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About the Author


In a long and highly successful career, Keith Waterhouse published fifteen novels, including Billy Liar (which has been filmed and staged) and Our Song (also staged), seven non-fiction books and seven collections of journalism.  He wrote widely for television, cinema and the theatre, including the highly successful play Jeffrey Bernard is Unwell.  He also published two acclaimed memoirs, City Lights and Streets Ahead. He died on 4th September 2009.
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PLAYS


Jeffrey Bernard is Unwell and other plays




New columns begin here


Who, me? I’m a columnist, actually. And what do you do? Really? That’s fascinating.


It must be very interesting, being a Daily Mail reader.


Was it always an ambition of yours, then, or was it something you kind of drifted into?


What – so you just walked into a newsagent’s one morning and the whole thing took off from there? That’s amazing. So luck was on your side, really. I mean, if they’d chanced to have run out of the Mail on that particular day, who knows where you might have finished up? You could have been on the scrapheap at forty, doing Sun bingo.


And did you need any special training to become a Daily Mail reader or did you just pick it up as you went along?


That’s fantastic. You must have a talent for it.


Oh well, if your father’s always started the day on Peanuts and Nigel Dempster, that explains it. It runs in the family. It’s an inherited gift, like playing the piano.


Even so, it must have been difficult at first. I expect you started with the Quick Crossword and worked your way up to the leader page. No? So you just sort of plunged in. Best way, I suppose, like throwing the kids in at the deep end when they’re learning to swim.


You know, I’ve often toyed with the idea of being a Daily Mail reader myself. I think I’ve got the knack for it. I have a cousin who’s one and he says I should definitely take it up.


Is there a course I could go on, do you know? And is it easy to get taken on these days, or do you have to know someone?


Look – I don’t suppose you’d like to put a word in for me, would you?


Monday, June 2, 1986




Blackberry special


It was a sultry late afternoon when British Rail’s get-you-there-in-your-own-lifetime Brighton train slumped to a halt at a Beeching-forsaken abandoned station somewhere between East Croydon and Gatwick.


The name of the station was now DO NOT ALIGHT HERE and it had been closed so long that Platform One where we had come to rest was covered in brambles, and tall weeds grew out of the cracked tarmac.


The guard came down the train telling us that there was an embankment fire further down the track and that our guess was as good as his as to when we would start moving again.


The passengers were hot and restless in the August fug and first windows were lowered and then carriage doors were opened to let in what little breeze there was. A woman asked timidly of no one in particular: ‘Are we allowed to get out, do you think?’


A man of legal appearance considered the question and said judiciously: ‘I should think so, in the circumstances.’ One by one, with varying degrees of diffidence, the passengers on the 16.35 from Victoria began to alight at DO NOT ALIGHT HERE. Soon Platform One under its bramble carpet was as busy as it had ever been since the golden age of steam.


The woman who had asked if we were allowed to get out now noticed that the brambles were thick with big fat juicy blackberries, the biggest and fattest and juiciest that anyone can have seen for many a season. She asked: ‘Are we allowed to pick the blackberries, do you think?’


‘Property of British Rail I imagine, but I don’t suppose they’d mind,’ counselled the legal brain. The timid one still hesitated, but then she saw that a fellow-passenger had already filled a zip-up make-up bag with enough succulent blackberries to bake a pie. She began picking with a will, and soon there was a whole blackberrying task force at work among the brambles, filling plastic bags, crisp packets, anything to hand.


Meanwhile a few young blades had not only alighted at DO NOT ALIGHT HERE but had committed a further breach of the regulations by hopping over a wall and sprinting down to the village store for fizzy drinks. As they returned, about half-a-dozen children aged between three to ten had come on to the platform. Although they were standing among the brambles they showed no interest in the luscious fruit growing at their feet. Instead they stared longingly at the fruity canned drinks the young blades had brought back with them.


Then the mother of one of them said: ‘Ooh, look, blackberries!’ and stooped to pick a handful. Like pre-war East End urchins who had never seen a cow, the children had probably never seen blackberries growing and they looked down uncomprehendingly. The mother encouraged them to join in. ‘Come on, then – just the big black ones, not the red ones and not the green ones.’


First one and then another of the children gingerly plucked a blackberry and then they were all picking away diligently, the occasional yelp betraying the discovery that brambles have thorns and the occasional gasp of pleasure revealing that one or other of them had stumbled upon that abiding gift of serendipity, the clump of ripe and glistening fruit hidden under leaves.


There, on that dusty abandoned railway platform on an unscheduled break in services due to unforeseen conditions, they were learning the art of blackberrying.


Then, after 50 minutes, the red signal turned to green. The timid lady, who had been keeping an anxious eye on it, was the first to see it. ‘I think we’d better get back on,’ she advised all and sundry.


The blackberry-laden passengers, including several happy tots with purple juice around their mouths, trooped back on the train, resumed their seats and, the summer diversion over, opened their newspapers and magazines and became strangers again. And the Blackberry Special pulled out from DO NOT ALIGHT HERE.


Monday, August 7, 1989




It’s your line, Shar & Tray


That delectable duo Sharon and Tracy, as all who have been trying to make business calls during the summer know to their cost, are currently working as switchboard temps.


During a slack period, when only six potential customers at most were trying to get through, and no more than the same number of irate executives were trying to make calls out, the pouting pair’s conversation turned to 1992 and the Single Market.


‘Did you see where this lady reporter’s been ringing up firms speaking in foreign to see if they knew what she was rabbiting on about, and none of them did?’ asked Sharon.


‘Silly cat,’ said Tracy. ‘Pity she hasn’t nothing better to do. I only wish she’d rung us up – she’d have got a right earful.’


There was an interlude while Sharon dealt with a persistent caller: ‘Mr Who? What department’s he in? Well if you don’t have an extension number I can’t help you, can I?’ As Sharon pulled the plug on her nuisance call, Tracy continued: ‘What was it in aid of, Shar, anyway?’


‘Sunnink to do with joining the Common Market, Tray,’ hazarded Sharon. ‘I only read it over somebody’s shoulder in the bus queue style of thing, so I didn’t take it all in, but it was sunnink to do with exports and that – how all these Europeans are missing out on buying British goods because they can’t speak English.’


‘They’ll just have to learn, then, won’t they?’ said Tracy, summarily dealing with three outstanding calls by disconnecting them.


‘That’s what I say,’ Sharon agreed. ‘Besides, they can understand it when they want to – because when me and Shane went to Torremolinos two months ago, they could speak even better English nor what we could.’


With mild interest Tracy regarded an urgently blinking light on her switchboard. ‘Whoever this is can’t have much to do,’ she observed. ‘He’s been trying to get through for a good fifteen minutes.’


‘They’ve no patience, some people,’ said Sharon, as Tracy’s caller finally gave up the ghost. ‘It’s a pity that lady reporter couldn’t spend a day on a switchboard, putting up with what we’ve got to put up – then she’d see the other side of the story style of thing.’


‘Too right,’ said Tracy. ‘Like that Sir Somebody ranting and raving just because I accidentally gave him four wrong numbers in a row.’


‘You mean the company chairman? He’s going to have a heart attack one of these days. I had to keep him waiting yesterday while I was talking to my Mum, and by the time he got through he was in such a state I thought he was a heavy-breather. So of course, I did no more, I cut him off.’


By coincidence, a peremptory buzz indicated that the chairman once again wished to make contact with the outside world. Tracy had responded to the call before realising what she was doing. ‘Yes sir? How are you spelling that, sir? I – C – I. What is it, a company? And do you have the number? Hold on then, sir, I’ll put you through to Directory Inquiries.’


Meanwhile deep corrugations on Sharon’s fair brow indicated that she had been thinking. ‘No, only getting back to this Common Market style of thing,’ said Sharon. ‘If it does come to pass, what will you do if somebody rings up and starts banging on in French?’


A flurry of powder from Tracy’s blemishless forehead showed that she too was engaged in the cerebral process, while the lights on her switchboard continued to twinkle like the fairy lights on a Christmas tree.


‘It couldn’t happen,’ announced Tracy at last.


‘How do you mean, it couldn’t happen?’


‘Well, I mean to say, I wouldn’t know whether they was speaking French, Italian or Double Dutch, now would I? So before I knew they was speaking French, they’d have to tell me in English what language it was. So if they can speak English, no problem.’


‘I bet that lady reporter never thought of that,’ said Sharon.


‘Silly cat,’ said Tracy again. As if selecting the winner in a raffle, she attended to one of her waiting calls at random. ‘Yes, can I help yoooou? Sorreee, I’m afraid he’s dead at the moment …’


Thursday, July 28, 1988




Off with the show


Clogthorpe District Council’s Parks, Recreation Grounds and Amenities Committee, under the chairmanship of Cllr Enoch Bulge, yesterday considered the question of inviting superstar musician Jean-Michel Jarre’s two-hour laser and fireworks extravaganza to the town’s Nelson Mandela Leisure Centre.


Explaining the situation, Cllr Bulge said the show had been booked to be put on in Newham, down in London, but the council had given backword. There had been fears of a safety hazard, also that it would create traffic congestion and frighten the horses. The entertainment was now up for grabs and feelers had been put out in the direction of Clogthorpe.


Cllr Parkin asked if this Mr Jarre was foreign in any way.


Cllr Bulge said he was believed to be French, but looking at it in the context of 1992 and the Single Market when Clogthorpe tomato sausages would be freely available in Paris and frogs’ legs in Clogthorpe covered market, the committee should not hold that against him.


Remarking that he would not be seen dead eating frogs’ legs, Cllr Hopcraft asked if this Jarre chap had ever been to South Africa.


Cllr Bulge said that could be checked up on when the application was lodged. Mr Jarre would be made fully cognisant with council policy appertaining to South Africa. It would also be made plain that Clogthorpe was a nuclear-free zone and an equal opportunities employer, and that smoking was not allowed anywhere in the leisure centre complex.


Cllr Nepworth asked what guarantee was there that this so-called extravaganza would appeal to the people of Clogthorpe. That time the Pontefract Girls’ Accordion Band had come to the town, the leisure centre had been half-empty.


Cllr Bulge said that all he could say was that when Mr Jarre had put on his show in Houston or wherever it was, down in Texas, it had attracted an audience of a million-and-a-half.


Cllr Tweedyman said that by the left, they would never get that number of people into the hall.


Commenting that some mothers did have them, Cllr Bulge pointed out that the show was an open-air do. The leisure centre would be pressed into service only for its bogs and changing facilities, and for bouncing images off its walls.


Cllr Parkin asked what images.


Cllr Bulge said how the thump did he know what images. He had not seen a programme. However, it must be summat worth watching to attract a million-and-a-half folk.


Cllr Parkin asked what if it rained.


Cllr Bulge retorted that they’d all get bloody wet, then, wouldn’t they?


Cllr Hopcraft stated that a million-and-a-half people milling around the town centre would present certain problems. Extra buses would have to be laid on. The St John Ambulance Brigade would have to stand by. It was to be doubted whether the shopping precinct car stack amenity would be able to cope.


Cllr Tweedyman said and another thing, there was the hooligan element to be considered. There was a risk of beer cans being chucked about. The occasion would be a bonanza for pick-pockets. Women and kiddies might get their feet trampled on. There would be insufficient toilet facilities. This Mr Jarre might not turn up. All manner of things might go wrong.


Cllr Bulge said that while he understood the need for caution, he would ask his colleagues if they were not being a bit pessimistic. Looking on the other side of the coin, the show would be a feather in Clogthorpe’s cap. It would be summat new for the town. It would be summat different.


Cllr Parkin said that in that case he had no hesitation in declaring it should be banned.


The motion, that this committee do tell Mr Jarre where he can put his laser beams, was carried unanimously.


Thursday, September 15, 1988




Apostrophe Apocalypse


Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the first working breakfast of the Association for the Annihilation of the Aberrant Apostrophe – the AAAA as it is known to our myriad town and country members – to be held in its commodious new headquarters here at Carmelite House.


As Life President of the Association, I should like to extend an especially cordial welcome to the many new faces I can see from the platform. Since not a few of them are looking distinctly puzzled – perhaps some of our friends strayed accidentally into the meeting in search of the stock exchange prices or television listings – I will explain the aims and objects of the AAAA.


The AAAA has two simple goals. Its first is to round up and confiscate superfluous apostrophes – from, for example, fruit and vegetable stalls where potato’s, tomato’s and apple’s are openly on sale.


Its second is to redistribute as many as possible of these impounded apostrophes, restoring missing apostrophes where they have been lost, mislaid or deliberately hijacked – as for instance by British Rail, which as part of its refurbishment programme is dismantling the apostrophes from such stations as King’s Cross and shunting them off at dead of night to a secret apostrophe siding at Crewe.


Ladies and gentlemen, examples of the misuse of apostrophes abound. In the AAAA’s Black Apostrophe Museum in the basement, which you are welcome to visit (no children or persons of nervous disposition, please), you will find an advertisement from the Guardian for Technical Author’s; a circular from the National Council for the Training of Journalists, if you please, containing the phrase ‘as some editor’s will know’; an announcement from Austin Rover about the new Maestro’s; a leaflet from Hereford and Worcester County Council called ‘How the Council Spends It’s Money’; and many other apostrophic atrocities too gruesome to describe while you are eating your Danish pastries.


How has this pestilence come about? The AAAA’s laboratories have identified it as a virus, probably introduced into the country in a bunch of bananas and spread initially by greengrocers, or greengrocer’s as they usually style themselves.


Apostrophe Interpolation, Displacement and Suppression – AID’S, as the affliction is known – recognises no frontiers. It afflicts the highest and the lowest of the land alike, the educated along with the sub-literate. The Times (shortly to be renamed The Times’s) as well as the Sun. Why, even the Daily M**l itself, it has to be confessed between those four walls, is not immune. I hold in my hand a misprinting of who’s for whose which was detected in its pages only a short while ago.


Ladies and gentlemen, when we find ourselves in a world where a newsagent’s placard can read GLENY’S KINNOCK LEAD’S TEACHERS STRIKE, the Apocalypse is near and something must be done.


Apostrophic anarchists, deliberately disrupting the apostrophe’s function as part of their wider plan to destroy English grammar, must be weeded out root and branch. Innocent misusers of the apostrophe – for instance the Darlington bus company promising Shopping Trips to Leed’s – must be hustled off to night-school in plain vans for a crash-course in punctuation. If necessary, children must be stopped outside the classroom and frisked for aberrant apostrophes, and the pushers identified.


But what can we, as individuals, do to stop the rot, bearing in mind that your Association will have no truck with the proscribed militant Apostrophe Abolition Army, whose declared aim is to stamp out the now universal use of ‘it’s’ for the possessive ‘its’ by blowing up offending printing-plants?


What we can do, ladies and gentlemen, is to be vigilant and relentless in our pursuit of the aberrant apostrophe.


We must write to each and every publication that transgresses in this respect. When they write back pleading that it was a regrettable printers error, we must reply by return of post that no it wasn’t, it was a regrettable printer’s error, or even more accurately, the error of a regrettable printer. We must boycott shops selling Co’s lettuce, bean’s, and suchlike contaminated produce.


Members of the AAAA are invited to forward examples of misplaced apostrophes to the Association for possible use in our touring exhibitions, provided that these do not infringe the Post Office regulations on the sending of obnoxious matter through the mails.


The AAAA regrets that its hard-working staff will be unable to acknowledge contributions individually but assures members that every apostrophe submitted will be scrutinised keenly and considered on its demerits.


The AAAA has no membership cards and no subscription. Members are, however, asked to donate at least one aberrant apostrophe when attending our meetings, rallies and conferences.


I have to point out that we are considerably overstocked on their’s, it’s and who’s, and can consider no further examples until those we have accumulated have been ploughed into the Association’s apostrophe dump at Devizes.


You are now asked to place the aberrant apostrophes you have brought with you in the offertory bags being passed among you by the ushers. During the collection we will all rise and sing the AAAA’s battle anthem, ‘Sister Susie’s Sewing Shirts For Soldiers.’ Anyone singing a misplaced apostrophe will be instantly ejected from the hall.


Monday, June 30, 1986




Egg on their faces


The good news is that when trains start running through the Channel Tunnel, and assuming that the restaurant-car isn’t closed owing to operational difficulties (ie, the staff haven’t turned up), you will be able to while away the journey with the Great British Breakfast.


British Rail have done battle with the French and the Belgians – foreigners of the worst sort, the kind who would put a stopper on oak-smoked salmon as soon as look at you – and wrung the concession out of them. Earlybird cross-Channel passengers will not, after all, be confined to a croissant and a bit of cake dipped in hot chocolate.


Why BR should have to go peaked-cap-in-hand to their confreres in Paris and Brussels to establish what British travellers are to be allowed for breakfast on their own trains is not explained. No matter: let us proceed.


The bad news, the extraordinary news, the almost unbelievable news, is that the Great British Breakfast will consist of (a) sausage, (b) bacon, (c) tomatoes and (d) mushrooms. Name the missing ingredient. You are right. There is no fried egg.


No fried egg! A cooked breakfast without fried egg is like afternoon tea without thinly-sliced cucumber sandwiches or Sunday dinner without the Yorkshire pudding. But there we are – British Rail have blown it again. No fried egg. The Channel Tunnel trains, we are told, will not be equipped with the hot plates needed to mass-produce them.


It is incredible, is it not? We scrape together a sum equivalent to the gross national product of Kuwait to finance this great lark of driving a tunnel under the sea from Folkestone to France. We develop giant boring machines, 500-tonne mechanical moles with a maximum speed of 0.003mph and the capacity to swallow and regurgitate a semi-detached house. We recruit teams of geologists, squads of engineers, an army of construction workers. The railways draw up a plan to spend £500 million on new high-speed trains. We propose, in the process, to dig up half of Kent. The dream has been 20 years in the making and in all this time it has occurred to no one to ask how they are going to fry the bloody eggs.


Didn’t anyone think? Didn’t British Rail consult its brother-in-law Arnold in the matter? How on earth could they embark on so mighty an adventure without having solved this simplest of technological problems? And what kind of super system is it anyway – the railway equivalent of Concorde, we were led to believe – that cannot produce a fried egg?


For heaven’s sake, fried eggs have been served on trains for as long as trains have been serving breakfast. Before, even. The firemen on the original Stockton and Darlington Railway are on record as frying eggs on their shovels.


There must now be a full-scale inquiry, presided over by a High Court judge, into why the rolling stock of the future will lack the capacity for egg-frying, why technology in this regard seems to have taken a giant step backwards since the days when the Flying Scotsman used to thunder northwards to the sound of cracking eggshells and the sizzle of the frying-pan. There must be recommendations: all Chunnel trains to be recalled and refitted with hot plates capable of handling a complete British breakfast and not a British breakfast with its key component missing. And heads must roll.


No fried egg, indeed! I have heard nothing like it since they knocked off the kippers on the Brighton Belle.


Thursday, July 11, 1991




A children’s garden


The saffron crocus: pink lily of the valley. Variegated asparagus. Clematis and columbine, bell-flowers, wall-flowers, peonies, pansies and primrose, and sweet violets. Let us sing of them, but in muted tones, for they wilt in the shadow of the Grim Reaper.


Hundreds of garden plants face extinction. Some, like old varieties of cottage tulips and tea-roses, are gone forever. Other varieties, once as common as buttercups, are now as rare as four-leafed clover. Conservationists have drawn up a black-bordered catalogue of familiar flowers threatened with oblivion.


They are falling prey to the decline of the large private garden, the closure of many old-fashioned nurseries of the rambling, pottering kind where there was always a cat asleep on a sack of John Innes No 1, and to the commercial plant-growers concentrating on the easy-to-grow, sell-like-hot-carnations horticultural equivalent of sliced bread.


While I am no gardening columnist, I would suggest that there may be yet another contributory factor. On a recent visit to the street where I grew up I noticed that a particular strain of the iris which once flourished there has now all but vanished. I am not sure of its Latin name but I believe it is what botanists would call council house purple. When the irises were in bloom, our street’s back gardens rivalled the tulip fields of Holland for spectacular colour.


Old bicycle wheels and rotting cardboard boxes grow there now. The back gardens, for the most part, are hip-high in weeds and the front gardens are concreted over for carports. Saddest of all, the children’s gardens where iris domicilum senatum blossomed in all its garish purple glory, are all gone.


Let me tell you about this institution of the children’s garden. Our council estate, the oldest in the city, was laid out on the principle of garden city pioneer Ebenezer Howard – namely, that if you build your houses in the ratio of twelve to the acre you will fool townsfolk into believing they are living in the country, not to mention ensuring that if they are handy with a spade they will never have to buy another potato.


The enormous tracts of garden thus created being far beyond the capacity of most individual householders to husband, there grew up a tradition of fathers parcelling out bits of garden for their offspring to tend, rather as feudal barons would allow their serfs a strip of land to grow lentils for their soup.


These gardens within a garden, usually separated from the parent plot by a border of half-bricks, were put to a variety of uses. Some children cultivated flowers, others cultivated rabbits. Some developed pocket-handkerchief kitchen gardens, growing the ingredients for Sunday tea from seeds. The lad next door, affecting indifference towards his allotted patch, was secretly growing deadly nightshade. He was seen watering it under cover of dusk.


The Waterhouse estates were so vast that they could effortlessly accommodate children’s gardens measuring about ten feet by six for the whole brood of us, five in number, and still have a rolling acre to spare for the ubiquitous iris, a display of lupins, and enough rhubarb to feed a constipated army. For one no higher than a Michaelmas daisy, I perhaps initially overstretched myself when formally endowed with my own garden. Eschewing the conservative efforts of my brothers and sister who planted nothing more challenging than lettuce, spring onions and pansies, I determined to raise a bijou prairie of wheat from cuttings obtained from a nearby field. The crop failure was total.


Next, inspired by a floral clock which had fascinated me in a municipal park, I embarked upon constructing one of my own, using an old alarm clock with two tulips secured to the hands with rubber bands. Embedding this in the earth in a surrounding circle of assorted seeds with sunken potted-meat jars of dandelions marking out the hours, I awaited results.


I had reckoned without having to dig up the clock again to wind it up. Soil got into the works and it stopped. Both the big hand and the little hand lost their petals. The dandelions wilted. The seeds did not come up. Experiment not an unqualified success.


Of my proposal to cover the entire surface of my children’s garden with bluebells, snowdrops and poppies in the form of a Union Jack I shall say nothing, except that it looked good on the crayoned blueprint and how was I to know that the flags of St George, St Andrew and St Patrick did not all flower at the same time?


As my green fingers grew, so I became more orthodox and settled for the street’s standard arrangement of a lozenge-shaped flower bed enclosed in a mini-lawn of grass sods curling at the edges like railway sandwiches. I surveyed my little principality daily, as did everyone else, except the deadly nightshade fanatic who surveyed his nightly. Gardening was a highly satisfactory pursuit and if you got bored with weeding you could always try your hand at digging your way to Australia.


Well now, I don’t suppose we did much to preserve the saffron crocus from extinction but we did feed and water and watch over our crop of hardy Woolworth seed packets, and there must have been many a clump of irises and host of daffodils, not to mention a nest of deadly nightshade, that was grateful for our attention.


Who knows – had more children’s gardens survived, perhaps fewer garden flowers would be in danger.


Monday, August 25, 1986




As whine wheezes go


There’s an idea born every minute. Here’s one that’s lately flashed into the corporate mind of the TUC: High Street centres where the public can go to complain about State-owned enterprises such as the Post Office, the railways, and the gas and electricity boards.


These grievance parlours would be part of an ‘aggressive public relations campaign’ which the TUC bosses want to launch to convince us all that nationalisation is better than privatisation.


A good wheeze as wheezes go, the only snag being that the place where you go to whinge and whine about the sloth and ineptitude of State-run bodies would itself be State-run. You can imagine the scene.


‘Next.’


‘Good morning. I’d like to complain about a very rude ticket-collector on the 4.55 from …’


‘Can’t you read?’


‘Pardon?’


‘There’s a notice up there informing complainants quite plainly that owing to staff shortages and refusal by management to negotiate on manning levels, transport complaints cannot be dealt with after 11 a.m.’


‘But it’s only just turned half past ten.’


‘Don’t take it up with me, take it up with head office. The agreed procedure lays it down that fifteen minutes must be allowed for registering each complaint, so that takes us to past 10.45 which happens to be the start of my tea-break. Next.’


‘Wait a minute – if I can’t make a complaint about the railways, will you allow me to make one against the gas board?’


‘Name?’


‘My name’s Smith.’


‘Not your name, squire – the name of the gas board official.’


‘I don’t know – he never turned up. That’s what I want to complain about.’


‘Had the gas board given you a specific time?’


‘Yes. July.’


‘You’ve got this in writing, have you?’


‘No, this was on the phone.’


‘So it’s your word against theirs. How do I know this isn’t a malicious complaint? We get a lot of your sort around here, you know.’


‘How do you mean, my sort?’


‘People with a chip on their shoulder, coming in here moaning and groaning about hard-working, underpaid employees of the nationalised industries. Next.’


‘Hang on – I’ve got one more complaint.’


‘All right, sunshine, who is it this time? If it’s the Post Office, you’ll have to join the queue at the next counter.’


‘It’s not the Post Office, it’s this office. It’s you.’


‘What is the nature of your complaint?’


‘Rudeness, unhelpfulness and obstructiveness.’


‘Name?’


‘I’ve already told you my name – Smith.’


‘Not your name – my name.’


‘How the hell do I know your name?’


‘Would you mind not cursing and swearing? If you can’t furnish the name of the person complained against, I’m afraid I’m unable to process your complaint.’


‘All right then, tell me your name.’


‘For security reasons, staff are not allowed to divulge personal details. Next.’


Thursday, August 14, 1986




Case for the Eurocrisp


Proceedings of the European Community Regulatory Body on artificial colouring and sweetening agents in foodstuffs. Three hundred and nineteenth day.


Mr Bratwurst (Germany) said let him see now. The commission had stipulated that Yorkshire hotpot and Lancashire pudding must take their brand names from the place of origin. What else could it do to make life difficult for food manufacturers?


Mr Mortadella (Italy) said how about having a go at potato crisps? The one thing he could not stand about potato crisps was that you opened a bag of them and they were all in different shapes, like snowflakes. It really got up his nostrils.


Mr Fruitcake (UK) said the Italian delegate was being unfair. You could get square potato crisps these days.


Mr Bratwurst said right, the commission would issue a directive that all potato crisps had to be square. But as well as coming in different shapes they came in different flavours. What was the thinking behind some of them tasting of prawn and others of crispy bacon or barbecued beef? It did not make sense.


Mr Pommefrite (France) said the commission had not heard the half of it. Not only were some crisps vinegar flavoured, but the vinegar employed was malt vinegar and not wine vinegar.


Mr Taramasalata (Greece) said he was under the impression that the commission had outlawed malt vinegar.


Mr Bratwurst said only on fish and chips.


Mr Mortadella said he was under the impression that the commission had outlawed fish and chips.


Mr Fruitcake said that the British public would never stand for its fish and chips being regulated from Brussels. The British public would only stand for its fish and chips being partially regulated from Brussels. It would agree to the standardisation of chip size, the harmonisation of cooking fats, and the gradual phasing out of white fish, and that was as far as it would go. He was fairly firm on that point.


Mr Waffle (Belgium) said he would tell the commission what had always puzzled him and that was British seaside rock. Some of it had Blackpool stamped all the way through it and some of it had Brighton all the way through. Some of it was pink and some of it was yellow. It was a complete shambles.


Mr Bratwurst said that the commission would be turning its attention to seaside rock just as soon as it had settled the hash of the peppermint humbug manufacturers. Peppermint humbugs were being turned out with stripes of varying widths. It was not good enough.


Mr Tapas (Spain) said talking of sub-standard striping, what about striped toothpaste?


Mr Fruitcake said surely striped toothpaste was not a food.


Mr Tapas said it was if you ate it. Let the toothpaste barons get away with it and the next thing you knew they would be producing tomato ketchup-flavoured toothpaste.


Mr Bratwurst said in a pig’s eye they would. Had not Mr Tapas forgotten the commission’s recent directive putting a complete ban on anything flavoured with tomato, including ketchup?


Mr Fruitcake asked what Mr Bratwurst had got against tomatoes.


Mr Bratwurst said he had once been hit in the eye with one during an election campaign. But look at the time. It was nearly the lunch-hour and speaking personally he could murder a lobster thermidor. He would tell the commission what it could do. It could ban one more food item and then he would call it a day.


Mr Mortadella said all right then, how about stopping the Brits from putting mincemeat labels on jars which had no meat content whatever?


Mr Pommefrite said why not a ban on Pontefract cakes? Even if it could be proved that they came from Pontefract, they were certainly not cakes and the practice of calling them such should be stopped off.


Mr Bratwurst said they would toss up for it. Heads they would ban mincemeat and tails they would ban Pontefract cakes.


The Ecu having come down heads, the commission framed a directive that mincemeat should henceforth be called suet with added raisins, sultanas and chopped orange peel, and adjourned for lunch.


Thursday, May 2, 1991




Unbrick the Bricklayers


Ordering the brewers to sell their pubs is like ordering the banks to give away their money at street corners. While they will make billions on the dissolution of the Dog and Pullet – that, after all, is what being a brewer is all about – the break-up will not come easily to a trade used to owning everything in sight.


(I thought that’s how we came by the phrase ‘lock, stock and barrel’, but it turns out to mean the lock, stock and barrel of a gun. Not a lot of people know that.)


I admire the breathtaking impudence of the Brewers’ Society spokesman who said: ‘Cutting the tied house system will be a leap in the dark and we believe it means the death knell for the traditional British pub.’ This is on a level with a spokesman for Sainsbury’s saying: ‘Forcing us to sell our supermarkets will mean the end of the corner shop as we know it.’


But if it does not sound a death knell the Monopolies and Mergers Commission report cannot be said to ring joybells for the traditional British pub, and that is because it lacks a vital recommendation – namely, that every pub released from the maw of the mighty beer barons should be compelled to restore its bricked-up corner doorway.


It is not watering the workers’ beer that the brewers will be accused of when they answer in heaven for their sins. The charges, of course, will be numerous: of converting the Ratcatchers’ Arms into a ‘theme pub’ resembling the promenade deck of the QEII; of conspiring with the Crosseyed Ferret to introduce a Happy Hour complete with reggae tapes at 120 decibels; of aiding and abetting the Jolly Rivetters in the sale of hamburgers and fried onions.


But above all they will stand arraigned on the misfeasance of knowingly and wilfully bricking up the corner doorway of the Limping Cockroach. This will be a specimen charge: 15,698 similar offences will be taken into consideration when sentence of being dangled headfirst in a keg of their own lager is passed.


We all know what is physically behind that bricked-up doorway: it is the blasted space invaders game or the blasted electronic fruit machine or the blasted video juke box. But behind it, psychologically, is an attitude. When Bumpkin’s Brewery or the landlord of the Snivelling Coalman bricks up that corner doorway he is making an announcement that could not be clearer if he spelled it out in neon (which, incidentally, he is quite capable of doing).


This is to the effect that the customer can go and hang himself. In future the whole point and purpose of the pub will not be merely to make a decent profit (which is reasonable enough), but to screw every last penny out of the dispensation to sell ales, porter and spirits on the premises.


If there is money in noise, then there will be noise. If there is money in discomfort, then there will be discomfort. If there is money in purple strobe lights, then purple strobe lights there will be. If there is money in stinking the place out with the smell of hot dogs, then switch on the microwave. If there is money in clearing out the regulars because they spend the evening nursing a pint and taking up valuable space, then good riddance to ’em.


It may be, of course, that I am making a cruel misjudgment about the brewing interests and that they are motivated not by greed but by madness. There is a strong case for believing that all concerned with pubs are collectively insane. Just as the Romans are supposed to have gone mad from drinking water drawn through lead pipes, so brewers, publicans and, indeed, many of their customers may prove to be not quite twelve pence to the shilling as a result of drinking lager out of cans.


Why else, come to think of it, would the brewers gut a genuine Victorian pub and refurbish it as a mock Edwardian pub? Why else would they get rid of marble and iron tables designed to last another century and replace them with rickety plastic ones designed to last six months? Why else, indeed, would they make the expensive mistake of disguising their pubs as galleons or medieval castles and then have to spend even more money making them look like pubs again? People have been taken away by men in white coats for less.


It may be that Brewers’ Madness, like Hatters’ Madness, is terminal and that, with a little help from the Monopolies and Mergers Commission there will emerge a new generation of sane, intelligent, competent and unavaricious brewers who will run pubs as pubs and not as licensed amusement arcades. It will be a hard life for them, down to their last 2,000 tied houses apiece, but I can promise them at least one new customer if they make a start by unbricking the corner doorway of the Bricklayers Arms.


Thursday, March 23, 1989




Shar & Tray & Charlotte


Despite the clamour of would-be customers on the first day of the sales, Perfumes and Toiletries was an oasis of calm, thanks to Sharon’s and Tracy’s knack of keeping their big blue eyes fixed on the middle distance.


The topic of conversation was names. Sharon was cock-a-hoop to discover that the top first name for daughters of top people was Charlotte.


‘’Cos don’t you see, Tray?’ crowed Sharon. ‘It means that everyone what’s christened Charlotte’s got to be called Shar, same as me!’


‘Fancee!’ cried Tracy enviously. ‘Does it say anyfink about Tray being a poplar name?’


Sharon consulted the list. ‘Sorree! The next most poplar girl’s name’s Sophie.’


‘Sofe,’ corrected Tracy.


‘Then there’s Lucy, Emily, Alexandra, Alice and Emma.’


Tracy translated. ‘That’s Luce, Em, Alley, another Alley and another Em.’


‘Pretty names, ain’t they, Tray?’ sighed Sharon.


‘Lovelee. What about blokes’ names? I bet Wayne and Shane’s in the first ten, ain’t they?’
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