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Praise for Travelling to Work


‘The best sort of convivial read, like having a gossip with an old friend over a few drinks … Travelling to Work is a delight. It is a book you find yourself devouring in a great greedy session’


Sunday Times


‘The life it records is so phenomenally varied … How he finds time to update his diary is a mystery. Update it he does though and he does so with fluency, wit, glowing affability and lightning flashes of anger … Weaving between observation and introspection, he comes up with a pithy phrase to describe everything from a Suffolk sunset to the end of apartheid but he sparkles most brightly when evoking the speech and the personality of his associates’


Sunday Express


‘These diaries record an astonishingly successful career … Yet he never becomes objectionable; he always keeps that saving touch of everyman, if not quite Mr Pooter, a nobody … These diaries are remarkably good company, always dependable, never upsetting: safely enjoyable, page after page. And that’s quite a triumph of tone’


Evening Standard


‘At first you think how lucky Palin is to be living his life. Then, gradually, you see the dark side. He connects with you in a lovely way, which is very calming’


Spectator, ‘Books of the Year’


‘Filled with amusing and revealing anecdotes’


Observer Food Monthly











Praise for Volume II of the diaries: Halfway to Hollywood


‘Palin reminds me of Samuel Johnson: driven, intellectually formidable, and spurred on by self-reproach and the wholly irrational idea that he’s not really getting on with it … Palin is a seriously good writer. These diaries are full of fine phrases and sharp little sketches of scenes’


Daily Mail


‘This is a brisk, pithy, amusing read, teeming with the writer’s inner life, crammed with high-quality observations … and deft ink-pen sketches of his associates’


Spectator


‘Charming and vastly entertaining’


Irish Times


‘His entries are riddled with the astute wit and generosity of spirit that characterise both his performances and his previously published writing’


Time Out, ‘Book of the Week’


‘It’s clear why Cleese later nominated Palin as his luxury item on Desert Island Discs … he makes such unfailingly good company … this is the agreeably written story of how a former Python laid the foundation stone by which he would reinvent himself as a public institution: the People’s Palin’


Guardian


‘A fascinating and wry cultural take on the 1980s … it’s also, when added to volume one, proving to be the most beguiling and revealing of ongoing autobiographies’


Sunday Herald


‘This is the Michael Palin with whom the public has fallen in love. A man whose ordinary likeability makes us feel we know him, and that he is incapable of nastiness or an outburst of bad temper’


Sunday Telegraph


‘There are some fabulous and very funny snippets about Alan Bennett and Maggie Smith … the behind-the-scenes antics of the Pythons and their wider circle make great reading’


Observer











Praise for Volume I of the diaries: The Python Years


‘His showbiz observations are so absorbing … Palin is an elegant and engaging writer’


Guardian


‘Accomplished … If Palin’s comic genius is a given, this is a more rounded portrait of the decade which saw the Pythons become icons. Our favourite TV explorer shows us the workings of an unstoppable machine’


Daily Express


‘Palin’s style is so fluid, and his sincerity so palpable, that it is often easy to underestimate just how talented he is as a comedian, broadcaster and a writer … [the diaries] are just too good and he is too modest’


Sunday Express


‘Delightful and often extraordinarily funny … An entertaining and at times deeply moving read’


Mail on Sunday


‘If anyone writes a diary purely for the joy of it, it is Michael Palin … This combination of niceness, with his natural volubility, creates Palin’s expansiveness’


The Times


‘Palin’s steady eye, contemplative bent and instinct for honest appraisal make him the perfect chronicler of a frequently insane period which saw the Monty Python team become the most celebrated comedians in the world’


Time Out


‘A real delight to read’


Saga Magazine


‘A slow burn, revealing its pleasures only gradually, and allowing readers the warm glow of hindsight denied its writer … This book will make the perfect present for those comedy obsessives of a certain age, who will know exactly what it is long before they have unwrapped it’


Spectator
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Introduction


IN THE last entry of the last published volume of my diaries I was in my bed at home trying to salvage what sleep I could before leaving for nearly twelve weeks away on the most ambitious project I had ever got myself into.


It might well have been a dream then, the semi-wakeful fantasy of a would-be traveller who had reached his mid-forties with no great adventures to show for it. By the time this third volume of Diaries begins, it is no dream. In my first entry I’m just out of bed, washing my smalls, no longer in the comfort of my own home, but in a ship’s cabin halfway down the Adriatic Sea. I’m a full four days into a very big adventure which will shape my working life for the next twenty-five years.


This volume charts my attempts to steer an often bumpy course between the emerging potential of the television traveller and the reputation as actor and writer which I’d built up over twenty-odd years of a professional life that had begun in 1965. Even as I’m crossing the oceans filming Around the World in 80 Days, I’m hearing snatched messages suggesting that A Fish Called Wanda could be the most commercially successful film I’d ever appeared in. As we struggle with the heat and grimness of the streets of Bombay, I hear that my screenplay Number 27 is pulling in overnight figures of near to eight million on BBC One. Clear signs that this is not the time to give up on the acting and writing. At first, as these diaries reveal, I regard the travels as a diversion from my real work, and no sooner am I returning to London – seventy-nine days and seven hours after setting out in Phileas Fogg’s footsteps – than I am hard at work on American Friends, the film based on my great-grandfather’s diary, in which I was both actor and co-author. Almost simultaneously, I take on the biggest acting challenge of my life, as Jim Nelson in Alan Bleasdale’s GBH.


The early years of these diaries reveal the roller-coaster ride as I try to hold three careers together. I can’t quite believe I took on so much,



and many of the entries remind me how the doubts substantially outweighed the delights. By the mid 1990s my head was above water and I was breathing a little more normally. My confidence, and my bank balance, boosted by good numbers on Around the World and Pole to Pole, I began to take faltering steps in completely new directions. One was to fulfil a long-standing desire to write a novel, and the other to try and make a go of my stage play, The Weekend. The creative chicanes I had to negotiate on both these projects flung me all over the place, and the birth pangs of The Weekend in 1994 and Hemingway’s Chair in 1995 find me confiding my insecurities to the diary more and more. I make no apology for exposing my doubts and fears. After all, as has often been said, you learn more from failure than from success. And diaries can be raw and emotional places, unsanitised by historical perspective.


It became increasingly obvious to me during these years that I was addicted to travel and there was no point in resisting the lure of map and atlas. Not only had the books and programmes been well received, but my tolerant wife didn’t try to stop me signing up again. Indeed, rather suspiciously, she encouraged it. Thus, Full Circle, the circumnavigation of the Pacific Rim, was born in 1996. It was the longest and most ambitious of the adventures so far, and did not altogether run a smooth course as my wife had to undergo a brain operation whilst I was on the far side of the world. I kept a little of my old life alive playing film comedy again as the head of the insect house in Fierce Creatures, John Cleese’s long-awaited, long-delayed follow-up to A Fish Called Wanda.


As this current volume comes to an end I am still wandering off in all directions: trying my hand at an arts documentary, toying with a second novel, attempting to distil my interest in Hemingway into a book or a film, being seduced, once again, by Hollywood. This is the rough-and-ready, on-the-spot account of a fundamentally wary and conservative soul, drawn to risk like a moth to a flame. Someone who’s convinced that his gut instinct is more important than all the advice in the world. Someone grounded and safe who can be tempted into almost anything.


The great journeys which underpin these diaries make me realise, more clearly than ever before, that I don’t like to be confined to the main road ahead, that I’m drawn to the backstreets and the side alleys, to the quirky ordinariness of everyday life, to the unexpected and the



unexplored. When I’m not travelling I experience something very similar. As soon as life looks predictable, or secure or straightforward, I hop off to one side, lured by whatever it is I’ve never done before.


All the entries were written at my home in London, unless otherwise indicated.


MICHAEL PALIN
London, 2014







Those looking for full accounts of the three journeys, Around the World in 80 Days, Pole to Pole and Full Circle, which I undertook during the decade covered by these diaries, will find them in the published books of the same name. I shall not attempt to repeat them here. However, in all three of these adventures I kept scribbled notes of more private thoughts, often little more than quick sketches or anxieties mulled over late at night. They’re irregular, quite brief, and not all of them have survived, but occasionally their immediacy touches on a raw nerve that reminds me how I really felt as I travelled the world.





This first selection from these ‘private’ travel diaries begins four days out of England on Around the World in 80 Days, as the full impact of what I’ve embarked on begins to hit home.











1988


Wednesday, September 28th: Aboard Espresso Egitto on the Adriatic


I’ve just got up, washed two pairs of socks and pants and considered what to wear for the day. As we have shots that are continuity with last night, I have to settle for the trousers I’ve worn since leaving London on Sunday morning and my second shirt of the voyage.


The sea is calm, my cabin, which is one of the more comfortable, has two beds alongside each other and a shower and loo. A porthole looks onto the deck and a lifeboat hangs above.


The journey has been fast and furious until now. Yesterday we were up and filming at first light in Venice – we left the city yesterday evening.


I still find the nights a problem. Last night I slept six hours, but that was with the help of a pill which I took in a panic about two. I swear not to take them again except in extremis. They do so little anyway.


Occasionally the realisation that this whole project is supported on my shoulders and demands not just my survival but my wit, energy, exuberance and enthusiasm quite terrifies me. It is going to be a supreme test, and now, only onto my fourth day and feeling low on all levels, I just can’t contemplate the same continuing for two and a half more months.


But I’m determined to pull this off. Failure is unthinkable.


Thursday, September 29th: Espresso Egitto


It’s nearly one o’clock and clear skies outside over the Saronian Gulf. We’ve just completed the quite dramatic navigational feat of the passage of the Corinth Canal – a man-made gorge it took us an hour to pass through.


Feel in good spirits today after a long sleep.


Phone Helen after breakfast and, despite the crew crouching and filming every word, it is one of our better phone calls and Helen sounds clear and very pleased to hear me – and surprised too. I don’t think she’d expected a call from the ship.




These boat journeys will, I think, be a necessary interlude between periods of intense rush and activity.


The crew of the boat are treating us nobly, though I suspect they could turn ugly if they’re not enjoying themselves. Today I got up in my Adriatica T-shirt, which pleased them – I was promptly given a sailor’s hat.


It’s hot outside now – the scrub-covered mountains of Greece are all around. Glad of the air-conditioning on the Egitto.


Friday, September 30th: Espresso Egitto


This boat trip has been restorative. I’m eager and receptive to places – especially glad I stirred myself from bed this morning to run into Heraklion. I don’t suffer, as yet, from seasickness or homesickness.


Fears about my adequacy for the journey persist. I don’t think now that I shan’t make it, as I did that gloomy first morning on the Egitto – my worries now are what I shall make out of it.


My style is friendly, humorous and laid-back. It isn’t best suited for revealing things about people – whose right to privacy I respect, as I would want them to respect mine. How much of the time should I be acting?


Saturday, October 1st: Espresso Egitto


Slept fitfully until finally rising at 6.20 to watch us approach Alexandria.


A thorough break with Europe, which I suppose could have been disturbing, but which I find exhilarating and energising. So the day dazzles and everything, all the hard work and the rushing around from location to location and city to city, encourages and stimulates me.


All we need at the end of our first week is sleep. We’ve filmed well and interestingly on the whole – though it is hard to get people on camera to be as easygoing and informative and anecdotal as they are off.


Sunday, October 2nd: Cairo


Sour taste of tourism at the Pyramids, and back to film two interviews in the bar of the Windsor1 (where many stars of Egyptian theatre and



opera gather!). Conscious of asking easy questions, not probing enough, being almost too respectful. Always after the interview I think of the one question I should have asked.


Monday, October 3rd: Suez


Seven o’clock at the Red Sea Hotel – the silence outside on the straight, empty avenues is quite a shock after Cairo. So is the hot water, even though it’s only a shower – no bath since Venice. The room is quite characterless and depressing, as is Suez. Can’t wait to get on a boat tomorrow and get moving.


This morning we completed various shots in and around the hotel and I didn’t have to go out. As in New York City, one has to be fit and strong to go out into the streets of Cairo, and a two-hour lay-off in the morning to write cards and ring the office was much needed and appreciated. Wanda is over 50 million in the States now. [The film A Fish Called Wanda had been released in the USA on July 15th.] Terry J starts Erik the Viking in Malta on the 19th.


The journey by taxi to Suez was pretty grim. The heat, dust, traffic and fumes of Cairo for the first half-hour were as uncomfortable as anything I’ve experienced so far on the trip. Once out of Cairo we were in desert – relics of war, barracks and endless rubbish tips.


The hotel is dry and we’re all meeting at 7.30 to seek out a place for beer.


Wednesday, October 5th: Aboard the Saudi Moon 2,2 on the Red Sea


As of today the journey has become quite an adventure. Information reaching us from Jeddah indicates that all our options must be reconsidered. I might have to drive across Arabia – but our visas, we think, confine us to Jeddah. I may be dropped from a container boat to go ashore at Muscat, or we may be in Jeddah for four or five days, losing precious time.


The Arab world was always to be the most difficult, Clem Vallance3



had warned. Even he is now lost for answers. So we move on a rolling sea towards Jeddah and uncertainty on a considerable scale. It will be very hot, we shall have our patience tested to the limits, and we shall have to work a hard and long day.


What’s more, we have been eleven travelling and filming days in succession and a day off would be an orgasmic pleasure. None beckons. Add to this poor food on the boat and a delicate situation in my stomach. Still, thanks to Allah – Insh-Allah! – it’ll be the longest time I’ve been without alcohol for decades!


Out on deck as I write (10 p.m.) are sleeping, like corpses, hundreds of Egyptian workers, many of whom are leaving everything behind for a year or more.


Friday, October 7th: Red Sea Palace Hotel, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia


Day 13, country number 9. Outside my fourth-floor windows to the left it is a modern cityscape that looks back at me, dual carriageways, roundabouts, traffic moving in plenty of space, tall, featureless concrete high-rise clusters. Move a little to my left, say, to pick up an apple from the complimentary basket, and I look down on a beleaguered, ill-kempt quarter of older houses, four storeys at most with balconies of wood and screens and carved details about the windows.


First thing to be said about Jeddah is that it has been a rest and renewal stop. Our arrival on an uncluttered dockside, even our efficient clearance through customs, thanks to Ahmed and the presence of young Nick from the embassy in Riyadh, was much less of a strain than doing anything in Egypt.


The hotel – affluent, international, but really conforming to American standards of comfort and service – may be nothing to do with the real Saudi Arabia, but it has provided hot water and a bath and space and service and laundry and room to move and gather wits.


Sunday, October 9th: Riyadh


It’s 8.30, dazzlingly bright outside and two weeks since I left home on a grey, London autumn morning. Ironically, here in the middle of the Arabian desert, I find myself in surroundings as familiar, comfortable and un-foreign as I’ve known in those two weeks. English businessmen



and English voices downstairs in the lobby of the Al-Khozama, and in the breakfast room croissants and coffee almost as good as any I might have been sharing with Rachel two or three weeks ago.


Perhaps that’s why I woke with an unspecifically dissatisfied feeling. Not about the travel, which I’m thoroughly enjoying and responding to, but about this sort of place – it’s like America. In my Arabian Nights-led imagination it’s an exotic, romantic location on the map, but the reality is depressing. Neon bursting out everywhere, buildings everywhere. Commerce and no culture, except the Islamic culture which the West doesn’t really seem to want to know about. Cairo was grottier, but it moved me, made me think.


Tuesday, October 11th: InterContinental Hotel, Dubai


Midway through our second day in Dubai. Very hot this morning as we filmed at the dhow-builders – 110 in the sun – sweat poured off us. I took the opportunity for a run this morning, half an hour from 7.45, along the waterfront, past dhows loading, past the small, wood-hulled boats ferrying people to work across the creek, past ancient, wafer-thin old gentlemen in white robes who remind me of my mother.


A pleasant, cosmopolitan scene – Indian, Pakistani faces and Iranians and Syrians, African faces and Semitic faces, fat noses and long, beaky noses. Dull eyes, frightened eyes and calculating eyes.


I’ve now run three times since we left and would like to have done more, but feel in good shape still and fit for tomorrow’s real adventure – the dhow trip.


From tomorrow we have a week in another world, one much simpler and more rugged than our own. Instead of bending them to us (as places like the InterContinental Hotel do), we shall have to bend to them.4




Wednesday, October 19th: Taj Hotel, Bombay


It’s late – 11.45. Later, by several hours, than I’ve been to bed for the last seven days. I feel a slight tiredness in the eyes, an ache, otherwise well. Have eaten today for the first time since my stomach turned on Sunday night. My bags are open and airing, laundry is being done, I’m spread out and reordering my life in this disorderly city after seven days and nights on the dhow.


The experience was unique. Never have I been in a situation where, for so long, I depended upon a group of people quite different from me in wealth, class, race, religion and circumstance. All of us unequivocal in our appreciation of the crew from Gujarat.


How I shall sleep without the stars and the sea remains to be seen.


Thursday, October 20th: Bombay


The end of my first night in Bombay. Post-dhow euphoria dissipated.


I realise in the unblinking light of the morning sunshine that I have days ahead as hard, in their way, as any dhow journey. There’s not a day off as we record Bombay, the overnight train and Madras.


I must rise to it all. There’s no way one can retreat from the demands of India, no way one can do it on the defensive. Unshaven, unrested and uncomfortable, I must up and face the day and hope I shall pull through. The next five or six days are the most testing of the whole journey.


Friday, October 21st: Bombay


Bombay is the most difficult place to film yet. The people who stare at camera, the dripping humidity, the extraordinary locations – today in amongst grinding poverty watching a mongoose driven to draw blood from a snake. It is wearing us all down. Roger [Mills, one of our two directors] drives us gently, considerately, but persistently on.


Monday, October 24th: Connemara Hotel, Madras


Thirty days have gone. We’ve been through twelve countries, spent two nights on trains, 13 nights on boats, including seven on an open dhow, and I’ve slept in 13 different beds since we left London. We’ve recorded our progress daily, on film, tape and in notebooks. Though there are



still 50 days available, I think, on paper, the worst is over. Only six more countries to pass through, and 28 days and nights will be spent at sea.


Hopefully we have more than half of the series already shot. My contribution, I think, will not be precision, analysis and revelation, but honesty, directness, openness and enthusiasm. I hope I reflect the fact that anything can happen on a journey if you allow it to.


Is this enough? I think of seeing all this through Jonathan Miller’s and Alan Bennett’s and Terry Gilliam’s eyes and how much sharper and more original it might all be. But the fact is I have the easy, untroubled character that will, I hope, make me an interesting victim rather than a cool observer.


As of midday on Day 30, at the Connemara in Madras, in my room which was once in the summer palace of the Nawabs of Wallajah, I feel I’ve achieved something.


Sunday, October 30th: Aboard Susak,5 Bay of Bengal


It’s a Sunday and Sundays seem to be the days most susceptible to the stirrings of homesickness. And today aboard the Susak I have time on my hands. We’ve filmed most of our sequences over the last three days of the voyage, so, at the time of writing – 9.20 in the morning – I’m on my bed in the sickroom with the indistinct but mountainous skyline of Great Nicobar Island on the port horizon, nearly a thousand miles from Madras and with two and a half more days’ sailing down the busy shipping lanes of the Malacca Strait until we reach Singapore. So, plenty of time to think.


It was a Sunday, too, when I last saw the family, five weeks ago. Five weeks doesn’t sound much to me now. Can all that we’ve done and seen and recorded thus far have taken less than half our scheduled time? All this to go through again and still not be home?


Allied to these thoughts comes the image of Rachel following my progress, pinning up another of my postcards and, I realise, with a guilty and inadequate feeling, that it’s Rachel I miss most, because, in a sense, I’m sure she misses me most. All of this quite unfair on Helen, but then



she’s been through it before and she has such a well-organised support system of friends and activities.


What I do know, and what keeps me from ever feeling desperately sorry for myself, is that the journey is, at every stage, remarkable and memorable. I shall never travel like this again, I shall never see so much so quickly, and when I am home and with the family again, I shall miss moments like this, in the hospital bay of a Yugoslav container boat, crossing the Bay of Bengal with the coast of Great Nicobar Island coming closer, and I shall feel sick for travel – as potently as I ever feel sick for home.


Tuesday, November 1st: Susak


It’s just after nine in the morning. I sit on deck writing at the table at which we enjoyed the great barbecue party on Sunday. Today the weather is markedly different. Skies are grey and the air is sticky, warm and humid.


Last night was my sixth night in the hospital with Nigel and it was a night of doubts and broken sleep.


Should I be doing this programme? Am I the right man for the job? Should I not be extending my acting and writing skills? Have I not taken a journey round the world as a convenient way of avoiding other career decisions?


As we move slowly by sea, I have plenty of time to think. I’m better when we’re on the move, working fast. But I have to face a lot more of this slack-paced travel in the next few weeks and maybe good will come of it … insights will be revealed.


Thursday, November 3rd: Aboard the Neptune Diamond,6 South China Sea, Singapore to Hong Kong


Forty days out of London: quite a landmark. We’re currently in ‘moderate swell’ for the first time since the English Channel, but the wind has grown over the last 24 hours to a Force 7, heading almost straight at us, out of the north, so outside my yellow-carpeted suite with its all-plastic bathroom and yellow flower-pattern chair cover with plaid/gathered fringes, there is a spectacular seascape.




All of a sudden the sea that has been for so long our firm, friendly, cosseting and encompassing supporter is agitated with ridges of water flying before the wind and smashing against the side of the ship, sending columns of spray high into the sky and waves upturning themselves against the wall and somersaulting backwards to crash back on the next wave, propelling a boiling white wash a hundred yards out to sea.


Sunday, November 6th: Peninsula Hotel, Hong Kong


Yesterday my bag strap broke as I stepped off the Neptune Diamond gangplank. Now it’s mended, thanks to the Peninsula’s expertise. This morning the task I have to set them is to try and plug the holes in my trousers which a parrot made in an unprovoked attack on yesterday’s visit to the Bird Market. Well, all right, I had asked the parrot if he knew John Cleese.


Friday, November 11th: Aboard the Jian Zhen7 between Shanghai and Yokohama


We’re four and a half hours out of Shanghai at the mouth of the Yangtze River. The whirlwind week in Hong Kong and China is over, tiredness overcome by the fascination with what I was seeing. A sore throat has been threatening for two or three days.


In my cabin, and sipping the first of my three-day course of Chinese reinvigoration medicine – bought at the shop in Shanghai.


Clem has declared tomorrow a day off.


Saturday, November 12th: On the Jian Zhen


Second day off out of 49. It’s welcome, of course, but I’m not terribly good at days off. I catch up with the experiences of the last extraordinary week – notebooks edited and clarified, tapes numbered. I’m glad to rest this niggling sore throat. Treat it to another Disprin gargle after lunch, which relieves, but the air-conditioning’s no help.


I have one of the brown parcels of Chinese medicine and, at the time of writing (6.30), feel pretty good. Drew the curtains across and lay



and listened to Billy Joel and Pat Metheny and emptied my mind for a couple of hours.


A month tomorrow I’m due home. Light at the end of the tunnel. Will be difficult to keep up the momentum with 19 of the next 31 days on board ship – hard to work feeling the hard work has been done.


Must resist temptation to regard it as over.


Tuesday, November 15th: Tokyo


In bed in the pristine, antiseptic whiteness of the Akasaka Prince Hotel.


Maybe now we’re in more controlled, familiar Western environments we’ll have to strain harder to find the original material which was all around us in India, Cairo and the Bay of Bengal. (I’m now at the stage where I feel deep pangs of nostalgia for those early days.)


Have made the phone contacts I have to when in the big cities – spoken to Tom who’s been sea-cliff climbing in Cornwall, Helen and Ma, whom I got out of the bath.


Thursday, November 17th: On board MV Neptune Garnet,8 on the Pacific


Safely out of Tokyo Bay at half past eleven. The last night in Tokyo not as bad as I feared. The karaoke bar was very lively and silly and the Japanese there were very courteous. Many autographs were handed out. I think they just accepted I was a television star of some sort, even though they had no clue what I did.


But I sang ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and it didn’t feel embarrassing at the time, though I’m sure it will when I watch it sober. When I finished there was much orchestrated applause from the young Japanese, who chanted ‘Eng-land! Eng-land!’ just as enthusiastically as they had chanted ‘Nip-pon! Nip-pon!’ half an hour earlier.


When the chant changed to ‘Thatch-er! Thatch-er!’ we entered the realms of Grand Surrealism.




Saturday, November 19th: Neptune Garnet


Back in from a run along the deck. Reckon I covered about 10,000 metres altogether up and down the 250-metre starboard gangway beneath the groaning, screaming and today even trumpeting containers – Pacific swelling beneath me, puffing itself up and heaving our 42,000 tons about with contemptuous ease.


Another squally front is chasing up on us from the south-west, so I’m running between last night’s gale and the one that’s coming.


Somewhere halfway round the world (for once the cliché is permissible as we approach 170°), William is waking up to his eighteenth birthday. I rang and talked to him from Tokyo and wished him well for his exams, which he takes on the 21st – the day I have twice!


Wish I was at home – either to console or celebrate, as well as to be a sounding board if necessary. Feel I’m somehow missing a vital time in his life. But this is traveller’s melodrama, I think.


Sunday, November 20th: Neptune Garnet


Bingo evening. The captain takes these particularly seriously and buys blocks of five tickets (one Singapore Dollar per ticket) each game. This strains the concentration, but between myself and the long-haired, pebble-glassed, slightly manic second cook and steward win five dollars from five cards.


This morning the engines were shut down to repair a leak in a pipe, which gave me a restful lie-in until 9.15. But I could not really relax – the weight of the project still hangs round my neck sometimes, feeling like the albatross that Nigel Walters [cameraman on this second leg of the journey] claims he’s seen off the stern, following us.


The storm and an early call (6.30) to film the moment of crossing into the Western Hemisphere is bad enough – but there’s also the promise of a wholly unlooked-forward-to ‘initiation’ ceremony to mark such a crossing. This is said to involve ugly humiliations such as daubing with emulsion paint and drinking some foul liquid. It’ll be hard to make it funny, graceful or, really, anything other than humiliating. And as I’m being thus daubed, my son will be taking his Oxford exam!




Monday, November 21st: Neptune Garnet


A first, and probably a last, for the diary. An extra, untitled day. It’s not yet the 22nd, but we’ve already had the 21st, so it’s called the 21st again. ‘It will be Monday again tomorrow,’ as Jason announced solemnly on the PA last night.


Rose about a quarter to eleven and made a cup of coffee and went up to the bridge. The officers were tracing a strange, zigzag course on the map table and only after a while I realised they were marking out a crown for tomorrow’s Crossing the Line ceremony. At one point it was tried out on a sheepish electrical engineer. It looked fairly ludicrous against his oily blue overalls.


The wind has shifted to the north today and is cooler, also I think the chief engineer has put on the air-conditioning, after I mentioned to the captain yesterday that it was becoming unbearably fuggy in the cabins. The captain is extraordinarily solicitous and sensitive to our needs. He’s lent me his dictionary for Scrabble, and this morning, as we passed a westbound Filipino freighter pitching and taking on water, he ran through the whole of his phone call to the other boat twice, so that we could record it.


Thursday, November 24th: Neptune Garnet


Mid-morning, Day 61, ninth day on the Pacific. Our position is 38.09 N and 138.44 W. Our speed 20.2 knots. A wind from the north-west, Force 6–7, flecks the sea with flying spray.


Everything that could slide about, slid about last night and glasses smashed in the day room. Roger’s room developed a squeak he could never track down and our PA Ann’s chair broke loose and shot across her cabin with a crash they heard up on the bridge.


I slept badly, as did everyone else. Up a mile one minute and slithering down the next. I would nod off only to be woken by a swingeing change to my centre of gravity, or the sticky heat of the airless cabin, or backache from the awkward, semi-foetal position I’d concertinaed my body into.


But the journey is accelerating. At the time of writing, Neptune Garnet is 1,000 miles away from California and 4,000 from Tokyo.




Sunday, November 27th: The Queen Mary, Long Beach9


After six hours’ sleep and the first call home for nearly two weeks, I was up and out with the crew to Venice Beach. A glorious morning. Hockney weather. Our amazing luck with good weather on land and some attractively bad weather at sea continues.


We filmed human robots and Muscle Beach and all the activity against a bright blue sky. I walked beside the Pacific, at the very limit of America, and we were all very happy when we bought some champagne and white wine and set off for the party at Michael Shamberg’s [Michael was one of the producers of A Fish Called Wanda].


I’d been nervous of this for some time. Its genesis came from a rather abrupt demand from Clem, when I was in my anxious pre-karaoke bar phase in Japan, to ‘ring one of your friends in Los Angeles and get them to organise a Thanksgiving party’.


We rolled up Mandeville Canyon in our two hire cars – Nigel W driving myself and Roger.


Guests arrived. All were quite bewildered and no-one seemed quite sure what was going on.


A phone call from London and it’s Cleese. I’d not been told that he was being recorded in the next room (the whole thing had been prepared without my knowing), nor did I realise he’d been tipped off I’d be here. So, poor bugger, he and I groped for laughs and wit whilst the light went and Nigel could hardly see my face.


Then, when the light had truly gone, Jamie [Lee Curtis] arrived. Michael kept asking about how much sex I’d had on the journey and the whole thing felt a huge effort. ‘Was that an awful strain?’ the Professor (aka Roger Mills) asked as we pulled away from the house, soon after five.


I’m now back in the slightly ridiculous environment of the Queen Mary. We’ve had three beers, sitting in the Art Deco bar, with its naughty mural of a cross-section of English society doing a linked-hands dance (by Thomson, 1936), and repair to our staterooms for an early night.




Saturday, December 3rd: Rensselaer, New York State


It’s ten-thirty on a bright, clear morning and our Chicago–New York train is being split between the Boston and the Grand Central sections. Across the River Hudson, about a half a mile away, is the skyline of Albany.


I have just been filmed getting up and have already improvised a jokey feet-washing sequence (Nigel Walters is game for filming anything).


I’ve been filmed for 68 out of the last 70 days. This time tomorrow we shall, hopefully, be at sea – on the Atlantic, heading for Europe.


Now, as the Good Lord offers a last splendid day to remember America by, I shall watch Albany slide away to the north-west and enjoy the Hudson view. Very content. Not much more to do, so I’m now beginning to worry about what we’ve done! Suddenly all the talk is of editing.


Tuesday, December 6th: Aboard Leda Maersk10 on the Atlantic


A good sequence sailing from Newark, past Liberty, Manhattan and out under the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge at dawn on Sunday, and deck shots and a fine Atlantic sunset the same day. We have filmed Lillian cutting my hair and some strange effects of steaming ocean yesterday.


But it’s as if we’re all, at last, repeating ourselves. Container ship life is much the same, except that it’s less of an adventure on the Maersk than on the Garnet. The weather is grey, damp, but the sea quite restful.


The presence of J. P. Moller, son of the founder of Maersk, hangs balefully over the ship. Jesper [the company rep] speaks of him with reverence, respect and awe. When Jesper says ‘he rules with an iron hand’ I believe it.


So the more easygoing, down-to-earth atmosphere of the Garnet is missing here. The captain is a very jolly seaman and has little time for the bureaucrats, but he too seems inhibited by the head-office presence.


So we wait as the last days slowly and anti-climactically pass. My cold streams out, the sun is gone, Bonfire of the Vanities11 is, at last, a book I want to read and isn’t too demanding. I check my diary notes and



drink coffee and contemplate some exercise on deck in an hour or so. I’ve ironed three shirts and we’ve had a telex to the effect that all Pacific rushes were excellent.


Friday, December 9th: Leda Maersk


So here I am, almost home and reflecting back. I certainly haven’t been through a Gilbert Pinfold ordeal,12 as in the early, hectic days in the heat of Greece and Cairo I imagined I might. In fact, far from throwing me into a bewildering world of unreality and causing my reason to waver, I think that the journey has, in a way, calmed and settled me. It’s been much nearer to sanity than the phone-ringing, celebrity-conscious world I left at home.


As I ran beside the sea today, for the last time, with wind buffeting, albeit gently, and tugging at the tops of the waves, I felt how fond I’ve become of the sea. I have grown to respect it, and I feel soothed by its motion and its presence. I looked around me for 360°, nothing in sight, a wide horizon – 15 to 20 miles away – only sea and sky.


There was no noise, except for the throb of the engines and the swish of the water and the flapping of the wind. I shall miss that in the car alarm, police siren, drunken singing, car-skidding ‘reality’ of London at Christmas.


I have had a lot of time to think about myself and wonder how I’ve measured up.


I know there are people much better at this than I am. I like people and I want to be liked by them, so I have to make an effort to be the inquisitor. I prefer when travelling to take in what’s outside by myself, privately, and I respect the same privacy for other people. This makes it difficult to grab people and interrogate them.


Also I find the camera and microphone, even when wielded by considerate and friendly souls like Nigel and Dave and Ron, an embarrassing intrusion. Not always – sometimes people love to talk, can’t wait to talk. But to me, confronting someone with a camera crew is like shining a torch on them in the night.


I feel, for better or worse, that the best way I could make a contribution



to the project was to be natural throughout – but going around the world with a film crew isn’t a natural thing to do and this is where I’ve come a little unstuck. I try to be me, I try to be as natural as possible, and yet time and again I have to act. Either look happy when I’m bored, or interested when I’m tired, or enthusiastic when I’m feeling ready to quit.


I can act – I can act characters of all sorts till the cows come home – but I can’t act me.


Monday, December 12th


Back at home. As I write it’s 9.30 in the morning on Tuesday 13th and my 80 days are up. In fact I was at the Reform Club at 4.45 yesterday evening, having completed the journey with 17 hours to spare.


Extraordinary luck with the weather continued, the Channel was calm as a millpond and the sun rose off Felixstowe yesterday in a cloudless sky. But it was a tetchy, awkward last filming day.


We progressed slowly – by container truck to Felixstowe Station, then, after a long wait in a hotel bar full of old ladies with cigarettes and scotch and sodas, to Ipswich.


All too predictable was the British Rail steward’s apology for lunch – ‘We’ve got no chef and no food, but we can give you afternoon tea.’ So we had afternoon tea and were taken at a commendable rate up to Liverpool Street. We picked our way through the wreckage of the reconstruction and down to the Underground.


All proceeded satisfactorily as far as Tottenham Court Road, where a terse announcement warned us not to alight from the train as there was a ‘suspected parcel’ and the station had been sealed off. Hurried on to Oxford Circus, and I was filmed on the escalator and way out.


A newspaper seller refused to be filmed and was abusive. The passers-by looked drab and poorly dressed. We moved, filming, down Regent Street. Nearly everyone we asked about filming was obstructive or, at least, defensive, and by the time we reached the Reform Club we were all tired out.


We were not allowed to film in the Reform Club, capping a very bad day for Britain. A meanness and a defensiveness and a fearful surliness marked our return. But our little crew are as good a bunch as you could ever find and we shook hands on the steps outside 104 Pall Mall to seal our achievement.


What do I feel? The usual euphoria of arrival. Reintroducing myself



to the once-familiar, rediscovering my old life from a new perspective. I don’t feel regret or nostalgia for the great journey – we did it and we’ll never forget it.


The house is being painted, or has been painted, inside. The bathroom is being redone. Helen has worked incredibly hard.


My room is full of envelopes, full of the old life, which I shall ease myself into slowly.


Tuesday, December 13th


I think I couldn’t have timed my eleven weeks off any better, especially as later, ploughing through two and a half months of press cuttings, it’s clear that my profile at home has never been higher. Wanda – already at £8 million after eight weeks’ release – then the much-publicised and generally admired Number 27,13 TV showings of And Now, Time Bandits and Meaning of Life and the tenth anniversary of HandMade have had the hacks raking through the Palin files, and my name and photo is all over the place, all spiced by the fact that I couldn’t be there because I was filming six documentaries for the BBC.


So I manage to give the impression of being successful, in great demand and, most admirable of all – not available! There’s a lesson there somewhere.


Wednesday, December 14th


To Hampstead Heath for first run since the first day of autumn. Wet leaf smell and a chilly edge to the air. Find the hills hard – realise that all my exercise on the journey was generally on the flat – once we passed the Alps there was no mountain scenery until the Rockies.


Much sorting-out of letters and offers. A quartet of interesting documentary prospects. The Shape of the Earth, a big Granada spectacular about the people who mapped the world, a ‘By-Line’ on transport, an examination of a British city. All enticing, but no time left for most of next year.


Then by cab to see Terry Gilliam’s Munchausen. The cab driver has a sign up saying he’s training in Chinese medicine and if any of his



passengers can spare a minute, he’d like to take their pulse, as he has to have taken 600 pulses at least by the end of the week.


So in Goodge Street, he solemnly gets into the back of the taxi and takes my left- and right-hand pulse. ‘You’ll live a long time,’ he pronounces cheerfully and off I go to the Columbia viewing theatre in Wells Street, passing my likeness in the UIP window on the corner, permed head poking up from a group of fellow Wanda stars.


The movie begins like Time Bandits – an eighteenth-century city torn apart by war, caught in the middle of chaos. Indeed it reminds me of Time Bandits too often. There are cinematic fireworks and magnificent set pieces, but the whole misses the binding of a strong story. There is an emotional involvement lacking.


John Neville is quite superb as Munchausen – old-fashioned acting, with dignity, gravity, humour, charm all portrayed effortlessly.


Thursday, December 15th


Joe, keen Telecom engineer, brings round new telephone receiver, which can be used without picking it up. Very strange feeling, speaking into the air! Will receivers eventually become redundant, like appendixes?


Into the West End for the second time since return. Northern and Victoria Lines to Green Park. Everything still benefiting from the glow of rediscovery.


Meet Tristram [Powell] at Green’s Oyster Bar (he chose it as he said I’d probably have had enough ‘ethnicity’ for a while). We talk over smoked eel, dressed crab and champagne.


American Friends [the film project based on the story of my great-grandparent] has not progressed much further.


Out into Duke Street, St James’s, at the sober hour of 3.15. ‘It’s still light!’ exclaims Tristram, with some disappointment. Buy a book of work by Atkinson Grimshaw at Thomas Heneage, where the young assistants jest amongst themselves.


Then back home, reading a film script by Robert Jones on the way. Don’t think I want to do it, but flattered I’m still offered parts for men in their 30s.


Call Terry J, but wake him up at about ten o’clock. He films Erik until the end of next week.




Friday, December 16th


A few more work offers – including Edgar in Jonathan Miller’s King Lear – keep coming in.


Had some fresh thoughts on ‘AF’ as I ran this morning. Centred round making more of the sexuality, and on casting Emma Thompson in it somewhere. I was impressed by her confident and compulsively watchable characters in her series, Thompson, last night.


Meet David Rose, head of Film on Four. He is delighted that he has a season coming up next year which will infuriate the Whitehouses – including Rita, Sue and Bob Too. He asks if I’ve seen the article in which Rees-Mogg refers to Michael Grade [Chief Executive of Channel 4] as an ass.


Saturday, December 17th


Swimming with Rachel at Marshall Street Baths. They’ve been put out to private management since we last went, and the lockers now cost 10p and are just as poky as before. Also the mechanism sticks. The water has been so heavily chlorinated that my eyes sting on contact with it. All in all, a move for the worse.


Sunday, December 18th


Broken night’s sleep with Rachel unhappy and raising a temperature and Helen coughing. Wake and lie thinking for a while. All there is to do. Feel the problems of house and home and London life gradually creeping back into the empty spaces left by the 80-day cleansing!


A morning of half-hearted sorting out and planning ahead, Christmas organisation calls, then to Cleese’s for lunch. A new lady is by his side, small as Connie, American as both Connie and Babs, but with a hard Southern twang which gives her an odd country-boy edge to the voice. She’s called Alyce Faye and she is more like an Australian than an American, direct and funny, and says she knew hardly anything about John’s work when they met. I think she vaguely reminds me of Aunt Betty Sheldon [my mother’s sister].


The food is rich and plentiful and Montagny or Chablis is served. As usual I hardly have a chance to eat – balancing food, wine and interest in the person you’re talking to is not easy.




Talk with Michael Blakemore14 about work, writing and Maggie Smith. He feels that Maggie comes alive on the stage or when acting; that all the rest of her life is a sort of ‘greyness’ leading up to the burst of shining brightness when she performs. I like Blakemore. He is a perceptive but modest fellow, full of curiosity about how things are done and why people are the way they are, without offering pat solutions.


Surprise guest standing there as I enter is Nigel Greenwood [my first cousin], who has been brought into the Cleese orbit by Alyce. He is off to the Albert Hall, where Sarah, his sister, is organising some carol do. Talk about ‘Uncle Ted’ [my father]. Nigel feels he was someone who never really knew what he wanted to be. An eccentric, Nigel thinks. Aunt Katherine [his sister] always regarded him with a certain guarded respect.


Monday, December 19th


I see Steve, the postman, resting his bag on Clare’s window sill and sifting our mail. The last few days have been lived under the tension of not knowing whether Will has been successful at BNC,15 especially as others have heard already.


I can’t resist a look through the stack of cards just in case. Nothing very promising. A red herring from the central admissions coordinating body at Cheltenham – but second-class and unsealed. Then a thicker letter, white envelope, sealed, addressed to William, postmark Oxford.


It’s an extraordinary moment. It is like having my own exam results in my hand.


Should I open it or not? Only one answer and I push my finger under the flap. It takes a moment to focus clearly on the dense page of print, but then it becomes clear that the message is affirmative. He’s offered a place. Rachel, who’s been languishing on the sofa with a temperature, comes to the kitchen door and I’m thumping the table with joy.




Tuesday, December 20th


Write a lot of cards, do some shopping, then off to T2000’s16 Christmas party.


General spirit of optimism. I notice transport issues being discussed in the media as never before. King’s Cross fire (incompetence) and the Clapham disaster (also incompetence) have raised questions of safety and, wider than that, how public transport is financed, run and what we expect from it. Things that T2000 has been trying to raise for years.


A mad dash from the glare of Union headquarters in Euston to the more sophisticated, homely and comfortable surroundings of Stockwell Park Crescent for Tristram’s Christmas party.


Melvyn Bragg (a suit and tie man, but with the tie knot hanging a button’s distance down from an open collar) joins me. Both agree chief physical ordeal of pre-Christmas parties is all the standing. Someone should invent an indoor shooting stick.


Talk of TV. Melvyn, as one would imagine, stoutly defends TV plays and TV documentaries as works of art in themselves, conceding nothing in terms of status or prestige to the theatre, opera or films. ‘I’d far rather spend an evening in front of a good TV play than sit in some cramped West End theatre watching second-rate material.’


He tells me about the Cleese interview. Long setting-up process on the day of the interview – JC kept asking if everyone was all right … much introducing, lot of flattery of Melvyn, then, as they began, he stopped them and suggested that they should first talk to his mother. She was only next door. It would be the work of a moment.


Dr Miller passes by with his son William. He pats me rather fondly on the head. ‘Tried to get him for Edgar,’ he sighs to Melvyn.


Wednesday, December 21st


A Channel 4 news presenter and his team arrive to interview me about Prominent Features [the film company owned by the Pythons]. Why are they suddenly taking an interest in Prominent? He’s quite disarming, says it’s Christmas week, there’s no news.




Two and a half hours later a 747 blows up in the sky over a Scottish village called Lockerbie.17


Friday, December 23rd: London–Southwold


To the office to leave presents for all, which I bought yesterday. Then head out onto the M25 and eastwards to Suffolk.


Granny [my mother] is still shrinking, it seems. Her arms are bony and she continues to be less steady on her feet. But it’s still as good as ever to see her and she’s full of the mixture of humour and exaggerated fears and ear-wagging gossip which keeps her going.


Alice Murnane, a friend with whom she had become close – they regularly took Sunday lunch together – has just died, and her funeral was this morning. Mum seems to have taken it all philosophically, or else she’s very good at hiding real feelings.


She has some lunch for me. Afterwards I fight against an all-embracing fatigue which is within a whisker of sending me into a deep sleep even as Ma is talking to me. The cure is exercise and about three o’clock I set off across the golf course and down onto the marshes. Hard work against a firm, westerly wind.


In the evening we go to the Crown. Ma insists we walk. The wind has dropped and the air is almost warm. The Christmas lights are on down the peaceful High Street and the Crown is almost empty. Susan serves – full of laughter as usual.


Take a walk to the shore of the North Sea, on which I sailed home eleven days ago. The bright orange lights of the Sizewell B nuclear power construction site sparkle to the south. The lighthouse beam sends out three stabs across the cliffs above me, then revolves away to the north.


Tuesday, December 27th: Southwold


As we are unloading the car outside Sunset House, a tall man with a saucer-shaped face and big ears looms over us. He turns out to be Roger Ward, Kathleen Ward’s son. He grasps my mother’s hand – what is it about ancient hands that draws the graspers so? – and apologises for having taken his mother away at such short notice. So profoundly



overplayed is his seriousness that Mother gets the wrong end of the stick and assumes Mrs Ward to be dead. Roger’s following remarks – about her being ‘in a better place’ (meaning Perthshire, near their home) – only make things worse.


Once we are safely inside, Mum, who had been wonderfully sympathetic, turns to me in bewilderment. ‘Who was that?’


After our sandwiches I walk into the town to check on Daddy’s grave. Southwold full of Bank Holidayers.


On the way home, between about 4.20 and 5.15, one of the most spectacular and prolonged sunsets I’ve ever seen. Far outdoing anything I saw around the world, both in length and intensity. Wide East Anglian skies as the arena, and a collection of various shapes and sizes of cloud, from long, wispy, horizontal to almond-shaped smudges higher, away from the horizon. All catching, reflecting and burning with reds, yellows, dripping golds, pink-salmon reds.


Wednesday, December 28th


To the Tate Gallery to the Hockney retrospective, very full. No-one quite sure what to say in front of the canvases. Botties of men protruding from shower curtains can’t be analysed in quite the same way as the light on a Vermeer, or the snow in a Sisley.


Friday, December 30th


I would like to write or read or generally relax, but have to scour the house for Australian things to take to the Guedallas’ lunch party.


Decide on the spur of the moment to go as Sir Les Patterson,18 but can’t find anything nasty enough to smear down my shirt. Stick Helen’s pillow into shirt and trousers and borrow an awful pair of Dracula teeth from Rachel.


We make our appearances as the Patterson Family and are very well received – I even have a cucumber in my trouser pocket to give the authentic phallic detail.




Talk mainly to the Australians there. All agree that Prime Minister Hawke has quite cleverly dropped the socialism from his Labour programme. Joy [an Australian-born neighbour of ours] tells me how much Sir Les Patterson is detested by Australians!


Saturday, December 31st


Because of the 80 Days journey, 1988 seems to have come to an end with a rush. A year of travel – eleven and a half weeks on 80 Days being the longest single period I’ve spent away from the family, but only half of the 22 weeks I spent out of the country this year.


The winter and spring work done on writing and casting American Friends was inconclusive. The script is still not satisfactory. Attempts to float my play The Weekend also failed. Number 27 was, quite successfully, floated, and has added to my reputation as a writer of plays as well as jokes and films.


The summer belonged to Wanda and the US publicity tour was made bearable by the growing awareness of how popular the film might be. Now, at the end of the year, it’s reached 60 million rentals in the US and is the fourth-biggest movie in GB for 1988.


I seem to be better known than ever now. A mixed blessing. ‘He’s the famous man’ I heard one seven-year-old boy tell his friend solemnly yesterday. But there’s also Bella magazine ringing to know who I’d most like to do an April Fool on and sounding very aggrieved when I told them I wasn’t interested.


The urge to move house, that somehow it’s time for a change to the physical parameters of my life, strengthens, then ebbs. At Christmas the house was stretched to capacity, yet it coped and was warm and friendly and characterful and the prospect of uprooting and creating the same cordial feelings elsewhere is frightening. But also tantalising.


I have the feeling that I shall be mooning over the same problem in a year’s time from my comfortable workroom in Gospel Oak.


 


1  The Windsor Hotel. Eccentric city-centre hotel. The air-con unit was noisier than the traffic outside. ‘I now know why they laughed at me when I’d asked for a quiet room’ (Around the World in 80 Days).


2  Danish-built ferry. Her sister ship, the Saudi Moon 1, ran aground and sank on a reef near Jeddah. The Saudi Moon 2 caught fire and sank in May 1994 with the loss of nine lives.


3  Deviser and co-director of Around the World in 80 Days.


4  The journey on the MV Al Shama, a dhow carrying goods from Dubai to Bombay, took us seven nights and eight days. We had no radio, radar or GPS and the crew consisted of eighteen Gujaratis, all from the same village in north-west India, only one of whom spoke English. The friendships I struck up with the crew over that agonisingly slow week convinced me that, from then on, it was to be the encounters with ordinary people that I felt most comfortable with and which seemed to produce the best television. A formula that was to hold true through my next seven travel series. In 2008 we returned to India to try and find the crew of Al Shama. We found many of them in the dhow-building port of Mandvi in Kutch. We sat down together and watched the journey we made twenty years earlier.


5  The Susak was a Yugoslav freighter chartered by Bengal Tiger Lines to transport goods between Calcutta, Madras and Singapore. They could take only two of us, so Nigel went aboard with the camera and I was handed the sound equipment. We were quartered in the ship’s hospital.


6  The Neptune Diamond was a container ship owned by Neptune Orient Lines.


7  Once-weekly ferry between Shanghai and Yokohama. A connection we couldn’t afford to miss.


8  Another container ship, sister to the Neptune Diamond. Indian captain and largely Singaporean crew. It took us twelve days to cross the Pacific, but it took Phileas Fogg almost three weeks, so we caught up valuable time on the Garnet.


9  Transatlantic liner, former flagship of the Cunard Line. Following her retirement in 1967 she was permanently moored at Long Beach, California as a tourist attraction and hotel.


10  Container ship owned and operated by the Danish company Maersk Lines.


11  Tom Wolfe’s best-selling novel set in 1980s New York had been published a year earlier.


12  The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold was a 1957 novel by Evelyn Waugh, autobiographical in inspiration, about a Roman Catholic writer who mixes drugs and alcohol and is verging on a nervous breakdown. Much of the narrative is on a sea voyage taken by Pinfold as a cure.


13  My second film for the BBC directed, like East of Ipswich, by Tristram Powell, with whom I went on to make American Friends.


14  Michael Blakemore, Australian-born director, who had the previous year worked with Maggie Smith on Peter Shaffer’s play Lettice and Lovage.


15  Brasenose College, Oxford, where I read history between 1962 and 1965.


16  The pressure group Transport 2000 (later Campaign for Better Transport), of which I had been Chair since 1987.


17  A PanAm transatlantic flight was blown up by a terrorist bomb over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing 270 people.


18  One of several personae created by the Australian actor Barry Humphries. The uncouth Sir Les Patterson could hardly be more different from his other creation, Dame Edna Everage. Patterson is overweight, with no social graces and offensive at virtually every utterance.











1989


Sunday, January 1st


Mrs B [our cleaner] comes in for a drink and we talk about what Oak Village used to be like. Mrs B bought a pram from a lady who lived here. About that time our house was a ‘sort of club’ and Mrs B hadn’t liked to ask further about it.


Also a wonderful story about the war. There was an air-raid shelter in Lismore Circus and one night a lady came in to find a friend of hers … unfortunately the friend’s name was Cass. She couldn’t get any response so shouted the length of the shelter for her. ‘Cass! Cass!’ Mrs B says she never saw such a panic. Half-cooked food went flying as everyone scrambled for their masks.


Tuesday, January 3rd


I read that Harold Nicolson1 said that a diary should be written for a great-grandson.


So briefly, great-grandson, and just for you, I woke about eight and was at the desk, with the phone off the hook, by ten o’clock, as I began work on the 80 Days book. I only composed two sentences – but they were the opening two, so psychologically worth a lot.


Wednesday, January 4th


Jonas [Gwangwa, South African musician, ANC stalwart and, briefly, our neighbour] comes round for a drink and to bring back the £200.00 I loaned him.


Pour him some wine and talk about Botswana, which he says is a paradise, but he can never go back there. He was nearly arrested for setting up ‘political’ entertainment there some years back (i.e. getting



local blacks together in a band) and chased by South African security people across walls and through gardens.


Thursday, January 5th


Tristram arrives at a quarter to eleven. We discuss the future of American Friends.


Upshot of our discussion is that ‘AF’ has much going for it, that this year (post-Wanda) it should be easier to finance than last, that we can be freer with the casting if we do it through the BBC (Connie Booth2 rather than Ellen Burstyn, for example), that there are significant improvements to character and plot which have come up today, all of which point in the right direction.


We agree to go ahead. I feel energetic and positive and pleased with the decision. Ring Steve Abbott, who is as enthusiastic as I’ve heard him and he will go ahead with money-raising plans. Our filming dates will be September and October.


Friday, January 6th


Give an hour’s interview to Debbie’s nephew Michael,3 who has set up an arts magazine at the University of East Anglia, which now sells seven or eight hundred copies. It’s an un-elitist mag of catholic interests and I like it and him. I think in years to come anything worth really knowing about me will be in magazines like this and not in the publicity handout-fed pages of the daily press.


To dinner deep in the leafy hills above Aylesbury with Liz (née Manning) and Dick Johns. Dick is now an Air Vice-Marshal. (Helen always gets into a tizzy about his rank when sending Christmas cards. Every time she thinks she’s got it right, he’s promoted.)


Dick and I talk a little about his job. Revealingly, for they’ve just shot down two Libyan fighters, Dick confesses that he and most of his European colleagues are scared stiff of some of the gung-ho American attitudes.




Thursday, January 12th: Brussels


Brussels about midday.


My first exposure to the media since Wanda work in the UK in September begins with a lunch in the hotel.


Hear a tapping on the glass window of the restaurant and there is Charlie’s4 ruddy face and thatch of silver hair grinning at me. Good to see him and especially Nadine. Charlie anxious to tell me he’s going to be very rude about me later on.


More journalists, then at four out of the hotel and down to the Grand Place.


At the florid Town Hall we are shown into the presence of the Director of the Brussels Film Festival, an oldish man with silver-grey hair and a strong, intelligent face. Of Russian parentage. We’re introduced to an obsequious character with a red face from the Embassy. I later hear that the British Embassy, having seen Wanda, declined to be too closely involved with it – despite the fact that it is one of the country’s better export-earners and that it will open a film festival in a country with great respect for British films.


Then we are ushered into the presence of the Mayor of Brussels.


The Mayor is wrapped in a colourful ribbon around his tum, and it’s all rather stiff and formal. The room has lots of gilt mouldings and paintings of old Brussels. We’re shown these lovely glimpses of how the city must have been without any evident sense of irony. ‘There’s a pretty square with a small market, is it still there?’ ‘No, that is now a big insurance building.’


The Mayor reads a carefully written speech, ponderously, but he’s reading in English. Charlie, dwarfed by the huge fireplace behind him, leans on his stick and tries to look comfortable.


At the end of this interminable speech Charlie is presented with a medal of the City of Brussels for his work in helping the Resistance – he made a film in 1947 with Simone Signoret on this theme. Charlie briefly replies that on his last trip to Brussels he had a lunch with some army parachutists which began at twelve and finished at twelve the next day. And that’s about all.




Handshakes, farewells to the girl who’s shown us the building, then to a rather grim hall of culture where we are to hold a press conference. A translator called Dominique looks even more nervous than Charlie.


Nobody says anything. ‘Don’t all talk at once,’ I try, to break the ice. The ice seems to grow thicker. ‘Do you ask us questions, or do we ask you questions?’ Still nothing.


The combination of Charlie’s incomprehensibility, even to the translator, and the need to pause for regular translation into French makes the whole thing something of an ordeal. Banter, irony and throwaway jokes all die the death.


Eventually we’re delivered from this, then three other interviews – press, radio and TV – before being rushed back to the Astoria to rest in the bath (delightful), then don dinner jacket and return to the Palais des Congrès, or whatever the culture hall is called, to be present at the start of Wanda.


We’re to be interviewed on stage by two presenters, a man and a woman dressed like Christmas presents. Video cameras follow us everywhere, lenses click. Then, flanked by a rather overdone and unnecessary escort of leggy, jolly girls in black, we’re led out onto the stage.


I have a plastic fish tank with a mechanical fish in it. Jokes are made, translated, and Charlie flaps his arms and makes a brief speech in French, telling them he hasn’t been to Brussels ‘il y a quarante ans’.


Then, at last, a break. We’re taken to a local restaurant where, without cameras, we meet various Belgian artistic figures, including a cartoonist called Frederic in Corbusier glasses, who is a great Python fan and interesting too. He and his friend have drawn a special cartoon for us to celebrate Wanda.


The cartoonists are desperate for more time with me and their patient, hangdog eagerness is much more acceptable than the pushiness of so many of the others, so end up drinking and talking over a bottle of champagne in the bar. They hold London graphic designers in great respect. Belgium a mixture of identities. Much of their surreal tradition comes from this cultural split personality.


Friday, January 13th: Amsterdam


To sleep about 2.15. Wake five hours later, am at Amsterdam Station by five past twelve.


Begin at one o’clock at the Amstel Hotel. Three and a half hours’



talking and being photographed. I don’t have a lot to say about A Fish Called Wanda – the stammer, the character of Ken, all can be dealt with in 15 minutes – so I waffle on, filling in details about John, about how the film was made, what it was intended to say, desperately trying to sound as if I care a damn.


Finish with a TV piece recorded in the Aquarium. Background of huge, plate-sized black and yellow mega-Wandas and an occasionally active pair of sharks. I sit on a high stool in front of the glass and questions are fired at me.


A bright light shines. Faces look at monitors as I speak. I feel as if I’m having a body scan.


Delivered at last from this nightmare and out along the motorways to Schiphol, where I have time to sit with a coffee and cognac and collect my thoughts. I conclude that film publicity becomes harder, not easier, as you become better known and that it is perhaps the most demanding aspect of this whole crazy business.


Monday, January 16th: London–Madrid


I’ve brought Buñuel’s My Last Breath to help renew my appetite for a city in which I’ve never had a bad time. The book, like his films, is a very personal jumble of insights and anecdotes. I’d forgotten that the name of the only porno film he saw when young was Sister Vaseline and he had planned to hijack a theatre during a children’s matinee, tie up the projectionist and substitute it for whatever was showing.


Madrid is the same temperature as London. Met by an overweight, funny, tragic Argentinian called Inez, who has had enough of Spain after 12 years, finds no emotional support from the increasingly Yuppie, materially obsessed Spaniards. With her is a slim American lady called Chaplin O’Grady.


It’s clear both are intelligent and don’t take the whole thing too seriously. Ideal companions for Madrid, for, as Inez is depressed with it, Chaplin delights in the things I like about it – bars, restaurants, variety of architecture and richness of decoration.


After six journalists and two TV interviews we reach Restaurante El Landó, where I have to sign a VIP book, just below some gushing praise from Mel Brooks – ‘I love your restaurant, I love your food, I love you!’




Saturday, January 21st


To the shops, then with Will to Highbury for Arsenal v Sheffield Wednesday.


It pours with rain. We park about a half-mile from the ground and join the gradually swelling crowd flowing along the terraced streets. The houses are in much better condition than I remember from our previous visits – the dreadful semi-final defeat by Brighton in ’82, and the heart-stopping night we nearly beat Arsenal in the Cup in ’79. Money has moved into every corner of Highbury.


Good seats on the halfway line. Pitch soggy and pools of water in the goal mouths. Wednesday fourth from bottom and Arsenal heading the League, but of course it doesn’t turn out true to form.


Wednesday are lumpen and completely uninspired in attack, but rather solid and consistent in defence – always winning balls in the air. They gradually wear Arsenal down to their level, then midway through the second half audaciously score on the break. Arsenal equalise quite swiftly, but that’s as far as they get.


One of the more satisfying features of the game is the presence in the Arsenal half-back line of a lithe black boy called Gus Caesar (presumably Augustus Caesar). He doesn’t play well and richly bizarre shouts like ‘You’re rubbish Caesar!’ can be heard.


Wednesday, January 25th: London–Southwold


With Ma by a quarter to twelve. She seems to shrink a little more every time I see her. Eyes bright, but the legs and arms thinner than ever. Her face is heavily dusted with make-up, some of which has rubbed off onto her blue cardigan. She has trouble finding things – bits of paper, envelopes, old magazines lie in piles all over the place. I long to go through them and throw a few things away, but there is a sort of haphazard system to it all.


After lunch I set up my typewriter and enjoy a couple of hours of productive 80 Days book-writing. It’s so good to be away from the distractions of London.


Thursday, January 26th: Southwold–London


Leave Mum waving at the door of Sunset House and head back home. I can feel a little of her disappointment, though she is remarkably free of



self-pity and only very occasionally makes me feel guilty at not giving her more time.


Arrive back about three o’clock.


An interview about stammering, for an outfit called ‘Link’, which I think makes programmes for the handicapped. The director is blind and the interviewer has a stammer. Both are quite tough and unsentimental, with a steady string of subversive one-liners.


Meet Kevin [Kline] and Phoebe and go to see Peter Hall’s production of Orpheus Descending.5 Kevin says the British have rediscovered Tennessee Williams – and this is an excellent production. Technically superb – sound, lights, music blend perfectly. Only the melodramatic ending full of screams and gunshots strains my credulity. Maybe it is because a woman behind me keeps hissing ‘Oh, God … Oh, my God, no.’


Friday, January 27th


Up to the shops. The litter caught in the grass and among the scrubby bushes by the new flats on Mansfield Road is thicker and more ugly than ever. The decay of ‘socialist’ London is painful to watch. The apathy and helplessness of those who live with this filth is utterly depressing. I feel like organising an anti-litter vigilante group – a sort of environmental Guardian Angels6 – to try and jerk people from this mute acceptance of drabness and mess.


John rings from Heathrow. He’s off to the Golden Globes in LA and sounds quite cheerfully resigned to progressing no further than his nomination.


He reels off the latest Wanda statistics. A million dollars in a week in Holland, No. 1 in Paris, with three times as many admissions as the next movie, and Italy looking promising.


For the first time since before my world trip, a game of squash with Terry. A good battle which I win 2-1 and am up in the last, gruelling game.


Later in the pub he shows me his half-moon reading glasses. He has had just the same difficulty with small print, bad light, etc. as I have over



the last few months, and nothing makes us feel more middle-aged than sitting with a pint in the Flask taking turns with TJ’s specs to read the small print in Country Life!


Saturday, January 28th


Helen leaves for skiing holiday in St Anton at half past seven. Her yearly departure almost a routine now. Back to bed, listen to the unfamiliar sound of falling rain. A warm, wet morning.




Simon Albury rings and extols the virtues of the Apple Macintosh. Everything I’m doing at the moment – crossings-out, substitutions, reordering of lines and paragraphs – can be done instantly, he raves, and it only takes 30 minutes to learn. I promise to go round and try it out. But at the moment every writing hour is precious.


Sunday, January 29th


Wake about 7.15.


Try to get back to sleep, but my brain is up early and has a lot to do today. Must work on the book and also work out a speech for the awards tonight. Feel very lethargic and not looking forward to either of these tasks.


Light a fire, for the weather’s colder now, not far from freezing. The pressure’s so high the barograph needle is almost off the graph.


Work in the garden and, as dusk falls, take a short run, then dress up and get down to the Savoy Hotel to face the photographers, TV cameras and lots of successful people [at the Evening Standard Film Awards].


Am sat at the top table! Duchess of Kent, Michael York (wearing make-up, which worries me until I realise he’s compering the occasion), Billie Whitelaw, Mrs Charles Dance, Bob Hoskins.


An excellent tableful. If Helen had been there she would have fitted in very well. Billie and Mrs Dance and Mrs Hoskins all, like her, down-to-earth and quite undazzled by it all.


Most people a bit nervous as they’re to give speeches, and our table collects three awards – Billie for best actress in The Dressmaker and Bob for best actor in Roger Rabbit and Lonely Passion7 and I, by proxy, for Wanda as best film.




Michael York is very nervous and reads his appalling script with difficulty – but after a while rallies and is very charming, even when he can’t remember Jack Clayton’s name. ‘A great British director, one of the foremost names of British cinema for several decades, let’s welcome …’ then, rather lamely, ‘… him.’


Charlie, expansive at the microphone collecting the Peter Sellers Award for Comedy. ‘People are always saying how much they like working with directors. Well I enjoyed working with actors.’ Touching really.


Bob Hoskins is as exuberant as ever and we enact our usual ‘When will we work together?’ litany. Bob comes up later, fresh from a trip to the loo, with an idea about a plumber who becomes a vampire in modern London. ‘That’s the one!’ he enthuses.


Friday, February 3rd


Drive out to BBC Kensington House for my first glimpse of the rushes of 80 Days.


Am struck by how much longer interviews seem on film than when you’re filming them. That and my walk. Ron Brown was quite right, my feet stick out at 45 degrees when I’m not concentrating, my shoulders fall and I lead off with my stomach. Not a pretty sight. But I’m quite pleased that I never look quite as debilitated as I often felt and that my interviewing is more revealing and energetic than I feared.


Buoyed by what I’ve seen, I stay on for a quick lunch and a couple of hours more into the afternoon. The two editors have different assessments of what they’ve seen. The fair-haired, striped-shirted Howard Billingham feels that we are light on material. Dave Thomas [the other editor], on the other hand, says he’s ‘captivated’. He’s been watching solidly for a week and is still caught up in the story. Roger and Clem talk in terms of a possible seven programmes.


It’s all quite confusing. All I know is that the seascapes and the shipboard shots lose out on film. Well shot though they are, they mean little out of context. The people and the faces and the land action are the strengths of what I’ve seen today.


Monday, February 6th


Lunch at Café Flo in Belsize Park with Connie B. I’m not sure how well I sell American Friends. It sounds confusing as I tell it, but Connie is



interested and my approach is as candid as possible, indicating my doubts over the last two and a half years of the project and for the future as well.


Helen is very angry at supper about the filthy conditions at Gospel Oak School. Some cleaners are off sick. No money for replacements. The headmaster cleans the lavatory himself.


The demoralisation of everything we held dear and cared about in the ’60s and ’70s is tragic to see. Thatcher has turned us into a selfish, greedy country, supporting and rewarding those who want to make money at the expense of those who are happy to work for nothing more than pride in doing something good.


Perhaps I should be saying this. The trouble is, if I wrote a film about ‘everything that’s wrong’, it would quickly date and I haven’t the temperament to maintain anger about anything for very long.


Tuesday, February 7th


Connie calls; she’d been trying to ring me all morning. Says the screenplay is ‘beautifully written’ and is complimentary about the feel and the ‘texture’. She would very much like to do it.


Promise to send her a couple of tapes of my work with Tristram – Number 27 and East of Ipswich.


At 4.30 to William Ellis for Parents’ Open Day for the sixth form. Chance to meet Will’s teachers. The school does look very run-down. Tragic when you compare the money spent on corporate offices to the lack of money spent on something as vital as education.


My respect for the teachers is increased. Most of them are lucid, helpful and prepared to spend considerable time talking about the children. But it is a rather depressing world and Will’s success in the Oxford exams seems all the better considering where it’s sprung from.


To Odette’s in Primrose Hill for dinner with JC.


He’s off to California until mid-April. He wants some time to think, read, clear his mind and decide what to do next. ‘I’ve done everything in comedy, Mickey, there’s nothing else I want to do there.’


He tells me of his experience of writing party political broadcasts for the SDP/Alliance. One was all about admitting you’ve made mistakes. John incorporated some references to Steel’s and Owen’s differences of opinion on defence.




Owen saw the script and rang John to say he didn’t feel that the defence differences should be talked about. JC asked then if there was any other sort of mistake or misjudgement which might be acceptable. Owen, after thinking for a while, said ‘I don’t think we’ve made any.’ From that moment JC knew he and the SDP/Alliance would never really get on.


Kingsley Amis is at the window table, with three women. When it comes to putting his coat on to leave, he shuffles the length of the restaurant with it half off his shoulder until he can find sufficient room to swing the other shoulder in. One feels he’d rather go half a mile with it like this than have a waiter help him.


Wednesday, February 8th


Dream on and off about the Python meeting that lies ahead. Funny how we met daily, month after month, and now our get-togethers are so infrequent and our reputation so inflated that meetings take on an aura of significance – as if we’re somehow affected by our own publicity.


A call from Steve to tell me that the BAFTA nominations have been leaked. A Fish Called Wanda has nine, and I have one for best supporting actor alongside David Suchet (World Apart), Peter O’Toole (Last Emperor) and Joss Ackland (White Mischief).


To the Python meeting, held in the echoey downstairs room at Prominent [in Delancey Street, Camden Town]. JC and Graham are there with TG. Graham’s appearance strikes me immediately. Apart from looking dreadfully thin, he has red stains across either side of his face, from ear down to the neck, on the left side of which is what appears to be a billiard-ball-sized growth.


‘How are you, Gra?’ ‘I’m fine.’ And he goes on to tell me that he has cancer of the throat and is receiving radiation treatment, hence the red flush. He will have completed the treatment by the end of the week and it will, he is confident, have eradicated the growth. But with his pale, drawn face, and spasms of pain as he swallows, he looks very sick indeed. He is quite open about what’s wrong and only asks that we do not let it out of the room, for fear of what the press will make of it.


To work and the various 20th anniversary options. No-one cares a great deal about 20th anniversaries, and my suggestion is that we let



Charles Brand and John Lloyd8 loose on our material to make not only the documentary they pitched for, but also the clip-show which we ourselves are supposed to compile and link. We’ve all sent in our selection of sketches. ‘Isn’t it typical of Python,’ observes John, ‘that’s there’s no one sketch which all six of us can agree on.’ Later he finds that there is one – ‘Cheese Shop’!


Then much looking at diaries to decide on next meeting. GC will be in the States from May to August shooting ‘Ditto’, in which he will be playing the lead. John away until mid-April. TG off round the world. Everyone impossibly committed.


So we all disperse. I go across to the Edinboro Castle for a drink with Graham. He laughs. An ex-alcoholic, homosexual with cancer – he’s become the perfect chat show guest. So many shades of the old Graham, dry, funny, wonderfully aware of the absurdities of life that I pray he will look better next time I see him. And an awful, sharp pinprick of doubt somewhere tells me I may not see him again. There is an air of doom about him. TG is characteristically blunt. Gay, alcoholic – he wants to be the first to die as well!


‘After today I know we’ll never do anything together again,’ says TG over a scotch in the Edinboro.


Friday, February 24th


Graham C rings. He has just finished his course of radiation therapy. He sounds much happier and says that he was given a slightly stronger dose of radiation than is usual because his system was deemed strong enough to take it. This he was very proud of, but I suppose it begs the question of why it was necessary to give him more.


But it’s now just a question, as GC puts it, of ‘collecting up the debris’ – meaning possibly minor surgery on glands in his throat. No permanent damage except a few hairs on the nape of the neck. His voice is coming back and he’s off to New York at the end of the week to sort out ‘Ditto’. Brave man. Find myself quite moved by his straightforwardness and practicality in the face of something as traumatic.




Monday, March 6th


Into town to meet Terry at George Akers’ cutting room – De Lane Lea. Some glimpses of Erik on the Steenbeck are impressive. Looks as good as a Gilliam film. In fact, it looks like a Gilliam film (which might possibly be a disadvantage). But strong on design and lighting and camerawork and performance and script (literate) and editing. Looks to be a winner.


TJ and I to Sutherlands.


Good talk about Prominent. TJ thinks it’s finished and has virtually told Steve so. Terry will work with the same team that made Erik if he does another film. He’s starting to work on The Man Who Could Work Miracles and we discuss some ideas on that.


The bill is enormous. TJ takes a while to arrive from the table; some rich Americans at the table next door buttonholed him to ask the name of ‘the guy who was at the table with you’. They then went into a panegyric about my comic talents, which TJ had to listen to, ending up with ‘I hope he paid for your meal’.


We laugh a lot at this, as we walk, on a warm, still, multi-odorous evening, down Broadwick Street, which is being recobbled.


Thursday, March 9th


Letter from Al L [Al Levinson, my New York writer friend]. Problems continue. He has a lesion on his liver, only discovered because he specifically asked them to check it out when going in for a hernia operation. It’s operable, they say, and he may go into Mount Sinai Hospital. A surprisingly perky letter, though.


Like a driven man, I head on into the Pacific commentary. Enormous difficulty in maintaining enthusiasm and commitment, but haul myself up to the end of Day 57 before a run and then again into town – this time to see Alan Bennett’s Single Spies with Eric and Tania.


The Englishman Abroad is a pale imitation of an almost faultless TV play and its revival on stage doesn’t add anything. But the dialogue is always worth listening to. Alan has a Wildean wit and is excellent on observations of his fellow countrymen.


Blunt and Burgess not traitors in the political sense, no deep commitment to Marxism or the Soviet system, just an inability to fit in easily to British life, a feeling of alienation – the Russian connection maintained almost out of spite.




In the second play Prunella S9 is magnificent as the Queen – this is a performance which transcends mimicry and caricature, it’s terrific observation, not only sustained, but growing in substance as the scene goes on.


Friday, March 10th


By Underground to Leicester Square and lunch at Grimes with Tristram. Update on ‘AF’. Tristram is confident we shall make it this year and I think he will push me.


Out to Robert [Hewison] and Erica’s.


Good talk, old photos of Oxford. Robert’s warning on American Friends – I’m not to make it too ‘heritage’! He reminds me of the typhoid epidemics in Oxford which almost closed the university at one time.


Monday, March 13th: London–Southwold


Ma says she feels ‘very old all of a sudden’. She is undoubtedly thinner, but otherwise there doesn’t seem to be much to justify the gloom. She says her feet are now completely flat and one of them is arthritic and making it difficult for her to move.


I usually feel tense and less receptive when I arrive, and unwind over the rest of the day, so I fear I’m not as sympathetic as I should be. I know I’ve lost a morning’s writing and really all I want to do is to get down to it in the afternoon.


Make some progress and enjoy a windy run over to Walberswick. Two herons flap languidly over me as I cross the bailey bridge, long legs swept behind them, parallel to the ground. The gorse is out and the common very bright.


After a bath, a glass of champagne and watch TG [promoting Munchausen] on Wogan. The audience absolutely silent throughout. Pity, as TG quite engaging, but appears to work hard, and Wogan’s only line of enquiry is: are you mad and why spend 43 million on a picture?




Tuesday, March 14th: Southwold


The weather has gradually worsened and when the time comes to take Ma to the Crown for dinner, a fierce, grasping wind is blowing up Godyll Road and bringing slanting gusts of rain with it. Park almost inside the front door and just get Ma in.


A drink in the bar – she a Dubonnet, me a half of Adnams. We’re sat in the Parlour Bar, as the main restaurant’s fully booked. One other couple and a group of eight, not quite at home here. The women all smoke between courses and the voices are strident, except when they recognise me, when they fall to even more distracting whispers.


I eat haggis and drink a glass of Tyrrell’s Flat Red Wine from New South Wales, which is excellent and reminds me that I wrote today to Aunt Betty to congratulate her on becoming a great-grandmother. Notice that Ma had written, in her half of the letter, that there was no sign of her becoming a great-grandmother yet, in or out of wedlock!


Back home, the tempest still blowing. Finish Jude the Obscure, which ends in a torrent of tragedy.


Sunday, March 19th


Slow start to the morning. The children go up to Abbotsley for Granny G’s birthday lunch, which Helen and I can’t make owing to ridiculously early start for BAFTA.


Leave at 4.30, with Helen in a new and very elegant dark blue outfit. She looks in a different league from me! We’re there far too early and our driver takes us round Hyde Park for a quarter of an hour. As the car is comfortable and the park about to burst into spring, it’s a very relaxing prelude to a long, hot evening.


Masses of photographers as usual and have to stand, grin, turn this way, turn that way, step back a little and eventually, eyes seeing only green spots from the flashbulbs, we’re let through.


Bump into Bennett. ‘You’re the first famous person we’ve seen,’ he says on meeting. Talking Heads is up for all sorts, but Alan says he hopes Tumbledown10 will win best play – ‘for political reasons’ he adds, a bit wickedly.




We’re at a table with Jim Higgins11 and his wife, Charlie and Nadine, a Swedish producer and English wife and Cubby Broccoli12 and his wife. I think the fact that the evening is mostly dominated by British TV – and fairly radical TV at that – Very British Coup, Death on the Rock both winning awards – leaves people of Broccoli’s taste rather high and dry.


And I note a sharp and disapproving intake of breath from Jim Higgins’ wife when Shawn Slovo, accepting the Best Screenplay Award [for A World Apart], said that there was still much injustice in South Africa and a long way to go before a democratic, multiracial society is achieved.


Wanda fails to win Best Screenplay and Best Direction and when Best Actor in a Supporting Role comes up I feel oddly resigned to being part of an evening of disappointments.


Susan Wooldridge reads the awards after some clips of powerful acting from Suchet and the other heavyweights, O’Toole and Ackland. And the winner is ‘Mr …’ (Helen says that she knew it was me then) ‘… Michael Palin’. A genuine moment of great relief and happiness and as I went up to collect it, all I can recall feeling was how wonderful Susan Wooldridge was. All my absurd gratitude for this chunk of credit was personified in her dignified smile and even some clichéd comment she felt she had to make was not enough to break the spell.


Back to the seat, feeling rather hot and trying to be cool. Cleese won Best Actor and gave a long list of people he wanted to thank, including Sir Basil Smallpeice, Ann Haydon-Jones and her husband Pip, and the Tijuana Brass.


Monday, March 20th


Ring Mum early. She says she was so pleased she did a little dance around the room. That I would love to have seen.


Phone off the hook at ten and try to forget the head-swelling events of last night and concentrate on finishing the book. The Atlantic crossing is as anodyne to write about as it was to experience and I find it hard to breathe life into these last days or to say anything new about ships and oceans.




To the Halcyon Hotel in Holland Park to record a short video for Greenpeace, to promote their views in the US. Peter Ustinov flew in from Geneva to record his, Susannah York was in today, and I catch a glimpse of David Byrne’s13 hunted, raccoon-like eyes, looking up as I climb the stairs. He’s doing promotion in England anyway and is staying in the hotel, so was roped in to take part. He hurries away before they can ask him to do anything else.


Back home by half past. In between hearing about Rachel’s ski holiday, and preparing lamb chop supper, Michael Shamberg calls. He says he has rights to the old Three Stooges scripts, am I interested?


Wednesday, March 22nd


Up to Highgate to a meeting, called by Eric a ‘creative meeting’, of TJ, TG, himself and me to try and decide on the future of Prominent Features. The usual attitudes. Eric wants to keep Prominent Features and its cache of money ticking over, but only for us to use as and when we want it, for projects in which one of us must be closely involved. TJ agrees.


TG wants Prominent to be involved in the making of other people’s pictures without direct involvement from ourselves. His arms begin to flail and he rattles off various mid-European names and multimillion-dollar figures and Ray Cooper14 and Wendy15 and George16 and asks why we don’t have people like this running Prominent. ‘It should be fun!’ he protests.


We meet in the Cromwell Room, one of the oldest rooms at Terry G’s Highgate mansion. Every time anyone steps outside, Bryn, the Irish wolfhound which TG used on Munchausen, barks in fear. TG mutters gloomily … ‘We had to teach it to bark for the movie, now the fucking thing won’t stop.’


Some talk of American Friends as the full moon rises into a cold, clear sky. The atmosphere always goes rather chilly when ‘AF’ is mentioned. I think I know how they all feel about it, and agree on many of their worries. On the other hand it also brings out the stubborn



Taurean in me and redoubles my determination to see it through.


A drink with TJ at the Flask. We’ve drifted apart a little – as happened when TJ was making Personal Services.17 A film is such an all-embracing project that it tends to subsume one’s private and personal life, so I understand.


TJ expresses reservations about ‘AF’ being my Missionary role all over again.


Thursday, March 23rd


Maundy Thursday. Day of the washing of feet. The first I hear of it is an eight o’clock news bulletin which reports a terrorist threat to hijack a US airliner over Easter. Rachel will be at Gatwick now, preparing to leave for Florida. Are the chances of her arriving there safely increased or decreased by what I’ve heard? Better security? Not if the other stories about three youths being able to walk into the cockpit of a jumbo at Heathrow unsearched are true.18


Whatever, it’s further evidence of the way the great problem-solving developments – cars, aeroplanes, battery farming or whatever – simply produce another set of problems.


To Prominent Studios at half past three. My first look at the new viewing theatre – very neat, and with eight sound speakers on the walls and two more at the screen it is a nice toy.


The Python scripts are being put together for Methuen to publish in the autumn.


Some interesting work coming in for me. The South Bank Show want to discuss something for the autumn, The Times has offered me a column (which I turn down) and Tim Bevan was asking about my availability to direct a Working Title film in the summer.


Tom goes off to spend the weekend climbing in Devon and Cornwall, Helen to badminton and me to see Alan Rudolph’s The Moderns [set in 1920s Paris], which I like very much apart from a caricature of Hemingway which didn’t feel right. Gertrude Stein terrifying. Keith Carradine excellent.




A BAFTA winner’s placard has gone up outside the Plaza, where Wanda has been playing since I was on the dhow. Pass the doors of the Reform Club, locked for the Easter holiday.


Friday, March 24th: Good Friday


Normally I’m wary of public holidays – they leave me, like Sundays, a bit listless and aimless and occasionally depressed – but today and the Easter weekend ahead I welcome with open arms. They’ve arrived at just the right time. The pressure of the book deadline is relieved, but I’m still faced with the quite pleasurable task of reading the whole lot through at the beginning of next week.


I can ease myself into ‘AF’ rewriting, knowing that every day’s work I do on it between now and the end of next week is a bonus I hadn’t allowed for.


Write a long letter to Al, who goes in to have surgery for his liver lesion tomorrow.


Dinner with Roger M and Susie. Will Wyatt19 and wife Jane, who restores pictures, also there.


Roger and Susie have a little house in a low and unpretentious terrace at the back of Shepherd’s Bush. They have two bicycles in the hall and four BAFTA awards on the piano.


Roger returns persistently to his theme of the evening – his determination to apply for the job of Head of Religious Broadcasting. He claims to be quite religious – ‘I could dispute with the elders’ – and a ‘smells and bells’ man, who would fight against the phasing-out of Latin and the phasing-in of women priests. Helen and Jane take him on quite successfully.


We end up singing hymns at one o’clock in the morning.


Tuesday, March 28th


The Zimmermans arrive at quarter past seven. Paul20 is now a rewrite man. He says the money’s much better, he’s good at it, it’s less agonising and his Apple Macintosh reduces 12 weeks’ work to seven!




After an excellent supper of tomato and mozzarella salad, chicken marinaded in herbs, white wine and garlic we sit by the fire and talk.


A ’79 Pauillac delighted Paul Z and he is eloquent without being overpowering. Says interestingly about Ripping Yarns that, though he liked them very much, they lacked the ‘killer touch’, as he puts it. Fawlty Towers had that touch, had the sense that the writer had sweated and suffered to get it right. The Yarns were gentler and he felt they were written by someone who ‘wouldn’t die for them’!


I know what he means and it’s revealing that the differences of personality, temperament and character between JC and myself should be carried through so clearly into our work.


Paul had not much liked Wanda. Thought it hard and cruel and redeemed only by comedy. It doesn’t seem to be an East Coast intellectual’s film. Which is probably why it made so much money in the States.


Friday, March 31st


A photo on Hampstead Heath for the Sunday Mirror Magazine to accompany an interview about the benefits of walking and the problems for pedestrians in London. This is conducted in our garden over a cup of tea. The journalist talks more than I do, which is quite a feat.


Then out to see The Vortex.


Full house at the cramped little Garrick, and an excellent performance. Starts mannered and predictable, with Tristram Jellinek doing a Coward take-off. My spirits sink for a while until revived by Maria [Aitken] and Rupert Everett, who are brilliant. Missing nothing – the teasing, the wit and then the awful pathos underneath. The final bedroom scene played at full blast. Best experience in a theatre so far this year.


Sunday, April 9th


Decide not to agonise over work decisions today but let the day pass with as little pressure as possible. Sport helps and play an hour’s tennis with Helen in the afternoon.


Kevin K calls from Tacoma, Washington – he begins a movie with Joan Plowright, Tracey Ullman and Larry Kasdan tomorrow [the film



was I Love You to Death]. Kevin is funny about his Oscar speech. Apparently something about ‘Charlie Crichton – one man and his dream’ was censored by Hollywood. He’d originally written ‘one man and his drink’.


Ring Eric and wish him well on Nuns on the Run,21 which also starts shooting tomorrow. Eric sounds very calm and relaxed about the whole thing … ‘It’s just acting, Mike, no big deal … I just stand where I’m told to and move to the left and right and work with nice people, take the money and go home.’


Tuesday, April 11th


I drive at a quarter to ten out to Clem V’s house in Ealing to look at the 75-minute compilation of episode two of 80 Days and a 45-minute assembly of the dhow days.


Without music, or explanatory commentary or a sound mix, all of which act as useful cover, my misadventures are laid out nakedly.


Bons mots are equally matched by maux mots, and I am, as I suspected, far too readily agreeable and conciliatory about everything.


But I find the ‘long edit’ of the dhow quite beguiling. It is increasingly rare to have time for anything on TV. Information must be imparted ever faster to an audience presumed to be easily bored and constantly distracted. The dhow works better for being longer. Its unusualness and charm remain the single strongest impression of the journey and I think that, in order to put this across to an audience as faithfully as possible, we must accord it a fair share of the film. But it may mean seven episodes.


Home and look at the ‘Great Railway Journey’ to compare my efforts with what I’ve seen today. There seems little difference except that I’ve aged a lot. I look preternaturally schoolboyish and unblemished in 1980. Can I have turned into W. H. Auden quite as quickly?


A couple of phone interviews re Wanda for Australian video. To bed reading a good poem by Byron about ageing. He considered all his naughty times over at 30!




Thursday, April 13th: Southwold


Mum’s breathing is alarmingly difficult. Wonder when, and if, she will need oxygen, Dennis Hopper-style,22 to keep her going.


Take her into the doctor’s. As we get out of the car on the High Street she says ‘Come again soon … because,’ and here she drops all pretence of perkiness, ‘I feel very old.’


Beginning to worry about these moments when the effort of keeping going is too much and the defences come down. Compounded by the death of one or two of her closest friends – Alice Murnane, Joan Macpherson – she seems to have less to look forward to.


Back to London and to Prominent Studios. Coded security locks have been put on all the doors and we, who’ve paid for them, cannot get in because no-one’s told us the code.


To a Redwood meeting. [Redwood Recording Studios were a joint project with André Jacquemin, myself and Bob Salmon, an accountant.] The elation and excitement of owning and setting up the studio has been replaced by the sad realisation that it hasn’t turned into the butterfly we’d all hoped for. Profit margins are still tiny, so investment, let alone repayment of original loans, is currently impossible.


André seems to have lost some of his vivacity, persistence and urgency and, having never found anyone he’d trust to help him run the place, he’s paying the price in overwork and we are reduced to giving half the facility to another company in return for a small guaranteed income.


But he’s made a very professional job of the new Sheila Ferguson single ‘Misty’ and I hope and pray it works for him. Tom leaves his temporary job at the studio tomorrow – not a moment too soon, I fear.


Awful gloomy today. Neither Mum nor Redwood seem as likely to survive as I’d thought.


Saturday, April 15th


Late breakfast. Tennis in the sun at Parliament Hill and back by 4.15. Rachel tells us the news of the awful happening at Hillsborough.23




The story is still breaking and pictures that should have shown a classic struggle between two of the best teams in the League – Liverpool and Forest – show a battlefield of a different kind. Crushed bodies stretched out all over the pitch, small knots of police, supporters, officials, all bearing that stunned, deadened look of anxiousness and disbelief. Ten killed. Fifty killed. Seventy killed. A crowd, out of control, ironically killing itself on the barriers only put there to prevent crowds getting out of control.


The cameras, all there to record happier things, caught filming an appalling disaster as it happens – as if in slow motion. Hillsborough, one of Sheffield’s proudest attributes, will never mean the same again.


I haven’t felt quite as sick about a tragedy as this, and Britain’s been full of them these last few years.


Sunday, April 16th


Helen and I dress up in our black and whites to attend a gala performance of Chaplin’s City Lights with score arranged and played live for the first time by the irrepressible Carl Davis and orchestra.


The rain is driven hard and cold at us as we struggle down Tottenham Court Road beneath the HandMade umbrella. A bank of photographers flanks either side of the entrance to the Dominion (which I hear some developer wants to remove).


‘Michael!’ ‘Michael?’


A pushy young man demands to know how Chaplin has influenced my work – ‘Just the walk, the moustache and the bowler hat, that’s all.’


We’re all in our seats for quite a while before the royal person – lovely Princess Diana – steps, head bowed, down the aisle to the front row, accompanied, of course, by Sir Dickie. Then a whole troupe of Chaplins – children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren possibly – follow on. They look interesting and all darkly attractive. The strength of the Chaplin gene evident.


A self-indulgent little short in which Chaplin shows off shamelessly for ten minutes is followed by City Lights, in which Chaplin shows off, more acceptably, for 90 minutes. The score big and full, but has inexplicable gaps.


However, quite a treat and, considering how comedy dates, a fitting tribute to the little man who was born 100 years ago, along with Hitler, with whom he shared perhaps more than he’d care to admit. An



obsessive personality, extraordinary work rate and generally tyrannical attitude to those around him. In the end Chaplin was the one who achieved world domination.


Tuesday, April 18th


Anne James [my manager] rings and I have a long talk about Saturday and the implications of all the Python 20th anniversary stuff. She has told the lawyer negotiating for us in the US that there will be 15 minutes’ worth of new material. Without this the network won’t touch us. Why the hell are we crawling to the network all of a sudden? Find myself experiencing considerable revulsion for the whole 20th anniversary thing.


With Terry and Al to Langan’s Bistro.


Terry still as angry about things as ever. He quotes Libération’s judgement on the Hillsborough disaster that it is a symptom of the class war in England. This seems altogether too simple. The success of a team in a city whose morale and pride had received such a buffeting over the last 30 years is responsible. The Liverpudlian passion, channelled into football and ignored, fatally, by the FA and the police. They did not begin to understand what they were dealing with. The aftermath of the tragedy dominates the news and sobers everything. Ninety-five now dead. The impact seems greater than anything since Aberfan.


Wednesday, April 19th


Yesterday morning’s ‘AF’ work hamstrung by demands of my Prince’s Trust appearance in the evening. Having agreed to do a quick intro, I now have to do two intros, both almost a minute long. This before a London Palladium well-heeled charity audience, the royals, Chas and Di and, later, an international TV audience.


It’s not until midday that I have two links I feel satisfied with.


American Friends writing suffers dreadfully after this. I cannot pull it together. I pace the room; wander downstairs at the slightest excuse and generally experience classic symptoms of writer’s block. And always lurking at the back of my mind is the suspicion that no project should be as difficult as this to bring to fruition.


Collected by a car and taken to the Palladium.


We are all assembled in a backstage passageway and sorted into a line, along which royalty will pass. I’m at one end between Kiri Te Kanawa,



big and jolly, and Maureen Lipman, thin and less jolly (Jack Rosenthal, her husband, is in hospital having a hip replaced), on the other.


Sean Connery, who is chief host, is brought to the line last. Nigel Havers cracks golf jokes with him.


When we are all, rather gracelessly, marshalled into line, we are moved up to the Cinderella Bar and deployed in a wide semicircle as if about to take part in some strange parlour game. The lights are switched on, the cameramen stand ready, but the royals do not arrive for another 20 minutes. ‘Five minutes!’ we’re told … ‘Three minutes …’ ‘They’re downstairs …’ ‘Here we go,’ and Charles is working the line; he looks smaller than Diana, who stands rather imperially – she’s definitely becoming the part.


Charles is very good indeed at this sort of thing. Considering he has to move around 40 people – some from pop groups, some from films or telly or stage – and find things to say to all, he is amazingly cool and relaxed. Low-key and informal and appearing genuinely pleased to see people.


He asks Kiri Te Kanawa if she’d seen me in A Fish Called Wanda. He’d liked the chips.


Diana is less jokey; her skin quite beautiful – pale, but just tinged with a soft, attractive pink. Though it has to be said that both of them could be impersonators.


Off they go into their box and the show kicks off about eight. My first link, introducing Wet Wet Wet, goes smoothly.


There is now a two-and-a-half-hour wait before my next appearance. There’s no Green Room, but we’re all directed to Connery’s dressing room. Here, in an unattractively furnished and cramped space, said to have been redesigned to Yul Brynner’s requirements, I sit with Sean, Marie Helvin, Jerry Hall and Rosanna Arquette, sparkling, squeaky and oddly helpless, who’s with Peter Gabriel.


Jerry H fixes me with her big bedroom eyes and reveals, amongst other things, that Mick is a different man in his letters than in real life. To illustrate this she does what I think is rather a cruel impersonation of the great rocker’s public utterances, but says his private epistolary utterances are very romantic.


I end up grabbing a snooze in the dressing room. By the time I come to my next link I’ve relaxed too much and fluff my last line. As I stand out there with my hand mike I’m aware of how vast the Palladium is.


I find the LWT transport service has broken down, so I trudge



up Oxford Street, collect a cab and am home, having done my bit for the future king, at half past one, almost eight hours after setting out.


As I make up for a lost supper I remember other moments of the evening. The restless, almost snarling vigour of Sandra Bernhard, and Charles Fleischer, a small, energetic, simian figure with thick curly hair who did the voices for Roger Rabbit and who prowled the Cinderella Bar as we lined up, shouting, doing voices and rolling a pair of Chinese balls in his hand.


And Princess Diana frowning a little as she met me and opening with ‘Aren’t these lines awful?’ I told her it was like being back at school again.


Thursday, April 20th


Ready to write, by mid-morning. Better progress than yesterday, but as the notes pile up around me and the aubergine script jostles with the yellow second draft and the blue first draft, I feel myself submerged by the material rather than on top of it.


I think back to all the advice that I’ve been given about the film but what sticks most in my memory is Helen’s observation that the things I write best are written fast – from Python material like ‘Blackmail’ or ‘Spanish Inquisition’, which spilled out in an hour or so, through the better parts of the Ripping Yarns, like the first half of ‘Tomkinson’, or the whole of ‘Golden Gordon’, to the best scenes in The Missionary (the butler at Longleat sequence).


Helen’s always had a gut feeling for my own gut feelings and this afternoon, as fierce, hailstone-hurling showers appear suddenly out of the east, her words make up my mind. I have no choice but to set American Friends aside, possibly indefinitely.


Friday, April 21st


Tristram arrives about eleven. He’s clutching a huge and elaborate scroll which he unfolds to reveal a painstaking breakdown of characters and scenes. This doesn’t make it any easier to say what I have to say.


Tristram listens sympathetically, but his response is stubborn and tenacious and he will not allow me to let it go. He suggests an alternative approach, which is that he works full-time on it for the next three weeks, relieving me of the pressure of sole responsibility.




By lunchtime he’s convinced me that I should not turn my back on it, and shown me that, though the road ahead may not be entirely clear, at least it’s not a cul-de-sac.


Then on to see David Pugh24 in Shaftesbury Avenue.


He likes The Weekend and wants to put it on. He has some worries, but his approach is rather like mine when I look it through – much of it is very funny, funnier than most other West End comedies (as Bennett observed a year ago), and it should work.


He asks me some questions which I can’t answer as I’ve forgotten most of it, but I leave at 5.30 agreeing to talk further and for him to organise a read-through. He had the same thought as Colin Brough in suggesting A Bennett as director. I don’t think it’s likely.


Drive over to Chez Moi restaurant in Addison Avenue to dine with JC (fresh back from LA), Alyce Faye (who adores him) and Steve Martin and Victoria Tennant – his English wife.25


John stares round the table at each of us. I think this is something he might have learnt from encounter groups. How do we all look? My hair is mocked – I can’t quite see why, but Steve Martin is very complimentary and says I look the way he always wanted to look.


None of the men can read the menu because of failing eyesight, but only Steve (who is nearly three years younger than me) has glasses. He lets me try them – tortoiseshell half-moons.


Victoria is rather good fun. She and I are the two at table who’ve never been in any form of psychoanalysis.


Saturday, April 22nd


A full Python turnout with Terrys G and J already there with Graham, looking thin, pale, tight-skinned, but much better than a couple of months ago. JC arrives in his great Bentley which can be parked nowhere but in the central courtyard, with Eric ambling in unhurriedly and helping JC to back it very gently into the wall.


John Lloyd and Charles Brand with lots of bits of paper and Martin Hone, their editor.




First we have a group photo taken, the first for about four or five years. Chris Richardson is the photographer – a recommendation of mine, as was Charles Brand for the compilation.


Then to the screening room and watch about 90 minutes of Python material in three segments. Their choice is interesting, well-linked and -edited and vindicates the idea of having outsiders in, instead of attempting the impossible and making a selection ourselves. Rather heavily leaning on JC, but then he had the pick of the parts in Python and rarely wasted a chance.


It made me laugh a lot and there are one or two scenes, such as the ant salesman in Harrods, which I’d completely forgotten I’d played.


Monday, April 24th


Ma rings me in late afternoon to tell me that the doctor is admitting her to Southwold Hospital tomorrow afternoon, for a week. Then the doctor rings, ‘Bill Thom’, as he introduces himself. She may have suffered some vertebral collapse, owing to the thinning and brittle state of her bones (due to old age and not eating enough). This isn’t quite as distressing as it sounds and may well ‘settle down’ within a week. She will be able to ‘be cosseted and spoilt’ in hospital and it will give her the maximum rest and recovery opportunity whilst enabling him to sort out some support for her when she comes out.


All very reassuring, but I can’t help feeling that things will never be quite back to normal, that the word ‘collapse’ is something I’d foreseen as her body shrank and folded and reduced so that it has so little resistance to such an emergency.


Wednesday, April 26th: London–Southwold


At 11.30 I pack my bags and my ‘AF’ script and set off for Southwold to visit Mum in hospital.


I sit with her in a small day area, nothing much more than an extension of the ward.


A handsome and undoubtedly well-bred lady sits in one corner and receives visitors in plus fours. A cat perches on the wall outside and Granny and I laugh about the view of the graveyard.




Thursday, April 27th: Southwold


Mrs Kiddy [a recommended carer] could be the salvation, as she seems competent and efficient and energetic and will be able to ‘take on’ Ma when she leaves hospital.


Round to the hospital and find Mum in better control of things, but still holding her aching back. An hour later I leave her and walk into town, laying some of her surplus flowers on Dad’s grave.


At six to see Dr Thom, a young man in a tweed three-piece suit. He says the X-ray revealed the least serious of all the possibilities – a vertebra has crumbled and slipped a little; pain for a week, then three weeks’ discomfort. Talk about aftercare. He doesn’t think she’ll need someone all night, so Mrs Kiddy should fit the bill.


Saturday, April 29th


Off to a Python meeting – the follow-up to last week’s. A photo for the Sunday Telegraph Magazine set up in the shooting studio. Young local photographer called Gered. JC, in his grey Nike tracksuit, is in imperious form. ‘Gered? That’s much too difficult. We’ll call you Norman.’ The session is quite brief. Gered patient with our awfully short attention spans.


A quick business meeting and agreement on most of the minor problems.


There is naked enthusiasm for a Soviet Union stage show from JC and Terry, less from myself, Eric and Graham – ‘Who’s it for, all the English-speaking Russians?’ he asks, pointedly.


We split up at 1.30. John to begin the long process of extricating his Bentley, TJ to Cambridge to open, he declares rather mournfully, ‘An Arctic Festival. Lots of Eskimos really.’


Tuesday, May 2nd


Warm and summery at last. Sue Summers arrives at 9.30 for an interview re 20 years of Python for the Sunday Telegraph. Pontificate on the Python years and become pretentious.


Then a run, then to the BBC for lunch with Colin Cameron – an amiable, solid young Scot who is head of Clem’s department. He asks me before we leave to let him know if there’s anything else I should like to do in the documentary line.




Wednesday, May 3rd


Down to Tristram’s – 50 minutes through knotted traffic, but it’s a warm and pleasant day and Tristram’s artfully disordered house is looking its best in the sunlight. Whilst Virginia mows the lawn, we work through the script, looking at all the new ideas, new locations, new dialogue.


TJ rings to ask me to lunch but I’m really too deep in the material. He walked out of the Erik dub yesterday because he was so frustrated with the slowness and incompetence of the studio. I think he needs cheering up and I feel bad about being too busy.


We work for seven hours, winding up after six o’clock, the resurrection of ‘AF’ confirmed.


Friday, May 5th


Good, deep sleep takes me into my 47th year. At eight o’clock, as I’m about to attack the pile of presents on the table before Rachel has to leave for school, the telephone rings.


It’s Mum to give me birthday greetings for the 46th time, but she sounds unhappy and the celebratory call turns into a problem call. She hasn’t been sleeping well and her legs are bad and she has to get up two or three times each night. It sounds depressing and worse since, at a distance, I’m helpless.


Back to breakfast and the presents and cards, when Kay Kiddy rings with her assessment of the last few days. ‘Four things you should be aware of. One …’ She’s well-meaning, thorough and working superhumanly hard, but I do find her delivery grates.


A lunch meeting with Mary-Anne Page, a potential American source of ‘AF’ money, and her partner – who make up High St Films.


Mary-Anne P (ex-Yale) is effusive in praise of ‘AF’ and cannot quite understand why I’m rewriting a script which she found almost perfect. Even if I only believe half of this it’s quite a nice birthday present.


Sunday, May 7th: Southwold


Mum, supported by a stick, is waiting upstairs. As is often the case with her, the first impression is worse than the last. Mrs Kiddy has just left, and Mother looks tired and tiny and tense.


The inescapable fact is that she is in considerable pain and cannot



find any comfortable position, and until the pain begins to subside she will not be able to eat or sleep well, therefore have less energy for doing all the things she used to do and now can’t – like going to church and walking to the shops and running her house her own way.


The rest of the day improves a little. I give her a glass of champagne and we have a talk over things. She says she remembers being taken up to London at the age of five and being asked to strip in a very cold room whilst a doctor examined her back. He diagnosed some inherent weakness and she was ordered to drink lots of milk.


Wednesday, May 17th: London–Cannes


Steve and Patrick Cassavetti, the two bearded ones, come round to the apartment and we walk together along the Croisette.


The first ‘pitch’ is to Harvey Weinstein26 of Miramax, who have two of the few films to have created any interest here – Sex, Lies, and Videotape and Scandal, so is bullish. He works out of a tiny, cluttered room, with three assistants. Patrick greatly approves of this economy.


Surprise myself at how good I make ‘AF’ sound after all these years. Real Dale Carnegie stuff. Not a doubt in sight. The new work, largely helped by Tristram, does come out sounding fresh, new and bright. Harvey listens intelligently and asks the right questions. We leave over an hour later with his exhortation not to talk to anybody else!


Thursday, May 18th: Cannes


I’m collected by the beards at half past eight and am surveying other early deal-makers at the Majestic dining room.


At our own power table – with a lady called Sara (specs, Yale-educated) and her assistant Mitch. Problem of pitching at table is that the waiter and his comings and goings become subtly interwoven with the story. It’s difficult to pick up the intensity of the film’s subtext after a three-minute break to survey the muesli table.


We walk to the Croisette and sit in the sun looking out over a flat, exhausted sea towards Dino de Laurentiis’ galleon.




Lunch is at the Majestic again and is interrupted not just by waiters and trips to the buffet, but by the regular fly-past of aircraft trailing the Salkinds’ latest – Christopher Columbus – which drowns out most other deals.


In the afternoon, in room 131 at the Carlton, I tell the story all over again to Donna Gigliotti of Orion Classics, and in the evening to CBS/Fox – Francesca and a young, rather podgy rich boy called Steve.


Activity of this sort demands rest and respite, which comes in the form of a three-and-a-half-hour session at the Petit Carlton with TJ, Anne, Steve and others. Harvey Weinstein appears, shakes my hand very warmly and introduces Michael Caton-Jones, who confuses me by being Scottish. I’m just telling him that no English directors come here anymore when David Leland walks in.


Friday, May 19th: Cannes–London


Walk round to the Cristal, encountering the redoubtable Ingeborg Hansen and her Norwegian sidekick. Wanda doing extraordinary business still; she can hardly let go my hand, such is her enthusiasm.


To the sixth-floor restaurant of the Cristal. Terry Glinwood27 and his wife sit together beside a long table at which Simon Relph,28 host, arranges myself, an Indian lady financier from Guinness Mahon called Premila, whom I like a lot better than most bankers, Derek Malcolm of the Guardian, the Wingates who run the Curzon, Steve A and a couple of others.


Derek M good value. He won a competition at the Carlton for the best recounting of a first sexual experience. ‘Mine was the only one that was gay,’ he explains. ‘I think they gave me marks for bravery.’ ‘Gay? …’ ‘Well, you know, public school, almost bound to be.’


Michael Williams-Jones, head of UIP, enthuses ‘It’s a real-life drama!’ and is so much taken with the existence of my great-grandfather’s diaries that he thinks we should publish them a year before to build interest.


The day is bowling along commercially, but then thick, cloggy, humid air begins to drip viscous rain as we thread our way past the building sites to the Virgin office to make a final pitch to Mike Watts.




Out to the airport and home by 8.30.


The script is waiting – fifth draft of ‘AF’ on which all my enthusiasm of the last few days is based. Read it through before bed. Find it lean, but too severely pruned. Much of the Palin character of the script lost.


Monday, May 22nd


Another look through the screenplay with Tristram.


We work at a table in Café Flo until nearly five o’clock, as I explain my changes. Discuss what we both feel is the unfinished area of the script – that is the filling-out of the three main characters, especially Miss Hartley, in Oxford. The shape, direction and line now simple and clear, but more flesh I think needed.


We both agree that this is make-or-break time for the project. In two weeks nothing will be quite the same again. We’ll be either on a roller-coaster ride to a September start, or back, with tails between our legs, having these convivial and creative lunches.


Back home to devote the rest of the evening to proof-checking of 80 Days book. A similar exercise to American Friends, but with emphasis on cutting rather than adding.


Thursday, May 25th


‘AF’ corrected screenplay arrives mid-morning. Make some good fresh coffee and set to reading. Pleased with the result. Tight, with a strong, simple structure. All the characters clear and ready to be developed further over the summer and in rehearsal.


Sunday, June 4th


Look through The Weekend prior to lunchtime read-through.


With Rachel to Prominent by 12.30.


Then the actors – Edward Hardwicke, Stephanie Cole, who arrived on her bike from Swiss Cottage with a plastic black helmet. Like her immediately. As I offer a glass of champagne to Julia McKenzie, she says with great enthusiasm, ‘Wonderful, we can drink to the death of Ayatollah Khomeini’ (who snuffed it earlier this morning). Ben Whitrow, who is to read Stephen, arrives later with a worried expression and a suitcase – he’s driving on to Sheffield for a Friends of the Earth benefit.




The reading goes very well. Ben Whitrow softer, less bullishly angry than I’d seen the character, but able to sustain well and in the end very funny and moving. Julia McKenzie quite excellent and Stephanie Cole faultless. Rachel [Palin] too is very accurate and funny.


At the end David Pugh says he is now even more keen on putting it on and everyone seems encouraged.


Steve A calls in the evening re American Friends. Miramax are interested but they’re worried that the lightness and humour of my pitch are not so clearly there in the script. Jim Higgins of UIP thought it very good. Simon Relph and Michael W-Jones should report over the weekend.


Monday, June 5th


Clem V rings with the encouraging news that Colin Cameron liked the 80 Days rough cuts enough to recommend to Jonathan Powell that the series be extended to seven shows, and Powell’s reaction is awaited.


As Will labours through the first of ten days’ A Level exams, I embark on an unscheduled rewrite of The Weekend, adding a new last scene which works quite pleasingly.


Wednesday, June 7th


Miramax have asked if we would be prepared to look at Sally Field or Diane Keaton instead of Connie. I see no point in such compromise. I know Connie is not a name, but I also know she will give a performance at least as good as either of them and she is here and can write and is a friend and we’ve worked together – all enormous assets to the film.


Friday, June 9th


Into town, park car and run through the West End to the Wardour Mews offices of Palace Pictures – small, cluttered premises with only some cans of film, VDU screens and Steve Woolley’s ponytail to distinguish it from some Dickensian underwriter’s office. It looks like Hard Times, but with Scandal heading for a ten-million gross in the US and even High Spirits reviving in Europe, they’re bullish. They have David Leland’s pic Big Man opening in September and they were courting



Roger Pratt29 as lighting cameraman only today. He’s our first choice as well.


Pitch the film, but Nik Powell comes clumping in with his mobile phone, 40 minutes late, in the middle of some vital sentence, so I wouldn’t say Steve was riveted. We leave the script and, like brush salesmen, troop out into the street.


Patrick shows me Miramax’s seven pages of ‘notes’. ‘The terrific screenplay caused much discussion.’


Scanning quickly through it I’m depressed by the lack of subtlety (make Ashby more physically comical – a stutter perhaps?), but basically they worry about it being more drama than comedy.


Tuesday, June 13th


Complete typing of commentary, then try to knock off a 1,500-word piece for Good Housekeeping on 80 Days – telling the story through the eyes of my shirt.


Writing seems not to present a great problem at the moment. Maybe I’ve developed a style at last, or maybe I know my strengths and weaknesses better, but I find I can turn from commentary to fluent ‘feature’ piece quite smoothly. And I have to, as there’s no time to dawdle.


Helen and I are to go out to dinner with Steve Martin and Martin Short, but only I go as Helen is struck down with some fierce stomach pains which double her up.


To the Hiroko at the Ken Hilton. Not really my idea of somewhere convivial. The service and atmosphere are about as intimate as a refrigerator. And there is a kind of cultural unease about Steve M. Lingering at table is not his thing – nor indeed an American thing.


Enjoy talking with Victoria T. She took Steve up to see her very county cousins in Yorkshire. It was two days before anyone referred to what Steve did for a living.


Wednesday, June 14th


The hottest day of the year, with the thermometer at 84°, high pollen and very sticky.




I have been lumbered with two requests tonight – the first being the publication launch of David Day’s book Eco Wars at Canada House. TJ originally got me into it and the invitation adds that ‘there will be a statement on ecology by Michael Palin and Terry Jones’. Now, this morning, a harassed David Day calls to say that TJ can’t be there. So I cobble together a short address and, taking a taxi which edges slowly through thick traffic in St Martin’s Lane and Trafalgar Square, arrive at Canada House at about 7.20.


Am introduced, do my bit, leave by taxi for the NFT where JC has asked me to attend a Directors Guild interview after A Fish Called Wanda. JC to be interviewed by pink-cheeked Michael Winner, on stage. Not at all sure of my function there, nor is Stephen Frears, whose cheerfully bleak, baggy-eyed face looms up beside me on the way in.


He says that Dangerous Liaisons has ‘changed my life … changed my life … I’ve got a house in Somerset. I don’t have to work all the time’. He looks just the same, like an unmade bed. I can’t imagine him ever becoming a country squire.


A very large man emerges from the crowd going to listen to John and, taking him to be Leslie Hardcastle, the Falstaffian figure behind MOMI [the Museum of the Moving Image], I grasp his hand and accept his praise of the film gratefully. Am just about to ask leading questions about his life in theatre admin when I realise that he’s not Leslie Hard-castle at all, but Norman Willis, head of the TUC.


Frears and I slip in at the back and I realise I’ve been remiss when someone asks ‘Where were you?’ – we ‘celebrities’ having been introduced at the beginning.


JC in complete command – dauntingly articulate, full of ideas and observations which he expands with the care and authority of a great teacher – a man who feels he has worked it all out.


Norman Willis is asleep after ten minutes. A lot of people fanning their faces. The whole thing, with questions, is over by half past ten and I am not required to take part.


JC leaves with Winner in a big limousine and I walk up onto Waterloo Bridge and take a taxi home.


Thursday, June 15th


It’s an almost perfect summer’s day and I have to stop at Highgate Ponds to watch a crested grebe, who has nested in open water only a few feet



away from a busy path, standing and rearranging her nesting materials before easing herself down onto two white eggs. Also see a heron drifting over the ponds and a rabbit, very fat and comfortable, that doesn’t even move out of my way.


To Julie’s in Notting Hill for lunch with David Pugh and discussion on The Weekend.


We decided that it should go forward – to John Dove30, to cast a directorial eye over it, and to Denholm Elliott for Stephen.


Saturday, June 17th: London–Southwold


I’m on the road by nine. Heavy traffic, but moving, and I’m not at Sunset House until just before midday. Granny moves quite quickly, and unaided, about the house. She has a loose summer dress and cream cardigan – both symbols of the new regime.


She eats a good lunch and we walk out along the Common later in the afternoon. I find that her hearing is quite a lot worse and that she has suffered a loss of confidence in herself, which it will be very hard to replace. She knows that she is slowing down, she knows that she is less in control, and occasionally I see a look in her eyes which I’ve never seen in my mother before – it’s a look of momentary resignation, as if she has an inkling that things are coming to some sort of conclusion.


So, despite all the sunshine and sitting out on the balcony together watching the cricket, and the love of gossip and the digs at her minders, that’s why I leave with a heavy heart.


Tuesday, June 20th


Tristram rings early, just after I’ve sat down to start a day’s work on commentary. He is frustrated with the lack of information, drive, energy and direction in pursuing ‘AF’.


This, from a generally calm and tolerant man, galvanises me into calling Patrick. He confirms what I have been left to presume, which is that responses have not been as good as we’d hoped. But as details of any response, good or bad, are valuable, he suggests, and I readily agree, that we should all make time this afternoon to meet and discuss progress. We are eight working days away from our deadline on finance.




The heat builds up in my room as I sit by the screen. It must be almost as hot as the footage I’m looking at – Dubai shipyard, 100°, about the hottest and most uncomfortable working conditions on the whole 80 Days trip.


Begin meeting at five. General feeling of disappointment/confusion on part of investors. They liked pitch more than script (honourable exception of Simon Relph). Not antagonism, but bemusement. Also very uncommercial line-up – no stars, except me, new director, etc. etc.


TJ is staying with us tonight. He’s mixing at Elstree and, as there is a complete close-down of public transport tomorrow, fears he won’t get across London.


TJ has read ‘AF’ and before telling me about it says ominously ‘I don’t want to depress you.’ He still feels the film doesn’t know what it’s about, and that accommodating Miss Hartley and Elinor at the beginning was wrong as it diverted attention from the central figure – Ashby – whom Terry likes.


Friday, June 23rd


Tristram arrives to write at 10.30. Discuss the script again, as he has implemented TJ’s suggestion that we lose American scenes at beginning and end.


To Prominent for a hasty meeting with Mark Shivas31 and Lynda Myles.32 Not awfully satisfactory – Mark late, Lynda has already seen a copy of the script. ‘More passion’ she feels is what it needs. I agree.


Have to rush away, eating lunch as I drive, to get to the BBC for the third of my 80 Days commentary recordings.


At half past two a Xeroxed sheet is delivered warning that the unions have called a strike for three o’clock. About five minutes later another, type-written, sheet announces that the Director-General will talk to the workforce on the internal systems at three o’clock.


No options but to abandon the session and go back to Prominent. As I walk along the corridors of Kensington House, people are either leaving or sitting in groups lounging back in chairs as the monotonous voice of Michael Checkland [Director-General] drones out of the speakers urging negotiation. A scene reminiscent of 1984.




Saturday, June 24th: London–Abbotsley


Armed with a thick assortment of ‘AF’ drafts, I catch the 8.40 local train from King’s Cross to St Neots for a final, concentrated assault on the problem script. I have to leave London – the continuing heat is spawning drought talk from the water authorities and disaster from the cereal farmers.
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