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  Harry Thompson worked with Cook on several occasions, on Radio 4’s News Quiz and on Have I Got News For You, of which he was the founding producer and

  co-writer. He produced and wrote for many other TV shows, including They Think It’s All Over, Never Mind the Buzzcocks and Harry Enfield and Chums. His other books include

  The Man in the Iron Mask: A Historical Detective Investigation, biographies of Richard Ingrams and Hergé, a historical novel, This Thing of Darkness, and the bestseller

  Penguins Stopped Play, about his infamous cricket team, the Captain Scott XI. He died in November 2005.




  







  

    ‘This unputdownable, level-headed and intelligent biography gives one all the facts one needs to make one’s own mind up’


  




  Nicholas Lezard, Guardian




  ‘Dedicated research is combined with impressive access to Cook’s ex-wives, sisters and private correspondence. Thompson has got the whole story, and knows how to

  write it’




  Philip Norman, Sunday Express




  ‘The first of many biographers, Thompson has done extremely well . . . succeeds in the difficult task of conveying what it was that make Cook’s weird childhood

  obsessions so funny’




  John Wells, Sunday Times




  ‘Lively and penetrating . . . Out of Cook’s utterly disordered life, Thompson has constructed a narrative with the compulsive grip of an airport bestseller’

  Independent on Sunday




  ‘The finest Cook book since the grandmaster of comedy’s death in 1994’ Time Out




  ‘Eminently readable . . . often extremely funny. A lovingly crafted biography which, seemingly effortlessly, gets beneath the skin of arguably the funniest man of his

  generation. A superb appreciation of a genuine iconoclast’ Yorkshire Post




  ‘A clear-headed, devoted biography’ Sunday Independent




  ‘A funny book about a sad life and a sad book about a funny, peculiar life . . . Thompson has written a serious portrait, freckled with humour, of a brillant comic and a

  tortured soul’ Herald
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  Peter wanted to call his autobiography 3-D Lobster. The cover design was to feature himself, attired in cloth cap and mac, in bed with Jayne Mansfield and brandishing a

  huge embossed lobster. Inevitably, he never got round to writing it. He had other titles – Retired and Emotional, Who Are These People?, Can I Go Now? and I’ve

  Forgotten among them – but 3-D Lobster was the best, speaking as it did of one of his comic enthusiasms, rather than of weariness or resignation.




  I first encountered Peter Cook in 1982, when I was working as a trainee on the BBC’s Children in Need programme. A few years before, some halfwit at the corporation had authorised

  the destruction of all the Not Only . . . But Also programmes kept on videotape, on the grounds that the tapes themselves represented a reusable resource. Unlike the myriad local news

  reports from Halifax and Weston-super-Mare, catalogued and stored with the religious fervour that only the great God of News can inspire in the imagination-free TV executive, these marvellous

  comedy programmes were regarded as trivial by definition, mere ephemera to be discarded without compunction. Besides, union agreements forbade the repeat of programmes more than two years old, so

  as far as the Corporation was concerned the material was all but useless. Mrs Thatcher, at that time, was no more than a gleam in the Conservative Party’s eye.




  Peter had pleaded with the BBC, offering to replace each tape with a brand new one, and to pay for the future storage costs of the condemned programmes. Impossible, replied the apparatchiks:

  generous though his offer was, the system was simply not flexible enough to accommodate it. Failing that, he argued, could he not at least retain a cassette copy of each show, so that the

  programmes would not be lost to posterity? Out of the question, came the reply. The material was BBC copyright. It could not possibly be allowed off the premises, and that went for the limited

  amount of filmed material that survived as well. Peter’s pleas were in vain, and the tapes were wiped. One shudders to think what was recorded over them.




  Not Only . . . But Also had been my favourite TV programme as a child. As part of my Children in Need duties, I volunteered for the task of choosing ten ‘Classic Comedy

  Clips’, mainly so that I could gain access to the film library, surreptitiously record the surviving material on to VHS and restore it to its authors. It was nerve-janglingly exciting to dust

  off the bulky 35 mm film cans, prise them open and thread their contents on to the antiquated viewing machine: in some cases, I was the first person to see these programmes for seventeen years. I

  even managed to damage one film, which snapped in two (it still bears a clumsy repair) when I laced it up wrongly. I didn’t dare call expert help, as I didn’t really have a convincing

  explanation for what I was up to. Eventually, the deed was done and two copies were dispatched to Private Eye, one for Peter and one for Dudley Moore. Of course, I kept a copy for myself.

  Dudley, I discovered during the research for this book, never got his cassette. Relations between Peter and Dudley were not at their best in 1982.




  I was lucky enough to work with Peter many times in subsequent years, on the Radio 4 News Quiz, on Have I Got News For You and The Bore of the Year Awards for BBC

  Television. He even suggested, jokingly, that I should write his biography. He knew, by then, that 3-D Lobster would never see the light of day. I last saw him in the summer of 1994, when we

  and a few others sat round watching the World Cup Final on television. I thought by then that I had got to know him a little. I now realise that I barely knew him at all.
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  There are those who say – and Peter Cook himself was among them – that most of his humour was autobiographical. Others – and Peter Cook himself was among them

  – contend that this simply isn’t the case. The truth, of course, lies somewhere in the middle. Peter’s humour was indeed littered with incidents from his own life, but he tended

  to parody his background, or veer off surreally at a tangent from it, rather than straightforwardly disguise it with a veneer of jokes. Too much significance should not therefore be read into what

  can nevertheless be an absorbing game, that of tracing back threads of reality through his labyrinthine mental processes. ‘Raised by goats . . . nanny-goats . . . raised by nannies. Bingo! I

  only just got that one the other day,’ says Peter’s sister Sarah.




  Peter Edward Cook was indeed raised by nannies, or by a combination of nannies and grannies at any rate; not as traumatic a father substitute as Sir Arthur Streeb-Greebling’s flock of

  goats, but a father substitute for all that. For successive generations the Cook family put service to the Empire above mere family considerations, representing their monarch dutifully in a variety

  of distant locations, while the sons they produced were sent home to boarding schools to begin the process anew. Theirs was a line of gentle, witty, dutiful and impeccably-mannered men, with

  melancholy souls that undoubtedly owed much to their lonely, separated childhoods.




  Peter’s grandfather, Edward Cook, was Traffic Manager for the Federated Malay States Railway in Kuala Lumpur. It was there, one evening in May, 1914, that he went out into the garden and

  blew his brains out with a revolver, in a fit of depression brought on by nervousness at a forthcoming promotion to acting General Manager. Tributes in the Malay Mail spoke of an immensely

  popular character, able, energetic, kindly and thoughtful, but whose cheerful and amusing exterior skilfully concealed an easily depressed temperament. It is a description that will be familiar to

  anyone who knew the young Peter Cook. Like Peter, his grandfather had been known as ‘Cookie’ to his friends, one of whom wrote: ‘His last words were “Don’t think

  unkindly of me, I must have rest.” God send you have found it, Cookie’.1




  His widow Minnie kept the suicide a secret throughout her life; indeed it was not until Peter traced his family history through Debrett’s that the details came to light. He found it

  a disturbing revelation, as much for the discovery of his grandmother’s lifelong burden as for the unfortunate facts themselves. Often, his own father Alec had sat there examining Edward

  Cook’s photograph for the hundredth time and wishing aloud that he had known him. Alec had been eight at the time and several thousand miles away, enduring the rigours of life at the Imperial

  Service College, Windsor.




  The school was a direct descendant of the United Services College, which had spawned Rudyard Kipling and formed the basis for his brutal ‘Stalky & Co.’ stories. It was an

  institution so cold in winter that boys would sneak off to the boiler room and hang like bats from the hot water pipes. Eventually Alec Cook triumphed through the mud and ice, made a place in the

  First XI, became Captain of School and won a scholarship to Pembroke College, Cambridge in 1924. Money was tight: he and his best friend Bob Church were so poor that they shared the same pair of

  white gloves, one each in the top pocket, for functions. But the fatherless boy showed ability and determination, and in 1928 won a place as a Cadet in the Colonial Office. He was posted to the

  Calabar Province of Nigeria, and set sail from Liverpool at once.




  The life of an Assistant District Officer, which Alec became when he had completed his training, was a solitary one. It involved acting as a kind of touring King Solomon, with a detachment of

  native police in tow, arbitrating on everything from land disputes to problems of male impotence. Contact with other Englishmen, which occurred just once a month, ought to have been an occasion for

  wild celebration, but being Englishmen a quiet pipe and a scratchy gramophone record were generally the order of the day. ‘My father used to receive news by boat, six months after it was

  published,’ Peter recalled. ‘He’d open The Times and say, “Good God, Worcester are 78 for 6.”




  ‘He did something extraordinary actually. He was very young, had no knowledge of any of the three main languages spoken, yet was suddenly in charge of a hundred square miles of territory.

  This was his life – at least as I understood it from reading his diaries. He travelled around from village to village with trunks, and was entirely reliant on a local interpreter, and the

  trick of it was to hope you’d chosen an honest interpreter because otherwise it was all nonsense. They were tremendously alarming circumstances to live in – to have to reach moral or

  judicial decisions over a society about which, at least when you arrived, you knew absolutely nothing.’2




  Perhaps surprisingly, it was a system that worked. The unscrupulous early colonial adventurers had been replaced, by the 1930s, with a cadre of earnest, dedicated, honest young men. According to

  Peter’s youngest sister Elizabeth, ‘My father was a product of the age. It would never have occurred to him not to give his life to the Empire in a philanthropic way. But at the same

  time he was a witty man, and there’d be a quiet little smile about it all, without questioning the overall principle of the thing.’ A dry, slightly subversive humour lay behind Alec

  Cook’s scrupulously polite exterior, a characteristic that was to be magnified several times over in his son.




  By 1936 Alec had grown into an attractive and charming man, tall and slim, gangly but graceful, with prematurely grey hair and the Cook family’s prominent asymmetrical ears. A smoker, he

  was much given to worrying over problems, and had a taste for P. G. Wodehouse and Stravinsky. Colonial officers were given four months’ leave after every eighteen months of continuous duty,

  so every couple of years he would sail home. On one such break, while staying with Bob Church’s family in Eastbourne, he met, fell in love with and utterly charmed Margaret Mayo, the daughter

  of a local solicitor.




  Charles Mayo, her father, cut something of a dash in South Coast society, roaring up at court cases by motorbike, a pipe jutting between his clenched teeth. Something of a ladies’ man, he

  had been rusticated from St John’s College, Oxford for antics that he would never divulge. He had served unscathed and with distinction in the Great War as an officer with the Royal Sussex

  Regiment, and had actually contributed a humorous article or two to Punch magazine from the trenches. After the war he represented Sussex at rugby, hockey and badminton, before settling down

  to provincial respectability as President of the Eastbourne West Country Association, Chairman of the Willingdon Golf Club and a freemason so loyal that his family were forced to eat meat from the

  worst butcher in town. He practised as a solicitor in a firm he helped found, called Mayo and Perkins (‘I want you to lay down your life, Perkins. We need a futile gesture at this stage. It

  will raise the whole tone of the war’ – one of the more memorable passages from Beyond the Fringe).




  Charles Mayo loved humorous writing of all sorts, and his study was lined with leather-bound copies of Punch. His daughters Joan and Margaret (Madge for short) grew up into tremendous

  gigglers, both of them notably pretty and rather popular with the chaps down at the tennis club. Margaret was academically brilliant – she had cut quite a swathe through St Winifred’s

  School for Girls – and it was a source of eternal regret to her that at the time, her family had not yet amassed enough money to send her to university. For the rest of her life she was

  assiduously self-taught, immersing herself in everything from the violin to the works of Edward Gibbon. She had left England, instead of pursuing further education, and had become governess to a

  wealthy Jewish family in Prague. When events in Europe began to deteriorate, she returned home, to divide her time between the trim lawns of the Golf Club and bravely squeamish volunteer work as a

  Red Cross nurse at the Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Home in Upperton Road.




  Alec Cook’s clever mind and exotic lifestyle appealed to Margaret’s intellectually frustrated side. They suited each other well. They were both warm, kind, conservative, respectable

  people with a shared sense of humour. Their differences – she was deeply religious, he less so, she was rather untidy, he precise and meticulous – were of a sort that they would

  successfully work to overcome. They married on 20 June 1936 at St Mary’s, Eastbourne, in a flurry of feather boas and big hats. Colonel and Mrs Church contributed a set of trays, Captain and

  Mrs Carpendale gave a flower vase, Colonel and Mrs Garwood donated a mirror, while Sir Alexander and Lady Maguire chipped in with some dessert knives and forks. The contribution of Perkins, who

  also attended, was not recorded. Margaret and Alec bundled the whole lot up into their luggage, and set sail for Nigeria on 1 July.




  Margaret was not to spend long in the Nigerian bush. Within a few months of her arrival she fell pregnant, and returned at once to England. It was deemed officially that West Africa was no place

  to bring up a European child, and so began a long and complicated pattern of separations that were to bedevil Cook family life for the next twenty years. While Alec sadly presided over his

  miniature kingdom alone, Margaret made the journey not to Eastbourne, where her friends were, but to a new life in Torquay. Her parents had separated while she was in Africa, and by an amazing

  coincidence her mother’s family home in Devon, long since sold, had recently come back on the market. Caroline Mayo had snapped it up using money from an inheritance, and set about sprucing

  it into a suitable home for her daughter and her imminent grandson.




  ‘Bythorn’, standing in Bronshill Road, Torquay, was a large, boxy, substantial and slightly gloomy house, too big to be ordinary, too hemmed-in to be grand, at the end of a dark,

  mysterious driveway. There were mullioned windows, a verandah, a monkey-puzzle tree in the garden: altogether, a place with recesses and hidden depths for an infant to explore, but a slightly

  intimidating house perhaps, not the kind you could imagine ringing with the sound of childish laughter. Its new occupant, Peter Edward Cook, was actually born at St Chad’s nursing home, on 17

  November 1937. He was a striking baby, possessed of memorable, startling, dark eyes, that gazed out and transfixed you from under beautiful thick lashes which would one day send his sisters into

  agonies of jealousy. Peter had inherited a perfect combination of his father’s elegant bone structure and his mother’s soft, feminine face, tempered slightly by Alec’s somewhat

  inelegant 1930s ears.




  Madge wrote to her husband, who had been promoted to District Officer in her absence: ‘Darling, once more I salute you as DO. Even more however I salute you as the father of the most

  beautiful baby that ever happened. I have entered the ranks of doting mothers, and really speaking without fear or favour, he is rather a nice one. I do so wish you were here to see him. He was an

  enormous creature – 8¾ lbs, so gave me some unpleasant moments, but one soon forgets all the horrors. He has quantities of mouse coloured hair, lovely deep blue eyes set quite far

  apart, quite long eyelashes, and the beginnings of eyebrows which he lifts rather cynically at the world. He is long in the body and has lovely dimples on his knees. Aphra said he had a very brainy

  forehead . . . Take great care of yourself darling and come back soon, love from Margaret. P. S. I cried when I read your letter that came with the flowers, but they were tears of happiness such as

  you read about in books. Thank you again so much, sweetheart.’ With her letter, Madge dispatched a selection of rich Christmas puddings to keep Alec fortified on hot, lonely nights in the

  bush. Madge’s mum wrote to him as well, congratulating him on his beautiful son and sending him a useful selection of Christmas puddings.




  Alec was due home on leave in February 1938. Early in January, Margaret wrote to keep him informed of their son’s precocious developments. ‘Darling, I can think of very little else

  except your arrival. A refrain jigs in my head to the tune of ‘The Campbells are coming’ – ‘Alec is coming, hurray, hurray.’ Our son is still practically perfect. His

  only fault is that he makes a most fearful din between his 6 p.m. and 10 p.m. feed. He appears to have lungs of brass. I let Nannie go out on Sunday night and he really excelled himself. I was very

  relieved to see her back again. He grows more and more intelligent. I hope he isn’t too forward because he really is rather remarkably so. He now goes out for a walk in his pram every

  afternoon. Nannie thought the wind rather cold so we dressed him up in a blue bonnet with bows under the chin. He looked very comical and was simply furious!’




  At the age of three months, Peter was finally introduced to Alec, who recorded the event in Margaret’s baby book: ‘First viewed by father. Showed slight apprehension, but soon became

  gracious and accepted strange phenomenon. Some resemblance to said father now noticeable in shape of head and ears.’ Alec’s leave was an idyllic four months, but as it drew to a close

  Margaret had to face the moment she had been secretly dreading since her pregnancy had first been diagnosed. It was time for her, as the dutiful wife of a District Officer, to accompany her husband

  back to Nigeria to resume his duties, and to leave her baby behind in England. Before the summer had even started, they were gone.




  Truth be told, Margaret detested Nigeria, not that Nigeria ever had a chance – for it was Nigeria and the Colonial Service that were responsible for this most agonising of partings.

  Peter’s sister Elizabeth Cook remembers that her mother ‘really hated the place – the fact that it separated her from Peter and later on from Sarah was really heartbreaking for

  her.’ There is no doubt that her utter devotion to her son was fortified and intensified by the distance involved, and that despite the baffling and dislocated nature of Peter’s early

  childhood, he returned her affection with fierce intensity as he grew up. She later confessed to her son the lifelong feelings of guilt she had endured as a result of leaving him behind.




  Granny Mayo, a quiet, gentle, frail, elegant and occasionally anxious woman with rheumatism, lavished maternal dedication on baby Peter in her daughter’s stead, but not having any

  acquaintances with similar-sized offspring in the area, she found the business of importing friends for him to play with elaborate and difficult. Peter’s first birthday party was almost

  entirely attended by adults: Granny Mayo wrote to Margaret in Nigeria to tell her that Aunt Joan had given him a tambourine and a toy truck, Dorothy and her husband had provided a teddy bear, Mrs

  Reade had donated some handkerchiefs and Miss Perrett had chipped in with a doll. ‘I asked Miss Perrett to bring Mrs Denham’s boy but they were engaged,’ she offered. A distant

  relative eventually managed to rustle up a little girl called Mary, and the two children sat there surrounded by a ring of grown-ups. The upside of this lifestyle was a pleasing degree of

  precocity. ‘The baby has gone’, wrote Granny Cook to her daughter-in-law. ‘In his place an alert, interested small boy. So like his father at this age.’ Then, remembering

  her own separations from the young Alec, she added wistfully, ‘The years roll back as I look at his dear little face, and I am a mother again, with a small son to whom I was the

  world.’




  Alec and Margaret’s next home leave came round in the summer of 1939. It took Peter a week to accept his mother, a lot longer before he would go near his father. Alec was a keen cine

  enthusiast, and exorcised the frustrated artist within himself by making his son the star of a series of elegant little films. He would cut dramatically from the ironwork of Peter’s stout

  Victorian pram to the enormous treetrunk legs of the nanny coming down the gloomy stairs. A finger moved the hands of the clock while the levels fell in Peter’s milk bottles. The

  child’s tiny hands strayed ineptly across the keys of a Bechstein grand piano.




  Viewed sixty years later, the small boy toddling through the grainy celluloid is instantly recognisable: the familiar sweep of floppy hair across the forehead, the elegant features beginning to

  emerge from the podgy face. He is prodigiously well-wrapped, in one shot trussed and buttoned up in a woollen coat of the Hardy Amies variety favoured by the Queen, elsewhere in a little

  double-breasted jacket, jodhpurs and a pixie hat, like a Teutonic garden gnome. In fact Peter spends much of the film tottering after the gardener, a tall rigid figure dressed gravely in cloth cap,

  waistcoat and ankle-length black apron, a spade ever-present by his side. Peter apes his movements using a miniature trowel.




  The gardener was Peter’s principal friend, not least because of all the other interesting friends that were literally turned up by his work – worms, snails, beetles, ants, newts,

  lizards and the like. Peter was utterly fascinated by creepy-crawlies of every description. Most fascinating of all were bees, although this was something of a love-hate relationship. He knew that

  these were little creatures to be feared – ‘does not like bees’ recorded his father in the baby book – but at the same time their little stripy bodies mesmerised him. As

  time went on the tiny living creatures of the garden came to supplant the teddy bears and toy trucks and handkerchiefs he had been given to play with.




  Alec and Margaret’s return to Nigeria was overshadowed by the prospect of war, and the knowledge that even the limited access to their son they had so far enjoyed was about to be

  curtailed. When hostilities broke out, Alec was ordered to arrest any Germans he found in the neighbourhood. Margaret was appointed as a cypher clerk in a government office in Lagos, on ten

  shillings a month: the contract pointed out sternly that ‘Your appointment does not render you eligible for leave.’ Peter would not see his mother for several years.




  Once the front railings of ‘Bythorn’ had been taken away to be melted down and made into Spitfires, the war in Torquay was largely uneventful. Only two bombs fell in the area. One

  would have killed a child, had its mother not had the foresight to borrow Peter’s old pram – the pram met its end, but its St Pancras-strength ironwork protected its occupant. The

  other, a doodlebug, landed on a house down the road and blew the householder, a Mrs Jean Gatty, unharmed into the middle of the street, together with the bath she was in at the time. The incident

  turned up, somewhat adulterated, in a later Not Only . . . But Also sketch, when Sir Arthur Streeve-Greevling (as he was then) was asked how he met his wife:




  

    

      I found her during the war. She blew into the sitting room with a bit of shrapnel and became embedded in the sofa. One thing led to her mother, and we were married within

      the hour.


    


  




  For the young Peter, however, the war’s most dramatic incident came when he went to sleep with a jar of tadpoles by his bedside, upset it by accident during the night, and

  woke the next morning to find ten dead ones lying like dried currants on his pillow.




  As it turned out, Alec managed one solo trip back to England early on in the war, and took his son for a fortnight’s farm holiday at Chagford, where he noticed that Peter had become

  ‘very observant, and fond of making running commentaries when out for a walk’. Alec and Margaret were also jointly allowed a brief trip home in 1943. But for the most part,

  entertainment was in the hands of Aunt Joan, when she wasn’t driving ambulances, her husband Roy, who taught Peter to ride a bike, and Granny Mayo. She tried taking him to a panto, without

  much success – ‘I had to be bound and gagged – it was almost as bad as English folk-dancing, and that was the worst’3 said Peter

  many years later. The housekeeper, Mrs Brimacombe, fared better with a trip to Plainmoor to see Torquay United play in 1944. ‘I became a complete fanatic,’ remembered Peter. ‘I

  used to queue up an hour-and-a-half beforehand to get in the front row by the halfway line. By the time the players came out, I had to rush off to the gents, so I always came back to find I’d

  lost my place.’4




  Most of the real entertaining, however, was done by Peter himself. Like her daughter, Granny Mayo was a great giggler, and her grandson realised very early on that he possessed the capacity to

  make her laugh. This cheered them both up immensely in the absence of his mother and father, and he found it easy to keep her entertained with a string of silly voices and jokes. When Granny Cook

  came to tea, for instance, he would balance an ink bottle on top of the door, which the grown-ups had to affect not to notice, to keep the possibility of a spillage alive. He was an avid reader,

  and loved A. A. Milne, Alice in Wonderland (chunks of which later turned up wholesale in Not Only . . . But Also) and Babar the Elephant. His Babar book, which he was given in

  1941, featured a vivid and memorable passage in which Babar falls asleep on a long, dark evening and has a nightmare. ‘Tap! Tap! Tap!’ goes a hideous old woman at the window, who is

  surrounded by a crowd of ugly creatures – another passage that found its way into a familiar Pete and Dud sketch.




  At the tail end of 1944 Peter was joined by his mother at last. She had become pregnant with her second child, Sarah, who was born in January 1945, and had ‘hastened home through U-boat

  infested seas to prevent her child being an African’ (this at least was how Peter recounted the story, while transferring it to himself, in the promotional material for Beyond the

  Fringe). It was now Alec’s turn to suffer the misery of separation, and the joys of having to entertain himself. He made a short film – a dramatisation of the song Frankie and

  Johnnie – and also set about writing a book, which was never finished or published, about the District Officer’s lot.




  ‘A European can feel pretty lonely in Nigeria’, he wrote, ‘lonely for his own civilisation, for art, music and the theatre, for gaiety and good talk, for the sight of a

  beautiful woman conscious of the perfection of her gown, for femininity, mildness and the gentle way of life. For weeks on end the D.O. may not see another European, unless he is fortunate enough

  to be accompanied by his wife. [This is] the main drawback of life in Nigeria, the tragic division of a wife’s time, the portioning of her life between her husband and her children. I do not

  underestimate the climate and the bugs that breed in it, but the average bout of malaria is no worse than a bad cold or a slight touch of ’flu in England. It is the mind and not the body that

  is most severely tried [here].’




  By this time Alec Cook was in sole charge of a thousand square miles of territory containing almost half a million members of the Ibo tribe, and was about to be promoted further, to Assistant

  Secretary. One of his principal tasks was to help set up the Native Authority, a forerunner of the Independent post-colonial government. He and his colleagues were in effect being asked to prepare

  the Colonial Service for dissolution, and to sign the death warrant for their own species. It was not a task that disturbed him unduly – he believed that the British legacy would be a sound

  one. The democratic councils and law courts going up across the country ‘would symbolise a declaration of relentless warfare against fear and darkness, against trickery and juju and the evil

  and revolting practices connected therewith.’ Nigeria, he pointed out, was administered ‘not by Huns but by Britons’.




  He remained apprehensive, however, that independence would almost certainly arrive prematurely, before a sufficient level of moral integrity had ingrained itself in Nigerian society. He wrote of

  his fellow District Officers that ‘honesty comes naturally to them, they have imbibed it with their mothers’ milk . . . to such men the graft and corruption indigenous to West Africa

  causes great mental distress.’ He would, nonetheless, when the time came, don for the last time ‘his white uniform with the tight collar, gird his ceremonial sword about him, pull on

  his black shiny boots with the assistance of the domestic staff, and gingerly descend the iron steps to deliver a suitable address on the privileges and duties of being British.’ The hint of

  amused irony behind the genuine conviction that he was doing something worthwhile is unmistakable.




  At the end of the war, Alec Cook returned to England, to be reintroduced to his son for the first time in Peter’s living memory. Peter recalled the moment: ‘I suppose I first

  realised who my father was when I was seven, when he came back with some very black bananas from Nigeria. And I thanked him for those. But I didn’t quite know who he was and I was told he was

  my father. So we shook hands and agreed on it. He was a total stranger to me.’5 Throughout the remainder of their lives Peter utterly adored his

  parents, and they too ached with affection for their son; but the physical distance between them was matched by a slight distance in emotional understanding, a gap that was bridged by great love

  but not always by true intimacy. ‘I never really knew my father,’6 Peter admitted, in a sad echo of his father’s own complaint.




  The reunion between Peter and his parents was to be short-lived. Alec was posted suddenly to Gibraltar, to take up the job of Financial Secretary to the Colony. Margaret went with him, and

  because the Mediterranean was considered officially suitable for young children, so did baby Sarah. Peter was to be left behind again, but this time he was also to be separated from Granny Mayo,

  and Aunt Joan and Uncle Roy. With only a few terms’ sporadic education at a Torquay day school under his belt, it was time for Peter to go to a proper boarding school. St Bede’s was

  chosen, an Eastbourne prep school in the process of returning home from its wartime exile in Exmoor, that would be close to Grandfather Mayo should any emergency arise. When it was time to say

  goodbye, Peter sobbed uncontrollably on the platform.




  St Bede’s School is a cluster of rambling, spacious, mock half-timbered buildings purpose-built in 1895, which stands on a breezy headland near the white cliffs at Beachy Head. Today it is

  a bustling, friendly and sumptuously well-equipped school for some four hundred boys and girls, most of them from Eastbourne itself. In 1945 it was a freezing, regimented institution, all parquet

  flooring and rough carbolic soap, where ninety boys were carefully watched for dangerous signs of self-expression. As a small, lonely, asthmatic child, Peter was easy prey for bullies, and suffered

  badly at the hands of an unpleasant older boy called Ramsbotham. He learned quickly that the techniques used to keep Granny Mayo entertained could be profitably employed to prevent Ramsbotham

  hitting him. Using a combination of ‘wit and sarcasm’, as he described it, he was able to deflect his tormentor’s attentions on to others.




  His teachers would have preferred to see Peter stand up and fight rather than joke his way out of a corner – his first school report dismissed him as ‘cynical’ – but the

  authorities were soon won over by his academic brilliance. His brave enthusiasm on the football field, where he graced the inside left position with one or two tricks learned from Torquay

  United’s Don Mills, also stood him in good stead. In time he gained a decent measure of popularity and a reputation as the school wit. On one occasion the annual nativity play ground to a

  halt, when the next boy due on stage was found collapsed helpless with laughter in the wings after Peter had whispered something in his ear.




  Despite having arrived at a modus vivendi, Peter was desperately unhappy at St Bede’s, not that he would ever have admitted as much to his parents. Having his appendix removed in 1948

  didn’t help matters. According to his sister Sarah, ‘Peter had the toughest deal as far as being left behind was concerned. When I was sent away to school later, I whinged like anything

  about it all, I hated it. But Peter never moaned – I never once heard him complain. It’s taken me a long time to realise how difficult it was for my parents too – as a child you

  only see it from a child’s point of view. Nobody was being cruel intentionally: that was just the way things were.’ His mother wrote to him once a week – Margaret wrote to each of

  her children once a week for as long as she lived – but it was no substitute for her actual presence. Peter confided the truth of his childhood loneliness only to his wives, in later years.

  As long as his parents lived, he would breezily tell any inquisitive journalist that as a boy he had ‘really loved visiting all those different places.’7 In fact, he lived for the school holidays in Gibraltar entirely because it meant seeing his family again.




  As Sarah grew up, she became Peter’s constant holiday companion, on a series of expeditions to investigate Gibraltar’s creepy-crawlies. They caught little fish at Rosea Bay using

  home-made rods and bait, and fed them to the cat. They rescued terrapins from a dried-up river bed in Spain, and made a pond for them among the figs and geraniums of their rambling garden. Peter

  installed a fearsome-looking pet praying mantis in a shoe box, which terrified the life out of his sister. Anything that crept, or crawled, or buzzed, Peter would try and keep it in a cardboard

  box. In May 1947 he was apprehended by Spanish customs, trying to smuggle a tortoise across the border in a teapot.




  It was the custom for Bob Church to send Alec an annual subscription to the Reader’s Digest as a present, and Peter was absolutely fascinated to read an article therein about killer

  bees. This became something of an obsession, and he would lead Sarah on hunts lasting many hours for an elusive flower named the ‘Bee Orchid’. In return, Peter would patiently sit

  through endless dolly’s tea parties and beach picnics organised by his little sister. ‘Despite the age gap, I never felt bossed, teased, patronised or merely tolerated by him –

  not then, not ever,’ says Sarah. Peter was undoubtedly content. Compared to life at St Bede’s, Gibraltar was an absolute idyll. On one occasion Errol Flynn’s yacht dropped anchor

  in the bay, and Peter swam out with his autograph book clamped between his teeth. Flynn’s wife went down below, and returned with the scrawled inscription ‘Hiya Pete’. ‘He

  had signed. I swam away happily. There has never been a thrill quite like that since.’8




  At last, Peter got the chance to befriend his father. They played golf and tennis, and went fishing together. On occasion the family would even have a little flutter on the races. In 1951, Alec

  Cook dreamed that the Derby would be won by a horse called Nickel Penny. He then found out that there was a horse running at 40–1 called Nickel Coin, so – ever cautious – he only

  placed a small bet on it. A friend of his placed a much larger bet, and won a fortune when it scraped home in first place. Alec also introduced the concept of a national lottery to Gibraltar, and

  placed his family on strict orders not to purchase a ticket. He was terrified that his wife might actually win something in his own draw. Margaret nicknamed her husband ‘the sea green

  incorruptible’ because of his constant scrupulous integrity. This clear moral sense, with its absolute respect for the truth, was passed down to his son wholesale, along with Alec’s

  melancholy core and his sharp sense of humour.




  Humour was enjoyed in the Cook household very much on a shared basis. The whole family loved to play around with words, and Peter’s predilection for taking a subject and running with it

  very much came from his father. Favourite family jokes were usually based on word play, often spoonerisms, such as the school report accusing a pupil of tasting the whole worm. Humorous books were

  an important influence: Wodehouse, Beachcomber, 1066 and All That, and the savagely accurate Geoffrey Willans–Ronald Searle creation, Nigel Molesworth. Most popular of all were the

  delightfully bleak Ruthless Rhymes and More Ruthless Rhymes by Harry Grahame, illustrated by Ridgewell, short verses redolent of Edward Lear’s more macabre moments.

  Peter’s favourite, of course, was the one entitled ‘Prebendary Gorm’:




  

    

      

        

          When Mrs Gorm (Aunt Heloise)




          Was stung to death by savage bees,




          Her husband (Prebendary Gorm)




          Put on his veil, and took the swarm




          He’s publishing a book, next May,




          On ‘How to make Bee Keeping Pay’.


        


      


    


  




  This was accompanied by an illustration of Mrs Gorm, her entire head hidden beneath a cloud of furious killer bees, a few of whom are stinging the dog for good measure, while

  her husband stands behind her grinning heartily in bee-proof gear. Some of the Ruthless Rhymes were quite advanced:




  

    

      

        

          Weep not for little Leonie




          Abducted by a French Marquis,




          Though loss of honour was a wrench




          Just think how it’s improved her French.


        


      


    


  




  Generally speaking, though, the family’s humour was dry, witty and very English, and always stopped short of being crude. When Peter drew a picture in Sarah’s

  autograph book of their little sister Elizabeth (who was born in 1952) sitting on her potty, Sarah rubbed it out with much embarrassment before anyone could see it. Few of the family’s comic

  favourites were brash or American or both, although Peter personally enjoyed the Goons, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, the Marx Brothers and Abbott and Costello, whom his parents didn’t much

  care for. An exception to this was Frank Crumit, whose comic songs Abdul Abulbul Amir, The Gay Caballero and The Song of the Prune were frequently played. Alec’s

  expansive collection of 78rpm records also took in Stanley Holloway, whose lugubrious monologues usually concerned plain-speaking little Lancastrians failing to bat their eyelids in the presence of

  kings, lions and other impressive authority figures. Looking back on his career in the mid-1980s, Peter admitted that ‘Only in my forties have I realised that a lot of my sense of humour

  comes from my parents – that’s quite humbling, in a way.’9




  The atmosphere in the Cook household was correspondingly polite and relaxed. Alec and Margaret were gentle and loving parents. They had no need for any formal imposition of discipline: the

  perfect manners they had instilled in their children kept order for them. ‘There were certain things I knew not to do with them present’10

  was how Peter later summed up their disciplinary policy. A key part of the Cook family’s code of manners was the stress put on not being boring – never outstaying one’s welcome,

  for instance – while being prepared to suffer it from others. This had a profound effect on Peter, who was careful never to bore anyone throughout his life, and yet whose ability to converse

  politely when cornered by pub bores was justly famous. The importance of not burdening others with one’s own trivial problems was perhaps best expressed by the family nanny, who was trapped

  with Sarah on a blazing passenger vessel – happily both later escaped unhurt – and yet managed to get a cable off to Margaret Cook. It read: ‘SHIP ON FIRE. DO NOT WORRY.’

  Peter, of course, was beset with problems in his later life, but would never have dreamed of disturbing his family with them.




  All of which is not to say that the family stood on ceremony. After all, Alec Cook, a man sufficiently important to have his signature printed on Gibraltar’s pound notes, happily skipped

  down the street to school holding his daughter’s hand every morning. When a ship carrying ammunition exploded in the harbour, he told Sarah that everyone at the Secretariat had hidden under

  the table playing bears. The Cooks’ was a happy house, full of laughter and music – Margaret played violin in the Gibraltar Symphony Orchestra – often with a party in full swing.

  But always there was the underlying sadness, on both sides, of Peter’s returns to school. Peter’s career plan remained largely unspoken but generally understood: that he would follow

  his father and his father before him into overseas service on behalf of his country. To achieve that end, sacrifices needed to be made. Peter’s smile would evaporate and turn to tears at the

  airport. Eleanor Hudson, an old school friend of Margaret’s, would meet Peter on his arrival in Britain and arrange his transfer to school: she remembers him as a quiet, solemn charge,

  contemplative of his fate.




  Peter had in fact triumphed at St Bede’s, as far as the authorities there were concerned. His final term’s report, in the summer of 1951, concluded that ‘Originality of thought

  and a command of words give him a maturity of style beyond his years. In speech or essay he is never dull and his work should always be interesting.’ His Headmaster added: ‘A very

  excellent term. I think he should have a very promising future at Radley.’ For Radley, one of England’s great public schools, was where Peter was bound, an even larger and more

  intimidating institution, promising greater challenges to be faced and bigger bullies to be faced down.




  Sir Arthur Streeb-Greebling, in interview many years later, defended his decision to bring up his own son Roger in the traditional English manner:




  

    

      ‘We had him educated privately.’




      ‘But not by governesses.’




      ‘No, by goats. Not by governesses, goats.’




      ‘Despite your own childhood experiences with goats.’




      ‘Well it was either that, or King’s School Canterbury. And I’m not entirely heartless you know.’11


    


  




  







  CHAPTER 2




  I’m Much Bigger Than You Are, Sir


  Radley and Abroad, 1951–57




  [image: ]   




  For a public school, St Peter’s College, Radley is a relatively youthful institution. It was founded in 1847, around a large red-brick Georgian box of a mansion, set in

  700 acres of parkland near Abingdon in Oxfordshire. Other buildings appeared over the years, dotted about the park like mushrooms, including the school theatre, which – rather bizarrely

  – was a prefabricated, corrugated-iron cathedral originally intended for Newfoundland. As befitting an establishment born in a flush of educational modernism, the school’s linguistic

  emphasis was upon French, rather than Latin, as the language of international diplomacy. Radley had strong links with overseas service, which was why Peter had been sent there. In the words of one

  contemporary, Robin Gunn, ‘It was a very insular society, geared to producing characters self-sufficient enough to govern the natives in distant, lonely, steamy parts of the globe.’




  Although barely a century old when Peter arrived there, Radley had equipped itself enthusiastically with the idiosyncratic traditions and vocabulary fundamental to any great public

  school’s daily life. Masters were called Dons. The Headmaster was known as the Warden. School boarding houses were called Socials. Every boy wore a gown and carried a ring binder called a

  Block. The school played rugby in winter – Peter’s beloved football was regarded with condescension – while in summer the ‘wet-bobs’ rowed and the

  ‘dry-bobs’ played cricket. First years had to have all their jacket buttons done up, which could then be loosened at the rate of one a year.




  The Prefects – one per Social – were cocks of the walk. They alone were allowed to carry their gowns, to stroll past the clock tower (others had to jog past it in single file), and

  to go to the lavatory with the cubicle door shut. They had their own common room, ‘Pup’s study’, which the senior Prefect had the unique privilege of being allowed to enter via

  the window, up an external flight of stone steps. The Prefects had complete authority to beat the younger boys in their charge, who in turn had to fag for them. Masters didn’t do much

  beating, although as a contemporary of Peter’s, Nick Salaman, recalls: ‘There was one master who gave beating talks. “How would you feel if I beat you? Tell me how uncomfortable

  that would feel” and so on. I don’t think he actually ever beat anyone. He just liked to talk about it, that was his pleasure.’




  New arrivals at Radley in the autumn of 1951 had to undergo a variety of initiation ceremonies. The contents of the Radley ‘Grey Book’ (so named because it wasn’t grey) had to

  be learned off by heart, including the names of all the masters, the initials of every boy in the Social and all the school rituals. Then a penny was balanced upon the new boy’s forehead and

  a rolled-up copy of Country Life was stuffed into the waistband of his trousers. He was then ordered to tilt his head back at such an angle that the penny would drop into the funnel formed

  by the magazine; or at least that was what he was told would happen. In reality a gallon jug of iced water was poured down the funnel while he was staring at the ceiling. Failure to pass these

  tests – undue flinching, in other words – or any other minor transgressions such as farting in chapel, were punished by ‘Lacing’, in which the victim was forced to complete

  several circuits of the ping pong table while being whacked with hockey sticks. The rigours of the African bush, the thinking presumably went, would one day be as nothing by comparison.




  The Radley day began at 6.45 a.m. with a compulsory and thorough icy shower, as checked off by a Prefect reclining in an adjacent hot tub. There were lessons before breakfast, then bed-making

  and chapel. Every morning at eleven there were compulsory star-jumps in front of the mansion, followed by more lessons, compulsory games in the afternoon (or military training once a week), prep in

  the evenings, then bed. Boys dashed headlong, gowns flying, from one place to another. There simply was no time for socialising. Only on Saturday evenings and on Sundays did the conveyor belt slow

  up; unless you were fagging for your Senior, of course, in which case much of the weekend was spent shoe-cleaning, toast-making and warming outside lavatory seats.




  Peter’s Social, named like all of them after the master in charge, was Thompson’s. J.V.P. Thompson, nicknamed ‘Rutch’ for reasons that nobody can remember, was an odd,

  slightly deaf man with a booming voice and a bristling moustache, who had a habit of taking his spectacles off and winding them round and round in his ears in order to extract the wax. He was

  unmarried, so his Social had to go without the softening presence of a Master’s wife and family. Junior boys in Thompson’s lived for the first four terms in a huge, cold, barn-like

  structure, separated by six-foot partitions into a series of cubicles and corridors, ‘like holes in an oddly carved up rabbit warren’ according to Peter Raby, another of Peter’s

  contemporaries. Only in January of their third year were boys given the use of a study in an adjacent octagonal building.




  It goes without saying that Peter’s first year or so at Radley was utterly, miserably unhappy. He intensely disliked the authority the school exercised over him and those who applied it. A

  slight, asthmatic figure, always dressed in the same shabby, ill-fitting gown or blue sports jacket on Sundays – his parents’ salary did not run to an extensive wardrobe – he was

  easy meat for bullies, of whom there were many. Dr Sid Gottlieb, later Peter’s great friend, occasional physician and confidant, recalls that ‘Peter hated Radley in those days. My God,

  it was a really terrible, cruel time.’ Peter’s first wife Wendy remembers that ‘He did share with me how sometimes he would bang his head on the wall in despair in the night

  because he couldn’t breathe and I think he felt so abandoned. He really had a very lonely time.’ None of his school fellows, of course, were privy to his inner agonies. His best friend

  at the time, Jonathan Harlow, wrote later that ‘Peter seemed to be less affected than most of us either by the miseries or the exaltations of adolescence. Perhaps he merely talked less about

  himself – even when we knew each other very well, he never mentioned his home or his parents. But if he did not seem particularly unhappy, he was not yet master of that permanent good humour

  which was to mark him later.’1 The word ‘master’ was an apt choice – Peter was indeed gradually refining the use of good humour

  as a self-defence. ‘I hated the first two years,’ he explained, ‘because of being bullied. And I was as cowardly as the next man. I didn’t enjoy getting beaten up, and I

  disliked being away from home – that part was horrid. But it started a sort of defence mechanism in me, trying to make people laugh so that they wouldn’t hit me. I could make fun of

  other people and therefore make the person who was about to bully me laugh instead.’2 How many times, over the years, has the British comedy

  industry had cause to be grateful to generations of public school bullies.




  Peter’s particular bête noire at Radley was the Senior Prefect, Ted Dexter, later to become England’s cricket Captain, whose majestic timing with a cricket ball was matched by

  his majestic timing with a cane. According to Peter’s schoolfriend Michael Bawtree, ‘Prefects were dazzling and terrifying. They could punish and harass at whim. But Dexter was even

  more astral than the rest, as a cricketing, rackets-playing, rugby-playing hero. He was also extremely lordly, elegant, rich, well-dressed and assured, with something of a “sneer of cold

  command”. Can you imagine anyone more likely to get young Peter’s goat?’ Even in later life, according to Sid Gottlieb, Peter was still ‘really angry’ at the treatment

  he had received at the hands of Dexter. ‘He referred to him as the equivalent of an SS brute, always lashing out.’ Peter himself, his tongue pushed slightly into his cheek for public

  consumption, concluded that ‘That’s where I got my sense of injustice about the world, Ted Dexter. I was always envious of him, because he used to drive an Alfa Romeo. And he beat me

  for drinking cider at the Henley Regatta. Now OK, you weren’t allowed to drink cider at the Henley Regatta, so perhaps I deserved to be beaten. What I thought was a little unfair was that I

  had just seen him coming out of the pub with a bottle of scotch.’3




  As well as having to endure the disciplinary attentions of Dexter and his sort, Peter found that his pretty features attracted a different kind of unwelcome attention from some of the older

  boys. Asked later by Michael Parkinson what his chief memory of Radley was, he replied: ‘Trying to avoid buggery. I’ve always wanted to look up one old acquaintance of mine – and

  I won’t mention his name, he’ll know perfectly well who he is, the dirty sod. I was a young, quite pretty boy, I was number three in the charts, and he was a prefect, and he came into

  my cubicle. I was reading a magazine, and he sat on the bed and put his hand up the back of my pyjamas and started stroking my back. And he said, “Do you mind that, Cook?” And I said

  “Yes . . .”. In fact I didn’t mind at all, but I felt I ought to say yes, because my master had had me in at the beginning of term and had said, “As a young boy, Cook, you

  will discover that there are a lot of other boys at this school. And sometimes . . . the older boys . . . do things to the younger boys. And if anybody, er, er . . . you probably know what I

  mean.” And I didn’t really know what he meant.’4 Asked later by Playboy magazine how he had lost his virginity at the school, he

  retorted ‘At what end?’




  Sarah Cook, meanwhile, was on her way to prep school in Blandford Forum, an experience which, coming after the joys of growing up in Gibraltar, mirrored the miseries of Peter’s lifestyle.

  She found herself pitched into a dark dormitory full of unfamiliar sobbing girls, one of whom used to hug her knees and rock back and forth like a psychiatric inmate. She wrote to her parents,

  ‘I can’t find a friend now. Nobody will play with me, and it is jolly lonely. Nobody seems to want to play with me.’ Peter had been separated and alone for a lot longer, and so

  was much better trained than this. His emotions stayed firmly battened down, as was the Radley way. He did miss Sarah though, and wrote to tell her that he had found a mole and put it in a

  cardboard box.




  Peter had learned at St Bede’s the value of keeping your head down and not being a cry baby, and in due course he began to flourish as he had done there. His school fellows remember his

  early years as entirely unremarkable. He was a scrupulously obedient military cadet. He was quietly respectful and diligent in class. He did not act in plays. He was not much good at sport, but he

  bravely did his best. In fact he absolutely detested rugby: ‘I was forced to play it. For some reason I was placed at full back. I spent the whole time avoiding the ball. Often they’d

  forget what to do and actually come at me. In my rush to get away from the ball once, I fell on it. I was then hacked to bits by the forwards’ feet and got a spurious reputation for courage.

  Had it not been for breaking a shin-bone I might have been forced to play for the Sixth XV.’5 In such a sports-mad establishment – Radley was

  named ‘Top sports school of the year’ by The Field in 1952 – this reputation for fearlessness was a vital one to have acquired.




  In class, Peter’s efforts reflected the unthinking conservatism of every public schoolboy’s sheltered lifestyle in the early fifties. ‘I wrote this absolutely ghastly essay

  which won a prize. As far as I can remember it called for the chemical castration of the unintelligent working-classes. I think it was chemical castration, nothing cruel. The idea was to prevent

  their breeding. I was just pompous, witless and hopeless. People say I’ve got more reactionary in my old age, when in fact I’ve moved to the left from my very solid Nazi position at the

  age of thirteen.’6 Peter’s teachers recognised him as officer material, and at the end of his first year appointed him Head of

  Thompson’s Social Hall, a large scruffy room where juniors gathered and kept their belongings in horse boxes. Paul (‘Bill’) Butters, who joined the Social as a new boy at the

  start of the following year, saw a different side of the young Peter Cook from that observed by his teachers: ‘Peter was even at the early age of fifteen a boy who inspired respect. But it

  was his quick wit and ability to see the funny side of authority that was particularly attractive.’




  His school reports acknowledged a ‘creditable standard of performance’, but expressed concern over the ‘withdrawn’ or ‘aloof’ side of his nature. Thompson

  himself wrote that Peter ‘continues to show intelligence and an original approach – though he must not overdo the latter. As Head of Social Hall he has set a good example, though I have

  noticed some of the aloofness mentioned by his Form Master . . . it has rather diminished positive impact. His long period off games through injury has no doubt been a contributory

  difficulty.’ In January 1953 he moved up to a study in the octagon, where his studymate J. A. Aylen found him to be an easy, cheerful companion, who did not suffer fools gladly but who was

  never rude to them. While life could not be said to be looking up to any great extent, he had at least established a modus vivendi, as at St Bede’s.




  That very month, however, Peter suffered a shattering blow. His holidays in Gibraltar had remained the shining beacon at the end of every term, making life at Radley that much easier to endure.

  Now, suddenly, his father was posted back to Nigeria, to become Permanent Secretary of the country’s Eastern Region, based at Enugu. It was something of a compliment – the Colonial

  Service there had missed Alec Cook’s abilities in the preceding eight years – but being sent back halfway round the world was the last thing that the Cook family wanted. Swallowing his

  disappointment, Peter wrote to his father, a Molesworthian masterpiece of noncommittal irrelevance: ‘The weather here is very cold and a good deal of snow has fallen. Yesterday the

  Intersocial Rowing Competition began. We were just beaten by 3½ seconds but we have a very young crew and we should be very good next year. The Hockey 1st XI have been winning all their

  matches. I watched Joe Davis on TV the other day he was absolutely marvellous and got 2 breaks over 100 against Walter Donaldson.’ To his mother, Peter wrote in scarcely more intimate terms:

  ‘Yesterday was Field Day and we had an all day exercise in full corps uniform. Angels One Five is being shown here at College sometime next week. Thompsons are doing very well in the

  athletics cup. By the way back Little Yid for the National. Lots of love, Peter.’ A world of emotional disturbance lay between his polite lines, distressingly devoid of any useful expression

  of feelings.




  Peter’s academic performance collapsed. His report that term spoke of dissipation, a lack of energy and ‘somnolent lapses’. Thompson concluded that ‘There can be no doubt

  about Peter’s ability but I am disappointed that he does not make more positive use of it. I recall literary and artistic talent which he seems content to let sleep, doing in the classroom no

  more than is required of him and making little effort to find outside avenues of fulfilment. There are faint signs already that it may lead to a most undesirable cynicism of outlook.’ The

  warden added a comment, that ‘I want to see him do MUCH better than this – we all know he can and he knows it too.’ Peter had already applied, prematurely one would think at the

  age of fifteen, to Pembroke College, Cambridge, his father’s alma mater; but such future academic rewards were undoubtedly beginning to drift out of view.




  Salvation came in the shape of his mother, who was finding the demands of the Colonial Service something of a trial. The thought of leaving baby Elizabeth behind as she had left Peter proved too

  much for her, and she agreed with Alec that she would stay in England for much of his second Nigerian tour of duty. Instead Peter was able to join his mother and sisters at Aunt Joan’s that

  Easter, and spent the holidays happily fishing and playing golf. In June Margaret obtained two £6 tickets for the Coronation, and took Peter out of school to go and see it. For the first time

  in his life, he found himself living in the same country as most of his immediate family, able to go on outings with his mother like anybody else. Suddenly, all was right with the world. As if to

  prove it, Ted Dexter left Radley and his childhood asthma began to clear up at the same time.




  The effect on Peter’s school reports was immediate and electric. Thompson noted the sudden improvement, ‘under the stimulus of impending examination’, and remarked that

  ‘He begins to see how he may find scope for his talents in our general community life.’ Within a term or two his Social tutor was enthusing further: ‘Peter’s linguistic

  abilities, allied to a sensitive imagination, are assuring splendid results and arousing high hopes for his academic future.’ His form master recognised the change in ‘an alert and

  intelligent young man, very ready to be interested and to take delight in his studies. He works conscientiously, thinks clearly and writes fluently.’




  Margaret Cook paid an extended visit to her husband in the latter part of 1953. Then, early in 1954, she set about finding a permanent English home, and settled on Knollside, a spacious cottage

  with an oversized conservatory in Uplyme, just outside Lyme Regis. Now it was Alec’s turn to be lonely and downcast. ‘The house in Lyme Regis sounds nice, but £5800 is a lot, and

  what happens if I retire and get a job in England not in the vicinity? Have you heard of any unfurnished houses to let? I know they are said to be few and far between – I know very little

  about life in England. I understand your desire to have a house which I share, but there are obvious snags. Anyway, let me know what else you find in your prowlings. I am sorry to be so vague about

  my future but it is very difficult to forecast what may happen during the next year or 18 months; what I do know is that I find these separations very hard to bear, and I am pretty sure I shall

  have had enough of this job by September 1955.’




  Alec’s solitary lifestyle had been enlivened only by the visit of a passing bishop. ‘He proved to be quite a live wire – fond of his noggin. It was a pleasant change to have

  some conversation. Otherwise life is the same all round. I went for a walk to the river this evening, but I didn’t see any kingfishers as I had hoped to. I listened in avidly to the

  Queen’s arrival in Gibraltar and was not dry-eyed at the end of it. I’m glad she is back home again safe and sound. I did not imagine there would be any nonsense at Gibraltar and should

  have felt so ashamed had there been. I had a nice letter from Peter, mainly about fishing, and one from Sarah too. Peter seems to have loved his holidays – you can congratulate yourself on

  having made a great success of them. I am very much looking forward to meeting Peter again and agree that he is a son to be proud of. I do think we can take credit for having placed both Peter and

  Sarah in nice schools. Give my love to Sarah and Elizabeth. I am always reminded of the latter when the chuck-chucks mill around at breakfast on my solitary porch. Tons of love darling – I

  expect things will work out – from Alec.’




  Undeterred by her husband’s financial misgivings, Margaret went ahead and bought the house, and a Labrador to go with it, and the family spent the summer of 1954 redecorating their new

  home. Peter’s letters to his father brimmed with excitement as never before: ‘The curtains are up! The carpets are down! and the chandelier for the sitting room is up too, and the

  garden is as wild as ever. I like the house very much and am painting the conservatory which is a great suntrap.’ Peter also set to work on the garden, and took a keen interest in its upkeep

  for years to come. He was rewarded for his efforts with a brand new dark grey flannel suit from Austin Reed’s in Exeter, ‘which looks very well’.




  In June 1955 Peter had further cause for excitement. ‘Dear Daddy, I read in The Times yesterday that you have been decorated with the CMG. Heartiest congratulations! You certainly

  deserved it and Granny will be thrilled.’ He was genuinely bursting with pride at his father’s achievement. That summer the whole family holidayed in Nigeria. Margaret and Elizabeth

  went on ahead, and as Eleanor Hudson was unable to look after Peter and Sarah in London, he and his sister had the unparalleled adventure of staying unsupervised at the Rubens Hotel in Victoria for

  a night. Peter took her to see the Crazy Gang at the Victoria Palace, where she was hit on the head by a rubber ball hurled from the stage.




  The presence of his entire family intensified the pressure that Alec Cook felt to retire from the Colonial Service. His mother, too, perhaps mindful of his father’s fate, ventured the

  opinion that ‘You have another big job to do, in England. Making a happy home for your three dear children and Margaret, and giving them a background of wise and loving care. Children miss so

  much if the father is away.’ That autumn Alec Cook sailed to England to collect his CMG at Buckingham Palace, and never returned to Nigeria. A few years later the Colonial Service itself

  packed up its bags and went home – prematurely, its officers felt – leaving the country to independence and the eventual bloody civil war that Alec and his colleagues had informed

  Whitehall would inevitably ensue.




  At Radley, the return of his mother and in due course his father acted as a catalyst, spurring Peter on not just academically but socially. The sardonic wit he had employed primarily as a

  defensive tool was now put to use in entertaining his schoolfellows. One of his most popular gifts was an ability to mimic most of the members of staff, with an accuracy, a degree of comic

  invention and a recklessness that far outstripped that shown by any of his colleagues. First, perhaps unsurprisingly, was ‘Rutch’ himself, who according to Peter’s then studymate

  Aylen was ‘perfect for lampooning. Myopic, pipe-smoking, tatty smelly mackintosh, strutted rather than walked, introspective, devoid of charm. Peter’s first target, and he did it well.

  Peter caricatured him by habit, perhaps by nature, but never maliciously.’ Then there were impressions of Warden Milligan’s languid Etonian drawl – ‘merciless’

  according to another contemporary – and of Ivor Gilliat, a boisterous gurgling toad of a master who was overfond of young boys, ‘a perversion which Peter took great glee in

  publicising’ according to classmate Stephen Dixon. Rather than merely mimic his victims, Peter applied his father’s gift of spinning a comic web around a simple original premise.

  Jonathan Harlow recalls: ‘A scrap of speech . . . would become the starting point for a whole persona so wild and wonderful that the original could never again be seen as ordinary mortal.

  Thus our benign and blameless chaplain was transformed before our very ears into a monster of depravity, ruthlessness and Jesuitical guile: Richelieu, Torquemada, Alexander VI and Pope John rolled

  into one.’7




  The most memorable of all Peter’s comic creations was without doubt Mr Boylett. Arthur Boylett was Radley’s High Table butler, a short, balding gentleman in his fifties, always

  attired in shabby tails, a grey waistcoat and tie, whose job it was to wait personally on the Warden at mealtimes. Mr Boylett’s generally cheerful demeanour contrasted with his nasally

  monotonous voice and his habit of making unintentionally humorous pronouncements. ‘There’s plenty more where that came from, if you get my meaning’ he would announce

  conspiratorially, as he served up another helping of potatoes. Boylett first came to the broad attention of the pupils when he accidentally swept the High Table breadcrumbs into the lap of one of

  the prefects. ‘Well, they were your crumbs,’ he explained. Peter made it his business to buttonhole the unfortunate butler between meals: ‘Boylett used to tell me these terribly

  boring – which he thought interesting – facts. He said “You know that stone which is lying just outside the left hand side of the gravel driveway as you go out? I sold that

  yesterday, because I thought I saw it move.” And he kept selling things which he thought he saw move. I had long conversations with him about moving stones, and twigs he’d seen which

  had hovered in a strange way and might be valuable. “I thought I saw it move” became the catchphrase for anything.’8 Peter was to take

  the catchphrase and the character on to Cambridge University, and then on to television, where Mr Boylett metamorphosed into E. L. Wisty.




  Peter would loudly announce, as Boylett, that he had bought up all the grass at Radley, on the grounds that he had seen it move, only for the bottom to fall out of the market. He even developed

  a Boylett walk. ‘By now Peter was a gangling 17-year-old,’ recalls Paul Butters, ‘and he would keep his fellows amused in Social by walking up and down the markets miming the

  luckless Boylett. Once Peter had paraded one way down the markets as Boylett, he would return, often behind the Social Tutor himself, imitating the luckless Rutch. When Boylett and Thompson had

  been completely dissected, it would be the turn of the Chaplain. This time, Peter’s mimicry extended down Covered Passage (the main passage down to the refectory). Peter’s face would

  screw up to imitate the Chaplain and his legs would follow the same upright path, as he chanted the words that we all imagined our Chaplain to be mumbling under his breath – “I hope, I

  hope, I hope it is the Pope”.’




  This was a mightily dangerous game to play, yet Peter pulled off the remarkable trick of laughing loudly at the system and yet being wholly accepted by it. All are agreed that his pastiches of

  Boylett and the masters were largely unmalicious; but that would hardly have been a defence if discovered. The Radley authorities were simply unaware of the three-ring circus being organised, in

  many cases quite literally, behind their backs; and if they had been made aware, they would have found it difficult to reconcile the nature of the crime with the exquisitely polite, diligent and

  well-mannered boy who had already been marked down as a future Head of Social. Richard Cottrell, another schoolfellow, explains that ‘Peter had a very confident, assured persona and could

  switch on dependability at the bat of an eyelid. There was a lot of “the speed of the hand deceives the eye” stuff going on.’




  Peter spent much of his life on the edge of authority. On military field days he, Michael Bawtree and others would find a hedge away from the proceedings and sit behind it, wetting themselves

  with laughter at the formalities being enacted on the other side of the privet. As an alternative to the detested rugby, he began to organise illicit football games at the end of a half-mile long

  forest track. The games multiplied until, by February 1955, the Radleian magazine was lamenting that ‘Every square mile of waste land is dedicated to the cult of association

  football.’ Any formal occasion, like dinner in hall, was a cue for Peter to send his schoolfellows into fits of laughter. ‘The fact that one of his major characters was based on the

  High Table butler, and that another was Warden Milligan, meant that every meal was an agony of suppressed hysteria’ says Bawtree.9 The Warden, who

  had arrived at the school soon after Dexter left, had gradually replaced the former Head Boy as Peter’s least favourite authority symbol. ‘For Peter, Milligan’s smoothness, his

  unctuousness, were pretty hard to bear. He found the man’s whole gushing public persona a piece of Old Etonian fakery. By this time, of course, Peter was a senior boy, so Milligan was less of

  a threat, and more a figure of fun, than Dexter. I don’t remember Peter ever mimicking Dexter, but he mimicked Milligan all the time.’




  It must be stressed, though, that Peter was not a revolutionary or an anarchist. He was certainly not left-wing. He had simply learned to manipulate the system to his own benefit. He may have

  disliked it, but he fully intended to succeed within it rather than go about the futile task of trying to replace it. Jonathan Harlow says of his immediate circle: ‘We were not rebels.

  Incidents or individuals we might deplore or scoff at. But I think that throughout our time there we accepted the system. It had, after all, a sort of serial democracy. Each year’s intake in

  turn would succeed by chronological progression to a growing degree of immunity, tolerance and privilege, enhanced opportunities for self-expression and, finally, authority for itself. And the

  traditionalism, the values which were simply assumed rather than spelt out, with the cloistering from any countervalues, exerted an insidious but powerful pressure to conform.’10 Much of Radley’s cruelty was inflicted on junior boys by senior boys, as part of the school’s policy of allowing pupils to govern themselves wherever

  possible; the upside of this cycle of brutality was an atmosphere in which genuinely talented senior boys had the freedom to flourish, as long as they did not actually try to buck the system.




  One of the measures of a good public school is its willingness to promote the artistic or academically-minded boy to positions of power, rather than simply handing over authority wholesale to

  the First XV. As a famous sporting school, Radley had a tendency to plump for the latter option, but there was always room for the occasional gifted non-sportsman to go all the way to the top.

  Peter was one such exception, as – despite his famous rugby injury – he could hardly be described as an athlete. Indeed, his only subsequent memorable contribution to the official

  sporting life of the school came when he was unable to complete a cricket match through being utterly helpless with laughter, after a novice discus thrower on an adjacent field spun round so many

  times that he lost his sense of direction and hurled his discus into the middle of the cricket pitch by mistake.




  Instead, Peter threw himself wholeheartedly into the theatre as an actor, in a series of increasingly extrovert and comic parts. One of Radley’s great attractions was its drama department,

  run by a humane, witty and liberal English master named Peter Way. Rather than content itself with a mere school play each year, Radley could boast an annual drama festival, together with all sorts

  of lesser productions at different times. In order to get round the fact that Sunday was the only free day for rehearsals, the drama department had negotiated an extension to bedtime for all those

  involved in a play, which in turn acted as a spur to recruitment.




  Peter’s first tentative steps on the stage came in 1953, in the wake of his mother’s decision to base herself in England, when he volunteered for the role of the Socialist Duchess in

  Stuck in a Lift: a performance so unmemorable that the school magazine ignored it entirely. More convincing was his interpretation of Doll Common in The Alchemist in March 1954 (his

  willowy good looks and big eyelashes usually earned him one of the female parts). This galvanised the Radleian’s drama critic to credit him with a ‘a breadth and gusto which gave

  a richly authentic atmosphere to the whole production’. Nick Salaman, who played Subtle, remembers Peter’s performance as ‘Dashing. He made a very fine eccentric

  prostitute.’ It was clear that he was beginning to develop a talent for farce.




  In Thompson’s entry for the November 1954 drama festival he was cast as the Wicked Fairy in Peter Ustinov’s Love of Four Colonels. Peter Raby, who played the Good Fairy,

  remembers his performance as ‘Wonderful. He dominated the production quite naturally with his comic energy and timing.’ A role in Milton’s Comus was followed in March 1956

  by the part of Don Adriano de Armado in Love’s Labour’s Lost. By now the Radleian was going into raptures: ‘Peter Cook was the very recipe of a fantastic: a measure

  of Malvolio, an atom of Aguecheek, and a pinch of Polonius, the whole garnished with sprigs of Shallow, Jacques and Quince. Here was a wonderful display of virtuosity.’ Peter filled the role

  with exaggerated Spanish mannerisms, great swooping bows, contortions and swirls of his hat, and delivered the whole in a comic parody of antique Spanish speech – ‘Just on the edge of

  being totally overdone but not quite’, according to one of the audience, Alexander Hamilton. Even his English master was moved to describe the performance on Peter’s school report as

  ‘A delightful creation, a model of fluent gesture and comic overstatement.’




  By 1955 Peter was sufficiently confident to start mounting his own self-penned revues. A Cook revue became an event not to be missed, particularly as each production contained a number of

  delicately veiled parodies of members of staff, using jokes and catchphrases that only the boys were privy to. Terry Hathaway, now a London cab driver, whose older sister was on the Radley staff,

  remembers how she used to urge the whole family to come and see one of the revues, in order to catch sight of this hilarious schoolboy performer. The most original of Peter’s creations was

  his leading role as a dung beetle; the most memorable, though, was the semi-improvised Gold Mine Revue of December 1955, which stuck for ever in the minds of all who saw it. In this

  production, Peter appeared in a double act for the first time ever, with Paul Butters taking the stooge role later filled professionally by Dudley Moore. Explains Butters: ‘Our moment really

  arrived in the autumn term of 1955, when, as usual, the school hired critics from the BBC to come and judge the Social plays. On this occasion that old trooper Geoffrey Keen, together with a

  colleague, Desmond Llewellyn, came down and, as often happens when there are two commentators, they made somewhat of a hash of judging the eight plays. At the end of that term Peter and I decided

  to put on a Christmas revue, and we came on at the end as the top billing, as Geoffrey Keen and Desmond Llewellyn, unable to remember which one was which. It was the first time that Peter had

  really found his niche. He needed no more than an adequate foil to demonstrate his genius.’




  At this point in the performance, Peter took over proceedings. A. Hill, who had appeared earlier in the show in a jazz quartet and had by now slipped eagerly into the audience, relates what

  followed: ‘Peter’s act was unexpected, brilliant, and apparently totally unscripted and unrehearsed. It left me and the rest of the audience holding our sides and aching all over from

  convulsions of laughter. The curtains went back to reveal a very complicated and unlikely set, the most prominent feature of which was a vast fishing net draped from the top right to the lower left

  of the stage. Peter began to present a criticism of an imaginary production. His brilliant observation of the dress and speech of the real adjudicator and his inventive comments on what was clearly

  an absurd ‘play’ were priceless, as was the way in which he moved from serious criticism to total farce. Needless to say, at one point he advised the rearrangement of the set and, in

  illustrating the advantages to be gained, he became hopelessly entangled with the fish net. The curtain fell with Peter scarcely visible inside a tightly wound ball of netting, rocking gently on

  the stage. The audience screamed for more. It was a truly memorable performance.’




  Peter had judged correctly that an open lampoon of the outside BBC adjudicators would not be so close to home as to offend the school authorities. His report concluded that ‘Although he is

  never afraid to be controversial, this has been a very successful term.’ Thompson added, ‘More and more Peter fulfils our hopes intellectually and imaginatively; he’s naturally

  happy in this achievement and therefore more open-hearted than of old.’ Towards the end of 1955 Peter was appointed Head of his Social and School Prefect; but Thompson had a warning for him.

  As well as his ‘sparkle and wit’, he would require ‘a sympathetic understanding of, and interest in, people of all sorts and conditions, many of them very different from

  himself’.




  The Social Tutor had correctly diagnosed a certain emotional distance in Peter’s dealings with the other boys. Despite his increasing popularity and burgeoning confidence, the shy, unsure

  and vulnerable child who had arrived at Radley remained nervously beneath the surface. According to Noel Slocock, ‘He loved talking and he loved to have an audience and he particularly needed

  other people to spark off. But I think all that sprang in a sense from somebody who inside was quite a shy person.’ Christopher Leigh, another contemporary, recalls that Peter ‘seemed

  to be, in a way, a bit of a loner. I don’t think you actually ever got to know him really well, although one spent a lot of time with him.’ According to Michael Bawtree, behind his many

  voices ‘Peter always seemed vaguely uneasy, and blushing even: when he was not being funny in his brilliant, gothic, extravagant way, he was surprisingly awkward.’11 Peter’s second wife Judy is in no doubt that he ‘became a performer to release a part of him that was inhibited.’




  Nor, although it was well hidden, had Peter’s distaste for brutal authority and the people who delighted in exercising it evaporated upon attaining some power himself. According to

  Bawtree, ‘There’s no question, in my view, that even Peter at Radley was disposed to be black about life. He was scornful of people in authority, and particularly despised any kind of

  lordliness or unctuousness, or indeed any kind of self-importance or fat-cattery. His remedy for this contempt – and it was deeply felt, even violent – was to mimic and mock these

  people. And because he was good at this he made us laugh. And so he found a way of riding out the contempt, but he didn’t lose it – he merely neutralised it, and when the mockery and

  voices stopped, the disgust returned. The more extreme his laughter and mockery, the more effectively it was able to assuage the nausea.’




  Having, as he put it, ‘oiled’ his way to the top, Peter made an unusually gentle and humane prefect. He abolished all the detailed and ludicrous rules and initiation ceremonies that

  had made his own early days in Thompson’s so miserable, and put an end to Prefects’ Beatings: ‘We didn’t go to a master and say “This is a ridiculous system”, we

  just didn’t enforce the rules.’12 When ordered by a master to beat a boy, a task he abhorred, Peter would play loud music so as not to have

  to listen to his handiwork, and always put the minimum possible effort into it. He was approachable: one of the junior boys, Anthony Penfold, had been the victim of bullying. ‘I was in a bit

  of a state, aged fifteen, in tears etc. I went to Peter Cook as Head of the Social for help. Radley was a fairly tough place in those days and most other prefects would have sent me away with a

  flea in my ear for being wet.’ Peter, however, sorted the matter out quietly and kindly. ‘He was extremely popular, even though he wasn’t in the normal Ted Dexter mould of College

  Prefects.’ Or precisely because he wasn’t in the normal mould.




  One of the tasks of a prefect was to inspect the junior dormitory of his Social just after lights out, and punish anyone talking or moving about. Robert Carter Shaw, another Thompson’s

  junior, remembers that Peter would flick on a bedside light instead. ‘Then he kept us all agog by practising conjuring tricks, particularly one where he made balls disappear from between his

  fingers. At the end of term he put on a conjuring show for the whole school – the only time I remember a boy doing a special show for the school by himself.’ Thompson expressed

  reservations about the number of stage performances attracting Peter away from the Social, and about the absence of ‘an iron hand within the velvet glove’; but he also grudgingly

  admitted that the Cook method – ‘an individual (and on the face of it rather tenuous) course’ – had been a success. Peter had been sensible enough to balance this dangerous

  liberalism by gritting his teeth and leading the Social Rugby XV from the front: ‘His spirited Rugger for the Social has been an unexpected and most creditable contribution,’ gushed

  Thompson.




  Soon the Prefects’ Common Room had fallen sway to the new mood. Two of Peter’s friends, Michael Bawtree and Jonathan Harlow, had got in among the sportsmen, and together they argued

  to extend the abolition of Prefects’ Beatings across the whole school. The measure was agreed by all – ‘except for one bastard who continued to do it, and we didn’t talk to

  him.’13 The thick oak door of Pup’s Study only partially muffled the constant sound of uproarious laughter as Peter kept his fellow prefects

  amused with a constant stream of imitations and jokes. He would sprawl his long, gangly frame in a worn and dirty easy chair, one of his legs casually draped over the wooden arm, eating with a

  spoon directly from a warmed-up tin of baked beans, regaling the room with a near-continuous improvised comic monologue. On the rare occasions when the flow dried up, he would turn to the

  Telegraph or Times crossword, which he would polish off in just five minutes.




  By his final year Peter was known and generally – although not universally – admired throughout the school. According to one pupil, Jeffrey Frost, ‘He was remarkable not least

  for his humanity, kindness and generosity. He could always be relied upon to listen carefully to an idea or problem, and then respond openly and helpfully, without irony. He was careful, never

  dismissive.’ Always, he managed the remarkable trick of combining absolute truthfulness with immaculate good manners. He usually refrained from using his celebrated wit as a weapon, but there

  is no doubt that the capacity to do so was there: on bad days he would occasionally be too sarcastic for his own good. ‘I was normally pleased to be in his company,’ said another

  contemporary, A. J. MacFarlane, ‘but he could make one feel very small if he felt so inclined. Mostly, though, he was good-natured, and he had a ready smile.’




  Whatever his inner doubts, the public face of Peter Cook was never downcast. When not writing sketches, he churned out comic articles and cartoons, and succeeded in getting one of his first

  efforts into the ‘Charivari’ section of Punch. ‘I was thrilled to bits, I got four guineas. I worked out I could live by writing two of these items a week. But then after

  that I couldn’t get anything into the magazine at all. Either I lost my sense of humour or they did.’ Ever-optimistic, Peter continued to send batch after batch of cartoons to them,

  which would inevitably be returned in the following week’s post. He also wrote a radio script, which was rejected by the BBC, principally because it was a thinly-veiled pastiche of The

  Goons. He received a kind letter from the BBC’s Peter Titheridge pointing out that it was actually a very good Goon script, but why didn’t he write something of his own? The script

  then landed on the desk of Spike Milligan, who was so impressed that he invited Peter up to London for lunch. This was a huge thrill, as Milligan and Sellers were probably his all-time comic

  heroes, although sadly neither Peter nor Spike Milligan could subsequently remember what was discussed. In fact Peter had developed the habit of falling mysteriously ill on Friday evenings, when

  The Goon Show was playing on the sanatorium radio. ‘The genial matron seemed quite unaware of this weekly pattern of feeling a bit under the weather,’14 he explained.




  There is no question that whatever reservations Peter may have had about Radley, he was finally beginning to enjoy himself. His school reports now rated his work as ‘outstanding’,

  with ‘a very lively critical intelligence, a capacity for sustained work, great powers of literary creation and appreciation.’ He was ‘thoroughly enjoyable to teach’. He won

  many of the prizes the school had to offer, including the German prize and the Birt Prize for Public Speaking. In 1955 he entered the Radley Festival of Prose with a piece which had already won the

  Medrington Short Story Prize the previous year. Entitled ‘Bric-a-brac’, it was a horror story that – without delving too deeply into amateur psychology – perhaps carried a

  faint hint of disturbed depths on the part of the author. It told of a baby-sitter who wakes from a nap to find the child dead in her arms, only for the couple who hired her to be utterly

  unconcerned.




  

    

      The baby was sprawled over her lap limp and white, like a wet handkerchief. All the colour was drained from its cheeks and the blue eyes were glazed fishily. No breath

      warmed its blue tinted lips. The child was dead. An empty void clutched at her heart. The flabby chill of dead flesh seeped through the cloth. She could feel the outlines of the dead

      baby’s back pressing down on her knees. It was a sickening sensation, like holding a lump of cold carrion.


    


  




  Then again, most adolescent boys entertain a passion for the gothic.




  At the tail end of 1955, Peter received the good news that he had been accepted by Pembroke College, Cambridge, his father’s old college. Academically, he could afford to ease off the

  throttle a little. ‘I had a life of complete luxury in my last year. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as much. I was already in at Cambridge. I had two fags. I had breakfast in

  bed. I used to go to the pictures and fish for trout in the lake. I did a bit of teaching, a bit of lying in the fields, and I organised bootleg games of soccer. It was

  delightful.’15 Finally, soccer even gained a limited measure of official recognition, when a Lower Sixth boy, Ian Robertson, persuaded some members

  of staff to take part in a masters v. boys match, despite a little official huffing and puffing. The Naval section of the Cadet Corps lowered the cross bar on the rugby posts to 8 feet, and the

  game – in which Peter played – was watched by the whole school.




  Most of Peter’s friends look back on their last year or so at Radley with extreme nostalgic admiration. Noel Slocock, for instance: ‘We were very disciplined early on by both the

  Dons and the more senior boys, but I think when we “broke through” and began to fulfil ourselves, Peter with his drama and all the rest of it, and the Dons became friends, it became a

  golden time, which was actually very difficult to recapture in later life as we took up more serious responsibilities.’ Peter’s own later reflections on life at Radley tended to be

  rather more schizophrenic, alternating between similar cosy trawls through memorable moments and an aggrieved sardonic resentment that he had ever been sent there.




  One of the memories he preferred to dredge up was the sixth-formers’ termly dance against a local girls’ school – against, not with. ‘We never won,’ he said. It was

  the boys’ first and only chance to explore and get to grips with heterosexual sex, and Peter was very much in the Radley vanguard. He purchased a violently snazzy tie and a bottle of Old

  Spice, and despite the predatory advances of acne about his features, he had enough elegance, urbanity and wit to score heavily with the opposite sex. On one occasion he almost managed to achieve

  sexual congress in the school organ loft. After each dance the boys would compile a chart of the ‘Top Ten Tarts’ among their number, selected for their success in getting off with the

  girls. Peter was repeatedly voted No. 2, to his intense disappointment. ‘I was bubbling under for three terms. I’ll never forget the boy who was No. 1: T. S. Blower. Terence Blower. It

  is indelibly planted upon my memory.’16




  Otherwise, the only woman in the boys’ orbit was the matron. Peter recalled that ‘On one occasion, weak with laughter after a particularly hilarious episode of The Goons, I

  told her that I felt “strangely feeble”. The good lady carried me to the bathroom, took off my pyjamas and gave me a bath. During the course of this she soaped my back with her bare

  hands. This innocent action caused me severe pleasure and embarrassment which I disguised with a large sponge. Later I exaggerated the incident to my friends, and intimated that rather more had

  gone on: thus an impeccable matron’s name became sullied by the school’s rumour-mills.’17




  Peter’s final triumph was saved for his last few weeks at the school. Along with its flourishing drama department and theatre, Radley possessed an entirely separate marionette theatre,

  created and run by Chris Ellis, the good-natured, enthusiastic and resourceful art master. Every year a traditional but substantial opera or light opera would be mounted with the assistance of the

  school orchestra, such as The Magic Flute, The Beggar’s Opera or The Pirates of Penzance. In 1956, Ellis decided it was time for the boys to create their own original musical.

  He already knew Michael Bawtree to be a talented musician and arranger from previous productions, and a natural choice to compose the score; but he had no idea who should write the book. In the

  cloistered world of the art department, he had not yet come across the celebrated Peter Cook. So he asked the members of the Marionette Society to decide for themselves. The vote was unanimous, and

  Peter was approached to fulfil Ellis’s unusual commission. The result was The Black and While Blues, the story of Mr Slump, an evangelical jazz musician who takes his band to Africa to

  convert the natives away from cannibalism. Peter not only wrote the script, but produced the play, carved many of the puppets’ faces and took the lead role himself. About the only thing he

  couldn’t do was sing very well – his voice was frustratingly unequal to the simplest musical task – so whenever Mr Slump burst into song, the head of the choir George Clare had to

  take over.




  Peter spent much of his final term rushing round – ‘like a maniac’, according to one puppeteer, Ian Napier – organising auditions, holding rehearsals, persuading

  model-makers and puppeteers to join up, designing posters and selling tickets. He charmed the much-maligned matron and one of the master’s wives into running up the costumes on their sewing

  machines. He persuaded a real girl – Diana Llewellyn Jones, daughter of one of the Social Tutors – to play the role of the Slump band’s torch singer, Bertha Kittens. Creative

  abilities aside, Peter was revealing himself to be an organisational genius. ‘He manipulated people in such a way that they were pleased to do it,’ explains another of the puppeteers,

  Christopher Leigh. ‘He had such a quick, dry sense of humour that the whole workshop was always in fits of laughter, whether things were going right or going wrong. He could always bring that

  smile to your face which made for such splendid working conditions, even though the workshop was extremely cramped as you might imagine. And after every show there was always an (illicit) party,

  which he was very much the ringleader of. He produced a great esprit de corps.’




  Interference from the masters was kept to a minimum, although a poster showing an illustration of Bertha Kittens had to be withdrawn after a complaint from the Sub-Warden that she was showing

  too much leg. Chris Ellis, too, remained a little unsure of precisely what he had set in train: ‘To cover possible weaknesses, I suggested that the book should be couched in rhyming couplets

  – and that is how it was reluctantly written.’18 In fact this proviso almost certainly hampered rather than helped the scriptwriter. The

  production proved to be witty only in the Salad Days sense, ‘educated’ English humour in the tradition of Slade and Reynolds or Flanders and Swann, sung for the most part by

  small boys sounding exactly like Celia Johnson. Take for instance this female plea for a handsome suitor:




  

    

      

        

          If I could find one




          A handsome and kind one




          To give me a life I’d enjoy,




          Oh I’d be engaged to the boy.




          And then we’d go dancing together




          In cloudy and sunshiney weather




          But dash! I’d forgotten




          That all men are rotten.


        


      


    


  




  Or this, from a number about the man-eating beasts of the African bush:




  

    

      

        

          Oh Lord deliver us




          From animals carnivorous




          Oh Lord protect us




          Let them not select us!


        


      


    


  




  As befitted the son of an enlightened and humane Colonial Officer brought up in the conservative atmosphere of Radley College, the show’s attitude to the African native

  was extremely well-intentioned, if rather patronising by today’s standards:




  

    

      

        

          We’ve cocked a snook at the colour bar




          Hurrah for the female darkie!




          Black and white will always mix




          Who cares if the kids are khaki!


        


      


    


  




  Thirty years before Paul McCartney and Stevie Wonder’s Ebony and Ivory came Peter’s equally earnest Black and White:




  

    

      

        

          We’re just like two piano keys




          One is black and the other is white




          Both in perfect harmony




          And we keep in tune day and night


        


      


    


  




  Peter later professed himself on a number of occasions to be seriously embarrassed by this ‘diabolical’ piece of work, which was not at all fair to his youthful

  self. ‘It had a hideously naive premise and really was quite appalling,’19 he informed Roger Wilmut in 1980. By 1986 he had mellowed in his

  approach, when he told John Hind that ‘It was rather jolly, and pretty good for fourteen or fifteen. I still have people who come up to me and say it’s better than anything I’ve

  done since.’20 A guarded reappraisal, given that he had actually been eighteen when he had written it. What is not in doubt, though, is the

  enormous scale of its success in March 1956. After the first performance, tickets actually changed hands on the black market at several times their face value. The staff were delighted that such an

  innocuous tale had been so professionally produced, but what they had of course entirely missed was the layer of caricature within the performance that was causing all the excitement. The old

  Etonian African chief encountered by Slump, a character also played by Peter (who recited rather than sang his part in a kind of strangled Rex Harrison voice), was quite clearly based on the

  celebrated foibles of Ivor Gilliat. The Warden, too, was satirised at every turn, partly via the Eton connection. One of his catchphrases, an emphatic ‘Not a scrap!’, was echoed in the

  chorus line of the Slump Band’s marching song, ‘Not a jot, not a tittle, NOT A SCRAP!’ sung very loud by all concerned. Mild stuff, perhaps, but not at Radley in 1956.




  So successful was The Black and White Blues that when the third and final show finished, the cast trooped off to the Isis Recording Studios in Oxford to make a 78rpm record of various

  songs from the show, of which some five hundred copies were successfully offloaded on to boys and staff. Sadly, Michael Waite, a junior who played one of the female parts, was halfway through

  recording his solo number when his voice suddenly broke. ‘I was of that age, unfortunately. The tapes rolled again, and yes, it happened again. After the third attempt Peter and Michael were

  so frustrated that they left it on the record.’ Where it can still be heard today, under a ton of scratches.




  There is no doubt that The Black and White Blues, along with his other stage triumphs, had ignited a spark within Peter, a tiny little flame of rebellion against his smooth passage

  towards the Foreign Office. He later confessed to The Times that he had secretly ‘wanted to be an entertainer since puberty.’ In his final report, Thompson spoke of a boy with

  ‘an unruffled temperament who has had considerable influence, especially in his own cultural field. He has qualities – not least a certain elusiveness – which should render him a

  most useful member of the Foreign Service.’ Peter himself, in the space marked ‘Plans for the future’ on his Leaving Boys Report Form, wrote ‘BBC, Films, TV, Sherry.’

  It was intended as a joke, but like many a joke it concealed the truth.




  The Radley generation of 1956 then broke up and went their separate ways, mostly into the army on National Service. From the autumn onwards, Jonathan Harlow would serve in the Mediterranean with

  the Royal Artillery, Noel Slocock with the Coldstream Guards. Avoiding this chore was Peter’s next task, something he accomplished with customary urbanity and style. Drawing on the

  long-vanished childhood asthma that remained on his medical record, he claimed to have an allergy to feathers, which of course in those days filled every army pillow. It was explained to him with

  great regret that he would not be able to serve his country. Coolly, he urged the panel of officers interviewing him to change their minds. ‘I begged, and said “Well, you know, if

  there’s a real crisis, you will take me on?” They said yes. And the bloke behind me said, “What was that you had?” and I said “Allergy to feathers.” So when he

  was asked various questions about his medical history, he said “Well I’ve got this allergy to feathers,” and the officer said “How does it affect you?” and he said

  “I get this terrible pain in my back.” And of course he went in A1, and was probably shot to pieces in Cyprus.’21




  Peter was still not due up at Cambridge until October 1957, so it was arranged for him to spend the academic year of 1956–57 studying in France and Germany, as part of his relentless drive

  towards a place at the Foreign Office; but with six months of the old academic year still to go, it was subsequently decided that a few additional months in Paris at the College Franco-Brittanique

  of the Cité Universitaire, starting immediately, wouldn’t do him any harm. It certainly didn’t; but he experienced more of a cultural and sexual awakening in those short months

  than any great linguistic leap. ‘In the main I hung about trying to get to know women. That seemed to be the usual procedure. I was less aware of the beauty of the European landscape than the

  new-found qualities of womanhood,’ he remembered.22 Soon he had secured for himself his first ever proper girlfriend, a French girl; although

  frighteningly short of cash, he took her to the races at Longchamps and won a little more. Which was useful, as they had been forced to walk three miles from the nearest Metro station to get there

  because Peter couldn’t afford the cab fare. At Whitsun, they hitch-hiked to the South of France, ‘spending no more than our normal daily allowance in Paris,’ as Peter dutifully

  assured his financially stretched parents.




  Peter absorbed culture by the yard and reported the results back to Lyme Regis. To begin with, his reactions seem rather bemused. The Threepenny Opera was ‘interesting but rather

  sordid’. Abel Gance’s Napoleon – later to influence a parody silent film in Not Only . . . But Also – was ‘a wonderful old film . . . really very

  funny.’ He saw Manuela del Rio dance and Edith Piaf sing at the Olympia Music Hall, and became more enthusiastic. Piaf was ‘marvellous, so good that I have been forced to buy one of her

  records’. He also hugely enjoyed Les Enfants du Paradis. Significantly for comic theorists hunting for influences, on 8 June 1956 Peter was delighted by ‘a most strange play

  called “Les Chaises” by Ionesco, all about an old couple who are expecting hundreds of important guests who turn out to be imaginary. They hold ridiculous conversations with these

  non-existent people and eventually jump out of the window.’




  Inspired by this surfeit of culture and by life in a Parisian garret, Peter took up oil painting. His first effort sold at a good price, but rather like the Punch articles, its successors

  failed to arouse any interest whatsoever. Unsurprisingly, Sir Arthur Streeb-Greebling seems to have shared this period of Peter’s youth. Interviewed by Ludovic Kennedy about life in Paris he

  reminisced:




  

    

      

        

          	

            Sir Arthur:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            It was a bit like London in the 60s actually, only in black and white and without any subtitles. I was very poor, had a pathetically weedy little moustache and I was

            absolutely homeless. But I was young and I desperately wanted to paint.


          

        




        

          	

            Kennedy:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            You knocked at the first door you came to.


          

        




        

          	

            Sir Arthur:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            Yes, and I painted it. There was no answer, but the door swung open and there in the centre of the room was this most peculiar melting bed draped over an ironing

            board. I’d stumbled into the garret of Salvador Dali.


          

        




        

          	

            Kennedy:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            Fascinating.


          

        




        

          	

            Sir Arthur:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            Yes, what looked like a melting mattress over an ironing board was in fact his landlady Madame Chevignon. Dali himself had had to leave in a hurry, due to an accident

            with a burning giraffe.23


          

        


      


    


  




  Eventually, depression induced by constantly having to scrimp for cash began to outweigh the cultural benefits of Parisian life: ‘I have become pretty fed up with my 75

  franc restaurant. Invariably one starts with radishes, then a scrap of nondescript meat followed by an apple or a banana. Meals at the Cité Universitaire are much better value at 180

  francs.’ Except that Peter didn’t have 180 francs, and the college was in the grip of a German Measles epidemic. The inability to afford transport was particularly trying: ‘The

  other day we almost walked the length of Paris along the side of the Seine, which was quite exhausting. One lives and learns; I have now discovered that you are to tip the woman who shows you to

  your seat in the cinema, and as far as I can see the only people you are not expected to tip are the ticket collectors in the Metro.’ Uncle Roy and Aunt Joan came to the rescue, catching the

  boat-train over and taking him out to lunch at ‘Chez George’s’. His parents kindly sent him The Radleian to cheer him up, and Michael Bawtree wrote with the encouraging

  news that he had played The Black and White Blues record to Sir Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh. What they thought of it, he did not say. Before his return home, Peter saved up enough cash

  for a last treat, and he and his girlfriend visited the French Derby at Chantilly. ‘It should be a lovely night,’ he wrote in anticipation. ‘Dior clothes etc. After the recent

  debacles in England I only hope an English horse runs away with the race.’




  On 16 June, Peter said goodbye to his girlfriend for ever and flew home. His parents never knew about her: his letters home had always studiously avoided revealing who the other half of the

  ubiquitous ‘we’ was. He had to return, because it was almost time for the Henley Regatta. The ties of Radley were still strong – after all it had been his home for five years

  – and no Radley boy would dare to miss the Henley Regatta. In fact, so nostalgic was he feeling that he spent his spare time during the summer writing Thompson’s Social play for the

  following term’s drama festival. Entitled He Who Laughs, it was a one-act farce about a Martian spacecraft landing in suburbia, after which the entirely staid and responsible Martians

  become shocked by the goings-on behind the surburban net curtains. Peter never saw it performed.




  Early that summer Noel Slocock’s father lent his son a Hillman Huskey car, and he, Peter, Michael Bawtree, Jonathan Harlow and Peter Raby packed a couple of tents and set out to discover

  England. There was no set pattern to the trip. They simply zig-zagged across the country as the fancy took them, covering three thousand miles in ten days of idyllic summer weather that seemed to

  go on for ever. They started at Studley Priory in Oxfordshire, where Michael Bawtree’s parents ran the hotel, then drove through the Cotswolds to the Forest of Dean, camped by the River Wye,

  then drove up to Wenlock Edge in order to stand atop it and read the Housman poem of the same name. They tracked back down to the New Forest, continued on to Devon to see Noel Slocock’s

  grandmother, back up to Jonathan Harlow’s home on the Northumberland moors, and finished the trip chewing bread and butter on Dancing Ledge at Swanage in Dorset. In the evenings, they cooked

  the simplest of food on open camp fires, deep in the forests. By night they sat beneath the stars in their sensible grey pullovers, drinking Benedictine, one or two of them puffing on pipes,

  ruminating about serious subjects, like men of the world – or at least, as they fondly imagined men of the world to ruminate. It was perhaps Peter’s happiest time: utter contentment

  radiates from each and every face in Noel Slocock’s photo album.




  During the day, Peter would keep his friends amused with the usual stream of jokes. According to Michael Bawtree, ‘I’m not sure that he had ever camped before, and it was quite a

  sight to behold this gangling, almost dandified and certainly highly urban figure crouching awkwardly beside a camp fire. He was not the best tent-putter-upper, cook or bottlewasher, but he was

  surely the funniest camper ever seen under canvas.’24 Late in the evenings, however, when the pipes and the Benedictine came out, the flow of jokes

  dried up, and Peter talked seriously, as he only ever did when he felt very, very safe or very, very cowed.




  Peter was almost certainly looking forward to spending the rest of the summer with his father, lazing on the flat grey stones of the Clapper Bridge at Postbridge, flyfishing in the River Dart,

  or playing mixed doubles at the Charmouth tennis club, as they were wont to do in their few precious days together. Alec had been home less than a year now, but he was bothered by the financial

  implications of having no job, and unsettled by the decision to put an end to a lifetime of travelling. John Stow, a Nigerian contemporary of his whose memoirs were published, considered and

  rejected the option that Alec had chosen, that of taking early retirement: ‘When Sapper’s Jim Maitland returned from abroad he was always immediately hailed as an old friend by the hall

  porter at his club, but this did not seem to happen to me. Since I could not pick up the threads easily with my old acquaintances, I found myself relying more and more on the friendship of those

  who had some knowledge of West Africa or other colonial territories. Hard as I tried to convince myself that I really wanted to give up the Service and take a job in England, I knew that at this

  stage I had cast off the moorings.’25 At the beginning of June 1956, perhaps suffering from a similar rootlessness, Alec accepted an appointment to

  serve on the three-man British Caribbean Federal Capital Commission, charged with spending the summer touring the British Caribbean Federation in order to select a capital city. Eight days after

  Peter returned home from France, his father departed for the West Indies.




  Instead, Peter spent a miserable summer working as a waiter to raise money. ‘People are so stupid when they go into a restaurant. They always say things like “Is the fish any

  good?” As if you’re likely to say, working for the place, “No, the fish is terrible, the pork is worse and the beef is disgraceful.” I became so impatient. The legends about

  what they do when you send the soup back are true.’26 He felt stalled. When the time came to leave for Germany at the start of his year studying

  abroad, he was grateful to get the train back on the tracks. Just before he did so, his father returned, in mid-September. The British Caribbean Federal Capital Commission had made three

  recommendations, all of which were completely ignored by the government, but the various rejected islands had composed a number of entertaining calypsos, variants on Three Blind Mice and so

  forth, deriding the Commission’s choices. Alec brought a calypso record back for Peter, which became one of his favourites, along with Why Do Fools Fall In Love? by Frankie Lymon and

  the Teenagers, and Heartbreak Hotel by Elvis Presley. The Elvis record actually belonged to his sister Sarah: ‘It was a 78, the first record I ever bought in my life, and for some

  unknown reason I kept it hidden,’ she recalls. Peter was obviously curious enough about the rest of his family to go on little searches: ‘One day at our house in Uplyme I heard it

  blasting out very loudly all over the house. Peter had found it, and thought it was a brilliant record, and so I felt very proud of my excellent taste.’




  In October 1956 Peter set out by train for Koblenz in Germany, as he put it later, ‘in an attempt to achieve sexual emancipation and to learn to speak fluent English.’27 It was a disastrous journey, in which he was mistakenly advised to change platforms at Ostend by the stationmaster, and as a result arrived at his destination many

  hours late, in the middle of the night. The reality of his new billet was a far cry from the excitement he had anticipated: six months in the Koblenz suburbs with the von Wilds, a pleasant but

  essentially unexciting German family who lived on a hill far above the town. ‘It is a very lonely view,’ Peter wrote home. ‘Just below us is the prison.’ Every day he was

  taught German by an elderly lady, selected because she was charitable enough to teach him for nothing. After six months, he had negotiated an educational transfer to West Berlin.




  By the time he arrived in the former German capital, still strewn with the rubble of war, Peter was crying out for a little excitement. The story of how he accidentally strayed into the East,

  and was arrested and jailed by the Communist authorities, is one that he often told against himself: in fact the truth is that it was a deliberate plan, devised on his first day in the city to

  liven things up. His new berth was another suburban family home, about forty-five minutes from the centre by S-Bahn. He discovered while riding out with his new host Herr Theile that the subway

  system was operated by the East German Government, and ran not just under East Berlin, but out of the city altogether on the Eastern side. After unpacking his things, he returned to the city centre

  and went straight to the British Embassy, to enquire about the rules governing the border. He then sat down to write to his parents. ‘I asked whether it was alright to go into the East Sector

  of Berlin and they said yes, it was quite safe, provided I did not commit a crime, in which case, as we do not recognise the East German Government, they could do nothing for me. The Eastern

  ‘Zone’ is quite another thing; if I got into there I might well be clapped into a cell for a month or so. All the roads into the East Zone are, however, blocked, and the only way I

  could get there would be in the S-Bahn. I must be careful not to fall asleep and be carried on over the border.’ It was as if he wanted to tell them what he had in mind, but did not dare.




  A few days later, tanked up to the eyeballs on cheap booze, Peter ‘fell asleep’ on the S-Bahn, was carried into the Eastern Zone, was arrested by burly greatcoated soldiers and

  thrown into a dark cell. He was not cowed – the early days at Radley were finally coming in useful. In fact he glibly informed his interrogators that he wanted to defect to the East, because

  ‘In the West we couldn’t get these wonderful cardboard shoes and bits of string they were all queuing up for.’ Peter later tended to regard this as too foolhardy a prank. ‘I

  was such a prat. I was blind drunk and behaving like the archetypal football hooligan before it became fashionable,’ he said.28 Mercifully, after a

  brief imprisonment, a kindly East German not only released Peter but arranged for him to be driven to his digs in the West. He did not tell his parents where he had been, writing instead to ask if

  his peach trees had come up in the garden at Knollside.




  Peter stayed just three weeks in Berlin, before moving on to Hamburg. Before he left, he visited the ruins of the Reichstag, saw and disliked his first opera, attended a trial – forming a

  habit that was to last a lifetime – and on his last night in the city, 3 April 1957, went to see Berlin’s most famous political cabaret, the Porcupine Club. It was a trip that was to

  have momentous consequences for British comedy, for it was on that evening that he first had the idea for an equivalent British venue, that would one day become the Establishment Club. ‘I

  thought the show was terribly bad. I spoke reasonably good German, and I thought the humour was very juvenile – says he at the age of nineteen! – but I thought, very early on,

  “Why isn’t there the equivalent of this in London?” For a long time my major fear was that somebody would do the obvious and start it before me.’29 Peter’s own club would be more directly based, he explained later, on ‘those satirical Berlin clubs of the 1930s that had done so much to prevent the rise of Adolf

  Hitler.’




  Hamburg finally held out faint promise of the sexual emancipation that was beginning to seem such a distant prospect: ‘With luck I should be able to meet some young people there, as the

  son of the family is about eighteen.’ A few weeks after his arrival, though, this turned out to be a dead end. ‘I have not really seen much of the son. I couldn’t enthuse wildly

  over him’, he wrote. Instead, he turned again to the theatre, and saw ‘a very good production of Faust, which should be a great help for my future studies of this impossibly

  difficult play.’ Peter later wrote the film Bedazzled for himself and Dudley Moore as a direct parody of Faust. His European trip, intended to provide linguistic ammunition for

  a career in the Foreign Office, was instead providing cultural reference points for a lifetime in comedy.




  Peter’s final port of call was Tours in France, and a course designed for English university students. It had already begun, on 11th April, but so desperate was he to acquire the company

  of some friends his own age that he was prepared to start late and catch up. It was an expensive course, so persuading his parents was a delicate matter. He pointed out that he could save them

  money in return by hiring a room and eating in the subsidised student cafeteria, rather than continuing to pay for full board with the series of dull, worthy suburban families they had helped

  arrange for him. That this would provide him with an added dash of independence was, of course, merely a peripheral consideration. His parents agreed to his joining the course; unfortunately, they

  did not look upon the other idea so kindly.




  Peter arrived at Madame Bonnassin’s residence in Tours one afternoon in early May with a cold and a sore throat, after a journey of nearly twenty-four hours, eighteen of them spent

  continuously sat upright in a train seat. He was hoping for a cup of tea, but had no such luck. ‘Have you got some slippers?’ barked Mme. Bonnassin, ‘because we all go to bed very

  early and I don’t want to be disturbed!’ And then, without waiting for a reply, ‘No visitors after seven o’clock!’ ‘I hardly dared ask her for my supper after

  that, so I went out and ate a very ordinary meal for 600 francs’ wrote Peter dismally. No doubt mindful of the continued need for sexual emancipation, he went on to remind his parents how

  much cheaper the independent digs and subsidised student cafeteria option would be, should they ever consider it.




  In fact, he did finally get himself a girlfriend, and this time he wrote to his parents to tell them about her. ‘Lately I have been going out quite a lot with a very attractive Italian

  girl. She is very sweet and gay and what’s more refuses to be paid for.’ Money, it seems, was still a problem. ‘The other night we went dancing at the “Paix”. It was

  really very nice inside with a very good band, but the cabaret itself was not up to much.’ The Establishment Club still hovered tantalisingly in his mind. ‘We drank one glass of lemon

  each which cost us 600 francs apiece. Although 15% service was “compris” in the bill, the waiter looked absolutely furious when I failed to give him a further tip, and turned the empty

  plate upside down with a low hissing noise and a sullen expression.’ The object of Peter’s desire and enforced lack of generosity was called Floriana, the daughter of a Milanese

  shoe-manufacturer. He admitted later that it was ‘a rather stilted one-way romance. One of my chatting-up techniques during that period was quoting Blaise Pascal to her. Pascal didn’t

  have too many hints for seducing eighteen-year-olds, but he did tell me a little about getting them drunk.’30




  Being starved of female company – and indeed of love and affection in general – for so long had created a craving that Peter was never really able to satisfy throughout his life.

  Being so starved of money for eighteen months, especially when he found some female company, was also to have a profound effect. Later, at the height of his fame, when he was married to or going

  out with some of the most desirable women imaginable, he always felt the urge to find yet more love and affection with other women; and when he became fabulously rich, he was as likely to splash

  out in a fit of generosity and buy dinner for all twenty people in an expensive restaurant as he was to studiously avoid paying for coffee for two people in a corner cafe.




  Peter’s course ended on 30 June. On 29 June he was evicted by Madame Bonnassin. History does not record why, although it is not altogether impossible that Floriana had succumbed to his

  advances after 7 p.m. On 1 July, he said goodbye to her for ever and flew home to England, where Paul Butters had reserved him a place in a punt at the Henley Regatta. While he was out messing

  about in boats, his sister Sarah, who was obviously curious enough about the rest of her family to go on little searches, found the programme for a risque´ show hidden in his room. ‘It

  was French. There was a line-up of showgirl lovelies. I don’t recall being shocked – they were so utterly, Amazonianly gorgeous and tall and sophisticated.’ So it hadn’t all

  been art and high culture then.




  Peter spent the summer as a beachfront photographer at West Bay, where his charming manner earned him the then colossal sum of £20 per week. He loved every minute of it. When summer was

  over, and he was left with a large collection of unsold photographs, he took out an advert in a less-than-salubrious publication offering a dozen untouched original photographs in plain brown

  envelopes at five bob a time. The recipients could hardly complain. They did indeed receive completely untouched, original photographs, albeit of unwilling grandmothers and scowling snot-nosed

  kids. The dashing young entrepreneur, flushed with success, was subsequently elected President of the Torquay United Junior Supporters’ Club for the forthcoming season.




  Soon afterwards, in October 1957, Peter set off for Pembroke College, Cambridge, to complete the final stage of his training for the Foreign Office. Except, of course, that other attractions lay

  enticingly in his path.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  I Could Have Been a Judge, But I Never Had The Latin


  Cambridge, 1957–60




  [image: ]   




  Cambridge University in 1957 was an Aladdin’s cave of opportunities, crammed with burgeoning young talents jostling for space with each other. In the field of drama, it

  was the generation that produced Ian McKellen, Derek Jacobi and Trevor Nunn. In the field of politics, the same generation spawned the likes of Leon Brittan, Michael Howard and Kenneth Clarke. In

  the field of comedy, there were John Bird and John Fortune to contend with. For Peter Cook, however, Cambridge appeared to be just another large impersonal educational institution of wooden

  benches, stone-flagged floors and rugby fields, of the kind he had spent his entire life shackled to. A place to be approached cautiously and respectfully, as he had approached Radley and St

  Bede’s. Although confident of his own abilities, he was always riddled with the fear that others might not be. He was still a shy boy at heart. In its Footlights Club, Cambridge was the only

  university in Britain to possess a purpose-built vehicle for staging comedy revues of the kind he had made his speciality, but Peter did not apply to join. ‘I didn’t do too much writing

  in my first year, because I felt the Footlights was a tremendously elite club. I was too bashful to even consider applying for it.’1 Such was his

  talent that Peter Cook could have conquered Cambridge inside twelve months, had he set himself to the task – and indeed, that is what he eventually did. But it would be a further six months

  before he was spurred into doing so, before he would even set foot – in creative terms – outside his college. He had been long enough in institutions to find them perversely

  comforting.




  His first year room – on ‘O’ staircase, on the ground floor of New Court – was classic Oxbridge: a tall, grimy, gloomy box with two windows hewn high through the thick

  wall, each a twin arch criss-crossed by leaded glass, and filled to the brim with the possessions of the previous occupant who had not bothered to move out yet. He wrote encouragingly to his

  parents to tell them that he had been given his own gas ring, and had managed to buy a second-hand gown for 17/6 as opposed to paying 52/6 for a new one. ‘I now see that I should have bought

  a few more pictures, as the walls seem a trifle bare – I had no idea that I would have such a large expanse to decorate,’ he added. It was a cold, wet, discouraging evening, and he fell

  in aimlessly with John Butcher, a new neighbour. ‘We trudged the streets together, rather nervous and wondering what we had let ourselves in for,’ recalls Butcher. For once, Peter did

  not even attempt to keep his companion amused.




  This reticence did not last long. That night he sat at his first dinner in Hall, amid a group of silent and directionless freshers who were clearly in need of a shepherd. Paul Sharpling sat

  opposite him. Peter knuckled down to the task in hand. ‘Within minutes,’ recounts Sharpling, ‘he had become the centre of attraction, and those of us within earshot were laughing.

  That was a pattern which persisted for the following three years. Wherever Peter was, people laughed. At dinner a better word would probably be “choked”, since listening to him and

  eating soon became impossible to achieve at the same time. He would seize on someone’s chance remark, or a current event, allow his imagination free rein and transpose everything to a

  different and usually inappropriate level. When a section of one of the motorways was opened, he transposed it to the world of agriculture and gave a brilliant commentary on the opening of a new

  “pigway”.’ On another occasion, he spent the entire evening extemporising on the subject of gravel. ‘His main thrust was to ridicule pomp and ceremony, and people who were

  carried away with it. He hated pomposity and artificiality.’




  Within a few days the various political societies had come knocking on his door. As he explained to his parents, ‘The Conservative and Liberal Clubs based all their appeal on their social

  life. The Labour Party seems to be the only one which really cares about politics.’ Peter joined all of them, with the express intention of embarrassing visiting politicians, and subsequently

  made a fool of Lord Altrincham and Peter Thorneycroft with a judiciously constructed series of questions. ‘Word filtered along that he was of course planning to go into the Diplomatic

  Service,’ says Sir Peter Lloyd (a friend of his who became a Conservative MP), by way of explanation.




  Peter also joined the Cambridge Union debating society, but after one speech, the familiar reek of the desire for power given off by his fellow members proved too distasteful: ‘I remember

  people like Leon Brittan at 22, running around like a 44-year-old, making the same sort of debating points they’re still making. It’s a bit distressing when you find them running the

  country. They were all soself-important in their twenties that you would have thought they’d have grown out of it. I thought, I can do this, but I don’t want to do

  this.’2 Of course, one reason that Oxbridge has traditionally produced so many political satirists is that its undergraduates come face to face

  with their future political leaders at an early age, and realise then quite how many of them are social retards who join debating societies in order to find friends. Peter swiftly abandoned his

  foray into student politics and retreated into the insular society of Pembroke.




  Tentative early friendships were formed over awkward coffees and sherries, in the manner of all first-year students since universities were invented. There was Mike Winterton, because Mike had

  done his National Service in Gibraltar. There was Clive Simeon, because Clive came from Eastbourne, and Peter could swap stories of eyeing up girls on the front during his trips to see Grandfather

  Mayo. There was Ogea Aboyade, because he came from Nigeria. There was Jeremy Cotton, who together with Peter, Ogea and a few others had a regular lunchtime competition going, to see who could eat

  the hottest curry at the local Indian restaurant. There was John Crabbe, who lived in the room upstairs and sometimes joined Peter for late night coffee. There were Ted Neather, Paul Sharpling,

  Chris Smith and Michael Wild, who shared Peter’s French and German course. There were Tim Harrold, Peter Lloyd and the other members of the regular uproarious card schools that went on into

  the small hours in Peter’s rooms. And of course, there were the members of the Pembroke College football team.




  Peter was definitely at his happiest and most relaxed when playing football. He always derided his own efforts – ‘I was the worst kind of player,’ he once said, ‘too

  flashy. I spent hours practising flicking the ball over my head.’3 But his modesty and his somewhat gangly, unco-ordinated appearance were belied

  by a perfectly respectable level of ability. According to Tony Verity, who patrolled the opposite wing, ‘He was no mean player, and galumphed sturdily up and down the left, occasionally

  delivering the ball to the serious pros who waited patiently in the goal area. But chiefly he made us laugh – even the pros; quite a skill on the football field.’ If he fluffed a cross

  or missed a chance he’d simply stop, laugh at himself and apologise. Significantly, in the bar after the game, Peter wasn’t the life and soul of the party. There were three much more

  conspicuous team jokers. Halfdan Johnson, the side’s Danish captain, reckons that ‘He enjoyed being one of the boys and not being expected to be the centre of attention. In fact it

  rather surprised us when we realised that he had this other life as a successful humorist.’ It was one of the very few areas of Peter’s life where he felt free of the pressure to keep

  the laughter going.




  In many respects, being at Pembroke College was like being in the sixth form at Radley, only without the compulsory rugby. The Junior Common Room echoed with laughter as the Prefects’

  Common Room had done a year or so before, and people would queue up to read Peter’s latest witty essay in the College Food Complaints Book. There were similar boys’ excursions to the

  pictures. And of course, the depressing lack of female company had not changed either. ‘My experience of pursuing girls was always so miserable,’ moaned Peter, ‘I remember so many

  futile treks to places in Cambridge where Swedish, French and German girls were studying English. I remember so many foul ham salad lunches, trying to strike up a conversation in various faltering

  tongues for a date. Also, it’s rather a strain going out in the evening to parties with the avowed intent of collecting someone worthwhile.’4




  By the end of his first term Peter was well-known throughout Pembroke College, and firmly installed as its comic heart. He continued to be both respectful to authority, and to prod it

  calculatedly, like a lion-tamer. One night he and a friend, Robin Voelcker, were walking through the streets of Cambridge in their gowns, as was compulsory in those days, when they had the

  misfortune to run into the University Proctor and two Bulldogs (University Police). Peter’s shabby second-hand gown ‘looked as if most of it had been left on some railings, since so

  much of it was missing,’ recalls Voelcker. The Bulldogs ordered Peter to present himself to the Proctor, who informed him that he was to be disciplined for being improperly dressed, and

  demanded to know his name and college. Peter started to flap the remains of his gown slowly up and down, while the trio looked on in astonishment. Then he informed them that he was The

  Vampire, and flapped off into the dark, leaving Voelcker to explain as best he could.




  On another occasion the same pair were idling away the time in the Anchor Coffee Bar when Peter noticed (perhaps a little wistfully) a courting couple gazing into each other’s eyes at the

  next table. He began to stare at them intently, and eventually announced in the tones of Mr Boylett, ‘I have been watching you.’ A little while later, when they had done absolutely

  nothing, he said ‘I saw that’; and shortly afterwards, when they had continued to do absolutely nothing at all, added ‘If you do that again I shall report you to the

  management.’ Purple-faced with embarrassment at the thought of what crimes they were presumed to have committed, the couple pushed back their chairs and fled.




  Peter could invent a character and disappear into it. Perusing a theatre programme with Michael Wild, he saw the phrase ‘Printed by Smith & Co [or some such], dramatic printers’,

  at the bottom of the page. That was the cue to strike an exaggerated pose and announce: ‘Oh my God, you’ve lost the galley proofs. How unutterably tragic.’ Peter

  particularly enjoyed baiting anyone blindly committed to a given point of view. He satirised the college CND faction in the Common Room Book with an impassioned attack on the Dean’s use of

  string to fence off his rose bed, raising fears of an uncontrolled string escalation. He even developed a catchphrase, as if he were a professional comedian, which he would trot out whenever

  anything went wrong: ‘Oh, the shame of it.’




  Robin Voelcker found him to be ‘a pleasant and friendly person, with one of the best brains and quickest wits I have ever encountered. Having first been to Imperial College I thought I

  could hold my own in conversation with almost anybody. However with Peter it was necessary to think carefully before you spoke, since he could make fun of almost any remark.’ He could indeed

  be a little relentless; but he was so charming, so good-natured, so thoughtful, so relaxed, so delighted to please, so modest and so infectious in his humour that it hardly mattered. ‘He

  seemed to be fearless about speaking in public or making a fool of himself,’ adds Voelcker, which of course was the precise opposite of the true situation. Peter was just deliberately jumping

  off the highest board. He had extra cause for insecurity in that by avoiding National Service he had arrived at College much younger than most of his year, who had seen a bit of the world; that

  they generally looked up to him and not the other way round is a tribute to his talent and his social graces. ‘In fact,’ says another contemporary, Professor John Mattock, ‘I

  suspect that most of us were rather frightened of him, since he gave the impression of a sophistication to which few of us could aspire.’ Only when that impression broke down would Peter be

  openly embarrassed. According to Chris Smith, ‘I recall him once arriving at one of our tutor’s excruciating sherry parties with his gown over his dinner jacket. It was a striking

  sight. And I remember his quite bitter self-reproach at being over-dressed.’ It had not occurred to many of his colleagues that the public face of Peter Cook was partly a means of furnishing

  comfort to its author. ‘I realise now,’ explains Paul Sharpling, ‘that his flippancy might have been a means of obscuring his real personality.’




  Like Radley College, Pembroke was possessed of first-class drama facilities, which attracted Peter’s performing instincts from the start. The Pembroke Players, with more than a hundred

  paid-up members, was then the second-largest student drama society in the country after the ADC, the main Cambridge undergraduate theatre company that Peter was too shy to join. Within a month of

  arriving at the college, he had appeared in the Pembroke Players’ production of Thomas Love Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey in the College Hall. It was not long before his fellow

  students were encouraging him to take centre stage and put on a comedy show of his own. There was a college tradition, somewhat dwindled, of holding ‘Smoking Concerts’ in the Old

  Reader: rather like Footlights smokers on a smaller scale, these were dinner-jacketed cabarets in which students tried out their material on each other through a thick fug of tobacco smoke.

  Audience members tended to mete out a warm reception, in the knowledge that the roles were to be reversed later in the evening.




  Peter resuscitated this ailing tradition, with a series of shows dominated by himself; he unleashed a torrent of high-grade sketch material, much of which was to find its way on to the West End

  stage or into Beyond the Fringe which was to find its way on to the West End stage or into Beyond the Fringe within a few years. Arthur Boylett was the principal character, whose doleful

  monologues were edited down from long Boylett-conversations held with Tim Harrold and another friend, Jack Altman. Before long the entire college had caught the bug, and students would greet each

  other with the phrase ‘I thought I saw it move’ in reedy, nasal tones. If the characters were familiar, the subject matter was not as parochial as it had been at Radley; Peter’s

  gallery of dullards and obsessives began to hold forth about more universal themes. He cast about for new influences to cram into the comic maw, and ordered a batch of humorous records from the

  States, many of them by Mort Sahl. ‘He played them interminably and filleted them,’ according to his occasional collaborator Anthony Garrett. Sometimes the results could be shocking,

  for Peter loved to rouse the complacent: as part of an outdoor fund-raising street concert on poppy day, Peter wandered about Cambridge with his Nigerian friend Ogea Aboyade on the end of a dog

  lead. They were begging the inevitable question ‘What on earth are you doing?’, to which Peter would reply, ‘I’m just taking the wog for a walk.’ It was an attack on

  racial prejudice blunter than any blunt instrument imaginable.




  The dining table and the Junior Common Room served as the breeding ground for most of Peter’s new material. More often than not he would sit with the leading lights of the Pembroke

  Players, Richard Imison, Patrick Hardy, Geoff Paxton and Clive Simeon, but it was always a loose and shifting group. Tony Verity remembers the pattern: ‘Someone – not always Peter, by

  any means – would say something witty, facetious, acute; Peter would then, with the rest of us chipping in, develop the idea with comic logic, leaping off into the surreal world that was his

  trademark. He used and developed other people’s material, later refining it and fitting it into his sketches. He also noticed carefully when people laughed during one of his impromptu

  fantasies.’ When he got a really big laugh he would pause for a moment and jot the successful line down for future use.




  This was how Old J. J., the Initials Sketch, which eventually cropped up in Beyond the Fringe and Not Only . . . But Also, first saw the light of day. John Crabbe recalls

  ‘the embryo version being batted to and fro across the table, with some extra material being supplied by those of us who had been in the forces.’ Then Peter and Tim Harrold went off to

  write it all down. By the mid-sixties, it hadn’t changed much:




  

    

      

        

          	

            Peter:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            What’s HL up to?


          

        




        

          	

            Dudley:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            Oh, minding his Ps and Qs I think. I think he’s mixed up in this NEDC thing.


          

        




        

          	

            Peter:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            I thought it was the EEC.


          

        




        

          	

            Dudley:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            Could be, yes, could be. How’s BN by the way?


          

        




        

          	

            Peter:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            BN? BN? He’s OK. Bit short of the old LSD. I saw TD the other day, at the YMCA.


          

        




        

          	

            Dudley:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            I though he was with TWA in LA.


          

        




        

          	

            Peter:


          



          	

             


          



          	

            No, he’s with BEA in NW3. You’re thinking of DG. DG is a VIP in the USA.


          

        




        

          	

            Dudley:
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