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Introduction

verybody likes a funny story, but not everybody can tell one.

Maybe that’s why books of so-called serious fiction greatly out-
number books of comic writing. The relative scarcity of funny fic-
tion and the high esteem in which we hold humorists are testaments
to the unique character of comic storytelling. You know that old
saying: tragedy is easy, comedy is hard.

The funny thing about funny stories is that their raw materials
are not much different from those used to create their more sober
counterparts. Cut through the corn, dissect the delirium, and you
find many of the same themes and concerns around which dramatic
writing is built: the home, the family, the workplace, the battle of
the sexes, differences of opinion, clashes of values, miscommunica-
tion. The difference between the two types of stories is the perspec-
tive. Our best writers know that humor is just a way of looking at life
cockeyed so that the contour of the commonplace is distorted or the
absurd is made to look fairly rational. Like alchemists, they trans-
mute the basic into the rarefied, filtering the seriousness out of a
slice of life and refracting the blandly universal through the prism
of their antic imaginations.

Hilarious Little Howlers is a book of alchemy, the product of almost
two centuries of experimentation. In pursuit of that cherished phi-
losopher’s stone, a good laugh, its contributors take the profane
materials of ordinary experience—romantic relationships, holiday
celebrations, sports, popular entertainment—and reconstitute them
as the sacred stuff of the slightly silly. Their efforts are a reference
guide to the tricks of the humorist’s trade. Some apply the tech-
nique of the jokester, detonating a solidly straight story with an
expertly planted punch line. Others take the satirist’s approach,
working a giddy variation on a familiar theme or style. Many of the
selections have a fantasy element, but why should that be surpris-
ing? The abnormal and the absurd have a relationship as well estab-
lished as—well, Abbott and Costello’s.

Plenty of chuckles are to be found here, and a few genuine sur-
prises as well. Who would have thought a writer as dark and dour



as Edgar Allan Poe capable of lighter fare such as “Diddling”? Or
what about Sir Arthur Conan Doyle—creator of that paragon of
reason, Sherlock Holmes—indulging eagerly in the comic irration-
ality of “His First Operation”? Ambrose Bierce, best known as a
writer of horror and of the horrors of the U.S. Civil War, is also on
hand with a masterpiece of mordant merriment with the unlikely
title “Oil of Dog.” Such unexpected delights express the essence of
the comic: moments of uncharacteristic whimsy that offer a pleasant
break from the expected.

Whatever your preference—the discreet snicker or the boister-
ous belly laugh—you’ll find a generous helping of humor in Hilari-
ous Little Howlers. The only thing serious here is the fun that awaits
you.

—Stefan Dziemianowicz
New York, 1999
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Absent-Mindedness in a Parish Choir
Thomas Hardy

It happened on Sunday after Christmas—the last Sunday ever
they played in Longpuddle church gallery, as it turned out,
though they didn’t know it then. As you may know, sir, the players
formed a very good band—almost as good as the Mellstock parish
players that were led by the Dewys; and that’s saying a great deal.
There was Nicholas Puddingcome, the leader, with the first fiddle;
there was Timothy Thomas, the bass-viol man; John Biles, the tenor
fiddler; Dan’l Hornhead, with the serpent; Robert Dowdle, with the
clarionet; and Mr Nicks, with the oboe—all sound and powerful
musicians, and strong-winded men—they that blowed. For that rea-
son they were very much in demand Christmas week for little reels
and dancing parties: for they could turn a jig or a hornpipe out of
hand as well as ever they could turn out a psalm, and perhaps
better, not to speak irreverent. In short, one half-hour they could
be playing a Christmas carol in the Squire’s hall to the ladies and
gentlemen, and drinking tay and coffee with ’em as modest as
saints; and the next, at The Tinker’s Arms, blazing away like wild
~ horses with the “Dashing White Sergeant” to nine couple of dancers
and more, and swallowing rum-and-cider hot as flame.

‘Well, this Christmas they’d been out to one rattling randy after
another every night, and had got next to no sleep at all. Then came
the Sunday after Christmas, their fatal day. "Twas so mortal cold
that year that they could hardly sit in the gallery; for though the
congregation down in the body of the church had a stove to keep off
the frost, the players in the gallery had nothing at all. So Nicholas
said at morning service, when ’twas freezing an inch an hour,
“Please the Lord I won’t stand this numbing weather no longer:
this afternoon we’ll have something in our insides to make us warm,
if it cost a king’s ransom.”

‘So he brought a gallon of hot brandy and beer, ready mixed, to
church with him in the afternoon, and by keeping the jar well
wrapped up in Timothy Thomas’s bass-viol bag it kept drinkably
warm till they wanted it, which was just a thimbleful in the Absolu-



tion, and another after the Creed, and the remainder at the begin-
ning o’ the sermon. When they’d had the last pull they felt quite
comfortable and warm, and as the sermon went on—most unfortu-
nately for ’em it was a long one that afternoon—they fell asleep,
every man jack of ’em; and there they slept on as sound as rocks.

‘ "Twas a very dark afternoon, and by the end of the sermon all
you could see of the inside of the church were the pa’son’s two
candles alongside of him in the pulpit, and his spaking face behind
’em. The sermon being ended at last, the pa’son gie’d out the Eve-
ning Hymn. But no quire set about sounding up the tune, and the
people began to turn their heads to learn the reason why, and then
Levi Limpet, a boy who sat in the gallery, nudged Timothy and
Nicholas, and said, “Begin! begin!”

‘ “Hey? what?” says Nicholas, starting up; and the church being
so dark and his head so muddled he thought he was at the party
they had played at all the night before, and away he went, bow and
fiddle, at “The Devil among the Tailors,” the favourite jig of our
neighbourhood at that time. The rest of the band, being in the same
state of mind and nothing doubting, followed their leader with all
their strength, according to custom. They poured out that there
tune till the lower bass notes of “The Devil among the Tailors”
made the cobwebs in the roof shiver like ghosts; then Nicholas,
seeing nobody moved, shouted out as he scraped (in his usual com-
manding way at dances when the folk didn’t know the figures),
“Top couples cross hands! And when I make the fiddle squeak at
the end, every man kiss his pardner under the mistletoe!”

‘The boy Levi was so frightened that he bolted down the gallery
stairs and out homeward like lightning. The pa’son’s hair fairly
stood on end when he heard the evil tune raging through the
church, and thinking the quire had gone crazy he held up his hand
and said: “Stop, stop, stop! Stop, stop! What’s this?”” But they didn’t
hear’n for the noise of their own playing, and the more he called
the louder they played.

‘Then the folks came out of their pews, wondering down to the
ground, and saying: “What do they mean by such wickedness! We
shall be consumed like Sodom and Gomorrah!”

‘And the Squire, too, came out of his pew lined wi’ green baize,
where lots of lords and ladies visiting at the house were worship-
ping along with him, and went and stood in front of the gallery, and
shook his fist in the musicians’ faces, saying, “What! In this reverent
edifice! What!”



‘And at last they heard’n through their playing, and stopped.

‘“Never such an insulting, disgraceful thing—never!” says the
Squire, who couldn’t rule his passion.

‘ “Never!” says the pa’son, who had come down and stood beside
him.

‘ “Not if the Angels of Heaven,” says the Squire (he was a wicked-
ish man, the Squire was, though now for once he happened to be on
the Lord’s side)—“not if the Angels of Heaven come down,” he
says, “‘shall one of you villainous players ever sound a note in this
church again; for the insult to me, and my family, and my visitors,
and the pa’son, and God Almighty, that you’ve a-perpetrated this
afternoon!”

‘Then the unfortunate church band came to their senses, and
remembered where they were; and ’twas a sight to see Nicholas
Puddingcome and Timothy Thomas and John Biles creep down the
gallery stairs with their fiddles under their arms, and poor Dan’l
Hornhead with his serpent, and Robert Dowdle with his clarionet,
all looking as little as ninepins; and out they went. The pa’son might
have forgi'ed 'em when he learned the truth o’t, but the Squire
would not. That very week he sent for a barrel-organ that would
play two-and-twenty new psalm-tunes, so exact and particular that,
however sinful inclined you was, you could play nothing but psalm-
tunes whatsomever. He had a really respectable man to turn the
winch, as I said, and the old players played no more.’

The Advent on Channel Twelve
C. M. Kornbluth

t came to pass in the third quarter of the fiscal year that the

Federal Reserve Board did raise the rediscount rate and money
was tight in the land. And certain bankers which sate in New York
sent to Ben Graffis in Hollywood a writing which said, Money is
tight in the land so let Poopy Panda up periscope and fire all bow
tubes.

Whereupon Ben Graffis made to them this moan:



O ye bankers, Poopy Panda is like unto the child of my flesh and
you have made of him a devouring dragon. Once was I content with
my studio and my animators when we did make twelve Poopy Pan-
das a year; cursed be the day when I floated a New York loan. You
have commanded me to make feature-length cartoon epics and I
did obey, and they do open at the Paramount to sensational grosses,
and we do re-release them to the nabes year on year, without end.
You have commanded me to film live adventure shorts and I did
obey, and in the cutting room we do devilishly splice and pull
frames and flop negatives so that I and my cameras are become
bearers of false witness and men look upon my live adventure
shorts and say lo! these beasts and birds are like unto us in their
laughter, wooing, pranks, and contention. You have commanded
that I become a mountebank for that I did build Poopy Pandaland,
whereinto men enter with their children, their silver, and their wits,
and wherefrom they go out with their children only, sandbagged by
a thousand catch-penny engines; even this did I obey. You have
commanded that Poopy Panda shill every weekday night on televi-
sion between five and six for the Poopy Panda Pals, and even this
did I obey, though Poopy Panda is like unto the child of my flesh.

But O ye bankers, this last command will I never obey.

Whereupon the bankers which sate in New York sent to him
another writing that said, Even so, let Poopy Panda up periscope
and fire all bow tubes, and they said, Remember, boy, we hold thy
paper.

And Ben Graffis did obey.

He called unto him his animators and directors and cameramen
and writers, and his heart was sore but he dissembled and said:

In jest you call one another brainwashers, forasmuch as you ad-
dle the heads of children five hours a week that they shall buy our
sponsors’ wares. You have fulfilled the prophecies, for is it not writ-
ten in the Book of the Space Merchants that there shall be spherical
trusts? And the Poopy Panda Pals plug the Poopy Panda Magazine,
and the Poopy Panda Magazine plugs Poopy Pandaland, and Poopy
Pandaland plugs the Poopy Panda Pals. You have asked of the Moti-
vational Research boys how we shall hook the little bastards and
they have told ye, and ye have done it. You identify the untalented
kid viewers with the talented kid performers, you provide in Otto
Clodd a bumbling father image to be derided, you furnish in Jackie
Whipple an idealized big brother for the boys and a sex-fantasy for



the more precocious girls. You flatter the cans off the viewers by
ever saying to them that they shall rule the twenty-first century, nor
mind that those who shall in good sooth come to power are doing
their homework and not watching television programs. You have
created a liturgy of opening hymn and closing benediction, and
over all hovers the spirit of Poopy Panda urging and coaxing the
viewers to buy our sponsors’ wares.

And Ben Graffis breathed a great breath and looked them not in
the eye and said to them, Were it not a better thing for Poopy Panda
to coax and urge no more, but to command as he were a god?

And the animators and directors and cameramen and writers
were sore amazed and they said one to the other, This is the bleed-
ing end, and the bankers which sit in New York have flipped their
wigs. And one which was an old animator said to Ben Graffis, trem-
bling, O chief, never would I have stolen for thee Poopy Panda
from the Winnie the Pooh illustrations back in twenty-nine had I
known this was in the cards, and Ben Graffis fired him.

Whereupon another which was a director said to Ben Graffis, O
chief, the thing can be done with a two-week buildup, and Ben
Graffis put his hands over his face and said, Let it be so.

And it came to pass that on the Friday after the two-week buildup,
in the closing quarter-hour of the Poopy Panda Pals, there was a
special film combining live and animated action as they were one.

And in the special film did Poopy Panda appear enhaloed, and
~ the talented kid performers did do him worship, and Otto Clodd
did trip over his feet whilst kneeling, and Jackie Whipple did urge
in manly and sincere wise that all the Poopy Panda Pals out there in
televisionland do likewise, and the enhaloed Poopy Panda did say in
his lovable growly voice, Poop-poop-poopy.

And adoration ascended from thirty-seven million souls.

And it came to pass that Ben Graffis went into his office with his
animators and cameramen and directors and writers after the show
and said to them, It was definitely a TV first, and he did go to the
bar.

Whereupon one which was a director looked at Who sate behind
the desk that was the desk of Ben Graffis and he said to Ben Graffis,
O chief, it is a great gag but how did the special effects boys manage
the halo?

And Ben Graffis was sore amazed at Who sate behind his desk



and he and they all did crowd about and make as if to poke Him,
whereupon He in His lovable growly voice did say, Poop-poop-
poopy, and they were not.

And certain unclean ones which had gone before turned unbe-
lieving from their monitors and said, Holy Gee, this is awful. And
one which was an operator of marionettes turned to his manager
and said, Pal, if Graffis gets this off the ground we’re dead. Whereat
a great and far-off voice was heard, saying, Poop-poop-poopy, and
it was even so; and the days of Poopy Panda were long in the land.
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The Adventures of Shamrock Jolnes
O. Henry

am so fortunate as to count Shamrock Jolnes, the great New York

detective, among my muster of friends. Jolnes is what is called the
“inside man” of the city detective force. He is an expert in the use of
the typewriter, and it is his duty, whenever there is a “murder
mystery” to be solved, to sit at a desk telephone at Headquarters
and take down the message of “cranks” who "phone in their confes-
sions to having committed the crime.

But on certain “off’ days when confessions are coming in slowly
and three or four newspapers have run to earth as many different
guilty persons, Jolnes will knock about the town with me, exhibit-
ing, to my great delight and instruction, his marvellous powers of
observation and deduction.

The other day I dropped in at Headquarters and found the great
detective gazing thoughtfully at a string that was tied tightly around
his little finger.



“Good morning, Whatsup,” he said, without turning his head.
“I'm glad to notice that you've had your house fitted up with elec-
tric lights at last.”

“Will you please tell me,” I said, in surprise, “how you knew
that? I am sure that I never mentioned the fact to any one, and the
wiring was a rush order not completed until this morning.”

“Nothing easier,” said Jolnes, genially. “As you came in I caught
the odor of the cigar you are smoking. I know an expensive cigar;
and I know that not more than three men in New York can afford
to smoke cigars and pay gas bills too at the present time. That was
an easy one. But I am working just now on a little problem of my
own.”

“Why have you that string on your finger?” I asked.

“That’s the problem,” said Jolnes. “My wife tied that on this
morning to remind me of something I was to send up to the house.
Sit down, Whatsup, and excuse me for a few moments.”

The distinguished detective went to a wall telephone, and stood
with the receiver to his ear for probably ten minutes.

“Were you listening to a confession?” I asked, when he had re-
turned to his chair.

“Perhaps,” said Jolnes, with a smile, “it might be called some-
thing of the sort. To be frank with you, Whatsup, I've cut out the
dope. I've been increasing the quantity for so long that morphine
doesn’t have much effect on me any more. I've got to have some-
thing more powerful. That telephone I just went to is connected
with a room in the Waldorf where there’s an author’s reading in
progress. Now, to get at the solution of this string.”

After five minutes of silent pondering, Jolnes looked at me, with
a smile, and nodded his head.

“Wonderful man!” I exclaimed; “already?”

“It is quite simple,” he said, holding up his finger. “You see that
knot? That is to prevent my forgetting. It is, therefore, a forget-me-
knot. A forget-me-not is a flower. It was a sack of flour that I was to
send home!”

“Beautiful!” I could not help crying out in admiration.

“Suppose we go out for a ramble,” suggested Jolnes.

“There is only one case of importance on hand now. Old man
McCarty, one hundred and four years old, died from eating too
many bananas. The evidence points so strongly to the Mafia that the
police have surrounded the Second Avenue Katzenjammer Gam-
brinus Club No. 2, and the capture of the assassin is only the matter



of a few hours. The detective force has not yet been called on for
assistance.”

Jolnes and I went out and up the street toward the corner, where
we were to catch a surface car.

Halfway up the block we met Rheingelder, an acquaintance of
ours, who held a City Hall position.

“Good morning, Rheingelder,” said Jolnes, halting.

“Nice breakfast that was you had this morning.”

Always on the lookout for the detective’s remarkable feats of de-
duction, I saw Jolnes’s eyes flash for an instant upon a long yellow
splash on the shirt bosom and a smaller one upon the chin of
Rheingelder—both undoubtedly made by the yolk of an egg.

“Oh, dot is some of your detectiveness,” said Rheingelder shak-
ing all over with a smile. “Vell, I bet you trinks and cigars all around
dot you cannot tell vot I haf eaten for breakfast.”

“Done,” said Jolnes. “Sausage, pumpernickel, and coffee.”

Rheingelder admitted the correctness of the surmise and paid
the bet. When we had proceeded on our way I said to Jolnes:

“I thought you looked at the egg spilled on his chin and shirt
front.”

“I did,” said Jolnes. “That is where I began my deduction.
Rheingelder is a very economical, saving man. Yesterday eggs
dropped in the market to twenty-eight cents per dozen. To-day they
are quoted at forty-two. Rheingelder ate eggs yesterday, and to-day
he went back to his usual fare. A little thing like this isn’t anything,
Whatsup; it belongs to the primary arithmetic class.”

When we boarded the street car we found the seats all occu-
pied—principally by ladies. Jolnes and I stood on the rear platform.

About the middle of the car there sat an elderly man with a short,
gray beard, who looked to be the typical, well-dressed New Yorker.
At successive corners other ladies climbed aboard, and soon three
or four of them were standing over the man, clinging to straps and
glaring meaningly at the man who occupied the coveted seat. But
he resolutely retained his place.

“We New Yorkers,” I remarked to Jolnes, “have about lost our
manners, as far as the exercise of them in public goes.”

“Perhaps so,” said Jolnes, lightly; “but the man you evidently
refer to happens to be a very chivalrous and courteous gentleman
from Old Virginia. He is spending a few days in New York with his
wife and two daughters, and he leaves for the South to-night.”



