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Author’s Note

This book is not an authoritative encyclopedic guide to weird literature and second-hand published oddities; after all, it is only one book. To do justice or injustice to the many misguided guides, banal beast books and peripheral poetry pamphlets would require a monastery of monks sworn to dedicated study to cover the historical romance novel alone. This is a personal collection, one that has driven my wife to the edge of insanity as the tattered killer crabs novels were eventually stacked higher than our only child. Sadly, you will not find books for the amateur taxidermist here, or a guide about hobbies that can be undertaken by invalids unable to leave their sickbed, though both exist. I have looked far and wide for Hobbies for the Bedbound, but sadly it has never been on any charity shop shelf that has fallen under my gaze. The same can be said for The Amateur Taxidermist: A Step by Step Illustrated Handbook on How to Stuff and Preserve Birds, Fish and Furred Animals.

My obsession - and be warned, it never used to be an obsession - has been fuelled by my life as a comedian travelling from Truro to Inverness. This has allowed me the opportunity to visit every Oxfam and local hospice shop I could find, each time hoping to discover something out of the ordinary amongst the numerous Dan Brown novels and Trinny and  Susannah clothing guides. I’ve had to impose rules along the way, otherwise the exercise would have just been silly. For a book to make it into this scattergun collection, it had to be purchased by me in a second-hand shop for less than £3, or to have been donated by a fellow enthusiast, or to have been found on my travels in a skip or on a train seat. It cannot be purchased at full price, bought from a pulp book internet specialist, or be made up for the hell of it. There are a few exceptions. Sometimes I have paid over the odds; it would be surly not to when the money is going to poorly pets or monocles for the elderly or a new tobacco pouch for the owner of an underperforming junk shop. Other than that, I have been strict.

This is the harvest of five years of touring art centres and old pubs, performing at night and walking the streets by day. There is no end to this book; it is just the beginning of a quest that will dog me until I am in my bath chair. I am not man or beast; I am bibliosexual, and a seedy bibliosexual who haunts the streets, laden with carrier bags held by blistered fingers, stooping under the weight of the rucksack that has brought on sciatica and a Dickensian demeanour.




Preface

Ever held a book in your hand, only to wonder the next day if it might have been a dream?

Over the last five years, people with hazy memories of something that sounded too peculiar to exist have recommended many books to me: Cooking for Spitfire Pilots on the Go or How I Married a Ghost and Gave Birth to a Poltergeist  or Learning to Love your Leprosy or The Amish Guide to Dentistry. After investigation, they have usually proved to be the stuff of nightmares or hopes.

There is one book that almost falls into that category, but it is real, it definitely is, and you must take my word for it. Let me tell you a tale of sexy girls.

I held it in my hand, I read from it on stage. Others have held it too. One man even stole it for a while. He was caught at a bus stop in Stirling and forced to return it by a helpful mob, though only after I allowed him to have a page from it. He begged for a page; his eyes almost bled with pleading.

That is how potent this particular book is. I gave him the one page. It had a photo of a naked woman on it lying back and looking enticingly at the reader, telling them to fall into the page; it was the dullest page in the book.

The man stuffed it down his trousers, maybe thinking it  might be safe there from all the grasping hands that would want just a hint of this book, and embarked on his public transport trip.

What book could drive a man to thieve and beg for just one page of it?


The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls, that is what book.

It is a book that I will be writing about shortly, probably in Chapter Two, so I won’t spoil it by telling you too much now, but there is something you must know. It is a very peculiar book. I worry you will not believe it exists beyond my imagination. It is a book that cannot be found in the British Library, as it is without an ISBN. This makes it contraband on the shelf. It is also a book with strange ideas, many, many strange ideas. It contains sentences that even someone looking right at them might question their existence, thinking it was a pornographic mirage. Why am I going on about this now? Surely if you want to question me I can just pull it from my rucksack? No, because my copy is gone. One Scottish thief was thwarted, but the second time someone somewhere scarpered with literary fool’s gold. I can’t pinpoint exactly when it happened. When did I last know that I had it?

I remember reading from it at the Wychwood Festival. This is one of the more civilised music festivals. It is at Cheltenham racecourse and so has plenty of real toilets made from concrete and porcelain. By the paddocks, I briefly showed it to the organiser of a Christian music festival, and from here it gets hazy. I believe it came back with me to my tent.

It is always a book that creates interest. People have to hold it after a reading to ensure I didn’t make it up on stage. A curtain designer at the Daphne du Maurier festival in Fowey asked me if I could photocopy the whole thing for  her, otherwise she thought her friends would imagine she had gone quite mad when she told them of the contents of the book.

Sometime between reading from it at Wychwood and performing at the Hay philosophy festival the following night, it disappeared from my travelling preacher-like bag of books.

Had it been snatched by the Christian camp organiser while I slept under canvas? Did A.C. Grayling see it in the green room (or rather green yurt) of Hay in between philosophy lectures and suffer an irresistible urge?

Had it merely fallen out on the train, to be found by a bemused and disgusted carriage cleaner?

Whatever events occurred over that forty-eight hours, the book was gone.

I wanted another copy, not because I needed to know the secrets of picking up sexy girls; I knew them off by heart by now, and my wife didn’t like me using those secrets anyway. Would anyone believe me as I stood on stage reciting every secret of picking up sexy girls verbatim, like a pervert at the end of Fahrenheit 451 who, rather than memorising Crime and Punishment to save its words from the book-burners, had chosen a short book on the disadvantages of having sex in shop doorways and how to remove tights without looking like an undergarment-removing amateur?

I put the title into a search engine. Fortunately there were a few pages of results, but then I read those results.

The first was one of my own blogs talking about the book; the next ten were descriptions of a show I was touring where I read from the book. Then there was another blog from a man who could barely believe it was a real book but who had seen it close up at my gig in Basingstoke.

Forty-three results and every one involving me.

I went on to auction sites, book sites, any form of internet jumble sale; there was nothing. A few months on and there is still no sign of the book’s existence beyond it appearing on stage with me, or in blogs by or about me. There is not even any photographic evidence. It has begun to become a book from an H.P. Lovecraft story, a book conjured up by a pact or found in a witch’s grave, now turned to dust, while its possessor is increasingly driven mad and drunk by those who jeer at him for inventing such nonsense. It really does exist. If you don’t believe me, I’ll find the curtain designer somewhere in Cornwall; she’ll say it was real . . . won’t she? The existence of every other book mentioned in the ensuing pages can be checked with reasonable ease, but The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls . . . I had it in my hand, I really did. If I return to the shop where I bought it, will the shop still be there or will it have burnt to the ground in mysterious circumstances? Or will I be told there never was a bookshop on that street? Sometimes I think I can hear the book, pages turning of their own volition under my floorboards.
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The sort of sexy girl that you find in the dunes if you follow to the letter the rules of The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls.





Introduction
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The Library that Dare Not Speak its Name




Pornographic pamphlets for the pedantic 

I’m staring at a wall of books with titles that include What God Does When Women Pray (Nelson, 2005), Memoirs of a Tattooist (Pan, 1960) and Temptation in a Private Zoo  (Constable, 1969). Sometimes I daydream that these are the shelves of an acquaintance or an odd doctor’s waiting room, but they are not. This is my sitting room, these are my books and I am keeping them despite advice to the contrary.

Sometimes they are at the front of the bookshelf, sometimes hidden in the second tier, depending on the level of dignitary visiting my house. By dignitary I mean friend of my wife who might think that I should be forced to live in the attic in a gender-reversal Jane Eyre.

How have I, a middle-aged comedian who sometimes taints Radio 4 with his presence, found myself as self-styled curator of all these published peculiarities and rapidly yellowing tat? I have become the Ralph Richardson librarian  of Rollerball. My hair has grown thinner, my cardigans dowdier, but my zeal is greater than ever.

As the new century dawned, I thought I was on the threshold of leaving assertive pencil marks in the margins of  A la Recherche du temps perdu, beginning to comprehend  Finnegans Wake and about to enjoy a sound working knowledge of Heidegger’s influence on the early Beat movement, or at least pretend that was where I was at. But I sacrificed it all in order to be able to precisely quote the opening line of Cliff Richard’s autobiography - in which the author ponders the swimming skills of monkeys.

Some critics claim that the greatest opening lines belong to Kafka’s Gregor Samsa waking as an insect in Metamorphosis, or Meursault pondering his mother’s death in Camus’s  L’Etranger; even Hunter S. Thompson’s desert acid trip of bat imagery in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. But how many of those critics actually bothered to read Which One’s Cliff?  (Hodder & Stoughton, 1990).1 With its lack of Latin and minimal existential angst, most critics probably made their excuses and dipped their noses back into their York Notes pass books. Great works routinely throw up philosophical questions on what it means to be human and clinging on, thanks to gravity, to a spinning orb of rock in an indifferent universe. So Cliff’s first line hooked me in: ‘To this day I can’t be sure whether monkeys swim underwater.’

Do Camus or Thompson or Kafka come near to replicating the image of Cliff Richard bribing a zookeeper to hurl a hapless long-tailed macaque monkey into a pond to check out his monkey-breaststroke theories?2


Despite Cliff’s questions of evolutionary advantage in the deep end, Which One’s Cliff? is a book that fits more neatly in the existential autobiography section than Des Lynam’s  I Should Have Been At Work (more in the logical positivist autobiography section) or Les McKeown’s Shang-a-lang: Life as an International Pop Idol. Cliff is asking a question - which one is Cliff? Is he who he thinks he is, or is he what others project on to him? Are we ever any more than what is thought of us? What difference between Cliff on roller-skates wired for sound and Cliff on a double-decker bus somewhere near Belgium?

Don’t think that I only boast an intimate working knowledge of Cliff’s animal quandaries. If I hadn’t spotted  Which One’s Cliff? in that Scope charity shop in 2003, I wouldn’t have bought Sex is Not Compulsory in the Help the Aged next door. This suggested that one charity shop donor spread their goodwill shop by shop, as the two books seemed perfect companions. And if someone hadn’t seen me reading from Sex is Not Compulsory, in particular the paragraph dealing with lack of sexual desire in Antarctic explorers, they might not have recommended one of the odder rabbit care books on my rabbit care shelf.

I am the proud owner of Denise Cumpsty’s magisterial fascist tract The Book of the Netherland Dwarf (Spur Publications, 1978) because of an Antarctic sex conversation with a man called Charlie, and so am now familiar with the correct way of killing a particular breed of miniature rabbit. Stretching it sharply appears to be one method, though beating it across the back of the neck with an iron rod is, according to the author, ‘probably quickest and kindest’. Cumpsty’s defining work is so crammed with methods of dispatching rabbits that one can only presume they’re either a sickly breed or so hugely annoying the owner will find  any excuse to get the iron bar out.3 Once the first link is revealed, everyone wants to help weld the chain.

How many out there were aware of the genre known as Christian gynaecologist romance? I have only one novel in that sub-genre and still wonder if I will find more. The one I know exists is Sign of the Speculum by Jessica Russell Gaver (Manor Books, 1979), a beautifully crafted concoction of Jesus and genital exploring tools. Next to the ‘Faith/Gyno’ collection I store my ‘Nature Gets Angry’ fiction. In this surprisingly substantial genre few animals are deprived the opportunity of wreaking revenge on depraved, beastly mankind (though no one seems to have yet involved the sea monkey).4 I enjoy a very thorough working knowledge of Guy N. Smith’s Crab series.5 Some eulogise Crab’s Moon while others rave about Night of the Crabs, but for me it’s always going to be Crabs on the Rampage (New English Library, 1981), mainly for its description of the heady excitement in ‘Barmouth’ when the Radio One Roadshow comes to town.6


Then there are those books that defy genre conventions.  The Day the Gods Came, which happens to be my favourite book retrieved from a skip, is a collection of non-fiction   conversations from outer space. While drying some dishes, ‘Dr’ George King was apparently told to: ‘Prepare yourself! You are to become the Voice of Interplanetary Parliament.’ This is what King heard: ‘Mars Sector 6: Very acceptable. Neem neem two six eight two eight, this pattern - eight seven totally enclosed in this pattern - nim nim.’

So - unlike you - I know when the gods are going to arrive. I’m ready with a tray of flapjacks and a tin foil hat.

My odyssey to collect the world’s odder English-language books hasn’t all been fun. So great is the addiction that I am now reduced to squirrelling new purchases away under the shed. I’m familiar with the sad, confused looks a man in his late thirties obtains when reading Mills & Boon on public transport. My wife spins out of control when she spots Joan Gardner Loulan’s Lesbian Erotic Dance (Spinsters Book Co., 1991) lying provocatively on our coffee table (in truth Dance  is merely a collection of graphs to find out how butch or femme you are. I turn out to be surprisingly femme) and over the years her Christ-Robin-what-have-you-found-this-time? s have multiplied exponentially. The counter-argument that thanks to all my charity shop purchases Third World children will get more porridge and sandals has lost its saving oomph.




For priapic cinephiles only 

But I would never have become the hopeless addict I now am if I hadn’t come across the following sentence in a Notting Hill second-hand bookshop in 2001: ‘A feminine hand is wrapped around an erect penis. As the camera backs off, a man wearing a false beard and glasses is sitting on a bed, nude.’

I had actually been scouting for a book about Crick and  Watson’s DNA research; failing that I needed a spare copy of Jacob Bronowksi’s The Ascent of Man so that I was ready when I felt a friend might need something to explain humanity’s move from the nomadic to the agricultural. One thing I had known at the beginning of that day was that I certainly wasn’t after a book about an aroused man wearing a false beard. Despite that, and aided by the lack of books on double helices that afternoon, I kept reading. It would take more than one sentence to make me buy a book. There was another sentence, however, that made purchase absolutely essential and accidentally threw me off the straight and narrow of acclaimed books to the more pungent cellars of absurd publishing decisions:

‘Her labia are well-defined, not flappy, like many girls of her stature.’

What on earth?

‘Her labia are well-defined, not flappy, like many girls of her stature.’

You can’t get to this point without re-reading that quote at least three times.

‘Her labia are well-defined, not flappy, like many girls of her stature.’

That’s what I had to do before being certain those words really existed on a page and it wasn’t a manifestation of some weird bibliophile nervous breakdown. But there it was: out of a man’s mind, through a sophisticated typesetting, printing and binding process and into book form. This was no amateur photocopied, staple-bound fanzine. It was a real, fully bound trade paperback book with a proper spine, and on that spine - set in a severe, no-nonsense type-face - lay the words The Stag Movie Review.

As regular browsers of second-hand bookshops know only too well, you can judge a potboiler by where it falls  open, the spine acting as a well-oiled hinge. Obvious examples include the work of Harold Robbins from the sixties and seventies - I had a personal weakness for The Lonely Lady7 - and Shirley Conran’s Lace (which contains a vivid, Monetstyle description of nipples floating in water like ‘delicate water lilies’). Twenty-five years ago these authors promised the elixir of soft porn for febrile teenage minds like my own. Nowadays, with the readily available porn of the internet and mid-shelf magazines that hide the nipples on their cover with red stars saying ‘Golly!’ and ‘Gosh?’, teenagers would scoff at the youth of yesterday.

The hinge test proved completely redundant for The Stag Movie Review. Every page was hinged because it was packed with sex and further enhanced with fantastically pedantic information about the make of nylon slacks briefly covering the men (pornography fans being hugely picky when it comes to the sartorial elegance of performers) or the likely country of manufacture of furniture within the room of csopulation:

‘The boys have on white open-collar shirts and sport slacks. The blonde has on a light skirt and sweater. Her attractive friend wears a dark miniskirt, topped with a matching sweater. White knee socks highlight her attire.’

With its bland spine and cheap red print on a pale blue binding, Stag looked innocuous - more 1950s industrial manual about why asbestos is essential in primary school construction8 than genuinely groundbreaking work of   pornographic scrutiny. Boasting no ISBN (something to startle the more pedantic bibliophile) and with no publisher’s imprint, it felt like a maverick outsider. In an act of devotional duty the author, one H.C. Shelby, had taken it upon himself to catalogue hundreds of stag movies. But the man hadn’t just catalogued them. Here was a trainspotter of sex films noting every detail, however tenuous. For readers unaware of the genre, stag films were pre-video-era one-reel movies specifically designed for guys to watch with a keg of beer while the women were off attending prayer retreats or knitting circles. All these films follow the same basic plot structure. A man has sex with a woman. Two men have sex with a woman. Three women have sex with two men. A woman has sex with a boxer (I thought  The Beauty and the Boxer was going to be some lewd union between Sugar Ray Leonard and a go-go girl, but actually it’s a boxer dog). The myriad sexual techniques there described offered zero eroticism.

‘Rape plots are rarely done any more . . .’ Even forty years ago, the long arm of political correctness was stymieing the narrative invention of the low-rent pornographer. ‘They have had bad connotations due to the number of sexual maniacs running amuck in society. The Peeping Tom theme is still popular as it does not involve force.’ This keen insight is from the author’s musings on The Mugger Lover, but Shelby’s critical eye misses nothing; any detail felt to influence the stag party’s decision is studied. His examination of Teenage Orgy  remains my favourite in the fastidious art of the pornography reviewer: ‘The couples are attractive and the room where it was made rather well-furnished. The television set is English.’ It is all well and good to be certain of the length and breadth of filmed genitalia, but poor feng shui and ugly armchairs can disturb arousal amongst the young bucks.

Despite the manifest social risks involved, I finished reading  The Stag Movie Review on the train home. The binding was poor and every page loose - at any moment one could have come adrift and fluttered out across the carriage. I glanced at the middle-aged woman opposite and wondered how harshly she would judge me if Skin Lollipop with its superb opening line, ‘He prods her moderately hairy grotto’, landed at her feet.

I wasn’t the only one to be mesmerised by The Stag Movie Review. Try quoting a few lines from Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure aloud in a bar and people might nod or smile in a melancholy way (but choose your bar carefully - not every theme pub is filled with Hardy fans; look for a few hand-pulled bitters suggesting a Wessex frame of mind).9 With Shelby’s masterwork I merely had to declaim one line and hordes of people would be clamouring for more. That line was: ‘The flamenco dancer walks out of the picture frame and pops a crown on the erect Frenchman’s head.’ Stag was printed heroin and the catalyst in my quest to discover and collect the world’s most incongruously dreadful, downright odd and bizarre books.




A lifebelt thrown to love 

Any uncertainty about my fate was sealed a week later in a village on the Cornish coast where, incarcerated by rain, I was poking around our tiny holiday cottage for reading matter. The bookshelf sported the usual dreary collection of Reader’s Digests and Robert Ludlums, but also one single Mills & Boon. Like most men, I had never read a Mills & Boon;   unlike most men, I was about to start reading one, and it would not be my last. This one seemed specifically selected by the cottage owner to fit in with the flinty theme of her sea-view home; it was a story of crashing waves and crushed love.

That landmark book was Stormy Vigil by Elizabeth Graham (Mills & Boon, 1982), destined to become my favourite in the substantial ‘Lonely Lighthouse Love Story’ genre. ‘Turning back from the window, Sally went with a nervous stride into the sky-lit kitchen, where her self-made dinner of lasagne in spicy sauce bubbled joyfully in the glass-fronted oven. A meal fit for the gods, only there was no god to share it with her.’

It was my inaugural Mills & Boon experience, and I’d been fortunate in that it was from the house’s eighties heyday, offering far more action than their staid earlier publications. I’ll go to my grave maintaining that Vigil belongs right up there in the very best of Mills & Boon genres - a metropolitan, headstrong woman (and parvenue lighthouse-keeper) out of her depth in the natural world of storms, waves and big woolly jumpers. For all the submerged passion and devil-may-care rescuing of drowning sailors, it wasn’t the adventure that really hooked me in but the recipes and crockery descriptions. ‘Sighing, she flicked off the heat on the stove and extracted the reddish-gold Italian-style dish from the oven. Not for the first time she regretted the absence of another person to share it with . . . a man who would praise the subtle tastes of garlic, tomato paste, spices that recalled the unique flavour of Southern Italy.’10 The only thing that slowed down the pace of this   romance was the need to stop and knock up a few of the tasty suppers described within.

It would be injudicious to suggest that The Stag Movie Review and Stormy Vigil occupy common ground, but Elizabeth Graham and H.C. Shelby share a passion for hyper-detailed descriptions of trousers and knitwear: ‘He had shaved, she noticed in one all-encompassing glance, and changed into a heavy flannel shirt of mid-brown and thick twill pants of the type he had worn on the day of arrival.’

Now that is a glance of tremendous dexterity, a glance worthy of Columbo.

Graham underlines another essential element of budget ‘shall love ever be mine in this windswept outcrop’ novels - a love of extraneous detail to achieve word count without overreliance on plot: ‘She groped for the bed lamp switch and peered owlishly at her watch, taking in that the hands pointed to three fifteen.’ Nothing is left to chance or the reader’s imagination. Sally can’t just look at her watch, she must take in the hands.

By the end of my Cornish holiday I’d ransacked all the local second-hand shops, increasing my M&B collection tenfold. And I wasn’t collecting willy-nilly either, ruthlessly discarding anything not involving an out-of-her-depth woman in a man’s world. Notables in this - yet again - surprisingly substantial sub-genre were Diamond Stud (girl forced to leave Swinging London for ‘darkest Yorkshire’), Frozen Heart (saucy Antarctic adventure with anoraks) and Where the Wolf Leads (swarthy Frenchman Dracon Leloupblanc at large).




Cumin revelations of a pier-reviewed celebrity 

‘The food was curry, which I really like, as does Cliff, I think.’

We know he is uncertain about monkey swims, but we can get closer to Cliff now we know his possible dietary requirements. Who has spied on him to turn over this stone?

These are the immortal words of Syd Little from the popular double act Little and Large.11 And so - like most things in British culture - everything comes full circle to Cliff Richard. Syd’s Little Goes a Long Way (HarperCollins, 1999) completes the great triumvirate of books that spurred me into action. It is the only one I ever bought where the postage cost 275 times the purchase price.12 It was bought on a hunch. Firstly, I was drawn to the pun, ‘Little Goes a Long Way’; secondly, I couldn’t help but wonder what lay behind the thick-lensed face of the man who kept trying to play his songs before Eddie Large caterwauled in and ruined the mood with a Deputy Dawg impersonation.

Some enjoy showbiz autobiographies for the magnitude of the life experienced, but I prefer the magnitude of the self-delusion. Ever since David Niven’s magnificent The Moon’s A Balloon (Hodder & Stoughton, 1972), any old weather forecaster or beauty queen has felt compelled to tell their story. Is there really a difference between winning an Oscar for Separate Tables then leading a thrillingly urbane life in Hollywood, and opening a dry cleaner’s in Prestwich?  I think there is, but I couldn’t even name the current line-up of the Sugababes, so what do I know?
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Syd Little, a man who just wanted to sing his song, but he never knew when Eddie Large would march in and ruin it by pretending to be Deputy Dawg.

Some celebrities use their foray into autobiography to show there is a depth in their thinking that may well have been hidden by their career in variety. They might know how to receive a pie in the face, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have a corner of their brain reserved for philosophical pronouncements. Little is never afraid of showing off his more philosophical side (though there’s still plenty of leg room for anecdotes about curries and panto or the excellence of green-room chicken sandwiches on This is Your Life): ‘Being childless is a bit like getting a new car, say a Ford Escort. Before you bought one, you never took too much notice of them, but as soon as you buy one you see hundreds.’

Little’s publishing history is a stark object lesson in what happens when you employ a ghost-writer. Little Goes a Long Way seems to be Syd’s own work; it lacks the gloss of  the ghost-writer’s hand and that only adds charm and authenticity to the words of Syd. But the TV comedian and sometime pantomime Baron Hardup, and Cannon and Ball sidekick in the Christian proselytising game, was far from content with Long Way, and five years later, Canterbury Press unleashed Little by Little, this time with the helping hand of ghost Chris Gidney, who religiously ironed out every kink that had brought such unalloyed joy in the previous publication. Compare the following two descriptions about encountering Cliff in the Taj Mahal restaurant, Ealing. First, Little Goes a Long Way:
We met him once after he’d recorded ‘A Little in Love’. He came over and said hello.

‘Thanks for dedicating the song to me, Cliff,’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘Well,’ I replied, ‘a “little” in love.’ He did laugh.





(‘He did laugh.’ This is one of the most important sentences in the book. It is a sentence of brevity - a mere three words, but a very important three words. Syd makes it emphatically clear that Cliff laughed. People often described Eddie Large as the funny one in the double act, but in this Ealing restaurant we know who is wearing the trousers; it is Syd.

Now, in 2004, Little by Little retells the same story. This version does add some historical references to the changing nature of Indian food served in the UK, but it destroys Syd’s trademark anecdotal delivery.


I couldn’t resist going over, saying hello and thanking him for the new record he had just released in our honour, ‘A Little in Love’. I’m glad he got the joke.



But how does the reader know Richard got the joke? Five years before, Syd allowed us those three precious and wholly unequivocal words, ‘He did laugh.’ Now some of Little’s more regular readers are beginning to suspect that the erstwhile Shadows frontman might only have proffered a smile, or a vague nod of recognition. Possibly merely a glassy stare.

With the purchase of Little Goes a Long Way, my destiny was set.

When I should have been chatting eruditely about Proust and Joyce in literary salons, my life would now be spent poring over books by psychic women who believe they were John Lennon’s lover in sixteenth-century Dorset. But more of that one later.

I have spent a great deal of my life in second-hand bookshops and book fairs in the back rooms of hotels and village halls. I had been mining books on science, philosophy and imaginative fiction, but now, as I returned to those village halls I first encountered when my trousers were short and my voice was higher, I had to retune my eyes for new spines and peer down at shelves that I had never rummaged through. When I was ten I had looked for Edgar Allan Poe; when I was fifteen it was the Beats and other self-involved coffee-bar jazzniks; when I was twenty-five it was anything that would help refine my anxiety, the work of Frenchmen and Colin Wilson. Now, in my mid-thirties, it was stories of irradiated rats and lonely women hopeful to wed one day.

The pilgrimage to discover the truly odd, the sometimes bad and the occasionally baffling has been challenging. It’s easy to find a classic - there’s no epic journey required to get your hands on one. Simply walk into a bookshop, demand to know where the classics are and choose your  tome. The decision about what is deemed worthy has already been made. How much trickier it is to track down exquisite drivel, horribly misguided prose plumbing unimaginable depths, dreadful hacks who traverse the mundane to make the bland blissful. You can’t walk into a bookshop and say, ‘Where are the wrong books, please? Do you stock any books that should never have been published? ’ I’ve tried, but they won’t tell you where they keep them. By the end of this book, your eye will be so keen for the gloriously pulpy and your senses so sharp that you will be able to smell a killer-toads-try-to-take-over-the-world book from two hundred feet.
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Sex

(or the satisfaction of donkeys and other bucket-requiring acts)


‘Sex! I have to have it, at least twice a week, or else I’ll explode’

‘Twice A Week’ - The Bigger the God13







The dubious world of a fondler’s manual 

From ancient urns portraying giant penises being carried by slaves with increasing back problems to continental postcards displaying voluptuous women reclining in velvety bordellos, there has always been trade in sexual images. Sometimes they have been fashionable and acceptable, something to show off in your living room, since they clearly demonstrate your taste and sophistication; at other   times they have been the reason for a wooden shed erected by the compost heap or something rolled up in the trunk of a dead tree. When sex has been shameful, there have been ways of getting around the blushes of face-to-face purchase. As sex seems to have always been shameful in Britain, there have been even more ways there.

Book clubs are now groups of people pretending to read Gabriel García Márquez or Thomas Pynchon so they can justify a social gathering with an aura of intellectual credibility. It is the literary replacement for the supposedly popular swingers’ parties of the seventies where wives were swapped in Walton-on-Thames and herpes sores were formed.14


The reading group sit in a lounge and get drunk and argumentative whilst totally forgetting to talk about magical realism and rapidly moving on to whatever TV series has been successfully spun by the PR people into your weekly must-see.

Before it became a social gathering, before even Oprah Winfrey or Richard and Judy had one, the book club was a glossy lure in the back of the Sunday Times colour supplement. They offered hefty tomes of history, classics you wanted on your shelves but probably wouldn’t read, and deluxe editions of The Thorn Birds. Like a sly smack dealer, the club would offer you three hardback books for a tremendous bargain price; once contractually hooked, all you would have to do was buy six more books at a far less   reduced rate, then constantly forget to cancel your membership. This meant regularly receiving the editor’s choice, normally a book about railway carriages of the 1850s or a glossy volume on Britain’s favourite eccentric hedge designs.

So why did people join these clubs when they were walking into a trap?

For many, it allowed them to buy near pornography without the embarrassment of going into their small-town bookshop and asking the old lady with the necklace of rainbow beads and the knitted demeanour, ‘Errr, do you have any books on erotic photography? It’s not for me, it’s for my wife or something. I hate female nudity, it makes me sick. Ask my wife, I vomited on her bra once,’ etc. When the old lady is the woman that used to teach you piano, the situation gets even trickier. Bookshop assistants do gossip around the rotating paperback stand.

All of these books were ‘tasteful’ - books for men who were keen to learn the correct way of photographing naked women, even though they didn’t own a camera or know anyone who would take their clothes off for them; or they were books on physically agonising Oriental sexual positions for hairy swingers one step away from entering A&E with a slipped disc. The internet bookstore has removed this necessity.

I understand why these book clubs had to exist; my greatest embarrassment has been collecting books to fill this particular bookshelf - the strange sex compendium section. I am sure the old ladies loudly talking of kidney stone problems at the Cancer Research counter have seen far worse things, like war and death and those they love being lowered into the ground. Surely all worse than a man in a cardigan approaching them with a book of in-depth lesbian photography where pudenda are photographed like  woodland, with figurines lurking in the hair,15 but I still have to buy other books to stack around my guilty purchase. Hopefully a copy of Susan Faludi’s Backlash and a fictionalised account of the Pankhursts will make the elderly cashier think, he may be a pervert, but at least he’s a feminist pervert.




Over the secret garden wall 

It began with The Stag Movie Review, but while that appears to be unknown to anyone save a few specific porn cineastes, sex book number two was a best-seller in its time. It was a critically revered book that blew the lid off the chaste ‘well if we must I’ll drop my drawers but make it quick I’m making Chelsea buns’ image of the sexual imagination of women. Did all women want to lie back and think of England, or whatever country they came from, after all?

‘I too am a “crotch watcher”.’

No, some of them were crotch watchers, others much more than that. Some of them were even crotch watching the crotches of other species.

This book didn’t have a single flash-photographed nipple or wet-T-shirted nymph in a wicker chair to sell it, just words.

The ‘crotch watcher’ is from My Secret Garden (Virago, 1975), the book that lifted the lid on the energetic fantasies that sprang from the febrile minds of women trapped in a mundane missionary position of love when their husband returned from a successful sales conference. The book that finally revealed the true desires of women driven half mad by the tedium and sterility of their existence.

The author of this and further revelatory books was Nancy Friday, and her fantasy collection makes me happy to be an uptight English prude whose sexual desires are generally about having sex with someone, not about congress with the dead or a dog’s bottom.

Nancy Friday interviewed many women for My Secret Garden who revealed their yearnings, some made flesh, others active in the mind. In the seventies, this sort of thing was described as brave and open and honest. To my English eyes much of it seems like mad piffle, suggesting that many women enjoyed winding Nancy up, or that everyone is teetering on the brink of a psychosexual breakdown and even when Freud was most wrong he might have been right.

‘I am found guilty and sentenced to be fucked by the donkey’16 is just one of the sentences that might make a polite gentleman’s monocle pop out. This fantasy will be further scrutinised in later pages. You may skip to the next chapter now if you wish.


My Secret Garden is broken up into themes and case studies. Some seem like solitary orgasmic screams for help, whereas others would have had Jean Charcot placing the speaker on a public plinth and declaring she was the archetypal hysteric. Charcot was a pioneering neurologist who particularly enjoyed making displays of women he deemed hysterical. There was fierce competition to be one of his chosen hysterical women, who would rave in front of an audience of physicians and the interested. It was the Britain’s Got Talent of its day. He believed that it was really only women who could be   hysterical, obviously with them having a uterus and so forth, but he did believe that some men could get hysterical if they had flabby testicles. I suspect these men may have become hysterical after Charcot squeezed their testicles and declared them flabby. Both the uterus and the pull of the moon are used far less when diagnosing mental illness in women now.

No woman in My Secret Garden fantasises about a man with flabby testicles; perhaps that is another reason why these slack-sacked men are hysterical.




Enough about flabby testicles 


My Secret Garden does not have to be read in chronological order; it can be dipped into, though I would not class it as a loo book. I would use any loo that had a copy of Nancy Friday in it with some trepidation.

Who wants to peer at sentences such as ‘looking at men, front and back, is a favourite pastime. I like to study the shape of their asses and wonder how they use them when thrusting into a woman, or I wonder what it would be like to penetrate their anuses with a dildo’ as you sit on the porcelain? It’s like placing The Orton Diaries in public toilets.

Chapter headings include ‘Black Men’, ‘The Earth Mother’, ‘Sounds’ and ‘Rape’. For my first reading, I decided against ‘Black Men’ and ‘Rape’ and scanned down to find ‘Zoo’. This sounded reasonably non-threatening. Silly me.  Once you have chosen your topic, you can then choose your fantasist. For ‘Zoo’ it was Jo, Rosie, Dawn or Wanda. I chose Wanda, as it is a good American name and there are so few Wandas nowadays.17


For a zoo story involving a Wanda, the details were more startling than I had imagined. It is here that the donkey fantasy begins in earnest. My issues are both with the detail of the donkey/woman union and also with just how disappointing a zoo would be if a donkey was the featured attraction rather than a lion or rhinoceros. Donkeys for beaches, lions for zoos, but why quibble when something utterly disgusting is about to happen and it is this: ‘I wouldn’t have believed it, I am being fucked by a donkey!’

Wanda’s fantasy begins innocuously enough; well, not that innocuously: she’s kidnapped, blindfolded and taken to a farmhouse where three swinging couples are waiting. One couple are involved in the time-honoured profession of donkey studding.

Wanda is tried by these orgy enthusiasts; her crime is the usual made-up rap sheet that judicial donkey sex enthusiasts cobble together. She’s been surreptitiously watching a man and a woman manually mate a donkey, a heinous crime in donkey studding: ‘I am accused of being a peeping tom, of watching the man and woman mate two donkeys.’

Once sentenced, she is taken to a stable, stripped, then has long black nylons and a suspender belt put on her. I don’t know whose benefit this is for: Wanda’s, the donkey’s or the voyeurs’. Perhaps it’s just an extra detail   she fancied putting in for the geometry of the scene.18  So you want to watch a woman being mounted by a donkey, but that’s still not enough for you, you find it a little coarse. Oh don’t just let her be taken naked, that won’t be arousing at all; pop some suspenders on her too. That’s better, now it’s not seedy, it’s erotica worthy of Henry Miller. I’ve never actually read any Henry Miller, but from seeing his book covers in my youth on my father’s bedside table, I presume stocking tops are a theme.

If you’ll excuse me, I will skip some of the details, because there are a lot of them. This is a fantasy that has been worked on, not some casual musing as a dreamer was distracted by a scene of grazing in a summer meadow. Should you wish to read the entire account, My Secret Garden is still available in new or well-thumbed copies. We’ll rejoin the scenario here.

‘. . . just as I am overcome by excitement and reaching my orgasm, the donkey gives a sound’, and once you imagine that donkey sound in your mind, you know it will be echoing in the cave of your mind every time the light goes out.

There is much juice and residue detail added and then a basin is introduced to collect it all.19 The reader experiences no analysis afterwards to find out why Wanda should desire to be joined to a donkey in front of a large group of spectators. Did something happen when she was in the school  nativity play? Was she never cast as Mary mother of Jesus and so her revenge would be to take the donkey behind the stable and rut and Eeyore loudly while the Three Kings tried to distribute their gifts? Nancy Friday doesn’t judge; she is a chronicler not a moral arbiter. She lifts the stones in the skulls of women and is not scared of what scurries out of any of them. Take Margie.

 [image: 004]

The sort of image that used to spring up when donkeys were mentioned, now erased by the graphic donkey fantasies of My Secret Garden.

‘Before I was married I went out with a crazy guy, not black, but very far out,’ she declares. Margie has discovered that even non-blacks can be far out. She also doesn’t want to be peed on in real life, but while masturbating she has quite a specific image to help her through a surreptitious suburban afternoon before her husband gets home in his Chevrolet. ‘This idea of a very well-endowed black man peeing for ages on to my clitoris, it’s a winner every time.’ Another image involving geometry and an arc.

Men with very big bladders and perfect aim rejoice: Margie will be happy to meet you, but in dreams not flesh. For many years the hack comedian has relied on the observation that men just can’t find the clitoris; Margie dreams that they cannot merely find it, but aim at it with the precision of an avid child with an air rifle whose pellets are made of wee.

Should a man feel encouraged to spice up his partner’s love life after reading of Margie, it would still be best to bring up the idea before going ahead and soaking the sheets.

Nancy Friday’s collection was published at just the right time to be a sensation. Now sex is omnipresent and few autobiographies by women (or men) are complete without a blandly candid revelation of their fantasies, or failures by them or their partners (as we now know, Jodie Marsh’s garden is not secret; it’s open to any horticulturist voyeur). Now that sex is in the open, do fantasies become more bland because they are no longer a revolt against oppression, or are the suburbs still filled with women dreaming of a loving mule, a randy greyhound or a well-endowed nineteenth-century slave called Mogambo?

Nancy Friday’s Men in Love suggests that men’s sexual desires are more banal than women’s; this might be because they are idiots who understand so little about women and sex that being able to talk to a girl is already a madcap fantasy. That’s what the next book suggests.




How incorrect blouse removal can ruin your sexual encounter in a railway siding 

Are you an ‘unskilled girl hunter’?

Do you want to hunt girls but you just don’t know how to?

Where can you be educated in these ancient skills?

The council seem to have cancelled that evening class since the tutor was arrested while skulking behind the chicken wire of the local convent school. Of course, there is a place you can learn all you need to know about the girl hunt; that place is 1975. This was when a manual was written especially for you, the confused sex hunter. It covers every single base, nook and cranny. No element of mating remains beyond the boundaries of scrutiny. This book will turn your world around and unveil the covert techniques of sexy girl stalking.

Welcome to The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls - The Complete Guide to Picking Up Sexy Girls.

Don’t know how to talk to girls? Covered.

Don’t know where to talk to girls? That’s sorted too.

Worried about how to remove their cardigans? Fear no more.

Worried about where you should remove their cardigans? That too will be comprehensively dealt with.

I didn’t find this book in a charity shop, but on the way to a charity shop. It was retrieved from one of those outlets that from the outside looks like a rundown, grubby second-hand bookshop, predominantly selling yellowed copies of M.M. Kaye’s The Far Pavilions and Lucy Irvine’s  Castaway, all with broken spines and loose pages. I had found myself in those shops before, innocently believing that I’d find a couple of Hell’s Angels novels and a cheap copy of a soap star’s memoirs.

‘How can they make a living from selling this tat?’ I would ponder. Then I would peer towards the counter and beyond and realise that the ‘we just sell stinky paperbacks purloined from a widow’s house’ was a front. I had accidentally walked into a shop of porn and love beads. If you are missing a copy of Razzle from August 1978, here  is where you shall find it, the heads and feet a little yellowed, but the breasts, belly and genitals still glossy within. The same quandary greets me each time: should I stay in until the sun has gone down and I can retreat from this embarrassment in darkness, or should I rush out now and risk bumping into some nuns who’ll tut and imagine me in hell?20



The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls was not considered so arousing that it had to be behind the counter of this particular shop. It was mixed in with a couple of Woman’s Owns and some astrology magazines from the early eighties. I bought one of those too, so I could wallow in the nostalgia of remembering just how wrong some astrologer in a wizard’s cape was in his predictions for the hot August of 1981. I never did meet that saturnine man with a folded umbrella and ivory cufflinks. I was twelve years old, so that was for the best (maybe the wizard meant my geography teacher, Mr Letts; he also had a Peugeot). The shopkeeper had played the canny game of placing the book in a sealed bag. By mere dint of sliding tat into a clear plastic bag, the message to the brain is ‘Why, this must be the most collectable of items and truly worth the £10 price tag. It has such a sense of antiquity and collectability it has to be sealed for fear that air reaching the manuscript will taint the history and worth within.’

The cover was a collage of inviting women, the sort of inanimate women who used to urge men to buy more peanuts from the cardboard rack behind the saloon bar. In the seventies, boozy men were lured into overeating peanuts in pubs via the ingenious tactic of placing the packets on a display stand with an image of a foxy model. The peanuts appeared to cover up her nudity. With each purchase of nuts, there seemed to be an increased likelihood of seeing a nipple, but as the final packet was pulled from its cardboard rack, it would be revealed that she had been covered up all the time in something scanty. This did not stop the vain hope of Watney Red Barrel-drinking men that maybe next time there would be a hint of puckered flesh. The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls is definitely a book for men who buy peanuts in the hope of getting a glance of nipple. The cover design and title seemed to scream out ‘buy me!’. I believed The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls would reward me with untold oddity. I was correct.
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If the lure of peanuts coated in thick salt were not enough, wily bar snack manufacturers would lure fools into buying too many peanuts with the false promise of possible nudity under each packet.

The pornographer shopkeeper offered me a brown paper bag to put the find in, but I declined it. I reckoned that anyone seeing me leave with an item in a brown paper bag would presume the article within was not something as innocuous as The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls, but some magazine for those with a penchant for octogenarians with eighty-inch busts (Over 80 and Over 80, it might be called). I left the shop in daylight; the street was fortunately devoid of nuns (the only nuns in that street were to be found in the videos on the shop shelf, and I have an inkling many of them had not taken orders).

Once I unwrapped the antiquity, it turned out to be even more intriguing than I had imagined. The back blurb promised that I would learn ‘how to bend her will to yours’; what is more, the secrets of erotic kissing lay within and ‘how to tell how old she is’ for the gentleman fearing he will be duped by foundation, eyeliner and lies.

This book was so wrong on so many different levels.21  Was it secretly a parody, but a parody that the loveless men who bought it couldn’t see?

How should The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls begin? There are so many conundrums when approaching a sexy girl, so many questions to be answered. The author, however, realised that there was one question that must be answered before anything else could be considered, a question as old as time, gender and fornication: ‘Chapter One: What is a Girl?’




The I-Spy Book of Females 

Like a student cookbook that begins with how to cook baked beans, The Secrets of Picking Up Sexy Girls is not scared of starting with the very basics.

If you want to know the secret of picking up sexy girls, you must know what a girl is. This may be where all your difficulties have arisen in the past. Hours of wining and dining and then it turns out to be your cousin Duncan, who is somewhat surprised by the amorous advances in your beige Ford Cortina. You think women always punch you and scream that you are a twisted pervert when you advance, but it’s just your male cousins who are rejecting you. You may not know what a girl is, but you will do after reading the opening chapter. Already your expenditure has been worthwhile.
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‘A funny and fascinating tour through the books
you didn’t know you didn’t need to read’

DANNY WALLACE
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