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LIVING

Peter Freedman on the king of cult magazines, John Brown, owner of Viz and, from this week, the weird Fortean Times

THERE is a defining moment
in the career of every great man.
For Churchill, it was his call to
“fight them on the beaches’; for
Napolcon, the
invade Russia, the
his greatest ambition and folly.
For John Brown, the publisher
of Viz and soon a clutch of other
magazines, it was the moment
that a Danish journalist turned
to him in honest bafflement and
asked, ‘Why is it that you Brit-
ish find farting 5o funny?

T aid, ~Cotné on, i you're in
a lift and someone farts, it's

are in a lift a
suffers social embarrassment,

Alfa Romeo. ‘I go to car auc-

holic rather thana work:hohc
He might now be the
cult magazines but he began his

trainee on the printing side of
Oxford University Press. He
moved into publishing, then
into music, as a production
assistant with Elton John, and
then into chauffeuring vintage
Rolls-Royces during a stay in
rica. It was as head of Rich-
ard Branson’s Virgin Books Ih.lt
he first encountered Viz in
immediately unld(ﬂdca.lm
dumbulut
Then, it was_selling 4,000

then. . "And 1 was cressing.
The ‘whole thing was like o B g end, Byl
Python sketch. But she's auite 1ot Virgin two yeaaater, o et

right of course, it is pathetic.” b
arting, none the less, has 35,000, e novw sells 1.2 millon
made John Brown a rich man and, after Radio Times, TV
Times and Readers Digest, is

and the most successful Bmsh
publisher of his day. Or, at a
Fatos Vis, In which farting and
other bodily functions loom
large, has done so.

Brown, 38, is now ploughing
back some of the unfeasibly
large profits coined by Viz, into
four little-known magazines.
Last week, he relaunched a
small but strange magazine
called Fortean Times. ‘It landed
on my desk, rather like Viz did.
T hadn’t heard of it before,’ he
says. But it made him laugh
and, more important, it caught
his fan

‘Whn Viz and Fortean Times
have in common is that they
were both started for the
amusement _of the  people

Britain’s best-selling magazine.
It is also the comedy phenome-
non of the age, which, like
on before it, baffles and
Socioye sy asnuny-n amuses,

took over called Sticky tha
My reaction was, “It’s funny funny. I
like cricket. Let’s do it.”” It

r-ent
get the better of me.” Not that
he:seems a big risk-taker. Nor,
he claims, does he aspire to
ﬁ\lﬂd.\ng 4 media empire, T'd
seven magazines and to be

ing thres cx four TV or video

projectsay
Tolimcnd , e has also set up

involved, with no calculated,

commercial aim. But both also i D > il i’ P Richard. a ‘company, which is

g du:'mm et Intreats John Brown manages to keep a level head in a mad comic world: Ifyow’re in a lift and someone farts, it’s funny. /Photograph by ar iy =4 ¢ Rows,
er more_famous

like Viz, Fortean Times
could be said to concern farts —
the cosmic farts of a dyspeptic
universe. It is a sort of thinking

Guffawing all the way to the bank :;,,.;‘,“‘:

and folklore inhabited by such not fit their theories. He there- enirigs from across the world. ‘I magazine aimed at comic the playground _two-year-old daughter, Lily. If

ures as the Enfield Polter- fore spent his life collecting like the one about the New addicts and collectors, along ot swanping the hor babbie. they have a son, he 0o will be “The only feature film T would

st, lizard monsters, bleeding reports of strange phenomena. Zealand woman who was with the relaunch of a Scottish cards. called John, in continuation ofa. &ver get inyolved with would be
izflm’ -

8

statues, exploding telephones,

human tribes with tails and Fili-
ino women prone to giving

birth to fish.

Fortean Times is named after
Charles Fort (1874-1932), an
American philosopher and i seon-

oclast, who hated the way
scientists acted like priests m
dismissing phenomena that did

This is the work the magazine
was set up in 1073 to continue.

It has been produced until
now in the grand tradition of
penniless specialist magazines
and read by an handful of what
Brown calls ‘international nut-
ters’,

His own i.gvoun te part of it
are the reports of strange hap-

wa
arrested dancing naked at mid-
night on her husband’s grave
singing, “Who's Sorry Now?”.
But it also carries more consi
ered articles on such mysteries
as the Turin Shroud and crop

circles.
Lm weel’s rebirth of For-
llows last month’s
unveiing by Brown of Blast!,a

amswer to Vi clled Hlectric
Jabn Brown’s father, who is
alsg a director of his company,
ir John Brown, the former.
Chairrman of Oxford University
Press. Brown jumior - comes

tather than dmnmleohe says.
“T've always liked Carry On as
opposed to French films. Pve
nlways liked zmlw as op?osed to
Panorama, and 1

Brown lives m a V)cmmnnh

across lil
school boy. Mever top at Tat
verbs, I’d guess, but the-pnly

l-ns mfe, Claudia Zeff, an nt
director in publishing, and:

hun

to
classic cars. He currently ownsa
souped-up BMW and a 1983

family md.lunn gnmg back” a
“Long’

| For tiow, Brown’s attention
is focused ‘on Fortean Times,
whose, circulation

increase from 2000 to 200!10.
“But I have a sort of
of 50,000.” And an’

‘of getting a whole new. dnm‘?f

‘people saying, No F. T.
om;’:ene
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