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‘What the world needs is more geniuses with humility;
there are so few of us left.’ Oscar Levant




Acknowledgements


All authors, and all geniuses, feed off other people but do not always thank them or even mention their names. This is a pity as the more people you include in your acknowledgements the more books you are likely to sell, for everybody loves to see his name in print. I therefore take especial pleasure in expressing my gratitude to the following, who helped me in various capacities as I wrote this book: Leo Hollis, for his editorial wisdom and continuous good sense; Carlos Castro, for his stylish illustrations; Laura Morris, for her unfailing agently cheer, constant encouragement and the occasional hilarious lunch; the Dark Star and Harveys breweries, for their life-affirming bitters; John Dowland, John Coltrane and Turlough Carolan for a sprinkling of perdurable music; Martin Bennett, for smuggling me into the cricket; Howard Watson, for copy-editing a mountain of ill-spelt and confusing twaddle into a beautifully readable book; Terry Burrows, for alerting me to song-poems; Dr Clive Bach, for decades of astute counsel and good humour; the late Audrey Hepburn, for looking so lovely; the man whose name I don’t know, for finding my wallet and posting it back to me; Mr and Mrs Evans, for delivering my milk so happily for so long; and, most of all, Marianne, for squandering an awful lot of genuine affection on a fractious and desiccated toad. Thank you.




Preface


 


Aren’t you sick of all those self-help books that tell you how to become happy, rich, a sex-god and the most popular man in the world? I am. This book is a kind of antidote to all that and, though it will indeed make you an expert in everything in just fifteen minutes, it will not make any great demands on you. OK, there is a s-prinkling of excellent advice but, unlike other books of this kind, The Gentleman’s Instant Genius Guide does not load your emotional shoulders with a burden greater even than the one you already strain to support, and are trying to relieve, for the truth is that love, laughter, wine, women and song are the true tools of gentlemanly self-help. The Gentleman’s Instant Genius Guide supplies the laughter, you need only supply the rest (any women left over, please send them on).


So here, alongside the vital instant how-tos (learn how to waltz and draw the Union Jack – at different times, obviously), you will find a multitude of information that every genius ought to know, from the history of the blue-skinned people of Kentucky to the truth about the deadliest frog in the world, not forgetting everything you’ve ever wanted to know about the penis. Discover those amazing sporting facts you never hear about, and see compiled for the first time a list of that business jargon we all hate. You can even take a test or two – discover which sports car suits your personality, say, or work out your deathday, or test your sex drive to destruction.


As the man said, ‘There’s a fine line between genius and insanity,’ and in this book I have attempted to erase it. If you end up crackers as well as brilliant, don’t blame me.




Part One:


INSTANT GENIUS
HOW-TOS



How to do everything
a gentleman should do






How to live without self-help books


You may have noticed that the self-help racket has been going strong for many decades, and no wonder, because it causes punters to part with vast amounts of money – billions, actually – every year. Even those with pretty well-developed bullshit radar can sometimes be taken in by it, too. Just think of the various diets that come around periodically or the how-to books on every subject under the sun, from how to get pregnant to how to bring up children, to how to live a happy middle age, to how to die correctly. We’ve all probably got one of these knocking around somewhere.


The funny thing is that if you pause and think for a moment at the foot of the cliff-face of self-help tomes in the bookshop, you realize that there is a piquant paradox in the very epithet ‘self-help’, because if you are buying a book of somebody else’s instructions about how to get out of debt, influence people or stop your children hating you, it isn’t really self-help at all; the help is being transmitted from one party in the transaction to the other, that is to say – they are (allegedly) helping you.


On which point, I’m reminded of a book that came out a few years ago with the abominable face of its author grinning off the front cover. It was called I Can Make You Rich and became an unsurprising bestseller. But it really ought to have been entitled You Can Make Me Rich, because the author was getting richer and the reader – or, rather, ‘purchaser’, for nobody reads these books in the library or at all – was getting poorer to the tune of the book’s cover price. There ought to be a ‘money-back-if-you’re-not-rich/slim/happy-in-five-years’-time’ guarantee printed in books of this sort.


There are two perpetrators of the ridiculous self-help crime: the parasitic ‘self-help’ guru and the sad purchaser, who between them share a kind of secret understanding that the arrangement is not quite as it appears. The confident, well-turned-out self-help person appreciates the subtle neediness/idleness of his victims, while the seeker-after-somebody-else’s-help is probably hoping for a quick and easy solution to his problems: a list, possibly, of simple instructions telling him exactly how to fix his screwed-up life without having to work at it, and thereby absolving him of the horrible function of having to think about or do anything himself. Of course, he might also be hedging his bets so that if he doesn’t become fitter, richer, thinner, everyone will see that it wasn’t from lack of commitment on his part, it was all the fault of the particular self-help system or book; a win–win situation after all.


Anyway, this is all by way of an introduction to the crazy world of self-help. If you were hoping for an easy way out of your problems, let me reassure you that on other pages of this book you will indeed find lists of instructions telling you how to become rich, famous, popular, prestigious and so on, but I trust that you will have your bullshit detector turned up to eleven.


In fact, here’s the first of those lists. Try the following to escape the gin trap of self-help:


[image: Image]   Think for yourself; you know more about you than the book’s author does.


[image: Image]   Ask yourself: why did this person write this book? The answer can change your attitude to his or her advice rather quickly.


[image: Image]   Question what you are told. Maybe it’s false. A very useful all-purpose attitude to adopt. Doubt is a vitally useful tool in understanding the world.


[image: Image]   Ask yourself: when and how will I be able to measure the success of this book? And:


[image: Image]   If it hasn’t helped me, can I get my money back?


The answer to this last one is probably, ‘No’! Anyway, good luck.



How to get on television


When asked what he watched on television, Noel Coward maintained that ‘Television is for appearing on, not for looking at’. This was in the days when you only got on the telly if you were well known or important or a world expert in something or unusually gorgeous-looking or Richard Dimbleby. Nowadays there are trillions of TV channels and everybody, no matter how ordinary, dull or plug-ugly has their fifteen minutes of fame on the goggle box.


Naturally, you want to appear on a better-known channel. There’s not much kudos attached to modelling scuba-diving gear on one of those blessed shopping channels. There are many ways to go about ensuring a higher profile. One is to commit some grisly murder and be caught. You will then appear at peak time on the news. Unfortunately, your whole upper body may be obscured by a grey blanket as you are hustled into a police station. But in due course photographs of you as a child, taken with primitive colour cameras, or looking sinister, or crackers, will appear on programmes along with your neighbours’ announcements that you kept yourself very much to yourself. Let’s face it, though, your mum isn’t going to be impressed by this idea – especially if she was your victim.


A better way of getting on TV is to do something noteworthy and visually arresting. Dressing up as a chicken and abseiling down a national monument is good, so long as you keep your face visible – so all your friends know it’s you – or swimming round the country, or eating worms for charity, or campaigning in some novel way against something that people hate anyway, such as dogs’ excrement, or becoming an official nutcase and going on about how you’ve been abducted by aliens. Make a shaky video of some lights and you’ll have an irresistible news story with this one.


You’ll need to contact the broadcasters, of course, to let them know all about yourself and your story. You can find the names of the right people to talk to on their websites. Television programmes are desperate for material to fill the aching voids between the advertisements for cars and haemorrhoid cream, but unless you are growing another leg, or have discovered a cure for baldness that involves nude women rubbing your scalp with kittens, be prepared for some rejection.


Of course, you could always try to get on a quiz or game show, especially if you are good at storing and quickly recalling facts and figures and also look peculiar. Then there are those talent shows, which are ideal for people who cry easily and enjoy being humiliated by oafs. There are even websites now that publish requests for contestants and contributors to TV programmes. A list that I looked at not so long ago included predictable questions such as ‘Do you want to share your diet stories – prime time?’, ‘Do you have a child aged 20–26? Is it time they flew the nest?’ and ‘Are you hiding a physical problem beneath your clothes which is destroying your self-confidence?’ If you are steeped in popular culture, are somehow unusual or freakish and can talk about yourself incessantly, you are what’s called ‘a natural’ for TV of this kind.


There again, if you fancy a career as a television presenter, you could do what others have done and get a degree in something like philosophy, Chinese, economics, history or English, then take a master’s degree and then a doctorate, all the while working in your spare time in some chair-stacking position for your local radio station and smiling at important people. Next, travel somewhere weird for a year and, while away, set up a TV station there. Now write your CV and send it, with your showreel, to a thousand broadcasting organizations and maybe one of them will employ you in some menial role. Work your way up over the next few years, being as pushy as possible, until you find yourself in front of the camera. This takes a long time. If you don’t fancy all that slog, try to have a parent who works in the industry – always a good bet.


Remember too, that sex sells and TV loves it. One of the world’s most successful media pranksters, Alan Abel, has been on television countless times, insisting on protecting public decency by putting pants on animals, protesting against breast feeding (on the grounds that mothers are doing it for incestuous erotic pleasure) and describing in detail his entirely imaginary minuscule tallywhacker. See how you get on with that one.



How to be funny


I went to the psychiatrist the other day and I said, ‘Doctor Finkelstein, I think I’m a dog.’ He said, ‘You’d better get on the couch.’ I said, ‘I’m not allowed on the furniture.’


That is what is known as ‘a joke’ and for every person who chuckles or smiles at one of those things there will be more than a few who sneer or remain entirely indifferent to its scintillating mirthfulness. As Dorothy Parker said, trying to be funny is a big risk because any fool can quite reasonably criticize you just by saying, ‘You don’t make me laugh’.


Nevertheless, chaps still seem to want to be funny, and those fellows who are able to laugh a girl into bed before you can say ‘sausage on a stick’ possess an undeniable advantage over those mere mortals who struggle to hold their own at some babe’s barbecue.


With this in mind I thought I would pass on the benefits of my many years’ experience of making people titter, which started at school when I used to put Sellotape over my mouth and blow out my cheeks like Dizzy Gillespie, causing a roar of approbation from the class. The drawback was that my parents were called in for a meeting with Mr Price, who was trying to teach us all German and wanted me to sit still and keep quiet. Three decades later, with Mr Price under the sod, I find it deeply pleasing that though I have long forgotten how to conjugate wichsen, scheißen and ficken, I now get paid for doing the things my teachers told me to stop doing. Plus my parents no longer get called up the school to explain my behaviour.


I am not going to suggest that to be funny you must do the Sellotape trick at your next cocktail party, because that would be a social gaffe worthy of my chum Colin who at some Belgravia ball asked a shimmering creature in pearls who she was and received the haughty reply ‘I live here!’ ‘Oh you live ’ere do you?’ said Colin, with his mouth full of crisps. ‘No,’ came the glacial response, ‘Olivia.’


Out in Internetland there is more advice about being funny than you can shake a stick at and I thought that before I let rip with my own comments I should see what others had to say on the subject. I have to report that I was unimpressed by the quality of the instruction on offer. Much of it appears to be written by people who don’t have a clue. Nothing new there, then. Most of the advice we are ever given comes from people who don’t know what they are talking about.


For example, one of the things they tell you is that being funny makes you the life and soul of the party, and that if you ‘hang out with funny people’ their joie de vivre will rub off on you. This reminded me of the story about the man who was so depressed that he went to the doctor. ‘I tell you what,’ said the doctor. ‘Go and see Kropotkin the Clown, he’s hilarious. He’ll cheer you up, I guarantee it.’ The man replied, ‘But doctor, I am Kropotkin the Clown’. And it is true that, even if they are not deeply depressed, few comedians are funny all the time, especially at parties. Spike Milligan was hilarious when he was working, but he loathed parties and could be offensively rude and abrupt if you met him at one. On the other hand, people who have a reputation as hilarious life-and-soul types are, on closer inspection, often merely full of themselves.


I read somewhere else that being funny is ‘an important part of job hires’, and that you should ‘see being funny as a positive way up the corporate ladder’. This how-to-be-funny website reported that ‘98 per cent of CEOs favour hiring someone with a sense of humour over someone who doesn’t display such a sense’. But this is not my experience. When I worked as a drone for a well-known global business consultancy, ‘being funny’ went down with the partners like a mug of cold sick. If you displayed ‘a sense of humour’ they would give you a look as if their finger had just gone through the toilet paper and treat you thereafter as if you were radioactive.


Another thing I saw somewhere was that you should read joke books, ‘and be prepared to put your foibles in the spotlight’. Well, I don’t want my foibles put under any spotlight, they might get singed, and while the occasional well-told joke might be all right, jokes do not make you a funny person. This website also advised ‘being witty’, as if it were something you could just switch on. Wit was recommended as ‘an impressive flirting tool!’ though they warned rather disconcertingly that ‘you might come off as a snob, or just plain weird!’ They gave the following as an example of wittiness: ‘Suppose a friend tells you his teacher is cross eyed [sounds unlikely], you can say “He’s so cross-eyed that when he cries, the tears run down his back!”’ I think Oscar Wilde would have fallen over laughing at that one. And it gets worse: ‘Suppose someone says, out of the blue, “It’s six o’clock!”, you can say, “Thank you, Big Ben!” A playful smile and a raised eyebrow add a nice touch!’ I think those exclamation marks tell you all you need to know about the sophistication of this advice-giver. Let us move quickly along.


Here is a secret: jokes are not the best way to be funny. People prefer stories from your own experience. Take the true story of Malawi’s Justice Minister George Chaponda, who in 2011 announced that an anti-air-pollution bill included a provision to criminalize flatulence. ‘Just go to the toilet when you feel like farting,’ he said, rather bluntly you might think. Solicitor General Anthony Kamanga took issue with his interpretation of the law, telling journalists, ‘How any reasonable or sensible person can construe the provision to criminalizing farting in public is beyond me.’ In any case, Mr Chaponda did not explain how he was going to enforce the new prohibition.


In the end, you’ve either got it or you haven’t. Many funny people are recognizably funny from an early age, and they are often also rather shy, disgruntled or otherwise unhappy. If you find that being funny doesn’t come naturally, don’t worry about it. Instead be grateful that you are not always desperate to be paid attention to, applauded and laughed at. However, if you still feel that you’d like to cause a chuckle now and again, here’s a joke that is short, amusing and sounds like a personal story. I make you a present of it. ‘I said to my newsagent, “Have you got a copy of Psychic News?” and he said, “You tell me.” I said, “I had a premonition you were going to say that.”’



How to persuade others


As well as being an overrated novel by Jane Austen, ‘persuasion’ is a method of argument, entreaty or expostulation intended to move another person or people to a belief, position or course of action. Persuasive people are highly valued by our society but the problem is that persuasion is often a con trick and persuasive people can wreak havoc, not by giving orders, but, with a variety of well-understood psychological techniques, by ‘winning people over’. Politicians, salespeople and advertisers are masters of the art, but once you understand their game you’ll spot them a mile off and will be better equipped either to resist their blandishments or to improve your own persuasiveness. Here are a few of their tricks – I mean techniques – which you can learn.


[image: Image]   Assume authority: people tend to obey authority figures. There is nothing like wearing a uniform bristling with medals to get off to a good start. Failing that, stand on a box.


[image: Image]   Be likeable: people are much more easily persuaded by people they like. This is the so-called ‘Tupperware party’ effect.


[image: Image]   Be handsome: in experiments, people responded much more strongly to advertisements fronted by handsome chaps than to those presented by ugly-mugs. A good haircut, a proper shave and an expensive suit will help, too.


[image: Image]   Be confident: in 1978, the beautifully dressed, good-looking founder of the People’s Temple, Jim Jones, persuaded hundreds of otherwise intelligent men and women to poison their children and commit mass suicide mainly by assuming a supremely confident air. A good example of the power of persuasion.


[image: Image]   Use persuasive language: this is a big topic. Metaphors are very useful, especially if your position is weak. They are believable because of the analogy between a recognized, and often concrete, thing and the abstract or unattractive thing of which you are trying to persuade people. Better to say ‘our steadfast progress to the sunny uplands of recovery’ than ‘this hopeless period of economic downturn and falling salaries’. Don’t be funny, because, as J. K. Galbraith said, ‘Humor is richly rewarding to the person who employs it. It has some value in gaining and holding attention, but it has no persuasive value at all.’ You are more likely to persuade people of a dubious proposition with a metaphor: ‘Just as a razor is blunted by shaving, a mind is blunted by education.’ It sounds believable as it flashes past your ears but it is rubbish when you think about it for a second. Next time you detect metaphorical language in an article or in an interview with a politician or business leader, you may find that it is the smell of a rat. (That was a typical one right there.)


[image: Image]   Be assumptive: begin with the thing you want to be accepted, and follow up with a desirable anodyne statement. For example, ‘It’s quite clear that global warming is a storm in a teacup so we can all relax a bit in this glorious sunshine and carry on enjoying our barbies and driving our cars.’ Or, better, do it in reverse: ‘Obviously you want to stay healthy for as long as you can and my new Elixir of Youth will keep you healthier for longer.’


[image: Image]   Use us-and-them words: use personal pronouns such as I, we, you, us and them to separate the good people – you and your followers – from the others – the un-people. Herr Goebbels was a master of this sort of thing: ‘Some think we haven’t noticed that the Jews are again trying to spread themselves all over our streets. The Jews ought, please, to observe the laws of hospitality and not behave as if they were the same as us.’ Subtle and creepy.


[image: Image]   Use lists and contrasts: ‘Punctuality, commitment and a can-do attitude is all we ask. Foot-dragging, idleness and necrophilia are not for us’. You can mix and match techniques, too. Here’s an example of ‘us-and-them’ combined with ‘contrast’: ‘We share a desire for peace. They share a lust for war.’ Might be true, might not be true, but it is persuasive.


[image: Image]   Keep saying the same thing and people will believe it: repeated affirmation is persuasive. You hear this kind of trash trotted out all the time in political interviews, and politicians and lobbyists are trained to do it: ‘Well, John, what I’m saying is, vote for Smith – the honest candidate, and I’m saying it because Smith is the honest candidate and it’s why people are voting for Smith up and down the country. We all want an honest candidate and that’s why Smith is the man to vote for. The real point is this, John: if you vote for Smith you’ll get the honest candidate you want – the honest candidate everyone wants.’ No evidence provided of Smith’s purported honesty but the mantra kind of sinks in. See ‘The best advertising slogans money can buy’ on page 224 for more of this kind of thing.


[image: Image]   Put your dynamite at the other end of the fuse: keep your big-bang stuff for the ends of your sentences. ‘There is one simple thing for which every commuter secretly yearns – trains that run on time’ is better for keeping its subject matter until the end. Winston Churchill’s ‘All the great things are simple, and many can be expressed in a single word: freedom, justice, honour, duty, mercy, hope,’ would have been flabby like this: ‘Freedom, justice, honour, duty, mercy, hope are simple, like all great things, many of which can be expressed in a single word’. Ending a sentence with the word ‘word’ is probably always a bad idea.


[image: Image]   Promise and deliver: by letting people know you are going to tell them something interesting, and then keeping them in suspense, you can make them more subject to persuasion. Take this opening: ‘Passing by Buckingham Palace today I saw the most incredible thing. Now, Buckingham Palace is interesting because they have experts there who are already using the kind of new gravel product that we’ve started producing. It’s made from discarded weasel noses . . .’ You can now talk about your new product for twenty minutes and your avid listeners will be paying close attention because they are dying to hear what the ‘incredible thing’ was that you saw.


[image: Image]   Use advertisers’ vocabulary: here’s a list of powerful persuasion buzzwords that work – which is why they are clichés – guarantee, secure, healthy, strong, true, deserve, hurry, more, free, quick, discover, proven (a made-up word used only by advertisers and media professionals), best, you, us, them, certain, real, scientific, sure, now, improvement, sensational.


[image: Image]   Threaten their emotional needs: sentences such as ‘What would happen if your loved ones were eaten by lions?’ cause an emotional reaction. When people are emotionally involved – laughing, crying, spitting fury – they are more open to persuasion. So, after raising the eaten-by-lions situation, you slyly mention your reassuring remedy: a guaranteed-strength lion protection spray or your low-cost lion insurance. Simple.


[image: Image]   Ask them to imagine: ‘What if . . . ?’, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if . . . ?’ and ‘Suppose for a minute that . . .’ are powerfully persuasive formulations that overcome doubts and objections. ‘Sorry I can’t come out to dinner with you tomorrow; I’m washing my hair,’ can be overcome by, ‘What if me and my Italian brother-in-law with a bent nose came round and kicked your flippin’ door in, lady?’, which is subtly persuasive.



How to understand the British Isles


I have a friend who was born in the United Kingdom but not in Great Britain. He votes in English elections but isn’t English and he has an Irish passport but wasn’t born in the Republic of Ireland. Confused? You are in good company because everybody is confused when it comes to understanding what’s what in the British Isles. Mistakes in terminology are easy to make, even if you’re English, I mean British, or do I mean Great British, or United Kingdomish? It’s terribly confusing.


If you have a look at the Euler (pronounced ‘oiler’) diagram below you’ll see a clear illustration of the messiness of this problem.


In geographical terms, the British Isles are an archipelago (a scattering of islands) consisting of Great Britain and Ireland – two separate countries – and more than 1,000 surrounding islands, many of which are very small. Part of the difficulty in using the right terms for this mess is that the political and geographic descriptions get confused and sometimes overlap. Also, of course, people use words loosely in everyday conversation.


[image: Image]


How the British Isles fit together. Geographical terms are in capitals, political terms in upper and lower case.


Take ‘the British Islands’ for example, which is a legal term that nobody ever uses in ordinary speech. Considered as a unit, it consists of the United Kingdom, the Channel Islands of Jersey and Guernsey (much nearer France than England) and the Isle of Man (or just Mann). The Isle of Man and the Channel Islands are so-called ‘Crown Dependencies’, which are independently administered jurisdictions, with their own tax systems, that are not part of the UK although the British monarch is their head of state.


The UK, which is part of the British Isles and part of the British Islands, is sometimes wrongly referred to as Great Britain or Britain. Precisely speaking, the UK is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, a constitutional monarchy that occupies the island of Great Britain, the north-eastern bit of the island of Ireland – not the same thing as the country of Ireland – and the other islands of the archipelago, except for the Crown Dependencies. The four countries of the United Kingdom are England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The three countries of Great Britain are England, Scotland and Wales. Got all that? If not, have another look at the diagram.


‘England’ is often used by foreigners, and by some careless English people, to mean ‘Britain’. Sean Connery, a Scot, is often referred to on American television as being ‘English’ or ‘from England’. Look out if you make this mistake because he is a fire-breathing Scottish nationalist who will carefully explain things to you.


Now we come to Ireland, which is a sovereign republic (that is to say, a separate country, not run by, and nothing to do with, the UK). The Republic of Ireland, as it is often called so as to avoid confusing the political state with the geographical island, occupies the bigger, bottom left-hand bit of the island of Ireland. It is sometimes referred to by its Irish name, Éire, to avoid confusion (some hope), even though ‘Éire’ just means ‘Ireland’. Not surprisingly, especially if you know anything about the history of these islands, people in the Republic often take exception to having their country referred to as part of the British Isles.


Northern Ireland, which is often called ‘Ulster’, mainly by Unionists (who wish to keep Northern Ireland as part of the UK), has its own unhappy history, which would require a whole book to go into. ‘Ulster’ is one of Ireland’s four historic provinces, and consists of the nine northern counties. The United Kingdom, however, governs the six counties that are part of the UK, and the Republic of Ireland governs the other three.


By the way, that friend I mentioned at the beginning of this section was born in Northern Ireland and chose to have an Irish passport – though he’s entitled to both British and Irish. He lives in London, so can vote in English local elections.


Time for a lie down by the pool.



How to mix a Manhattan


Traditionally, a gentleman does not drink any drink that contains more than two ingredients. Ice is an ingredient. This rather does for cocktails, doesn’t it? However, if you don’t care what people think you are supposed to do – how stylish of you! – then there’s no reason you shouldn’t drink a Manhattan if you fancy one or mix one for your friends.


A Manhattan is a brownish cocktail made with whisky (usually rye or bourbon), sweet vermouth and bitters. Bourbon is sweeter and fuller bodied than rye. Rye will lend the cocktail a drier character and a ‘spicy’ or ‘fruity’ flavour, which is sometimes compared to that of an Islay whisky (pronounced Eye-la by those who know). Islay is the southernmost of the Inner Hebridean Islands off the west coast of Scotland. There are eight or nine distilleries on the island producing Scotch with a powerful smoky-peaty flavour, for serious drinkers only. If you are trying to mix a Manhattan in Britain, and find yourself stuck for the basic ingredient, just use a Scotch of your choice (my chum Howard tells me this is called a ‘Rob Roy’), though unless I had money to burn I wouldn’t put a single malt whisky in a cocktail. The cocktail is generally garnished with a maraschino cherry with a stem. (But why?) Or it can be served on the rocks.


The cocktail is said to have been created in the 1870s at the Manhattan Club in New York City for Winston Churchill’s mother, Lady Randolph Churchill, an American otherwise known as Jennie Jerome, although the story is probably false. Another claim is that it was named in honour of the city’s water system, which ran rather brown at about this time.


Mixing cocktails is one of those activities that is seen by many, especially, perhaps, ladies, as sophisticated and sexy. Actually, mixing a Manhattan is about as sophisticated as making toad in the hole. Here’s how.


Ingredients and equipment


1.69 fl oz (5 cl) rye or bourbon


0.68 fl oz (2 cl) sweet red vermouth


Dash of Angostura bitters


A maraschino cherry


Ice


Martini glass


Cocktail shaker


Method


1  Fill your glass with ice, to chill.


2  Half fill the cocktail shaker with ice and leave for a minute or two.


3  Strain any water from the shaker, then pour in everything except the cherry.


4  Shake well (try to look sophisticated, not as if you’re having a seizure).


5  Empty the ice from the glass.


6  Strain the cocktail mixture into the glass.


7  Drop in the maraschino cherry.


8  Serve quick – it’s getting warm.



How to stop frowning and start smiling


It takes more muscles to frown than to smile. Anyway, that’s what people always say. Maybe it’s true and maybe it isn’t, so what? It takes more muscles to eat than it does to just lie there. Is that supposed to mean that you should lie there rather than eat? There is a lot of rubbishy unwanted advice of this kind around. ‘Cheer up, it might never happen’, that’s another one. ‘Have a nice day’ is popular, too, and also rather irritating – suppose I have other plans?


There’s this idea about that we are all supposed not only to be happy all the time but also that we must look happy. Happiness has become a compulsory emotion and one that we are obliged to wear on our faces all day long. The American ‘Declaration of Independence’ actually calls ‘the pursuit of happiness’ an ‘unalienable right’, without explaining what that might mean, but I think the chasing of happiness has resulted in a lot more frowning than smiling.


If you are having an operation or are suffering from some deadly disease, they tell you to think positive and act positive, and you sometimes get the feeling that if you get worse you are going to be blamed for not having smiled enough.


Members of the ‘leave me alone – I like being miserable’ club have their own misery-membership badge, and it is the frown. The frown is caused by the corrugator supercilii, a narrow pyramid-shaped muscle at the end of the inner end of the eyebrow, just above the orbicularis oculi. The corrugator draws the eyebrows downwards and inwards, producing the classic vertical upper-nose wrinkles of the frowning forehead.


Not all smiles are alike, though. There’s the so-called ‘Pan-Am Smile’, that fake smile in which the zygomatic major muscle (which raises the corners of the mouth) is contracted, but the orbicularis oculi muscle (which raises the cheeks to form crow’s feet at the corners of the eyes) is not. This smile is named in honour of the now defunct Pan American Airways, whose cabin crew treated each and every one of their passengers to one of their automatic ‘Duchenne smiles’, which itself is named after the French physician Guillaume Duchenne, who first identified it. Actually, it’s not just cabin crew who dole these out. You get the feeling that many of the smiles you receive in everyday life are professional Duchenne smiles.


Nonetheless if you feel that you would much rather smile than frown – and I’ve nothing against it – here are a few simple tips for increasing their number.


1  Don’t expect happiness. If it comes, accept it; if not, never mind.


2  Remember that most people are not happy a lot of the time.


3  Don’t chase smiles. Pursuing happiness is like trying to catch fog in a sieve.


4  Lower your expectations and be content with less.


5  Nature cheers people up. Have a look at some of it.


6  Go fishing, or learn the lute, or plant some bulbs. Such activities promote smiles.


7  Don’t let little things get to you. A tough one, this.


8  Have a laugh – you’ll smile more afterwards. Try these one-liners:


[image: Image]   I want to die peacefully in my sleep, like my dad. Not screaming in terror, like the passengers on his bus.


[image: Image]   I went to the corner shop and bought three corners.


[image: Image]   Sex is not the answer. Sex is the question. ‘Yes’ is the answer.


[image: Image]   I’m on a whisky diet. I’ve lost three days already.


What do you mean they aren’t funny? Honestly, there’s no pleasing some people.



Self-confidence in a trice


I saw a strapline on the cover of a men’s health magazine recently that said ‘Ten tips to instantly become self-confident’. Whoever wrote that was certainly confident in himself to the extent that he didn’t notice, or cared nothing about, that rather hideous split infinitive. Some of the articles you see in these magazines are a bit unrealistic, to be honest. I once saw one recommending that nervous chaps conquer their diffidence by sitting in the front row in public assemblies, wearing eye-catching clothing and speaking up in meetings. These are things of just the kind that the poor confidence-lacking man wants to do but can’t because he lacks confidence. There’s no point telling him just to do them, he needs a few techniques to help him banish his knocking knees, dry mouth and feelings of deep un-worth.


Somebody once asked Eleanor Roosevelt how on earth she managed to address audiences of thousands with such cool, confident composure and she replied, ‘I wear my invisible crown’. There is great wisdom in this remark for confidence is often nothing more than a confidence trick. If you start by looking confident you soon move on to feeling confident. This is called behavioural therapy.


Anybody with an ounce of self-awareness is going to be a bit nervous in public situations. So the first thing to do is to recognize it. The second thing to do is to conceal it from everybody. Never admit your nerves to anybody else; you’ll just make them jittery too, which helps nobody.


The third thing to do is to concentrate on your performance as a confident person. Think about the confident-looking people you admire, maybe it’s the President or Prime Minister, your old headmaster or the Pope. Now take a leaf from their books. What are they doing that makes them ooze confidence? Probably they are standing erect yet somewhat relaxed, they are speaking in an easily audible voice and smiling a lot. What do you mean you can’t smile? Start pretending, and before you can say ‘zygomatic major’ you’ll be smiling like a man who has just won the lottery being massaged by nymphomaniacal teenagers while being told he’s been awarded the Nobel Prize.


Stand with your legs somewhat apart and be deliberate in your movements. Nervous, jerky or hesitant moves not only fail to look confident, they make others nervous too. Keep movements to a minimum. High peripheral movement (HPM) is seen as a sign of weakness.


Next, make eye contact with people. If you find this almost impossibly difficult, join the club. Eye contact with unknown people can be profoundly threatening, as you’ll realize if you’ve ever been stared at by a large dog or a group of strangers with knives. But if you consciously train yourself to look people in the eye and hold their gaze for a few seconds, you will find yourself being seen as very self-confident.


Smile frequently. High smile rates are generally regarded as a sign of confidence.


Try pausing every now and again, especially just before you speak. This causes people to wait for you, putting you in a psychologically dominant position. Not only will this make you seem more confident, it will – after some practice – make you feel more confident.


Before you approach a group take two or three deep breaths. This tends to relax you and will also help your ‘good-afternoons’ to come out with aplomb instead of with a squeak. If your mouth goes dry, bite the tip of your tongue. This is discreet and will give you enough saliva to speak normally.


Practise all of the above. You can’t remember all this advice straightaway so practise it in small chunks in front of a mirror, then with a couple of friends down the pub, then with a group of people, then with larger groups of people you don’t know and finally with an audience of violent football thugs in Wembley Stadium, and you’ll be regarded as the most self-confident person in the entire world.


Of course, don’t overdo it. You don’t want to end up like one of those ghastly bombastic motivational speakers. That’s not self-confidence, that’s boorishness.



How to remember people’s names


A couple of months ago I was asked to write something for an advertising agency. This is not a job for a grown man, but there you go. Anyway they invited me to meet the team. There were several of them there, none of whom had I met before, except for the boss, and it was important that I remembered all their names. ‘Oh, why bother?’ you might ask. ‘Just remember the important people and forget the rest.’ Fine, except that people move up fast in this business and you don’t want to alienate the next MD, who is now a lowly account executive. Besides, it’s good manners – although I do recall a chap once saying to me, ‘I remember your name but I can’t put a face to you’, which I thought delightfully rude.


Anyway, the method I used to recall the names of the people I just mentioned is the one below. It works so well that I can tell you now, weeks later, what they were all called. In the order they were sitting, they were: Marc, Chris, Katie, Richard and Meg. I even remember the name of the guy who couldn’t make it: Keith. That is only six people, but remembering just one name can be hard enough when people are asking you if you want tea, or would like to hang your coat up, how far you’ve come and so forth.


There are different ways of remembering different things. In the case of a shopping list, you might want to remember the items in order so you need a special technique for that. For names, all you need to do is link the person to his or her name by using some memorable feature. The link method is pretty easy so let me tell you how I used it in the case I mentioned.


The first two people who came in were Marc and Chris. I told them my name, shook hands and then smiled for England while I turned Chris into Christ by imagining him crucified in the sun. With common names, it is useful to have an image to hand and this is one I use a lot. With Marc, I imagined him with a huge black splodge (mark) on his nose. The more ludicrous, rude or extreme the image, the better you will remember it. Then came Katie. Although she bore little resemblance to CBS news anchor Katie Couric, I imagined her with TV makeup all over her face, reading the news to me. Meg became the children’s character Mog the cat, and I imagined her with a cat asleep on her head during the whole meeting. Richard I knew and Keith, who couldn’t make it, became bibulous TV chef Keith Floyd, who couldn’t come because he was out cold on the kitchen floor.


I know what you are thinking: suppose you have to remember the names of a delegation from China or the Czech Republic? Well, I was once introduced to a chap called Orrin Springenatic so I imagined him pushing his oar into the water (oar in/Orrin) and springing out of the water – actually on springs – into his attic. I’m used to doing this now so I’m able to recall my own links, though you might find them obscure. You must invent links that work for you and are personal.


You can help yourself by asking the person to repeat his or her name, if there’s time. Say the name aloud and remark on it if it is unusual and ask how it is spelled or where it originates. Use the name from time to time too and if you are going to meet again, jot down the name/s after you leave, for later reference.


If you use this technique, and if you practise it, you will find that at the end of a party, meeting, or whatever, you will have little trouble using people’s names as you say goodbye. This will impress the hell out of them as they struggle to remember not only your name but possibly your face, too.


The more you do this, the better you will get at it. But you are only human and sometimes you will forget things. If you think you have forgotten a person’s name you can either say, ‘I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name’, which people understand, or you can take a stab at it and say, ‘Yes, that’s right, Lucille’. If she replies ‘Do you mind, this isn’t a dress, as you seem to imagine; my name is Giacomo and I’m the Papal Nuncio’, you have goofed badly.



How to distil single malt Scotch whisky


My Scottish brother-in-law likes the following joke: ‘Is anything worn beneath the kilt? No, it’s all in good working order’, and he often tells me it after half a bottle of Laphroaig (which isn’t so much a Scotch whisky as a spelling test). There’s a big difference between good Scotch, like that one, and mediocre whisky, and it’s all to do with the ingredients, the method of manufacture and the craftsmanship of the distiller. Here is a description of the basic process, which is a fascinating one.


The ingredients of malt whisky are just barley and water, with a little yeast for encouragement. Simple is always good. The first thing to do when you’re making Scotch is to steep (soak) the barley grains in the water until they sprout. It’s no good just running a hose from your bathroom because the quality of the water will have a significant effect on the final taste of the whisky. Distillers boast about the particular deliciousness of their local spring, loch or stream, and quite rightly. But if you want something that tastes a bit of swimming pools, then just turn on the tap.


Anyway, the germinating barley is now spread over the floor of a malting house (or a big garage, I suppose) so that it can sprout a bit over the next couple of weeks. During this process – to allow the air to get to it – it is turned regularly, either automatically or with specialist paddles. I guess you could even use a snow shovel. All this time the starch in the barley is turning to sugar and, after a bit, at just the right moment (you’ve got to know what you’re doing), it is put into a drying kiln to stop the germination. Kilns used always to be peat-fired and the smoke from the smouldering peat would impregnate the barley, thus imparting that delicious peaty-smoky taste so distinctive of many good whiskies. Today, peat smoke is still used to flavour Scotch, but it may now be blown over the barley as it is dried by hot air. Hmm.


The dried barley is next milled to make a sugar-rich flour called ‘grist’, which is mixed with more water, this time hot, to create the ‘mash’. This mash goes into a ‘mash tun’, a big metal tank, where it is stirred to let the sugar seep into the water. The resultant liquid, called ‘wort’, is then poured into giant wooden buckets called ‘wash backs’, where it is cooled. The solid leftovers (‘draff’) are fed to cows. You have to admit that, even if you don’t like Scotch, the manufacturing business has a marvellous vocabulary.


The fermentation process is done in the wash backs by adding yeast, which feeds off the barley’s sugar to create the magic ingredient, alcohol. No surprise then that the word ‘whisky’ comes from the Scots Gaelic uisge beatha, literally meaning ‘water of life’. The fermenting liquid produces a vigorous foam with a smell reminiscent of brewing beer. It tastes the same, too, but contains only about 8 or 9 per cent alcohol.


It is at this point that several bucket-loads of gravy browning are stirred in, along with a few tins of anchovy fillets. Not really, I was just checking you were paying attention. What really happens is that the distillation now begins.


Two stills are used for the distilling the spirit, the so-called ‘wash still’ for the first distillation and the ‘spirit still’ for the second. Run-of-the-mill whisky manufacturers use a process called continuous distillation but under the Scotch Whisky Regulations of 2009 single malt Scotch must be distilled using pot stills. These copper stills have changed little over the centuries, having a gourd-shaped body and a long skinny neck, sometimes compared, unpersuasively, to that of a swan. Somewhat miraculously, different neck lengths and pot shapes have an effect on the character of the final Scotch.
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