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Our freedom as free lances


Advances towards its end;


The earth compels, upon it


Sonnets and birds descend;


And soon, my friend,


We shall have no time for dances.




 





Louis MacNeice, ‘The Sunlight on the Garden’
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Introduction





A funny sort of life poet-journalists led in the early 1990s. They seem to have been blown hither and thither by a series of sudden shallow enthusiasms, no sooner taken up than laid aside, forever. There doesn’t seem to be any plan or purpose to it. Where is it all heading, you ask yourself. I ask myself.


I had thought of calling the book All Over the Place, as the best description of its contents. One minute I’m in Central America with Judas Iscariot, the next I’m back at prep school. One minute I’m going out dressed as a woman, the next I’m staying home railing at ‘Glucovision’. An article about Bruce Chatwin is followed by one about haircuts. Another about teaching creative writing is followed quickly by one about trying to buy drugs. Perhaps I should have called the book Attempted Possession, writing being like the drug you can never quite find. If anything is the subject of the book it is the search for one. Better luck next time. My only excuse is that all these things happened to me. It’s my little world.


Reading the pieces all together I’m most conscious of the different speeds with which they move down the page. This may just be a question of quality, but it speaks to me vividly of the varying moods with which I related to deadlines, all the way from debonair to desperate. In some I can as good as see my heart beating. Writing is my definition of happiness, but happiness, when it doesn’t write white, writes slow. (Unhappiness writes slow too, come to think of it.) I have sometimes flirted with approaching deadlines to the point where I was really asking for it, suspender belt and all. This hidden personal drama constitutes a more intimate aspect of the book than some of the autobiographical pieces. I only hope it will be the gear changes rather than the intrusive presence of the writer all over the place which the reader most objects to.


Having written two travel books and decided that travelling was the activity most like dying, in the way that it leaves an empty space behind where your life used to be, I had always thought it would be a good idea to write a travel book about staying home. After all, I knew more about it and I liked it more. In fact, as a freelance writer who worked at home, I knew all about it. I was an aficionado. But then, what was it really like? Was it the things I did? Or was it the things I only thought about? Was it the stories, or the spaces between the stories which affected me more? If the latter, what was the point? Hadn’t I better write poetry?


Of course, one could never consciously embark on such a work. One would become a hermit, fearing to go out lest one came upon new material. One would never catch up. I am usually a year behind with my own difficulties as it is, never mind having time to go out and look for more. If I was ever going to make a start I would have to not know about it. Even in my worst nightmares, I could not find myself writing a book. The possibilities of that idea would have constituted the kind of writer’s block that doesn’t even bear flirting with. No, what we have here is a rearguard action, backs to the wall. ‘I come on walking off stage backwards’ (Lowell).


I only managed to get the travel books done by arranging for someone to be expecting something each week; in the first case Mrs Jolly, famed typist of Charing Cross Road, who always typed in blue because it didn’t hurt her eyes so much; in the second, Xandra Hardie, a friend who happened to be working at Jonathan Cape and let the sections pile up in her office without even thinking about a book until we all felt stronger.


In the case of this one, it was Isabel Fonseca who was waiting for my columns at the TLS, so the trap of beginning was camouflaged by a realistic flooring of deadlines and temporary breathers. A book was the last thing either of us had in mind. Still is, really. (The column was later edited by David Sexton, then James Campbell, both of whom I’d like to thank.)


Isabel had had the idea of a weekly column, something vaguely literary, to be written by a roster of writers, subjects to be decided by consultation, length about 750 words. She had trouble thinking of a title and in the end used ‘Freelance’, because it was the subject of my own first effort (page 1). I liked the logo of those early columns – the title in a battered typewriter face, which further seemed to illustrate the freelance predicament. I can make out traces of Isabel’s original concept in the earlier of these pieces.


Gradually the other writers found better things to do, preferring to leave a little something still at the bottom of their respective barrels. I scraped on and scraped by. I found I liked the short form. It suited my attention span and it almost fitted into my week. Like me, it could survive on almost, but not quite, nothing. If I stayed home one week, rereading teenage letters or wondering idly what it would be like to live next door, I made a conscious effort to be more professional next time. An article about my wife’s childhood in Alsace would be followed more toughly by one about a tour of Vienna ‘In the Footsteps of the Third Man’. One about family share-outs by a more general interest piece about Siamese twins or the terminology of roistering.


Isabel left the TLS and it became Ferdie Mount I reported to. I thought he would be more strict, but he turned out to be more tolerant and let me do more or less what I liked, to the point where my life actually seemed to make sense: I was writing about it. At first, my guiding principle was never to go out looking for material if there was any lying around at home. After all, why should a column be about additional experience? Wasn’t what happened to me in the normal course of events interesting enough? I soon discovered that it wasn’t. I discovered that writing a column is like having a small excitable dog to look after. At first it is sweet. Gradually it develops a life of its own. It gets hungry. It gets sick. It gets bored. Sometimes it’s all too much, but the great thing about having a dog is that it likes to go walkies and in the end so do you. You look forward to it. 



















What About Pleasure? Where Does that Feature in the Freelance Hierarchy?





Coffee is the drug of the chronic freelance. It reproduces, for money, the state of anxious chaos that exists in his room, his brain, his work schedule, his bank account and his love-life. It also causes him to nod off at his desk from coffee-shock, a condition characterized by damp, cold feet. Balzac drank thirty pots a day. Proust, according to Redmond O’Hanlon, wrote all his books on bull’s adrenalin, hence the curtained room to preserve the speedfreak’s brittle, laser-beam constructions.


‘Coffee is darkness’, said Nietzsche, who believed that writing should be done walking around outside: ‘Never give any credence to a thought conceived while sitting.’ I was born three cups of coffee under par, but when I read what Nietzsche wrote, I decided to buy a lighter variety, only to discover that it is actually stronger than the full roast, being less cooked. It makes my heart beat visibly under my shirt and causes bladder and bowels to work overtime. If I’m not jumping up to turn over the Screaming Blue Messiahs or put the Dimplex up a few degrees as my blood temperature drops, I’m leaping upstairs to produce an eyeglass full of decaffeinated liquid ten times a morning. I sometimes think I’m nothing more than a machine for taking the colour out of strong brown drinks. I wonder does anyone else experience the same thrill of anticipation at the thought of going downstairs for a big bowl of sugary cereal, after writing one sentence?


A freelance collaborates with his deadline much as the people of Lyon did with Klaus Barbie. Deadlines are lifelines. You have a little affair with them, fraught with betrayals, recriminations and brinkmanship. They glow with a strange attraction: the light under the door that isn’t there when you open it, only another door, another deadline. As you run your left hand repeatedly through your hair to appease an approaching showdown, scurf and hair follicles shower on to the desk-top and into the typewriter, causing it to jam and print double. Now every ‘I’ or ‘e’ has to be plucked back from the page by hand. Typewriter ink smears your fair copy. Knowing that your piece always somehow gets written, you wonder idly what would happen if you sat there doing nothing this time around. Under your desk, you stamp and kick a large hole in the carpet, as if you were running away from something in your sleep. It looks like an abandoned rat’s nest down there. One day you kick your way clear through the floorboards into the wiring and electrocute yourself in mid-sentence. You wake up with a start, imagining it was all a bad dream. Then you wake up again.


What to do first? The report to Eastern Arts on my residency at Stevenage Comprehensive (no money till it’s done), or the liner notes for a friend’s new album? Check my American student’s parodies of Cavafy, or do my accounts? Start my article for Departures, or watch TV for the New Statesman? A horoscope from a friend this morning advises me to ‘set aside a lot of time for your poetry, rather than doing too many less worthwhile things for money’. On my desk lies the example of my brother’s first novel, Talking Oscars, begging me to be gentle with it while blushing at its recent acceptance by Heinemann for a three-year sum.


And what about pleasure? Where does that feature in the freelance hierarchy, supposing you write about TV for a living? Your writer chappie thought he was such a clever little fellow, not working, but writing for a living. Look at him now, poor chap, hunched to his scrap-pad seven days a week, watching Australian soap operas with a hunted look in his eye. His blood pressure’s the lowest you can have and still register. He’s been advised to build up his cholesterol. He can’t get heavy enough rock ’n’ roll to keep his heart ticking over. The only crystals he owns are the ones in his shoulders.


I’m reminded of that funny little man in Oxford Street with the tall sandwich-board advocating beans, raw vegetables and sitting; less red meat, violence and sex. Without meaning to, I seem to have become one of his disciples.


[8.1.88]    
















Green Carnations and Author-Baiting





Your reluctant columnist, dwelling needlessly on the state of the carpet under his desk for his last effort, was only too happy to eat a couple of literary banquets last week on your behalf.


Waiting in the courtyard of the Old Brewery in Chiswell Street to welcome guests to the Whitbread Book of the Year Dinner were two magnificent grey drays, manes combed, harness polished, name-plates gleaming: ‘Pride’ and ‘Prejudice’. Which would win the day? Or would they pull together? In the Gents, Christopher Reid was trying to fix a black tie round the shaggy throat of Bernard McCabe, there to represent Seamus Heaney should he win the £18,000 prize. Having wished every success to one of the judges, Judy Cooke, reading her as ‘short-listed’ on the menu, I found my name on table thirteen next to Raman Subba Row, President of the England Cricket Selection Board, who told me he had once, aged ten, run a small south-coast railway station for several weeks while its master was away drinking. It was Raman who went out to Karachi recently to persuade our chaps to complete the test series, rather against his and their better judgement, I gathered. When I noticed the Hon. Colin Moynihan, our Sports Minister, talking to Miss Gaie Morris, Captain of the England women’s cricket team, I began to wonder what the finalists were going to be judged on.


Round about pudding – a cricket-ball with green sauce – there were big-screen videos of the short-listees talking, followed by readings of their work by actors. Francis Wyndham looked the best writer present, but he may have wondered, as I did, how a mere ‘Best First Novel’ could ever triumph over anyone in the ‘Best Novel’ category, a position occupied by Ian McEwan. Surprise of the evening was the now fully-Yeatsified image of Seamus Heaney, forty-eightish, half-frames balanced at the end of his nose and no reading matter within miles. Craig Raine’s theory was that Irishmen turn into their fathers earlier than we do.


Heaney characterized the 1980s as ‘shoulder-shrugging and elegiac’, which seemed about right, but Ian McEwan thought the pace of change was so great he didn’t want to be ‘tied in’ to 1987 and needed the ‘wider canvas’ of the future. The film of eventual Whitbread winner Christy Nolan showed him seated at his typewriter while his mother Bernadette held his head from behind and guided his ‘unicorn stick’ to the right letter. Her acceptance speech contained an unexpected endorsement of David Alton’s bill to reduce the abortion limit from twenty-eight to eighteen weeks.


‘I was never really into bindings’, said Francis Wyndham as he fingered his expensive-looking consolation prize after the show. It must have been a strange, but very lifelike sensation to get back your book coated in leather and smelling of goat’s cheese when the jackpot had seemed so close: ‘Look, do you mind, I’ve read this one.’


The guests for the Sunday Express Book of the Year Lunch in the Wilde Room at the Café Royal were given green carnations as consolation prizes for giving up their day to watch this rather more down-market author-baiting. (The emphasis was on ‘readability’.) I took my wife along, thinking it was a buffet, but it proved to be a sit-down, with place-names and finalists shared out among the tables like an away team at school, so she had to go home with the carnation. Ronald Hardy, our table’s contender, whose book was described by one judge as ‘very long’, was nearly in tears at having been teed up so effectively only to be sliced into the rough at the last minute.


A fact not impossible to credit is that readers of the Sunday Express include ‘20 per cent of the people who buy book tokens’. On this occasion it was Brian Moore, Malibu-based author of many ‘ultra-readable’ novels, whose The Colour of Blood was chosen to see the colour of their money. If a film is made of it, the last scene, according to Monica Dickens, ‘will rank in screen lore with Glenn Close in the bath in Fatal Attraction’. I got that from the fully written-up hand-out we were given on the way out. I suppose they must have quickly burned the ones for William Boyd, Noel Virtue, Mary Wesley and poor Ronald Hardy.


[29.1.88]   
















His Word against Mine





On my way to chair a poetry workshop in South Acton I leave all my books behind on a bench at Highbury and Islington. I get out at Gospel Oak and wait for another train going back. My books have gone. No one has heard of them. I see a door marked ‘Private’, knock and go in. There is a whole different world in there, relaxed and degenerate, in contrast to the busy platform outside. It has a carpet, a cat and a fine old dead clock with only one hand. In the corner sits an old man reading one of my books. ‘Oh, thank God you’ve got them’, I say. ‘I’m supposed to be doing a reading in half an hour.’ The old man looks up from the book and asks, ‘You the author of this?’ I say I am, but that I wrote it some time ago when I was quite young. ‘Young eh? Heh! I don’t know how they get this stuff printed. I mean it’s so, you know, personal. I mean who wants to know how you shave and everything? If you want to write an interesting book you should write a book about me. I’ve been round the world four times on a submarine. I was interviewed by Billy Graham.’ I say I’d really like to, but I am already late. ‘What you see here’, says the man, indicating his snug domain, ‘is as much a microcosm of anything as anything is. It’s my belief that we mortals are tenants left here on Earth by some buggerin’ absentee landlord, to look after his estates for him while he’s off evicting people from their homes on the other side of the galaxy. Interested? I knew you would be. All that wishy-washy stuff, “O Lord, make haste to help us”, that’s not going to make any impression on people like that. What you need is something much more like a word of command. Do this! Do that! I know from my experience in the war that people prefer you to be firm with them in an emergency. Take a look around you. How would you like to live and work in this hellhole?’ ‘I’d love to’, I tell the man. I can hear a train arriving and am foreseeing some difficulty in getting all my books back into their carrier bags. ‘The only thing is,’ says the man, ‘Your book isn’t exactly what I’d call … correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t a sentence supposed to have a verb? What’s “keroot” mean?’ I dash for the door with my books under my arm. ‘You forgot your Pomagne’, comes the man’s croak.


I am an hour late for the workshop and my garbled apologies undermine my credibility in advance. My students have moved their desks flush with the master’s desk and are smiling at one another. Several of them are drunk. One has a bowie knife. I pile my books in front of me like sandbags.


The tricky thing about the creative writing industry is the more or less accepted notion that everyone’s opinion, even on matters of grammar, carries equal weight. You have to be incredibly diplomatic and charming. ‘Tap dancing’ I call it, but there is another word for it. Before long I am locked in mortal discussion with an unhinged Welshman who has written ‘Like a rough speck/of dull brown/dust caught/in a gold ray/of last sun/the small bright/kitten jumps/ over the Dutch/clog into/the old wood/basket.’ I read this over to myself but I can’t for the life of me see the point of it. All of a sudden poetry itself seems the most pointless exercise imaginable and I try to explain this to the Welshman, who insists on taking it personally. ‘Yes but WHY isn’t it any good?’ he howls. Why indeed. I want to know myself. I search in vain for an absence of main verb. I add up the adjectives and lose count. I mention Black Mountain poetry. I think of running outside and burying the poem in the garden, but first I ask other people what they think of it. They quite like it. They say it is visual and moving. It captures the movement of the kitten through the air and into the basket. I have to agree with this and end up retracting everything I have said and apologizing to the Welshman for going ‘OTT’. I start to think I quite like the poem myself. ‘After all’, says the Welshman unbearably, as he shop-soils a copy of one of my books, ‘it’s really just your word against mine, isn’t it?’ ‘Right’, I whimper. I have picked a little hole in the plastic cup I am holding and Pomagne is running down my trousers.


[11.3.88]   
















The North Devon Farm Museum





Monday. Arrive at the Arvon Foundation in Devon to teach a ‘closed’ course with Alexis Lykiard of sixteen teenage boys and two girls from a Bromley comprehensive. Everyone has brought a music system of some kind. To ban or not to ban? Alexis is pro-ban. I mediate in favour of personal stereos only, ghetto-blasters to be limited to a ‘loud hour’ between six and seven o’clock. This is my first mistake. Before long even the duty master has on his walkman and is hissing with a ‘Sixties Mania’ tape; I can just make out ‘Leader of the Pack’ by the Shangri Las. He shouts that five boys are here to write, the rest are ‘plonkers’.


Tuesday. The staggered consultations go gradually out of sync; by the end there are three fractious SAS types with headphones and shag spots sitting on my bed waiting to present their ‘character sketch’ of a big brother in the Navy before dashing off to the pub.


After dinner, the tutors do their reading. I read from my mucky American book and forget to read ahead. Quick as a flash, Tony puts up his hand to ask the meaning of ‘sodomize’. ‘Bugger’, I tell him. ‘Anal intercourse’, says the teacher. We have both fallen into the trap. Later, schoolgirl Nathalie writes a piece of public porn to ‘embarrass’ cute Ghanaian Reg: ‘As Nadine rose in climax, she gave Reg her all, but knowing he would leave as suddenly as he arrived she held on tightly, refusing to let him use her again, but it was too late …’. Reg replies in kind.


Wednesday. The boys doing school work on ‘that patriotic cunt’ Rupert Brooke. I try to defend him against Wilfred Owen, but can’t quite remember why ‘The Soldier’ isn’t imperialistic, so give them a prose paraphrase, of ‘Adlestrop’ to turn back into a poem. Paul writes: ‘Steam from a valve/Shot into the air/Rare flowers were dancing/Without any care/The empty platform/With no one at all /With trees all around/Wild birds singing their call.’ Reg conceives a nightmare Adlestrop in which ‘I moved close to the rail/To have a look down/I fell and my legs were trapped …’ All the birds and flowers of Oxfordshire burst out laughing as the train bears down on Reg: ‘All hope was lost/and triumph was theirs.’ Later, we have our ‘Adlestrop Revisited’ reading and each poet’s manhood runs the gauntlet of his coeval’s scorn. I unveil the original: the students aren’t impressed.


Thursday. Giggles and huddles and headphones. Snatches of song-lyrics from the lips of passing walkpeople. Bully-Bully! Walking back to happiness with you oo oo … Alexis and I drive fast in the opposite direction to the strains of Fats Navarro on his car stereo. ‘The North Devon Farm Museum’ is closed, but the farmer opens up and takes us round: vintage steam engines, mantraps, hand biers, rubber ‘funeral shoes’ for cortège horses. ‘Know what this is?’ He holds up a spiked nozzle. ‘That’s for inflating veal carcasses to separate the skin off ’em.’ Another device is for ‘extracting pig’s toenails’. Alexis and I feel we could find a use for these items back at the house, but the farmer refuses to break up his collection.


Favourite poem night. Tony has made an exhaustive study of the poetry library in his search for prurience and come up with a stinker called ‘Song of a Phallus’ by Ted Hughes. ‘Belly’, ‘winkle’, ‘sod’, ‘bollocks’, ‘turd’, there’s a giggle on every line, not to mention a fine scatter of flesh particles: ‘hacker’, ‘brat’, ‘whack’, ‘maw’, ‘axe’, ‘guts’, ‘bastard’, ‘guts’, ‘blood’, ‘axe’, ‘gore’. The poem might have been written especially for him.


Friday. I score my first popular success at the farewell reading with Paul Muldoon’s ‘Whim’: ‘Once he got stuck into her he got stuck.’ At which the rather game English mistress mutters ‘If we’d done it my way we could have walked out of here.’ The reading is followed by satirical take-offs of myself and Alexis. Fixed smiles are in order. Alexis leaves early.


Saturday. Car, bus, train and tube back to Islington reading Owning Up by George Melly and thinking of all the heroic also-rans lounging in those café photos featuring Rimbaud or Gauguin. Who are we all, I wonder? I don’t think I’ll finish the book somehow.


[26.2.88]   
















Wendy Cope Makes Cocoa for Hugo Williams





17 March. Meet Wendy Cope at King’s Cross in order to journey north to read at the Newcastle Literary Festival. We two TV columnists – she for the Spectator, me (now sacked) for the New Statesman – have read and exchanged moans together before, last year at King’s Lynn. I tell her that a column column is harder because you have to go out and live in order to glean your material, an unpleasant new experience for me. Wendy says she must remember this when next straining at the controls. (Her favourite programme is LA Law.)


We discuss Fiona Pitt-Kethley’s recent appearance on Comment on Channel Four in which she bemoaned the financial lot of the poet and lambasted her publisher for gross stinginess: ‘Chatto’s my pimp. My cut is 5 per cent / (well in arrears). Clause after clause decrees / I earn less still and part’s kept back for years. / I’m published now, so spin-offs come my way – / performances–I’m paid from fifty to / a hundred pounds for every one night stand. / Some buggers think that I should do it free’ (‘buggers’ changed to ‘scrooges’ for C4). She goes on, ‘Last year I made about two thousand net … I’m 33 and can’t afford to rent / the smallest bedsit on my salary / I live with Mum … / What should I do? What chances do I have?’


With the financial support of the Council for Racial Equality, Fiona is currently suing the Arts Council for racial discrimination: all last year’s applicants for an Arts Council grant had to be black, so she was turned down. We try to think of other authors who have written against publishers and can only come up with Byron – in letters – and Cyril Connolly in Enemies of Promise: ‘As repressed sadists are supposed to become policemen or butchers so those with irrational fear of life become publishers.’


For the past seventeen years my wife Hermine has been writing a book called The Tightrope Walker, a historical work which includes her own adventures on the wire and elsewhere. For this she has received as an advance a sum £50 smaller even than the OUP are paying me for my own collected poems, although I must admit that my own deal includes the unexpected gratuity of a publication-date postponement – always life-enhancing. To help pay for some of the reproductions in her book, Hermine has taken on a job delivering the Islington Chronicle from door to door at £2.03 for 163 copies, the £2.03 to be paid into a building society to avoid mugging, says a Mr Grace. I wonder how many delivery women he has lost in this way.


The Newcastle reading has been announced as ‘Wendy Cope Making Cocoa for Hugo Williams’, but there is a plentiful supply of wine and the room is crowded. The occasion takes on a weird life of its own when I attempt to gloss the phrase ‘permanganate of potash’. People can barely wait till the interval to press on me their experience of this chemical, with which, it seems, everyone in England was dyeing their face a streaky yellow in the late 1950s. (I thought I was alone.) There seems to be a difference of opinion among the audience as to whether its true application is for gargling, childbirth, or athlete’s foot. Somebody asserts that she used to wash lettuce in it in the tropics. Just as we think the subject has faded away, a woman stands up at the back and states that she was working in a hospital in Bournemouth when a black woman was brought in who had been washed up on the beach. It wasn’t until the permanganate dye started to wear off that they realized it was a white woman. They knew it was permanganate of potash because they had some in Maternity. They tried some on their own faces after that, but with limited success.


The woman sits down and there is a stunned silence, during which I try to figure out and answer her ‘question’. With perfect timing she stands up again and delivers her coup de grâce: ‘It took some time to wear off.’ At which the reading breaks up in order for individual discussions on the matter to take place elsewhere.


[25.3.88]   



















Soho Revisited





The bar of the Poetry Society looked like the Pillars of Hercules in the late 1970s, each old face with its layer of newer respectability to operate out of: Richard Boston, Jonathan Raban, Craig Raine, Simon Gray, Al Alvarez. As Michael Hofmann observed in last week’s New Statesman, ‘few under the age of thirty-eight will think of Ian Hamilton, the reviewer and television bookman, the self-effacing biographer of Lowell, Salinger’s injuncted ghost-buster, as a poet.’ Yet the reading he gave recently to launch his collected works, Fifty Poems (Faber), or ‘perms’ as he would say, suggested that his kind of high-intensity lyric might prove salutary in these back-of-the-Cornflakes-packet days.


Far from relaxing his minimalist grip in the intervening years, Hamilton has actually trimmed several of the poems still further: the ten-line ‘Windfalls’ (1964) now presents only its initial four-line fly metaphor, moving it, strangely, away from neurosis and towards the apocalyptic. ‘The Recruits’, from the same period, loses three of its twelve lines, among them the once-admired but now no-longer-quite-possible ‘At the trees, loafing in queues, their leaves rigid; /At the flowers, edgy, poised’. How one had strained to get that ‘loafing in queues’ sort of thing into one’s work. Now it’s lopped forever.


I worked at Hamilton’s New Review in the mid-1970s, through that wonderfully seedy doorway in Greek Street long since obliterated by the new twittification of Soho. I started as Arts Editor and ended up as motorcycle messenger, my preferred role. (I later went professional.) Ian wanted the best and it had not been easy trying to get through to, say, Tom Stoppard to ask him to be our theatre critic for what amounted to babysitting money.


Two years after the New Review finally gave in to the recession in 1978, the Comic Strip started up on the other side of Soho in the Boulevard Theatre of Raymond’s Revuebar. Odd to think of them as part of the same period, but perhaps they were on either side of a cusp. In 1981 Hamilton wrote a piece in the London Review of  Books about these bad new boys in which he speculated on their future – and, incidentally, on that of Soho itself: ‘It is hard to see how The Comic Strip can “make it” without cleaning up and thinning out their best material. Already they are moving into the area of “alternative success”. It need hardly be said that television will try to turn Alexei Sayle into Les Dawson.’


As we watch our repeats of The Comic Strip Presents, this may seem prophetic, but even Hamilton could not have guessed that seven years later leading Comic Stripper Rik Mayall, along with coevals Stephen Fry and John Sessions, would be appearing in the West End production of The Common Pursuit, the play Simon Gray wrote (and has re-written) about Hamilton and his set. It is currently previewing just outside Soho at the Phoenix.


Lunch with Alan Ross at the London Magazine, where I worked even longer ago. After eighteen years he has still not replaced me, so I sit down at my old desk and wait for him to finish work. He now runs single-handedly the operation he started twenty-seven years ago. He turns round manuscripts at the door, for which their owners are pathetically grateful.


This morning Alan has had returned as unsatisfactory a copy of The Loiners by Tony Harrison. The woman writes: ‘For some unknown reason, whether it is due to conditions of storage, the print, colouring etc, I have done nothing but sneeze violently since I opened it. I tested this as I was out of the house this afternoon, but as soon as I returned and picked up the book I started sneezing again. Strange, I know, but there it is. I trust you will forgive my returning the book.’


One has heard of ‘the sneeze in the loins’ – maybe sneezing at The Loiners is the literary equivalent, brought on by reading, say, number X of Harrison’s ‘From The Zeg Zeg Postcards’:




Oooh aggghhh


Oooh aggghhh


Sannu da zuwa





 (NOTE: Sannu da zuwa: Hausa = ‘Greetings on your coming’.)
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Rhyme, Reason and Arts Council Bursaries





Saturday. The Grand National. I find it impossible to choose between The Times and the Telegraph, let alone pick a winner at Aintree. Rhyme ’n’ Reason seems to be the sort of thing my life is lacking in, so I give it my backing to the tune of £1 each way.


Can’t they afford a starting gate? The horses won’t line up properly and get off to a very unfair start, with R&R; well back and not mentioned at all for the first five minutes, so to hell with it. I am in the kitchen sulking when I hear his name for the first time. The poor chap has fallen over and got back up again, bless him. I didn’t know they could do that. He must have got that badge saying ‘Falling over gets you accepted’ because he and I never look back. He takes a bit of a beating towards the end – the recommended ten strokes being well and truly exceeded – but it’s worth it from my point of view because I win £15 and have my faith in animal nature restored.


Tuesday 11 a.m. I attend the Arts Council meeting to announce the winners of this year’s Poetry Bursaries and its plans for literature. I’m sitting between Pete Morgan and Fleur Adcock, who are among the short-listed, the others being Dannie Abse, Ken Smith, Carole Satyamurti, Tony Flynn and Michael Donaghy. We talk about survival. Pete practically lives off his vegetable plot in N. Yorks. Fleur spends more and more time in her north London garden, but fears the lead from exhaust fumes getting into her lettuces, although the blackberries can probably be washed. She lights a cigarette with her usual amused defiance, as she may well do with £5,000 in the balance.


Outlining the Arts Council’s plans for the future, the new Literature Director, Dr Alastair Niven, late of the Africa Centre, says the highest priority will be given to encouraging children to take more interest in books, which can’t be bad. A £15,000 Translation Fund has been set up with special emphasis on works in East European, Scandinavian and Asian languages. There are also the Arts Council Allen Lane Foundation Literary Dialogues, to be funded by the ALF to the tune of £6,000, in which two literary figures will discuss something important in public. (A catchier title is being sought.)


Niven has appointed Brenda Layton, manager of The Other Branch Bookshop in Leamington Spa and a part-time research student in race and ethnic studies at the University of Warwick, to write a report on black literary presses currently operating in England: a growth industry if review copies of poetry are anything to go by. ‘We believe that some of the best writing in English is happening abroad’, says Mr Niven. He sounds a keynote for the coming year in his closing squib: whether the Arts Council’s new plans are fresh air or hot air, he knows from his experiences in the tropics that rich and exotic fruits grow in hot air. No budding Philip Larkins being looked for just now then?


It is time to check the runners in the Great Bursary stakes. All the finalists were of equal merit, we are told, so personal need was the deciding factor. (When pressed, one judge felt unable to describe how personal need had been judged, except to say that it had been related to future projects.) The lucky three are Ken Smith and the two ladies, all of whom think it is a bit tough on the others, going home hungry after three weeks of tenterhooks, even if they are able to put ‘Arts Council Short-listed’ on their cv’s – an ambiguous privilege perhaps.


The thinking seems to have been that the prestige of Arts Council short-listing is a form of compensation in itself and the tension generated might well have drummed up some press interest for them. I can’t help feeling that their method has transferred ‘personal need’ from the winners to the losers. Next time they might set aside the odd thousand for the runners-up. But then, as Niven says, ‘We’re strapped for cash.’


All this is probably sour grapes: I felt a bloody fool sitting there as your panting paparazzo when I could have entered the race myself. After all, if Rhyme ’n’ Reason could get up off his arse …
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Five Go to Israel





Sunday, 24 April. Off to Israel with Blake Morrison, Wendy Cope, Michael Hofmann and Craig Raine, guests of the Friends of Israel Trust. As soon as the juddering jumbo’s ‘Don’t Worry’ sign pings on Craig gets out his walkman in order to die listening to his opera The Electrification of the Soviet Union: agony before, during and after the Russian Revolution, according to Wendy, who mollifies her own death pangs with Marzene and A. E. Housman. She has on a personal inflatable neck-pillow, like a goitre, which she wears about the place with a slightly silly smile.


Tel Aviv is a Bauhaus town in the sense that Tommy Steele is a rock ’n’ roll singer. It’s the Chinese whispers version. My 1963 and 1972 memories of the place are blurred by shopping malls and materialism.


Monday. Meet our guide Amnon Ahi-Nomi, a highly anecdotal ex-radio personality, a sort of chain-smoking lay Rabbi for Israel. He takes us for a walk on the Dizengoff and the first thing I notice is that the uniforms have changed: a more serious ugly khaki now, guns over shoulder like handbags. No one holding hands any more. ‘The crime rate here is the same as Switzerland’, says Amnon. ‘The army is very easy to stay out of, but there are many in detention centres because they refuse to serve in the occupied territories.’ He shows us an embarrassing new fountain like a multi-coloured humming top, which belches flames and plays Ravel’s Bolero. Red flags are out for the First of May in this socialist country, as later we shall see black ones for the Palestinians’ ‘Twelve Days of Anger’.


Dinner with Israeli poets. Natan Zach, a major lyric poet and friend of Lowell and Davie from his days at Essex, has withdrawn from the Chairmanship of next month’s International Literary Festival to mark the 40th anniversary of Israel, in protest against the Army’s treatment of Palestinians. The reprisals after they themselves shot an Israeli schoolgirl were the last straw. Günter Grass has also withdrawn. ‘This is no time for festivals in Israel’, wrote Zach, and had his front door smeared with excrement.


Tuesday. Craig steps out of the hotel and treads on a small bird, but we tell him not to worry as it was almost dead anyway. Off to the Negev in the limo, we practise spotting Carmels, the fibreglass Israeli car, now defunct. We see one being eaten by a camel. I think the catch-phrase for the tour is going to be ‘All this used to be desert out here’: a familiar chorus.


We visit the hilltop Negev Monument to the war of 1948, a vast, pee-smelling abstract adventure playground with war lessons inscribed for the kids. At the Yad Mordecai kibbutz we see the open-air reconstruction (with recordings) of how in 1948 settlers held off the advancing Egyptian tanks with one machine-gun and assorted foreign rifles, buying six invaluable days for Tel Aviv with fifty of their lives. More heroic Jewish survival – from the Romans this time – in the first century Hazan Caverns. We creep and wriggle through the passageways to see the oil-press and wells where they hid. Wendy eagerly declines.


Reading in Tel Aviv with Hebrew and English-language poets. Wendy’s poems aren’t funny in Hebrew apparently, but a Miss Herman tells us she presented forty-five poems in praise of England to Mrs Thatcher, who cried.


Wednesday. Calamaris and rosé at Abu Christie’s beside the port at Acre, gunfire across the bay, kids snorkelling at our feet. We visit the underground Crusaders’ City, discovered in 1947 by an Israeli terrorist who fell through into the massive Knight’s Chamber while trying to escape from a British prison built on top of it. ‘So that was the first time the fleur de lys was used, I wish my flash was working’, says Wendy. Amnon explains that the Arabs tend to think of Zionists like the Crusaders, ‘They’ll stay for a bit, then we’ll push them back.’ Bearded Craig buys an Arab headscarf and turns into Mustapha out of Tintin. ‘Craig, when did you have your charisma bypass operation?’ Amnon advises him to take it off for the kibbutz where we are due to read tonight.
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Mudlarks





27 April. Wednesday. This is the life, rolling along in a limo with four friends, Craig and Blake and Hofmann and Wendy Cope, our only worry who gets to sit next to the patched window, smashed last week in Nazareth, we are told, by a Palestinian stone. ‘Are we going to Nazareth, Amnon?’ ‘Don’t worry, Hugo’, says our trusty guide. Some confusion from Craig between the West Bank, the Left Bank and the South Bank, but as long as Melvyn’s in charge we should be all right.


As we approach the lush surroundings of Kibbutz Kfar HaNasi, where we have come to read poetry, it is easy to understand why the average Israeli factory worker – probably oriental – resents the comparative luxury of the kibbutzim, which are almost exclusively European (in this case British). Although it is apparently poor, a concert hall is being built there – by Arab labour. I suggest, unkindly, that the true division in Israel is between Orientals and Europeans, not Arabs and Jews, which unleashes a storm of justified protest from dear Amnon.


On arrival we are allotted a host and within minutes I am drinking lemon tea with a family from Sheffield who after fifteen years seem rather depressed by it all. Having no money, they cannot visit England unless someone sends them a ticket, although there is a travel grant for the young. ‘Life deteriorated when they allowed TVs into the place, then telephones. We used to sit on the lawn after work and talk excitedly, now people just phone each other. At least we aren’t allowed videos.’ They have got a new hammock, but only one hook.


The reading is poorly attended, mostly old-timers who cannot hear and miss the declamatory style. Craig gives me the giggles badly when I read a highly inappropriate (but detailed) poem about flared trousers. It serves me right when an English teacher asks whether with free verse it is the editor who puts in the line-breaks. I say only with Michael Hofmann’s poems.


We repair to our shared cabins and spend a hot sleepless night raided by mosquitoes and amorous cats, haunted by distant explosions on the Golan Heights. Blake and Craig sit up drinking whisky and smashing the adjoining wall. Michael puts his head under the pillow.


Thursday. We leave the kibbutz for our next engagement in Jerusalem. After the Mount of Temptation Restaurant where we buy Dead Sea Moisturizer Cream, some of our heads are banging as the big old Mercedes swerves and the Hamsin blows like a hair-dryer on hot. We check into the kosher Windmill Hotel in Jerusalem and rebuild our spines in long baths. At the reading later the Jewish poets are full of agony and ecstasy. We must seem very cool with our little images and jokes.


Friday. The Holocaust Museum. ‘We see the Holocaust and the birth of Israel as one story’, says Amnon, who insists, unlike most guides, on showing us round the horrors, albeit with tears in his eyes. The exhibits begin with a suitcase, banjo and lampshade made out of Torah scrolls. The later human-skin lampshades speak for themselves by their absence.


Saturday. Masada and the Dead Sea. Amnon says Lot’s wife was the only woman to reach salinity before she reached senility. He explains the three Jewish complexes: Zionism, the Holocaust and Massada, the last being that it must never happen again that self-destruction is the only way out. The last time I came here they were still taking recruits up onto the plateau to swear the oath of allegiance. Michael wants to run up the path instead of taking the cable-car, but we always discourage his youthfulness.


Before going into the Dead Sea we daub each other all over with the black mud recommended by the Queen of Sheba. I wallow out to an explosion-shaped salt-tree and climb on to it. On top is an old copy of the Daily Mirror. Everyone in cracking form as we cruise home to Jerusalem. ‘Look at that trampoline’, said someone, and with so much poetry about I was quite surprised to turn round and see an actual trampoline.
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This is Your Life





My brother looked very handsome in his dark green frock coat when he worked at Fortnum and Mason in the 1960s – a pre-figuring of his part as Captain James Bellamy in the Edwardian saga Upstairs, Downstairs, although on the other side of the master/servant divide. He was let off lightly by the floor manager when he sold someone a dummy pot of caviar, but he had to leave within ten minutes when he told a rich account customer, ‘We say “please” and “thank-you” when we’re asking someone for something.’


Meeting a friend there for tea nearly thirty years later, he was surprised to see fellow actors Nigel Havers, Gareth Hunt, Ian Ogilvy and Colin Baker (Dr Who) all working there, humping hampers and wearing the Fortnum’s uniform. Surely they weren’t all resting? He turned a convincing shade of pale when a shadowy figure stepped forward and spoke those worrying words, ‘Simon Williams, This Is Your Life …’. Personally, I had my doubts about the look of bashful amazement on his face.


Anyone who has ever had anything to do with the programme will know that the only person who isn’t deeply involved with it for months is the ‘subject’ himself. There’s plenty of money about, and plenty of researchers paid to go to the ends of the earth and hang on your every word. I told mine I thought I had a piece of old vinyl torn off the kitchen table of the house we’d all grown up in, and she waited happily for half an hour while I failed to find it. Nothing is too much trouble, but of course it is our silence they are really asking for.


I did consider telling him. After all, what are brothers for? Mightn’t he want to get a haircut, change his socks, put his affairs in order? In the end I thought it would be more of a worry pretending not to know. He himself only wondered why he hadn’t heard from any of his friends recently. It was as if he’d died in order to become the guest of honour at his own memorial service.


At the run-through the day before, my mother, flown in from Portugal for the occasion and stashed in a safe-house out of the way of the children (who can’t be told), couldn’t resist mentioning the name of Danny Blanchflower. There was an appalled hush from the dedicated workers at the memory of the only subject in thirty years to have told them to stuff it, sending months of teamwork up in smoke and leaving his nearest and dearest, childhood sweethearts, service pals, mortal enemies, everyone, waiting expectantly backstage – not to mention a studio audience of 800. There was nervous amusement round the conference table and polite requests for us all to leave our scripts behind until tomorrow.


For the show is indeed scripted, right down to the last comma and camera angle. Your fumbled family anecdotes are compared, rationalized, condensed, and then skilfully incorporated into a half-hour comedy show by writer Roy Bottomley. Later, you get to learn his version of events by heart. I’d always wondered why guests seemed to know the presenter personally. This is because their scripted fondnesses, prefaced by ‘ENTER, GREET & SIT’ (for family) or ‘ENTER, GREET & STAND’ (for celebrities) invariably start off, ‘Well, Michael, I first met Jimmy …’ etc. When I received my script I didn’t at first recognize my story of a black leather Cisco Kid outfit and real horses, because the game had been imaginary. After some word bargaining and a promise to end on the same cue-word, the story was rewritten by Roy, the page retyped and restapled into the thirty-page script. Likewise, my mother said she couldn’t call my brother her ‘tiny little darling’ just because he was two months premature. She’d rather say he’d ruined her Ascot. Fair enough. Home in chauffeured cars to get our beauty sleep.


Next day, the cars picked everyone up again and ferried us all to the studio, where there was much waiting, everyone walking about repeating their lines and swigging hospitality. Did I want some powder on that spot? Was I wearing that jacket? Never mind, it wouldn’t show up on camera. Meanwhile, my brother was being surprised in Fortnum and Mason. Men with walkie-talkies were alerting the people in the studio to his approach. It was time to gather in the wings.


On a tight row of camp-stools sat Jean Marsh, David Langdon and Nicola Pagett from Upstairs, Downstairs, Maureen Lipman from Agony, Andrew Birkin and Hayley Mills from my brother’s childhood. In the distance we could hear the warm-up man teaching the studio audience to laugh and clap. They would soon know all too well, because we were having a technical hitch.


Wine was served in the wings and people started going to the lavatory again. The children were delighted and kept saying ‘Look, the screen’s gone green, it’s gremlins.’ The dogs didn’t like it and my mother, perched on her stool, wished they would get on with it. Her adrenalin was peaking. ‘I don’t think he’s famous enough to be on This Is Your Life, do you?’ said his son Tamlyn.


All this time my brother was being kept talking in the star dressing room. They don’t like to give their subject time to think what might be about to hit him, and take a childlike pleasure in causing maximum shock. Ten minutes is normal. But we had to wait over an hour. Finally, I heard my pre-recorded voice saying ‘Hey, Pancho! Fetch de horses!’ and the presenter saying: ‘The Cisco Kid of years ago, of course your brother.’ I entered, greeted and embraced, muttering as I did so, ‘You knew, you cunt’, which was picked up on his lapel-mike. It was suppressed by the mixing board but is still just audible on the video. I did my piece all right, but it’s a moment no one can fail at because the audience isn’t allowed to stop clapping until you sit down.


Most memorable for me was Andrew Birkin, director of The Cement Garden, who had lent an 8mm film he made with my brother when they were teenagers, my brother’s fee being a love-scene with Andrew’s sister Jane. We saw a summer-hazed clip of a kiss in a boat on a lake, then the present-day Jane speaking from Paris, remembering those ‘precious last days of childhood’. Yes, the past is another country.
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