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  Ever since Quentin Blake and I collaborated a few years ago on The Twelve Days of Christmas, we have been looking forward to another joint project; and one day it occurred to me that it might be fun to produce an illustrated selection from my Christmas Crackers – the anthology booklet that I have been annually sending round to my friends (and selling in the best bookshops) for the past thirty-three years. The result is the slender volume you now hold in your hands.


  I have been collecting bits and pieces of poetry and prose that amuse or move me for most of my adult life; but there comes a moment when every collector contracts the come-up-and-see-my-etchings syndrome and wants to show off his collection. In 1970 I couldn’t bear it any more: I chose twenty-four pieces I particularly liked, had two hundred copies printed in the simplest possible form and sent them around to my friends. At the time it never struck me that I would be repeating the process the following year, but people seemed to like the first one so I decided to have another go; and so the thing snowballed and I have been doing it every year since. Every decade the last ten Crackers are published by Penguin: Christmas Crackers in 1979, More Christmas Crackers in 1989 and Still More Christmas Crackers in 1999. (In 2009 – if I live that long – the new title threatens to pose something of a problem.)


  None of them, however, has ever been illustrated – so here at least we are breaking new ground – nor could I have hoped for a more brilliant illustrator. As expected, Quentin and I have had a lot of fun putting this book together; we can only hope that you will enjoy it as much as we have.


  John Julius Norwich


  Some dictionary definitions:


  
    BAFFONA, f. Woman with not unpleasing moustache.

  


  Hoare’s Short Italian Dictionary,


  Cambridge, 1954


  
    CARPHOLOGY. Delirious fumbling with the bedclothes, &c.

  


  Concise Oxford Dictionary


  
    DOTTEREL. A species of plover (Eudromias morinellus): said to be so simple that it readily allows itself to be taken.


    1. This dotrell is a lytell fonde byrde, for it helpeth in maner to take it selfe 1526.

  


  Oxford Dictionary


  
    NATURA . . . 6. the female pudenda; 7. the male organ of generation; 8. God.

  


  Italian Dictionary by Davenport and Comelati,


  London, 1873
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  I’m very fond of palindromes. Perhaps my favourite of them all is:


  
    Live dirt up a side-track carted is a putrid evil.

  


  J. A. Lindon must be credited with two gems:


  
    Straw? No, too stupid a fad. I put soot on warts.

  


  and – perhaps the only one of reasonable length that might pass unnoticed in any twentieth-century novel:


  
    ‘Norma is as selfless as I am, Ron.’

  


  But the palm for the longest goes to W. H. Auden:


  
    T. Eliot, top bard, notes putrid tang emanating, is sad. I’d assign it a name: ‘Gnat dirt upset on drab pot toilet.’

  


  And while we’re at it, there are even a couple of classical ones to be quoted. First, the lament of the Roman moths:


  
    In girum imus noctes, et consumimur igni.

  


  And finally the inscription engraved on the phiale in St Sophia:
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    (Wash not only my face, but also my transgressions.)

  


  At Wimpole Hall in Cambridgeshire you may still see the glorious library designed by James Gibbs in 1730 to house some of the 50,000 volumes belonging to Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of Oxford – the finest collection of its time in England. Harley’s close friend, the poet Matthew Prior, stayed frequently at Wimpole, where he paid his host the nicest compliment a bibliophile could ever receive:


  
    Fame counting thy books, my dear Harley, shall tell No man had so many who knew them so well.

  


  It was sad that Prior never saw the Gibbs library, having died – in the house, as it happened – in 1721; and sadder still that almost the entire collection, which also included 41,000 prints and some 300,000 pamphlets, was sold by Harley’s widow after his death in 1741. (Fortunately she kept back the manuscripts, which were bought twelve years later for the British Museum and form the magnificent Harleian Collection.)


  Not many of us can boast what Prior claimed for Harley; we can all, however, take comfort from Disraeli, who wrote to Lady Bradford in August 1878:


  
    You asked me where I generally lived. In my workshop [i.e. his study] in the morning and always in the library in the evening. Books are companions even if you don’t open them.

  


  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  Two pieces of advice for foreign travellers:


  
    In the matter of language it is always best to go to a little more trouble and learn the exact equivalent if possible. ‘I am an Englishman and require instant attention to the damage done to my solar topee’ is far better than any equivocation that may be meant well but will gain little respect.

  


  Guide to the Native Languages of Africa,

  by A Gentleman of Experience, 1890
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