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            Dramatis Personae

         

         
            our hero

            Harauld Hughes – playwright, poet, screenwriter

            
                

            

            his loves

            Felicity Stoat – actress, Hughes’s first wife

            Lady Virginia Lovilocke – theologian, chef, Hughes’s second wife

            
                

            

            his family

            Ophelia Hughes – oft-lapsed nun, Hughes’s mother

            Mickie Perch – producer, nightclub owner, Svengali, Hughes’s half-brother, twin brother of …

            Colin Perch – accountant, business manager of Anglers Productions

            Clifton ‘Monkey’ Perch – father of Mickie and Colin, stepfather to Hughes

            
                

            

            his colleagues

            Mick Barrett – actor, childhood friend of Hughes

            Leslie Francis – documentarian, film theorist, director of Hughes’s stage work and the films And …?! and O Bedlam! O Bedlam!

            Ibssen Anderssen – pop photographer, director of The Models Trilogy, The Awful Woman from Space, The Terrible Witch, The Deadly Gust, The Glowing Wrong

            Candy Doors – actress, Mickie Perch’s third wife

            Miloš Mareck – Leslie Francis’s cinematographer

            Donny Chapel – musician, composer

            
                

            

            his critic

            Augustus Pink – theatre critic, Hughes’s biographer

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Curtain

            
               HE

               What’s your type of eternity?

               SHE

               Oh. The strong and silent type.

               from Flight (1965) by Harauld Hughes,

published by Faber & Faber

            

         

         Harauld Hughes’s funeral was as terse as one of his plays. The boy who had come of age in the post-war rubble of Elephant and Castle was laid to rest in the arboreal hush of Brompton Cemetery.

         At his request, the coffin was painted black.

         The distinctly unceremonious ceremony was attended by only four people, two of whom were passers-by. There was no eulogy.

         Attendees received a private printing of Hughes’s Complete Plays and a miniature bottle of Slow Fade, his signature single malt. His second wife, Lady Virginia Lovilocke, though a Catholic and a lay theologian, did not read from the Bible, nor were there any religious readings. Instead, Hughes’s only remaining friend, the actor Mick Barrett, read the final verse of Hughes’s poem ‘The Wound’:

         
            
               There is no air.

               There is no ground.

               There is just the wound.

               It will not close.

               I won’t allow it. 2

            

         

         In their last conversation, already aware he had but weeks to live, Hughes had suggested Barrett read from another of his poems, ‘Erosion’, with its explosive opening …

         
            
               It turned to silt

               And washed away.

               It turned to shit

               And stuck.

            

         

         But Hughes relented. Age, he said, had softened him. When Harauld Hughes died in 2006, he hadn’t written a play for thirty-four years.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In Lady Virginia Lovilocke’s memoir of her life with Hughes, Herstory: My Time with Harauld Hughes, she movingly attests to the mystery of the other:

         
            Like all biographies, this is a work of fiction. By which I mean, since we are all, in some ways, characters of our own creation, it is hardly surprising that our lives are replete with both invention and omission. More than anyone, Harauld insisted that we be truthful, but never have I met a man more committed to the serious business of play.

         

         The reader, guided by Lady Lovilocke’s deft hand, is acutely aware of the resonances of the word ‘play’ in such close proximity to Hughes’s name, for Hughes was a poet known chiefly for his dramas; a political polemicist who loved badminton and did so much to restore the game to social prominence; and a gifted actor who became one of the most celebrated screenwriters of 3his generation. He wrote his first play, Platform, in 1960, but it was his fourth play, Roost, written, unusually, before his third play, Roast, that made his reputation. He remains one of the UK’s most garlanded playwrights. He was awarded the Euripides Prize for short-form drama and the Goethe Garter, and was one of the first writers-in-residence at Costa Coffee, albeit in an unofficial capacity. He was also the celebrated screenwriter of such films as The Especially Wayward Girl, The Deadly Gust and The Glowing Wrong. There is drama before Harauld Hughes and there is drama after Harauld Hughes. For Harauld Hughes, to my mind, is drama.
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         Harauld Hughes was born in Cardiff in 1931. The house in which he lived has since been demolished to accommodate a new trampoline park called Flip Zone (‘For kidz aged 9–99!!’). With his broiling temperament and tendency for explosive outbursts, Hughes was his own kind of ‘Flip Zone’; his mother, Ophelia, a missionary, also possessed an apocalyptic temper. Hughes finally spoke about his origins in this 1981 interview with the Swansea Examiner:

         
            My mother had evangelised with particular fury in Nigeria, localising much of her ire in the university town of Ibadan, where they now teach my work. After these purges of native devilry, she clearly felt compelled to slake her own spirits.

            She was maligned as a strumpet who cavorted with heathens in the bush, whereas I know for a fact that the identity of my father can be narrowed down to a group of no more than twenty or so, many of whom were highly regarded and had their own lodgings. 4

         

         Upon discovering her pregnancy, Ophelia returned to England. The identity of Harauld Hughes’s father was never resolved.

         
            Because of the stigma, my mother was sent to Coventry, literally – she had family there. I can’t imagine what she went through. It seems that no one in the Midlands is there voluntarily.

         

         Incredibly for a nun, this was not Ophelia’s first pregnancy. Before joining the sisterhood, she had secretly given birth to twins. She entrusted them to the sole care of their father, with whom she remained on friendly terms.

         
            I was smuggled away to London by a ‘friend’ of my mother called Clifton Perch, a retired Nigerian sailor who was already in sole charge of twin boys, Mickie and Colin, also of mixed heritage.

         

         Brooding, taciturn and possessed of incredible strength, Clifton ‘Monkey’ Perch was a merchant seaman on the Cardiff to Lagos cargo route. As well as undisguised racism, his nickname reflected his preternatural capacity for climbing the rigging. In 1917, the man who would become Harauld Hughes’s de facto father survived a German U-boat attack by clambering up to the crow’s nest and jumping onto a passing biplane, which he subsequently commandeered and used to destroy the submarine that had just sunk his ship. For this, he received two days’ extra rations and the option to do more work above deck. He deserted and settled in Cardiff, becoming a signwriter for especially high-up billboards, often without using a platform. When he eventually fell, he was placed in a psychiatric hospital for suggesting that he needed medical attention. 5

         While at Cardiff City Asylum, he met Ophelia Hughes, a trainee nurse, and as soon as he came out of traction, the two began an affair so torrid that it put him back in traction. Guilt-ridden, Ophelia left the nursing profession and decided to take holy orders. Perch, broken-hearted and broken-backed, would never climb again, resolving to raise his boys in ground-floor accommodation only. He needed lateral living space, and fast, so Perch became the live-in cook for a bohemian family whose terraced house in Elephant and Castle was slightly wider than average, due to a building defect that meant the property was slowly spreading.

         He had been there barely a year when a basket arrived for him. A basket containing a boy. This latter-day Moses had a note round his neck: ‘Room for one more? His name is Harauld Hughes. Keep him in God’s Loving Mercy. Best regards, Ophelia.’ ‘Monkey’ Perch took the boy in, setting up another crib in the dumb waiter.

         Up until the outbreak of the Second World War, Hughes lived in the Elephant with Monkey, Mickie and Colin in a street called Brook Drive, now most famous for being the backdrop for the music video for Dexys Midnight Runners’ relentless song ‘Come On Eileen’. At one end of the road, a young Hughes could see the Lambeth workhouse that once housed Charlie Chaplin, while at the other lay the famous Bedlam asylum, closed only recently in 1930, and which lay abandoned until it became the home of the Imperial War Museum in 1936. In 1932, the Coronet cinema, a 2,000-seat art deco wonder, was built on the nearby Old Kent Road, opposite the even more impressive 3,000-seat Trocadero picture house, with its sumptuous George Coles interiors in the French Renaissance style. Hughes was to spend much of his youth sneaking in and out 6of these two cinemas, inhaling westerns, gangster films and musicals. Forty years later, Hughes would write a film called O Bedlam! O Bedlam!, which remains unfinished and represents not only his last work for the screen, but also his last in any medium. One could say that Hughes’s life began and ended in the shadow of Bedlam. Perhaps that’s what Hughes was thinking about when he once said, ‘Our end must find its start in our beginning.’
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            1

            Leaving the Platform

            
               ACTRESS

               I think you might be the most conceited man I’ve ever met.

               ROCKER

               So you do agree we’ve met? We have become acquainted?

               ACTRESS

               We’re on the same platform.

               From Platform (1960) by Harauld Hughes,

published by Faber & Faber

            

         

         In Harauld Hughes’s full-length debut, an actress stands breathless on the platform of what the stage directions identify as an ‘isolated railway station somewhere in the north of England’. Sodden and tired, she is reluctant to talk to the only other person around, a cocksure musician (gnomically named ‘Rocker’ in the cast list), but unable to resist his provocations, she finds herself drawn into a disquisition on love, power and the illusions that keep us apart. More than sixty years after that play opened in London, I am trapped in an illusion of my own, pretending to be on a Journey of Discovery for a documentary called The Unfinished Harauld Hughes, because mindlessly going from one place to another allows us to ignore the fact that we lack a coherent narrative.

         ‘It was Here,’ I find myself shouting from our counterfeit railway platform, ‘that Hughes had the idea that would change his life for ever. It was Here, in the winter of 1953, that he saw 8a woman running onto the platform, bedraggled from the rain, holding a large red suitcase.’ Later, we’ll film a reconstruction of this, in slow motion, for those unable to imagine what a woman might look like while running through the rain with a red suitcase. ‘The woman was an actress, hoping to catch the last train to London, but she was too late. Hughes, watching the scene unfold, was so struck by the sight of what he would later call her “beguiling desperation” that he jumped out of the moving carriage. He had seen his future. A future called Felicity. Felicity Stoat. Within a year they will be married. And Stoat will go on to play the part of “Actress” in Platform, the play that will make Harauld Hughes’s name.’

         A pre-selected station guard blows a whistle, and the train pulls away long enough for the cameraman to get a shot of it pulling away, before the train stops and the rest of the crew get on board to film the fake Felicity Stoat pantomiming her late arrival. I turn to camera and, aided by an understated zoom, give it the full treatment …

         ‘But, less than twenty-five years later, in the spring of 1977, Hughes was on a different platform with a different woman. A lady: Lady Virginia Lovilocke. This time, Hughes didn’t disembark. And the platform wasn’t a train platform. It was a helicopter landing pad. A helicopter landing pad hastily erected on the set of O Bedlam! O Bedlam!, a film Hughes had ripped from the book of his heart, a film that fell, famously, apart. One journey was an arrival that took Hughes towards his first marriage and an explosion of creativity without rival in the Post-War British Theatre. The other was a departure via divorce, the collapse of his career and a doomed attempt to reconcile two distinct worlds: the stage and the screen. Hughes found himself at a terminus from which he would never return. 9He would not write again until his death thirty years later. So, what went wrong? Why does no one speak of Britain’s most innovative dramatist? What in hell happened … to Harauld Hughes?’

         I provide a visual counterpoint to my Mission Statement Voice-Over by gazing meaningfully out of the window, while dappled light plays on my pensive face.

         ‘I want to get to know Harauld Hughes. Who he was, why he wrote and why he stopped.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         I cannot remember when someone first mentioned the name Harauld Hughes to me, but I do remember when I was first told I looked like him.

         I was panning for classics in a second-hand bookshop when I looked up to see the stress-pinked eyes of the bookshop owner, Keith, a piece of white chocolate softening in his ghostly hands.

         ‘You have a double,’ he said.

         This used to happen often. People would say I reminded them of someone they knew. What they tended to mean was that they had once met another person whom they couldn’t confidently categorise in terms of ethnicity – a variation on ‘Where are you from, originally?’

         I said either ‘Oh’ or ‘Huh?’ or ‘Right’, one of those barely communicative cul-de-sacs designed to bring conversation to a close, but Keith persisted.

         ‘Look under “H”,’ he said. ‘“H” for Hughes.’

         I held up a copy of Birthday Letters.

         ‘Not that windswept bastard. Harauld. H. A. R. A. U. L. D. The mother was Welsh.’ 10

         I found the name on a spine. Harauld Hughes: The Two-Hander Trilogy.

         ‘Look on the back,’ Keith said.

         I looked. I saw the author’s picture.

         I had a double. Even in profile, the resemblance was remarkable. It was me.

         Of course, there was a variation in age. I was sixteen and, by that stage, had written only one or two major theatrical works. Hughes, pictured in a stark black-and-white photograph, looked to be in his thirties, had the command of a literary giant and wore the kind of glasses I would search for, in vain, from that moment on.

         I opened the book and, on the inside of the dust jacket, saw the titles of the three individual plays:

         Platform. Table. Shunt.

         Aggressive, terse, mysterious. Within moments I was drawn into Hughes’s sinister dance of suspicion and destruction.

         ‘Would you like to read all of the book before you buy it?’ said Keith, as he licked his upturned fingers; they were crooked, flesh stalagmites, waxed white.

         But I had already finished the book and started another. A book of screenplays. How could someone write for the theatre and for the screen? It seemed impossible, yet Hughes had managed it. I saw each film unspool in my mind’s eye. I was an instant acolyte. Hughes was my boy.

         Now I have the responsibility, the honour, of introducing him to the next generation of visionaries. But how can I hope to show the ‘truth’ about anyone, let alone someone so shrouded in admiration and approbation? How can I prevent a descent into rote hagiography? How do I swerve the potholes of pretension, generality’s broad brush or obscurantism’s beckoning nook? 11Why did I agree to participate in this documentary? Normally the answer would be ‘money’, but I haven’t been paid yet. There isn’t even a contract.

         It seems that I’m doing this for the sheer love of Hughes.

         
            [image: ]

         

         A few moments after we wrap, with the crew already packing away their gear, it strikes me that the sentence ‘He would not write again until his death thirty years later’ makes it sound like Hughes resumed writing in phantom form, his fleshless hand inking a quill, but I let it pass. We are in the van now, receded in separate cells of inwardness, trundling to the Travel Tavern. 12
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            Taking the Mick

            
               MICK

               You’re binary. That’s your downfall.

It’s got to be either this or that.

               CHARLIE

               Well, what else can it be?

               MICK

               Neither this nor that.

               CHARLIE

               If it’s not this and it’s not that, what is it?

               From Roast (1964) by Harauld Hughes,

published by Faber & Faber

            

         

         We are in Elephant and Castle, looking for a ‘greasy spoon’-style cafe to replicate the kind of eatery frequented by Hughes and his ‘Lambeth boys’. I’m about to meet Hughes’s oldest friend. Nicknamed Mickie Two to avoid confusion with Mickie Perch, Mick Barrett was a core member of this five-strong group of lads comprising Hughes, the Perch twins and ‘Tiny’ Clive. The cafe we find has such a thick film of grease on every surface that I ask to sit on a tray. I order the ‘Cooked 3’, which is both varied and singular.

         Barrett was the original ‘Rocker’ in the stage version of Platform, though he would be replaced by Donny Chapel in the television version (broadcast as part of a series called The Harauld Hughes Half-Hour Play). He played ‘He’ in Table, though in the television version he was (again) replaced, this time by Herbert 14Sand, while Patrick Rusk reinterpreted ‘Charlie’ and ‘Terry’ in Roast and Roost, even though Barrett played them first. Barrett also missed out on reprising the role of ‘Him’ in the television iteration of Flight after Hughes took the proto-feminist decision to cast Felicity Stoat in the part (though the fact that he had given the role of ‘She’ to the increasingly high-profile ‘starlet’ Inger Marie, with whom he was having an affair, may have been the deciding factor). Despite these disappointments, Barrett remained loyal to Hughes until the end.

         Dan, the director of our documentary (who refers to himself variously as ‘D Man’, ‘D’Man’ and ‘D Dog’), is adjusting the frame with his aggressively reticent cameraman Tony, aka Tony Camera. The sound recordist, Wiggsy Sound, scratches the skin under his Slinky of leather bracelets, brings his fingers up to his nose and catches the bulk of the resultant cough in the palm of his hand. What’s left, he wipes on his ‘Sawdust Is Man Glitter’ T-shirt before attaching my microphone pack. He apologises for his breath, before leaning in conspiratorially: ‘I heard Mickie Two was quite the lad in his day. They called the Woolworth Road sexual health clinic the Mick Barrett Centre. People think Mickie Perch was King of the Bush, but Mickie Two got more tail than a taxidermist.’ I thank Wiggsy for telling me such a beautiful story.

         Stepping out of the Uber, Mick Barrett is less the strutting peacock of 1960s lore and more the chalk outline of a baby crow. His skin is dusty white, like a tired Pierrot. His obviously dyed hair, scraped into Brylcreemed heaps, looks like scorched scrub.

         Attempting to accelerate intimacy, I extend a paw. Mick is not far south of ninety, but he seems older.

         
            – How are you, Mick?

            – Well, I’m still going. Just about. 15– Thanks for agreeing to come.

            – Well, I said I would, so I did.

         

         Aptly, Barrett’s last television performance was as ‘Man Near Cafe’ in Medic, A.M., a procedural series set in the world of hospital radio that enjoyed a brief run in the late 1970s. Since then, he has been a freelance drama coach, the face (or should that be the ‘back’?) of an osteoporosis infomercial and an assistant chiropodist (‘I’ve always believed in feet’).

         Tony Camera is rolling; Wiggsy Sound’s at speed; the cafe owner is primed to place two plates of breakfast in front of us as soon as Dan screams ‘Action!’ As is the way with television interviews, Mick has been instructed to incorporate my questions into his answers.

         
            – You knew Harauld Hughes from a very young age. When did you first meet?

            – I knew Harauld from a very young age.

            – And when did you and Harauld first meet? You were quite young?

            – When I first met Harauld, we were quite young.

            – Do feel free to answer in your own way.

            – I feel free to answer in my own way.

         

         We cut. Mick tells us how he prefers raspberries to strawberries. This is not in response to the question ‘Do you prefer raspberries to strawberries?’ – he just thought we should know. It becomes clear that when it comes to information, Mick considers it better to give than to receive. We try again.

         
            – Harauld saw things. He was different. He had those eyes. 16They pierced you. Like a skewer, only they were eyes. We met up the Elephant. Mickie and Colin too. Only had two pairs of shorts between them. Then it was the war. He went east. I went west.

         

         By ‘west’ he means Weymouth.

         
            – Harauld offered to enlist. But they wouldn’t take him because of his eyes.

         

         They wouldn’t take him because he was eight. Hughes was, in fact, evacuated to Ipswich.

         
            – Where did Mickie and Colin go during the war?

            – They stayed with Monkey in the Elephant. No one wanted twins. It was two too much by half. Mickie was a handful – he had form with the fuzz. Racketeering. Conspiracy to defraud. Assault with a deadly cosh.

         

         Mickie was nine.

         
            – And Monkey could barely move. He wouldn’t go into the underground shelters neither. He hated depths almost as much as he hated heights. One night Monkey told the boys to leave him be. He had a flan that wanted doing, and they should clear right out if they knew what was good for them. When they came back, Monkey and the flan had been flattened by a bomb.

            – That must have hit Hughes hard.

            – Harauld was miles away. He was in Ipswich.

            – I meant Monkey’s death. 17– Oh, Monkey didn’t die. He just got flattened. It’d take more than a bomb to kill Monkey. He was a sinewy old shit. The flames took his eyelids, of course. Made it hard for him to get much kip.

            – I didn’t know.

            – Oh yeah. He was very snappy.

            – I didn’t know he had no eyelids.

            – I just told you he didn’t have no eyelids.

            – I suppose that’s why he looks so intense in the photos I’ve seen.

            – I don’t know what photos you’ve seen.

            – Did you hear from Hughes during the war?

            – No. There was a war on, you see. Harauld started hanging around the RAF base at Martlesham. That’s where he learned how to smoke and shout. His natural speaking voice got to be the equal of a fighter plane, which was good training for working in the round. In the end they made him a junior officer.

            – What did he do?

            – Fetching. Brewing up. Keeping ’em peeled. That’s when he started to learn what a man was.

            – Thirsty?

            – I’m all right, thanks. When the war ended, they gave Harauld a full military discharge. Back he went. London town. We hadn’t seen each other since we were nippers. Suddenly we were men.

         

         They were fourteen.

         
            – Monkey bought himself a cafe. It just did liver and kidneys and tripe. It was called the Offal Truth. Monkey had to cook up in the dark, with his shades on. Everything was too 18bright for him, so a lot got spilt. He was knee-deep in guts.

            – Was Harauld close to Mickie and Colin?

            – Mickie was a force. He was out front, charming the birds. Giving it all this, that and the other. Colin was quieter. He did the accounts, which, as far as I could see, was just shoving all the receipts onto a spike and telling the taxman to do one. Harauld merely scrubbed and watched. He took it all in. He said scraping entrails off the floor prepared him for a life in show business. And there was Clive, who was tiny.

            – What did he do?

            – Nothing much. But his mum was a librarian, so he got us into books. Me and Harauld read everything. Could be Proust, could be a menu – we just loved language. And we pranced about. We were performers. People forget that about Harauld. He was an actor.

         

         It puts me in mind of a Hughes quote:

         
            Writing is acting. You pretend to be a writer. Just like you pretend to be a person.

            (From Actor/Writers on Writing and Acting: The Interviews, Vol. VI, edited by Chloë Clifton-Wright, published by Faber & Faber)

         

         
            – Did Mickie and Colin also read voluminously?

            – Mickie didn’t believe in reading. He considered it unmanly. And Col was into maths – he didn’t see the point in words. I don’t remember him ever saying anything.

            – Nothing?

            – Put it this way: I can’t picture his mouth moving unless there was bacon in it.

            – Was Harauld writing by that stage? 19– Harauld was writing before he could talk. I can still remember the first poem he wrote.

         

         Dan’s eyebrows are raised in pre-emptive assent.

         
            – Would you do us the honour of reciting it?

            – I can’t remember it. I just remember that he wrote it. It was called ‘Ruck’. It was about fights. But, you know – for fun. No blades.

         

         Hughes never wrote a poem called ‘Ruck’, though it sounds like something he could have written. I think the poem Barrett is referring to is this one:

         
            
               ‘Bundle’

               The boy turned

               And saw them

               In the air,

               Faces stretched with

               An expanse of joy.

               No reason

               (Or perhaps

               He forgot his offence).

               Never mind, he was

               Underneath them now,

               With wind knocked out

               And tears down his nose.

               How long has it been

               Since they cleaned this

               Carpet?

            

            
               (From The Wound, the Woods, the Well: The Collected Poems of Harauld Hughes 1957–1977) 20

            

         

         
            – We were always bundling. That’s what did my back in – how I got the osteoporosis, the vertebrae all compacted. I got off lightly. Put it this way: ‘Tiny’ Clive started off tall. Still, it’s better than being stretched – some of the lads round Stepney did that. It was just a way to pass the time. These days, they’ve got the internet. Even now I feel the urge to jump on someone from a height – you know, to loosen things up. The only rule was: you don’t bundle Monkey. He’s suffered enough.

            – Did Harauld participate in these bundles?

            – People see him as this intellectual, but he loved bundles. He loved pissing about. And Harauld and Mickie [Perch] loved the girls. Mickie was more flamboyant; he’s been through more thatch than a roofer. Col went to accounting college at sixteen, so that didn’t do him any favours in the ladies’ department. Same face as Mickie, but totally different story. I did fine, had my moments, and so did ‘Tiny’ Clive. Girls could mother him. Just scoop him up. But Harauld and Mickie were the lads. Harauld had the voice, but Mickie had the barnet. He was the first person in the Elephant who managed to get his hair to be taller than his own head. Mickie always had three to four birds on the burner. He could only love in bulk. As opposed to the bulky, whom he couldn’t love. But him and Harauld were careful to never fight over the same sort. That was honour. Once, Harauld took a shine to one of Mickie’s birds and asked her to the pictures. Just that. And when Harauld and this bird came out, there we were in the lobby – Mickie, Me, Col and ‘Tiny’ Clive. And we all cut him with our eyes. We saw him, but we didn’t look at him, if you know what I mean. And Harauld saw us not seeing him. He tried to lock eyes 21with us, but we gave him icicles. He never forgot that day. And he never did it again. That became core: you don’t go with another bloke’s bird. Doesn’t matter what you’re doing or not doing, that’s right out.

            – But wasn’t Hughes notorious for having affairs?

            – Oh, it’s obviously fine to have affairs. That’s par for the course. Otherwise all you’re left with is the wife. But you don’t dip your toe in the neighbourhood pond. You don’t take from your own.

            – Hughes once said, ‘Affairs require us to be honest, absolutely honest, in our deceptions.’

            – I wouldn’t go that far. You’ve got to cover your tracks.

            – Right. So there’s honour in dishonour?

            – That’s it.

            – Do you think these questions of loyalty had a big effect on Hughes as a writer? His work is very bound up with betrayal, power and debt.

            – Let me tell you something. Mickie went to prison, young, for a relatively minor theft. We were all bundling in this department store – by the sofas, said we were testing them – and just as we were bowling out, the bloke on the door got us by the collar: something had gone walkies, something silly – a fondue set, as it happens – and Mickie was fingered. Literally. The magistrate said that they needed to make an example of someone, and it might as well be Mickie. Mickie didn’t even like cheese – it was too continental for him. He liked everything straight down the middle. Besides, who eats fondue in the summer? Colin was the one who went for cheese. He’d been to accounting college in Bury St Edmunds, so he’d been to King’s Lynn, he’d been to Ely, he’d been to Bedford – he’d travelled all over. Colin loved 22it. For someone who looked like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, he was obsessed with dairy. Mickie took the fall for Colin. But Mickie taking the fall meant that Colin owed him. And that’s why Colin, instead of becoming the world-class accountant he could have been, ended up in Mickie’s pocket for the rest of his life. Literally.

            – Literally?

            – Not literally. Figuratively. That’s the one. Mickie would figuratively put you in his pocket. And, I suppose, Mickie was figuratively fingered. Col didn’t want to run Mickie’s businesses. But he had to. That’s how Mickie related to you. He offered to do something for you, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer, so you let him, and then you were his. It’s why I won’t get a Nando’s loyalty card. Love your chicken, lads, but that don’t mean you own me.

            – So where are we now?

            – I don’t know – some kind of shit cafe.

            – No, what year? Then. Not now. To avoid further …

            – Well, we were fourteen, fifteen after the war. A year or so, and then Col went off to accounting college, that was three years – so 1950. That’s when Mick did nick.

            – Who’s Nick?

            – Stir …?

         

         I hand him a teaspoon.

         
            – Prison, you plank.

            – Right. Sorry.

            – That’s when Mickie did time. Six months. Mickie said it was one of the happiest times of his life. He met all his future business partners in there. That’s where he got all his contacts. 23

            – Did Harauld ever consider university?

            – No. University was for stiffs like Col. Eggheads. We wanted to be actors. We went to acting school. But we got chucked out after a couple of weeks.

            – Any reason?

            – Plenty. For a start, Harauld spoke so loudly he blew the teacher’s toupee right off his bonce. And we drank a lot. That was when Mickie started setting up the clubs. We were permanently pie-eyed. We’d roll into class dribbling.
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         In 1951, Mickie Perch opened the nightclub Nice to Meat You, which became a feature of the post-war London ‘scene’. Again, Mickie was the frontman, Colin cooked the books and Monkey cooked the all-meat menu. In 1952, the club was shut down by the police after someone found a human leg in the freezer. The team reunited with the sea-themed eatery Prawn Again, with its servers wearing shell bikinis, but that closed after an outbreak of cod worm. It was only when the Perch twins opened Mickie’s, which combined all-day fry-ups, hard bop and topless waitresses, that they hit upon a winning formula. Because of the rules of public decency imposed by the Lord Chamberlain, the waitresses could be nude only if they were stationary, which meant that service was slow, but no one seemed to mind. Mickie’s became the hang-out for sozzled jazzers, late-breakfasting showgirls and off-duty wrestlers. It was here that Donny Chapel, who would go on to provide the music for O Bedlam! O Bedlam!, developed his singular brand of socially committed skiffle. The club was a huge success, and the wealth generated would, in due course, help launch Hughes’s career as a playwright. 24

         
            – Did you know Harauld would become a playwright?

            – I was the one who told him. I said, ‘Harauld, how’s about becoming a playwright?’ He was never one for description, you know. He was a dialogue man. He was quick to pick up on how things were said, but if you asked him to describe, I don’t know, a motor, he would barely know what colour it was. For Harauld, it was the intent. The motor is to get you from A to B. That’s that. Who cares what it looks like? Harauld was a talker. That’s not always the case with writers. With a lot of them, you hear them speak and you’re like, ‘I can see why you write.’ But with Harauld, you heard him speak and you thought, ‘Someone type this up.’ Which is really what he did. A lot of those plays were things the boys had said. Things I’d said. Don’t get me wrong, he knew what to type up. But often you’d hear a line and think, ‘I’ve heard that before. That’s something “Tiny” Clive said.’

            – What led Mickie Perch to fund Hughes’s first play, Platform?

            – I think Harauld asked for an advance against what he was owed for working in the clubs. It was a little two-hander. The whole thing couldn’t have cost more than four quid.

            – But Mickie Perch was the producer?

            – Yes. Technically. His name was on it. But Leslie organised it all.

            – Leslie Francis? The director?

            – What other Leslie Francis is there?
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         Leslie Francis (1923–91) was a child of empire intent on seeing that empire fall. At sixteen he left school for Oxford University, 25where he studied Classics, English and Philosophy, an undergraduate course created especially for him. He interrupted his studies to work in the War Office, where he wrote many of Churchill’s best jokes, but was dismissed when he criticised Churchill’s delivery for being sentimental and lacking pace; Francis was reported to have said, ‘Churchill may be winning the war, but he’s killing my material.’ He returned to Oxford and switched to Physics, in which he obtained a triple first, a grade created especially for him. He was asked to stay on for postgraduate work but had fallen under the spell of the cinema. ‘I had a great sense that cinema needed wholesale reform, and how could I do that if I was mired in Further Physics?’

         After some time working on various cinema periodicals and fanzines, Francis began his directorial career in industrial films and documentaries, the best known of which are Hail to Thee, O Carrot! (which won a Scottish BAFTA for Best New Non-Fiction Short in 1954), Northern People (1955), As Far West as Wales (1956) and What Day’s Wednesday? (1957). He met Stoat and Hughes when he directed the science-fiction serial Minions of the Moon (1958), and again on the adventure series Boudicca the Brave (1955–9), in which Stoat starred as the titular marauder. Francis’s television work, though in many respects unremarkable, was distinguished by the believability and naturalness of the acting.

         Francis directed the long (61 mins) short A Day Divided (Cannot Stand) (1962), a fantasy set over the lunch hour of a factory worker in a Liverpool suburb, and the slight badminton drama It’s a Ruddy Racket! (1964), but it was his film And …?! (1969), about a scout-group militia who attack the House of Lords, that would propel him into the first rank of cinematic greats. 26

         As a theatre director, Francis had a long and fruitful collaboration with Hughes, starting in 1960 with Platform and ending with 1972’s Dependence. He was also the director of The Harauld Hughes Half-Hour Play, overseeing the transposition of Hughes’s writing to a new medium.
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