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2012 to 2014




More slaggings and a funeral

I’ve been quite resistant to the idea of writing my autobiography. There seem to be so many of them these days. If you’ve appeared on the TV or played a bit of sport, you do an autobiography. Often more than one. My dear friend Stephen Fry’s done three and I’m not sure he’s got out of short trousers yet. But I’ve just turned sixty-five, which is starting to feel really quite not young any more. My mother also died recently, leaving me a very old orphan. And, frankly, there’s a lot of dementia about, so, if I am ever going to tell my story, I’d probably better get on with it.

I did think about it once before, in the early summer of 2014. In fact, I got quite fired up about the idea. There were two reasons for this: the splenetic media reaction to a sitcom I’d just done and the death of Rik Mayall.

I know that sounds wrong. Putting a bunch of shitty reviews next to the deeply tragic passing of a lifelong friend as if they’re of equal importance. I mean, they were seriously shitty reviews but all the same. Tragedy-wise, me getting a public pasting is hardly in the same league as the loss of one of the greats of British comedy. Except that, as it happens, the two things were connected. Rik was supposed to have starred in that sitcom. And the fact that he didn’t wasn’t because he died but because the BBC rejected him. And the intersection of the two things got me thinking a bit – about fame and failure and triumph and disaster and how much Rik and I had both hated reviews (except good ones, of course). You know, all the big important stuff.

So I started messing around with a biography, but soon realized that I was in the wrong mood, which was sad and angry, and since I am rarely either of those things (and never for long), it was clearly not in fact a good time to reflect on what had been in general a very happy life. So I dropped it.

The show Rik was rejected from was called The Wright Way and it was a traditional studio-based comedy about a pedantic health and safety officer. You probably missed it. As I say, it was comprehensively savaged and went out at 10.30 on a school night, thus cunningly avoiding its target family audience by a good two or three hours. The lead was played (brilliantly) by David Haig. David was Inspector Grim in my ’90s sitcom The Thin Blue Line and is one of my favourite comic actors, but the role of Mr Wright was originally written for Rik. Sadly, the Beeb didn’t want him.

It happened like this. In late 2011, the BBC asked me if I’d like to pitch a sitcom idea to them. This was a very pleasant surprise. I’d been in telly wilderness for years and had not expected to be given another chance. I certainly wasn’t going to miss this one. To a writer of my generation, a sitcom on the BBC is the Holy Grail of comedy writing. In the days when TV was restricted to just a handful of channels, the great sitcoms lived in the affections of the nation in a way that no other TV did or ever will again. So, of course, I said I’d love to and told them that I’d like to write something for Rik. Ever since our time working together in the early 1980s, I’d felt that my creative partnership with Rik had been unfinished business. Here was my chance to finish it.

And the BBC said ‘Well, o-kaaaaaay’ and those extra A’s are intended to imply a tone of nervous doubt.

I imagine you’re surprised at that.

Since he died, of course, there has been a general recognition of Rik’s unique greatness. The many glowing front-page tributes published on the morning after his death took it as a given that he was not merely a man who had once been great but one who had remained fiercely and uncompromisingly great.

Well, let me tell you that wasn’t how it felt before he died. Back in 2012, Rik, like me, hadn’t had a major TV gig in for ever but, unlike me, he couldn’t spend his days and make his living writing in other mediums, and so he had experienced some creatively deeply undermining and financially challenging years – particularly after he pulled off his spectacular tragicomic pratt fall in which he threw a quad bike into the air and tried to catch it with his head. Rik and I used to call each other the ‘hasbs’ – as in has-beens, laughing over the inevitable fading of the lustre of those who have once been thought hip.

Although actually the hasbs joke dated back to the summer of 1983, a time when we were at our newest and most hip, the golden year between the first and second series of The Young Ones when Rik and I shared a stand-up season together at the Edinburgh Fringe. I gave him a good luck card which featured a photograph of legendary Hollywood comedian and drinker W.C. Fields on stage mid-performance, holding his habitual whisky bottle. I wrote on the card ‘Rik Mayall comeback season Edinburgh 1993’ and added cat-call notations – ‘Why aren’t you funny any more?’ and ‘Fuck off, Hasb’. Twenty-five-year-old Rik laughed till he cried and he carried that card around in the little suitcase he kept his notes in for years. I sometimes think about that.

Anyway, in the spring of 2012, it looked like the BBC were giving us both another chance.

Rik was so excited. He loved the character of Rick Wright and he loved the script. He already saw us back in studio together as we had last been twenty-six years before with Filthy Rich & Catflap. I tried to manage his expectations, warning him that it was just the start of a process and that we would have many hoops to jump through before getting a series commission. Developing comedy at the BBC had become a much more drawn-out and gruelling business, central to the process being a ‘table read’, that grim practice in which a group of actors gather in a meeting room and read from scripts to a fiercely non-committal comedy politburo. Rik was amusingly outraged that such a couple of ‘comedy ledges’ as us should be put through this trial, but he promised to be good.

Here’s an email he sent me in February 2012 (Rik didn’t own a computer himself. He used to dictate his messages to his wife Barbara).

28/2/12

My dear, darling, talented Farty

Your fabbo script is simply knob enlarging my dear. Anything the Nazi BBC demand of you I shall, of course, do.

Onwards and upwards comrade!

King

I had been ‘Farty’ and he had been ‘King’ since the ‘Rik and Ben’ stand-up tours of the early Eighties. I pinged back instantly.

28/2/12

Dear King

Your note made me hard with man love.

The Beeb are currently discussing dates for the read. Once that’s done, I can come over and whip you into shape (and after that we can have a fag and a shower and start work on the show).

All power to the Soviets.

Farty

My wife isn’t entirely sure about me revealing my and Rik’s juvenile and perhaps rather un-PC style of communicating. But all private humour looks foolish when exposed to outside scrutiny and, in an age when mobile phones have made secret recording and subsequent exposure of unguarded moments a fact of life, I think it’s good to remember that.

Rik and I had such fun preparing for that table read, as ever laughing and laughing at silly ‘doobles’ (as we called double entendres) and feeling just like we were twenty-two again, except that Rik no longer drank. We did the read itself at the old Television Centre in Wood Lane, that same wonderful doughnut building into which Rik and I had first walked together as Young Ones more than thirty years before. Television Centre was our Emerald City, that magical place which had been the engine room of British popular culture since 1960 – although, by 2012, it was on the verge of being sold off.

Of course it was being fucking sold off.

Because obviously London needed more luxury residential investment properties and yet another Soho House SO much more than it needed the largest and most comprehensive multi-studio film and TV production complex in Europe. May Margaret Thatcher for ever live in infamy for unbottling the privatization genie which, even years after she left office, was still stripping Britain of its publicly owned national treasures. As I write, another ten years have passed since they flogged the BBC’s crown jewel, Thatch is long dead and human turds are bobbing about on Britain’s privatised waterways. Her cold, dead reach is long.

But back to Television Centre in 2012. It felt so sad as we entered it that last time, with most of the rooms and corridors, which we’d known when they hummed with creative energy, already empty and ready for the wrecker. The place where they’d made Hancock and Steptoe, Dad’s Army, Python and Morecambe and Wise was now full of ghosts, the laughter of a thousand studio audiences already a distant memory.

Perhaps I should have read the signs.

Except that we thought the read went terribly well. Rik was (as ever) on fire. His character was that of a good-hearted but endlessly pedantic rule-follower, furiously at a loss in a world where you couldn’t get served in a shop because all the staff were busy stroking their phones. I can see him now, sitting in the middle of our little group of actors, a big man in every way: big heart, big face, big comedy. His massive, exuberantly scene-stealing performance so bold and so grotesque it seemed to be pushing at the very walls of the mean little meeting room into which we were all squeezed.

Perhaps that was the problem. He was just too big for that small room. Not that we realized it in the fun of the moment. In fact, as the stone faces of the execs broke into smiles – occasional laughs even – we thought we had been a success.

‘I think they liked it,’ I said, ‘but they were very inscrutable.’

‘Just as well,’ Rik replied, ‘because you wouldn’t want to screw ’em’.

This was a quote from the act he’d done on the tours we’d shared together so long before. It was often said that Rik’s quad bike accident had affected his memory, but I can’t say I ever noticed it particularly.

That evening, the inscrutable ones rang me up and told me they wanted the show but they didn’t want Rik. Rik was ‘too rich a presence’ for a mainstream piece.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining or pointing fingers. Hindsight is a seductive and distorting glass through which to review events. I know that the decision was taken with regret and much soul-searching. Their reason was that the commission was for BBC1 and family viewing and they just thought the mix was too wild. To the Beeb’s credit, the following year they would recommission Rik and Ade Edmondson’s show Bottom for BBC2, which is another story and not mine to tell.

But the knock-back on The Wright Way was a hammer blow for Rik and telling him was so hard. He’d been convinced that the read had gone brilliantly and that we’d won the day. It was an awful, awful shock. We’d both pinned so many hopes on it – the two of us working together again on telly was a dream come true. Besides, as I say, Rik really needed the work.

This time Barbara wrote the email.

21st April 2012

Dearest Ben

To say we were shocked would be a real understatement.

All utterly devastated that you won’t be working together after the lovely warm feeling we all had when we thought that it would be happening.

Love to Sophie, the kids et al

Barbara XXXXX

Rik wanted me to carry on without him. Why wouldn’t he? He was the most utterly kind and generous of friends. He still loved the script and he wanted it to be a hit.

It wasn’t.

The media consensus, pronounced with venomous certitude after a single episode, was that it was so bad as to be beyond and beneath contempt. Criminally bad. Disgracefully bad. They even had a discussion on Newsnight about why I was so utterly shit. Newsnight, for fuck’s sake. The website Vice headed their round-up of the press reaction with a headline suggesting that I should be placed on suicide watch.

You think you’ll get used to it, but you never do. The morning the notices (and subsequent commentary on them) hit was just terrible. I try hard to avoid reviews, but the internet makes that difficult and my children read them and they were pretty upset. They’d been too young the last time I’d copped a real pasting so this was their first proper taste of it. In my case, reviews are always pretty personal, they kind of review me via the actual piece. My eldest son was thirteen and he said, ‘Dad, if I ever read anything like that about me, I don’t think I’d bother trying ever again.’

Which, of course, is why it’s really, really best not to read them if you can avoid it.

But even if you do manage to avoid them, enough seeps through. More than enough. You see things by accident or some well-meaning friend insists on quoting a slagging in order to express their outrage at it.

So The Wright Way was savaged out of all proportion to its quality (even if it was shit) or its ambition (which was light entertainment) and Rik was furious on my behalf – such a good mate, always so hurt at his friends’ pain while appearing to be indifferent to his own. He sent me a text (from his ancient Nokia, his only form of electronic communication) offering to ‘kill the cunts’.

Rik’s own final notices were, as mentioned, glowing. It was a bittersweet pleasure for those who knew him to read the fulsome newspaper tributes written about him after he died. Most of them hadn’t ‘got’ him in life and they didn’t get him in death either. A columnist tweeted: ‘To grasp how huge the impact of Rik Mayall was, you really need to sit through the decades that preceded him.’

I know this was meant well, but that’s the problem with obituary tweets. They’re usually just so silly.

Rik loved the decades that preceded him. The Crazy Gang, Laurel and Hardy, The Goons, Hancock, Tommy Cooper, Carry On, Pete and Dud, The Pythons, The Likely Lads, Dad’s Army, Billy Connolly and so much more.

It was the decades which followed that Rik had a problem with.

Anyway, The Wright Way turned out to have been my last chance to work with Rik because, eighteen months later, completely out of the blue, the bastard died on us. I’m still stunned. It’s just so very strange that he’s gone.

The funeral was in Devon and my wife Sophie and I spent the night before with Ade Edmondson and Jennifer Saunders. That was important to me. It was really good to be with Ade. Of course, Ade’s personal and professional relationship with Rik ran even deeper than mine and was even more complex and intense.

The four of us – me, Ade, Jen and Sophie – spent a long and tearful night, drinking far too much, awash with regret over Rik’s unfinished life, reflecting on bonds of friendships that had lasted all our adult lives and which had been severed so utterly suddenly.

The funeral day was beautifully organized by Barbara and the children. It was gut-wrenchingly emotional but also truly uplifting. Ade and Pete Richardson spoke at the church and I spoke over the grave, along with Rik’s brother Ant. Alan Rickman read very movingly. Rik was buried on his own bit of land in Devon, on a hill facing west, and we all sat around and (literally) on his grave, drinking long into the night as the sun set on a shooting star.




Twentieth-Century Lives




If it wasn’t for Hitler, I wouldn’t be here

So it’s the spring of 2024 and in sunnier mood I have decided that this time I really will write my autobiography. I’ll start with my mum, Mary, because no interviewer ever has.

She was born in Northwich in Cheshire in 1929 and she was the first person in her family ever to get a degree. That was a very big deal to her parents, Harold and Kitty Foster. They were enormously proud of her and always put ‘BA’ at the end of her name when they addressed an envelope to her. Gran had left school at fourteen and Gramps at fifteen; he got an apprenticeship as a research chemist at ICI in Northwich where he worked for his entire life. We still have the cutlery service his colleagues gave him for a wedding present in 1924 and the clock he got when he retired in 1964. I don’t suppose a single person in Britain today will work in the same place and for the same company for their entire lives. How many will even be in constant employment for such a span?

Harold’s was one of those twentieth-century lives fortunate enough to miss fighting in both world wars; born in late 1899, he was only old enough to enlist towards the end of the first one. He joined the Royal Flying Corps (about to be renamed the RAF), but was still in training when the war ended. He joined the Home Guard in 1940 and I used to love reading the certificate he received in 1945 saying that he had been prepared to sacrifice his life if need be. It was a bit of a family phrase.

Kitty had a beautiful voice and, as a teenager, sang at Great War recruiting concerts, something she looked back on with sadness in later life. In the 1920s and ’30s, she was very involved with Northwich amateur operatics. That was how she met Gramps, who played flute in the Gilbert and Sullivan Society orchestra for which Gran played many leading roles. One time, Gran had a rich admirer who had made his fortune with a local underwear business. After a performance of Iolanthe, he sent her a gift of a very posh corset from his factory with a note saying that it was ‘a jewel case’. Gran sent the gift back without a note and refused to speak to him. The very idea!

Harold and Kitty lived through many great and terrible events: the Great War, the Spanish Flu pandemic, the fight for Irish independence, the introduction of female suffrage, the General Strike, the Great Depression, the Second World War, the Cold War and the social revolution of the 1960s. But, through it all, their own circumstances were relatively comfortable and secure (apart from in 1940 when they thought Hitler would invade) with a steadily increasing prosperity which allowed them to end their days in a nice bungalow in Farnham, living off Gramp’s ICI pension. It seems to me that they lived classic twentieth-century British lives. Born into working-class families, they themselves became middle class and lived to see their daughter’s opportunities and circumstances improve vastly on their own.

My father’s parents’ life journey was very different. Theirs was not a steady progress; no gentle upward curve for them, rather a Richter scale zig-zag of spectacular reversals and revivals. In many ways, it was as much a classic twentieth-century Continental European progress as Gran and Gramps’s was British.

My dad’s parents, Victor Ehrenberg and Eva Sommer, were both born into the German Jewish middle class, which was largely integrated with German society as a whole. In fact, believe it or not, my grandmother’s father Otto went to school with Kaiser Wilhelm II. The German royal family had a habit of installing its sons for a few years in ‘ordinary’ grammar schools, presumably to give the future ruler some knowledge of his subjects (or, at least, the middle-class ones). My great-grandfather and the young crown prince of Germany became close school friends, perhaps because they both felt ‘othered’, as we would now say – Otto as a Jew and Wilhelm as, well, crown prince. I don’t know if Otto ever saw Wilhelm again after leaving school, but they certainly maintained some contact throughout their lives. When Otto died, the Kaiser sent flowers from his exile in the Netherlands ‘in memory of a friendship’. This friendship might seem puzzling to modern eyes because the kaiser was a notorious anti-Semite. But that was the way with ‘civilized’ European anti-Semitism. It wasn’t vitriolic and murderous in the manner of Hitler, rather more casual and dismissive in a way which allowed the kaiser and so many of his class to make a distinction between the despised Jewish race and the Jews they knew personally who were ‘decent Jews’. The British aristocracy was the same, considering the ‘race’ as a whole to be utterly foreign and different in a most unpleasant manner but making exceptions for any that they happened to like or to need.

In the cultural, intellectual and economic powerhouse of Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century, Jews were tolerated, some even celebrated and there were no legal bars to their advancement – although, as we shall see, like all Jews of that time, my grandfather still faced the obstruction of antisemitism in the job market.

Nonetheless, Victor and Eva had every reason to look forward to lives of security and ever-increasing prosperity in their home town of Kassel. It would have been unimaginable to them that they would end their lives as British citizens living in a small flat in London.

Grandpa and Grandma fell in love when he was a wounded soldier and she a volunteer nursing assistant. Grandpa had enlisted in 1914 and served for the entire war on the Western Front. Like most men of that generation, he rarely spoke of his experiences and scarcely mentioned it in his private memoir. He won an Iron Cross and was wounded with a piece of shrapnel in the leg. The Iron Cross is long gone, buried by Grandma in a backyard in north London after she was shocked to find it among the things Grandpa brought with them to England (owning an Iron Cross in Britain in 1939 was not a good look, particularly if you had a German accent). But we still have the piece of shrapnel, a jagged splinter of metal terrifying with its numerous razor edges. That splinter of shrapnel brought Victor and Eva together.

Dad was born in Frankfurt in 1923, a year of utter and all-encompassing revolutionary chaos in Germany, which resulted in the greatest inflation any country has ever known. The once mighty German Mark became literally worthless. Savings and pensions were worthless. Wages were worthless if you did not spend them within minutes of being paid. And this in a country which, more than any, had built itself on the solid morality of good business practice. The shock would have been simply stupendous. And what a time of chaos in which to have a baby! My grandparents must have been so scared. Little could they have known how much scarier things were going to get for them.

Grandpa was a classical historian and ambitious for a professorial chair. However, he had trouble rising above the level of senior lecturer and was quite matter-of-factly told the reason after one unsuccessful application: ‘We already have enough Jews’. So Grandpa looked further afield and, in 1929, took up a post as professor of ancient history at the German University in Prague. He, Grandma and their two sons Gottfried and Ludwig moved to Czechoslovakia. They all imagined it was just a foreign gig for Grandpa from which they would return in a few years to their extended family, friends and the German homeland they loved.

But after Hitler came to power in that homeland and passed the Nuremburg Laws of 1935, which deprived Germany’s Jews of all their human rights, the family could see there was no future for them in Germany any more. Then, after the Munich appeasement and with Hitler threatening invasion, it became clear there was now no safety in Czechoslovakia either. The family tried, with increasing desperation, to organize a way out of the trap they now knew themselves to be in. My grandma wrote literally hundreds of letters to all over the world, trying to find a situation that would lead to the granting of an entry visa to a country not threatened by Hitler. Most of Prague’s Jews did not make such efforts. They could not believe that even ‘he’ could be as terrible as the prospect of leaving everything and fleeing to a strange country without a penny or a friend or a future. My grandma guessed different. She knew that it was a matter of life and death. And now the names of all her Czech Jewish friends, and those of my father and uncle’s schoolmates, are written on the wall of the Prague Holocaust Memorial. My father and I visited in 1998 and read each one. That his own name was not on it was due entirely to my grandmother’s prescience and tenacity – and then to the kindness of strangers because, eventually, having received endless rejections (including one from an Australian sheep farmer to whom Grandma had offered her and Grandpa’s services as maid and stockman!), the family struck lucky. A small charity had been set up in Britain in 1933 to help academic and scientist refugees. This charity (which still exists today) was able to secure my grandpa a grant which was sufficient for the Home Office to issue entry visas to him and his wife. But not their dependents. Their sons Gottfried and Ludwig still had no entry visas. The family was still trapped.

Then, by an astonishing piece of luck, they were saved. On a train in Wales in late 1938, two complete strangers fell into conversation, a Welsh Methodist minister and a German woman, Netty, who was on holiday with her Dutch husband. Before the First World War in Kassel, teenage Netty had been taught English by a young English woman, Irene. Netty and Irene had become friends and Irene had also made friends with Netty’s friend, my grandmother Eva. In the long years since Netty had lost contact with Irene, but now on that train making idle conversation it emerged that the minister she was chatting to knew Irene’s husband, who was also a Methodist minister, the Chaplain of Rydal Penrhos, a school in Colwyn Bay. So Netty reestablished contact with Irene and fortune smiled – Irene remembered Eva and, remembering also that she was Jewish, asked if she needed help. Letters were exchanged, which resulted in Irene’s husband appealing to his headmaster, the Reverend A. J. Costain, to offer assisted places to two Czech/German Jewish boys currently in fear of their lives. It’s a complex story and I’ve done my best to shorten it from Grandmother’s account in her memoir, at the end of which she writes:

I have described that miracle so minutely because it marks the beginning of the time which we survived by miracles alone.

These places were sufficient for the Home Office to provide my father and uncle with the extra two entry visas which allowed my family to escape to Britain. My grandma called the Reverend Costain her sons’ guardian angel because not only did he save them, but he cared for them and guided them in the first year in their new world.

Here’s an ironic bit of family history. Before the UK would issue the life-or-death visa, they required copies of the family birth certificates. These were held in the Frankfurt public records office. Grandma duly wrote to Frankfurt politely requesting copies and, this being Germany, the civil administration worked efficiently, despite its institutionalized anti-Semitism. The fee was paid and the certificates dispatched. Being copies, they were officially stamped, a stamp which, of course, featured a swastika. My father’s stamped copy remained his birth certificate all his life. The chap at Guildford bus station was quite surprised when Dad presented it for his old-age bus pass but, as Dad explained, without that swastika, the certificate would not be a legal document because the Nazi government had been the legally recognized authority at the time of issue. And this was as true in 1989 as it had been in 1939.

To get to Britain, the family needed to travel through Germany. Having by now taken Czech citizenship, they were allowed entry but, being still Jews, they were allowed only forty-eight hours to pass through and were required to stick to their train route via Frankfurt without deviation. The family took a big risk and visited Kassel to say one last farewell to my remaining great-grandmother Emilie. The night they were in Kassel, Himmler was also in town. All day and all night, the SS and Gestapo conducted house-to-house searches for communists and Jews. None of the family ever forgot the fear that they would be caught. That evening, my grandma tried to persuade her sister Elisabeth to organize an escape. Grandma was confident that, once in Britain, she would be able to find someone within the supportive group she was in touch with who would help her get a permit by creating employment as a domestic servant. But Elisabeth was in love; she was a lesbian and would not leave her friend Imme. This is a passage from my grandma’s own memoir.

Elisabeth cried: ‘Let them come and kill me!’

They came, they killed her, they shot her together with a children’s transport. That was in 1941. I heard of it through a cousin in America; I did not know how to bear it.

Elisabeth worked in a Jewish orphanage and went, with fifty-five children in her charge, to be loaded onto the cattle trucks at Frankfurt station. One can only imagine her journey as the only comfort and security to so many terrified, traumatized children, while also dealing with her own grief and fear. It’s a small, if bitter, mercy that the agony ended there. She was shot along with all the children directly on disembarking in the town of Kaunas in Lithuania. Quite recently, I learned from a researcher in Munich that Elisabeth’s lover Imme (who was not Jewish) had followed Elisabeth to Kaunas and lived for a while in the vicinity of the wretched remains of the Jewish ghetto in the hope of somehow finding her again, not knowing that Elisabeth was already dead.

Another brief family story. Great-Grandma Emilie, whom the family visited in Kassel, was not murdered in a camp. Mercifully, she died before the final round-up of German Jews. Shortly before she died, she was visited by a German soldier. He was her grandson, my uncle Heinz who would one day own the farm in Langenhain on which I spent my childhood holidays. Heinz wasn’t Jewish. He was my dad’s cousin by adoption and while his entire family were either murdered or scattered as refugees by the Nazis, he was required to serve six years in Hitler’s Wehrmacht. He became an elite alpine commando and it was in this uniform while on leave in 1941 that he visited his Jewish grandmother in Kassel. This was a very brave thing to do, but braver still was that earlier on that same day, he had visited Gestapo headquarters and appealed to them, saying (and I quote his own words) ‘Why not just let the old woman die in her bed?’. It must have taken incredible nerve (and a lot of love) to express Jewish sympathies in Gestapo headquarters, even if you were an alpine commando. Nobody knows if Heinz’s appeal had any effect, but Emilie did die in her bed, spared the horror of a cattle truck and the gas chamber.

Later in the war, my uncles Heinz and Geoffrey might easily have shot each other because, in 1943, they were both in Italy on opposing sides. My mixed-up family is living proof of the utter imbecility of both racism and aggressive nationalism. Two of my uncles fighting each other in the Second World War, just as my two grandfathers were on opposing sides in the First World War.

If you’re wondering about the name, it was changed from Ehrenberg to Elton on British Army advice when Uncle Geoffrey joined up. In fact, according to Geoffrey, it was couched almost as an order: ‘If you’re captured with a German accent and a Jewish name, you’re buggered. Get rid of them both immediately.’ So Gottfried Ehrenberg went back to his barracks, thought about it and, deciding on keeping the same initials, applied next morning to be renamed Geoffrey Elton. My father (who, being a physics student, had had enlistment deferred) decided to join his brother in the clean break and became Lewis Elton. My grandparents remained Victor and Eva Ehrenberg until their deaths in London in the 1970s.

So that’s a bit of the history of how I came to be and, of course, without Hitler, I wouldn’t have been at all because my dad would never have met my mum. Britain gave my father’s family sanctuary and, eventually, the chance to live full and rewarding lives. I think that subsequently they made their contribution. When they arrived in 1939, only my grandmother could speak English, but Grandpa and the boys learned quickly. Grandpa was soon teaching again and, after the war, published in English his celebrated work (well, celebrated among ancient historians) From Solon to Socrates. Eventually, both boys became professors in Britain. Uncle Geoffrey became Sir Geoffrey Elton, the leading Tudor historian of his generation, and my father was first a professor of physics at Surrey University and, later, a pioneer in the field of education and the first professor in that subject, winning The Times Educational Supplement’s Lifetime Achievement Award. Throughout their lives, both brothers were deeply grateful for the sanctuary and opportunity Britain offered and, of course, I share in that gratitude.

Jew? Half Jew? Not a Jew? A question of identity

People often think I’m Jewish because Dad was Jewish. But I personally don’t identify as Jewish and I don’t think Dad did either, not in the modern sense of the word. As far as I’m concerned, Judaism is a religion, like Christianity or Islam. It’s not a race. How can something be a race if you can convert to it? And what’s a ‘race’ anyway? Apparently, all human DNA is nearly identical and we’re only a few chromosomes away from being brussels sprouts. The human race is one race. It is societies and cultures that differ.

To Hitler I would be a Jew. To a rabbi I wouldn’t, because to qualify to be a Jew your mother has to be a Jew. Personally, I feel no sense of racial or religious identity beyond that which is thrust upon me, as it sometimes is. Some people want me to be a Jew either to claim me or to condemn me, and nothing I can say will change their minds.

Of course, there is Jewish culture, but it’s as diverse as Christian culture. The archbishop of Canterbury and the grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan are both Christians, but they’re scarcely of similar outlook or experience. So I don’t know what being ‘culturally’ Jewish means either. I suppose you could say that Dad grew up in one Jewish culture, the largely secular, partially integrated culture of the pre-Hitler German Jewish middle class. But I didn’t grow up in any kind of Jewish culture at all. My home life was entirely secular and, like every other state school kid in the 1960s, I sang Christian hymns at assembly and studied bible stories in Religious Knowledge. The only time I ever heard the word ‘Jew’, as in race or religion, was in nativity plays and I wasn’t remotely aware of any connection with me. Of course, I often heard it used as an insult to mean a tightwad. We all used to say that. If a kid wouldn’t share, everybody called him a ‘Jew’, including me. I don’t think any of us were aware of the racist derivation of this abuse. It was just a word.

If you’re interested in my faith, I’m an atheist, which as far as I’m concerned, means I don’t believe in a personified god or the teachings of organized religions. That doesn’t mean I lack awe or humility in the face of the great mysteries of the Universe, which I’m sure are as humbling to me as they are to any person of ‘faith’. I’m even happy to call that which surpatheth all understanding ‘God’ if you like. What I’m not prepared to do is claim it looks like me or to imbue it with my own opinions and prejudices. I simply cannot follow the thinking of those who speak of an almighty creator and then presume to know how that creator thinks, or how it feels about homosexuality, or its views on who should win US elections, or what’s ‘modest’ for a woman to wear, or what type of meat we should eat. To me, it is self-evident that every word and opinion that has ever been ascribed to any ‘god’ in human history is a projection of the views of the human person doing the ascribing. God didn’t make man in his image, as the Bible teaches; man has made assorted gods in his image. To me, that seems to be stating the bleeding obvious. But, hey, whatever floats your boat.




1959 to 1975




Life in black and white

I was born at University College London Hospital on 3 May 1959.

Elvis was in Germany doing military service. John, Paul and George were members of a drummer-less Liverpudlian three-piece called Johnny and the Moondogs. JFK was still only a US Senator and Harold Macmillan was assuring the British public that they’d never had it so good.

I mention these things because pop music and the study of history have been and remain two of my great pleasures in life. Perhaps I should also mention that beer was a shilling a pint (5 pence), since beer has also been a lifelong source of solace – although I do find in the last ten or fifteen years I’ve switched largely to wine. I hope to die with a nice cold glass of champagne in my hand or a rich fruity red.

We lived in Catford, a district of south-east London, and I was the youngest of four children. We certainly weren’t poor, but we weren’t well-off either. Until I reached my teens, I didn’t wear a thing that hadn’t previously been worn by my two older brothers. They were twins, but one of them was quite a bit bigger than the other so I got clothes third-hand. Like most households in those days, we were a one-income family and Dad was the bread-winner. He was a lecturer at Battersea College of Technology and my mother, who was a school teacher, had paused her career to become what was called a housewife and bring up us four kids. It was a totally different economic world. To my knowledge, I had only one friend at infant school whose mother worked.

I have very few early memories and nothing of note. I know that I was a chatterbox because my mum has often told me since. In the mornings, once my older siblings had gone to school and while I was still too young to go, Mum had a rule that she had to have poured her second cup of tea before I was allowed to start talking at her. After that, she says I chattered continually for the rest of the day.

South London in the early ’60s was still in black and white. Things might have been swinging into Technicolor on Carnaby Street and down the King’s Road, but in Catford and Lewisham, it was still the 1950s, except for the bomb sites which we owed to the 1940s.

The Second World War still loomed large. ‘Playing war’ was pretty much the only game in town for me and my mates. We played football, of course, but it certainly wasn’t remotely the obsession it has become today. Boys were into war – or at least our vague understanding of it – which consisted of running around shouting ‘Donner und Blitzen’ and ‘Eat lead, Fritz’. The Blitz had been a whole generation earlier, but most kids still knew a Messerschmitt from a Heinkel and owned armies of tiny plastic Airfix soldiers. That’s the first thing I can ever remember buying with my own money: a little cardboard box of Airfix soldiers for half a crown, which I’d saved from my 6d-a-week (two and a half pence) pocket money. I can still remember walking over Blythe Hill to the local newsagent in the gathering dusk of a school evening to buy it. I was only seven and, because it was getting dark, Mum said my brother had to go with me. He was nine. I got Rommel’s Africa Korps.

I went to the local state infant and junior school in Stillness Road and was very happy there. They gave us school dinners, which arrived in vast steel vats stamped ‘LCC’, for London County Council. You had to take in dinner money, but many of the kids got it free, about which I don’t remember any stigma at all. There were enough kids from poorer families for it not to be a matter of note. Jamie Oliver would not have approved of LCC dinners – spam fritters, fat wrapped in fat and fried in fat – and I can still recall gagging over the vast glutinous lumps in the custard. But it was a proper hot meal with pudding. We all got free school milk too. A third of a pint in little glass bottles with foil tops which you poked a straw through. This was back in those halcyon days when governments of all parties saw the health of the nation as a community responsibility.

Immigration was gathering pace, so there was some ethnic mix in my school, although nothing like as varied as today. There was only one Muslim in my class as I recall and he was my friend, a boy called Metin. His family hadn’t been in Britain long and they were very poor. He had no plimsolls for ‘Movement with Music’ and my mum tried to offer his mum a pair of mine that I’d grown out of (I was small but Metin was tiny). I can still remember Mum trying to put the offer without giving offence: ‘silly to throw them away when they’re perfectly good’. The shoes were declined and Mum felt mortified.

Stillness School and Catford are where I got my accent – obviously. Where else would I get it? But the idea that I put on a ‘common’ voice to disguise a presumed poshness has been a recurring troll across my entire career. I think grumpy old Paul Merton was the first to do an actual routine on it in the mid ’80s. He pointed out that my dad was born in Germany and was also a professor, so clearly my true voice must be that of a posh middle European intellectual. The idea still comes up occasionally as evidence of my presumed inauthenticity.

Well, excuse me, but come the fuck on.

I mean really.

Come the fuck on and then fuck the fuck off.

It would be a pretty pathetic jibe, even if there were any truth in it. I mean, what performer doesn’t affect a stage personality? But people get their accents from their school and their neighbourhood. Nobody ever said Brummie-born Lenny Henry was a hypocrite for not speaking like his West Indian parents, because if they did, they’d sound like an idiot (and a racist). My accent is the same as my brothers and sister – the accent of where I was brought up and where I went to school.

So, Catford, south-east London.

What do I remember?

I walked to school on my own from the age of about six. Mum didn’t drive – lots of women didn’t then. I loved running along in some private fantasy, a secret agent or a commando storming the cliffs of Navarone. I’ve always been both an enthusiastic walker and a dedicated day-dreamer. I still stride along in a fantasy world to this day. I’m not a soldier any more. These days, I’m pretending that I wrote the whole of the Lennon–McCartney songbook or am accepting an Oscar or giving a speech in Parliament, but apart from that it’s just the same.

In today’s society, letting a kid out and about on their own at six or seven would be called highly irresponsible, even criminal. But we all did it back then. As for stranger danger, everybody knew you didn’t take sweets from people you didn’t know, but that was the full and absolute limit of any discussion of paedophilia I ever heard. In fact, although I knew the rule about sweets and strangers, I had really no idea about why it was the rule.

To be honest, the big fear for us wasn’t paedos. It was fridges. Mums, including mine, were always warning us about them. Never get into an old fridge. It was good advice, of course; these were the days when there were council dumps where you just dumped stuff (the clue’s in the name). Fridges from the 1950s had proper twisting handles and there wasn’t one on the inside (why would there be? So the cheese could let itself out?) and kids really had died in them. Our local dump was actually straight across the street from our house and Mum suffered agonies at the thought of one of us dying a lonely death trapped in one of the ancient fridges that were scattered about there. The pop group Madness (who are all about the same age as me) wrote a song called ‘Time for Tea’, which I think was about this and which I found very haunting and moving. It was a fear unique to my generation. The law soon caught up and mandated that fridges must be escapable from within.

Once a year at Easter, Dad would give Mum a break by taking us camping in the New Forest for three days. In those days, he could literally just pull our ’62 VW caravette off the road, drive into the woods and set up camp. Us four kids used to swim naked in a stream. In the New Forest! Imagine doing that now. But we scarcely ever encountered another soul. There was a bouncy tree to which we returned year after year to set up camp and we always had it to ourselves. One year, I stepped out of the VW and straight onto a much-loved penknife (fortunately closed) that I’d lost the previous holiday! It was completely rusted but still a magical find.

Our summer holiday was always a trip to Uncle Heinz’s farm in Germany. Those truly are golden memories. Langenhain was a small family farm with one ancient tractor and a yard of cobblestones worn almost smooth with age. The haybarn was 300 years old and we used to spend all day jumping from its ancient beams onto the haybales beneath. If I close my eyes, I can still smell the hay and taste my Aunt Nini’s Apfelsaft.

What else can I tell you about my childhood?

Not a lot, really.

I know I was happy. Maybe that’s why I can’t remember a huge amount. In my small experience, it seems to me that if you’re unfortunate enough to have a sad childhood – or, worse, a brutal one – you remember the detail, but if you were happy, it all sort of blends in. Perhaps that’s just me.

My good friends Richard Hannay and Bertie Wooster

I remember Mum always read to us at bedtime and I loved it so much. The Narnia series was a favourite and I adored The Wind in the Willows, but she made other less obvious choices. She read us the Richard Hannay adventures, not just The 39 Steps but also Greenmantle, Mr Standfast and The Three Hostages. I didn’t know at the time that Mum was discreetly rewording John Buchan’s occasional lapses into casual racism and anti-Semitism. These are pretty unpleasant to modern ears, but I forgive old John, he was writing in a different age and he wrote a cracking yarn. I’ve read The 39 Steps to my own children (also changing ‘Jew’ to miser, etc.) and I’ve read it twice for my own pleasure on sleeper trains to Fort William. I love the Scottish Highlands very much and there is nothing like lying in a cosy sleeper with a large Scotch in your hand accompanying Richard Hannay on his first adventure as he thunders north through the night from London in early 1914.

George Orwell’s Animal Farm was another of Mum’s inspired choices. I still remember crying when Boxer is taken away to be boiled for glue while his once-mighty hoofs can be heard beating feebly on the sides of the knacker’s van. Orwell is for me the bravest and most prescient of all British twentieth-century writers. He saw Stalinism for what it was and had the courage and imagination to denounce it in brilliant, compelling fiction. At the time he was writing, the majority of the British Left were still stubbornly refusing to acknowledge that in Russia, Marx’s dream had turned to genocidal nightmare. We now know that the dire warnings of Animal Farm and 1984 were not dystopian fiction but terrible contemporary reality. As a child, I just thought Animal Farm was a wonderful, funny, heart-breaking story.

I read mainly comics myself. Graduating from The Dandy and The Beano to the exciting (and very well-drawn and constructed) war stories of Commando magazine and War Picture Monthly. I used to go to jumble sales and buy huge piles second-hand for a penny and binge in my room all day. I read books occasionally when off sick from school. I remember devouring Eric Linklater’s The Wind on the Moon while recovering from chickenpox. But I only got a proper reading habit myself from about the age of eleven when my dad bought me a book of P.G. Wodehouse short stories called Eggs, Beans and Crumpets. It was one of the most pivotal moments in my life. I became a devoted Wodehouse fan and remain so to this day. For me (and many others), Wodehouse is the greatest comic writer in English literature. He understood instinctively that life is absurd and people are ridiculous, and he celebrated that. He viewed humanity not with anger and despair but with deep tolerant affection.

From Wodehouse, I got into further reading. I read all of Sherlock Holmes twice or three times and remember absolutely adoring Spike Milligan’s wonderful war memoirs (although I could never get into Puckoon). I still loved comics but by now only humorous ones; I always bought the annual Giles compilation and Andy Capp and The Perishers from the Daily Mirror. I also loved showbiz biographies, most notable of which was David Niven’s The Moon’s a Balloon, a brilliant actor memoir. A Talent to Amuse, Sheridan Morley’s biography of Noël Coward, was also a very big thing for me; I read it several times in my early teens. I fell in love with Coward’s life before I experienced his work. His commitment to the art of entertainment inspired me. For fifty years, Coward was one of the most famous people in the world. He personified the 1920s in almost as fundamental a way as the Beatles were to represent the ’60s. Yet when I spoke to a group of drama students recently (that’s drama students), none of them had even heard of him. Everyone gets forgotten in the end; even Elvis is fading.

My main reading, though, was history, which has been a lifelong passion. I lose myself in history in the way many people lose themselves in a novel. I’d read history books even before discovering fiction, the classic Our Island Story, and R.J. Unstead’s Looking at History with its wonderfully exciting drawings of how people used to live. I think the Department of Education would do well to take a look at some of Unstead’s work. I wasn’t the only kid who actually read him for pleasure. After him, I moved on to the extraordinary A.J.P. Taylor. I read his history of the First World War when I was thirteen and every word of it was to inform my attitude to Blackadder Goes Forth.

Brothel creepers and baggy trousers

In 1968, we moved from Catford to Guildford.

Harold Wilson was expanding higher education and they were building a new generation of universities, the first since the great ‘red-brick’ expansion of the late Victorian era. These 1960s universities were called ‘yellow-brick’ and Surrey was one of them. My dad’s old department at Battersea College of Technology morphed into the department of physics at Surrey University and Dad was the new professor. I was very proud to be the son of a professor. Dad was one of the few academics who the students were prepared to negotiate with during the sit-ins which marked the university’s first year. 1968 was a year when revolution seemed a genuine possibility. We now know that you can’t run a revolution if the only activists are middle-class students, but for a minute back then, it really seemed you could.

In those days, Surrey had the old system of dividing kids at the age of eleven between secondary modern schools and grammar schools. I passed my eleven-plus and so went to a grammar school. This fact has occasionally been used against me as evidence of some kind of hypocrisy. How can I, having enjoyed the privilege of a grammar-school education, then support the principle of comprehensive education?

Well – leaving aside the obvious fact that kids don’t choose where they go to school and the system was what it was whether you liked it or not – for what it’s worth, I don’t think my education was much of a privilege. I’d have much preferred to have gone to a forward-looking, socially inclusive, better equipped comprehensive than a tired, dusty, faintly ridiculous institution dedicated to pretending it was a tiny bit like proper private schools. Because that was my experience of a state grammar school in the 1970s. Godalming Grammar was all right, in a bored, baggy-trousered, platform-heeled early ’70s kind of way. But it certainly didn’t feel remotely like a centre of excellence. Its principal redeeming feature was that it was coeducational, which personally I feel is the best way to educate kids. I had good mates there and there were some great teachers to whom I will always be grateful, but the headmaster was an out-moded snob who used to lift boys up by their sideburns.

I remember there was a kind of school council to which I got elected as a junior school rep. I tried to introduce a bill to allow girls the right to wear trousers. It was what my (female) constituents were asking for and it seemed a self-evidently logical step to me. I made an impassioned speech about the archaic inequality of forcing girls into these impractical garments which left them at the mercy of wind, weather and little boys trying to see their knickers, a common practice at school to which I publicly admitted my own guilt, which took some nerve I can tell you. I really tried with that speech, but at the end of it, the headmaster just sneered and said, ‘I suppose, Elton, you’ll be asking if you can wear a skirt next.’

How things have changed.

There was the cane but I never got it. I wasn’t a goody two-shoes, but I had enough sense not to do stuff that would get me physically assaulted.

I got by with deeply average marks and a few absolute clunkers. My English Language work was terrible; a teacher wrote, ‘Benjamin’s writing is very creative. Unfortunately, so is his grammar and spelling.’ They don’t write reviews like that any more. I was terrible at languages too. My French teacher wrote, ‘Benjamin came to this school determined he would be unable to learn French and he is succeeding admirably’. Another bad review. Perhaps it was good that I got used to them early in life – although they wouldn’t often be so wittily written.

In fact, I don’t think my failure at languages was my fault. You see, I went to grammar school not knowing any grammar at all. I was of that unfortunate generation who went to junior school at a time when it had become suddenly unfashionable to teach formal grammar. So, I went on to big school not knowing even what a verb or a noun was and since these were the first terms I heard in my very first French lesson, I was essentially being taught a foreign language in a foreign language. Some kids caught up. I just switched off.

It didn’t seem to matter much. My memory is that most kids got average marks. Nobody was hot-housed. I didn’t know a single kid that had extra private tuition. In fact, parents had very, very little to do with their kids’ education. There was home and there was school and they just didn’t mix. Parents didn’t really get involved at all. Imagine that? Parents did not spend their weekends watching their children kick balls around and they weren’t encouraged to ‘share’ in their kids’ homework either.

As someone who brought up kids in the modern era, it sounds like heaven to me.

I can’t really remember my parents bothering much at all about my very average marks. There was no pressure at home to excel academically – and, frankly, very little at school either. Everybody just bumbled along. Hey, it was the ’70s. I think it was a symptom of the general presumption that you could always get a job doing something, even if ‘only’ working in a shop. Now there are no shops.

The 1970s was a great time to be a teenager. There seems to me to have been less stress and, in terms of popular culture, it was one long party! Even the fashions were ridiculous and fun. Just think of it: we went from prog rock, to glam rock, to punk rock, to ska and Two-Tone, to power pop and New Romantics in just ten years!

It was back in the early ’70s that my love of pop and rock, and also comedy, was really nourished. We only had three TV channels but they had a lot of good stuff on all of them. My absolute favourite was Morecambe and Wise, but there was so much else: Dad’s Army, The Likely Lads, Man About the House, Fawlty Towers, On the Buses, Please Sir!, The Two Ronnies and Porridge to name but a few. And there was also Top of the Pops, an absolute must every Thursday night for every single schoolkid in the UK.

And do you know what? I’m not being clever after the event, but I didn’t know anyone who liked Jimmy Savile. Everybody absolutely knew he was a weird, repulsive, arrogant dick that you just had to put up with to get to Slade, Sweet, Bowie and T. Rex. I’m not suggesting for a second that anybody had any idea of the gothic horror of his secret self, but you simply knew he was a smug, arrogant shit. It was just obvious. Nobody could understand the ubiquitous hold he had on TV with his overweening vanity and blokey ineptitude.

But that aside, Top of the Pops was just brilliant. Even when it was crap, it was brilliant. I loved the naff panto style and I loved the fact that you could have Val Doonican and David Bowie back-to-back on the same show, or St Winifred’s School Choir straight after a punk band. It was truly inclusive community entertainment, Sir William Beveridge’s vision for Britain dressed in silver platform boots and woolly cardigans. I loved glam rock then and I still do – hod carriers dressed in Bacofoil and their mums’ feather boas. For all their fey/yob posturing, those glam rockers were often hugely talented people – great songwriters, brilliant musicians and the penultimate generation of musicians who understood that rock ’n’ roll is supposed to be fun (the New Romantics would be the last), for which, of course, they were critically despised or at best horribly patronized. T Rex blazed the trail, then Slade (my favourites), Bowie (the genius who of course progressed far beyond Glam), Sweet (the foundation of all US big hair rock), Wizzard (with Roy Wood, inspired songwriter and producer, and multi-coloured beard), Suzi Quatro (so much more than the token woman), Roxy (crazy cool) and even Mud, who must have been the ugliest band on earth but Lonely This Christmas remains a classic for me.

Yes, Glam was truly great, but in fact, Elvis was my first love. I was very late to the party, but like many who came before me, I fell in love with rock ’n’ roll via Elvis. It was his ’68 Comeback Special that did it for me. I didn’t know who he was, why he was coming back or where he’d been, but my brother said it was important to watch it, so I did.

I was transfixed. Twelve years after Heartbreak Hotel, I was poleaxed by Elvis.

After that, I educated myself on the whole history of rock ’n’ roll, saving up paper-round money to buy Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran. The early ’70s was a good time to get into rock ’n’ roll because it was going through its first major revival with bands like Showaddywaddy and Sha Na Na, as well as brilliant rock ’n’ roll nostalgia movies That’ll Be the Day and American Graffiti. Teddy boys were back in fashion and everyone whose mums would let them was swapping their platform shoes for brothel creepers.

After Elvis, Buddy, Little Richard and Chuck, I caught up with the ’60s and began a lifelong love affair with the Beatles. For me, the Beatles are not just the greatest popular musicians of the twentieth century (obviously), but the greatest popular artists full stop – greater even than Chaplin. The blinding light of the Beatles’ artistry and personalities changed everything, not once but on a six-monthly basis for seven incredible years between 1963 and 1970. They did it effortlessly (or so it seemed) and with such humour and humanity that, while leading (by example) an artistic, cultural and even political revolution that changed the world, they still managed to charm the grannies. I really enjoy my friend Richard Curtis’s movies, but I couldn’t get on with Yesterday about a world in which the Beatles had never existed. In the movie, all this is taken to mean is the absence of an incredible canon of songs (which just one person remembers); apart from that, every aspect of culture is unchanged. Of course, if the Beatles had never existed, nothing about today’s culture would be the same. I put this to Richard and he said, ‘Oh yes, but I just have to ignore that’. I’m afraid I couldn’t.

My Artful Dodger shows promise

Apart from rock and pop, for me those early teenage years were all about amateur dramatics. Before I discovered theatre, I really didn’t have any hobbies or interests apart from toy soldiers and history (aged eleven, I tried to write a history of Britain and managed about fifty pages, but it was basically Our Island Story regurgitated).

I was never into sport at all. When people ask me what football team I support, I tell them I’m a musical theatre fan and would rather see a good production of My Fair Lady than a cup final any day. And I would.

Once I got the theatre bug, it was all I wanted to do.

My road to Damascus was Onslow Village Hall in Guildford. I was ten and the epiphany came courtesy of a little amateur dramatic society called The Curtain Raisers who were asking for children to audition for Peter Pan. I went along and got the role of ‘Slightly Soiled’, one of the Lost Boys. From that moment on, I had ‘caught the bug’, as my Gran announced.

My interest ramped up even further after I played the Artful Dodger in the school production of Oliver!. This was memorable for two reasons. Firstly, because Lionel Bart’s Oliver! is a work of true greatness and sparked in me a lifelong love of musical theatre. And second because it resulted in me falling in love for the first time. With Oliver, in fact, who – due to lack of interest from enough boys in the idea of being in a musical – was being played by a mischievous and very pretty girl called Gabby whom I became instantly besotted with. She was eleven and I was twelve and although she rejected my romantic advances (in favour of a handsome football player called Mick – obviously) we became lifelong friends. Her full name was (and is) Gabrielle Glaister and, in 1985, I was very happy to be able to recommend her to John Lloyd, the producer of Blackadder, for the role of ‘Bob’, which she played absolutely brilliantly, holding her own even when enveloped in the hurricane of comedy that was Rik’s Lord Flashheart.

Another reason that school production was so important for me was because Tony and Pat, the teachers who staged it, were also in the biggest am dram company in the area, The Godalming Theatre Group. This was a much bigger and better-funded outfit than The Curtain Raisers and it turned out they were planning to mount Oliver! for an astonishing ten nights that Christmas at the local Borough Hall. The group’s directors, Desmond Holt and Keith Thomas, came to see me in the school production and afterwards they asked if I’d like to play Dodger for them. When I got home and told my parents about it, I was so excited I could hardly speak. Ten nights in the local hall! It really felt like I’d scored the lead in a West End run.

Christmas ’73 remains an utterly magical memory for me. Slade were at Number One with their mighty Christmas anthem. The Morecambe and Wise Christmas show featured Laurence Olivier and Vanessa Redgrave. Hula Hoops had just been introduced in the UK. And I was singing ‘Consider Yourself’ and getting big laughs off the dialogue night after night at Godalming Borough Hall. The Surrey Advertiser review said I showed great promise for the future. When that future came to pass, there would be a long, lo-o-o-ng period of it during which I would have killed for such a positive review.

After Oliver! I just lived for am dram. I remember playing Lancelot Gobbo in The Merchant of Venice at Guildford Castle and also The Common Man in A Man For all Seasons. It was while rehearsing this in 1974 that I heard the bombs going off when the IRA blew up the Horse & Groom and the Seven Stars pubs in Guildford town centre. I can still hear that muffled crump, the silence that followed and then shouts and sirens filling the night.

Keith Thomas and I formed a comic double act to perform at the various old-time music halls that the group presented. He was six or seven years older than me and was, for some years, a professional entertainer. I visited him in Bournemouth when he was appearing in ‘The Lulu Show’ at the Winter Gardens in 1974. I’d had a huge crush on Lulu since ‘Boom Bang-a-Bang’ and watching her from the wings, as I was privileged to do one night, was a real adolescent thrill (oh, those hot pants!). Keith was a big influence on me in those early days, giving so much encouragement and advice. He and his future wife Muriel really believed in me, even offering to help me out financially if I tried to make it in showbiz. They’re both still friends and I’ll always remember their support and kindness. In fact, I saw Keith’s production of Joseph and his Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat just the other day at the same old Godalming theatre group of which I am proud to now be president.

It was at this time (when I was about fourteen) that I really began to start writing comedy in earnest. I tried my hand at sketches for my heroes Eric and Ernie, but never actually submitted them. I wrote short stories too, although I don’t think I ever finished one because I always just started without having bothered to think of a plot. For many years, I retained a tendency to run off with the gags and dialogue without properly considering structure. I only came to fully understand this when I started working with Richard Curtis on Blackadder. He is such a master of construction. I’ll never forget him arriving at my place one morning with the plot for the ‘Dictionary’ episode of Blackadder the Third already in his mind. He said ‘Benj, what about this? It took Dr Johnson twenty years to write his dictionary. What if he lends it to Blackadder, then Baldrick puts it on the fire because he thinks a book is a kind of loosely constructed log and Blackadder is left with a weekend to rewrite the whole dictionary?’ How brilliant is that? It’s a plot and a gag.




1975 to 1977




All alone in the world

I left home in September 1975 when I was sixteen. This sounds a bit more dramatic than it was. I was no teenage runaway; my parents supported the move. I’d been getting increasingly restless at school, absolutely convinced that the sooner I began carving out my career in theatre, the sooner I’d achieve the success I was dreaming of. My head was full of the sort of naive self-confident fantasy that all stage-struck youngsters indulged in before the era when the venue for success switched from the real world to the virtual one. ‘I’ll knock on theatre doors and offer to sweep the floor until they put on my play’ was the kind of bullshit I’d tell myself.

My parents could see I was serious about wanting to leave school, but they wanted me to remain in education and, by good fortune, my dad had spotted an article in The Guardian about a visionary educator called Gordon Vallins. Gordon’s big idea was that theatre should be a part of education and he had managed to set up the first A level in theatre arts. These days, higher education is jam-packed with media, TV, theatre and even stand-up comedy courses, but at the time, Gordon’s dream was unique and original. Particularly because he didn’t see his A level as vocational, there were plenty of drama and movement sessions (he once took us out in a thunderstorm to read the storm scene from King Lear) but no actual acting classes. Gordon thought theatre and drama were worthy of study in themselves, like history or English literature. He also believed that a course with drama at its core would impact positively on student development in general, building confidence and cooperation and helping with the study of other subjects.

He’d set up his shop at South Warwickshire College of Further Education, which was a technical college in Stratford-upon-Avon, and in 1975 I applied to go there to do A levels in history, English and drama. The fact that Stratford was Shakespeare’s hometown didn’t register with me much at the time. I certainly never would have imagined that, more than forty years later, the Bard and his works would become so central to my own creative life.

The grandly titled Department of Drama and Liberal Arts (DLA) occupied a small hippy corner of a college that mainly specialized in hotel and catering courses. Our small cohort used to go to the refectory for lunch in our flared loons and tie-dyed T-shirts – some girls even barefoot in their leotards and tights after a movement session – and be roundly laughed at by 200 teenagers in platformed shoes, chequered trousers and big tall white hats. It was good fun all round – both sides thought the other lot were the weird ones.

Going to DLA meant leaving home and living in ‘digs’. We chose one from a list supplied by the college student services, so Mum thought it would be all right. It seemed all right (ish) when Mum dropped me off, driven by my brother in my Gramps’s Ford Anglia. I would have my own room and it seemed clean. That, however, was all that could be said for the place.

The husband-and-wife team who ran it were aggressive, money-grabbing shits – 1970s versions of Dickens characters. I suppose it’s hardly surprising that they tried to give as little as they could for the rent they extracted, but they could have been more pleasant about it. They were surly and scary and made no effort to make me or either of the other ‘guests’ (two bewildered-looking African guys learning English who were much older than me) feel remotely at home. They gave us very little to eat and held loud boozy parties with their friends on school nights. One night, I summoned up the courage to ask them to turn the music down. They were too stunned by what they clearly considered was an outrageously unreasonable request to reply, but as I turned to scurry back up to my room, I could hear them saying that I needed teaching some manners and they should get me out of bed and do it there and then. I was too scared to sleep for most of the long night that followed. It was a drab, lonely, hungry and intimidating start to life as a grown-up, aged sixteen and four months. Looking back, it seems even grimmer than I felt it was at the time. My wife Sophie thinks sometimes I’m a bit detached from my emotions. If I am, I guess it can be a useful characteristic when you’re scared and hungry.

I left that first digs after about a fortnight. I was genuinely afraid of my nasty hosts and went to student services who found me a room with another DLA student two years older than me called Roger, who became my friend. He was a big, bushy blond-haired, flashing-eyed eccentric who had a great Pythonesque sense of humour and fearsome temper (which emerged only very occasionally). I think he was impoverished country posh: a cut-glass accent and holes in his huge woolly jumpers, and a talented musician obsessed with Elton John. I visited him once at his parents’ home in Gloucestershire, a large, run-down old farmhouse, and I remember the cheese which his dad had made himself was crawling with maggots, but they happily ate it anyway because after all ‘the maggots are just made of cheese’.

The new boarding house was a bit better than the previous digs but not much. Us student tenants were clearly still seen as a slightly resented necessity and rations remained very, very stingy. I remember my mum coming to visit and being shocked by the full ‘cooked supper’ that she and Dad were paying for. That night, it consisted of a single fried egg, a single wafer slice of packet ham, about half a dozen chips and one of those foil-wrapped, chocolate-coated marshmallow ‘tea cakes’ that were such a popular ‘treat’ in the 1970s.

Depressing though my living arrangements were, I was soon to face a greater personal challenge than short rations, dispiriting digs, isolation and loneliness. In fact, something which briefly looked a lot like ostracism.

I’d come to Stratford equipped with a full-length, three-act comedy that I’d written during my O level year at school. DLA had a studio theatre, a big black box of a space with lighting bars and rostrums for both seating and staging. I’d found it incredibly exciting when I first saw it at my interview the previous spring and, since that day, I’d dreamed of putting on my own play there. So, shortly after arriving, I asked Gordon if I could do exactly that and he smiled and said I was welcome to try.

So I pinned a notice on the department board asking for expressions of interest in a student theatre group I was forming. Can you imagine it? I’d been there about three weeks. Also, being the product of am dram societies, and also completely uncool, I announced that my group was to be called The Studio Players. Further to this, my notice explained that the first production of the company would be a three-act original play called Once More with Feeling, written by me.

It would also be directed by me.

And any students interested in being cast in the play should apply to me.

Why on earth would that piss anybody off?

All I can say is that it genuinely didn’t occur to me at the time that it would. I had no idea then, and still have very little idea of how to play it cool.

And I was completely unaware of the feathers I was ruffling. DLA had been going for seven years at that point and to date no student had tried to put on their own production of anything, let alone their own full-length, three-act play three weeks after arriving.

After my notice had failed to solicit any response, I persevered by asking around personally and made the mistake of trying to cast second years. They were, after all, the cool and confident ones, the ones who knew where everything was, the ones who shouted ostentatious greetings at each other across the common room and hugged each other and shared cigarettes while we newbies grinned sheepishly on the fringes. Surely these golden creatures would just love to be directed by me in my play.

Some of them even said they would. But not for long. There was soon to be a whispering campaign against me and a lot of laughter behind my back. One by one, every single person who agreed to be in my cast dropped out again.

Even I knew by this time that it had been a big mistake to try to cast second years. I was a snotty little fresher and I’d tried to align myself with the cocks of the walk. So I asked around in my own year and, although I made some headway, my grandiose over-reach had by this time turned me into a bit of a joke. And a bad joke at that.

In fact, within our arty little college community, I’d gone what these days would be described as somewhat toxic.

This obliviousness to some people’s resentment of and irritation with me has been both a blessing and a curse over the years. It makes me kind of thick-skinned through ignorance, which is a sort of defence but it’s brutal when I finally work out what’s being said about me.

Anyway, whether I deserved it or not, I was given no quarter. I can remember walking into Stratford’s famous Dirty Duck pub after about a month in Stratford (no ID needed in those days – you had to be actually pre-pubescent not to get served), seeing a group of fellow students and the conversation stopping dead as I approached. Even with my socially tone-deaf sensibilities, I knew that they’d been talking about me and, from the smirks on several faces and the guilt on one or two others, I knew that they’d all been laughing at me.

Everyone was laughing at me.

That was when even I could not avoid the realization that I was truly fucked. My great project would end in ignominious failure and, in creating that failure, I had made myself a joke, a figure of isolation and contempt. This was a very unhappy feeling for a lonely sixteen-year-old living in cold digs a hundred miles from home.

Then something really interesting happened.

I got thrown a lifeline. And from a most unexpected source.

There was one person in the second year who was very different to the rest. He was more like our year really, not at all ‘showbiz-y’ but long-haired and hippy. He played guitar and was incredibly handsome with a little moustache and piercing blue eyes. He carried about him an air of amused tolerance as if quietly laughing at a joke that only he got. John Stone was cool. Some people just are. He even had a cool name. And he lived on his own in an old caravan on the edge of a field on a farm a couple of miles out of Stratford.

I mean, come on. How cool is that?

Anyway, one day, he floated dreamily up to me in a cloud of tobacco smoke. I don’t think he’d said a single word to me up until that moment.

‘This play you’re doing,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in it if you like.’

I can picture his face in front of me as I write, icy blue eyes framed by long black greasy hair, that strangely knowing half-smile playing on lips between which hung, as if by a miracle, a ragged little hand-rolled cigarette. Even at the time, I guessed that he’d made this offer for his own amusement and I guessed his game. John Stone was well aware that a lot of people had dropped out of my play and that the majority of the kids on the course were currently feeling a certain degree of schadenfreude at my discomfort. Clearly sitting in his caravan, smoking his rollies and listening to his Roy Harper records, he’d decided to put a cat among the pigeons.

It’s a funny thing about being cool, a quality which I generally consider highly overrated. John hadn’t really done much at college, he wasn’t outstanding academically and he wasn’t a ‘star’ actor. He was just cool. You either had it or you didn’t. I didn’t and never have had. But John had it and, for his own amusement, he had decided to lend me a bit of his. Now that is proper cool.

From the moment of John Stone’s stunning intervention, the whole vibe around me and my play changed. The leading second years didn’t like John and they liked him less now he’d played his maverick move. But I was looked at with more interest among the first years. I know that a lot of them had felt some social pressure to avoid me, but with John’s patronage, that changed. I think there was even some sympathy for me by this time. I had been looking pretty stupid and very isolated (always last to be picked when we had to partner off for drama exercises), but I hadn’t given up even after losing most of my cast and I hadn’t cried about it either. Not when anybody could see anyway.

So, things started to turn and, as the term progressed, I felt a certain tolerance towards me emerging. Affection, even. I was still something of a joke with my Mickey Rooney-style ‘Hey, let’s do the show right here’ enthusiasm and over-eagerness, but no longer a bad joke. With John in the leading role, I was able to recast the rest of the play and this time everybody stuck with it.

The play was about a well-meaning vicar who is attempting to put on a play in his church hall and has to deal with two domineering local ‘grand dames’, both of whom expect to be cast as the lead. In the play, the vicar solves the matter by casting both women in the same role with all the attendant confusion. It was set in the 1920s, a result of my Wodehouse and Coward fascinations. Nobody actually said ‘Anyone for tennis?’, but they might as well have done.

Teenager in love

So, in the autumn of 1975, I got my play on. We even ran for two nights. We had costumes and a proper set and it got lots of laughs and on the whole – for a first play, starring a teenage hippy with shoulder-length hair as an elderly, bewildered 1920s country vicar – it went very well indeed. Gordon Vallins sent me a letter in which he talked about how he was aware how hard it had been for me and how impressed he was that I had seen it through. I’m not sure he actually thought much of the play – he was a Bertolt Brecht fanatic, so not really up for sub-Coward pastiche drawing-room comedy – but I treasured his letter and still have it.

And after that everything was okay.

The second years got used to me and I began to make real friends in my own year. I also got a girlfriend, a lovely fellow student called Nicky. I remember I bought her a knitted tank top from a boutique in the high street for Christmas. Tight tank tops were the thing for girls then, worn over white blouses with puffy sleeves and huge jumbo collars. I was pretty pleased with that and I think she was too. It was wonderful to be sixteen years old and buying a Christmas present for a real girlfriend. It doesn’t get much better than that.

I look back on my two years in Stratford with gratitude and joy. Gordon was an inspired educator. Besides studying theatre theory (lots of Brecht), we did plenty of practical. Street theatre was big in those days with hippy-style ‘happenings’ still (just) considered interesting and new. I really threw myself into it, producing two street theatre shows of my own. Not surprisingly, they were about things I was interested in: one was a history of rock ’n’ roll and the other a history of the Second World War. I don’t know what the citizens of Stratford made of my Elvis impression in the Memorial Gardens, or of us re-enacting Pearl Harbor with toy planes and boats in front of the fountain, but we had a great time.

Occasionally, Gordon took our shows out of Stratford to the real world. I remember we did my Second World War show in a Coventry shopping precinct. As ever, before the show could start, you had to go through the excruciating process of drumming up a crowd, prancing about shouting ‘Come and see a show’ at busy shoppers and laughing youths. I’ve got some balls in this area, but let me tell you, it’s a grim thing to have to do. This show featured a number of national flags, including a swastika. I suddenly looked up to see one of my cast marching off towards Boots waving a large Nazi banner shouting ‘Support our group!’. This was 1975, still only thirty-five years since the dreadful night in November 1940 when Coventry had been so utterly devastated in a German bombing raid. Plenty of people in that precinct had experienced it. Fortunately, I was able to stop this particular bit of crowd-drumming before we were all lynched.

After Christmas, Roger (of the maggoty cheese and cheesy maggots), Mick and John (two other mates from our shared boarding house) and I moved out together and rented a cottage on the same farm as cool John had his caravan. I was sixteen and living with my mates in an old brick cottage in a field. It was like an Enid Blyton fantasy, but with beer and masturbation. I made furniture out of planks and bricks and cardboard boxes. It was freezing and horribly bleak, but we loved it.

My parents gave me ten pounds a week, of which five went on rent and the other five had to cover everything else – food, transport, clothes, the lot. Once in a while, we’d treat ourselves to a trip to the Dun Cow pub or the Snitterfield Arms and I’d have a pint of mild and a Cadbury’s Creme Egg. Simple pleasures.

I kept writing. And I put on another show in the spring, a musical which Roger and I wrote together. One of my biggest personal frustrations is that I can’t play an instrument. I’d so love to have been able to write music, but it will never be. But Roger could – really well, in fact – so he wrote the songs and I wrote what in musical theatre is known as The Book. The show was called The Dancing Silhouette and was set in a run-down New York nightclub full of cynical good-time girls and tough fatalistic guys – which obviously, as a seventeen-year-old from Guildford, I knew loads about. I remember my dad asking ‘Why not write what you know?’ and me replying that Shakespeare never went to Venice – to which he said, ‘You’re not Shakespeare’. Too-flipping-shay.

Around about this time, there began perhaps the most gruellingly intense and emotionally distraught time of my life. I fell in love. It was not like my earlier crush on Gabby. It was like no emotion I’d previously experienced. Nicky and I had had fun together, but this was proper all-consuming love, absolute and agonizing.

And it was unrequited.

I was doomed.

I break my own heart

It started so inconsequentially towards the end of my first year when, one day outside college, I bumped into the mother of one of the locally based students, Ali, who was in my year. Ali’s mum told me that Ali was a bit down at the moment and it would be nice if some of her friends came to visit her.

I scarcely knew Ali. In fact, I hadn’t really noticed she’d stopped attending college, but I am someone who feels the burden of social responsibility quite strongly and felt I should respond to her mother’s request, so I visited her.

I think I was pretty smitten even on that first visit and it soon became a habit. I’d spend long hours in her room drinking instant coffee, listening to Bob Dylan and Nick Drake and talking about life and stuff. Pretty soon I was hopelessly in love with her. And there was much to fall in love with – she was tall and willowy with beautiful long, thick brunette hair cut in a fringe over her twinkling, clear blue eyes. She was a fascinating and complex girl who suffered somewhat from adolescent depression, the seriousness of which I only slowly gathered; to me, she seemed just beautifully sad. We were both seventeen and I was filled with youthful romantic notions, a broken heart waiting to happen. And God did it happen. Because Ali didn’t love me. And, to be clear, she never once pretended she did. But she liked me, which kept us together and provided ample fuel for my desperate hopes and desires. I became her principal companion and friend, with me always hoping that it would develop into something more, no matter how many times she gently but earnestly assured me that it wouldn’t. That’s the thing about unrequited love: hope springs eternal, with every small kindness and shared confidence making the sufferer imagine they still have a chance.

I went through agonies over Ali, agonies of romantic frustration that made me feel physically sick. But I wouldn’t let go.

I was the agent of my own destruction.

I broke my own heart.

Of course I did. All unrequited lovers do. And the fact that Ali valued my friendship was her only complicity in my self-perpetuating crisis. I ended up feeling that I actually had a duty to be faithful to this entirely one-sided love, that if I let it go, then all the pain would have been a lie. As I say, it went on for more than two years.

But I’m a resilient sort of a bloke and, while nursing my broken teenage heart I was still managing to get a lot out of life at South Warwickshire College of Further Education.

At the beginning of my second year, I inherited Cool John’s caravan. Imagine it! I was seventeen and living in my own extremely hip private space. I was on my own, but in no way a loner. I had lots of friends and I had a Honda 50 to whizz into college on. The Cara, as it was known from then on, was from the 1950s, a steel shell with an all-wooden interior featuring lots of little nooks and cupboards. It was very worn and a bit mouldy, but still fabulous if it’s yours and you’re seventeen. It had a cold-water tap and a little gas stove and a two-bar electric fire. The winter was harsh and I couldn’t afford to keep the fire on for long, so every morning for months, I woke up with white frost on my bumfluff moustache. I was literally frosted over and the top blanket on my huge pile of bedding was stiff and glittery with it. Years later, my mum told me how sometimes she’d lie awake at night worrying about that ancient electric heater causing a fire with all those blankets and with me burning to death. Looking back, it does seem amazing that I had such careless independence. I don’t think I’d have wanted any of my kids living in such circumstances at that age. The 1970s was a different world.

Oh, I loved that Cara and had I not been so bloody broken-hearted, it could have been the perfect setting for romance. I did manage the odd tryst, but mainly I was faithful to my one-sided love affair and I spent many lonely evenings listening to Dylan and The Beatles on my little mono record player and writing appalling anguished poems about my desperate love. I put a lot of this self-obsessed, self-important, grandiose, theatrically miserable teen angst into the character of Rick the Poet in The Young Ones.

When Rik died, a lot of people tweeted the speech I wrote for Rick imagining his own death (as many teenagers do) . . .

This house will become a shrine, and punks and skins and Rastas will all gather round and hold their hands in sorrow for their fallen leader. And all the grown-ups will say, ‘But why are the kids crying?’ And the kids will say, ‘Haven’t you heard? Rick is dead! The People’s Poet is dead!’ And then one particularly sensitive and articulate teenager will say, ‘Other kids, do you understand nothing? How can Rick be dead when we still have his poems?’

I’m still very proud of that.

Two plays, a B and two Cs

Between self-pitying poems and doing a bit of coursework, I did write another couple of plays during my A level year. Both were historical and both very serious, a brief departure from my dedication to comedy. I suppose, what with being in love and everything, I was going through a serious phase.

The first of the two was set in the First World War (and the first of a number of times in my life I’d write about that historic world tragedy) and it was called Cannon Fodder. It featured a fellow student and unique comic spirit called Dave Thompson, who went on to play Tinky Winky in the Teletubbies, and remains a dear friend.
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