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Introduction

The words ‘English’ and ‘eccentric’ go as well together as 
‘Great’ and ‘Britain’, but in exploring the stranger aspects 
of English life one finds a lot more besides mad inventors 
and the usual countryside crackpots.

Who knew, for example, that Her Majesty the Queen 
uses her handbag to send coded messages to members of 
staff, or that she was once barred from an event at Windsor 
by a castle guard who mistook her for ‘some old dear’ who 
had lost her way?

Similarly none but the English would construct a set 
of gigantic concrete ‘ears’ on the south coast in the hope 
they could hear enemy aircraft taking off from France, or 
commission a special piece of music a thousand years long 
to be broadcast from the country’s only inland lighthouse.

Everywhere one looks England throws up something 
comical, comically gruesome or just plain bizarre. Books 
bound in human skin, pubs where alcohol is never served, 
museums devoted to salt water, cinema organs and sewing 
machines, and the famous Ugley Women’s Institute – all life 
is here, it seems, and that’s the way we like it.

From Boggy Bottom to Wetwang, from Crapstone to 
Splatt, there’s barely a village or town in the country that 
doesn’t have something which gets visitors scratching their 
heads – and that’s very much the subject of this book. In it 
you’ll find the questions that even most locals can’t begin 
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to answer. Stuff like: if the Royal Navy’s HMS Leigh was 
more than a mile long, how come no one’s ever heard of it? 
Why were inflatable lifejackets carried on Victorian trams? 
How long would it take an African elephant to walk from 
Scotland to Manchester, and why would it bother? And 
can it really be true that one of Jane Austen’s eighteenth-
century heroines said she preferred baseball to books?
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1
Royal England

‘I don’t care what kind it is, just get me a beer.’

HRH The Duke of Edinburgh,  
on being offered a glass of Italian wine

 
 
MORE Q.E. THAN Q.I.

❧❧  In 1947, before Princess Elizabeth married, she was 
sent clothing coupons by hundreds of her father’s loyal 
subjects. These were intended by the donors to be used 
to buy material for her dress, but sadly they had to be 
returned. Regulations concerning wartime rationing 
meant they were not transferable and that it was against 
the law to give them away. 
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❧❧ In happier, more plentiful times at her 1953 Coronation, 
Queen Elizabeth II’s robes used so much fabric and were 
so heavy that the Archbishop of Canterbury was asked to 
give Her Majesty a gentle shove to launch her along the 
nave of Westminster Abbey.

❧❧ In 1991, the Queen was denied access to a private 
enclosure at the Royal Windsor Horse Show by security 
personnel. One of the guards apparently mistook her 
for ‘some old dear who got lost’.

❧❧ Her Majesty’s Christmas message is presumed to be an 
annual fixture but is clearly optional, as in 1969 she gave 
it a miss. Apparently she believed the public had seen 
enough of her in a television documentary, Royal Family, 
broadcast earlier that year.

❧❧ As well as a silver teapot, hot milk and water, Her 
Majesty’s 7.30 a.m. wake-up tray includes a plate of 
biscuits for her beloved dogs. Since getting the first of 
these, Susan, in 1944, she has to date owned some thirty 
corgis. (Several are in fact dorgis, following an incident 
involving a dachshund owned by Princess Margaret.)

❧❧ The Queen has long banked with Coutts & Co. The 
company installed a cash machine in Buckingham 
Palace, although it has never been suggested that this 
was for the sovereign’s personal use.

❧❧ Whilst Her Majesty’s private diaries have not been 
published and are unlikely to be so, the entry for VE Day  
(8 May 1945) is known. It read: Trafalgar Square, 
Piccadilly, Pall Mall, walked simply miles. Saw parents on 
balcony at 12.30am – ate, partied, bed 3am!
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❧❧ The Queen doesn’t require a number plate, but has 
one anyway – JGY 280, as far as we know a combination 
of no special significance – which George VI gave her 
on her eighteenth birthday. As an Auxiliary Territorial 
Services-trained wartime mechanic it is nice to think she 
might be quite handy with a spanner should any of her 
cars conk out.

 

THE LANGUAGE OF LUGGAGE

At official functions the Queen uses her handbag as 
a kind of semaphore. If she puts the handbag on a 
table, it alerts staff to the fact that she wishes to leave 
in five minutes’ time. Transferring it from one arm 
to another during a conversation means she has had 
enough of talking with the same person.

The bag famously contains no money, although 
in reality the Queen does keep a crisply folded five- 
or ten-pound note for church collections. She also 
carries various good luck charms from her children. 
These include several miniature models of corgis 
and a photograph of the Duke of York on his return 
from the Falklands War.

Her Majesty even has her cars modified to 
accommodate the famous accessory. When a Daimler 
in which she had travelled between Buckingham 
Palace and Windsor Castle came up for auction, it 
was found to be fitted with an armrest designed to 
hold the handbag, and a hotline to Downing Street 
(this was disabled before the sale).




