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An Island Kingdom

Any seasoned sailor will tell you that it is not at all difficult to find your way to the Isles of Lollybrod. You simply need to set sail from the topmost tip of Tasmania, set your compass due west and take the second turning on the right past the Rocky Knobblies, and as long as you keep a lert, you just can’t miss them.

Lerts do not require a great deal of looking after, and a pair housed in a simple wire enclosure wedged between the gunwales could save you an awful lot of bother later on. Without keeping a lert, one can so easily drop off, miss the islands altogether, and before you know it, find yourself marooned in Birkenhead or somewhere equally exotic.

There are seven islands in the group, the two larger ones, Lollybrod and Lollyopolis, where most of the people live; four smaller islets – Plimp, Plop, Plamp and Plumff; together with the Isle of Labradog.

The latter so named, because from the air, it looks to be shaped rather like a well-known breed of dog. Sadly, in recent years, the fierce storms that lash the islands from time to time have washed away much of its hind quarters.

No one lives on Plimp or Plop these days, although people do pop over to Plop for the odd Poppy Parade, and there are a few people living on Plamp, making use of the disused sheds and shelters left behind by the army regiment stationed there during the war.

Because of its cliff strewn coastline, it is a little difficult to land on Plamp, and in order to gain access to the upper level, the army engineers had to blast away the rock face to create a steeply sloping path running up from the narrow beach below, which became known as the Plamp Camp Ramp.

The ‘crunchy crunchy’ noise made by the boots of soldiers as they marched up and down the gravelly slope, tended to bounce off the cliff face and echo out across the sound. People in Lollybrod and Lollyopolis very quickly became aware as to what was afoot, despite the tendency for the military to try to keep everything under wraps.

Older residents still talk about the Plamp camp ramp tramp. The Broddy Cloggers, went as far as to invent a dance based on all this, which they called the Plamp Camp Ramp Stamp.

It was a great favourite at the Saturday night dances, an exciting feature of island night life during the war years, possibly the only exciting feature of island night life during the war years.

The only problem, and the one that eventually led to its decline, was that most islanders did not possess clogs, as the islands had never been a Dutch colony, so dancers had to wear wellington boots or galoshes.

Many found that this led to serious chaffing of the Achilles, which made it difficult to walk the next day, so there was always a long queue outside doctor Uno Hu’s surgery on a Monday morning.

Lollybrod is the largest and most populated of the islands, with Lollyopolis not far behind, and a great rivalry exists between the two centres. Both of course rely on the making and the selling of lollies to make a living.

This little group of islands dominates the world lolly market, and the range and quality of their products are known throughout the lolly-licking world. The lolly industry affects every aspect of island life. Local farms provide most of the raw materials. Lolly sticks are cut from sugar cane or the branches of eucalyptus trees.

The sugar canes also provide the sugar needed for the sweet lollies, and there are wide fields of cocoa beans, almond bushes, walnut trees, orange and lemon groves, indeed all the ingredients required by the lolly factories are grown and prepared locally.

The lolly appears-on most family flags and coats of arms and on festival days the king, if he feels well enough, will parade through the main towns accompanied by his courtiers, each one carrying an ornately decorated lollypop held proudly aloft.

The island’s royal flag has rampant lollypops embroidered on a custard background with a border of sultanas, and of course the island’s unit of currency is the lolly.

At the present time you should expect to get about 78 lollies to the pound, which it must be said is quite a lot of lolly. The Lollybrodians have a great fondness for fetes and festivals which occurred with pleasing frequency throughout the year, finishing with the Great Royal Fete, held towards the end of August each year and known to residents as the August Bank Lollyday Holiday.

Houses and other buildings on Lollybrod are usually constructed by placing a row of sturdy lolly poles driven deep into the ground around the outside of the required structure. These are then held together and strengthened by having horizontal poles lashed across them to form a rigid framework.

This provides both a scaffold as the work proceeds, as well as a support for the finished building. The spaces between the lolly sticks are filled in with a mixture of mud and reeds, or in the case of more expensive properties, with blocks of marzipan which can be obtained from most builder’s merchants these days in a wide variety of colours.

The lolly poles are topped out with ornate plaques, badges, crowns or helmets, girding the tiled roofs with a colourful parapet. Local opinion is divided as to the best material to employ for the making of these lolly tops. Some say that only traditional lolly making ingredients should be used while others go for wood or plastic.

The traditional lolly tops tend to be more affected by the weather, dissolving a little when it rains heavily and melting slowly on very hot days. As a result, the upper floors of the more traditionally built houses tend to become streaked with colourful vertical stripes giving them a rather ‘Elizabethan’ look.

Both the main islands have attractive and well protected harbours but on this particular day it was towards the harbour at Lollybrod that Dagga Flintock was making his way. He had been born on the island, but had left home in his early teens, a thin and spindly lad.

Now a fit handsome young man he was returning to visit his mother and hopefully meet up with some of his old friends. It was a sentimental expedition, one he had been planning for a while.

Now that he was at last underway, he was keen to get there as quickly as possible. He couldn’t wait to see the quaint island kingdom once again.
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Communications

It was a great day for a sail. A fresh wind was tugging at the rigging, stretching the red canvas and thrusting the yacht’s white hull forcefully through the waves.

Warmed by a bright sun, invigorated by the salt spray that stung his cheeks as each wave was breached, full of the joy that sailing brings, Dagga sang out lustily an old sea shanty he knew from childhood:

Blow the way, flow the way

Blow ye sea breeze

Guiding me safely o’er salty blue seas

Blow the way, flow the way

Blow the way home

Home to the land I love

He was making good progress. It was three days since he had rounded the Rocky Knobblies, and with the boat responding eagerly in the strong wind, he reckoned he might make land that day. He decided to radio ahead to warn the harbourmaster of his likely arrival. He did not want to approach the harbour only to find that the great storm gates were closed against him.

He tied back the rudder, and rummaging around in the forward locker, he took out the transmitter and the headphones. Cranking the handle, he began to send out a call signal.

After a while, his efforts were rewarded by a far-off voice, accompanied by a great deal of hissing and crackling, which made it very difficult to hear quite what was being said. “Oh, hello,” said Dagga. “is that Captain Dribble? I was just calling to let you know that…”

He was interrupted by a responding voice and a lot more crackling, “Thish ish toosh ninsh zerosh Lollybrosh coash guarsh. Howsh yush hear meesh, oversh?”

In her last letter, Dagga’s mother had let him know that Captain Dribble, the island’s only police officer, had been put in temporary charge of the harbour, following the sad disappearance of the previous holder of the post, Klunk Bulmer.

It was said that Klunk had rushed out of the harbour master’s hut on a very wet and windy night in late July and hurried down the jetty to get a better look at a ship he thought was in distress. It seems that he must have tripped over the big brown bollard at the top end and had not been seen since.

His poor wife Quilty, a frail but sprightly little lady had refused to accept that her dear husband had perished in the deep and was still anticipating his return. They had lived together for the whole of their married life in Lollypop Cottage, close by the harbour and her eldest son Klank Bulmer lived in the house next door.

He would call in each day to make sure she was safe and well, and to see if she wanted anything from the coop. She would hear the latch go and would hurry eagerly out into the hallway only to be disappointed not to find her husband coming through the door.

“Oh, it’s you Klank dear,” she would say, “I heard the clink and thought it was Klunk.” And with that she would wander sadly back into the living room.

Dagga had another go at trying to send a radio message. Captain Dribble had what can only be described as a very frothy voice and this coupled with the background crackle, made it very difficult to understand quite what he was saying.

“I’m nearly there now, should be with you later today. I just wanted to make sure that the harbour gates would be open, or else…”

The frothy voice came back, “Thish ish toosh ninsh zerosh, Lollybrosh coash garsh,. whash ish yorsh posishion, oversh?”

Dagga shouted back his message for the third time, but the frothy crackle voice interrupted him yet again, “Toosh ninsh zerosh respondinsh, pleash state yorsh positionsh, oversh.”

Dagga shouted his message even louder but getting no understandable reply he gave up and switching off the transmitter returned to his sailing, if the harbour gates were clamped shut when he got there, he would simply have to make land as best he could further up the coast.

He eventually caught sight of the pier lighthouse at about 20 chocs past Pitlochry that afternoon. To avoid confusion later on, I should perhaps briefly explain the Lollybrodian system for recording the time of day.

It was designed and installed by a Scottish engineer named Jimmy McFickletackle who had been torpedoed during the war and clinging to a spar lashed between two barrels of whisky, he had eventually been washed up on the shore off Plumff Island.

There he lay exhausted for several days until he was spotted by the then coastguard who, as it happened, was also of Scottish descent and had caught a whiff of the amber liquid seeping from one of the barrels.

There were at that time no clocks on the group of islands. People simply marked the passage of time, as and when they felt it necessary to do so, which was not all that often, by observing the descent of a flame in relation to marks scratched in the sides of very large candles which were kept alight in most of the churches.

However, by the time young McFickletackle arrived, most people, apart from the Wicks family who ran the only candle-making factory on the islands, felt that this was no longer a satisfactory arrangement. It meant that if you needed to know the time of day for any reason you had to trudge off up to the church in what was often very wet and stormy weather, and it was not a very pleasant jaunt.

As likely as not when you heaved open the big wooden door, the draught thus created would blow the candles out, which meant you had to scrabble about in the gloom on a rough stone floor to try to find the box of matches that the priest always hid well away, as he was forever fearful of arson attacks on his parsonage.

By the time you had managed to relight the waxy sticks, as likely as not you had completely lost track of what time it was when they blew out.

Anyway, engineer McFickletackle seemed a likely fellow and had, to put it mildly, become extremely bored sitting about with little or nothing to do, apart from polishing lollipops. So, the council asked him if he would be interested in installing a more up-to-date system of timekeeping.

He agreed without hesitation his only condition being that he be entitled to a free fish-and-chip supper once a week and that the council would pay for any materials he might require. A contract was quickly agreed and signed.

He chose to keep using ‘choc’, the term islanders used for short periods of time, to simplify things. They were used to saying things like, “I’ll see you down at the harbour in a couple of chocs,” or perhaps, “have you got a choc choc?” Meaning; “Can you spare me a little of your time?”

So, he adopted the ‘choc’ as the smallest unit and matched it up with the minute, as he was anxious to make sure that Lollybrodian time was more or less in line with Greenwich mean time. However, because he was extremely homesick, he decided to do away with numbers for the hours and use the names of Scottish towns instead.

These were set out on a circular clock face and took the form of small sketches of towns he remembered from his childhood, each painted on to a shiny brass disc in coloured enamel, with the name of the town engraved below.

Thus, you would hear the people of the islands say things like, “Make sure you’re back before Bothwell.” or perhaps, “I will be collecting the children at quarter to Forfar,” and so on.

He did not involve the Ayrshire town of Hamilton where he was born as his mother still lived there and he thought she might be upset. This in turn led to the Lollybrodian expression when they wished to indicate that they had little or no interest in a particular matter when they would be heard to say, “Its Hamilton academicals as far as I am concerned.”

McFickletackle’s clock faces, adorned by a circle of small bright pictures were attractive to look at and became very popular, with highly coloured and ornate versions appearing on many church towers and on the front of the Town Hall.

The Church council had for many years wanted to have bells installed in their elegant lollypop belfries but there were no suitable materials to be found in the islands for the casting of bells, and having such heavy items made abroad, and then shipped to Lollybrod was far too expensive.

As an alternative, McFickletackle came up with the idea of installing bagpipes in each tower linked via a system of tubes and valves to the church organ.

On festival days, with all the churches piping away, the level of noise was such that one could be forgiven for thinking that the Gordon Highlanders were marching into town. Poor McFickletackle, completely overcome, would take himself off to a lonely field and cry his eyes out.

Close now to the end of his long journey from Tasmania, Dagga took a firm grip on the tiller and tacked his yacht to home in on the pier light.

Behind in the deepening twilight, he could see lamps in the windows of the little houses starting to come on, their sparky beams bouncing off the lollypop parapets like lines of multi-coloured pearls strung out in a glittering skein across the roof tops of the little town.

A tear crept out of the corner of his eye and wobbled its way down his salty cheek, he had quite forgotten just how beautiful the place was.





The Homecoming

Captain Harvey Dribble, the acting harbour master, had concluded that Dagga was on his way home. Although he had not fully understood his radio message, he had recognised his voice and realised that he could not be too far away.

He had sent a message to Mrs Flintock to let her know that her son was likely to arrive later that day and alerted the ladies choir as he knew they were planning to provide a musical welcome.

Captain Dribble had only been appointed as harbour master on a temporary basis and there were several reasons for this. For one thing the authorities did not want to upset Klunk Bulmer’s poor wife who remained convinced that her husband would be back to take up the job again, sooner or later.

Also, while it was felt that the captain could cope in the short term he could not be expected to act as both harbour master and chief of police and for longer than was absolutely necessary. There was also the fact that he had no formal qualifications for the job.

He had never managed to pass the harbour master examinations, and although he had once claimed that he had a City and Guilds Diploma in Lobster Pottery he had never been able to produce any documents to back up such a claim.

There was also the problem with his frothy voice. The clouds of spray that invariably accompanied his words could just about be coped with in the open air, with careful positioning in relation to the prevailing wind and the judicious use of umbrellas or canvas wind breaks, but it was a very different matter indoors. Members of the Docks and harbour Committee were more than a little fed up with having to return home after an evening meeting in damp clothing, only to have their wives accuse them of lying about in wet grass.

The chairman, Elton Spenfegger, who usually had Captain Dribble sat beside him, and who as a result had suffered several bouts of rheumatic fever, had taken to wearing a waterproof cycling cape and galoshes during meetings in an attempt to keep reasonably dry.

To be fair to the captain, the fluid nature of his speech was not entirely his fault. Some years ago, he had suffered from a serious gum infection and had gone along to see the doctor.

He in turn, referred him on to a dental colleague, who had proceeded to remove all Captain Dribble’s teeth and replace them with what has to be said were a very ill-fitting set of dentures. This had led to the considerable fluidity that burst forth each time he opened his mouth.

As a result of the captain’s unfortunate experience, people had begun to question the ability of the doctor’s friend and whether he was, in fact, qualified to undertake this kind of work. When asked about his qualifications one evening in the Frog and Trumpet, he had simply said, “I study toolon.” Most people thought that this meant that that he had gained his qualifications at the prestigious school of dentistry in the French town of Toulon.

Others thought he must have meant that he had been to the Polytechnic in Telford, where it was believed that they ran a diploma course for dental technicians. Another view was that he had spent too much time on his academic studies, and was as a result, a little short of practical experience, a view well-supported by a quick glance at Dribble’s ill-fitting teeth.

There was a further section of opinion, albeit a small one, that was convinced that he must have meant that his studies had been focused on abnormally long teeth and he was either a vet or a disciple of Dracula and probably best avoided.

In any event, it was very much a case of like it or lump it, as there was no one else living on the islands who was prepared to take on the job of poking about in other people’s mouths.

If it got to the point where some kind of dental treatment was unavoidable, there was a stark choice, it was either a question of placing one’s trust in the local man or moving abroad.

Anyway, despite his problems and the fact that he did not really know quite what he was doing half the time, Captain Dribble greatly enjoyed his new job.

Every time he spotted an approaching vessel, he would rush out of the harbour master’s lookout, run along the jetty carrying one of the three megaphones and standing up on the big brown bollard, the one at the top end, would yell through the conical tube, “Ahoysh theresh meesh hearteesh!”

He had seen Charles Lawson do just that in the film The Mutineer on the Bouncy, filmed on the island and based on the life story of a rather stroppy fisherman, who fell out with the Cod Cutters Union and went off to Australia, where he later became the trampoline champion of Queensland.

Rummaging around in the harbourmasters hut, Captain Dribble had discovered that there were, in fact, three megaphones, and from studying the harbour master’s handbook he had found out when each one had to be used.

There was the plain yellow one which was for use on all normal occasions and the one he intended to use to greet Dagga that afternoon. Then there was a royal blue megaphone with gold piping around the bell end and rows of glass beads running down the barrel.

This was only to be used to greet kings and queens or other royal persons, and was in such good condition that clearly, it had not been brought into use very often. It had been taken out to greet the King and Queen when they arrived home from journeys abroad, but the King had given up such trips after the Queen had passed away.

The third megaphone, painted in black and white stripes, was, as far as he could make out, to be used to greet the Newcastle United football team whenever they managed to pay a visit to the islands.

Klunk Bulmer’s family had come originally from the Northeast of England, and Klunk was the secretary of the Lollybrod branch of the Newcastle United Supporters Club. He had written to the club manager some years before, inviting the team to pay a visit and saying how keen all four members were to meet up with them.

He had a nice letter back from the club secretary, thanking him for the invitation and for their loyal support, but that he could not say quite when such a visit might be arranged. Perhaps, if the team ever managed to get to the finals of the Asian Cup, it would be possible to call in on the way over.

Klunk had the letter framed and hung in the exhibition area in the Town Hall entrance, and prior to his disappearance, had paid regular visits to what he seemed to regard as some kind of shrine.

The problem with Captain Dribbles teeth was a source of great embarrassment to the two Chinese doctors. The two men had been badly treated in their homeland during the Cultural revolution, when they had been thrown out of their surgery and sent into the countryside to dig drainage trenches.

Not only did they find this to be very hard work but felt that it was a complete waste of their talent and a betrayal of the sacrifices made by their parents to enable them to attend medical school. They decided they had to try to escape.

Over a period of several months, they built a small boat by weaving together a lattice of tree branches and covering the framework with leaves. The whole thing was then sealed with a sticky paste obtained from the rubber trees that grew nearby. Each evening, before they were marched back to camp, they hid the boat in the bottom of the trench.

Eventually, they decided that it was time to go, and hiding beneath their makeshift craft until everyone else had left, they dragged their boat down the length of the trench, until they reached the river, where they jumped aboard and floated off.

Their white medical coats had, by this time, become a little muddy, but once flushed in the river and rigged up on a frame of sticks, they made quite effective sails. With a strong wind and an equally strong current, they were soon swept down and out into the open sea.

Their plan had been to make for Hong Kong, but fierce storms carried them much further south, and they were eventually washed up, barely alive, on the north shore of Labradog Island. They dragged their boat up the beach and into a narrow gulley and wedged it upside down between the two rock faces to create a simple shelter.

Luckily the weather was warm, and they
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