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‘James Felton makes me laugh like a bellend’ – Robert Webb


‘The funniest man on Twitter by a country (or any other) mile has written a funny book. Warning: may provoke huge laughs and some feelings of shame’ – David Schneider


‘Awfully hilarious about the hilariously awful. Confirms everything everyone whispers behind our backs, except funnier’ – Danny Wallace


‘James Felton makes me laugh every day – GET INTO HIM’ – Marina Hyde


‘The perfect book for a nation built on arseholes’ – Emma Kennedy


‘James Felton is a national treasure. Although having read this book, I’m not sure that’s a good thing . . .’ – Fred Delicious


‘Scurrilous, scandalous and frequently disgusting. I absolutely loved it’ – James O’Brien
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For Katie and Hugo




WELCOME TO
52 TIMES BRITAIN WAS A BELLEND ...
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The purpose of this exercise is to bring together some of the events we conveniently leave in the shadows of history when it comes to our collective national memory, and to give them a thoroughly good airing.


The Prime Minister (in Love, Actually) famously once said, ‘We may be a small country, but we’re a great one too’ and sweet merciful Christ haven’t we banged that drum as hard as we can. But saying something doesn’t make it true – luckily a concept that hasn’t been lost just yet despite recent politicians trying their hardest to make us believe otherwise. This book won’t ask you to ignore our finer accomplishments, but if you want to take credit for things our dead ancestors did, then I believe you should know all the other crap around the edges you’re taking credit for too. Including – but not limited to – several massacres, our history of muzzling women and that time we killed 400,000 healthy pets in a week for no real reason whatsoever.


A few caveats before we begin:


1   The events in this book will be judged by today’s standards. Most of the examples were horrific even by the standards of the day, but equally ‘oh but I’m from 1612’ will not be considered an adequate excuse for going on a massive racist killing spree.


2   Some of the examples in this book weren’t carried out strictly by the ‘British’ – there are of course occasions when it was just the English being wankers all on their own, or times when the Anglo-Saxons decided to set the tone for the centuries to follow. But I am nothing if not inclusive, so if you made these isles your permanent home and were a gigantic bellend, congratulations – you made the book.


3   There are 52 stories as a sort-of-reminder that every week of the year we have the ability to be bellends. Sadly, the number of times we have been horrible wankers is not limited to 52.


4   This isn’t a definitive history of the nightmarish atrocities we’ve done in our past. If you want the unvarnished history of bellendy behaviour I can recommend David Starkey for several reasons. What you’ll get here is a good overview of fun and horrifying times when we were cartoonishly evil, from a comedian just as appalled as you are about what shits it turned out we were in our past.


Hopefully you will educate your children with enjoy it.




WE STARTED TWO WARS WITH CHINA BECAUSE THEY WEREN’T BUYING ENOUGH OF OUR DRUGS
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There are many noble reasons to go to war. To fight fascism, for instance. To stop a power-hungry nation from spreading across the globe. To prevent an even bigger conflict from happening down the line. We started a war with a nation we were friends with – twice – because they weren’t buying enough of our opium.


In the 18th century, China was pretty much the only producer of tea in the world. True to stereo-type, we’d do anything we could to get our hands on the stuff. Unfortunately for us, China didn’t really want anything we had to trade. Which is where hardcore street drugs came in. Say what you will about addictive precursors to heroin, they do sort of create their own demand quite quickly.


British traders, led by the East India Company, began smuggling opium they’d farmed in India into China. By 1833, we were smuggling 30,000 chests (weighing around 1,950 metric tons or 17 smacked-off-their-face blue whales) to a market of 4–12 million addicts in China. The Qing dynasty did everything they could to try and stop the problem, even writing to Queen Victoria asking her politely to pack it in.


Eventually China offered to let companies forfeit their opium in exchange for the tea. Unfortunately, our love of shipping drugs to a country with a massive drug addiction we’d fuelled won out. After China confiscated some of our illegal opium, we reacted in a measured fashion by launching a war to defend the interests of drug dealers against a country that had largely been a friend. It’s like if Ross from Friends suddenly started pounding on Joey because he didn’t want to smoke any more of Ross’s meth. Yes, they aren’t the closest of the friends in Friends, but it’d still make for a weird season finale.


Over the next three years the British government sent gun boats to attack key targets, leading to the phrases ‘gunboat diplomacy’ and ‘God, the British really are dickheads, aren’t they’. China, outgunned, gave in three years later. During the truce, we arranged better trading terms for ourselves and whilst we were there helped ourselves to Hong Kong, which was ceded to Britain.


And that was that, until fourteen years later when we fought China again for the noble goal of forcing them to make opium legal. So committed were we to get China to smoke more of our fine British opium, grown in let’s say ‘less than humane’ conditions, this time we even teamed up with our natural enemies, the French.


In 1820, before the First Opium War, China’s economy was the largest in the world. After the end of the Second Opium War, we left them with half the GDP and millions of drug addicts. But in our defence, we got quite a lot of Earl Grey.




WE MAY HAVE SLAUGHTERED THE VIKINGS BECAUSE THEY WERE TOO POLITE, SEXY AND CLEAN
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In 1002, King Æthelred the Unready ordered the massacre of ‘all the Danish men who were among the English race’1 on St Brice’s Day. The Danish had been settled in parts of England for a hundred years or more, so it must have come as a bit of a shock when they were rounded on and killed in notable numbers.


In Oxford, one group of Danish men broke into a church to hide from the locals who were in full pitchfork mode. Rather than think ‘oh well, we tried’ the locals decided the best course of action would be to set fire to the church, burning at least thirty-four men alive – on a religious holiday.


So why did this happen, and why were the (quite religious) locals so keen to kill a group of people (for which they probably believed they’d be damned for all eternity) that they’d even risk burning a church to the ground (and risk being damned for all eternity a second time)?


Well, as justifications for slaughter go, ‘they looked prettier than us’ is right up there with ‘honestly we had all this gasoline lying here and I was bored’, but that may actually have been a factor, according to one near contemporary account.


‘The Danes made themselves too acceptable to English women by their elegant manners and their care of their person,’ one 13th-century chronicle reads, justifying why the slaughter took place. ‘They combed their hair daily, according to the custom of their country, and took a bath every Saturday.’


I know you already want to find their graves, dig up their skeletons and burn them one more time for this, but wait, there’s more: ‘And even changed their clothes frequently, and improved the beauty of their bodies with many such trifles, by which means they undermined the chastity of wives.’2


Yes, as well as bathing four times a month – like a queen or a high-end dog – these bastards were changing their clothes.


Essentially, we may have seen a group of well-kempt Danes and rather than deciding also to wash, thought it would be far less hassle merely to slaughter anyone else who did. Their cleanliness was making the rest of the English look bad and no just God could blame us for burning them alive in a holy building.




WE KILLED 500 PEOPLE IN 38 MINUTES THEN INVOICED THE SURVIVORS FOR THE BOMBS
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On 27 August 1896, the British took part in a war that lasted less time than a documentary about that same war.


The Anglo-Zanzibar War took place when the Sultan of Zanzibar, Sultan Hamad bin Thuwaini, died. The British had a successor in mind, so when he was succeeded by someone else, who was anti-colonial, the British responded by getting all colonial on their asses.


Citing a treaty we had coerced the territory to sign, we informed the new Sultan that – by not seeking permission of the British consul to become Sultan – he had committed an act of war. Cue us immediately loading up gunships whilst Sultan Khalid bin Barghash hid himself in the palace. We told Khalid to leave the palace by 9 a.m. on the 27th or face the consequences, like a school bully offering you the options of having your money stolen inside or slightly outside the cafeteria.


Khalid, who let’s be frank was also a terrible person and wanted to be free of the British in order to profit from slavery, gathered together a meagre army of 2,800 (mostly untrained) civilian Zanzibaris and gave some of them machine guns – I imagine a really bad thing to be let loose with on the first day of your job. Meanwhile, the British assembled three cruisers, two gunboats, 150 fricking marines and sailors, and 900 Zanzibaris.


At 9 a.m., the Sultan had still not left the building. Kind nation that we are, we gave Khalid a couple of minutes’ grace and only started shelling the crap out of the palace when he still hadn’t emerged at an unreasonably late 9.02.


Thirty-eight minutes later, the war was over as the Sultan fled for Germany and the flag at the palace was shot down. Five hundred Zanzibari men and women fighting the British had died, whilst on the British side there was a grand total of one injury from which the soldier in question recovered in full.


Defeated, abandoned by their leader and only barely not dead, Khalid’s supporters left the palace, a sight so pitiful you’d have to be heartless not to feel sorry for them. Then, to really clarify that we were wankers in case anybody was too distracted by being bombed to notice, we made the survivors cover the cost of the shells we had used to kill 500 of their fallen allies, retroactively funding the slaughter of their own friends.
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