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For Laura






INTRODUCTION


It sometimes feels that we live our lives in a state of constant outrage. Our leaders might have feet of clay, but it seems those feet have stepped in something much more awful than clay. The news cycle appears to have the same attention span as a goldfish with a Red Bull addiction, and then everything is amplified through the viperous echo chamber of social media. By the time you switch off the telly or mobile device and angrily climb into bed you have actually forgotten what it was that made your blood boil over your morning coffee.

We are under a bombardment from all of our screens, all of the time, reminding us with one click just what a dreadful time we are living through.

But here is one tiny, comforting thought: we’ve always been appalling. Not all of us, not all the time, but appalling behaviour runs through our history right alongside great art, soul-stirring music and methods for preserving fish – and we are really good at preserving fish.

I’m not talking about the great and serious crimes against humanity that we deal with on a generational basis. This is a ‘polite’ history of bad behaviour. I’m interested in our more venal, ridiculous, sometimes far-reaching and often private and petty transgressions. Now I understand that ‘polite’ is an extremely subjective word. I’m guessing that my interpretation may not match up with some people’s idea of taste or propriety.

I can live with that.

I’m not saying that there aren’t episodes in this book that some people will find raunchy, prurient or just downright filthy. And there are a few sad and tragic deaths, but my area of interest is the serial scoundrel as opposed to the serial murderer. I find fascinating the pompous and proud, the foibles of the powerful, the particular peccadilloes of some of our greatest leaders, thinkers and writers. And there are more randy royals than you can shake a sceptre at.

Sometimes it’s the ridiculous and reprehensible that give us a window into our perception of what is grand, beautiful and true. These castles in the sky are often built on the shifting sands of our folly. And that’s often where all the fun stuff happens.

For those of you with delicate sensibilities, may I suggest you approach this book as you would a heated spa bath in a hotel you’ve never stayed in before. Maybe dip in and dip out until you’re ready to settle in.

For readers with sterner stomachs, may I suggest that you use this book for another, dare I say, reprehensible purpose? As I said before, we do live in an age of constant outrage.

So, just for fun (and if you’re of legal drinking age, of course), maybe this book could serve as a drinking game. Any time you come across any sort of reprehensible activity that reminds you of our more morally culpable world leaders (and one orange-tinted leader in particular), take a sip of your favourite tipple.

Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.






Chapter One: THE PROBLEM WITH POWER
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When I was a high school history student studying the American Revolutionary War, my favourite of the Founding Fathers was always Benjamin Franklin. To me, he epitomised all that was outstanding in a person close to the many levers of power. He was a true man of power.

Franklin had an enlightened and inquisitive mind, a warm and charming commonality (as could be witnessed in the annual Poor Richard’s Almanack which Franklin published from 1732 to 1785), as well as being a beacon for democracy and personal liberty. All of this seemed to emanate from the portraits of his cherubic face – a face framed by the bifocal spectacles that we’d been told he’d actually invented himself.

Or, as one of his many biographers, Albert Henry Smyth, wrote in 1907, ‘It is no use blinking the fact that Franklin’s animal instincts and passions were strong and rank, that they led him to the commission of deplorable errata in his life, and that the taint of irredeemable vulgarity is upon much of this man.’

Albert Henry is obviously being quite judgemental here. Let’s face it, any use of the word ‘taint’ is often wrapped up with finger-wagging of one kind or other. But, sadly, the truth remains: Franklin was not the benign, avuncular figure I had imagined him to be when I was a lad.

Chances are he fathered quite a few illegitimate children, including a son, William, whom he conceived with his maid Deborah. (William was raised as a Franklin and eventually became governor of New Jersey.) Thomas A. Foster, the historian and author of Sex and the Founding Fathers: The American Quest for a Relatable Past, puts the number of illegitimate children at fifteen, and in these matters I’m always willing to err on the side of the larger number.

Franklin, during his time in London, was associated with Francis Dashwood, a most reprehensible rake and founder of the infamous Hellfire Club. Whether or not Franklin actually partook of the orgiastic indulgences of the club is up for debate, but what is better known is that Franklin did have a wide and extensive knowledge of the brothels of London, and Paris, and his hometown of Philadelphia…

Even when he was in his seventies and living in Paris he was still conducting trysts like a man of considerably more youthful vigour and, dare I say, judgement.

I know that duplicity between the public persona and the private person is one of the traits of those who seek and then wield power. But in Franklin’s case it’s just so wantonly observable. As another biographer, Carl Van Doren, wrote, ‘In his morning litany he could pray to be kept from lasciviousness, but when night came lust might come with it. He went to women hungrily, secretly and briefly.’

Indeed, Franklin was a man of many passions, some beyond liberty and libertarianism. He is, after all, the only person in the world to be inducted into both the US Chess and the International Swimming halls of fame. And that’s got to count for something.

No matter how flawed these people of power are, it is a simple fact that ever since we’ve been gathering together in communities we’ve needed leaders to help us save ourselves from ourselves.

During my research I came across ‘The Problem with Power’, also known as episode 110 of He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, where Man-at-Arms aka Duncan speaks these wise words:


I want to talk to you today about safety. Accidents don’t just happen to other people. They can happen to you too. But you can do some things to help prevent accidents from happening. Using a safety belt when riding in a car can save your life and prevent you from being seriously hurt. Now I know you’ve been told never to play with matches, because if you do you are playing with fire. And fire can burn your toys, your home, your family, you. So use your common sense and think about what you’re doing; it’s better to be safe than sorry.



Well said, Duncan, and that’s exactly what our lawmakers and those we put in power are simply doing for us, right? Saving us from not wearing our seat belts or playing with matches. The laws they make are surely just an example of ‘common sense’? I wish that were the case, Duncan. If only some of the learned and powerful had spent less time in class and more time watching He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, we would all be so much better off.

Some laws are the result of prejudices or religious beliefs that often changed in accordance with whichever way the theological wind was blowing, and some just plain boggle the imagination.

However, while we’re on the topic of mind-boggling legislation, let me just clear up one particular myth, especially for any expectant mothers planning on visiting the United Kingdom: it is not legal for a pregnant woman to urinate in a policeman’s helmet! There is a popular belief that members of the constabulary are obliged to help an expectant woman if she desperately needs to take a whiz, but despite internet and newspaper articles to the contrary, she should never expect to relieve herself in a bobby’s helmet. It is only ever legal if you are an Australian cricket fan and you are in England during the Ashes test series… (Actually, you might want to fact-check that.)

Sometimes the elite like to exercise their power, and not just through laws, particularly if they sense that society is changing in ways that they perceive as threatening towards them. To put it in sociologist terminology, ‘They can scratch when they are cornered.’

In such times, those in power might spread ridiculous rumours or bogus theories that they hope will thwart social change or, even better, send society back to a time when they felt their grip on power unchallenged.

One of the more bizarre incidents involving such a dreaded fear of change is illustrated in the next story, where bikes, women’s rights and trouser technology become strangely intermingled.
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Get On Your Bikes and Ride

Towards the end of the nineteenth century the patriarchy came under attack from an underestimated weapon. It wasn’t the growing calls for suffrage and higher education, nor was it the rise of the unions among the factory women. No, it was something far more benign that scared the men who feared change… It was the bicycle.

In 1896 Munsey’s Magazine wrote, ‘To men, the bicycle in the beginning was merely a toy, another machine added to the long list of devices they knew in their work and play. To women it was a steed upon which they rode into a new world.’

I think it was the actual act of riding that upset male society the most. Riding a bike in a Victorian dress would have been virtually impossible, and women would valiantly try to keep their skirts from blowing up in the wind or being swept to one side – or, even more dangerously, from getting caught up in the pedals or wheels. The riding was made even more dangerous as the women would also have to dodge the abuse, and sometimes rocks, hurled at them by sanctimonious passers-by. And as for wearing trousers, forget about it – that was never going to happen.

However, several ingenious folks did come up with the solution of the convertible skirt. A dress that had a hidden internal system of pulleys, loops and buttons that a woman could engage to make her cumbersome dress something less life-threatening when she wanted to ride her bike.

Another solution would have been for the men of the era to grow up just a little bit, but instead they legislated against female riders. A woman riding a bike had to endure many more stringent and sexist instructions than her cycling brothers, who had virtually no rules applied to them. One particularly patronising instruction can be found in the 1895 publication the New York World, which advised female riders, ‘Don’t refuse assistance when going up a hill.’

However, the most insidious attempt to stop the throngs of middle-class and wealthier women from taking up the healthy activity of cycling actually came from the medical profession. They warned of the terrifying female-only condition called ‘Bicycle Face’.

The Literary Digest of 1895 printed this ridiculous warning: ‘Overexertion in the upright position on the wheel, and the unconscious effort to maintain one’s balance tend to produce a wearied and exhausted bicycle face.’ It continued by saying the female rider would have these symptoms: ‘Usually flushed, but sometimes pale, often with lips more or less drawn, and the beginning of dark shadows under the eyes, and always with an expression of weariness.’ Other journals told how female riders would experience facial changes, ‘characterised by a hard, clenched jaw and bulging eye’.

Although some physicians also claimed that bicycle face could affect male riders as well, they pretty much all agreed that women were the most at risk, seeing as it required so much physical exertion to propel a bicycle as well as a good sense of balance, something apparently not associated with women at the time.

There were also stories and articles about actresses who had lost their voices due to the heavy breathing cycling required, or of famous dancers who could no longer perform, seeing as their calves had become over-developed.

Women were warned about the dangers of the saddle and the harmful vibrations that could lead to fertility problems. Some quacks even went as far as to link a woman who rode a bike to a woman of uncertain morals. A certain Dr Garrigue wrote about the naughty saddle causing a woman to feel an ‘intimate massage’, which he concluded could lead to her moral downfall.

Of all of the supposed afflictions that the bicycle could inflict on women, perhaps the most ridiculous was the imagined affliction known as ‘cyclomania’. This was a supposed addiction to cycling and the drug-like euphoria that riding to the point of exhaustion was thought to bring. In the 1896 guidebook Bicycling for Ladies, there is this warning: ‘Scorching [fast and aerobic riding] is a form of bicycle intoxication. It could be spotted in a woman who rode fast and compulsively, often seeking out hills to cause greater stress on her body. One sure sign was if you spotted a family out cycling and the mother of the family was out of her “normal” place, which was riding ahead of her family. This was a woman possessed by that nasty old demon “Cyclomania!” ’

Fortunately by the twentieth century all of these odious theories had been tossed into the dustbin of quackery. These days the bicycle has been almost universally embraced as both a physically and environmentally healthy mode of transport. Our main contemporary concern with bikes is not the effect they have on women, but rather what the sight of a middle-aged man in lycra has on the community as a whole. Let’s be honest, lads, if you are anywhere near my shape or size, and you insist on riding your bike in tights, well, your backside just looks like two inner tubes having an argument.
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Jackson’s Parrot, the Original Dirty Bird

In the modern era when we think of presidential pets we often think of dogs. The Obamas had Bo; the Nixons had Pasha, Vicky and King Timahoe; the Kennedys had four dogs, including a gift from Khrushchev called Pushinka. It was said that Pushinka’s mother had actually been one of the Soviet Union’s famous dogs in space.

The current administration, however, is virtually pet-free (unless you count Mike Pence’s rabbit Marlon Bundo and, of course, Jared.)

Yet, strangely enough – and although it hasn’t been the case for more than half a century – birds and parrots in particular were beloved presidential pets.

The Washingtons had a parrot. Thomas Jefferson had a mockingbird called Dick. Ulysses S. Grant was said to own a parrot, and his one-time boss’s son Tad Lincoln was the loving owner of a turkey called Jack. Teddy Roosevelt had quite a few parrots, and up until his assassination William McKinley owned a parrot that was somewhat sarcastically named ‘The Washington Post’.

But perhaps the most infamous of all the White House birds was Andrew Jackson’s African grey parrot, Poll.

Poll had originally been a gift for his wife, Rachel; unfortunately she passed away just before his inauguration in 1829. Poll, however, did make it to the Pennsylvania Avenue residence, where the new president became the bird’s primary companion.

Let’s not forget that Jackson had been given the nickname ‘Old Hickory’ as a tribute to his toughness and strength. He killed a man for cheating at horseracing and took part in a terrifying number of duels. Hell, at the age of sixty-seven he beat a would-be assassin senseless with a walking stick after the man’s gun misfired.

To give another clue to Jackson’s nature, one of the first things he did when he arrived at the White House was to install over a dozen spittoons.

But it would seem that he did indeed dote on that Poll, spending lots of quality time with the bird. In hindsight, he probably spent too much time, considering some of the bad habits Poll picked up from his owner. You don’t have to be David Attenborough to realise that adopting a bird blessed with longevity like a parrot when you are of an advanced age means that there is a fair chance the bird will outlive you. And as such, Poll was one of the guests of honour when Andrew Jackson was laid to rest in 1845. However, his stay at the funeral was brief.

The following was recorded in the writings of Reverend William Menefee Norment, who is quoted in the third volume of Andrew Jackson and Early Tennessee History: ‘Before the sermon and while the crowd was gathering, a wicked parrot that was a household pet got excited and commenced swearing so loud and long as to disturb the people.’

He continues, saying the bird ‘let loose perfect gusts of cuss words’ and that the mourners were ‘horrified and awed at the bird’s lack of reverence’.

Poll was eventually removed – to where, no one actually knows. But I’d like to think that the ghost of Poll was secretly smiling almost one hundred and thirty years later when Nixon was forced to release those infamous tapes and the world would get its next insight into private presidential profanity.

[image: ]

Swears, Bears and Solemnity

I have to admit that I’ve always been something of a swearer. As a young Catholic lad, swearing was pretty much the only sin that I could confidently list off when going to confession. It’s a sad fact that I owe my knowledge of the Stations of the Cross to the fact that I was a potty-mouthed eleven-year-old.

Years later, when I started working in radio, I even invented a character who would allow me to swear on air… well, almost.

Keith the Moravian Swearing Bear was a sort of agony aunt to the station’s listeners. They would write in their problems and then Keith (played by yours truly) would berate them in a foul-mouthed tirade, and our poor producer would have to edit out the worst of the swear words. Only one ever sneaked through.

Hey, it wasn’t highbrow but Keith did have quite a loyal following among a certain section of our audience, so much so that we released a T-shirt with a rather gruff bear on the front saying the words, ‘What The F&#K Are You Looking At?’ It sold quite well, and it is still with some misplaced pride that I recall seeing one of Keith’s fans being escorted out of the Sydney Cricket Ground wearing that same T-shirt.

Oh, and before you ask why Keith was Moravian, all I can say is that his first script was written on the back of a beer coaster.

According to my wife, I am something of a ‘sleep swearer’. I hasten to add that this doesn’t mean I scream out in terror from some dark dream, but rather someone who even though sound asleep will rattle off a few swear words and then chuckle like a naughty schoolboy.

So swearing and I have had a long friendship.

These days when we think about swearing we usually think of obscene language that is meant to cause offence. This is, of course, always subjective and in accordance with the sensibilities of both the speaker and the listener. However, for a very long time this was by no means the standard definition of swearing. To understand the codifying of swearing in Tudor and Stuart England there is a fantastic essay written by Swansea University Professor John Spurr with the title ‘ “Damn your Blood”: Swearing in early modern English’, which is not only a fascinating read but really captures the nature of swearing as it moved from the Middle Ages into the spoken English that we would recognise today.

He writes, ‘The oaths of the Tudor and Stuart centuries, the era of Shakespeare (1564–1616), still jump out at modern readers from plays, courtroom testimonies and countless other sources. And they strike us as very different from our own bad language. Swearing – solemn or profane – was a religious issue: an oath called on God to guarantee the truth of a statement, just as profane swearing took God’s name in vain.’

It would be a fair assumption that the profane would immediately enrage the good folk of town and village. But those who overused the oath of ‘swearing to God’ and trivialised that sacred bond were also brought into disrepute, along with anyone who expressed such an oath to back up a falsehood. The remnants of the latter are still evident in our modern-day perjury laws. However, it was never just as cut and dried as that, because over the centuries people modified these oaths in accordance with the linguistic and social fashions of the day, changing and adapting the language of oaths and profanity, something we still do today.

Spurr uses a poem from a sixteenth-century Protestant preacher to demonstrate the overabundance of oaths that were in use at the time and how they were seen as diluting and perverting the original intention of swearing an oath:


Some swear by God’s nails, his heart and body

And some swear by his flesh, his blood and his foot

And some by his guts, his life and heart root,

Some other would seem all swearing to refrain

And they invent idle oaths; such is their idle brain:

By cock and by pie, and by the goose wing

By the cross of the mouse foot and by Saint Chicken

And some swear by the Devil, such is their blindness.



Laws were brought in and people were prosecuted for not only profanity but also for simply taking the Lord’s name in vain. Professor Spurr tells the story of an Essex woman, Margaret Jones, who was arrested for being ‘a swearer using most cursed oaths, as namely God’s wounds, God’s heart. When chided by her vicar, she retorted, “God’s heart she should swear in spite of his teeth [God’s teeth I’m assuming]: as she used much swearing, so she laid violent hands and smote the vicar… and then followed him, swearing, from one end of the town to the other.” ’

Just think, if only she’d waited for a couple of hundred years she would have found herself a beloved star in a reality television show like Ye Olde Real Housewives of Essex instead of up on charges before the local magistrate.

Spurr goes on to explain that the attitude towards swearing at the time was akin to ‘an infection, a contagion or a flood. It was a sin that would damn the swearer’s soul and might well provoke immediate punishment from on high… Clergy urged their congregations not only to avoid the bold oaths of the libertines [phrases that we would probably consider to be swearing], but also to be wary of “the more petty oaths of faith and troth; take heed of also cursing and taking God’s Name in vain, remembering that the Lord will not hold such guiltless.” ’

By the reign of James the First, the monarch had brought in some laws that put the screws on swearing, codifying the attitudes towards swearing that were prevalent at the time.

When a sailor by the name of Robert Abbot let loose a blue streak, he was fined for six oaths of ‘by God’ and six curses of ‘damn your blood’. It is interesting to note in the latter charge for ‘damn your blood’ that we have an intersection between what we would consider to be two different strands of cursing. Firstly, the act of laying a curse and, secondly, that of using a curse as a swear word.

These two strands, which would be regarded as completely different in the modern world, were far more intertwined and inseparable for centuries.

So it appears that swearing was as complex an issue back then as it is now, and laws regarding swearing were and still are virtually useless. As we’ve become a secular society the inherent nature of swearing has obviously changed – language and morals are both fluid by nature.

Plus, we all know how bloody good it feels to let off a loud burst of purple language when the mood or the occasion takes you. And let’s not forget people who use euphemisms like ‘shoot’, ‘fudge’ or ‘fiddlesticks’ – these people are in their own way still swearing. It’s just that they have set the bar so much lower than the rest of us.
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Of Course They Banned Christmas

In 1659 the Puritan government of the Massachusetts Bay Colony put a bit of coal in everyone’s stocking by passing the following law:


For preventing disorders arising in several places within this jurisdiction, by reason of some still observing such festivals as were superstitiously held in other countries, to the great dishonor of God and offence of others, it is therefore ordered by this Court and the authority thereof, that whosoever shall be found observing such days as Christmas or the like, either by forbearing of labor, feasting, or any other way, upon such accountants as aforesaid, every person so offending shall pay of every such offence five shillings, as a fine to the county.



The concept of not celebrating Christmas or Easter – or Whitsunday, for that matter – comes from that fun old Puritan maxim, ‘They for whom all days are holy can have no holiday.’

The Puritans had always looked a bit askance at Christmas; they saw it as a bit too much of a coincidence that it fell on the same day as the pagan Roman holiday of Mithras, right in the middle of the extended Roman booze and food (and associated hanky-panky) festival known as Saturnalia.

They thought that it was an act of spiritual weakness that Pope Julius I had arbitrarily chosen 25 December as the birth date of Christ as a way of co-opting pagans into the Christian faith. (The Puritans believed that Christ had been born sometime in September.) But mostly they hated Christmas because it was by medieval times a great excuse for drinking and partying. (Some things never really change, do they?) The sixteenth-century clergyman Hugh Latimer wrote, ‘Men dishonour Christ more in the twelve days of Christmas, than in all the twelve months beside.’

It was the English Puritans who abolished Christmas as a holiday in 1645, but it was the even more zealous devotees in New England who would actually go so far as to ban the holiday and make its celebration an actual crime.

By 1660 Christmas had been officially reinstated in England, but it was still banned in Massachusetts well into the 1680s. In fact, when in 1686 Sir Edmund Andros, the governor of the colony, attempted to hold a Christmas celebration in the Boston Town Hall, he had to do so under heavy armed guard. And even as public support grew for reinstating the holiday and rolling out the old eggnog, the Puritans of New England grimly held on to their anti-Yuletide grumblings.

Cotton Mather, a leading churchman of the district, told his flock in 1712, ‘The feast of God’s nativity is spent reveling, dicing, carding, masking, and in all licentious liberty… by mad mirth, by long eating, by hard drinking, by lewd gaming, by rude reveling!’ Even for someone from a large Catholic family, that sounds like a pretty boisterous Christmas.

Let’s not forget that Cotton Mather was also one of the bastards who went around persecuting anyone he perceived to be a witch, and whose book Memorable Providences laid much of the theological groundwork for the Salem witch trials. Although he himself claimed to have never attended the trials, his pamphlets and sermons spoke of them in glowing terms and helped fuel the witch hysteria that grasped that region of America in the early part of the eighteenth century.

This attitude persisted through much of the eighteenth century. Those who partied hard on Christmas were looked down upon as not showing appropriate piety, the same way my grandmother would fly off the handle if someone dared spell Christmas as ‘Xmas’ – trust me, that was one card-buying mistake you only ever made once.

In America, a much more relaxed change in attitude to Christmas began to grow after the 1823 publishing of Clarke Moore’s ‘A Visit from St Nicholas’ (more popularly known as ‘’Twas the Night Before Christmas’). In 1863, Alabama became the first US state to make Christmas Day a holiday, but the good folk of New England defiantly held on to their Puritan-based beliefs. Up until the 1850s, Christmas Day would find places of business and schools still open and operating. However, there was a mood for change. The poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow noted in 1856, ‘The old Puritan feeling prevents [Christmas] from being a cheerful, hearty holiday; though every year makes it more so.’

By the time President Ulysses S. Grant declared Christmas a national holiday in 1870, the pious folk of New England had shed their inner Scrooge and were ready to embrace the fine traditions of Christmas, like a good meal, great company and arguing over whose year it was to give Great-Uncle Phil a lift home.
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For Whom the Bell Really Tolled

If you were an American field or factory worker in the 1830s your life was pretty grim. There was no such thing as collective bargaining; there existed virtually no workers’ rights. In fact, there was not a lot to really look forward to other than back-breaking work for a subsistence wage. However, if you lived in one of the many towns or cities where the town hall bell rang out loudly at both 11 am and 4 pm, you could at least look forward to downing tools and enjoying ‘grog time’.

Think of it as a late-morning and afternoon tea break, without the tea and without the biscuits.

Moreover, the 1830s was the high-water mark (or low, depending on your perspective) of alcohol consumption in the modern history of the Western world.

By the 1820s, whiskey was cheaper than beer, wine, coffee, tea or milk. People mistrusted water because it was pretty filthy and disease-riddled, so when that bell tolled, time was taken out of the workday to have a shot or two. And if whiskey wasn’t available, another popular choice of the day was hard cider – cider that had been fortified with the addition of pure alcohol to extend shelf life as well as increase potency.

To put this in perspective, the annual alcohol intake of a present-day American is almost one-third of what was consumed by most adults in the 1830s.

You probably started the day with a drink; you had some more with lunch, then a tipple after work and more with dinner. Why not stay at cruising altitude with those two sanctioned drinks to split up your miserable workaday existence?

Englishman Frederick Marryat, a distinguished naval officer, shed light on American swill power with this often used quote from his 1837 book, A Diary in America:


I am sure the Americans can fix nothing without a drink. If you meet, you drink; if you part, you drink; if you make an acquaintance, you drink; if you close a bargain, you drink; they quarrel in their drink, and they make it up with a drink. They drink because it is hot; they drink because it is cold. If successful in elections, they drink and rejoice; if not they drink and swear; they begin to drink early in the morning, they leave off late at night; they commence it early in life and they continue it, until they soon drop into the grave.



And once that grave had been filled, I am going to assume everyone went back to the tavern for the wake. It’s the basic circle of life, with a bourbon chaser.
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You Can’t Put That in Your Sat Nav

Most of us know that for centuries many streets, lanes and alleys, particularly in Great Britain, got their names from the business conducted in that area. London’s Pudding Lane is often cited as one of the most famous examples.

Actually, it’s not strictly true. Pudding Lane does get its name from puddings, but just not puddings as we know them today. ‘Pudding’ was a medieval word for animal offal, and it is thought that the name came from the bits of unused animal stomachs and rotting intestines that would slide off carts transporting discarded waste from the butchers in Eastcheap to barges down by the Thames. So it seems that Pudding Lane got its name from filth rather than sweet baked treats.

But that aside, streets like Candlewick, Milk and Bread Street are more accurate examples of what I’m talking about. So you would naturally assume that a place named Grape Street or Grape Lane might indicate that taverns or wine merchants – or maybe even a fruit market – would have been located in that area.

I’m afraid not.

The tradition of naming thoroughfares according to the activity most closely associated with it – no matter how venal that activity was – dates back to the Norman expansion through Britain. In a time before sanitation, for instance, certain streets, usually located near taverns or markets, became places well known for people to relieve themselves. So it was not uncommon for many of Britain’s towns to have at least one Pissing Lane, or a Shitburnlane. And who could pass up renting a property on Stynking Alley or Foul Lane?

The rise of the Puritans saw to it that all vulgar placenames associated with unmentionable activities were given a good scrubbing and replaced with euphemisms. Victorian town planners later corrected any of those that may have slipped through the net.

So what are we to make of Grape Lane?

Like the previous placenames, it’s coded language that points to some rather more primal sort of hanky-panky going on in that street. ‘Grape’ was the sweetening of the word ‘Grope’. (Actually, if I’m completely frank, it was a sweetening of ‘Gropec#nt’, and this charming phrase had its original derivation in the Old Saxon.) This meant that there were either brothels or just plain sex in the street that could be purchased in this location. Other names for such streets were Codpiece or even Whores-Lie-Down, both of which would later be cleaned up as Coppice and Horslydown respectively.

In a rather bizarre moment, a petition was submitted to the British Parliament in 2012 asking that, for the sake of preserving national heritage, all streets and lanes that had once been called such things as Gropec#nt be restored to their original names, in all their offensive glory. The petition was rejected, with the reasoning that the UK Government was not responsible for street names and the issue was a matter for local authorities.

Personally, I would love to find a town in England that has an intersection between a Grape Lane and Horslydown Street – I bet it’s got a bank on the corner.
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A Banquet of Chestnuts

Of all of the stories of debauchery and intrigue that surround the period when the Borgias ruled the Vatican, there is none more salacious or disputed than the infamous ‘Banquet of Chestnuts’.

Rodrigo Borgia had become Pope Alexander VI in 1492, using his wealth and power, as well as some rat cunning and backstabbing (sometimes literally), to rise to this exalted position. He also brought the rest of the family with him, including his son Cesare and his famous daughter Lucretia, both of whom acted not only as advisers but also as their father’s eyes and ears within the papal court. They were also first-rate schemers in their own right. Lucretia, as it is often pointed out, was perhaps more famous for being sinned against than for sinning. However, her family did use her youthful grace and beauty to install her in three political marriages. Suffice to say there was never any need for a divorce court in the two marriages that met an untimely end.

There is one school of thought that Cesare organised the ‘Banquet of Chestnuts’ not solely for a bit of bacchanalian fun, but also as a way of placing some of the most powerful cardinals into compromising positions (well, quite a few different positions) that he could later blackmail them with.

The most cited and most lurid account of the event comes from the writings of the Alsatian-born Johann Burchard, who had risen from a humble priest to be a gifted chronicler for several popes, as well as the papal master of ceremonies for some.

However, even though he was extremely powerful at the time of Alexander VI, he was by no means a fan of the Borgias and their ways of getting things done.

This is from his diary:


On the evening of the last day of October, 1501, Cesare Borgia arranged a banquet in his chambers in the Vatican with fifty honest prostitutes, called courtesans, who danced after dinner with the attendants and others who were present, at first in their garments, then naked. After dinner the candelabra with the burning candles were taken from the tables and placed on the floor, and chestnuts were strewn around, which the naked courtesans picked up, creeping on hands and knees between the chandeliers, while the Pope, Cesare and his sister Lucretia looked on. Finally prizes were announced for those who could perform the act most often with the courtesans, such as tunics of silk, shoes, barrets and other things.



Before you start wondering, a barret was some sort of cap, which does nothing to make this story any less weird.

For centuries this account by Burchard has been heavily disputed, although there are two other sources indicating that at the very least some highly inappropriate hijinks did indeed go on in the Vatican on that particular night.

Then there is the undisputed fact that the Banquet of Chestnuts featured in the Neil Jordan television series The Borgias, which like the rest of the series is not short on sumptuous sets and costumes (well, for as long as those costumes stay on). I’ve always found that when it comes to disputed historical events, I tend to lean in favour of the versions that feature Jeremy Irons.
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Some Arcane American State Laws

No great democracy believes in the sanctity of an individual state’s right to create legislation as much as the United States of America. This can have profound, tragic and, in the case of the below legislation, often ridiculous results.

Although most of these laws are obviously arcane, we are still left with two burning questions: Firstly, even though they are virtually never enforced, why are they still on the statute books this far into the twenty-first century, and secondly, what sort of bad behaviour caused the wise and the good to sit down and devise these laws in the first place?

ALABAMA: It is illegal to wear a fake moustache in church, as it might cause ‘unseemly’ laughter.

ALASKA: It is illegal to wake a sleeping bear so that you can take its photo. However, if you have a gun instead of a camera, you can kill it awake or asleep.

ARIZONA: You can’t hunt camels, or keep donkeys in bathtubs, but you must give a thirsty person water if they ask you for it. And, most importantly, you are limited to no more than two dildos per household.

ARKANSAS: You can’t keep alligators in your bathtub. (What is it about Americans keeping animals in bathtubs?)

CALIFORNIA: If you’re a woman, apparently you can’t drive your car while wearing a housecoat, although I don’t think anyone has actually owned a ‘housecoat’ since the second season of Bewitched. Also, if you are a pet owner, you can really get into trouble if any animal under your control copulates within 500 metres of a tavern, a school, or a place of worship.

COLORADO: You can’t mistreat rats. Also, it’s illegal to lend a vacuum cleaner to a neighbour. And don’t even think about engaging in any sort of acrobatics that might scare a horse.

CONNECTICUT: Another state that hates gymnastics; it’s illegal to walk across the street on your hands.

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA: If you have small children, don’t ever let them throw stones unless you want to wind up in court.

DELAWARE: It is against the law to attempt to pawn a wooden leg.

FLORIDA: Farting after 6.00 pm is prohibited, as is singing in a swimsuit. Unmarried women may not parachute on a Sunday, and it is illegal to have sex with a porcupine. (Do you really need a law for that one?)

GEORGIA: It is illegal to carry an ice-cream cone in your back pocket on Sundays, and all sex toys are banned. I can’t help but think that these two laws are related.

HAWAII: Hawaiian people are very easy-going, but don’t let them catch you putting pennies in your ear.

IDAHO: All boxes of candy given as a gift should weigh more than fifty pounds. Way to go, Idaho!

ILLINOIS: The official language of Illinois is not English but rather something called ‘American’.

INDIANA: It is illegal to go to the theatre, the cinema, or ride a streetcar within four hours of eating garlic. Also, bathing in winter is prohibited.

IOWA: Kisses may last up to but not exceed five minutes. Also, it is illegal for any venue to charge patrons to see a one-armed piano player.

KANSAS: You can’t shoot rabbits from the back of motorboats (that’s you in the boat, not the rabbit), and you must never use mules to hunt ducks.

KENTUCKY: A woman may only appear in a swimsuit on a highway if she is in the company of two police officers. Preferably, these officers should be armed with clubs.

LOUISIANA: It is illegal to gargle in public.

MAINE: If you don’t have your Christmas decorations down by 14 January, you will so find yourself on the ‘naughty’ list.

MARYLAND: It is against the law to take a lion into any theatre.

MASSACHUSETTS: It is illegal for a couple – even a married couple – to sleep nude in a rented room. Also, men need a licence to grow a goatee.

MICHIGAN: A woman’s hair is considered her husband’s property, and she cannot cut it without his permission.

MINNESOTA: It is illegal to enter this state with a duck or chicken on your head. And any woman who impersonates Santa Claus could face up to a month in jail.

MISSISSIPPI: You can be arrested for walking around fully clothed with an erection.

MISSOURI: Oral sex is illegal – which is somewhat ironic considering that Missouri’s motto is ‘The Show-Me State’.

MONTANA: Sheep must be chaperoned if they are to ride in any sort of vehicle. And unmarried women are banned from fishing alone.

NEBRASKA: You can be fined if your child burps during a church service.

NEVADA: Whatever you do, never take your camel out onto the highway.

NEW JERSEY: It is against the law to frown at a police officer or slurp soup.

NEW HAMPSHIRE: You can’t tap your feet, nod your head or any other physical manifestation indicating that you are moving along to the beat of any music you may hear in a tavern, cafe or restaurant.

NEW MEXICO: Women may not appear unshaven in public. (I’m starting to notice how many of these laws seem to restrict women from doing things.)

NEW YORK: It is against the law to throw a ball at someone’s head just for fun. You shouldn’t speak in an elevator (here, here to that!), and flirting will risk you a $25 fine.

NORTH CAROLINA: There is a $2000 fine for being in possession of a lottery ticket. You also can’t charge for fortune telling (but I’m guessing you already knew that). It is illegal to sing off key or plough a field with an elephant. God only knows the punishment for doing both at the same time. And any meeting is illegal if the participants are wearing costumes, so you’re going to have to have your ‘furry convention’ in another state.

NORTH DAKOTA: It is against the law to serve beer and pretzels together. Owners of any bar that does so can find themselves in big trouble, just like how you’ll never find me in North Dakota.

OHIO: It is illegal for more than four women to share the same house. (This ‘woman issue’ is really getting to be a pattern.)

OKLAHOMA: You can get busted for ‘making faces’ at a dog.

OREGON: You must bathe covered from neck to knee in clothing. Okay, this one is completely being ignored, I hope.

PENNSYLVANIA: This law goes back to the start of the last century: ‘Any motorist who sights a team of horses coming towards him must pull well off the road, cover his car with a blanket or canvas that blends in with the countryside, and let the horses pass.’

RHODE ISLAND: Sensibly enough, it is illegal to bite off another human’s leg. Somewhat less sensibly, it is also illegal to throw pickle juice at a trolley.

SOUTH CAROLINA: If a chap proposes to an unmarried woman, he is required by law to see that the wedding takes place. This means that once you propose, there is legally no backing out. The law doesn’t mention what happens if a man proposes to a married woman – maybe that sort of thing just doesn’t happen in South Carolina.

SOUTH DAKOTA: It is against the law to fall asleep in a cheese factory.

TENNESSEE: You must never catch a fish with a lasso. I reckon if you can catch a fish with a lasso, move to a state where it is legal, because you are going to make a fortune.
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