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Foreword





  Ken once adapted a German play called School for Clowns. It was written for children and consenting adults and is the best of its kind I’ve ever seen. Set in a classroom, the play ended in total, glorious, unqualified anarchy as the clowns took over the class and, with the assistance of the audience, evicted their teacher. In performance at Nottingham Playhouse several hundred schoolchildren bayed for the expulsion of the Professor – played by Ken. He straightened his wig – a plastic dome with carrot-coloured Mao-style hair stuck to its sides – dusted off the chalk from his academic gown, stepped down into the auditorium with the words ‘Clowns, I am unable to continue in the circumstances’ and made his exit through the rioting schoolchildren, into the foyer, past the box office and onto the street.




  I feel desperately sad that Ken has been unable to continue in the circumstances. He enriched all our lives by being consistently original, inventive and funny. He made you think, see and hear the world differently. There are few days that I don’t think of his notion of ‘panging’ to other worlds or fail to remember him hurling an actor against a wall and screaming in his all-too-imitable voice – like a whining exhaust pipe with a broken silencer – ‘Act PROPER!’ Or recall his description of a certain kind of hyper-realistic performance as ‘tie acting’. Or ponder his indictment of much of what happens in our theatres as ‘brochure theatre’.




  It wasn’t always a joy to be woken by Ken on the phone at one o’clock in the morning to share his latest enthusiasm, but when the calls stopped I felt a loss. And I still feel that loss now. I have never known anyone who seized the moment with quite so much enthusiasm – and who was quite so relentless in wanting to share it with others. His evangelism for Gerry Webb of Space Consultancy and Interplanetary travel, EST, Max Wall, Spike Jones, Ian Dury, Charles Fort (the visionary not the hotelier), Robert McKee the script doctor, the Royal Dickens Theatre, the Bournemouth aqua show, the underwater play in the Liverpool swimming pool, the office on Walthamstow marshes, Werner the dog, the School of Night…




  Ken once graphically displayed to me the two sides of his character, holding a hand in front of each half of his face in turn: the pirate and the char. The pirate was wild, sometimes savage, sometimes bullying, ambitious, brazen, loud and brilliant. The char was mournful and melancholic, and sometimes, though not very often, quite tender.




  In 1900, in Paris, there was a prize called the Guzman Prize: 100,000 francs for anyone who could communicate with an extraterrestrial being on another planet. (The planet Mars was excluded on the grounds that it was too easy to communicate with Martians.) I think Ken should, belatedly, be offered this prize. He once told me of an encounter he’d had with the Venusian Consul in London. I suspect he was talking about himself: he was on a mission here to shake up our ideas about theatre. I told him that I didn’t think I knew any Venusians. ‘That’s because you’re always staring in the gutter looking for sixpences. Look up and you’ll see them all the time.’ I’m looking up now and I hope he’s looking back.




  Richard Eyre
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Prologue





  There had never been a funeral like it. Warren Mitchell, heroically prising his frail eighty-two-year-old body from his wheelchair, told a Jewish joke. An actor recited a speech from Macbeth in Pidgin English. And a distraught former colleague rushed the coffin, tearing off the lid. The corpse could be briefly glimpsed, wrapped in dog blankets. The dead man’s daughter declared that her father used to make her learn poems whenever she asked for a pair of new shoes.




  Ken Campbell – actor, director, provocateur, and one of the true great originals of the post-war British theatre – was buried on d September 2008 (he had died, suddenly of a heart attack, on 31 August) in the heart of Epping Forest, in Essex, removed to his silent resting place among tall trees on a sled drawn by his own three black mongrel dogs and followed by several hundred mourners and a clarinettist in a kilt. Tears were shed and handfuls of Essex earth thrown. Luckily, our distressed fellow mourner did not jump into the grave – ‘I don’t want him to be dead,’ he had screamed while being bundled from the scene – but no one would have been remotely surprised if he had done so. Things like that happened with Campbell around. His being dead didn’t seem to make much difference.




  Before the ceremony, friends and family gathered in the reception area, drinking coffee and exchanging stories. Peter Cheeseman, now shaking dreadfully from Parkinson’s, reminisced about Campbell’s early association with his theatre in Stoke-on-Trent. In fact, we had a concert of reminiscence. Campbell’s voice spewed out his own material, one speech reminding us that ‘funeral’ was an anagram of ‘real fun’. His first Road Show colleagues, a breakaway commando group of actors telling real-life myths and mysteries in pubs and clubs while banging nails up their noses and shoving ferrets down their trousers – Bob Hoskins, Jane Wood, Andy Andrews and Dave Hill – recounted Ken’s arguments for stopping all Arts Council grants for five years and against banishing the Lord Chamberlain in the bad old days.




  Jane Wood read out a letter Campbell had written to Lindsay Anderson in 1970 declaring that he was increasingly drawn towards ‘soppy acting, or acting how your uncle used to act’. Chris Langham, a subsequent Road Show performer, and co-author with Campbell of the Illuminatus! epic which opened the National Theatre’s Cottesloe auditorium in March 1977 – with a recorded prologue spoken by John Gielgud as a computer named FUCKUP, the First Universal Cybernetic Kinetic Ultramicro Programmer; the best anarchist joke ever perpetrated at the heart of the National – evoked the Campbell method by saying that there was no reason to do Hamlet; Ken was only interested in telling stories that really had to be told.




  Nina Conti recalled asking Campbell what he thought about life after death. ‘I’m all for it,’ was the gleeful reply. And he was obviously right. Never was the spirit of a man so present in his suddenly bereft friends. Nina Conti is a good example of someone whose life Campbell changed in an instant. She was marking time in small roles at the Royal Shakespeare Company when he delivered a large dog puppet, with full instruction kit, to her stage door and suggested she have a go at ventriloquism. She’s now one of the top vent acts in the country.




  Jim Broadbent told a story that summed up Campbell’s way of theatricalising every minute of his life. Broadbent was staying on the top floor of a hotel in Amsterdam with a group of actors led by Campbell. They all squeezed into the lift whereupon Campbell instructed them to get down on the floor with their legs in the air. When they arrived at ground level, legs up, the doors opened in front of an astonished group of wannabe ascendants: ‘Cor, that came down at a hell of a lick!’ rasped Campbell, rather like one of Lord Snooty’s pals in the Beano magazine he cherished in his early years.




  Prunella Gee, Campbell’s former wife, actress and mother of their daughter Daisy, explained there was no hierarchy of grief on this occasion: we all had our own Ken. We learned that Gertie, the eldest of the three dogs, was being taken on by Daisy, and that the other two, Max and Bear, were going to Roy at the Essex Dog Training Centre. Doris, the African Grey parrot to whom Ken had been teaching her own autobiography while collecting her feathers and droppings in a remarkable collection of artwork, had acquired a new perch in Hornsey, sharing it with a fellow squawker called Groucho.




  The stories and memories flowed on as we trooped back from the grave and improvised a mass picnic. Oh, and there was another unhappy Campbellian incident. The actor Chris Taynton, who had gone across to speak to the dogs and give Bear a biscuit while a Leonard Cohen song was being played, had his nose nearly scratched right off for his trouble. That explained the bevy of paramedics in the corner.




  Two or three weeks later I was asked by Prue and Daisy if I would consider writing a book about Ken. He had been on the point of writing his own autobiography and had lately been warning his friends and family to watch what they said, or else they’d be ‘in it’. I demurred, but only briefly, and then only at the prospect of failing to do justice to such an extraordinary and inimitable spirit of our theatre, a true one-off who reminded you, in whatever he did, why you liked going to the theatre in the first place.
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  Ken Campbell was a writer, director and unique monologist, a genius at both producing shows on a shoestring and inculcating the improvisational capabilities of the actors who were bold enough to work with him. An Essex boy who trained at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), he never joined the Establishment, though his official posts included a brief spell as Artistic Director of the Liverpool Everyman in 1980 and a professorship in ventriloquism at RADA. Even more remarkable than Illuminatus! as a project was a ten-play, twenty-two-hour hippy extravaganza, The Warp (1980), a sort of ‘acid Archers’ written by the poet Neil Oram, in which the protagonist’s search for his own female consciousness took him from fifteenth-century Bavaria through Soho in the 1950s, on to stories of UFOs and transcendentalism and a flying saucer conference in 1968, soon after the Paris événements.




  Campbell, an irrepressibly jovial elf, with a thin streak of malicious devilry – both Puck and hobgoblin –was in recent years most widely known for his wild and wonderful one-man shows. These embodied the quality of ‘friskajolly younkerkins’ that Kenneth Tynan, quoting John Skelton, ascribed to Ralph Richardson’s hedonistic, twinkling post-war Falstaff. It was a word, and a Campbell quality, he might have invented himself in one of his clown plays. He gave up ‘serious’ acting – although he was never less than serious about acting – when he realised he was enjoying what everyone else was doing too much, although he did appear in a take-over cast in Yasmina Reza’s Art at the Wyndham’s Theatre in 2000 alongside Warren Mitchell, his old friend from his early days as a West End understudy, who was to become both his mentor and leading champion; Mitchell would read everything Campbell wrote from the day they first met and bonded on tour, rewarding him with free meals and criticism in perpetuity.




  On television, Campbell appeared memorably as a bent lawyer in G. F. Newman’s Law and Order series; in one episode of Fawlty Towers; and as Warren Mitchell’s neighbour, Fred Johnson, in the sitcom In Sickness and in Health. He popped up bizarrely in films such as A Fish Called Wanda and Derek Jarman’s The Tempest, very much the same persona, bursting at the confines of a role and never quite fitting any other scheme of show business than his own.




  With a gimlet eye and a pair of bushy eyebrows that had lately acquired advanced-canopy status, outgrowing even those of the Labour grandee Denis Healey, Campbell was a perennial reminder of the rough-house origins of the best of British theatre, from Shakespeare, music hall and Joan Littlewood to the fringe before it became fashionable, tame and subsidised. When Richard Eyre presented Campbell’s Bendigo, a raucous vaudeville about a legendary prizefighter, at the Nottingham Playhouse in 1974, he thought it was one of the most enjoyable things he had ever seen in a theatre (so did I). ‘Most of Campbell’s capers,’ said Eyre, ‘look as if they are going to be follies and turn out to be inspired gestures of showmanship.’




  Campbell later pursued improvisation as a goal in itself, and at the Edinburgh Festival of 2008 – his last gig – he supervised the improvised performances of shows that had no previous existence except as fictions in the columns of ‘pretend’ reviews written by several critics on national newspapers. One of these on-the-spot musicals was set inside Ken Campbell’s head and, while it didn’t beggar belief, it did challenge an audience’s powers of credulous concentration; inside Ken Campbell’s head was not always an easy place to be.
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  My last sighting of Campbell, an unexpected one, had been on the late May bank holiday of that same year, before he went to Edinburgh. The rain was sheeting down. It was a really horrendous afternoon. As work in the garden was out of the question, and we craved some fresh air, my wife and I decided to go for a walk on Hampstead Heath, pretty sure that nobody else would have the same idea. A few hundred yards in, on the pathway on the Parliament Hill side, between the running track and the Italian cafe, we made out a dim figure surrounded by dogs; also, emerging from the mist, his ex-wife Prue and their two grandchildren. Ken leered at me through the pouring rain as we approached and said: ‘Oh… as it’s you, we’d better put on a performance!’ He brought out his whistle while Prue, Dixie and little buggy-bound Django were hustled to one side. His three black dogs proceeded to run and caper as he put them through their training paces and outdid them in their own specialities of yelping and barking. Suddenly, several other dogs, then more, raced into the improvised arena and joined in, madly, while their gradually materialising owners formed an expanding huddle of witnesses to what was suddenly… what was it, exactly… a dog circus, a canine charivari, a dream?




  The whole experience was weird and unforgettable, like most of Campbell’s shows, which came about through the sheer force of his imagination and willpower – certainly not through subsidy or sponsorship – and which were mostly a celebration, above all, of his own interests, enthusiasms and delight in strangeness. ‘I have a desire to be astounded,’ he once said (echoing Diaghilev’s famous entreaty to Cocteau, ‘Étonne-moi!’). And that desire governed how he lived his life, as much as the work he achieved.
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  Where did all this energetic hooliganism come from? I now knew I wanted to learn more about both Campbell’s life and his relationships at work and in private, which often, though not always, amounted to the same thing. I rang the actor Bill Nighy and asked if he would speak to me for an hour about his association with Campbell. He refused point-blank: ‘I’ll speak to you for ten hours about Ken,’ he said.




  Prue and Daisy made available to me, without condition, all of Ken’s scripts, six dozen file boxes and the same number of notebooks, a huge, rowdy assemblage of work-in-progress, unpublished material, cuttings, letters and articles. Jane Wood and Dave Hill loaned me material pertaining to the Road Show, and then sat in their kitchen with me for two long sessions. Neil Cameron, Mitch Davies, Nick Hern, James Nye, Antonia Owen, Ian Potter and BBC radio producer Robyn Read were unstintingly generous in sharing material, DVDs and suggestions.




  Sheridan Thayer made sure I viewed her excellent film about Ken, Antic Visionary, more than once. The British Film Institute dug up an archive copy of The Madness Museum. I’m grateful to all of them, and to Jeff Merrifield and Ian Shuttleworth, as well as James Nye, for allowing me to quote from their extensive writing on Campbell and his associates. Campbell’s friends in Toronto and St John’s, Newfoundland – Andy Jones, Paul Thompson and Ed Riche – spoke to me by telephone, as did Neil Oram from Scotland. Ken’s cousins Maureen Robinson and Christine Van Sickle loaned me invaluable material and photographs, and Christine posted me Ken’s father’s short, unpublished autobiography from Dayton, Ohio.




  The following also spared time to share experiences with, and memories of, their friend and colleague: Richard Adams, David Blank, Claudia Boulton, Mike Bradwell, Jim Broadbent, Simon Callow, Roger Chapman, Nina Conti, Yvonne Cooper, Josh Darcy, Russell Denton, Ayanna DeVille, Bill Drummond, Bob Eaton, Sir Richard Eyre, the late John Ezard, Chris Fairbank, Tim Fiddler, Jacqueline Genie, Bob Hoskins, Terry Johnson, the late John Joyce, Richard Kilgour, Sarah Lam, Chris Langham, Mike Leigh, Sean McCann, Sylvester McCoy, Chris Martin, Adam Meggido, Warren Mitchell, Hla Myat Saw, Bill Nighy, Boo Oldfield, Cindy Oswin, Sean Phillips, Tony Porter, Irving Rappaport, Camilla Saunders, Oliver Senton, John Sessions, Anna Steiner, Nicki Stoddart, Mavis Taylor, Chris Taynton, Susan Tracy, Lucy Trodd, Maureen Vincent, Thieu-Hoa Vuong, Glen Walford, Colin Watkeys and Harvey Webb. I’m also grateful to my wife Sue Hyman for her advice and good company, and to Caradoc King and Elinor Cooper at A P Watt Ltd for their good offices.




  I have aimed for accuracy and full acknowledgment of all sources without clogging the text with footnotes. Needless to say, any errors in detail or chronology are my own. I owe a lot to Nick Hern for his keen-eyed and creative editing. As for truth: everything here is true, or should be if it isn’t. And if it isn’t, let’s at least follow Ken Campbell’s example and suppose that it is. It’s the ‘supposing’ that really counts. One of Campbell’s favourite books was Dreamwatcher by Theodore Roszak, a psychological thriller which deals in the power to observe the dreams, fears and sexual fantasies of others and to enter those dreams and reshape them. He made a note of the heroine’s state of mind as he prepared a new show: ‘These are not my dreams… these things are not inside of me. Who can say how they come?’ It was his job, he said, ‘to keep folk distracted, entertained… and deceived about the true state of things.’
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  Ilford Calling




  Kenneth Victor Campbell was due to be delivered at home by a stroppy midwife, a Jehovah’s Witness, who caused a fuss and demanded her own chamber pot. ‘The more I saw of that woman,’ said his father, ‘the happier I was in the knowledge that men were rarely, if ever, pregnant.’ In the event, there were complications unrelated to the midwife, and Mrs Elsie Campbell was delivered of her first and only child by a Caesarian operation in nearby King George’s Hospital on 10 December 1941.




  The family home was a comfortable three-bedroom detached house in the Gants Hill district of Ilford, which also straddles Barkingside. Number 2 Haigville Gardens is one of several strikingly designed properties in a quiet street off the busy Cranbrook Road. These houses were part of an extensive building programme in the late 1920s and are termed, architecturally, ‘chalet bungalows’, even though they have an upstairs level. Young Kenneth’s future primary school, Gearies Junior, was only a ten-minute walk away; the Gants Hill Library, so deliciously evoked in his later monologues, just across the main road; and there was a twenty-foot garden where he would keep books and records in his own little shed. Sheds were his favourite buildings, always. His dad built this one, and also ran a path through the garden for children’s bicycles. During the war, his mum kept chickens, all of them with names beginning with ‘V’ – for Victory.




  By the time he was three or four, little Kenneth was interviewing himself in his own ground-floor bathroom, finding a jungle world of animals in the patterns on the linoleum floor. He had an imaginary friend called Jelp and created outlandish stories of flying doodlebugs and rampaging wild beasts with toilet-roll eyes. These infant solo performances would leak out under the door, and passing relatives – though not his vaguely disapproving father – would say, ‘You should go on the stage.’ Years later, in 1964, his first performed play, Events of an Average Bath Night, was indeed set in a bathroom, as well as in three streets and a shed. Ken Campbell was never much given to fancy theorising; his idea of ‘good’ acting was the dynamic opposite of whatever it is they do at the Royal Shakespeare Company, and he first defined it as ‘Uncle Fred’ acting, the sort of attention-seeking showing off your relatives did at family gatherings. The thing that appealed to him most about the comic actor and impressionist John Sessions, to whom he gave a first big break, was that he’d been utterly true to his bathroom.




  There was an interlude, though, between birth and bathroom: aged one, he was evacuated with his mother to his paternal grandmother’s house in Eastham in the Wirral and then went to stay with an aunt half a mile away. He was suddenly surrounded by cousins on all sides in an area of Britain not spared in the German bombing raids; the city of Liverpool, across the Mersey, would always play an important part in his life. He used to say that ‘to get things done’ you had to go to Liverpool. Ken’s mother, Elsie Handley, was an Ilford girl, and his father, Anthony Colin Campbell, traced his line through landowners in the North West to seafarers in the port of Liverpool. Colin (he never used his first name) was the eldest of eight children whose father, Robert Campbell, a purser in the Merchant Navy, and later employee of the naval outfitters Wheatley and Lewis in Liverpool, had turned, after the General Strike in 1925, to mining spar from disused lead mines in North Wales, grinding it down and selling it to local builders for pebble-dashing cement facings on houses.




  The Campbell clan lived in a solid suburban house in Wallasey. Robert was president of the Egremont Cricket Club and organised dances where the children, who all played musical instruments, were pressed into service. Colin was born in 1903, and left school in Liverpool in 1919, the year in which he opened the batting for Egremont in Wallasey Park; he was a good tennis player, too. He wanted to go to sea but was packed off instead to the Commercial Cable Company – a rival to Western Union – in Liverpool to serve a fifteen-month training apprenticeship. He worked for the transatlantic CCC for fifty years. His job entailed listening on headphones to extremely high-speed Morse code and typing it out in blocks of six, the fixed length of an average word; the pricing was based on that statistic.




  During his retirement in Croyde, Devon, Colin Campbell (who died in 1977) wrote an unpublished memoir called M-I-M (the international Morse signal to indicate laughter and appreciation – and a private signal between the operators on either side of the Atlantic to get back to work after using company time to exchange pleasantries and family news). He subtitled it with an oratorical, Pooterish flourish: ‘Being an account of the lighter side of a cable telegraphist’s life in the pioneer days of international communication before, and after, automated printer signals superseded the Morse code: when news agencies were the sole purveyors of local and world news; when a red sky at night or morning foretold the weather prospects; when radio and television programmes existed only in the realms of fantasy; and when party political broadcasts were undreamt of – HAPPY DAYS!’




  Colin was a small, quiet, dapper man with a surprising fluency in after-dinner speaking. He recounts how in 1921 he was posted with the company to Waterville in Ireland, where a colleague was John Moores, a fellow Liverpudlian full of embryonic plans for the football pools company of Littlewoods which he founded two years later; Colin notes the ongoing local struggles between the Black and Tans and the Irish Republican Army, but he comments more ruefully, with hindsight, on his mistake of refusing Moores’s invitation to join him in the new enterprise. He was transferred to the London head office in Wormwood Street in the City in 1924 and lived in digs in Goodmayes and Seven Kings – about forty minutes away on the new railway line into Liverpool Street – before settling with two colleagues in three different addresses on the south side of Valentines Park in Ilford. At the tennis club in the park, he met his future wife, Elsie (and, indeed, his second wife, Betty). Although his prowess had been in cricket – he had opened the batting for Wanstead and the South Essex second eleven – Colin now concentrated on his tennis, and on Elsie, who was one of three sisters.




  In one of Ken’s early television plays, You See, the Thing is This, Walter, a tennis player in a Barkingside bedsit whose father was a founder member of the Gants Hill Tennis Club, is visited by his much younger female playing partner who has been ‘nicked’ by a male friend for the mixed doubles. Walter is eaten with despair at losing his partner. Not only was this an imaginative rejig of what had actually happened to his father, but the part of Walter, the Campbell character, was played by Ian Holm, ten years older than Ken, and a fellow Ilfordian and Old Chigwellian (Ken went to Chigwell School in 1952). Holm’s father was a doctor in charge of the Barley Lane mental hospital in Goodmayes, on a site which now incorporates King George’s Hospital. Colin’s world, like Walter’s, was turned upside down when Elsie died in 1954. His work was a reserved occupation during the war, so he had continued commuting to the City while serving as a warden with the Home Guard. He had become secretary of the newly formed Valentines Tennis and Social Club in 1946, but took a promotional vacancy as a travelling rep so he no longer had to work late-night shifts, although he did drive all over the southern counties (claiming sixpence a mile on his expenses).




  Ken missed his mother – although he never spoke about her much in later life – but happily inherited his father’s talent for both magic tricks and do-it-yourself carpentry. His older cousins, Christine Van Sickle and Maureen Robinson, recall that his gusto for messing about and enjoying the company of relatives and friends continued unabated after Elsie’s death, however much he was hurting inside. There were family holidays in the cottage at Llanarmon in North Wales (now Denbighshire) once owned by Colin’s parents, or with his cousins in Ireland, or on the Manchester Shipping Canal – and many big family reunions. And there was the cinema and there were comics. Three years before he died, Ken recalled his love of the cinema as a child in a programme note for a revival of his classic children’s play, Old King Cole. His mum, he said, loved the pictures and used to take him at least once a week from the age of five: ‘Usually we’d go to the State Barkingside or the Gants Hill Odeon. Occasionally we’d go two stops up the Central Line to the Wanstead Kinema. And it was in the Wanstead Kinema I saw the best film ever. It was 1948, and I can remember saying to my seven-year-old self: “There’s never going to be a better picture than this.” I begged Mum to take me back again, but it had only been on for that one night. And it was never shown again. The film is Helzapoppin’.’




  Interestingly, Helzapoppin’ is a cinematic version of a long-running, completely bananas American vaudevillian stage show and is often quoted as a forerunner of, and influence on, the British surreal humour of The Goon Show and Monty Python. Ken knew he couldn’t successfully recreate the whole madcap film in stage terms, so he listed the other enthusiasms he had as a seven-year-old child which fed into the writing of Old King Cole: ‘Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello, The Bash Street Kids, Captain Marvel (but not Superman – Captain Marvel had a sense of humour, but Superman was too grim and proper), Sid Millward and his Nitwits, Spike Jones and the City Slickers, Tony Hancock, Educating Archie, Kenneth Williams, Doctor and Carry On films, James Stewart westerns (Winchester ’73 and Where the River Bends), Journey into Space, Max Wall, Whitehall farces, evil geniuses, potty professors, Billy Bunter and Just William.’ (It’s equally instructive to learn that he really disliked Hans Christian Andersen, the Brothers Grimm, Aesop’s Fables, the Children’s Newspaper, Enid Blyton, the Eagle comic and ‘all cream-bun handsome noble British sportsmen’.)




  Maureen Robinson, a retired nurse now living in Buxton, then a teenager, remembers staying in Haigville Gardens in order to visit the Festival of Britain: ‘In the presence of adults, Ken was the perfect little boy, always very well-spoken, but otherwise he could be a real monkey. I had arranged to meet a secret boyfriend at the Festival, and Ken wasn’t allowed to come along with me. He threw a “paddy” and told Colin and Elsie that I only wanted to go there to meet my boyfriend – dear child!’ Elsie, who never smoked, was developing a bad cough during this period. She went to the hospital for a check-up and was detained there for two weeks. When Colin collected her in the car, he was told she had five months, if that, to live. He kept this news to himself, never telling anyone, not even Elsie herself. He described in M-I-M how, occasionally, when driving the car, ‘It crosses my mind that it was in my power to put a quick end to the misery of us both. However, such intentions were readily dispelled when I remembered the plight in which any such actions would place my son.’ Colin was knocked sideways by Elsie’s death of throat cancer exactly five months after the diagnosis, and ‘this sorry chapter ended’. It’s amazing how little he says about her, or his loss; there’s not a smidgen of self-pity.




  For the subsequent eight years, throughout Ken’s secondary schooling at Chigwell School, and his two years at RADA, father and son rattled around together in Haigville Gardens. The loss of his mother before the onset of adolescence explains, for many of his friends, his deeply romantic approach to women: he definitely put them on a pedestal and treated them with such intensity he was incapable of sustaining a permanent relationship. ‘On our own,’ Colin wrote, ‘Kenneth was no trouble at all, and his demands on me were practically negligible.’ Until the summer of 1959, when he was in his eighteenth year, Ken left for school at 7.45 a.m. every day, taking a bus towards Epping Forest. He’d be home by a p.m. and the two of them would have an evening meal. It was only when Ken was about to leave RADA that Colin contemplated a second marriage: he and Betty Keates, a widow and a friend of Elsie’s, and fellow tennis player, were spliced in June 1961.




  Ken was a diligent pupil at Chigwell School, where he’d won a scholarship as a day boy after passing the eleven-plus exam. His A-level subjects were English, French and German. He seemed destined for Cambridge University and was awarded a place there to read English that he never took up. Other ‘interests’ intervened. He loved carpentry and swimming, but was averse to most sports. Compelled to take part in an inter-schools cross-country race, he puffed his way home in 145th place, not quite last, but not far off. Mostly, though, there was the theatre. His contemporaries, Tony Porter, a vicar’s son who became a teacher, and the Guardian journalist John Ezard, testify to his outstanding performance as Faustus, selling his soul to the Devil in exchange for power and knowledge, an utterly Campbellian conceit. Porter was Mephistopheles, only second-choice casting, he says, because Ion Alex is Will, another friend with whom Campbell kept in lifelong touch (and his collaborator on his 1974 play The Great Caper) had decided he couldn’t stand Chigwell any longer and left to pursue a career as an international entrepreneur.




  John Ezard also recalls ‘how superbly and movingly this fifteen-year-old caught the quality of simple baffled goodness of the seaman Billy Budd’ in a stage version of Herman Melville’s novel. ‘I can still see and hear him, on the stage. Not a twitch of an eyebrow then. Next cast as Quince in Shakespeare’s Dream, he conspired with the producer [and Head of English] Parry Davenport to reinvent the rustics as modern TV clowns, reducing audiences to helpless laughter [thirty years later Campbell would direct a Waiting for Godot with the tramps played as quick-fire television impressionists]…Then came Canon Chasuble in The Importance of Being Earnest, uproariously successful but with numerous twitches. Reviewing the production for the school magazine, I wrote that his Canon “came up from the crypt rather than over from the vestry” and said he needed more disciplined outlines. Ken always knew when to reject advice and –mercifully for his career – he rejected that.’ Ezardwas a member of the Valentines Park gang which Ken memorialised, he says, rather in the manner of Beckett’s Watt or Molloy, in a sustained piece of purple prose, now lost. What did the gang do? Scratch each other’s spots, mostly, says Ezard, but Valentines – the best park for miles around, with a seventeenth-century country mansion that has been splendidly renovated – was rich in opportunity for messing about on the boating lake, watching cricket (it was a county ground for Essex for one week of the summer for many years), chasing through shrubbery and wide open spaces, or just hanging out.




  The Latin master at Chigwell was George Harvey Webb, whose connection with the professional theatre and general intellectual inquisitiveness were to have a profound effect on Campbell. Harvey Webb was a champion fiddle player and had been a member in the band of socialist folk singer Ewan MacColl, the great innovative theatre director Joan Littlewood’s first husband, co-founder of Theatre Workshop and author of the beautiful song ‘The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’ as well as ‘Dirty Old Town’. Harvey Webb was a member of various think tanks and had a registered IQ of 250, one of the highest ever recorded (an IQ of 100 guarantees you membership of MENSA). He had also been a member of the Hitler Youth (‘When it was still all right to be one,’ said Campbell) and, after he left Chigwell for a post at William Ellis School in Camden, North London, he and his Canadian wife, Pamela, who was independently wealthy, funded and co-founded the East 15 Acting School with Margaret Bury, Joan Littlewood’s wardrobe mistress. The East 15 School grew out of Littlewood’s work at the Theatre Royal, Stratford East, where Theatre Workshop had been based since 1953. Although MacColl had not approved of the move from Manchester to London, and had left both the company and Littlewood, Harvey Webb remained in touch with Joan, researching and appearing in productions and even doing Littlewood’s bidding as a minder for Brendan Behan when he came to London to work on The Hostage in 1958. He helped hustle Jean Genet through customs on the occasion he came to see Littlewood. Asked if he had anything to declare, Genet replied simply: ‘Moi, je suis pédéraste.’




  ‘Harvey Webb taught Latin violently,’ Ken told Dominic Cavendish in a Theatre Voice podcast interview in 2004; the great challenge was apparently to get him off that subject and on to other things. Much later in life, Harvey Webb was crucial to Campbell’s whole Science Fiction Theatre of Liverpool enterprise, but at Chigwell it’s clear he gave Ken a glimpse of what riotous fun a life in the professional theatre could, and should, be like: Ken had seen him onstage, playing his fiddle, in The Hostage, and became a regular visitor to the Harvey Webb household in Theydon Bois. He must have seen other Theatre Workshop productions. He certainly soon knew all about Joan Littlewood. Harvey Webb’s son, confusingly named Harvey Harvey Webb, also attended Chigwell School, much later, but reckons that Ken ‘was sort of ostracised’ by the other boys on account of being both cockney and common, not to mention a scholarship boy: ‘I think the experience made him not want to go to Cambridge. He started off meek and mild and, as he went through puberty, he became much more difficult and cantankerous. In the end, he became a bit of a handful for the teachers.’ Harvey Webb Junior identifies another key meeting Ken had at this time: with Joy Tomson, a vivacious, enthusiastic and wealthy New Yorker who had lived on the same street in Montreal as his mother’s grandparents and who had attended the same theatre-school classes in Manhattan as James Dean, Marlon Brando and William Shatner. Joy came over to negotiate with Joan Littlewood about taking the Theatre Workshop to New York – where she owned two or three theatres – and, according to young Harvey, Ken was entranced ‘and changed his path right there’.




   Without talking about it too much with his father, Campbell was determinedly going about his theatre learning process while still working hard for his A-levels. He joined a local amateur drama group, the Renegades, in the summer of 1958 and by Christmas had appeared in no fewer than four productions with them: as a juvenile in both Kaufman and Hart’s You Can’t Take It With You and N. Richard Nash’s The Rainmaker; as an older man (sporting a bushy RAF-style moustache) in Leslie Sands’s Intent to Murder; and as Toothache, a pain in the neck, a variation on the traditional broker’s man, in Cinderella. The Renegades was run by an extraordinary man, James Cooper, son of a Barking brush manufacturer, who had worked in the theatre in Nairobi just after the war and subsequently on the south coast as a dancer. In 1947 he had founded the Renegades with a performance of Hamlet in the Ilford Town Hall which was acclaimed by Alan Dent – ‘a worthy pioneer!’ – in the News Chronicle; this was in the same year as Paul Scofield and Robert Helpmann alternated in the role at Stratford-upon-Avon. Dent had seen eight Hamlets in 1947. Cooper’s was ‘by no means the worst of them’.




  Cooper was the kind of wilful maverick and one-man band – he waged a constant war of words with local councillors – that Ken admired all his life, and indeed he remained close friends with Jimmie, as he was generally known, until the latter’s death in 1986. Cooper produced and directed ten or eleven shows a year in Ilford, always playing the lead as well as designing the set and the lights, arranging the music, manning the box office and, if need be, tearing the tickets, for almost forty years. You can see why Campbell, who came to believe that doing the impossible in the theatre was the only thing worth doing, admired him so much. Cooper was a polished comedian and a fine pantomime dame – I saw a lot of his work and was indeed a member of the Renegades myself in the mid-1960s – and he thought subsidy was the enemy of popular art. In a converted Scout hall known as the Little Theatre behind the old Harrison Gibson building in Ilford High Street, Cooper presented world premieres not only of comedies by Philip King (author of See How They Run, one of the great British farces of the twentieth century) and Duncan Greenwood, but also the first ever stage version, in February 1959, of Reginald Rose’s Twelve Angry Men, originally a television play, in which Ken appeared as Sherman L. Segal, Juror Number Two – ‘a surprisingly mature performance,’ said the Ilford Recorder – with Cooper himself in the Henry Fonda film role.




  Shortly after joining the Renegades, Ken wrote to Cooper from Austria, where he had hitchhiked from the Dutch frontier during the summer holidays of 1958. Among the people who’d given him lifts, he said, were a Fascist priest, a mountain doctor and a variety artiste who was coming to the London Palladium in October. He had slept in a Cologne lunatic asylum and was expecting to ‘enjoy their hospitality’ on the return leg. And he had twice faced the alternative of paying an on-the-spot fine or spending two hours in jail for walking and hitchhiking on a German Autobahn, though it is not known which alternative he plumped for. I bet it was the two hours in jail.




  The Ilford Recorder, sensing a ‘character’ in their midst (Cooper had shown them the letter), interviewed him before his third appearance at the Little Theatre – they had already noted that ‘good-looking young Kenneth Campbell proved popular with audiences’ – and suggested that the actor, in his answers, was providing a very good idea of his writing style: ‘I find that one of the greatest stimuli for lively thought is a book in which I am not interested. For instance, last night, while my eyes were following the words of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, my mind was having a most spectacular and poignant debate on girls, atomic fallout and the French sewerage system. Definitely one must have a gimmick for solitudinous thought. Our gardener strums a ukulele. My aunt drinks whisky.’




  These are not the musings of an average seventeen-year-old. They betray a propensity to be funny in public and do not sound at all unlike the Ken Campbell of twenty or thirty years later. This was a side of himself he’d kept hidden at home, at least when his dad was around. James Cooper’s widow, Yvonne Haesendonck, who appeared in leading roles with the company over many years, says she never recalls Ken talking about his father or bringing him to the theatre. Which explains why Colin, fully expecting his son to go to Cambridge, was ‘staggered’ to be informed that Ken ‘had been in touch with the Essex education people and they had agreed a grant for a place at RADA’. He was prostrate with disappointment: ‘To me,’ he wrote in M-I-M, ‘the theatrical profession has always appeared somewhat promiscuous and lacking in security, but he made it so very definite that it was what he clearly wanted to do, my opposition was negligible, and I could not but remember how very disappointed I had been when my own father put the hoodoo on my going to sea, as so many of my school pals had done.’ Campbell started at RADA in the same week as he appeared with the Renegades in the role Emlyn Williams had written for himself, Morgan Evans, in The Corn is Green. Morgan is an illiterate boy from a coal-mining town who is given a chance of bettering himself through an education by a strong-willed local teacher. Campbell knew how much he owed his Chigwell friends and teachers, and James Cooper, and he gave a performance, said the Recorder, ‘that topped all previous achievements with his portrayal of the budding young genius’. He was on his way. But he would never forget where he’d come from.
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  RADA to Rep




  Academe’s loss was theatre’s gain. ‘Cambridge saw nothing of him,’ remarked Colin ruefully in M-I-M, ‘except for his disreputable character appearance in Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be on tour at the Arts.’




  The next decade was a pell-mell progress through training, repertory theatre, writing and launching himself as a director. One of the most distinctive things about Campbell was his love of the craft of acting. Not the sort of acting that is usually thought of as good acting these days – seamless, decorous, unflashy, internalised – but the sort of acting that is probably more often thought of as bad acting. In this, he joined hands with the old-school Victorian and Edwardian managers and audiences in admiring an actor – the nineteenth-century tragedian William Macready, perhaps, or in our day Laurence Olivier – who got his effects by theatrical rather than natural methods. And Ken understood that you could only achieve such effects by good technique and a full heart.




  He hated inaudibility in the theatre, and laziness, and lateness, and lack of preparation. One actor was once stuttering in a rehearsal room and apologised to Ken by saying that it would be all right on the night. ‘All right on the night?’ rasped Campbell, ‘All right on the night? What about NOW? I once knew an actor who was always saying that it would be all right on the night. And do you know what? IT NEVER FUCKING WAS.’ He loved the practical wise saws of the actor-manager Sir Seymour Hicks, who published two books about acting in the early years of the last century. He often photocopied pages and gave them to actors with his favourite bits underlined: ‘Technique in acting is more than half the battle, given that the artist is a good one, for technique is the conjuror performing his tricks with deftness and certainty.’




  It must have been in some ways a strangely unreal hiatus, RADA – with its theory classes and high-minded workshops – in his progress from the pragmatic, old-fashioned Renegades to the knockabout world of weekly rep. James Cooper, rather than one of his RADA teachers, would certainly have approved Ken’s liking for Seymour Hicks’s description of the Macready pause – so called ‘because of the length of time that fine actor took to get on with the next sentence, while he made effects with looks and noddings of the head, assisted with exclamations such as “Ah!”, “Oh!” and “Humph!”… he had a trick of talking under his breath during the progress of a scene, and often at the end of his own lines.’




  Campbell may have gone straight from school to RADA, but he did lots of other things as well, such as holiday jobs and writing. When they were digging up Ilford High Road he took a temporary job with a firm called Craddock and Finnegan as a tea-boy and putter-outer of the red danger lights at nighttime. His duties included phoning through the workmen’s bets on the horses and greyhounds, and he made such a mess of this one day (getting his tips muddled and losing the ganger, or chief digger, £38) that he was fired. Before he left, he purchased a large tube of extra-strength laxatives and mixed them in with the tea bags in one last round of liquid refreshment served in mugs on a tin tray. The fall-out was catastrophic. He reported the scene in his notebooks: ‘By three o’clock next day, chaos at the Craddock and Finnegan section of the Ilford High Road hole: a sort of relay race between the excavations and the convenience up the road. And none of the men could face the pneumatic drill till the following Saturday.’




  Immediately after their final term at school, Ken and Tony Porter both took supply-teaching jobs at a secondary modern school in nearby Romford, for just two or three weeks: ‘an illuminating experience after the sheltered world of Chigwell,’ said Porter, who was bound for Cambridge. They read Edgar Allan Poe to their classes, as well as James Thurber and G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown fiction. The experience filtered through. It is clear from the volumes of unpublished plays and stories that he filed away in cupboards and folders that Ken was writing from a very early age. Why was this? Not just because he was good at English at school, and always read voraciously and adventurously – his choice of books for prizes in the sixth form at Chigwell were Ezra Pound’s Cantos and James Joyce’s Ulysses – but also because, as he said, typing was in his blood. Colin Campbell could type at such an incredible rate, said Ken, ‘that you couldn’t differentiate the individual sounds of the keys hitting the paper’. His son inherited this talent, keeping his dad busy keyboard company in Haigville Gardens. Among the reams of typescripts and letters in Ken’s box files, it is rare to find a typo, an error, a score-through or a rewrite. His spelling is perfect, so is his punctuation.




  The skill paid off years later, in 1978, as he typed out great wodges of one of his two great cornerstone epics, as the poet Neil Oram recalled: ‘I was contracted to do a ten-play cycle called The Warp. Ken said, “How good’s your typing?” I told him it wasn’t that good but I did have a new typewriter. He said, “I’ve got an electrical typewriter and I type really fast! We could work together in my garden shed. You dictate and I’ll type.” So we began at the end of June: him sat in the shed…me standing outside dictating one scene after the other. He’d say, “What about that scene about the prostitute… or the tramp…” etc. And I’d dictate the whole scene with all the theatrical instructions.’




  Stories and first drafts of plays and sketches piled up in the Barkingside back room as he pursued his RADA course, training in voice, mime and fencing. ‘When I look back on it,’ he told his friend and occasional researcher James Nye, ‘I was singularly awful at all of them. There were these extraordinary exercises, and once you’d developed this “voice” you were encouraged to use it at all times – on the bus, in the pub and so on.’ He rebelled and was called in by the principal, John Fernald, who frankly, and kindly, told him that he was a comedian, really, ‘And we don’t do enough for comedians here.’ His contemporaries at RADA included the film director Mike Leigh, the playwright David Halliwell, the actors Peter Rocca, Naomi Buch, John Hurt and Alan Lake (who later married Diana Dors). Leigh was one year behind Ken, but he does remember him giving an extraordinarily grotesque performance in, he thinks, Dylan Thomas’s Jekyll and Hyde play, The Doctor and the Devils: ‘He was definitely part of the scruff minority at RADA, “on” to other things than boulevard theatre. He was also quite straight in the sense that he always dressed with a tie and spoke well, in an Ilford suburban way. He certainly could “do” voices, but he hadn’t yet invented the character we know as Ken Campbell.’




  One or two of his RADA contemporaries kept him company at the Renegades. Larry Linville, the American actor best known for playing the inept surgeon Major Frank Burns in the television series M*A*S*H, was one of only three transatlantic students in Ken’s RADA year, and he trekked out to Ilford to play Rodolpho in Arthur Miller’s A View from the Bridge. Ken was cast as the lawyer Alfieri, drawing the audience’s attention to the tragedy of James Cooper’s Eddie Carbone in a Miller speech you can imagine him delivering with an awe-struck concern: ‘I looked in his eyes more than I listened – in fact, I can hardly remember the conversation. But I will never forget how dark the room became when he looked at me; his eyes were like tunnels. I kept wanting to call the police, but nothing had happened. Nothing at all had really happened…’ In the Road Show, and his later improvisation pieces, Ken would operate as a ‘goader’ or ringmaster to the action, perforating the fourth wall between stage and audience. This was his true métier as a performer, and he must have first discovered it while playing the confidential Alfieri, a man at once struck by a sort of horror and compelled to share it with an audience. It’s significant that the Ilford Recorder gave him a Best Supporting Performance prize, his only theatre award until, many years later, he won an Evening Standard Best Comedy gong for one of his solo shows.




  Before his last term at RADA, in April 1961, he appeared for the last time with the Renegades as Gratiano in The Merchant of Venice (Cooper was Shylock), and brought three more RADA contemporaries to keep him company: Bernard Gibbons (later RSC associate Bernard Lloyd) was Bassanio, Madeline Blakeney played Jessica, and John Alderton – who later met his wife, Pauline Collins, in Ken’s first television play, One Night I Danced with Mr Dalton (1968) – played Launcelot Gobbo. And, for good measure, school chum Tony Porter turned up as the Prince of Aragon. It was as if, under Jimmie’s auspices, Ken was starting to form his own company for the first time. But he was in no position yet to start calling the rehearsals and shouting the odds. He left the drama school in mellow mood, reciting an affectionate poem of farewell on Sunday 16 July 1961 that namechecked not only John Fernald, but also his fellow students Larry Linville, Bernard Gibbons, Naomi Buch (with her ‘suggestive looks’), Rosemary Martin, Stanley Lebor and Diana Barrington:




  

    Stay here all night dancing




    On the sofas loaf and lurk




    Drink up, be merry, s’not as if




    Tomorrow you must work




    We’ll see no more the fire escapes




    We’ll see no more Bob’s log




    Or Reginald carrying coffee




    And biscuits for Yat’s dog




    We’ll see no more John Fernald




    Or John Fernald’s gins and ports




    Larry Linville looking happy




    Bernard Gibbons in his shorts.


  




  And so on, for sixteen more stanzas. His first professional engagement was at the Colchester Rep, an Essex gig that kept him based in Gants Hill where he could carry on writing. He recalled his time there in a National Theatre Platform conversation with Michael Billington in December 1991: ‘The director was a two-bottle-of-whisky-a-day man, Robert Digby, out of whom you could only get any sense before nine o’clock in the morning. I became a great admirer of an actor there called Stuart Pearce, who, too young to serve in the war, had joined the Tod Slaughter touring company – they revived all the old “blood and thunder” Victorian melodramas –where he used to do all his performances, whatever the accent, whatever the character, absolutely through the nose. I used to collect little technical tricks. Hugh Hastings, who wrote the great comedy Seagulls Over Sorrento, was in the company, too, and he taught me how to play third-act inspectors. You could steal the show by the simple expedient of learning your lines – instead of just reading them from the notebook, as was the tradition. Hugh told me to learn the lines – and then start looking for clues! Well, the theatre went up! The director, Ted Webster, went mad and threw the fire bucket at me: “Thanks for the note, Ted,” I said!’ The only way he found he could stop the audience laughing – and not annoy old Ted – was to ‘dry’ after his first line and make sure the whole audience heard the prompt. By the end of the week, the leading lady congratulated him on slipping back into ‘dull inspector’ stereotype: ‘We were all very worried at the beginning, but it’s got so much strength now,’ she said.




  Possibly as a punishment he then ‘got lumbered’ with the small role of Angus in Macbeth. His lifelong fascination with this mysterious supernumerary, who has only nineteen lines spread over eight scenes, began because a Canadian director arrived in Colchester to do a ‘Method’ production of the tragedy and sent the actors off to write an essay on their characters. In Ken’s case, he got a bit more than he bargained for; Ken was determined to be the definitive Angus. He notes in his essay that once Angus has entered with Ross in the second scene, Ross gets mentioned by Malcolm but Angus is overlooked. Are they ignoring him? Has he committed a social gaffe? Is he, in fact, literally overlooked because he is a dwarf? During rehearsals, Ken tried to argue that Angus hangs around in scenes, silent and ignored, possibly because he is ‘hooked on haggis’ – his mouth is always full. The idea of an ostracised, undersized haggis-muncher unable to speak for fear of spitting out bits of old meat and onion did not impress the director (his response was, ‘It’s not a bloody pantomime!’). But Ken turned his absence from the banquet into a positive, having Angus join the resurgent army of Malcolm and Macduff, and lavish his last nine lines on his two new friends Menteith and Caithness before he ‘exits marching’.




  ‘The last glimpse we have of Angus is quietly dressing up as a tree with the other boys (presumably as a bonsai): unless of course we take the penultimate stage direction to include Angus: “Flourish. Enter, with drums and colours, Malcolm, Old Seyward, Ross, the other Thanes, and Soldiers.” If we do take this to include Angus, the play is then rounded off with an unprecedented mellowness – whimsy, even. For it is comforting to learn that under Malcolm’s new liberal regime, the smelly little midget will at last be accepted.’ As Shakespearean criticism, this is as persuasive as anything in A. C. Bradley or Harold Bloom, certainly more inventive and funnier. And it started a curiously fruitful relationship Campbell would maintain with ‘the Scottish play’ in a future acting assignment at Stoke and much later in his career with what became known as the Pidgin Macbeth.




  While racking up his credits at the Colchester Rep he caught a local showing of a new film starring Anthony Newley, The Small World of Sammy Lee (1963), and was much taken by the actor who played Newley’s brother and ran a delicatessen in the East End. In an extraordinary twenty-three-page letter he wrote in 1985 to the actress Sarah Lam, he recounted the impact made on him by this actor: ‘I went to see the film again that week to learn the delicatessen man’s performance. It was undoubted in my mind that a chance would soon come up to “do” that characterisation, or a characterisation based on it, or inspired by it; so when I say learn it, I mean something like taking in the essence of it so I could do it with a different text.’ Campbell wasn’t appearing in the next week’s play at Colchester, he recounted to Sarah Lam, so he had a Monday off in the West End and joined ‘the merry band of theatrical drunks who at that time used to crawl from the Salisbury to the Cranbourne to Some Other One, and then back again, whiling away the afternoon closing time in the Kismet Club.’ Outside the Salisbury, he bumped into the producer Bob Swash, for many years the right-hand man of the Australian impresario Robert Stigwood, who had set up the Fings tour. Swash asked him if he was doing anything. Ken said, not much, so Swash asked him to come up to the office and read for a particular role in a play he was touring briefly before bringing it into the West End; Swash didn’t think he’d get the role, but ‘I might give them some sort of lead to what they were looking for’.




  In the event, Swash said he wasn’t quite right, but would he accept, there and then, the understudy duties for the role and a five-line walk-on at the end of the play? ‘ “Yes, great,” I said. They gave me the script. I got straight on the train to Colchester to go and tell them face to face how I was dumping them in the shit and collect my things, and on the journey I read through the play. What a fool I’d been! It came to me EXACTLY how to do that part. Every line of it fitted to a tee, like gloves, the way Warren Mitchell, for that is who it was, had performed the brother in The Small World of Sammy Lee!’ When he got home he rang the office to beg to have another go at it. Swash’s assistant said, ‘That’s so sad, we’ve just cast the role two minutes ago.’ ‘Who have you got?’ asked Campbell. And the reply: ‘His name’s Warren Mitchell.’




  The play was Everybody Loves Opal, a 1961 Broadway heist comedy of three crooks trying to murder the eponymous Opal (for the insurance). It was written by John Patrick, the American author of such well-known potboilers of the day as The Hasty Heart and The Teahouse of the August Moon. In New York, it had starred Stubby Kaye and Eileen Heckart. In London, apart from Mitchell, the cast included Liz Fraser, Betty Marsden and Lee Montague, who was replaced on the short tour by James Villiers. Ken’s girlfriend at the time was an older actress called Yvette Rees, who had been at RADA with Mitchell, so she charged Ken with passing on her love at the first read-through. This he did, and on adding a fulsome appreciation of the delicatessen performance in the Newley film, Campbell was promptly adopted by Mitchell as his new best friend. The director Toby Robertson then announced that, as Mitchell was signed up for an episode of The Avengers on television, the understudy, Ken, would be reading in and taking down the first week’s blocking, or moves. The other actors stuck to their scripts, and there ensued a routine, rather boring week.




  ‘Then, on the next Monday,’ Ken told Sarah Lam, ‘the Return of the Man from the Delicatessen. “Hello,” I said, “I’ve got all your moves and everything written down.” “It’s all right,” said my Hero, “I know them. Or at least I know what they ought to be.” Rehearsal began, Liz, Betty and Lee still nose in script. But Warren, NO SCRIPT AT ALL! Although he’d been absent all the preceding week HE KNEWALL HIS LINES PERFECTLY! AND HE KNEW WHAT HIS MOVES OUGHT TO BE! Jesus, that was a landmark in my life that day. On the tour, Warren seemed to prefer my company to that of his co-stars, and on the beach in Bournemouth, during a lull in the tech, I gave him the script of my first play, Events of an Average Bath Night, and he read it there and then in his deckchair and said he’d like to direct it.’ And he did, later that year, and Yvette Rees was in it.
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