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			Dedication

			For Ian Hislop and Francis Wheen

			and

			in memory of Robin Summers

		

		
			Introduction

			What is James Bond’s middle name? While I was compiling a Christmas quiz, I hit upon the idea of a section devoted to the first names of famous characters in fiction. What, for instance, was Jeeves’s first name? And what was Captain Hook’s?

			My thoughts strayed towards middle names. Did James Bond have a middle name? Like Captain Hook, he was an Old Etonian (precociously so: both were expelled). Etonians tend to have fancy middle names. Boris Johnson’s is de Pfeffel; Ian Fleming’s was Lancaster. It seemed likely that Fleming had come up with something similarly off-centre for Bond.

			So I did what all researchers do these days: I typed ‘James Bond middle name’ into Google. This gave me 2,020,000 results. The first directed me to a website called Quora, which confidently informed me: ‘James Bond’s middle name is Herbert. He is James Herbert Bond.’

			Ever the martyr to accuracy, I thought I’d better double-check, so I clicked on the next site, which was Yahoo Answers. Here, to the question ‘What is James Bond’s Middle Name?’, came the answer: ‘Bond’s middle name was Herbert (On Her Majesty’s Secret Service).’

			By now, I was feeling pretty confident that I could offer ‘Herbert’ as the answer to my Christmas quiz question. But just to make absolutely sure, I clicked on another site, called Theory of Names, which boasts of having been set up with the laudable aim of ‘giving parents inspiration and options when making the most important (and happiest) decisions of their adult lives’.

			‘We asked ourselves does the most famous name in British Spy history have a middle name?’ they announced, before going on to confirm the seemingly universal opinion that, yes, Bond’s middle name was, indeed, Herbert. Readers were then directed to the original source of the information, so I clicked on the link, just to be sure. To my surprise, the source was given as ‘Craig Brown’.

			I have a terrible memory, not least for my own writing, so I couldn’t remember ever having stated that James Bond’s middle name was Herbert. But here it was, reprinted in full, from an article I had written ten years before, called ‘Thirteen Things You Didn’t Know About James Bond’.

			Number one was: ‘James Bond’s middle name is revealed only once in the entire canon. In On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1963), Bond is being held in a raffia-work cage suspended over a pool of piranha fish while the villain, Dr Peevish, taunts him by saying, “Herbert, Herbert, Herbert” over and over again. Finally, Bond can bear it no longer. “Go on – kill me, kill me, PLEASE!” he screams. But at that very moment he spots Dr Peevish’s Christian name on the laundry mark attached to the raffia-work cage and shouts, “Do your worst – Dibdin!” While Peevish is blocking his ears in anguish, Bond makes good his escape.’

			I double-checked all the other sites and, sure enough, the Herbert trail always led back to me. Somewhere along the way, a joke had been transformed into a fact, and now, like the prankster who balances a bucket of water on the top of a door and then forgets it is there, I had stepped into a trap of my own making.

			I still find it hard to believe that anyone who read my original article could have taken it seriously, particularly as all the other claims I made about Bond were equally preposterous. One read: ‘For the past forty years, James Bond’s older brother, Basildon, has been a leading figure in the stationery business.’ And another was: ‘James Bond’s sister, Jennie, was the BBC Royal Correspondent from 1989 to 2003, and later proved her family mettle on I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! (2004). The first full-length Jennie Bond movie, scheduled for release in early 2007, is rumoured to be less stridently manly than the usual Bond films, and features the all-action heroine grappling with the Earl and Countess of Wessex in a six-inch-deep pool of ornamental goldfish.’

			In the glare of the internet, the border has been blurred between true and false, authentic and concocted, nutcase and expert. Ignorance is now an accepted form of omniscience. On social media anyone can rule the world, free to say what’s what, unshackled by the constraints of knowledge or expertise. Of course, this makes my job all the easier. A world gone haywire has long been the satirist’s guiding star, hence the mix of scorn and delight with which Thomas Middleton titled his 1605 comedy A Mad World, My Masters. If Donald Trump can be President and Boris Johnson can be Prime Minister, then why shouldn’t James Bond’s middle name be Herbert?

		

		
			FUN AND GAMES

		

		
			It Doesn’t Add Up

			The story so far: Suave Detective Inspector Jim Oldman is called to an empty room. Neighbours have reported nothing amiss. There’s not even a corpse. It’s fifteen minutes into the episode, and they’re growing increasingly concerned.

			‘There’s something about this room that tells me it’s empty,’ says Oldman. There’s no reply. He takes this as confirmation, and puts a call through for back-up.

			‘Apple Banana Celery, can you read me?’ he says to his walkie-talkie. He’s a smoothie. ‘We’re three episodes in, Sarge, and the plot’s gone missing! We’re in danger of losing ’em!’

			The Armed Response Unit arrives. Six armed officers rush up the staircase, in visors, turning around 360 degrees on each stair. When they get to the top they feel dizzy, and take a few minutes to get their bearings. Presently, the leader of the Armed Response Unit, Inspector Gary Youngman, kicks down the door of the empty room.

			‘ARU!’ he screams.

			‘Very well, thanks,’ replies DI Oldman. ‘And ARU?’

			‘Could be worse. But I thought you said this room was empty!’

			‘Well, it was before I got here! At least I think it was. There was no one around to ask.’

			‘So how do you account for all these people in black, then?’ says Inspector Youngman, aggressively.

			‘We’re the other members of your unit, sir.’

			‘So you are! You look so different with those visors on! As you were!’

			Meanwhile, over in the picture-postcard village of Much Askew, Detective Sergeant Cliff Hanger has been called to the corner shop run by kindly old Ted Sinister. He sniffs around, and then blows his nose. He scans the shelves. Rice Krispies … Corn Flakes … Coco Pops. And then a gap. Call it experience, call it sixth sense, but he knows something’s not quite right.

			‘There’s a cereal filler on the loose,’ he says.

			Back in the once-empty room, DI Oldman puts an urgent call through to HQ.

			‘Hilary Quinn, how can I help you?’ she replies.

			‘Xylophone Yesteryear Zygodactyl,’ he says. He’s at the end of his tether. ‘Someone’s made off with the plot. I’ve reason to believe a corrupt officer has infiltrated the anti-corruption unit.’

			‘We’ll get the anti-anti-corruption unit on to it,’ barks Hilary.

			‘But there’s something I don’t quite trust about the anti-anti-corruption unit,’ says DI Oldman. ‘This looks like a job for the anti-anti-anti –’

			‘I’ll have to interrupt you there, boss. There’s an ad break on the way, and there’s nothing any of us can do to stop it.’

			Three minutes and seventy-three cut-price sofas later, PC Gonemad is faced with a simple question. ‘If Helen overheard what Kevin said to Jack, then why the hell didn’t Tony tell Mike that Jill thought that Maureen already knew that Mike had told Tony what Jack said to Kevin?’

			And then another simple question occurs to him.

			‘If what Jack said to Kevin was true, then why didn’t Ian tell Crystal that Katie claimed that Fred thought he saw kindly old Ted Sinister spying on Detective Sergeant Hanger in the deserted hut behind the rubbish tip in front of the multi-storey car park?’

			Suddenly, there’s a screech of brakes and another simple question leaps out of the car.

			PC Gonemad is left with no alternative but to call Sergeant Charlie Roger of the POU, or Plot Overload Unit.

			‘Things are kicking off big-time, Sarge!’ he yells. ‘There are hundreds of plots coming at us from all sides, and I don’t have enough men to keep up with them!’

			As Sergeant Roger hangs up the phone, an unknown assailant shoots him dead. Seconds later, the unknown assailant is shot dead by an unknown assailant. But was the first unknown assailant the same as the second? If so, it could be suicide by a person or persons unknown.

			An urgent call comes through to DI Oldman.

			Shocking news: a man has been spotted on CCTV footage – and he wasn’t wearing a balaclava. ‘Refusal to wear a balaclava on CCTV in a prime-time police procedural? We’ve got our man,’ he concludes. Only then does he spot a crumpled scrap of paper in the empty room. It reads ‘2 + 2 = 5.’

			Is it a clue? If so, it just doesn’t add up.

		

		
			My Lockdown Diary

			March 2020

			
					I thought I spotted Imelda Staunton hovering over the ready-mixed salads in Sainsbury’s. It turned out to be someone who looked a bit like her. Or do I mean Celia Imrie? Anyway, it wasn’t either of them.

			

			April

			
					I bought a pair of brown slip-on shoes online. They turned out to be a bit too big. I couldn’t be bothered to send them back, so I wore them for a few days to try to get used to them. Then I put them in a drawer, along with a blue V-neck sweater I ordered two weeks earlier, which had turned out to be too small.

					I looked out of the window and noticed my neighbour three doors along had a visitor when the Covid rules clearly stated she wasn’t meant to. Three days later, I let someone into our house, but that’s different, because he was a close friend.

					We started watching more news. We wanted to know all about the virus.

					We stopped watching so much news. It just went on and on about the virus.

			

			May

			
					My neighbour three doors along was sitting in her garden, talking to someone I didn’t recognise. Neither of them was wearing a mask. I was furious. It’s so irresponsible!

					We organised a family quiz on Zoom. They’re all the rage. One of the questions was about the length of the Forth Road Bridge, and another was about John Wayne’s real name, which was something unexpected like Sharon. Someone said Boris Johnson’s middle name is Shirley. I wonder if that’s true.

					I enjoyed chatting with a friend in the garden. We didn’t bother to wear masks as we knew each other.

					I thought of taking up birdwatching and tried it for a bit, but they wouldn’t sit still.

			

			June

			
					I watched Steph’s Packed Lunch on Channel 4. Steph was joined by former Chancellor of the Exchequer Nigel Lawson and Baby Spice Emma Bunton. They didn’t seem to have much to say to one another. A chef demonstrated an easy way to cook flapjacks, and let them both try one.

			

			July

			
					We thought of buying new tiles for the kitchen, but decided against.

					I read somewhere that the Duchess of Cambridge’s favourite colour is navy blue.

					We suggested another family quiz, but there wasn’t much take-up, so we watched an old Morse instead.

					I thought of taking up knitting, but decided against.

			

			August

			
					In the supermarket, I spotted a woman whose mask had slipped below her nose. She wasn’t doing anything about it. I was furious, but I didn’t want to cause a scene, so said nothing.

					I sorted through the kitchen drawer. I found half a dozen drawing pins, two pairs of nail clippers, an unworn paper hat from a Christmas cracker, three old keys we never use, a broken cassette tape of The Bee Gees’ greatest hits, a key ring, three supermarket receipts, a marble, a jigsaw piece and thirteen rubber bands. I didn’t know what to do with them, so I put them back in the drawer, thinking they might come in handy some day.

					In the supermarket, my mask was making me feel fugged up, so I slipped it off my nose for a while. I saw a woman glaring at me, though she didn’t say a word. Some people take offence at the slightest thing!

					We spent most of the month catching up on the first four and a half seasons of Line of Duty, but couldn’t work out what on earth was going on, so we gave up.

					I received an Amazon delivery of a cardboard box to put things in. It came in a cardboard box.

			

			September

			
					I spotted my neighbour three doors down having a long chat with the man from Amazon. She seems to be having a delivery every day, none of it necessary. Some people are completely addicted to shopping!

					I watched Steph’s Packed Lunch on Channel 4. Vince Cable was on. The chef was cooking scones. He let Vince Cable try one. Vince Cable said it was delicious, but he didn’t look as if he meant it. Politicians will do anything for a vote.

					Amazon delivery – two new T-shirts, a mug with Matt Lucas’s face on it, a book of household tips, e.g. how to get a milk stain out of a velvet pincushion using a mixture of red wine and vinegar and a novelty drinking-straw. I don’t know how I’d survive without Amazon.

			

			October

			
					I see from the newspaper that the Beckhams are holidaying in the Bahamas. She seems to have lost a little weight. She’s almost too thin. You never see her smiling. And is that another tattoo on his neck?

					I overheard my neighbour talking on the phone in her garden to someone and telling them they must come and stay. I felt so furious. Haven’t they heard there’s a pandemic on?

			

			November

			
					A friend called, and was thinking of coming to stay. He doesn’t know whether it’s in the rules or not. I said, well, as long as we are reasonably careful, I’m sure no one would have any objection. Mind you, there are some nosey parkers who would probably object to anything!

					I was going to read Booker Prize-winning Shuggie Bain but I read Anton Du Beke’s autobiography instead. I forget what it’s called. He’s had quite a life!

			

			December

			
					Out on a walk, I spotted someone not cleaning up after their dog. I thought of saying something, but decided against.

					I heard a joke and thought: ‘That’s good. I must write that one down.’ But I couldn’t find a pen, and now I can’t remember what it was.

					Ordered five new ballpoint pens off Amazon.

					Regretted ordering the ballpoint pens off Amazon. Spent ten minutes trying to find out how to cancel the order, then gave up. They should arrive tomorrow.

			

			January 2021

			
					We were forty-five minutes into watching Location, Location, Location before we realised it was a repeat from 2019. But having watched so much of it already we thought we may as well watch to the end, so we did. At the end, they told Kirsty they had decided to stick with the house they already owned and enlarge the kitchen. She was clearly disappointed, after spending so much time trying to find a new house for them.

			

			February

			
					I was walking in a strong wind when my hat flew off. But it didn’t go far, so thankfully I was able to pick it up and put it back on.

					In the newsagent’s, a woman was looking at a photo on the front page of a paper. I heard her saying to her friend: ‘You’d have thought Boris could afford a decent haircut with all that money. I mean!’ Her friend replied: ‘Well, he must have a lot on his mind, what with one thing and another.’

			

			March

			
					At lunchtime, I watched Steph’s Packed Lunch on Channel 4. Alan ‘Chatty Man’ Carr and Ann Widdecombe were on. They both tasted the vegetarian lasagne the chef had made, and seemed to like it. Apart from that, they didn’t seem to have a lot in common.

					I answered the phone. It was someone offering me a huge amount of free money at a very reasonable price. But then something made me think it might be a hoax. I didn’t say anything, but just kept chatting to him, as I had nothing better to do, and he seemed perfectly friendly.

			

			April

			
					I bought a bag of twelve ‘easy-peel’ satsumas on special offer at the supermarket. They had no taste to them. I stared at a cloud in the sky this morning. After a while, it began to look a bit like Superintendent Ted Hastings in Line of Duty. I was going to take a photograph of it, but by the time I’d found the camera the cloud had changed shape.

			

		

		
			The Betting Book

			What do we do when we have nothing to do? At the beginning of the summer holidays, this is perhaps the most important question facing us all. Personally, I like to dragoon my companions into a round or two of the Vegetable Game. The rules are simple. Each player picks the name of a different vegetable and announces that choice. The first player then has to repeat the name of any other player’s vegetable three times as fast as possible – e.g., ‘Broad bean, broad bean, broad bean’ – before that other player manages to say it once. If the first player fails to say the vegetable three times without interruption, he has to try again with either the same or another player’s vegetable. If he succeeds, then the other player takes over; if not, he carries on.

			The Vegetable Game may sound unsophisticated, perhaps even a mite imbecilic. I doubt you would catch Lord Rees-Mogg, say, or Lady Warnock playing it with any great gusto on a rainy afternoon. But – perhaps because names of vegetables are, for some reason, intrinsically comical – it is a game that has provided me and my family with hours of entertainment down the years.

			I was reminded of it after chancing on an obscure, privately published and long out-of-print work called The Betting Book of the 2nd Battalion (78th) Seaforth Highlanders, 1822–1908. It is simply a list of all the wagers taken by the members of this battalion over an eighty-six-year period. It turns out to be one of the funniest books I have ever read – and one of the most moving, too.

			Historians and biographers deal only in exceptional lives and events. Sociologists and anthropologists may sometimes touch on ordinary, uncelebrated lives, but they are only really interested in large groups of nameless people, all doing the same gloomy things (foraging, rioting, attending football matches, dying) at the same time. There are a few books about individual professions – what it was like to be a basket-weaver in the nineteenth century and so forth – but it is hard to think of another non-fiction work that captures so exactly that vast expanse of life beyond achievement, work and incident, a book that answers that vital question we so often end up asking ourselves: ‘What do we do when we have nothing to do?’

			On the first page, we discover that, garrisoned in Kilkenny, on 19 November 1822, ‘Lieut Mitchell bets he shoots 12 larks in one day. Lieut Hemmans bets he will not. One bottle of port.’ In the ‘Lost by’ column on the right-hand side of the page, Lieutenant Mitchell is declared the loser. On the final page, in Aldershot on 27 November 1907, ‘Lieut K. B. Mackenzie bets 2nd Lieut Allenby that he will not break an egg in an empty sack. Lieutenant Allenby knows that this bet has often been lost before. The bet is for one bottle best port.’ Oddly enough, Second Lieutenant Allenby fails to break the egg.

			Between these two entries, there are bets on anything, everything and virtually nothing: who will win the Eton–Harrow match; whether ‘God Save the Queen’ was written by a foreigner; if Southwark should be pronounced ‘suthark’; and if ‘ajar’ is an adjective or not. Most of the bets are not only rewarded with alcohol but, I suspect, fuelled by it, too. On 25 December 1824, for instance, ‘Mr Cooper bets Mr Wilson one bottle of port that he drinks with a spoon a bottle of beer while Mr W is eating a penny roll. Mr W. is not to take anything with the bread and is to whistle afterwards to show that his mouth is empty.’

			Breaking an egg in a sack is one of the perennial bets that excites the battalion down the years. Stationed in Armagh in 1836, ‘Mr McIntyre bets Mr Pattison one bottle of Champagne that he (Mr P.) will not break an egg in an empty dirty clothes bag, provided Mr Pattison does not use an iron sledge hammer of greater weight than 15lbs.’ Once again, the bet is lost by the egg-basher. Quite why an egg should prove so resilient is anybody’s guess. Fifty years later, Lieutenant Lumsden fares no better. ‘Lt and Adjt C. J. Mackenzie bets Lt G. M. Lumsden that he will not break an egg in an empty sack. The sack may be beaten against the wall or floor but may not be trodden on or hammered with a hammer. The egg may be provided by Lt Lumsden, provided it is a hen’s egg and intact. Lt Lumsden is aware that this bet has been made and lost in this book before. Lt Lumsden is allowed six hours to accomplish this feat. The bet is for one bottle of Champagne.’

			A few of the bets require some degree of general knowledge, precursors to today’s pub quizzes. Stationed in Bareilly, on 2 April 1886 Lieutenant Mackintosh bets Lieutenant and Adjutant Mackenzie a bottle of champagne that fuschia is spelt ‘fuchsia’. The bet is lost by Mackenzie. In Fermoy, on 25 November 1825 Major Douglas bets Captain Lardy a bottle of wine that it was in the reign of Henry VIII that Columbus discovered America. In Belfast, on 4 February 1872 Captain Lecky bets Maitland Kirwan that the word ‘magnitude’ is not mentioned in the definitions of Euclid, and loses.

			Yet it is not all so highfalutin. At Stirling Castle, on 15 April 1833: ‘Mr Menzies bets Captain Vassall one bottle of wine that urine is used in some parts of the process of the illicit distillation of Scotch whisky.’ Happily, Mr Menzies is the loser.

			Those who worry that civilisation has been going downhill since its Victorian heyday may be reassured by the entry for 1 April 1871: ‘Ensign McDougall bets Captain C. Mackenzie that a porpoise is a hedgehog.’ Poor old Ensign McDougall was, we can only suppose, thinking of a porcupine, not a porpoise; his error cost him a bottle of champagne.

			More often than not, the bets revolve around brawn rather than brains, breaking things rather than remembering them. Even odder than the egg-breaking craze is the recurrent gamble on whether or not a bottle will break if thrown on the floor. In 1823, Ensign Price bets Captain Lardy that he can break a bottle by throwing it on the floor of the mess room. Captain Lardy loses. Eighty years later, stationed in Dublin in 1903, they are still at it: ‘Captain Holland bets Major Arbuthnot one bottle of port wine that he will break a soda water bottle by throwing it on the floor.’ The bet, it emerges, is ‘Lost by Capt Holland (who broke a lamp but not the bottle)’.

			Other sporting wagers are more energetic: stationed in Kilkenny, in December 1822 Lieutenant Cooper bets Ensign Gore a bottle of port wine that he can walk on a pair of stilts from the mess room door to the officers’ door on the other side of the square, and Cooper wins. In Halifax, in December 1870 Lieutenant Waugh bets Lieutenant Fordyce that he will not shoot a moose while he is out in the woods; Fordyce fails to bag his beast, and Waugh wins a bottle of champagne.

			Many of the bets are reminiscent of a Beckett play. They have a similar sense of characters trapped in a room, desperately waiting for something to happen, all the while groping around for things to tickle their minds. In Edinburgh on 16 April 1829, the Betting Book notes that ‘Mr Smith bets Captain Vassall one bottle of wine that the shadow inside the fender is not caused by the lamp on the table.’ In the ‘Lost by’ column on the right-hand side of the page, Mr Smith is declared the loser. On 25 April 1836 in Kandy, ‘Mr Haliburton bets Mr Lamert two bottles of French claret that the number of links in the chain suspending the centre lamp are nearer 45 than 60.’ In addition, ‘Major Douglas bets Captain Vassall one bottle of claret that from the top of the table to the door is 30 ft.’ Finally, ‘Mr McNeil bets Mr Collins one bottle of claret that from the head of the table to the wall is 20 ft.’

			Garrisoned in Stirling Castle in April 1824, members of the battalion are so bored that they take to betting on the relative breadth of each other’s noses. First, ‘Mr Menzies bets Captain Armstrong that his, Mr Menzies’, nose is broader than Captain Armstrong’s,’ then ‘Captain Vassall bets Mr McNeill that Mr McNeill’s nose is the least in breadth of the party.’ After many more nasally based bets, Mr Menzies decides to ring the changes: ‘Mr Menzies bets Mr McNeill that Captain Vassall’s mouth is the largest in the room.’ Finally, having run out of anything else to bet on, ‘Mr McNeill bets Captain Armstrong that he, Captain A., has not lost as many bets as the rest of the party this evening’ – a bet lost, alas, by Mr McNeill.

			With nothing else to bet on, they bet on bets. Five years later, in Edinburgh in April 1829, ‘Mr Fisher bets Major Mill that he has not lost twice as many bets as those he has won. The bet is one bottle of wine.’ Mr Fisher loses. But at other times inspiration literally flies into the room: garrisoned in Perth on 30 May 1831, ‘Mr McNeill bets Mr Browne that the beasty in the window is a waspy.’ Again, this is a bet that McNeill loses.

			Often the entries have an almost Chekhovian feel to them, the shortest of short stories still hinting at an intricate world beyond. In Perth on 2 April 1831, ‘Mr Fisher bets Mr Montgomery one bottle of wine that the girl in Cameron’s shop that served us out the tooth brushes has not got red hair.’ More bizarrely, in Glasgow on 16 March 1839, ‘Mr H. Hamilton bets Captain Vassall that Miss Finlay of Eastree Hill married within the last few months a man without thumbs.’

			There is something strangely moving about reading of the mess-room squabbles conducted by a group of men 170 years ago. That such energy could be so devoutly expended on such trifles! ‘Mr Montgomery bets Major Mill 8 bottles of port that the History of Scotland written by Sir Walter Scott is styled Tales of ‘a’ not Tales of ‘my’ Grandfather,’ reads one of the entries for 19 January 1829. The size of the wager – most involve just one bottle – suggests that both men were treating this daftest of quibbles with the utmost gravity. And others in the room obviously felt the same: ‘Major Mill bets 4 bottles more with Mr Smith on the same bet,’ continues the entry, ‘and Mr Montgomery bets 2 bottles more with Mr Burns.’ The bet is then lost by Major Mill and Mr Burns.

			I don’t know if battalions still keep betting books and, if so, whether they still bet on such a diverse range of subjects. Presumably, the bets on general knowledge have been cut short by the internet.

			It is perhaps surprising how little the world beyond impinges on the thoughts of the Seaforth Highlanders, though sometimes they bet on the Derby or the Eton–Harrow match, and just occasionally on the likelihood of this war or that. In Poona on 27 July 1877, ‘Captain Smith bets Sir A Mackenzie a dinner, present company included, that England is at war with Russia before the end of the present year 1877. If in Edinburgh, at the New Club.’ Captain Smith loses.

			But what really makes The Betting Book of the 2nd Battalion (78th) Seaforth Highlanders more than just an eccentric catalogue of wasted time is its lightning strikes of mortality, each suddenly illuminating the surrounding frivolity in all its mad urgency. Stationed at Fort George on 30 April 1899, Lieutenant Chamley bets Lieutenant Blair a bottle of port that he will outdrive him on the golf course during the month of May. Alongside the bet, in the ‘Lost by’ column is the stark inscription: ‘(Bet off: Captain Blair killed S. Africa).’ Further down the same page, two more bets are cancelled when Lieutenant Cowie and Captain Clark also meet their deaths in South Africa. Small wonder that soldiers grow addicted to bets when even the words ‘To be or not to be’ are no longer a matter of choice, but of chance.

		

		
			The Thrill Has Gone

			We thought we’d watch a thriller, so I turned to Amazon Prime and found one called Fear. The description read: ‘Mark Wahlberg, Reese Witherspoon and Alyssa Milano star in this riveting suspense-thriller about a passionate romance that transforms into a nightmarish obsession.’ This seemed to tick the right boxes, so I pressed the button to buy it.

			The film opened at an attractive wooden house beside a lake. A man was running in some woods. As he arrived at the house, I experienced a strong sense of déjà vu. ‘I think we might have seen this one before,’ I said. And soon the whole plot had come back to me: against her parents’ advice, Reese Witherspoon falls for a young man who turns out to be a psycho, the dog gets killed, then the dad gets killed, and it all ends in a bloodbath. Why hadn’t I remembered seeing it before? I told myself that Fear was an oddly forgettable title which could be applied to any thriller.

			An hour in, we thought we’d cut our losses, or rather double our losses, but cut our boredom, by ordering another thriller instead. So we clicked on ‘Customers Also Watched …’, and up came a list of other thrillers on offer.

			First was Guilty as Sin with Rebecca De Mornay. ‘A hot-shot criminal defence attorney is caught in a web of manipulation by her smooth-talking playboy client accused of murder,’ read the description. Had we already watched this one too? I certainly didn’t want to be caught out again. So we clicked on the next. Up came Final Analysis with Richard Gere and Kim Basinger. ‘Psychological thriller about a psychiatrist who becomes a murder suspect after allowing himself to become more than professionally involved with two wacky sisters.’

			Had we seen this one? We had certainly watched a number of thrillers with Richard Gere playing smooth, upmarket characters who either aren’t suspected of what they have done or are suspected of what they haven’t done. In fact, it’s high time an ambitious director cast him as a man who is suspected of what he has done, or – even more radical – isn’t suspected of what he hasn’t done.

			Worried we had seen Final Analysis before, I clicked on the next: No Good Deed. ‘Terri is a devoted wife and mother of two, living an ideal suburban life in Atlanta when Colin, a charming but dangerous escaped convict, shows up at her door claiming car trouble.’ This, too, sounded familiar. In thrillers, charming but dangerous escaped convicts are always showing up at ideal suburban doors, most of them claiming car trouble.

			Next! Trapped with Kevin Bacon. ‘When Will and Karen are held hostage and their daughter is abducted, a relentless twenty-four-hour plan is set in motion that will challenge everything they took for granted.’ Next! Deceived with Goldie Hawn. ‘A wife discovers evidence of her husband’s murder.’ Next! Domestic Disturbance with John Travolta. ‘A divorced father discovers that his twelve-year-old son’s new stepfather is not what he made himself out to be.’ Next! Guilty as Sin with Rebecca De Mornay. ‘A hot-shot criminal defence attorney is caught in a web of …’

			This one certainly rang a bell. Ah, yes! I had been reading about it barely two minutes before. And so it went on. By now, I was beginning to suspect that I had already watched every thriller ever made, and a good proportion of those yet to be made. ‘When a young doctor suspects she may not be alone in her new Brooklyn loft, she learns that her landlord has formed a frightening obsession with her,’ reads the description for a film called The Resident. Who could honestly remember whether they had seen it or not?

			By now, thrillers have run through every plot variation, countless times: the man who is not who he says he is, the charmer who turns out to be a crazy psycho, the woman who senses there’s someone else in the house, the passionate romance that turns into a nightmarish obsession. And so on, and so on. Over time, the suspense thriller has lost its suspense and its thrills. Instead, it has become comforting in its predictability, like a cuddly toy, a digestive biscuit, or a game of Snakes and Ladders.

		

		
			Sex Sessions in Tyne and Wear

			Is it just me, or is Tyne and Wear the place where everything interesting happens?

			Newcastle Crown Court has been home to one of the most enthralling cases in recent years. A judge and two magistrates have been listening to a ten-minute recording of what are these days termed ‘sex sessions’ between Mr and Mrs Steve Cartwright of Hall Road, Washington, Tyne and Wear.

			It all began when Mr and Mrs Cartwright’s neighbours complained that the couple’s nightly sex sessions, which would start at midnight and last an impressive three hours, were so noisy that they were drowning out the sound from their televisions. Of course, in the early hours of the morning there is precious little on television apart from actors pretending to have sex, but I suppose if you specifically wanted to watch actors pretending to have sex then the sound of real people having sex might prove a distraction. Apparently complaints were also received from the local postman; that a postman should be delivering letters at three in the morning is yet another reason why we should all be moving to Tyne and Wear.

			Mrs Cartwright is at present appealing against her conviction for breaching a noise abatement notice that banned the couple from ‘shouting, screaming or vocalisation at such a level to be a statutory nuisance’. Apparently, ‘specialist equipment’ installed by the council in her neighbour’s flat recorded noise levels of between thirty to forty decibels, with a high of forty-seven decibels.

			Though this may sound very noisy, my researches suggest that it is in fact pretty hushed, even discreet. Thirty decibels is defined as being as loud as ‘a very quiet library’, while fifty is ‘a quiet suburb or a conversation at home’. You would have to reach seventy decibels before you were as loud as a vacuum cleaner, eighty before you were as loud as the dial tone on a telephone, and ninety before you were as loud as a power drill.

			If ever Mrs Cartwright began to blast off like a power drill, there might be cause for complaint, although somewhere between a very quiet library and a quiet suburb sounds to me extremely subdued, even lacklustre.

			Two council officials – environmental health managers, no less – popped round to the houses on both sides of the Cartwrights, clipboards at the ready. One official, Marion Dixon, reported to the court: ‘I heard a male voice howling loudly, which I felt was very unnerving.’ Her colleague, the happily named Pamela Spark, found Mrs Cartwright even noisier than Mr Cartwright. She reported ‘hysterical, almost continuous, screaming’, adding: ‘It sounded like she was being murdered.’

			Well, either the libraries in Tyne and Wear are unusually noisy or Ms Dixon and Ms Spark have hypersensitive eardrums. On the other hand, there is something undeniably off-putting about overhearing the noises made by copulating couples, however attractive that couple may be, and Mr and Mrs Cartwright are, from the look of them, a far cry from Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie.*

			In fact, even if it were Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie who were going at it like vacuum cleaners next door, I might still be tempted to call in the environmental health managers. It would be an interesting court case if Brad and Angelina were to argue that, at the time of my complaint about their undue noise drowning out my television, I had been watching a video of them in their steamy film Mr & Mrs Smith. They might then be able to argue that their live performance was a bonus in stereo or even Sensurround, and that I should be charged extra for their efforts.

			Now, where was I? With a story like this, it is only too easy to get sidetracked. For this reason I have every sympathy with the judge and two magistrates at Newcastle Crown Court. It would have been fascinating to observe them as they furrowed their brows, sucked on their pencils and listened to their recording of the cacophonous Cartwrights.

			Now would not be the time for the clerk of the court to pipe up: ‘A penny for your thoughts!’ But was ten minutes long enough? If each sex session lasted three hours, and there were five in all, then that makes fifteen hours: a ten-minute ‘greatest hits’ medley would surely not do them justice, however skilfully edited.

			Alas, Mrs Cartwright maintains that the stress of the complaints made her turn first to drink and then to antidepressants – Wine and Tears in Tyne and Wear – but they have done little to lower her volume. ‘After I got the noise abatement notice, I tried to control it. I even tried to use a pillow to try to lessen the noise. I wasn’t enjoying it so I started to cry and my husband said: “If you want to make a noise, make a noise.”’

			So it’s all go in Tyne and Wear. If I were the postman, I’d try whistling very loudly to block out the noise. But that still leaves the poor neighbours. Might some sort of cladding do the trick?

				
					* I wrote this piece back in 2009, when Mr Pitt and Ms Jolie were still going strong.

			

		

		
			Four TV Chefs

			Delia Smith

			Became the subject of myth

			Having caused quite a stir

			Screaming, ‘Cwam on! Let’s be ’avin yer!’

			Raymond Blanc

			Never imports plonk;

			His preferred cargo

			Is Château Margaux.

			Gordon Ramsay

			Is like all those old hams; he

			Behaves like a yob

			But if you pinched him, he’d sob.

			Fanny Cradock

			Found haddock

			Very handy

			When flambéd in brandy.

		

		
			The Lift to Outer Space

			The number of different floors at the Grace Brothers’ department store in Are You Being Served? has long been a matter for conjecture. A close study of the theme song, set in a lift and spoken over the clash and tinkle of a cash register, offers precious little help:

			Ground floor perfumery,

			Stationery and leather goods,

			Wigs and haberdashery,

			Kitchenware and food … going up!

			First floor telephones,

			Gents’ ready-made suits

			Shirts, socks, ties, hats,

			Underwear and shoes … going up!

			Second floor carpets,

			Travel goods and bedding,

			Material, soft furnishings,

			Restaurants and teas … going up!

			Close textual analysis of these lyrics suggests there were at least three floors, not including the ground floor. And I have a vague recollection that the spacious wood-panelled office of the Young Mr Grace was on the top floor. Presuming that the general customer would never have been permitted to get out at Young Mr Grace’s floor, then it’s most likely that the entire Grace Brothers’ department store was four storeys high.

			I thought of Are You Being Served? and its famous lift, from which Mrs Slocombe, Mr Rumbold, Captain Peacock and the others would emerge so jauntily, when I read a report that Japanese engineers are working on plans to build a lift into outer space.

			Once the project is completed, thirty passengers at a time will be able to travel in a lift for 22,000 miles at 120 mph. The entire journey will take a week. When the doors finally open, they will step out into some sort of space station, from where they will be able to enjoy magnificent aerial views of Earth and its surroundings.

			Will it all be worth it? In my experience, even the most spectacular view takes only five minutes before you get used to it. So if you allow a further two minutes for buying postcards, this gives you just seven minutes before everyone begins to grow fidgety. It’s unclear what the space tourists will do then. Let’s hope there will be a restaurant, as there was in Grace Brothers’.

			If so, it should be possible to kill at least an hour by enjoying the view, shopping for postcards and then lingering over a chicken salad. After that, there will be nothing for it but to join the queue for the lift back down. I would guess that the trip down will also take about a week, or perhaps a little bit less, allowing for gravity. All very well, but I wonder if Dr Obayashi, the mastermind behind the proposed space elevator, has really thought it all through? After all, a week may be a long time in politics but it is infinitely longer in a lift, particularly if the ride comes without the welcome interruption of the doors opening and closing every few seconds, with familiar faces leaving and new ones coming in.

			The atmosphere during even the briefest trip in a lift can be dreadfully awkward, at one and the same time both dull and tense, with everyone trying to avoid exchanging glances and any conversation grinding to a halt under the weight of self-consciousness.

			After a few seconds, most passengers simply stand in complete silence, staring intently at the strip of numbers that indicates the floor you are approaching. Sadly this little distraction will not be available on the space elevator, as it will only have a ground floor and a first floor, with 22,000 miles between the two.

			Music may be another problem. These days, music in lifts is less fashionable than it once was. Until about twenty years ago, whenever you travelled in a lift you could be sure of hearing, or almost-hearing, the silky strings of Bert Kaempfert or James Last and their respective orchestras as they glided their way through a medley of easy-listening classics. To soothe the nerves of the first-timer, this tradition will have to be revived, though after a week of listening to ‘Can’t Take My Eyes Off You’ for the umpteenth time even the most hardened space-traveller may be forced to swallow an extra dose of sedatives.

			Other pitfalls will emerge with time. Getting planning permission for a structure 22,000 miles high could prove a problem, particularly in the Home Counties, and who on earth are you going to get to do the repair works to the lift shaft? If the space elevator is operated by Virgin, passengers must expect severe delays; then it will grind to a halt after the first few hundred miles, at which point they will be transferred to a coach.

			Many people find that lifts induce claustrophobia and prefer to use the stairs, but Dr Obayashi has made no provision for an adjacent staircase. Personally, I would prefer an escalator, though you would need to hold on tight if it was going at 120 mph, and that last little leap on to terra firma would be even more nerve-racking than usual.

		

		
			A Cricket Critic with an Erratic Racket

			Like many men who play tennis, when I hit a ball into the net I always look daggers at my racket, reproaching it for playing so badly when I myself have been trying so hard. The other day, I threw a further insult in its direction. ‘An erratic racket!’ I said. I tried to repeat it. ‘An erracit rattik!’ And again. ‘An erracit rattik!’ At that moment, it dawned on me that I had just invented a brand-new tongue-twister.

			After the game was over, I bet each of the three other players £5 that they could not say ‘An erratic racket’ very fast five times in a row. Two of them went wrong on the second erratic racket, and the third went wrong on the fourth. My money was safe, and a classic new tongue-twister was born, every bit as tricky as ‘Red lorry, yellow lorry’, and rather more classy.

			One of my fellow players pointed out that ‘An erratic racket’ was itself a variation on ‘cricket critic’, so I suggested combining the two to create ‘A cricket critic with an erratic racket’, and entering this great new tongue-twister into the World Tongue-Twisting Championship, which no doubt takes place in Aberystwyth, or perhaps, in a particularly tough year, in Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch.

			I think the first tongue-twister I ever learnt was ‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper’, followed closely by the wittier ‘How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?’, which comes with the non-committal answer: ‘A woodchuck would chuck all the wood he could chuck, if a woodchuck could chuck wood.’ Needless to say, an American pedant once worked out an accurate answer to the great woodchuck question, calculating that, if a woodchuck could chuck wood, then a woodchuck could chuck about 700 pounds of wood, if it was chucking very hard. So now you know.

			With an erracit rattik still ringing in my ears, I tried it out on a couple of children, with equal success. I had half-imagined that, in these days of computer games, the tongue-twisting tradition might have died out among the younger generation, but not a bit of it: both of them tried plenty of their own tongue-twisters on me, some old, some new.

			I found ‘A proper cup of coffee from a proper copper coffee pot’ particularly troublesome. I sailed through the first section – ‘A proper cup of coffee from a …’ with ease, but fell over head-first on the second – ‘a popper cropper poffee cot’.

			A new favourite among children seems to be ‘Ken Dodd’s dad’s dog’s dead’, which presumably also has the merit, after all these years, of being true. (Incidentally, I know a second joke, this one not a tongue-twister, concerning Ken Dodd, though it requires a certain amount of knowledge about his act. When you meet someone in a public place, you should say, ‘Ken Dodd came here yesterday’, to which they invariably reply, ‘Did he?’, and to which you then exclaim: ‘No – Doddy!’)

			Some tongue-twisters contain additional booby traps, so that the old words re-emerge as proper new words, giving the original sentence an entirely new meaning. My favourite of these is ‘One smart feller, he felt smart.’ I won’t repeat here what happens to it once it has been tongue-twisted, but I can guarantee the new sentence will produce howls of uncontrolled laughter, particularly if you happen to be a little boy under the age of seven.

			One of the many joys of tongue-twisters is that they serve no purpose beyond fun. So when you say, or at least try to say, ‘She sells sea shells on the sea shore’ or ‘Of all the felt I ever felt, I never felt a piece of felt which felt the same as that felt felt, when I first felt the felt of that felt hat’, there is something pleasing in its non-utilitarianism – itself a modest one-word tongue-twister.

			It is only if you happen to be a newscaster that the tongue-twister spells peril. American newscasters are said to dread having to get through the phrase ‘Former New York City Mayor Rudi Giuliani’, while here in Britain, our very own James Naughtie lived up to his surname when he stumbled over those fatal words ‘Culture Secretary Jeremy Hunt’.

			The only tongue-twister that has ever served any real purpose is ‘The Leith police dismisseth us’, which is said to be the phrase police ask suspects to repeat so as to prove they are not drunk. In the P. G. Wodehouse novel Jeeves and the Feudal Spirit, Bertie Wooster gets Jeeves to repeat ‘Theodore Oswaldthistle, the thistle sifter, sifting a sack of thistles thrust three thorns through the thick of his thumb’ for the same reason. Needless to say, Jeeves passes the test with flying colours, and with ‘an intonation as clear as a bell, if not clearer’. But, for all his polish, would even Jeeves fare quite so well with ‘A cricket critic with an erratic racket’?

		

		
			Three Magicians

			Uri Geller

			Is a single-minded feller:

			He’s been around for many moons

			Yet he persists in bending spoons.

			Harry Houdini

			Was a little bit mean, he

			Would sigh, ‘Drat! I can’t unlock it!’

			When asked to dip into his pocket.

			David Blaine

			Is at it again:

			But I’m not sure he oughter

			Dive blindfold in a straitjacket head-first from 300 feet into a teacup full of water.

		

		
			Lockdown Dreams

			YOU WANT to explain every aspect of Covid while everyone listens in respectful silence.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR knowing what ‘R’ means.

			YOU GET into a heated argument with a twelve-year-old about whether or not you washed your hands for the full twenty seconds.

			YOU WANT to do the shopping for all your most vulnerable neighbours.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR keeping an eye on the elderly couple next door.

			YOU GET annoyed by the sound of the elderly couple next door enjoying their online exercise classes and pop a note through their door asking them to kindly pipe down.

			YOU WANT to nip up North without too much kerfuffle.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR being spotted by a friendly neighbour and exchanging knowing smiles.

			YOU GET top slot on News at Ten, with sixty photographers outside your front door and protesters chanting ‘Hypocrite! Hypocrite!’ as you try to get to your car in your least flattering T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms, while MPs and commentators demand your resignation.

			YOU WANT a civilised game of Scrabble.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR a game of Scrabble that doesn’t end in tears.

			YOU GET out the dictionary and say, ‘As I thought! There’s no such word as “EW”,’ whereupon your daughter stomps out of the room saying, ‘That’s so unfair!’ and your son says, ‘Well if she’s not playing, nor am I’ and your wife says, ‘Why do you have to ruin everything?’

			YOU WANT to perform fifty press-ups in a row, followed by a bracing cold shower.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR practising online PE with Joe Wicks.

			YOU GET waylaid into watching a video on YouTube of a goldfish that looks like Alan Sugar.

			YOU WANT to Zoom six close friends, sharing your hopes and fears and achieving a rare degree of intimacy.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR zooming two acquaintances and after twenty-five minutes all agreeing that it must be so much worse for large families stuck in high-rise blocks.

			YOU GET baffled by which buttons to press and end up failing to hear what anyone’s saying because you can’t work out how to unmute them.

			YOU WANT to be serene.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR being pleasant.

			YOU GET increasingly irritated by the way your mother-in-law keeps offering magisterial pronouncements on the spread of Covid-19 (‘You get it from household pets, I blame the Swedes’) and end up flouncing out of the room with your hands over your ears screaming ‘I can’t take much more!’

			YOU WANT to lose a stone.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR losing a pound.

			YOU GET a thick-crust pizza, six cans of Heineken, two family bars of Galaxy and a twelve-pack of Walkers crisps.

			YOU WANT to recite a long poem every day from memory.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR reciting a short poem every week from memory.

			YOU GET out your old copy of The Oxford Book of English Verse, find all the poems a bit too heavy-going, and end up watching a repeat of Alan ‘Chatty Man’ Carr interviewing Sporty Spice, Alan Titchmarsh and Richard ‘The Hamster’ Hammond.

			YOU WANT to grow sweet peas, petunias and six varieties of rose, courgettes, runner beans, tomatoes, carrots, potatoes and lettuces.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR mowing the lawn.

			YOU GET a sunlounger.

			YOU WANT to keep calm and carry on.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR keeping relatively calm and just about carrying on.

			YOU GET worried that the slight tickle in your throat is an early sign of Covid and start to fret about whether cremation is better than burial.

			YOU WANT to look cool in a facemask.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR looking happy in a facemask.

			YOU GET a sweaty forehead and your glasses all steamed up so you can’t read the sell-by date on the salad in Tesco.

			YOU WANT to write a novel.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR writing a short story.

			YOU GET down to writing ‘Chapter’ and ‘One’ at the top of a sheet of paper and then put it off until tomorrow.

			YOU WANT to keep abreast of the Covid news, hour by hour.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR one Covid bulletin an evening.

			YOU GET caught up in the first three minutes of Channel 4 News before switching over to a repeat of Celebrity Antiques Road Trip, with Diddy David Hamilton and a lady who used to be on Emmerdale.

			YOU WANT Aneurin Bevan.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR Jeremy Hunt.

			YOU GET Matt Hancock.

			YOU WANT to teach your husband and children to play Bridge, so you can all enjoy it together.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR teaching your husband and children to play Cribbage, so you can all enjoy it together.

			YOU GET a round of Snap before your son says, ‘This is SO BORING!’ and goes back to playing Robot Candy Smash on his mobile.

			YOU WANT to read Henry James.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR reading P. D. James.

			YOU END UP reading E. L. James.

			YOU WANT to perform ten push-ups, ten jumping jacks and ten jump squats in quick succession.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR performing five push-ups, five jumping jacks and five jump squats in slow succession.

			YOU GET out of your chair with a groan, walk to the kitchen, pick up a KitKat and return to your chair, sighing ‘Oof!’ as you sit down.

			YOU WANT to revive the long-lost art of conversation.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR a few minutes’ chat about last night’s telly.

			YOU GET into a heated row about whose turn it is to do the dishes.

			YOU WANT all your neighbours to put their heads out of their windows and join you in a rousing chorus from La Traviata.

			YOU’D SETTLE FOR all your neighbours putting their heads out of their windows and joining you in a patchy rendition of ‘God Save the Queen’.

			YOU GET the neighbour next-door-but-one singing ‘My Way’ off-key and the neighbour three down screaming back ‘shut it! Some of us are trying to get some sleep!’

		

		
			COMEDIANS

		

		
			A Whole Lotta Relephants

			A pun is a word that doesn’t mean what it says, or, rather, it means what it says but also means something else. It is a signpost bearing one destination, but pointing in two directions.

			The longest pun-free period in Duck Soup is at the beginning, after the unsettling opening shot of ducks paddling in a cauldron over a hot fire. We are in the majestic council chamber of the government of Freedonia. A meeting is in session. Zander, the President, is asking the wealthy Mrs Gloria Teasdale, widow of the late Chester V. Teasdale, for a further $20 million, so that he can announce an immediate reduction in taxes. Mrs Teasdale, played by the redoubtable Margaret Dumont, complains that she has already donated half her fortune, and will only lend more money if a new leader is put in place.

			It is already a minute in, and there is still no pun in sight. Instead, the language of negotiation fills the air: this could be any political film, at any time, dealing with the usual problems of borrowing, taxing and spending. You almost feel that, if you looked very hard, you could spot George Osborne or Vince Cable in the background, beavering away.

			‘In a crisis like this, I feel Freedonia needs a new leader,’ declares Mrs Teasdale. ‘A progressive, fearless fighter, a man like … Rufus T. Firefly!’

			Firefly is, of course, Groucho Marx, but we have still not had a glimpse of him. Instead, the scene switches to an absurdly lavish ballroom, its vast staircase flanked by overly plumed guards and trumpeters with exceedingly long trumpets. It is the reception for His Excellency Rufus T. Firefly, who has yet to arrive. After various formal introductions, a troupe of ballerinas enters, scattering flowers along his projected walkway. Everyone choruses:

			His Excellency is due

			To take his station,

			Beginning his new administration

			He’ll make his appearance when

			The clock on the wall strikes ten!

			We’ll give him a rousing cheer

			To show him we’re glad he’s here!

			Hail, hail Freedonia!

			Land of the brave and free!

			In 1933, when Duck Soup was first released, this deadbeat song with its patriotic lyrics would have brought to mind the forced jubilations of Stalin’s Soviet Union or Hitler’s Germany; even today, it remains the prototypical song for countries such as Azerbaijan and North Korea, speaking of order and shared purpose, of a population pointing in the same direction. And still no sign of a pun.

			The minutes tick by, and the ceremony keeps on stopping and starting as His Excellency fails to appear. All eyes are on the entrance when Groucho Marx finally lollops in from the side, unseen. Finally, he is greeted – ‘I welcome you with open arms’ – by a clearly besotted Mrs Teasdale. The moment he enters, the puns come thick and punishingly fast, with no let-up. The more Mrs Teasdale coos, the more he undermines her with his crazed wordplay. ‘You can leave in a taxi. If you can’t leave in a taxi you can leave in a huff. If that’s too soon, you can leave in a minute and a huff.’ These quick-fire speeches have a topsy-turvy logic all their own, each word changing its meaning the moment it is uttered.

			Everything about Groucho was a pun. His father was called Simon, not Sam, and Marrix, not Marx; his mother’s real name was Miene Schönberg, but her stage name was Minnie Palmer. Groucho was born Julius; he only transformed into Groucho in a break between shows, when a fellow comedian allotted nicknames to each of the Marx Brothers: Milton wore rubber boots, hence Gummo; Leonard chased women, or ‘chicks’, hence Chico, and Adolph played the harp, hence Harpo. And as for Julius, he carried a small drawstring bag known as a ‘grouch’.

			Groucho’s most visible characteristic is itself a sort of pun. It is both a moustache and not a moustache. Instead, it is a painting of a moustache – ceci n’est pas une moustache – that he first daubed on his face with greasepaint in 1921, having arrived late for a performance, with no time to glue on his artificial whiskers. Before long, his eyebrows followed suit. Between them, they were to become the great symbol of the Marx Brothers, loved by lowbrows and highbrows alike.

			The world of Freedonia is a world built on order. Everything is where it should be and does what it is meant to, before the Marx Brothers send it all haywire. After their arrival, nothing is allowed to remain in its rightful place, or to be what it is meant to be. Everything is transformed into something else. The world has become a pun.

			Amid much bugling, successive guards announce ‘His Excellency’s car!’ But even the car is not a car: following another fanfare, Harpo appears on a motorcycle. ‘I’m in a hurry,’ cries Groucho, stepping into the sidecar. ‘To the House of Representatives! Ride like fury. If you run out of gas, get ethyl. If Ethyl runs out, get Mabel. Now, step on it!’ And with that, Harpo accelerates off, leaving the sidecar firmly in place. ‘Well, it certainly feels good to be back again,’ says Groucho, having got nowhere.

			When Harpo next appears, he is with Chico. They arrive at the ambassador’s door as his appointed spies, both wearing bearded masks and hats, with Harpo’s eyes whirling around on springs. But the mask itself is then unmasked: Chico turns Harpo round; his real face is on the other side of his head. The pair are double agents, or human puns.

			And so it goes on, order overturned, conformity unravelling, idiocy at the gates. Later – I was about to say much later, but the whole film lasts barely an hour and ten minutes – we are in a courtroom, with the two spies on trial for selling Freedonia’s secret war code and plans. ‘Sure. I sold a code and two pair of plans,’ chips in Chico. Under the pressure of the courtroom, the puns bubble over, particularly when Chico turns turtle on the prosecutor:

			CHICO: Now, I ask you one. What is it has a trunk, but no key, weight 2,000 pounds and lives in a circus?

			PROSECUTOR: That’s irrelevant.

			CHICO: A relevant! Hey, that’s the answer. There’s a whole lotta relephants in a circus.

			JUDGE: That sort of testimony we can eliminate.

			CHICO: ’At’s-a fine. I’ll take some.

			JUDGE: You’ll take what?

			CHICO: Eliminate. A nice cold glass eliminate.

			FIREFLY: Gentlemen, Chicolini here may talk like an idiot, and look like an idiot, but don’t let that fool you. He really is an idiot.

			One pun leads to another: they bounce with the speed and precision of a polished stone skimmed across a lake.

			MINISTER OF FINANCE: Something must be done! War would mean a prohibitive increase in our taxes!

			CHICO: Hey, I got an uncle lives in Taxes.

			MINISTER OF FINANCE: No. I’m talking about taxes – money, dollars.

			CHICO: Dollas! That’s where my uncle lives. Dollas, Taxes.

			It is the rat-a-tat-tat speed of their delivery that distinguishes the Marx Brothers from their contemporaries and stops them growing old. Other comedies from that era now seem sluggish and laborious: Duck Soup is alive and kicking.

			Harpo, was, of course, the silent one, but the scenes in which he appears are generally far louder, and more perilous, than any of the others. He is a bundle of anarchic energy, targeting the pompous and the self-regarding, like all the vengeful characters in Struwwelpeter rolled into one. Always taking out his scissors and going snip-snip-snip, he snips off the ends of Chico’s frankfurter and Firefly’s quill pen, he snips off the peanut vendor’s apron, the ambassador’s tailcoat and the soldiers’ fancy plumes. Instead of speaking, Harpo grins like a madman and honks his horn. Having broken into a house, he tries to open the safe, but he twists the volume dial of a radio by mistake. It starts to blare, so he has to smash it. Whenever he is on screen, even the most inanimate of objects cannot be trusted to stay quiet. At one point, he shows Groucho a tattoo on his stomach of a house. As Groucho takes a closer look at the tattoo, a dog pops out of it; when Groucho says ‘Miaow!’ the dog starts barking.

			The most celebrated scene, and the most sublime, revolves around another visual pun: a mirror that is not a mirror, a reflection that is not a reflection. Harpo, disguised as Groucho, tries to fool Groucho into believing that he is looking at himself in a mirror. Groucho, suspicious, executes a random series of increasingly ludicrous movements in the hope of catching him out. But whatever movement he makes, however daft, Harpo anticipates him and does just the same. Even when Groucho walks into what should be the mirror, and out the other side, Harpo does the same, but in reverse. Eighty years on, that visual gag is still going strong: in an episode of the gloriously perverse American cartoon series Family Guy, the baby-man antihero Stewie is transported back to 1930s Berlin, where he disguises himself as Adolf Hitler. Then Hitler himself comes into the room, and Stewie has to convince him that he is looking into a mirror.

			The world in 1933 was becoming increasingly overpopulated with tin-pot dictators. Is Duck Soup a political satire? Many intellectuals and academics have argued as much, though they tend to belong to the school of criticism that likes to stamp all the jokes out of comedy so that they can praise its high seriousness without fear of contradiction. A New Yorker cartoon once showed a professor of semiotics saying: ‘The tautology of their symbolism thus begins to achieve mythic proportions in A Day at the Races, Duck Soup and A Night at the Opera.’ As is so often the case with New Yorker cartoons, it veers from reality only by a couple of degrees.

			Over the years, Duck Soup has been praised for its understanding of paranoia in international diplomacy and of the economics of warfare. It is full of gags about the futility of war and its financial advantages. At one point, Groucho is told of a peace plan and replies, ‘It’s too late, I’ve already paid a month’s rent on the battlefield.’ At another, Groucho puts his hand on Harpo’s shoulder and tells him, in ringing tones, ‘You’re a brave man. Go and break through the lines. And remember, while you’re out there risking life and limb, through shot and shell, we’ll be in here thinking what a sucker you are.’

			This joke was echoed, thirty years later, in Beyond the Fringe (‘I want you to lay down your life, Perkins. We need a futile gesture at this stage.’), but, taken as a whole, Duck Soup is too explosively nonsensical to let itself succumb to the discipline of satire, which might loosely be described as comedy with an agenda. (Nonsense is not an alternative version of sense, but rather its negation.)

			On 14 November 1933, three days before the release of Duck Soup, Harpo took a ship to the USSR via Hamburg. He was to be the first American artist to perform in Moscow since the USA, under President Roosevelt, had recognised the Soviet Union. Without realising it, he was about to enter a real-life looking-glass world, where draconian decisions are taken for all the wrong reasons.

			In his otherwise delightfully breezy autobiography Harpo Speaks, he says that in Hamburg he saw ‘the most frightening, most depressing sight I had ever seen – a row of stores with Stars of David and the word “Jude” painted on them, and inside, behind half-empty counters, people in a daze, cringing like they didn’t know what hit them and didn’t know where the next blow would come from’.

			On the train out of Warsaw he bumps into a fellow American, who tells him he’ll have to pay for excess baggage at the Russian border and kindly lends him a hundred roubles, saying it will be cheaper to pay in roubles than dollars. But when Harpo offers roubles to the inspector, mayhem ensues. ‘Bells rang. Buzzers sounded. Boots clomped all over the place as guards came running.’

			Harpo is hauled off to a shed, where he is cross-questioned. ‘Where did I get the roubles? A guy on the train lent them to me. What was his name? I didn’t know his name. I was lousy at remembering names. I was lying, the Russian colonel said. Tell the truth now: where did I get the roubles? I gave him the same answer.

			‘A squad of guards lugged my trunk and harp into the shed. “Open the trunk, please,” said the officer. I unlocked it and the Russians began unloading it. When at first they only found a raincoat and an assortment of pants, shirts and ties, they were obviously disappointed.

			‘Then they hit the jackpot. From the trunk they removed 400 knives, two revolvers, three stilettos, half a dozen bottles marked POISON, and a collection of red wigs and false beards, moustaches and hands. More bells rang. More buzzers sounded. Whistles blew. More officials and more guards came clomping into the shed.’

			Harpo is grilled. ‘Would I please explain why I was transporting weapons and disguises? I told them they were all props for my act. Act? What act? I said I had come to Russia to put on a show. Americans do not entertain in Russia, they said. I had better tell the truth.’

			They ask what is in his harp case. A harp, he tells them. They order him to play something. ‘This would have been my salvation any other time, any other place, but in an open shed when it was thirty below zero. I was so stiff from the cold that I couldn’t get my gloves off. All I could do was run my gloved hands up the strings a couple of times and pray that somebody there would recognise the professional touch.’

			But no: a guard gets the same noise out of the harp. The officials shake their heads and smirk. Harpo fears imprisonment, or worse, and begins to yell about his rights, but all to no avail. It is only when his fellow American pops up on the scene, and they accept his explanation, that Harpo is allowed to board the Moscow express. ‘The train was unbelievably crowded, ten and twelve people to each six-passenger compartment, and it stank of disinfectant, but I thanked God I was lucky enough to be on it.’

			His show is a terrific hit with the Russians, who love clowns, but on the way back to America Harpo can’t shake off the awful feeling that for the past eight weeks he has been watched wherever
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