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Thank you




FOREWORD

This book was written during the coronavirus pandemic, largely while we were in lockdown.

During this unexpected quiet time at home, I finally got around to archiving my comedy shows, and I was struck, firstly by how much longer my hair was back in the day, and secondly by how much happiness has been a subject that I have explored in my sketches and gigs over many years, to the point that it appears as a constant thread running through it all.

Happiness might seem an odd or even perverse topic to tackle during these strange times, but perhaps this whole experience has made us all take stock a little and consider what is most important, and happiness is right up there for me, along with correct footwear.

The former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon once said:

‘Happiness is neither a frivolity nor a luxury . . . It should be denied to no one and available to all.’

I agree with the fact that it should be denied to no one, although I can’t help thinking this powerful statement would work equally well if you substituted ‘happiness’ for ‘high-speed broadband’.

I disagree, though, with the eminent Ban Ki-moon, in that I think that sometimes happiness is frivolous, and sometimes it is luxurious, and part of understanding it is knowing what kind of joy has shown up, and how to get the most from it.

In this book, I am not saying I have some secret knowledge that reveals the key to happiness. I have no magic theory, or equation, or diet.

There will be no tips on yoga, or ‘harnessing the power within’.

There will be no ‘ten steps to personal mastery’.

At most, there will be ‘a couple of steps towards basic personal competence’, that’s it.

In this book, I am not telling you how to live your life. I just want to share with you a few accounts of fortuitous moments and remarkable times when I experienced something which felt to me like happiness. They might strike a chord; they might just make you smile.
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CRAZY GOLF

1
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I am standing on the first tee of a golf course, club in my hand, looking with some trepidation down the challenging narrow fairway. There are obstacles in the form of large boulders and something resembling a speed bump between me and the flag which flutters above the hole. So far so normal. But adjacent to the green, there is a terrifying-looking life-size velociraptor swaying jerkily, eyeing me with evil intent. Is this a dream? Have I been at the Costa Rican hallucinogenic plums again? No, of course not, it’s dinosaur mini-golf! One of the greatest and silliest inventions on the planet, and an endless source of happiness.

As the name suggests, this particular mini-golf course weaves its way around several large animatronic dinosaurs, which occasionally lurch drunkenly in your direction and roar unconvincingly. I have left many a sensible non-crazy golf course in a foul mood, cursing and vowing never to set foot on such a place ever again. I have never left a crazy golf course with anything other than a beaming smile, and this added layer of craziness makes me feel positively giddy with pleasure.

Crazy golf (or mini-golf, or miniature golf, goofy golf, adventure golf, putter golf, nutters with putters, etc.) allegedly has its origins in America, where the first commercial mini-golf course opened in Pinehurst, North Carolina, in 1916. An American golf fanatic, Thomas McCullough Fairbairn, revolutionised the game in 1922 by introducing the artificial playing surface, and suddenly mini-golf took off in a big way. By the end of the 1920s, there were tens of thousands of courses across America, including at least a hundred and fifty rooftop courses in New York City alone.

But then came the Great Depression, which brought an end to the mini-golf boom. That was it for le golf fou, until two enterprising Swedish brothers, Erik and Eskil Norman, who’d been living in the States and had witnessed this golfing phenomenon, brought it back to Sweden. After the Second World War, there was a burst of optimism in Europe, and with it came a desire for more leisure, and nothing says giddy escapism more than belting a rubberised golf ball through the face of a giant plastic crab. In this post-war period, crazy golf began to take root in Europe, with enthusiastic players spread across the continent, especially Germany, which saw the emergence of eleven thousand officially licensed mini-golfers. Hürra für den Crazy Golf!

[image: Illustration]

But hold on, Bill, the origins of this tremendous sport go back a lot further.

According to the Crazy Golf Museum, evidence has been uncovered by Lanzhou University suggesting that crazy golf was first played in China. In the Dongxuan Records written during the Song Dynasty (AD960–1279) a prominent magistrate instructed his daughter to ‘dig holes in the ground so that he might knock a ball into them with a specially crafted stick’, which is golf in a nutshell really.

Golf was first played in St Andrews in the fifteenth century, although it was considered a man’s sport. It wasn’t until 1867 that women were allowed to play at the Home of Golf. Even then, they were barred from the main course, presumably lest the exertion cause them to faint into the bunkers. The fragrant wives and daughters of the male golfers were confined to a specially made, and far less strenuous, putting area, which led eventually to the creation of putting clubs around Britain, found mainly at seaside resorts. It’s become an endearingly British pastime, you might say. It’s all part of the diorama of the Great British Seaside Holiday: a few sunburned bonces, ice cream, fish and chips, seagulls, coastal poverty and rural dislocation. I recall many a brisk walk along a wind-whipped seafront in winter, or a hot pasty burning on my tongue, a bag of chips unwrapped on the dashboard of the car, a cozy fug steaming up the windows, my name written in the condensation. And with the British love of eccentricity I am not entirely surprised to learn that the UK has been hosting the World Crazy Golf Championships in Hastings since 2002.

And so I find myself again on the first tee of dinosaur mini-golf, lining up a putter with a pink rubber golf ball. I am here with my eight-year-old son and eighty-year-old father, which only serves to underline the inter-generational appeal of this ludicrous pastime. My dad, I have come to realise over the years, secretly loves mini-golf. He always offers to join in when I suggest a round to him, and he’s always the first to the tee. This one is a straightforward hole in crazy golf terms, the only hazard being a kind of concrete speed bump halfway between tee and flag. His face becomes serious, he addresses the ball, checks the line, and strikes.

The ball runs straight down the concrete fairway, bobbles slightly, rolls over the hump, avoids the boulders, then closes in on the hole. We are all now mouths open, agog, cheering him on, and the ball continues straight into the heart of the hole and drops in. We whoop and cheer, my dad beams from ear to ear. Hole in one! Or an ace in mini-golf speak. My dad styles it out with his usual aplomb. ‘That’s how you do it.’

When the opportunity presents itself, seek out crazy golf, and you will not be disappointed. That moment we all shared with my dad getting a hole in one has become part of family folklore. Every time we’ve played since then, there’s always much faux-conspiratorial muttering along the lines of, ‘Watch out for Dad, he’s a hustler, he’s a ringer, he’ll take us all to the cleaners.’

And for this I am eternally grateful to the Chinese magistrate from the Song Dynasty.

Xiè xie!
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