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(1) QUESTION: Why doesn’t the modern Army use flail tanks like those we used to destroy mines on the Normandy beaches in the Second World War?


I helped invent and develop the wartime flail tank in Orford village, Suffolk, where it was my job to lay mines in front of the experimental flails and dig up those which didn’t explode. This specialized tank is useful only in a properly prepared minefield, as on the beaches of Normandy, and would be ineffective in areas where mines have been laid haphazardly.


Gordon Minshull, Clacton on Sea, Essex


As a flail tank commander from June 1944 onwards, I know the limitations of these machines. The flail tank was designed to work in open ground, in line abreast or staggered line ahead to clear a specific minefield. Flailing a single track through a forest, for instance, would crater the track and make it impassable for other vehicles wherever a mine was blown.


In ground which is frozen solid, the chains of the flail may fail to explode a mine, leaving the 36-ton tank to run over and trigger it. This happened to my tank twice, fortunately without casualties.


Thomas H. Yates, Heywood, Lancashire


Coalition forces who first occupied the Afghan airfields at Bagram and Kandahar in 2002 were hampered by the presence of a large number of mines and UXO (unexploded ordnance). There was a limited availability of mine detectors, so early ‘demining’ was accomplished by deploying troops in line-abreast, using their bayonets to prod the ground. This led to several casualties and fatalities.


Eventually, Jordanian Army Aardvark flails and Norwegian-provided Hydrema flails were employed on this work. The British-designed Aardvark consists of an armoured cab with a front-mounted flail. It has seventy-two chains with sixty-six striker tips (fist-sized balls of steel) attached to a rotor. The chains whip round in front of the cab detonating mines as it travels.


The Hydrema system is made in Denmark and is similar to the Aardvark. During the mine-clearing process, the vehicle is driven by a hydrostatic system in the direction opposite to normal driving. The clearing can be done using joysticks or through a fully automated computerized steering system. An armoured-steel deflector plate behind the flail provides protection against blast and fragments, and prevents objects being thrown on the vehicle.


Both have been used extensively in demining land in Bagram and Kandahar but Coalition forces were soon exposed to the reality of flail operations: they can ‘process’ land (especially useful in areas where vegetation must be removed) and detonate mines but leave significant numbers of UXO and some mines in their wake.


Nowadays they’re used in conjunction with mine-detection dog teams, and in areas where there are high concentrations of mines the system is very effective.


George May, Nottingham


Flail tanks have been around for more than sixty years. Originally used purely by the military to breach minefields so troops could gain access to their objectives, some losses were incurred but were deemed militarily acceptable. Flails have developed further since then but this technology has limited application to humanitarian demining which must be 100 per cent effective to allow the safe return of men, women and children to land which has been cleared.


Hand clearance, using mine detectors and probing for mines, is the only proven method to achieve this, regardless of the type of mine encountered or the ground on which the work is being done.


Flails aren’t effective against all mines. Many modern antipersonnel mines are designed to resist this type of clearance and require a uniform rolling pressure, like a human footstep, to trigger the mine.


Ground which has been flailed still has to be ‘proved’ by deminers with mine detectors. After flailing, the area has mine debris, such as metal fragments, making the job of demining even more difficult. And flails can’t work easily in areas with trees, large boulders, gulleys and terrain which doesn’t allow access for large machinery.


Flails are expensive to buy and maintain in the field and the infrastructure in developing countries can’t always support the movement of large, heavy machinery. There’s often a problem with logistic support and spares for this high-maintenance equipment.


Future developments in flail technology could make them more adaptable but at present we subscribe to the proven method of trained men and women using mine detectors. At less than £10 a day (all from voluntary donations) for each deminer, this is a cost-effective way of helping to solve the daily problems of death and maiming caused by any of the hundred million mines worldwide.


Steve Wilson, Mines Advisory Group, Cockermouth, Cumbria


(2) QUESTION: Why is a person who stops drinking alcohol said to be ‘on the wagon’?


It’s commonly believed that this saying came from the physical act of jumping onto one of the wagons from which members of the temperance movement preached against the evils of alcohol. ‘Jumping on the wagon’ was the first step in the reformation of the alcoholic.


In fact, the saying originated in the US at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as ‘on the water wagon’, vehicles which sprayed town and city streets and pavements with water to reduce dust.


Water wagons also provided the communal water supply in times of drought and were a ready image for someone who had swopped the temptations of alcoholic drinks for ‘Adam’s ale’.


John Lord, Preston, Lancashire


(3) QUESTION: Is it just coincidence or is it deliberate that Father’s Day comes nine months before Mother’s Day?


In Britain, rather than Mother’s Day, we have Mothering Sunday, whose origins lie in ancient mythology when a spring festival was dedicated by rites and festivities to Rhea, mother of the gods. By medieval times, the custom of honouring Mother took the form of leaving gifts to Mother Church at the high altar in mid-Lent.


The day acquired its present significance in Charles II’s time when it became the custom for young people living away from home, mostly in domestic service, to be allowed a day off to take gifts home, to ‘go a-mothering’, on the fourth Sunday in Lent.


The American Mother’s Day arose after Anna Jarvis campaigned in 1914 throughout the US for a day to commemorate all mothers. It is observed on the second Sunday in May.


Father’s Day originated in America through the efforts of Mrs John Bruce Dodd, of Spokane, Washington, inspired by her father, Civil War veteran William Jackson Smart, who raised her and five sons after being widowed. She campaigned for recognition of the efforts of all fathers and the day was officially recognized by President Wilson in 1916. It was popularized in Britain in the early forties through the influence of American service personnel based here in the war.


The nine-month gap in this country between Father’s Day and Mothering Sunday, while amusing, is purely coincidental and isn’t the case in most other countries.


Lesley Grace, The Greeting Card Association


(4) QUESTION: Four out of the last five American presidents have been left-handed but will Prince William, when he becomes king, be the first British left-handed monarch?


Six of the eleven US presidents since the Second World War – Harry Truman, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, George Bush and Barack Obama – have been left-handed and one in four of the Apollo astronauts was left-handed, although only about one in ten of the total world population is left-handed.


Britain has had sixteen monarchs since Cromwell, of whom Queen Victoria, Edward VIII and George VI are known to have been left-handed and others may have been. Other famous left-handers have included Joan of Arc, Napoleon Bonaparte, Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great and Terry Venables.


Deborah Knight, Anything Left-Handed Ltd, Brewer St, London


George VI was left-handed but his left hand was tied behind his back when he was a child to make him use his right and this caused the stammer which plagued him all his life.


I studied this issue when I was a college elocution teacher. In a right-handed person, the left side of the brain controls movement and the right side controls speech. If a left-handed person is forced to use the right hand – the speech side – there is overload and speech suffers.


My daughter is left-handed and was never made to use her right hand. I stressed this when she started school at the age of five. Many great artists were left-handed, including Leonardo da Vinci, and in my college classes at least a third were left-handed.


Evelyn Colledge, Markfield, Leicestershire


I was forcibly changed to right-handed writing when I started school in 1948. My left arm was tied behind my back and I was thrashed with a cane if I was seen putting my left hand on the desk, even to hold my book steady when we progressed from a writing slate.


When I went to night school for pleasure in my mid-forties, the teacher held up a page of my writing to the class and criticized it. I explained that I had been converted to being right-handed and offered to show the class how it was done if she would take the place of the pupil. After my explanation of the method, she went white and declined.


W. R. Hall, Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands


My brother was born left-handed in 1900 and forced to write with his right hand. He developed a stammer which remained with him all his life. As a result of this practice, it was far more common to hear stammering in those days.


Mrs A. Henciley, Chester


I’m naturally left-handed and my memory of infant school is of being rapped on the knuckles for writing with my left hand. Since then, I’ve used my right hand to write but I do almost everything involving knives, tools, brushes, etc., with my left hand.


I have a slight speech impediment, which my mother said was caused by me being made to use my right hand to write.


I. L. Sutton, Downend, Bristol


When I was ten, my teacher suddenly decided that none of the children in his class should be different and that I should write exclusively with my right hand.


As a natural left-hander, I couldn’t change and was ridiculed in front of the whole class. With the knowledge of the head, I had to spend several days with the ‘babies’ in the infants until I summoned the courage to tell my parents and they intervened.


This happened not, as you may think, in the early part of the last century but as recently as the mid-1960s. The humiliation remains with me to this day.


Paul Smith, London


When I was at school in Yorkshire in 1929, our class teacher offered a 6d (2½p) reward to any left-handed boy or girl who could successfully change to using their right hand. Not being left-handed, I couldn’t benefit from this but I knew several who did and, in due course, collected their rewards.


I’m not aware of any of them having developed a stammer as a result of this unnatural practice.


Trevor Barker, Prestwick, Ayrshire


I was one of three left-handed boys in my school in the earlier 1940s made to write with our right hands. We all developed stammers.


T. Strangeway, Nailsea, Somerset


(5) QUESTION: Who was Nelly, in ‘not on your Nelly’?


This refers to Nelly Duff, a fictional creation of mid-nineteenth century devotees of Cockney rhyming slang. Nelly was a common name at the time and Duff was both a common surname and a word meaning useless or no good.


Nelly Duff rhymes with ‘puff’ – the breath of life. So ‘not on your Nelly’ means ‘not on your life’.


George Wardrop, Canterbury, Kent


(6) QUESTION: What kind of goat is a ‘scapegoat’?


The origin of the scapegoat lies in the Old Testament sacrificial system. In Leviticus 16, verses 18–22, we read that after offering blood sacrifices on the altar, high priest Aaron was instructed to take a live goat, lay hands on it and confess the sins of the people.


The ‘scapegoat’ was then sent into the wilderness, taking the people’s guilt away. Christians see this as a picture of Jesus Christ, as prophesied by Isaiah: ‘The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.’ (Isaiah 53:6)


Geoff Chapman, Yeovil, Somerset


Not all Christians agree with the interpretation of Leviticus 16 which makes Christ the scapegoat. ‘Scapegoat’ is an approximation of the Hebrew azazel-goat, which some scholars say refers to a place of demons, perhaps associated with the modern Hebrew ‘La’azazel!’, meaning ‘Go to the devil’ or ‘Damn you’. Others surmise a derivation from the root azal, to depart or remove, hence departing-goat or [e]scape-goat.


For the ceremony of the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), Leviticus describes two goats selected by lot, ‘one for Yaweh and the other to be the azazel-goat’. The first was offered as a sacrifice for the people’s sins, as Christ’s blood atones for humanity’s, while Satan is cast out as unforgivable. The original ‘scapegoat’ may stand for ultimate guilt, rather than guilt falsely attributed.


The word ‘atonement’ (constructed from ‘at-one-ment’) was invented by sixteenth-century Bible translator William Tyndale to translate the Hebrew and Greek terms for reconciliation with God, for which there was no English equivalent.


Allan McGregor, Cambuslang, Glasgow


(7) QUESTION: Why ‘Ferris’ wheel?


The Ferris wheel takes its name from its inventor, contractor and bridge builder George Washington Gale Ferris (1859–96). His invention, based on a huge bicycle wheel, first appeared at the Chicago World Columbian Exposition of 1893, intended to rival the 1,050 foot Eiffel Tower, built four years earlier in Paris.


His 250-foot-diameter wheel, turned by two 1,000 horse power reversible steam engines, had a circumference of 825 feet, was 30 feet wide and raised 15 feet off the ground on two 140-foot towers.


The whole structure weighed 1,200 tons and the axle was the largest single piece of steel forged at that time. It had thirty-six plushly fitted cars, each holding up to forty people, so 1,440 passengers could be carried round once every ten minutes. It reappeared at the St Louis Fair in 1904.


By comparison, the giant London Eye wheel on London’s South Bank since the Millennium celebrations is 500 feet high and can carry 960 passengers on a twenty-minute revolution.


The success of the Ferris wheel in Chicago at the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1892 made inventor George Ferris very rich and he set up an amusement park in the city. The severe economic depression of 1894, however, caused the demise of the park and Ferris auctioned the wheel for just $1,800. He became very ill with depression and died in Pittsburgh aged thirty-seven.


The original Ferris wheel reappeared at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St Louis, Missouri, but there wasn’t enough money to dismantle it, and it became a rusting eyesore. The wheel was ignominiously dynamited on 11 May 1906.


Aidan Smyth, Department of American Studies, Keele University, Staffordshire


(8) QUESTION: Both sexes wear their wedding or engagement rings on the third finger of the left hand but what do rings worn on other fingers, or thumbs, on either hand, signify?


A bishop’s ring is worn on the fourth finger of the right hand because the thumb, index and middle finger are used by the bishop to bless his subjects. At the Royal Coronation, a bishop presents the king or queen with the Coronation ring which is placed on the fourth finger of the right hand, signifying that the monarch is head of the Church.


Traditionally, the signet ring was always worn on the little finger of the left hand. This was considered the easiest finger to turn to seal documents. The trinity ring, made of three bands of yellow, white and red gold, signifying friendship, fidelity and love, is worn on the little finger of either hand.


Sally Goldsby, World Gold Council, Haymarket, London


The Germans wear the wedding ring on the third finger of the right hand. The wedding band is presented as an engagement ring, worn on the ring finger of the left hand and transferred to the right during the wedding ceremony.


Nina Achenbach, South Norwood, SE25


An Edwardian etiquette book says: ‘If a gentleman wants a wife, he wears a ring on the first finger of the left hand; if he be engaged, he wears it on the second finger; if married, on the third, and on the fourth if he never intends to be married.


‘When a lady is not engaged, she wears a hoop or diamond on her first finger; if engaged, on the second; if married, on the third, and on the fourth if she intends to die unmarried.


‘When a gentleman presents a fan, flower or trinket to a lady with the left hand, this is an overture of regard. Should she receive it with the left hand, it is considered an acceptance of his esteem, but if with the right hand, it is a refusal of the offer.


‘Thus, by a few simple tokens, the passion of love is expressed and the most timid man may, without difficulty, communicate his sentiments to a lady and, in case his offer should be refused, avoid experiencing the mortification of an explicit refusal.’


Mrs Sarah Threlfall, Southam, Warwickshire


(9) QUESTION: Is it known who invented the handkerchief or when it first appeared?


In Britain, hankies date back to the fourteenth century. Household accounts of Richard II, who died in 1400, list ‘little pieces made for giving to the lord king for carrying in his hand to wipe and clean his nose’.


This detailed explanation suggests they were new at the time, though whether fastidious Richard invented the hygienic alternative to sleeve or neckcloth is another matter.


Geoff Hughes, Swindon, Wiltshire


The word was current by 1600. Listed among the hundreds of public declarations associated with what was then Ilchester Gaol, in Somerset, is judgment passed on a young boy ‘for stealing her ladyship’s silk handkerchief’.


Mrs S. Cave, Yeovil, Somerset


According to Acts 19:12, handkerchiefs were brought to the Apostle Paul so he could pray over them and people could then place them over the body of a sick person. This practice has been used in recent times when a sick person has been unable to attend a church service.


Anthony Marshall, Sheffield


The Chinese devised the handkerchief when they invented silk cloth. An Oriental riddle asks: ‘What does the poor man throw away that the rich man carries in his pocket?’ The answer being that the poor man thumbs his nose while the rich man carries a silk handkerchief.


E. Nicoll, Nuneaton, Warwickshire


(10) QUESTION: How come flamingos and salmon are said to derive their pink colour from eating shrimps when shrimps turn pink only when boiled?


Shrimp are scavengers. London Zoo shrimps feed on detritus, a diet which contains nutrients including beta carotenes which give shrimps their pink colour.


Though the shrimp stay white/brown while alive, when boiled the beta carotenes change with the increasing temperature to a pink hue. Flamingos feed on shrimps, passing the carotenes up the food chain and giving the birds their pink colouring.


Lilamani de Silva, London Zoo, Regent’s Park, London


(11) QUESTION: What is the meaning and origin of the expression to ‘cut the mustard’?


This saying originated in nineteenth-century America, as part of cowboy jargon during cattle drives. However, I’m not convinced by Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable’s explanation of ‘cut’ meaning harvesting or gathering in.


Use of the term ‘cut’ for diluting or adulterating a dry powder is still common in drug culture where heroin, for instance, is ‘cut’ with another powder to reduce its potency while increasing the bulk.


Powdered mustard was a standard condiment on the trails, complementing an otherwise unrelenting diet, and had to be cut with water to produce the right strength of paste. Getting it right every time took a steady hand and good judgement: an ability to ‘cut the mustard’.


Graeme Donald, Stockport, Cheshire


(12) QUESTION: I saw a group of giraffe-necked women from Africa parading at circuses shortly after the War. Is the tribal custom of ringing women’s necks still practised?


Adorning women’s necks with brass rings in the belief that they would ward off evil spirits wasn’t an African custom but was practised by women of the Padaung people in Burma. It had almost disappeared when it was revived by those Padaungs who took refuge from civil war by crossing the border into northern Thailand.


Many impoverished fathers resumed the custom of collaring their daughters with twenty or more rings, increasing their neck length to more than 1ft, because tourists will pay to have their picture taken with these long-necked women, just as the circus used them to attract customers.


After a time, the weight of the neck rings can crush the wearer’s collarbone and ribs. Removing them after many years can also have tragic consequences.


Jack Hutton, Bromley Cross, Greater Manchester


In 1944, my unit of Royal Engineers in the XIVth Army was in Ping Jin, which was known, in typical Army fashion, as Pink Gin, north of Mandalay, and our commanding officer told us it was the area where the giraffe-necked women came from.


I recall seeing these some of these women in Britain before the war.


R. Hulse, Winsford, Cheshire


(13) QUESTION: Was Pope John Paul II the biggest ever crowd-puller?


The largest ever papal event was at Rizal Park, Manila, in the Philippines, on 15 January 1995, when Pope John Paul II celebrated World Youth Day with an estimated crowd of just over two million people. Pope Benedict XVI has drawn record crowds in some countries – notably Australia in July 2008 – but nowhere near his predecessor’s numbers.


The greatest crowd-pulling feat of all must be the reported 3.5 million people who massed on Copacabana Beach, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, for a free Rod Stewart concert on New Year’s Eve 1994 – though whether they were there to see him or just to celebrate New Year is open to conjecture.


The greatest recorded number assembled with a common religious purpose was the estimated fifteen million at the Hindu Festival of Kumbh Mela at the confluence of the Yamana, Ganges and invisible Saraswati rivers at Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh, India, on 6 February 1989.


The largest mass assembly to pay final respects to one person was the fourteen million who attended the funeral of the Madras chief minister, C. N. Annadurai, in February 1969.


The greatest number of spectators for any sporting event is the estimated 2.5 million who annually line the route of the New York marathon.


Katrina Tate, Perth, Tayside


(14) QUESTION: Reading Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm reminded me that in my youth there was a farm in my area known as Labour In Vain. What other wry names for farms exist?


A local farm at Ugthorpe, Whitby, has always been known as Land O’Nod.


Carol Barker, Saltburn, Cleveland


There used to be a Starve-All Farm near Sutton Coldfield but the name has been changed in recent years.


Norman Green, Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands


Crowthorne Farm in Berkshire was known as Starve-All Farm, because the ground there was so poor.


Shirley Peckham, New Milton, Hampshire


In the West Yorkshire village where I was born seventy-five years ago, there was one farm called Waste Not Want Not and another known as Grow Nowt.


Mrs D. Fuller, Keighley, Yorkshire


When I lived on the Dengie Marshes in Essex almost seventy years ago, there were farms there called Small Gains and Bad Knocks.


Ron Kemp, Colchester, Essex


Locally, I can find No Man’s Friend, Cleaving Grange, Sheep Walk, Frog’s Nest, Workhouse, Old Harbour, Moneypot Hill and Sober Hill farms.


Ron Farley, Selby, North Yorkshire


Driving between Honiton and Sidmouth, Devon, I always shiver when passing Gobsore Farm on Gobsore Hill.


Hazel Martin, Taunton, Somerset


When I was delivering grass seed in the area of high security around Long Lartin prison, I noted a nearby property called Long Stretch Farm.


Alan Szkudlarek, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire


(15) QUESTION: Are animals left- or right-pawed in the same way as humans are left- or right-handed?


Some animals, such as sheep or birds, do nothing in which they could express a tendency to use one side more than the other but some animals certainly do. Male fiddler crabs have one small and one large claw and use the large one for signalling to females. Some males have the large claw on the left and others on the right.


In a study, captive orang-utans tended to be left-handed when scratching but used both hands equally when eating. Some capuchin monkeys tend to be left-handed while others are right-handed. It is also said that elephants have a preference for which side of their trunk to use when moving logs or digging.


Dr Peter Cotgreave, Zoological Society of London


We’ve discovered recently that parrots are either right- or left-footed – and the majority of them favour their left side.


My researchers studied 320 parrots from sixteen Australian species to see which eye they used to view potential foods. We found that roughly 47 per cent were left-handed, 33 per cent right-handed, and the remainder ambidextrous. In some cases, young birds appeared to experiment with both sides before finally settling on one.


You can see a very close relationship between the eye they use to view the object and the foot they use to grasp it. It’s very consistent across all parrot species studied, except for a couple.


Dr Calum Brown, from Macquarie University, Sydney


(16) QUESTION: When foreigners speak English with an accent, we often find it attractive, even sexy. Do we British sound attractive to them when we speak their language with an accent?


People speaking French with an English accent do sound attractive. The best example I know of is actress Jane Birkin, whose accent is delightful. I could listen to her for days.


Jocelyn Leboucher, Romford, Essex


As a German who has lived in England for some time, I find it most charming to hear German spoken with an English accent. It doesn’t matter if you confuse the German articles, der, die and das, or don’t know how to pronounce certain words, the effort is greatly appreciated.


Katharina Froemming, Swindon, Wiltshire


When I worked for a multi-national firm in Munich, though fluent in German, I was teased mercilessly because I couldn’t roll my Rs. I was told my French accent was about as sexy as fish and chips, my lisping attempts as Spanish comparable to a rainy day in London and my Italian had as much temperament as our national anthem.


My French colleague, meanwhile, could stop traffic with her voice, whichever language she used.


Lynn Bruce, Chippenham, Wiltshire


I don’t know whether I sounded sexy but when I spoke Dutch to the Dutch, I was mortified to be answered in French.


Mrs J. Foxon, Hinckley, Leicestershire


My husband worked in Algeria for six years and spoke French all the time. He was once in a bar in Marseilles when the barman asked him to leave. When my husband asked why, he was shown a notice which said: ‘No North Africans.’ Perhaps the Lancashire accent and the big moustache didn’t help.


Mrs S. Myerscough, Westhoughton, Greater Manchester


(17) QUESTION: How do moles get all that dirt to the surface?


The European mole, 10 cm long and weighing 100 g (4 in and 3½ oz), is common in Britain but seldom seen because it spends most of its life underground in an elaborate tunnel system.


Each mole builds a tunnel complex, insulated from extreme temperatures and weather conditions on the surface, providing a ready source of earthworms and other invertebrates the mole eats. The ovoid tunnels are generally 4 or 5 cm wide, maybe a metre deep and hundreds of metres long. Unfortunately for gardeners and farmers, moles generally inhabit soft ground.


They make their tunnels by moving through the soil, packing it behind with one paw and pushing it upwards with the other. They create many openings to minimize the distance they have to push the spoil out of their tunnels.


Moles are very strong and appear almost to swim through very soft soils. In normal soil they can travel at around 5 metres an hour. When a quantity of soil has collected behind it, the mole turns round and pushes it to the nearest opening, creating the unsightly mounds of soil so dreaded by gardeners.


Martyn Gorman, The Mammal Society, London SW8


(18) QUESTION: If fiscal is to do with money, why are Scottish prosecutors called procurators fiscal?


The office of procurator fiscal was first recorded in 1584, though it certainly existed before that.


Until 1746, the sheriff, roughly equivalent to a combination of an English crown court judge and a stipendiary magistrate, kept the fines collected in his court. The procurator fiscal was his agent, collecting fines and paying them into his treasury, the fisc.


The role of procurator fiscal developed gradually into that of public prosecutor in the sheriff court until he no longer had any responsibility for fines, though he has retained his historic title.


Alastair Brown, Senior Procurator Fiscal Depute, Edinburgh


This makes one wonder how the South African bird, the fiscal shrike, got its name. Shrikes are small, predatory birds, with hooked beaks, which feed on insects, small mammals and birds, often impaling their prey on thorns or pointed branches, leaving it to hang there as a type of ‘larder’.


An 1872 book on African birds says the fiscal shrike earned its name from the title of the Dutch magistrate, the fiskal, of former times who, as well as collecting revenue, was the keeper of public order, responsible for hangings. One nickname for the fiscal shrike is Johnny Hangman.


In the UK, the closely related red-backed shrike is nicknamed butcher-bird for similar reasons.


Chris Harbard, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Sandy, Bedfordshire


(19) QUESTION: Who were ‘the Four Marys’?


In 1542, six days after the birth of Mary Stuart, only child of King James V of Scotland and Mary of Guise (or Lorraine), the king died at Falkland Palace and the throne passed to the small child, who later became Mary Queen of Scots.


In 1548, when Mary was six years old, her mother arranged for her to be sent to France for education at the French court. Four Scottish girls, all of the same age, were chosen as her companions. These girls were Mary Fleming (or Flemyng), Mary Seton (or Seyton), Mary Beaton (or Bethune) and Mary Livingston (or Leuson). The girls stayed with Mary throughout her time in France and one, Mary Seton, stayed in service with her for more than thirty years.


The Four Marys are noted in many well-known folk ballads and even children’s nursery rhymes, such as ‘Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary’, where they are referred to as ‘pretty maids all in a row’.


Mary Sinclair, Dundee


When Mary Queen of Scots’ maidservants, the Marys Livingstone, Seaton, Beaton and Fleming became the original Four Marys, the application of the name Mary to an attendant on a Scottish Queen wasn’t new. It derived from the Icelandic maer, a virgin or maid, and had previously been applied to an attendant on James V’s wife.


Three of the Marys left the Queen when they married but Mary Seton never wed and followed the Queen to her English captivity until ill-health forced her to leave her mistress and retire to France.


The personnel and story behind the ballad ‘The Four Marys’, however, which has been traced to the eighteenth century, refer to a different story: ‘Last night the Queen had four Maries/Tonight there’ll be but three/There’s Mary Seton and Mary Beaton And Mary Carmichael and me.’ There was no Mary Carmichael in the Scottish Queen’s entourage.


This song is believed to refer to an incident at the court of Tsar Peter the Great. Mary Hamilton (the subject of the ballad), a Scottish-born attendant on the Russian Empress, was executed for the murder of her illegitimate child following a liaison with Peter.


The well-known fact that Mary Queen of Scots had four Marys became superimposed on the tragic story of Mary Hamilton.


Howard Pizzey, Staplehurst, Kent


In the 1950s and ’60s, The Four Marys appeared in the girls’ comic Bunty. They were Mary Radleigh, Mary Cotter, Mary Field and Mary Simpson who attended St Elmo’s boarding school where they had the usual schoolgirl adventures.


They were known by their abbreviated surnames Raddy, Cotty, Fieldy and Simpy. Raddy was of aristocratic descent, Cotty was a scatty girl, Fieldy was the hockey and games champion and Simpy was middle class, having a father who was ‘in trade’.


Their headmistress was Dr Gull, who wore mannish suits, and their teacher Miss Creef, resplendent in pince-nez and flowing gown.


Jenny Payne, Sittingbourne, Kent


(20) QUESTION: Under which Minister of Education were the most grammar schools closed?


Although the Labour Government of 1964–70 is credited with ending selective education, only 235 out of 1,273 grammar schools in England and Wales were closed or turned into comprehensives during its term in office.


In the subsequent Conservative Government, Margaret Thatcher was Education Secretary from June 1970, beginning with just over 1,000 grammar schools, a further 463 of which had gone by the time the Conservatives lost power in 1974, leaving Lady Thatcher with the record for closing most.


A further 111 grammar schools disappeared by January 1975, approval for their closure having come from Margaret Thatcher.


In her biography, Lady Thatcher admits that during her tenure at Education, she received 3,600 proposals for schools to go comprehensive and accepted 91 per cent of them.


Olive Forsythe, National Union of Teachers, London


(21) QUESTION: Living on the coast, I’m acutely aware of how we use the sea to dispose of sewage. How do landlocked countries such as Switzerland deal with their sewage?


The more treatment stages sewage goes through, the cleaner the final waste water. UK sewage is often discharged into the sea after only minimal treatment, though greater treatment is common where sewage works discharge into rivers.


Sewage causes considerable pollution in Britain and it has recently been reported that many lakes are severely affected by nutrients in sewage encouraging thick growths of algae.


Switzerland has a very high standard of treatment plants at its lakesides, including requirements for nutrient removal, an advanced form of sewage treatment installed at only a very few sites in the UK.


Mary Taylor, Friends of the Earth, London


(22) QUESTION: As a beer drinker since 1937, I’d like to know whether my favourite tipple was stronger before the Second World War, when it used to cost 6d a pint.


The effects of two world wars have left modern brews weaker. In both conflicts, the original gravity of beer was reduced through lack of raw materials and the need for sober armaments workers.


The 1932 average was 1041 original gravity, dropping to 1032.7 in 1948. It moved up slightly in 1950 and has gone up slowly in the past twenty years. The rising diversity of premium products, continental-style lagers and characterful cask ales on offer today has seen a gradual increase in beer strength.


Richard Gibb, Corporate Affairs Director, Scottish & Newcastle plc, Edinburgh


Guinness Extra Stout cost 6d in 1916 and 1917 and was 10d a pint between 1928 and 1939. Its alcoholic strength was reduced during both world wars in reaction to huge increases in excise duty.


It was 1073.8 original gravity (7.7 per cent Alcohol By Volume) in 1917, falling to 1047.8 (5 per cent ABV) by 1919. By 1940 it was back up to 1054 (5.7 per cent ABV) but by 1946 it was down to 1041.3 (4.3 per cent ABV) again, increasing to 1048 (5 per cent ABV) by 1950. Apart from duty increases, technical developments increased the stability of lower gravity beers, which has meant that their strength has never climbed back to their original levels.


A perfect pint of draught Guinness today is brewed to 1038 (4.1 per cent ABV) and Guinness Original in bottles and cans at 1040.5 (4.3 per cent ABV). Guinness Foreign Stout, brewed in Dublin and available in bottles, is brewed to 1072 (7.2 per cent ABV).


Jeremy Probert, Guinness Brewing GB, Park Royal Brewery, London


(23) QUESTION: ‘A frog he would a-wooing go, Heigh ho! says Rowley.’ What is this nursery rhyme about and who is Rowley?


This popular nursery rhyme runs to at least fourteen verses, the first of which, according to the most recent version popularized by Grimaldi and comedian John Liston, begins: ‘A frog he would a-wooing go, Heigh ho! says Rowley/A frog he would a-wooing go/Whether his mother would let him or no/With a Rowley, powley, gammon and spinach/Heigh ho! says Anthony Rowley.’


It’s suggested that Rowley refers to Charles II who was nicknamed ‘Old Rowley’ after his favourite stallion but the rhyme was first noted earlier.


A more likely explanation is that Rowley comes from ‘rowley powley’, a name given to a plump fowl, a tasty dish served with gammon and spinach. The forename Anthony was added later.


The rhyme can be traced back at least four centuries from ‘The frog cam to the myl dur’ in The Complaynt of Scotlande (1549) through to ‘A Most Strange Weddinge of the Frogge and the Mowse’, a ballad licensed by stationers Edward White in 1580.


No deep meaning relating to the rhyme has been developed.


Iona Opie, editor: Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, Oxford University Press


(24) QUESTION: Why are slices of toast dipped in boiled eggs called ‘soldiers’?


Most dictionaries define a ‘soldier’ in this context as a ‘narrow strip of bread or toast, given to children to dip in a boiled egg’. The name came from the understanding of a soldier as something straight, upright and in ranks, as ‘soldiers’ are when cut up into straight pieces like soldiers on parade.


Lorna Gilmour, Collins Dictionaries, Glasgow


To qualify as a ‘soldier’ the bread must be soft and oblong in shape. Untoasted bread, preferably buttered is ideal. Next, it must be lightly dipped, not thrust in. Finally the whole process must be carried out responsibly, leaving no stains on the tablecloth. There you have it: a Soft Oblong Lightly Dipped In Egg, Responsibly.


K. Harrow, Lambeth Walk, SE11


(25) QUESTION: My male voice choir is learning ‘The Whiffenpoof Song’. What are its origins and what on earth do the words mean?


From February 1909, an informal Yale University singing group consisting of Meade Minnigerode, George Pommeroy, James Howard, Carl Lohmann and Denton Fowler began holding regular Monday-night meetings at Old Mory’s, in New Haven, Connecticut.


‘Manager’ Robert Mallory and ‘trainer’ Richard Hosford, whose primary duties were to supply food and drink, were added and they called themselves The Whiffenpoofs, after a fish character in the popular musical comedy Little Nemo. The eighth member, Ted Guest, joined from 1910 with the official title of Perpetual Guest.


The Whiffenpoofs, their numbers rising gradually to the current fourteen, are Yale seniors chosen to continue the tradition. They travel extensively, giving concerts as far from Yale as Japan, Greece, Singapore and the UK.


Gerry Hughes, British Association of Barbershop Singers


The Whiffenpoof Anthem is a skit on Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Gentlemen-Rankers’:


To the tables down at Mory’s


To the place where Louis dwells


To the dear old Temple Bar we love so well


Sing the Whiffenpoofs assembled with their glasses raised on high


And the magic of the singing casts its spell. Yes!


The magic of the singing of the songs we love so well


‘Shall I Wasting’ and ‘Mavourneen’ and the rest;


We will serenade our Louis while life and voice shall last


Then we’ll pass and be forgotten with the rest.


We are poor little lambs who have lost our way, Baa, baa, baa.


Little black sheep who have gone astray, Baa, baa, baa,


Gentlemen songsters off on a spree


Damned from here to eternity,


God have mercy on such as we, Baa, baa, baa.


The Temple Bar in Mory’s was their meeting place. Louis is Louis Linder, first honorary Whiffenpoof and proprietor of the bar until his death in 1913. ‘Shall I Wasting’ and ‘Mavourneen’ were popular Whiffenpoof songs.


John Reach, Whiffenpoof member and tour manager, Connecticut, US


Kipling’s ‘Gentlemen-Rankers’ told the tale of well-bred gentlemen who, having been convicted of a crime, enlisted in the Army as privates to mitigate the disgrace they had brought on their families.


The words were changed by US students to tell the tale of those who spent more time enjoying themselves than studying. Their ‘Whiffenpoof Song’ became something of an anthem among aircrew of the American 8th Air Force in Britain during the Second World War.


Reg Murphy, London SE22


(26) QUESTION: How did Britain come to own and then give away Heligoland?


Heligoland is Germany’s only high-seas island, 38 miles out into the North Sea from the state of Schleswig-Holstein. It measures just over 2 sq km and has a population of almost two thousand whose main language is German, plus a distinct dialect.


Its first inhabitants are thought to have been Frisian fishermen before 1402 when it came under the control of Schleswig-Holstein. Danes took over in 1714 until the Napoleonic Wars when the British occupied it to keep it from French control.


After the abdication of Napoleon in 1814, the Congress of Vienna gave control of the island to Britain.


In 1890, the Anglo-German Convention handed Heligoland and the Caprivi Strip in Africa to Germany in exchange for acceptance of British control over Zanzibar and Uganda.


The island became a major German naval base during both world wars. In 1945 it fell under British control again and its population was evacuated to mainland Germany before the destruction of all fortifications on the island in 1947 in the largest non-nuclear explosion in history. The inhabitants were allowed to return from 1952.


The island today (known as one of the major pollen-free areas in Germany) is regularly visited by millions every year.


Thomas Wulfing, German embassy, London


After Britain took over the island in 1814, Hamburg postage stamps continued to be issued there until replaced by Queen Victoria stamps in 1867.


These were highly unusual among British stamps in that, until 1890, they were printed in Berlin, with values in German currency. Later issues had the equivalent value in pence and shillings alongside the German amount. Many are now scarce collectors’ items.


D. A. Tyrrell, Crewe


(27) QUESTION: Why ‘sideburns’? What is so inflammable about such facial hair?


Sideburns were originally ‘burnsiders’. ‘Mutton chop’ or sidebar whiskers with a shaved chin and full moustache, were popularized by General Ambrose Everett Burnside (1824–1881) in the American Civil War.


Though an innovative strategist, Burnside was dogged by misjudgement and bad luck and his spectacular failures and occasional victories kept his portrait in the papers. Though popular with his men, so many of whose lives he cost, he was less well regarded by the White House and Federal Command.


Apart from sideburns, he gave his name to the Burnside carbine and Burnside hat. He went on to become Governor of Rhode Island for three terms and was twice elected to the Senate.


Maurice Wedgewood, Darlington, Co Durham


General Burnside had a bridge named after him after the Battle of Antietam on 17 September 1862, when his Union troops spent more than two hours and lost 500 men for just 160 Confederate dead trying to cross a bridge over Antietam Creek. In all, the day saw the deaths of more than 23,000 men – the bloodiest day in American history.


Burnside commanded the main Union force, the Army of the Potomac, at the disastrous Battle of Fredericksburg in December 1862 and was relieved of his command a month later.


Anne Dawson, Blackpool


Apart from his sideburns, in the 1850s Ambrose Burnside invented a very accurate, fast breech-loading cavalry carbine. But his company went into liquidation. In 1860, nine months before the American Civil War started, the company which had bought his patent was selling two thousand of these guns a month but Burnside never profited from his invention.


D. J. Hearn, Gravesend, Kent


General Ambrose Burnside, whose name was applied to what were otherwise known as ‘mutton chop’ whiskers, was succeeded as commander of the main Union army by General Joseph Hooker – from whose female camp-followers we derive the term for prostitutes.


When military provosts tried to drive them out of the camp, they were prevented from doing so because ‘the women were Hooker’s’.


Euan Grant, London N10


While on holiday in Canada, I visited a historic pioneer village where there was a gunsmith’s shop. The expert there told us that sideburns were grown to prevent the face being burnt when the powder in a rifle exploded to expel a shot.


Janice Chalmers, London SE16


(28) QUESTION: What is stargazy pie and where does it originate?


Cornwall lays claim to this dish though details of its origin are obscure. According to F. W. P. Jago’s Dialect of Cornwall (1882), star-gazing, staare-gaase or starry pie is made of leek and pilchards with the fish heads protruding star-wards through the crust. R. Morton Nance’s 1963 Glossary of Cornish Sea Words says this once familiar delicacy has now become a legend.


The legend has its roots in the Cornish fishing village of Mousehole. About two hundred years ago, Mousehole fishermen were prevented from putting to sea by a terrible storm which raged for many weeks and supplies of fish ran low. With Christmas approaching, Tom Bawcock put to sea in the storm and his voyage produced a huge catch of seven kinds of fish. The villagers were fed and among the dishes made was star-gazy pie, with fish showing through the crust to demonstrate the abundance of the catch.


Thereafter, each 23 December, Tom Bawcock’s Eve is celebrated in Mousehole with merriment, drinking, eating star-gazy pie and singing Tom Bawcock’s song: ‘A merry place you may believe/Was Mouzel ’pon Tom Bawcock’s Eve/To be there then who wud’n wish/To sup o’ seb’m sorts o’ fish./When morgy brath [sand fish] had cleared the path/Comed lances [tiny fish] for a fry/And then we had a bit o’ scad [mackerel]/And Starry-Gazy pie.’


This tale is somewhat suspect as an origin for the pie but recipes for it appeared in Cornish cook books of the twenties when it was suggested the arrangement of fish belonged to a time when no one minded seeing an animal, like the boar’s head, peacock or hare, cooked as if it were alive. It was also noted that tilting the heads upwards means that the nourishing oil from the fish head drains into the body to enrich the pie.


The legend was given new life by Antonia Barber and Nicola Bayley’s children’s story The Mousehole Cat, also made into a short film in which the inhabitants of Mousehole can be seen celebrating Tom Bawcock to this day.


Graham Lang, Menheniot, Cornwall


(29) QUESTION: Do historians have any clear idea of the total human population of the Earth around the year of Jesus’s birth?


Total population for the first two million years of human history is generally considered to have remained stable at about ten million, consistent with a global hunter-gatherer existence.


The period 9,000 to 2,400 BC, with an increase in the number of permanent settlements as people began to establish animal husbandry and develop farm systems so that less land was needed to sustain larger communities, saw great population growth. By the time of Christ’s birth, global population is thought to have risen to twenty-five times its Neolithic size, or around 250 million.


Today’s population is about 7 billion – more than twenty-seven times the population at the time of Christ.


Bruce Bannerman, Edinburgh


(30) QUESTION: Why ‘virger’, not ‘verger’, at St Paul’s Cathedral?


‘Virger’ comes from the Latin virgarius, someone who uses a virgula: a small rod. Among other roles, today’s virgers still carry a small silver rod to lead processions.


Verger with an ‘e’ is simply another English spelling, found in the Rolls of Parliament as early as 1472: ‘Henry, late Duke of Lancaster, funded a church with a Deane and six Choristers and a Verger perpetuell . . .’


Spelling of many words has changed over the years but our cathedral statutes have always spelled virger with an ‘i’ rather than an ‘e’ and this tradition is upheld today.


Canon John Haliburton, Chancellor of St Paul’s Cathedral, London


(31) QUESTION: What is the shortest number of years it would take, in theory, to get from the lowest amateur football league to the Premier League?


In theory, the non-League pyramid system allows a team playing in the first division of a county league to be taking on Manchester United in the Premier League within six years.


Promotion would have to be achieved in consecutive seasons. At each stage, the ground criteria established by the immediately senior league would have to be met, with promotion through the leagues entailing considerable financial outlay.


Below county level, there are thousands of teams playing in amateur leagues on park pitches whose dreams of playing in the Premier League remain inaccessible.


David Barber, Football Association, London


Bradford Park Avenue was once members of the Football League First Division, equivalent to today’s Premiership, but had dropped out of the League by the time they went into liquidation in 1974.


On reformation in 1988, the club had to start in Division Three of the West Riding Country Amateur League, twelve levels below the Premiership, surely the greatest fall from grace in football history.


Bradford is now halfway back, playing six levels higher, in the Northern Premier League Premier Division. But it all might have been different: they once interviewed Bill Shankly for the manager’s job – and turned him down.


Pete Zemroch, Little Sutton, Shropshire


(32) QUESTION: I was one of nine bridesmaids at a wedding. What is the highest number of bridesmaids at a single wedding in Britain?


When my mother had nine bridesmaids at her wedding in 1959, it made the front page of the local paper because bride and bridesmaids were all sisters.


Bill Wilson, Watford, Hertfordshire


In April 1954, a Miss Hughes of Basingstoke had ten bridesmaids at her wedding at St Michael’s, Basingstoke. Hundreds of people turned out to see this ‘wedding of the year’ as she was the daughter of a local man who had won £75,000 on the football pools earlier that year, a considerable sum in those days.


The great number of bridesmaids was the talking point among local folk for weeks.


Robert Brown, Basingstoke, Hampshire


The twelve bridesmaids at Queen Victoria’s wedding to Prince Albert at the Chapel Royal in St James’s Palace in 1840, all daughters of the highest in the land, were referred to as Train Bearers.


Ida Mary Goodrick, Tadcaster, North Yorkshire


On 23 October 1936, when I was fifteen, I stood outside the door of Durham Cathedral to watch Sir Alec Douglas Home and his bride, Miss Elizabeth Arlington, with her fourteen bridesmaids.


Mrs D. U. Smith, Luton, Bedfordshire


Dame Barbara Cartland’s daughter by her first marriage, Miss Raine McCorquodale, had sixteen bridesmaids when she married the Hon. Gerald Legge, the future Earl of Dartmouth, at St Margaret’s Westminster on 21 July 1948. I was one of the thirty-two ushers, two to each bridesmaid when it came to taking them out for the evening after the reception.


Gordon Fergusson, Tarporley, Cheshire


Prominent in British wedding culture since the marriage of Princess Alexandra in 1863, the bridesmaid’s traditional role is to protect the bride from evil spirits. The saying ‘three times a bridesmaid, never a bride’ is said to arise from the idea that a bridesmaid of three weddings will never marry because she has cushioned too much of the bad luck that would otherwise have gone to each bride.


The average number of bridesmaids today is three, but our files reveal weddings where there were more. Maria Gay, of Bedford, married with thirteen bridesmaids which, she assures us, was not unlucky. Sharon Howett, of Barking, Essex, had sixteen, while Patricia Seymour, of Kidderminster, had eighteen. The record goes to Tina Frost, of Rotherham, who married in June 1982 with twenty-one bridesmaids.


Jane Bruton, Wedding and Home magazine, London


My mother had twenty-two bridesmaids at her wedding when she married my father in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, on 8 December 1938. She had one bridesmaid for each year of her age plus one to even up the numbers.


As Patricia Kennedy, she married Dermot McGillycuddy, second son of Senator, Lieutenant Colonel, The McGillycuddy of the Reeks, DSO. He held all three honours then, having served in the First World War, resigned his commission to inherit from his father in 1921 and re-enlisted for service in Northern Ireland following the outbreak of the Second World War.


Donough McGillycuddy, Welford, Northamptonshire


As a child, I knew a lady who taught at my local primary school who had her entire class, around thirty, as pageboys and bridesmaids when she married.


Mrs L. A. White, Herne Bay, Kent


(33) QUESTION: In about 1950, when petrol was still rationed, a Mr Baxter of Oxfordshire invented a substitute called Baxtrol. What became of Mr Baxter and his substitute fuel?


When war ended in 1945, private motoring petrol rationing continued with an allowance of 270 miles a month. In 1948, this was slashed to a miserly 90 miles a month.


Mr Baxter had no need to invent anything. Well-known alternative fuels existed in the form of alcohols obtained from coal-fed gas works. Pre-war motorists used Cleveland Discol and National Benzol Mixture as blends with petrol.


I bought the odd gallon of Baxtrol in Leeds during 1948/49 for my 1934 Riley 9 Kestrel, paying 5 shillings a gallon, more than twice the cost of ration-book petrol at 2s a gallon. The real cost was higher because, for good combustion, Baxtrol’s alcohol mix required one to keep the choke out much of the time.


Mr P. Albericci, Heaton Mersey, Cheshire


Petrol and diesel, refined from oil, have dominated the transport fuel market for 100 years but during oil shortages such as the Second World War and the seventies’ oil crisis, alternatives derived from coal have been explored. British Coal developed a technically efficient process to convert coal into transport fuel but it was too expensive to compete with oil-derived fuels.


Petrol and diesel engines can be converted to run on renewable fuels derived from biomass. Ethanol, made by fermenting sugar cane, wheat or barley has been widely used and methanol, from landfill gas or sewage plants, and vegetable oils, such as rapeseed oil, can be used in adapted diesel engines.


There are alternative transport fuels but while oil is cheap and plentiful and politicians work in days, rather than in years, these are of only academic interest.


Dr Brian C. Williams and Dr David McIlveen-Wright, Centre for Energy Research, Northern Ireland


(34) QUESTION: A large brain is supposed to distinguish Homo sapiens from less intelligent species but is there any evidence that brain size in individual humans relates to their intelligence?


In October 1907, a man called Daniel Lyon died of a throat infection in New York. He had spent more than twenty years as a night watchman and labourer and could read and write and appeared normal in every way but at post mortem his brain was shown to weigh just 680 g. The normal weight of an adult male brain is around 1,500 g and Mr Lyon’s lightest of brains is now entered in the Guinness Book of Records.


The theory of evolution has assumed that the increased size of human brains has been one of the reasons why humans have succeeded so well on Earth but even with a brain of half normal size, Daniel Lyon lived a normal life. One explanation of this case is that life as a night watchman in turn-of-the-century New York was less demanding intellectually than that of a hunter gatherer two million years ago.


Dr Peter Rowen, Medical Consultant, Guinness Book of Records


It’s been known for many years that human intelligence is related to the number of grey brain cells, the ‘grey matter’, found mainly on the surface of the Great Brain, the cerebrum: the greater the number of grey cells, the greater the intelligence.


Sheer brain weight isn’t normally significant to intelligence. An average adult male brain weighs 1,500 g, heavier than the average female brain at 1,335 g, but it would be dangerous to infer any male claim to intellectual superiority due to the weight of his brain.


Peter Fraser, Norwich, Norfolk


(35) QUESTION: Do we really know what Jesus Christ looked like? Who first painted or drew the likeness we are used to today?


We don’t know what Jesus looked like, though we know he was a first-century Palestinian Jew, and therefore presumably had the characteristics of his people. Christian imagery varies enormously, particularly as artists have often symbolized the Christian teaching that Jesus is God-made-man by representing Jesus as belonging to their own race. Hence the rather European-looking Jesus figures we’re familiar with.


Some artists have been influenced by relics which are claimed to show ‘imprints’ of Jesus, such as the Turin Shroud, which may account for some similarities between different artists’ representations.


Most of the depictions of Christ up to the sixth century were thought to have been of a young, beardless man with short hair. When St Augustine of Hippo wrote in the fifth century, he noted there were no pictures of Christ.


In the next century, this all changed as throughout the Middle East, moving into Eastern Europe, hundreds of depictions of a long-haired, bearded man were seen.


One of the first of these is the ‘Christ Pantocrator’ dating from the sixth century, found at St Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai.


B. Jennings, Manchester


It’s intriguing that the New Testament doesn’t give any hint as to Jesus Christ’s physical appearance. Many biblical heroes and heroines are vividly described: Joseph was ‘well-built and handsome’ (Gen. 39); King Saul – ‘no-one among the Israelites were handsomer than he’ (Sam., 1, 9); David was ‘ruddy, bright-eyed and fair to look upon’ (Sam., 1, 16).


With these descriptions in mind, one wonders what describing Jesus as ‘presumably having the racial characteristics of his people’ tells us. The Children of Israel, then and now, exhibit a sturdy variety of appearance and personality. Jesus wouldn’t have described himself as ‘a Palestinian Jew’ but as a Jew from Galilee or Judaea.


Rona Hart, Board of Deputies of British Jews, London


The only record we have of what Jesus looked like is the prophesy in Isaiah 53:2, which says: ‘He hath no form nor comeliness and when we shall see Him there is no beauty that we should desire Him.’


This is quite different from the tall, handsome man with long hair and beard depicted in the Turin Shroud and the thousands of pictures painted by artists through the ages. Jesus was so indistinguishable in a crowd that Judas Iscariot had to point him out to the soldiers who came to arrest him.


Dr Philip Jones, Parkstone, Dorset


(36) QUESTION: Which is the most common bird on the planet? And the rarest?


The most numerous bird is probably the tropical African finch known as the Red-Billed Quelea of which there are in excess of 100,000 million, at least seventeen times the human global population.


This tiny creature is also the world’s worst bird pest. Flocks of millions of them descend on crops and wipe them out as effectively as swarms of locusts. Quelea control is a huge problem in many African countries.


More than 1,100 of the world’s 10,000 bird species are endangered. Rarest of all is probably Spix’s Macaw, a South American blue parrot which has suffered from the loss of its tropical woodland habitat and, more recently, from the ruthless, illegal, bird trade.


Mike Everett, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Sandy, Bedfordshire


(37) QUESTION: Was that a male stand-in I spotted doing a stunt for actress Madeleine Carroll in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1935 version of The 39 Steps?


Alfred Hitchcock’s assistant in 1935, Penrose ‘Pen’ Tennyson, donned a dress and blond wig to replace Ms Carroll for a scene in which her character has to leap a stream.


Great-grandson of Poet Laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Pen soon graduated from actor’s stand-in to England’s youngest film director and made his first film, the boxing drama There Ain’t No Justice, in 1939.


A studio joke at the time was that he shouted ‘Break, break, break!’ (in honour of his famous forebear’s poem ‘In Memoriam’) instead of the usual ‘Cut!’


He directed two more feature films and several shorts but a promising career was terminated by the Second World War when volunteer Naval Reservist Sub-Lieutenant Tennyson was killed in a flying accident.


Harry Grace, Edgbaston, Birmingham


I was enchanted to read about Pen Tennyson doing a stunt for Madeleine. Had he lived, Pen would certainly have been one of the great film directors. I looked on him as an elder brother.


A few weeks before he was killed in the Blitz, he gave me his watch and 12-bore shotgun, both of which I still have. I also have several hilarious letters he wrote to my late father from his training ship HMS King Alfred. When he married actress Nova Pilbeam, they honeymooned at our house in Sussex.


Jonathan Balcon, Sevenoaks, Kent


(38) QUESTION: To start early flying machines, the mechanic and pilot called ‘Switches off!’ and ‘Contact!’. What did this mean?


Early aircraft engines were started by swinging the propeller – like cranking a car engine with a starting handle – and had two switches for the two magnetos. The complex system of calls was to ensure safety for the mechanic during starting.


With no brakes, the wheels were wedged with wooden chocks as the mechanic called ‘Switches off, throttle set, suck in’ and the pilot repeated the call, making sure both switches were in the off position while the propeller was rotated a few times to draw petrol mixture into the cylinders.


The mechanic would then call: ‘Switch on. Contact’, as the pilot switched on the impulse magneto and repeated the call, often shortened to ‘Contact’. The mechanic would then pull down on the prop blade and quickly step aside. When the engine had fired up, the pilot would switch on the running magneto and call ‘Chocks away!’ as he opened the throttle to increase slipstream over the rudder to gain directional control on his way to the take-off point.


Today’s light aircraft are started with parking brake applied and a shout of ‘Clear props!’ before turning an ignition key as in a car.


A. F. Harris (ex-RAF pilot), Lower Bosoughan, Cornwall


(39) QUESTION: What was the Anselmo trial often referred to in American TV crime series?


On 13 December 1971, the Supreme Court of Louisiana ruled, in the case of the State of Louisiana v Philip J. Anselmo Jnr and Terrance C. Lee, that a substantial amount of drugs and guns seized by police officers at the defendants’ rented apartment in New Orleans couldn’t be used as evidence against them because of the manner in which it had been obtained.


The court was told that police officers Jerry Faulkner and James Lewis, both of good standing, obtained the search warrant on the affidavit of an informer who said he had attended a ‘pot party’ there – but this was easily disproved. The court decided that as the warrant had been obtained on false grounds, any evidence it helped to supply should be omitted from the court case.


Cindy Watson, Chicago, Illinois


(40) QUESTION: Why are strict laws characterized as ‘draconian’?


Draconian, meaning particularly harsh or severe, comes from the code of laws drawn up in the seventh century BC by Athenian lawgiver Draco. He was appointed in 621 BC with the main task of replacing the practice of individual revenge with public justice and punishment.


Almost all offences listed were punishable by death because Draco is said to have claimed: ‘Small crimes deserve death and for great crimes I know of no penalty more severe.’


Draconian law, though successful in stemming crime, was highly unpopular and was replaced in 594 BC when Solon, one of the fathers of Athenian democracy, became the law-giver.


David Gordon, Perth, Scotland


Seventh-century BC Athens didn’t benefit very much from law-giver Draco’s reforms. The story goes that he met his end when the Athenians threw their cloaks over him, pretending it was a sign of affection but in fact depositing so many of them that they crushed him to death.


John Thorpe, Urmston, Manchester


(41) QUESTION: Was an amateur football team once mistaken for Wolverhampton Wanderers FC and obliged to play a top German Bundesliga team in front of 40,000?


When our Wolverhampton Sunday League side, Oxbarn Sports and Social Club, went on a tour of Germany in summer 1973, someone at the German end took our description ‘from Wolverhampton’ to mean that we were Wolverhampton Wanderers.


We realized something was wrong when we arrived at FC Mainz to find large crowds turning up for the match. The mistake was rapidly realized by the Germans and announced over the loud speakers to a very amused crowd of about 10,000.


The crowd and officials insisted the game went ahead and we got good support from the home fans every time we got near their goal – which wasn’t often. We eventually lost 14–0 but we had a fantastic reception from our hosts after the game, followed by huge media interest.


Wolverhampton Wanderers’ then manager, Bill McGarry, promised to take his side to Germany to avenge our defeat but he was sacked shortly afterwards and it didn’t happen. Perhaps our present manager Mick McCarthy would like the challenge?


Phil Horton, Bridgwater, Somerset


A similar misunderstanding occurred in April 1970 when Birmingham-based Twenty Two Youth Club toured Scotland, playing other youth clubs. The team were mistakenly thought to represent Birmingham City FC and arrived in Glasgow to find themselves lined up against a selection of Celtic and Rangers youth players, including George Stein, son of former Celtic manager Jock Stein.


This was the first time the two Glasgow clubs had co-operated in this way and they played in Celtic kit for the first half and Rangers strip for the second.


The match took place in front of five thousand at Lochburn Park and the enormous gulf in ability was soon apparent. Every time the Scottish team scored there was a mini pitch invasion, which initially frightened the Birmingham team. But in the end it worked to their advantage, restricting playing time so they conceded only seventeen goals.


J. S. Parkes, Birmingham


The same thing happened in reverse when Great Britain were drawn to play Bulgaria in a two-leg qualifying round of the soccer finals for the 1972 Munich Olympics.


The Olympics in those days were purely amateur and the Bulgarians were able to field their World Cup side, technically not full-time professionals. These players came here expecting to face the likes of Banks, Moore and Charlton, before a full house at Wembley.


The match was indeed at Wembley, in front of a crowd of three thousand, but the Great Britain team consisted of amateurs from clubs like Hendon and Skelmersdale United. In a giant-killing feat, Great Britain beat Bulgaria 1–0, with Joe Adams of Slough Town scoring with a fifteenth-minute header. But they succumbed 5–0 in the return match in Sofia.


David Barber, The Football Association, London


(42) QUESTION: The late Colin Reid used to refer to his wife in his Daily Mail column as ‘The Chief Fairy’ and Arthur Daley called his wife ‘’Er indoors’. I call mine ‘The Management’. What do other men call their wives?


Since we married forty-nine years ago, I’ve called my wife ‘Princess’ but she’s not so pleased with the title these days.


B. C. Russell, Windsor, Berkshire


I call mine ‘Treasure’ – because she has a sunken chest and people keep asking me where I dug her up.


David Millard, Walsall, West Midlands


Eccentric racing commentator John McCririck, no prize himself, calls his wife ‘The Booby’.


Neil Kendall, Blackpool


I call my wife Dear – because she costs me a fortune.


Ronnie Thomson, Girvan, Ayrshire


My husband always calls me ‘Baby’. As I’m now seventy, I wonder if he means I have as many wrinkles as when I was one.


Margaret White, Cardiff


My husband calls me ‘Till’ because, as he explains, he puts all his money in but never gets any out.


Audrey Williams, West Byfleet, Surrey


The late Roy Castle referred to his wife Fiona as his PLW: Perfect Little Woman.


Mrs M. Lendon, Buxton, Derbyshire


During the last years of his life, my husband called me ‘You there’, and would call out: ‘You there, you forgot the Worcester sauce’; ‘You there, you forgot the marmalade’; ‘You there, I’ve got the wrong size knife and fork.’ I used to shout back: ‘There’s no one in the kitchen by the name of “You there”.’


Mrs G. Joel, St Margaret’s Bay, Kent


My long-time friend is married to a German lady and for years referred to her, in her absence, as ‘The Führer’. I recently noticed that he calls her ‘Hun’, claiming this is a term of endearment, an abbreviation of honey, but I have my doubts.


I take my orders from ‘Brown Owl’.


Mike Kay, Chelmsford, Essex


For the first year of the war, I was evacuated to Brety, in Derbyshire, where I was surprised to discover that the local farmers’ wives referred to their husbands, without sarcasm, as ‘The Master’.


In the case of one retired couple who entertained me to tea, the wife addressed her husband as ‘Master’.


John Crossley, Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands


(43) QUESTION: Has there existed, within living memory, a poisonous species of spider native to Britain?


Almost all British spiders produce venom to deal with insects but only about thirty of our 640 native species can give even a modest bite capable of causing a human any pain or swelling.


There’s no record in Britain of a human mortality resulting from a spider’s bite, though potentially dangerous species occasionally turn up in imports from abroad.


Paul Hillyard, Spider Specialist at the Natural History Museum, London


(44) QUESTION: In my childhood, my family used ‘Mazawattee’ as a joke name. I came across it again in Nelson Mandela’s autobiography, where he says he wore ‘rimless Mazawattee tea glasses’ as a disguise. Who or what is Mazawattee?


Mazawattee tea, packed by Densham & Sons, was first sold in Britain in 1870. The name, invented by Harrisons & Crosfield buyer D. F. Shillington, proved catchy and Densham’s commissioned the granny and grandchild trademark which became as popular as the tea itself.


Calendars and posters featuring ‘Granny’s Tea’ soon became familiar sights and are collector’s items today. Gifts including tea caddies and clocks were offered in exchange for coupons from the packets.


John Densham sold the company to a grocery wholesaler just after the Second World War but Mazawattee tea was sold in Britain until the early 1960s.


Illtyd Lewis, the Tea Council, London


My husband says the name Mazawattee stood for ‘Ma’s away to tea’, which is why grandma and granddaughter are shown having tea together.


I have a battered tin box which I acquired from my late mother-in-law, who was South African. It dates from the days when tea was expensive and the lady of the house would go out for afternoon tea.


I believe the Mazawattee brand name survived in South Africa after it disappeared from the shelves in Britain.


Sandra van Eeden, Hayling Island, Hampshire


As a lad in Deptford in the early 1930s, I played on the banks of the old Grand Surrey Canal alongside the factory producing and packing Mazawattee tea. Parts of the old factory remain, including a large brick clock tower which used to say ‘Mazawattee Tea’ down its side.


The tea was often sold in hinged-top tea caddies and featured a picture of an old lady sitting in a chair, with rimless glasses perched on her nose, drinking a cup of tea.


S. Smart Bromley, Kent


The Mazawattee Tea Warehouse stood on the site now occupied by the Tower Hill Pageant in London. The seven-storey premises were built around 1864.


Much of the part above ground was destroyed during the Blitz but the vaults survived. After the war, these fell into disuse until we took over the lease in 1987.


The remainder of the building, which is listed, was refurbished in Victorian style and now houses the Tower Hill Pageant visitor attraction and shopping arcade.


Anita Waddell, Tower Hill Pageant


 


My great-grandfather John Boon Densham founded the company in the 1860s and it was his son, John Lane Densham, who commissioned the famous ‘Old Folks at Home’ advertisement in about 1887.


The granny in the oil painting was Mary Ann Clark, wife of an Islington bootmaker. Young Adelaide, her grandchild, was to sit as the little girl but she was overcome by shyness and her place was taken by Alice Emma Nicols, a next-door neighbour.


John Lane was also responsible for the evocative brand name, after a day in the Guildhall Library, working out something snappy and memorable. He eventually settled on a shortened combination of the ‘Hindoo’ mazatha meaning luscious, and the ‘Cingalese’ wattee, a garden of growth.


The company hit the headlines in the late 1890s when it beat other tea companies in a fiercely competitive auction to buy the best ‘golden tips’ from Ceylon – and again when it deposited the biggest ever cheque for tea duty.


Ironically, it was steep tea duties, not abolished until 1967, which contributed to the eventual decline of the brand, particularly during the Depression years.


Diana James, London NW11


There may be other versions of the famous granny and grandchild trademark picture for the Mazawattee tea brand. Commissioned in 1917, there’s an oil painting by Harry Gawthorne RA with the artist’s mother as granny and myself, aged four.


Mrs Dora Carter (née Watkins), Kent


(45) QUESTION: Why do so supermarkets issue plastic carrier bags with the handles at the ends rather than at the sides?


Tesco introduced this type of carrier bag, known as the ‘vest’ style because the handle forms part of the bag, making it much stronger. Bags are made from a continuous tube of film which is flattened to have bag shapes punched out and the open ends sealed.


Bags with handles at the sides have to have them added, making the bag weaker, or handle holes punched out, in which case a reinforcement must be incorporated around the hole, which can come away.


Customers prefer box-shaped bags for easy packing and like the wide handles, which don’t cut into their hands.


Karen Marshall, Tesco, Cheshunt, Hertfordshire


(46) QUESTION: To buy a replacement set of wheelnuts for my car would cost 2 per cent of its total new price. How much would it cost to buy an entire vehicle as spare parts at standard retail prices?


Most theoretical costings for building a car using spare parts come in at between 2½ to 3½ times the standard retail price of the complete car. And this doesn’t account for the labour, space and equipment necessary to do the job.


Additionally, most modern cars consist of hundreds of components which would make assembly very difficult.


The high cost of car spares has concerned consumer groups for many years – car manufacturers make a large proportion of their profits from spares and repairs.


Terence Jones, Chester


In 1983, I built a complete Mini, starting from just the body shell. I used spares, mostly from scrap yards, but had to buy some brand new. The project took just over a year and cost me far more than I expected, though it was still less than buying a new car.


However, this doesn’t take into account the time and frustration spent on the project and the near-collapse of my marriage. After all that effort, the car gave me nothing but trouble and I soon had to sell it on at far less than it cost to make.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DailycMail
CELEBRATED ‘ANSWERS
TO CORRESPONDENTS’

Nlﬁ\ V\Joula\ Angone/
NAM— +o Swing a Cwl—?

AND 499 OTHER QUESTIONS

Andy Simpson





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
Dailp e Mail





