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To all those who have written terrible books on how to be a success, I dedicate this terrible book on how it’s perfectly all right to be incompetent for hours on end because I am and so is everyone I know.
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‘If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly.’ 


G. K. CHESTERTON






















INTRODUCTION





Here we are again. Happy as can be. All good friends and ready for a quick trot round the archive.


It is quite a thing really, but I have spent much of my adult life collecting stories of comic catastrophe, like a lepidopterist with a net or a trainspotter outside an engine shed. One day somebody said, ‘They are heroic failures, aren’t they?’ And the label stuck. This interest all began with a club.


It is a measure of my obsession that over thirty-two years I have compiled enough evidence to write not one, not two, but three books on this mighty subject.


In 1977 I formed the Not Terribly Good Club of Great Britain. To get into it you had to be not terribly good at something, proud of it and willing to give a brief talk on or demonstration of your area of incompetence at our occasional meetings.


There was a Salon des Incompetents, an exhibition of our inspiringly sub-standard artwork, and there was also a regatta with only one air bed, which made the races less hotly competitive than they need have been. At these meetings people would say ‘Have you heard about the world’s worst bullfighter?’ And my collecting days had begun.


Before long I was the Norris McWhirter of underachievement. What he did for the biggest, the fastest and the best as editor of The Guinness Book of Records, I did for my sort of person on the other side of the fence, recording and revering the sheer surreal genius of the worst, the slowest and the least successful


The first Book of Heroic Failures was a heartfelt counterblast to the all-pervading success ethic in Western culture. Success, it argued, is overrated and Man’s real genius lies in quite the opposite direction. Being really bad at something requires skill, panache, style and utter individualism. That book sang the praises of the worst in every sphere, people who are so bad at their chosen endeavour that their names shine like beacons for future generations.


Here were the immortal Carolino, who wrote the world’s worst phrasebook, the abysmal El Gallo, the worst ever bullfighter, and the dire Foster-Jenkins, whose singing was so appalling that she packed Carnegie Hall with admirers.


At the time none of us dreamt that there could ever be a second volume. Humanity had surely reached the frontiers of what was possible in our field. Could anyone hope to match the immortal Nuttall, an explorer with no sense of direction whatsoever, who was perpetually lost? Could anyone surpass the world’s worst tourist, Nicholas Scotti, who spent two days in New York thinking he was in Rome? Would anybody ever break the record for the smallest audience for a live theatrical show (one)?


The answer, we now know, is yes. Homo sapiens had moved onwards downwards to ever more glorious feats.


It would be another twenty-five years before the Ultimate Book of Heroic Failures was completed in 2011, suggesting  that there really is no limit to what is possible, but the present volume combines the high spots of the first two books. Here for the first time in one set of covers are some of the early all-time greats. Here are the great names: Robert ‘Romeo’ Coates, the world’s worst actor, and the Cherry Sisters whose variety act was so bad that the law of libel had to be changed so theatre critics could describe their performance without fear of litigation.


The first Book of Heroic Failures was designed as the club’s official handbook. When it appeared in the best-seller list I was thrown out as president, having brought shame on the membership.


In only a few months the club had received twenty thousand enquiries from members of the public wishing to join. And so in 1979 the club disbanded on the grounds that it was now a roaring success. Even as failures, we failed.


For the next decade my passion for this subject continued unabated. The Return of Heroic Failures came out to mark the tenth anniversary of the first book, but due to a mathematical error it appeared only nine years afterwards.


Connoisseurs among you will know, for example, that 1980 was a vintage year. It brought an incredible outburst of achievement to admire and savour. It warrants a whole chapter of its own.


Elsewhere, it had been a decade of solid achievement. The cultural sphere had seen amazing creativity while the criminal mind once again surpassed itself with a consistently high level of performance. 


We also had to applaud the huge growth of activity in the United States of America, which lagged behind for so many years but shot ahead with more entries than any other part of the world. Given its size and tremendous natural resources, there is no reason why this still-young country should not lead the field in time and make a genuine contribution to our subject. The Soviet Union also made its first entry with the least successful wedding toast on record.


As it happens, this is my last ever word on the subject of heroic failure and I have written a whole farewell address, but you cannot have that sort of thing in an introduction. Good heavens, no. This is the last place you want philosophical reflection so I have hired a small van and driven it round the back of the book to deposit in the epilogue.


How to Read This Book


This history is divided up into manageable chunks of information. The best thing is to use it like a swimming pool – dip in occasionally, but come out quickly and lie somewhere, exhausted, with a strong drink.


Before we set off on our conducted tour around some pretty inspired fallibility, awarding wooden spoons wreathed in a laurel, it remains only to echo the words of the Philaster Chase Johnson while encouraging readers to plough through his magazine article in 1920:


‘Cheer up, the worst is yet to come.’
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NEW WORLD RECORDS







The Smallest Audience


Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race Sinkings


The Fastest Failure of a Driving Test


The Worst Boxing Debut


The Worst Homing Pigeon


The Most Misspelt Name


The Least Successful Pigeon Race


The Most Overdue Library Book


The Fastest Knockout


The Least Successful Learner Driver


The Most Rejected Book Manuscript


The Fastest Defeat in Chess


The Least Successful Garage


The Least Successful Defrosting Device


The Least Successful Human Cannonball


The World Divorce Record Holder











‘The last shall be first.’


Matt. 19:30





The Smallest Audience


In August 1980 Joan Melu, a Romanian folk singer, broke all existing records for the smallest ever audience. Effortlessly pushing aside the previous contenders, he drew an audience of none whatsoever for a concert of what he described as his own style of country and western.


Arriving on stage at the Capitol Theatre, Melbourne, in dark glasses and casual clothing, he gazed down on the 2,200 empty seats and gave a two-hour show, which overran by 30 minutes due to encores.


Mr Melu performed throughout as if people were there. Coming back on stage after a 15-minute interval, the singer announced over the speaker system, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Joan Melu.’ Towards the end of the performance he asked, ‘Hey, everybody, do you want to hear my new one?’


After the show he said that he was ‘a little nervous’ beforehand, but felt very satisfied with the way it had gone. ‘I love this life,’ the artist commented.


According to a stagehand, Mr Melu perched on a stool one metre from the edge of the stage and did not move for two hours except to strum his guitar and mumble into the microphone in an attractively monotone fashion. ‘Every song appeared the same, musically and vocally,’ he enthused.


Explaining his art, the singer said that he does not pay too much attention to the music because ‘life is in the song not the notes’.


Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race Sinkings


In the annual boat race between the universities of Oxford and Cambridge on the River Thames in London the crews were neck and neck until 1983, having each sunk three times.


Cambridge pioneered the art in 1857, but Oxford showed their mettle in 1925 and again in 1951. The most recent demonstration was by Cambridge in 1978.


The greatest ever Oxford and Cambridge boat race was the memorable 1912 contest in which both boats sank.


Oxford went under first and made for the riverbank. Once the boat had been emptied of water, they could not restart because one of their oarsmen had disappeared into the crowd to chat with a friend. Some while later he returned and told his disbelieving crewmates that it was ‘my chum Boswell’.


Oxford then saw Cambridge go by, but they were swimming and their boat was nowhere visible. Sadly, this fine race was abandoned just as it was getting interesting.


In 1984 Cambridge took a 4–3 lead when they achieved the unique distinction of sinking before the race began. Twenty minutes before the start they rowed into a moored tug and split their own boat in half. Full of admiration, the race umpire, Mr Michael Sweeney, observed, ‘The cox is only small and he is sitting behind big men. He must have been unsighted.’


The Fastest Failure of a Driving Test


Until recently the world record was held by Mrs Helen Ireland of Auburn, California, who failed her driving test in the first second, cleverly mistaking the accelerator for the clutch and shooting straight through the wall of the driving test centre.


This seemed unbeatable until 1981 when a Lanarkshire motor mechanic called Thompson failed the test before the examiner had even got into the car. Arriving at the test centre Thompson hooted the horn to summon the examiner, who strode out to the vehicle, said it was illegal to sound your horn while stationary, announced that Thompson had failed and strode back in again. Genius of this kind cannot be taught. It is a natural gift.


The Worst Boxing Debut


In February 1977 Mr Harvey Gartley became the first boxer to knock himself out after 47 seconds of the first round of his first fight before either boxer had landed a punch.


It happened in the regional bantamweight heats of the fifteenth annual Saginaw Golden Gloves contest in Michigan, when our man was matched against Dennis Outlette. Neither boxer had fought in public before. Both were nervous.


Mr Gartley started promisingly and came out of his corner bobbing, weaving and dancing. As the crowd roared them on, he closed in, threw a punch, missed his opponent, whacked himself on the jaw and saw stars. The referee counted him out.


The Worst Homing Pigeon


This historic bird was released in Pembrokeshire in June 1953 and was expected to reach its base that evening.


It was returned by post, dead, in a cardboard box, eleven years later, from Brazil. ‘We had given it up for lost,’ its owner said.


The Most Misspelt Name


Edward A. Nedelcov of Regina in Canada smashed all records with an amazing 1,023 misspellings of his family name since January 1960. He finds that Nevelcove, Neddlecough, Middlecou and Needochou are quite common versions. However, a letter from the Club Med improved on these by writing to Edward Nedle and Co. His bank addressed him once as Needleco and later as Nedleson. Even a telegram from a close friend in Sydney accepting a wedding invitation was addressed to B. Heddlegove. 


On a receipt for nine extra-large spare ribs from Western Pizzas he was down as Meerinwoz. On a later receipt for nine extra-large chickens he was Petlecode. A third receipt said Nidcole and a fourth, Nuddlecale. At this point he switched to Romano Pizzas who went for Nettlecove.


As a primary school teacher, he has now taken to including his own name in spelling tests. Amid ‘cat’, ‘bread’, and ‘please’ he inserts ‘Mr Nedelcove’ with universally wayward results. Kevin Seivewright got it down as Mr Nettlecoke while in her class diary Lisa Mae Clarke wrote, ‘Today I started at Mabel Brown School. I am in room number one and my teacher’s name is Nevelcod.’


He once wrote to the Queen telling her about his grade-seven children. His proudest possession is a reply from her Majesty addressed to ‘E. A. Dedelcov’.


The Least Successful Pigeon Race


Nothing brings greater excitement to a pigeon race than the complete disappearance of all or most of the competitors. In 1978, 6,745 birds were released at Preston in Lancashire. Of these, 5,545 were never seen again amid rumours that they had retired to the Devonshire coast.


‘In all my forty years with racing pigeons,’ said Mr James Patterson, Secretary of the Ayrshire Federation of Homing Pigeons, ‘I have never known anything like it. They have vanished. Someone suggested they might have flown over a grouse moor and been shot. I can’t believe they could have got all 5,545.’


This record, however, was comprehensively shattered in 1983 when the Northern Ireland Pigeon Racing Society lost 16,430 in one go. Although a handful of duller birds flew straight home in record time, swarms of more adventurous little creatures were later found basking in country gardens all over West Wales. Housewives were asked to leave out rice, lentils and dried peas to build the birds’ strength up but, eventually, special transport was laid on for the journey home.


The Most Overdue Library Book


It has long been thought that the most overdue book in the history of library services was Dr J. Currie’s Febrile Diseases, which was taken out of the University of Cincinnati Medical Library in 1823 by Mr M. Dodd and returned by his grandson 135 years later.


In fact, this feat was shot to ribbons by a Bishop of Winchester. In 1650 he borrowed the aptly named Book of Fines from Somerset County Records Office. A register of property transactions in Taunton between 1641 and 1648, this volume so enthralled the bishop that it remained in his office for two hundred years. It then passed to the Church Commissioners who hung onto it for another century or so.


In 1985 the book was returned to Somerset County Library, having accrued a fine of approximately three thousand pounds. 


The Fastest Knockout


Ralph Walton’s fine record of being knocked out in ten and a half seconds lasted only a year and six days so intense is the competition. On 4 November 1947 Pat Brownson saw stars after the first and only punch of his contest against Mike Collins.


This rather special boxer actively contributed to only four seconds of the Golden Gloves Tournament in Minneapolis, Minnesota. He was so far beyond encouragement that they dispensed with the traditional count of ten.


The Least Successful Learner Driver


Now that Mrs Miriam Hargrave, the world record holder, has let us all down by passing her driving test at the fortieth attempt, the field becomes wide open for a promising newcomer. Many doubters felt, however, that her dazzling total of 212 lessons would be unsurpassed. Oh ye of little faith …


By March 1980 the sprightly Mrs Betty Tudor of Exeter had been learning for nineteen years and clocked up a breathtaking 273 lessons. In this time she had nine instructors and was banned from three driving schools. She put in for only seven tests and failed them all with flying colours.


The seventh ended when she drove the wrong way round a roundabout, whereupon the examiner screamed at her and said that he would drive from then on. Mrs Tudor told him that ‘if it hadn’t been for the cars coming in the opposite direction, hooting, he wouldn’t have noticed anything wrong’.


Although Mrs Tudor has now decided to sell the car, one suspects that she is only resting. You cannot keep a talent of that magnitude down for long.


The Most Rejected Book Manuscript


When we last heard of Mr Gilbert Young, his book, World Government Crusade, had been rejected by more publishers than any other manuscript, having been returned 105 times. ‘A copy seems to come back every day,’ he said in 1973, shortly before writing to the Soviet ambassador asking if a Russian publisher might be interested.


They were not; and nor were a further 99 British publishers. This brings his total to an almost unbeatable 205 rejection slips, all of which he keeps as souvenirs.


‘I am running out of publishers to try,’ observed Mr Young, a retired insurance official, whose book outlines the policies of the World Government and Old Age Pensioners Party that he founded in 1958. His main scheme is to establish one government for the whole world with one police force and one compulsory language. Another of his ideas is to turn Buckingham Palace into an old folks’ home. 


The Fastest Defeat in Chess


Gibaud has been overthrown. Ever since 1924 this French chess master has been revered for achieving defeat in only four moves. A Monsieur Labard played the walk-on part in this great scene.


But in the 1959 US Open Championship somebody called Masefield was a useful foil, moving around the white pieces in a match that enabled the immortal Trinka to be checkmated in three moves:








1. P–K4 P–KN4


2. N–QB3 P–KB4


3. Q–R5 mate











The Least Successful Garage


The previous record holder merely had a garage with four steps up the front. However, in a fearless advance in garage design Mrs Caroline Hitchens decided to incorporate one in the basement of her dream home built on a hillside in Penzance.


Any car parked in this garage would have needed to cross the lawn and several flowerbeds and then descend a thirty-foot cliff to the road. To get out at the back of the house the car would have to burrow up through thirty feet of earth to join the traffic. 


The Least Successful Defrosting Device


Mr Derek Davies has successfully broken the world record for defrosting a car door.


While employed in 1960 as Third Secretary (Commercial) at the British Embassy in Vienna, he attended a fancy-dress party as Hamlet. This costume featured a borrowed satin blouse, a pair of brightly coloured tights and a wig. In one hand he clutched the skull of Yorick, which was represented by a Burmese tiger’s skull into the cranium of which was set an ashtray and a receptacle for matches.


The party went with a swing and Mr Davies’s attire was much acclaimed. Snow fell and, when he left, his Morris Minor was completely entombed. The Yorick skull had run out of matches and so he tried to unfreeze the lock with his breath. During this endeavour he became frozen to it and could only wave his Burmese tiger’s skull to attract passers-by. He was found by two earnest Viennese policemen who hardly knew which aspect of the case to be alarmed by most.


The Least Successful Human Cannonball


In 1972 Miss Mary Connor made three fearless attempts to become the first woman ever to be blasted across the River Avon.


On the first occasion the cannon fired and nothing happened. On the second the cannon went off at half-cock  and she swept gracefully into the air, getting at least halfway across the river.


However, her personal best came on the third attempt when she arrived, wearing a bandage round her ankle and plasters on both elbows, while explaining to bystanders that she had grazed them coming out of the cannon. She not only flew out this time and went into the river, back first, at exactly the same spot as before, but also capsized the rescue boat and had to swim to the bank.


This entirely surpasses the previous record, held by Miss Rita Thunderbird, who remained in the cannon while her bra shot across the River Thames.


The World Divorce Record Holder


On few men do the eternal bonds of holy matrimony have less of a grip than on Glynn de Moss ‘Scotty’ Wolfe. When we last heard of him he was just divorcing wife number 23 on the grounds that she used his toothbrush. By 1986 he had set a new world record of 26 divorces.


A former marriage guidance counsellor, he says, ‘Everyone should get married. I always have been. Only the faces changed.’


Now eighty, he claims to remember the names of practically all his wives. ‘Helen was first in 1931,’ he said. ‘Then came Marjorie, Margie, Mildred and Adele in quick succession. In 1943 I married Mary, but her father wanted to kill me and that put a damper on everything. Then there was Mary A., Peggy Lou, Beverley, Shirley, Sherri (twice), Kathy, Paulette, Didi, Bobbie, Demerle, Esther, Gloria, Maria, Lupitia Eva and then another Mary.’


Announcing that this could be true love at long last, he married Christine, wife number 26, in 1985. ‘I feel good about this one,’ Mr Wolfe said as he came out of the Las Vegas wedding chapel where the clerk in charge described the bride as ‘a very nice lady except she had a lot of tattoos’.


Addressing reporters after the ceremony, Mr Wolfe said his only reservation about her was that ‘she eats sunflower seeds in bed’. It lasted nine months.


He has paid more than $1 million in alimony and always keeps a couple of wedding dresses handy in the wardrobe. ‘Divorce doesn’t upset me,’ he said. ‘It’s another raccoon skin on the wall.’
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DOING IT AT WORK







The Least Successful Annual Conference


The Most Unsuccessful Inventor


The Least Successful Pier Demolition


The Worst Preacher


The Least Successful Animal Rescue


The Vet Who Surprised a Cow


The Worst Ship


The Least Successful Equal-Pay Advertisement


The Least Successful Experiment


The Slowest-Selling Postcard


The Least Successful Fire Station


The Least Successful Psychic Act


The Least Successful Bus Launch


The Worst Computer


The Most Unsuccessful Clairvoyants


The Least Successful Explorer


The Worst Magician


The Most Unsuccessful Lying-in-State





 








‘Our business in life is not to succeed, but to continue


to fail in good spirits.’ 


ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON


 





The Least Successful Annual Conference


The British Association of Travel Agents held an outstanding annual conference at Sorrento in 1985. Delegates from Britain had already been doing solid work: the conference train was delayed by points failure at Purley; the flight was late; there was fog at Gatwick; most people arrived a day late; so many went down with food poisoning the ABTA doctor was singled out for special praise in the closing address; two fell down a marble staircase, and the marketing director of Kuoni Travel developed septicaemia following a snake bite.


Furthermore, organisers of the annual golf tournament arrived to find there wasn’t a golf course in Sorrento so this popular event had to be held in Dublin.


However, it was Italian genius that brought this conference to a climax. Surrounded by marching bands and ceremonial guards, the Minister for Development addressed all the delegates in the forum at Pompeii. At this point a local travel agent, Lucio Aponte, decided this would be the ideal moment to fly overhead and drop 3,500 roses on the visitors.


The ceremony had just begun when a light aircraft appeared, swooped down, drowned out the Minister, dropped the roses and missed the forum completely. Minutes later it reappeared, flying even lower and causing the delegates to crouch. Five times he flew past and five times he missed the target. Not a single flower landed near the delegates, but there were roses all over Mount Vesuvius.


The Most Unsuccessful Inventor


Between 1962 and 1977 Mr Arthur Paul Pedrick patented 162 inventions, none of which was taken up commercially.


Among his greatest inventions were ‘a bicycle with amphibious capacity’, spectacles that improved vision in poor visibility, and an arrangement whereby a car might be driven from the back seat.


The grandest scheme of Mr Pedrick, who described himself as the ‘One-Man-Think-Tank-Basic Physics Research Laboratory of 77 Hillfield Road, Selsey, Sussex’, was to irrigate the deserts of the world by sending a constant supply of snowballs from the Polar regions through a network of giant pea-shooters.


He patented several golf inventions – including a golf ball that could be steered in flight – that contravened the rules of the game.


The Least Successful Pier Demolition


Margate Pier was declared dangerous in 1978 after violent gales lashed the Kent coast. It was thought best to pull the pier down before it collapsed. 


In January 1979 a demolition team arrived and detonated an immense charge of gelignite. The explosion sent water hundreds of feet into the air, but left the pier’s essential character unchanged. After a second ‘demolition’ a rivet was found embedded in the wall of a pub and police insisted that all future attempts should be made at high tide. The result was that explosion number four took place at midnight and woke up all Margate’s seafront.


The demolition team made six further attempts before a Margate councillor suggested that, in view of the large crowds they drew, the unsuccessful explosions should be made a weekly tourist attraction.


After the fouteenth attempt, the demolition team was retired and a replacement company employed. After attempt number fifteen, the lifeboat house on the pier was seen to be at a slight angle.


The Worst Preacher


For sheer creative dullness the Revd Frederick Denison Maurice (1805–1872) has few equals. Of his sermons Mr Aubrey de Vere said, ‘Listening to him was like eating pea soup with a fork.’


Like the members of his congregation, we shall never know what his sermons were about. Sir Mounstuart Grant was one of his most avid fans. ‘I must have heard him, first and last, some thirty or forty times, and never carried away one clear idea, or even the impression that he had more than the faintest conception of what he himself meant.’


When asked to summarise a Maurice address, Dr Benjamin Jowett, Master of Balliol College, Oxford, replied, ‘Well, all that I could make out was that today was yesterday and this world is the same as the next.’


The only serious competition comes from Dr Robert South who, in 1689, is said to have put his entire congregation to sleep, including the King of England.


At one point he interrupted his own sermon to say, ‘My Lord Lauderdale, rouse yourself. You snore so loud that you will wake the King.’


The Least Successful Animal Rescue


The firemen’s strike of 1978 made possible one of the great animal rescue attempts of all time. Valiantly, the British Army had taken over emergency fire-fighting and on 14 January they were called out by an elderly lady in south London to retrieve her cat, which had become trapped up a tree. They arrived with impressive haste and soon discharged their duty. So grateful was the lady that she invited them all in for tea. Driving off later, with fond farewells completed, they ran over the cat and killed it.


The Vet Who Surprised a Cow


In the course of his duties in August 1977, a Dutch veterinary surgeon was required to treat an ailing cow. To investigate its internal gases he inserted a tube into that end of the animal not capable of facial expression and struck a match. The jet flame set fire first to some bales of hay and then to the whole farm, causing damage estimated at £45,000. The vet was later fined £140 for starting a fire in a manner surprising to the magistrates. The cow escaped with shock.


The Worst Ship


Between 1953, when it was built, and 1976, when it sank, the Argo Merchant suffered every known form of maritime disaster.


In 1967 the ship took eight months to sail from Japan to America. It collided with a Japanese ship, caught fire three times and had to stop for repair on five occasions.


In 1968 there was a mutiny and in 1969 she went aground off Borneo for thirty-four hours. In the next five years she was laid up in Curaçao, grounded off Sicily and towed to New York.


In 1976 her boilers broke down six times and she once had to travel with two red lights displayed, indicating that the crew could no longer control the ship’s movements because both the steering and the engine had failed. She was banned from Philadelphia, Boston and the Panama Canal.


To round off a perfect year she ran aground and sank off Cape Cod, depositing the country’s largest oil slick on the doorstep of Massachusetts.


At the time of the final grounding the ship had been lost for over fifteen hours. The crew was eighteen miles off course and navigating by the stars, because their modern equipment had broken down. What is more, the West Indian helmsman could not read the Greek handwriting showing the course to be steered.


A naval expert afterwards described the ship as ‘a disaster looking for somewhere to happen’.


The Least Successful Equal-Pay Advertisement


In 1976 the European Economic Community pointed out to the Irish government that it had not yet implemented the agreed sex-equality legislation. The Dublin government immediately advertised for an equal-pay enforcement officer. The advertisement offered different salary scales for men and women.


The Least Successful Experiment


A pioneering French inventor called Sauvant claimed in 1932 that he had perfected the world’s first crash-proof aeroplane. From all accidents, he said, the aircraft and passengers would emerge completely unscathed.


On three occasions gendarmes removed the wheels from this contraption to prevent Monsieur Sauvant taking off in something that looked like a metallic boiled egg with prongs.


The irate inventor said it was perfectly safe and based on his own experiments showing that if a hen’s egg is placed inside an ostrich egg the chicken embryo would be unaffected by the experience. As one French newspaper said, ‘No explanation of how the smaller egg is placed inside the larger one has yet appeared, nor have we been told what fate befalls the ostrich.’


Eventually, Monsieur Sauvant persuaded several friends to push him off an eighty-foot cliff in Nice. Confident that they would see him step out triumphantly waving, they peered down at the beach to see wreckage shattered beyond all hope of reconstruction and an inventor too dazed to leave his vehicle without the assistance of ropes and a team of enthusiastic admirers.


Later, when he had recovered, he declared that he was delighted with the experiment.


The Slowest-Selling Postcard


The world’s slowest-selling postcard depicts a fascinating fourteenth-century Tibetan rain bucket.


The inspired publications officer at the Victoria and Albert Museum had 5,000 copies of this exquisite card printed. Of these 24 were destroyed in a flood and 4,972 are still available. Only four were ever sold. 


The Least Successful Fire Station


Roused by the alarm, the firemen of Arklow in County Wicklow raced to their posts in December 1984, only to find flames completely engulfing their own fire station. ‘Christmas is always a busy time for us,’ Mr Michael O’Neill, the Chief Fire Officer, said, explaining why the fire had raged unnoticed.


‘The lads found their equipment and protective clothing had been destroyed and we watched the station burn to the ground,’ he said philosophically. It was the second time Arklow fire station had burnt down in recent years.


The Least Successful Psychic Act


The hypnotist Romark announced in 1977 that he was going to give a public display of his psychic powers. ‘I’m going to drive a car, blindfold, through Ilford,’ he said.


On 12 October he duly placed two coins, a slice of dough and a thick band across his eyes. Shortly afterwards he climbed into a yellow Renault and set off down Cranbrook Road.


After twenty yards he drove confidently into the back of a parked police van. A large admiring crowd formed around our man who later said, ‘That van was parked in a place that logic told me it wouldn’t be.’ 


The Least Successful Bus Launch


With a great fanfare Bombardier (Ireland) Ltd launched ‘the bus of the ’80s’. The plan was to have the Irish Minister of Transport, Mr Reynolds, drive the first one out of the works on a triumphant tour of Limerick.


On 10 November 1980, he got into the bus but could not start it. Bombardier officials said the batteries were flat. New ones were fitted, but with no visible consequence. Technicians worked underneath the fine bus throughout the launching ceremony.


When the Minister threw the bottle of champagne he could not break it. Eventually, he hurled it with such violence that the Mayor of Limerick was drenched. ‘It’s all part of the risks attached to the office,’ he said.


The Very Reverend Dean Emeritus M. J. Talbot prayed for the bus, whereupon the Minister drove out of the works hooting his horn en route to a reception at the Shamrock Hotel, Bunratty. Halfway there the bus broke down and the VIPs completed the journey by car.


In a speech applauding this excellent vehicle for the new age the Minister said that ‘last week Mrs Reynolds and I launched a ship in Cork; there was not nearly as much excitement’.


The Worst Computer


It is widely suggested that computers improve efficiency. Lovers of vintage chaos might remember the computer installed in 1975 by Avon County Council to pay staff wages.


The computer’s spree started off in a small way, paying a school caretaker £75 an hour instead of 75 pence. Then it got ambitious and did not pay a canteen worker at all for seven weeks.


Before long it got positively confident and paid a janitor £2,600 for a week’s work. He sent the cheque back and received another for the same amount by return of post.


There was now no stopping it. A deputy headmistress received her year’s annual salary once a month; heads of department earned less than their assistants, and some people had more tax deducted in a week than they earned all year.


In February 1976, 280 employees on the council payroll attended a protest meeting. Of these, only eight had been paid the correct salary. They all went on strike.


The Most Unsuccessful Clairvoyants


A convention of clairvoyants was held in April 1978 at the Sheraton Hotel in Paris. Readers of palms and tea-cups, tellers of tarot and gazers into crystal balls turned up in large numbers.


On the last day an English reporter asked if there would be another conference the next year. One of the clairvoyants replied, ‘We don’t know yet.’ 
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