look about you! And bring me a Cuban, would you? The one with 
the dark, flashing eyes. Remember to close the blinds this time!] 

Has the sort of chocolate money you 
get at Christmas ever been legal tender?

Billy Braithwaite, age 10, Detroit

Indeed it has, Billy. During the Great Depression of 
’29 “real” money was very hard to come by, but an 
overproduction of chocolate money and sweets in 1928 
led to a glut of the stuff that sustained many families 
trapped in the Dust Bowl with no work or prospects. 

Not surprisingly, gangsters from Boston, Chicago, 
and New York soon spotted the wealth of the new 
market and a host of new anti-heroes was created: the 
gluttonous bank-robber Sam “Baby Cakes” Hershey (to 
whom we owe the now-famous chocolate brand name); 
Bugsy Truffle, with his big fat face and chocolate-
fountain speakeasies in the Queens district of New 
York;  and Fats Slim, best known for his “yo-yo diet” 
monthly raids on the country’s chocolate banks, and 
subsequent purges at a remote health farm. All three 
men left a trail of violence and foil wrappers across the 
northeast of the U.S., waddling their way to criminal 
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immortality. Of course, the sugar crash of 1930 brought 
an end to all that—and all three men went to jail owing 
hundreds of thousands in taxes.

LaShaunTea Cope, San Diego¦

I don’t know if it’s legal or not, but I’ve been paying my 
son’s allowance in chocolate coins for several  months 
now, to teach him the real worth of money. The 
experiment got off to a bad start when he ate $47.50 in 
chocolate pennies he’d found in the kitchen drawer, but 
since then he’s been saving hard, and the doctor says 
his normal color will return soon.

David Bell, Boise, Idaho ¦

Why shouldn’t actors work with animals 
or children? 

Sarah Castleton, Sheffield 

Movie industry pros always bitch about children and 
animals being impossible to control. But the truth is 
they’re jealous—especially of animals. 

Children are used to playing make-believe and 
animals are obviously incapable of understanding the 
concept of film, so both are much more “in the moment” 
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than adult actors. Those who trained at the Actors Studio 
in the Method technique are particularly sensitive to 
being shown up in this way. Robert De Niro’s famous 
spat with a three-legged dog on the set of The Deer 
Hunter culminated in an “accident” involving one of the 
guns from the famous Russian roulette sequence that 
had been mysteriously loaded with live ammunition. 

Meryl Streep is particularly notorious for walking off 
sets mere days into shooting. Martin Scorsese’s live-
action adaptation of Paddington Bear actually closed 
down when the bear, Streep’s costar, suffered a nervous 
breakdown and returned to the jungles of Peru. Other 
examples include Tobey Maguire, who had the first 
twelve horses fired off Seabiscuit; and the apparently 
affable Clint Eastwood, who had a years-long feud with 
Clyde, the orangutan in the Every Which Way but Loose 
movies. Each would only emerge from their trailer with 
a guarantee that the other had left the set. Rather than 
use a stand-in for the reverse shots of them interacting, 
Clyde insisted on a cardboard cut-out of Oliver Hardy, 
which he would kick holes in and piss against at the end 
of each day’s shooting, while Eastwood used the rotting 
body of a dog hanging from a string. 

Gerry Mandestam, Derby ¦

This is quite true—there is a silent culture of fear and 
loathing among adult actors for their younger and more 
“natural” counterparts. One of Hollywood’s best-kept 
(and most disturbing) secrets is the generation of child 
stars that sprang up in the ’80s who took hormone 
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therapy to ward off puberty, some of whom are still 
landing cute kid parts well into their thirties. Renowned 
and much feared “Superagent” Hal Stine was originally 
one of these and his boyfriends are regularly arrested 
for apparently kissing an underage boy. 

Often “grown-up” adult actors resent this so strongly as 
to resort to sabotage. The most widely known scandal to 
industry insiders occurred on the set of Muppet Treasure 
Island where bitter rivalry between Tim Curry and the oily 
brat playing Jim Hawkins (whose name escapes me) finally 
led to Curry repeatedly punching him in the face. The boy 
defended himself with a boathook which punctured both 
Curry’s nostrils, meaning he had to complete the picture 
with a prosthetic nose. The adult community rushed to his 
defense and the hormone therapies so beloved of pushy 
Hollywood parents were outlawed. 

The film bombed, though, and the Variety headline 
“False Nose Curries No Favors” remains a favorite 
Tinseltown inside joke. 

Abe Seraphim, Listford County, California ¦

Lovers of the animated works of Mr. Walt Disney will, I’m 
sure, be fascinated by the revelations uncovered in the 
recent memoirs of Disney’s chief “colorer,” Dixie Meech. 
Disney had for many years wanted to make a live-action 
documentary of “dogs in love,” tentatively titled The 
Lady and the Tramp. When filming started, however, it 
became clear that the scruffy, charismatic lead, “Tramp,” 
was far more interested in humping the bejeesus out 
of the pretty spaniel “Lady” than remembering his 
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lines, or lip-synching on cue. Incandescent with rage, 
Disney—well known throughout Tinseltown for his 
paradoxical hatred of animals—had both dogs killed. 
It was at this moment that Dixie Meech attempted to 
ingratiate himself with Disney by arranging a birthday 
puppet show for the great man, starring the dogs’ 
corpses—the ending of which was a deeply macabre 
mise-en-scène of the jigging bodies gobbling up a single 
strand of spaghetti, and ending with a kiss from beyond 
the grave. Disney loved it, and immediately began to 
sketch. The rest is history, as the documentary instead 
became a light-hearted cartoon love story. The stuffed 
dogs remain on display in Meech’s home—dangling from 
the partition separating the kitchen and dining room. A 
proud memento of a lifetime in entertainment. 

Anton Lemec, Beverly Hills ¦

Do we really have no bananas? 
Ken Chaser, Wellington, New Zealand 

Yes. 

M. Beard, Dartmouth ¦

No, we do. 

B. Taylor, Bradford ¦
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Is it true that a horse was once Pope? 
Georgina Difford, London 

Much like the myth that Napoleon made his favorite 
horse, Marengo, a general, this is a myth. There are lots 
of stories of animals being given positions of authority, 
though. Of peculiar interest is the previously lawless 
town of Fort Johnstone, Utah, which elected a duck as 
its sheriff in 1889, when no man would take the job. The 
duck, who was called Clarence, instantly became the 
most famous law enforcer for hundreds of miles. Billy 
the Kid passed through the town in this time and, as 
all citizens were requested to, surrendered his firearms 
to the sheriff’s deputy. Clarence’s celebrity grew and 
he reveled in it—by the spring of 1890 he was only 
leaving O’Sullivan’s Saloon to dip his head in the river 
and freshen up. He took up with a dancer called Monty 
Schoolgirl and groups of people visited the town only to 
see him in action, which boosted the economy. 

But such fame has its consequences. A notorious 
outlaw and jail escapee, Chips Dooley, took the perceived 
success of the mallard to heart. In his gang’s robbery of 
the bank in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, in 1886 his brother 
had tripped over a duck, got caught, and been hanged 
in the town square. Dooley rode into Fort Johnstone, 
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refusing to give up his gun, and bragged loudly in the 
saloon that he was there to set up a Chinese restaurant. 
People rushed to Clarence in concern for his life and he 
was smuggled out of town on the daybreak train the 
next morning, in a large lady’s handbag. It’s from this 
event that we get today’s phrase “handbags at dawn.” 

Countless versions of this tale have sprung up over 
the years. In some, Dooley catches the duck, cooks him, 
and dies choking on a bone. In at least one, Dooley sets 
eyes on Clarence for the first time, gives up his wicked 
ways, and they go off to start a farm together. But the 
truth is more prosaic: Clarence traveled across the 
country to San Francisco, where he successfully set up 
office as a lawyer and, in old age, consulted on the many 
early movie versions of his life. He died there in 1931. 

Lawrence Chagrin, La Tourneuse, Louisiana ¦

In response to the above answer, I should say that it’s 
not just animals that are sometimes placed in positions 
of responsibility. At my high school in the late ’80s, after 
a fresh batch of debilitating cutbacks, our principal was 
unable to replace a leaving English teacher, and left us 
in the charge of an apple from his briefcase. I think he’d 
been finding his job very stressful. 

What we found was that after a few weeks of 
messing around we got very bored with our own games 
and pranks and eventually fell to reading the books 
on the shelves. Long arguments came out of what we 
thought about the texts, and eventually we would take 
it in turns to describe on the board what we felt each 
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book was trying to say. By the end of the year we knew 
the set texts, and indeed all of the literary canon that 
came within the limits of Battersea Park High School’s 
book budget, incredibly well. Most of us still look back 
on those few months as a bright shaft of light in our 
educations. Our results were the best the school had 
seen, and we all thought the apple the best teacher we 
had ever had. At a reunion a few years ago it didn’t 
surprise me at all to learn that the apple had eventually 
made it to superintendent. 

J. Pugh, Rochester ¦

I won’t add much to the two previous enlightening 
responses except to point out that it hasn’t always been 
members of the animal and vegetable kingdoms that 
have been elevated to positions of authority. A Scottish 
distillery was once controversially left, in the will of its 
previous owner, to a favorite pitching wedge. The case 
has dragged out for over thirty years in the Scottish 
courts, and several of the litigants have died of old age. 
The golf club is polished once a month and remains 
undefeated, now on its fourteenth set of lawyers. 

Another case is that of the Norwegian expedition 
to the Antarctic in 1925 where the members suffered 
a mass delusion through the cold and voted to replace 
as their leader the sense that someone’s just left a 
room when you go in. Shortly afterwards they fell to 
killing and eating one another. More surprisingly, it was 
recently revealed in the diaries of her personal doctor 
that in the last and most infirm years of her reign, Queen 
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Victoria repeatedly abdicated her throne for spells of a 
few days at a time to “the wingèd serpent O and his 
army of suppurating mouth-goblins.” 

Greg Strand, Brighton ¦

What do NASA scientists say instead 
of “it’s not rocket science, you know”? 

Paul Carrel, Berlin 

NASA is, contrary to the version put forward in movies 
such as Apollo 13, almost exclusively populated by 
beautiful women. I was disturbed when I worked 
there briefly a few years ago to find it an acidly bitchy 
environment. Peopled with super-achieving bombshells 
who do their day’s work in ten minutes, then paint their 
nails and gossip about celebrities rather than appear 
to try at being brilliant, it was certainly a challenge 
to fit in. A favorite pastime was finding new stars or 
constellations and naming them insultingly after former 
boyfriends (Floppy Phil and Try Again Tony remain, 
to the chagrin of astronomers around the world, solar 
systems in the Useless Men Galaxy, to be found on 
star charts within the Coma Berenices constellation). 
Hearing that Whitney Houston had checked into rehab, 
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my only ever joke (“Houston, we have a problem”) went 
down deader than a lead balloon. 

They did, however, have lots of expressions of 
contempt. Few of us escaped scorn from the ultra-
talented elite, but if someone showed a lack of capability 
remarks would range from “It’s hardly retrographing a 
quasic spectrochart, darling” to “Maybe that explains 
you wearing that tie with that shirt, sweetie.” 

On launch day it was amazing, though, how these 
über-cynics rose as one woman to admire the spectacle of 
a three-hundred-foot rocket roaring into the heavens with 
unimaginable, relentless power. At that moment, I myself 
discovered stirrings I had never foreseen, and ended up 
moving to San Francisco to work in a bar. All those people 
working hour after hour for years on end to prepare this 
erect engine to impregnate the skies. Think they did it for 
their resumes? Come on. It’s hardly brain surgery. 

Corey Mapleblossom, San Francisco, California ¦

Why is there only one Monopoly 
Commission? 

Hilary Shylace, Cantank, Missouri 

Members of the Monopoly Committee have fallen in the 
line of duty by the dozen. Since it was founded in 1936 
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in the depths of the Depression, the Committee has 
honored the challenge set out by the game’s originator 
Charles Darrow. Darrow wanted to make a game that 
would help his effete drinking buddies to plan ever 
more ambitious debauches around the streets, stations, 
and utilities of their home town. The first version was 
set in the financial district of Chicago and the concept 
of developing houses and hotels was anathema to its 
enjoyment. Darrow was a devoted and highly read 
Leninist who also happened to be heir to a vast diarrhea-
pill fortune. His dismay after the game appeared in local 
toy shops and unexpectedly flourished as a paradigm 
of capitalist endeavor drove him to abandon political 
thought and live in silence in a monastery. 

The game’s popularity spread after the newspapers 
mentioned it was found on Al Capone’s table at his 1937 
arrest. A true capitalist, Capone sued and won over 
$100,000 from the Chicago taxpayers: the street soup 
kitchens shut down later that year, and vagrant deaths 
reached an all-time high. 

It has always remained a favorite of criminals—a set 
was found in the closet of Carlos the Jackal on his arrest 
in 1994 in the Sudan after being sedated for an operation 
on his testicles. For years before he shot John Lennon, 
Mark David Chapman was also a keen frequenter of 
the tables in New York’s Central Park, where open-air 
games would continue for months on end. 

In accordance with Charles Darrow’s original wishes, 
the Monopoly Committee remains as the body whose 
job it is to prove in each new city that all the locations 
on the board can be visited in the course of a single 
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pub crawl. It’s a dangerous task, though: at least one 
member is hospitalized or permanently crippled at each 
attempt, and it has become almost impossible to gain life 
insurance for members of the Committee. Nevertheless 
waiting lists are very long and places are extremely 
hard to get. Another Monopoly Committee sprang up in 
opposition to us but disbanded during their freshman 
attempt. I think they then formed a Clue Committee—
that would be an easier pub crawl, obviously—and 
that’s why there’s only one. 

Peter Perrywater, Beverly Hills, California ¦

Not so. The Monopoly Commission was, on the 
contrary, set up by Interpol as a response to the famous 
“Boardgame murders” that held America in an airless 
vice of fear in the long hot summer of 1967. On the third 
of June that year, a boy out walking his puppy found the 
body of a man, pierced in a thousand places by what 
appeared to be long, plastic cocktail sticks, his mouth 
filled with bloodied marbles. “KER-PLUNK!” said a 
crude sign made out in ripped newspaper letters, pinned 
to the man’s chest. As the county police floundered 
for a lead, more bodies began to turn up: an elderly 
professor, killed with a candlestick in his local library; a 
young woman devoured by hungry hippos in the Kansas 
City wildlife park; and a hideously botched killing that 
referenced Yahtzee—botched, that is, because nobody 
has ever worked out how the bloody game is played, 
which clearly frustrated the murderer as much as the 
people who bought the game. The murders were never 
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solved, but to this day naughty children throughout 
middle America are warned that if they don’t behave, 
they’ll get Scrabbled. 

Officer Geoff Cheung, Somerset Branch of  ¦
the Monopoly Commission 

There is only one Monotony Commission. I do not know 
why, but there is. I have been a member for fourteen 
years. I like it. The cookies at the meetings are very 
nice, butter cookies, not made with margarine, which I 
think you can taste even in “quality” cookies you see in 
supermarkets these days; it stays on the tongue like a 
sticky paste. Margarine, I mean. Rather than monotony. 
I think monotony is essential to calm living and being 
a fully rounded person. I hope you publish my letter. 
Thank you. 

Jasquith P. P. S. Lintel, New Malden ¦

[Ed note: Fucking hell, Penny. We don’t have to publish everything 
we get, do we? Why not print the first thing that comes to hand—
one of my invoices from Lady Luv’s Video & Books, for instance, 
or the contents of the old tissue I found in the pocket of my jacket 
this morning? Get out of the office, girl, get some fresh air. I’m not 
a total ogre, you know. I’ll survive until you get back. Buy a dress, 
get a haircut. (For God’s sake get a haircut!) And while I’m about 
it, label that disgusting soy stuff you leave in the fridge—I put 
some in my tea on Tues. and would have called an ambulance 
if I could remember the blasted number. I coughed, snorted it 
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through my nose, broke a blood vessel, and had to staunch it with 
my “mouse mat” as you call it.] 

My best friend reckons that if he 
eats the right foods, he can make a 
hollow turd. Is he telling the truth? 

James Burke, Cornwall 

No. 

Samantha Jepper, Dept. of Biology, University of Kendal ¦

No. 

Park Wo Jong, Director, Institute of Bowel Research, Seoul ¦

It has been documented in some research facilities 
that certain breeds of primate, kept for some time on 
a specific diet of pulses, can…I can’t keep this up. No. 
That’s ridiculous. 

Ken Powell, Secretary, Special Investigative Committee on ¦
Vegetable and Human Waste Recycling, Glos 
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My daughter recently showed me that 
by pressing different keys on my 
computer I can create “shortcuts”—but 
for the life of me I cannot replicate 
her prowess. How can I achieve this? 

Col. Henry Bofaloff-Standesque, Sharpington 

Like an earlier questioner, I believe you’ve written into 
the wrong question/answer column, as this is not the 
problem page of PC Today. You may be interested to 
know, however, that hitting Ctrl-Alt-Home-T makes the 
legend HAIRY POOF jump up on the screen in flashing 
green letters. 

G. Tulip, Antwerp ¦

There are more shortcuts on your PC than you may 
ever know. This is thanks to a rogue software engineer 
who worked for Microsoft in the early days and 
hardwired a variety of eccentricities too deep into the 
Word program for them ever to be removed. He had a 
personal grudge against his parents which went back 
to his baptism, when he had been blessed with the 
name Felix Happywell—a name which, as a dedicated 
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miserabilist and grump, he despised. He was, however, 
a programmer extraordinaire and was taken on as one 
of the first developers of Microsoft’s most ubiquitous 
program, quickly imbuing it, aside from a host of user-
friendly and time-saving features, with impossible-to-
detect messages of hate and hardware instructions of 
extraordinary intricacy. He could, for instance, begin 
running his bath by pressing Shift-/-M-#-B, or, by 
holding down Ctrl-Shift-F4, cause a network of light 
bulbs he had placed on the hill behind the house of a 
hated coworker to blaze forth the message GOD HATES 
YOU, PIG. 

His subterfuge and decidedly unMicrosoftian be- 
havior was discovered one day when he fell asleep at his 
desk and his face slumped onto his keyboard, holding 
down the keys that eliminated his credit card bill, and 
wiping out the bank accounts of the entire populace of 
the Bay Area in San Francisco. 

His embedded instructions are still coming to light. 
To this day, for instance, pressing Alt-Shift-T-Space-Tab 
makes every key on your computer produce a honking 
noise. You can still, also, send a huge surge of electricity 
through your monitor, causing it to hop amusingly off your 
desk, by holding down Ctrl-Caps Lock-Alt-S-P-U-T-U-M. 

Happywell disappeared into an ashram for ten years 
after the controversy over his dismissal, but is rumored 
to have surfaced on the Net in recent years under a 
variety of monikers, and to have accidentally started the 
Iraq war by pressing Ctrl-Enter-F-Alt-Space-B. 

Ernesto Shams, Greenwich ¦
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Is it a cliché to say that a phrase is 
“something of a cliché”? 

John Evans, Greater London 

Is the Pope Catholic? No man would be prouder of this 
irony than the man who brought more joyless prose to 
the world than any other: the late, great mad hatter of 
modern language teaching, Professor Timothy Taunton. 
An idiot savant tragically lacking in the “savant” half 
of the package, Taunton was not a man to let sleeping 
dogs lie. From his pied-á-terre in the charming seaside 
resort of Brighton, the professor made it his raison 
d’être to take overblown language by the scruff of the 
neck and produce something far more middle of the 
road, like a rabbit from a hat. Getting people’s backs 
up was his bread and butter, but harder to swallow 
was the fact that Taunton’s life itself began to take the 
form of a cliché. After finding a hair in his soup at his 
favorite restaurant (and instantly informing the waiter), 
something snapped in Taunton’s mind—the straw that 
broke the camel’s back, as it were. Shooting his mouth 
off at his fellow diners, using language that would make 
a whore blush, the mad professor ran hell for leather 
into the street, stripped to his birthday suit, and made 
for the beach like a bat out of hell. Whether or not he 
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forged into the crashing waves with the intention of 
doing himself mischief is not known; what will go down 
in history is his final words to the onlooking crowd, who 
looked on aghast as he dived in, came up for air, and 
gave the strangled cry: “Come on in, the water’s fine!” 

Which Tyler, Kent ¦

If one synchronized swimmer drowns, do 
they all have to drown? 

Mark Chott, London 

Did the questioner not watch the tragic Moscow Olympics 
of 1980? The much-feared Soviet team came out into the 
stark strip lighting of the main swimming hall and lined 
up alongside the pool with almost machine-like precision, 
resplendent in their bright red costumes and yellow caps. 
As the first chords of Queen’s “Fat-Bottomed Girls” struck 
up from the PA, the lead Soviet swimmer, Olga Snuffskaya, 
turned a perfectly pointed ankle towards the international 
panel of judges…and slipped, falling into the water with a 
strangled cry before drowning horribly. Perfectly drilled by 
hundreds of hours in the pool together, all eight members 
of the Soviet team immediately saluted the crowd with 
their matchless communist ankles, raised their arms to the 
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ceiling, and crashed into the pool with all the grace of a 
herd of cows. Observing the event, Philip Larkin noted it 
had “a kind of murderous bovine poetry to it.” The crowd 
was silent. Freddie Mercury sang on. No more bubbles 
rose. And then, convinced that what they had seen was 
the first truly postmodern display in Olympic history, the 
judges awarded a perfect set of 6.0 scores, and the crowd 
went wild. With the bar set at an impossible level, the 
subsequent teams from South Korea, Fiji, Japan, and the 
Isle of Sheppey had no choice but to follow suit and commit 
Olympic hara-kiri in a dash for medals. One hundred and 
seventy-four young women who will be much missed, and 
a stark reminder of the dangers of dancing underwater. 

Steve North, Quimsitch, Norfolk ¦

What is the real origin of the term 
“Prince Albert”? I presume it has 
nothing to do with the royal consort? 

Tom Wharton, London 

Happily for those of us with a ruder sense of humor, the 
“Prince Albert” style of piercing, whereby a ring through 
the foreskin keeps a man’s “outline” flat against his trouser 
front, can indeed be traced back to the fashion decisions 
of Queen Victoria’s beloved husband. What is not widely 
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known is that, upon Albert’s death, Victoria insisted that a 
huge, phallic monument to her priapic partner, topped by a 
shining golden ring, be erected (…) in Hyde Park, entirely 
at the public’s expense. The royal command was put to 
Parliament, but immediately became bogged down in a 
series of cross-party committees when it became clear that 
such a magnificent memorial would cost some $20 ($4 million 
in today’s money). Eventually the Queen regally withdrew 
from the argument, accepted a much plainer plan, said 
nothing more on the matter, and retired to Osborne House 
to smoke and play rummy. The matter was soon forgotten, 
and the memorial we know today was created: a steepling 
tower, with Albert’s golden figure seated upon a throne. 
And that was the end of that. Or was it? For, strolling past 
the Albert Hall last week with my wife, I looked up at the 
tremendous bell-shaped dome of the Hall—encircled by a 
magnificent golden band, a shining ring of metallic fire—
and couldn’t help but wonder whether the wily old Queen 
hadn’t won the argument after all…

Reginald Stoat, Chelsea ¦

Is it possible to exist on a diet 
consisting solely of one type of 
foodstuff? 

Staff Nurse Patricia Womb, Northants 
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In a bizarre and famous case in Finland in the 1950s the 
members of the cult of Jorgen Jespersen, who believed 
himself to be the reincarnation of Jesus Christ, took to 
eating one foodstuff each to counteract the “conspiracy 
of poison” whereby they claimed governments controlled 
the minds of their subjects through drugs placed in 
foods. After the grounds of his sizeable mansion outside 
Hjetssberg, near the city of Kokkola, were stormed by 
the national guard on February 3, 1957, extensive notes 
were found and eventually published in several science 
journals. They can make for amusing, if not particularly 
pleasant, reading. 

There is a note of levity in the case notes of Arne J. 
Smit, whose dedicated food was corn. His (now often-
quoted) complaint against the experiment was that 
his feces consisted exclusively of the undigested buds 
of corn, and that sometimes he could “look down and 
not know whether that was what I ate yesterday, or 
tonight’s supper.” His surname subsequently became 
a term of playground abuse in Finland to describe an 
imbecile, vagrant, or dirty person. 

Things were not so light-hearted for his comrade 
Maria Enwuld, who succeeded in consuming an entire 
pinecone and subsequently bled to death. 

It is interesting to note that Jespersen attributed 
his ability to see these truths to his superior powers of 
perception, and therefore deemed it unnecessary that he 
restrict his own diet or take part in the experiment. He 
was imprisoned for kidnapping and unlawful possession of 
restricted poisons and took his life in 1962, at age forty. At 
this point, with genetically modified crops still years away, 
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in many ways the ideas of Jespersen were ahead of their 
time. But the religious mania was as old as the hills. 

Prof. J. P. Muttill, Onksbig, Finland ¦

I was most interested to read Professor Muttill’s learned 
letter in last month’s issue concerning the digestion 
(or lack thereof) of various foodstuffs. Further to the 
professor’s answer, I can attest that if one eats a diet 
solely consisting of corn, as my wife and I have done 
for the last three years, one’s fecal matter does indeed 
come to be composed entirely of corn, and nothing but 
corn. I am now too weak to walk up the stairs unaided 
and, as I write, my wife is a funny shade of yellow, but 
the whole experiment has certainly made for a brighter 
sight in one’s morning toilet than boring old brown. 

Charles Merryweather, Suffolk ¦

Is Beckham a bender? 
Anna Valdinger, Czech Republic 

[Ed note: A good number of our older readers wrote in with variants 
of this question, protesting at the national advertising campaign 
for the film Bend It Like Beckham—many had assumed it to be a 
work of pornography encouraging homosexuality. I can assure our 
readers that there is no cause for alarm; Mr. Beckham can do many 

       



133

wonderful things with his golden balls, I am sure, but if we are to 
believe what we read in the Red Tops, only with members of the 
opposite sex other than his wife—certainly not with men.] 

Further to earlier answers, readers may recall David 
Beckham’s infamous text exchange with Rebecca Loos, 
in which the word “blank” was helpfully inserted by the 
tabloids. What many readers may not have noticed was 
the tabloid’s subsequent retraction and apology some 
months later, when they were forced to provide a full 
transcript of the end of the text exchange. Suddenly, the 
whole thing read slightly differently: 

Remember what I done to you when I put my blank up 
your blank, and moved it about a bit? It was amazing, 
blank was streaming out of it, but I just kept blanking, 
and then putting the blank all over your blank until 
it clogged it completely. Then I blanked the end of 
it—really, really gently—and suddenly there was a 
massive blank, and we were both covered in blank. 
I can tell you, the next time you have that problem in 
your bathroom, I’m calling a plumber. 

Paul Drew, Stoke Newtington ¦

How much can I get away with and still 
go to Heaven? 

Quentin Roundtree, Roscommon County, Eire 
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It appears we Catholics have got a nice little number 
going here as the theoretical answer is: any amount. But 
practically speaking, any sinner genuinely repenting of 
his or her sin has to come to a humane appreciation of 
what they’ve done. By that rule, Hitler, for example, could 
gain God’s favor by truly and humbly appreciating the 
magnitude of the evil he had brought about and begging 
forgiveness, but it would probably take about thirty 
million years to get enough information into his mind 
for him to understand what he did. By the same rule, if 
newspapers are to be believed, most priests would need 
to live to a couple of thousand years at least. 

Matthew M. L. John, Rome ¦

The self-styled mystic and mind-reader “Fabuloso Ali 
BaBa”—a hit with London theater audiences throughout 
the late 1890s—is known to have used this catchphrase 
question to promote what were, by Victorian standards, 
fantastically lewd vaudeville shows. BaBa is said to 
have begun each performance by appearing, in a puff 
of smoke, from the top of an enormous paper maché 
penis, with a cry of “By Pharaoh’s beard, how much 
can I get away with and still go to Heaven?” Posters 
in florid typography trumpeted the question from every 
street corner, and the catchphrase soon spread to 
become something of a phenomenon among the upper 
classes (the Belgian Ambassador Extraordinary and 
Plenipotentiary to London is said to have made a grab 
at Queen Victoria’s magisterial bosom while drunk at 
a party; despite having winked at the crowd hopefully 
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while being lead away, shouting, “How much can I get 
away with and still go to Heaven?” The poor ambassador 
was summarily thrown into the River Thames, and the 
incident led to a minor war with the low countries). 

In the final analysis, however, modern readers will find 
BaBa’s stunts remarkably tame. His “unforgivable” sins 
included shouting “D___ Prince Albert!” (he couldn’t bring 
himself to get past the “D”); a full back tattoo of a beaver 
with the words “HellO there” tattooed on his backside, the 
“O” of “hello” being formed by the shriveled red starburst 
of his sphincter; and a song-and-dance number involving 
twelve Alexandrian dancing girls and a “Terrible African 
snake”—which was actually a poorly disguised and 
rather mangy sausage dog called Toby, in a mask. BaBa’s 
act soon went out of fashion, though his tattoo design, 
of course, went on to be made famous in the twentieth 
century by the tattooist Sailor Jerry, who swapped the 
beaver for a chimpanzee saying, “ALOHA.” 

Jasper Forn, London ¦

Why did Hitler have such a silly moustache? 
Felicity Pilkington, London 

Not many people realize that Hitler had only peripheral 
vision for most of his adult life. Forever bumping into 
lampposts in his native Austria, slung out of art school 
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for painting strange pictures with a stripe of blank 
canvas down the middle, it is amazing that none of 
his advisers picked up on the problem when the Nazis 
assumed real power in the 1930s. Not even his closest 
adjutants could have known that every morning, while 
shaving, Hitler (understandably) took a blade only to 
that part of his face that he could safely see—that is, 
everything outside of the central inch of his reflection. 
But this is small beer. Who knows how the war might 
have turned out, had Hitler been able to see what was 
directly in front of his face? Poring over maps of Europe 
with Goering in 1938, it is well documented that Hitler 
was seemingly unable to concentrate on Germany—
forever pointing to the left and right of it and shouting, 
“This is my country!” Generals and adjutants were said 
to have immediately scurried off and issued orders to 
invade Poland and France. The rest is history. 

Norman Sidewell, Dipcott ¦

Hitler’s moustache has become the source of much debate 
between those who think they remember him having 
one, to mischievous “moustache deniers” who contend 
that Hitler was utterly incapable of growing facial hair. 
When confronted by the evidence of millions of feet of film 
showing the famous clipped inch of authoritarian bristle, 
historian Darren Irving (no relation to the Holocaust 
denier David) has contested—with no little support from 
French scholars—that each frame of celluloid, every 
single photograph taken of the Führer from 1922 to 1945, 
had a moustache added by hand, to make him appear 
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more manly. If Irving is to be believed, Albert Speer was 
diverting up to 300,000 Bulgarian workers away from the 
magnesium mines in late 1944, solely to concentrate on 
scribbling moustaches onto photographs. 

Whatever the true answer, it is interesting to note 
that moustache-denial (taschengenichtsagen) is actively 
encouraged by the governments of both Germany 
and Austria, in stark contrast to their legal stand on 
Holocaust denial. 

Shona Carew, Institute of Facial Studies, Belfast ¦

Does the Queen really go to the toilet 
like the rest of us? 

Billy Braithwaite, age 10, London 

Well, Billy, I can tell you for certain that Queen Victoria 
didn’t. Although she never suffered from porphyria 
like poor George III, in the years after the death of her 
beloved Albert she suffered panic attacks and would 
become temporarily insane. The onset was marked by 
rapid shallow breathing and could be detected by her 
helpers, who would rush her out of public if they saw 
the signs. There was nothing to be done when an attack 
came on during a performance of Twelfth Night in 1879, 
however, and in her confusion she launched onto the 
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stage, flinging handfuls of her own excrement, shouting 
what the cast later called “vile untruths,” threw off her 
clothes, and hurled herself at the actor playing Viola 
who, in her disguise as a man, she took to be Albert. 
The packed audience then discovered the royal couple’s 
most intimate secret as she unburdened her bladder over 
the actress’s fake beard and horror-stricken mouth. 

Other rulers have had toilet trouble over the years—
the most unlucky being Roman Emperor Constantine 
V, who fouled himself during his christening and was 
dubbed Copronymous. Especially unlucky to go down in 
history as what translates as “Name of Shit,” when by 
all accounts he was a good leader, perfectly nice bloke, 
and enthusiast of the pipe organ, albeit prone to bouts 
of depression. But who wouldn’t be? 

Bobby Rocksedge, Lasting, Shrops ¦

[Ed note: Penny, I’m sure this isn’t true. Look it up, would you? Our 
readers seem to have something against our greatest Queen, and I 
don’t like it (I don’t count Elizabeth I—I can’t respect a virgin). By the 
way, my wife gave me that film you wanted to borrow. It’s in the fridge. 
She said DVDs should be kept refrigerated to be in best condition—I 
don’t know if she was serious, but better to be on the safe side.] 

What have the Romans ever done for us? 
Matthew Maher, London 
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Made famous by the Monty Python film The Life of 
Brian, this question affords we classical historians 
endless amusement, speculating on just how different 
life would be in modern Europe had Julius Caesar never 
set foot in Dover. Who can imagine an England without 
ceramic cups and saucers, olive oil, antimacassars, Jack 
and Coke, dildos, frozen peas, and bucket hats? 

Gerald Statsin, Department of Dildo Research, Amsterdam ¦

Who designs the interiors of sitcom 
apartments, and chooses all the vases 
and furniture that “belongs” to 
Frasier, Jerry Seinfeld, etc.?

Philip Gribaldi, Phoenix

On most of these shows this job is done, quite simply, 
by a set-designer. The cast do sometimes have a say, 
however, and trivia fans might like to know that Martin 
Crane’s famous easy-chair on Frasier actually belongs to 
the tiny actor who has played Martin’s dog “Eddie” with 
such distinction over the years. More interesting, though, 
are the rumors that have circulated in TV land for a 
decade now—almost a ghost story, if you will—about the 
mysterious owner of Monica Geller’s place in Friends.
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So the story goes, back in the 1950s a hopeful 
wannabe actress named Margaret du Bois had tried, 
and failed, to be signed up by any of the big light-
entertainment shows of the day. I Love Lucy, The Ricky 
Fontalia Show, An Evening with Spanky Markovitz—du 
Bois auditioned for them all and despite her immaculate 
dress and manners, she lost out every time to younger, 
prettier actresses with more experience and feet that 
pointed the right way. Cursing the gods and her poor, 
backward-facing feet, Margaret is said to have retreated 
to a warehouse storeroom on the lot of Paramount 
Studios, venturing out only to pilfer meager rations from 
craft services, nursing her bitterness over the years and 
pouring her creative energy instead into making a home 
of the cold, dark storeroom.

Now as it goes, Margaret had exquisite taste and a 
fine eye for interior decoration. She had lost her other 
eye many years earlier, on Spanky Markovitz’s casting 
couch,  but for once her bad luck did not deter her in 
her mission. As the fifties became the 1960s, she slowly 
begged, borrowed, and stole pieces from the sets of 
Paramount films; a porcelain greyhound from the party 
scene of Breakfast at Tiffany’s here, a  vase from The 
Fall of the Roman Empire there. Ranging wider through 
the backlots of Hollywood, she took magnificent Albert 
Whitlock scenery paintings of the New York skyline 
at night, and put them just outside the windows of 
the warehouse to create the illusion of a view. For 
ten hours a day, every day through the ’60s, ’70s, and 
’80s, Margaret worked at creating the perfect homely 
apartment, stopping only to peep out of the spyhole 
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in her lavender front door with her one good eye, ever 
more mindful of the outside world.

In time, the room was finished. Margaret’s feet ached 
like never before and she became a true recluse, her 
wild hair white, driven half-mad by the loneliness and 
seclusion of a life without company, still wearing the old 
audition dress from the 1950s. Now framed with gold, 
the spyhole became her only window on the world as she 
locked the doors and allowed cobwebs and ivy to creep 
over the warehouse, tucked away in the darkest corner of 
the studio lot. The children of Paramount actors, roaming 
the sets of An Officer and a Gentleman and Star Trek II: 
The Wrath of Khan, learned to fear the tale of the strange 
old woman, now reduced to a mere rumor, little more 
than the words of a song to skip along to:

Old Maggie
Lost her eye
No one wants her apple pie
 
Old Maggie
On the street
Jeepy-creepy backwards feet!

Time passed, and the garden overgrew. “A baseball landing 
on Maggie’s roof was a lost ball,” as the saying went.

And then, one day in 1993, hope finally arrived in old 
Maggie’s life. I won’t go into the story of the day the set-
designer of Friends found the old lot, like a lost Aladdin’s 
cave of design treasures, and immediately moved the 
cast and crew in to begin filming. Suffice it to say that 
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over the next decade, Margaret finally found what she 
had been looking for in life. Peeping out from hidden 
cupboards, light fixtures, and the bathroom we never 
see onscreen, some say it is Margaret’s voice that rose 
above all the others during filming; that whooped with 
joy at Ross and Rachel’s first kiss, and cried when they 
were on a break; who laughed loudest at Joey’s hunger 
pangs and sighed for Phoebe’s songs. Some say Maggie 
is there now still, behind that closed door; happier now, 
and old, so old, peeping through the spyhole, waiting 
for another friend to come.

Mary-Beth Gardener, Massachusetts¦

What is the origin of the word “mugshot”? 
Andy Spue, Middlesbrough 

Interestingly, this term actually predates the discovery 
of photography, referring instead to the method used by 
eighteenth-century policemen to keep track of known 
highwaymen on the roads of rural England. Tobias 
Longfellow, better known as “Dandy Dick,” was the most 
famous robber of the era—a ruthless man, known for firing 
first and asking questions later. Eventually, the local sheriff 
mounted a concerted effort to bring Longfellow to justice—
and upon capturing him, ordered a lightning-fast tapestry of 

       



143

his likeness to be made by the Norwich Embroidery Circle. 
After some four weeks of stitching the decorative border, 
Longfellow saw his opportunity, evaded the clutching old 
seamstresses, and made good his escape. 

Enraged, the sheriff redoubled his efforts to catch 
“Dandy Dick,” and after a tremendous chase across 
half the counties in England, caught him and ordered a 
local potter to throw an instant likeness of the robber. 
This time it worked—within minutes, twenty copies of 
Longfellow’s cruel, scarred sneer were cast and stuck 
to the front of drinking tankards, to be hung from the 
ceilings of public houses up and down the highways 
of England. Old Tobias’s likeness therefore found both 
fame and infamy and we still see “Toby jugs”—or 
“mugshots”—today, hanging from the walls of pubs. 

Marie Shoals, Shrops ¦

[Ed note: Penny. Oh dear. Afraid I came back to the office in 
rather a state last night after a barnstorming lunch with old Harry 
W. Not feeling jolly at all—hope I didn’t do anything I shouldn’t 
have. Be an angel and bring the rug to put round my shoulders 
and some of that fruit stuff you drink. There’s a good girl.] 

What is the perfect crime? 
Jules Cowper, Bloomsbury, London 
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I am in the process of committing it, and I choose to do 
so in public, here on the letters page of this wretched 
rag. The crime will be perfect since everyone shall know 
of it, but none shall prevent it. And in the process, I 
shall utterly discredit that meddling hag Miss Marbles 
for the last time! Look about you, old woman. The cat 
is on the prowl. 

Dr. Moriarté, Postmarked “Secret Lair,”  ¦
Upper Muffington, Somerset 

We meet again, Moriarté. Readers will no doubt wish 
to know that, since the letter of my old nemesis was 
posted, a murder has been committed in the library 
of the vicarage in Lower Muffington. My dear, poor 
Moriarté, how simplistic of you! How could you have 
thought that I might miss the fact that the reverend’s 
brightly colored macaw had been trained to speak but 
one word of Italian—minchia—a command that set the 
vicar’s own Yorkshire terriers upon him without mercy. 
I have passed on these details to the Lower Muffington 
constabulary, and await your next move. As I said to 
Lady Swithingham while idly playing with her succulent 
chopped liver, this wily old dog is in need of no new 
tricks, and awaits your move with interest. 

Miss Marbles, Lower Muffington, Somerset ¦

Poor, barren, tweed-encased old hag. My fame increases 
with every letter, and you are no closer to discovering 
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my real crime. The snake stirs in his lair. You will know 
the marks of his bite. 

Dr. Moriarté, Postmarked “Secret Lair,” with  ¦
a Handwritten Note on the Envelope: Postmaster—Please 

refrain from adding “Upper Muffington” to the postal stamp,  
if you want a $5 Christmas bonus this year.  

It’s a secret lair, cretin. Yours, Dr. Moriarté 

Dear, silly Frenchman! The second murder, in old Mr. 
Tumble’s shop on Little Twittering street, was child’s 
play itself to solve. As I remarked to my friend the 
colonel before I placed my lips around his trumpet, the 
glass from the broken window lay outside the shop, 
instantly ruling out a burglar; and naturally, it was 
perfectly impossible for a trained nose not to smell 
the faint whiff of almonds in Tumble’s tea—cyanide! 
Or poisoned almonds. Either way, the mosquito net is 
tightening, Moriarté. I shall patiently sit and play with 
Mrs. Tennyson’s beaver, awaiting next month’s issue of 
the Old Geezer with interest. 

Miss Marbles, Lower Muffington, Somerset ¦

You do go on, you old bitch. But you raise an interesting 
question. Whose net is tightening? Who is the fisherman, 
and who the fish? The perfect crime draws close. 

Dr. Moriarté, Postmarked “Secret Lair,” Again with a ¦
Handwritten Note: To the Editor—Please tell your idiot 

secretary to stop typing up every written word that is put in 
front of her—including the address of my secret lair! At this 
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rate, I might as well write “Moriarté, 8 Pebble Lane,  
Upper Muffington” and simply invite the police  

to come and take me! Yours, Stefan Moriarté. And  
can none of you lackwits spell “clarifications”? 

[Ed note: Penny, please do as the man says. The exchange has 
been terribly exciting so far. By the way, this almond croissant 
is excellent. Did you get it from the little place on the corner run 
by the funny little Italian and his brother? I don’t see how they 
can be brothers, though, with the younger one being taller and 
blonde and so much younger. Different fathers, perhaps. Yummy 
yummy yummy, anyway.] 

The old eagle does so enjoy toying with her dear, arrogant 
vole. Even you could not eat an entire undefrosted lamb 
chop in order to dispose of the bludgeoning murder 
weapon that did for the milliner’s wife in Piddleswater 
last Wednesday. 

I am but a poor old woman, with too much time to 
read, and I have read Borges. I know, then, that the 
three murders so far chart three points on the map; and 
that you intend for me to meet you at the fourth point 
of a perfect diamond, at my home in Lower Muffington, 
in order to kill me. I shall be waiting for you with a 
heavily armed squadron of policemen, Moriarté—and I 
shall have won the game. As I said to the Baroness as I 
parted her beef curtains (unusual, but delicious), I shall 
hand this letter over to the postman with a skip and a 
hop; days later, it will be published, and I may retire. 
How do you like those rich, rosy apples? 

Enid Marbles, Lower Muffington ¦
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I knew, of course, that the dear readers of these letters 
would know that I knew that she had read Borges. I 
also knew that the old crone would not be able to resist 
writing one final letter to the magazine, the letter that 
sealed the fate of her boastful reputation. For the last 
two months, I have dressed as the local postman, having 
killed the credulous fool weeks ago for making the 
address of my secret lair known. Nobody ever notices 
the postman—especially the poor, defunct, very dead 
Miss Marbles…  

Dr. Moriarté, HM Prison, Pentonville. The Envelope is ¦
Marked: Do not dare write the postmark this time. For the 

crime to be perfect, all must assume I was not picked up by 
the police, thanks to wretched Penny’s inability to self-edit 

what she is given to type. I shall have my revenge! 

Unfortunately I note the labored prose style of my 
colleague D. Dumble in the foregoing letters. His quest 
to find a gullible enough publisher for his embarrassing 
“Murders in Philpott” series of detective novels remains 
forlorn. Barely a week goes by without him flinging 
another rejection letter to one side with that strangled 
choking noise he knows I hate. Reclaiming the last from 
the wastepaper basket, I found the letter to be not a 
rejection slip but an editor’s resignation, unable to stand 
another word. He has also seen fit to ignore my point 
that, in Murder Takes a Bath, from which tiresome story 
the above is plagiarized, the locations of the murders 
do not join up on the map to show a diamond shape, 
but something which if it looks like anything is closer 
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to a toilet brush. Aside from the characterization, which 
is neither convincing nor likable, the murder and its 
solution are shamelessly lifted from Conan Doyle’s “The 
Case of Oranges.” 

I remain ever your humble, 

Prof. H. H. Unself, Brockhampton¦

Well now, I appear to have been foiled; and only time shall 
tell if my game attempts at fiendishly constructed crime 
fiction see the light of day that they deserve. But in the 
spirit of openness afforded by my dear, drear officemate, 
perhaps I can share with readers the source of much 
hilarity in the pubs of Brockhampton this last month: H. 
H. Unself’s as-yet-unpublished “erotic saga” The Crack 
of Dawn, which I chanced upon quite innocently while 
systematically burning old H. H.’s papers. 

This racy debut by one “Candice de la Mare” is a 
stunningly ill-conceived bodice-ripper set in the famous 
Devil’s Island penal colony of French Guyana in the 
1930s. In the book’s opening its heroine, the beautiful 
Dawn Décolletage, wife to the prison’s hard-faced 
governor, returns flushed from a passionate encounter 
at the top of a palm tree in her private garden: 

How Dawn wished that she could be there with him 
still: a tough, brutish man and a murderer to boot, but 
a man all the same, with a firm, muscled body toned 
by twenty years of hard manual labor. All through 
dinner, a lavish spread laid out for the warders and 
their wives, Dawn could not help but sigh and think 

       



149

of Pierre lifting her in his brawny arms; of his rough 
handling as he carried her to the top of the tree, 
grasping at her coconuts with the hunger of a man 
who has known much suffering in this world…

I shall leave it to the readers of the Old Geezer to judge 
the merits of Unself’s scribblings; while I withdraw 
gracefully to continue my own magnum opus, happy in 
the knowledge that I remain, sir, 

Prof. Dumble, Brockhampton¦

I, in turn, must acknowledge myself exposed in my 
literary pretensions. But hopefully mine will not be 
deemed so empty a project as Dumble’s woebegotten 
bothering of Agatha Christie’s ghost. Dawn Décolletage 
is to appear in a number of adventures according to my 
current plans, becoming reborn with each story in a 
new time and place. 

I have her in the court of Louis XVI as Marie 
Antoinette’s maid, undergoing a sentimental education 
with the King and finally opening her legs, faced with a 
ravenous peasant horde, to cry, “Let them eat ME!” (I 
abandoned an anachronistic affair with Chopin to lever 
in the under-the-piano phrase “aprés moi le prelude.”) 

I have her experiencing a renaissance of her own 
posing as a model for Florentine artists in the sixteenth 
century and explaining both Michelangelo’s ability to 
lie flat for two years while he painted the ceiling of 
the Sistine Chapel as well as the Mona Lisa’s reluctant 
beginning of a smile…
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I have her reborn on Sapphos, discovering the 
love that blooms between a goatherd milkmaid and a 
starving peasant girl in a volume I intend to name Rosie 
Fingered Dawn…

I shall bring the sequence to a climax where Dawn 
appears at a Midlands university and becomes friends with 
two aging professors, marrying first one then the other, 
before finding that in the squirm and sordor of academic 
life, these souls—unprepossessing in looks, perhaps even 
“unattractive” by the corrupt standards of our media age—
deserve and desire one another. That despite the Trafalgan 
crossfire that splits the air in their tiny office, they cannot 
live without each other. At the desk, in the kitchen, or 
beneath the sheets of the bed from whose center they have 
only recently had the courage to remove the dead weight of 
Dawn’s wooden leg, they unite in late-flowering adoration. 
This volume, entitled A Dawn at Dusk, is the most sober, 
and hopefully the most moving of the series. 

Humbly I submit its outline as a reflection on my 
previous submissions, which I hope may seem altered 
by the light of its new dawn. 

I remain, ever, your servant 

H. H. Unself¦

If a monkey farts, does it smell like bananas? 
Father Herbie Sparkling, Dallas, TX 
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Put it this way: if you eat nothing but oranges for six 
hours, and then go for a piss, does it smell like you’re 
an idiot? 

Iris Peace, Arnos Grove ¦

What if there were no hypothetical 
questions? 

Adam Armsrib, Seven Sisters 

[Ed note: Penny, no reply to this one? Here’s a hypothetical 
question for you. What would happen if you read these stupid 
questions before we print them? If there were no hypothetical 
questions, we’d have to pay someone to fill this space with 
writing that is actually about something. The thought makes 
me cold all over—turn up the heat and make up the bed in the 
photocopier room, would you, I got onto the Falklands War over 
dinner last night and the old girl’s chucked me out again.] 

Does anyone actually read the tabloids, 
or do they just look at the pictures? 

E. Cramp, County Durham 
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Honestly? We here at the News of the World hope not! 
To be frank, not much happens of any interest in Britain 
anymore. The odd cat up a tree here, a cake-judging 
competition there. Nobody has sex anymore, nobody 
takes drugs…We can’t exactly make stories up, but we 
do our best to distract the reader with bold words that 
CRY out EXCITING things and CATCH the eye. Look at 
last week’s issue, for instance. Headline: “SMACK MY 
BITCH UP,” accompanied by a picture of a young model 
in lingerie. It was actually a piece on the hard-fought 
toy-dog section of Crufts, which was won by a feisty 
Chihuahua called Shirley who wouldn’t come to heel: 

An onlooker was heard to say: “Shirley was loving it. 
Honestly, she’s a dog but she was going at it like 
knives in the walk-around section.” A source 
confirmed that the crowd gasped as Shirley’s 
owner: 
KILLED time between rounds by lighting up in a 
nonsmoking area,
BEAT OFF the cheeky dog whenever she jumped 
up, and 
INVEIGLED her way into the final group through flattery 
and keeping Shirley’s glossy coat in top condition. 

The last time we actually had a sex scandal was in 1974, 
but restrictions on reporting were so strict back then 
that we had to make it look like a dog show to get it 
through the censors. Who’d be a journalist! 

Mike Snare, Editorial Desk, News of the World ¦
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[Ed note: This letter originally appeared in the Guardian, who 
covered the story of the Screws of the World’s constant recourse 
to filth with a pithy “think” piece, and no fewer than five pages of 
nude photographs to illustrate the point.] 

Do worms turn? 
Lucy Scrimshaw, London 

They do, of course, otherwise the fact that they are 
the most bendy creatures in nature would be a waste. 
Worms are much misunderstood, and more threatening 
than we might suppose. Around half of the piles of earth 
we find in our gardens are not, as we suppose, due to 
moles, but worms in the sexual frenzy brought on by a 
heavy rain, searching for other worm contact, finding 
their own tails, and invading. 

Worms contain trace amounts of ammonium nitrate, 
hydrogen, and oxygen (which can be used to make 
homegrown explosives). By connecting their mouths 
with their anuses an electrical circuit closes, creating 
a small underground explosion that can blow puffs of 
earth up to ten feet from the ground. 

Guy Fawkes, a keen naturalist from childhood, 
observed this. He planned to get all the supplies of 
worms in England beneath the Houses of Parliament on 
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November 5, 1606. He was only foiled by John Why, a 
stubborn-minded fisherman from Maldon in Essex who 
reported his lack of bait to the local constable, who was 
also his son. Robin Why followed the trail all the way 
to Westminster and overcame the squeamish concerns 
of local law-enforcement to raid the basement of the 
House just in time. 

Only the more picturesque (and, to the peasantry at 
the time, comprehensible) version was made public. Of 
course Fawkes was not the ringleader but was the patsy 
of a powerful group of landowner fly-fishing dissidents. 

Spiro Agnew, Sing Sing ¦

Theoretically, time-warping wormholes, which could 
explain various historical mysteries such as the 
Marie Celeste and the Bermuda Triangle, can turn in 
on themselves. There are those of us that think this 
happened in the town of Moncada in Brazil, which was 
visited by half-American journalist Hank Abrazzo in 
1936. He found it totally undeveloped, a time capsule 
to the famine-ridden era of the conquistadors. He sent 
scathing and fascinating reports of conditions he found 
up the river which were published in the Brazilian Day 
magazine at the time, and created a quickly forgotten 
storm of social concern. Few people remembered them 
within a year. 

Then a man appeared naked in a street in New Mexico 
in 1948, claiming to be Abrazzo, who had been missing 
for over ten years. I had met Abrazzo and had a drink 
with him when we covered the Argentine Copper War 
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in the late ’20s, and remembered him a few years older 
than me. This man had the same face but was in his 
early twenties, and briefly became a news story himself 
only, in turn, to become forgotten. I interviewed him at 
this time and remained unconvinced, thinking perhaps 
he was Abrazzo’s estranged and disturbed young son. 
He betrayed a desire to return to Moncada. 

A few years later I read how Moncada had become 
one of the new cities in Brazil, how it siphoned off 
talented young entrepreneurs and “new money” from 
the less remote cities owing to its amazing technological 
advancement. I was better off by then and traveled 
there only to find the prematurely gray shell of Abrazzo 
walking with a stick across a grand stone bridge named 
after himself. He saw my face and laughed at its sudden 
youthfulness to him. Terrified, I ran from him before he 
could speak and left the city, the province, and finally 
the country. 

Within a few years Moncada had disappeared again. 
Then more recently I read about wormholes appearing 
between places and times and wondered if I understood 
what had happened. I was an established man by then, 
quite old, and worried I might die without discovering 
my answer, so undertook the risky journey to find the 
forgotten town. It took many weeks but eventually I 
found a mud-spattered ruin on the banks of the Amazon 
and a small boy called Hank, pulling on my sleeves and 
asking me for money. 

Truman F. Proland, Silber County, Ontario ¦
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Why is it “clarfications” in the title 
of your monthly letters page, and not 
“clarifications”? 

Kate Harvey and Tom Penn, unmarked envelope 

[Ed note: PENNY! What does it take? Are you determined to bring 
on another episode of Indonesian flu? Fetch a DICTIONARY, girl, 
look up CLARIFICATIONS and CORRECT THE MASTHEAD! 
And kindly do not rearrange my office when I am out of it—I 
want that Bombay gin back in my out-tray in time for my eleven 
o’clock pick-me-up or I won’t be responsible for my actions (it 
makes for an invaluable paperweight). That is all. And DO NOT 
print this note in the bloody blaspheming bastard column!] 

If I fell down a disused mineshaft, 
would Lassie really run and get help, 
or just sit there licking his balls? 

Brad Shunt, Wyoming

I’m fairly sure that Lassie was a girl, Brad. Sorry to be a 
stickler for detail! You must think me a boring old pedant. 

       



157

Anyway, to rephrase your question: would Lassie really 
run and help, or just sit there licking her beaver?

Venetia Copper, Home Counties¦

I enjoyed earlier answers to this question—especially 
the one from Phil McGee about how his dog, Pickles, 
rescued him from a searingly bad acid trip by literally 
licking his master’s balls. That made me laugh. But I 
was really writing because of an interesting piece in 
our local newspaper earlier this year, where a local 
dog fell into a mineshaft, and badly broke his legs. The 
dog’s owner was a lovely man named Lah Si, a popular 
member of Cheyenne’s Malaysian community, and he 
immediately ran off to a nearby farmhouse, waving 
and crying out in Malaysian for someone to fetch help. 
Eventually, the locals realized that he was trying to tell 
them something, and followed him to where the dog 
was in trouble. 

Quite a heartwarming story, really—but it turns out, 
the whole thing was filmed by Malaysian TV; apparently, 
Lah Si is something of a star over there, and every week 
his dog ends up clogging the wheels of an industrial 
tractor or falling down a well while his master gets help. 
Weird, eh?

Mike Freight, Cheyenne, Wyoming¦
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Some neighbors of mine have recently 
reported broken eggs on their lawns. Does 
this mean that the cuckoo is in season? 

Sir Geoffrey Beezewater, Lambeth (South Bank), London 

[Ed note: Penny—just occurred to me might this be old Geoffy 
“Boozewater” Beezewater who taught me at Cambridge? Must 
be quite an age by now. Look through our newest copy of Who’s 
Who (1978, I think) and have a squint, petal.] 

I can happily report that, the naïveté of the starling 
aside, recent flights have gone without a hitch and 
reports of the cuckoo are typical of fright-tactics used 
by the owl and the robin. 

A. Bluebird, By Hand¦

For once, following a succession of safe landings, the 
bluebird and I agree. The cuckoo is nowhere to be seen 
and the garden is as harmonious and communicative as 
ever. I look forward to the starling’s trip to Bahrain next 
week to visit the nest of an exiled chaffinch, Sir Geoffrey 
will be pleased to discover. 

T. Starling, By Hand¦
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On the eve of my Middle East flight, of course I would 
normally be singing happily if the starling hadn’t given 
me the wrong passport, a ridiculous name (Joshua 
Krapoff?) and plumage fit for a diminutive female 
shotputter. My masters choose to test me once more by 
matching me with a feathered prat. 

A. Bluebird, By Hand¦

The bluebird and the starling are ideal companions, 
as previous flights have shown. Perhaps they do not 
understand one another’s song. The chaffinch’s nest 
is of the utmost importance; do not let bickering affect  
the results. 

Sir Geoffrey Beezewater ¦

[Ed note: Doesn’t sound like him to be honest, Penny. He was 
razor sharp, but this bloke seems a bit doddery at best with all 
this rubbish about birds. Still, do look him up to make sure.] 

I can report that the bluebird’s wings have been clipped. 
He suffered an accident on landing and sadly fell from 
his branch. His last wish was that “the starling be 
dispatched, rotisseried, and left for a vulture’s snack.” I 
regret that the contents of the chaffinch’s nest will not 
be here should further bluebirds seek it out. Until next 
time, I am taking wing. 

I. Cuckoo, Bahrain ¦
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The minister understands the implications of the 
cuckoo’s revenge, starling. Desert the tree at once and 
return to the birdcage. This causes us great sorrow. 

Sir Geoffrey Beezewater¦

[Ed note: Forget it, Penny. Clearly not him. This guy’s obviously 
bonkers.] 

Why isn’t there mouse-flavored cat food? 
Cat Row, Amazon Basin, Brazil 

On the contrary, indeed there is mouse-flavored cat 
food—mountains of the bloody stuff, thanks to the French 
government’s long-held policy of subsidizing mouse
ranching operations in the Loire. I myself worked on a mouse 
ranch during my gap year in the late ’80s, and it’s a tough 
job, I can tell you. Up at 4 a.m., we used small treats such as 
cheese and raisins to tempt the mice out of their sleeping 
holes; we milked them before the sun came up; and then 
we led them out into the grain field so they could spend 
the day exercising and fattening themselves up for the kill. 

I hope I can reassure everyone that the mice are 
dispatched very humanely in such farms—though the cattle 
prods that we use to stun them admittedly did sometimes 
cause the mice to burst into flames like sparklers on the 4th 
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of July! Absolutely nothing is wasted, though: the mice are 
bled into espresso cups, the blood being used to make tiny 
black puddings; the balls go to make “budget caviar” for 
a top supermarket chain; and the rest gets minced up and 
sold to Whiskery Treats Pet Food, Inc. Whiskery products 
aren’t sold in the UK, but readers should know that getting 
hold of Continental mouse-flavored cat food is now as easy 
as a click on a website! 

Sharon Webbed, Lincolnshire ¦

I would like to complain in the strongest possible terms about 
Sharon Webbed’s letter, which appeared in last month’s 
issue. For those readers not intimately au fait with issues of 
animal rights: Sharon Wedebb—nice try with the anagram, 
Sharon—is the CEO and co-founder of Whiskery Treats Pet 
Food, Inc., which has long tried to break into the lucrative 
UK pet-food market. Knowing that the French government 
would subsidize a turd if it asked them to, Wedebb moved 
all operations to France, biding her time until UK cat 
owners caught up with the Continental market. We at the 
Mouse Alliance are committed to stopping Wedebb and 
her inhumane practices, which include milking the mice 
by hand; lassoing any mice attempting to escape the grain 
field; and a barbaric annual “rodeo,” whereby tiny shrews 
are dressed as Frenchmen, tied to the mouse’s saddle, and 
raced. This cannot continue, and any readers horrified by 
the illicit trade in mouse flesh can help our cause by signing 
our online petition at www.whatpricenicemice.com. 

Michael Stoat, Beds ¦
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This doesn’t have anything to do with mice-flavored cat 
food, but in response to Mike Stoat’s answer, there is 
actually a historical instance of a turd being subsidized by 
the U.S. government. Jelly Roll Morton, 1920s band leader 
and the man who claimed to have invented jazz, suffered 
a severe bout of food poisoning in June 1933 in the middle 
of his most successful season playing with his Kansas City 
Stompers around the jazz clubs of the East Coast. While 
staying in the famous Belmont Parks Hotel in Atlantic City, 
he was served a bad plate of shrimp and in the midst of an 
hallucinatory bout of vomiting and diarrhea came up with 
his most enduring creation, a character called Mr. Brown, 
when, staring into the toilet bowl, its contents began to 
offer him counsel. Mr. Brown became the narrator of a 
string of hits down in the deep south. Collected on one 
record, Morton’s now incredibly rare Brown Blues auctions 
at anything up to $100,000 and he licensed the character to 
appear in a sequence of cartoons to play at fleapit cinemas as 
informational films for the black community. These charming 
shorts include titles such as That Communis, He Gon Steal 
Yo Wife, Don’ Trust that Republican Man (He Not Yo Fren), 
and No Jailhouse Cookin’ for Mr. Brown (Cos I Don’t Got the 
Reefer Madness). People may still remember his song made 
popular by the Mazda ad from 1993 featuring Emmanuelle 
Béart which showed her in a desert whispering the lines 
from his 1934 song “Dixie Street Shuffle Stomp Blues”: 

Baby don’t want to see me tonight 
Baby don’t want me to stay 
But everything is gonna be alright 
Everything gonna be okay 
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When Morton died of blood poisoning in Mexico in 1941 
his friend Sidney Bechet had a grave dug next to him 
for Mr. Brown, inscribing the stone with the legend he 
thought appropriate for Morton, who had married nine 
times and lost a leg to alcoholism: 

Ashes to ashes 
And dust to dust 
If the ladies don’t get yer 
The whiskey must 

Harlan Balzale, Joby, Mississippi ¦

The producers of the British 
breakfast spread Marmite are proud 
of the fact that you either love it or 
hate it—yet my housemate claims to be 
indifferent to Marmite. Is he weird? 

Henry Vincent, Twickenham 

He’s not weird, Henry, but he might be quite seriously ill. 
In fact, he has dangerously low yeast levels and should 
seek medical attention at once. Our reaction to Marmite 
depends on the pituitary gland’s ability to produce 
yeast-metabolizing enzymes which, if deficient in any 
way, can adversely affect our ability to taste. There are 
handy household ways to test this out. He is likely to 
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find Guinness undrinkable, for instance, but will show 
no aversion to foodstuffs that naturally inspire disgust in 
healthy people, such as twinkies or fried chicken wings. 

If it has gone on unchecked for some time, the disease 
may have spread to the taste-receptors in the brain, 
in which case he will show no repugnance to movies 
starring Lou Diamond Phillips, may claim to actually 
enjoy Big Brother or Survivor, or indeed start to watch 
the shopping channels for fun. 

In its most advanced form the disease is incurable, 
and the victim helpless. The saddest thing is that it is not 
life-threatening and a sufferer can carry on an apparently 
normal existence for decades—normal that is, except 
for a willingness to watch the Star Wars prequels, to 
read celebrity gossip magazines without an air of ironic 
detachment, or to use as their single criterion for buying 
music the fact that it has reached number one in the 
charts. It is a very common condition. 

Dr. Marcus Lapis-Lazuli, Arnheim ¦

Do stupid people get the full effect 
of alphabet soup? 

Tim Langston, Essex 

I wouldn’t like to guess, but there is a strong literary 
tradition in the use of this apparently childish food.  
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Evelyn Waugh used to be so disgusted at receiving a 
plate of the stuff for breakfast, after enjoying a drinkathon 
with Graham Greene, that he would rearrange the letters 
into the rudest phrase possible. As he says in a letter to 
Sonia Orwell, one morning in January 1956, the fog of 
his hangover lifted for a moment when he found he had 
the letters for RATHER EAT SOME BRIGHTON ROCK, 
BUMFACE (though the comma is clearly an invention, 
unless it was a broken off piece of another letter). 

Heinz’s etymological snack disappeared from the 
literary world for some decades after, until Kingsley 
Amis rashly declared that if his son ever got on the 
Booker Shortlist he’d take a bath in the stuff. When 
Martin earned that accolade for Time’s Arrow in 1991, 
however, he was forced to carry this out. He discovered 
too late that his son and Christopher Hitchens had set 
up a press conference under the pretence that Kingsley 
was raising money for the Philip Larkin Trust to retile 
the frontage of Hull University. On seeing the cameras 
enter the bathroom, the old devil dunked the bottle of 
Martini which had been at his lips into the cold gruel 
and exploded into a choleric rage. In the third and most 
violent paragraph of this tirade (journalists standing, 
microphones impassively held forward all the while) 
he stood up, allowing them a fuller view of his body of 
work than even the most dedicated scholar of postwar 
British fiction has yet amassed. The incident led to 
embarrassment on the following day’s news and a 
virulent bout of pneumonia that lasted three weeks. 

Richard Hunt, Cambridge ¦
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Further to Richard Hunt’s letter, readers might like to 
know that alphabet soup was developed as a direct 
result of the first blossomings of the Cold War in the 
late 1940s. Furiously competing with the Americans in 
all branches of research, the Soviets hit on an ingenious 
educational stimulant—alphabetti spaghetti—that sent 
Communist literacy levels through the roof between 
the years 1949 and 1952. Half-starved Russian children 
tucked hungrily into the tasty Cyrillic snack, encouraged 
to spell out rousing slogans such as “Eat, be strong 
for Mother Russia,” and were soon outstripping their 
American counterparts on all literacy indicator tests. 

This triumph of pasta engineering should have been 
lauded throughout the world. Instead, it was greeted 
with cynicism and scorn from the West, one American 
commentator dryly remarking that “all this shows is that 
their Italian chefs are better than our Italian chefs.”

Dr. Catherine Espiner, Winchester ¦

My English friend is always saying, “I 
haven’t seen you for yonks!” (because 
we haven’t met for ages). How long is 
a yonk exactly? 

Sally Dolton, Kingston, Jamaica 
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Unusual for such a Home Counties English word, “yonk” 
actually comes from Yiddish. It entered the language 
through London’s East End pawn shops, to which 
middle-class people of reduced circumstances would be 
driven in the early twentieth century. Thus a wife might 
ask a guilty husband if he had seen a favored pair of 
earrings and he might reply, “I don’t know. I haven’t 
seen them in…yonks.” 

The original Yiddish expression refers to the hollow 
gulping sound that a schmuck, schlub, or schlemiel would 
give when asked a question to which he did not know 
the answer. The swallowing sound would be followed 
by a family member (or onlooker) announcing, “Yonk!” 
and all but the silent party would burst into laughter (cf. 
pp. 23, 49, 189 of The Adventures of Augie March by 
Saul Bellow). In America the word came to punctuate an 
awkward silence (such as that following an accidental 
solecism) or a moment of sly one-upmanship. As such it 
has been used by both Bart and Homer in The Simpsons, 
who, when stealing something in plain view of its owner, 
emphasize their cheek by saying, “Yoink!” 

A less charming instance is the region of Yonkers in 
New York. It took its name from a school for children 
with what we would now call learning disabilities which 
was established thanks to a bursary from John Paul 
Getty in 1916. Jewish (and gentile) children from miles 
around entertained themselves by scaling the walls 
and crying, “Yonkers! Yonkers!” into the grounds. The 
practice ended (although the name stuck) the following 
year when a wall collapsed, crushing the legs of twenty-
nine children. Reluctantly, Getty shelled out again for 
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a leg hospital in a vacant lot between the East Village 
and Chinatown in Manhattan. The medical attention 
the kids received was less than perfect, however, 
because so many medical professionals were tending 
victims of the Somme and Ypres, and this resulted in 
their appearing bow-legged, another cruel name-call 
(“Bowers! Bowers!”) and the christening of another 
New York district—the Bowery. 

David South, Merseyside ¦

I’ve lived in Australia all my life, but 
have never known more than a handful 
of Sheilas. Where does the idea of the 
average Australian woman being called a 
Sheila come from? 

Emma Saunders, Peregian Beach, Australia 

 

This comes from a woman of high birth in the 
late nineteenth century called Sheila Sumstock-
Caluminosumpter (pronounced “Cooper”), a woman who 
surpassed Queen Victoria, for whom she was a lady-in
waiting, in her grandeur and self-importance. She was 
married to the simpering Lord Granchild who was content 
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to hole up in his Scottish castle for years on end working 
on his prototype for a long-distance communication 
device. He completed it a full ten years after Alexander 
Graham Bell’s invention, so distracted by his work that 
he was told of the defeat by way of the castle’s new 
telephone, which he had instinctively answered. 

Unsatisfied by her spouse’s retiring nature, Sheila 
made a celebrity of herself by her extravagant and 
passionate affairs with leading figures from the arts 
and sciences. Caruso vowed never to sing in London 
again after a weekend with her left him voiceless for a 
month, and later in life Freud used her as the basis for 
his controversial “Hauteur Theory.” 

In 1910, sixty years old, but with her much older 
husband showing no signs of fading (he would die at 
age 109 in 1936, of shock, on meeting his first black 
person), she changed her name to Simpson-Cooper and 
moved to Australia where she felt she could establish a 
social set from scratch and be at its center. Things did 
not work out as planned. When she reached the colony 
she found people oblivious to high breeding, and the 
men enjoyed her confrontational style and could match 
her for effrontery. What’s more, not a fortnight off the 
boat, she received a telegram telling her she was freshly 
divorced for the crime of abandonment, and cut off from 
her husband’s coffers. 

Making the best of things, she established the most 
hygienic, expensive, and well-stocked bordello in Sydney 
whose fame spread far and wide. Men across the country 
would save up for a long-distance visit and it became a 
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stock phrase that passed between Aussie soldiers in the 
First World War: “We’ll soon be back at Sheila’s.” 

She entered a serene old age and a kind of respectable 
infamy among Sydney society in the 1920s, popularity 
with returning troops having helped her to open three 
new whorehouses and a noodle bar. She died in the 
same year as her husband, surrounded by the offspring 
of her employees (whose education she funded) and 
just as the phrase Sheila began to come into general 
usage as an epithet for a friendly, simpatico, or likeable 
female. Later it changed to something more offhand or 
(as used by non-Aussies) sarcastic and disparaging, 
but this is pure ignorance. It’s much like the English 
way of referring to a woman as a “bird,” which comes 
from the Middle English “brid” (meaning bride)—more 
a compliment than anything else. 

Prof. Steve Dumughn, Department of Sexual History, ¦
Watford University 

I think, therefore I am; are you? 
Christophe Matricule, Lyons, France 

This “clever” reworking of Descartes’s famous line, 
often misattributed to Jean-Paul Sartre, was actually 
the work of top advertising company Greeb, Greeb, and 
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Smock for the 1994 perfume “…” (pronounced by silently 
mouthing the word “pretension” under one’s breath). 

“…” was a great success, made famous by Kevin 
Federline’s assertion on Celebrity Family Feud that he 
wears nothing but “…” in bed. 

Charlotte Mews, St. David’s, Wales ¦

I’m afraid the line really is Sartre’s, though controversy 
persists on whether he meant it as a cutting philosophical 
satire on the work of Descartes, or in reply to a letter 
from his little “Beaver,” Simone de Beauvoir. 

De Beauvoir is known to have written to Sartre on 
June 14, 1942, asking whether he would be attending 
Albert Camus’s drinks party in Les Deux Magots that 
evening. Sartre’s Cartesian reply in the affirmative was 
wearisome, to say the least. 

Charles d’Auteuil, Marseilles ¦

Indeed, the line is Sartre’s, though it is better known in  
England for its appearance in Noël Coward’s 1945 revue, 
Philosophical Love. The closing song is recited by the 
two lovers, “Jean-Pierre” and “Segolène” (Sartre and de 
Beauvoir), by this stage of the performance “hilariously” 
dressed in full black-and-white minstrel make-up: 

I think, therefore I am, are you? 
I dreamt of you the whole night through 
And though my luck in love has passed 
At les cartes I’m learning fast, 
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You can keep your Plato, Hume, and old Camus 

Jeremy Trump, Reform Club, Pall Mall ¦

Why have urban foxes become so much 
more daring in the last few years? 

David Extant, Truro 

I asked this the other week and got an extraordinarily 
full answer from my colleague Dr. Chloe Healy, the 
octogenarian canine expert. 

Apparently there was a village called Fassbinder in 
Germany which, in the Second World War, was evacuated 
so soldiers could practice for a foreign occupation—
much as the Brits did, at the same time, with the village 
of Tyneham in Dorset. Within weeks, stories of ghosts 
spread among the first garrison to be stationed there. 
Unbeknownst to the soldiers a nearby scientific institute 
had been given blanket funding to develop human 
intelligence in animals for military application. This 
facility, run by Dr. Rudolph von Nietels (later the only 
man to be hanged twice at Nuremberg), did develop 
intelligent human-animal hybrids, most famously the 
dolphins that dragged mines towards Allied ships and, 
less well known, battalions of capuchin monkeys trained 
to imitate the “characteristic movements” of Jews and 
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provide target practice for companies of stormtroopers 
in the Black Forest. 

A skulk of foxes [He’s right, Penny! I looked it up. Coll. 
noun for foxes: skulk, lead, or leash. And you can have a 
kaleidoscope of butterflies. Isn’t that CHARMING? Kettle 
on, please.] proved useless, however, as the cunning 
attributed to those animals proved to be quite true. 

Ingrained with human intelligence, they proved 
slyly selfish and pleasure-infatuated animals and were 
set free by von Nietels. Having set up residence in the 
nearby abandoned village of Fassbinder, they alarmed 
the credulous troops with their antics. Several soldiers 
broke down the door of an abandoned pub after sounds 
of smashing glass and saloon-style piano playing had 
been heard, to find a drunken group of foxes in smoking 
jackets, cigars in the ashtray, and brandy in glasses all 
round the table, a fifth (who had folded with a pair of 
sevens) stirring a huge pan of huevos rancheros on the 
stove. Another fox soon afterwards learned to thread 
film and work a projector, and soldiers in the thick of a 
full-scale freak-out tumbled onto the moonlit street a few 
days later to find an audience of randy foxes screeching 
to the sight of Marlene Dietrich in rapturous silver light 
against the church’s stone wall. 

Finally the authorities exterminated the vermin to 
prevent training being further hindered. The last fox 
to be killed was discovered in the tiny-windowed box 
room above the village’s rectory, quill in hand, having 
amassed since his arrival the MS of the first four 
volumes of a magisterial bildungsroman. We have only 
the word of the one soldier who read it before it was 
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consigned to the regimental bonfire, but his description 
whets the appetite. It told of the deprivation of an urban 
birth to a mother addicted to bratwurst stolen in moldy 
globs from dustbins, the discovery of a mentor (his 
father being, in the manner of such families, absent) in 
a prematurely gray fox, who is eventually caught, in a 
very moving sequence, between lanes on the interstate, 
and finally mown down by a Volkswagen. It told of his 
adolescent doubts over the gender of the foxes he felt 
attracted to, his first shy love beneath the fronded 
ferns of Hurtgen Forest, and his inclinations to write 
being met with indignation and ridicule by his fellow 
woodland creatures, only to find encouragement from a 
wise beaver with the technique of carving her poems on 
mud banks with her tail. A troubled affair resulted from 
this, the soldier’s diary tells us, but the novel is cut off at 
the point when she demands he learn to swim or leave 
her, and we are left hanging at the water’s edge. 

No similar animal-intelligence experiments were 
carried out by other societies after the war and our so-
brief insight into the imaginations of our fellow creatures 
will now likely never be expanded. The anonymous 
fox author (shot, burned, and shoveled into a stream) 
bequeaths literature only the title of his unfinished 
work: The Fox of Life. 

Josh Benson, New York ¦
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What’s the oldest trick in the book? 
Phillipa Wall, Norwich 

There’s this thing I can do with the end of my pecker 
when I’ve had a few pints—I sort of pull it while doing 
a handstand, and basically make Mickey Mouse’s face. 
My friends think it’s hilarious; I don’t know if it’s the 
oldest trick in the book, though?

Trevor Mims, NYC ¦

[Ed note: I think it’s relatively safe to say that Mr. Mims’s trick, while 
impressive, is not the oldest in the book. Penny, look behind you as 
you type this. Does it look like Mickey Mouse to you, dear girl?] 

There are several candidates for this coveted title, but 
I would guess the answer is the sleight of hand shown 
by Ramses III, Pharaoh of Egypt, who can be observed 
in one hieroglyph pretending to take a baby’s nose off, 
holding his thumb just so. It wasn’t a very funny trick 
then, and it isn’t very funny four thousand years later, 
but that never stopped our father. 

William and Trevor Aphex (Conjoined), Idaho ¦
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Why do houses carry signs saying “SOLD”? 
Marvin Gardens, East Ham 

This is a matter of form. Like saying “bless you” after a 
sneeze to protect the sneezer from the plague. 

In the first days of estate-agentism in the seventeenth 
century, it was a genteel art engaged in by the idiot 
sons of genteel families, the popular formula running 
(as recorded in a furious letter from John Donne to the 
incompetent letting agent of his house in Mitcham) 
“first son heir, second son lawyer, third son vicar, fourth 
son land agent unless inflicted with wit or soul in which 
case—writer, gaol, both, a hopeless future has hee.” 

Donne made the best of being both a writer and a 
man of the cloth, though. When the Mitcham house 
failed to sell he wrote a special ode which he pasted to 
a board and propped outside: 

Oh doe not sell, for I shall hate 
all houses so, when thou art gone. 
That thee I shall not celebrate 
When I remember, thou wast one 
[It went on for two more verses] 
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The poem sold for forty guineas, but he never got an 
offer on the house, and there he lived until his death. 
Knowing this story, Samuel Johnson took up this 
method, popularizing the habit with his characteristic 
descriptions: 

FOR SALE: Charming domicile in historic district, 
no more than two dozen floorboards broken or 
missing, health-giving draught. Available for lease 
or purchase at a price no less than £2 a week or £500 
outright. Apply J. Boswell, same address. 

OFFER IN: Reasonable, if not persuasive, from an 
unfortunate WHIG. Better offer from a right-thinking 
TORY welcomed for this important dwelling. Will 
accept £350. 

SOLD: Blessedly to a wise Tory lady understanding 
that the Scots are an INFERIOR race and the plays 
of GOLDSMITH sadly underrated by a complacent 
public. Therefore happily accepted offer of £150. 

By Dickens’s time it was commonplace for estate agents 
to use signs to brag of the progress of their business 
ventures, as seen in Bleak House where Mr. Truelove 
walks along the passages of Lincoln’s Inn Fields and 
observes a pattern of signs with messages such as 
“FOR LET—indigent family unable to sustain rent” and 
“ACCEPTABLE RESIDENCE for a YOUNG FAMILY—
tenant in last stages of illness.” Later in the novel an 
estate agent appears in the company of Mr. Smallweed, 
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drinking in the Hunted Lion pub on Hope Street. He is 
seen to be 

a tall thin man in clothes that inexpensively aped 
the style of a gentleman with no remarkable 
success, his eyes not choosing ever to meet those 
of his interlocutors and his face so pallid as to give 
an appearance of death that only his working mouth 
disproved. This mouth, formed by twin lips too thin 
for tailor’s pencil to depict with a single stroke, gave 
birth to untruths with such regularity and conviction 
they caused passers-by to stop and wonder what 
common fact they could deny next. Should Smallweed 
declare “It is Tuesday,” they would produce an 
argument against that calendar truth unequalled 
in persuasiveness through the history of oration. 
Should Clitterbuck have the temerity to suggest 
that the sun would rise tomorrow, the letting agent 
would deliver a speech of such force that it would 
have him begging forgiveness for his error. It had 
perhaps not occurred to either gentleman, while 
walking with him beside the river, to say, “You 
are not drowned, sir!” and to allow his pursuit of 
disproof to its satisfactory conclusion. If it had, they 
were yet to act on it. 

It seems the modern estate agent can be said to have 
existed by this era. 

Simon Potter, Wimbledon ¦
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What’s the perfect sandwich? 
Tricia Gall, Bristol 

Ryan Seacrest, Justin Timberlake, and a young Marlon 
Brando. Yum! 

Kenneth Pleasure, Brighton¦

[Ed note: Check KP’s handwriting, Penny. It’s Plum, isn’t it? He’s 
gone underground. Fetch my shotgun!] 

Is it just me, or have any other readers noticed that 
Pret Á Manger, after the “breadless sandwich” of last 
year, are now selling foodless sandwiches in brightly 
packaged triangular boxes? Surely that’s going too far. 

Georgina Hopkin, Glasgow ¦

As a mother, I’m worried about the message being 
sent out to young girls by the “foodless sandwich.” It 
just panders to the media frenzy over the “size zero” 
debate…And now that the Daily Mail has uncovered 
the minus 2 size scandal on the catwalks of Milan, 
where completely intangible models are projected onto 
a virtual backdrop, I just can’t see the end of this. Soon 
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we’ll all cease to exist, and then who are Pret Á Manger 
going to sell their sandwiches to? 

Margaret Soup, Cheltenham ¦

I was listening to Garrison Keillor’s 
radio show and a character referred 
to himself as a closet claustrophobe—is 
this possible? 

Giovanni Bruno, Palermo 

Of course, as the astronauts in the near-disastrous Apollo 
11 mission found out. Only hours into the journey Neil 
Armstrong, who had withstood months of the most 
stringent psychometric testing and physical training, 
suffered a nervous fit and began asking for his mother. The 
crew calmed him down but he began to suffer delusions, 
claiming to be Louis Armstrong’s brother and playing 
“terrible dirges” (according to Michael Collins, the third 
astronaut) through an imaginary trumpet made from the 
hole formed by closing his forefinger and thumb. The real 
drama of the moon landing wasn’t the lack of fuel or the 
dangerously small margin for error in landing and take-off 
from the moon, but preventing Armstrong from ripping 
open the thin fabric of the craft or distracting the others 
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at crucial moments. He challenged them to arm wrestles, 
attempted to gain the controls, and repeatedly started 
food fights with their limited supplies. 

On landing, he was allowed to step onto the moon 
first only because the other two were so sick of him—the 
broadcast footage was edited on a six-second delay by 
NASA staff to remove the sight of Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin’s 
hands shoving him through the hatch. Armstrong could 
barely contain his glee—if you listen again to his famous 
utterance, when he reaches the word “mankind” he 
fluffs it and begins to giggle. 

The last straw came when Aldrin and Collins found 
he had smuggled a golf club and balls on board and was 
content to pitch and putt across the lunar surface for a 
few days rather than gather samples. Waiting until he 
slept, they sedated Armstrong and forcibly restrained 
him for the entire journey home. 

Rupy Belmullet, Throbe, Somerset ¦

[Ed note: Penny: could you do me a favor, my dear? The intern—
the one with that awful hoodie—has met with an unfortunate…
accident. I keep the Winchester in excellent working order, as 
you know, but there you go; rifles will go off in one’s hand if due 
care is not taken. Luckily he was standing on my crimson Turkish 
rug at the time, but even so, could you please arrange for Svetlana 
the cleaning lady to sort out the mess? There’s a girl.] 
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Which came first, the chicken or the egg? 
Harold Bunflap, Krakow 

Much hay is made of this question being unanswerable—
not true. Archeology shows that forebears of the chicken 
(the squarp, thirteen million years; the Mesozoic 
doubleneck rooster, seventeen million years; the 
twatfinch, twenty-two million years) gave birth to eggs 
rather than full-formed offspring. The egg came first. 

Prof. Henry Hampton, Smelling, North Suffolk ¦

The chicken is well known as being directly descended 
from the red-crested marsh squatter, a land bird 
with one-inch legs and genetic incontinence (its 
evolutionary survival probably due to no other animal 
wanting to eat it). Fossils have shown a pregnant 
mother with full-grown infants in its belly. The chicken  
came first. 

Prof. Bradley Brook, Sniffing, East Suffolk ¦

How bitterly I watch Prof. Brook promulgating his fetid 
lies. He knows I’m on to him, the charlatan. I’ve seen 
the time-travel device he is building in his back garden 
to go back, plant evidence, and prove himself right! 
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Does he not know tampering with history could have 
disastrous effects? Think of the future, Brook! 

Prof. Hampton, North Suffolk¦

The learned professor may disagree with my theories, 
but in flinging bricks through my specially aluminum-
framed orchid house he was taking matters too far. 
Hampton is now safe in the Aldeburgh Home for the 
Mentally Dispossessed. I hear he gets an egg for 
breakfast and chicken for dinner. So that should satisfy 
his view of the order of things at least. 

Prof. Brook, East Suffolk¦

It is not seemly for professors to argue in this way in front 
of the public. You should make up with Henry and look at 
why you were really arguing in the first place. Perhaps 
because you are a little too interested in each other? Since 
Digby and I got over our differences and learned to type 
next to each other in bed without bickering, life has never 
been so sweet. And the sex is great. 

Profs. D. Dumble & H. H. Unself¦

What does it all mean? 
Desmond Tutu, Republic of South Africa 
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According to the Venerable Bede: 

The present life of man, O king, seems to me, in 
comparison of that time which is unknown to us, 
like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the 
room wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your 
commanders and ministers, and a good fire in the 
midst, whilst the storms of rain and snow prevail 
abroad; the sparrow, I say, flying in at one door, and 
immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is 
safe from the wintry storm; but after a short space 
of fair weather, he immediately vanishes out of 
your sight, into the dark winter from which he had 
emerged. So this life of man appears for a short 
space, but of what went before, or what is to follow, 
we are utterly ignorant. 

This image of man’s life—the flight of a sparrow through 
the warmth and light of a great hall and back out into 
the blizzard—has troubled thinkers for centuries. What 
depresses me is that in the Naughties, the cozy cheer of 
a banqueting hall has been replaced by the local Home 
Depot, where I spend most of my Sundays buying bathroom 
fittings for my rent-to-own; and all of the local sparrows 
have died out. In fact, the only wildlife in Brooklyn is the 
rats. So here’s your updated Bede analogy: life is basically 
a rat running through the wallpaper aisle of Home Depot, 
and back out into the rain. 

Teresa Bentham, Society for  ¦
the Pointless Promotion of Pessimism 
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“It all” is a fairly straightforward construction which I 
would expect to be comprehensible to even the most 
basic English speaker. But, with standards of grammar 
slipping ever lower, one should never be surprised at 
what people need to have explained. “It” is the singular 
form of the noun indicating an asjkjcklllllllllllllllllllllllllllll 

Sir Peter Frownlow, Hastings ¦

I duly submit the last words of my father, who was found 
slumped at his desk, over the keyboard of his faithful 
old typewriter. He would have wanted me to send it 
in—he loved writing letters to periodicals, even if they 
were about the topic of grammar, which he taught for 
forty years and which thoroughly, utterly bored him. In 
all other respects he was in good health. The coroner 
said he seemed to suffer a sudden, unexplained cardiac 
arrest, almost as if he spontaneously willed it. 

Beatrice Frownlow, Hastings ¦

[Ed note: HAHA! So it IS possible to bore someone to death. I 
knew it. And there I was about to force you to read the Evening 
Standard to test my theory, you poor wretch, Penny. Take the 
afternoon off, I feel victorious. Maybe a jaunt down to Buckingham 
Palace for the changing of the guard—can you check, has my 
restraining order expired yet, O angel of the office?] 
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Who comes up with all those marketing 
sayings, e.g. “thinking outside of the box”? 

Garth Melting, Shrewsbury 

Many such common phrases, from “low-hanging fruit” 
to “ducks in a row,” have evolved quite naturally from 
the simple act of putting groups of gel-haired advertising 
bastards in an office and closing the door. This 
particular phrase derives from a common office “joke” 
of the late 1980s in which work-experience juniors were 
blindfolded, locked up inside small metal boxes, and 
pushed down the stairs. Only those on the “outside of 
the box” could be taken seriously as fee-earning high-
flyers, while office juniors bumped and bruised by years 
“inside the box” could only dream of the light and air of 
Executive Life. “Thinking outside of the box,” then, was 
all about being creative, successful, free. Somewhat 
darker was the famous sexual harassment case of 1988, 
where one of the bosses of marketing firm Sandham 
and Grey reportedly told his secretary that he had been 
“thinking inside of her box.” He never worked again. 

Guy Shingles, Whitstable, Kent ¦
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So many of the glib, irritating phrases that bombard 
us from the billboards and commercial breaks have, 
in fact, come from some of our supposedly greatest 
minds. Salman Rushdie, for instance, came up with the 
“got milk?” slogan, and we have no lesser mortal than 
Sigmund Freud to thank for another. As he submitted to 
the effects of gas anesthetic before an operation on his 
mouth in 1934, he raved, “I’m cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs!” 
One of the surgeons is said to have raised his eyebrows 
and, once the father of psychoanalysis was comatose, 
remarked, “That was some Freudian slip!”

The phrase “thinking outside of the box” in 
advertising terms may originate in office bullying 
tactics from the 1980s, but it was first used much, much 
earlier, during the worst days of the emasculation cult 
of frightful Chinese Jin Dynasty ruler Lam Su (whose 
reign of terror has been incorrectly attributed to her 
predecessor, Tzu Lam, in many history books). She is 
said to have lived in a silver palace decorated with 
the genitalia of a hundred peasant slaves, who, now 
eunuchs, lay down to form a human carpet for her to 
walk on. When she crossed a river a raft would be 
assembled from the quivering flesh of a dozen weeping 
men. During these great purges she amassed an almost 
limitless wealth as no male army would fight her hordes 
of women carrying Chinese xiudong (literally, “crotch 
weapon”—it resembles a modern potato peeler). Her 
linguistic bequest comes to us from the legend of her 
death, when, challenged by an itinerant soothsayer to 
prove she was invincible, she had a human coffin made 
and was buried alive in it, proclaiming, “I, Lam Su, am 
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eternal! I shall THINK myself out of the box!” But the 
soothsayer was in fact an exiled prince who, conspiring 
with her ladies-in-waiting, had arranged that the box be 
made out of men who had not been castrated. She was 
duly lowered into the ground and fucked to death. 

Avery Goldmine, Minnesota ¦

Is correct spelling and grammar really 
that important? 

M. Ismail Khogyani, Samoa 

Orthography, grammar, and syntax are tremendously 
important, a fact borne out by a tragic misreading on my 
part. In response to an ad in the shop window of my local 
butcher’s, I took my prized Pomeranian poodle, Ralph, 
along to an address in the next village, glad for the help. 
I am just a poor old woman, and have long since stopped 
giving Ralph the exercise she deserves. The ad itself—it 
transpired—was entirely honest in its intentions; the 
fault was entirely in my misreading of a single letter: “I 
will walk your dog. Call *******.” Poor Ralph! 

Mrs. Leonard Beacham, Somerset ¦
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[Ed note: Penny? No one’s pointed out that the moronic questioner 
means “Are correct spelling and grammar important?” I resign. 
You can take over. Sorry I’ve been so beastly to you over the 
years, dear Penny. I always knew it. Our readership: intellectual 
ants and assholes to a man. Oh, and one last thing: do correct 
“Clarfications” would you? There’s a good girl.] 

End note: If any of our esteemed readers have burning 
questions—especially about the life of Queen Victoria—that 
they would like answered, please send them in to us c/o penny@
oldgeezermagazine.com
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