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Foreword





I got to hear about Alan Clarke when I went to Halifax in 1972 to make my first film for the BBC (also, incidentally, the first thing Alan Bennett wrote for television). Generally, when you were new to making films, crews would put you at your ease by talking about ‘Stanley’ (they all seemed to have spent their lives working with Kubrick) or ‘Joe’ (Losey). On this occasion they had recently been to Halifax with a man rather more wonderful than God, who, quite apart from his prodigious and effortless talent, had spent the time womanizing and drinking until he had ended up in jail. Marginally less hooligan behaviour on my part would mark me as a failure. Nowadays, when people rabbit on about ‘Quentin’, I turn a hardened face. Then I hated Alan.


When at last I met him, it was on a Saturday morning outside the lifts on the Fifth Floor of the Television Centre. He said, ‘You know Jehane,’ and looked at me suspiciously. Not much talk about ‘Whither the Wednesday Play?’


In an essay, David Hare describes going to interview Hugh Carlton Greene; the conversation turned to mischief. ‘Ah! Mischief,’ said the great man who, during his time running the BBC, had allowed the one-armed gateman at the Television Centre to let in the post-war scepticism of young people as a counter to the complacency and excludingness and unspeakable boringness of the people who ran Britain. I can see that finding a cure for cancer would have been of greater value but, at the time – the sixties – it was good to be young and alive.


God decided to make Alan Clarke young at this time – and he was the beneficiary and product of this rare period in British history. He was sceptical, cynical of authority, rebellious but not ideological, instinctively principled but also practical and canny, solitary but the best company, authoritative but not in search of power, serious and frivolous, as serious and as funny as anyone I’ve ever met. He was, in other words, his own man. No one wanted to change him or indoctrinate him or spin-doctor him. That was how – at their best – things were at that time.


Alan’s early work – I imagine – was done for the drama departments of the various television companies (principally for the BBC). Ken Loach and Tony Garnett had inventively and mischievously devised a way of getting films made at the BBC which meant they could show – literally – the real world rather than the inside of a studio. Clarkey made – as did I – a lot of films under this system. They were made on 16mm negative and were generally shown once or, if they were very good, twice. They weren’t much to do with Glamour or Show Business; they weren’t shown at festivals. But for a time people liked to see films that gave an accurate account of their lives, both emotional and social. Most of what I’ve learnt came from my time working in this way.


After his death, I said of Alan, ‘He was the best of all of us.’ I find it difficult to think of him as anything but the fine and attractive man I knew, so maybe that’s what I meant. But, for what it’s worth, I also think that, as he developed after the fiasco of Scum, his films and his way of making films became increasingly singular, mysterious, visionary; angrier and more committed. Kids used to pass nicked copies of Scum around in the schoolyard just as I hope they do now Trainspotting.




 





Above all, he was funny. For some reason he turned up at the Los Angeles première of Dangerous Liaisons. God knows what he thought of the film but he put his thumb up. ‘Great,’ he said. ‘It’s a Three-Erection movie.’


And that – as he would drive me mad by saying – that’s a wrap!




 





Stephen Frears, 1998



















Introduction: ‘This Is Your Man’







‘Any form of authority requires justification; it’s not self-justified. And any time you find a form of authority illegitimate, you ought to challenge it. It’s something that conflicts with human rights and liberties. And that goes on forever.’


Noam Chomsky




 





‘I don’t know that I ever had a profound political discussion with Alan, in the sense of theoretical politics. But he’s of the anarchist left, I’d say – and by personal example. He’s just on the side of the people who are getting a raw deal. So he’s of the poetic left, and the anarchist left – the ‘Fuck You’ left, basically. And especially so as the Eighties go on. He’s a profoundly anti-establishment artist, that’s his stance, and that’s his glory.’




 





David Hare
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Alan Clarke enjoys a cuppa on location in Easington for Road (1987)











 




 





Alan Clarke is, we may safely contend, the most important British film-maker to have emerged in the last thirty years – the most productive, the most prodigious, the most restlessly innovative, the most impulsively radical, the most redoubtable. And yet it would be pushing it to claim that he enjoyed even so much as a ‘large, vague renown’ in his working life, even though by its late stages he was widely regarded as the professional’s professional, the non pareil. Clarke’s premature death in 1990 prompted many eulogies, none more striking, perhaps, than the verdict of his colleague Stephen Frears: ‘He became the best of all of us.’ But Clarke remains an enigma, because he was a master of that ephemeral dramatic form, the single television play. Many of his finest productions survive only in the archives of the BBC. Some of them didn’t make it so far, the broadcast tapes having been quietly recycled for some frugal purpose in the seventies. And one, Scum (1977), served fourteen years in the BBC’s legal vaults, labouring under a broadcast ban. So if there is a cult of Clarke already afoot, its keenest votaries are perhaps the younger viewers who grew up with his late works, some of them extant on commercial video. These titles include The Firm (1988), in which Gary Oldman is Bexy, ‘top boy’ in a band of parvenu football hooligans; Made in Britain (1983), wherein Tim Roth is a young jobless skinhead spraying spleen and repellent all about him; and the feature remake of Scum (1979), a bleak drama of borstal life, in which the trapped animosity of the warders rains down upon the heads of hapless young ‘trainees’, and is inculcated in ‘the daddy’, Carlin (Ray Winstone). These are all clamorous, bristling films, studies of the kind of atavistic male violence that our society inevitably encourages, while sanctimoniously trying to condemn it. They are not comfortable films to watch, either, unless one is comforted by the slash of a Stanley knife, the heft of an iron bar, the crunch of a kick in the bollocks. But then Alan Clarke always worked most effectively when he positioned himself right up at the pointed end of a social problem.


In David Leland’s Made in Britain (1983), the sixteen-year-old skinhead Trevor finds no real justification for a ‘juvenile assessment centre’ to keep classified files concerning his character. He challenges that authority one night by urinating on said files, and urging his friend Errol to go one better. Trevor is no more impressed by the ‘tacky jobs’ on offer at his local DHSS office, and therefore he throws half of a paving slab through the window of said office. ‘You don’t invite leniency, do you?’ says the judge when Trevor is brought to heel. ‘No,’ says Trevor. Dramatic cruces such as this are very Clarkey – to borrow a term which will recur. This is not to neglect that high among Clarke’s gifts as a director was his facility to find collaborators who shared his ungovernable spirit, his urge to carry awkward and unpalatable news to a television audience. David Leland was one of the most vital of Clarke’s creative accomplices, providing two other incendiary scripts for him (Beloved Enemy in 1980, Psy-Warriors in 1981), having previously taken the lead in his production of Solzhenitsyn’s The Love Girl and the Innocent (1973).


Another major co-conspirator was the writer Roy Minton, with whom Clarke produced a brilliant sequence of plays – Horace (1972), Funny Farm (1975), Scum – which constitute a fierce championing of some of the most neglected and despised members of our society: the backward and the afflicted, the uneducated and the institutionalized. These films are both harrowing and very funny, rich in pathos and lined with knife-edge anger. There are moments in Scum which are resonant of Trevor’s later protests, and suggestive, in their handling, of Clarke’s anarchic tendencies. Most of these frissons are provided by Archer, an over-aged inmate determined that the screws won’t get a piece of him. In one riveting scene, he calmly engages a warder in a dialogue about the merits of the punitive system. ‘My experience of borstal convinces me that more criminal acts are imposed on prisoners than by prisoners on society.’ The warder is, of course, personally offended. ‘You may be a smartarse, Archer, but you’re nothing but a fool to yourself.’ But in truth we are always very lucky if we have such fools among us. One of the tenets – if we may use so binding a word – of anarchism, is that the problem of humanity is not the will to command but the urge to obey. Clearly Alan Clarke found both predilections distasteful, and he dedicated his directorial career to giving them both a good pasting.


Clarke could press this case incisively even without the ammunition supplied by articulate, firebrand protagonists, such were his finical skills – rigour in preparation, humour and openness to the play of ideas among cast and crew, and a hard-edged mastery of mise-en-scène. Contact (1984), my own favourite of Clarke’s films, is adapted from A. F. N. Clarke’s published account of serving at the head of a paratroop patrol on border duty in Crossmaglen, Northern Ireland. A detailed script was prepared with the author: a study of a crisis of command which afflicts a young Platoon Commander as he leads his callow charges on a series of lonely and hazardous operations in ‘bandit country’. The cast were drilled within an inch of military discipline, and in the process of production Clarke gradually stripped the piece of exposition and dialogue. He elected to ‘retouch some real with some real’, as Robert Bresson would put it. He left the big lights at home, and filmed the nocturnal manoeuvres with an infra-red night-sight. And in daylight he framed these soldiers as figures in a landscape where they have no mission, no prayer and no place. The film is punctuated by closeups of Sean Chapman as the Commander, crouched behind cover and caught in what seem to be quite terrifying moments of mental absence. Illegitimate authority, indeed.


Clarke was a great political film-maker, though his personal convictions were often unpredictable. He was no Ken Loach (though he greatly respected Loach’s work). The true anarchic temper tends to be at odds with that study of the evolution of society and production which the sincere Marxist must commit to. But Clarke was free of that right-wing taint in those who profess ‘anarchic sympathies’, all the better to feel themselves unfettered in defending their own property, or expressing their contempt for lower-class rabble. As Tony Garnett contends, Clarke was ‘on the left in his gut’. Once, when asked as bluntly as you please why he became a socialist, the writer Christopher Hitchens cited an early reading of Richard Llewellyn’s How Green Was My Valley which brought him forcibly to the realization that working-class people have lives and minds of their own. ‘You can’t be a socialist’, Hitchens pointed out, ‘if you don’t think that.’ You’re not a socialist de facto if you do. But Alan Clarke had this conviction in his bones, and his body of work is a searing testament to what can be achieved when supreme dramatic intelligence is harnessed to such a belief. The backdrop of his work in the eighties, of course, was years of horrendous government-engineered mass unemployment. Those films are haunted by enforced inertia, the desperate things people are driven to do when there’s nothing to do. Emblematic among them is his inspired filming of Jim Cartwright’s play Road, shot on location in 1987, in the vicinity of Easington Colliery and amidst the dire ramifications of the defeat of the Miners’ Strike.


Clarke’s early death from cancer in 1990 was felt by everyone who knew the man and his work to be excruciatingly untimely. What would have been his reaction had he lived to see a book compiled in his honour? A book which, not incidentally, rates his severest accomplishments against those of Robert Bresson, and which attempts to traverse the full stretch of his riotous and rigorous life – from the Liverpool reminiscences of his sister Norma McMinn, through the unruly escapades at the BBC which begat the legend of ‘Clarkey’, to his final sojourns in Los Angeles and Cuba, working on a cruelly curtailed feature project, Assassination on Embassy Row. In truth, one imagines Clarke’s response would have been a bit of Trevor-speak – something of the sort considered ‘unprintable’, albeit very much at home between these covers. This, after all, was a man with a rudely healthy dose of the demotic about him. But Clarke was also a man with a ‘sound ego’, uncommonly serious about how he went about his work, and what that work was for. At least, one imagines, nothing of the testimonies gathered herein would have greatly surprised him, because they are the words of many of the people who knew him best. And if Alan Clarke was finally an intensely private man, among his many strengths of character was an enviable honesty and directness in his dealings with those who came closest to him. 


Critical consideration of Clarke was on the sparse side throughout his life (though W. Stephen Gilbert was clearly one critic deft enough to discern the gathering force of his work). A few years ago, Paul Schrader mused aloud that perhaps the future of film scholarship, for those so luckless as to retain an interest, would reside in the study of TV movies, and the identification and taxonomy of ‘TV auteurs’. Clearly Schrader was imagining a gang of small-screen Sam Fullers and Budd Boettichers, somewhere at large within the police procedural series and Disease-of-the-Week weepies which constitute American television drama. In Britain there is, of course, a rightly more robust sense of what is the Great Tradition on telly – broadly, it began with Loach and Garnett, it may be identified with the rubric of Play for Today, and it had what seemed to be its last savage throw in the later works of Dennis Potter. Its concerns were marginal, working-class, and left-wing. Its achievement may be measured quite precisely by the cavils of many in the trade who considered that the stuff was, for all its irritating brilliance, simply not sufficiently cinematic, not enough like Mean Streets or Apocalypse Now, to merit very detailed writings.


But the torch has been carried for Clarke. Corin Campbell Hill, production manager on his late films, later a director in her own right, made a documentary tribute for the BBC in 1991, and accompanied a touring retrospective to the United States. The background to this publication is a more extensive retrospective of Clarke’s films, planned for the Edinburgh Film Festival in August 1998. And let’s not forget the many rowdy friends made by Carlin, Trevor, and Bexy. It would be a grave misreading of Clarke, however, if his reputation were to endure only on the strength of those ferocious films, formidable as they are. Much else in his sprawling body of work is as abstruse and pensive, still and soulful, as moving images get.


So, is Alan Clarke the Robert Bresson of British television? The conceit is floated partly for mischief, because it is not actually possible to imagine two more dissimilar characters plying their trade with the same set of tools. Bresson’s personal mythology, such as it is, describes a man who worked at agonized intervals, who hid behind chairs rather than submit himself to photographers, and whose name conjures the critical byword for box-office poison – ‘austerity’. Buttressing that legend is his published collection of horse sense, Notes on the Cinematographer, the more elliptical lines of which might usefully be applied to the films of – well, just about anybody. What of the Alan Clarke legend? Rarely did he fail to manage two films a year, and yet what he had to say about his own work survives mainly in recordings of baffled appearances on BBC ‘talkback’ editions, where he gazes patiently into studio lights and tries to explain to testy callers why he makes films about such unattractive people. Clarke’s personality? This was a man with an astounding libido and an equally prodigious thirst, who loved a laugh and squared up unstintingly to petty officialdom by taking off all of his clothes. ‘Uninhibited’ is the word, I think. And whilst Clarke was certainly a cinephile in his own unshowy way, there is no explicit homage to cinema in his work, certainly not after the late sixties.


And yet, and yet. It is very clear that for all his gregariousness, Clarke drew his reserves for work from a core quite solitary, almost disturbingly so in later years. Bresson was fond of identifying with Racine’s reproach to his more thoughtless critics: ‘They think this simplicity is a sign of meagre invention.’ Of course it was nothing of the sort. And several of Clarke’s late pieces are just as spare and taxing. Contact we have already considered. Elephant (1988) and Christine (1986) are films built on repetitions and minor variations – ‘several takes of the same thing’, as Bresson counselled, ‘like a painter who does several pictures or drawings of the same subject, and each fresh time progresses towards rightness’. Their acute concern is with intensifying everyday life – where that everyday happens to be sectarian shootings in Belfast, or the perambulations around a housing estate of a teenage girl with a plastic bag full of drugs. In both cases, the repetitions create a sense of disparity, between the banality of the visual surface and the submerged bulk of its awful implications. Film-making of this order forces self-scrutiny upon the viewer; it demands closer attention than the most convoluted thriller plot. Such a method – winnowing away at most of the things that people like about movies – always sounds a bit inhuman on paper. And there’s no point in denying that some people will find this kind of stuff powerfully boring, a waste of space.


But as with Bresson, Clarke’s love of life and of people is at its most evident when his means are most sparse. Vicky Murdock as Christine – taciturn, her demeanour downcast in the patented manner of the Bressonian heroine – is among the most loveable of Clarke’s screen ensemble. Her twin star in Clarke’s work is Janine Duvitski as Diane (1975), another naturalistic and massively endearing performance assisted by an uncommonly overt and entirely Bressonian piece of direction from Clarke. He instructed her (albeit by way of a small deception) to lower her eyes and intone her lines at the moment of a dreadful emotional admission. The effect is intensely saddening, and points up a truth in Bresson’s expressed consideration of his own ‘models’: ‘What they lose in apparent prominence during the shooting, they gain in depth and in truth on the screen. It is the flattest and dullest parts that in the end have the most life.’ Here, we are some distance from Trevor’s principled pissings, his crunching kicks and four-lettered assaults on authority. But this too, it seems to me, is very Clarkey.


The title of this introduction is borrowed from Tim Roth’s characterization of the actor-centred impetus behind those long, propulsive Steadicam sequences which became Clarke’s signature: ‘This is your man. Go with him.’ It’s also a way of underscoring the claims made in these pages for the relative stature of Clarke’s work – if you’re looking for a worthy exemplar of British film-making, you can stop here. Finally, it’s a way of offering up the book to the individuals whose words comprise it. I never met Alan Clarke, I only grew up as an avid fan of his work. But this volume is respectfully presented in the sincere hope that its portrait of an artist is faithful at least in spirit.


Richard Kelly, March 1998 
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The man from Everton: Early years and roamings (1935–1962)





NORMA MCMINN: The family? Well, our mother was born in Liverpool in 1911. She had lost both her parents when she was very small, just a baby really. Her mother Annie O’Neill died suddenly in 1912 and her father was so upset he volunteered straightaway for the war in 1914. So she and her brother were looked after by an old aunt while their dad was away fighting. He went right through the war and he was due to come home when a sniper got him, on Armistice Day. Mum’s name was Annie Bailey, but she got the name Cissy off her brother; he called her ‘Sis’, so everyone else did. Jack Clarke was our father, he was born in Seacombe in 1913. He was an insurance salesman when he and Mum met. There was a bit of a problem because Mum was Protestant but Dad was Catholic. He never went to mass or anything, but his family were staunch Catholics, especially his mum, Grandma Clarke. There’s a lot of Irish in the family; Grandma Clarke’s family came over after the potato famine. In fact, they wanted Mum to raise me and Alan as Catholics, but she wouldn’t. And my dad just fell in line with her; he went, ‘OK, then.’ The Clarkes weren’t very happy, but there was nothing they could do, so they all seemed to stay friends.
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Alan Clarke and his sister Norma








Alan was born on 28 October 1935 at 24 Edgmond Street, Seacombe, Wallasey. I was born on 4 July 1938, so Alan was three years older than me. Just after that, the war started. Dad got based in the Isle of Man and we moved there and stayed for a year or so. When we got back, about 1941, our house in Edgmond Street was uninhabitable really – bombs had blasted it to bits. So we moved to Gorsdale Road not far away; that was a bit more posh, all semidetached. After Dad was called up, Mum was always at work – it was usual in those days. She was a customs officer based in Castle Street, inspecting all the parcels that came into Liverpool. After that she worked issuing the ration books. So Alan always had to look after me, and we spent most of our school holidays together. Dad would send us postcards and birthday cards from wherever he was: France, Italy, a lot from Belgium around 1944. But when he came home he wasn’t well, he’d had a bad chest all through the war. And he’d seen some terrible things. He’d talk about a landing where a lot of his friends had been killed. He always remembered them lying dead on the ground around him. So he needed some time to adjust. But he managed to get to work again eventually as a plasterer.


When he was about ten, Alan joined the Pathfinders Boys Club in Seacombe. It was like an army cadets thing. He played in their football team, he was excellent. I remember my dad and Alan trying to repair the lace-up leather ball when it burst – always quite a traumatic scene, that. Alan’s boots had the screw-in studs that kept going missing, and he would go mad. We were all a bit football-oriented; my dad was a keen supporter – it might have been Accrington Stanley back then. But Everton became Alan’s team, and that never changed. I was in the junior school when Alan was taking his eleven-plus in 1946–47. And he passed his scholarship and went to Wallasey Grammar School in 1947–48. It was a big thing then, he was a clever lad. And he got on excellent, won a school prize for Latin. The book he picked was The Kon Tiki Expedition by Thor Heyerdahl, he was really into that. He had his favourites too: The Saint, The Thirty-Nine Steps, and Dick Barton Special Agent on the wireless.


About 1949 we moved to 27 Castleway North, Leasowe. It was pretty bleak, very isolated, not much there: about two shops, one bus stop, one bus. We moved into one of the first corporation houses they’d put up, and most of the neighbours were people who were working on the building sites. In about five years it was a big estate. Then Cadburys built a factory around 1955 and they became the big employer.


Me and Alan weren’t very friendly when he got into his teens, we just used to ignore each other. He was a bit of a rebel, y’know – thought he was dead hard. He got into weight-lifting a lot, him and his mates. They bought a set of weights, put them up in the shed in our back garden, and they’d get together and do the whole muscleman   routine – showing off, as lads do. They used to go to the Tower Ballroom in New Brighton for their Saturday nights, it was quite a ride away. He was an excellent dancer, Alan, he went for lessons, passed all his exams – fox-trot, tango, quickstep, waltz, samba. I started going to the Tower myself when I was about fifteen and he was eighteen. We’d see each other there but we never spoke. He’d look through me, just carry on dancing with his girl. Later on I’d see them smooching. Last bus would be eleven o’clock, right after the ballroom shut. By the time he came home I’d usually be in bed trying to get to sleep, but he’d go into the bathroom and start singing – if he’d had a happy night.


At grammar school he passed the right exams and he stayed on until 1953, when he was 18. Then he got called up for his National Service. But he enjoyed it, spent some time in Hong Kong. He’d come home on leave and joke with my mum that she probably had lots of grandchildren out there. He’d say, ‘Ah, if these here army boots of mine could say where they’ve been, Mum, you’d never let me in the house again.’ He surprised me too, because he had some excellent presents – he got me a manicure set. I was a bit of a tomboy, into horse riding and all that. I suppose he was trying to tell me something.




 





DAVID YALLOP: When we got to know each other later, Alan and I would compare our earlier lives, which were in many ways similar. He was very funny about his National Service, I used to get him going on that stuff. He was stationed in Hong Kong, the Great Fear of that moment in the 1950s being the prospect of the Chinese hordes invading.


Alan would talk about a Maltese guy, who’d been pro-British all his life, and now he’d joined the British army. I think they’d given Clarkey a stripe, so he was a lance-corporal, and this guy somehow came under his charge. And he was told: ‘You have to look after this man, he’s your responsibility in everything he does’ – because in everything he did, this man was a walking disaster. At one point Alan went off to the fleshpots of Hong Kong for a thirty-six-hour R & R and left this fellow in charge of a tank. When he came back, the lads said, ‘Oi, Nobby’ – that was what they called him, Nobby Clarke – ‘Have you seen what he’s done, your boy? Go have a look at your tank.’ He went outside, and this fella had parked the tank right in the middle of the parade ground. And he was standing to attention beside it, very proud of himself, because he knew Alan was coming. He had painted the entire fucking tank pink. He said he ‘thought it would look pretty’.


 


NORMA MCMINN: Alan came home in 1955 and got a job at the State Assurance in Dale Street, Liverpool. But he wasn’t very keen on it, getting the bus from Leasowe to the ferry to the office and back. And the nine-to-five, the mundane routine, all that. He had his twenty-first birthday in the house at Leasowe, 1956. That was a good one. The lads got all the crates of beer in, and we found Alan the next day sleeping in the bath. Some of his mates were in the greenhouse. He did a funny little drawing of himself as he was that morning – sort of buried under these crates of beer, all you could see was his fist in the air with a bottle in it. I still have the picture. And on the back of it he had written a little reading list for himself, philosophy books mostly, Kant and Hegel.


In 1956 Alan suddenly told us he wanted to make arrangements to emigrate to Canada. Dad wasn’t very happy about it. He said, ‘Why? You’ve got a job. You’re going to leave your mum on her own.’ He never discussed his reasons for going with me. But he’d saved the money up, and he wanted more than what was on offer in Liverpool. And for Mum, anything Alan did was all right by her. Not that she liked him going, but he was his mummy’s boy, he couldn’t do wrong. In the middle of all this, December 1956, our Dad died. And I suppose Alan felt a bit bad, he hadn’t really got his dad’s blessing to go. But sure enough, early 1957 he was off, with three mates. Mum went to the docks to see Alan off, very upset. I didn’t go, I was at work and couldn’t get time off. And he’d have thought it was a bit strange to see me waving him away. He’d have probably said, ‘Oh, so you’re glad to get rid of me?’ Though at least that way we might have spoken to each other – maybe I should have gone. But when I got home I had to console our mum, she was very upset. ‘Alan’s gone!’ she kept saying. ‘He’s gone!’ 




 





ROY MINTON: Al always said that, on the day they left, the boat was barely ten minutes out of the Mersey docks and they’d all got Canadian accents. And, of course, they already had their big lumberjack jackets on and all that.




 





NORMA MCMINN: We didn’t hear from him – not a word. But Mum and I were both working, and I was seeing my soon-to-be-husband John McMinn. 1958 came and went. So did 1959. Still no word. We weren’t on the phone, of course. ‘Oh, he’ll write soon,’ Mum used to say. But she was worried, obviously. She asked the mothers of the other lads, and they’d written. So she got an address and wrote to Alan, gave him the news and that. In 1959 I married John. A telegram showed up from Alan, to me and John: ‘Love to you both, sorry I can’t be there but I’m there in spirit.’ Then Alan wrote to Mum and asked for his birth certificate. He’d met a young French-Canadian girl and was going to marry her, but she wanted him to convert to Catholicism – which he did, it wasn’t a problem because he wasn’t religious. But that only lasted about six months. What we found out later was that Alan had been working in a gold mine and he’d injured himself, and a nurse in the hospital where he was treated told him about a college he might like. He said it changed the course of his life.




 





JANE HARRIS: I never know how much Alan embroidered on this, or how much was just lost in recollection. But the way he always told the story, he and his friends from Liverpool had planned to make their fortune as lumberjacks, but he fell in with a gold-mining company instead. He was up near Wawa in north Ontario, close to Lake Superior. Then he damaged his hand and was hospitalized, they had to do a graft on his thumb. And it was while he was in hospital that he heard about the Ryerson Institute of Technology in Toronto. He found out they were doing a course in Radio and Television Arts. I don’t know if there was anything else quite like it then, certainly not in Canada. So he just decided to apply and he got in. It was a three-year course, he was there from 1958 to 1961. And that’s where he and I met.


I just loved theatre and television. I had been too self-conscious to get on in acting, but I thought this production course sounded good. Ryerson had its own radio station and they broadcast on FM every day. And this course was big enough that they ran two parallel classes: there were forty, forty-five people in all. In the second year, 1959–60, Alan and I were in the same class. I’d noticed him already – you would see people in the corridors – and his English accent stood out a lot. He was slightly older than a lot of us, nearly six years older than me – I’d gone up straight from high school like most of the students. So it was probably a bit tricky for Alan to get into the routine of writing essays and so on, as well as trying to earn money and find digs. He had nearly flunked his first year.


And sometimes they couldn’t cope with Alan. He didn’t see the necessity for all the rules and regulations, particularly anything relating to dress, which didn’t concern him at all. At Ryerson the guys had to wear ties, one of those silly collegiate rules. You could wear a crew-neck sweater, and if you had a shirt on it wasn’t necessarily clear whether or not you were wearing a tie. But the tutors had a habit of tugging at the neck of these sweaters to see if the tie was there. That happened once with Alan: ‘Where’s your tie, Clarke?’ He said, ‘S’all right, sir, I’ve got it here.’ He lifted up his sweater and the tie was knotted round his waist, holding up his pants instead of a belt. Lateral thinking, I suppose. Alan played soccer for Ryerson, but he could only ever play forty-five minutes, then he’d be worn out by it. So the manager always had this tricky tactical choice of whether to play him from the start or save him for the second half. Physically he was sort of – weedy really, in those days. We had the usual university drama productions, and Alan was in some of those; he was a very good actor. Now Alan had to earn money while he was studying – he had taken a loan, but he was supposed to pay it back. And we had very long holidays, from June through August and part of September. So in 1959 he went to Buffalo to do summer stock. It was a Melody Fair, quite popular then; they had various musical productions running in a tent. We have a picture of him in costume, dressed as a genie, arms folded, trying to make his biceps look bigger by pushing them up from the underside. 
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Clarke soaks up some rays in Toronto, 1959
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Clarke in ‘genie’ costume during a stint in summer stock in Buffalo, 1959








ROY MINTON: Al said Buffalo was when he knew acting wasn’t for him. He was a great bunny, you know – great raconteur, lot of fun to be with. But getting on stage and doing it was something else, and he realized that wasn’t his game.




 





JANE HARRIS: In his last year at Ryerson, Alan produced Huis Clos, or No Exit, by Sartre, his first real directorial effort. Sartre and Camus were very big at the time; Alan was very fond of L’Etranger. The male lead was a guy called Robin Brewer, a very good actor. And No Exit was very sharp, a good show. Alan ended up taking it to Western University for one of those college drama competitions. We had high hopes for winning, but it was pipped. There was only one judge, an actor, and he criticized Alan’s handling of the love scene in the play, rather weirdly on the grounds that the actors’ feet didn’t move. But the piece had a stillness to it; Alan didn’t move people unless he had to. He hated that unnatural proscenium stage set-up with people sitting round a table but facing out and speaking to the audience. In No Exit he sometimes had the actors sitting quite naturally sideways on, backs to the audience, and as long as they could be heard, he thought that was fine. That’s why he worked so well in the round later on – he could move people around more naturally.


In the last year at Ryerson, Alan and I became a couple. We’d go to the cinema all the time, there was one movie house in Toronto which showed the good European films of the period. Truffaut’s Les Quatre Cent Coups came out, we were both stunned by that. Jules et Jim Alan liked as well. I remember us seeing Last Year at Marienbad, and Alan was completely taken with those long, elegant dolly shots through the hotel. The very first thing he said when he came out was, ‘God, that tracking shot was really something.’ I think everything that he saw and enjoyed, he logged it away inside himself. Kurosawa was another one he thought was brilliant, because of his grittiness. He loved Ikiru and The Seven Samurai, especially the great battle in the rain. His other big favourite was Antonioni, he’d see them all: La Notte, L’Avventura he thought was a stunner – partly because of Monica Vitti, I’m sure. But he loved Antonioni’s kind of slow deliberate pacing and the strange relationships in the piece. And the use of space, that sense of people rather wandering through the film. But also the stunning close-ups, he liked those. And I suppose Antonioni didn’t make any great effort to endear the characters to a general audience, and that was impressive to Alan. Cassavetes was another favourite – Alan liked the raw, improvised acting.


He graduated from Ryerson in 1961 with a prize as one of their top creative students – quite an achievement, having nearly flunked out in the first year. Robin Brewer ended up coming to England with Alan at the end of the course in June. Then they had one of the quickest tours of Europe ever during that summer, Alan on the back of Robin’s motorbike. And they ended up in London. I followed him over in August 1961. We were in Liverpool for that Christmas.




 





NORMA MCMINN: In the winter of 1961 John and I were living with Mum and I was expecting my first child. There was a knock at the door one night and there was Alan. Mum just went ‘Ahhh!’ He had a big case and he said, ‘Can I come in?’ Mum was concerned about the way he looked – he was a bit of a sight, beard and all that. And he was apologizing profusely because he had odd socks on. Then he said, ‘Can she come in too?’ And behind him was Jane – a very tall, very attractive Canadian girl. So that was it, he was back, and we mucked in together for a bit. I went into hospital November 1961 and had my daughter Gillian. Visiting hours were very strict, but Alan came down and put on a Canadian accent, said, ‘I’ve come to see my sister, and I’ve got to get the plane back to Canada tomorrow.’ Then he and my husband John went out on a big binge to wet the baby’s head. That was about the time when Alan and I got closer, we started speaking as if we’d never not spoken. We’d both grown up, I suppose: I was twenty-three and he was twenty-six, it was like we were two different people. He seemed more relaxed, more together. It was a very bad winter, that one, and Jane and Alan stayed with us until early 1962, then they went down to London. And he started it all over again. He was never in touch with us.
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