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				This book is dedicated to the memory of Lord Stratford (Tony Banks) and David Bonnie, who sadly passed away while I was compiling these tales. Both of them were dear friends of mine and are sadly missed.
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			INTRODUCTION

				The subject of urban myths and legends is one I have been interested in for a couple of years now. It occurred to me one day at lunch with friends on the Isle of Dogs that most long rambling conversations (and ours are certainly long and always rambling) will include a tall tale or two. Someone will then be reminded of a story he or she once heard, which is then presented as near or actual fact. The tale will be introduced like this: “That reminds me of a story I once heard...” or “I remember my uncle/aunt/sister/hairdresser telling me what happened to a friend of theirs...”

				Urban legends are easy to spot and typically have a ring of truth about them. The events they describe could happen or might have happened to any of us. Each of us could have been as unfortunate or stupid as the character(s) in the story, and that is one of the reasons we all enjoy urban legends so much: that the misfortune involved didn’t happen to us but to somebody else. And that makes us laugh. The stories come in many different forms. Some involve ghostly goings-on, some are about love lost or found. Some center on plain stupidity and some on unfortunate coincidences, although some do have happy endings. The connecting feature is that all are told and then retold and come back around in altered forms, and all of them are passed around by word of mouth or, especially these days, via the Internet, where they spread like wildfire. These “legends” (so called urban, although they don’t need to have an urban setting) are the modern-day version of medieval folklore, and all of the anecdotes in this collection can be recounted the next time you are at lunch or dinner or in the bar with friends. They can make even the most unimaginative person seem interesting, I promise. They seem to be working for me, at any rate.

				The research for this book has been fascinating: It was amazing to discover that Winston Churchill really was a Druid or that one Japanese soldier continued fighting World War II on his own for thirty years. But I should point out here that many of the tales told in this collection are probably not true and that any names given, apart from when they are used to back up evidence in genuine accounts, are made up—by me. So, for example, if there really is a Peter Patsalides who worked at the World Trade Center in New York prior to September 11, 2001 (see “Caught with His Trousers Down”), then I am not suggesting he was having an affair because that is also the name of the friend who told me the story in the first place. Please don’t sue if your marriage collapses as a result of something I have written. I am sure many of the stories included must be untrue, but that is part of the fun of urban legends: It is up to us to decide for ourselves what to believe and what not.

				Some well-known urban legends are bound to be missing from this book—but they may well pop up in a second volume if this one does well. (Do drop me a line at info@albertjack.com if you know a really good one I haven’t covered.)

				Albert Jack 
Guildford, England

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Revenge Is a Dish Best Served Cold

				The Guildford Gypsies

				The A3 is a major and historic road in the south of England linking London to the port of Portsmouth, the traditional home of the British Navy. For centuries, travelers have used the route, which has consistently been modified, updated, altered, and improved. As the modern road passes Guildford and climbs the Hog’s Back Hill, it reaches the ancient Gypsy site that the engineers bulldozed through in a road-widening scheme to include a bridge that would filter traffic away from the A3 and along the Hog’s Back toward Farnham. Work began in 1973 and technical problems delayed the opening by a full year. Only months after the bridge finally opened in 1976, freak rainstorms wrecked the drainage and the road was promptly closed again. It was around this time that the legend of the Gypsy curse began circulating and locals believed the bridge would never be safe. An anonymous letter to the London Times warned, “They are wasting rate payers’ money if they try and shore up the bridge over the A3 because that bridge has a gypsy curse on it.” Local reporter Jane Garrett investigated; Gypsy community leader Jasper Smith told her in 1980 that his grandmother often told him stories of the Gypsy curse condemning the Guildford end of the Hog’s Back. He claimed nothing engineers could do would ever resolve the problems. “After five years or so it will go wrong again,” he warned. “Apparently there was a lot of trouble with the police here years ago,” he continued. “Some of the gypsies were prosecuted and sent to prison for being camped there illegally.” Locals have confirmed that a Gypsy camp used to occupy the area, and the group was evicted to make way for a road-widening project. The eviction is believed to be the time the prosecutions came about and the curse was placed on the land.

				In reality, the bridge was closed soon after it was opened in 1976 and reopened again in 1979. It was closed again that year until 1982 after major repairs; and closed again in 1986, 1992, and 1994 for major repair work. Many locals believe in the Gypsy curse and have refused to travel over or under the bridge. Stories have circulated that one day the cursed bridge will explode, and the road design in the area involves complicated junctions so the curse is also blamed for all accidents that occur at the Guildford end of the Hog’s Back.

				The Seafood Effect

				June was not a happy lady. Just before Christmas, her husband, Mike, had left her to start a new life with her closest friend. June spent the whole winter alone in the house until the day she received a letter from a divorce lawyer, asking for possession of the house so that Mike and her old friend could move back in. That was when she planned her revenge. She replied, offering vacant possession, on the condition the house was sold and the proceeds split between the two. The evening before she was due to move out, June invited her real friends around for a lavish “Last Supper.” The following morning, she carefully unscrewed the ends of the metal curtain rods in all of the rooms and filled the cavities with half-eaten shrimp, shells, and spoonfuls of caviar, after which she picked up the rest of her belongings and left her beloved home.

				A few weeks later, the new couple noticed a lingering smell, which became worse as the days passed. They paid to have the house professionally cleaned from top to bottom, the air vents and floorboards checked for dead rats, and air purifiers installed in every room, but still the smell grew worse. Before long, the workmen were refusing to enter the house and, as potential buyers were failing to make it past the front door before they fled, the real estate agents suggested taking the property off the market until the smell had been removed.

				Eventually the couple had to retreat to a hotel before taking on a huge loan and buying another house. Soon afterward, as chance would have it, June phoned Mike to inquire how the house sale was progressing and listened as her cheating husband made up a story about the depressed housing market and how he had been unable to find a buyer. He was amazed when his former wife offered to buy his share for a substantially reduced amount. Seizing the chance to burden his ex with the mysteriously smelling house, he accepted a nominal payment for his half share but not without one last act of meanness. On the day of the transfer, June pulled up with her movers just in time to find Mike’s movers stripping the house of the last fixtures and fittings to be taken and installed at his new home—down to the lightbulbs, carpets, curtains, and curtain rods. June’s plan had worked to perfection.

				Dearly Departed

				Many people have been tempted to have cryptic messages carved into either their own headstones or those of loved ones. Actor and writer Spike Milligan famously requested the line, in his native Gaelic, “Duirt me leat go raibh me breoite.” In English, this becomes “I told you I was ill.” His headstone was erected in 2004 at St. Thomas’s Church in Winchelsea, East Sussex, and is typical of the great man’s humor. Some messages, however, are not so funny and while graveyard owners or the Church usually forbid acrimony on headstones, there are ways of overcoming the rules. Such as in the case of John Laird McCaffery, who died on August 14, 1995. The stonemason carving the inscription claims he did not notice the hidden message when the deceased man’s wife and mistress placed the order for the stone together. They claimed the poem was a personal matter between only the three of them. It reads:

				John

				Free your body and soul

				Unfold your powerful wings

				Climb up the highest mountains

				Kick your feet up in the air

				You may now live forever

				Or return to this Earth

				Unless you feel good where you are

				Reading the first letter of each line vertically will reveal the true message to poor old John. The offending headstone can be found at Section C, Plot 01369, of Montreal’s Cimetière Notre-Dame-des-Neiges.

				Other famously funny epitaphs include:

				I am ready to meet my Maker. Whether my Maker is prepared for the great ordeal of meeting me is another matter.

				—SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL

				and

				Stranger, approach this spot with gravity, for John Brown is filling his last cavity.

				—JOHN BROWN, DENTIST

				The Better Man

				This was a huge wedding with about three hundred guests. During the reception afterward, the groom got up on stage to deliver his speech. He said that he wanted to thank everyone for coming, many from long distances, to support the couple at their wedding. He especially wanted to thank the bride’s family for attending.

				To show his personal appreciation, he announced there was a gift from him to everyone and taped to the bottom of each chair was a manila envelope. He said that was his gift to everybody and told them to open it.

				Inside the manila envelope was an 8x10 picture of his bride giving the best man oral sex in the newlyweds’ backyard. (The groom had become suspicious and hired a private detective to follow her.) As the wedding guests gasped in shock, the groom turned to his new bride and announced he was leaving her. The marriage was annulled the following day.

				Revenge Is a Cheap Jaguar

				Early one morning, a teenage garage mechanic was looking through his local paper for a cheap secondhand car and feasted his eye upon a puzzling advertisement: “Jaguar XK8 for Sale, 2 years old, perfect condition, leather interior and Sat Nav—only $315.” Believing it to be a misprint that should have read at least $31,000, he moved on to other ads, but his attention kept drifting back to the Jaguar until he finally made up his mind to call the number included. An elegant-sounding lady answered and confirmed he was the first caller and that the car was indeed only $315. Still puzzled, he drove to the address she gave and found himself at a large country house with landscaped gardens, tennis courts, and a pool. Outside the garage was a shiny black Jaguar XK8 being polished by the gardener. The V8 engine purred and the car was in mint condition; on checking the price again, the mechanic quickly handed over $315 and received the keys and logbook. He couldn’t believe his luck but had to ask, “Why are you selling the car so cheaply? Surely you must know it is worth much more.” The lady hesitated and then decided no harm could be done if she explained the story. “A few years ago,” she told him, “I met the perfect man. He was tall, attractive, and owned a very successful publishing business. We got married, moved into this house, and everything was perfect for three years. Then he employed a beautiful, young, sexy PR executive, and before I knew it they were having an affair. I found out about a month ago and when I confronted him he admitted everything, packed his bags, and left, just like that. Then, last week, I received a letter from his lawyer confirming I could keep the house and all the money, and as long as he could keep his business, he was happy to rebuild his personal life with his new partner, but there was one condition. As he didn’t want to come back to the house and face me, I was told I had to sell his Jaguar, keep half the money, and forward the balance on to him to use as a deposit for a new car, so that is exactly what I am doing.”

				Mind Your Manners

				An elegant woman was patiently waiting for a parking space at the shopping mall. After a short while, she noticed a man walking to his car, so she pulled closer in order to grab his parking space. But as he backed out, an arrogant youngster nipped past her and forced his car into the empty space ahead of her. The lady put her window down. “Young man, I have been waiting for that space.”

				“Sorry, old girl,” came the reply, “but that’s what happens when you are young and quick.” With that, the lady positioned her Mercedes and reversed as fast as she could, smashing the tow bar straight through the front of the Escort, destroying the radiator and the entire front end. As the car sat hissing and leaking water all over the parking lot, the youngster stood in amazement. “You can’t do that,” he stammered. “Yes, you can,” came the reply, “when you are old and rich.”

				Hunter’s Revenge

				Three friends were out for a weekend’s hunting, and they stopped at a remote farm to ask the farmer’s permission to hunt on his land. The farmer happily granted permission but asked one of the men to shoot the old bull in the top field, as he had been planning to get rid of it. The man went back to the car and decided to play a trick on his friends. He told them the angry farmer had denied them permission, so they set off to find another location. As they passed the top field, the man saw the bull. With that he stopped the car, pulled out his rifle, and shot the bull dead. “That will teach the miserable old sod a lesson,” he exclaimed. His friends then pulled out their rifles, but before he could stop them, they shot three of the cows dead as well. “That will really teach him a lesson,” they said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Tall Tales of the Rich and Famous

				Casino Fright

				An attractive young lady was on a business trip to Las Vegas. Finding herself alone on her final evening, she decided to try her luck in the hotel casino. She had been warned by colleagues that, if she got lucky and had a big win, she should not return to her room alone; instead, she should call security who would escort her. As luck would have it, the young lady did indeed have a big win, but then was immediately worried at having such a large amount of cash in her hand. She decided to go back to her room and place it in the safe, so she telephoned the security office.

				Unfortunately, the guards told her they would not be available for a half hour and asked her to wait in the reception area. Instead, feeling vulnerable, she decided to take the first elevator available and get to her room as quickly as possible. She was relieved to find the first one empty and got in, but, just as the doors were closing, a hand forced in and pushed them back open.

				In walked two large black men wearing hats and dark glasses. One of them growled, “Hit the floor,” so she did and cowered in the corner. The two men collapsed with laughter and one of them helped her up, explaining that he meant the button to his floor. Still shaking, the lady explained what she had been told and about her win, so the two men offered to escort her to her room. She politely refused but they insisted, almost frog marching her along the corridor. She was by now terrified of being robbed, or even murdered, but instead, they gently opened the door, escorted her safely inside, and then left.

				The following morning at the reception desk, the lady discovered her room bill had already been paid, but the clerk refused to tell her by whom. When she returned home, she found twenty-one bouquets of flowers had been delivered to her, and again, the florist refused to tell her by whom. Obviously puzzled, and still a little dazed, she picked up a card attached to one of the bouquets, which read, “Thank you for the funniest thing that has ever happened to us.” It was signed by comedians Eddie Murphy and Arsenio Hall.

				It is a classic, and wonderful—if only it were true.

				Charlie Chaplin

				Star of the silent movie Charlie Chaplin was recognizable throughout the world for his baggy trousers, comedy walk, and hilarious antics. Unsurprisingly, Chaplin lookalike competitions were a regular feature at shows and fairs throughout America (rising star Bob Hope was once a winner himself) and locals had a great time imitating the tramp. Legend has it that Chaplin himself entered one such show in a San Francisco theater for a bet, telling friends he was “tempted to give lessons in the Chaplin walk” not only out of pity for the other contestants, but also with a “desire to see it done properly.”

				Certain he would win, Chaplin performed outrageously on stage, expecting his celebrity to be unmasked at any moment. Instead, however, the great man failed to even make the final stages and the story goes that his half brother Syd was the eventual winner.

				Star Heckler

				A story has circulated among music fans since the early 1970s of a rock concert performed by the band Grand Funk Railroad during which, after a featured guitar solo, an audience member started booing loudly. This was ignored for a short while until a member of the band finally took the microphone and announced, “The punk booing in the front row, if you think you can do any better come up and show us.” The crowd was stunned to see Eric Clapton leave his seat and join the band on stage. 

				This story has been repeated and believed for more than thirty years, and may in fact be true. But it is hard to believe Clapton, respectful as he is to other musicians, would ever have jeered another guitarist—unless, of course, it was prearranged and the band had already invited Clapton to play. That would make a better story.

				There are several other tales of a famous and talented person being unrecognized and yet challenged. A story from northeast England in the 1980s circulated of a group of young men challenging another to a race along the seafront at Newcastle after an evening’s drinking in the town. The second group readily accepted the challenge and put forward their best runner, the current reigning Olympic champion and world mile record holder Steve Cram.

				The world of comedy has its own stories, too. One has been told by the victim himself, a little-known comedian on the U.S. circuit. He claimed that one night he was delivering his own routine when someone in the audience started heckling him. He traded some banter with the stranger but soon ran out of material and witty responses. Instead, he resorted to the old fallback response: “Hey, you think you can do better?” Supposedly the heckler turned out to be Robin Williams.

				Another tells the story of comedian Bill Cosby, although sometimes Groucho Marx is the subject. One Sunday morning the comedian was mowing the grass at the front of his large house on a wealthy private residential estate. A neighbor, unaware of his celebrity, passed by and asked how much the lady of the house paid him for mowing the lawn. “Nothing,” replied the comedian, “but she does let me sleep with her every night.”

				Celebrity Abuse

				Another story of a celebrity encounter making the rounds is that of a businessman who insisted he was in the VIP lounge at Heathrow Airport waiting for an important customer to arrive when he noticed Bill Gates sitting at a nearby table. He claimed he introduced himself to Gates and asked him to say hello when his client arrived, as he was trying to impress her. Gates agreed and a half hour later when the client had arrived, he wandered over to the table and said, “Hey Chris, good to see you again, what’s happening.” To which Chris replied, “Not now, Gates, I’m in a meeting.”

				If true, it is an appalling thing to do and especially to then boast about it. Fortunately, it seems the author of the remark has all the imagination we would expect of him, because he pinched somebody else’s story. The legend can be told about any celebrity and has taken a few turns over the years, but the earliest example I can find is in the 1960s when a story was told about a student who recognized Frank Sinatra at a nearby table in a restaurant. Wanting to impress his new girlfriend, he introduced himself to the singer and asked him if he would mind pretending to know him. Sinatra agreed and said, “Hi Bernie,” as he passed his table. The lad then snapped, “Do you mind, Frank. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

				Moon the Loon

				Keith Moon, late drummer of the Who, died in 1978 and left behind a string of urban legends as a result of his erratic and comical behavior. Largely under the influence of drugs, Moon is said to have blown up his drum kit on stage, allegedly damaging guitarist Pete Townsend’s hearing in the process, and then befriended a tramp in Soho before checking him into London’s Hilton Hotel and drinking with him until the early hours. Moon apparently then forgot all about the tramp until the hotel phoned his record label over two weeks later to ask what they were supposed to do with the old man and who was paying the bill. The record label picked up the tab.

				Despite being regarded by many as the finest drummer of his generation, Moon’s good-natured disruptions led to his band mates barring him from the studio when vocals were being recorded. One legend suggested that at the end of the recording of “Happy Jack,” Pete Townsend can be heard shouting, “I see ya,” in the background as he spotted Moon sneaking in to let off fireworks. Whether any of these legends are true or not, only those close to the band would know. But the one that is perhaps the most famous rock urban legend of all time is definitely not true. According to author Steve Grantley (The Who by Numbers), Keith Moon definitely did not drive his Rolls-Royce into the swimming pool either at his home, as is sometimes suggested, or at the Holiday Inn in Flint, Michigan, where it is also reported to have happened during the drummer’s twenty-first birthday party. “What he did do though,” said Grantley, “is reverse it by accident into his garden pond one morning and then had to ask the AA to tow it back out for him.”

				This would come as a surprise to English band Oasis, however, who have perpetuated the myth by featuring a photograph of a Rolls-Royce submerged in the pool on the front of their 1997 album Be Here Now, and Top Gear host Jeremy Clarkson drove a Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow into the water in June 2005 as part of a TV stunt.

				Other rock-and-roll urban legends include the time Peter Grant, charismatic manager of Led Zeppelin, checked out of a hotel and began peeling off hundred-dollar bills from a huge roll of cash to pay for the damage his band and entourage had caused during their stay. Nervously, the hotel clerk asked, “Excuse me, Mr. Grant, but what is it like to actually throw a television out of the window?” Grant looked down at the lad and after a short pause peeled off another $300 and replied, “Here you are, son. Have one on us.”

				Winston Churchill Was a Druid

				When the Roman Army reached the shores of England in AD 43, they encountered a fairly uncultured race of people with few skills, little intellect, and virtually no compassion, such as can be found on the average Friday night out in any suburban town nearly two thousand years later. The Romans swept away Celtic rule, which was largely held by their priests, the Druids, who wielded absolute power as soothsayers, mystics, scholars and, ultimately, judges. Druids would decide who would be banished for their crimes and when doubting guilt or innocence, would subject the accused person to the Ordeals, which included being tied up and thrown into a river to see if he sank or floated. Another tactic was making the accused walk through fire to see if God protected him from burns. It was also the Druids who decided who would be sacrificed to appease the gods and, as their belief was that the sun would fail to rise in the morning without an offering to the God of Sun, this happened on a regular basis throughout the land. The Romans knew otherwise and put a stop to this practice. Julius Caesar himself wrote of the Celtic rule:

				“All the people of Gaul are completely devoted to religion, and for this reason those who are greatly affected by disease and in the dangers of battle either sacrifice human victims or vow to do so using the Druids as administrators to these sacrifices, since it is judged that unless for a man’s life a man’s life is given back, the will of the immortal gods cannot be placated. In public affairs they have instituted the same kind of sacrifice. Others have effigies of great size interwoven with twigs, the limbs of which are filled up with living people, which are set on fire from below, and the people are deprived of life surrounded by flames. It is judged that the punishment of those who participated in theft or brigandage or other crimes are more pleasing to the immortal gods; but when the supplies of this kind fail, they even go
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