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1
            Preamble

            Boris Alexander

         

         In 2011, in the sitcom Outnumbered, the Brockmans have taken in a German exchange student, Ottfried. The Brockmans’ eldest son, Jake, asks Ottfried what English TV he likes.

         
            OTTFRIED: I like the comedian, he plays a character, a very funny character, the fat politician and he has funny blond hair – he sometimes cycles, I see him on the bike on the television.

            JAKE: Do you mean Boris Johnson?

            OTTFRIED: Yes, Boris Johnson – it’s so funny, you like him also?

            JAKE: Ottfried, he’s the Mayor of London.

            OTTFRIED: Yes, he plays the Mayor of London, a very stupid politician, very stupid, funny. We, we in Germany love him.

         

         Michael Portillo once told Johnson he would have to make a decision between politics and comedy. It is a tragedy that he didn’t take up comedy. With hints of Billy Bunter, Bertie Wooster, Jimmy Edwards, ‘Boris’ might have amounted to a passable, sub-Jack Whitehall confection. ‘Boris’ is his ursine, tousled, faux-bumbling self, whose goofs and gaffes somehow serve only to add to the affection in which he is held by the British public, despite the mortal danger of his incompetence.

         For some, he was a living anachronism, a plummy old Etonian rolling around the public domain in search of a clue as to what he might do or where he might belong. For others, his very ineptitude as a politician was a bracing change from the dreary, scripted, pinstriped, managerial efficiency of New Labour. As a comedian, Boris, ‘Bozza’, ‘Bojo’, understood the value of self-deprecation. 2He also stood against seriousness. He understood how seriously anti-serious a significant majority of the British people were, how much they would forgo or forgive in the cheery, bullish name of anti-seriousness.

         ‘Boris’, even ‘Boris Johnson’, is not all that he is. His full name is Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson. Boris is his outer, bluff carapace, a fatsuit. That is ‘Boris’. But driving him, like Davros inside the Dalek, is Alexander, his inner, demonic, ruthlessly ambitious, spiritually emaciated, compulsively amoral, truer self. Alexander is a perpetually famished, morally destructive creature driven by a lust not even primarily for power but for sex and for money. Alexander is an authoritarian, not because he desires to put in the effort of running a country but because his natural, ancient sense of entitlement is deeply ingrained. He has a ferociously short way with anyone who impedes his ascent.

         I was at Oxford at the same time as Boris Johnson, two years above him. Coming from a state-school, lower-middle-class background, I was never more conscious of the class divide than when in closest proximity to those ‘highest’ in its order. They who went to Christ Church or Balliol (as Johnson did), rather than modest Hertford. They who joined the Bullingdon Club, or the even more debauched Piers Gaveston Society, or wafted briskly past you in Broad Street, their braying vowels trailing in the breeze like their college scarves. Those who descended from Eton or Harrow, took their gentlemen’s thirds and then, on graduating, took up the posts in the City awaiting them like an inheritance. The likes of them and the likes of me would never consort.

         We went our separate low and high ways, Alexander, Boris and I. He turned his hand to journalism, baulking at humdrum detail which, like the blame, could be left to others. Despite his affable air, he was not clubbable – Alexander would never let Boris linger anywhere for long; he was always on the move, moving on. Boris was a badly dressed shambles, he smelt, his desk was a disgrace, his 3attention to deadlines scant. However, he had the knack of working up an instant whip of serviceable prose.

         Sent to Brussels as part of the Telegraph’s bureau, Boris affected to speak terrible French, but Alexander was as fluent as Richelieu in the language. And he saw an opportunity, a money-making opportunity. He realised that most of his fellow journalists billeted in Brussels were pro-EU. Alexander saw an opening for extravagant, Eurosceptic, tub-thumping copy: the straight banana stuff. ‘People who complain that there’s no right-wing satire in this country should forget about what goes out on Radio 4 at 6.30 p.m. and remember that Johnson’s reports from Brussels for the Daily Telegraph in the 1990s were satires by any definition of the term,’ wrote Jonathan Coe. ‘And they set the tone and perspective for the British debate on Europe over the next two decades.’ None of this was born out of any convictions. ‘Convictions? I had one for dangerous driving but that was from years ago,’ Boris once quipped, with Marlovian insouciance. Bozza.

         Boris Johnson first appears on Have I Got News for You in April 1998. He looks like a young relic, left high and dry by John Major’s honest efforts at meritocracy and the landslide of Tony Blair’s victory, which buried the Conservatives. Boris is a Conservative. Let’s have fun with Boris. And let’s cast a dark beam on Alexander.

         Ian Hislop, on the opposing team, acts as prosecutor, as ever, with Paul Merton acting as a sort of defence counsel whose counter-argument for his client consists of shrugging his shoulders and saying, ‘I dunno, you got yourself into this mess.’ Hislop relates the case of a taped telephone conversation between Alexander and Darius Guppy, a friend and fraudster. Boris shifts uncomfortably. He first claims not to remember the incident, a flat-out whopper of the sort the comedy-loving British public sometimes warms to. He then describes Guppy as a ‘great chap’, though also, he admits, a ‘distinctive fraudster’ and a ‘major goof’. Hislop reminds him of their discussing beating up a journalist. ‘That did come up,’ says Boris, with admirably impeccable comic timing. In the laugh-ometer, that 4vital crucible in which the British test public figures, Boris has won himself a few more plus points. He recalls him and Guppy discussing mutual military heroes, including Rommel; he’s floundering in contradiction when Merton quips, ‘Hence Major Goof who you mentioned just now.’

         Ah, the quip, the respite for Boris. Jonathan Coe, writing about this episode for the London Review of Books, pinpoints this as the moment when the show let Boris Johnson off the hook. In fairness, however, HIGNFY did prolong his discomfiture for a good few awkward moments. And there’s more to come, with chair Angus Deayton adding a word or two from the bench. Boris protests he has nothing to be ashamed of. ‘What are you not ashamed of?’ Deayton asks him. In an instant, Boris and Alexander go into a huddle and come up with the following formulation:

         ‘Whatever there is not to be ashamed of.’

         The line goes down a storm. Boris goes on the counter-offensive, suggesting he’s been ‘led into an elephant trap’ and using a further excuse that the incident was ‘ten years ago’, as if morality has a statute of limitations.

         A piqued Alexander wrote a piece claiming all the so-called ad-lib wit of HIGNFY was, in fact, scripted. Boris would later concede that this was another whopper, but it did not queer his pitch with the show. Hislop and Merton decided they liked Boris – not as a politician but as fodder for HIGNFY, a useful specimen of an extinct, risible strain of Conservatism, as unlikely to make a return in the twenty-first century as the straw boater. He is invited back. Paul Merton makes a running joke about Iain Duncan Smith, then leader of the Conservative Party, actually being a set of twins, Iain and Duncan Smith. What is this thing about Iain and Duncan Smith? Boris asks. Merton explains the joke.

         ‘Ah, I see, it’s a conceit,’ says Boris, as if humour were a curio to him. Boris is consciously capable of being very funny, knows about timing, knows the impact of a good line and exploiting his persona. 5His face is set in a permanent half-smile, an occasional, complacent smirk. But no one ever sees him laugh out loud from deep inside. That’s because Alexander, while fully understanding the use of humour, has no sense of humour at all.

         In the same episode, Boris undergoes a Mastermind-type quiz from which he emerges with zero points. However, in this and his other appearances, through narrow eyes, scanning the room, inner machinery whirring, assessing the situation, Alexander knows he’s winning.

         Following this appearance, he was high-fived in the streets by students, hailed by white-van men and let off for failing to buy a ticket by the train inspector because ‘You’re the Bozza off the telly.’

         All this, however, represented a failure to take Alexander seriously. When Angus Deayton (unlike Boris Johnson) was dismissed from public life for unforgivable sexual peccadilloes, Boris was among those subsequently invited to guest-chair the show. Merton and Hislop put to him rumours that he might become leader of the Conservative Party. ‘Aidb,’ replies Johnson, one of those slippery, oily, vowel-and-consonant shapes that make up many of his utterances. ‘I think that’s as likely as …’ – but he doesn’t finish the thought. He sings, with a knowing lack of conviction, the praises of the Iain Duncan Smith-led Tories as ‘a very effective opposition that’s been grotesquely let down by the media’. Guffaws ensue.

         ‘They’re laughing, Boris, they’re laughing!’ says Merton.

         ‘They’re clapping!’ retorts Boris.

         Like a political Build-a-Bear, Brand Boris is constructed on the hoof across the media. He goes on Parkinson, reducing fellow guest, the actor and sometime leftist firebrand Ricky Tomlinson, to fits of giggles. He’s on Newsnight on an item titled ‘When Paxo Met Boris’. Having succeeded Ken Livingstone as mayor of London in 2008, he even made a surreal appearance on EastEnders. Barbara Windsor as Peggy is fuming, having scoured the streets of Walford in search of Mayor Johnson, rumoured to be out and about, with a view to 6giving him a scolding, only for him to materialise in the Queen Vic, at which point she’s reduced to a puddle of fawning. ‘Such an honour to have you here, Mr Mayor,’ she gushes.

         Boris stands there, his customary half-smile creasing into a leer, as if he’s wistfully remembering Windsor in Carry On Camping. ‘Call me Boris,’ he Borises.

         Johnson also makes a series of sporting appearances. In 2006, he turns out for a celebrity England team to mark the fortieth anniversary of England’s 1966 World Cup victory. His first action is to charge like a white rhino at the first German player he sees and spear-tackle him, rugby style. Bumbling Boris has got rugby confused with football, chuckles the Telegraph affectionately. But this wasn’t Boris. This was Alexander, bared for once, exposed in all his aggressive, ruinous, pathologically inconsiderate ambition. Plus, it offered not-so-subliminal confirmation of his Europhobic credentials.

         Boris Johnson’s reign as mayor was strewn with attention-seeking, ill-thought-through extravagances. Spaff. Water cannon, a garden bridge, the Emirates Air Line. In 2013, when a Labour member at the London Assembly pressed him on cuts to the fire brigade, he blurted, ‘Oh, get stuffed.’ Alexander, the voice in his stomach. Yet Boris was able to walk away from each mess unscathed. Boris, after all, will be Boris, and more important than his serial failures was that Brand Boris be Boris, as importantly as Falstaff be Falstaff in Merrie England. During the London riots of 2011 he showed he could tickle the parts of the electorate others could not reach by picking up a broom and affecting to lead the tidy-up process. The broom became his stock prop as he did the rounds, provoking cheers as he grabbed it.

         Eight years later, having decided to side with Brexit, though he’d also hedged public bets on Remain, Boris Johnson was in the running for the leadership of the Conservative Party. Martin Kettle naively wrote in the Guardian in May 2019, ‘It is inherently unlikely that most grassroots Tories will pick a candidate for a laugh … they will 7surely ask if he or she has the dignity, the skills and the presentability of a national leader.’

         A few weeks later, Channel 4 News interviewed a grassroots Tory who explained why he’d be voting for Johnson: ‘Because he’s a colourful character in a grey world.’ Pick a candidate for a laugh? Oh, but they would. Oh, but they did.

         Despite a series of parliamentary humiliations and woeful public appearances, Boris Johnson was elected prime minister on the promise that he would ‘Get Brexit Done’. This would be his strategy; like Billy Bunter and his ever-imminent postal order, the perpetual promise of Jam Tomorrow. Later, this would mean world-beating test-and-trace schemes that came to grief, or a ‘moonshot’, a mass daily testing scheme for which there was as yet no technological basis, but which kept alive his electoral popularity; yesterday was another country, full of dead, forgotten wenches. Tomorrow, always the vague, empty fields of tomorrow, where truth, consequences and prosaic details had yet to materialise. He was elected with an eighty-seat majority not by default but by a public who positively wanted to Get Brexit Done and positively wanted Boris, Bozza, Bojo, strewing cheer at the helm of state, despite warnings from former colleagues like Max Hastings that he was unfit to be prime minister.

         Boris Johnson, always wishing to be the bearer of good news, was entirely the wrong man to lead the country in a pandemic. The lockdown he imposed was too little, too late. He even blundered into catching the virus himself. His government, hamstrung by ideology and incompetence, failed tragically to implement quickly or effectively enough the sort of measures put in place in other parts of the world; but a Brexiter insistence on British exceptionalism, on not taking lessons from Johnny Foreigner, meant that no lessons were learned. Lazy and incurious about the complexities involved in running a country, Boris Johnson was for a while operated by his own externalised Alexander, Dominic Cummings. Government decisions, such as backing the climate-denying misogynist homophobe Tony Abbott as trade envoy, 8seemed to be made out of cachinnating malice. For one thing, Boris and Alexander/Cummings soon realised that they could avoid the punishment meted out to politicians from other parts of the political spectrum; that old codes of honour weren’t binding or consequential but the equivalent of an honesty box.

         Bumbling and cruel, idiotic and inept, the Johnson government barrelled on. Here we were. A very stupid politician, very stupid, but funny. We in Britain loved him. Enough to sustain him in the polls, anyway: that bewildering 40 per cent of us who were reminded of Osgood Fielding III in Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot, the smiling millionaire in the speedboat accompanied by Jack Lemmon in drag, oblivious to his every attempt to persuade him he’d make a lousy wife, finally pulling off his wig and revealing he was a man. ‘Nobody’s perfect,’ grins the millionaire.

         Boris Johnson is an indictment of many things: among them, the British over-emphasis on humour. Can’t-you-take-a-joke, cheer-up-it’ll-never-happen, oi-oi, lighten-up, top-bantz, oggy-oggy-oggy, go-on-my-son, oi-love-give-us-a-smile, you-don’t-have-to-be-mad-to-work-here, kiss-up, punch-down, ’ave it, one-up-the-bum, Boaty McBoatface, boorish, whimsical, chortling, this-is-an-ex-parrot, famous-as-bully-beef British sense of humour, sending things up but keeping us down, feet on the ground, puncturing the inflated, puffed-up balloons that might elevate us. Humour, our craven inability to resist humour, is what created Boris Johnson. Humour may have got us through dark days, but it might yet lead us into darker ones. Boris Johnson, he’ll be the death of us, he’s been the death of thousands already. His incompetence has raised the body count. Because we like a laugh. And still they chortle, still call him Boris. Because you have to laugh. Satire was supposed to laugh Boris into oblivion, but it ended up creating him: a honey monster. Satire is indicted. Comedy is indicted.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            Introduction

            How political correctness saved British comedy

         

         Born as I was in the early 1960s, I’ve been exposed since an early age to British comedy stretching back over 130 years, on film and TV and in comics, theatre, literature. As a child, I caught Tommy Cooper, Les Dawson, Morecambe and Wise in their prime and developed an appreciation of Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy. Their black-and-whiteness didn’t faze me as we didn’t get colour TV until the mid-1970s. I’m also just about young enough to get my head around twenty-first-century comedy, recommended by my sixteen-year-old daughter. I get to know her TV world in a way that her generation doesn’t get to get my own formative one. It’d require an active effort on their part to seek out Ken Dodd, the monologues of Joyce Grenfell or Tony Hancock. As for Laurel and Hardy and Charlie Chaplin, assumed in the twentieth century to be guaranteed immortality, they are seldom glimpsed on TV nowadays; the last time Stan and Ollie appeared on mainstream TV, the 2018 biopic apart, was a showing of The Music Box in 2004. This book seeks to celebrate and reanimate the Great British Comedy tradition that shed light on, lightened, lit up so many lives throughout the twentieth century and beyond, as well as to examine its failings.

         I was also just coming of age as alternative comedy first began to develop, with its mission to explode hoary, unexamined assumptions, revolt against the rank, hopeless, drearily repressive complacency that had set in during the seventies and, eventually, to cleave history in two. This was as well, since with magnificent but too few exceptions, British comedy in the twentieth century was not so much about the human condition as the white, male condition. Women, when included, were generally reduced to male-scripted roles, either 10decorative or belligerent stereotypes, without nuance or plausible interior lives. No celebration of the comedy of this era can get round this, nor should it. It took a long time for me to gain awareness of my own privilege – white, male, cisgender, Oxbridge. Some people never did. Even in quite recent times, there were those who refused to see this as an issue of under-representation. That eminent man of letters Christopher Hitchens wrote an essay in 2007 for Vanity Fair titled ‘Why Women Aren’t Funny’. Among his arguments was that men are innately funnier because they need to be to attract women, who do not require a sense of humour to be attractive to men.

         ‘Alternative comedy’ was a dismal label (if punk had been called ‘alternative rock’ we might still all be wearing flares to this day), a millstone around those who practised and were associated with it. No alternative comedian, however alternative, would describe themselves as ‘alternative comedian’ on their calling card. As for the later terminology of political correctness …

         And yet, amid the roll call of heroes celebrated in this volume, political correctness, which in reality means common decency and consideration for the feelings of all rather than liberal tyranny, may well be the biggest hero of them all. Political correctness didn’t stifle or gag comedy, or impose on it a straitjacket of left-leaning conformity. Political correctness liberated comedy, forced it to resort to its creative imagination, helped create a new self-consciousness about what it meant to create comedy, to be more inclusive and open to new forms, new avenues of social exploration, rather than falling back on lazy, reactionary types and tropes. In 2020, John Cleese, who ossified into a bit of a reactionary himself later in his career, appeared on the Today programme. ‘The first question I would say is: can you tell me a woke joke?’ he asked. But that’s missing the point. That’s to regard political correctness as mere virtue signalling in lieu of comedy, like John Thomson’s character in The Fast Show, Bernard Righton. (‘An Englishman, an Irishman and a Pakistani walk into a bar. What a perfect example of racial integration.’) 11Political correctness was in many ways about absence – the absence of material which, intentionally or otherwise, was exclusionary or insulting to the LGBT+ community, then habitually reduced to the term ‘gays’, ethnic minorities, women, the disabled, who held such kick-down mockery in contempt and refused to resort to it. All of which left younger comedians with a clean slate on which to inscribe fresh ideas, new approaches, invite the lived experiences and talents of people who were previously marginalised, routinely, institutionally, if not always consciously, in less correct times.

         As for the ‘political’ bit, well, certainly there was a shift from pre- to post-1979. There was the odd socialist such as Clive Dunn, Corporal Jones in Dad’s Army, for example, but generally, from Morecambe and Wise to Ken Dodd, comedians inclined towards being Conservative Party supporters. In the era of alternative comedy, it was a given that the new vanguard of comedians would be left-leaning. Bob Monkhouse, himself a Conservative, once remarked that in his day, politics was considered taboo, whereas sexual innuendo was more than fair game. From the eighties onwards, it was the other way round: sex was taboo, with a disapproving ‘ism’ attached to it, and politics more openly discussed. In fairness, the number of out-and-out political comedians has always been exaggerated. Those few who were had to contend with the accusation that politics and comedy were a poor mix, as on a daytime TV show in which Jim Bowen, in discussion with Mark Steel, was astonished to learn that Steel was a comedian, since so far as he was concerned, he didn’t have a funny bone in his body. Unfair, since one of Steel’s best jokes is both political and among my most cherished. He describes his perfect day as comprising ‘a workers’ uprising in the morning followed by a quiet drink with friends in the evening’.

         That said, the ‘politics’ of British comedy, before and after its 1979 renaissance, wasn’t so much party political as subtly ingrained, inclined towards a sense of national superiority. This, paradoxically, 12is down to the English in particular (as opposed to the other home nations) being miserably monolingual, the English language being the international one, as well as the language of the last global superpower. One of the joys of English comedy is its love of the English language, its idioms, its soaring elegance, its playful turns of phrase, its thudding bathos, its profanity, its puncturing and piss-taking. However, concomitant with this is a sense that foreigners, being less able than us to pick up much more than the basics of the English language, missing its nuances, innuendo, insinuations, are dim and humourless by comparison with ourselves.

         From Fawlty Towers’ Manuel to Mind Your Language, from a long parade of sternly unfunny Europeans and ’Allo ’Allo Frenchies, to ingratiating Pakistanis, this assumption went remarkably unquestioned for a long time. It didn’t occur to generations of English comedians that being able to speak passably in a second language was a mark of superior linguistic skills, a greater degree of sophistication. No; we weren’t having that. Foreigners’ muddled English was evidence of their muddled minds. Only we, the English especially, were privy to the arcane secrets of the highest comedy of which human beings are capable. Or, as the great Al Murray, as the Pub Landlord, put it, the problem with the French is that ‘they’ve got a town called Brest – and none of them think it’s funny’.

         It can feel at times like the British take refuge in the assumption that as in 1940, we stand alone, sole bearers of humour, evidence of our stoicism or pluck in the face of whatever life bombards us with. And while comedy, like music, is a significant UK export, other countries are not oblivious to laughter, and have their own comic forms that we don’t quite get, and not just because we’re monoglots. Take Jacques Tati, for example. While he was influenced by the British Chaplin, he created a language of comedy based on long shots, visual puns, inadvertent symmetries, elaborate sight gags involving traffic, windowpanes, dining-room doors, all of which amounted to a gentle critique of our folly and pomposity in the 13machine age we had created but did not quite control.

         British comedy has been successfully exported. Chaplin was the first great example, a sublime, sentimental and brilliantly acrobatic clown working in the international language of silence. Ditto Mr Bean, a calamity-prone but resourceful, rubber-faced character whose appeal stretches to every continent, not so much everyman as every un-man. Monty Python appealed across Europe and in America because its surrealism transcended language barriers, was not hamstrung by its English origins.

         There were remakes, too. Steptoe and Son was remade as Sanford and Son in the United States, remade with an African American cast. In Germany, Till Death Us Do Part was remade as Ein Herz und eine Seele (One Heart and One Soul), its central character, Alfred Tetzlaff, if anything less loveable than Alf Garnett, a device to satirise the sort of angry white far-right men who still disfigured post-war Germany and retained a more sinister civic influence.

         However, a lot of Britain’s most beloved comedy did not enjoy significant transatlantic or European success: Tommy Cooper, for example, or Tony Hancock, despite his best efforts, or Morecambe and Wise. This could feel like solace. The foreigners didn’t catch on.

         Back to that conservatism, that sense that English comedy in particular speaks about our character, our predicament. You can to an extent argue that our comedy says something about the nature of Englishness, but only to an extent, as any ‘national characteristic’ is provisional, in a constant state of flux and development. Indeed, the idea that there is a certain, fixed and graceful state of Englishness, a self-flattering image defined by wartime, is exclusionary, particularly prevalent among a much older generation, some of whom mistake having actually fought in World War II with watching films about it as children. That’s not to assert that British comedy doesn’t say a great deal about British life. The very fact that we produce so much of it is not necessarily proof that we are less inhibited, less staid, more inclined to give authority a kick up the backside. All of that, yes, but 14all that energy devoted towards comedy and its consumption – the imperative that you have to laugh – is displaced energy, energy that perhaps other nations devoted towards converting themselves from monarchies to republics, for example.

         Certainly, class has been a traditional preoccupation in British comedy; take the 1960s sketch involving John Cleese and the progressively shorter Ronnies Barker and Corbett standing in a row, signifying the descending order of the classes. For the purposes of the sketch, these three class specimens are situated improbably close to one another; across a range of sitcoms we saw the upper and lower classes consort to amusing effect in wartime situations: in It Ain’t Half Hot Mum and Dad’s Army, for example.

         Gradually, however, in the 1980s and 1990s the upper-class figures of yore began to melt away from mainstream comedy. Come the late nineties, as comedy began to reflect the more detailed reality of life, and more complex characters were conceived, so the old stock types of a former era, including the blazered, upper-class type, fell out of favour. There was a slight return in the form of Jack Whitehall, but the aristocracy wasn’t the familiar staple of yore and ‘class’ consequently faded from the comedy agenda. Could this be because the ‘classless society’ mooted by John Major had finally arrived? Hardly. Class privilege was as entrenched as ever – it’s just that its beneficiaries were remote from everyday society. The reminder that they’d never gone away came with the election of David Cameron, with George Osborne as chancellor, and, before and after them, the comi-tragedy that was Boris Johnson.

         British comedy has traditionally been riven with attitudes towards race, gender, disability which today would be considered hidebound, and should have been back then. Sometimes it’s just single moments, but they jar like a bone in an otherwise tasty fish supper. In the 1954 film Doctor in the House, for instance, when Donald Sinden’s amorous young doctor finds that he may have over-committed to a nurse by presenting her with a flower and, carried away during a clinch, 15proposes marriage to her. The situation is resolved when Kenneth More’s doctor suggests he present similar flowers to every other nurse in the hospital, resulting in a reveal which sees the would-be fiancée walk in on her colleagues all wearing their flowers – including, last to turn round, a Black nurse. ‘Me too,’ she smiles.

         You’re never far from a fishbone like this if you trawl through the history of British comedy, given how heavily grounded it was in unreconstructed assumptions, and worse.

         The depiction of non-white people, or simply their invisibility, is a recurring theme in this book. I am white, but my first wife was Sikh, and naturally I spent a great deal of time with her family and their everyday lives and culture, which afforded me some insight and empathy. Included in this text are racial slurs, once considered acceptable within the context of family entertainment. I suspect that even when they were spoken by buffoonish, unsympathetic characters, there was much merriment at their utterance – among writers, actors, audiences. No such merriment here. A cold pang stabs through my fingers every time I type them, but it’s necessary to highlight them. I also look at blackface, the racist cultural practice first commonplace among white performers in the nineteenth-century United States but which maintained an insidious presence – experienced a revival, even – in British comedy well into the twenty-first century.

         It’d be easy, so blighted is British comedy of the past with offensive caricatures, simply to recommend to young people today and future generations to give all British comedy prior to 1979 a complete swerve and start with, ooh, say The Young Ones.

         That, however, would be a terrible proposal, like binning Shakespeare’s work in its entirety because of the dubious attitudes he demonstrates towards Jewish people in The Merchant of Venice or women in The Taming of the Shrew. I am not in the least bit interested in cancellation, far from it. By all means proceed with caution when exploring the history of British comedy, but proceed nonetheless. There is, after all, the prospect of much of it becoming an endangered 16species. I’ll try to explain how and why – why such comedy was what it was and wasn’t what it wasn’t, what it said about its era, how it was produced by British history, what it said about us, or, simply, the gratuitous delight it shed on us.

         TV culture is very much right-here-right-now in this day and age. This, certainly, has had the beneficial effect of sparing its victims the sort of casually racist, sexist, ableist comedy that was served up routinely in my own childhood and beyond, and the pain it enabled and engendered. Today’s programme-makers, producers, commissioners take these issues extremely seriously, and rightly so.

         Still, kids, through no fault of their own, are growing up in a screen culture in which nothing is more than a few years old, if they even watch TV at all. Nostalgia feels like it’s dying out a little more with each passing year. The black and white giants who dominated my childhood are fading into collective, middle-aged memory, from Kind Hearts and Coronets to the Goons, Dad’s Army to Morecambe and Wise, and many, many points in between and beyond. This was comedy made in conditions that will never prevail again, shaped and coloured by events long past and yet still managing to say something to us, tickle us, today: about the limits of life, exasperation, boredom, absurdity, pomposity, and the ingenious ways and means comedy finds of getting around and through all that, providing a ha’penny’s worth of consolation at least, making life feel just about worth living. So much comedy; not so much a source of ‘pride’ – they did it, you just watched – but certainly joy.

         Sadly, I fail to mention everybody in this volume. Jim Davidson, for example, though since this a book about comedy, that would be a category error. Some of those who are excluded make me laugh very hard indeed: Johnny Vegas, for example. He’s just bloody funny, and watching him riff dolefully and relentlessly about an internet site called Beauty’s Castle, I’m so busy gasping for air I haven’t the energy to try to set him in a wider context. He’s the sort of comedian who makes me wonder if sometimes it’s not so much a case of Britain producing 17comedy as comedy producing Britain, gratuitously colouring in, lending quality to our lives, rather than just arising from social circumstances. Certainly, the comedians not mentioned in this volume are in very distinguished, as well as undistinguished, company.

         What of Terry-Thomas, later known for spraying sibilant contempt on his inferiors as an ‘absolute shower’ but who has the lesser-known distinction of appearing in the first ever comedy series on British television, How Do You View?, debuting in 1949? Or The Strange World of Gurney Slade, the surreal meta-sitcom devised by Anthony Newley, in which he addressed the camera directly as he walked through the fourth wall, bemoaning his life as a character in a TV show, at one point undergoing formal prosecution for not being funny enough?

         Where’s Vivian Stanshall? Ivor Cutler? Jerry Sadowitz – a comedian of inspired, revolting and burning obscenity, as well as one of the finest magicians on the planet? A shocking comedian but one driven by an obliquely moral fervour.

         Sitcoms: Sean Lock’s 15 Storeys High? Phone Shop? Or Robert Popper’s superbly farcical Friday Night Dinner? Meanwhile, as for my glossing over of the fine, fine One Foot in the Grave, the last ever chapter in the history of the exasperated suburban sitcom male before his death, the reader may well be excused for saying, ‘I can scarcely credit it.’

         Finally, the great musical parodist Bill Bailey, and the brilliant Kevin Eldon, with whom I briefly worked in the mid-1990s, contributing scripts to a radio series starring Alan Davies that laboured valiantly under the unfortunate moniker of Alan’s Big 1FM. Working closely with them, alongside Graham Fellows, aka John Shuttleworth, wasn’t the great career leg-up into comedy that I might have hoped for; instead, it convinced me that, unlike them, I didn’t have the comedy bones, the heart, the determination, the serious/anti-serious dedication required to make it in that world. That to be funny down the pub is a world below creating comedy, 18building a career in comedy at the highest broadcast level. All those featured in this book, even some of the lesser luminaries in lesser comedies, had the stuff required. They and many more I’ve failed to mention at all. And so I dedicate this book to those who pick it up, go straight to the index, look for their name and fail to find it.

         In the Fawlty Towers episode ‘Gourmet Night’, Basil, frantically retyping the menu following the discovery that his chef is dead drunk, wonders if maybe the whole experience is a dream. After slamming his head three times on the desk he concludes that it is not. ‘We’re stuck with it.’ Being stuck with it, stuck with each other. Maybe that’s what binds British comedy past and present – that sense that we are a bunch of people stuck with each other, whether we can stick each other or not, marooned on our wet island, undone by our pretensions of striking out and going it alone; we belong inescapably to one another. We are stuck with each other, not just as people but as a species, bound by difference, eventually love. From Stan and Ollie’s fine mess through Hancock and The Young Ones to Ghosts. Stuck with each other, we can experience disappointment, resignation, tolerance, change, even if we don’t really change, acceptance, sometimes joy and maybe even a strange, mute love.

         There are other histories; this is just one.
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            Between the Wars, 1917–1939

            Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel

         

         During the 1930s in particular, pre-TV and with radio still in its infancy, the stage and silver screen were where British comedy flourished, kicking on from the music hall era, heralding increasingly sceptical attitudes towards class and authority with all the energy of a kick in the pants. There was a great wave of Northern comedians who prefigured generations of rude, raspingly acerbic Lancastrians and Yorkshiremen of future decades. Will Hay, for example, and his carefully crafted bumbling persona in films like Oh! Mr Porter (1937). Rob Wilton, whose unhurried manner as a fire chief sees him ask a caller reporting a raging blaze if he could ‘keep it going till we get there’. Frank Randle, whose irascible persona made Mark E. Smith of the Fall seem like Derek Nimmo by comparison: firing loaded guns, locking co-stars in their dressing rooms. George Formby, bumbling but always cheerily triumphant, who strummed on his somewhat phallically symbolic ukulele with a ferocity only matched by the temperament of his fearsome wife Beryl.

         Or there was the Southern stand-up Max Miller. With his conspiratorial glances to the wings, as if to check the all-powerful Lord Chamberlain, responsible for censorship in the theatres, wasn’t lurking in them, he would produce both a white and a blue book of jokes for audiences to choose from. Invariably they chose the blue, and he would produce a stream of highly suggestive, never profane gags which slipped, ducked and dived from the grasp of local ‘watch committees’, whose job was to look out for material which might offend public morals.

         The two most globally successful comedians, however, were both expats, one Northern, one Southern, who made their fortunes across the Atlantic, inscribing themselves in the international firmament. 20

         Both Stan Laurel (born Arthur Stanley Jefferson in Ulverston in 1890) and Charlie Chaplin (born in Walworth, London, in 1889) had made their starts in their juvenile years, honing the skills with which they would make their names – Stan got into an actual pickle with his father during an act at the Panopticon Theatre in Glasgow when he borrowed his suit and hat, cutting up the former and beating the latter, to the old man’s fury. Chaplin’s family and friends eked out livings in the music hall, but while Chaplin learned a range of pantomime and acrobatic skills, he found the often hostile audiences harrowing, finding solace in screen comedy. Still, the dying music hall was the making of them in the emerging mechanical century and age of reproduction. Once they were in America, neither man looked back, Laurel only rarely referencing his British origins on screen, Chaplin never.

         When they first arrived in America with Fred Karno’s comedy troupe, Chaplin and Laurel had waddled about New York, the best of pals. Once, they were caught short, desperate to pee. They dived into a bar; the barman told them they could use his facilities only if they bought beer. Both were struck by the irony of having to take on board more of the stuff that had put them in their present pass in order to be relieved from it. Chaplin doesn’t mention this story in My Autobiography, written in 1964. It’s a volume that resounds with the clanging of dropped names, but not once does he mention Laurel, his one-time drinking buddy. In My Autobiography, though he is honest enough to acknowledge a secret inferiority complex, Chaplin comes across as earnest, self-important, too grand for peeing anecdotes.

         Chaplin was considered to be more than a ‘mere’ comedian – he was an artist. Jean Cocteau hailed him as the modern clown, with whose help the Tower of Babel could have been completed. Jean Renoir praised Monsieur Verdoux (1947) as going some way to elevating film as an art form; Jean-Luc Godard remarked that ‘Today people say “Chaplin” as they say “Da Vinci”.’ He was embraced by the European art movements of the early twentieth century. Tristan 21Tzara once claimed that Chaplin had joined Dada, in full anarchic blaze in Zurich concurrently with Chaplin’s early film career. In The Chaplin Machine, Owen Hatherley observes that to the Russian avant-garde he was a ‘mechanised exemplar of the new forms and new spaces enabled by the new American technologies, and one who promised a liberation that was decidedly machinic in form’.

         I first saw his work in the 1970s BBC series Golden Silents. I was beguiled by the insolent, disruptive velocity of the comedy. Not just his, but that of Buster Keaton, Harry Langdon, Harold Lloyd. Chaplin, however, by 1964 did not see himself as retrospectively to be bracketed with such clowns. Lloyd gets a perfunctory mention in his book; Keaton and Langdon none at all. Chaplin saw himself rather as the confidant of great artistic minds and eminent politicians: H. G. Wells, Paderewski, Schoenberg, Eisenstein, Churchill, Roosevelt, all of whom he converses with on equal terms.

         More recently, however, comedians and writers on comedy have muttered, ‘Yes, but – is he actually funny?’

         Certainly, in the alternative 1980s, Chaplin was increasingly unfashionable, compared, adversely, with Stan Laurel, whose short back and sides and shock of hair on top was quite the radical style in the post-punk years. Laurel and Hardy enjoyed a hip renaissance in the 1980s. In the NME, fans like Monty Smith and Danny Baker ensured that any Stan and Ollie short in the late-evening listings was highlighted in their TV previews column. Their slapstick chimed in with The Young Ones, and later Bottom: as if the pursuit of comedy gratuitously and above all was an anarcho-political act.

         It was suspected that reverence towards Chaplin was bestowed by those themselves lacking in humour, who regarded comedy as a base medium from which truly the best should elevate themselves; the sort of critics who were relieved that with the film Being There, Peter Sellers had finally graduated to a serious, and therefore worthwhile, role. Although Rowan Atkinson is sometimes described as a latter-day Chaplin on account of his Mr Bean character, Atkinson himself was 22lukewarm about the Tramp. Indeed, in Blackadder Goes Forth, Chaplin is the butt of Blackadder’s caustic contempt. He finds his films ‘about as funny as getting an arrow through the neck and then discovering there’s a gas bill tied to it’ – a line Atkinson delivered with relish.

         The most vivid section of Chaplin’s autobiography is his account of his childhood. Chaplin recounts in painful detail a young life which saw him battered from pillar to post – with a drunken, absent father, and a luckless mother whose music hall career was curtailed when she lost her singing voice. She and her brood were forced to live in a single room in South London, surviving on ‘parochial charity, soup tickets and meal parcels’. Chaplin recalls his mother’s attempt to keep her children not just fed and clothed but respectable, correcting their grammar and diction. Her condition worsened; she had to forsake a living in needlework; and Chaplin found himself in the Lambeth workhouse.

         Research later corroborated Chaplin’s account. Real as it is, however, were it a fiction it would smack of the sentimentalism of which both Dickens and Chaplin would be accused by detractors: the woman of virtue laid low by Fate, as callous as a moustached villain in a melodrama foreclosing the mortgage of a helpless widow. Chaplin was a fan of Dickens – one of his earliest successes in his youth was his portrayal of a character from The Old Curiosity Shop. And although he is considered the ‘first man’ of twentieth-century comic creation, he was also a bona fide Dickensian creature.

         Stan Laurel’s background was more privileged. Brought up in Ulverston, then Bishop Auckland and North Shields, Laurel was sent to boarding school rather than the workhouse. As with Chaplin, he came from a showbusiness background, though his father was rather more successful; Arthur Jefferson was not just an entertainer but an entrepreneur. In 1910, Laurel Sr joined forces with Fred Karno, a tireless showman who would provide the vital bridging point between nineteenth-century music hall and early-twentieth-century two-reel comedy, short, silent features that ran to twenty minutes. 23

         Chaplin had joined Karno’s troupe two years earlier. The pair travelled to America with Karno’s Company of Clowns, with Laurel as Chaplin’s understudy. They took lodgings together and were thick as thieves, though some suspect there was thievery involved in Chaplin’s adaptation of a tramp-like character Stan had developed at their lodgings, based on the vaudeville comedian Dan Leno.

         By 1914, Chaplin had left Karno to forge his own film career; as Chaplin rose to fame, however, Laurel descended back below the waterline of obscurity. He found himself briefly back in England, resuming a fitful music hall career. He looked on from afar at the rise of his one-time drinking partner but held on to the conviction that if Chaplin could make it, he could too, and persisted in a variety of roles on the lower rungs of the silent movie industry. In 1917, back in America, he met his old friend Chaplin, who received him rather coolly, seeing him as a reminder of his modest past and perhaps the true provenance of the Tramp character. For a while, Laurel was partnered on screen with Mae Dahlberg, briefly his romantic partner, but that ended acrimoniously. It wasn’t until the mid-1920s that he would find the partner he needed.

         Stan Laurel shared his name with his character. Charlie Chaplin’s Tramp, however, did not. The character was, by his own account, born in the haste with which all film comedy was conceived in those days. He was on set with Mack Sennett, who was short of gags for a picture and told Chaplin to go grab some ‘comedy make-up’ that might prompt the necessary missing chuckles. Chaplin claimed no premeditation was involved; once he adopted the scruffy garb of baggy pants, tight waistcoat, big shoes, small hat, the ensemble topped off with a cane, the character flowed into the clothes: ‘a tramp, a gentleman, a poet, a dreamer, a lonely fellow, always hopeful of romance and adventure’.

         Thus was Chaplin inscribed in the cultural firmament, as recognisable as Mickey Mouse, and later Hitler, a recently arrived, fully formed, freshly minted creature born of a fast-cranked, flickering 24machine age, a self-performing marionette without family or back-story. His ancestry is of the music hall tradition; he is an immigrant, created in the old country from a series of exaggerated comic types, scruffs with airs and graces. But in his movements, his quick, improvised thinking, his grace and pratfalls, he was an original whose impact on mass audiences was immediate.

         Modern audiences might wonder at the Tramp’s appeal. In his debut, Kid Auto Races at Venice (1914), he is basically a pest. It is a film about a film: attempts by a cameraman to film a ‘baby cart’ race in Los Angeles. His efforts are thwarted by Chaplin’s Tramp continually interrupting, strutting about in front of the camera, ruining the race, caught between not knowing where to put himself and enjoying the mischief of disruption. Today, there would be little sympathy for such an attention-seeker, who would be ejected by stewards to universal applause. However, a silent movie periodical greeted Kid Auto Races as ‘the funniest film ever made’. The mere presence of the Tramp announcing ‘here I am’ was enough.

         Weeks later came A Film Johnnie, in which the Tramp falls in love with a girl on screen, making a nuisance of himself at the cinema as he does so, then trying to break into Keystone Studios to find her, triggering further mayhem involving a firehose. Again, in our era of stalkers and court injunctions, it is harder to cheer on the Tramp, but maybe the key title of this film is: ‘We don’t want any bums around here.’ This was the character that audiences, the huddled American masses who identified all too well with the shunned, friendless, pushed-about ‘bum’, were crying out for. Yay, bum!

         Bums, vagabonds, immigrants, floorwalkers – these were the types Chaplin would play. When he first arrived in America, he was struck by the coldness of New York, a place where business was conducted at skyscraper-high level, moving on up, leaving the rest behind. He found little of the European sense of community and conviviality. He recalled saloon bars with no seats, merely brass rails for customers to rest a foot on, and clean but characterless restaurants. Chaplin 25would evoke their charmless interiors and the ‘eat it, get out’ attitude of their waiters, ready to become bouncers at a moment’s notice, in his films.

         The Tramp faces an endless stock supply of irascible cops, heavies, crooks, cruelly indifferent passers-by, competitors for scraps, disapproving, matronly women. There was the occasional kind stranger, however, and Edna Purviance as his recurring love interest. She appears opposite him in The Tramp (1915), in which he chances upon a family farm, which he helps defend from thieves, before being taken in to do odd jobs and falling in love with the farmer’s daughter (Purviance). On this occasion, he is disappointed: he discovers, in a moment of well-turned pathos, that she already has a boyfriend. He sighs and sets back off along the dusty road, but revives his spirits with a kick back in the air, as if dispensing lightly with the setback. In subsequent films starring Purviance, however, they did head into the sunset together.

         There are jarring moments in early Chaplin films. There’s a running joke in which he repeatedly jabs a pitchfork up the backside of his fellow dim but undeserving farmhand, for example. Similarly, in The Bank (1915), the Tramp seems unaccountably cruel to his fellow janitor, delivering him kicks up the backside and assaults with a mop that might better have been reserved for his ‘superiors’ upstairs. Considering the McCarthyite allegations later levelled at Chaplin, the Tramp seems incapable of socialism even to a fellow worker. Chaplin was paradoxical. Yes, he identified with the underdog, but he was excited, as he crossed America, by its go-ahead architecture, ‘throbbing with the dynamism of the future’. For all his Dickensian hard luck and sympathy for the little guy, the Tramp was a character of rare mechanical speed, and his successes were individual rather than for the benefit of a wider community.

         Even today, the velocity of those early shorts alone is formidable; Chaplin prefigures the great cartoon characters of the twentieth century, his inventiveness and athleticism unmatched, anticipating 26the likes of Tex Avery. Then there are the visual gags; in The Immigrant (1917), he can be seen dangling over the side of a boat, his entire body heaving, as if in the throes of seasickness. Only when he hauls himself back do we realise that he is actually hooking a fish.

         Still, watching the meticulous, fast-cut choreography of Chaplin, the ducking, the tumbling, the swivelling planks, brings to mind the story Chaplin told of the ballet dancer Nijinsky, who looked in on the shoot of The Cure (1917). As the crew and onlookers chuckled away, Nijinsky sat ‘looking sadder and sadder’, albeit with great attentiveness and appreciation. At the end of the day, face weighed down with solemnity, he congratulated Chaplin and asked if he could return for the next two days. Chaplin reluctantly agreed, but told his cameraman not to bother putting film in the machine as he was put completely off by the unsmiling Russian. At the end of the three days, Nijinsky congratulated Chaplin, describing him as ‘balletique … like a dancer’. Watching Chaplin today, one can sympathise with Nijinsky; one admires the choreography, without necessarily smiling.

         Although Stan Laurel was more business-minded than his character, he was never able to strike that great a deal. No such problems with Chaplin, who always retained enough raw nerve to realise that a fellow prepared to offer him $150 a week would probably be willing to pay $175. Whereas Stan and Ollie did all their best work tethered to the Hal Roach Studios, Chaplin moved from Keystone to Essanay, on to Mutual and then First National, where he was allowed creative autonomy to make films at his own pace and with as many takes as he felt necessary. In 1919, he formed United Artists alongside D. W. Griffiths, Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford. At his peak, he was earning $13,000 a week, and in his Tramp guise he achieved a universal recognisability that even today feels beyond deconstruction; the irrationale of celebrity, once in motion, takes on a momentum of its own.

         Except celebrity doesn’t quite sum up the Chaplin/Tramp phenomenon; for all his fame, it is not the tanned, bowler-hatless, wealthy 27young Chaplin who was branded on the collective consciousness. The Tramp was a human animation, much imitated, generating much merchandise, but who of necessity remained a vagabond, an exile, an outsider on whom the camera must fade the moment he enjoys a happy ending, only to be reset as a down-and-out for his next feature. He’s the little guy at whom you can marvel in his defiance of authority, of burlier opponents, yet he is nevertheless unenviable, pitiable. You’re badly off? This guy is worse. His abject poverty was as comforting to mass audiences as his victories.

         Chaplin is sentimental – lachrymose rather than socially prescriptive, emotionally indulgent rather than intellectually nourishing. However, he created masterpieces of sentimentality. During a scene in The New Janitor (1914) in which he is imploring to be reinstated in his job, he had seen that a fellow actor, Dorothy Davenport, was weeping real tears. Chaplin considered what he was doing mere pantomime, but he must have carried over more of the tear-jerking adversity of his early life than he realised. He resolved to exploit this, and exploit it he did in those masterpieces of sentimentality, The Kid (1921) and City Lights (1931). For all the ingenious comedy routines of City Lights, its most affecting scenes are its concluding ones. Our hero has been released from prison and is shambling pitifully down the street. This is more than pathos. The Tramp was never a ‘Tramp’ in the true sense but a spry music hall creation with a defiant waddle and as firm a grip on his sense of dignity and adventure as on his cane and bowler hat.

         Here, dragging himself hopelessly along the street, caneless, hat battered and torn, he is an actual tramp – a marionette with all his strings cut, broken, spent, mocked by street kids, before the most tender and moving of conclusions as he chances upon the heroine of the picture, whom he saved from blindness. But briefly we see a de-romanticised glimpse of the Tramp, enduring the personal ruin that would befall so many during the 1930s’ Great Depression.

         The chasteness of the Tramp’s on-screen romances contrasted with Chaplin’s off-screen love life, which was considered controversial in 28his own time and has not aged well. Chaplin had a penchant for girls around the twenty-year-old mark, sometimes younger. He met and married Mildred Harris in 1918, when she was either sixteen or seventeen. They separated after the death of their only child in 1919. He first met his second wife, Lita Grey, when she was twelve, and they had an affair when she was fifteen. They married in 1924, when Chaplin was thirty-five, and divorced in 1927, by which time she was nineteen and a bored Chaplin was seeking solace with other women. Oona O’Neill was eighteen when Chaplin met her; he was aged fifty-three, but their marriage did last until the end of his life. The only occasion his on-screen character reflects his off-screen proclivities is Limelight (1952), in which Chaplin’s washed-up comedian, Calvero, becomes attracted to a twenty-one-year-old Claire Bloom (Chaplin was at this point sixty-two). Gallantly, he steers her towards another young man, played, hmm, by his son, Sydney.

         All this affected the perception of Chaplin; following accusations of ‘perverted sexual desires’ by Grey during her divorce proceedings in 1927, women’s groups tried to organise boycotts of his films. However, by the time of City Lights, the challenge facing on-screen Chaplin was the arrival of talkies. It became increasingly clear that the Tramp’s days were numbered. What would happen when he talked? ‘This was unthinkable,’ he wrote, ‘for the first words he ever uttered would transform him into another person. Besides, the matrix out of which he was born was as mute as the rags he wore.’

         By the late 1920s, Chaplin was in a quandary. For Stan Laurel, however, fame was at long last arriving. Unlike Chaplin, he could not cut it alone.

         The on-screen relationship he struck up with Oliver Hardy, born in Harlem, Georgia, in 1892, was one of interdependency. And, although they rose to prominence as silent screen partners, they were constantly chattering mutely, waiting to give vent to their voices. The orotund Hardy, with his fastidious, courtly phrases punctuated by 29primal cries of exasperation at the constant mishap visited on him by Stan: ‘Why don’t you do something to help me?’ Stan, meanwhile, would reply with his flat-footed, diffident English diction and innocently tactless, dumb interjections. Dialogue would not be a hurdle to overcome for these thus-far silent comedians. Dialogue would be key to Laurel and Hardy.

         Before they teamed up, Laurel had appeared in fifty films, Hardy more than 250. They first appeared together in 1921, but only with 1928’s Leave ’Em Laughing do we begin to get an inkling of their future partnership. Sharing a bed out of economic necessity and a deep friendship to which fate has abandoned them, we see Stan whimpering like a five-year-old at a bout of toothache, and the wonderfully familiar body language of Ollie’s exasperation at his role as keeper of this man-child, tempered with genuine solicitude.

         They made several more shorts, developing and exploring what at the time must have seemed a potentially tricky relationship between two men against the world, rather than the conventional sole protagonist (Lloyd, Chaplin, Langdon, Keaton). Like the Tramp, Laurel and Hardy had constant run-ins with beat cops. However, as they embarked on the classic eight or nine years of talkies by which they are defined, their comedy, mostly conceived by Stan Laurel, would be of a very different, often contrasting order to Chaplin’s.

         In a typical Chaplin two-reeler, for example, the Tramp would start off right down on his luck, but rise to a happy ending, or at least vindication. Not Laurel and Hardy, in their shorts. In these, we see the worlds they inhabit, whether as prosperously middle-class or sleeping on a park bench, fall apart piece by piece, with Oliver, sitting on his backside amid the ruins, staring at us from down the decades with infinite, searing dismay as Stan fumbles self-consciously with his fingertips, scratching his head, as if wondering if he might have had some vague role in his friend’s downfall, and either bursting into tears or trying to extract something from the wreckage, such as the still-functioning horn at the end of Towed in a Hole (1932). 30

         Laurel and Hardy are neither romantic nor sentimental. To assuage the sensibilities of the time, we are assured of the boys’ heterosexuality thanks to storylines that see them in amorous pursuit of young women; later, the women would be battle-axe wives, antagonists in the miserable marriages in which the boys found themselves entrapped. Somewhat reductive female roles, for sure, but Laurel and Hardy were involved in a bizarrely durable bromance, one rarely manifested in affection or verbal acknowledgement, but one with which the marriages in which they find themselves entangled are ultimately irreconcilable. The nearest they ever got to expressing these sentiments was in a deleted scene from Laughing Gravy (1931), in which Stan receives a telegram announcing that he is due to receive a huge inheritance from an uncle – so long as he severs ties with Ollie. Stan won’t let him see the telegram until Ollie rips it from him – only for Ollie to express a moment of chastened tenderness for his old pal. Lovely as the scene is, they were right to drop it. Explicit, potentially cloying moments like this were more Chaplin’s forte. The joy and love between Stan and Ollie is best implied rather than declared. Then there are the moments when they temporarily fall into sync, whether pitted against Charlie Hall in Tit for Tat, or united musically, as in The Music Box, in which they snap into a makeshift waltz to a player piano tune, or Way Out West. It’s moments like these that affirm their bond: how unthinkable one would be without the other.

         The film Stan and Ollie (2018), starring Steve Coogan and John Reilly, offers an authentic glimpse into the real-life relationship of the two actors. In truth, Laurel was Paul Simon to Stan’s Art Garfunkel: responsible for ideas as well as performance. He was (relatively) more aggressive and confrontational in business dealings, whereas Ollie, minus his imperious glue-on moustache, was soft ‘Babe’ to one and all.

         There are other contrasts between Chaplin and Laurel: Stan’s smile, for example, one of cheerful, gormless, blank-faced, infantile innocence, arcing across his face like the acid house smiley symbol. The 31Tramp’s beam is much less broad: a mere baring of the teeth, generally when he is making eyes at his leading lady. My mother found Chaplin films hard to watch simply because his small, obsequious smile gave her the creeps.

         Chaplin insisted on absolute creative control of his output, including composing the soundtracks – to City Lights, for instance. His music is lacquered, amply signalling the surges of sentiment in his films. The relationship between Laurel and Hardy and the incidental music in their shorts is more intriguing. The main theme, ‘Dance of the Cuckoos’, was written by Marvin Hatley. It takes a polytonal approach; the melody represents the prancing, puffed-up Ollie, accompanied and undermined by the recurring ‘cuckoo’ harmony that represents Stan, before the clarinets unite – for Ollie, ultimately, for all his pretensions, is just as dumb as Stan.

         It’s not this, however, or Ballard MacDonald and Harry Carroll’s ‘The Trail of the Lonesome Pine’ (from Way Out West), a posthumous hit in 1976, that is crucial to Laurel and Hardy. It’s the incidental music written for them by Leroy Shield, tunes such as ‘If It Were True’, ‘Smile When the Raindrops Fall’ (featured at the beginning of Busy Bodies as they trundle along to work in an open-top car), ‘Bells’, ‘Dash and Dot’, ‘Colonel Gaieties’ (used in County Hospital as Stan eats his hard-boiled eggs) or ‘Rocking Chair’, whose rising, bluesy motif comes into play when Stan is going through his customary range of sentiments to camera, from sorrow to blank denial, having inadvertently visited calamity on Ollie.

         The recurring use of these tunes was an act of cheapness on Hal Roach’s part; ‘Beautiful Lady’, for instance, was initially written to signal the on-screen appearance of Thelma Todd, a co-star in early Laurel and Hardy features such as Another Fine Mess (1930) before her untimely death. However, it was reused many times after that. These incidental tunes, light and effervescent band music, have a dual effect. They are, firstly, cheering reminders that we are watching Laurel and Hardy. However, they also function similarly to the 32recurring tunes in Larry David’s Curb Your Enthusiasm. They are a reminder that these characters are doomed, for our entertainment, to blunder into the same pitfalls, come the same croppers as they always have, always will. They also mask the hiss and crackle of old film stock, although much of this survives in the Laurel and Hardy shorts – as off-putting to twenty-first-century children, in my sad experience, as the films’ black-and-whiteness. Yet for me, even the ambience of the crackle has a deep charm, like a fireplace, a reminder that the embers of this comedy still glow decades on.

         Another contrast: although Chaplin reused certain actors, they are generally foils; only the central character is of real interest. Laurel and Hardy certainly dominate their films, but they did allow for a regular ensemble to make their own individual impressions, which somehow adds a familial feel to their comedies, for all the misery they inflict and have inflicted upon them by Stan and Ollie – the Birmingham-born Charlie Hall, for example, the pint-sized, angry foe of Them Thar Hills and Tit for Tat; Mae Busch as the henpecking spouse and terroriser of Ollie; Billy Gilbert, who played a range of characters, including the apoplectic recipient of the piano in The Music Box; Walter Long, who played violent heavies, including the sea captain in The Live Ghost, who makes good on his threat to twist Stan’s and Ollie’s heads 180 degrees; and James Finlayson, he of the broom-like moustaches and double and triple takes, whose ‘Doh!’ pre-dates Homer Simpson by several decades.

         Chaplin’s shorts move at a busy pelt – a contrast again with the ponderous pace of Laurel and Hardy, who proceed almost ritualistically through their slapstick routines. When watching back the 1930s shorts years later, Stan Laurel was shocked at how slowly they proceeded. However, those lengthy pauses after Ollie has been pitched face first into a body of water from a ladder dislodged by Stan were inserted so that audiences could recover from their fits of laughter. Today, they move us in a different way. Ollie’s colossally exasperated stares to camera, cast down from deep in the last century 33into our own, pleading sympathy for his perpetual torment; Stan glancing up with shy, boyish contrition, fiddling with his fingers – these are the most lingering, mutely soulful moments of Laurel and Hardy, comedy twelve-bar blues.

         Moreover, Chaplin’s Tramp may start at the bottom, but with his enterprising speed of mind and movement he’s generally able to advance himself. Laurel and Hardy shorts move more slowly because Stan and Ollie themselves are slower, bringing up the rear of the human herd, victims not just of the Depression but of innocent helplessness in the face of adversity. Despite their interdependence, they are impeded by the contrast between them, at odds with one another: Oliver Hardy is from the Deep South, the land of courtly, grandiose graces, whereas all this is foreign to Stan, a man trying to make it in America but very much made in Britain.

         Their transition into talkies saw them lose the hand-cranked pace of their silent pictures. In Men O’ War (1929), they’re sailors on shore leave, hooking up with two young ladies at a soda bar in the park. Short of cash, Ollie persuades Stan to refuse a drink when he offers him one, as they can afford only three sodas. Stan nods but then repeatedly accepts Ollie’s offer, forcing Ollie to take him aside. ‘Can’t you grasp the situation?’ he asks him – whereupon Stan stares at us with the most whitewashed, blankest of blank expressions, face drained of sense or any hint that he possesses the apparatus to make sense. His ignorance is almost divine, as if he abides by the deeper logic of a preternatural clown. This is Laurel logic, and he applies it at the soda bar. Stan and Ollie are supposed to split their drink, but Stan drinks it all. Ollie, aghast, asks him why, to which Stan replies pitifully, ‘My half was on the bottom.’

         By this time (1929) Stan Laurel was almost forty and, for all his infantile tics, he also looks rather elderly, and beleaguered, not unlike Godfrey in Dad’s Army. He looks worn down by decades of failure to grasp either end of the stick, his voice withered, his face often wreathed in a weak, nervous smile, his body language dithery, as if 34he knows from many years’ dumb experience that he’s about to get it from Ollie, despite his best intentions. Pity poor Stan, quite incapable of dealing with the essential responsibilities of the adulthood he’s aged, if not grown, into, the lowest human being of all, browbeaten by the second lowest, the both of them, as Oliver would announce to an old lady in One Good Turn (1931), ‘victims of the Depression’.

         So it is in Perfect Day (1929), a short about a picnic at which the boys, their wives and a grouchy uncle never arrive: they are stalled outside their house by a series of setbacks, including a malfunctioning car. What is Stan to do when Ollie yells at him to ‘throw out the clutch’? Naturally, he unscrews the clutch pedal and throws it out of the car. Generally, Ollie bears the worst brunt of the slapstick: stepping on the roller skate that pitches him down the stairs (Brats); falling through a glass window after Stan thoughtlessly removes his foot from the ladder Ollie is halfway up (Our Wife). It’s funnier that way; he has further to fall, and his hollers of horror, like bison upended, are the hilarious stuff of pure anguish. The punishments he visits on Stan, however, are things of beauty in themselves, the more so because we know how impervious is Stan’s skull. In Perfect Day, Ollie assaults him with the loosened clutch, bringing a wonderful ‘clang’ as it bounces off his head. Elsewhere, there’s a certain elan in Busy Bodies about the way he picks up a saw, tests its elasticity by folding it back with a musical spoing, then snaps it atop Stan’s cranium.

         With each new film, the boys appear to have undergone a complete memory wipe of their previous calamities – those same characters appear in completely new universes, whether as tramps, labourers or respectable middle-class men, though regardless of their circumstances, their appearance hardly differs. Whatever they are, however strenuously they are trying to get somewhere, they are destined to tumble all the way to the bottom, like the piano in The Music Box.

         So, in Our Wife (1931), Ollie is a well-heeled bachelor who is to be married to his sweetheart Dulcie, a soulmate of matching circumference. Stan is best man. At Ollie’s apartment, he makes a series of errors, 35beginning with the smashing of a needlessly large pile of plates he’s brought into the dining room. Ollie reproaches him irritably – ‘I don’t know how anyone could be so clumsy’ – before himself colliding nose first with a wall as he attempts to re-enter his bedroom.

         Stan continues to fail to repay the confidence Ollie mysteriously places in him, ruining the cake with fly spray, which Ollie then mistakes for throat spray and nearly burns his tongue off. With James Finlayson as Dulcie’s father disapproving of the marriage, the pair are forced to elope. It’s when they reach the house of the local Justice of the Peace that Stan’s lack of grasp of the basic situations of existence reaches levels that would be considered Beckettian if they weren’t also funny. The exchange, as the truculent wife of the Justice answers the door to Stan, is worth quoting extensively:

         
            JP’s WIFE: What do you want?

            STAN: What do we want?

            OLLIE: We want to get married!

            LAUREL: Oh, yeah. We want to get married.

            OLLIE: Not we. Us!

            STAN: Not we. Us.

            JP’s WIFE: Well, how about it?

            STAN (to OLLIE): How about it?

            OLLIE: How about what?

            STAN (to JP’s WIFE): How about what?

            JP’s WIFE: What are you talking about?

            STAN (to OLLIE): What are you talking about?

            OLLIE: Tell her we want to get married!

            STAN: We want to get married.

            OLLIE (as STAN returns to the car, nursing a bloody nose after one question too many): Well, how about it?

            STAN: How about what?

            OLLIE: What did she say?

            STAN: Who? 36

         

         The whole thing feels like some twentieth-century philosophical exercise, an interrogation of the fundamental nature of all things and the limits of language. Except it’s Stan being Stan, a man who, as one of the opening titles has it, has ‘no thoughts of any kind’.

         Actually, Stan is capable of coherent thought and will occasionally come up with an aphorism of sorts – ‘You can lead a horse to water but a pencil must be lead’ – or even a clever idea, as in Towed in a Hole, in which the boys have set up a nice little business selling fish. He suggests that they buy a boat so they can catch the fish themselves. Unfortunately, when Ollie asks him to explain the scheme again, we realise Stan is incapable of properly reassembling an idea once it has left his mouth. ‘Well, if you caught a fish, then whoever you sold it to wouldn’t have to pay for it. And the profits would go to the fish … if … er …’

         No thoughts, with Stan, means no thought for other people, too. His ignorance may be divine, but he is no saint. In County Hospital (1932), he brings a convalescing Ollie hard-boiled eggs and nuts – his own favourite snack, you suspect – rather than the chocolates Ollie would have preferred, because ‘You didn’t pay me for the last ones I brought you.’ Yes, he puts himself at Ollie’s beck and call, without question, out of lowliness. And in his moments of whimpering distress it’s Ollie he turns to, like a child with nightmares crawling into bed with their parents. But like a child, he’s also capable of utter indifference to his fellow man, that man being Ollie.

         In The Music Box (1932), we also see how unfiltered his social behaviour is, when he kicks a young nanny up the behind after she guffaws at his and Ollie’s predicament with the piano; ‘right in the middle of my daily duties’, as she complains to a policeman. No conventions or social delicacies bind him. Stan is by no means completely passive, and holds in reserve a tempestuous rage. In One Good Turn (1931), when Ollie mistakenly accuses Stan of robbing the old lady who provided them with a meal, only to realise his ‘faux pas’, 37Stan’s ears flap with fury and he exacts a physical revenge on Ollie he wouldn’t normally undertake.

         Stan also possesses supernatural qualities, or ‘white magic’; it’s as if he is able to suspend the laws of nature, being wholly ignorant of them. He demonstrates in Way Out West (1937) an unassuming ability to convert his thumb into a cigarette lighter, and when Ollie forces Stan to eat his hat after he made a rash promise to do so, he is able to convince himself that it is as tasty as roast beef. Of course, the normal laws resume when a curious Ollie tries to eat the hat and finds it tastes exactly like a hat.

         In 1940’s A Chump at Oxford, the boys find themselves sent to the great English university, where, following a bump on the head, it transpires that Stan is actually Lord Paddington, the greatest scholar and sportsman in Oxford’s history, who suffered a similar bump on the head years earlier and wandered from the university.

         Lord Paddington resumes his Oxford career, even taking a call from Einstein to give him some tips regarding his theory of relativity, as well as smashing various track and field athletics records. However, a further bump on the head sees him to revert to being Stan. It’s a lovely, theoretical explanation of the enigma of his origins and sublime lack of sense: a man of huge, latent capabilities who simply suffers a loose screw that causes total wipeout. It would have been a great point on which Laurel and Hardy could conclude.

         What followed A Chump at Oxford was not good – their wartime adventures and, later on, the unwatchable Atoll K (1951), with Stan looking dreadfully unwell. Already in the late 1930s they looked conspicuously out of their element as their films suffered the dubious benefit of enhanced Hollywood values – bigger, brassier soundtracks, slicker cinematography. In their own shorts, cocooned in those recurring soundtrack tunes, among a small ensemble of familiar actors, in that decayed footage, with that bed of crackle, they’re in the grainy, monochrome, impressionistic suspension in which they belong. Even the way the light falls on Stan’s ultra-pallid 38face perfectly conveys how utterly drained he is of capability, of understanding: it is an angelic glow of gormlessness.

         By 1940, Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy were equals in terms of public recognition and international fame. For all their dissimilarities, they did have one great thing in common, absolutely central to their identities: their attachment to their bowler hats. Ollie even wears his in the shower. (‘I didn’t want to get my hair wet,’ he explains bashfully, in a moment that shows that deep down, he is not that far removed from Stan.) Chaplin, Hardy, Laurel all hold fast to their hats in the midst of their predicaments and vicissitudes, as if to their dignity, their esquire status.

         But whereas Chaplin’s Tramp draws our admiration as one plucky guy coming up trumps against the world, there is something more moving and exemplary about Stan and Ollie’s friendship – an enduring example of the brotherhood of man, unbreakable despite all, and for which they were loved by millions in return. There’s a constancy about their pairing for which Chaplin has no equivalent – he passes from Edna Purviance to the Kid to Paulette Goddard, but essentially he’s a loner.

         Chaplin sometimes found mass adulation difficult. He was a celebrity before such things were understood, internationally famous before he even realised it. But once famous, and despite his sympathy for the downtrodden, one of whom he had once been himself, he took permanent refuge among the great and good. There’s the story of his emotional return to his old school at Hanwell; moved, he promised to come back and make them a gift of a motion-picture projector. Out of shyness, however, and a horror of the crowds he might expect, he failed to keep the appointment, lunching with, of all people, the Conservative MP, anti-Semite, anti-Catholic and, for a while, Nazi sympathiser Lady Astor instead.

         He also eventually disappointed those Russian avant-gardists who saw him as a ‘mechanised exemplar’, the supreme proponent of the new ‘machine art’ of the twentieth century. Modern Times (1936) 39begins with a wonderful Eisensteinian moment, a visual metaphor of a black sheep amid a white flock pouring forth; Chaplin’s Tramp is that sheep, a human being working on an assembly line, frantically keeping pace with the conveyor belt as he screws pair of nuts after pair of nuts. A chat with his pal Gandhi had disabused Chaplin of his enthusiasm for the machine age. Modern Times is an indictment of the cruelty of industrialisation and the drive for profit. The boss figure, surveilling and broadcasting diktats remotely via a screen, is like a precursor to Big Brother, while the indignities suffered by workers like the Tramp prefigure the present-day conditions endured by employees of today’s corporations such as Amazon. Modern Times, sadly, retains its relevance.

         However, the film emphasises that the Tramp is no political revolutionary. This is highlighted in a scene in which a red flag falls from the back of a truck, and as he chases the vehicle, brandishing the flag trying to attract the attention of the driver, he finds himself heading a mass demonstration. Freud once said that in his films, Chaplin was perpetually re-enacting the privations of his childhood, and here is an example; the factory is a more modernistic workhouse. Following a nervous breakdown in which he runs riot, the Tramp finds escape in the world of cabaret entertainment, as a singing waiter ironically discovering his ‘voice’ (singing a nonsense song made up of French- and Italian-sounding gibberish) and heading out on the road, as he so often does in his films, hand in hand with his saviour, played by real-life wife Paulette Goddard. This is how he finds salvation: not by insurrection, or seizing the means of production, or joining any brotherhood of man, but by individual escape.

         By 1940 and The Great Dictator, Chaplin had, however reluctantly, embraced talking pictures. He insisted that the barber was not the Tramp, but there is some overlap; in a show of his dominance as the first great icon of the twentieth century, Chaplin is able, without conceit, to describe Hitler in his autobiography as no other human 40could: as a ‘bad impersonation of me’. The final scene, in which the moustached barber delivers a speech, anti-Nazi to its very last syllable, could be seen as the moment in which Chaplin himself and his Tramp, his long series of adventures at an end, merge in a moment of didactic triumph, the first man of the twentieth century merging with his creator in absolute opposition to its worst:

         
            Don’t give yourselves to these unnatural men – machine men with machine minds and machine hearts! You are not machines! You are not cattle! You are men! You have the love of humanity in your hearts! You don’t hate! Only the unloved hate – the unloved and the unnatural! Soldiers! Don’t fight for slavery! Fight for liberty!

         

         It was with such vigour that Chaplin had campaigned for a second front to assist America’s allies the Soviets; for these sins he was branded a ‘communist’ in the McCarthy era – an absurd accusation completely out of kilter with his capitalist inclinations as a businessman. He left America, only returning to collect an honorary award at the 1972 Oscars. He received a twelve-minute standing ovation.

         Chaplin was a virtuoso, a hugely capable polymath who added to comedy a physical, acrobatic dimension for the film age, for one, whose work is rich with pathos and whose appeal to the burgeoning international masses of the twentieth century is beyond calculation. His rise from abject poverty to Hollywood superstardom was a colossal effort of individual will and ingenuity, an ascension reflected in the heroic struggles of the Tramp against all obstacles. He achieved a status, a prestige no other comedian will ever match, transcending comedy, reaching into other realms, such as art and politics. He was … Chaplin.

         Stan Laurel was, however, funnier. Perhaps that is to do with his, and for that matter Oliver Hardy’s, humility and lack of pretension, their artfully clumsy grace, their fundamental sweetness. We find 41them easier to love, easier to empathise with, as they stare into the camera at us with the intimacy of eternal contemporaries, in exasperation and confusion at their inability to advance more than a step in the world without taking a backward, crashing tumble. We relate, comedically, better to their failures than to Chaplin’s and the Tramp’s ‘successes’. As Charles Schulz, creator of the Peanuts cartoon series, once said, ‘Winning is nice but it isn’t funny.’

         Both Laurel and Chaplin, however, even if they are in danger of disappearing from our screens and, therefore, the consciousness of generations to come, were undoubtedly responsible for taking the music hall stuff of nineteenth-century English comedy and using it to lay the foundations for the screen comedy of the twentieth.42

      

   


   
      
         
43
            From Ealing to East Cheam

            Comedy 1945–61

         

         The UK emerged from World War II ready to play, but also grappling with such issues as austerity, the loss of empire and reduced global status, and a newfound scepticism towards figures of authority, born out of bitter wartime experience. All this would be reflected in the best of British comedy.

         There was a rise in radio situation comedy, including the homely Meet the Huggetts (1953–61), in which Jack Warner reprised his role as patriarch Joe, based on a series of films featuring the family made in the late forties and fifties. There was also Take It from Here (1948–60), the creation of the brilliant Frank Muir and Denis Norden, featuring Jimmy Edwards and June Whitfield, whose dysfunctional family, the Glums, mocked the tendency towards ‘nice’ families on UK radio, such as the Huggetts. And there was Educating Archie (1950–60), which featured, as grandparents would have a hard time explaining to their grandchildren, a ventriloquist act. On the radio. It was here, however, that Britain’s first great sitcom actor, Tony Hancock, made his debut.

         On the film front was Norman Wisdom, whose movies were still being broadcast regularly in the 1970s. As evidenced in Ask a Policeman (1939), he was literally unable to follow his father’s footsteps; his lack of inches prevents him from joining the constabulary like his dad, though Norman being Norman, that doesn’t stop him from having a go. ‘Norman’ was gauche but deceptively acrobatic, well-meaning but incompetent, the bane of irascible employers such as Mr Grimsdale, a less effete precursor of Frank Spencer (he turned down the role of Spencer in Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em, finding it unfunny), more pitiful and sentimental than George Formby; his appeal was laced with mawkish musical interludes, 44such as the song ‘Don’t Laugh at Me (’Cause I’m a Fool)’. Wisdom inspired more fondness than admiration but enjoyed widespread domestic and international success in unlikely, repressive corners of the globe such as Iran under the shah and Albania. The reason is that his films, his persona, were considered innocuous, free of any adult, subversive content or subtext despite being made in the decadent West.

         However, the greatest comedy film legacy of the post-war era was born out of Ealing Studios.

         
​THE EALING COMEDIES

         Chaplin and Laurel were expats, drawing on their English experience to launch themselves in America, with a style of comedy that was international, universal in appeal. But neither spoke much about their native country.

         The comedy output of Ealing Studios, however, spoke very much to England, to Britain. Theirs was in many ways a patriotic mission to depict British experiences and British character affectionately, with all its virtues, as well as its numerous foibles. If other British film comedy of this era was given to the carefree play of out-and-out daftness, from the caperings of Will Hay, Frank Randall and the Crazy Gang to the haplessly loveable Norman Wisdom and George Formby, there was a certain composure about Ealing comedies, an underlying seriousness of purpose, albeit one expressed through arch irony rather than ham-fisted didacticism. They did not really do earthy, regional authenticity very well, still less the accents. They did not do slapstick as such. They were disdainful of picture-post-card bawdiness. They treasured language, crisp, breezy and well spoken. In many ways, they are closer in spirit and feel to the films of Powell and Pressburger (A Matter of Life and Death, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp) than they are to other British film comedy of the time. 45

         Ealing films sought to depict the times as the British pieced themselves back together following the war and were shadowed by sombre reality – of post-war austerity, the impending nuclear age, relationships between workers and management – as well as the joy at last of play and plenty once more. There is a sense that they were seeking to piece back together a sense of national identity and character which, if it had not been shattered by wartime and a new, reforming Labour government, was in its final years. Ealing’s Britain is not today’s Britain. And yet, their films are among the stately homes of British comedy, still standing, masterpieces of (generally) black and white, with shades of grey cloud and silver linings galore.

         I was born in Edgware General Hospital, and, for a few weeks, raised in West London, before my dad’s work meant that we moved up to West Yorkshire, to a village near Leeds. I pined for London, images of which recurred teasingly on TV, especially in old British films, in chipper, silvery footage of central London and the well-connected outlying suburbs. As for Leeds in the 1970s, I found it a miserable, surly, toxic, haggard, ugly place. I hated the perpetual undercurrent of male violence, whether it be the football team or that inflicted by the odd sadistic schoolteacher or bullying schoolkids. There seemed to be a sour, male, Yorkshire pride in gruff, anti-‘puff’ conformity, in the language of scuffling, of knacking and braying and thinking of nothing beyond the miserable, heads-down, hands-in-pocket here and now, in which Doc Martened breaktimes were spent standing in a circle, spitting into a communal patch of mucus and making claims of sexual conquests that were dubious coming from a group of thirteen-year-old boys. I kept my virginity a secret shame.

         I took my pleasures where I could, in football, sweets, TV and bikes, like any seventies kid, but there were times when Yorkshire felt like a prison sentence. I was an exile. And so the most profound solace I took was in any sort of depiction of London life, especially the black and white variety; bright capers from the 1950s were a particular preference. My dad occasionally spoke of the ‘Ealing 46comedies’, which spoke to my depths: Ealing in West London, scene of the childhood I was robbed of.
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