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Praise for Do Ants Have Arseholes?






‘Childish’ John Walsh, Independent






‘This year’s quirky hit’ Joel Ricketts, Guardian






‘A very funny spoof of pop-science collections’ Andy Miller, Daily Telegraph






‘Along with the Magna Carta and the Gutenberg Bible, [the British Library also] includes Wayne Rooney’s autobiography and a book called Do Ants Have Arseholes? and 101 Other Bloody Ridiculous Questions. The MPs who in 1911 established the legal deposit principle for the five greatest libraries in the British Isles probably didn’t realise the full consequences of their decision’ Stuart Jeffries, Guardian






‘We all have our theories about the reasons behind the collapse of politeness, from irresponsible parenting to vulgarity on television. I confess that a blanket of gloom descends on me when I walk into reputable bookshops and see titles such as Is It Just Me Or Is Everything Shit? or Do Ants Have Arseholes?. I can’t claim that such words never pass my own lips, but I try to discourage my children from using them. I would also like to encourage them to spend time in bookshops, which ought to be treasure troves, largely free of shit and arseholes’ Brian Viner, Independent






[He’s absolutely right, Penelope. I always knew Mr Viner was a true liberal; for the good of our children bookshops ought to be largely free of – that is, containing a small quantity of – shit and arseholes. – Ed]
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Editor’s Introduction


Welcome, bienvenue and wilkommen! As the new editor of the Old Git, a venerable magazine entering its seventeenth decade, I very much hope that this new volume of corrections and clarfications lives up to the high standard of the last anthology.


Following the resignation of my idiotic predecessor over the little matter of a missing work-experience student, a loaded blunderbuss and a substantial dry-cleaning bill for the office rug, it falls to me to navigate the good ship Git through another crude, frighteningly ill-informed collection of illiterate letters from the cretins who buy our esteemed magazine every month. [Ha ha – Penelope, please don’t type any of this up for the book; I just wrote it as a little giggle for you and me, to get us off on the right foot. I heard that the old editor’s wife rubbed cayenne pepper in his sleeping mask after reading his remarks about your bosom launching a thousand ships, but I hope we shall have a more professional relationship! Here’s the real introduction:]






Welcome to the second collection of sparklingly incisive answers to burning questions that have appeared in the Old Git magazine over the last twelve months. Regular readers will already have noticed a few changes around here: our masthead’s font has switched from the calligraphic type redolent of a nineteenth-century obituary, to the smoother electric-blue font more reminiscent of a neon sign outside a jazz bar or ‘pirate bookshop’. The reason? We are under new ownership. Phat Media Corp respects the values of the established brand to reflect a generation of older readers who are getting younger. So expect more features on tantric sex and dogging, cooler music reviews (acid jazz, electronica and hammond organ trance fusion), snow-boarding holidays, and articles that veer more towards exciting trends such as city shorts, happy slapping and designer pube trims.


To end on a more serious note: I can promise you that with change comes responsibility, and the debacle over last year’s book will not be repeated. I was as appalled as so many of you were, that our publishers saw fit to print the previous volume, Was Queen Victoria Our Greatest Monarch?, under the absurd title Do Ants Have Arseholes? – a question that doesn’t so much lie in the gutter looking up at the stars as do the front-crawl in a lake of excrement, looking balefully over at a rat chewing the nose off a recently deceased badger.


Of course, the legal spat which arose over the first volume’s title is a matter of public record. But, with the lawyers having settled out of court (and how welcome our appointed damages were, when they arrived in the form of forty thousand copies of Do Ants Have Arseholes? and soaked up the effluent in our flooded basement admirably!), I am proud to present what our publisher assures us will be a stunning velum edition with marbled endpapers, entitled Why Are Squirrels So Ineffably Cute? Let’s get this party started!





The New Editor






	


Has anyone ever squared the circle?


Albrecht Sprengler, Zurich










After my researches into the creation of a new colour met with muted response last year, it gives me great pride and pleasure to announce, after many months, that my attempts to find a solution to this question have paid off!


My first trials, with my daughter’s plastic hula hoops and a Bunsen burner proved unfruitful, messy and hazardous. However after the fire crew had left, the garage made a more rewarding sphere of scientific endeavour than her bedroom, and I moved on to elastic bands and the four-pronged plastic pieces they put in the middle of delivery pizzas. After a mere sixteen weeks of agonising trial and error, and lots of rubber burns, I can triumphantly reveal the result:











x





I hope the readers and staff at the Old Git can benefit from this breakthrough, and that it might be the beginning of a beautiful symbiotic relationship. Perhaps a regular column giving me a chance to solve further scientific conundrums of our age?


I look forward to your response with bated breath!


SIMON SAYERS, COUNTY DURHAM





P.S. My first research task could be into what exactly bated breath is – what do you think?





[Ed note: Penelope, your new editor here. A note to Mr Sayers, I think, letting him down gently. How gratifying that our column inspires such enthusiasm, even if it is occasionally a tad wayward. By the way, this is by far the strangest office I’ve ever worked in. Could you ask the cleaning girl – Consuela, is it? – to scrape that ‘pebble-dash effect’ off the wall near the door. I’m sure they’re limpets. There’s an unhealthy level of moisture in the whole room.]




	


Why is it called Custer’s Last Stand, not Custer’s Last Fall?


Benedict Stormish, Blasket Island










The victory of Sitting Bull’s Cheyenne at the Battle of Little Bighorn is so known because General Custer, rather than the gruff macho hero of legend, was actually a sensitive aesthete who ran his battles from a silk tent on the brow of a neighbouring hill, and whose troops were represented on his battle maps by bijou trinkets of jewellery he had picked up in Southern pawn shops during the campaign. Although in stature a tall, domineering man, Custer had been a weakling child who adored French poetry and playing the flute to his pet rabbit Cécile. He had been forced into the army by his fiercely authoritative father, who would drill him for hours on end in the backyard of their ranch (ignoring the fact that Custer always kept his pristinely manicured poodle in tow, and his repeated avowal that he would rather be an interior decorator).


It was at Little Bighorn as he sat poised by his burnished chestnut harpsichord, pushing his troops around the map with an ivory toasting fork, that a stray bullet from one of the Apaches’ guns thundered through the wall of the tent and shattered his last pristine piece of furniture – a mahogany music stand. Until then he had been unsure of his tactics, but a rage overcame him and, shedding his kimono and putting on his battle dress – a pink taffeta number with plumes at the hips – he led the troops in a rash and red-faced charge that resulted in his, and their, deaths. It was Custer’s last fall. But then, as he would have said, it was his last stand . . .


JULY HI CHIO, HONG KONG




	


How do budget airlines get away with advertising a flight for 0.01p, only to add on lots of secret taxes just as you’re about to pay?


Trevor Mental, York










I recently boarded a flight from London to Dublin, which was advertised as ‘Fly for just 1p!’. The devil was in the detail, though. I remember visiting the Pyramids back in the fifties, where I paid for my wife to have a ride on a camel, only to have to pay again to get her off it, after she found herself atop a gurning dromedary and confronted by a ten-foot drop. The same principle was in force here: while the flight to Dublin might only have cost 1p, the small print of the e-ticket included eye-wateringly high extra charges for climbing the steps to the cabin, sitting down, enjoying the funny whooshing toilet, and landing. They’ve actually installed a coin slot on the armrests of every seat now. You spend the whole forty-five minutes feeding in ten-pence pieces – though I suppose it did take my mind off the fact the wing fell off as we were coming in to land.


CONOR O’FALLON, SLAIN


That’s nothing, Conor; I’ve just heard a rumour that Budgetwings has responded to complaints about a £2 charge to check in, and a £10 charge to put your bag in the hold, and £40 tax on top of the advertised 1p fare . . . by introducing a £1 ‘swearbox’ for every time someone says ‘cock-gobbling airborne budget thieves’ out loud in an airport. I reckon they’re on to a winner.


MAUREEN O’HANLIHAN


[Ed note: INTERNAL ONLY – Penelope, I’m sure this will excite you, apparently as of next week we will actually be sharing offices with the Young Git, Phat Media Corp’s flagship monthly. I assumed this was a beleaguered start-up but apparently it’s been thriving since the late nineties on a diet of undressed Hollyoaks actresses, reviews of exciting new fridge magnets, the injuries of horribly disfigured car crash/sports accident victims and bear baiting. The upshot is we received a memo from up on high which says that the Old and Young Gits are to become two different aspects of the same magazine. I never would have thought of that – shows why they get the big money, I suppose! However, because the Young Git sells 533,666 copies a month and we sell – well, we sell . . . well, anyway – we very much have to fall in line with them. In this spirit I’ve been ferreting around trying to clean out the office and have found I wasn’t hanging my jacket on a coatstand but a bloody great stalagmite which has built up from the appalling dripping damp in that corner of the room. We must get Consuela on the case. Oh, and there’s a funny stain in the opposite corner of the ceiling which a visitor might mistake for blood. Let’s get her to scrub it out next time – or make a polite enquiry as to what’s been going on at the offices upstairs!!!]




	


Is time travel possible?


Stephen Fung, Maidstone










Indeed it is – as I was saying to my great rival, Dr Karl Beerbohm, only next Thursday. Poor Karl! I shall have my revenge for years of ridicule from you and those blasted Swedes. Even as I write this, I am preparing to go back in time, in order to balance a bucket of water on the door-frame leading to the Nobel Prize award chamber, and smear blacking powder on the eyepiece of the ceremonial telescope. Tee hee! Your smug entrance to face the world’s press, on the second of December 2007, will go down in history for all the wrong reasons; and by the time this letter is printed in next month’s Old Git, the golden bright burst of my fame will forever extinguish your achievements. See you last year, Karl!


DR JEREMY PETTING, DEPT. OF PHYSICS,


UNIVERSITY OF BANGOR, NORTH WALES







How charming of my former protégé to sport his idiocy in public in this way. Of course, as it is several weeks since his letter appeared, he will long ago have discovered that the special machinery he ordered from a mysterious PO Box in Stockholm furnished him not with the spectrogigometer he needed, but with the parts from a child’s music box and an insultingly large bill. So when he switches on the time machine, the sound that will greet his ears will not be the rushing of the space–time continuum being warped to his own infantile desires but the dulcet strains of ‘The Wheels on the Bus Go Round and Round’.


Now that the (unsoaked) Nobel Prize is in my possession and my life’s work secure, I am inclined to spend my days performing little pranks of the type that he has suggested. Perhaps first a visit in my own fully functioning time machine to his childhood nursery to scare the infant Petting witless with my klaxon. Then maybe a trip to the presentation hall of Bangor University on the day he is awarded his laughable doctorate, to tie his shoelaces together. Ah, the life of a Nobel Laureate is such hard work . . .


DR KARL BEERBOHM, STOCKHOLM




	


What is the record for suicide attempts?


Lars Smut, Gothenburg










Pretty much anything by Joy Division, but I’ve heard the Swedes listen to Leonard Cohen.


MR PLUM, PLUMSTEAD


[Ed note: Penelope, I rather like this Plum character. Delightfully eccentric – I can’t see what my predecessor had against him.]




	


Is time travel possible? (Reprise)


Stephen Fung, Maidstone










O-ho! My dear Karl. I was tickled to see your letter in last month’s issue; the very fact that all goes on as usual in my life tells me that your scampish prank failed. I concede that I have always been terrified of klaxons, and that on the day I was awarded my Ph.D. I pitched forward, accidentally head-butting honorary Doctor Jeanette Winterson in the process – but you knew all this; I cannot accept that you actually caused either of those events. How could you have done, given that I bribed your cleaning lady to jam her hat-pin in your time machine, just in case? If my calculations are correct – knowing your daily routine and chronic IBS as I do – you will just have finished your daily bowel movement before turning on the machine to make your ‘historic journey’, only for it to skip like a dusty CD, sending you back a matter of minutes to the moment you enter the toilet again. I imagine you are stuck there now, on loop, cursing me. Perhaps I will take pity and head over to Stockholm to turn the machine off? But I seem to be very busy for the next few months, sadly.





DR JEREMY PETTING, BANGOR







How incredibly inventive of you to have jammed one of the most complex machines on earth with a hat-pin. You dolt. In fact, having been stuck in my ten-minute loop for, oh, about twenty minutes, I located the rogue element and pulled it out, and thereupon set about my leisurely revenge. By the time you read this, Petting, you will be able to reflect ruefully on several new memories that you will believe to have always been there: the sense of excoriating shame you felt at university when a mystery assailant took a Polaroid, while you slept, of your shrivelled and laughable gift to womankind and posted it on the Faculty of Physics noticeboard; your first horror (and concomitant paranoia) at discovering that the first conquistadores to arrive on the shores of South America found a note reading, in English, ‘Jeremy Petting is a bastard’, and that Venezuela’s second city was named after you – Bastardo – until 1923; the fact that after you saved up for a pea-green Mini Cooper in 1978 it went missing and was discovered perched perfectly on the poop deck of the QEII. There are others, probably lost among the innumerable absurdities which you have foisted upon yourself over the course of your bumbling and maladroit life. (I think the University of Bangor should know, for instance, that you only discovered that girls didn’t get pregnant ‘from their bottoms’ in your third week of marriage.)


But the main reason for this letter is to announce my retirement from our little match, Jeremy. For a multitude of reasons – my bank balance is horribly low and colleagues have mentioned how much I have aged over the last six months. If only they knew I had lived six years in that time! Travelling back to Durham University to steal that car and bribe a crane driver to balance it on the QEII, then docked in Plymouth; recreating the Kon-Tiki expedition on my lonesome in the fifteenth century just to leave a historical insult to you – and then having to paddle back over the Atlantic before the Spaniards got there (and cloak myself in kelp when they passed). And of course – being a time machine and not a teleportation device – all these journeys starting from the lumpy hillock where my cottage would later be built in the 1990s. It’s exhausting, and the rewards are not worth it. So I shall never again venture into the iron jaws of Karl Jr (as I had named him, in lieu of the children I might have had) to pursue scientific excellence for the purposes of pranksterdom. I shall, instead, sit, drink tea, invite friends round for ‘fika’, and maybe pay the occasional visit to Shakespeare’s local pub, where we’ve got quite a chess game going.


DR KARL BEERBOHM, STOCKHOLM




	


If Pinocchio was supposedly a ‘real’ boy made of wood, did Geppetto whittle him a wooden cock?


Ralph Coddles, Wolverhampton










Well, yes, of course he must have done; otherwise the other ‘real’ boys would have laughed at him in the showers at football practice after the end of the book. The notorious Parisian Obelisk Press (publishers of banned books such as Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer) did actually produce a hugely controversial sequel to the Pinocchio story, Coeur de Chair, Verge en Bois (Heart of Flesh, Wooden Cock), a Tom Jones-like series of picaresque adventures that centre around the teenage Pinocchio in the backstreets of the Italian port of Genoa. The book remains illegal in the UK, though a full transcript can be downloaded at www.meatpuppet.org/bluefairy.net


OMAR KARIM, CAIRO







A childish question, which none the less hints at a fundamental truth that is worth examining. As with many of the best-loved fairy tales, the original story of Pinocchio was, not to put too fine a point on it, utter filth, heavily censored by Victorian translators before it ever reached the ears of English babes. I shan’t descend to spelling anything out gratuitously – one can imagine the original scene of Pinocchio’s ‘lengthening wood’ as he ‘lies with’ (amazing how a stray preposition can change the meaning of a sentence) the Blue Fairy, and the punishment of ‘turning [that is, turning round the better to insert] his head into an ass’ after the trip to the land of toys (Il Paese dei Balocchi) with the other boys . . . Once you know that, no fairy tale is safe. Double meanings bloom like black roses with the introduction of just a few quote marks:





‘Little’ Jack Horner, sat in his corner,


‘Eating’ some fine ‘plum pie’.





Disgusting.


MALCOM BEVERLEY, BALHAM




	


How do polar explorers go to the toilet?


Billy Braithwaite, aged 9, London










As quickly as possible!


MR PLUM, PLUMSTEAD







Royal Antarctic Expedition


2 September 1909





Dearest Marjory,





Who would be a professional polar explorer? It is with a heavy heart that I pick up this battered stub of pencil, perhaps for the last time, to write to you, oh angel of mine. Pemberton has long since stopped making sense and lies, as if grimly awaiting death, a few feet away. Baines has lost the use of his left leg, and complains of being unable to feel his face. I told him he should take off his lucky diving helmet, but he can’t hear me. I fear we shall soon be forced to eat Minka, the last of our brave old dogs, and we have polished off the last of the 1899 Chablis. How can we go on? I can’t help thinking that if we drink ourselves into this dreadful state in the entrance hall of the Reform Club, fully three weeks away from starting out for the Antarctic, we haven’t got a hope of making the Pole. I remain, as ever, your loving, horribly drunk


Phozzy





(Letter postmarked 3 September 1909, second class. Turned up on Tuesday.)







To answer young Master Braithwaite’s question about the daily toilet of a polar explorer: the truth is every bit as prosaic and uncomfortable as you would expect. Of course you don’t want a pool of frozen urine inside the tent, where it might by thawed by the fire, so you’re obliged to step outside. To keep from leaving your scent in one place and attracting polar bears (and to keep moving in the cold), it is encouraged to jump around in a circle, disseminating your liquid waste in every direction on the hundred-mile-an-hour polar winds. Hence ‘pissing in the wind’, a phrase Shackleton brought back from his 1912 expedition.


N. COGNITO, ARCTIC CIRCLE


(PENNY! It’s me, the old editor! Hope you’re bearing up, old girl. I managed to pick up a few editions of the Old Git in a bookshop in Medicine Hat, Alberta – I can see already what a pettifogging bore they’ve replaced me with, his pedantry and utter ignorance of the modern world. It must be unbearable for you. Anyway, the travels are as tiddly-spanking as I expected. Had a hairy moment at the Alaskan border when they refused to believe I’d hiked over the Bering Straits in nothing hardier than a pair of plimsolls and a couple of cricket pullovers. But I sorted that out and here I am in the Arctic Circle. It’s a devil to get the old cigarillos sparked up, and I’m missing the World Bowls Championship as we speak, but no gain without pain, Penny! Chin up, dear girl! Oh, and of course – only print my anonymous answer above, not this note to you. There’s a love.)




	


Does pride come before a fall?


Toby Titting, Wollaton










I would say so, yes. I used to work with a Professor Stephen Dumughn at the Department of Sexual History in Watford, but after the professor arrogantly made fun of me for wearing stacked heels and suggested ‘an office charity dwarf-toss’, he was asked to move on. I have yet to see his name appear at any of the other great Sexual universities (Newcastle, Reading, Ayia Napa), and pronounce myself satisfied that his reputation is ruined.


More interesting for regular readers of the Old Git, is the recent discovery of papers that trash utterly the reputation of the famous adventurer Arthur ‘Paddy’ Staunton-Whipsthistle. ‘Padso’, who enjoyed such fame as an old man for having sought out the middle of nowhere in the late 1920s, was the epitome of a proud, over-educated, sneering old goat. The old fraud’s foul play was uncovered in the collected diaries of his faithful cook Lacrouche, which were due to be shown on the Antiques Roadshow this summer. (Sadly, the producers instead decided to air remarkable footage of Michael Aspel tripping and putting his head through a five-hundred-year-old Holbein portrait, ‘Lady Mary of Leicester’. Do look it up on YouTube – all that’s missing is candyfloss, a laughing-policeman booth and end-of-the-pier barrel-organ music to complete the scene.) What becomes clear from Lacrouche, is that Staunton-Whipsthistle’s ‘hapless’ manservant, Nick Blake, was actually the brains of the fearless trio. ‘Lantern-jawed and deadly in unarmed combat’ is Lacrouche’s description of Blake, who over the course of the letters emerges as an extraordinary polymath, a veritable modern-day Erasmus who made lasting contributions to the fields of painting, navigation, philosophy, and macramé. Having found the middle of nowhere many times, Blake went on to square the circle in 1934 and in 1957 triumphantly discovered a new colour, ‘International Klein Blake’. Of course, everyone knows the rest: in the winter of that year, Blake was found dead in the English channel, and his collaborator, the French artist Yves Klein, went on to make the colour famous as ‘International Klein Blue’. Less well-known is the identity of Yves Klein’s mentor, adoptive father and later lover: one Arthur ‘Paddy’ Staunton-Whipsthistle . . .


‘LOFTY’ MUNTERPOUNCE, DEPT OF SEXUAL HISTORY,


WATFORD UNIVERSITY




Corrections & Clarfications


In General Smythington-Smythe’s reminiscences last week, several readers were alarmed that he claimed to have enjoyed tea with Emperor Hirohito in Kyoto in 1944, and to have performed ‘Hara-kiri’ afterwards. They wondered how he had come to write the column if this was accurate. The General apologises for the mistake. Working undercover for MI6 at the time, he in fact performed ‘Mata-hari’, i.e., sleeping with an enemy in order to gain state secrets. ‘I’m not comfortable with the confession,’ he writes, ‘but over the course of our invaluable time together the Emperor revealed a lot of his trading passages.’
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