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For Stephanie Thomson



PREFACE


It has been said of Frank Key that he ‘seems to have the
whole world in his head, plus another one of his own
making’ and anyone familiar with his radio broadcasts,
his Hooting Yard website or his column for The Dabbler
will surely concur with that assessment. For although Mr
Key is primarily known as a writer of fiction (and highly
idiosyncratic fiction at that), he is also a peerless collector
of arcane and extraordinary facts.


Few scholars are prepared to expend so much effort in
rummaging through the world’s dankest libraries, poring
over the most mildewed volumes or scrutinising the pettiest
local periodicals. Fewer still have such an uncanny
knack for discovering amidst the dross the one critical
fact, the single kernel of essential truth which, when
rendered in Mr Key’s concise and elegant prose, reveals
far more about a subject than most biographers can
manage in a thousand pages.


Mr Key has spent a lifetime exploring the strange
recesses of human endeavour, and the benefit of this life’s
work is the anthology you hold in your hands. But what
is it for? Certainly the reader will be furnished with an
abundance of amusing factoids, such as that the correct
terminology for carving a peacock is ‘disfiguring’ it, or
that Brian Eno’s cat was called Eric. Once Stephen Fry
gets hold of this book you can be sure that the unusualphobias of Alfred Hitchcock, the potato-based hobbies of
Richard M. Nixon and Iggy Pop’s improbable tipple
of choice will soon be appearing as questions on QI.



But the Shorter Potted Brief, Brief Lives offers far more
than quotable titbits. Reading through its entries, one
can’t help but be struck by just how varied, wide-ranging,
bewildering and inventive are the manifold madnesses of
the human mind. We are all familiar with the notion
of British eccentricity, but it turns out that even the most
respected public figures in this island’s history were,
when you boil down to it, completely bonkers. Consider
Arthur Conan Doyle’s method for dealing with a rampaging
rhinoceros, or G. K. Chesterton’s attempts to draw
the soul of a cow, or H. G. Wells’ fear of string. And lest
you think that bizarre behaviour died out with the
Edwardians, take a look at the entries for disgraced
banker Fred Goodwin, or former Prime Minister Tony
Blair.


Many of the Lives gathered herein are laugh-aloud
funny, such as the description of Isadora Duncan’s
attempt to ‘enact the endurance of the proletariat
through the medium of dance’, or the bravura efforts of
Thamsanqa Jantjie, sign language ‘interpreter’ at Nelson
Mandela’s memorial service. Christopher Smart’s bubbleand-
squeak is quite possibly the funniest recipe ever
committed to paper, while Tom Butler’s ‘I’m the Bishop of
Southwark. It’s what I do’ is indisputably the best catchphrase
ever uttered by a senior English cleric.


Some entries are wise (such as Rayner Heppenstall’s
assessment of Esperanto), others are chilling (see John F.
Kennedy). Some snippets cast new light on their subjects
and help further our understanding (Samuel Beckett’s
favourite childhood pastime speaks volumes, as doesFreud’s fight with Jung over a bookcase). Others only
deepen the mystery (see, for example, George Orwell’s
diary, which turns out to be of very limited use to those
hoping to gain insight into the mind behind Nineteen
Eighty-Four). And many of the Lives are intriguing invitations
to further research – I defy anyone to read the entry
for Fanny Cradock and not want to find out what exactly
was going on with those owls.


Shorter Potted Brief, Brief Lives teems with interesting
oddballs. There are kings and peasants, authors and
actors, great statesmen and humble nobodies. But the
overriding sense is not that Mr Key has selected five hundred
or so people with something interestingly odd about
them, but that he could have selected any five hundred
people and, as long as the source material exists, found
something interestingly odd to say. Such is the human
condition; and such is the skill of Mr Key.


The entry for economic theorist Thomas Malthus
reports that it was said of him: ‘There is nothing in Mr
Malthus’s life which is worth mentioning.’ But, as Mr Key
has conclusively proven with this book, in any life there
is always at least one thing that really is worth mentioning.



Andrew Nixon is the editor of The Dabbler culture blog
(www.thedabbler.co.uk), to which Frank Key contributes a weekly
column.







PROLOGUE


MR KEY ADDRESSES HIS READERS

One muggy morning, or it may have been wet and windy,
I can’t quite remember, it occurred to me that it would
be a splendid idea to write a modern, updated version of
John Aubrey’s classic Brief Lives. It further occurred to
me, on the same morning, or perhaps the next, that some
books are inimitable, and that by trying to ape Aubrey I
would lay myself open to ridicule, and worse. I only had
to recall what had happened, some years earlier, when I
announced my plan to write a contemporary, jazzed-up
Anatomy of Melancholy. On that occasion, I was pelted with
pebbles by hobbledehoys, and small dogs yapped at me
in the street.


The idea continued to nag at me, however, and eventually,
after much mental and moral anguish, I hit upon a
solution. If I could not hope to follow in Aubrey’s footsteps,
I could at least outdo him in brevity. Rather than
trying to encapsulate the span of a subject’s life in a few
brilliant paragraphs, I would instead take a single snippet
from that life. It might be an amusing or baffling fact, an
anecdote, the observation of a contemporary or a historian,
or a quotation. In a few cases I have been diverted by
the implausibly lengthy and convoluted title of a book
written by the subject. And it is fair to say that, here and there, I have broken my own rule and included two or
three facts, or even ended up with an (albeit brief) potted
biography. I hope I will be forgiven for packing in a bit
more than promised. But for the most part, though you
may not learn very much about the life of X or Y or Z,
you will be armed with one little nugget which might
come in handy to chuck into a lull during the conversation
at the kind of swish sophisticated cocktail party to
which you no doubt get invited (and I do not).


Some of the material in this book was originally
gathered for the blog I have been maintaining for the
past eleven years. Hooting Yard is a gallimaufry of fiction
and fact, sweeping paragraphs of majestic prose interspersed
with quotations, notes, memoranda, and jottings
of the type that, twenty or thirty years ago, would have
found their way into a commonplace book. These
gleanings are the fruits of my wholly undisciplined and
unsystematic reading habits, a magpie approach reflected
in the contents of the present book, which makes no
attempt to be comprehensive or encyclopaedic. Nor have
I tried to achieve any kind of balance in terms of men
and women, nationalities, historical periods, or fields of
endeavour. That is to say, I did not begin with a list of
famous and infamous names and then strive to fossick out
a suitable entry for them.


Indeed, there are many names herein with which you
will be unfamiliar, as I was when I stumbled upon them.
For every potentate there is a pauper – or, if not quite
paupers, certainly the obscure, the neglected, and the
unknown. Their inclusion is by dint of my guiding principle,
which is that the content of an entry matters far
more than the fame or importance of the subject. So
while you will find kings and queens, presidents and prime ministers, literary giants and film stars, you will also
discover a man who burned down a windmill, an anonymous
eighteenth-century suicide, a knife-wielding market
stall holder, and a hapless swan-keeper killed by his
charges. I have also included a smattering of fictional or
semi-fictional characters, where the case seemed compelling.
This book would be much the poorer, for instance,
without the brief, brief life of St Rumwold.


The basic criteria for inclusion were threefold. First,
that the material made me either laugh or scratch my
head in bewilderment. Second, that it was true, or that it
was attested to be true by a reliable source. Third, I
hoped as far as possible to emulate the title of John
Timbs’ 1860 book Things Not Generally Known. In this
leaden age of vapidity and pap, who can say what constitutes
‘general knowledge’ any more? A. S. Byatt once
wrote, in the Guardian, ‘most people know [Sir Charles
Sherrington’s] description of the waking brain as “an
enchanted loom where millions of flashing shuttles weave
a dissolving pattern…”’ Really? Do most people know
that, even most Guardian readers? Early in the compilation
of the book I realised that I haven’t got a clue about
what is and is not generally known. Nevertheless, I have
sought to avoid what I think of as the commonplace
(Hitler was a vegetarian) and include the arcane (his
father kept bees).


Speaking of vapidity and pap, this is, of course, the
perfect book for an age in which information comes in
easily-digested chunks requiring the attention span of a
gnat. Though I would recommend you read it from
cover to cover, twice, before dropping it into the bath and
thus having to buy a second copy, it is, of course, possible,
even desirable, to dip into it here and there, in those vanishingly few idle moments between updating your
Facebook status, sending a Tweet, checking your email,
and looking up John Aubrey on Wikipedia.


It is perhaps worth noting here that this book was not
compiled during untold hours in the company of
Wikipedia, Google, and suchlike newfangled resources
on what Tony Blair liked to call ‘the information superhighway’
– a coinage surely due for resurrection. I have
not, of course, eschewed what our Belgian pals call Het
Internet entirely. The digital archives of various print
publications have been invaluable, as has the astonishing
number of old and out-of-copyright books now stored in
the aether. But where possible I have rummaged among
actual books. It is so much more pleasurable. I hope my
readers find as much pleasure poring over this one.

Frank Key

Reclusion’s Barrel

March 2015


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


MR KEY ACKNOWLEDGES HIS DEBTS

I suspect many readers skip the Acknowledgements
section of a book, unless they are one of the few who
hope to see their name listed, and, if it does not appear,
prepare to fire off a hurt or enraged letter to the author.
I confess that I used to be such a skipper. But two
examples showed me what I was missing. First, when I saw
that the acknowledgements in Edward E. Leslie’s Desperate
Journeys, Abandoned Souls: True Stories of Castaways and
Other Survivors (Houghton Mifflin, 1998) extended over
six dense pages of small print, my curiosity was piqued,
and I began to read them. The long lists of thank yous to
individuals and institutions veers, towards the end, into a
sort of memoir, in which some terrible personal calamity
is hinted at, though never made explicit. Coming at the
end of the book, it sheds an intriguing light on the hundreds
of pages preceding it.

Second, there were the ‘Acknowledgements & Disclaimer’
prefacing Rayner Heppenstall’s novel Saturnine
(Secker & Warburg, 1943):

Fragments of this narrative have appeared in Harper’s
Bazaar, Kingdom Come, The New English Weekly and
Partisan Review. It is fiction. Outside pp. 130–134, all
the characters are imaginary, and no further reference is made to a living or recently deceased person except
Messrs. L. N. Fowler of Ludgate Circus, Dr. Pearson
of the Middlesex Hospital, the Grand Duke Cyril of
Russia, Lifar, de Basil, Balanchine, Nijinsky, Legat and
Diaghilev of the Russian Ballet, Lawrence of Arabia
and D. H. Lawrence, Duke Ellington, the late Canon
H. R. L. Sheppard, Jessie Matthews and Sonnie Hale,
Isobel Baillie and Anna Wickham, Lady Astor, Henry
Moore and Ben Nicholson, Gabo, Miró and George
Bernanos, Gordon Craig, Heifetz and Rudolf Steiner,
a number of all-in wrestlers and Joe E. Brown,
Clark Gable and the Chinese naval attaché, Marshal
Pétain, M. Stalin and Mr. Winston Churchill, the late
Mr. Neville Chamberlain, the Hangman and the reigning
house of this realm.


That list of names proved to be the best thing in the
book. A review in the Spectator noted, ‘The action is too
complicated to allow of summary. The author and his wife
seem to be constantly in and out of the Middlesex
Hospital having babies or hallucinations. The characters
are, as the blurb says, mostly “the overrated riff-raff of a
big city.” The confusion is in no way lessened by the
author’s regrettable interest in astrology.’ All fair points –
but having read that roster of exceptions, I resolved never
again to skip acknowledgements, and I hope you will
make the same vow.

Having said that, it is of course Heppenstall’s disclaimer
rather than his acknowledgements that compels
our attention. I furrowed my brow and wondered if there
was any disclaimer I ought to make, but I could not think
of one, so I am going to have to crack on with the
acknowledgements and hope you will follow me.

There is nothing original in a book like this, so my
greatest debt is to the many writers, living and dead,
whose works I have plundered in search of material. A list
of sources is appended at the back, with a few reprehensible
omissions, which I explain in – oh! – a disclaimer. So I do have one after all.

I made an anguished plea for help shortly after
embarking on the collection of these Lives, and my cry
was answered by a number of people who provided
information, suggestions, tip-offs, or pointed me down
profitable paths of enquiry, in some cases beyond the call
of duty. I am very grateful to the Agent Apsley, Alfred
Armstrong, Ed Baxter, Ruthie Bosch, Richard Carter,
Peter Christian, Roland Clare, Alasdair Dickson, Freddie
Draper, Salim Fadhley, Jonathan Law, Nige, Rita Byrne
Tull, and Glyn Webster. Max Décharné, Tim Drage, Peter
Ross, Sharon Smith and Kimika Ying also assisted me,
sometimes inadvertently.

As noted in the introduction, some of this material was
originally gathered for my Hooting Yard blog.

Over eleven years I have been thankful for the support
of my readers, notably the aforementioned Roland Clare,
Salim Fadhley, Sharon Smith, and Glyn Webster, and also
Hayley Barker, Ray Bernstein, Hannah Chouinard,
Jonathan Coleclough, David Cracknell, Chris Cutler, John
Dignan, Toby Evans, Wendy Harding, Claire Harmer,
Mike Jennings, David Langford, Frederic Leisen, John
Lovett, Andy Martin, Robert McCorkle, Sarah Nicol,
Andrew Nixon, Stephen Paranics, John Peyton, Chris
Quartetti, Tamar Rosenfeld, Matthew Sebastian, Darrel
Slotton, Bruce Smith, Paul Walton, Kimberly Waters,
Chris Weaver, Thomas Wilkinson and Gareth Williams.
No doubt I have forgotten somebody, so if you think you
ought to appear in that list but have been omitted, do fire off a hurt or enraged letter and I will be racked with guilt
for forty days and forty nights.

In addition to supporting Hooting Yard, Andrew Nixon
and Gareth Williams have done their bit to further my
attempts at global dominion by giving me a weekly column
in The Dabbler, the culture blog (‘for connoisseurs of
everything’) which they edit. Some of these Lives first
appeared in The Dabbler, and it was the encouraging
comments of some readers which prompted me to compile
this book.

And having had the idea, who better to put it to than
Hugh Barker, my editor at Constable & Robinson? For
reasons best known to himself, Hugh has long been my
champion, even when nobody else was interested.
Obviously he is a very sensible man, and he has my
undying gratitude. Also my thanks to Clive Hebard and
David Lloyd.

Many of the books I consulted rest on the endless,
teeming shelves of the London Library. My thanks to the
always helpful staff of what is probably the closest place
to heaven on earth.

I would also like to thank my sons, Sam and Ed, and
my siblings and their families, who have been a constant
support, in spite of geographical distance. They all stuck
with me when times were grim. That times are no longer
grim is in large part due to Antonia Macaro and her colleagues
at Ravenswood Road. This book is, in some ways,
a resounding thank you to them.

Finally, my life would be a puny and curdled thing
without Stephanie Thomson, my inamorata and muse, to
whom this book is dedicated.
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Abercrombie, Lascelles (English poet, 1881–1938). Abercrombie suggested poets should aspire to the simplicity of Wordsworth, and as a result was challenged to a duel by Ezra Pound, who told him ‘stupidity carried beyond a certain point becomes a public menace’. Given the choice of weapons, Abercrombie proposed that the poets throw unsold copies of their own books at each other.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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