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To my sister Diana,


who is still at my side
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FOREWORD


BY DAME JUDI DENCH


I am absolutely delighted to be able to contribute a foreword to this autobiography, for if ever a man deserved to have his story told then it is dear Bruce. He is a terribly modest man, and whereas there are those who indeed do have a lot to be modest about, Bruce is not one of them.


A reluctant war hero, he survived the North African campaign, thanks to a series of fortunate escapes in what he describes as ‘my charmed life’. Bruce then embarked upon a career in catering, which, although clearly not as dangerous as combat, occasionally found him in an atmosphere of conflict in the form of temperamental chefs, wayward waiting staff and naughty busboys.


Bruce is a quite wonderful cook, very much home on the range, and he went on to run a number of highly successful eating establishments. He was acknowledged nationwide for his expertise in managing theatrical restaurants and became something of a backstage legend. Bruce’s address book contains the names of more actors and actresses than Spotlight, and being the most sociable character, he has created lasting friendships with luminary writers, artists and performers.


We first met well over fifty years ago through my parents, who had connections with the lovely old York Theatre Royal where Bruce ran the restaurant. We have remained fast friends since then. Charming, generous and kind to a fault, he is the most adorable company, although it’s sometimes difficult to get a word in! Bruce is coquettish by nature, gloriously camp and a dreadful flirt with both men and women, but always utterly reliable and honourable.


Despite his protestations to the contrary, Bruce has led the most extraordinary life, and I am thrilled that he has finally committed his exploits and experiences to paper. I have no doubt that you will enjoy this deeply engaging book, which not only tells his astonishing story but also charts a personal, social history of nearly 100 years.




PREFACE


It was during the Battle of Sedjenane in early 1943 that I tried to commit suicide. I thought I could just walk into some machine-gun fire and have done with it. I could die very nicely and that would be that …


The Tunisian campaign had been going on for several months and we were making an assault on one of the mounts, east of the town, which dominated the skyline. This was called Green Hill. A place I’ll never forget. The attack had continued for two days and nights and I simply couldn’t take any more. Despite being somewhat battle hardened by now, the idea of war still puzzled me. I couldn’t understand what we were doing to each other. I’d seen friends and comrades shot, blown up and maimed. How could men do this?


I was lying down behind a little clump of grass and suddenly thought, ‘What am I doing here? I can’t go on like this. I don’t want to be part of it any more, it’s too much.’ It was as simple as that. Machine-gun bullets were going all over the place and the light was fading. There were so many tracer bullets fizzing around at all angles. And I thought if I walk into the line of fire, I’d get it all over with. I stood up and strode forward expecting to be hit at any moment … but I wasn’t touched at all. I carried on for about 50 yards unscathed when I heard a voice calling out for help.


I looked to where the cries were coming and saw, lying on the ground, a seriously wounded man, very distressed and needing immediate attention. He had a terrible wound in his side. I couldn’t leave him like that. All thoughts of my own fate were forgotten and I went to help him. I remember putting both his and my field dressings into his wound and, at that moment, the cry went up to retreat.


Later they gave me a medal for my actions. I told them that I was actually in the middle of a suicide attempt. They didn’t believe me. I didn’t think of myself as a hero. I was never much of a soldier. Looking back I never really wanted to hurt anyone – I always aimed to miss and believe me, some of those great big German brutes were difficult to miss.




ONE


CHARABANCS, MARIGOLDS AND SCRUMPIES


‘Childhood is measured out by sounds and smells and sights, before the dark hour of reason grows.’





John Betjeman





I’d better warn you, dear reader, before you start to tuck into my story, that there is an awful lot about food and restaurants in the book, and you might begin to feel a little peckish. I suggest, therefore, that an accompaniment of an amuse-bouche or a little nibble of some sort might help you digest the following couple of hundred pages. G.K. Chesterton once wrote, ‘Poets have been mysteriously silent on the subject of cheese.’ I am by no means a poet, but I am certainly never silent on the subject of cheese or other kinds of foodstuff.


When I was a young boy, father used to send me on my bicycle down into the town – a good 1½ miles away – to a butcher friend of ours, Mr Greenland, to purchase home-cured bacon for breakfast. It really was the most delicious bacon, and I’ve never had anything like it since. I’m afraid that I have to say that nothing tastes the same as in the old days. I suppose that you assume it’s because of my age that I think this way, but it’s not – I’m only saying it because it’s true!


My childhood was dominated by food as my parents ran a small hotel in Weston-super-Mare and I used to spend a lot of time in the kitchen with the chefs. I’d watch them working, and they would let me do little jobs like washing the vegetables, slicing tomatoes and other things like that to help them. My father, although not a chef, was a very good amateur cook, and he turned the hotel’s restaurant into a place where people used to come for miles to dine. I was always amazed how the dining room was full of people day after day. This was the first time I saw how people reacted to food and how much enjoyment they took from the experience. When I was very young I’d be sitting on somebody’s lap and he’d tell me he had come all the way from Bristol to eat at The Lake Hotel. I used to marvel at that, as up until then it had never occurred to me that people were interested in what they ate. It was pretty straightforward food, but the ingredients were the best my father could provide for his customers.


I’m getting a little ahead of myself here. I do apologise. Let’s go back a little: I was born George Charles Bruce Copp on 27 January 1920 in the Railway Hotel, Penarth, in the Vale of Glamorgan. I was given my middle name, Charles, after an uncle, Lance Corporal Charles Copp, who had been killed in Iraq in the First World War at the age of 28 (his brother Ernest also lost his life in that war) and ‘Bruce’ was a family name, which was given to all my siblings – whatever their gender. My sister Di, who is twenty months younger than me, once asked my mother why all family members, irrespective of gender, were given the middle name of ‘Bruce’. My mother simply replied, ‘Because I adore your father.’ I was actually one of six siblings: another sister, Joan, and three brothers, Reginald, Jack and Tom.


The Copps can be traced back to the seventeenth century, and my stock derives from yeoman farmers in North Devon. My grandfather, Thomas Bruce Copp, owned the Royal Coach Company. The Copps ran all the buses and coach trips in the area and had been in the business for years, since the days of the horse-drawn buses; they actually owned the first charabanc in the West Country. Barnstaple was originally their base, and later on they opened up the transport businesses in Ilfracombe and throughout Devon. I sometimes travelled in one of Grandpa Copp’s coaches if there was ever a spare seat.


We used to go to Woolacombe on occasions, and it was at the town’s lovely beach that I learned how to surf. Grandpa Copp was one of the last great gentlemen from quite a well-known family in north Devon and was also a local dignitary, being the first chairman of the Ilfracombe Urban District Council. I remember being with him when he used to walk to his office in Ilfracombe’s High Street and everyone came out of their homes to say hello, doffing their caps and proffering good wishes. There were abundant handshakes all round, and grandpa would brandish his walking stick and raise his top hat to one and all. His wife, Edith, my grandmother, was the daughter of a Biddeford shipbuilder, John Cox.


My father also went under the name of Thomas Bruce Copp and was equally known in Torrington and Ilfracombe. Strikingly handsome and charming, he was a racing man, an expert horseman, who had served in the First World War as a sergeant in the Yeomanry. His duties were to select suitable horses for the Front. Unlike his two brothers mentioned previously, he survived the Great War and was retired from the Yeomanry in 1917 on account of a heart valve defect caused by his having contracted rheumatic fever in childhood. Father was very kind, a great gentleman and more than a little disappointed that I wasn’t more interested in the equine world. In my early years, I accompanied him to some stables where I became nauseated by the smell and threw up.


My mother, Florence Emily Holbrook, was born in Swansea: her father was Welsh and her Irish mother had graduated from Trinity University, Dublin. She was younger than my father and tremendously warm and witty. Di recently told me that she had never met anyone like her: ‘Mother was beautiful, the perfect mother – always loving and encouraging.’


My mother was one of four rather beautiful sisters – she was, in my opinion, the most beautiful – but was the only one that didn’t marry into money. The others had all become involved with rich men. One sister, Kate, was the mistress of the Greek shipping millionaire Embericos, who was a kind of Onassis of his time and had his own family in Greece. Kate used to quite fancy my father. She was a wonderful woman, extremely witty, chic and quite lovely. She was the first really sophisticated lady I’d ever met, and I’ve loved those sorts of women all my life. In fact, I’d go as far as to say she was another Marlene Dietrich …


My parents originally lived in a small house in Ilfracombe before moving into a little house on the outskirts of Weston-super-Mare when I was a small child. Father was the eldest of his siblings and was expected to run the transport business, but he just wasn’t interested – he was much more of ‘a devil may care’ character and wanted something else for himself and my mother.


For many years Weston was just a small village of about thirty houses, until the hamlet became popular as a seaside resort. Its location, situated behind a number of sand dunes, was perfect, and by the middle of the eighteenth century doctors began to exalt the merits of drinking and bathing in sea water; for residents of Bath and Bristol, Weston was the nearest coastal village. The first hotel was opened in 1810, and Brunel’s Bristol and Exeter Railway reached the town thirty years later. In the 1880s Weston became a centre for thousands of visitors, and the pier offered ‘a theatre of wonders, an alpine railway, a shooting gallery, park swings, merry-go-round, switchback, helter-skelter and bandstand’.


A second pier, which was more in the centre of the town and brought day trippers nearer the shops, was built in 1904. One of the piers burned down a few years ago; there was another time when it caught fire. I remember seeing it. It was in 1930, and we had workmen decorating the front of the hotel, so there was a ladder against the wall. I climbed halfway up and watched the fire. It was quite an exciting event for an inquisitive 10 year old.


Two years earlier, the Winter Gardens and the Pavilion were created, and the open-air pool, famous for its arched concrete diving board, was built. The mid-1930s saw the addition of the Odeon cinema, and I remember standing in the road, waving a flag, when the Duke and Duchess of York visited Weston in 1934 to open the hospital.


The Marine Lake was built to provide a safe shallow beach where the tide was always in, and it was here, on the seafront, that Grandpa Copp ‘staked’ my father by providing funds for him to run a small hotel. It was inevitably called The Marine Lake Hotel, and adjacent to the hotel was a very grand ice-cream parlour, run by a lovely Italian family. It was a special treat to go there, and it was where I had my first ever Knickerbocker Glory.


Mother and father adored each other, and they loved attending the West End theatre. They used to travel to London regularly and would stay at the Strand Palace Hotel. Both were food connoisseurs and had knowledge of everything on the menu; in fact, all the family were obsessed with quality fare. Because of the nature and character of my parents and growing up in a hotel, I enjoyed an idyllic and unconventional upbringing.


My parents were devoted to us and gave us as much time as they could, although all the while they were being kept busy by the business. To encourage our independence, they also gave us all the freedom that we needed and never criticised us unfairly. They would put us right on things and correct us when necessary but always did it in a kindly way. They were the most wonderful couple, and I can’t compare them with anybody else’s parents because they were so special.


I had a little canoe, a sort of kayak, which I loved. One day I decided to paddle to Steep Holm, which is a little island, a bird sanctuary, halfway between us and Cardiff. It’s about 25 miles across the channel, and about halfway I gave up and turned back, realising I couldn’t make it the whole way across to the island. I didn’t know until the next day that my mother had been on the balcony of the hotel watching me through a pair of binoculars and becoming more and more horrified as I went further and further away. But she never said a word to me when I returned. That’s a perfect example of what my parents were like. They never made you feel as if you’d done something wrong. All she would say is, ‘I’m so glad you enjoyed yourself. You’re very good in that canoe. You went a long way out and came back. Very clever!’ That’s how my parents reacted. We were never on the receiving end of serious admonishment such as ‘Don’t you ever do that again’ or that sort of stuff.


I can remember riding in the back of my father’s horse and trap, which he drove into Weston in the early 1920s. By the time I was 5 years old we had a car; we were the only people in the whole area that had one. It was a funny little snub-nosed Morris with a dicky seat, which I always used to occupy when we went out for a spin. There was no heating, and my mother used to have a big foot muff to put her feet in and another for her hands. In those days the roads were so clear and it was very pleasant – not like now when no one goes for a leisurely spin because the traffic is unbearable and petrol so expensive. I think the term ‘Sunday Driver’ is no longer pertinent. I remember many special car trips to Cheddar Gorge. We ate cheese and then devoured the strawberries that grew on slopes near the gorge. They were the best in the world.


Another thing I recall was the harvest festival, and I remember one year in particular. There was a park nearby, and a slope led uphill to the church. Everyone was carrying things up to the church, and I was hauling something too – I don’t know what … probably a cucumber or the like. Anyway, there was a boy who was a little bit older than me, and his family had given him a huge marrow as an offering, and he’d tied string to it as a handle and was pulling the lengthy squash along the grass as if he was walking a dog. I’ve never forgotten that image, and the memory has affected me all my life – to the extent that I have since felt that marrows should be always treated with such disdain.


During the summer, when the hotel was always full, our family lived in the basement area where the kitchens were located, and we created our own family sitting room. We slept in bunk beds in two tiny bedrooms, and from mine I could climb out of the window, cross the lawn and walk down to the beach and sea. I remember having mumps when quite young and having to be separated from the rest of the family. I had to sleep downstairs while everyone else was upstairs, and I will never forget that awful feeling of isolation: it was the first time I ever felt lonely, I suppose.


I was generally in good health during my childhood, although I did faint once during a church parade. We were all lined up, ready to march to the local church for a service that I didn’t want to go to. I wasn’t religious, although I had been confirmed, and all the family, although not over zealous, were regular churchgoers and went to communion. The officer in charge of the parade was a friend of mine: one of the only army officers I knew in those days. Just before being called to attention and marching off, I suddenly fell down in a dead faint and couldn’t participate. I expect it was psychological … or the work of Satan.


We had very little pocket money, and it wasn’t just given out: we had to earn it by doing odd jobs. I used to mow the lawn or paint the railings or whatever, and my father would reward me. I remember having to save for a few months when I did want to ride and needed a new racing costume. Even in those days an outfit cost about 30s as they were made from silk. I remember roller skating along Weston seafront with my friends; none of us had much money, but we used to go into the fish and chip shop and get a bag of scrumpies, which were the scraps of leftover batter. We used to get four bags for 1d.


We prepared tea trays for the holidaymakers, and people would come from the beach across the road to the hotel and get a laden tea tray and carry it back to the beach. We had a little tent we used to erect at the end of the lawn next to the hotel’s railings, and we would take quite a big deposit to make sure the customers brought everything back. A tray for a whole family would cost about 2s. We provided teapots and hot water, milk and sugar, cups and saucers and teaspoons – the lot. Food would be extra, of course! I used to love doing that with my brother Jack. It was my first experience of ‘service’.


We were also very big on family teas. Our various nursemaids were usually teenagers from the mining valleys, and on one occasion we had a Welsh girl who had never ever seen sugar. When she was given her cup of tea and told to help herself to sugar, she put so much in the cup that it overflowed. We had to teach her how to use it. It’s extraordinary when you look back at how simply most people lived in those days and how privileged some of us were. Sugar was a luxury for some people. Far too many people had very little food in those days, and it shames me to think that we were living so comfortably when there was so much poverty.


My sister Joan was a bit older than us and very much the organiser. When we were young we always used to put on some kind of entertainment for our parents. I remember one year, when Joan was about 16, she was directing us in our most ambitious production: an elaborate musical show, which included the song ‘We’ll All Go Riding on a Rainbow’ from the film Aunt Sally, starring Cicely Courtneidge. The lyrics seemed to sum up our happy childhood:





Sing brothers, and sing sisters


We’re all leaving today


And we’ll all go riding on a rainbow


To a new land far away





Get started, be light hearted


There’s no time for delay


And we’ll all go riding on a rainbow


To a new land far away





Everyone playing in the sun


Without a worry or care


Children dancing through fields of daisies


With rose buds in their hair, ah-ah-ah





We made all our own costumes, and Joan choreographed the dance routine but became very annoyed when those of us in the chorus line messed up our steps. I remember her wielding a stick and letting us have it when we got things wrong. I think she thought she was Busby Berkeley. Despite her autocratic nature while in ‘show business’ mode, Joan was always agreeable and quite lovely. The pillar of the family, she later became an officer in the ATS and worked at their HQ in Nottingham, dishing out the pay.


In fact there was very little sibling rivalry of a serious nature, and I don’t recall any dramatic scenes or fallings out, as we all got on very well together and respected each other. I think it was largely down to the most marvellous parenting and the fact that there was absolutely no favouritism. Di was the closest in age to me, and we used to go for long walks together. She was always … and still is … incredibly intelligent and sensible. Father used to say, ‘Di’s the one with the money – if you ever need to borrow £100, Diana will have it stashed somewhere.’


My father taught me how to swim at a very young age, and I used to go to the beach early every morning. I joined the Weston swimming club, which at that time was a noted institution and produced lots of champion swimmers. I spent a lot of time in the water from the age of 7, and I entered into the annual mile race in the sea when I was 10.


Knightstone was a little promontory that went out into the sea opposite the hotel, and we used to go on the rocks at the back and dive into the sea and pretend we were in trouble to people who were looking over the wall! Very naughty … it was actually dangerous there, but we knew exactly what we were doing; huge waves used to crash us against the rocks, but we were always ready to regain our balance. Terrible, some of the things we used to do.


When I was at school, I had a lot of special training and wasn’t allowed to participate in any other competitive sports in case the activity affected the muscles I used for swimming. I was Western Counties Champion, and I was in the initial trials for the 1936 Olympic Games but sadly didn’t quite make the grade. I was second in a mile race to John Holt, who went on to represent Great Britain at swimming at the 1948 Summer Olympics in London.


I used to go all over England by train to various events with the sports master. My father was also always there to support me. Whenever I was about to dive in, at the start of all these events, I’d see him there on the side, cheering me on. And if we won a cup he used to fill it with champagne and pass it round to everyone in attendance. I have always loved swimming, but I finally had to give it up at the age of 93 when it became too much for me. It’s heartbreaking when age prevents you from doing the things you have done all your life, but it’s simply inevitable. Still, I try to be positive and live life as fully as I can. I am reminded of that quote of George Bernard Shaw: ‘You don’t stop laughing when you grow old, you grow old when you stop laughing.’


The world famous American diving champion Pete Desjardins, who won a number of gold and silver medals in the 1924 and 1928 Olympics, gave an exhibition of his diving skill at a swimming gala in the open-air pool in Weston. There followed competitive races in which I participated, and I actually won one of the races. Desjardins, who later went on to appear with Johnny Weissmuller (famous for the Tarzan films) in global swimming exhibitions, wasn’t the only famous person present, because I was introduced to none other than Haile Selassie, the Emperor of Ethiopia, who presented me with my cup and shook my hand.


Haile Selassie is revered by the Rastafarian movement as the returned messiah and God incarnate. Many years later I was running an old people’s home, and on my way to work I used to walk past a Rastafarian community. I happened to do this on the very day that Bob Marley had died. It was a very hot day in May, and there were about thirty dreadlocked Rastas outside their houses – clearly very upset and mourning the great reggae musician’s death. I stopped and thought I’d go and tell them something that would cheer them up. So I approached them. They looked very surprised at this middle-aged white chap coming up the path, but I went up to the first man there, shook his hand and said, ‘How do you do? My name is Bruce Copp, and I’ve come here to say how sorry I am about Bob Marley. But I must tell you that this very hand also shook hands with Haile Selassie.’ They were amazed and incredibly excited. There was lots of whooping and hollering and much ‘high fiving’. I was the toast of the day, and my street credibility rose sky high!


I was once left alone in the hotel with a nursemaid in charge while my parents had to go somewhere. Everyone else was out, and it was wintertime, so the hotel wasn’t open to the public. I was in the kitchen, having decided I needed a snack. There was a bread machine, which you slid up and down against the loaf. My hand slipped, and I nearly cut off the top of my thumb. The young nursemaid put me on the bed and placed a bowl under my thumb so that blood would just run into it. She didn’t do anything else. I suppose she thought she was doing the right thing, but I could have bled to death.


Luckily, Aunt Terry, one of my mother’s sisters, who owned the Douglas Hotel on the other side of Weston, had gone out for a walk and decided to pop in. Terry found me in my bedroom, took one look at me – I was still bleeding – and shouted at the nursemaid, ‘You stupid girl! You can’t leave him like that!’ She then struck her, and the poor girl went hurtling right across the room. Terry immediately bound up my thumb, called a taxi and took me to the hospital, where my wound was stitched. Terry was wonderful and rescued me that day, although she probably shouldn’t have knocked the nursemaid for six.


Terry was married to Philip Grey, who came from a very good family, rather grand and rich, but he spent it all on various vices and was an alcoholic. He was the only man I’ve ever seen with the DTs – delirium tremens. I remember him sitting on the end of his bed, hallucinating, shaking and pale and calling out, ‘Take them away. Take them away!’ I don’t know what he was imagining, but it was horrible to witness his desperate suffering. I’ve never been much of a drinker, and it’s quite possible that experiencing this scene at a young age made a lasting impression on me.


Some years later Philip and Aunt Terry, who were very fond of each other, moved to Gloucestershire, a village called Frampton Cotterell in the heart of the countryside. They lived in the old converted Millhouse, which was lovely, and my cousin Lena stayed with them. Lena was born with a club foot and also had some sort of learning disability: she was what we used to describe as ‘simple’. Lena always lived with one of the family but mainly with Terry, who she used to help with the housework. Early morning we used to pick mushrooms in a nearby field, which shone like snow with all the white-capped fungi. Lena would simmer them in fresh milk, and we would devour them for breakfast. Absolutely delicious.


The Greys’ principal pastime most days was backing horses. Terry loved horse racing, and she used to be given wonderful tips from a friend of hers called Lord Glanely, a Welsh shipowner and thoroughbred racehorse owner and breeder. During the Spanish Civil War he supported the Republicans and helped open a home in Caerleon, South Wales, for fifty Basque child refugees.


I recall Terry being a very successful punter, thanks to these tips. She backed these horses regularly and won quite a lot of money. One day, Philip was sitting on the little wall of the mill, having had too many drinks in the local pub, and he fell over backwards into the stream, and being too inebriated to swim, he drowned. That was the demise of poor old Philip: the drink did get him in the end. Lord Glanely fared little better, as he was killed in 1942 in an air raid on Weston-super-Mare.


We used to spend every summer with my grandparents in Ilfracombe, and when we arrived at the station, we were collected by one of the Copps’ silver buses. The seaside town was a lovely place to visit, and we took great pleasure in pottering about on the beach. The town crier used to announce the fishing boats bringing in the herring catch, and for 1s, the townspeople could fill a vessel to the top with herrings. They would drag the largest containers they could find to the harbour. I remember seeing dustbins being filled to the top with the fish. For those that were very poor, this was a lifesaver, and the herrings could be cured and last a whole winter.


We would also visit this wonderful old lady who made the most delicious treats for us. ‘Cut Rounds’ were a kind of scone that she baked. On top she would spread ‘thunder and lightning’ – a very Devonian tradition and term for huge amounts of homemade jam and clotted cream. Oh, it was scrumptious! She used to make the most wonderful lardy cake and other specialities I’ve never had since, which probably explains why I am mainly in good health!


Grandfather and Grandmother Copp lived in a lovely house called Moortown on the Barnstaple Road on the outskirts of Ilfracombe. Just beyond a bend in the road was a smallholding – a chicken farm that they owned. We had fresh eggs every day, and in the yard there were derelict traps and buses, in which we loved to play, from Grandpa’s transport days. To add to the excitement we were also employed as rat killers. We used to wait for the rodents and bludgeon them with bricks. I think we were paid 6d for every dead rat! That was quite a lot of money in those days.


Grandpa planted a tree when each of his grandchildren was born, and mine was a copper beech. I’ve often wanted to go and have a look at it and see how large it’s grown by now. Grandma Copp used to show us how to make Japanese gardens with old plates and mirrors, and when I was back in Weston she would send me newly picked primroses in the post.


We used to breakfast with Grandpa every day before he went to his office. The use of hot plates was quite common then, although you don’t see them much now. This was a plate that had a well underneath it and a little nozzle on the side into which you could pour boiling water. I used to carry it on a clean napkin down to my Grandfather’s office, as he had a hot lunch every day.


All the children and my grandparents would sit down to a proper Sunday lunch, which was always roast beef. Mrs Heddon, the housekeeper, used to do all the cooking. The meal was always quite delicious, with all the trimmings and beautifully served with silver service. I always remember there was a little silver trough on tiny feet, and on it was a scraper for putting the horseradish on to your meat. The horseradish had been prepared, the black part removed, and you just had to grate it on to your meat. That was the only way you ate horseradish in those days.


Grandfather Copp used to have to make speeches at various events and functions, and there was usually entertainment in which we, the grandchildren, would participate. It was at one of these events that my sister Joan and I won the Charleston competition. The Charleston was a popular dance at the time. I was about 7, and my sister was two years older than me. Grandpa was such a character, and I remember that Moortown had an upstairs balcony from which he used a pair of strong binoculars to watch the countryside. At least that was his story, as I later discovered it overlooked the local ‘Lovers Lane’ and he was actually observing courting couples!


Dear old Grandpa had been suffering from dementia for some years but was still physically in good health. One afternoon in 1935 he wandered out into the outskirts of the town for a walk. His bedtime was usually 5.30 p.m., but he didn’t return after tea, and at 10.30 p.m. the alarm was raised. A search party, initiated by his son Harry, was unable to find him, and it wasn’t until the following morning that his naked body was found in a field. He was 79 and had died from heart failure due to exposure. It was such a tragic end to such a wonderful and productive life. Ilfracombe had been quite grand in the mid-1850s, but it had become a little faded, and Grandpa had spent much of his life wanting to put the town ‘back on the first line of Devon resorts’. According to his obituary in the Ilfracombe Chronicle, he had ‘ploughed a dignified but lonely furrow in urging progressive ideas’.


I had been furrowing my own field, but in a completely different way. As you will no doubt have gleaned by now from reading the blurb on the cover, I am gay. I have never been overly political or strident about it. I’ve never jumped up and down about it or made an issue of it. It’s just the way I am and have always been. I was born gay, and it didn’t take me long to realise that this was just a fact of my life.


My first homosexual experience occurred when I was just 7 years old. Another of mother’s sisters, Auntie Maude, lived in Maida Vale, London, and married a man named Jones. Their son, Charlie Jones, was a traveller for Huntley & Palmers Biscuits, and he used to go all over the West Country. When he was in Weston he stayed in our hotel, usually in the winter. As incredible as it sounds now, he used to ask my mother and father if I could sleep in the same bed as him.


Believe it or not they agreed, and they would send me to bed before dear Charlie to warm up the bedclothes for him; they never thought there was anything strange about it. He never made a move, but I did. Even at that ridiculously early age, I was gay enough, or interested enough, for a sexual adventure. I went to bed hours before he did and used to pretend to be asleep when he came up to the bedroom and watch him undress. I wanted to see him naked, and when he got into bed I used to snuggle up to him and put my bum in his crotch and try and excite him. Unbelievable. I’m even shocking myself writing this. He wasn’t gay, and he later married and had a number of children. It was the first time I was aware of the sexual thing, and it developed very quickly from that. I am convinced that people are definitely born gay, not ‘persuaded or corrupted’ as some ignorant people would have it. I knew at the age of 7 that I was homosexual.


My only sexual experience with a girl was actually with my cousin Dorothy, known as ‘Tiny’, who was Charlie’s sister. Tiny contracted scarlet fever when she was a child and went deaf. She used to help out at the hotel. One day, when I was about 15, we were alone together and she suggested we went to bed together. I agreed, and she seduced me. It was the first time I had sex, and I didn’t enjoy it very much, which wasn’t just because she was a girl but because she was a virgin too, and the blood on the sheets mystified and alarmed me.


A few years later, I was befriended by an assistant in the local chemist’s shop; he used to love taking me on his motorbike on the pillion. He used to take me all over the place. I was quite a pretty boy, and I’m sure he fancied me, but he never laid a hand on me. Years later when I thought about it, he definitely liked me in that way; he was a very nice man and kind to me but he never tried to get into my pants. Again, my parents never thought that this was odd you know. It sounds as if they were very naïve, and maybe they were in that way, but those were very different times.


When I was a teenager, a gay friend of mine used to write to me. He was very naughty and wrote all sorts of things in his regular correspondence – much of it with gay sexual references and homosexual gossip. Unfortunately, my father opened one of these letters by mistake, thinking it was for him, and he wanted to know what it was all about and the nature of the relationship, and he questioned me about some of the gay references. He didn’t confront me or accuse me of being ‘queer’, but of course he knew about my sexuality. I think he quietly accepted who I was as long as I didn’t disgrace myself or bring shame on the family. In fact, I think he might have been slightly bent himself, as he often admired beautiful young men and was a regular customer at the local Turkish baths!


I never discussed the fact that I was gay with my mother. She knew, of course, but it was never talked about with her or my siblings. My brother, Tom, told me that the fact I was gay only became apparent to him much later, by which time the climate had changed and my sexual orientation was of no great consequence. He said, ‘I can’t recall it being discussed among the family in any way other than as acceptable.’


Tom had polio as a child and was in hospital in Bath for four years. At that time, very little was known about polio, or infantile paralysis as it was then named. The recommended treatment was complete immobilisation to stop the paralysis spreading further (the complete opposite of current practice), and so poor Tom was clamped to an upholstered board and placed in an isolation ward as he was considered infectious. His fellow patients were almost all bone tuberculosis sufferers and were mainly from the slum areas of Bristol where TB was then rife. Our family weren’t allowed to visit, and so his only communication was with these Bristolian and Bath residents with whom he conversed on a daily basis. It wasn’t surprising that when he was finally discharged from hospital he had acquired the local accent and the ‘Lingua Franca’.


I attended the local infant school. It was in a sweet little house in Weston, and the woman that ran it was called Miss Marigold, and her home was surrounded by beds of bright orange and yellow … marigolds! I’ve loved them all my life because of that particular connection and have always grown them. One of my earliest and worst memories at school was wetting myself. I had to take my trousers off and, as Miss Marigold didn’t have a spare pair of trousers, she put me into a pair of girl’s knickers. I remember feeling so terribly ashamed – even at no more than 4 years old. And before you jump to conclusions – no, this experience did not turn me into a cross dresser.


In 1926, after graduating from Miss Marigold’s academy, I was put into a very ordinary school called St John’s, which was about a mile from the hotel, along the seafront. I had to walk to school and would then return home for lunch before going back for the afternoon classes. I completed that mile walk four times a day in all weathers: in snow, rain and storms, and with sea spray blowing over me. No wonder we grew up strong and healthy. I can’t imagine many kids doing that nowadays: most children of that age aren’t allowed out alone.


My brother Jack wasn’t very academic and had trouble with exams, so my family paid for him to have a tutor to come to the hotel, and the crammer turned out to be my favourite master, Mr Day, from St John’s. He taught English, and I used to love him. He liked me too because I spoke rather better than most of the working class boys in the school, and he used to make me read my essays out to the school and recite in public. We called him Ginny Day for some reason.


I was sitting in the window of the hotel dining room when I saw him coming up the garden path for the first time. I knew that a teacher was coming to work with Jack, but I had no idea who it would be. And then I saw dear Ginny coming up the path looking rather sad and poor and with slightly frayed trouser ends. I thought, ‘This isn’t right: he shouldn’t have to do this extra work to supplement his earnings after a long day teaching.’ I was horrified, and I think it was the first socialist feeling that I experienced. The differences between rich and poor in those days were appalling; as far as I’m concerned, they still are.


The depression in the 1930s affected my brother Reginald to the extent that, like many others, his life might have turned out very differently. Before the war Reginald went to Australia as part of the Big Brother movement, which was a scheme whereby eminent Australian businessmen would sponsor well-educated and enthusiastic young men from Britain to emigrate down under. The young migrant, or ‘Little Brother’, would be provided with an adult person, the ‘Big Brother’, who would provide encouragement, advice and support during the émigré’s early adjustment period in the new country. There was also the hope that the Big Brother movement would appeal to middle-class families and attract educated boys to Australia. The Big Brother would act as a mediator between the young person and his employer.


The Little Brother was intended to be ‘a physically fit, upright, clean-cut, well-mannered British young man who was determined to work hard on the land’. Reg was allocated to work on a sheep farm and stayed with a very nice Aussie farmer and his family, but unfortunately the farmer experienced financial difficulties during the depression and the Big Brother organisation was unable to keep him in employment. In fact, during the 1930s, nearly 400 Little Brothers returned to Britain.


When Reg first returned, he couldn’t find a job, despite being well educated, full of life and very handsome; this was frustrating for him as he never had any money to take girls out! Then, just before the war, Reg returned home after a couple of job interviews much more optimistic: ‘I’ve got the chance of two jobs. Either a bus conductor or sweeping the floors at Woolworths.’ He decided to take the Woolworths job and within three months had become assistant manager before being promoted to being one of the company’s top executives.


Reg survived the war, despite being a rear gunner on a bomber, which was the most dangerous place to be. He returned to work for Woolworths and ended up in their London head office in the Marylebone Road, but sadly died in 1959 from a massive brain haemorrhage, resulting from very high blood pressure. Later, Woolworths took some responsibility for putting so much stress on their top executives and changed their employment practices.


I left St John’s school at 14. I didn’t want to continue my studying any more, and I suppose I was a little confused that while all my siblings had been afforded private education, I hadn’t. My sisters were both educated privately, and my two brothers had attended Wellington school, but by the time it was my turn to attend school, my parents had run out of money to pay the large fees. I was the only one that went to a council school. I was a bit miffed about that but, according to my brother Tom, I ended up being the best educated of all my siblings!


The financial situation was, however, a reality, and the hotel went bust in 1938. The building was later demolished and replaced by a block of flats. I pleaded with my parents to let me go to work, and luckily they were sympathetic. I found employment at the United Bill Posters Company, which was located at the approach to Weston-super-Mare’s railway station. The company was owned by a Mr Broomfield, who had once ‘trod the boards’, but was run very efficiently by an Irishman, Mr O’Connell. I was the office boy, making tea and undertaking menial administrative duties but also charged with keeping Mr Broomfield’s office clean and tidy. In fact, he was quite insistent that it was kept in an immaculate condition, which I endeavoured to do.


Because of his theatrical leanings, Mr Broomfield kept a stack of Theatre World magazines, which featured play reviews and articles about the acting profession. Whenever the coast was clear and I had completed my duties, I would throw myself into the thespian world. On one occasion, I was engrossed in the magazine when Mr Broomfield came into his office. I jumped up feeling guilty and expecting to be admonished at my dereliction of duty. I started to apologise, but instead of ticking me off, Mr Broomfield said, ‘I’m delighted that you’re interested. Read them whenever you wish. Very good!’ I was extremely lucky that Mr Broomfield was so kind, and I’m absolutely positive that it was here, while immersing myself in Theatre World and listening to Mr Broomfield’s stories, that I developed my love of the theatre.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MY REMARKABLE STORY

AEETGENEA’ DAME JUDI DENCH





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
MY REMARKABLE STORY

BRUCE COPP

WITH ANDY MERRIMAN





