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About the Book

From bestselling revolting reference expert Mitchell Symons comes this wickedly funny modern take on Hilaire Belloc’s Cautionary Verses.


Meet a true rogue’s gallery of horrid kids who hit the skids. Callum: who was a dreadful bully until he received his come-uppance; Tiffany: who couldn’t put down her mobile phone and died a horrible death; Bill: whose ability to fart ended in tears and Chloe: whose determination to have the most Facebook friends meant she lost her real ones.
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To you, dear reader.

Enjoy the poems but heed the lessons!


Introduction

When I was a boy – and I’ll add the words ‘many many years ago’ before anyone else does – I was a huge fan of Hilaire Belloc’s Cautionary Verses.

If you’ve never read them, then I hope that the very least this book achieves is to lead you to them. There you will find such gems as:

Jim: Who ran away from his Nurse, and was eaten by a Lion.

Henry King: Who chewed bits of String, and was early cut off in Dreadful Agonies.

Matilda: Who told Lies, and was Burned to Death.

Godolphin Horne: Who was cursed with the Sin of Pride, and Became a Boot-Black.

And my own favourite: Rebecca: Who slammed Doors For Fun And Perished Miserably.

A while ago, I was clearing out a box of treasured possessions from my childhood when I came across a well-thumbed copy of Cautionary Verses and mused to myself, I bet some clever clogs has updated these poems and made themselves a fortune.

So I put the words ‘cautionary’ and ‘verses’ into Google, and then, for good measure, into Amazon – and, incredibly, nothing came up!

I told my publishers, who raised the (not unreasonable) objections that a) they weren’t my poems to update, and b) I was the man who delivered trivia – since when was I a poet?

In response (and thinking quickly on my feet), I did two things. I pointed out that I wasn’t going to update the poems as such . . . Oh no, I was going to, er, write completely (gulp) new cautionary verses.

I then went away and wrote Tiffany: Who couldn’t put down her Mobile Telephone and died a Horrible Death.

With all modesty, I thought I’d done a pretty good job, but I was unprepared for the reaction from my publishers and, more importantly, their sales team. They loved it. People – many of whom had nothing to do with commissioning the book – were passing it around the office. It even found its way onto Facebook.

Could I please write some more?

Emboldened, I found I could.

Look, don’t get me wrong, I still don’t think of myself as a poet, but I reckon I’ve managed to get some humour out of modern-day foibles while maintaining rhymes and (usually) scansion. At the very least, I think I managed to get the right number of syllables to each line. Count ’em if you like: God knows, I did!

You’ll also notice that the poems are often more than a little brutal. Did children really deserve death merely for overusing their mobile phones or for employing the Australian inflection? Obviously not – though I still reserve judgement for people who say ‘haitch’ instead of ‘aitch’ for the eighth letter of the alphabet.

However, if I was going to be faithful to the thrust and tone of Belloc’s original – and although he was writing for children, he wasn’t pulling his punches (the clues being in such expressions as eaten by a Lion, cut off in Dreadful Agonies, Burned to Death and Perished Miserably) – then I was going to have silence my qualms and dish out wildly disproportionate punishments (though I believe that NO punishment would be too great for – to take just three of my ‘victims’ – Sebastian, Freddie and Callum).

Now for some people who deserve plaudits – not punishments.

They are: my wonderful editor, Lauren Buckland, my wife, Penny (who contributed a couple of fine lines to Chelsea), my lovely publisher, Annie Eaton, designer Dominica Clements and illustrator Steve Wells.

In addition, I’d also like to thank the following people for their help, contributions and/or support: Gilly Adams, Lauren Bennett, Jenny Garrison, Bryn Musson, Charlie Symons, Jack Symons, Louise Symons, Harriet Venn and Rob Woolley.

If I’ve missed anyone out, then please know that it is, as I always say, entirely down to my own stupidity.

Mitchell Symons

www.mitchellsymons.com



Tiffany: Who couldn’t put down her Mobile Telephone and died a Horrible Death

A sight that’s known to generate moans

Is silly girls on mobile phones.

Ignoring people in the street,

They map their lives in every tweet.

They text each other the latest saga

Of love and shopping and Lady Gaga.

They use the latest apparatus

To update their Facebook status:

Just got out from taking a shower –

It only took me half an hour!
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Tiffany Smith was one such girl.

She spent her life in a social whirl.

Wherever she went, she used her phone –

In school and out, you’d hear its tone.

Justin Bieber’s latest hit

Would indicate the dial’s lit.

Her BFF just calling to say:

‘I’m going to phone you later today.’

Tiffany had to keep in touch:

Talking and texting meant so much –

For her the stakes were life and death.

To speak to Katie, Charlotte and Beth

Sixty, seventy times a day

Was not excessive – unless you pay.

And here, alas – the bitter pill:

It wasn’t Tiff who paid the bill.

That task befell her struggling mother

Who also provided for Tiffy’s brother

(Another child to nag and drain her:

For him it was always the latest trainer).
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Her phone bill was a source of woe:

Not for her the Pay-and-Go,

Tiff had a tariff – it was second to none,

And yet she always came undone:

A thousand minutes wouldn’t last a week.

If only Tiff didn’t have to speak

To every friend throughout the day:

‘Hi
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