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January







1st January


 


For those whose lives are shackled by the temporal constraints of the Gregorian calendar – and I know mine is – today is New Year’s Day. Notable traditions of the day include the declaration of New Year’s resolutions, as well as the breaking of New Year’s resolutions, which takes place several hours later. While it can be tempting to reach for a bold gesture with which to start the new year, decades of experience have taught me that such a resolution becomes increasingly difficult to keep as the minutes roll by. Far better to stick to a goal both realistic and achievable, such as boycotting Turkish croquet matches or not eating bicycle clips.



Resolution


Having failed to keep

A New Year’s resolution for

Pretty much ever, this year I resolve to

Play it safe. The trick is to know

Your limits. Keep it simple.

Now what I resolve to do is to

Eschew a poetic form. Abstain from

Writing an acrostic for a whole

Year. A resolution, I think,

Easily done. Eminently achievable.

A piece of cake. Oh,

Rats.




2nd January


 


On this day in 1860, the French Academy of Sciences announced the discovery of Vulcan, a planet which was believed to exist in an orbit between Mercury and the Sun. The mathematician Urbain Le Verrier claimed that peculiar movements in Mercury’s own orbit could only be explained by the existence of another planet. His hypothesis was never verified, however, and it became known as the ‘hypothetical planet’. In 1915, the publication of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity offered a different approach to understanding gravity, and finally disproved the case for Vulcan’s existence with maths far too advanced to relate in a book of this nature.



It’s Not the End of the World


A hypothetical planet

between Mercury and the Sun

was no sooner discovered

than found itself gone.

Once Einstein’s equations

were upheld and fostered,

Vulcan neither lived long

nor prospered.

On hearing the news,

a theoretical crowd gathered

on the non-existent planet

to express its disappointment

while a suppositional spokesperson

vowed to fight the decision

in an imaginary court

of interstellar law.



3rd January

 


The final daily Peanuts comic strip appeared on this day in 2000, although the Sunday strips continued to run until 13th February, the day after the death of its creator, Charles M. Schulz. It had been a standard feature of American newspapers for nearly fifty years, serving up a daily treat of heartbreak and laughter, philosophy and psychology, in four simple tragi-comic panels. Charlie Brown was a character I could relate to – shy, under-confident, generally incapable – but, as a child, it was Snoopy I adored the most. Even now I harbour hopes that all those books he’d write while sitting on top of his kennel, tapping away furiously on his typewriter, will eventually find the light of day.



The Greatest President America Never Had


That Snoopy never became President

is now generally agreed upon

to be one of the great lost opportunities

of twentieth-century politics.

He would have got my vote,

had I been an American citizen

and had an anthropomorphised cartoon beagle

been allowed to run for office.

Yes, I know there were times

when he could be selfish or difficult –

and it’s hard not to feel sorry

for Charlie Brown, poor kid –

but look beyond that,

and you’ll find loyalty, empathy,

kindness, dogged common sense.

And lots and lots of dancing.

He’d have pulled out of Vietnam earlier.

Carried the flag for civil rights.

Repealed the second amendment.

Sat down with Khrushchev.

Grand claims to make, perhaps,

of an anthropomorphised cartoon beagle;

but nothing is impossible and Snoopy was a guy

who achieved nothing every day.




4th January


 


Louis Braille, born on this day in 1809, was only fifteen years old when he developed his reading system – a raised type consisting of varying combinations of six dots – which was to become widely adopted across the world. World Braille Day celebrates his achievements and champions the importance of Braille in the full realisation of human rights for blind and visually impaired people. The day highlights the necessity of improving access to Braille resources, particularly in developing countries and poorer communities.



Once More with Feeling


Look upon these raised dots

which dapple the page

like papery goose bumps.

They are what happens

when spines tingle, pulses race,

and hearts skip beats.

They are what happens

when doors open to your touch,

when dark relents to light.

They are what it feels like

to have the world at your fingertips,

to have it in your sights.




5th January


 


The first public performance of Samuel Becket’s play Waiting for Godot was staged on this day in 1953, at the Théâtre de Babylone in Paris. Heralded as one of the greatest dramatic achievements of the twentieth century, the play consists of the conversations and encounters of Vladimir and Estragon as they wait for a man named Godot. He never arrives. I always imagine him waiting elsewhere – standing under a clock or sitting in a cafe – wondering where on earth Vladimir and Estragon have got to. Nowadays, a simple ‘where r u m8?’ tapped into a mobile phone and any misunderstanding concerning time and place would be swiftly resolved.



Waiting on Godot


He was sat on his own at a table for three.

I fetched him the menu. He ordered afternoon tea.

Nothing happened. Nobody came, nobody left.

He bit into his doughnut. He looked quite depressed.

To help pass the time, he stuffed a bun in his face.

The time would have passed in any case.

‘Waiter!’ he said. ‘Give me the impression I exist.’

I brought him a bowl of crinkle-cut chips.

After a vague supplication for a small walnut whip,

he settled the bill and then gave me a tip:

‘Don’t spend your life waiting. Think later. First, dance!

Act now while you can – while you still have the chance!’

After that, he thanked me and said he must go.

He did not move.



6th January

 


Sherlock Holmes was born on this day in 1854. Although it may have been 1853. And not 6th January but 17th October. Unless it was 12th February. Or 21st August – or any other date for that matter. The stories don’t actually tell us but that didn’t stop him from being given a birthday by the Baker Street Irregulars, one of the world’s oldest Sherlock Holmes societies. Various theories were shoehorned in to justify the date: from references in the stories to Twelfth Night to a possible hangover in The Valley of Fear on what may have been 7th January. At least we can be more certain of Holmes’ death – at Reichenbach Falls in 1893. Oh, hang on a mo . . .



The Adventure of the Imperfectly Wrapped Parcel


pity poor Sherlock

on his special day

to spend his tenth birthday

deducting away

no mysteries for him

no need to unwrap

his first violin

a deerstalker hat

impossibles ruled out

only improbables left –

some new boxing gloves

a chemistry set

and the plant in the pot

that was wrapped up outside

deduced to be citrus

a lemon tree, he cried

all things known except

the joy of surprise –

how dull it must be

to have a brilliant mind




7th January


 


On this day in 1927 the first official transatlantic telephone call was made, between Walter S. Gifford, the president of America’s Bell Labs (now AT&T), and Sir Evelyn Murray, the secretary of the General Post Office in London. Ever since that date, transatlantic phone calls and teleconference meetings have become commonplace, driving international business forward with varying degrees of productivity, professionalism and competence.



The First Transatlantic Telephone Call


‘New York has joined the meeting.’

The violins of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons announce

the arrival of Spring with zesty triumph.

‘London has joined the meeting.’

‘Good afternoon, London!’

‘Good morning, New York!’

‘Thank you for joining me on this historic call

for today is the result of many years of research and—’

‘London has left the meeting.’

The violins of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons announce

the return of Spring with jaunty persistence.

‘London, are you there?’

‘London has joined the meeting.’

‘Sorry, New York. A few gremlins at this end.’

‘No problem, London . . . Today we open a telephonic path

of speech between our two great cit—’

‘London has left the meeting.’

With irrepressible gusto, the violins of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons

proclaim the entrance of Spring once more.

‘London has joined the meeting.’

‘Glad to have you back, London. Where was I? Ah, yes.

Who can foresee where this latest achievement of science and –

I hear barking. London, do you have a dog with you?’

‘Sorry, I’m working from home tod—’

‘London has left the meeting.’

The goddam violins of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons

announce the re-entrance of Spring with tedious predictability,

followed by the tiresome arrival of Summer,

the insidious encroachment of Autumn,

and the bleak onslaught of Winter,

until they cease suddenly with the news that

‘New York has left the meeting.’



8th January

 


Food rationing was introduced in Britain on this day in 1940, as a measure to cope with wartime shortages and ensure that provisions were distributed fairly. Initially, only bacon, butter and sugar were restricted but the list was soon extended to cover many staples, such as meat, cheese, eggs and milk. Although such restrictions were undoubtedly hard, poorer sections of society were able to increase their intake of protein and vitamins, and public health experts now reckon the wartime diet was far healthier than the one we have today. This has led to calls from some quarters for rationing to be reintroduced, particularly in regard to beefburgers, pizza, and re-runs of Shaun of the Dead on ITV2.



Poem


These are tough times for poets.

With the re-introduction of rationing,

many poets are having to live on as little as five similes

and four ounces of metaphor per week.

Haikus have been reduced to twelve syllables.

Brexit has led to a shortage of French villanelles

and Sicilian octaves, while elegy prices

are set to increase by 50 per cent this winter.

Some poets have been forced to burn

their sonnets simply to stay warm;

many can no longer afford to give their poems

more imaginative titles.

And so, think of the poor poets, shivering

in their cedar-clad writing cabins,

wondering where their next rhyme will come from –

and should you have any spare iambs,

odd odes or spent pentameters,

rusting tin cantos or throwaway lines,

please donate them to a Word Bank near you.

Credit card payments will also be accepted at this time.




9th January


 


On this day in 1902, a bill was introduced in New York State to outlaw flirting in public. While that may sound ridiculous, the law was aimed at protecting young girls and women from unwanted attention from men: so not so silly after all. That’s not to say that there aren’t a lot of rather bizarre laws which remain on the New York statute book: the hosting of a puppet show in a window is rightly banned, as is the throwing of a ball at someone’s face for fun. And please remember that it remains illegal there to transport an ice cream cone in one’s pocket on a Sunday, following a long-forgotten incident in which ‘untold mischief’ was caused.



Be Alert, Not a Flirt


Please be aware that flirts

are known to operate in this area.

You are advised to keep

your longings with you at all times.

Kisses have been stolen

and bottoms pinched,

while there have been reports

of batted eyelids, grazed arms,

and gentle teasing.

Should anyone laugh too loudly

at one of your lame jokes,

or take an immoderate interest

in the colour of your eyes,

please report them immediately.

On no account should you

attempt to flirt back

as this may result in giggling,

unseemly canoodling,

irritable looks from bystanders,

and the imposition of a hefty fine.



10th January

 


The Metropolitan Railway – the world’s oldest underground railway – opened between Paddington and Farringdon on this day in 1863, forming the first line of what would become the London Underground. Things back then were very different to the Underground we know today: trains were steam-powered; carriages were lit by gas lamps; passengers could choose between first- and second-class travel; and there were fewer adverts showing how to get a better deal on your home insurance. Gaps were not introduced until 1883, although it was to be another twenty years before a warning to mind them came into force.



Love Notes from the Underground


A Monument I will build for you,

my Angel, where nightly I will stroll.

Or Morden that, a shining Temple –

from Brixton mortar, Burnt Oak and gold,

a Plaistow go in worship of you,

to provide a Balham for my soul.

Hainault, I wasn’t Holborn yesterday

and I know you like Stanmore than me

but don’t let our futures be Edgware,

or leave me Barking up the wrong tree.

It’s true, I may not be a Richmond

but you can Bank on me.

It appears, Euston, we have a problem.

You’re the bee’s Neasden, yes, it’s true,

but you Maida Vale I can’t see behind

and I’m right at the back of your Kew.

Yet it’s never Oval until it’s Oval

and I’m Pinner all my hopes on you.

Just say the word and it Wimbledon.

It’s time to Acton what our hearts say.

With you, I’ve found my station in life –

let’s walk through the Archway.

Know this – always and without fail –

my love for you shall Perivale.




11th January


 


The first state lottery took place in England on this day in 1569. It was introduced by Elizabeth I to raise money to strengthen coastal defences, vulnerable to Spanish invasion. First prize was a huge £5,000, paid in ‘ready money’, plate, tapestries and cloth. It wasn’t a success, however. Tickets were ten shillings each, too expensive for most people, and the whole enterprise was regarded with suspicion. Subsequent lotteries proved more popular, and helped to fund the building of Westminster Bridge in the 1730s and the British Museum in the 1750s. But, as gambling increased across the country, the lottery eventually came to be seen as a great moral evil and was stopped in 1826, never to be introduced again, until it was.



Odds


The chances of winning the lottery

are 1 in 45,057,474,

or, to express this probability

in a non-mathematical way,

quite slim.

Statistically, being crushed to death

by a vending machine

is a far more likely occurrence –

particularly for me,

as I use vending machines a lot

and I’ve never bought

a lottery ticket.




12th January


 


On this day in 1976, pioneering surfer Dame Agatha Christie died, aged eighty-five. Not only is she regarded as being one of Britain’s first ever stand-up wave-riders, she is also the best-selling novelist of all time, having sold between two billion and four billion books (and possibly a few million more by the time this book goes to press). My little grey cells can rarely work out who, amongst her cast of questionable characters, has perpetrated the crime; this, despite the fact they always have one thing in common – they’re the person I had least suspected.



In the Drawing Room


And for these reasons, Colonel,

I contend it could not possibly have been you.

Nor, as we have seen, could your housekeeper,

the redoubtable Mrs Payne,

have access to the Remington Home Portable

upon that fateful day.

And while the behaviour of Mr Cedric Guscott

may have been ill-advised,

the issue of his gambling debts

must be regarded as a mere red herring;

a conclusion which may come as some relief

to the impulsive but well-meaning Miss Robson,

who, as I have already proven,

did not set out deliberately to deceive.

May I be the first to congratulate the two of you

on your engagement.

No, there is only one person here

who possessed the means, motive and opportunity.

One person, whose devilish designs

and fiendish plotting sought to mislead us

at every turn; whose little grey cells

fooled us all, and for so long.

Dame Agatha,

perhaps you would you like to tell us

how you did it?



13th January

 


Michael Bond, the children’s writer, was born on this day in 1926. The inspiration behind his most famous creation came from his encounter with a small bear as he took shelter in Selfridge’s toy department, on a snowy Christmas Eve. He took him home and named him Paddington, after the railway station. Later, while sitting in front of a blank sheet of paper, he felt the bear’s hard stare upon him, and Bond began to imagine what would happen if a real bear had found himself at Paddington Station, friendless, alone, with a label around his neck, like a refugee in the war. And if that was to happen now, what would come next? How the story unfolds tells us a lot about who we are, and the place where we now live.



Please Bear in Mind


that the Department of Visas and Immigration

claim he has ideas above his station,

having arrived into this Great Nation

without the proper documentation.

But what they fail to understand

is that this isn’t the life that he had planned.

He could no longer stay in his homeland.

He’s just looking for a helping hand.

His wellies are red, his duffle coat blue.

He wears a wide-brimmed hat from Darkest Peru.

If you should see him then here’s what to do:

Please look after him. That’s all. Thank you.



14th January

 


On this day in 1966, a teenager changed his name. David Robert Jones was looking to make a name for himself but annoyingly, another Davy Jones was already out there doing just that: a young actor who, having hit the big-time in Coronation Street, was now becoming famous by making a Monkee of himself. In response, the young man did what any out-monikered teenager would do in such a situation: take the name of a nineteenth-century American pioneer and the knife he had popularised. This wasn’t the only time David Bowie was to reinvent himself: later personae included Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane, The Thin White Duke, and the Goblin King.



Ch-Ch-Ch-Changes


It’s time to ring the changes.

I shall be braver, be bolder,

grow my hair down to my shoulders,

sport a handlebar moustache,

with a tattoo of my favourite snooker player

inked across my back.

I shall moisturise and wear eyeliner,

shave off a sideburn in protest

against human rights abuses in China.

I shall accessorise with piercings

and a cockapoo. My spirit animal

will be the brindled gnu

and every day, I shall totter off

for a macchiato and chocolate croissant

on silver-glittered platform shoes

and not use the tongs which the cafe provides,

being careful not to get crumbs

on my skin-tight leopard-print strides.

I shall wear star-shaped sunglasses,

even when it’s murky out

and regardless of whether I bump into things.

I shall enrol on a course of dolphin therapy.

My in-tray and LinkedIn profile

shall be neglected terribly.

I shall change my name to Marlon DuBois,

Spike Vuvuzela or Dr Atticus Flyte,

and this will all take effect from seven tonight.

Although – come to think of it –

next Tuesday might be better,

or maybe a few weeks after that.



15th January

 


On this day in 2001, Wikipedia, the free public-generated encyclopedia, went online. According to Wikipedia, that is. I mean, it might not be true and I should probably double-check this entry with some peer-reviewed academic research but I don’t have time. Although, while I’m at it, I might just have a quick read of their featured article from today on Marwan I (c. 625–685), the fourth Umayyad caliph – then read up about the goosefish, deconstructivist architecture, the 1945 Prague Uprising, and the complete discography of Leo Sayer.



A Quick Dip into Wikipedia


the First Republic of Armenia →

Anthimus of Nicomedia →

the playing career of Jimmy Melia →

a quick dip into Wikipedia

the diagnosis of synaesthesia →

the cultural forms of psychedelia →

the definition of oenophilia →

just ten more mins on Wikipedia

the legacy of George Bush, Snr. →

the track listing of Quadrophenia →

Vratislaus II of Bohemia →

can’t stop reading Wikipedia

the distribution of crocodilia →

the reception of Millais’s Ophelia →

hypogammaglobulinemia →

whole day spent on Wikipedia



16th January

 


    The original Cavern Club opened at 10 Mathew Street in Liverpool on this day in 1957. Top of the bill was the Merseysippi Jazz Band, supported by the Wall City Jazz Men. Through the early 1960s, the Cavern was to host a number of popular beat combos of the time, including Gerry & the Pacemakers, Billy J. Kramer, the Merseybeats, and The Beatles (note: must check spelling). None, though, were able to repeat the glories of that first evening with the Merseysippi Jazz Band, featuring the frenzied ivory-tickling of Frank Robinson and some inspired noodling by banjoist Ken ‘Nob’ Baldwin.



Outside the Cavern


He’s fiddling with his quiff and tie

when she joins him in the queue.

It stretches the length of Mathew Street

but it’s moving, going steady,

getting better all the time. He lights

her cigarette, chatters nervously

about The Coney Island Skiffle Group

while they shuffle forwards,

already halfway across the universe.

Some places have their moments –

in this street which reeks of rotting fruit

and tobacco and cheap perfume,

time stands in line with them,

forms an orderly queue, fifty years deep,

stretches back to this January night,

a night cold enough to see your breath

in the murky light of a Mersey moon.

He reaches out and holds her hand.

She doesn’t know it yet, but she loves him;

they stand there on the threshold,

at the start of it all, then head through the door.




17th January


 


It was on this day in 1920 that Prohibition began in the United States, a nationwide ban on the production, importation, and sale of alcohol. It lasted until 1933. But if necessity is the mother of invention, then forced sobriety is the controlling stepfather of deception, and no time was lost in finding ways around the ban. Illicit establishments, known as ‘speakeasies’ (a phrase of British origin, meaning to lower one’s voice), sprang up across the country to sell alcohol. Speakeasies often contained secret rooms, trap doors, fake walls, or rotating shelves, in order to thwart the police; assuming, that is, they weren’t in on the secret themselves and being paid to keep quiet.



write-easy


dear reader,      lovelydearreader,

swear to you i’ ve not touched a drip

poets, youknow, are a soberbunch

yes, that’s write –         i do right like this

%

hey! do not castsuch aspirations

iam        nOt blurringwords allthe time

i haveNOt beento a                              write-easy

somethingsomething something moonshine

i’m tellingyou, i am tootally tooteetal

itsprobablyjust             *           autocorrecT

[image: Start of image description, i’ll prove it – watch me write these words in one long very straight line. The words, long very straight line, are curved above and below the line, end of image description]

there justlike I sed      it’s Prefect




18th January


 


Today is Thesaurus Day. It honours Peter Mark Roget, author of Roget’s Thesaurus, who was born on this day in 1779. Although there were earlier collections of synonyms, it was Roget more than any other compiler who became synonymous, interchangeable, analogous with such works, and his thesaurus remains the standard today. Before the first thesaurus came along, writers just had to use whatever words were in their heads – or, to put it another way, whatever terms were in their noggins.



Roger’s Thesaurus


In order to grow, expand, widen

his lexicological corpus,

Roger bought, acquired, purchased

a synonymopedia, a thesaurus.

Soon, presently, without delay,

he no longer ran out of things to say,

speak, utter, express, articulate,

give voice to, pronounce, communicate.

This was all very well, fine, great,

wonderful, super, terrific

but his friends, mates, pals thought him

boring, tedious, dull, soporific.

So let this be a warning,

an omen, a sign, a premonition,

it’s all very well to show learning,

education, knowledge, erudition,

but here’s a top tip,

a suggestion, some advice,

don’t ever let it stop you

from being concise,

brief, short, clear, pithy,

succinct, compendious, to the point.

Breviloquent.



19th January

 


On this day in 2000 the Austrian-born American actress Hedy Lamarr died, at the age of eighty-five. Promoted by the Hollywood studio MGM as ‘the world’s most beautiful woman’, she became a star with her performances in films such as Algiers and Samson and Delilah. What they failed to mention in their publicity was that she was also a complete brainbox. In her spare time, she liked to invent things. At the beginning of World War II, she developed a radio guidance system for Allied torpedoes, along with composer George Antheil. Although the technology was not adopted by the US Navy until the 1960s, its techniques and principles have since become incorporated into Bluetooth technology. So yes, there was that, too.



Just Stand Still and Look Stupid


So, here’s the pitch.

There’s this broad, looks a million dollars,

the most beautiful woman in the world we’ll call her,

the kind of dame to put the fizz in your soda,

if you catch my drift, and she’s got all these men

falling over her, knocking themselves out for her,

yeah, yeah, I know, you’ve heard it all before,

but here comes the twist, now get this . . .

she’s an inventor, yeah, like she’s got all these crazy ideas,

some of them even better than a man can come up with,

and she figures out this system, some kooky system,

where ships can communicate in secret,

let’s call it frequency hopping or some batshit like that,

and somehow or other, it helps our boys win the war.

Yeah, that’s right, we win the war

and all because of some lush in a lab coat.

What’s that? Too far-fetched?

OK, then, how about we ditch the inventor bit,

or better still, we get a man to be the inventor,

Clark Gable – or Spencer Tracy, maybe –

and she’s the beautiful German spy he falls in love with

but who has to keep her identity under wraps.

Yeah, that should do it – far more believable.

It’ll be box office gold.




20th January


 


In terms of celebration days, penguins do pretty well for themselves: they get today – Penguin Awareness Day – as well as World Penguin Day on 25th April, which roughly coincides with their annual migration. In terms of a few other things, such as their vulnerability to global warming, their vanishing habitats, and their declining populations, they’ve been doing less well of late. Given that, two days a year dedicated to penguins – and figuring out what we can do to stop them from being wiped off the planet – doesn’t seem nearly enough.



Penguin Awareness


I’ve been aware of penguins since I was three:

I think one may have moved in with me.

The signs are everywhere.

The smell of saltwater in the air.

There are moulted feathers on my chair

Yesterday I found a fish upon the stair.

But when I turn around there’s no one there,

for he moves in the shadows, like Tony Soprano;

I am forever stepping in guano.

I don’t know why he’s come to live with me.

There are better places for him to be.

But when I’ve gone to bed, I can hear the tread

of his soft heels across the kitchen floor,

and the opening of the freezer door.

And I picture him there,

his head resting on a frozen shelf,

dreaming sadly of somewhere else,

thinking about the hand that life has dealt him,

and I wonder if his heart is melting.



21st January

 


National Hug Day, which occurs on this day every year, celebrates the act of hugging, an activity which can help to lower blood pressure and the risk of heart disease, trigger the release of healthy hormones, and make some of us feel awkward on doorsteps and street corners.



Before You Hug Me, Don’t


I’ve never quite mastered the art of the hug.

I know the benefits. I’ve read the research

but I’m struck by a fear of being left in the lurch,

of taking the plunge and making a lunge

only to find that it’s mistimed or misjudged,

and dismissed with a frown, a slap, or a shrug.

I’d like to hug but I’m not sure I know how.

I come at it from all the wrong angles –

an arm finds itself squashed or else it dangles

useless, forlorn like a broken bough.

And then there’s the question

of how much time to allow

and where to put my stupid head.

Off to one side? Or something bolder?

Cheek to cheek? Nuzzled into a shoulder?

What is the optimal pressure of squeeze?

And what would happen if I should sneeze?

Or if one of us had some awful disease?

A hug’s no good when born of unease.

The hugged always know. So, please,

let’s agree that neither of us will lean forward –

instead, we can just stand there, feeling awkward,

grasp an elbow at most, pull a strange face,

forgo the gauche ballet of close embrace,

and not encroach upon personal space.



22nd January

 


    On this day in 1927, Teddy Wakeham and C. A. Lewis provided the first football commentary on British radio as Arsenal and Sheffield United played out a 1–1 draw. The Radio Times issued a Listener’s Plan dividing the pitch into sections, which were then called out as the ball entered each section during the commentary. It was thought that the ball being kicked back to a goalkeeper provided the origin of the phrase ‘back to square one’, although in the Notes & Queries column of The Guardian, a letter from Mr Norman Brindley, Caddington, Beds, disputes this etymology, claiming the phrase dates back to earlier board games. But I’m afraid it’s too late now, Mr Norman Brindley, Caddington, Beds, I have already written this poem.



Sideways to Square Four


If you are tuning in late, you’ve not missed much.

The community singing at 2.50 was a rousing affair

and my half-time cup of Bovril – thank you, Sandra! –

has certainly helped to warm the cockles.

As for the game, the Gunners lead through a Buchan header

on a Highbury pitch that resembles an ice rink.

Both teams have exhibited extraordinary pluck

and determination to contend with these conditions.

Remember you can follow along with all the action

on your Radio Times Sectioned Pitch Plan.

And don’t forget, for those of you listening in black and white,

Sheffield United are the team playing in stripes.

And it’s United now, who have a corner (square 7).

Tunstall crosses it and there’s Gillespie (square 8) to nod it in!

United are level! And the game is right back now

to where it started. If only there were a phrase for that.



23rd January

 


Walter Frederick Morrison and his future wife Lucile liked to throw things at each other. On Thanksgiving Day 1937, they tossed around a popcorn can lid. At their local beach, they would fling cake pans back and forth with joyful abandon. When people began to buy the cake pans from them, Morrison decided to design and sell his own aerodynamically-enhanced flying discs: the Whirlo-Way, the Flyin-Saucer, the Pluto Platter. The rights to the last of these he sold to the Wham-O toy company on this day in 1957. They renamed it the ‘Frisbee’. Since then, nearly 300 million Frisbees have been sold around the world, becoming the best-selling toy of its kind – although in recent times the boomerang has been making a comeback.



Frisbee


Frisbee whizzing

through the air,

above our heads,

over the sand,

into the water,

onto the waves,

out to sea.

You cried a lot that day.

Frisbee was a lovely dog.



24th January

 


Scouting for Boys was published on this day in 1908. Written and illustrated by Robert Baden-Powell, it became used as a manual in Boy Scout training and is thought to be the fourth-best selling book of the twentieth century. It must be said that aside from general survival skills (‘Using your eyes’, ‘Spooring’, ‘Signs round a dead body’) some of the original content was rather moralistic in tone (‘Good temper and cheeriness’, ‘Courtesy to women’) and has not aged particularly well (‘Lion hunting’, ‘How the empire must be held’). The art of knot-tying was introduced in the 1915 edition, in a chapter entitled ‘Saving Lives with Knots’.



Saving Lives with Knots


Similar to the Snuggle Hitch

and Solicitous Bowline,

the Double-Looped Friendship Knot

can save lives

when dealing with a survival situation.

First, tie a simple Tendershank,

left over right then under,

ensuring the loose end is threaded

through the standing end,

like an Outstretched Comfort Bend

but with diagonally-opposed crossings.

This, in turn, should create

two interweaving Sympathy Loops,

which form a rounded elbow

for an Underhand Love Twist.

Pull tight to prevent snaggling,

remove any remaining slack,

and never let go. For extra fastness,

secure with a Compassionate Grip Hitch.

No rope is necessary for this exercise.




25th January


 


Burns Night, a celebration of the life of Robert Burns, takes place on this day every year in honour of the poet’s birth in 1759. It is customary to commemorate the occasion with a Burns supper, a meal traditionally comprising haggis, neeps, and tatties, alongside whisky, speeches, toasts, poems, singing, dancing, bagpiping, and generally, much Scottishness. I’ve never been invited to attend such a gathering: being an English vegetarian unable to drink a tot of whisky since being hospitalised on half a litre of it at the age of fourteen, I suspect that is just as well.



Address to a Vegetarian Haggis


How warm you make me feel inside,

great chieftain of the veggie tribe!

True bearer of this nation’s pride –

beans, nuts, and oats –

in Forfar, Wigtown, East Kilbride,

and John o’ Groats.

Abhor the boorish carnivore

who fills his plate with meaty gore.

You give me spice and seeds galore,

not bloodstained guilt.

Upon you, mushroom gravy pour,

mindful of my kilt.

No liver, heart or lung of sheep

to haunt me when I go to sleep.

And should I fancy with my neeps

something foreign,

there’s some hoisin sauce that I keep

in my sporran.

O braw and tidy recipe!

Vegan-friendly and gluten-free,

unslaughtered is the poor beastie –

thus removing what the snag is.

Join me – please raise your cutlery

to veggie Haggis!



26th January

 


On this day in 1926, in a crowded upper-storey room in Frith Street, Soho, members of the Royal Institution and a few other visitors gathered to receive a demonstration of a large transmitting machine, containing a revolving shutter, lens disc, and light-sensitive cell. They watched as the image of the head of a ventriloquist’s doll was transmitted, first onto a receiver in the same room as the transmitter or ‘televisor’ (as its inventor, Mr John Logie Baird, referred to it), and then in another room. The image was faint, often blurred, but unmistakably there. Exactly ninety years later, modified versions of that original televisor were able to receive images of a pair of brothers taking on two sisters in Builth Wells, Powys, in a brand-new episode of Bargain Hunt.



Tiny People


Back when I was knee-high to a space hopper,

I used to believe there were tiny people living inside

that magic box in the corner of our front room.

Whenever the box was dark and silent,

it meant there were rehearsals taking place inside –

new jokes tried out, dance routines polished,

so that when, at long last, my mum let me

make the box light up, the tiny people were ready,

word perfect, for their new performance.

Back when I was ankle-high to a pogo stick,

I used to believe that the tiny people in the magic box

were watching me as I watched them –

looking out at somebody else inside a box

and practising, too; a tiny person learning his lines,

preparing himself for the performance to come.




27th January


 


International Holocaust Remembrance Day is a memorial day which takes place every 27th January. It pays tribute to the memory of the six million Jewish victims of the Holocaust during the Second World War. The date marks the anniversary of the liberation of the Nazi concentration and extermination camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau which occurred on this day in 1945. The day brings people together to think about the tragic events of the past with the intention of preventing further genocides.



On the Importance of Not Forgetting


How soon we try to leave the past,

to think what’s done is done

and all that happened years ago

was sad but now it’s gone.

Look forward and not back, we say,

the future’s coming fast.

We cannot change what came before,

the time to mourn has passed,

while unseen, the shadows gather

until the now resembles then,

and remembrance comes too late to help –

and it happens once again.




28th January


 


Data Protection Day (or Privacy Day as it’s known outside Europe) is celebrated on this day each year. While more rigid data protection has undoubtedly been a pain for all companies and organisations that have to deal with humans, there are serious ethical and safety issues attached to the collection and use of others’ personal data. When new regulations came into force in the UK a couple of years ago, I took the opportunity to unsubscribe from all the email lists I had signed up to, or had unknowingly been signed up to. It was after the third week of not having a single new email appear in my inbox, not even from my close family and friends, that I decided to resubscribe to many of those lists.



She’s Opted Out of Me


She’s unsubscribed from all my lists

She tells me I will not be missed

She only signed up when she was pissed

She’s opted out of me

She’s updated all her preferences

She’s removed me from her references

She can’t see what my relevance is

She’s opted out of me

She’s informed me that she’s sick of me

She claims she wants some privacy

I’ve opted into misery

Now she’s opted out of me




29th January


 


The long-running radio programme Desert Island Discs was broadcast for the first time on this day in 1942. On the programme, guests (or ‘castaways’) are invited to select eight recordings they’d like to take with them to a desert island, along with a book and a luxury. The producers have made it quite clear to me that they have no intention of inviting me back after what happened last time (see 25th April), so you will never get to hear what my eclectic, thought-provoking selections would be. Instead, you can have this list of pudding-based songs which I’d listen to should I ever find myself stranded on a dessert island.



Dessert Island Discs


Sundae Bloody Sundae

Fool If You Think It’s Over

Key Lime Every Mountain

Champagne Supavlova

It’s a Family Éclair

Don’t It Make Your Brownies Blue

In the Gateaux

Brûlée-vous




30th January


 


On this day in 1649, Charles I was executed outside the Banqueting House in Whitehall. The identity of his executioner, who carried out the royal decapitation in a face mask and wig, has long been the subject of debate. In a seventeenth-century version of conspiracy theory culture, there was much debate at the time as to who it might have been – with suspects ranging from Richard Brandon, London’s Common Hangman, through to, somewhat preposterously, Oliver Cromwell himself. Whoever it was, they knew what they were doing: a single blow and bish, bash, bosh, bonce in a basket.



Last Orders in the King’s Head, January 1649


’Ere, you’ll never guess who I had on my scaffold

the other day. Go on, have a guess! Nah, mate, not him.

John Bigg lopped his loaf off ages ago.

I’ll tell you. It was only the King of England, weren’t it!

Old Charlie boy – the flippin’ Tyrant himself! Ever such

a big crowd there was. They were well up for it.

His maj took it pretty well, all in all. Can’t be easy that,

knowing yer royal noodle’s gonna be rollin’ around

in front of you any moment. Reckon I was more on edge

than him, to tell you the truth. Anyhow, best thing

is to just get on with it, commit yourself

to the job at hand. The last thing anyone needs is me

hacking away at his noble bonce for ten minutes.

A mighty swing and that was it – got him in one.

Usually, I pick up their noggin and shake it at the crowd,

shout, ‘Behold the head of a traitor!’ or what have you,

but this time I played it cool. Wore a disguise, too, just in case.

You never know what’ll happen in the future –

it mightn’t look too clever on my CV should this country

ever reject the notion of parliamentary governance

and return to a monarchical system of absolutist authority.

So, if you can keep this conversation under your hood,

that would be much appreciated. And thanks for the beer.

Cheers! To the King’s health! Sorry, force of habit.




31st January


 


April may be the cruellest month but January is by far the longest. By the time it gets to about the 25th, it seems like it will never end but I am given to understand that eventually it does.



Mnemonic


Thirty days hath September,

April, June and November.

Unless a leap year is its fate,

February hath twenty-eight.

All the rest hath three days more,

excepting January,

which hath six thousand,

one hundred and eighty-four.








February







1st February


 


In 1857 work began on the Oxford English Dictionary, the foundational reference work of the English language. Twenty-seven years later the first ‘fascicle’ was published: in the UK on 29th January 1884 and then in the US, three days later. The fascicle – which means an unbound instalment of a larger work – was 352 pages long, covered words from ‘a’ through to ‘ant’ and, as the review below illustrates, was an absolute corker.



A – Ant: An Analysis


An almost alchemical allegiance

amongst alphabetic allies,

agonisingly accumulated, ably amassed

and affectionately aggregated.

An admirable achievement.

Again and again, alliteration abounds.

Adjectives abut, adverbs adjoin

and ambition advances,

affording ample advantages

and accompanying adventures ahead.

Adored amongst alphabet addicts,

all accord A–ANT absolute acclaim.

Accessible, accurate, aidful,

and always accommodating:

an amazing accomplishment. Amen.

Anon




2nd February


 


Groundhog Day is celebrated on this day in the United States and Canada. It derives from the superstition that if a groundhog emerges from its burrow on this day and sees its shadow due to clear weather and retreats to its den, winter will continue for six more weeks. However, if the groundhog does not see its shadow, then spring will arrive early. This tradition was captured in a popular film starring Bill Murray, which coincidentally is also called Groundhog Day.



Groundhog Day


Alarm clock flips itself to six

‘I Got You Babe’ is in my head

I see my shadow on the wall

Think I’ll stay in bed



2nd February

 


Groundhog Day is celebrated on this day in the United States and Canada. It derives from the superstition that if a groundhog emerges from its burrow on this day and sees its shadow due to clear weather and retreats to its den, winter will continue for six more weeks. However, if the groundhog does not see its shadow, then spring will arrive early. This tradition was captured in a popular film starring Bill Murray, which coincidentally is also called Groundhog Day.



Groundhog Day


Alarm clock flips itself to six

‘I Got You Babe’ is in my head

I see my shadow on the wall

Think I’ll stay in bed



2nd February

 


Groundhog Day is celebrated on this day in the United States and Canada. It derives from the superstition that if a groundhog emerges from its burrow on this day and sees its shadow due to clear weather and retreats to its den, winter will continue for six more weeks. However, if the groundhog does not see its shadow, then spring will arrive early. This tradition was captured in a popular film starring Bill Murray, which coincidentally is also called Groundhog Day.



Groundhog Day


Alarm clock flips itself to six

‘I Got You Babe’ is in my head

I see no shadow on the wall

Best get out of bed




3rd February


 


On 3rd February 1959, a plane carrying the rock ’n’ roll musicians Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and ‘The Big Bopper’ J. P. Richardson crashed, killing all three along with the pilot Roger Peterson. The event later became known as ‘The Day the Music Died’. Twenty years later, an envelope was found in a courthouse basement storage vault in Cerro Gordo, Iowa, which contained various items recovered from the crash site in the days that followed. Included amongst them was the Big Bopper’s wristwatch and Buddy Holly’s iconic glasses.



Personal Effects


contents of manila envelope,

rec’d April 7, 1959:

one cigarette lighter

two sets of dice

two wristwatches,

one with inscription

‘KTRM Champion Disc-a-thon 122hrs 8 min,

J P Richardson, 5-4-57’

and one pair of thick,

black horn-rimmed spectacles:

lenses smashed

but frames intact,

unscratched, good as new




4th February


 


World Cancer Day takes place on this day each year in order to raise awareness of the disease and encourage its prevention, detection, and treatment. You might be forgiven for thinking that cancer scarcely needs any more awareness raised for it, given that none of us are left untouched by it, either directly or through its impact upon those around us. But there is much that can be done – from improving education to enabling access to life-saving cancer treatment and care for all. And if medical science should fail us, we can always unleash a plague of terrifying British curses upon it until it disappears for good.



OK Cancer, That’s Enough Now


I hate you, cancer.

I wish on you a plague of curses.

May you be forced to memorise the Mahabharata –

all two hundred thousand verses.

Or twelve of mine.

May there be engineering works on your line

on a Sunday evening

and you have to use the bus replacement service

and sit next to a sweaty, gassy Morris dancer.

That’s how much I hate you, cancer.

I hate you, cancer.

May your tea get ruined

when you dunk a biscuit and it falls into your mug.

May you step on an upturned plug

having had to get up in the night with chronic indigestion.

May you finally get invited

onto Who Wants to be a Millionaire

only to use up all your lifelines on the £1,000 question,

and still not know the answer.

That’s how much I hate you, cancer.

I hate you, cancer.

May your passport go astray

when you most need it.

May your boiler break down on Christmas Day

and you sit and shiver in your front room

watching the film adaptation of Cats,

including all the deleted scenes, interviews with the cast,

and a two-hour documentary on how it got made,

followed by Grown Ups 2, starring Adam Sandler.

That’s how much I hate you, cancer.

I hate you, cancer.

I shall summon all the friends you’ve taken,

and bring them back here from the dead.

And when you wake up,

may you find your milk has curdled

and there is mould upon your bread

and knotweed is spreading silently

from your toes up to your head.

Yes, that’s right – I’m training to be a necromancer.

That’s how much I hate you, cancer.




5th February


 


The Greenwich Time Signal – commonly known as the pips – was introduced on this day in 1924. It has remained one of Britain’s most popular time signals ever since. From 1990, BBC Radio stations have used them to mark the precise start of each hour, except for when there’s an afternoon play on or Celine Dion is in full flow. In recent times, the advent of digital broadcasting – and delays in the digital signal – have affected the accuracy of the pips, causing their use and usefulness to diminish. This may lead to the eventual retirement of the pips or to their retraining as bleep censors should public broadcasting become swearier.



Tempus Fugitive


one of the pips went missing

and a world of chaos beckoned

everything started too early

by one-tenth of a second

nobody knew which pip it was

but the time flew by that week

no beep beep beep beep beep beeeeeeep

only beep beep beep beep beeeeeeep

out of the blue, the pip came back –

from where, it did not disclose

where time goes, we haven’t a clue

all we know is that it goes




6th February


 


On the afternoon of 6th February 1958, British European Airways Flight 609 crashed on its third attempt to take off from the slush- and ice-covered runway at Munich-Riem Airport. Twenty-three people on board died in this tragedy, including eight Manchester United footballers, dubbed the Busby Babes for their youth and success. Amongst them was Duncan Edwards, who at the time was the youngest footballer to play for England and was regarded as the greatest player the country had ever produced. He was twenty-one years old when he boarded that plane, with a European Cup semi-final to look forward to, and the whole world at his feet.



Black Country Boy Goes Home


1966. In a parallel universe,

he pops back home to see his mum.

The whole of Dudley’s painted red

to cheer on their famous son.

Boys wave books at him like rattles;

smiling, he stoops to sign his name.

Fathers offer up their ciggies,

opinions on tomorrow’s game,

while he wonders how he got here,

this unparalleled afternoon.

Three FA Cups. Five league titles.

One World Cup – another soon?

Perhaps. Only the past is known:

what is done cannot be undone,

no more than the memory of snow

can be melted by the sun.



7th February

 


Periodic Table Day is not a periodic celebration of tables (and related furniture), but of the Periodic Table more specifically, on 7th February every year. It commemorates the first appearance of the table (designed by the English chemist John Newlands) in 1863, when it contained only 56 elements. These days, the table totals 118 elements, and has been redesigned several times. Its significance cannot be overstated, both as a critical information reference tool for scientists, and as a source of low-scoring answers for competitors on the popular teatime quiz show Pointless.



Periodic Updates


Radox – Crouton – Jargon – Bourbon –

Brassic – Jolene – Oxymoron

Decaf – Sliver – Shebanganese –

Aquarium – Pleather – Anti-freeze

Horlix – Triptych – Pandemonium –

Antipathy – Einsteinagogium

Zilt – Pantyline – Podium – Tedium –

Kimkardashium – Lint – Delirium

Feline – Bosphorus – Condominium

Nectarine – Vermouth – Thanksamillium



8th February

 


The architect and designer Sir Giles Gilbert Scott died on this day in 1960. As well as designing Liverpool Cathedral and overseeing rebuilding work at the Houses of Parliament after the Second World War, Scott designed the iconic red British telephone box. With the advent of the mobile phone, the need to fiddle around for the right coins while inhaling the stench of stale urine has receded but I still miss the phone box with its connections to the past. Thankfully, there remain plenty of them about. Some now host miniature libraries, art galleries, or memorials, without a working phone in sight: not that many had working phones in the first place, as I recall.
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