
 

 

 

 

YES, IT’S HAPPENING! 

Join the story-tellers, songsters and poets 

on 

TUESDAY  

JANUARY 27TH 

from 8.30PM at 

THE BULL HOTEL 

STONY STRATFORD 

and helps me drink some Cock & Bull Ale 

whilst enjoying (or even performing) some 

Cock & Bull stories, songs and poems, with 

The Bull & Cock Orchestra (ie whoever 

wants to be in it). 

If there IS a plan, then it is to run an ñopen 

sessionò of performances of tall-tales, silly 

songs, and panjandrumic poems, whether 

they be your own or anotherôs creations.  

You can sign up for lifetime membership of 

The Cock & Bull Society (for £0) which gets 

you a membership card and free 

subscription to the on-line Cock & Bull 

News. 

This also means you can contribute to the 

contents of the newsletter and website 

(www.cockandbull.org.uk), as well as hear 

about or organise stuff for Cock & Bull 

Society events. 

Not only that, but ... well, why not just drag 

yourself along and find out ï it canôt be any 

worse than watching television celebrities ... 

CAN it? 
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WELCOME TO THE 4TH COCK & BULL NEWS 

Well, Iôm really pleased that Clayton asked me (thatôs me on 
the left, frightening a television celeb with a book which has no 
pictures in it) to introduce this special Cock & Bull Society 
launch edition of the News. At last, Clayton has got his act 
together and organised a launch party, and he has even 
mastered the rudiments of  website design. Poor old chap ï 
canôt be easy having to employ someone to chew your food for 
you. Anyway, hope to see you on January 27th, although you 
might hope not to see me ï ever! 

Claytonôs Imaginary Friend, Harvey; his mark:   X 

PS:  Eight-foot rabbits? Pah! (and pish-tush!) 

 



 

WILLIAM MCGONAGALL 

His poetic genius unrecognised by everyone except himself, William Topaz McGonagall 

spent all his life in poverty, much of it in debt, and bits of it in court. He also spent a little of 

it in America after ñadmirersò persuaded him that he was a genius but that his talents would 

best be recognised over there. This culminated in his having to write desperate begging 

letters for money for the return voyage to Scotland; a far crueller joke, arguably, than 

another ñpoet-baitingò (a popular Victorian pastime) episode in 1894, when McGonagall was 

treated to an elaborate ceremony by representatives of King Theebaw who had evidently 

travelled all the way from Burmah to name him "Sir Topaz, Knight of the White Elephant"- a 

title which McGonagall immediately affixed to his publications and posters.                                                                                      

                                        

Self-proclaimed ñpoet and tragedianò, McGonagall had no doubts about his gift, which came 

to him  in 1877, at the age of 52 ñ..... all of a sudden my body got inflamed, and instantly I was 

seized with a strong desire to write poetry, so strong, in fact, that in imagination I thought I 

heard a voice crying in my ears- "WRITE! WRITE" I wondered what could be the matter with 

me, and I began to walk backwards and forwards in a great fit of excitement, saying to 

myself-- "I know nothing about poetry." But still the voice kept ringing in my ears - "Write, 

write," until at last, being overcome with a desire to write poetry, I found paper, pen, and ink, 

and in a state of frenzy, sat me down to think what would be my first subject for a poem.ò.  

William then spent the next 25 years of his life self-publishing his poems in ñbroadsidesò 

(cheap flyers), and performing his works and excerpts from Shakespeare in venues varying 

from pubs and barns to the Theatre Royal in Dundee. In 1878, convinced he would be 

appointed Poet Laureate, he walked the fifty miles from Dundee to Balmoral to present 

himself to Queen Victoria, but was ejected as a vagabond. He is philosophical about his 

setbacks, and content to describe in one of his autobiographies the episode of ñthe FIRST 

man to throw peas at meò. Most of us would be pushed to have ANYONE throw peas at him. 

As was the Victorian poetic vogue, he recorded in verse almost all of the great battles, royal 

deaths and occasions, and major disasters of the time, although he managed to miss the 

Shah of Persiaôs state visit to Dundee when, because the royal train went at terrific speed in 

order to impress the Shah, the Shah asked Queen Victoria to have the driver beheaded. 



Consider:  

The Battle of Cressy:  Meanwhile the French troops did advance in disorganised masses, /But as soon 

as the English saw them they threw aside their glasses. 

The Capture of Lucknow: And again and again he was met by desperate odds, /But he scattered them 

around him and made them kiss the sods 

Attempted Assassination of the Queen: Long may she be spared to roam among the bonnie Highland 

floral, /And spend many a happy day in the palace of Balmoral. 

The Battle of Tel-el-Kebir: Arabiôs army was about seventy thousand in all, /And, virtually, speaking, 

it wasnôt very small. 

But McGonagall had other facets, and praise of his beloved Scottish towns was a feature: 

Beautiful Monikie:  Itôs the only place I know of to enjoy a holiday, Because thereôs a hall of shelter 

there to keep the rain away. 

The Ancient Town of Leith: And as for the docks, they are magnificent to see, /They comprise five 

docks, two piers, 1,141 yards long respectively. 

Not to mention his ripping songs and folk sagas, like: 

Hanchen, the Maid of the Mill: And for her bravery she got married to the millerôs eldest son, /And 

Hanchen on her marriage night cried Heavenôs will be done. 

Little Jamie: When he rises in the morninô anô gets oot oô bed, /He says, mither, mind yeôll need tae 

toast my faitherôs bread. 

But it would be remiss to end without mention of: 

Railway Bridge  of the Silvery Tay: Beautiful Railway Bridge of the Silvery Tay!/ With your numerous 

arches and pillars in so grand array, /And your central girders, which seem to the eye /To be almost 

towering to the sky. /The greatest wonder of the day, /And a great beautification to the River Tay, 

/Most beautiful to be seen, /Near by Dundee and the Magdalen Green. 

Or its disastrous collapse: 

The Tay Bridge Disaster: For the stronger we our houses do build, /The less chance we have of being 

killed. 

Or, indeed, its successor: 

An Address to the New Tay Bridge: The New Yorkers boast about their Brooklyn Bridge, /But in 

comparison to thee it seems like a midge. 

Mock ye may, or even titter, missus (Nay, nay, Frankie, thatôs enough) but think how few 

poets, good, bad, or atrocious, have had all their poems published, and all of them in print 

over one hundred years after their death. Whatôs more, the latest collection of McGonagallôs 

gems includes a recently-discovered play, ñJack OôThe Cudgelò........ò Leave the minstrel, 

thou pig-headed giant, or Iôll make you repent, /For thou must know my name is Jack, and I 

hail from Kent.ò 

Aaaaaaaah! Joy! Have a look at www.mcgonagall-online.org.uk. 

http://www.mcgonagall-online.org.uk/


THE COCK & BULL SOCIETY 

Emission 3 of this newsletter referred to the ORIGINAL 

establishment of The Cock & Bull Society in Stony Stratford, way 

back in 1997. Here is some stuff from those heady days when, 

plus ça change, there was something of an economic recession 

on, apparently. 

The C&B society was launched with due chaotic ceremony at The 

Bull Hotel on April 23rd ï St Georgeôs Day, and Shakespeareôs 

birthday (who, as you may know, had the first draft of the famous 

Hamlet soliloquy as ñMe be? Maybe? Rough it? Or stuff it?ò but 

then went on to pad it with horrendous mixed metaphors). 

Present at the farrago were town celebs such as Chris Helliar 

(now moored off the coast of Turkey), Sue Malleson (whether 

with spoons or not is not specified) and Big George Webley, 

probably with Delilah. Honoured guests included well-known 

travel-writer, John Carter, and representatives from The 

International House of Humour & Satire (based in Gabrovo, 

Bulgaria, by the way). One of the arguably less obvious choices of 

guests was Rainbow Swift Eagle, an honorary Native North 

American, then living in Towcester. 

Presiding over the occasion were the inspirations for the Society: 

the sadly departed Martyn ñThe Ostlerò Evans and journalist, 

David Ash, both of whom are no doubt giving those in the after-

life a jolly good time, if not hell. 

A mission-statement was spawned with suitably hyperbolic 

styling:  

"Paying homage to Stony Stratford's unique 
provenance as the home of The Cock and 
Bull Story by positioning the town as the 
UK CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE for the 
perpetration and dissemination of the 
totally preposterous."  

It is vaguely recalled that the launch party was started with a 

toast being drunk to Cock & Bull stories, followed by a toast 

being drunk to humour in general, followed by a toast being 

drunk to toasts to humour, followed by a toast being drunk to 

toasts being drunk in general, followed by a drunk being toasted 

as he swayed too near the fire. 

The (re) launch celebration on January 27th will, of course, be a 

far more sober, edifying and cultural experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A NOISE ANNOYS AN OYSTER  

Back in the 1940s, Deanna Durbin (no relation) was a hard-working New Zealand woman in that 

countryôs burgeoning Green-Lip mussels industry, working her way up from mere beard-scraper to 

sheller of those chosen for the frozen-food export business. 

That woman could shell mussels like peas from a pod except not quite so green but with more by way 

of lips. Her bosses were, of course, delighted but saw even more opportunity for publicity for the 

company by organizing a national mussel-shelling competition, confident that Dee would win, lips 

down. 

They were right: Deanna beat off all her rivals without even breaking sweat, and the magnificent 

trophy was soon hers. Year after year she won it, and the crowds clamoured (always anxious for a 

tenuous pun) to see her in action. At the front of the queue each year, with ticket number one every 

time, was Randolph Scott (no relation). 

Such was the power of celebrity, even in those pre-colour-TV days, Dee Durbin, who wasnôt even 

bright-orange, became the toast of New Zealand, and her prize-winnerôs cup a part of the national 

heritage. 

Sadly, Deanna died, aged zero (but she was 83 just before she died), just as he was shelling the final 

mussel to win her the contest once again. There was mayhem!  

After the confusion was cleared it was noticed that the competition cup had gone missing. Shock 

horror! All police forces were summoned to scour the land for this national treasure. The army was 

called in, and even Interpol was asked to come and help, such was the magnitude of the tragedy. 

Suspicions fell, naturally, on Randolph Scott, and no effort was spared to winkle him out, for the 

authorities, too, rarely missed a chance for a grim pun. Months went by with  no success, but then é. a 

breakthrough. Reports came in from a group of former sailors who now spent their retirement days at 

the quay-side helping out with the boats in exchange for a beer or a few cigarettes. They told of an odd 

reclusive fellow who had dyed his lips green, grown a sparse beard, and spent his days lying in the 

shallow tidal waters. 

Yes, it was sad old Randolph, and he tearfully handed over the prize-winnerôs cup which he had set up 

in a shrine in his caravan. 

And that, folks, is how dock tars discovered the queuer for musseler Deeôs trophy. 

THINK YOU CAN OUT-GROAN THAT ONE? 

SUBMIT YOUR (HOPEFULLY ORIGINAL) EFFORT TO clayton@cockandbull.org.uk ï he might 

even award a bottle of Cock & Bull Ale to successful contributors. 

**************************************

STONY NEWS BULLETIN 

Stonyôs Traffic Problems Solved? 

The latest in a long line of expensive studies of 

the townôs traffic problems has, it would seem, 

finally come up with a practical and 

inexpensive solution: the recommendation is 

to use all the volumes of the 50 previous 

studies as sleeping policemen. 

A self-appointed spokesman said ñTHATôLL 

certainly slow the little burghers downò. 

He was later arrested for driving one way 

up a two way street. 

************************************** 

mailto:clayton@cockandbull.org.uk


 

CAN A CENTIPEDE HOP FIFTY FEET?

You are unlikely to find 

the answer in this motley 

lot: 

Elbows Go 

ñYou donôt like me, DO 
you!ò 

ñLIKE you? I donôt even 
know you: weôve just this 
minute met.ò 

ñKiss my elbow.ò 

ñBegging yours?ò 

ñYOU heard: ókiss my 
elbow.ô.ò 

ñIôd rather not, if you 
donôt mind.ò 

ñSee! You donôt even like 
my elbow.ò 

ñNo, no, I mean itôs quite 
a nice elbow é as elbows 
go.ò 

ñBut you wonôt kiss it?ò 

ñPreferably not.ò 

ñKiss my instep then.ò 

ñNo, please, no. Weôve 
just met and you want me 
to kiss your elbow and 
your instep?ò 

ñNot óandô; just óorô.ò 

ñWell, either way. I do 
not want to kiss your 
instep or your elbow é er, 
thank you.ò 

ñYou men! Youôre just 
after ONE thing!ò 

 

Uncle George 

ñMy Uncle George died from 
a mosquito bite.ò 

ñMalaria?ò 

ñNo, the mosquito bit him 
on the temple whilst he was 
sleeping and he swatted it, 
forgetting that he was 
holding the house-brick he 
always takes to bed.ò 

Comic Relief 

Laughter is merely the 
brainôs way of passing its 
trapped wind. 
 

 

The Fall 

From "The Fruitarians' 
Handbook", page 73: "It is 
best to avoid acquiring too 
keen a taste for jackfruit." 

Extinct 

The last two dinosaurs lay 
panting in the undergrowth. 

"Sorry, this has never 
happened to me before." 

"That's all right, dear. I have 
a bit of a headache anyway." 

 

Nothing 

"What are you looking at?" 

"Nothing." 

"That sounds pretty boring 
to me." 

"Au contraire! Nothing is 
the absence of everything in 
the entire cosmos and even 
the imagination." 

"Wow! Can I have a go?" 

"Stand over here - there's a 
better view." 

Trees 

I think that I shall never see 

Joyce Kilmerôs dog pee on a 
tree. 

 

********************************************************  

BREAKING NEWS FROM STONY  

End To The Yoke Of Marriage 

A Stony man has successfully divorced his wife on the grounds that she fed him nothing but 

omelettes for 14 years: ñEVERY meal,ò said Mr L B Bound, aged,  tearfully, ñit was omelettes, 

omelettes, omelettes ï breakfast, lunch, dinner, supper ... even snacks. Never even a change 

to scrambled, bolied, fried, curried, or poached eggs. It was a nightmare - HER trouble was 

that she couldnôt break an egg without making an omelette.ò he sobbed. 

 ********************************************************  

 



OVERSEAS NEWS -  INDIA  

Times Of India or Hindustan Times (I think)  

 

 
And some other vaguely apposite stuff:  

 

   
 
A = King Thibaw Min circa 1880, just before The Great Shoe Question, but after he 
had married his two half-sisters. (You KNOW you want to know more, donôt you!). 
 
B = John Laurieôs 1969 album of McGonagall poems (a copy of which I have, 
needless to say). 
 
C = Robert Burnsô carrot using its young brother as bagpipes, preparing to celebrate 
the 250th anniversary of the poetôs birth, at The Cock Hotel on January 25th 2009.



 

 

          

 

DO I need to mention the Cock & Bull Society launch bash on January 27th again? No? OK. 

HOW ABOUT THE LIGHTLY LITERARY QUIZ in aid of Stony In Bloom, at The Bull 

Hotel on Wednesday, February 4th? OK, well, it starts at 8pm prompt, and tickets are a mere 

£5 per team (max 6 members). Get your tickets from Well Past It in Timor Court. 

AND THE COCK & BULL REAL ALE FESTIVAL? Thatôs on February 20th and 21st at York 

House Centre. The plan is to have about 20 beers from seven or eight ñlocalò breweries, 

including, of course, MKôs own Concrete Cow Brewery, and long-time Stony-topersô 

favourite, Frog Island (of Northampton). For those who can remember when beer was a 

shilling a pint, thereôll be Phippsô beer ï the brewery has recently been revived in 

Northampton. Then how about some Hoggleys, some Buntingford, or Vale, or Great Oakley, 

or Grainstore? Drinkers of English lager and other chemicals will be catered for by a sign 

which points to Stony town centre. 

TO SIGN UP FOR THE COCK & BULL SOCIETY , 

OR FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT EVENTS 

AND IDEAS  

EMAIL

 

OR VISIT  

 

 


