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Foreword


This is not a textbook with precise detail, nor is it a powerful novel with a strong storyline. It’s the story of my time with two mates who happened to be the funniest and most-loved double-act in the rich and glorious history of British comedy.


It is also about ordinary men and women, people who unknowingly inspired my comedy style, who made me smile and, quite often, laugh out loud. What they said and the things that they did sometimes found their way into my comedy writing. They were the very funny bits.


This book is an autobiographical chocolate box. If it has a theme it is an earnest desire to make you feel good. So, let us begin by giving thanks to the God of laughter. Is there a God of laughter? ‘Giggles’, perhaps. Yes. I like that: ‘Giggles, the God of Laughter.’


My biggest problem when I came to write this chronicle, was me. I was the biggest problem because I was creating problems that weren’t there, I was building hurdles I didn’t have to jump. How did I manage this? Well, before I placed the very first word on paper, I was thinking: ‘I can’t spell, I don’t know any big words, I haven’t been to college or to a university, which makes me as thick as a king-size beef burger.’ Ruggish! Ruggish! Ruggish! Writing a book isn’t as difficult as those who write them make them out. Go in to any bookshop and you will see thousands and thousands and more thousands of books, millions of them! Do you really think that the people who wrote them were all brilliant scholars with a long line of A levels? Ruggish!


I can’t spell, but fortunately there’s somebody in the publisher’s office who can and he/she will correct all my spelling mistakes and place all the punctuation marks in the correct places. (I have been known to put all the punctuation marks in a matchbox with a note: ‘Please put these where they belong.’)


All the words you will ever need to use are in the dictionary, all you have to do is pick the right ones, put them on paper in the order you want and you’re home on a pig’s back. That’s what I have done – I think. Anyway, this is the book what I wrote.










Walk This Way


It’s not easy being a legend. Us legends never get a minute to ourselves. Even when I’m out in the street, mothers point at me and say to their children, ‘Do you see that man over there? He’s a legend.’


‘Which man, Mum?’


‘That man on the corner; the one selling the balloons.’


That’s about right, and it could have been a lot worse.


The day I was leaving school at the age of fourteen I left with these words of encouragement from my teacher: ‘I’ll see you in a couple of years time when you come to empty my dustbin.’


Huh! Little did he know he was talking to a trainee legend.


I don’t think he ever forgave me for the answer I gave to a question he asked in class: ‘Where does Demerara sugar come from?’ I put my full-of-confidence hand up and said, ‘The Co-op, sir.’ I really was as thick as the leg of a billiard table. When I look back over my life it’s rather like taking the lid off a box of chocolates because there’s so much to choose from, some I like more than others. I don’t like the hard ones or the dark chocolate ones with nuts in, so they’re staying in the box. I’m only going to take out the ones I know I’m going to enjoy.


I was once doing an interview for a very prestigious and much-respected journal on ‘How I Became a Legend’. I think it was the Beano. The reporter asked me to describe myself and I couldn’t do it. I could do it now because the last three videos I bought must prove something. They are The Thief of Baghdad, Walt Disney’s Pinocchio and Steven Spielberg’s E.T. I also sent off for Will Hay in Oh, Mr Porter but that was issued by Virgin trains and hasn’t arrived yet. It’s quite true about those videos and only now after so many years do I realise it’s something that I share with Eric and Ern – we never quite grew up.


It was the very start of our relationship, and I wanted to bring into the writing one of their most endearing characteristics: their innocence. One of the ways in which I established this early on was by having Eric reading either the Beano or the Dandy. This was particularly effective whenever I wrote a bed sketch.


One of the very early bed sketches had Eric reading the Beano. After the recording Eric called me up on the set; they were still pyjama-clad in the bed and the audience hadn’t left. I went up to the bed and Eric handed me The Wind in the Willows he had been reading in the sketch.


‘Open it. I think you might like it.’


I opened it up and inside the cover they had written, ‘To Eddie ‘‘Stolen’’ from BBC props. July 1969’.


I treasure that beautiful book.


Since that July night in 1969 many of the guests who appeared in the shows have signed their names.


Des O’Connor wrote, ‘What am I doing in this book? Get me out!’


Peter Cushing signed his illustrious name with a request: ‘As you appear to be well acquainted with Messrs Morecambe and Wise, might you be able to persuade them to pay me my fee?’ Peter appeared in so many scary, bite-your-neck films. Anyway, Peter was a vegetarian: he only ate greengrocers. He was a very gentle gentleman and we became good friends, a friendship that blossomed when we discovered we shared the same hobby, collecting cigarette cards, and he was so very proud of the fact that he was featured in more than one set of cards, the ultimate accolade for the collector.


More than likely, I’ll appear in a set of cards. I’m sure to if they ever issue a set called ‘Legends of Tarryasson Street School’.


Tarryasson Street featured quite often in our comedy routines, we used it because it had a good Northern, working-class ring to it, but there’s no such place, because I made it up. Now, just watch the letters pouring into the publisher’s office telling me there are hundreds of Tarryasson Streets. I’ll probably get one from the President of the Tarryasson Street Appreciation Society. More than likely, a very angry letter from Lord Tarryasson, giving me stick for deriding the good name of his late grandfather, the Fourth Duke of Tarryasson. I’ll probably discover that the Americans have a National Tarryasson Street Day with parades and cheerleaders leaping all over the place and shouting ‘T–A–R—’ well, you know what they’re like over there. The mythical Tarryasson Street is, in fact, the genuine bricks and mortar of Monkswell Street in Liverpool’s South End.


Number 24 was the place of my birth on Duck Apple night, 1930. Incidentally, whatever became of Duck Apple night? For some reason that I can’t understand we have done away with it in favour of the American Halloween. Why? Now, on what used to be Duck Apple night, children knock at my door and say, ‘Trick or Treat?’ The first time this happened to me I was puzzled, never come across this one before.


‘What do you mean, ‘‘Trick or treat’’?’


A tiny, bright-eyed and rosie-cheeked spokesman smiled up at me and said, ‘You give us fifty quid each or we’ll fragment your kneecaps’, or some such threat. We’re all suffering from Uncle Samitis. We don’t have chemist shops anymore: it’s ‘pharmacy’ now. The local garage is a ‘petrol station’ and the cinema is the ‘movies’. Boys and girls are called ‘guys’. We don’t ‘pay attention’ we ‘listen up’. I’m going to shut up and get off the soap box.


Unfortunately I’m not very good at recalling my childhood, as it all happened when I was very young. My mother did say that when I was born I came as a complete surprise, as she was expecting a roll of lino. She told me that joke when I was old enough to appreciate that type of humour. I was about two and a half at the time. My father once came out with a line that amused me so much that I used it many years later in a flat sketch. It first raised a laugh when my mother was looking through the curtains of our front parlour. I don’t know why it was always called the front parlour – it was the only one we had.


She was looking through the window and my father said, ‘Come away from there; people outside will think it’s a pet shop.’ It made me laugh and it made many people laugh thirty years on.


So, that must prove that it’s in the genes, and if my father had been a golfer it would have been in the plus fours.


It’s rather pleasant for a nice, amiable, grey-headed old gentleman like myself to look back at my childhood, because I really did enjoy it. I’m enjoying the one I’m having now as well.


Cross my heart, I really and truthfully can’t remember anything nasty or unpleasant from those early years, except for my father complaining, ‘Christ, this bloody house is freezing!’ at five thirty in the morning when he reluctantly left my mother’s side to begin his twelve-hour day, six days a week job as a butcher in Liverpool’s St John’s Market for a reward of four pounds ten shillings a week.


The very same workplace in which TV presenter Anne Robinson and award-winning journalist Gillian Reynolds occasionally helped their mums on their respective stalls. It was also the building in which, at the age of twenty, I proved a complete and utter disaster as a vendor of fruit and vegetables.


Without question, the market’s greatest gift to the world must have been George. Let’s hear it for George! I often passed the time of day with George when he came to fill his bucket at the tap next to my stall. I really was very naive in those days, because I could see nothing unusual about George, even though he was tall, with a willowy figure, long black eyelashes and he talked and walked a bit differently compared to other lads I knew. One day at the tap George told me he was going down to London the following week and might not be coming back. He didn’t elaborate. The joke at the time, 1953, was that George had gone to Somerset House to change his name and that he had accidentally gone through the wrong door and changed his sex.


This really did happen, because George went on to make headlines the world over as April Ashley. George became a beautiful woman, dated and feªted by the rich and famous, lots of newspaper and TV interviews. Which all goes to prove that if you lose your bearings it isn’t necessarily a bad thing.


Now was St John’s Market a hotbed of talent, or what?


You’re probably right.


My father was very proud of the wireless set he’d bought; this was in 1938 and was the first wireless we ever had. It cost him five pounds, and was a Marconi, the size of a small shed.


Dad had put a shelf up on the wall for the wireless and my mother was a little apprehensive because he wasn’t the best in the world at DIY. If he had to repair something and it couldn’t be fixed with a six-inch nail, it stayed broken.


He lifted the wireless up and placed it on the shelf, which collapsed and took with it a large quantity of wallpaper, plaster and four six-inch nails. Fortunately he didn’t let go of his beloved Marconi; unfortunately the weight caused him to take a step backwards and his black wavy hair got entangled in the flypaper hanging from the light. I knew what was going to happen next and ran quickly upstairs, closely followed by my sisters, Shirley and Lilian. ‘Sod it! Bugger it! Bloody thing!’ My mother said, ‘Why don’t you put the wireless on the table? We can all eat in the backyard.’ He saw the funny side after he had washed the sticky mess out of his hair. When he’d sorted himself out he knocked on the wall, and a minute later Mr Charnley came in from next door.


‘What’s up, Ted?’


Father pointed to the wireless. ‘What do you think, Jim?’


Jim was impressed: ‘It’s a Marconi!’


Dad lovingly polished the top of it with his elbow. ‘Best wireless you can buy.’ He then delivered a line I shall never forget. He said, ‘On a clear night you can get Birkenhead.’


Radio is and always has been my first love, and I would very gladly, very happily give the Nobel Prize for Jolly Biffing Entertainment to the man who invented Radio 4. Wednesday night was the highlight of my week: it was the night I was allowed to stay up late and listen to Arthur Askey in Band Wagon. I was seven and he was the first man on the wireless to make me laugh. I liked Arthur Askey because he sang funny songs about bees and moths and called me ‘Playmate’.


I was totally captived, enhanced, astonished and amazed at this magical box called the wireless. Even now, all these years on, if I ever have to go to Broadcasting House I pause outside in awe and think, Is this really happening? Is it me actually going into the BBC? I even went up to the floor, then on to the roof so that I could boast, to whoever was interested, that I had been to where Arthur lived with his best friend ‘Stinker’, Lewis the goat, Mrs Bagwash and her daughter, Nausea. The child’s wonderment has never left me.


 


Jeffrey Green was my very best friend from when I was seven. We lived in the same street, we went to the same school and sat in the same class, we slept in the same bed when we were evacuated, and when we left school we both started our first jobs at Ogden’s Tobacco Factory as well.


I was tall and thin; Jeffrey was short and stocky with close-cropped hair. Whenever he knocked at our back kitchen door to see if I was in, my mother answered and would call out, ‘Bullet ‘ead wants to know if you’re playing out.’ Always complimentary.


Jeffrey was ten and I was nine when we were evacuated to the village of Gaerwen on Anglesey. We marched from the station to the school hall on a very wet and cold evening in May 1940. Three hours later two very hungry, and what must have been very pathetic, boys sat side by side. We were the only two left out of the twenty-four children who had entered the hall: the others had been carefully selected and taken off to their new homes by very caring temporary mums.


There was a woman sitting behind a desk in the hall. She had a WI hat on and kept staring at us, when she occasionally smiled it wasn’t very convincing. She was probably thinking, ‘If these two aren’t taken in the next half hour I’ll push the little buggers off the Menai Bridge!’


She didn’t get the opportunity, because the phone rang. ‘Hello . . . Mrs Hughes? . . . No, they haven’t all gone . . . I’ve two left . . . Girls? . . . all the girls have been taken . . . two boys . . . Come and have a look for yourself . . . see you in a bit.’


The WI lady was beaming. ‘Mrs Hughes will be here soon. Lovely house, very nice.’ Then came the piece of information that made us both look at each other in total disbelief and more than a little terror. ‘Mr Hughes is a schoolteacher.’


We’d travelled all the way to get away from Hitler and we were going to live with a schoolteacher! Mrs Hughes arrived. She looked at us, walked around us, sniffed, poked us in the ribs; then said to the Wl lady in Welsh, ‘Let’s push the little buggers off the Menai Bridge.’


Mrs Hughes was the most gentle lady I have ever met; even better, she was not unlike my mother. She was tiny, slightly built with jet-black hair, a beautiful complexion and merry blue eyes. In complete contrast, Mr Hughes was tall, bony, thin and angry looking, though in fact, he never was. Really, he was delighted to have two boys living in his home. A school teacher without children of his own, he was a Welsh Mr Chips.


He took us for rides in his car (I’d never ridden in a car before), he took us for walks over the hills behind Gaerwen, some of them more than fifty feet high. They both took us to Chapel three times on Sunday. And just in case we were missing God between Sunday School and evening service, Mr Hughes opened up the parlour, which was only ever opened on a Sunday. In we all went and Jeffrey pumped away while Mr Hughes played the harmonium and knocked out half a dozen hymns before Welsh tea and Mrs Hughes’ memorable sponge cake and scones.


‘Fancy rabbit pie for supper tomorrow, boys?’


Mr Hughes was carrying a gun under his arm, a real gun!


‘Come on. Put your wellies on and let’s bag a few rabbits.’


We followed Mr Hughes through wet Welsh fields.


‘Stop.’ He hissed this command and we stopped. He pointed and we saw the rabbit about twenty yards ahead, a happy looking creature nibbling away. But not for long. The noise of the shotgun terrified Jeffrey and me, all of a sudden this wasn’t a fun adventure anymore, this was rather nasty, this was real and neither of us liked it.


‘Go and collect it,’ said Mr Hughes, before marching off into the next field. He looked gladiatorial. I would have said that had I known what it meant then.


We found the rabbit: it wasn’t dead. ‘Get a brick,’ said Jeffrey.


‘What for?’


‘Can’t let it suffer.’


‘I can’t drop a brick on a rabbit.’


‘We’ll do it together.’


We found a large stone in the hedge, lifted it up together and after my count of three, dropped it on the rabbit. We had our eyes closed. ‘It’s not suffering now,’ said Jeffrey.


We were both crying.


‘We bloody hate you, Mr Hughes.’


If we hadn’t dropped a stone on that rabbit it would be sixty eight now.


One winter evening, Mr Hughes was reading his copy of the Caernarvon and Denbigh Herald, his favourite newspaper.


He said to me, ‘Do you fancy a job, Edwin?’


This surprised me.


‘Are you serious, Mr Hughes?’


‘Of course I’m serious. Just right for you this job is.’


‘What kind of a job? I’m not good at sums.’


‘That doesn’t matter, Edwin, not for this job.’


‘What will I have to do?’ For some reason, he always called me Edwin.


‘Well, it says here that the donkey has died at the slate quarry.’


He hid behind his newspaper and it shook as he laughed at his joke.


I shall never forget them.


Thank you, Mrs Hughes, thank you for filling those three war years with love and affection.


Thank you, Mr Hughes, thank you for making me the envy of all my city dwelling friends, for it was you who taught – Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwll-antysiliogogogoch.


The city of Bangor was only fifteen minutes and a sixpenny return train ride from Gaerwen, and for me it was the most exciting train journey in the world. Once a week I went to the Plaza cinema and then on to Pen-Rhyn Church Hall with my autograph book, for this was the place, much to my delight, that was the new home of the BBC Variety Department, moved up to North Wales because of the bombs in London. I didn’t think the programmes were that bad.


Had I been visiting West End Theatres at that time I don’t think I would have gathered such a collection of star names in my book. In just one week I got the autographs of all the stars who were appearing in one of the greatest and most successful radio comedy shows of all time, ITMA – It’s That Man Again.


The star was Tommy Handley, the man who used the medium of sound in a way never heard before. The show went at breakneck speed, with crazy and hilarious characters whizzing on and off, and with very funny lines. It was a show that blazed a trail that we who came later were grateful to follow. It forever changed the face of radio comedy yet it still remained so very British.


As I waited outside with my autograph book, inside the building, a matter of a few yards from me was a very young John Ammonds. John was a sound-effects man, opening and closing doors for the crazy characters to come and go, knocking coconut shells together, making telephones ring. Young John was learning his comedy trade from its very roots. Along with Eric and Ern I gained so much from him, as John had been a part of the best in British comedy for many years. We were always happy when the final credit read, ‘Produced by John Ammonds’.


Autograph hunting had been a hobby of mine from a very early age. One Saturday evening I returned home after a name safari at the stage door of the Pavilion Theatre and getting a couple of signatures, and proudly showed them to my father. He looked at one of the names; it was Monte Rey. Didn’t mean anything to me. ‘What does he do?’


‘Monte Rey sings about brown-eyed senoritas and falling in love south of the border down Mexico way, and he’s from Glasgow,’ explained Dad. He looked at the next autograph and started to chuckle. ‘Billy Matchett? You met Billy Matchett?’


‘What’s wrong with that, Dad?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with it, it’s just that Billy Matchett is my Uncle.’


In reality he was a distant relative of my gran and my father had called him ‘Uncle’.


Needless to say, I was delighted to have such a famous relative no matter how distant he was. For the rest of his life he was also my Uncle Billy.


 


Eight o’clock in Lodge Lane outside the Pavilion Theatre and I had never been up so late in my young life. As I held my father’s hand I looked open-mouthed at brilliant colours reflecting from the wet pavement like tropical fish. Shops that were bathed in the gold of gas lamps, barrows laden with fruit, a woman wearing a shawl and selling posies from a basket, and there really was a man selling hot chestnuts. My father gave me a packet of crisps, which I ate in the doorway of the pub he’d just nipped into for a pint of Walker’s Best bitter.


Now we were sitting in the best seats in the stalls, three and sixpence each, that’s about ten thousand pounds in today’s currency. Billy Matchett was first on after the interval, first on after the juggler who gave interval drinkers time to get back to their seats before the star turns came on.


Applause for the juggler and the indicators placed at either side of the stage lit up showing the number 12. Billy Matchett was number 12 in the programme I kept until it fell apart. He came on beaming, a well-built man without being fat. ‘Jolly’ sums him up. He was wearing a grey suit, shirt, tie and trilby hat. I remember him now and think of a toby jug. He began his act with a silly song that started:


 


Pull the cork out of the bottle,


Humpty, Humpty, Hey!


Throw your cares away and be happy.


 


He finished with another very silly, very happy song:


 


When you’re up to your neck in hot water,


Be like the kettle and sing.


 


Going backstage after the show was a disappointment: it was dark, dirty and niffed a bit. I’ve found this with all theatres from the Pavilion in Lodge Lane to the London Palladium and the Olympique in Paris.


Seeing Billy Matchett was not a disappointment; he was everything I wanted him to be and he was delighted to see me. He gave me half a crown and a complimentary ticket to watch Liverpool play their next game at Anfield. Only much later in adult life did I understand what happened next. As we left his dressing room and on the way to the stage door, Billy stopped a man who I’d seen dancing earlier in the show, and said to him, indicating my father, ‘This man’s a police inspector. He wants to know what you were up to last night at Lime Street station.’


I couldn’t understand why the man suddenly looked frightened. He said to my father, ‘Honestly, I was waiting for a friend. I give you my word I wasn’t up to anything, sir.’


My father said, ‘OK, I believe you. Just don’t let me catch you next time. On your way.’


Billy laughed, my father laughed and the dancer looked very angry as he called my father something very untoward. I realised then it was a grown-up joke I’d have to wait some years to appreciate. The comedian who had made me laugh that night gave me a hug and told me to visit him at his home in Mossley Hill, very posh. I did visit him many times, and for the rest of my life he remained ‘Uncle Billy’.


I still to this day smile when I remember his joke about the man sitting in a café with a piece of blotting paper in his ear: ‘So I said to him, ‘‘Why have you got a piece of blotting paper in your ear?’’ He said, ‘‘Quiet! I’m listening to the Ink Spots.’’ ’


A very close friend of Uncle Billy’s was a man called Bruce Williams, who was an undertaker. Imagine my surprise when I discovered he also had another name, Eddie Latter, and that he wrote comic songs for George Formby. I have this picture of Mr Williams the undertaker standing in church next to a client, and as the congregation is singing ‘Now the day has ended’, Bruce is thinking, I might write a song about a window cleaner.


Remembering the stars I saw as a lad, I thought of Wilfred Pickles. I would have binned Wilfred Pickles if it hadn’t been for my sister, the ugly one. (Now both sisters are saying, ‘He’s talking about you.’) She said a lot of people still remember Wilfred because of his radio quiz show Have a Go. She was right. It ran from 1946 with a final Christmas special edition in 1972. During that time it travelled nearly eighty thousand miles of the UK, Wilfred had asked close on four thousand questions and nine hundred competitors stood to win the weekly jackpot of thirty-four shillings. That’s about two and a half pence. Wilfred’s Have a Go was one of my favourite radio programmes, so you can imagine how excited I was when my father handed me a brown paper parcel tied with string and said, ‘Take this chicken to Wilfred Pickles at the Empire.’ I thought he was kidding me, but he wasn’t.


‘Take it to the theatre between houses at about five o’clock, and make sure he gives you the four shillings.’


I was about fourteen when this memorable event took place and couldn’t believe I was going to meet one of the most popular radio stars of ever and ever. To this day you can still see the name Wilfred Pickles as it hangs framed on the wall of the bar at The Rovers Return in Coronation Street. It’s a reproduction variety bill; Wilfred’s name is at the top of the bill as it was that week at the Liverpool Empire. Number One dressing room. I’d never been in a Number One dressing room before. I was now, and a famous face was smiling at me.


‘You’ll be Ted’s lad?’


‘Yes, Mr Pickles.’


He took the brown paper parcel, thanked me, gave me a complimentary ticket for the Saturday matinee, the door was closed and I was outside without the money. He hadn’t given me the four shillings! Bloody hell! My dad will go hairless!


He didn’t go hairless but he was a long way from being delighted. ‘Bloody cheek! He’s given you a two and sixpenny complimentary ticket that cost him nothing and he didn’t pay for the poultry.’


Nice one, Wilfred. He’d had a go himself and gone off with the star prize – a fresh chicken.


 



	
Ern.

	What are you reading?





	
Eric.

	Mark Twain.





	
Ern.

	Who’s it by?





	
Eric.

	Huckleberry Finn.




 


The Eric Morecambe you saw on TV was only a slightly magnified version of the man as he really was. I well remember the time when I was staying with Eric and his wife, Joan, at their Harpenden home. I was making a rare visit south for the recording of one of our shows, and it was obvious he was very much on edge. Like all natural-born funny men he was a natural-born worrier, which is understandable because when twenty million people are watching your work you do tend to worry. It was the day before the recording, and Joan, as caring as ever, suggested it might be relaxing if we both went bird watching, a hobby Eric and I shared.


Off we both went, o’er bush and heath. I had the binoculars and Eric had the notepad and pencil as we set off o’er bush and heath. He loved that ‘o’er bush and heath’. He said to me, ‘Remember that: we might be able to us it,’ and use it we did, many times. Anyway, after a couple of minutes something fluttered into a tree just ahead of us. I raised the binoculars, looked for a couple of seconds and said, ‘Good Lord!’ Quick as you like, Eric replied, ‘They’re powerful binoculars.’ He said, ‘Let me have a go with the binoculars,’ took them from me and gave me the notepad. After a couple of yards he looked upwards and said, ‘Quick! Write this down.’ I was really excited. He said, ‘A great big pole tied down with two thick wires. Write it down.’


Before the walk was over he’d sighted David Attenborough with a suitcase strapped to his leg and flying south for the winter. This was closely followed by a rare look at the Ozzlum bird. Eric explained that the Ozzlum bird comes here from the desert regions. He said, ‘You can’t miss it, because it flies backwards to keep the sand out of its eyes, but that does create another problem.’ We had a few laughs and he was relaxed by the time we arrived back home.


That Harpenden day out was so enjoyable it inspired a sketch that did quite well in one of our shows, and Eric did say to Ern:


 



	Eric.
	I’m off now, Ern. Off o’er bush and heath.





	Ern.
	OK.





	Eric.
	O’er bush and heath. I’m off now.





	Ern.
	Good.





	Eric.
	Try not to upset yourself. I’m off now, Ern.





	Ern.
	Just go.





	Eric.
	O’er bush and heath with the Raggle Taggle Gypsies. Perhaps a gypsy poem before I leave?





	Ern.
	No.





	Eric.
	Very well. ‘Dance to me my gypsy maid, / Dance as the firelight flickers’. . .’





	Ern.
	How dare you! I know what you were going to say.





	Eric.
	I was going to say ‘cardigan’.





	Ern.
	I thought you were going o’er bush and heath?





	Eric.
	It’s pouring with rain. I’ll go tomorrow.




 


Whenever I was in the company of Eric and Ern I did more observing than talking. It was important for me to know and understand these two characters, their feelings towards each other, how they spoke to one another, any favourite words, gestures, their individual characteristics. The three of us were sitting in Ern’s dressing room at the BBC TV Centre; there was a break in rehearsals and we were having a cuppa. I hadn’t spoken during the conversation and Eric said to me, ‘Are you OK?’ Ern knew, because he said, ‘He’s Morecambe and Wise watching.’ And I thought I was being discreet.


When writing their sketches, if I could blend all of their character traits into the comedy they would feel comfortable and the viewers might think they were making it up as they went along. Well, it must have worked, because it was quite astonishing, sometimes dispiriting, the number of people who genuinely thought they did just that. And there’s me, drinking gallons of tea, hammering the life out of a typewriter for endless hours, day after day. And everyone thinks, ‘They make it up as they go along.’ Don’t they realise there’s a young lad in the background on the way to becoming a legend? Those who did think it was all made up on the spur of the moment are in very good company. In 1999 I was privileged to meet the Duke of Edinburgh at the unveiling of the truly stunning Eric Morecambe statue on the promenade of his home town, at the ceremony performed by Her Majesty the Queen. The Duke of Edinburgh shook hands with Joan Morecambe, Sir Robin Day, Sir Frank Finlay, and I was next in line. The Duke shook my hand and said, ‘So you’re the writer chappie? I always thought that they made it up as they went along.’ That was too much for me to take. ‘No, they do not make it up as they go along. When your missus makes her Christmas Day speech to the nation, does she make it up as she goes along?’


I really did say that, but so very quietly. I was the only one who heard it.


 


The year 1945 is well remembered. Not only did I leave school; it was also the year a man in a raincoat asked me if I’d like to earn half a crown. I very much wanted to earn half a crown – it would pay for the best seat at the Carlton Cinema, (our posh cinema). Everywhere had a posh cinema in those days, and another cinema that didn’t cost so much to get in, because it was a bit grotty. Our not so posh cinema was the West Derby. Downmarket it might have been, but the manager was always standing and smiling in the foyer as he said ‘Good evening’ to all his patrons. When the cinema was full and it was a wet and warm night the fireman used to walk slowly down the aisle spraying disinfectant over our heads from a brass cylinder. I used to sniff it and think, That’s nice. I thought it was perfume.


‘Do you want to earn half a crown?’


I noticed the man who asked me that question also had a ginger moustache. I’d been warned about men with ginger moustaches, especially the ones wearing raincoats.


‘What do I have to do?’


He handed me a sheaf of papers. ‘Shove this lot through letter boxes.’


I looked at one of the leaflets and it had his picture on it, and underneath was printed, ‘Vote for Harold Wilson.’


‘Is this you? Are you Harold Wilson?’


‘I am.’


‘My dad says that he’s going to vote for you.’


‘Your dad’s very sensible.’


I tried to get him up to four shillings but he wouldn’t budge. He should have become Chancellor of the Exchequer.


Instead he became mine host at 10 Downing Street in 1964. I’ll bet he only became Prime Minister so that he could appear in the Morecambe and Wise show in 1978. It was a very funny sketch, and credit where credit is due: it was written by two good friends of mine, Barry Cryer and John Junkin. I think I was suffering from mental fatigue at the time. It would have been nice to have met him: we could have talked about my part in his rise to worldwide political acclaim.


 


Mental sinews were stretched to the limits in order to recall this next episode in as much detail as possible, because it is a very, very special memory.


I was twenty years old and busy at my little fruit and veg stall, turning the oranges around so the rotten bits didn’t show, when a voice behind, a very cultured voice, said, ‘Could I have a couple of apples, please?’


When I turned around and saw who it was I froze on the spot (and remember, I was an enormous film fan). It was John Mills. John Mills! And standing beside him was the breathtaking Joan Greenwood. John Mills at my stall and he wanted a couple of apples! My first instinct was to spring to attention, salute smartly and say, ‘Torpedoes loaded and ready to fire, sir.’ Captain Mills would have returned my salute and replied ‘Carry on, number two.’ Then he would have turned the peak of his cap to the back of his head and snapped, ‘Up periscope.’ He didn’t say any of these things; he said, ‘Could I have a couple of apples, please?’


‘Flustered’ just about describes the state I was in as I placed the two apples in a bag and handed them over. ‘Thank you,’ said John Mills, in person to me. ‘Thank you so very much,’ said Joan Greenwood, in that wonderful plummy voice. This was something I was going to talk about until my dying day, and I needed proof. Quick, before they start to move off. ‘Could I have your autograph, please?’ John Mills smiled. ‘Yes. Of course.’ Then a silent panic on my part: I didn’t have my autograph book; I didn’t have anything respectable for these two illustrious film stars to put their names on, except . . . ‘I’m terribly sorry about this but would you mind signing on this brown paper bag.’ They both graciously signed on the brown paper bag; then left for the Royal Court Theatre where they were appearing in a play written by John’s wife, Mary Haley Bell. I also remember standing as close as I respectfully could to Joan Greenwood, so that I could say to my mother, ‘She came up to about here.’


Let’s take a massive leap forward to October 1971 and a telephone call from John Ammonds, now the producer on our show.


‘We’ve got John Mills for our next show.’


I couldn’t believe this one.


‘We’ve really got John Mills?’


‘Yes. If you could come up with an idea for a main sketch. We’ll also need a two- or three-minute introduction chat in front of the curtains.’


‘That’s written, John.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘The bit in front of the curtains; it’s written.’ Then I explained to him what had happened twenty years earlier.


‘Good Lord. That really happened?’


It most definitely really happened.


This is how the fact became comedy fiction in the Morecambe and Wise show, October 1977:


 



	Eric.
	We have met before. A small grocer’s shop next door to a theatre in Manchester.





	John.
	I did appear in a play in Manchester in 1950.





	Eric.
	You came in one day and I asked you for your autograph. You signed it for me on a banana.





	Ern.
	On a banana?





	John.
	I remember that.





	Ern.
	You never forget autographing on a banana.





	John.
	To Eric!





	Eric.
	Yes. On that banana it said, ‘To Eric, yours sincerely John Fyffe Mills.’





	John.
	I remember that very well. It was a good few years ago.





	Eric.
	I’ve still got that banana.





	John.
	After all these years?





	Eric.
	I ate the banana but kept the skin. It’s all shrivelled up now.





	John.
	It would be.





	Eric.
	It happens to us all in time. On that banana all you can read is ‘JiMills’. Ern, what do I say to you every time I see a banana?





	Ern.
	John Mills.




 


It wasn’t until the show had been recorded that I spoke to John Mills about the reality of that sketch. Very much to my surprise he did remember signing my brown paper bag. Come to think of it, I don’t think I gave him his change.










Comedy L Plates


Rarely, if ever, do I recount my life and experiences as a Captain in the Royal Marine Commandos. Active service in various world trouble spots was somewhat hazardous. It was a period of some unpleasant memories best left in the past. For that reason medals are still kept locked away and never displayed, a time in my life I always try to avoid, as I do now, because it’s a load of cobblers. The truth is, I spent two years in National Service as a dishwasher in the cookhouse at RAF Kenley in wooded Surrey.


‘2424082. AC2 Braben, sir!’ Dishwasher, sir! I reached the elevated rank of dishwasher through trying to be funny; I spent a lifetime trying to be funny. It’s not something I do to be offensive; it’s just the way I am. What happened was, I’d finished my eight weeks basic training at RAF Bridgnorth, which is about ten miles from nowhere in particular, and I was being interviewed by a flight sergeant, a not very nice man. Before I go any further I have to confess I always have a problem spelling ‘interview’; it throws me every time it crops up and it must have cropped up ten million times. It’s the same with ‘barrel’ and ‘tunnel’: reach for the dictionary – and I’m supposed to be a writer? I’m in good company because some of the greats of English literature weren’t too hot at spelling. Would you believe, Shakespeare couldn’t spell ‘microwave’? Ernie Wise was another great writer who had problems with words. Ern was never sure if it was one or two f’s in pharaoh.


Anyway, this not very nice flight sergeant asked me what I wanted to be now I’d done my training. I told him I really was very keen to become an ex-serviceman. I smiled; he didn’t – just a scowl. And seven days later I was shoehorned into a tiny white kitchen with a supply of pot scourers and gallons and gallons of washing-up liquid, the equivalent of in those days.


After a couple of weeks I niffed, I really did stink of grease, and, as is usually the case when somebody is a bit ripe, I didn’t even notice. Day after day I was washing grease-encrusted pots, pans and trays, hundreds of them, and not surprisingly nobody would come near me because of the overpowering stench of grease. No matter how crowded it was when I went into the canteen at night, I always got a table to myself. I swear, if I’d put a wick on top on my head I would have burned for a year. That tiny kitchen was my kingdom; I ruled it on my own and was glad of the pots and pans and the grease because it meant I was excused all parades and guard duties – my clothing had become too greasy to be seen in open areas, this despite my wearing overalls. I was happy: I never went hungry, and dogs loved me.


It was in that cookhouse that I did my best ever ad-lib. It was as far as I was concerned, because it was aimed at somebody who really deserved it, Flight Lieutenant Alton. On this particular day he was the inspecting officer, lifting lids off pots with his stick, prodding, poking and sniffing everything in sight with a pained expression as we all stood to attention. He poked me in the chest with his stick, as though I was something noxious and said, ‘Are there any mice in this kitchen?’ I said, ‘No, sir; it’s chicken today.’ Everybody laughed. Everybody, except Flight Lieutenant Alton, who, before his embarrassed exit, put me on a charge. If you are still with us, Flight Lieutenant Alton, and reading this in a Home for Retired Burkes, I forgive you. RAF Kenley was the location for that Epic Kenneth More film Reach For The Sky. Whenever I watch it on TV I get so nostalgic and weepy that I have to go into the kitchen and start washing up.


The cinema in Caterham was just fifteen minutes’ walk down the hill from the camp and I wonder how many times I’ve walked past Peter Cushing’s house without knowing it.


On my rare afternoon off I could be found in that den of dreams, especially if they were showing a musical film.


On one such afternoon I was sitting at the back of the stalls with my arm around a disgraced vicar, and just as the gorgeous Doris Day started to sing one of my favourite songs of ever and ever, a song called ‘Again’, the woman in front of me started eating a carrot. That is quite true and something difficult to forget. Can you imagine what it would be like if we had vegetarian cinemas? You’d never hear a note or a word. By the way, the bit about the vicar isn’t true; it’s a line nobody during my time would use and I just had to get it out of my system.


My two years’ National Service were worry free and a joyous romp at the Government’s expense. The difficult bit was yet to come.


‘Are you serving here, or what?’


A customer was eyeing the tomatoes. The reason I wasn’t serving, that I was reluctant to serve, was that I really was terribly shy. It greatly embarrassed me when a customer paused at my stall, looked at the goods and waited for me to do what all greengrocers are supposed to do: sell fruit and veg. I’d look the other way or bend down, pretending to adjust the awful, awful artificial grass that was draped around the base of the stall like a tatty skirt. More often than not the client would snort and march off to another supplier, and there were lots of them. I didn’t want to be a member of the Royal and Ancient Guild of Greengrocers, even if there was such an organisation. I forgot to mention that I wore a brown overall coat, God help me! There’s got to be an escape tunnel somewhere!


‘Excuse me! Are you serving here, or what?’ she demanded, as she methodically squeezed the tomatoes.


‘I’ll be with you in a sec.’


I might be a bit longer than that because I was writing a joke on the back of a brown paper bag. I’d written about 400 that week.


‘Are these tomatoes fresh, lad?’


I wonder if she realises she’s talking to someone who is going to be a multi-award-winning and universally acclaimed comedy writer one day?


‘Are these tomatoes fresh?’


‘They should be, missus. They’ve been lying on top of one another all night.’


She left in a huff, it’s a foreign car.


I had one regular customer, a retired bank clerk. He was quiet, very polite which is why the following dialogue took me by surprise when he asked for five pounds of potatoes. Usually the conversation was about the weather or the previous night’s TV. Not only did he take me completely by surprise but he made me laugh out loud. He looked at the potatoes.
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