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FOREWORD


This book was written during the coronavirus pandemic, largely while we were in lockdown.


During this unexpected quiet time at home, I finally got around to archiving my comedy shows, and I was struck, firstly by how much longer my hair was back in the day, and secondly by how much happiness has been a subject that I have explored in my sketches and gigs over many years, to the point that it appears as a constant thread running through it all.


Happiness might seem an odd or even perverse topic to tackle during these strange times, but perhaps this whole experience has made us all take stock a little and consider what is most important, and happiness is right up there for me, along with correct footwear.


The former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon once said:


‘Happiness is neither a frivolity nor a luxury . . . It should be denied to no one and available to all.’


I agree with the fact that it should be denied to no one, although I can’t help thinking this powerful statement would work equally well if you substituted ‘happiness’ for ‘high-speed broadband’.


I disagree, though, with the eminent Ban Ki-moon, in that I think that sometimes happiness is frivolous, and sometimes it is luxurious, and part of understanding it is knowing what kind of joy has shown up, and how to get the most from it.


In this book, I am not saying I have some secret knowledge that reveals the key to happiness. I have no magic theory, or equation, or diet.


There will be no tips on yoga, or ‘harnessing the power within’.


There will be no ‘ten steps to personal mastery’.


At most, there will be ‘a couple of steps towards basic personal competence’, that’s it.


In this book, I am not telling you how to live your life. I just want to share with you a few accounts of fortuitous moments and remarkable times when I experienced something which felt to me like happiness. They might strike a chord; they might just make you smile.
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CRAZY GOLF
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I am standing on the first tee of a golf course, club in my hand, looking with some trepidation down the challenging narrow fairway. There are obstacles in the form of large boulders and something resembling a speed bump between me and the flag which flutters above the hole. So far so normal. But adjacent to the green, there is a terrifying-looking life-size velociraptor swaying jerkily, eyeing me with evil intent. Is this a dream? Have I been at the Costa Rican hallucinogenic plums again? No, of course not, it’s dinosaur mini-golf! One of the greatest and silliest inventions on the planet, and an endless source of happiness.


As the name suggests, this particular mini-golf course weaves its way around several large animatronic dinosaurs, which occasionally lurch drunkenly in your direction and roar unconvincingly. I have left many a sensible non-crazy golf course in a foul mood, cursing and vowing never to set foot on such a place ever again. I have never left a crazy golf course with anything other than a beaming smile, and this added layer of craziness makes me feel positively giddy with pleasure.


Crazy golf (or mini-golf, or miniature golf, goofy golf, adventure golf, putter golf, nutters with putters, etc.) allegedly has its origins in America, where the first commercial mini-golf course opened in Pinehurst, North Carolina, in 1916. An American golf fanatic, Thomas McCullough Fairbairn, revolutionised the game in 1922 by introducing the artificial playing surface, and suddenly mini-golf took off in a big way. By the end of the 1920s, there were tens of thousands of courses across America, including at least a hundred and fifty rooftop courses in New York City alone.


But then came the Great Depression, which brought an end to the mini-golf boom. That was it for le golf fou, until two enterprising Swedish brothers, Erik and Eskil Norman, who’d been living in the States and had witnessed this golfing phenomenon, brought it back to Sweden. After the Second World War, there was a burst of optimism in Europe, and with it came a desire for more leisure, and nothing says giddy escapism more than belting a rubberised golf ball through the face of a giant plastic crab. In this post-war period, crazy golf began to take root in Europe, with enthusiastic players spread across the continent, especially Germany, which saw the emergence of eleven thousand officially licensed mini-golfers. Hürra für den Crazy Golf!
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But hold on, Bill, the origins of this tremendous sport go back a lot further.


According to the Crazy Golf Museum, evidence has been uncovered by Lanzhou University suggesting that crazy golf was first played in China. In the Dongxuan Records written during the Song Dynasty (AD960–1279) a prominent magistrate instructed his daughter to ‘dig holes in the ground so that he might knock a ball into them with a specially crafted stick’, which is golf in a nutshell really.


Golf was first played in St Andrews in the fifteenth century, although it was considered a man’s sport. It wasn’t until 1867 that women were allowed to play at the Home of Golf. Even then, they were barred from the main course, presumably lest the exertion cause them to faint into the bunkers. The fragrant wives and daughters of the male golfers were confined to a specially made, and far less strenuous, putting area, which led eventually to the creation of putting clubs around Britain, found mainly at seaside resorts. It’s become an endearingly British pastime, you might say. It’s all part of the diorama of the Great British Seaside Holiday: a few sunburned bonces, ice cream, fish and chips, seagulls, coastal poverty and rural dislocation. I recall many a brisk walk along a wind-whipped seafront in winter, or a hot pasty burning on my tongue, a bag of chips unwrapped on the dashboard of the car, a cozy fug steaming up the windows, my name written in the condensation. And with the British love of eccentricity I am not entirely surprised to learn that the UK has been hosting the World Crazy Golf Championships in Hastings since 2002.


And so I find myself again on the first tee of dinosaur mini-golf, lining up a putter with a pink rubber golf ball. I am here with my eight-year-old son and eighty-year-old father, which only serves to underline the inter-generational appeal of this ludicrous pastime. My dad, I have come to realise over the years, secretly loves mini-golf. He always offers to join in when I suggest a round to him, and he’s always the first to the tee. This one is a straightforward hole in crazy golf terms, the only hazard being a kind of concrete speed bump halfway between tee and flag. His face becomes serious, he addresses the ball, checks the line, and strikes.


The ball runs straight down the concrete fairway, bobbles slightly, rolls over the hump, avoids the boulders, then closes in on the hole. We are all now mouths open, agog, cheering him on, and the ball continues straight into the heart of the hole and drops in. We whoop and cheer, my dad beams from ear to ear. Hole in one! Or an ace in mini-golf speak. My dad styles it out with his usual aplomb. ‘That’s how you do it.’


When the opportunity presents itself, seek out crazy golf, and you will not be disappointed. That moment we all shared with my dad getting a hole in one has become part of family folklore. Every time we’ve played since then, there’s always much faux-conspiratorial muttering along the lines of, ‘Watch out for Dad, he’s a hustler, he’s a ringer, he’ll take us all to the cleaners.’


And for this I am eternally grateful to the Chinese magistrate from the Song Dynasty.


Xiè xie!
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A CLEAR-OUT
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I always think that, as mood-lifters go, having a bit of a clear-out is hard to beat.


In the name of research for this book, I found myself idly browsing the internet for some ‘happiness guides’. The author of one of them had the eye-catching moniker of ‘positive psychology guru’, a job which was somehow overlooked by my school careers officer. I remember filling in a computerised questionnaire that was meant to process my answers and from them deduce my ideal career path. It came back with two stark options: museum curator or member of the diplomatic service. It was something of a shock, except that, as you’ll see throughout this book, I have a love of antiquity, of the origin of things, and I travel around the world touring a kind of stand-up that mocks but also upholds the nature of Britishness, so I’d say this survey might have been playing the long game.
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Regarding the ‘positive thinking’ bandwagon, I have no quibble with the fine precepts such as, ‘Don’t judge others, stay optimistic,’ etc. But in my experience, something less high-minded and more mundane like, ‘Always put the lids back on jars’ will often elicit the same amount of well-being. By all means strive for a mental equilibrium by eliminating negative thinking, but while you’re doing that, tidy up a bit, and chuck some stuff out. That will really help.


So here I am standing in front of my wardrobe. I’m looking at items of clothing I have inexplicably been holding on to for years. One in particular is an ill-fitting nondescript grey T-shirt that has no redeeming features. It never really felt comfortable on; it’s faded and has holes around the collar. And yet I’m humming and hah-ing over it like it’s a family heirloom. The flimsy reasoning for not getting rid of it is that it might come in handy for something.


Ah, but what about this lovely Chinese jacket/smock thing that I bought in a street market in Yunnan province? Yes, in rural China it seemed like a good idea. But in Hammersmith it looks ridiculous. On the very rare occasions when I’ve worn it in the house, I’ve looked like a sitcom art teacher. Or a prime-time TV drama calligraphy expert who has a secret life as an opium dealer. Either way, I will never, ever wear it in public. But then, I think, what if I’m cast in one of these roles I’ve just described? Better leave the jacket in the wardrobe. You never know.


When a friend came round to take me paintballing, I quizzed him on what I should wear under the protective stuff.


‘Just wear an old T-shirt.’


What, like a faded one, one with holes round the collar, one that doesn’t really fit?


‘Yeah, that sort of thing.’


What, like this grey one?


‘Perfect.’


How about this Chinese jacket over the top of it?


‘No.’


Before 1994 there was no real storage industry in Britain. We had to take things to the tip or hand them down to the next generation. Removal companies offered a storage service, but we were yet to see the proliferation of huge industrial units and repurposed warehouses, which now serve as repositories for the never-used, the unworn, the unloved. You’ll have seen them cropping up near you. It’s a boom industry. There are now over eight hundred of them around Britain, full of stuff we can’t chuck out or have no room for.


When a shiny new one opened near the M4 in west London, some faulty wiring meant the ‘S’ of ‘Self’ was not illuminated. So as you passed by, you were greeted with an enormous building that proudly declared its purpose: ‘ELF STORAGE’. It was just before Christmas and it never failed to make me smile, and indeed it was a sad day when they finally fixed it.


We have become a nation of hoarders. This surely flies in the face of all the Zen simplification and eastern philosophy that we’ve been exposed to for decades. Still, we hang on to our unused belongings. Perhaps it’s a DNA echo from our early ancestors, when storing up stuff was not just a whim, it was a survival precaution. Although I don’t know what evolutionary advantage is conferred by holding on to a standard lamp and a nest of coffee tables. The self-help publishing industry only adds to the problem: there is no space for all those books on decluttering so we have to box them up and put them in storage.


Having a clear-out often encourages you to confront your former self, and I welcome the clarity of thought that makes you put your things in the ‘keep’ or ‘chuck’ pile. And it’s not just about the extra space. There is a slight smug feeling of being wiser. Looking at all this nonsense and shaking your head, asking yourself, ‘What was I thinking?’, is a great way of putting some distance between the current you and the younger, more impulsive you.


Recently, I dug out some items I’d brought back from a Glastonbury Festival years ago: an ornamental mobile made out of bent spoons; a metal chicken made from old engine parts; a jester’s hat. To assess their fate, I lay them out on the garden table, like exhibits in a trial.


You can agonise over some item or other for ages, but when you finally get around to slinging it out, you hardly think of it again. I’ve realised that it’s not really the love for the object itself that causes me to hesitate, but rather an unwillingness on my part to make the decision. We cling on, deferring the moment of casting out, to avoid dissonance, perhaps even to avoid disappointment. Most of the time we resist change because it seems too much of a wrench, or it’s just too much hassle, and letting go of something you may have hefted around from place to place is undoubtedly tough.


From now on, when it comes to choosing precious objects that are freighted with memory that I really can’t let go of, I try to pick small, handy stuff I can get into a shoebox, roll up in a cardboard tube, or even better, fit in a plastic takeaway carton with a sealable lid.


Keep the storage space down.


This will lead to Happy Days.


The spoon mobile and the metal chicken went to the charity shop.


I kept the jester’s hat, though.


Might come in handy.









WILD SWIMMING
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I’m in Iceland with my now teenage son a short drive from Reykjavik, at Silfra Creek, on the shores of Lake Thingvellir, where we are about to immerse ourselves in the icy meltwater from the Langjökull Glacier. Shivering in the car park, stripped of our outer layers, we grapple with cumbersome drysuits, the ice-covered material uncooperative under our numbed fingers. Unlike wetsuits which are protective but permeable, drysuits keep you dry by forming a watertight seal around your neck and wrists, allowing you to wear clothes underneath. I make full use of this feature with my two pairs of socks, thermals, jeans and two T-shirts. The previous group of ice-creek swimmers have recently divested themselves of these damp neoprene husks, which, chilled by the biting wind, have now frozen stiff. They stand of their own accord, propped up against a fence, looking like the sloughed-off skin of a man-walrus, a manrus if you will, or a White Walker’s onesie. Just to unthaw my suit I have to pour boiling water over it.


Needless to say, I am still very apprehensive. I might get cold shock, have an asthma attack, then what? My son looks nervous; we all look nervous. Even our implausibly cheery Icelandic guide doesn’t appear entirely comfortable. What the hell are we doing?


The water looks calm, protected as it is by a deep gully from a scouring wind, which whips round my ears and chills this already cold October day down to minus ten degrees Celsius. The water temperature, we have been told by our guide, is going to be around two degrees. So positively balmy then. In the distance, blocks of ice bob ominously around the shoreline. This ancient fissure is a wild place, and stunning with it, but the harsh beauty of its crystal-clear water doesn’t at this stage justify the fact that it’s a freezing river in which we are about to become immersed.


My son checks the settings on the GoPro camera, and fixes me with a disbelieving glare before muttering into his snorkel, ‘Whose idea was this again?’


Iceland is a place of stark and surreal magnificence, of vast lava fields, hot springs, waterfalls and huge open valleys, and the largest consumption of Pepsi Max in Europe (actually, I can’t vouch for this, but I did witness huge buckets of the stuff being slurped down in a multiplex cinema in Reykjavik). Icelanders love going to the movies, and judging by the bitter cold I was now experiencing outdoors, I can understand why. But despite the austere nature of the latitude and the almost complete absence of trees, Icelanders, all 350,000 of them, are among the happiest people on Earth.


They have many reasons to be fearful for the future of their country. Their glaciers, the largest in Europe, could melt within a century, which on a planetary timescale might be classed as imminent. I know this because I’ve met landscapes under climate strife that are disappearing at a markedly slower rate. Once I drove out to the Bungle Bungle rock formations in the Kimberley Ranges of North Western Australia. The Bungle Bungles are deep valleys of smooth bluish rock, weathered with such strange regularity that they resemble a vast art installation. My guide told me solemnly that they were 350 million years old, but because of climate change, and man-made depredations to our planet, there’s a good chance they won’t be here in 150 million years.


‘Got here just in time then,’ I quipped, but my guide’s expression was as blank as the rocks themselves.


Standing among these ancient behemoths, and taking in their silent, implacable antiquity, my size and significance began to shrink as I was struck by the gadfly nature of the human lifespan. We are born, we flit about, we find a mate, we try to make sense of it all, then we’re gone – pfffffft – during which time the Bungle Bungles did nothing, except perhaps grow a layer of lichen.
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I swam in the Firth of Forth on a whim one year when I was performing at the Edinburgh Festival. We took a picnic to Gullane Beach, just outside the city. It was a sunny day, almost warm in fact, and the tepid sunlight must have made us giddy with excitement. Goaded by encouraging voices, I was dared to take a dip. It was an act of haggis-fuelled bravado, bordering on recklessness. I had no swimwear but my natural shyness, combined with a deal of concern for the eyes of others, prevented skinny dipping. Although I might just as well have been naked for all the protection my thin boxer shorts afforded against the icy embrace of the North Sea.


I had never known such cold before that moment, and I think my body took a while to register, as if in disbelief. My entire sensory system was momentarily cauterised by the searing chill, but as nerve endings began sputtering back to life, my whole body started to tingle, quiver with pain, then scream NOOOO!


Despite the trauma of that day I have since become a keen wild swimmer. Every time I have emerged from some body of open water, I have felt more alive, energised, and a bit feral. But right now, staring down this iceberg-laden creek, I’m doubting my nerve to take the plunge.
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As we step off the stairwell into the water, I brace myself for the extreme cold – which thankfully I don’t feel. The suit and the thermal clothing see to that. What is a shock is when the water comes into contact with the tiny patch of exposed skin on my temples, the bit that is not covered by my suit or my mask. Also, the mittens don’t quite cut it keeping the hands warm.


I gradually get accustomed to the restrictive drysuit, but progress is slow and ungainly. My movement in the water, normally so graceful and otter-like, becomes slow and comically inept. I float away from the metal stairs clutching my camera by its hand-grip and try to turn to capture the view looking back down the creek, but succeed only in rolling onto my back and flailing ineffectually with my arms, like a drunk dugong.
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