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Introduction

You are holding in your hands the book of usefulness. We’re not claiming that this is the definitive reference work on being useful, because that would be a very big book indeed, and would have to include instructions on playing the Theremin and building your own lunar lander.

Instead, this volume, densely packed with useful information and guidance though it is, should be thought of more as usefulness’s muse; the inspiration to have a go at some art or craft skill you imagined to be beyond you, and reassuring confirmation that it’s OK to be excited by chisels.

This is what Man Lab is all about – having a go at something that seems like a good idea, even if it turns out not to be. The Man Lab ethos is probably best represented by our Swiss Army Bicycle.

It occurred to us, in our home-made bar, that the bicycle as we know it, has been with us since 1885, when John Kemp Starley designed and built his ‘Rover Safety Bicycle’. But for all that time it has rested rather arrogantly on its laurels. Certainly, the basic idea has been refined considerably, but a bicycle is still only a bicycle, and suitable only for riding around on.
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Interestingly, just a few years after that seminal bicycle another man, named Karl Elsener, gave us the first of what would come to be known as the Swiss Army Penknife. He successfully added a second blade to the previously single-bladed clasp knife, and from there he and his followers went on to add the tin opener, the corkscrew, the tweezers, and everything else we like to have in our pockets. Today, a dazzling range of these knives is available, tailored to the needs of anglers, campers, rescue teams and even watch repairers.
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The Swisss Army Bicycle – an early prototype.

This is the thinking we applied to our bike, and arrived at the Swiss Army Bicycle Village Handyman Edition. It’s still a bicycle, but it is also equipped to allow its rider to clean windows, attach hinges, creosote fences, sharpen knives, repair other bicycles and prepare delicious fruit-based milky beverages. With this as a template, surely other bespoke multi-tool bicycles will follow.

Sadly, the Swiss Army Bike came to us some time after the contents of this book had been prepared for print, and therefore does not appear in the following pages. So this introduction has not really been very useful at all. Maybe next time. Meanwhile, here is another picture.
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The Swiss Army Bicycle Village Handyman Edition – the dawn of a new age of usefulness for men.
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Welcome to the Man Lab! A place where men will rediscover their practical, creative sides and re-acquaint themselves with skills and knowledge they thought long-lost. Skills such as how to drive a spile into a cask of ale, and knowing what a ‘spile’ is in the first place.

It’s here where we will arrest the decline of the modern male, and turn him from a moisturising, sandal-wearing blob of jelly in an ironic T-shirt into the dependable, knowledgeable sort of bloke who knows how to put up a shelf, woo a lady, and punch a lion.1 Remember – this is our Man Lab, and yours will be different. But the same ethos, and the same spirit of curiosity and can-do, will pervade it.

WORKSHOP

A plywood playroom, where most of the Man Lab toolkit is, and also the home of the Man Lab cement mixer, which comes in abnormally handy for all manner of stuff. If you don’t possess a toolkit, fear not – we have full and frank instructions on how to assemble a basic one throughout the book.

TOOLS ON SHADOW BOARD

Nothing says ‘I have a full toolkit and what is more I am taking proper care of it’ like a good old-fashioned shadow board. Not only are your tools sharpened up, stored properly out of harm’s way and ready for use, you also know at a glance if someone called Colin has borrowed one and not put it back. (It’s the 10mm spanner.)

REST & RELAXATION AREA

Two sofas – an essential for any self-respecting manspace – facing a coffee table. (Despite what the style sections of men’s magazines will tell you, a coffee table need be no more than a sheet of plywood on four paint cans, and can be used to serve tea.) Also has shelves full of strange and weird nick-nacks and toys, to encourage creative thought and productive arsing about.

KITCHEN

This contains the concrete kitchen worktop. Hewn from proper man-sweat (and also a lot of concrete), designed by the finest engineering brains in modern Britain, this heavy-duty work surface is lovingly crafted to provide us with everything we need in terms of a modern kitchen sink unit. You can find out how to make your own elsewhere in the book.

INTEGRATED RAILWAY SYSTEM

The very lifeblood of the Man Lab complex. This – perhaps the only properly functioning railway system left in the UK – ferries important items hither and yon, from the kitchen to the office and all points in-between. Need a banana? Can’t actually be bothered getting up to get one? Just summon the Man Lab Express. This really is an engineering marvel – it even includes a pneumatic railway bridge spanning the doorway between the bog and the rest of the building. We’ll be going into more detail about this later.

BAR

Distressed at the decline of the British pub, we fought back and built our very own Man Lab bar, a bespoke blokes’ hang-out where foaming nut-brown ale is always on tap, and the last orders bell never rings. (In fact, we don’t even have a last orders bell, just to be on the safe side.) It’s here that we unwind after a hard day spent re-skilling the male population of the world. Needless to say, this volume contains full instructions on how to equip your own bar.

BOG

Perhaps the only convenience in the world to be fitted with a device that tells you when the bog-roll is about to run out. This futuristic marvel represents the greatest advancement in bog technology since Thomas Crapper patented the ballcock.

INDOOR GARDEN

In the aftermath of a nuclear war, we’d probably be OK for courgettes, thanks to the presence of the Man Lab indoor garden – an ‘optimum condition outdoor simulation environment’ in which all manner of fruit and veg can be grown, and grown all year round. No longer is indoor gardening the preserve of weirdos, or students attempting to grow free ‘jazz cigarettes’.

STATUE OF GANESH

Ganesh, or Ganesha, is the elephant-headed Hindu god of removing obstructions or obstacles. Ironically, there was a large stone Ganesh in the Man Lab when we took it over, and it’s too heavy to move. This is the original ‘elephant in the room’.

CRAZY GOLF HOLES

But it’s not all work, work, work. After a hard day knocking rawls into walls, why not relax by knocking balls into holes? You can if you’ve rigged up some Crazy Golf holes in your Man Lab. Having a Crazy Golf course at home means you don’t have to pay a fiver to a grubby man in a kiosk on a windswept beachfront in order to play this ancient and noble sport – you can simply tee up at your leisure. 90% more fun than proper golf or your money back.

This, then, is our Man Lab – our base of operations from which we’ll re-skill the Modern Man. Anyway, enough shilly-shallying – let’s get excited and do stuff. What shall we kick off with? Ah yes. I know.

1 Probably not the last one.
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THE MAN LAB BOOK OF USEFULNESS STARTS RIGHT HERE …
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