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F*** Yeah Cumberbatch Eyes! Attending the glitzy London Evening Standard Theatre Awards, Benedict shows exactly why his beauteous blue-green peepers need their own Tumblr page, November 2010.




























INTRODUCTION





Benedict Cumberbatch: a name it’s impossible to read without wanting to say out loud. It’s got that weird English crunchy compelling sexiness to it. Go ahead, say it right now. I don’t care if you’re on a bus or a train or a taxi or the end of a bungee cord – say it. Scream it. Sing it. Everyone will join in; you’ll get a chorus going. Because the Cumberlove is catching. Ben-e-dict Cum-ber-batch. Bene-dict Cumberbatch. Benedictcumberbatch. Ah, it’s like a yogic mantra (btw, fact fans: Benedict himself is a yoga enthusiast, but more on that later).


Let’s rewind – past hobbits, star trekking, war horses and the world’s most famous sleuth – back to the very beginning. Benedict Timothy Carlton Cumberbatch, to give him his full credentials, was born on 19 July 1976, the only child of actor parents Wanda Ventham and Timothy Carlton (for the purposes of this book they’ll hereafter be referred to by the collective noun of ‘Wimothy’. You’ve definitely glimpsed both of them before; they appear as Mr and Mrs Holmes in season three of Sherlock!). Wimothy were obviously overjoyed to welcome their overactive, skinny little baby, even if the rest of the world remained largely unaware that a superstar was slowly rising in an unassuming flat in the classy London borough of Kensington …


Then, on 25 July 2010, the first episode of Sherlock screened in the UK – and THE WORLD CHANGED. Sporting a shabby long coat (the sort that usually causes worried parents to desperately count their children), overgrown hair (think guinea-pig-atop-head) and some sort of personality disorder (yes, we love him, but let’s face it, he’s also a full-on ‘high-functioning sociopath’ with a less than healthy appetite for deduction and occasional violence), Benedict Cumberbatch won our hearts and minds in an instant, and gave sexy a new name. (And that name sounded a lot like Bandercoot Cabbagepatch …)


But, of course, we don’t just love him for his name. That would be shallow.


There’s also that chiselled Cumberface: you can’t lay eyes on that skinny oval-meets-upside-down-triangle without wanting to stroke (or lick, let’s be honest) those fine and defined cheekbones. The Cumbertones: a voice you can’t hear without coming over all shivery, à la Sherlock when confronted with a particularly gory murder. The Cumberbod: whether Sherlock-skinny or Star-Trek-leanly-beefed-up-muscle, he’s 6’1/2” (that extra half an inch is all-important) of long-limbed hugability. But most of all, we love the witty, intelligent, sexy Cumberbrain he’s got stored in that weirdly-shaped, floppy-hair-covered skull of his. (See, we are not shallow.) As that lucky cow Irene Adler says of Sherlock, ‘Brainy’s the new sexy.’ You’re preaching to the converted, Adler … now, go put some clothes on.




‘My creature comforts? A whisky, the fire and a good book.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





But his brain isn’t Benedict’s only amazing organ; there’s also his massive … Cumberheart! Whether he’s galloping up to hug fans from far afield during TV interviews; writing politically-minded notes to the paparazzi (‘Go photograph Egypt and show the world something important’); doing those modest little face-folds when people praise him (you know, that sort of chin-tuck where his neck seems to be eating his face); devoting time to charities like the Elton John AIDS Foundation; or worrying about the damage to feminism caused by the word ‘Cumberbitch’; Benedict has shown that he’s far from a cold fish (despite all those internet memes comparing him to a hammerhead shark). He’s the good guy who also does an excellent job of playing the bad guy. Which makes him kind of perfect.


As I am not Benedict Cumberbatch (it’s one of life’s great tragedies that there’s only one of him), I can never truly know what it is like inside that beautiful Cumbermind of his. However, by examining all the information we have about the Cumberman and his Cumberverse we can hopefully get our Sherlock on and do some hardcore deducing. Thus we’ll come as close as possible to determining just what BEING BENEDICT CUMBERBATCH is all about. One thing’s for certain: it’s gonna be Cumberlicious. (Oh, and there’ll be hot pics too.)
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What a scarf up: Looking dapper at BALLY’s ‘60 Years of Conquering Everest’ celebration, held at Bedford Square Gardens, London, in January 2013.
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Naturally sun-kissed or victim of an overzealous make-up artist? B’batch enjoys his moment in the sun at a Hawking photo-call at the Monte Carlo Television Festival, July 2004.























CUMBERSTORY PART 1


CUMBAGE PATCH KID







‘Having your adolescence at an all-male boarding school is just crap.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch






IN THE BEGINNING


I know it’s hard to imagine a time B.B. (Before Benedict), but apparently there was one. Actors Wanda Ventham and Timothy Carlton (aka Wimothy) met in 1970 while filming a drama series called A Family at War on location in Ireland. Thankfully they didn’t let the gloomy title get them down and fell in love with each other almost immediately. Wanda’s first marriage, to businessman James Tabernacle (with whom she has a daughter, Tracy), had been on the rocks for some time and, though she insisted in an interview with the TV Times in 1979 that, ‘Tim didn’t break up the marriage’, she acknowledges that he was the catalyst she required to make the break. ‘I suppose he was what was needed to help me make the final decision. All divorces are unpleasant, but I was lucky because I had someone in my life to cushion me.’ Although she loved Tim, Wanda was reluctant to remarry given the outcome of her first marriage. But Tim finally persuaded her. ‘Tim is a great romantic, which is really why – in the end – I decided I would remarry.’ So it was romance that made her say ‘I do’. (And maybe also the fact that she was with Cumberchild.)


The couple married in April 1976. Three months later, on 19 July, Benedict was born at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in Hammersmith, London (incidentally, this is also the birthplace of actors Daniel Radcliffe, Mischa Barton and Dame Helen Mirren. Which begs the question: do they employ talent scouts as midwives?)


Benedict Cumberbatch had arrived.


CUMBERKID


Baby Benedict was pale, tall and hyper; ‘a whirlwind – he never stopped,’ according to Wanda. When he cried, Wimothy would carry him up to the roof of their top-floor flat in Kensington and leave him there in his pram for a little while, as the tiny B’batch loved looking up at the sky. He’d stare in fascination at the expanse of blue (or more often, grey, this being London), stop crying and smile. When quizzed by the Evening Standard as to his earliest London memory, a 33-year-old Benedict didn’t hesitate. ‘Being on the rooftop and seeing a helicopter fly over to land at Kensington Palace,’ recalls B’batch. ‘My parents claim that my first word was helicopter.’ Aw, super sweet! Except for the time his penchant for sky-gazing nearly killed him …




‘He was a whirlwind – he never stopped.’


– Wanda Ventham





One winter’s day Wimothy went out, leaving Tracy, Benedict’s half-sister, to babysit. She took a bawling baby Benedict up onto the roof, with the intention of fetching him down after a minute or two – only to totally forget he was there. She didn’t remember till she saw snow start to fall outside the kitchen window. In a panic, she raced up to the roof to find a freezing icicle Benebaby, teeth chattering, but still smiling up at the night sky – even though he’d turned blue. She hurriedly carried him inside and placed him on a radiator to thaw him out. By the time his parents returned home, he was back to normal.


Of course, Benedict did go on to be a bit of a sickly child, having his tonsils out and his adenoids scraped at the age of three. But these operations in no way slowed him down, as Wanda told the TV Times in 1979 when a reporter arrived at the flat to interview her, ‘[Benedict] has been rather vile today […] you’ve hit on a bad day. He has just had his adenoids and tonsils out and his temperament has gone slightly loopy in the last day or so. But even at times like this Tim is fantastic with him.’ Tim proceeded to take his boisterous son into another room to ‘entertain’ him while Wanda was being interviewed.


Despite having a healthy appetite, little Benedict was incredibly thin. Wanda worried that her son might have an overactive thyroid, as he was so stick-like. But his thyroid was absolutely fine. ‘I had a very fast metabolism,’ explains Benedict. And he was ridiculously active; he ran everywhere, arriving at school drenched in sweat. ‘I never stopped,’ he says.
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A Cumberchild is born! Benedict’s very first photo opportunity, with proud parents Wanda Ventham and Timothy Carlton, 22 July 1976.
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‘Helicopter!’ Sky-gazing with his mother. Learning to speak has never been so much fun. Back in the day, this toddling B’batch lived next door to Sherlock actress Una Stubbs.








Despite living in Kensington, a veritable hotspot for the rich and fabulous, Benedict didn’t lead a Made-In-Chelsea-type existence. He describes his childhood hood as, ‘when Kensington was run-down; smalls hanging out in the smog, riots in Notting Hill.’ A neighbour to the Ventham-Carlton-Cumberbatches was none other than Una Stubbs, who plays Mrs Hudson in Sherlock. As she is an acting contemporary and friend of Wimothy, young Benedict saw a fair bit of her as a child – whether baby B’batch liked it or not. ‘I did films with Wanda Ventham, his mother, and we lived in the same area, in Kensington,’ revealed Una in an interview with the Radio Times. ‘So I’d be out with my pram and Wanda and I would be talking and there was poor little Benedict – who I suppose was about four – standing there while we were gossiping in the high street for hours!’ She remembers him as being ‘very polite … a lovely boy’. Little did she know that one day he’d be playing her extremely rude lodger …


SCHOOL


Though the brouhaha surrounding his Cumber-heritage has never quite gone away – ‘talking about class terrifies me,’ sighs Benedict. ‘There is no way of winning. You either come across as being arrogant and ungrateful if you complain … or snooty and overprivileged if you bathe in it’ – the fact remains that both Wanda and Timothy were ‘working actors who never knew when the next pay day might come’ (that’s how B’batch told it to the Radio Times, anyhow). But posh or not, prosperous or penniless, Wimothy spared no expense when it came to the education of their only son. ‘They wanted the best for me,’ states Benedict simply – even if ‘the best’ entailed scrimping and saving to afford the fees for Brambletye, a Church of England prep school in West Sussex. For the young B’batch, this meant leaving the family home in London and becoming a boarder – a scary prospect for any eight-year-old. But he took it in his stride. ‘I thrived,’ he says, even if, ‘eight seems a bit of a wrench. I don’t know if I could do it with a kid of eight.’
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Just another day at the office for hard-grafting actors Timothy and Wanda. Here they are starring in an episode of legal drama, Crown Court, 1977.










‘Playing a trumpet wounds you … I have trumpet-mouth.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





Around this time Wimothy witnessed an early indication of Benedict’s starry thespian future. They had taken him to visit his godmother, also an actor, who let her young godson explore the empty stage at the theatre where she was performing. Benedict described the experience to Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy co-star Gary Oldman in Interview Magazine. ‘I just remember looking out into the darkness, and it pulled me in, rather than pushed me away, if you know what I mean. It gave me a real energy and thrill to think about communicating with that, rather than turning away and going home and having a cup of tea and leaving it to someone else. And as adults, [my mother, father and godmother] just looked at each other with raised eyebrows, all three of them actors, and went, “Oh dear.”’


By the time Benedict arrived at Brambletye, recent additions to the school and grounds included: swimming pool, squash courts and science lab. The latter was somewhat wasted on young B’batch, however, as he didn’t pay much attention in science classes. He was a bit of a ‘tearaway’ in those days, he confessed in an interview for the Telegraph. ‘I was pretty naughty, I got into fights.’ The teachers responded by nudging him not-so-gently into acting and he made several appearances in the school theatre. For instance, he was in the school production of 1960s musical comedy Half a Sixpence, playing the lead female role: Ann the chambermaid. (Though Brambletye now admits both girls and boys, back in Benedict’s day it was a single-sex school – thus giving the B’batch plenty of opportunities to wear skirts on stage.) The musical was originally written as a vehicle for rock’n’roll legend Tommy Steele. I bet he’d have been thrilled to have Benedict as his love interest – who wouldn’t? Sadly there is no word on whether B.C.’s singing voice back then was as shiver-inducing as his current melodious baritone, but I reckon it probably was just as beautiful, if a tad shriller.


In other musical pursuits, Benedict started playing the trumpet at around age ten and blames the mouth-gymnastics involved for shaping his lips in strange new ways. ‘Playing a trumpet wounds you … I have trumpet-mouth.’ This theory seems questionable, however, as none of the other great trumpet players (Louis Armstrong, Miles Davis, Chet Baker, Gonzo from The Muppets) have got Benedict-mouth … which must be a cause of deep sorrow to them all.




‘I made lifelong friends. In my letters home, I wrote, “I am blissfully happy,” and I really meant it.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





TOP HAT AND CANE


When Benedict was twelve, Wimothy bought a seventeenth-century crofter’s cottage in the beautiful Gloucestershire countryside, near Swindon. The pre-teen B’batch didn’t get to live in it much, however, as – with the help of funds from his grandmother, together with an art scholarship he’d won – he was bound for posh school proper: Hogwarts. I mean, Harrow.
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Contrary to popular belief, B’batch did not attend Hogwarts School of Wizardry and Witchcraft. Here he is with his classmates at Harrow.








The renowned Harrow School for boys is a boarding school situated in North-West London, in the town of – you guessed it – Harrow. Obviously Benedict is totally, absolutely its most famous alumnus, but other well-known Harrovians include Winston Churchill, writer Lord Byron (Benedict himself has been compared to Byron by Sherlock creator Steven Moffat: ‘It’s a bit of a blessing that one of the hottest young actors on the planet at the moment happens to look like Sherlock Holmes. He’s got that imperious style and he’s a bit Byronic’), Cecil Beaton (amongst other visual artists) and actors James and Edward Fox. Harrow is one of the four boys-only full-boarding schools in Britain (the others being Eton, Winchester and Radley), so the competition to gain a place is fierce, especially if, like Benedict, you need to win a scholarship to help pay the fees. All four schools look like castles (just like Hogwarts), dress their pupils in strange outfits (cf. Hogwarts) – and are known for being ‘character building’ (which sounds considerably less fun than learning magic).


Harrow is considered to be one of the best schools in the UK and, frankly, it better be, considering the £33,000-a-year price tag (that’s modern-day prices, not Cumberprices) attached to a Harrovian education. In a BBC press release for the period drama To the Ends of the Earth, Benedict spoke of the class issues he encountered there. ‘My grandmother paid for two thirds of my fee, so I was a very middle-class kid by most standards. I was surrounded by Lord Rothschild’s son, Prince Hussein’s son, dignitaries, princes and peers, left, right and centre.’ (No doubt a good preparation for playing all those aristocratic roles later in life!)
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Every parent’s nightmare, every girl’s dream: Benedict stars as wannabe love machine Rory Slippery in TV series Fortysomething, 2003.













‘On Holmes, Martin kept saying, “Oh yeah, you went to fucking Hogwarts, didn’t you?” And that’s what my schooldays were like: Swallows and Amazons and Hogwarts. Martin is spot on that these schools are magical places if you know how to use them right.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





Teenaged Benedict was kitted out in the regulatory Harrow uniform, which is the same to this day (and will no doubt remain so for the next couple of millennia). It includes: morning suit, straw hat (aka ‘boater’) or top hat, depending on the season, and cane. Yes, that’s right, a cane. (Whoever thought it would be a good idea to equip 800 boys aged 13-18 with canes must have had a very strange sense of humour indeed.) Recently, a Sky TV reality show went behind the scenes to uncover the truth about life at Harrow (Harrow: A Very British School), showing what it’s like living in a boarding house with hundreds of teenage boys with canes. The impressive school theatre, complete with professional-standard props and costumes – and boys positively leaping at the chance to don a dress and play the girly roles – was heavily featured. If only the documentary had been made twenty-five years ago we could have seen Benedict bouncing across the stage in a variety of guises, often female. He says, ‘In my first year I had the fairly onerous task, having established myself as a reasonably decent rugby-playing cricketer and footballer, of starring as Titania, Queen of the Fairies [in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream].’ He then played Rosalind, the romantic female lead in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, putting in a performance that his starry-eyed drama tutor called ‘the finest since Vanessa Redgrave’s’. Confusingly, Rosalind spends much of the play dressed as a man called Ganymede. So that made Benedict a man, playing a woman, playing a man. Which is, of course, exactly how it was done in Shakespeare’s day when women weren’t allowed on the stage. Trust Harrow to be as progressive as the seventeenth century.


Benedict was an integral part of the Rattigan Society, the school’s main drama society, which is named after Sir Terence Rattigan, famous playwright and old Harrovian. Coincidentally, Benedict’s first role at the National Theatre was in a Rattigan play, After the Dance, in 2010. The play is about bright young things being decadent and world-weary in the 1920s. At the time, speaking with the Scotsman, Benedict reminisced about being back in ‘Ratt Soc’ at Harrow: ‘My first, big, silly role at school was as Arthur Crocker-Harris in Rattigan’s The Browning Version, where my job was to make schoolmasters’ wives weep with recognition.’ Though the name of his character may have slipped his mind in this particular interview, (there’s no ‘Arthur’ in The Browning Version; only ‘Andrew’), Benedict was no doubt as brilliant playing Andrew Crocker-Harris at Harrow as he was as David Scott-Fowler at the National (After the Dance won four Olivier Awards and was declared by the Times to be the best theatrical production of 2010).




‘I felt confident about the world. Not … entitled. Just like … I could step into the world. Investigate it.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





The school drama teacher in Benedict’s day, Martin Tyrell, praised the young B’batch as, ‘the best schoolboy actor [I] have ever worked with.’ Well it wasn’t gonna be Churchill, was it? Maybe Harrow should consider a drama soc name change? ‘The Cumberbatch Society’ has a certain ring to it.


A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S QUESTION MARK


We pause here in our linear analysis of the Cumberchildhood, to examine a mysterious issue, namely: when did the Benechild first appear in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream and what part did he play? If you are experienced in the field of Cumberresearch you will no doubt have encountered conflicting evidence. Some sources suggest it was at Brambletye that Benedict first appeared in Dream, playing the role of Bottom, the hapless weaver and head of the Mechanicals, who at one stage has his head turned into that of a donkey. Another source claims it was at Harrow that Benedict first appeared in the play, in the role of Titania, Queen of the Fairies (who is bewitched to fall in love with the donkey-headed Bottom). However, the plot thickens as another source has him down as playing Helena, the tall skinny human girl (she’s referred to as a ‘maypole’ at one point) who’s unlucky in love. Tall and skinny … yes, that does sound like Benedict type-casting. Girl … less so. (But clearly as a kid he was the go-to guy for female roles … and I presume he wasn’t quite 6’1/2” tall at that point either.)


So what came first for Benedict: Bottom, Titania or Helena? How will we ever know? Personally, I like to imagine that he played all these roles. In the same production. Or how about a one-man show in which Benedict gets to utilise his gifts for impersonation, transformation and cross-dressing to the full: A Cumbersummer Night’s Dream. Theatre producers, take note.
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A Midsummer Night’s Donkey: twelve-year-old Benedict in the guise of Bottom circa 1989. Part-boy, part-mule – 100 percent unforgettable.








Even so, it wouldn’t be very scientific to leave this matter unresolved. Sherlock would most definitely not approve. So I can now officially put you out of your misery by revealing that, long before Harrow (well, a few months anyway), Benedict, aged twelve, did indeed play Bottom the Weaver at Brambletye. The year was 1989 and he received one of his first ever reviews. In the school magazine. It reads as follows: ‘Benedict Cumberbatch’s Bottom will be long remembered.’ If only that reviewer could have known how true his smug word play would prove. (If you don’t know what I’m talking about you clearly haven’t visited the Tumblr page dedicated to ‘Benedict’s Cumberbum’.) The review was embraced by Wimothy – unaware of how many more Benedict reviews there’d be to come – and ‘ah, we all remember Benedict’s Bottom,’ is a Cumberfamily in-joke to this day.








[image: ]

Benedict rocks some short ’n’ spiky Cumberhair at London’s Theatre Royal in April 2005.











NOBODY PUTS BENEDICT IN A CORNER


While for many the rigours of boarding-school life – uniform inspections, sharing dormitories, lessons on Saturdays, not being allowed to leave the grounds without permission – would be a complete nightmare, Benedict loved his school days. ‘I really did. Sports and outings … I made lifelong friends. In my letters home, I wrote, “I am blissfully happy,” and I really meant it.’ (The idea of any teenage boy using the word ‘blissfully’ in any context whatsoever after about 1928 seems too outlandish to be true. Which is, of course, precisely why we love Benedict.)


If you’re worrying that his stick-like physique, ‘trumpet-mouth’ and hyperactivity might have made him an easy target for bullies, don’t. Benedict says he wasn’t victimised at all. ‘I felt confident about the world. Not … entitled. Just like … I could step into the world. Investigate it.’ Spoken like a true mini-Sherlock. Though there was that one time when a boy did try to bully him – ‘He made me feel insecure and shy, and all I wanted was to be confident and happy’ – and Benedict pinned him up against a wall … That probably sent out quite a clear message of DON’T RUMBLE WITH THIS CUMBERBATCH. Very Sherlock (though he would probably have pushed said bully out of a window). Benedict’s sportiness was no doubt also a very good thing should any rugger-buggers have considered giving him grief. He loved sport and played on the rugby team. Presumably, given his physique, he was better at running and dodging than tackling, and no doubt all that early practice racing-sweatily-to-school came in handy.


By all accounts the young B’batch was popular. He realised early on that he could get people to like him if he made them laugh. This was a helpful skill when it came to monitoring the little kids at school. ‘You could make younger kids go to bed and brush their teeth on time if you made them laugh.’ (Shouldn’t they have matrons and housemasters to do those things? Seems weird to pay over £30k in fees for your child to be set to work putting other children to bed. Though it would be lovely to be tucked in by Benedict, of course.)


DESPERATELY SEEKING FEMALES


There was one massive downside of being a Cumberboarder, however, and that was the lack of girls. Twelve or thirteen is generally the age when boys’ attitude to girls starts to shift from ‘hell no’ to ‘hell-oo’ and Benedict was longing for some exposure to the opposite sex. His other concern was his late physical development. Now, in his late thirties but able to pass for much younger, he’s probably grateful for his elfishly youthful looks – but it wasn’t much fun looking like a child when he wanted to be a man. ‘I was a kid until I was eighteen, really,’ he says, no doubt thanking his lucky stars that he was a creative liar who could invent great stories of all the action he’d had during the summer holidays … when in reality he wasn’t getting a whole lot of lovin’. ‘I was a bit Hugh Grant around women,’ remembers B’batch. ‘“Good gosh, er, do you mind if I, erm, touch, ah, it? Gosh, I feel funny now.”’ (Nowadays, of course, women beg to be touched by him wherever he goes. Ah, the irony.)


If it wasn’t for this lack of physical confidence we might all have seen a whole lot more of Benedict a lot sooner than we did. The director Andrew Birkin came to Harrow to audition boys for his film version of Ian McEwan’s novel The Cement Garden – yup, the one about incestuous siblings – and Benedict was asked to audition for the lead role of Jack. After considering the subject matter, however, he decided not to attend. ‘I was really prudish at that age and thought, “Fuck it, I don’t want to take my clothes off.” I was terrified. I didn’t want anyone seeing what I looked like.’ So the role went to Andrew Robertson, the world had to wait for years to see Benedict in the buff, and Benedict himself had to wait until Atonement to appear in a McEwan dramatisation.




‘I was a bit Hugh Grant around women. “Good gosh, er, do you mind if I, erm, touch, ah, it? Gosh, I feel funny now.”’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





When not joking around on or offstage, racing across the rugby pitch, or worrying about his lack of grown-up muscle tone, Benedict cultivated the same artistic talent which had helped him get into Harrow in the first place. He loved painting and drawing. Like drama, art was in his blood. Wanda herself spent a year at art school before deciding on an acting career and Benedict had clearly inherited her talent. He became Harrow’s artist in residence and was given a wall in the school gym on which to express himself. (Bet Harrow wish they’d kept all that Cumberart – it would be worth almost as much as a pupil’s termly school fees by now … almost.)
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‘Hello, I’m English.’ Lighting up the red carpet with wonky grin plus wonky bowtie at the closing ceremony of 2004’s Monte Carlo Television Festival, Monaco.











SHERLOCK SMARTS


Benedict is predictably modest about his intellectual achievements, claiming he was ‘not that clever. Not ridiculously clever. Sharpish – I was a quick learner. A good impersonator.’ Yup, the B’batch enjoyment of impersonations that we’ve come to know and love (you’ve seen him do his ‘Alan-Rickman-in-the-guise-of-Severus-Snape’ on The Simpsons, right? And his legendary ‘Graham Norton’? If not, please hurry to YouTube and rectify this immediately) was one he used at Harrow. ‘I used to mess around with Dictaphones at school and do interpretations and impersonations of people.’ Whatever he says, Benedict was clearly pretty darn clever. And he had that whole geeky thirst-for-knowledge thing going on. When interviewed by Caitlin Moran in the Times, he described seeing the Harrow library for the first time (spoiler: he had Nerd Panic). ‘I thought, I probably won’t have a lifetime long enough to read the first shelf – let alone the first room, let alone the whole fucking library. I’ve always been after the idea of betterment – to know exactly everything about that wine, and tell you about the birdsong I can hear, and to understand the world around me.’




‘I’ve always been after the idea of betterment – to know exactly everything about that wine, and tell you about the birdsong I can hear, and to understand the world around me.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch





Unsurprisingly, Benedict did very well in his exams – surpassing his B.C. initials and scoring plenty of As at GSCE. His teachers predicted great things for his A-levels, and envisaged him going on to study at Oxford or Cambridge. But then something happened.


‘POT AND GIRLS AND MUSIC’


In Benedict’s last year at school, things changed. His body was finally developing into that toned mass of lean muscle we know and are strangely obsessed with. This bodily change coincided with top-year school privileges that allowed him access to the outside world, aka GIRLS. So he could at last properly discover the female of the species. And she could discover him. This turn up for the books caused Benedict to put down his actual books and go exploring. In his own words, this is when he was initiated into the intriguing world of ‘pot and girls and music’. I’m guessing at this point he got to use his ‘trumpet mouth’ for something other than music making …
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An immaculately tanned Benedict graces the Los Angeles premiere of Starter for 10 at the Arclight Theatre, February 2007.








During his last year at school, Benedict had another brush with death. It was the school holidays and he was in his bedroom studying for his A-levels. Suddenly a huge explosion shook the house. All the windows were shattered and he was engulfed in a massive dust cloud. Benedict had been a minor victim of the 1994 attack on the Israeli Embassy; a car packed with 30lbs of explosives had detonated. Luckily he and his parents were fine, though the blast did make B’batch temporarily deaf in one ear.


This near-disaster aside, the other distractions keeping Benedict from his schoolwork were generally more predictable: yup, it was girls, music and pot. Benedict’s grades suffered, or, as he himself puts it, ‘I got a bit lazy.’ He didn’t get the A-level results his teachers had hoped for. With Oxbridge no longer an option, he took a year out after leaving Harrow to consider his options. His parents wanted him to be a criminal barrister (he’d certainly have looked darn dashing in the white curly wig – he wears several as the Right Honourable William Pitt in harrowing slave drama, Amazing Grace, and totally rocks the style) but Benedict felt the pull of a thespian lifestyle.


Rather than make any rash decisions, he became a perfumier.


PERFUME


For six months, Benedict worked in a perfumier’s, learning all about scents, high notes, base notes, essences and blends, i.e. what smells work together. This obviously leads to the question: why on earth wasn’t Benedict cast as the lead in the film version of Patrick Süskind’s novel, Perfume? It’s the story of Jean-Baptiste Grenouille, a creepy French boy/monster-turned-murderer who trains as a perfumier because he has an eerily good sense of smell. The Cumbernose seems the absolutely most obvious and perfect choice for the role. Especially since the screenplay was written by Andrew Birkin, whom he’d already stood up at that Cement Garden audition. I can just see Benedict creepily stalking the back alleys of Paris, his hair matted with dirt, sniffing out virgin victims whose scent he can bottle. Ah well, couldawouldasmelledya. And Ben Whishaw, who ended up playing the role, did a good job too. I suppose.


ONE YEAR IN TIBET


Having made and saved some money from his sweet-scented job, Benedict headed to a Tibetan monastery in Darjeeling, India, to spend the remainder of his gap year teaching English to monks. Of course he did. While everyone else spent their ‘gap yah’ on a Home and Away bus tour of Australia, bungee jumping in Thailand or clubbing in Ibiza, Benedict was nurturing his inner chi. He explains the set up as follows: ‘I could actually stay with monks in their home and watch them at work and at prayer, and get the chance to teach them and interact with them.’ When asked what he learned from this he says, ‘There’s an ability to focus and have a real sort of purity of purpose and attention and not be too distracted. And to feel very alive to your environment, to know what you are part of, to understand what is going on in your peripheral vision and behind you, as well [as] what is in front of you. That definitely came from that.’ To this day he considers himself a Buddhist, ‘at least philosophically.’




‘I could actually stay with monks in their home and watch them at work and at prayer, and get the chance to teach them and interact with them.’


– Benedict Cumberbatch







CUMBERSTATS


Name: Benedict Timothy Carlton Cumberbatch


DOB: Monday, 19 July 1976


Height: 6’1/2” (183cm)


Weight: Varies. (Muscle-to-skin-and-bone ratio is totes dependent on the requirements of each new role. Natch.)


Eye colour: Mixed. Like David Bowie, Benedict has the eye condition heterochromia, which means he has different-coloured eyes.  Each of his irises has a different combination of gold, green and blue.


Natural hair colour: He calls it ‘auburn’. (His way of saying ‘a bit ginger’?)





During this year of exploration, Benedict nearly died (yes, again). He took a week out from the Tibetan Monastery and went on a trek around Nepal with four friends. Putting it mildly, they did not pay Sherlockian attention to detail when preparing for this holiday: none of them knew the area; they did not employ a guide; they did not wear appropriate clothing; and they did not bring supplies of food or water. The result was: lost in the Nepalese wilderness with nothing to eat or drink. As dehydration combined with altitude sickness started to send them all a little crazy, Benedict resorted to sucking moisture from a lump of moss. After nearly two days the group found their way to safety by following a trail of yak droppings. Benedict told Event magazine, ‘We got altitude sickness and then amoebic dysentery. We were lost for a day and a half, trekking at night and squeezing moss to get water. We slept in an animal hut that stank of dung and had hallucinogenic dreams because of altitude sickness.’ Thank god for the yak poo – without it Benedict might still be in that hut.
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