
The Middler’s Library:  From Rum Doodle to Vogons — A Middler’s Guide to British Comic Fiction

How to like English humour when you didn’t grow up with it

By Ming Tian
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Foreword
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I grew up reading in Chinese and then learning to read in English. I thought that made me biliterate, until books like these taught me otherwise. 

I can spell ‘bureaucracy’ and quote a handful of legal phrases, but I still miss half the jokes that hinge on understatement, ridiculous place-names, or the casual cruelty of British absurdity. That’s the honest problem this book tries to solve.

This collection began as notes: a notebook of guffaws, puzzled asides and the odd lightbulb moment when a pun finally landed. I loved The Ascent of Rum Doodle for its deadpan logistics and supply-chain of porters; I re-read Jerome K. Jerome because Montmorency kept surprising me; and I fell head over heels for Douglas Adams’s ability to be both silly and strangely humane. 

Your mileage may vary — some jokes will sail over your head; others will land like a warm cup of tea. Either way, my aim is simple: to translate the laughter without killing it, to explain what you might miss as a non-native reader, and to send you off to the books themselves with a little less hesitation.

If you’re a middler like me — awkwardly placed between two languages and two literary worlds — these essays are a companion. They’re not definitive scholarship. They’re a fellow reader’s trail of breadcrumbs: candid, slightly opinionated, and stubbornly curious.

Read a chapter, laugh, then tell me what you thought. That’s what libraries (and middlers) are for.
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The Ascent of Rum Doodle
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Introduction
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Book title: The Ascent of Rum Doodle

Author: W. E. Bowman

Genre: parody, humorous fiction

I didn’t know this book was a cult classic when I started reading it. I was simply googling for books similar to P.G. Wodehouse’s, and this appeared as a top result—right after Three Men in a Boat. That book is supposed to be very similar to Wodehouse, but I didn’t find it so (though perhaps that’s because the British humour couldn’t penetrate the cultural and language barriers... but then, if humour from the previous century is generally difficult for me—a native Chinese speaker educated under Singapore’s very practical, Wodehouse-free English curriculum—how is it that I adore Wodehouse but not Three Men in a Boat? I’ve made a mental note to give it another try someday.)

The Ascent of Rum Doodle was published in 1956, making it more than twice my age. Adding this time gap to the subject matter—mountaineering, with which I’m extremely unfamiliar (I’ve climbed hills, never mountains)—I confess that after the first chapter, I had no idea what was going on. For some reason, I thought the protagonist was a schoolboy planning a trek, climbing a hill rather than the world’s tallest (fictional) mountain.

So I consulted Gemini, which kindly supplied some context: the 1950s were apparently the golden age of mountaineering (it seems all the golden ages for anything happened in the past; our current age is just... meh). This was when the British were conquering the world’s highest peaks. In 1953, Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay successfully climbed Mount Everest. (Instead of climbing, I dream that one day air taxis will be advanced enough to ferry slackers like me to the peak—a sloth’s dream!) It was a huge achievement and led to an explosion of non-fiction books about mountaineering.

Apparently, some of these accounts came across as rather ‘pompous’ (Gemini’s word, not mine). W. E. Bowman—a civil engineer and draughtsman (I don’t even know what a draughtsman is)—was so fed up that he wrote this parody. This book is one of only two fictional works he produced.

Right, context acquired. I returned to the book and restarted Chapter One (after an introduction and a foreword by two equally fictional characters who have probably plagiarised from each other).

PS: I’ve just re-read the introduction and noticed the funny name: O. Totter. What does the ‘O’ stand for? And ‘totter’ brings to mind a frail old man shuffling with a cane—the very opposite of a robust mountaineer. Perhaps that’s precisely why the author chose it. When I first saw it, I misread it as ‘Otter’, which to me is far funnier and cuter.

PPS: I’ve also re-read the foreword, supposedly written by Sir Hugeley Havering, AISC, MPL. Being a studious learner of English, I even googled what ‘AISC’ and ‘MPL’ might stand for, assuming they were real titles. Gemini informed me they are, in fact, made-up, bogus honours—all part of the author’s parody to mock the prominent figures who pen forewords for solemn expedition accounts. (You see what I struggle with as a Middler? So often, jokes rooted in language or culture sail right over my head, and I don’t even realise they are jokes.) 

Come to think of it, ‘Hugeley’ doesn’t sound like a real name either. 

By the way, I liked Gemini’s suggestion that AISC could stand for ‘All Important Society of Chairmen’.
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Chapter 1 The Team
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The first time I laughed out loud was at this line: ‘Our success was due to two things: magnificent team work and the splendid efforts of the porters, without whom the expedition would have failed.’

The first half is the expected, standard boilerplate platitude from a leader praising his team.

This makes the second half all the more unexpected and hilarious: the porters. The team’s success is attributed to the porters—plural, likely a small army—without whom failure was assured.

This conjures an image of a team of mountaineers, presumably all British and somewhat portly in my mind’s eye, perhaps even wearing top hats and carrying decorative walking sticks, sauntering up a gentle, snow-capped slope. 

Meanwhile, behind them trails a vast host of porters—likely natives from the mountain’s foothills—carrying enormous loads of supplies: food, water, clothing, and even entertainment for the gentlemen climbers.

[image: G:\My Drive\Struggling Story Seller\Substack book review\4. The Ascent of Rum Doodle\1.1.png]

Let’s meet the team members.

There’s Tom Burley, in charge of food, doubling as strongman.

‘Strongman’ is a word I usually associate with circus performances. I had to look it up to check I hadn’t misremembered (Vocabulary.com tells me it means either a powerful political figure or a man who performs feats of strength at a fair or circus—so I wasn’t wrong). (Forgive this nit-picking, digging-deep, old-school-pedant style of reading. This is my third time reading The Ascent, and I intend to understand it as thoroughly as possible, which often means consulting Vocabulary.com and Gemini. Being unfamiliar with British humour, I often feel I’m missing something—a subtle understatement, or an obscure cultural reference only natives would catch.)

That’s why, in my mind’s eye, Tom Burley looks like a circus strongman. This is what I picture him looking like↓
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(Ha! I’ve just had another lightbulb moment: ‘Burley’ sounds like ‘burly’, which means large and strong. So, a deliberate choice by the author to re-emphasise the man’s ‘strongman’ identity, perhaps?)

The narrator says Tom ‘had been high’.

My first reaction: high? As in drugged, or drunk?

After all, that’s the most common meaning I know. But the more I read, the more puzzled I grew, because apparently every member of the team ‘had been high’.

It can’t mean they were all drunk or high on drugs, can it?

Then I consulted Gemini, which told me that here, ‘high’ means they’ve all climbed high mountains before.

Oh. I see. Haha.

I bet the author deliberately used the phrase this way—a double entendre, maintaining the semblance of a formal introduction (supposedly about the team’s achievements, however vague—High? How high exactly?) while giving readers a secret wink, sure we’d misinterpret it.

I suppose that’s why the book is classified as a parody, and I’m starting to sort of get the hang of what parody is. (Don’t laugh—I never studied parody at school, nor was I exposed to much parody culture growing up. To someone who seldom even watches stand-up comedy, parody as a genre is definitely new and worth studying in depth.)

By the way, why is a strongman in charge of the commissariat? Because he’s strong enough to break up fights when people start quarrelling over food?

There’s Christopher Wish, scientist, rock climber.
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What kind of scientist? The author doesn’t say. Maybe a geologist, biologist, anthropologist, or chemist. Anyway, what’s a scientist doing scaling the world’s highest mountain?

And the surname Wish... Having just had my lightbulb moment about ‘Burley’ and ‘burly’, I can’t help but overthink here—does ‘Wish’ also carry some kind of double meaning? Perhaps the author means Christopher is wishy-washy? Or that his scientific studies are nothing more than daydreams?

Wish, like Burley, had also ‘been high’.

There’s Donald Shute, photographer, ice climber.
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Photographer, eh? Then I guess the choice of ‘Shute’ has something to do with ‘shutter’, as in camera shutter. But having lived in Singapore, the word ‘Shute’ immediately brings to mind ‘chute’, as in ‘trash chute’—not a pleasant association.

There’s Humphry Jungle, radio expert, route finder.
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So far, this is the first team member whose expertise actually seems essential. Come to think of it, why was the strongman—the guy in charge of food—listed first? The narrator (team leader) doesn’t specify that the list is in order of decreasing importance, but that’s the feeling I get.

So, does that mean food is the most important thing on a mountaineering expedition? Funny, when you consider the juxtaposition of a serious, possibly life-threatening expedition against such a mundane, everyday concern.

Note to self: this must be another feature of parody.

There’s Lancelot Constant, diplomat, linguist.
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Lancelot—such a chivalrous name, so old-fashioned, so... out of date. Also, somehow incredibly apt and parodic as a name for a diplomat.

By the way, what is a diplomat doing climbing mountains? Do they expect to run into people from other countries and need Lancelot to mediate over who gets to scale the peak first? Or is he meant to interact with the native Yetis?

He’s put in charge of the porters. Maybe they’re the ones he’s supposed to negotiate with, exerting his diplomatic charm upon.

There’s Ridley Prone, doctor, oxygen expert.
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‘Prone’, as in ‘prone to illnesses’, ‘prone to paranoia’.

I bet the doctor will turn out to be the weakest member of the team, always falling sick—because, well, I’m sort of getting the hang of parody now, and that’s one way to make fun of the serious business of mountaineering.

There’s also the narrator, the team leader himself, but so far I know nothing about him.
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