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Abercrombie, Lascelles (English poet, 1881–1938). Abercrombie suggested poets should aspire to the simplicity of Wordsworth, and as a result was challenged to a duel by Ezra Pound, who told him ‘stupidity carried beyond a certain point becomes a public menace’. Given the choice of weapons, Abercrombie proposed that the poets throw unsold copies of their own books at each other.

Abramovich, Roman (Russian oligarch, b. 1966). Abramovich employs a Fruit Manager on an annual salary of thirty thousand euros. The Fruit Manager is responsible for ensuring that the fruit bowls on Abramovich’s yacht are always filled with washed and ready-to-eat fruit.

Adam (Edenite first man, 4004–3074 BC). According to the seventeenth-century mystic Antoinette Bourignon, the body of Adam was more pure, translucent, and transparent than crystal, and as light and buoyant as air. In it were vessels and streams of light, which entered and exuded through the pores. The vessels were charged with liquors of various colours of intense brilliancy and transparency. Some of these fluids were water, milk, wine, and fire. Every motion of Adam’s body produced ineffable harmonies. Every creature obeyed him, nothing could resist or injure him. He was taller than men of this time. His hair was short, curled, and approaching black. He had a little down on his lower lip. In his stomach was a clear fluid, like water in a crystal bowl, in which tiny eggs developed themselves, like bubbles in wine, as he glowed with the ardour of Divine charity. When he strongly desired that others should unite with him in the work of praise, he deposited some of those eggs, which hatched, and from one of them emerged his consort, Eve. See Eve

Adams, John (American politician and POTUS, 1735–1826). The second President of the United States had a pet dog named Satan. His son, John Quincy Adams, the sixth President, kept silkworms.

Adams, Richard (English writer, b. 1920). When the Watership Down author’s later novel The Girl In A Swing appeared in 1980, it met with an unfavourable review from A. N. Wilson. Five years later, Adams and Wilson bumped into each other at a party. The author insisted that the critic justify his review. Wilson confessed that he could not recall what he had written, whereupon Adams recited the entire thousand-word piece from memory. When Wilson still failed to explain himself, he was bombarded with letters, telephone calls, and a cassette recording, until he begged Adams to desist.

Aladdin (Arabian folk tale hero). According to Thomas De Quincey, in the tale of Aladdin ‘after the possession of the lamp has been once secured by a pure accident, the story ceases to move. All the rest is a mere record of upholstery; how this saloon was finished today, and that window on the next day, with no fresh incident whatever.’

Albert (German, Prince Consort of England, 1819–61). Prince Albert was deeply involved with the Great Exhibition of 1851 and counted it as a personal triumph. On 5 July, he persuaded Queen Victoria to join him in a visit where they mingled with the crowds. Exhibitors were obviously keen to bring their wares to the attention of the royal couple, and at one point Victoria and Albert were confronted by a gathering of dentists, brandishing sets of false teeth in their hands and waving them at the startled couple.

Alexandros I (Greek king, 1893–1920). Alexandros died aged twenty-seven after being bitten by one of his pet monkeys. See Barrymore, John

Alice, Princess of Battenberg (English princess, 1885–1969). The mother of Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, was a religious maniac who liked to dress as a nun. Indeed, she attended the coronation of her daughter-in-law dressed in a wimple and plain grey robes, and founded an order of nursing nuns. Early in life she had delusions of a sexual relationship with Christ, which her doctor described as a ‘neurotic-pre-psychotic libidinous condition’, though Queen Mary put it more simply by saying ‘religion had gone to her head’. She chain-smoked and enjoyed playing canasta.

Allegro, John (English archaeologist and scholar, 1923–88). Allegro was a respected scholar of the Dead Sea Scrolls who, during the 1960s, concocted the theory that Christianity had originated as an ancient sex-cult fuelled by hallucinogenic mushrooms. Many of the major figures in the Bible were in fact to be understood as ‘walking mushrooms’. He propounded his ideas in a series of best-selling books which fit with the temper of the times, including The Sacred Mushroom And The Cross (1970). Turning his attention to the Old Testament, Allegro explained that Jehovah was ‘a mighty penis in the heavens’ which ‘ejaculated semen upon the furrows of Mother Earth’.

American Woman, An (American writer, nineteenth century). ‘An American Woman’ was the anonymous nom de plume chosen by the author of The Ladies’ Vase or, Polite Manual For Young Ladies, an 1849 tome in which she counselled: ‘If you wish to become weak-headed, nervous, and good for nothing, read novels. I have seen an account of a young lady, who had become so nervous and excitable, in consequence of reading novels, that her head would be turned by the least appearance of danger, real or imaginary. As she was riding in a carriage over a bridge, in company with her mother and sister, she became frightened at some fancied danger, caught hold of the reins, and backed the carriage off the bridge, down a precipice, dashing them to pieces.’

Amundsen, Roald (Norwegian explorer, 1872–1928). From an early age, Amundsen was wholly obsessed by the idea of polar exploration. He said that what he found most compelling in the accounts he read was the suffering undergone by the explorers. Mindful of this, he slept with his bedroom window open throughout the year, and engaged in exhausting winter skiing trips. By the time he signed up for the army, his physique was so impressive that the doctor made him parade naked as an example to the other recruits.

Anderson, John Henry (Scottish magician, 1814–74). The first magician to pull a rabbit out of a hat, Anderson also did a trick which he described as ‘a Grand Ambidexterological Illusion with 12 Handkerchiefs, into which will be introduced the Enchanted Loaf and Learned Bottle, the Animated Orange and the Invisible Pigeon’.

Anning, Mary (English palaeontologist, 1799–1847). Mary Anning was born in humble circumstances and lived most of her life in poverty, yet made a name for herself as a palaeontologist. At the age of eleven she discovered the first complete ichthyosuar skeleton, and later the first pterodactyl fossil. She was reportedly a ‘dull-witted baby’, but at a horse fair in Lyme Regis, sheltering from a storm under an elm tree, she and three adults were struck by lightning. The adults were killed, but the infant Mary Anning thereafter ‘became lively and intelligent’.

Archer, Fred (English champion jockey, 1857–86). A friend recalled: ‘Somehow, Archer seemed to fascinate people. I know he did me. Perhaps it was the glamour of his wonderful riding; yet, I think it was his personality . . . His end came all too soon in 1886. I was at the Eagle-Farm race-course, Brisbane, Queensland, when the news came. It cast a gloom over the gathering. One heard whispers of “Archer’s dead. Archer’s shot himself. Poor Fred.” The last race he rode was on Tommy Tittlemouse at Lewes. He had been ill all the week, and was advised to go home. He was terribly ill when he reached Newmarket. He had a pistol in his room by his bedside, and in a fit of delirium shot himself before he could be prevented. Wasting and Turkish baths did it.’

Armstrong, Louis (American jazz musician, 1901–71). Aged twelve, Armstrong saw in the New Year 1913 by firing a stolen revolver in the air. Apprehended by the police, he was sent to the New Orleans Colored Waifs’ Home For Boys, whose principal later thought to divert the young tearaway by presenting him with a trumpet.

Arthur, T. S. (American writer and temperance advocate, 1809–85). Arthur was a tireless advocate against the demon drink, and made the unlikely claim that he had once held in his hands the brain of a sozzled alcoholic who had been decapitated under the wheels of a speeding train just three minutes earlier. The impact had, it seemed, ‘evolved’ the brain from the skull, and Arthur happened to be at hand to pick it up and examine it. Edgar Allan Poe, who knew Arthur, said he was ‘uneducated and too fond of mere vulgarities to please a refined taste’.

Arthy, Nathaniel (English undergraduate, nineteenth century). The sole biographical information we have on Arthy is that he entered Caius College, Cambridge as an undergraduate in 1854 and thereafter ‘made a failure of his life’. See Malthus, Thomas

Atherton, Gertrude (American writer, 1857–1948). Atherton declined an invitation to meet Oscar Wilde (q.v.), having been shown his photograph. ‘His mouth covered half his face, the most lascivious, coarse, repulsive mouth I had ever seen. I might stand it in a large crowded drawing-room, but not in a parlour, eight by eight, lit by three tallow candles. I should feel as if I were under the sea, pursued by some bloated monster of the deep.’

Atholl Oakeley, Sir Edward (English wrestler, writer, and organiser of ‘rugged holiday cruises’, 1900–87). To build up his physique, Atholl Oakeley followed a regime devised by the giant Estonian wrestler Georg Hackenschmidt, which involved drinking eleven pints of milk every day. Many years later, Hackenschmidt told him that the quantity of milk prescribed was ‘a misprint’. See Hawker, Stephen

Attlee, Clement (English politician and Prime Minister, 1883–1967). Attlee took a dim view of his illustrious predecessor William Gladstone (q.v.). ‘He really was a frightful old prig,’ he wrote. ‘Fancy writing a letter proposing marriage including a sentence of 140 words all about the Almighty. He was a dreadful person.’ The sentence from Gladstone’s letter to his future wife reads: ‘I seek much in a wife in gifts better than those of our human pride, and am also sensible that she can find little in me, sensible that, were you to treat this note as the offspring of utter presumption, I must not be surprised: sensible that the life I invite you to share, even if it be not attended, as I trust it is not, with peculiar disadvantages of an outward kind, is one, I do not say unequal to your deserts, for that were saying little, but liable at best to changes and perplexities and pains which, for myself, I contemplate without apprehension, but to which it is perhaps selfishness in the main, with the sense of inward dependence counteracting an opposite sense of my too real unworthiness, which would make me contribute to expose another – and that other!’

Aubrey, John (English writer and antiquary, 1626–97). It is a wonder Aubrey lived long enough to write his Brief Lives. He had an ague shortly after he was born, and a grievous ague, aged three or four. He vomited for twelve hours every fortnight for years. At eight he ‘had an issue in the coronal sutor of my head which continued running until I was twenty-one’. One October he had a violent fever and at fifteen or sixteen the measles, followed by a dangerous fall from his uncle’s horse, then smallpox. At twenty he fell and broke a rib and was afraid it might cause an apostumation. Then he was shipwrecked, had a terrible fit of the spleen, piles, and near-fatal laesio in testiculo. Soon after an impostume broke his head, he was attacked with a sword, and twice nearly drowned. Also a drunkard tried to kill him in the street.
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Babbage, Charles (English polymath, 1791–1871). When he was not busy inventing the computer, Babbage was much exercised by what he called ‘street nuisances’. He listed ‘Instruments of torture permitted by the Government to be in daily and nightly use in the streets of London: Organs, Brass bands, Fiddlers, Harps, Harpsichords, Hurdy-gurdies, Flageolots, Drums, Bagpipes, Accordians, Halfpenny whistles, Tom toms, Trumpets, Shouting out objects for sale, Religious canting, and Psalm-singing.’ He added a list of ‘Encouragers of street music: Tavern-keepers, Public-houses, Gin-shops, Beer-shops, Coffee-shops, Servants, Children, Visitors from the country, Ladies of doubtful virtue, and Occasionally titled ladies; but these are almost invariably of recent elevation, and deficient in that taste which their sex usually possess.’

Bach, Johann Sebastian (German composer, 1685–1750). Conducting a rehearsal one day, Bach was so outraged when a member of the orchestra played a wrong note that he plucked off his wig and threw it at the malefactor.

Baden-Powell, Robert (English scoutmaster, 1857–1941). Baden-Powell’s favoured method of crossing the road was to stride forth, looking to neither left nor right, sure in the conviction that the ‘foot slogger’ had as much right to the King’s highway as any motorist. If, as a result, he ‘gets it in the back’, he dies asserting his right. That is not ‘blank foolishness’. ‘That’s British.’

Bains, Hardial (Indian Marxist-Leninist revolutionary, 1939–97). In the 1970s, having decided that Maoism was an imperialist reactionary deviation and that Albania was the only true socialist state, Bains turned his hand to writing song lyrics. ‘We Sing For The Future’, for example, begins:

In utter chaos the old order spews out unlimited
decadence and parasitism.

It brings disaster to mankind and fights against
progress with unprecedented ferocity.

Stricken by all kinds of sickness, this system’s in all-sided
crisis with economics at the base.

Spiritual and cultural devastation – the crisis is social
and political too.

These and other words were set to jaunty tunes by Cornelius Cardew (q.v.). Cardew himself provided the lyrics for his 1971 piece ‘10,000 Nails In The Coffin Of Imperialism’, for voice, hammer and nails, and blocks of wood.

Baird, John Logie (Scottish inventor, 1888–1946). Before inventing the television, Baird tried his hand at his own varieties of jam, honey, and soap, and a patent sock. The first television was a makeshift Heath Robinson affair, mounted on a washstand. The base of the motor was a tea-chest, the projection lamp was housed in a biscuit-tin, scanning discs were cut from cardboard, and the rest of the apparatus consisted of fourpenny cycle lenses, scrap-wood, darning needles, sealing wax and string.

Bakunin, Mikhail (Russian anarchist, 1814–76). Bakunin was one of history’s great smokers. During his final months in Locarno, suffering from kidney, bladder, and prostate problems and barely able to sleep, he was joined by a young anarchist admirer. She recalled, ‘His only luxuries were tobacco and tea. He smoked all day without stop, and all night as well, except for short periods of sleep, when the pain let him sleep. He smoked while drinking tea. He bought tobacco pounds at a time, or so it seemed, and stacked it in piles on all the tables. “If you are here when I die,” he often said when lighting a cigarette, “take care now and do not forget to stick a cigarette in my mouth, so that I can take a last puff before I die.”’ Bakunin did occasionally bestir himself to encourage the many children in the house to light bonfires and dance around them ‘like savages’, though having set the blazes going he would abandon both fires and children and wander back to the ‘narrow iron bed’ in his room.

Balcolm, Julia (Fictional character, d. 1857). Julia Balcolm was one of the most memorable characters of nineteenth-century fiction. She appeared in Withered Leaves From Memory’s Garland (1857) by Abigail Stanley Hanna: ‘Next to Rosa Whittier sat Julia Balcolm, with saddened expression of countenance and large deep blue eyes that gazed upon you with a deeper expression of melancholy in their glances than is usual to the merry age of childhood, and elicited your sympathy ere you knew her history. Julia was a cripple. She was drawn to school by an older sister with rosy cheeks, bright flashing black eyes, and a sprightly animated countenance, and carried into the school-room in the arms of her teacher, or some of the older scholars. And so she came, year after year, mingling with the merry group. But where is she now? Yon little mound of heaped up earth covers her remains, and a narrow marble slab tells the place of her repose, and we can but hope she who was denied the privilege of walking on earth may now soar on angel’s wings. This dear child was obliged to crawl from place to place after her more favoured companions, dragging her useless perished limbs behind her. But He who careth for us knew what was best for her, and we cannot doubt His infinite wisdom.’

Ballard, J. G. (English writer, 1930–2009). Ballard said: ‘The great thing about science fiction is that nobody lives in Hampstead.’

Bangs, John Kendrick (American writer, 1862–1922). In The Booming Of Acre Hill, Bangs invented an essential piece of kit for the night-owl writer. ‘The Jarley Ready Writing-Desk for Night Use, for instance, was a really remarkable conception. Its chief value lay in the saving of gas and midnight oil to impecunious writers which its use was said to bring about, and when fully equipped consisted simply of a writing-table with all the appliances and conveniences thereof treated with phosphorus in such a manner that in the blackest of darkness they could all be seen readily. The ink even was phosphorescent. The paper was luminous in the dark. The penholders, pens, pen-wipers, mucilage-bottle, everything, in fact, that an author really needs for the production of literature, save ideas, were so prepared that they could not fail to be visible to the weakest eye in the darkest night.’ See Blegvad, Peter

Barbellion, W. N. P. (English diarist, real name Bruce Frederick Cummings, 1889–1919). One of the tragedies of Barbellion’s short life was that he abandoned the idea of writing a work to be entitled How Cats Spend Their Time. See De Clifford, Nerea

Baring-Gould, Sabine (English clergyman and writer, 1834–1924). Baring-Gould was the prolific author of over a thousand works, including a sixteen-volume Lives Of The Saints, ghost stories, the hymn ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’, and studies of werewolves, grave desecration, and cannibalism, all written while standing up at his desk. As a young curate he was dispatched to Dalton in Swaledale, a place beset by so remarkable an amount of mud that locals called it Dalton i’ t’ Muck. Baring-Gould was struck by the stupidity of his congregation, and reflected that ‘the natives were perhaps affected by the mud’. It proved useful preparation for the time, some years later, when, lost while hiking across Dartmoor in the night, he sank up to his armpits in a bog.

Barnes, Albert (American chemist and art collector, 1872–1951). Barnes amassed a huge modern art collection, but his hatred of the art world establishment meant that he refused or limited access to scholars who travelled to Pennsylvania to see it. One art historian was made to wait outside while his dog was admitted. T. S. Eliot’s request earned the one-word reply ‘Nuts!’.

Barrymore, John (American actor, 1882–1942). Barrymore kept a menagerie of pets including an opossum, a kinkajou, deer, cats, dogs, and hundreds of exotic birds. One of his favourites was a vulture named Maloney, who would perch on his shoulder and preen his moustache and eyebrows. He also had a monkey called Clementine, which bit everybody except Barrymore himself. Clementine would sit quite still, gazing adoringly at the actor for hours. A vet eventually explained that the monkey was transfixed by the fumes of alcohol reeking from her master. After Barrymore was persuaded to give Clementine away to a zoo, he used to visit her there and breathe on her. See Caruso, Enrico

Bastiat, Frédéric (French political theorist, 1801–50). Bastiat was the author of the satirical pamphlet ‘A Petition From The Manufacturers Of Candles, Tapers, Lanterns, Sticks, Street Lamps, Snuffers, And Extinguishers, And From Producers Of Tallow, Oil, Resin, Alcohol, And Generally Of Everything Connected With Lighting’, in which he pleaded with the Assembly (of which he was a member) ‘to be so good as to pass a law requiring the closing of all windows, dormers, skylights, inside and outside shutters, curtains, casements, bull’s-eyes, deadlights, and blinds – in short, all openings, holes, chinks, and fissures through which the light of the sun is wont to enter houses.’

Bateman, Mary (English poisoner, 1768–1809). Mary Bateman was responsible for the Prophetic Hen of Leeds hoax in 1806. A hen began to lay eggs on which ‘Christ Is Coming’ was written. The alleged witch had used acid to write on the eggs and then reinserted them into the hen. Three years later she was hanged for poisoning Rebecca Porigo, who had asked for her help in lifting a curse.

Baxter, Jeff ‘Skunk’ (American musician, b. 1948). Following his stints as guitarist with Steely Dan and The Doobie Brothers, Baxter became a senior ballistic weapons adviser to the George W. Bush administration.

Bayliss, Peter (English actor, 1922–2002). Bayliss’ dying words were ‘My spacesuit has developed a fault.’ He often went out accompanied by an invisible pet dog. For many years the message on his answering machine was his impersonation of a parrot saying ‘Peter Bayliss is not available. He’s gone out to get my bird seed.’

Bechstein, Johann Matthäus (German naturalist, 1757–1822). Bechstein attempted to write down the song of the nightingale. The Athenaeum No. 1467 commented ‘one would think the music hardly worth having, if it really sounded as it looks upon paper, transcribed thus by Bechstein, from whom it is quoted by Broderip’:

Zozozozozozozozozozozozozo zirrharding

Hezezezezezezezezezezezezezezeze cowar ho dze hoi

Higaigaigaigaigaigaigaigaigaigai, guaiagai coricor dzio dzio pi

Beckett, Samuel (Irish writer, 1906–89). Beckett’s favourite childhood pastime was to climb to the top of a tall tree and then fling himself to the ground.

Beddoes, Thomas Lovell (English poet, 1803–49). As a young man, Beddoes fell in love with German philosophy and travelled to Bavaria. He was expelled for making intemperate speeches, and the deportation order described him thus: ‘Height 5’ 7”, hair light brown, eyebrows fair, eyes very dark, nose long and quite pointed, mouth large, chin prominent, face oval, complexion pale, build slight, carelessly dressed either in the English manner or as a swashbuckling German hero, one boot black, the other red, and on one of them a gold or gilt spur. Speaks bad German, has fair moustache and bad teeth.’ When Beddoes returned to England he visited his relatives riding a donkey and then tried to set fire to Drury Lane Theatre with a burning five-pound note.

Beeton, Isabella (English writer and domestic goddess, 1836–65). Mrs Beeton did not just know about household management. She was surprisingly well informed about pigs. ‘From the grossness of his feeding, from the large amount of aliment he consumes, his gluttonous way of eating it, from his slothful habits, laziness, and indulgence in sleep, the pig is particularly liable to disease, and especially indigestion, heartburn and affections of the skin,’ she wrote. ‘To counteract the consequence of a violation of the physical laws, a powerful monitor in the brain of a pig teaches him to seek for relief and medicine.’

Bell, Alexander Graham (Scottish inventor, 1847–1922). Having invented the telephone, Bell’s next step was to devise telephone etiquette. He suggested that the appropriate greeting when answering a call was to shout ‘Ahoy!’.

Bellas, Jane (English market-stall worker, b. 1979). Jane Bellas was charged by Cumbria police with possession of a knife. Her defence that she needed the knife for her work on a stall at a food market looked likely to fail when the local council found no trace that she had a stallholder’s licence. She was acquitted, however, when an eyewitness came forward to say she had been seen ‘tinkering with a generator, while handling a sausage’.

Benn, Tony (English politician, 1925–2014). In 1883, Benn’s great-great-uncle, who was the father of the actress Margaret Rutherford, murdered his own father by bashing him on the head with a chamberpot.

Bennett, Arnold (English writer, 1867–1931). Bennett believed that ‘pavement’ was one of the most beautiful words in the English language.

Bentham, Jeremy (English philosopher, 1748–1832). Bentham’s corpse is famously preserved and kept in a display case at University College London. When experiments were being conducted on the body immediately after Bentham’s death, James Mill observed that the head exuded a type of oil which seemed almost unfreezable. He conceived the idea of using it to lubricate the workings of chronometers used by those travelling at high latitudes. To date this has not been put into practice.

Berkeley, Bishop (Irish philosopher, 1685–1753). Like many men of his time, Berkeley was immune to the sublime grandeur of mountains. Finding himself on the Mont Cenis Pass in the Alps, he was ‘put out of humour by the most horrible precipices’ and declared that ‘every object that here presents itself is excessively miserable’.

Bernard of Clairvaux (French abbot and saint, 1090–1153). Saint Bernard, the founder of the Cistercian order, warned the faithful specifically about jugglers: ‘A man fond of jugglers will soon enough possess a wife whose name is Poverty. If it happens that the tricks of jugglers are forced upon your notice, endeavour to avoid them, and think of other things.’

Bernhardt, Sarah (French actress, 1844–1923). Sarah Bernhardt kept a menagerie of exotic pets, including a boa constrictor which she shot dead after it swallowed one of her cushions. See Charles I

Bertolotto, Louis (Italian flea circus proprietor, 1802–87). On Regent Street in London in 1833, Bertolotto exhibited ‘The Extraordinary Exhibition Of The Industrious Fleas’. The programme included a vivid reenactment of the Siege of Antwerp: ‘Representing the Fort, besieged and defended by Fleas, with Fire Arms, such as Cannons, Obus, Mortars, &c., which they set fire to, and make sufficient report to be audible all over the room, although the Gold Cannons &c. are not larger than a common Pin. General Chàsse and Mareschal Gerard riding on Fleas, and encouraging their respective Soldier, i.e. the flea, to victory’.

Betty, William (English actor, 1791–1874). Betty, known as ‘the Young Roscius’, was a child actor who was enormously popular in the early nineteenth century. It was said he could play convincingly any part, including elderly men and women. So great was his celebrity that Lord Byron dubbed the phenomenon ‘Rosciomania’. When he appeared on stage in Birmingham, it was reported that not only the inhabitants of that city but the ‘iron and coal workers’ of the entire Midlands were agog to see him. ‘One man, more curious or more idle than his fellows, determined to leave his work, and see the prodigy with his own eyes. Having so resolved, he proceeded, although in the middle of the week, to put on a clean shirt and a clean face, and would even have anticipated the Saturday’s shaving
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