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INTRODUCTION







‘There is much to be said for failure.


It is more interesting than success.’ 


MAX BEERBOHM





Success is overrated.


We all crave it despite daily evidence that our real genius lies in exactly the opposite direction. Incompetence is what we are good at. It is what marks us off from the animals. We should learn to revere it. All successful people are the same. You know, drive, will to win, determination … it is just too dull to contemplate, whereas everyone who messes up big time does so in a completely individual way. Doing something badly requires skill, panache, genius, exquisite timing and real style.


MY SQUAD


Like a proud Olympic captain, I now stand in the tunnel waiting to lead my squad out into the arena. This is the A-team, the crème de la crème, gods among men, elite practitioners who were so bad in their chosen field that they soar like fireworks across a dull, grey sky. Never before have so many giants been gathered together in the same place. Looking  down the line, I see the all-time greats – here is the atrocious Criswell, the alarming Murrell, the immortal Molina, the disgraceful Stinky Holloway.


The gang’s all here.


The crowd hoots and hats are thrown into the air. If I can make myself heard above the din, there is just time to say that we are living in an era of great achievement. This is a golden age. World records have toppled and standards get higher.


We all thought that Pat Farley’s record of four hundred driving lessons before passing a test would never be surpassed, but no. Thanks to the illustrious Sue Evan-Jones of Bristol we now realise that four hundred is peanuts and Mrs Farley was barely skimming the surface of what is possible in this area. The record for the most call-outs of a lifeboat on a single voyage has shot up from four to a monumental eleven and Frances Toto has equalled the record for the most attempts to murder a spouse without him noticing that anything was wrong (seven).


Because I take a necessarily international view of all this, I have to tell you that the category devoted to the Most Failed Driving Tests is now closed due to a world-beating Korean called Cha Sa-soon, whose performance is unlikely ever to be surpassed.


The fastest sending-off in a football match is now down to one second and the worst angler did not catch a fish for forty years. After centuries of democracy we at last have the first ever election at which nobody voted at all. The worst racehorse used to be a fine British animal with no competitive instinct whatever, but now he has been entirely outclassed by a very exciting horse from Puerto Rico.


The amazing world of crime continues to astonish (the worst mugger left his victim considerably better off ), but the police too have a vitally important role to play.


The worst weather forecast ever led to the suspension of TV weather forecasting until the climate was more reliable, while the least successful sermon caused the church to burn down.


In the world of rugby league Runcorn Highfield are the team to beat, having broken Doncaster’s long-standing record for the most successive defeats.


The least successful film ever at the box office was released at the same time as the first Harry Potter film and only now can it receive the acclaim that it so thoroughly deserves.


CAN ANYONE DO IT?


This book sings the praises of exceptional people, but do not be disheartened. This is the pinnacle, the top of the pyramid, but these immortals have merely explored a potential that is in each and every one of us. People sometimes ask: ‘Could I too be really awful at something?’ Well, yes, of course, you could.


You too could live the dream. This is people’s art and open to all. It is perfectly possible to be incompetent for hours on end. I certainly am and so is everyone I know. The marvellous thing is that it can be done in spare moments, even during a lunch break (see the distinguished Matthieu Boya, Chapter 15).


The unparalleled exploits celebrated here come from all corners, from Worthing to Wisconsin, from the Outer Hebrides to the North Pole. There are no national boundaries and no class distinctions. Even the Queen Mother got involved. New territories are also emerging and it is a great pleasure to welcome to the fold Syria, which now holds the all-comers record for the driver who got most lost under satnav direction.


We are also indebted to the great American nation, which affects to be unimpressed by its own achievements in this line, but its genius is second to none. Moose Murders, which is the undisputed Worst Ever Broadway Play, is here reconstructed from reviews of the period so we can all now relive the whole magical experience. Furthermore, this pioneering country has also produced the immortal Ed Wood, who is our Shakespeare.


Widely acclaimed as the world’s worst film director, he created the template from which the rest of us are fabulous variations. He combined enthusiasm and utter self-belief with a total lack of ability that is only seen once in a generation, if that. The result is that his work backs through badness and out the other side into something so wondrous that it will live forever.


Ability is accidental and this great man shows that it is possible to do astonishing things without any whatsoever. As one critic has pointed out, ‘He achieved high art through sheer incompetence.’ Mr Wood is the only person, alive or dead, to have three entries in this book. For that reason there is a homage to him in Chapter 9.


IS SPECIAL EQUIPMENT NEEDED?


For this life-enhancing activity you need little equipment. Some have done it with just a family-sized bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken. Others have needed only a flagpole. That said, horses have historically offered quite spectacular opportunities. The important thing, remember, is to improvise.


You can do it at home or at sea, at work or in a deckchair with helium balloons attached ten thousand feet above Los Angeles. It can be done on stage, in a guesthouse or even standing in a field with two escaped pigs.


OUR WAY OF LIFE IS UNDER THREAT


Like the Masai, our ancestral way of life is under threat. Indeed, it will interest Masai warriors everywhere  where to learn that in the offshore island of Britain where I live we once had a woman called Margaret Thatcher, whom older people here still remember. In 1980 she made a preposterous speech saying that we are now an island devoted to success, not failure.


That woman has stolen our birthright. Our land is now awash with people who never tire of telling us that they are delivering excellence, whether they are or not. It is now even possible to earn a living in this country as a spin doctor or a public-relations guru telling us that everything is going well when it obviously isn’t. These people are actually employed to cover up our mistakes. Why? Whatever for?


We will not be silenced.


REDISCOVERING OUR ROOTS


It is a grave misreading of the human predicament to suppose that everything is going to work out well. Happiness lies in not only accepting that things go belly up, but also rejoicing in them when they do.


For years we have been told that success is the thing, but in Britain, for example, it only took John Sergeant to start dancing for the whole nation to rise up in his support. The sleeping giant awakes. We rediscover our ancient qualities.


This outstanding man (he is our top dancer, quite frankly) could not waltz for nuts and there he was on a perfection-crazed TV dance competition. Week after week the judges condemned his exquisite rumbas and called for his immediate departure. Week after week the viewers voted overwhelmingly to keep him on the show and send home his drably excellent rivals.


It is worth noticing that Maurice Flitcroft, the world’s worst golfer, evoked the same response. By the end of his career you could address a letter to ‘Maurice Flitcroft, Golfer, England’ and it would get there.


It is not just in Britain that this happens. When Eric ‘the Eel’ Moussambani practically drowned in his Olympic qualifying heat the whole world rose to applaud him. When the Jamaicans entered the Winter Olympics, came last and fell off their bobsleigh, Hollywood were on the phone straight away and made a film about them.


For me this volume is the culmination of a life’s work in my area of scholarship. It seems a long time now since I formed the Not Terribly Good Club of Great Britain back in the simpler pre-digital days of 1978 with myself, cocooned in administrative chaos, as president. To qualify for membership you just had to be not terribly good at something and attend meetings at which people talked about and gave demonstrations of their main area of expertise. We had some glorious evenings when you heard snatches of heart-warming conversation  (‘Yes, sheep are difficult’ – Not Terribly Good Artist). Eventually, I was thrown out as president and the club voted itself out of existence when it received several thousand applications for membership, some from as far away as Botswana. This can only be read as yet further proof of humanity’s preference for the worst over the best.


We can wait no longer in the tunnel. Outside the vuvuzelas beckon. I now lead out my team. Onward and downward.
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‘Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’


SAMUEL BECKETT 





 





Brazil’s Worst Footballer


Universally acclaimed as the worst professional team ever to have played upon the face of this planet, Ibis of Recife in Brazil did not win a game for three years and eleven months. ‘It was a great privilege to have that reputation. It’s better than playing for the world’s best team,’ said their captain, the legendary Mauro Shampoo, who has been hailed as Brazil’s worst footballer. ‘We even had a fan club in Portugal. When we started to win they sent us angry telegrams.’


A key part of the Ibis strike force, the great man scored one goal in ten years, but his record was otherwise unblemished. His unique and recurrent ability was to fall over the ball when there was no other player near him. ‘Because he is such a terrible player,’ his daughter said, ‘he became famous. And now he’s out there.’


He is the subject of a sensitive documentary film called Mauro Shampoo: Footballer, Hairdresser, Man. This is how he habitually answers the telephone at his salon, where the walls are covered with memorabilia from his splendid career.


To this day Sr Shampoo, who called his children Cream Rinse and Shampoozinho, has persisted with his Kevin Keegan 1970s permed haircut long after Kevin decided it was the wrong direction. In the salon he is immediately recognisable because he spends the month of December dressed in an unconvincing Father Christmas suit. The rest of the year he wears his Ibis football kit, including studs, so that between haircuts he can give demonstrations of his celebrated ball control to reassure customers that he has lost none of his old touch.


The Slowest Cross-Channel Swim


The fastest swim across the Channel was completed in a hasty six hours and fifty-seven minutes by some frantic Bulgarian, but our sort of swimmer prefers to savour the experience. For seventy-seven years Henry Sullivan’s fine record of twenty-seven hours and twenty-five minutes stood unchallenged as the slowest ever. After six earlier attempts when Mr Sullivan was fished out of the water anything up to five miles away from the French coast, he finally completed the swim in August 1923.


His record stood as a glowing example until 2010, when Jackie Cobell of Tonbridge in Kent did it in a splendid twenty-eight hours and forty-four minutes. ‘The cliffs of Calais kept disappearing. That’s when the tide took me out,’ said Mrs Cobell, who lost eight stone as part of her training regime with the aid of a gastric belt.


‘I’m always up for a challenge,’ she said, ‘I wouldn’t mind doing the Alcatraz swim next. They’ve got sharks there so it might make me go a bit quicker.’


The Worst Ever Broadway Play


An immediate and sensational flop, Moose Murders by Arthur Bicknell is now widely considered to be the worst play ever performed on Broadway. ‘If your name is Arthur Bicknell – or anything like it – change it,’ said the theatre critic at CBS. When it opened and closed on 22 February 1983,


Frank Rich, the drama critic of the New York Times, wrote: ‘From now on there will always be two groups of theatregoers in this world: those who have seen Moose Murders and those who have not. Those of us who have witnessed it will undoubtedly hold periodic reunions in the noble tradition of survivors of the Titanic.’


The play, a mystery farce, relates the adventures of Snooks and Howie Keene, Nurse Dagmar, Stinky Holloway and others trapped together one excellent stormy night at the Wild Moose Lodge, a guesthouse in the Adirondack Mountains. Several murders take place, Stinky tries to sleep with his mother and a man in a moose costume is assaulted by a bandage-wrapped quadriplegic.


There is a thunderclap. The curtain rises on a hunting lodge which is attractively festooned with stuffed moose heads. 


Act One gets off to a corking start when ‘The Singing Keenes’, the in-house entertainers, come on and launch straight into a rendition of ‘Jeepers Creepers’. A scantily clad Snooks Keene sings in an off-key screech. She is accompanied by her blind husband pounding away on his electric organ until the plug is pulled out by the resident caretaker, Joe Buffalo Dance, who wears Indian war paint but speaks with an Irish brogue.


They are soon joined by the wealthy Hedda Holloway, the Lodge’s new owner. She arrives with her husband Sidney, the heavily bandaged quadriplegic, who is confined to a wheelchair. His attendant, Nurse Dagmar, wears revealing black satin, barks like a Nazi and whenever possible leaves her patient out in the rain.


In addition to her son Stinky, a drug-crazed Oedipal hippie, Mrs Holloway has a young daughter called Gay, who is permanently in a party dress. When told that her father will always be a vegetable, she turns up her nose and replies, ‘Like a lima bean? Gross me out!’ and then breaks into a tap dance.


Just before the interval Stinky gets out a deck of cards to give the actors, if not the audience, something to do. The lights go out mid-game and the first of several inexplicable murders is committed.


‘Even Act One of Moose Murders is inadequate preparation for Act Two,’ Mr Rich wrote. In the play’s final twist Mrs Holloway serves Gay a poison-laced vodka Martini for reasons that are never entirely clear. As the young girl collapses to the floor and croaks in the middle of a Shirley Temple tap-dancing routine, her mother breaks into laughter and applause.


The leading lady was supposed to be making her comeback after more than forty years away from the Broadway stage, but she dropped out after the first preview.


To mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of its opening and closing the play was restaged as a conceptual art project. ‘Broadway had its chance and they blew it,’ the artist said.


The Least Successful Learner Driver


In a highly competitive field we could not expect Pat Farley’s achievement to last long. By the time she finally passed her driving test at Ashburton in Devon she was a very experienced driver, having already motored six thousand miles during her four hundred lessons, costing £4,500. In February 1997 this record was comprehensively shattered by the gifted Sue Evan-Jones from Bristol, who took 1,800 lessons and twenty-seven years to pass her test, at a cost of £20,000 including a course of hypnotherapy.


During this fine run she had ten instructors and lost count of the number of times they pleaded with her to stop the car. In that period they only felt confident enough to enter her for a test three times.


In her first test she hit the clutch pedal instead of the brake and ploughed into coned-off roadworks. On her second attempt she pulled out into the path of a police car, which had its sirens on and lights flashing. By the end Nick George, her final driving instructor, had been giving her free lessons four times a week for a year because he regarded her as a challenge.


The Worst Rugby League Team


Setting a new all-time rugby league record, Runcorn Highfield played a mouth-watering seventy-five games without a win between November 1988 and March 1991. For much of this time they were led by their charismatic player-coach, Geoff Fletcher. Nobody knew how old he was, but he used to hang his wig in the changing room before the match.


Scouring Australia for new talent, Runcorn scouts came back with the only one-armed player ever to appear in the rugby league. Once the entire team went on strike and stood in the crowd booing their own side, having asked for an increase in ‘losing pay’. The management had only offered to increase their winning pay, which was preposterous in the circumstances. Runcorn fielded a team of reserves plus their new coach, a thirty-nine-year-old born-again Christian who came out of retirement to play and was sent off after eleven minutes for violent conduct. They lost 92–2.


Runcorn easily shattered the existing record of forty matches without a win. This was held by Doncaster, who not only became the first club in any sport to put their entire team up for sale in 1980, but also admitted in a TV documentary that in muddy conditions they did not recognise their own jerseys and often tackled each other. After a streaker had run topless across the pitch before an international match at Twickenham, Doncaster advertised for a woman with a forty-two-inch bust to do likewise at their ground, Tatty’s Field, in a final attempt to attract a crowd. ‘We would quite happily settle for anything from thirty-eight inches upwards,’ the team’s manager, Tom Norton, said when there was no immediate response.


The Most Crowded Bank Robbery


In October 1994 awed cashiers in the Paraguayan town of Abai could only watch and learn as their bank became the first ever to be held up by two different gangs of robbers at the same time. The modest amount of cash in the safe that morning was shared equally between them. ‘Apparently they gave each other dirty looks as they scampered out the door,’ a police spokesman said afterwards. 


The Most Failed Driving Tests


Cha Sa-soon of South Korea blazed the trail in 2009 when she failed her driving test a world-beating 959 times. She had failed the test on 771 occasions when she decided to sit it daily.


She took her first written theory section of the test in April 2005 at the Jeonbuk Drivers’ Licence Agency of the south-western city of Jeonju. ‘What she was doing essentially’, an official at the agency said, ‘was memorising as many questions and answers as possible without understanding what they were about.’


Things started to look bad when Mrs Cha passed the theory section in November 2009, but there was no need to worry because she then failed the road-skills section four times and the road test four times as well. In honour of her achievement Hyundai gave her a $16,800 car and she now stars in their national prime-time advertising campaign. ‘I didn’t mind,’ said Mrs Cha. ‘To me, committing every day to take the test was like going to school. I always missed school.’ Her name means ‘vehicle’ in Korean.


The Biggest Football Defeat


For more than a century the all-important team in world football was Bon Accord, who lost 36–0 in a Scottish league match against Arbroath in 1885. This feat was completely overshadowed in October 2002 when Stade Olympique de L’Emyrne lost 149–0 to their arch rivals AS Adema in a Madagascar national league game. Even more impressively, they were all own goals.


In commanding form Stade Olympique took complete control of the match. No member of the winning team touched the ball between the first goal and the hundred and forty-ninth. From kick-off SOE thumped the ball back to their defenders who whacked it past their own goalkeeper, while the outplayed Adema team stood around looking bemused.


This dominant performance was masterminded from the stands by the SOE coach in protest over refereeing decisions that had gone against them in an earlier match.


The Worst Racehorse


The all-conquering Quixall Crossett became the world’s least successful racehorse in 1998 when he lost an impressive 103 races in a row. He was described by the Racing Post as ‘a seriously slow horse that is in danger of becoming a folk hero’.


According to his breeder, Ted Caine: ‘I’ve put him in some of the worst races there are. He hasn’t got an engine as such, but he enjoys jumping around.’ Quixall Crossett was eventually retired after pressure from the Jockey Club, which was reluctant to renew his permit, noting that he was showing ‘receding interest in getting competitive on the racecourse’.


The previous worst was Amrullah, who entered seventy-four races without victory. He had his own fan club and his retirement was announced on the BBC News at 10.


British horses are not what they were, sadly, and the competitive edge has now passed to an exciting Puerto Rican animal called Doña Chepa. To commemorate Doña’s 125th loss in a row at Camarero racetrack in 2007 her trainer, Efrain Nieves, was presented with a plaque.


The Worst-Selling Film


January 2006 is mistakenly remembered as the launch date of Harry Potter and the Never-Ending Sequels. Sadly, it drew attention away from Offending Angels, which was released in the same week and became the worst-selling film in cinema history.


This film had everything. There was a fabulous plot about two laddish, layabout housemates who occasionally go outside to play cricket. God takes pity on them and sends a pair of guardian angels, Zeke and Paris, to lead them back to a life of virtue and industry. Happily, Paris used to be a dolphin and Zeke was formerly a squirrel so divine intervention   proves a bit of a mixed blessing. Eventually they all fall in love.


Just days before the filming was due to begin, the Indian hotelier who had agreed to fund half the budget sent a one-line fax saying the deal was off. The print of the film and the sound mix were both lost twice in the confusion which followed.


It certainly provoked a reaction from the critics, which is what you always hope for. The Guardian said: ‘The direction is out to lunch and the script is four drafts away from anything usable,’ while Total Film said: ‘To be fair, there is one mildly amusing scene in a Chinese restaurant, but it is the pastoral sex scene and the wet-eyed finale that live in the memory.’


At a cinema in Croydon the only people who saw the film all week were the projectionist and the usher. Fewer than twenty people around the UK paid to see it. After VAT and the cinemas’ cut, it made a total profit at the box office of £17. When the DVD came out, it became a cult collector’s item and an opportunity to own a piece of cinema history. ‘It might even double my takings,’ said the indomitable director.


The Least Successful Show at the


Edinburgh Festival


Living up to its name, The Empty Space Theatre Company set a new record at the Edinburgh Festival   in 1988 when not one person turned up to see its show. Company members handed out dozens of complimentary tickets in an attempt to rustle up an audience, but even then people stayed away.


Promising ‘A Parable of the Blind’, the evocative blurb read: ‘Blind, blissful, medieval figures dance towards Brueghel’s inevitable ditch, while in a mythical East goldfish have their eyes plucked out in order to sing better.’ The group’s manager, Miss Amanda McClellan, admitted that if she had read that even she would not have gone to see it.


Mr Gerald Purfield, who had a very quiet time in the box office, said that two people with complimentary tickets did turn up one night, but they were ushered into the wrong show.


The Least Successful Gambler


Mr Mick Bates of Wellington in Shropshire won the acclaim of national newspapers in August 1996 when it emerged that in his entire gambling career he had not won a single bet. His glory days began when he first tried betting on the dogs, only to see his chosen hound stop to urinate. Eventually he switched to the horses, but put money on one that dropped dead during the race.


Turning his attention to athletics, he backed the normally reliable Linford Christie in the 100 metres, who was disqualified after two false starts. He next put money on the triple jump when Jonathan Edwards was having his only off day in years. ‘I just seem to put a jinx on everything I back,’ said Mr Bates, who now took an interest in football. ‘I was so sure England would do badly in the European Championships that I backed their opponents in every match.’ He watched as Scotland, Holland and Spain lost.


When England beat Germany in extra time, he went to collect his winnings only to be told that for betting purposes it is the score at ninety minutes that counts.


Eventually he decided to use his great gift for his country’s good. To help Tim Henman and Neil Broad win a gold medal for Britain in their Olympic doubles tennis match in 1996 he backed their opponents. With Mr Bates cheering them on, and for once not wanting to win his bet, Henman and Broad were thrashed. In this way our greatest living gambler ended his outstanding run.


The Least Successful Navigator


The existing record for the most call-outs of a lifeboat by a lone sailor used to be four. This was trounced in the summer of 2000 when Eric ‘the Navigator’ Abbott called out the lifeboat services a triumphant eleven times while cruising in the Irish Sea. A fifty-six-year-old unemployed house painter, Mr Abbott first set sail in his home-made yacht in July 1999, blaming an unfair taxation system that had forced him out to sea ‘to find himself’.


Luckily, his only means of navigation was an AA road map, which is why he was never able to give rescuers even a rough approximation of where he was. Phoning the emergency services, he told them, ‘I can see mountains,’ or ‘I am near a light.’


His world-beating eleventh rescue came when he made a spontaneous unscheduled landing in full view of the commodore of the Rhyl Yacht Club, which had just given him temporary membership. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever had a guy this bad,’ the commodore said.


When their most regular customer radioed for advice, Holyhead coastguards recognised his voice immediately and wasted no time in launching both inshore and offshore lifeboats. Despite their efforts to divert him, Mr Abbott still missed the river channel into the harbour. ‘I was spot-on with my map readings. It was just coming into the harbour that went wrong.’


At the family home in Northwich, Cheshire, his daughter Julie told reporters: ‘My dad doesn’t have to prove himself to anyone.’ Eventually he agreed to go on a ten-day sailing course offered free of charge by the Royal Yachting Association, which brought his glorious career to an unfortunate end. 


The Most Pointless Election


Since the dawn of democracy we have waited for the definitive election in which no candidate polled any votes at all. It finally happened when Pillsbury in North Dakota held a council election on 10 June 2008 at which no one voted, not even the people at the ballot station. It is the first time that six candidates have stood unopposed and not one of them has got in.


‘Everybody has got a job and they’re busy,’ said the mayor of this small rural community, Darrel Brudevold, who was going to vote for himself, but had crops to tend. The mayor’s wife is the postmistress and also runs a beauty shop so she too was rushed off her feet.


The council meets about five times a year. ‘Members are each paid $48 annually and a good portion of that goes on doughnuts for the meeting,’ the mayor said.


The county auditor told the councillors to appoint someone to do their jobs, so they appointed themselves.


The Heaviest World Cup Defeat


The Maldives graced the World Cup for the first time ever in 1997. To a competition that was often marked by defensive, tactical play they brought a breath of fresh air. Every game in which they played was guaranteed to be a goal feast.


They played a key role, for example, in every single goal when Iran beat them 17–0, setting a new record. Consistency is a byword with the Maldives because they lost 12–0 to Syria twice.


After the Iran match half the Maldives team went to their coach, Romulo Cortez, and said they wanted to give up football. It took some time to dissuade them. In the whole of the World Cup they did nothing so self-centred as score a goal.


Dwarfing the Maldives’ achievement in a qualifying match for the 2002 World Cup, however, American Samoa lost to Australia 31–0. The coach sought divine intervention before the game. ‘“Frightened” is not the word,’ he said. ‘We are asking the Lord to help keep the score down.’There were so many goals that even the scoreboard operator got confused and FIFA had to confirm the result with the referee.


The Fastest Stage Walk-Off


For a quarter of a century the great actor Alan Devlin was unsurpassed in his ability to leave the stage long before the play had ended. Three times he showed his mastery of the premature exit, and his most memorable performance came in the 1987 production of HMS Pinafore at the Gaiety Theatre in Dublin. He had delivered half his lines when he turned to the audience, said ‘F–––– this for a game of soldiers. I’m going home,’ and clambered through the orchestra pit shouting, ‘Finish it yourself.’


Really great actors live on in the mind long after they have left the stage and Mr Devlin was no exception. Still wired for sound, he could be heard ordering a round of drinks in the pub next door.


All his great departures occurred halfway through a production to give the audience some idea how dull the evening would be without his intervention. In January 1998, however, he met his match when the immortal Adrian Hood gave the performance of a lifetime at the West Yorkshire Playhouse and, setting a new world record, walked off after the first line of John Godber’s Weekend Break.


Playing the part of a stand-up comedian afflicted by anxiety, our man walked into the spotlight, said, ‘I hate flying I do’, and left the stage for the rest of the evening. Oh, he was good. He was very good. Cutting straight through to the heart of this role, he conveyed the wordless essence of anxiety through a perfectly executed panic attack.


The playwright himself read the part from there on. John Sully, of Leeds City Council, who was in the audience, said: ‘The audience seemed to enjoy it very much. It made for a unique evening.’ 


People rushing to the theatre next night were disappointed to find that Mr Hood was word-perfect.


The Least Successful Penalty


Shoot-Out


Penalty shoot-outs are an impatient modern idea to get football games over and done with instead of enjoying the sheer pleasure of replaying the match. Only Mickleover Lightning Blue Sox and Chellaston Boys have done it properly in the longest and most satisfying penalty shoot-out in football history.


After a 1–1 draw in a 1988 Derby Community Cup match, they missed the first sixty-two penalty kicks. This was a feast of spectacular football entertainment that gave real value for money and showcased their full repertoire, scuffing, muffing, blasting and ballooning balls skilfully over the bar.


Then a boy called Richard Smith scored for Chellaston. This regrettable event only fired up the other team and John Blatherwick equalised for Mickleover. Chellaston valiantly missed the next shot, but it was downhill from here on. Sam Gadsby, about whom the less said the better, spoiled everything by scoring the winner.


At ninety minutes this is the first ever penalty shoot-out to last as long as the match. 


The Fastest Sending-Off


The days are long gone when Giuseppe Lorenzo led the world. Playing for Bologna, he was sent off after a leisurely ten seconds. To show that our modern world is getting faster Lee Todd was shown a red card after just two seconds in a Sunday league match against Taunton East Reach Wanderers. When the referee blew his whistle for kick-off, Mr Todd said, ‘F–––– me, that was loud,’ and got sent off.


This was not the fastest, however, because that all-time great, the awesome Chris Glanville, was brought on as a substitute for Deanwood in the Medway Sunday League in December 1996. He was sent off after one second for wearing an ear stud, having put only one foot on the pitch.


‘The referee told him to take the stud out, but he couldn’t. He’d only just had it pierced,’ said John Wren, the secretary of Deanwood. ‘He was one of our younger second-team players and our manager just wanted to give him a little run out.’ That mission was very much accomplished.


Even this is not the record, which is jointly held by Keith Gillespie of Sheffield United and Walter Boyd of Swansea City. In separate matches they both ran onto the pitch, immediately lamped an opponent and were sent off. On both occasions the ball was out of play so they were technically dismissed after nought seconds. 


The Worst Tennis Player


Diego Beltranena became the world’s most important tennis player in August 2005 when he lost an epic fifty-four international matches in a row, winning only one set. The great Guatemalan’s world record was bettered in only three years, however.


By 2008 Britain’s own Robert Dee had lost fifty-four international matches in a row but without winning a single set. Disappointingly he missed the chance to break the world record outright when he cracked under pressure and won his fifty-fifth match.


A British newspaper did award Mr Dee the ultimate accolade of ‘The World’s Worst Tennis Player’, but incredibly he declined this compliment and took them to court. In fact, the judge reassured him that he was without question the world’s worst until overtaken, although he is clearly unworthy of the title with such an inexplicable attitude problem.


The Most Boring Day


Feeding three hundred million facts into a specially designed search engine, the British researcher William Tunstall-Pedoe found that 11 April 1954 was officially the dullest day of the twentieth century. On this day of days almost nothing happened. There were no coups, no crashes, no monkeys in space. The Oldham Athletic footballer Jack Shufflebotham passed away at the age of sixty-nine and there was a peaceful election in Belgium. It was also the birthday of the electrical engineer Abdullah Atalar, whose later research interests included ‘integrated circuit design and the linearisation of RF power amplifiers’.


There were apparently plans for a coup d’état in Yanaon, a one-time French colony in India, but this did not actually materialise. Dogs slept, cows were milked, and children skipped and grew.
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