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Preface

I was born in 1946. The Goons first appeared on the radio when I had just turned five. I don’t know when I started listening to them, but, considering that I was allowed to have the family’s big wooden-cased Pye mains wireless set switched on virtually all day long, it was probably fairly early in their nine-year run.

Pauline Scudamore, author of an earlier biography of Spike Milligan, began her book by stating that she was ‘never a Goon fan’ – rather an odd qualification for the job, one would have thought. Well, I was a Goon fan, and I still am; indeed I think that, at their best, the Goons are funnier than anything else in the history of comedy; and when I say ‘the Goons’ in this context, I’m really talking about Spike’s scripts.

He fascinated me from the start of my Goon listening, because he seemed rather mysterious – the vaguely sinister one lurking at the back in the heavily posed Radio Times photos, peering over the shoulders of Harry Secombe and Peter Sellers (and, in the early days, Michael Bentine). The characters he played – Minnie Bannister, Moriarty, and of course Eccles – were especially strange. Sellers was so adept at voices, such a consummate professional at the microphone, that one’s curiosity about the man behind the mask was never very great; and Secombe had an already Pickwickian joviality which didn’t hint at profundity. But Spike – well, Spike was clearly a puzzle, a challenge.

When, in 2001, a friend suggested I write Spike Milligan’s life (thank you, Emma), I couldn’t think why I hadn’t thought of the idea myself. I got to work at once, writing to Spike’s agent-manager-minder Norma Farnes. But she was going to do her own book on Spike, and I didn’t get her encouragement. I wrote to Spike himself (then eighty-three), and had no reply. I shelved the project.

And then the following February he was dead, and I knew at once that now the book had to be written. I also knew I was unlikely to get authorisation as the official biographer (indeed, I didn’t – see the Acknowledgements at the back), but that didn’t unduly worry me; too often an authorised biography is a censored one.

No one has censored this account of Spike’s life. But how should it begin?

NOTE TO THE REVISED EDITION

In this printing, it has been necessary for legal reasons to remove certain quotations and photographs at the request of Spike Milligan Productions Ltd. The source notes have not been changed, to provide a record of what has been removed.


Part One 1918–1946

Terence


1

The Rangoon Show




ORCHESTRA: HIGHLAND LINK (GEORGE CHISHOLM GETS OUT OF CONTROL ON BAGPIPE-STYLE TROMBONE)


MCGOONIGAL (for it is he): Ooooooooooo!

’Tis time to tell ye a tale that will thrill all good people but is entirely without terror,

The story of the birth, marriages and death of Spike Milligna, the well-known typing error.

Our hero was born—


GRAMS: JELLY SOCK HITS HIM FULL IN FACE


MCGOONIGAL: Ooooooooooooooooooooooooo!





Yes, I think that we’d better deploy the famous sock filled with jelly (the mere mention of which can still reduce our future monarch to helpless giggles) to rid the stage of the Poet and Tragedian. I had the idea that this cartoon Scotsman could have opened the book by making Spike’s ancestry and family history a bit more palatable, with his inimitably awful rhyming couplets. But you can only take so much McGonagall before the joke wears thin.

Am I alone in finding the opening bits of biographies almost always very, very boring? I fret to get on with the real story, so I usually skip the genealogy. But I suspect that Spike would have disagreed, since one of his last books, The Family Album (1999), devoted many pages to his ancestors. And I admit that Spike’s father, Leo, was a thoroughly interesting individual whose character gives us lots of insight into Spike. So let’s get to Leo as quickly as possible.

*

Barry Cryer recalled how a man approached Spike at an Oldie literary lunch and said, ‘May I shake the hand of the greatest living Englishman?’ Spike replied, ‘I’m Irish – fuck off!’

Another sure way to annoy him was to call him, as the press invariably did, an ex-Goon. ‘The Goon Show was forty years ago,’ he complained to a reporter in 1991, ‘and yet people still insist on digging this fucking thing up. Ex-Goon, that’s what the newspapers always call me, as though I’d never done anything else. I can see the obituaries already: “Spike Milligan wrote the Goon Show and died.”’

He wouldn’t have liked this book, because that’s what I’m going to show: that the Goon Show was his ‘life’s work’ (words he himself used of it in 1954), and he never equalled it, let alone surpassed it, in what came after. Which doesn’t mean that the second half of his life was dull; there was actually a great deal more happening to him from 1960, when the Goons ended, until his death in 2002. This biography gets more and more exciting as it goes on, folks!

But the Irish thing is probably where we have to begin, because his ancestors tended to be Irish, and he believed that this explained quite a lot about him. ‘I’m Irish and the Irish think sideways’ was his racial explanation of Goon humour, and he also blamed his depressions on his Celtic blood: ‘I’m an Irishman, and by decree we’re a depressive people – we’re never happy unless we’re gloomy.’ Which if taken literally suggests that he was ‘happy’ to be depressed, something else that we’ll have to look into.

Strikingly, the Irish writer Sean O’Hagan, who interviewed Spike in 1995, rejected his claim to be significantly, distinctively Irish, and saw him as ‘really much more English in character’. Certainly there are resemblances between Spike and another, very English depressive, who became the same sort of public monument, and took up many of the same conservationist causes. Was Spike, like John Betjeman, really an English eccentric?

‘I was born of pure Irish stock on my father’s side,’ he insisted in an article, but he went on to admit that he was ‘on the distaff side Kettleband (English) [and] Burnside (Scottish). Being born in India added a further dimension . . .’ Ah yes, India.

One of his long-term girlfriends, Liz Cowley, whose company (and bed) solaced him during at least two of his three marriages, recalls that when they went for a midnight curry at an Indian restaurant in a remote corner of north Kensington, he would sometimes announce himself to the waiters with a flourish: ‘The Man from Ahmadnagar.’ It sounds like the title of a Goon Show.

And what on earth was he doing being born in a town rather more than a hundred miles from Bombay? The answer lies with Leo Milligan. Yes, we’ve managed to get to Leo already, suppressing the tedious ancestors who are bursting to get into the story.

*

‘My father,’ said Spike of Leo, ‘had a profound influence on me, he was a lunatic.’ This lunacy took the form of telling his son – who, by the way, wasn’t called Spike in those days, but Terence – that ‘we were descended from the kings of Ireland.’ Well, any self-respecting Irishman likes to make such a claim.

‘My father was like Baron Münchhausen,’ said Terence on another occasion. ‘He began to believe his own lies. He thought he’d ridden with Jesse James and robbed banks, when he wasn’t shooting tigers in Bengal.’ (Spike himself claimed that he once saw a tiger outside his bedroom window when the family was staying in a bungalow near Poona.) Yet when Spike played his father in the feeble, sub-Ealing film of his book Adolf Hitler: My Part in His Downfall, he chose to make him seem slightly detached but perfectly sane; which is probably the truth, otherwise Leo could scarcely have been a successful soldier, combining this with a parallel career on the semi-professional stage.1


The Milligans were working-class Irish, and Terence Alan Milligan never pretended otherwise. ‘Very Irish working-class family, very poor.’ This is Spike talking about his forebears to Van Morrison, rock musician and fellow Irishman. (‘Are you a Proddy, Van?’ he suddenly explodes in jest, playing the Irish Catholic, which he was, up to a point. ‘Don’t come near me, I don’t want to catch it.’)

All right, the ancestors do have to make an appearance. But let’s impose a strict limit. No more than ten facts:


 1. The name Milligan – originally O’Mealagain – means ‘small-tonsured one’ (which might suit Bluebottle, with his Finchley scout troop pudding-basin haircut).

 2. Spike told his first biographer, Pauline Scudamore, that the first of several Milligans to alleviate his poverty by joining the British army was his great-grandfather Michael, born in Donegal in 1816, who enlisted with the Royal Artillery. No Irish Catholic conscience there, eh? Still, the Queen’s shilling sustained several generations of impecunious Milligans through the potato famine and all that. As Spike put it in an Australian radio interview in 1980: ‘They were starved out of their own country, seduced into the British army so that they could get food, and then sent overseas so that they didn’t cause trouble in Ireland.’

 3. He told his second biographer, Dominic Behan, that another member of the family had become an Irish Guardsman, despite being only five feet six inches tall: ‘He lied about his height.’ A joke, not a fact, but I can’t resist it.

 4. Spike’s father used to say that an Uncle Willie Milligan had fought in the First World War and had lost a leg at Mons. He discovered that he could make the perfect replacement limb by stealing the leg of a grand piano and hollowing it out, so that in it he could smuggle grenades for the Republican cause. ‘Jazes Christ, Leo,’ he would say to Spike’s father, ‘but I could have blown me arse up most days of the year.’ Spike, who included this story in his novel Puckoon, used to wonder what happened to the piano after it lost a leg.

 5. Spike claimed that his father, who was born in Sligo in 1890, the son of an army wheelwright, would have been christened Percy Marmaduke but for the objections of the priest, who proposed Leo Alphonso, after the then Pope.

 6. Leo caught the performing bug when his own soldier father, who had been posted to a London barracks, obtained part-time work as a stage-hand at the Queen’s Music Hall in Poplar. Little Leo was soon appearing in various child walk-on roles, and when he was slightly older he worked with Fred Karno’s Knockabout Kids, alongside an unknown boy a few months his senior called Charlie Chaplin.

 7. Leo wanted to perform professionally but was made to join the army in his teens. He consoled himself by doing musical numbers in army entertainments (just as Spike was to do in the Second World War), and started calling himself Leo Gann because it took up less space on the narrow variety posters.

 8. Posted to India in 1911 at the age of twenty-one, Leo went on performing like mad, and when he met and married Spike’s mother, an English girl called Florence Kettleband (daughter of a trumpeter-sergeant), he incorporated her talents as a singer and pianist into his act. They called themselves Gwen Gorden and Leo Gann, and the centrepiece of the act was a number called ‘Fun Round the Sentry Box’.2


 9. During the First World War, Leo fought in Mesopotamia and was promoted to sergeant. He also went bald early. Spike told Van Morrison: ‘He was so incensed by it that he went to church and prayed for it to come back. I’m certain he went to a priest and confessed, “Dear Father forgive me, I have gone bald.” “Go away, my son, buy three wigs and say one Hail Mary.”’

10. In 1917 Leo was posted to Ahmadnagar – where Spike was born the following year, on 16 April – and was promoted to quartermaster sergeant. Consequently the Milligans began to enjoy comparative luxury. ‘My old man lived the life of a gentleman on sergeant’s pay,’ Spike told Dominic Behan. ‘Anything that wasn’t nailed down was fair game. You know, he drank champagne because beer cost money!’



*

India provided Spike with a paradise to be lost, a gift whose eventual removal may even have been the root cause of his manic depression. ‘India was possibly the greatest experience of my life,’ he said when he was nearly eighty. ‘I grew up in bright sunshine. I grew up with tremendous space, I grew up with animals, I grew up with excitement . . . I was much happier then than I am now.’

No, wait a minute: that won’t do. I’ve censored it. In my notes it reads as follows:


India was possibly the greatest experience of my life. I grew up in bright sunshine. I grew up with tremendous space, I grew up with animals, I grew up with excitement. I grew up believing that these people, white people, were superior to everyone else . . . I was much happier then than I am now.



Not so simpatico to your average liberal reader. The uncomfortable fact of Spike’s racism – or at least his shamelessness at basing many of his jokes on what most of us have nowadays been drilled into calling racism – starts as early as this. Well, considering he was in the fag end of the British Raj, what would you expect?

But actually my boredom threshold for what you might call Childhood Experiences is almost as low as for Ancestry. Am I alone in finding biographies tedious until the subject becomes old enough to make choices, take decisions, do things?

It really doesn’t interest me that Spike had hardly been born when his mother was advised to take him to England for six months for the sake of his health; let alone that, on the journey from India to London, he and his parents (for Leo came too) experienced a mild instance of shipwreck, and had to complete the journey partly overland. If you want to know about all this, and to see all the details of his childhood, you need to get hold of one of the last books he wrote, The Family Album.

Nor am I going to tell you about all the moves the family made after they had returned to India (Spike was nearly three by that time). There were addresses in Kirkee (near Poona), Poona itself, Belgaum and Hyderabad, and for a while they left India for Burma and lived in Rangoon. Life was much the same wherever they found themselves: Leo was well paid for remaining in the Indian army now that the First World War was over, and his steady promotion meant that the family’s lifestyle became almost lavish. There were several servants in the Milligan household, including an ayah to look after Spike, and his mother was always free to join Leo for their song-and-dance act at some local entertainment.

It’s probably significant that Spike grew up without being expected to do anything for himself; he said the rule was that you clapped your hands and a servant came and did it for you. On the other hand he wasn’t totally Raj; the officers’ children weren’t allowed to play with him (Leo, being working class, remained an NCO), so he picked up Hindustani, knocked about with native boys, and observed how the whites maltreated the Indians – he used to see his maternal grandfather hit his groom with a cane if the horse wasn’t turned out properly.3


Spike himself was quite often hit, too, by his mother; or at least he started to claim this quite late in life. Flo was still alive, and she denied it vigorously, but Spike insisted that his mother had been kindly but neurotic, and had a violent streak, which meant that she often hit him round the head. Worse, she alternated between smothering him with love, and yelling hatred at him. He said that these wildly contrasting aspects of his mother had left him dazed and confused, and ill-equipped to cope with the world.

This may all be untrue; Spike could have invented or at least exaggerated it while searching for the cause of his mood swings. On the other hand an unpredictable mother such as he described was at one time regarded as a factor in mental instability, especially when combined with a largely absent father – and Leo was often separated from the family and posted to other parts of India and Burma for lengthy periods. Spike blamed the fact that he was a childhood bed-wetter on these absences.

Until he was seven and a half he was an only child. Then another boy was born, and was christened Desmond Patrick. Spike ceased to be exclusively on the receiving end of his parents’ attention. You can interpret the rest of his life as a protracted and often florid attempt to get that attention back again.

*

Richard Ingrams has suggested that Spike’s originality of thinking was largely the result of his having had so little education. At the age of six he was sent to a convent school for girls in Poona (his mother’s ‘over-protective’ choice, he said), and at first his school reports showed a haphazard performance. There was no educational back-up at home – allegedly not a book in the house, apart from Robinson Crusoe and The Swiss Family Robinson.

He seemed happy enough at school, but later in life the recollection of a minor incident there would move him to disproportionate, shocking rage. He had disappeared from school one midday, and when he reappeared there was mud on his trousers, and the Mother Superior – understandably alarmed at the risk of pupils wandering off like this – hauled him up in front of the other children, and yelled at him, terrifyingly, shaming him in the eyes of all the school. The resentment of this incident still ate into him a lifetime later; he wished that some bloodthirsty terrorist had turned up out of the blue, to rape and murder the Mother Superior. Speaking as if she were still alive, he said: ‘I hope somebody sets fire to the hairs on her fanny.’

Did he seriously wish such a fate had overtaken the poor nun? It would be nice to say no; but this was a characteristic Spike reaction to being put in the wrong: he was almost incapable of taking any blame, and would respond to criticism by lashing out (or retreating into depression). The spoilt former only child? Or a way of coping with the unpredictable attacks he alleged his mother used to make on him?

There’s one piece of evidence that his mood instability was inherited. When he was eight a telegram came to say that his maternal grandmother, who lived in Poona, had threatened suicide because her younger daughter had been having an affair with an unsuitable man; indeed (according to one version told by Spike) she had actually staged a suicide attempt. Nothing more is known about the incident.

By this time his school-work was looking up – he came top of the class several terms running – and he also had a formative experience in a nativity play. ‘Nuns are notoriously slow at scene changes,’ he writes,


and to fill in the time they dressed me up in a clown’s costume, blacked up my face, giving me big white lips, and pushed me out in front of the curtain to entertain. One of the few benefits of political correctness is that today’s children will not be subjected to such an ordeal. All I could think of doing was to roll my eyes, open and close my thick white lips and jump up and down. That brought gales of laughter.



He was not supposed to appear in the last scene, when all the other children crowded round the Virgin and Child; but he thought this was unfair. ‘So I went on and stood alongside the manger with the others. I thought the clown had a part in life.’ He adds: ‘I’ve been a clown ever since.’

What sort of career expectations did his parents have for him? Maybe none, for their artificially lavish Anglo-Indian lifestyle, masking their very low position in the British class hierarchy, perhaps confused their sense of what they and their elder son might expect from society. Terence seems to have had no real belief in himself and his potential: ‘I didn’t think I could do anything on my own – because I was working class.’

Leo, always a dreamer by nature, took refuge in a fantasy of himself and Terence as – of all things – cowboys. ‘He [Leo] used to dress up in full Hollywood Western gear in Poona, and have his picture taken,’ recalls Spike. ‘Then he’d send it to me, signed “Happy Christmas, Dad!” For years I grew up in the belief that Father Christmas was a fucking cowboy.’

This wasn’t entirely out of touch with reality: Leo had developed some skill in the saddle, and Spike recalls having to watch his father ‘indulging his cowboy obsession with a display of horsemanship’ at an annual sports day. Spike didn’t share this enthusiasm. For his eleventh birthday in April 1929 his father gave him a cartridge belt with two holsters for revolvers, but the boy was uncomfortable at being ‘forced to dress up as a cowboy’.

He had been through a phase, at the age of seven, of wanting to become a jockey. ‘My hopes were dashed by our Australian horse trainer, Tod Hewitt. He was a friend of the family, whose swearing used to horrify my mother and Gran. “You’ll be too bloody big for a jockey,” he said.’ Then came ‘a thrilling occasion’ which suggested another career: a Bristol fighter flew low over Poona and landed on the racecourse. ‘We all ran to see it . . . It was so big and beautiful. The pilot let me sit in the cockpit – it was Heaven! From then on, I didn’t want to be a jockey, I wanted to be a pilot.’

His parents may have expected him to become a soldier; certainly by the time he was twelve he had joined a cadet troop and was learning to shoot rifles and machine-guns. He says he was ‘a pretty good shot’, and there was a certain romantic appeal in the big military events that he often witnessed: for example, the Governor General’s Annual Parade, which took place at the Polo Ground in Poona. ‘Under the blazing Indian sun, regiments of infantry, lancers and gunners filed past in grand array . . . What I was experiencing was the end of the Empire.’

He discovered that he had some talent at music, taught himself the ukelele, and acquired his first jazz record, Fats Waller’s ‘I’ll Be Glad When You’re Dead You Rascal You’. During a spell in Burma, as his twelfth birthday approached, he was at last enrolled in a boys’ school, St Paul’s, Rangoon, run by Catholic lay brothers. But all the moving about between India and Burma had unsettled what little education he had acquired, and ‘I sort of got lost and turned in on myself.’

*

In February 1931 Leo Milligan was granted one year’s leave to take his family to England. Terence, nearly thirteen, loved the sea journey across half the world – ‘We were second class passengers, but really had all the luxury of first class’ – and was appalled by what he found on the other side.

‘England . . . had weather,’ he says, ‘lots of it, and mostly bad . . . I spent twelve months longing for the clear sky of Rangoon . . .’ They lived in rented rooms near Leo’s sister, in the dreary south-east London suburb of Catford, and for the first time in her married life Flo Milligan had to cook for her family. Terence was sent to Brownhill Road School, where (as he recalled in a 1995 television programme) he encountered sex: ‘It was the first time I’d seen chaps wanking – they used to go in the toilets and wank. My father caught me doing it once [he dissolves into helpless laughter], and he didn’t know what to say. He said, “Stop that – do you want all your children to be thin?”’

Telling this story elsewhere, he added that he was so thin himself that his father ‘must have spent all his spare time doing it’. He had inherited his father’s fine bone structure, and had developed the same effortlessly handsome, almost delicate looks. Back in India and Burma, girls were already being attracted to him.

In February 1932 the Milligans returned from London to Burma: ‘the end of our vacation couldn’t come quickly enough for me and Desmond,’ recalls Spike. Sadly, they had only been back a few weeks when an axe fell on Leo’s army job. Since 1926 he had been at the top of the NCOs’ tree, as regimental sergeant major, but now – as part of a ten per cent cut in British troops in India by the Ramsay MacDonald government – this post was abolished. Leo, who was still only in his early forties, faced an utterly uncertain future under the grey skies of Britain. ‘He had no idea what kind of job he should look for on civvy street,’ writes Spike. ‘Something to do with horses, maybe? There aren’t many openings for a retired cowboy.’

Leo had been given a year’s notice by the army, and the time ran swiftly. All too soon it was April 1933 and they were sailing from Rangoon for London, with a brief stopover at Bombay to say goodbye to the relatives who were remaining in India. Spike was to become a much-travelled adult, but he never went back to the subcontinent (‘I couldn’t bear the sadness of it’). That day in 1933 as the ship began to carry him away from his birthplace, he cried bitterly, but would not let anybody see him. He had just turned fifteen.


2

Catford days, Harlem nights

After twenty years of knowing him, the psychiatrist Anthony Clare wrote:


Spike . . . is still a child. He never grew up; he stopped . . . when he came to England. It was so gloomy and disappointing to him that he wanted to remain the child he’d been in India. So, he kept his ability to think like a child, seeing the world in simplistic terms with [a] maddening innocence.



It’s a persuasive piece of pop psychology, Spike as Peter Pan; and whether or not we agree with it, it’s true that, following his unwanted, brutal transplantation from India to England just after his fifteenth birthday, he was never again at ease with his surroundings. There was always a dislocation, a discomfort, a feeling that wherever he belonged it certainly wasn’t here. He was a foreigner on British soil.

In 1975 he played the part of an illegal immigrant to Britain in a BBC television series which he co-wrote himself. Realising rather late in the day that they had fallen foul of good taste, the BBC dropped The Melting Pot after one episode. Political correctness may have triumphed, but there was never any suggestion that Spike’s own performance was anything other than sympathetic. He knew all too well what it was like to be stranded in a very foreign-seeming England, and to struggle for survival in a hostile environment.

Much of the Goon Show has the same motif: Neddie Seagoon, Bluebottle and Eccles are childlike innocents in a society that attempts to be corrupt (exemplified by the dastardly schemes of Grytpype-Thynne), and is not only deceitful but geriatric (typified by ancient Henry Crun and Minnie Bannister). This is Britain as perceived by a perennial outsider, a foreigner who – as we shall see – never acquired full British citizenship, and never wanted to.

The Milligans’ ship docked at Tilbury on 26 May 1933, and the family travelled to London where they stayed for a few nights at the Union Jack Club in Waterloo, before finding part of a house to rent at 22 Gabriel Street in Honor Oak Park, on the edge of the nondescript south London suburb of Catford, where they had stayed before. The novelist Kingsley Amis had been brought up in just such a bleak setting, which he condemned with the memorable phrase ‘Norbury, SW16 is not a place’.

Peter Sellers’s famous sketch ‘Balham, Gateway to the South’ (on his LP The Best of Sellers) guys the pretensions of suburban London to nightlife and culture. Recently, a group of Catfordians attempted to advertise the district’s delights in all seriousness on a website; but they had to admit that Catford’s main arts and crafts were ‘burglary and car theft’, that the Catford Centre deserved a ‘Demolish It Now’ award, and that the district could boast just one distinguished resident in its history – Spike Milligan. The website concludes: ‘Who’d want to live in Catford?’

In his whimsical rewrite of family history, It Ends with Magic (1990), Spike turns the Milligans’ 1933 Catford address into a charming home for his parents:


Back in London the newly-weds rented a house at 22 Gabriel Street – a Victorian terraced house in Honor Oak Park, London, SE26. Florence . . . kept the little home lovely and clean: the doorstep was always white – the brass knocker and letterbox on the front door were polished every morning with Brasso – the fireplace was black-leaded with Zebo every day and the brass coal scuttle shone like the sun. The lace window curtains were washed once a week with Sunlight soap and rinsed in Recketts blue.



In reality, he reveals in his strictly factual book The Family Album (1999), ‘the landlady was a 65-year-old harridan, Mrs Windust’, and 22 Gabriel Street was a miserable, cramped little house, in which the Milligans were squeezed into a pair of rooms under the eaves. There was no bath, and the cooking-stove stood on the landing.1 Once a week, the Milligans, armed with towels, would get the tram to Leo’s sister and her husband, Kath and Alf Thurgar, who now lived in a modern semi-detached villa at 15 Newquay Road in the ‘better’ part of Catford, where Flo, Leo and the boys would all have baths.2


Mrs Windust had a front parlour which was nominally available to Terence and his family, but (like most owners of front parlours) she behaved as if the room were sacred: ‘we were only admitted on Sunday’. The piano was covered with a cloth. ‘Could my mother play it? “Yes, but I’ll ’ave to unlock it first.”’

On his previous visit to England, Terence had been too struck by the novelty of it all to make objective judgements. Now, it came home to him with a jolt. They had exchanged the blazing Indian sunshine, the cloudless blue of the sky, and the riot of marvellous colours, for entombment in south London, under a sky of lead. Moreover India had been quiet – or at least never noisy in the way that London was, an insistent, debilitating background noise, to accompany the perpetual coldness and greyness. A poem by Spike called ‘Catford 1933’ describes the yellow smog (fog caused by smoke from home and industrial chimneys) that was often waiting for them outside the front door.

Leo Milligan had been awarded an army pension of two pounds ten shillings a week, roughly half what a young semi-skilled worker might expect to earn; and at first this was all that the family had to live on. Leo began the dispiriting search for a job, equipping himself with a cheap suit from a chain-store tailor. To go with it, he splashed out on a black homburg hat and grey kid gloves. Thus attired, he took a silver-handled cane – maybe a prop from his stage act – and mounted the tram into the centre of Catford, where he would stroll up and down the main street. ‘Must look good to get a job,’ he told Terence. ‘You never know who you’ll meet.’ He didn’t meet anybody (said Spike) and came back dispiritedly on the tram.

Meanwhile Florence had to feed the family on the cheapest food she could find: ‘pigs’ trotters, tripe and onions, oxtail soup, cod’s roe, sweetbreads and bread and butter pudding’. Another of Spike’s poems about Catford life describes his mother spending her life bent over the sink, while he himself was unable to eat the unappetising food she dished up. Not surprisingly, Florence was often tense and angry. Trying to manage on next to no income, she had become a domestic tyrant, never considering that other members of the family had a point of view as well. She was tireless in her devotion to Spike and his brother and father, but she lacked a real grasp of their needs.

Spike recalls that the family’s arrival in England spelled the end not just of his mother’s performing career but his father’s, too: ‘She knew that Dad was hankering all the time to get back in front of the footlights. But she had decided that if she was not going to cavort about the stage, neither was he. God help him: I still have his dancing mat and make-up case.’

Terence and his little brother withdrew from parental tensions into elaborate games with toy soldiers, which they bought for next to nothing at Woolworth’s, re-creating the imperial ceremonies they had watched in India. They called their imaginary country ‘Lamania’ (mania?), and Desmond, who was developing considerable skill at drawing, made pictures of its soldiers and airmen which Terence – whose own drawings were primitive by comparison – thought marvellous.

At fifteen, he had reached the school-leaving age, and his mother hoped he would qualify himself for a decent job. With this in mind, from June until Christmas 1933 he attended a local technical college, the Woolwich & Greenwich Day Continuation School, where he studied mathematics, technical drawing, geometry and workshop practice. ‘He has a very good appearance,’ reported one of his teachers, ‘and is keen, energetic and reliable. He made steady progress in all subjects. I recommend him for employment with complete confidence.’

He still wanted to be a pilot, and somehow Leo found the money to provide him with some private maths lessons. ‘I thought this would help me pass the entrance exam to become a pilot in the RAF,’ recalls Spike. But it didn’t. Sitting the exam in a building in Kingsway, he ‘failed miserably’. More than fifty years later, he remained convinced that the air force had made a stupid mistake: he believed he would have made an ace fighter-pilot. He claimed that he had always had super-fast reactions, and could make decisions very fast. The strategic planning of warfare didn’t interest him, but the idea of being up in the sky, alone on a crucial mission, appealed to the romantic side of his nature.

This failure meant that he had to contribute his share of support for the family by getting whatever job he could. In January 1934 he was taken on by a firm called Stones’ Engineering: ‘I was a clerk to a dying book-keeper. I was bloody hopeless.’ Stones’ was in Deptford, a few miles from Gabriel Street, and to save money he left home very early each morning to catch a cheap-rate ‘workman’s tram’.

At work, it was his job to collect time-sheets and scraps of paper with seemingly meaningless figures on them, from all over the factory, and to bring them to the sick book-keeper. For lunch, he ate banana sandwiches prepared by his mother – the cheapest form of nutrition. His first week’s wages were thirteen shillings and fivepence, eleven shillings of which he gave to his mother. He was unable to understand how his life had suddenly become so grim.

It had gradually but painfully become clear to him that, whatever his status might have been as an Anglo-Indian, in Britain he was working class. ‘Oh, what did class do to me?’ Spike asks himself in one of his books, convinced that he had the brains to go to university.

Future generations of working-class children in Britain would find that university was accessible, thanks to the 1944 Butler Education Act, which greatly increased the provision of places for them. But for Terence Milligan, ten years before the Act was passed, university was virtually out of the question. Also, one wonders what he would have got out of it. His free-wheeling mind was unlikely to have taken easily to, or been enriched by, the intellectual disciplines of conventional academic studies.

Meanwhile, existence was not all early morning trams and senseless time-sheets. ‘Around this time,’ he writes, ‘I also met my first girlfriend. Her name was Nina Hall. She had magnificent boobs. I would like to have screwed her, but I was too shy.’ Nina worked alongside him at Stones’. He told Dominic Behan: ‘I was in love with her, but then I’ve loved all the women I’ve ever liked’, a confession of innate and rather naïve romanticism which is a more accurate self-portrait than the laddish talk of boobs and screwing.

The relationship with Nina proved to be important for Terence’s interest in music: ‘It was in her flat that I heard my first Bing Crosby record and I was hooked on him. I soon realised that I could imitate Bing very well.’ He went off and did just that, winning a crooning contest at a local hall, and coming second in a talent contest at Lewisham Hippodrome. At first there was no money in it. ‘I just did it for kicks . . . couldn’t wait to put on my fifty-shilling tailor’s suit, Brylcreem my hair and get on to the mike at Ladywell Baths to sing Temptation.’

Soon he was spotted and engaged by a local dance-band, the New Era Rhythm Boys, and he began to supplement his thin pay-packet from Stones’ with a few bob from dance-band gigs. He doesn’t say what Leo, who was still under Florence’s performance ban, thought of his son suddenly displaying a stage talent. Probably he was entirely supportive.

Meanwhile at Stones’, Terence was taken away from the ailing book-keeper and transferred to testing fuse boxes. This was dangerous work, and he kept giving himself accidental but powerful electric shocks, so they transferred him again, this time to a metal-cutting machine. Here, he soon managed to catch his hair in the machine, ripping out a clump, whereupon they sacked him, leaving him having to wear a protective cap until his scalp had healed.

Not surprisingly, Leo was pining for India. He had managed to get a poorly paid job in the Associated Press photo library, and in 1934 he was hoping to establish a branch office under Indian skies; he told his employers, hopefully, that his knowledge of the Indian languages and the different peoples of the subcontinent ideally qualified him for the task. But it was Spike who was making some sort of daydream start to come true: ‘I was earning ten shillings a night doing gigs.’

*

He decided that it was not enough to be a vocalist. So ‘I also learned to play the bass’, and this brought him work with lots of bands.

To carry the bass to gigs, he had to ask the tram driver to let him squeeze it on board, and this usually meant someone cracking the joke which has irritated bass-players since the instrument was invented: ‘How do you get it under your chin?’ (The correct answer is: ‘By keeping your big mouth shut.’) Terence, keen to master the instrument, took it along to music classes at Goldsmiths College, where he learned to read notation. He also began to take an interest in the ‘serious’ branch of the art. ‘I’ve listened to music right up to Schoenberg,’ he told Van Morrison in 1989, ‘but I’m baffled by him and this atonal music. I suppose it’s technically very clever but it doesn’t give me any emotion. I like Mahler.’

Playing the bass satisfies those who have a deep-seated feeling for pulse, and little interest in the limelight. Spike may have been a pulse man, but he was also an exhibitionist. ‘I wanted an instrument to make a bigger noise. A trumpet, that’s what I needed.’

He had to wait for it, since his next day-job paid very little. This was as a van boy, delivering confectionery to sweet shops. ‘I had access to whatever [sweets] I wanted. I ate so many Bassett’s Liquorice Allsorts that I had the shits for a week.’

Then, for a spell, he was a work-hand in the Chislehurst Laundry, a few miles from Catford, on the edge of London. It was a gruesome experience having to wash other people’s grubby, sometimes faeces-smeared sheets. First, the load of dirty linen went into an enormous rotating drum; the sheets were pushed in, the doors were slammed shut, and Spike turned on the almost-boiling water and added the soap powder. When the actual washing was done, the sheets, heavy with water, had to be pulled out of the drum and thrown into a big wheeled basket, which Spike would push down to the ‘hydro’, a powerful spin-dryer in which centrifugal force would extract all the water from the load. Then the sheets – now somewhat lighter – would have to be pulled out again, and dumped into another trolley, which he wheeled across to an area where a team of women were waiting to iron them.

The laundry employed just three men and himself alongside (he alleges) ‘one hundred randy women. They would squeeze a wet pocket handkerchief into the shape of a man’s willy and say to me, “Is yours like this?”’ Fair-haired and blue-eyed, the sixteen-year-old Terry Milligan could have had his pick of them. ‘Some of those laundry girls were luscious but I was too bloody shy to date any of them – oh the lost chances!’ He left the laundry when his leaking wellington boots let in so much water that he developed a First World War ailment, trench foot.

He was still seeing Nina Hall, in whose flat he had first heard Bing Crosby, and he was also dipping into the turbulent waters of 1930s British politics. Deciding that the Labour Party was getting nowhere, he joined the local branch of the Young Communist League, and claimed that he was at the 1936 Cable Street riot in the East End, when the British Union of Fascists met the Communists head on: ‘I was at the back, throwing rocks.’.3 Meanwhile another girl, Lily Dunford (Lily Gibbs according to Pauline Scudamore), took the place of Nina, assisted him in losing his virginity, and – perhaps more importantly – generously paid for him to buy his first trumpet. ‘It was four pounds ten shillings,’ he writes, adding ungraciously: ‘It was a piece of crap.’

Nevertheless he taught himself to play (‘with a sock in the bell’, to keep the noise down at home), and eventually ‘I mastered it and started playing first trumpet with a weekend band.’ He also taught himself the guitar – he says he loved the funky jazz chords the instrument was required to play in dance-bands – while as for a jazz guitarist role model, ‘Eddie Lang was God’.

No recordings survive of Spike playing with the south London bands, such as Tommy Brettell’s New Ritz Revels, in which (we know from a photograph) his trumpet was pitted against three saxophones and supported by a rhythm section of piano and drums (no bass or guitar – perhaps he supplied these now and then). The Revels, who played every Saturday night in one of the Catford dance-halls, look as smart as any top-line American band, spruced in their two-tone tuxedos behind their art deco music stands (both tuxedos and stands could be purchased through the Melody Maker); but Spike calls them ‘a bunch of spotty musicians held together with hair oil’.

He had now developed the confidence to play ad-lib jazz solo choruses. Judging by his trumpet-playing in the later years of his life (when his lip had gone through lack of practice, but his musicianship remained unimpaired), he was probably rather good in his heyday in the thirties. He certainly came to believe that he had been. ‘I was blowing that music real good, man,’ he reminisced in somewhat self-conscious hep-talk to Van Morrison half a century later. ‘One of the greatest feelings in the world is to play music, it’s total freedom. When I was playing that trumpet I couldn’t think about the rates, the rent. It was liberation, self-therapy. And you can induce that therapy in other people.’

Jazz found him, and brought him to life, long before he wandered into the field of comedy – except that the two are never very far apart. For some reason, jazz musicians have an especially highly developed sense of humour. Puns and wisecracks seem to go hand-in-hand with ad-lib musical solos, and there is a deep cynicism which never descends into sneering. The New Ritz Revels probably didn’t rival the Marx Brothers as a bunch of humorists, any more than they equalled the Duke Ellington band as Harlem-style musicians; but we can be fairly certain that, on these Saturday gigs in Catford and other south-east London ‘postal districts packed like squares of wheat’ (Larkin – another jazz enthusiast), trumpeter Milligan began to experience something of the power of laughter and of making other people laugh.

*

The late nights on Saturdays made him reluctant to get up for mass on Sundays. This provoked a family disagreement big enough for him to move out and sleep at a friend’s house, at least for a few weeks. His mother ‘started [such] an unending attack . . . as to why I wouldn’t go to Church . . . that eventually I left home and went to stay with Harold Fagg’.

This experience left his Catholicism somewhat dented, but not seriously damaged. ‘I’m a lapsed Catholic and a practising Catholic,’ he said towards the end of his life. ‘I practise all the time. Then I lapse. Then I practise a bit more. It never stops.’

Back in the thirties, he continued to drift from one dead-end day-job to another, usually qualifying himself for the sack. He says he was dismissed from a stationer’s at Blackfriars for failing to wear a black tie when George V died. Then he fetched up in Bond Street, as a stockroom assistant at Keith Prowse, the ticket agency and music shop. ‘It was soul-destroying . . . All that kept my sanity in those days was playing evenings with the New Ritz Revels, and crooning: “When it’s June in January . . .”’ This time he wasn’t sacked, and his boss at Keith Prowse gave him a good reference: ‘Terence Milligan was employed by this Company in our Wholesale Department from the 19th August, 1935, to the 29th February, 1936, during which period he discharged his duties to our entire satisfaction.’ And these dates make nonsense of the black tie story: George V died on 20 January 1936. But his next job was definitely ‘my downfall’.

It was in the stockroom of a tobacconist, Spiers & Ponds. ‘All day,’ he recalls,


I’d wrap up a selection of tobacco and cigarettes for shops in and around London . . . At the time, my £4 10/- trumpet was falling apart. How could I afford a new one? Simple, pack your overcoat pockets with fags and sell them . . . I flogged a few fags every day until I had enough money to pay for the horn. But somebody reported me and I was brought up before this old bastard of a manager . . . Had me arrested. My poor mother? My poor father, for God’s sake? Poor father? Poor bloody me!



Looking back many years later, Spike expressed no remorse or even embarrassment over this incident. Typically, he seemed to blame the manager for it, rather than his own dishonesty or his greed for a better trumpet. He alleged that the boss had lounged back, with his feet splayed on his desk and his hands thrust deep in his pockets, scratching his genitals with an unpleasant rasping sound. Meanwhile he (Spike) felt quite calm. His employer was in a position of power over him, but the moral advantage was his, because the man was profiteering from the addictive power of tobacco, and from the starvation wages he was paying his staff. Spike felt that all he himself had done was compensate a little for that; he had only taken what was morally owing to him anyway.

To Dominic Behan, Spike said: ‘I’ll never forget that terrible man as long as I live. Got my own back years afterwards. I wrote him into the Goons.’ Indeed, Scudamore notes that the very first Goon Show of all (the opening edition of Crazy People) includes a courtroom scene in which Harry Secombe is accused of the theft of ‘two thousand half-smoked cigarettes’; when questioned by the prosecuting counsel, he can only cough. Did Spike feel he must get the episode off his chest (no pun intended) and out into the open before he began his career as a scriptwriter?

Spiers & Ponds dismissed him for the theft of the cigarettes, and he was summonsed to a local court. Leo Milligan decided to be his son’s defence counsel – a risky enterprise, but fortunately his blarney was effective. According to Spike, the line he took was ‘Have pity on this boy because . . . he could become a virtuoso!’

It seems that Terence was allowed to go unconditionally free. Meanwhile with the cash for the stolen fags he had bought the gold-plated trumpet on which his heart had been set, and no one seems to have suggested that it should be returned to the shop. Soon he was playing it in yet another dance ensemble, as ‘Terry Milligan, the Wild Man of the Harlem Club Band’.

If his recollections are accurate, he took one more day-job after the court case, as a semi-skilled labourer at Woolwich Arsenal, making terminals for batteries. If he worked overtime at this job he could earn as much as five pounds a week, but he was still handing most of his weekly pay-packet to his mother, whereas band gigs were now bringing him almost as much cash over again, and he could keep this band money.

Florence apparently failed to appreciate how working as a freelance musician suited his temperament far more than semi-skilled labouring, and she was probably also nervous about the family’s financial outlook if he gave himself totally to music. At all events she continued to reproach him about his lifestyle. Spike’s brother Desmond recalled the battles: ‘Mum was a great one at disapproving of everyone who didn’t conform . . . “You’ll ruin your health playing that trumpet!” . . . And I’d be in my bedroom, listening to Spike getting a hell of a roasting.’

*

‘One day an envelope marked OHMS fell on the mat . . . In it was a cunningly worded invitation to participate in World War II . . .’

This is the joke that opens Adolf Hitler: My Part in His Downfall, and in every sense the arrival of his call-up papers marked the opening of a new chapter in Spike’s life. The exuberance in the first pages of his war memoirs reflects what was obviously his huge sense of relief at being able to flee the family’s cramped and dingy accommodation, the succession of day-jobs that he knew were beneath him, and his disapproving mother.

The timing of his call-up could scarcely have been better, given that he celebrated his twenty-first birthday in April 1939; he was old enough to be independent, and young enough to be inexperienced, the perfect balance for getting the best out of the war.

Yet it all started with a muddle, and at first he seemed reluctant to become a soldier. On 31 January 1940 Terence Milligan was given a medical examination at Eltham recruiting centre, and was passed Grade 1. But he wasn’t called up at once, and during March he was an out-patient at Lewisham Hospital, suffering from back pains. Before the war, he had been a keep-fit enthusiast, exercising every morning at Ladywell Recreation Track, where he lifted barbells to the admiring glances of girls who worked at Catford Labour Exchange. Overloading the barbell in order to show off to these female admirers, he had experienced an agonising pain in his back.

His Lewisham Hospital out-patient card read ‘? Muscle Strain’. But he says he had a slipped disc. He allows that to get a ‘bad back’ at the same time as your call-up smacked a little of cowardice; nevertheless that was what happened – he did not join his regiment until June 1940. On the second day of that month, he reported to a military transport officer at Victoria Station in London, was given a travel warrant, and found himself on a train for the very unmilitary-sounding destination of Bexhill-on-Sea. Life was looking up again.


3

Gunnery or . . . Goonery

Terence Milligan’s diary for 2 June 1940 reads: ‘Joined the Regt. 56th R.A.1 Dumbest crowd of blokes I’ve ever seen. Nearly all N. Country blokes.’ This was the unpromising beginning to the most exciting – indeed, the happiest – part of his life, which eventually became the raw material for no fewer than seven volumes of memoirs, beginning with Adolf Hitler: My Part in His Downfall.

On the whole he sticks to the truth in the war memoirs, using not just his own diaries as source material, but consulting his old regimental comrades for their recollection of events. (He even revisited former battlefields in North Africa.) Consequently he was provoked to indignation when Clive James, reviewing one of the Milligan war books, called it ‘an unreliable history of the war’.


Well [writes Spike], this makes him a thoroughly unreliable critic, because I spend [sic] more time on getting my dates and facts right than I did [sic] in actually writing. I admit the way I present it may seem as though my type of war was impossible and all a figment of a hyper-thyroid imagination, but that’s the way I write.



But this is to jump ahead. If he didn’t think much of his fellow soldiers that first day in uniform, their own reaction to him was no more enthusiastic. One recruit, Dennis Slogett, thought him shy, possibly even a little retarded mentally, while another, Ted Lawrence, felt from the outset that the new Gunner was in some way different from the rest of the recruits – if only because he was carrying a trumpet in its own small case.

Milligan was lucky to have fallen among essentially kind-hearted young men, who did not believe in submitting newcomers to unpleasant initiation ceremonies. Dennis Slogett makes it sound more like group therapy than the army when he recalls that young Milligan progressed splendidly in a few weeks – the others found they were able to coax him out of his shell. Slogett also emphasises that they all faced the same uncertainty: each was experiencing his first time away from the comforts and security of home, and none of them had much notion what the future held. And while some may have been homesick, Milligan, at the age of twenty-two, felt precisely the opposite: he was only too keen to get away from the cramped Catford attic, the dreary day-jobs, and his mother’s protests at his late-night dance-band lifestyle: ‘The sergeant-major didn’t stand at the top of the stairs and say, “Terence, where have you been, you naughty gunner?” . . . And there was nobody forcing me to go to chapel – if you didn’t go to church you peeled a potato . . . The sense of emancipation! The feeling of freedom!’

He had no sooner arrived at barracks in Bexhill-on-Sea than he had a belated chance to make up for his lack of education. D Battery, to which he had been assigned, was stationed in a former girls’ school; the pupils had been evacuated, but remaining in situ was a well-stocked school library. Milligan eyed it greedily. Then he approached an officer and explained that he would like to tidy up the books, make lists of them, and encourage the other men to borrow them. He emphasised that the Battery was short of decent reading matter. The officer’s response was offhand – ‘Oh, good idea, Milligan’ – but no objection was raised, and Spike began to browse among the books, soon losing interest in being a librarian, and simply beginning to soak himself in them.

He removed his bedding from the communal sleeping quarters and took it upstairs to the library, where for the first time in his life he was able to read a different book each night. Top of his list were Dickens (he particularly loved Bleak House) and George Eliot (Silas Marner and The Mill on the Floss). It was exhilarating. (He continued to read hungrily throughout the war. In Italy in January 1944, he was absorbed in Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, and in the summer of 1946 he was soaking up Francis Thompson’s poetry and Mrs Gaskell’s life of Charlotte Brontë.)

Bexhill enriched his life in another way. The Sussex fields and lanes surrounding the sea resort gave him his first experience of natural landscape since he had left India and Burma. The English countryside – as painted again and again by Constable – sang at him, and he learned to spot some of its less obvious features: a medlar tree, a dew-pond (made, it was said, in Saxon times), a wood carpeted with bluebells, a windmill where the grain was still being ground, and a Sussex thatcher who lived in a gypsy caravan and picked stinging-nettles to make a delicious and surprisingly mild soup from a recipe of Romany origin.

As he recalled it, he arrived at Bexhill on the day before the evacuation from Dunkirk – he claimed he had only been in uniform for a matter of hours when it happened. In fact the evacuation had begun on 26 May, a week before his arrival. He and his fellow Gunners could hear distant explosions from across the Channel. It was his first taste of the absurdity of war. Sitting in an Observation Point in the middle of the night, armed only with a rifle with just a few rounds of ammunition, made him feel utterly impotent in relation to what was going on over the water. Or, as he put it to Dominic Behan:


Here was me and Harry Edgington stationed [in a Martello Tower] to stop the entire Panzer divisions of Germany coming into England – just me and Harry Edgington and one rusty gun! I just love the thought of it: the Germans were only going to land forty thousand men; all they needed to do was aim at us to blow us out of our Martello Tower.



D Battery was responsible for manning three Observation Points (OPs), of which the men’s favourite was the tower on Pevensey Beach, because Pevensey girls (who could be lured there) were an easier lay than those of Bexhill, but you had to be fast about it because of the tide. At another OP, on Galley Hill, Milligan had a glimpse of one of the top Allied commanders, General Sir Alan Brooke, afterwards Lord Alanbrooke, who turned up one morning with a small group of officers and asked Milligan his name and what he did. Spike alleges that he answered that he ‘did his best’, and got the reply from Alanbrooke that (given Dunkirk, and the way the war was going) one’s best might soon be not enough.

Alanbrooke’s pessimism was not shared by Milligan and the rest of D Battery. The defeat at Dunkirk didn’t spoil their summer. It was glorious ‘shirts off’ weather, recalls Spike. Really, there hardly seemed to be a war.

*

It was the trumpet that did the trick, transforming Gunner Milligan from an ‘almost backward’ recruit into a favourite eccentric. He took his trumpet to war, he says proudly in Adolf Hitler, and it seems that the officers (much credit to them), having already allowed him to appoint himself librarian, now let him become unofficial Battery bugler.

He would sound reveille in the early morning, having placed his mattress conveniently beneath a window, so that he could blow the wake-up call and then retire again between the sheets. Another member of D Battery, Reg Griffin, recalled that they used to see the trumpet sticking out of the window. An NCO used to wake Spike, who would blow the call to get everyone on the move, but he didn’t get out of bed himself until it was absolutely unavoidable.

He spent a lot of his spare time lying on his bed, playing jazz phrases on his instrument, and somebody soon suggested that he should team up with a keen pianist in the Battery, a six-foot-two Gunner called Harry Edgington. This individual was self-taught, could not read music, and preferred playing on the black notes: F sharp and C sharp major, two of the hardest keys for a jazz musician like Spike. However, over the months that followed, Spike coaxed Edgington (at the NAAFI piano) away from the black notes, and taught him the names of crucial chords. They were soon playing in the usual jazz keys.

Milligan proposed that he and Edgington should get a band together, and maybe earn a bit of cash. By a stroke of luck, a driver named Alf Fildes was posted to the Battery, who turned out to play the guitar. Then, one evening, Edgington and Milligan were entertaining the lads when they noticed that a Gunner called Doug Kidgell was banging out the cross-rhythms on his mess-tin with his knife and fork. Milligan immediately enrolled him as their drummer.

Rumour reached them that an entire drum kit was ‘lying fallow’ under the stage of Bexhill’s Old Town Hall, and they decided to ‘requisition’ it for Kidgell to play, using the excuse that they were preventing it falling into enemy hands – as Spike puts it, with Germany poised to invade, it was a matter of military urgency. They took the drums, and ‘camouflaged’ them by painting the Royal Artillery crest on the bass drum’s front.

This habit of ‘requisitioning’ stayed with them throughout the war. A little later, they appropriated a string bass which had been left backstage in Bexhill’s theatre, the De La Warr Pavilion, so that Alf Fildes could double on it. A wooden crate was made to its measurements, and the outside was stencilled ‘MARK THREE BOFOR GUN SPARES’. In Africa during 1943 they somehow acquired a baritone saxophone, and a photo taken before they left Bexhill shows Milligan with an alto sax: yes, he admits, he played that too. (Did his sax-playing sound like Minnie Bannister’s in the Goon Show, all slap-tonguing and crazy 1920s novelty phrasing? We shall never know.)

It was now that Terence Milligan acquired the nickname that would accompany him to fame. ‘In those days,’ he recalls,


we used to listen to Radio Luxembourg, and they were featuring one of the zaniest, noisiest bands anybody ever heard . . . Spike Jones and his City Slickers . . . I’d always wanted a public name – to hide behind, I suppose. The way my mother called me ‘Terence’ in a bid to make me respectable, and Dad said ‘Terry’, like I was some sort of chocolate. Soon the other guys began to call me Spike, and I loved it.



That’s what Milligan told Dominic Behan. Scudamore has another version. According to her, Spike had discussed his jazz ambitions with Harry Edgington, and had said he wanted to play the trumpet as well as Spike Hughes. Edgington replied that in this case, they must all watch out for the debut of the famous trumpeter Spike Milligan.

But the music critic and bandleader Spike Hughes – more of a proselytiser for jazz than a notable performer – played the bass, not the trumpet, and in any case he seems an unlikely role model. A third version had it that Milligan took the soubriquet from the retractable ‘spike’ of his own double bass. However, that instrument failed to accompany him into the army. Meanwhile, whatever the explanation of ‘Spike’, he continued to sign his name ‘Terry’ when writing to his family.

Once applied to him, ‘Spike’ stuck firmly. A poster advertising a regimental dance calls the D Battery band ‘Spike and the Boys’. Like all apprentice bands, they suffered at first from shortness of repertoire, and had to repeat numbers. Spike claimed they had bashed through Honeysuckle Rose no less than forty times. For a while, they allowed a civilian, a Mr Courtney who owned an antique shop, to announce the numbers, and to sing romantic ballads in a shaky baritone. But mostly the vocalist was Spike. Doug Kidgell recalled him rewriting lyrics as he performed them: ‘Spike used to try and throw me – he’d sing: “Deep in my heart there is rupture, / But for that, I would have upped ya!” And so on – but I withstood it!’

The band’s reputation spread beyond Bexhill. They were booked to entertain troops at remote military camps, and for private functions. One evening they were performing for an officers’ dance at a requisitioned Sussex manor house when, according to Spike’s memory, no less than Field Marshal Montgomery was present. Milligan did tend to run into the high-ups; it’s one of the areas in which the war memoirs do feel a tiny bit unreliable, and he also claims to have glimpsed Gandhi in India and met George Orwell in Burma. He describes Monty ‘during an interval coming to us and saying, in that high nasal voice, “Are you men being looked after?” I (as the leader of the band) said we could do with some more beer. And lo! within the moment, a dozen pints arrived . . .’

Gunners Edgington (piano) and Kidgell (drums), and Driver Fildes (guitar), didn’t dispute Milligan’s right to lead them. A trumpeter was the natural front man for any band, and Doug Kidgell comments that Spike had the advantage over the others of being able to read music. Alf Fildes could read chord symbols, but Edgington had never learned to interpret the ‘dots’, so Milligan had a major advantage over the others.

One evening, he came up with the subversive idea of adapting ‘The Red Flag’ as the last waltz. The tune was recognised by one of the sergeants: ‘We’ll have no more of that nonsense,’ came the reprimand. ‘And in the presence of officers!’ But generally the NCOs and officers refrained from giving orders to the band. Indeed, the four musicians were often the recipients of special treatment. ‘We’d say that if they wanted us to play at dances then they’d have to give us the mornings off to rehearse,’ recalls Spike. ‘We used to lay in bed, get our breakfast late . . . It was wonderful.’ Indeed, ‘we were enjoying the war very, very much, I’m sorry to say – we didn’t want it to stop. I thought of writing to Hitler and saying, “Look, keep this going for a while – just don’t bomb my mother.”’

*

Edgington and Milligan encouraged each other in verbal as well as musical invention. Spike recalls that they jointly wrote pieces ‘very much in the vein of Beachcomber. It was pretty insane, but it was a start.’ Beachcomber (the celebrated comic column by J.B. Morton in the Daily Express) was to be a perceptible influence on the Goon Show, but nothing survives of these copies of his style. All we have is a limerick by Spike about a fellow soldier called Arthur Eddser, who sometimes acted as MC for the band’s performances:

 



There was a young bombardier called Eddser,


Who, when wanted, was always in bed, sir.

One morning at one


They fired the gun,


And Eddser, in bed, sir, was dead, sir.



There may be a serious point behind it. Lying in bed, Milligan could see the glow of the fires on the nights when the Luftwaffe were making raids on London. ‘The bombers were still going. Some must have been on their way back, as we heard cannon fire as [RAF] night-fighters got onto them. What a bloody mess. Men in bombers raining death on defenceless civilians.’ He told Dominic Behan: ‘For the love of me I couldn’t get the feeling that I was part of this. Killing of civilians was an outrage I couldn’t swallow on any basis, on any side. In the end there were no sides. Just living and dead.’

But this was said by the I-Will-Save-the-Planet-Singlehandedly version of Spike, who emerged in his later years: vegetarian, pro-animal rights, conservationist, and of course pacifist. And we need to remember that sharing a body with St Spike (as it’s tempting to name this persona) was the Terence Alan Milligan who was charged in 1974 with deliberately shooting a teenage boy in the shoulder – admittedly only with an air-gun, but how many of us would even do that? Maybe the idea that D Battery in 1940 was harbouring an incipient pacifist doesn’t need to be taken too seriously.

He was now writing enough humorous verse and prose to show to a sympathetic officer. Lieutenant Anthony Goldsmith, an Oxford graduate, had written a play with Terence Rattigan and translated Flaubert’s L’Education Sentimentale. Spike makes him sound like Renaissance Man; but then Spike was only just beginning to discover the life of the mind. And it’s a curious thing, but he never really developed what you might call an intellect. It was a superb collection of firecrackers, his brain, a world-class winner at the cognitive leap, but it didn’t really do abstract thought. People who knew him well don’t have a store of Spike’s sayings to remember him by. They remember his behaviour (especially the depressions) but not the ideas. There weren’t any. So it’s interesting, during the war years, to watch him interfacing with a handful of real intellectuals.

Goldsmith commented on what Milligan showed him: ‘This is mad. It’s very like the Marx Brothers but it’s very funny.’ Slender encouragement, but Spike recalled with gratitude that his conversations with Goldsmith had given him the beginnings of an education. Goldsmith, he said, had liked him for being the untamed creature he half wanted to be himself. Goldsmith had a controlled mind, whereas Spike was like a wild horse, running unbroken and unsaddled.

Later, when part of the Battery was moved to Hailsham in East Sussex, Spike and Edgington would fill up time by drawing cartoons. These intrigued a young officer called John Counsell, who had worked in professional theatre before the war (and after it was over ran the Windsor Repertory Company). Again, Counsell’s encouragement was slight, but important to Milligan. He had begun to realise that he needed more mental stimulus than he could get from most of his mates: ‘I loved the lads, I really loved them, but I knew there was no mental food for me there.’

Besides Goldsmith and Counsell, there was a third encourager, Lieutenant Cecil Budden, a classical pianist who played Beethoven passionately. ‘I learned so much from him,’ Spike has said, ‘he was so approachable. I was able to talk to him about all aspects of music.’ But he doesn’t reproduce any of their conversations.

Meanwhile Spike was beginning to do comedy spots with the band. The master of ceremonies would announce a number called ‘The Invisible Trumpeter’, the lights would come up to reveal a large sofa on the stage, and then the bell of Spike’s trumpet would rise from behind it. Spike himself remained crouched or lying down out of sight, but a jaunty tune issued from the cushions. It had all been thrown together on minimal rehearsal.

All the encouragement of his officer friends, and the warm response of the band’s audiences, led him to make a resolution in one of his letters from Bexhill to his parents. He announced that he was definitely going to have a career in show business, when the war was over. In her reply, his mother did not comment: was she horrified, or merely dubious about his ability to earn his living as a performer? At all events she restricted her letters to her concern for his safety and health, and his religious observances. He was to pray to St Anthony and St Francis every day, always say his catechism, and wear all his holy medals.

*

After weeks of training with the various types of gun used by D Battery, Milligan was picked out to be a signaller – an indication that he was regarded as above average mentally. He has said that this gave an enormous boost to his confidence. It meant being expected to use his brain a little. Learning Morse code was an exciting challenge; he found it much easier than school-work, which he had hated because of the demand (in maths) that he show how he had reached his answers. Morse was just there, as a given thing.

In Adolf Hitler he describes himself as a trainee Signaller who was severely incompetent with Morse code, semaphore flags and lamps. Yet it seems that he had not abandoned his childhood dream of being a pilot, since, after six months at Bexhill, he volunteered for the Air Force. He explains that fighter pilots were the heroes of the war – all the good-looking girls went out with them. It made the other servicemen green with envy. (So much for his alleged feeling that the war was an outrage in which he wanted no part.)

On 23 January 1941 Spike’s father Leo – who had rejoined the army as an officer, and was in an administrative post – wrote to his son’s commanding officer at Bexhill, asking that Spike should be allowed to transfer to the RAF. The major replied that he had no objection, but the decision lay with the Air Force. The next month, Spike was once again called for interview at Kingsway House. The result was a little better than last time: he was told they were happy to take him on as a rear gunner, but his eyesight was not up to the standard required for pilots. No, he answered, he didn’t want to be at the back, he wanted to be in the driving seat. But it was all they could offer him, and he turned it down and set off dejectedly for Bexhill.
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