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To John, the funniest man I know.




Firstly, to Brian May.
Your unique tone, perfectly pitched solos, and impeccable guitar orchestration have been my constant companion, through good times and bad.




Oh, come on!




Secondly, to John Deacon.
Whose subtle runs are the beating heart of the Queen sound.
You taught me that sometimes the smallest flourishes make the biggest difference.




Are you serious?!




Thirdly, to Roger Taylor.
For so many triplets, fills and crescendos, I cannot thank you enough. You were never fussy, always full-on.




We had a deal. I bumped Isy down for you! . . . And Beti! My only child, for God’s sake!




And finally, to Freddie.
Who shone so bright, and left so soon. Though you are gone, your power, your passion, your drive, talent and charm continue to illuminate the corners of our lives like no other.
Though we never met . . .


You never met any of them!


I’ve met Roger twice and Brian four times. You were there when we interviewed him!


OK, fair enough, but you’ve never met John Deacon . . .


No, but I do know someone who knows where he lives, and I’m perilously close to accessing his postcode . . .


God, you’re weird . . .


. . . though we never met . . .


Are you honestly doing this?


All right, fine! . . . Jeez . . .




To Elis James, a capable broadcaster.
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Ever the rule breaker, I smashed birthday party convention by wearing my Dennis The Menace boxer shorts outside my trousers, 1992.


In West Wales it’s a Christmas tradition to ward off evil spirits by handcuffing the eldest child to railings surrounding the tree.


Wales home shirt, 1994-6, Umbro.


This is not the photo of Elis’ 18th birthday gold catsuit I specified be included. In the one I wanted he is stood outside a video shop with a visible erection.


Proof of the versatility of the Mohican haircut, providing an imposing look both informally (Reading Festival, 2001) and in white tie (Oxford University matriculation, 2001).
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Traditional west Walian university initiation, 1999.
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St Anne’s College Bar, 2002. I attempt ‘The Centurion with friends: 100 shots of beer in 100 minutes. Depending on how accurate the measure, it works out anywhere between 4 and 8 pints in a little over an hour and a half. Ever the renegade, I’m doing it with Orange WKD. I am smoking a fag. Bliss.


Oxford, 2004. In a cab travelling down Walton Street on my way to the final night out of my university career. Opposite me sits James, on his phone, and I have never forgotten the look in his unanswerable eyes.


The North Bank, The Vetch Field, Swansea City Vs Shrewsbury, 30 April 2005.


Welshman’s Thigh ft. VHS, c.2006.


Two men, two microphones, one love.


Early advice from Robins . . . ouch.


Valentine’s Day, 2017.


Goodbye rum.


Dry January 2017 ranks as one of my all-time greatest achievements. February, however, was a total write-off.


A selection of some of my favourite empty pubs. Clockwise from top left: Kings Arms, Roupell St, London; The Ravensbourne Arms, Lewisham; The Highbury Vaults, Bristol; The Dundee Arms, Bethnal Green; The Dachre Arms, Lewisham.


The first time I travelled with Elis on a train I thought he was performing some kind of skit, perhaps an impression of Toulouse-Lautrec. It turns out he has a unique seating position that terrifies osteopaths nationwide. The enigmatic Producer Vin provides scale.


With Brian Harold May CBE, guitarist, activist, scientist, b.1947.


With Roger Meddows Taylor, drummer, lover of cars, b.1949.


Lee Trundle looks frightened because seconds before this photo was taken, l’d told him he’d given me the most intense experience of my life (his time at Swansea City, 2003-2007).


The One Show insisted I wear full kit to interview Gareth Bale, so meeting him felt like an anxiety dream.


Elis picked out in the BBC’s coverage of Wales at Euro 2016, (pre tops-off).


A selection of Queen paraphernalia, some bought, some home made. In the background is my secondary school DT Folder, which served not only as a lasting tribute to the band, but also helped keep girls at a safe distance, something I credit for having kept me free of glandular fever to this day.


A master at work. World Snooker Championship Final, 2013.


The original Oxford Day pub crawl plan.


John shares a birthday pint with seven of his eight friends. The Mayflower, Rotherhithe, May 2015.


Jericho works its magic, blending time present and time past. With The Lovely Robin and Mike the Barman, Oxford Day I, The Harcourt Arms, 2015.


After some cajoling from I, Robins, Isy proposes to Elis, under a Welsh flag. Elis face is superb.


After recording our episode of ‘Drunk History’, I, having imbibed more alcohol than Elis, stand behind the camera eruditely discussing the political matters of the day while completing The Times Crossword. Elis is attended by a medic.


My answer to The Lovely Robin, The Lovely Rhodri.


A very, very hungover show.


The dream team: winners of The Chortle Award for Radio, 2017. Presented by Radio X’s Dan O’Connell.


160,000 miles and still going strong. Though even the beloved Fabia is not immune from the menace/crime of antisocial behaviour, aka graffiti.


A Robins Amongst the Pigeons live 2015. Fun Fact: this gig holds the record for largest ever bar take for a seated gig at The Shepherd’s Bush Empire.


I flick the Vs while Elis plays ball at a live recording of Stuart Goldsmith’s The Comedian’s Comedian Podcast, 2017.


Far too many Potato Potatoes at The Machynlleth Comedy Festival, 2018.


John spends some quality time with his eighth friend.


The picture that launched a thousand memes: I arrive an hour and seventeen minutes late to provide Welsh support for The Darkness Of Robins at The Hammersmith Apollo. The text Robins sent said, ‘Are you f**king kidding me?! ON TODAY OF ALL DAYS!’




Introduction


In the beginning was the word, and the word was with Robins (because Elis was running late). And the word was ‘Vibe’.


Hello, I’m John Robins, comedian, digital DJ and vibe-magnet. To my left is the man who, after adding it last minute to a poster advertising a Carmarthen drop-in centre for the over-60s, is the man responsible for the first recorded use of the word ‘Vibe’ in west Wales, Mr Elis James . . .


Elis, what does ‘Vibe’ mean?


Well, it’s a noun, a verb and a proper noun (if you live in a place called ‘Vibe’, or, indeed, if your name is Mr or Mrs Vibe).


Let’s start with the noun. A vibe is a state of mind, a state of place or a state of atmosphere. ‘This pub has a good vibe,’ you might say. Or ‘This pub is an excellent vibe-hub!,’ you might exclaim. Or ‘My thoughts turn increasingly to a pub-vibe,’ you might write in your memoirs. 


Verb-wise the word represents a fluid act of thought or expression. When the mics are five seconds from going live on your commercial digital indie radio show, and your producer is creating a seriously bad vibe . . .


. . . noun . . .


by chastising you for being distracted by Ronnie O’Sullivan’s/Neil Kinnock’s Wikipedia page, you might say ‘Chill out, Vin! We’ll just vibe it! . . .’


. . . verb . . .


before stuttering over your words or creating a passable riff about how well suited a Cadbury’s Creme Egg is for throwing.


The word can also be used in place of other, more boring words. ‘How’re things?’ becomes ‘What’s the vibe?’. And before you know it, your class of year nines know you just get it.


You’re one of them, and can now stop risking serious groin strain by sitting on your chair the wrong way round.


The word can also be used to address a sensitive topic in a gentle manner. ‘How’s the vibe toilet-wise?’ The Lovely Robin might text you, having just got the panicked 3am message you sent from the loo when he woke at eight for work. So then, Elis, what is The Holy Vible?


Well, John, it’s a kind of an A to Z of the vibe.


A ‘Vibephabet,’ if you will?


Exactly. In fact that was one of the many rejected titles.


Indeed it was. Shall we recap the others?


Good idea. Other titles proposed were Paradise Revibed, Vibe and Prejudice, The Catcher in the Vibe, David Viberfield and The Canterbury Vibes, but as we discussed, why not aim for top billing and take on the big one!


Quite right. And, even if I do say so myself, I think we’ve improved in a number of key areas. For example, although God created heaven and earth in a week, what he singularly failed to do was write at length about Ronnie O’Sullivan, Carmarthen Town Centre . . .


And non-dairy milk alternatives . . .


Quite. Though, in fairness, he did cover shame, grief and, to some extent, post-apocalyptic mind scenarios, AKA the Book of Revelation. However, I think it’s fair to say that this is, quite literally, the book the Bible could have been. Over the next 370 or so pages we’ll be laying down thought pieces . . .


Topic symposiums . . .


Opinion storms . . .


Chat islands . . .


And wisdom tablets, in an easily digestible format. Our two distinct voices of Welshness on the one hand, and learning on the other, will be laid out by the fonts you see here. Elis’s stout pullyoursocksupmanship is displayed in the hearty type of Gotham Narrow, and the lithe, dexterous, engaging prose of Robins, illuminated (and illuminating) in the stylish, authoritative type of Kepler.


It is worth pointing out that if you’re reading this on a Kindle . . .


AKA ‘Space Scroll’ . . .


‘Cyborg Sheet’ . . .


‘Matrix Tablet’ . . .


Then firstly, what’s the weather like in your futuristic space hub? Have Wales qualified for Euro 2098?


And secondly, please initiate the default font settings to get the full impact of our back and forth . . .


To and fro . . .


Hither and thither.


Initially you wanted your chapters in 28pt bold, underlined, ‘Impact’ font, didn’t you, John?


Yes I did, and if I’m honest, I think the book suffers from its absence.


I think it was an issue of space in the end . . . And ink. Also, being able to distinguish which of us wrote what will hopefully go some way to exploding the myth – that John has been propagating for a few months now – that he has done all of the donkey work because I am bad with deadlines.


Well, that’s as maybe, but if readers could imagine all my bits in 28pt Impact, bold, underlined, I think that’s very much the tone in which a lot of my sections were conceived.


Like screaming on a billboard?


Exactly! Yes, when reading any excerpts from my chapters, please do scream them for the full effect.


You see, over the past four years there are many topics that we’ve referenced, hinted towards . . .


Given delicious tastes of . . .


Quite, and we thought it would be nice to have some space to expand on them, spend some time with them . . .


Make love to them . . .


Yes, because, remarkably, over 600 hours of commercial digitial indie radio wasn’t enough for us to really get to grips with the hot topics of Gorky’s Zygotic Mynci . . .


Correct motorway lanesmanship1 . . .


Carmarthen as a cultural hub . . .


And which of Frank Zappa’s classical albums to prioritise . . .


If you are a listener to the show, we hope this book is something to treasure. If you are coming at this book from another one of our comedic endeavours (the numerous sitcoms and radio comedy shows I have appeared on, my appearances on sports programmes such as The Premier League Show or Fighting Talk or maybe you saw the YouTube clip of John’s appearance at the 2011 Chortle Fast Fringe/the advert for BHS he was on as a kid in 1990) . . .


Or maybe you’ve read the Wikipedia page for the Edinburgh Comedy Awards2 and wondered who the 2017 winner was . . .3


Well, whatever has brought you here, we think there is plenty for you to enjoy.


Also, there are some useful appendices to serve as definitive reference on some topics, a few of which are based on research carried out by devoted, hard-working and, I can only assume, time-rich fans.


Yes, our PCD PhDs.


Students of the vibe.


BA Hons of Badinage.


So, we do hope you enjoy it . . .


We really enjoyed writing it


You haven’t finished it yet!


Not this again . . .


I should remind you that our advance is dependent on us handing in the completed book on time. Or, in layman’s terms, my half of the advance is dependent on you handing your half of the book in on time. Because, as we both know, I was wrapped up, with a month to spare.


Yes, John, but I have a wife and child!


We all have our crosses to bear.


And your cross is an empty seat in front of an empty table in an empty house.


Or, you could say, an efficient chair, in front of a punctual table, in an organised house.


Yes, I’ll give you that, the silence you live in is very well organised.


Oh God, I’d love to alphabetise silence.


Maybe that could be the sequel?


An A to Z of Silence?! It sounds like bliss!


Anyway, before John gets to work on Peace, Quiet, Reticence . . .


Just making a note of those . . .


We begin with ‘A Day in the Life of Elis and John’, where we each give a glimpse of what life is really like for the other, off air . . .4




A:


A Day in the Life of Elis and John by John Robins


Elis will probably be woken by his daughter jumping on his bed at 5am because he has made his choice and it’s too late now.5 After silencing his ‘coal on coal’ alarm clock (to him, the sound of a traditional hammer and bell alarm is ‘the hunting cry of the capitalists’), he will race to a cold shower because it makes him feel alive/‘like an athlete from the former USSR’. I, Robins, do not have cold showers because I am not serving time in borstal/ on a gap year. I prefer a warm shower because it makes me feel warm.


At 7am he will then eat (slowly) a bowl of Coco Pops or Special K, because he has the morning eating habits of a child/dieting menopausal woman. I must admit, since the Edinburgh Festival 2012,6 I, too, no longer enjoy the lie-ins of my 20s. The potent mix of a Red Bull habit (four years clean) and a disabling infatuation with a girl (twenty-five years dirty7) meant I spent that month in 2012 waking up at 7am every day, heart pounding, mind racing, mid-scream. I wonder how the pen-and-ink sketch of that scene would fit into Red Bull’s quaint marketing campaign. That said, I haven’t a bad word to say against them; I’ve long been calling for pre-teens to be sold alarmingly high levels of caffeine. Like I said, you’ve made your choice and it’s too late now. You wouldn’t give a ten-year-old a double espresso with four sugars and wonder why they’re experiencing unusual emotional peaks and troughs, so don’t come crying to me when a can of Monster puts them in detention. That said, I know for a fact that Elis and Isy limit their three-year-old’s caffeine intake to one cup of tea in the morning, a mocha with lunch and a flat white before bed. And I, for one, applaud them.


By 11am, he will be over halfway through his Coco Pops, and will leave the chocolaty dregs to soak until dinner, when he’ll have another go for dessert. By midnight, the bowl will be well and truly three-quarters finished. My breakfast routine couldn’t be more different. It’s dynamic, efficient and compelling.


Depending on digestion issues/night terrors, I will wake almost exclusively at 7.46am, or one minute before my alarm is set.8 I will then make for the toilet. However, before toileting I will go downstairs to put on the kettle, so that when I emerge from the toilet the water will be at the perfect temperature for my morning cup of tea.9 This is an example of a timesaving device I call ‘household efficiency’. It’s a regime I have invented since being forced to live on my own, through circumstances beyond my control, and I love it! I would say that it helps pass the time, but that couldn’t be further from the truth; quite the opposite, it helps save the time. And not just time, but resources and mess. For example, on the rare occasions I need to blow my nose, I may first use the tissue to wipe condensation from the window pane/ excess sunflower spread from a knife. This not only saves on tissues, but on rot damage to wooden window frames/crumbs in spread. Classic! Having saved valuable seconds through ‘household efficiency’, I will then return to bed to check the money markets, bitcoin charts, gold price and savings best-buy tables for an hour, to an hour and a half. Though the money markets have a limited direct effect on my life, it’s good to stay abreast, and if the FTSE drops I’m perfectly poised to make any necessary adjustments, like a financial jaguar ready to pounce.


For an hour to an hour and a half . . .


EJ


I often think of Elis in these moments, how unprepared he is to react instantly to nuanced changes in the price of gold. I couldn’t tell you when the next crash is coming, but one thing I do know is that it will catch that man unawares as he plays with his daughter, embraces his partner or runs errands to maintain his family home. He’s made his choice, and it’s too late now. As Warren Buffet said: ‘Only when the tide goes out, do you discover who’s been swimming naked.’10


Following his first cereal tussle of the day, Elis will begin one of his thrice-daily YouTube sessions. After running through the directions to nursery with his three-year-old daughter, he will stand at the window to check she turns the right way out of the front door before loading up his favourite website. He will immediately become lost in a nostalgic realm of goals from the 90s, clothes from the 90s, music from the 90s and mines from the 90s. Though it’s not just the 90s! No, Elis’s interests are broad. He will also queue up countless videos of goals from the 60s, clothes from the 60s, music from the 60s and mines from the 60s. He’ll spice things up with the odd speech from Neil Kinnock at a Labour Party conference in the 80s or footage of a rural Welsh community in the 50s. When he finally realises he has fifteen missed calls, the penny will drop that he needed to leave half an hour ago for an appointment/job/meeting/commercial digital indie radio show.


A period of intense activity will then commence in which, while uttering a string of expletives, Elis will attempt to complete several tasks in such a short period of time that he does not complete any to a satisfactory standard: showering, drying, brushing teeth, moisturising, dressing and, inexplicably, ironing. While any normal person would be able to complete all these activities in under twenty minutes, having given himself minus thirty minutes, we get to the beating heart of Elis James: poor household efficiency. He will then spend a further ten minutes looking for his phone/glasses/keys/wallet before leaving without his phone/glasses/keys/wallet. One day, I will secretly instal CCTV in his house to confirm that Elis’s catchphrase ‘Sorry I’m late, it was the trains’ is, as I suspect, complete fiction.11


My mid-mornings are far more dynamic. If the previous night has been booze-free, I’ll tick off the day on my 2018 Queen calendar in red pen, like in a film. The 2018 Queen calendar was a gift in the Radio X Secret Santa and whoever chose it couldn’t have been more on the money. My 2017 booze-free days were ticked off on a joke office calendar made up of photos of a researcher called Tom that I stole from the writing room of Channel 4’s The Last Leg. Little did that researcher know that amusing photos of him in a state of drunkenness, posing with false breasts or asleep on a minibus, would one day be adorned with the drinking record of the most challenging and award-winning12 year of my life.13


I will then make a coffee. ‘But hang on, John?! You’ve not eaten yet!’ Pah! Would Mervyn King ‘eat breakfast’?! I think not! He’d be too busy engrossed in the financial matters of the day, the UK bullion reserves, the strength of the pound, interest rates, placating doves, encouraging bears, monitoring hawks and all kinds of animal husbandry that a former head of the Bank of England takes in his stride. It is with similar disregard for food that, like King (and Sherlock Holmes before him), I will approach the challenges of my day. That said, if I’m hungry I may have a vegan yoghurt.14


For Elis the challenges of the day may include acting in a BBC Three sitcom in which he plays a truant child, acting in a BBC Two sitcom in which he plays a sexual deviant or hosting a BBC Wales show in which he takes an English comedian friend around Wales. Having turned down—


(Not been offered)


EJ


—parts in all of these projects, I’m absolutely fine with it. I love how Elis challenges himself in increasingly testing/implausible roles. And I’m more than happy to watch the first few minutes of the first episode of anything he turns his hands to, on iPlayer, if it’s still up. Elis is comfortable with my refusing all opportunities to be a household name as he knows that A) my integrity can’t be bought and B) there’s only one role I was born to play: John Robins. And he respects that. And anyway, even if I were a commissioner at BBC Wales, I’d never have given the green light to James and Robins. It doesn’t have the alliteration of James and Jupp, and, as BBC Wales, knows all too well, alliteration in a title is half the job done. That said, if I were a commissioner at BBC Wales I would have responded to my own letters of complaint/ grievance in a more timely fashion, or at least had the forethought to set up an E-Mail account.


When Elis isn’t shaving thrice daily to convince the world he’s fifteen years his own junior,15 he’s providing voiceovers for an array of companies through a voiceover agent I got him in with in the first place. From the Welsh Electoral Commission to the Ford Transit, Elis James has a voice you can trust/fulfil ethnic quotas with. He has the calming yet assertive timbre of a humble herdsman reassuring an errant ram. I prefer to pick and choose my projects, and the voiceover agent, which we share and which I got Elis in with in the first place, agrees. My voice is not a toy to be tossed hither and thither. It is more suited to signature events such as state funerals, coronations and the opening of parliament. And, as we all know, those events don’t come around every day! I, for one, would happily never record a voiceover again if it means we have another twenty years of HRH Queen Elizabeth II #YouGoLiz! That said, I am available for voiceovers and anyone interested should contact Sue Terry Voices.16


No, my afternoons are more erudite affairs. I will check my E-Mails, the BBC Sport website, Ronnie O’Sullivan’s Wikipedia page and Martin Lewis’s MoneySavingExpert website before updating my accounts. Once I have performed these tasks six or seven times, it’s usually almost 4pm. At which time thoughts inevitably turn to the pub and/or my beer fridge. Or, if I’m doing Dry January, a low-level anxiety will slowly build to genuine physical discomfort before erupting into a furnace of fear that will keep me awake until 3am. On the rare occasions I have a gig, meeting or commercial digital indie radio show I will arrive an hour earlier than an hour before I need to be there. I do this by a simple system of catching the train before the train that, if it were late, would still bring me to my destination an hour early. A train I have, at time of going to press, yet to miss.


Apart from that one time . . .


EJ


At around 4pm I sometimes take a walk in rural Buckinghamshire and reflect on how the seasons mirror my mood: autumn (cruelty of passing time, nostalgia, loss of innocence), winter (bleak thoughts, loss [general], emotional wasteland), spring (rebirth [failed], potential [unfulfilled], awakening [early due to bad dreams]) and summer (too hot).


While I ponder the great questions of our time (perfect pub/ perfect three drinks/perfect five drinks/if a teleporter by your front door opened on one pub, which would it be?/which three drinks would it contain?/which five drinks would it contain?), Elis will be travelling home from filming to make sure his daughter made it back from nursery, before popping a lasagne in the microwave and settling down to watch Match of the Day (from 1994, again). He may pause, following a particularly baggy shirt or thunderous Andy Cole volley, to think about baggy shirts or how nothing in life is as satisfying as a baggy-shirted volley thunderer from the 90s. This is the Elis I know and love. It’s where our interests converge – The Past. For me, it’s my own past; for him, that of society. In the same way I can glance at a photo of my friend Chris drinking a pint of ale in The Star pub, Oxford, 200417 and be paralysed by nostalgic grief, so Elis can see a sketch of a trade unionist in Punch or the sponsor on the Sheffield Wednesday 1993 away kit18 and wish, with every cell in his body, that it was back then. They were the best of times, they were the best of times.


It’s at this point that Elis will then fulfil his duties as a father, which, I have to say, he does with aplomb. First, he will make sure she is fed, washed, clean-toothed and ready for bed at the appropriate time (remarkable when you consider how incapable he is of doing this for himself, a 39[ish]-year-old man), before reading her bedtime story, A History of Welsh Communists. I can see him now, beaming with pride as he reads tales of various battles won for miners – working hours, sick pay, compensation and safety – just loud enough so that she can hear from her room upstairs.


I, however, have some seven or eight hours to fill. Living alone with a mind as fertile as my own means that there is an ongoing conversation happening in my own head 24/7, 365. I’m sure fans of the show would pay literally billions to tune in, but there are times it can become arduous and impossible to escape from. Often in these moments I will involuntarily utter a phrase out loud, giving insight into the ideas/inspirations/emotional tumult silently raging inside. In a typical day spent alone the entirety of my emitted speech may read something like this:


7.46am. ‘Fuck’s sake . . . ’


7.46am. ‘Always, always a minute before . . .’


7.47am. ‘I’ll just turn that off.’


8.56am. ‘Could hit $1,300 an ounce, could do . . .’


10.21am. ‘And then back-to-back Masters wins. Selby must be so jealous!’


10.24am. ‘What no one mentions is how good he is into the middle pockets . . .’


10.26am. ‘And left-handed!’


12.40pm. ‘Hello to you, our old friend hummus . . .’


1.25pm. ‘Thanks, Lynne . . .’


1.26pm. ‘D’you fancy a curry?’


1.27pm. ‘Help me out, mate . . .’


1.28pm. ‘Probably me next . . .’


1.30pm. ‘This is where the idiot lives . . .’


1.31pm. ‘D’you fancy a curry? . . . D’you fancy a curry? . . . D’you fancy a curry?’19


2.04pm. ‘ . . . carry them in separately and then nothing gets spilled.’


2.05pm. ‘ . . . pop that in the bin on the way back, and that goes on the stairs to take up to the bathroom later . . . Classic household efficiency!’


2.10pm. ‘Oh look, shredders are on offer at Robert Dyas.’


2.22pm. ‘ . . . argh, God . . .’


2.23pm. ‘You can’t drink now, you mad bastard!’


3.58pm. ‘ . . . and they weren’t just a front man . . .’


4.10pm. ‘But you don’t need a shredder . . .’


4.17pm. ‘Hello . . . Hiya Chris . . . right . . . that sounds cool . . . what’s the money? . . . Sure thing! . . . I can make any of those dates, what about El? . . . what do you mean he’s filming?! What’s he fucking filming now, for crying out loud?! . . . Fuck’s sake . . . Yeah, will do.’


4.18pm. ‘Hi, El, it’s me. Give me a call back when you get this.’


4.40pm. ‘Hey, did you get my message? Saw you liked Josh’s tweet so you must have your phone. Call me back ASAP.’


5.26pm. ‘Answer your fucking phone!’


5.27pm. ‘Hi Miles, it’s Robins. Is Elis with you? OK, can you get him to give me a ring when he’s out?’


6.01pm. ‘Pint of Tribute please.’


6.39pm. ‘Yeah, same again.’


7.12pm. ‘Yep . . . No, same glass is fine.’


7.45pm. ‘What rums do you have? . . . with Diet Coke please . . . Yeah, Pepsi’s fine.’


9.00pm. ‘But you can’t peel the fucking film lid off cos when you do the fucking edges comes off and you’re left with the fucking middle bit so you have to use a fucking knife! Fuck’s sake, Quorn!’


10.40pm. ‘I work all day and get half drunk at night, waking at four to soundless dark I stare, in time the curtain edges will grow light, till then I see what’s really always there, unresting death a whole day nearer now.’


10.42pm. ‘ . . . asks what the maximum break prize was before a ball was potted! Then made one! The audacity! Who else could do that? Who else?! Tell me!’


10.43pm. ‘Selby wouldn’t have the balls . . . literally . . . God, you’re good.’


And by then, I’m more than ready to lie awake for a couple of hours before bed. Bliss.


Elis’s evenings will be much less eventful affairs. With his daughter tucked up in bed, he might have half a bottle of Doom Bar in front of a programme in which George Monbiot makes an appearance as a talking head, before he has to switch over to some godawful dancing programme, reluctantly watched by new dads across the country who just can’t be arsed to argue anymore. By which time, he’ll have lost interest in the Doom Bar. Thus, as I’m sure we can all agree, I win.


1–0 Robins!






A:


A Day in the Life of Elis and John by Elis James


7.01am. John wakes with a start. He immediately leans over to give his Edinburgh Comedy Award a gentle kiss and this calms him20 – he can already feel the anxiety of his dream subside. John shakes his head dismissively at the memory of it. As if dream-John would forget that Ronnie O’Sullivan’s fifth 147 break was against Drew Henry during the 2001 LG Cup! Of course, being held at gunpoint is stressful, but not stressful enough to forget something like that! It’s almost as if his subconscious is taunting him. John puts the Edinburgh Comedy Award down next to his sleeping bag and the Queen hoodie he uses for a pillow, and ponders. It was definitely the right decision to have the word ‘Perrier’ engraved onto it. He just wishes he’d told the engraver that the word ‘Perrier’ has three r’s in it. Oh well. The prospect of letting off some steam by writing a scathing online review of T&S Quality Engraving Chesham prompts him to get out of bed.


8.06am. In south London, Elis’s21 house is a finely oiled machine. It’s difficult to imagine anyone making toast for a three-year-old and reading an online article about the best stretches to avoid shin splints at the same time, but years of lateness and worrying about medial tibial stress syndrome have actually made Elis22 quite efficient in the mornings. And, if the article about shin splints requires Elis23 to sit and think for a moment, Isy can always take over.


7.51am. Having written the online review of his local engravers and posted it under the pseudonym ‘Back Chat’,24 John is beginning to get thirsty, so he walks into the bathroom and drinks straight from the tap. In a minute, he’ll wash up his cup and plate from the previous night to make his breakfast, but that can wait – he needs to check on his investments. The drift mine, an hour north of Phoenix, Arizona, he has invested in has had a bad night on the Dow Jones, and he is financially down on his luck. Within seconds, he is on the phone to his elderly neighbour, Olive, apologising profusely for the piercing scream. He considers texting Elis about it before remembering that Elis won’t understand any of the words he’s using, so he walks back to his bedroom to give the award another calming kiss. John sets his alarm for 8am and decides to treat himself to an award cuddle in the sleeping bag for a few minutes before checking his E-Mails. Being this busy is tiring!


8.38am. Elis is on the way to a voice-over. He’s actually slightly late because he was reading Tough Mudder testimonials on Facebook, but the people at Saatchi & Saatchi can wait. He’s halfway through writing ‘remind them about John’ on his hand before he starts smiling. How curious that the accident of birth that is having a Welsh accent could be so advantageous over John in the notoriously competitive voiceover game. Elis considers telling the team at Saatchi & Saatchi about the Scottish accent John does to infuriate Gordon Smart, before thinking better of it.


9.04am. Having been staring at his cup and plate drying slowly on the drainer for over 25 minutes, John decides it’s time to start drafting letters of apology to some of the people he thinks he upset at primary school. Through a combination of skills gleaned from reading Sherlock Holmes books and the fact The Lovely Robin’s mother still lives in the area, John has access to all of the addresses he needs. He sits down, has a quick check of the price of gold, makes sure the award is safely tucked into his sleeping bag and begins to type. This morning, he is typing a letter of apology to a girl whose rubber he borrowed without asking in February 1990. After furnishing the letter with a few Philip Larkin quotes, a Dark Star brewery T-shirt and a Frank Zappa mix CD, he decides that actually posting it would be insane, and so he places it in the drawer with all the others. This has been John’s morning routine for over fifteen years. Feelings of historic guilt now momentarily assuaged, he crosses himself in front of his Freddie Mercury altar before going for a piss.


12.07pm. The voice-over was a success! As a treat, Elis goes to browse the football boots in his local Sports Direct, which somehow takes over two hours.


2.12pm. Some local Brownies named Polly and Emily arrive to check on John. They are accompanied by group leader Brown Owl. There is no badge for checking on digital DJs, although Brown Owl has said ‘she will look into it’. Polly and Emily ask if he’d like any washing hung out, but John replies that he is wearing his Queen T-shirt and the other one is on the back seat of his car in case of emergencies. Brown Owl accepts John’s offer of a cup of tea and, after she’s finished drinking it, John gives the cup a quick rinse and has a coffee. As Brown Owl drank her tea, John ate a vegan biscuit from the plate but there aren’t enough to go round. As it’s now Brown Owl’s turn with the plate, she has a slice of unbuttered toast, which she eats at a pace that annoys John. Brown Owl spots the NHS-grade invalid overbed table25 John uses to rest his computer on when he checks his E-Mails, and asks if he has been ill. When he replies ‘No’, she tells the girls to leave.


3.01pm. After twenty-two minutes of sweet solitude, Chris Heggs, a local Lib Dem councillor, pops in to check on John. Having seen the state of John’s Skoda Fabia and noticed his love of Queen T-shirts, Chris is hopeful that, as a fellow rock fan, politically, he and John are birds of a feather. They live in a Tory heartland, but Chris sees himself as a slight radical and is looking for like-minded people to potentially go canvassing with. John wearily answers the door – he hasn’t checked gold prices for over an hour and is tense at the thought of fluctuations in the market. They stand in the doorway talking about broadband speeds in the village until Chris drops into the conversation that he once went for a curry with Tim Farron, upon which John slams the door in his face.26


2.36pm. As Elis is leaving Sports Direct with some new shin pads, he bumps into Rex Dronfield, one of the top TV commissioners at the BBC. Rex and Elis share a mutual love of the same shin-pad brand (Sondico), and talk effortlessly and convivially about shin pads through the ages. Having both laughed at the primitive shin pads on display at the National Football Museum in Manchester, and agreed that ankle protectors are for dweebs, Rex says, ‘We really should meet for a coffee’ and writes down his personal E-Mail address for Elis. Despite being stunned that a person could be important enough to warrant two E-Mail addresses (work and personal), Elis politely thanks Rex before promptly losing the bit of paper. Still, he’s had a nice chat about shin pads and nothing can dampen his mood as he cycles back to south London with a huge grin on his face.


3.13pm. Physically shattered by having to make two unanswered phone calls to his agent about a spelling mistake in an E-Mail, and mentally drained by having to make sure his Queen CDs were still in alphabetical order (the Brownies were in the room alone for the ten minutes or so that John was on the toilet, and he is suspicious they might have been touching them for something to do), it’s time for a well-earned nap. Naps used to be an emotional lottery, a gauntlet John was wary of running, but not anymore. Through a combination of visualisation techniques and controlled hyperventilation, John is now able to control his dreams. In an ideal world, John will wake up refreshed after dreaming he is being given the Perrier Award by Freddie Mercury in front of all of his bullies from school, before accepting Brian May’s offer to support Queen in the past and waking up refreshed. John’s dream-control technique isn’t foolproof, however, and on this occasion, he wakes up having dreamed that footage of him having sex with a farthing on the set of Celebrity Mastermind was broadcast on BBC One.


6pm. Elis’s house is a hive of activity as he makes his daughter’s favourite meal: fish fingers, beans, a raw carrot and, improbably, quinoa. He hilariously puts the shin pads on his arms and pretends to be a robot in an example of really top parenting. As he removes the fish fingers from the oven, he notices the 88 text messages and 16 missed calls from John, but he is too busy to call him back. It must be the price of gold again.


6.01pm. Refreshed from his nap, it’s time to celebrate another successful day by going to the pub. John tries to decide which of the six pubs in his village he will go to. John has very prescriptive tastes when it comes to the pub, and some of his ideal criteria are difficult to achieve. Pubs should:


• Be in Oxford


• Be in the past


• Contain The Lovely Robin


• Be totally empty but not in financial difficulty because that would be depressing


• Have a roaring fire that’s kept well under control


• Have a jukebox that only plays Queen, Frank Zappa, Meat Loaf, Chris de Burgh and Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy


• Have a nice selection of ales. Neckoil for John, something quite malty that tastes of Shreddies for Elis (although Elis is showing worrying signs of drinking less and probably doing a Tough Mudder because he is 37) and, incredibly, Stella on draught for the usually mild-mannered Lovely Robin.


• No dogs


• No karaoke. No big screens, small screens, live bands, contact with the outside world apart from phones that are on silent with the keyboard clicks off. Quiz nights are acceptable as long as John wins and they can be cancelled at short notice at John’s behest. No talkative regulars unless they were roadies for Queen.


Frustratingly, although very good, none of the six pubs near John match all of his criteria, so he decides to just go to them all before having a curry.


8.06pm. Their daughter bathed and in bed, Isy and Elis settle down to watch some TV. After a slight disagreement, the following things are vetoed by Elis: Stranger Things (too far-fetched), The Handmaid’s Tale (‘bit full on, it’s quite late to start watching that now, isn’t it, I mean it’s almost 9 o’clock, I will watch it I promise, I promise, no I definitely will, I will . . .’) and The Voice (no, definitely not. Absolutely not . . .). Great relationships are built on compromise, however, so eventually Isy watches Married at First Sight on catch-up as Elis reads the Wikipedia entries of 90s’ footballers on his phone. It’s domestic bliss!


8.46pm. John leaves the final pub in search of a curry, but as it’s a Monday night his local Indian restaurant is closed, so John leaves a message with his accountant. He’s checking to see if a taxi to another town to pick up a takeaway curry is tax deductible, under the proviso he pitches a programme about it to Dave or, at a push, E4. If not, he’ll just eat crisps. After a few minutes he takes the risk, knowing if he keeps the receipt, he’s covering both bases. The programme idea he will pitch to potentially tax-deductify his taxi journey starts to take shape. ‘John Goes to Another Town to Pick Up a Curry in a Taxi Possibly with Elis James if He Answers the Phone. On DAVE’. The taxi driver asks him why he’s smiling so much, so to avoid small talk John says, ‘Historic murders’. He then realises he might need some details about hiring a taxi for the show to beef up the pitch. An incredibly confusing conversation follows.


9.23pm. At the curry house, and the takeaway is now six minutes and twelve seconds later than the ‘half an hour’ the takeaway said on the phone. John checks his recent call log on his phone to confirm this. Yes, 36m 14s since they said, ‘Ready in half an hour’. John is so angry he has to go for a short walk.


10.06pm. John returns home. Having misplaced his fork (John is suspicious Brown Owl might have borrowed it), John is using all of his bushcraft skills to eat a takeaway curry with a knife. He left his spoon at his old flat in Bristol, one of only two things in his life he has ever misplaced,27 and as someone who doesn’t like breakfast cereal he has seen no reason to replace it. You’d think being forkless would pose a problem for the late-night curry eater, but nothing is a problem when you are blessed with John’s initiative. John has removed the strap from an old Queen fan club digital watch (don’t worry, he has a duplicate) and he is using the natural curve in the plastic to scoop curry into his mouth over the sink. Once the main body of curry has been eaten, he uses the pencil he used to write the notes for his award-winning Edinburgh show to skewer rogue pieces of onion, tomato, etc. The rice he simply pours into his mouth, using the malleable foil box to create a funnel. Within three minutes, the entire meal has been finished. If anything, Brown Owl borrowing his fork without asking has saved on washing up, as he didn’t need to use his plate. It’s all coming up Robins!




B:


Body, Shock Your28


As I have got older, I have become more and more interested in natural highs. Hanging out with Robins causes me to occasionally worry that I don’t ‘feel’ enough, and so I’ve given spicy food,29 poetry and headstands a go. I enjoyed them all, until John pointed out that being upside down and eating curry are not emotions. However, one natural high that is better than all of those things put together is running.


I am not particularly athletic, have no flair for sport, and have not been blessed with any genetic advantages that allow me to enjoy exercise.30 But, all this aside, going for a run on a cold, still day must be one of life’s great pleasures.


Have you never been to a pub?


JR


If you are not a runner, like me you probably had a bad experience with running at school. At age 11, I was introduced to cross-country during PE lessons, when we were told to run through town up to Carmarthen reservoir (‘Please don’t fall in and drown Year 7, because I hate doing the paperwork that will entail’), through some muddy fields and back to school, a distance of about two and a half miles. Inevitably, being west Wales, this was in the pissing rain and straight after my typical school dinner of turkey burger, beans and chips, chocolate sponge with white custard and a can of Diet Coke.31


Being told to ‘get on with it’ meant that everyone in my class got a stitch, apart from talented runners Luke, James and Nerys – and for a long time I thought I was physically unable to run for distances longer than a short sprint, in the way that I’m unable to lift up a car or bite through concrete. I was actually fine with this, and so knuckled down to the important business of GCSEs, checking my underarms for hair and feeling sexually anonymous at parties.


Having gone through university doing nothing more strenuous than walking to lectures or carrying cans back from the little shop,


Now this is a regime I could really get on-board with . . .


JR


I became aware that I was probably not the fittest wannabe historian in academia. Spurred into action after taking part in an impromptu kickabout and being sick on the pitch in front of a girl I liked, I decided to take advantage of being at my physical peak and do some exercise. I challenged myself to run a mile, to see how that felt. It felt awful. After a positive first fifty metres or so, it soon became unpleasant and the shakes began at around the halfway stage. Showing the kind of grit Cockneys were so famous for during the Blitz, I soldiered on and was sick at the finish line.32 At this stage, although delirious with fatigue, I realised that I had made a rudimentary error. Instead of running for half a mile and then turning round, thus enabling me to finish at home, I had instead run for a full mile in a straight line. I was now a mile away from my house – and with sick on my hand. Like a Formula 1 driver, who, instead of completing 52 laps of Silverstone, has just driven the 190 miles in a straight line away from the track all the way up the M1 to Darlington, the prospect of the trudge back to the podium was a lonely one. This was pre-mobile phones, so I knocked on the door of a nearby house and was surprised to discover that it belonged to our family GP. I explained my situation with quiet dignity, before asking for a glass of water, a flannel to wash my face and use of his phone so I could call my mum to pick me up.


Mam said ‘Well done’ in the car, but I wasn’t sure I deserved praise. I was 21, had run for 12 minutes, had been sick and had to use my GP’s landline to call for a lift. Mohammad Ali was the boxing World Champion at 22, Michael Owen had scored for England in the World Cup at 18. I had a better set of A-levels than Michael Owen, but surely three A-levels and running a mile without being sick weren’t mutually exclusive? Unusually for me, despite finding something initially difficult, I decided to stick at it.


I didn’t vomit the second time, which was an improvement. After a few weeks I was able to pace myself properly, which meant I could run a mile fairly comfortably, despite being very slow. This was hugely gratifying, as I was still amazed I could run that far without stopping. Within a few months I could run three miles in about 25 minutes, was grouchy if I couldn’t go, and was boring people in the pub about PBs (personal bests) and whether Saucony running shoes were worth the money.


Having just googled them, I can assure readers that they are not, being as they are equivalent in price to a secondhand sofa or four months’ car insurance (fully comp, 12 years no claims).


JR


I will never run a marathon because I simply can’t be bothered. It is too far and the training is too time consuming. But the runs I go for are a massively important part of my week. Before I did any exercise (and I did absolutely nothing for 7 years, from training with Carmarthen Town Under-14s to the age of 21), I didn’t believe that exercise could be pleasant, in any way addictive or that the endorphin rush people talked about could exist. I thought it was a chore that middle-aged people did because they were scared of getting heart attacks, a chore like cleaning the garage or knowing where your passport was.


I’m getting an endorphin rush from knowing where my passport is right now . . . I even know where the expired one is, corner cut off, of course . . .


JR


But, after a 25-minute run I feel fantastic. My sleep will improve and I’m a happier and more patient person.


Less of a laugh/more of a lightweight.


JR


A run will give me a healthier sense of perspective on everything, from my often-poor performances on TV panel shows33 to Brexit. It is an elixir that I would recommend to anyone.


Just enjoy how clear your head feels after a little run, and how chilled you feel about the edit of BBC Three’s Sweat the Small Stuff from 2012. And if you’ve only got ten minutes, go for ten minutes. No one has ever regretted doing something worthwhile for ten minutes.


Amazingly, this is almost a direct quote from ‘Just For Today’, from the Twelve Step programme used by Alcoholics Anonymous and similar groups. ‘Just for today I will try to live through this day only and not tackle my whole life problem at once. I can do something for twelve hours that would appal me if I felt I had to keep it up for a lifetime’


JR


Running isn’t for everyone, but there will be some kind of excercise that suits you, whether it’s my mum who loves Zumba and ‘funky pump’ (two kinds of dance-based aerobics) or the Bristolian trip-hop musician Tricky who loves cycling and Panantukan (a kind of Filipino boxing). I am a very weak swimmer, because I was taught very badly as a kid and also am of the opinion that being in the water is unnatural. But if that’s your thing, then great. Keep looking for the right exercise for you, as you won’t regret it.


STAGE ONE


A few tips:


1. If you haven’t done any exercise before, it won’t be easy to begin with, although everyone tells me the NHS Couch to 5K app is fantastic for beginners. What I would say is that once you become a runner (or a cyclist or whatever), if you have time off and go back to it, starting again is never, ever as hard as the first time. I had a year off running because of stand-up in my late 20s, but I only had to use my GP’s landline to phone my parents once. And – I cannot emphasise this enough – once your body is used to exercise, it is genuinely enjoyable.


2. Listening to music makes running much easier. I tend not to do this, for two reasons: I enjoy romantic notions of being in open dialogue with my pain and the boxers I like from the past didn’t have iPods (Jimmy Wilde, born in Tylorstown, Wales, in 1892, and Howard Winstone, born in Merthyr Tydfil, Wales, in 1939). Plenty of studies show that people find it easier, though, so do yourself a favour and download some Royal Blood to your phone.


Ronnie O’Sullivan, an example of a runner who is a laugh, also runs without music as he likes how the sounds of nature clear his head of thoughts.


JR


3. Having read Alan Sillitoe’s wonderful The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner, during runs I often imagine that I’m a working-class boy at borstal, using long-distance running to emotionally escape my desperate situation. The 1962 film version, starring Tom Courtenay, is also great. However, the Sillitoe method occasionally makes my conversation quite weird when I get back to the house, something to bear in mind if you’re tempted by this.


If you’re re-reading in my Running = Drinking/Run = Pub/Mile = Pint translation, I’d recommend Hans Fallada’s The Drinker, Patrick Hamilton’s Hangover Square, Kingsley Amis’s The Old Fools, Charles Jackson’s The Lost Weekend, Olivia Laing’s The Trip To Echo Spring, and John Cheever and Raymond Carver’s short stories. And especially the latter’s poem ‘Luck’.


JR


4. I sometimes imagine that I’m playing football for Wales when I’m running (you can choose any team you like). After Euro 2016, I was on the treadmill at the gym, imagining that I’d scored the winner in the semi-final against Portugal. I replayed the goal from all angles, gave an interview to Jason Mohammad at pitchside and also watched the goal from the stands in my mind. It was only when I got off the treadmill that I realised I was crying.


5. Don’t eat for 90 minutes to two hours before you go for a run, or you’ll get a stitch like a six-year-old at a birthday party.


STAGE TWO


Once you’ve been exercising for a while, you may find that it becomes harder to lose weight and increase tone. This is because your body has got used to the exercises you’re doing, your excess weight is no longer there to burn additional calories and the muscles involved in what you’ve been doing have become toned.


It is now time to ‘shock your body.’ You could incorporate sprints, hill running, maybe longer distances. But unless you are training for something, or are desperate to improve, feel free to leave it.


I love how, within a sentence of getting to the point of this chapter, you’ve just said ‘feel free to leave it’. I’m really laughing here.


JR


To supplement my running and cycling, and shock my body even further, I have started to take cold showers. I initially gave them a go after reading one of those ‘New Year’s Resolution Ideas that Have Benefits You Won’t Have Thought Of!!!’ articles in the paper, and guessed they might be fun. Within ten seconds I noticed that cold water woke me up more efficiently than caffeine and gave me an endorphin rush that lasted until midday. Like lots of endorphin rushes, it became addictive and, as my tolerance for cold water grew, I began to push things further. I stayed in a hotel a few weeks ago and gave myself a headache as I rinsed my hair, and it was absolutely exhilarating. The cold water causes you to breathe deeply, which fills the body with oxygen; it also increases your circulation, which improves your heart health. Aside from making you feel more alert, cold showers improve your immune system, personally cheer me up and apparently stimulate weight loss. What I really like about them, though, is that they are less pleasant than being warm. After a very hard day, I might treat myself to a hot shower, and I feel like a decadent monarch whose debased behaviour is bringing the country to the brink of a revolution. As I stand there, breathing at a normal rate and applying Radox without wincing, I think, ‘This is what Henry VIII’s life must have been like,’ and I instantly feel disgusted but special.


Being cold also makes me feel like an athlete. The Welsh rugby team sit in cryogenic chambers to recover more quickly from injury, and extreme cold has been proven to help athletes train harder. I am not an athlete, I am a digital DJ, but if I could swap my ability for introducing James Bay songs to being good at the long jump, I would do it in a heartbeat. A cold shower in the morning makes me think I’ve been chosen to represent Wales in the Commonwealth Games, and I am getting my training off to the very best start. In reality, I am having a cold shower before I go to finish the voiceover on a programme about movie blunders, but I tend not to dwell on my actual life.


Emil Zatopek, the 1950s Czechoslovakian distance runner (and arguably the greatest runner of all time), used to push his body to extreme limits in the name of success – my favourite being he would run laps in training with his wife on his shoulders, in order to make the actual race feel easy. Zatopek refused to allow his real life commitments to get in the way of this training – as a soldier he would jog on the spot during sentry duty, and when forced indoors to do laundry, he would jog on top of the washing in the bath. Washing my hair with Herbal Essences Hello Hydration, as my teeth chatter, is my nod to one of the greatest athletes the world has ever produced. In reality, I am a lazy daydreamer who doesn’t answer his E-Mails, but being chilly for a few minutes before I eat a bowl of Special K and have a coffee allows me to think that real change is just round the corner.


Taking a cold shower is easier34 than you think. Start off as normal, and then increase the cold water gradually to allow your body to get used to it. Try to relax your shoulders, and only give ten seconds of really cold water a go the first time. You might make noises like a cow giving birth, but that is to be welcomed. It’s real. You are experiencing real life.35 Starting slowly like this makes it more likely to be enjoyable, and I’d be surprised if you don’t leave the bathroom with a spring in your step and a brain that’s ready to face the day. One can only imagine the kind of radio I might have made, the games of Betabet™ I might have won, if I’d been following this regime as a younger man. As I get older, I worry that I’m not the mentally agile person I used to be, but through a combination of exercise and cold water I am convinced I have found a dental floss for the mind.36


I was told something that really stayed with me recently: ‘The inspirational people at the gym aren’t the sculpted body builders, but the overweight or unfit people who are giving it a go for the first time.’ I couldn’t agree with this more. Whenever I see someone struggle round the park, it fills my heart with joy and I want to shout a show of support from my car. I mentioned this on the radio show and received E-Mails from listeners who would welcome that kind of vocal encouragement, although I’m not so sure and I’d hate for any new runners to think I was taking the mickey. Rest assured, however – if you are new to exercise, I am with you every step of the way.37 Go forth, shock your body, turn that dial down to freezing and change your life. You won’t regret it!




C:


Carmarthen


Matthew Stevens, the snooker player. John Nash, the architect who designed Regent Street, The Mall and Buckingham Palace. Nicky Stevens of Brotherhood of Man (still the only Welsh winner of the Eurovision Song Contest). Comedian Rhod Gilbert. Rugby player Ieuan Evans. Wynne Evans, the opera singer from the Go Compare adverts. The inventor of the ball bearing. These people are all blessed. They are charmed. They have won life’s lottery. They are from Carmarthen.38
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