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  Can’t Be Arsed isn’t just a manifesto for slackers. It’s a positively negative reaction to all those people who try to shape life into a compilation of greatest hits, all peaks and no troughs, full of brilliance and nothing ordinary. They think they are the only ones who know that we all have a short time on earth and that this is reason enough to ruin it, by cramming as many quarts as possible into our pint pot.


  They order us around in their books and blogs with newspaper articles and collections of holiday snaps, warning us that life is passing us by and that there are 1,001 things in 1,001 categories which must be seen and done before we die.


  A man called Dave Freeman kicked off the whole ‘things to do before you die’ movement with a book called Travel Events You Just Can’t Miss (1999), which asked the question:


  
    How can you make sure you fill your life with the most fun and that you visit all the coolest places on earth before you pack those bags for the very last time?

  


  Sadly, Dave packed his own bags by falling over and banging his head in the kitchen, at the tragically young age of 47.


  Several people who knew about this book (they hadn’t bought it, obviously) said to me ‘Ah, there you go, you see. You never know what’s around the corner. You should live each day as if it were your last.’ To which I say ‘exactly’. There’s no way I would spend my last day on earth queuing up with 200 people at the viewing platform to see the Grand Canyon, or squeezed into a sweaty bus for 14 hours on the road to Machu Picchu. I would be lying on a settee in front of the television with my family, watching Total Wipeout or something with David Dimbleby in it.

  



  Unfortunately, Dave Freeman fathered a generation of idiotic thrill-seekers who use the internet to trade dangerous information in the form of the ‘to do list’. It’s normally a collection of a hundred things to experience before you’re thirty, or fifty or dead, and it contains a variety of predictable travel destinations, death-defying stunts and New Age crap. Infuriating comments are usually posted by people who are seriously trying to tick off the entire list such as: ‘I’ve just completed my 43rd (Smoke a peace-pipe with a Native American). How many have you done?’


  We should resist this challenge, like we would resist the invitation to play ‘chicken’ on the M62. We don’t have to go anywhere, buy anything, watch anything, listen to anything, inhale anything, smoke any kind of peace-pipe with anyone or insert anything anywhere we don’t want. We can sit in an armchair and stare into space all afternoon if we like; we can potter around agreeable market towns within an hour’s drive of where we live if the mood takes us.


  To anyone who urges you to undergo some kind of ‘awesome, life-enhancing, never-to-be-repeated experience’, Can’t Be Arsed is the perfect riposte. It conveys just the right amount of ignorance and self-satisfaction to drive them round the bend. Or if you feel like expanding on that, do what I do, when anyone recommends a spectacular/exotic/mind-blowing travel destination. I say it’s either too far away, too dangerous or too expensive. Honestly, you can rule out almost anything on these grounds.


  As a Yorkshireman, meanness and caution come naturally to me. But these gifts are not exclusive to people who are lucky enough to be born there. Yorkshire isn’t a place, it’s an attitude and anyone can cultivate it if they want to. In fact the Yorkshire outlook is not new. Platonists, Stoics, Christians, Muslims, Jews and Buddhists all know the truth – that happiness is about having what you want, but the key is not wanting much in the first place. Reduce your desires, lower your expectations and expect the worst. Above all, be careful what you wish for – it might be a bit rubbish.


  The blinkered view is very much underrated and the pessimist is never disappointed. My father-in-law, also from Yorkshire, has developed a sure-fire way of enjoying every meal: without fail he has potatoes, peas and some form of grilled meat. Always. He explains it like this: ‘There is a good enough range of simple English food to eat, without risking an upset stomach for the sake of experimentation.’


  You might say he can‘t be arsed to try anything new but I say he has found the road to Shangri-La.


  This book has a list of the kind of things that dangerously broadminded and adventurous people will try and persuade you to do on the grounds that you might die in the next fifty years. Maybe it will help you to shrug off their taunts. Because yes, people will call a boring stick-in-the-mud or a miserable Yorkshire bastard, but remember this: there’s nothing more boring than someone else’s holidays snaps, or tales of how drunk they were on Saturday or how bondage has improved their sex life. It’s been said that the most boring thing in the world is hearing other people’s dreams, but at least they don’t have boring dreams on purpose. Some people actually choose to go to Uruguay.


  This list is in a half-baked sort of order: I couldn’t be arsed to work out what goes in which category, or even what the categories are. The publishers have chucked out about forty items from the original version to make it even less of a shag to read, but all the surviving entries are taken from genuine lists of things to do before you die on the internet or in published books. In the spirit of Can’t Be Arsed, do feel free to ignore my selection and avoid doing a completely different list of things altogether…
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  Visit Machu Picchu
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  Machu Picchu, in deepest Peru, is one of the top sights you’re supposed to see before you snuff it. Fair enough, it looks fantastic.


  But hang on, though – it’s 6,000 miles away. That’s twelve thrombotic hours on a plane followed by a bladder-busting seven-hour bus ride. However great the view at the end of it, there’s no way it can be worth that kind of torture; that’s if you can see anything at all through the throngs of gap-year gits jostling you with their stupid rucksacks and murmuring the internationally approved expression of appreciation – ‘totally awesome, dude!’ They’ll all be taking exactly the same picture. This is it:
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  It’s supposed to be the face of a noble Inca, lying on his back gazing at the stars, but to me it looks more like Bruce Forsyth having a nap.


  Didn’t they do well, those Incas?


  Actually, I like the photographs. I also liked Michael Palin’s TV programme about it and, for me, that’s good enough. How does going there make it any better? Ironically, the number of tourists (or travellers as they like to be known) has dramatically increased since Palin declared it his favourite place in all the world. And this ever growing number of tourists/ travellers/ tossers who make the trip each year pose the greatest threat to the area’s integrity, wearing away footpaths and knocking walls over. Another example of evil Westerners spoiling a native paradise, just like those horrible Conquistadors 500 years ago.


  Maybe this is why Machu Picchu has such an attraction for some people. It’s a spectacular, awe-inspiring guilt-trip. These people are like Charlton Heston in Planet of the Apes. His horse rounds the cliff and he sees the Statue of Liberty buried up to the waist in sand and he cries: ‘You maniacs! You blew it up!! Damn you! God damn you all to hell!!!’


  OK, they don’t say that exactly, but I’ve no doubt many a wistful backpacker has moaned that “We’ve like totally destroyed this civilisation. We could have learned so much from them!’


  Well, we did learn something from them. We learned about cocaine – the drug of choice for wankers everywhere. The Spanish brought the Incas’ favourite leaf back to Europe and laid the foundation for an industry which damages countryside, brings misery and fear to local farmers, and litters the fields that children play in with land mines; merely trafficking the drug kills untold thousands every year, not to mention the millions of individuals who have been bored senseless at parties by coked-up jerks and their plans for world domination. So you can see all the trouble a little taste for travel and adventure can bring. Best stay at home, eh?
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  Canoe up the Amazon
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  Water-based transport really appeals to me. I love boats – car ferries, cabin cruisers, barges, anything that goes slowly and requires little or no effort (so not yachts – and actually, come to think of it, barges can be a bugger with those locks and everything). I very much prefer my water transport to be on an English river or at worst crossing the Channel or the Irish Sea. So paddling a canoe through the South American jungle doesn’t hold the same attraction.


  The main drawback for me, apart from the location and the canoeing bit, is the water of the Amazon itself and, more specifically, what it contains: the candiru fish. Every man knows about this – an evil bastard of a fish that deliberately seeks out the penis, so it can swim up it and shoot out spines that embed themselves inside the urethra. These fish can grow up to six inches long – that’s right: six extremely painful inches long. It’s impossible to remove without surgery*, which involves slicing open the penis like an Arbroath Smokie and gouging the devil out. I heard this from a mate of mine who knows a nurse, so it’s definitely true. Should you be careless enough to urinate in the water these fish can detect you from miles away and follow the wee trail right up your old chap. I don’t know if it’s the same for women, but either way, hardly worth the risk, is it?
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  _____________________________________________


  * There is a local Amazonian remedy that apparently involves inserting an entire apple into the affected area. Not what you’d call a painless alternative.
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  Shower in a Waterfall
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  People who dream of doing this probably imagine it will be exactly like that Timotei shampoo ad, in which an impossibly beautiful blonde girl washes her already-quite-clean hair in a waterfall and then flicks her golden tresses this way and that, in super slow-mo.


  It all looks so tempting, refreshing, natural and clean. But remember, this is advertising! It’s all faked. The film has been tinkered with – it’s never that sunny – the water has been dyed blue, the shampoo is Gale’s Honey, the girl’s in a cage in a wetsuit. It’s not her hair, they used a stunt hair double, or it’s made of mashed potato and Plasticine; she’s not really there, there is no waterfall, she’s a mannequin, it’s all done in a studio in Elstree and we don’t actually exist – we’re a figment in the mind of a silicon-based life form who sits at a desk in an office in Clerkenwell.


  There is supposed to be a real-life waterfall like the one in the Timotei ad, in a place called Millaa Millaa in Queensland, Australia. I don’t actually believe this – the ad men must have made it up. But it doesn’t matter which waterfall you try to shower in; you’ll be freezing cold and your thighs will go all blue and blotchy. Not only that, but you’ll have left the soap or the shampoo in your rucksack and you’ll have to step out of the shower to get it and then in the process you’ll probably slip on some moss or slime and crack your elbow, maybe end up with a couple of grazed shins and skinned ankles. And after all that, you’ll find that one of your ‘mad’ travelling companions has stolen your clothes for a joke then videoed you on their mobile and by the time you’ve attempted to dry yourself on some leaves (causing a rather alarming burning sensation) your wobbling bulk is being viewed worldwide on YouTube. Now that could happen.
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  See the Great Wall of China
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  It’s a toss-up as to who’s more annoying: the people who say ‘it’s visible from space, you know’ or the people who say ‘you know, of course, it’s a myth that it’s visible from space’.


  Well, I do know that the Great Wall of China’s at least 4,000 miles long, so if you’re not in space, you’ll never see all of it. If you did drag yourself out there you’d probably be able to take in a few miles of wall dotted with some forts; all impressive enough, but it’s like trying to take a photograph of a fireworks display – you can try to get it all in but you never will. What’s more, it’s in China. Why would anyone want to go there?


  Let’s be honest, the Chinese force women to have abortions, they drive tanks over students, they shoot monks, they execute prisoners in mobile lethal-injection vans and they eat tigers. And whatever else you might see on TV about China’s exploding economy with a new power station completed every six days, the world’s biggest airport and skyscrapers shooting up everywhere, the truth is its people are being sucked out of the countryside and shredded by the Industrial Machine like pork in a wan-ton.


  Its cities are so jammed full of people looking for work that China has become a living Dickens novel. Behind every new office block there’s a Cratchett family of sixty kids in a hovel, going blind by making knock-off Star Wars toys by candlelight. The BBC could save a fortune on costume-drama adaptations (and reduce our licence fee in the process) by just pointing a camera down the alleyways and gutters of Beijing. Of course, they wouldn’t dare do that because in seconds a couple of Chinese policemen would turn up to arrest the film crew and deliver a sound beating to any local resident foolish enough to allow themselves to be filmed.
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  Go to Thailand
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  My advice to anyone about to travel to Thailand is simple. Before you go, sort out a decent photo of yourself, preferably taken at a party smiling and laughing and celebrating the sheer joy of being alive. Why? Because the newspapers and TV news bulletins will want something to accompany the article about your tragic death: ‘Horror in paradise … she was so happy-go-lucky … a flame that will never die …’ Far better to go out in a photographic style of your choosing than leave it to some shitbag from school to flog syndication rights to that class photo when you were sixteen.


  You have to take your straw hat off to Thailand, there are so many different ways it can kill you. There’s all the obvious Southeast Asia stuff – malaria, dengue fever, Japanese encephalitis (sounds nice) and bird flu. A lot of scaremongering goes on about bird flu coming to Britain but I reckon you’re far more likely to pick up a bit of H5N1 if you holiday in a country where chickens are kept in the lounge. Then, of course, there’s the king of the natural disaster, the tsunami. Big ones only happen once every twelve years or so, but the locals will probably say that’s enough.


  But Thailand really punches above its weight is when it comes to man-made deaths. What a glorious array of people there is to be murdered by! Sex-crazed fishermen, jealous fellow backpackers, homicidal drifters, the pissed-up landlords of ‘hostels
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