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Author’s Note


I discuss films in the order in which I worked on them, which wasn’t necessarily the same order as their release, as some movies had long post-production periods whereas others were released within just a few months of shooting wrapping.


A filmography, by year of release, can be found at the end of this book.
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FOREWORDS


I commend you, dear Sir, for putting pen to paper, hand to iPad, and mind and heart to writing your memoirs. You were a great friend to me throughout the years of making and playing James Bond. You were a constant companion of good friendship and great laughter within the hurly-burly of each day on set.


You gave me the world and your friendship throughout those days, even if you did try to burn me to death while getting one of the most iconic photographs of Bond! – Much love, aloha.


Pierce Brosnan


I have been fortunate enough to work with Keith Hamshere on several feature films and The Young Indiana Jones Chronicles. I am a perfectionist when it comes to my projects and am particularly strict about photography. There is not a print or transparency released without my approval. Keith is an artist of extraordinary talent. Photographers of his calibre are extremely rare. I have the highest regard for Keith as an individual as well as an artist.


George Lucas


I worked with Mr Hamshere on Patriot Games and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. His diligence and commitment, together with his great skill, made him a valued member of these productions.


Harrison Ford


I’ve worked in publicity for years with producers and directors such as George Lucas, Francis Coppola, Saul Zaentz and Steven Spielberg. I can state, without hesitation, that Keith Hamshere is the most remarkable photographer I’ve ever worked with. Keith has a rare talent!


Lynn Hale, former publicity chief of Lucasfilm Ltd
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Me with Darth Vader holding a black umbrella used to create black fill to stop reflections.












Prelude
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WHEN I’M CLEANING WINDOWS …


I suppose you might say the beginnings of my career can be traced back to Ilford Isolation Hospital and Sanatorium in Essex (later Chadwell Heath Hospital) in 1955. No, I wasn’t born then – that auspicious occasion came on 22 February nine years earlier – but rather I remember waking up with a very sore throat having had my tonsils removed.


Why is this so significant, you might ask.


My father, Charles Hamshere, worked for the local rates department in Ilford Town Hall and was involved in various civic activities and society events, including charity fundraisers for the hospital. Every year he would help organise their summer fete – you know, the usual mix of tombola, raffle, cake stalls and so forth but also, and most importantly, a talent contest.


Sister Peppiet was the stern but kindly nurse who looked after me during my stay and – funny the details you remember – one day strolled over with a bottle half full of someone’s urine and asked that I give a sample in the same said bottle. She and my father had a conversation about the forthcoming fete and talent contest, and he mentioned I played the ukulele. I became a fan of George Formby through his records, and once having seen him perform live at the theatre on Bournemouth Pier I forever after badgered my mother and father for a ukulele. If you’re not familiar with Formby, he was actually a huge star – actor, singer, songwriter and comedian – most famous for playing the instrument and bursting into song at any opportunity. He had headlined in about twenty British films by this time, though ironically we rarely ever visited the pictures, so I only knew him through radio, records and that one show in Bournemouth.


Anyway, for my ninth birthday, and to my immense joy, I received a ukulele as a gift – which I still own to this day – and duly trotted down to the Ilford music shop to buy sheet music to teach myself all the George Formby numbers, much to the annoyance of my elder brother Ian. Within a month or two I was considered so good that, unbeknown to me, my father put my name down for the upcoming hospital talent show. ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’ was Formby’s biggest hit and one I was usually called upon to sing.


There I was in the grounds of the hospital helping Sister Peppiet and my uncle Tom and aunt Amy put together the stalls for the fete and the next thing I knew my father appeared, thrust the uke into my hands and put me on the stage, telling me to sing:


Now I go cleanin’ windows to earn an honest bob


For a nosy parker it’s an interestin’ job


Now it’s a job that just suits me.


A window cleaner you would be.


If you can see what I can see


When I’m cleanin’ windows …


I suppose I was a bit of a novelty among the amateur comedians, magic acts and other turns and was certainly the youngest of all the entrants. Though just as I had never really been interested in the cinema, no one in my family was remotely musical nor did we have a piano in our front parlour. Quite where I developed my interest I’ll never really know, nor was I thinking it would be anything more than a bit of fun and a novelty act in the next couple of hospital fetes, but not only did it lead to me developing a career as a child actor – becoming the first Oliver in London’s West End and working for Walt Disney – it later led to a five-decade career behind the scenes in the movies as a stills photographer, again despite having no real knowledge of or background in the medium.


I’m probably best known for my photographic work nowadays and I’ve been very lucky. I still pinch myself actually when I think of all the lovely and talented people I’ve worked with on films such as 2001: A Space Odyssey, Barry Lyndon, The Deep, Superman II and III, Krull, Willow, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, The Madness of King George, The Mummy, Star Wars (Episodes I, II and III), Band of Brothers, nine James Bond adventures and even a few films with Michael Winner, among many others.


I often regale family and friends with stories from my career, so much so that many of them have encouraged me to put it all down on paper – perhaps as a way of shutting me up?


But, hand on heart, I bet not many people ‘in the business’ can say they owe it all to being able to play a ukulele in the style of George Formby … well read on, because I can and do!









Scene 1
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OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS


Carroll Levis was a Canadian-born broadcaster who, in an attempt to fill time in one of his early radio shows in Toronto, persuaded a boy in the audience to sing a song. Following terrific listener reaction, he started a local radio talent show called ‘Saturday Night Club of the Air’.


In 1935, he moved to England and met radio producer Eric Maschwitz, and together they toured British cities to find new talent. His touring stage shows attracted thousands of applicants and his first radio shows, Carroll Levis and his Discoveries, were broadcast in September 1936. The Radio Times reported the following year that ‘in the last two years he has heard thirty thousand people. Of the amateur acts he has introduced, forty-five have turned professional. Not one of them is earning less than £5 a week, and one is getting as much as £25.’


Among the performers ‘discovered’ by Levis were comedian and actor Jim Dale, comedian Barry Took, and actress Anne Heywood. Oh yes, and me!


Not long before Christmas 1957, with my ukulele in hand, Dad and I boarded the Routemaster bus to Finsbury Park, where Carroll Levis was auditioning youngsters for a junior discovery show that was going to appear on television the following year. I’d taken part in a few local talent shows up until then, but Dad thought this was it – a chance for the big time.


The Finsbury Park Empire was full of mums and dads with their little hopefuls jostling for a position on stage where all the auditions were taking place. I was really nervous as it was one thing getting up in front of twenty people and having a bit of a sing-song, but this was on a completely different scale on a huge stage, with lighting and microphones and all sorts of suits in the audience – and some of the kids were really talented, too.


It was getting late in the afternoon and Dad was of the attitude, ‘Well we have come, so you’d better do something.’ Without ever registering or putting my name down, just as one of the last kids exited the stage, Dad saw his chance and lifted me up, urging me to sing, so I did my favourite Formby number and received a big round of applause, before being edged off the stage by the next enthusiastic little star. The officials took our phone number and thanked us for attending. That was that.


A week or two later the phone rang. It was Carroll Levis’s office and they said they wanted me to be in their first TV show, which was due to transmit early in the New Year. Wow. They were going to send a letter over to confirm, though there was a slight snag – because I hadn’t filled in the registration paperwork at the Finsbury Park Empire we weren’t aware that all children had to be 12 years old to appear in the show. I was 11.


Thinking on his feet, Dad said I was about to turn 12 in a few weeks, so would be of legal age by the time the show came around. That seemed to satisfy them.


As the New Year dawned, so did my burgeoning career as a child performer and Levis arranged for me to appear both on his TV and his radio shows – I won both, and was invited back the following week, and then the week after, and the week after that. In total I did five TV and six radio episodes and won by audience members sending in votes on a postcard each week. I never realised we had such a big family, but it also meant I had to extend my repertoire and quickly learn more George Formby songs.


It was my first time in a TV studio, so I had no idea about cameras, lights and all the technicalities and must admit I found it all rather exciting. Just as ‘showbiz’ made an impression on me, it seems I had made an impression too – the phone rang at home one evening and Carroll Levis’s production office said Mr Max Bygraves had spotted me on the show and wondered if I’d be willing to go up to the London Palladium to audition.


‘Audition for what?’ I wondered.


He was actually putting together his own variety show Swinging Down the Lane, which was to run nine months at the doyen of London theatres and feature a supporting cast including African American singing trio the Peters Sisters, dancer-singer Aleta Morrison (who went on to become one of Pussy Galore’s pilots in Goldfinger), trampoline act the Schaller Brothers, Bob Williams and his disobedient dog, and male comedy double act and instrumentalists Hope and Keen.


The next thing I knew I was standing in the lobby of the Palladium and was awestruck by its elegance and scale – certainly the biggest theatre I’d ever been in – and once we had explained we were there to see Mr Bygraves, Max came down the elegant staircase to greet Mum, Dad and me and explained he was looking for a boy to perform in a little comedy act involving fishing.
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London Palladium with Max Bygraves.





‘Would you like to do a little song or something?’ Max asked, obviously keen to see a bit more of my range.


I marched onto the stage with my uke and started singing ‘I Love to Play My Ukulele’, which was actually one of his songs. In hindsight I realise just how cheeky that must have seemed, but Max smiled widely and laughed his head off. I couldn’t do anything wrong from that point on and he instantly offered me the job. I took part in rehearsals for a few weeks, mainly at weekends, and we opened in early 1959.


Obviously it impacted on my schoolwork quite a lot as there were seven shows a week, including two matinees, but bumping into stars such as Buddy Holly – who was there to star in Bruce Forsyth’s Sunday Night at the London Palladium – spurred me on no end, and with Dad’s connections at the Town Hall he was easily able to speak with the local education officials about allowing me time off school. Actually, all my teachers were really supportive and encouraging. You have to remember it was just a decade after the end of the Second World War and London, and its environs, were still being rebuilt: times were still pretty bleak so to learn one pupil had been offered a job in the glittering West End was quite a feather in the school’s cap and extremely exciting. I had to go to school for 9 a.m., was home by 4 p.m. to brush my teeth, then hopped on a train with my mum to be at the theatre ready to go on in the first act. Fortunately, I could then leave at the interval, as I was only there for that one sketch, so we’d usually be home by about 9.30 p.m., then straight to bed and be ready to do the same again next day. Only on Wednesday matinee days I’d need to leave school at lunchtime.
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A newspaper clipping from the Daily Mirror about my upcoming performance at the London Palladium.





I can’t recall exactly how much I was paid – because I was a minor, my father handled that side of things; he was very good to me, so I won’t grumble, though when I wanted to buy my first car I asked how much I had in the kitty, and he shook his head to signify ‘nothing’. Hmmm.


The sketch, by the way, was quite simple but rather funny. Max was sitting on a stool singing a song with all the latest (and most expensive) fishing gear, and along I came with a little stick, bent pin, and cast off … catching the biggest fish you’d ever seen, before walking off stage arm-in-arm with Max singing a song.


Max asked if I would like to record a song with him for release on his next LP (vinyl record) called ‘Oh My Papa’. I still have a copy Max signed to me and listened to it a while ago – it seems like a different life to me now. To think, there I was a year before, just an ordinary kid playing a ukulele at the odd talent show and now I was appearing in the West End, making a record with the huge star Max Bygraves and then doing the rounds promoting it on various TV shows. I was taking more and more time off school to dash off somewhere or other, and then, to top it all, one day a TV news crew appeared at the house and wanted to film me cycling to school (which excited the neighbours) and then pick up with me later on arriving at the Palladium, all for a report on this ‘young rising star’ named Keith Hamshere. It was all a bit bonkers but fortunately my schoolmates never teased me and, like the teachers, were actually incredibly supportive. As there were no other actors at school or even a drama class, I must have seemed quite ‘unusual’ at the time.


Thankfully, my parents kept me very grounded, as did the lovely stage-door keeper at the Palladium, George Cooper – he’d met them all. George was a kindly, diminutive man who wore glasses (I can talk!), who not only gave me a tip as to my next West End job, but kindly reassured me and calmed me on the one day I was late and thought that was it, my career was over.


You see, by this time Dad had bought a little car and used to sometimes drive me and Mum – who was my constant chaperone, a requirement by law up until the age of 15 – up to the theatre via Hackney Marshes, Mile End Road and into Oxford Street in central London. One day the traffic was really, really awful – we panicked and hopped out at Mile End and onto the Tube, but it was hopeless, and I arrived after my sketch. Thankfully, Max’s son Anthony – who was pretty much the same age as me and who had seen the show several times and actually understudied me during rehearsals – was visiting his father and kindly stepped in.
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Aleta Morrison, London Palladium, 1959.





George reassured me all would be OK and to just pop up to Max’s dressing room.


‘That’s fine, don’t worry about it … Anthony was here … he loved doing it … don’t worry,’ Max said kindly.


I learned a valuable lesson that day and have never been late again and if anything am annoyingly early for every appointment.


I should mention Anthony Bygraves and I actually became great friends. On one occasion I went to stay at Max’s house in Edgware, north London, for a weekend, and it had a large garden with a private lake adjoining, which was also shared by a few other properties.
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Signed LP from Max Bygraves.





Anthony said, ‘C’mon let’s swim to that little island in the middle of the lake.’


The fact that I couldn’t swim didn’t put me off: ‘Yes of course, yes mate, let’s go!’ I exclaimed, and full of bravado I jumped into the lake following Anthony, who was a good swimmer, and somehow splashing around on my back I made it to the island and survived. I can’t quite recall how I got back though.


The following day we went off with Max in his Rolls-Royce for a picnic to Woburn, with Max’s wife Blossom and one of Anthony’s sisters. I felt like a film star!


You couldn’t say I had a ‘star’ dressing room at the Palladium, however: I was in a broom cupboard right at the top of thirteen flights of stairs, with a window overlooking sewage pipes and a brick wall. I had the customary mirror with light bulbs but that was about it. But, then again, how many children can say they had their own dressing room at the Palladium?
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George Cooper, stage-door keeper at the Palladium, with Bruce Forsyth (L) and Norman Wisdom (R).
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Just got Oliver! rehearsal – with my ukelele.












Scene 2
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OLIVER TWIST


Swinging Down the Lane was into its final month or two, and it was stage-door keeper George who told me that Lionel Bart’s Oliver! was being pulled together and they were auditioning for the younger parts and suggested I should go up for it. Now, around about this time I acquired my first agent, Joe Collins – Joan Collins’s father. It was one of those curious things where to act on stage you had to be a member of the Variety Artistes’ Federation (now Equity) and to be a member you needed an agent. With George’s tip-off, Joe and his colleague Cyril Gibbons got me an audition for the role of Oliver Twist. The show was planned to open at the New Theatre in St Martin’s Lane, now the Noël Coward Theatre, so I went along there and joined a lengthy line of other boys to meet Lionel Bart and Peter Coe, the director, sang a few numbers and that was that. I was called back to audition again, and again, and again, and in the end I must have completed thirty interviews; it got really boring by the end to be honest, singing the same numbers to different faces.


My agent called and said, ‘I think it’s between two of you for Oliver but you’re certainly going to be one of the boys.’ I must admit I’d never read the Dickens book, never seen the David Lean film, so knew very little – other than the script – about Oliver Twist and his mates. Even today I’ve still not read the book, so I guess you couldn’t say I was a method actor throwing myself into it all.


Word then came through: I’d got it, the title role!


Before I knew it the real rehearsals started. It was really demanding work: from early morning until late at night I was having singing sessions at a piano with Lionel Bart and Peter Coe, tackling some dramatic scenes and being put through my paces at the theatre – all in at the deep end. I had to be chaperoned, of course, which meant Dad having time off work, while Mum had to try to be a homemaker and look after my older brother. She tried to chaperone me as much as she could, too.


Sean Kenny was the designer of Oliver! and as the episodic story requires quick and varied changes of locale he had to be highly creative and revolutionary in accommodating it. He actually constructed a circular set that changed from a kitchen to the ‘Who Will Buy?’ set and then some stairs came in where we boys were escaping and running away after robbing people. At one point they wanted me to faint at the top of the stairs, fall and be caught by one of the dancers. Peter Coe thought it would be dramatic, but after much debate the producers thought it too risky and wouldn’t allow it. Upon his premature death aged 42 in 1973 he was said to have had ‘an unusual combination of abilities: he had the creativity to dream up a design, but he also had a brilliant engineer’s brain, so he didn’t only dream it, he knew how to make it’.
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Me reading the script of Oliver!





The cast included Ron Moody, Georgia Brown and Danny Sewell (as Fagin, Nancy and Bill). Sir Tony Robinson was one of the boys, and Barry Humphries played Mr Sowerberry the undertaker. We opened in Wimbledon Theatre in 1960 as a ‘tryout’ as they described it (being cheaper!) ahead of transferring to the West End. This allows the production to iron out any glitches, maybe change some songs or routines that don’t work and generally polish things up in front of an audience.


It was not received well in Wimbledon. There was some frantic rejigging with one number dropped, one or two routines moved from part one to part two, and lots of little tweaks. One or two of the kids didn’t quite make it and the rest of us were tremendously nervous as we made the move to the New Theatre for a sold-out first night. Expectations were high, and thankfully we didn’t disappoint – pow! It was magical, all clicked brilliantly, and we took thirty-three curtain calls.
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Me as Oliver – ‘Please, sir, can I have some more?’





All the cast were lovely and Ron Moody in particular was a delight. He used to do little things like, when Fagin was cooking with his back to the audience, he would eat a banana in front of us and wink, and then turn to the audience to deliver his lines. It kept it all fun for us.


My contract was an open-ended one that probably sounded great at the time, but actually caused me to miss out on a lot of other jobs including a possible film version, as 20th Century Fox had bought the rights. However, the show wouldn’t release me and in the end they had to wait for Carol Reed to make a film version in 1968. I was also asked to go to Broadway with the show. C’est la vie.
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The programme for Oliver!





I got to meet a lot of interesting people at stage door every night – quite famous people who just wanted to say hello (as no one was allowed back stage). Then one evening after the show I received a note saying I was wanted across the road at the Talk of the Town. Who was starring that night? Max Bygraves! I was ushered through to the front, and the best table, feeling like a star with my glass of lemonade as Max then introduced me as being in the audience, to much applause. Surprisingly, he then asked me to go up on stage and sing a song from Oliver!, which I had known nothing about.


After we finished and walked into the wings, Max said, ‘You didn’t expect that did you?’ He then explained he’d bought the rights. In fact, Lionel Bart had faced severe financial difficulties, and sold his past and future rights to Oliver! to Max for £5,000 (some reports say £350, but I’m not so sure Bart would have seen that as a decent price!). Max later sold them on for £250,000.
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A Punch magazine cartoon of Oliver!
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Me with Ron Moody, who played Fagin, in 1960.





I was in Oliver! for fourteen long months, six days a week non-stop. I did have a bit of a breakdown, caused by stress really, and suffered inflammation of my throat and was signed off for a week, but otherwise I was on every night and every matinee. I never really knew how it came to end, but I think it was partly manipulated by Walt Disney, who had come to see the show.


My agent Joe Collins was involved in casting a film for Disney called In Search of the Castaways and thought it might be opportune for me to break away from the West End and take my first role in a film. He asked if I would be interested. I said, ‘yes of course’, and then little things started happening like my name not appearing on the new posters or advertising for Oliver! It was as though I was being eased out of the show – though for all the right reasons.


I was sorry to leave my stage family and leave behind the £30 a week I was earning, but it was rather nice to think I had created the part that other boys including Phil Collins, Leonard Whiting and Davy Jones took on.
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Tony Robinson, Steve Marriott, me, Martin Horsey (the artful Dodger) and the rest of the boys from Oliver!





In 1963, Lionel Bart received the Tony Award for Best Original Score. The original London run went on to clock up 2,618 performances, while the Broadway run lasted from early 1963 to late 1964 for 774 performances. There have been many revivals in London, including 1977, 1983, 1994 and 2009 – I wasn’t asked back, by the way, but I can still pick a pocket or two y’know.


As soon as I ended my run at the Palladium my agent Joe Collins told me about a show called Clown Jewels at the Victoria Palace theatre that starred the Crazy Gang – a group of British entertainers formed in the early 1930s. Their most famous members were probably Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen – who were pretty much resident at the theatre and a great favourite of the former King and Queen Mother. I was asked if I could play a young Bud Flanagan, for a three-week stint, and sing a couple of songs while wearing a straw hat and fur coat. It was genuine fun and kept me in gainful employment until Walt Disney was ready for me.
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In Search of the Castaways poster.












Scene 3
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DISNEY AND WINNER


In 1950 the ‘The Eady Levy’ had been introduced as a tax of ¼ penny (a farthing) on box office receipts in the United Kingdom, with the intention of it being re-invested to support the British film industry. To benefit from the fund, and as a British film, a minimum of 85 per cent had to be shot in the UK or the Commonwealth, and only three non-British individual salaries could be excluded from the costs of the film to try to maximise the employment of British actors, technicians and film crew.


The fact a substantial chunk of their budget could be financed through the scheme obviously appealed to many American producers and saw several set up in the country, including Albert R. ‘Cubby’ Broccoli and Walt Disney.


I was asked to meet Walt at a News Theatre in Oxford Street that he’d taken over, and I know we had our photograph taken together but I’ve sadly never been able to find a copy since. We had a chat and he offered me the film In Search of the Castaways. Wow.


Under the guidance of his associate producer Hugh Attwooll, Disney had decided to build on the success of a couple of films he’d produced in the UK by setting up a programme at Pinewood Studios. The Sword and the Rose was the first in 1952 and ten years later came my new film, based on a novel by Jules Verne.


Walt seldom visited the UK and Hugh was very much in charge, with his production manager Peter Manley and head of publicity John Willis. Though quite possibly more important to me was Johnny Jay, one of two stills photographers. Johnny took a lot of publicity photographs with me in the studio and at my home, and really got me interested in what he was doing. In fact, I was really interested in what all the technicians were doing on set as it was all new and exciting to me, but Johnny in particular – and quite unknowingly – sowed the seeds for the next chapter in my career.


The Disney organisation was one of the first ‘renters’ at Pinewood, which up until then had pretty much produced its own films under the Rank banner, and the American way of working caused a few waves at the studio. Pinewood traditionally had a tea trolley visit sets morning and afternoon for the obligatory tea break, but when Hugh said he wanted hot and cold running drinks and snacks available all day, as in US studios, there was a fear among management that Rank employees would wander off to Disney sets to avail themselves of free refreshments – and chaos would ensue. Hugh suggested canteen assistant Margaret be put in charge of the Disney refreshments as she had a photographic memory so would know who was – or importantly who wasn’t – on the unit. Anyone who wasn’t was sent off with a flea in their ear. All was well and good until one day Margaret refused to serve an unfamiliar gentleman and said, ‘You’re not on this film, clear off.’ The man laughed, and when Margaret demanded to know his name he rubbed his middle finger over his right eyebrow and said, ‘Disney, Walt Disney.’


Sadly my South American-set adventure marked Maurice Chevalier’s last screen appearance, playing an eccentric professor helping three children to track down their explorer father. Hayley Mills was set to star as Mary (in her third film for ‘Uncle Walt’), Michael Anderson Jr as John, and I was offered the role of Hayley’s screen brother, Robert.


The script took us through fire, ice and water, where we encountered alligators, jaguars, mutineers and a man-eating Māori dog, across several countries – or so it seemed. The original intention was to visit all of the locations – a bit like Swiss Family Robinson did – but in truth, the furthest we travelled from Pinewood was a few miles down the road to Twickenham to use the water tank; otherwise the entire film was shot in the studio – thanks to some clever special effects and excellent matte work. That was really because Hayley’s father, Sir John Mills, was travelling around the world filming a lot and he wanted Hayley to be based near home where his wife Mary could chaperone her, hence it was all filmed at the studio with huge sets recreating all the locations. I was there for thirty-two weeks in all, and the production billeted Mum and I in Gerrards Cross at the Bull Hotel in quite possibly their worst room – and me a star, earning £70 a week and with my own chauffeur to take me back and forth including to Abbey Road where we recorded some songs etc. It was all great fun, and I was too young to take it all seriously.


Obviously, I’d learned the script, and, of course, each week we would talk through what we’d be shooting so we could refresh the lines in our minds, as back in Oliver! I was performing the same script day in and day out and wearing the same costume. Our director Robert Stevenson was a really sweet, patient and kind soul born in Buxton in the Peak District who went on to greater success in Hollywood with Mary Poppins, The Love Bug and Bedknobs and Broomsticks. In total he directed nineteen films for Disney.


We children, meanwhile, pretty much had the run of Pinewood as the production was based across so many of its stages, and the studio had its own stables too, complete with horses, which we’d take out for a trot around the adjacent Black Park. Along with the fun we had tutors too, of course, to continue our schooling, and A-block at Pinewood became the classroom area. There was even a little lab for the sciences, which always fascinated me, particularly when we were once making something mildly explosive and the tutor had to nip out to the bathroom, telling us not to do this or that – and, of course, we did. There was a bit of a bang, followed by a small fire and the sound of fire engines descending. It really wasn’t all that serious actually; far worse was when Hayley decided to dry her trousers out on a heater in her dressing room after we filmed a water sequence and got soaking wet – I remember her coming into the corridor shouting ‘Fire! Fire!’ as the smoke billowed.


Michael, Hayley and I became great pals and would occasionally go out to the cinema in Gerrards Cross on an afternoon off. We’d be dropped off by car and then picked up afterwards, and being the envy of many a young lad, I thought I might perhaps put my arm around Hayley (who sat between Michael and I) during the film one day, only to discover my co-star had beaten me to it! Quite funny when you think about it.
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Me, Maurice Chevalier and Hayley Mills in In Search of the Castaways.





The plot of our adventure, by the way, concerned teenager Mary Grant, her younger brother Robert and the scientist French Professor Jacques Paganel (Maurice Chevalier) tricking their way aboard the grand yacht Persevero II during a bon voyage party to see the owner of the shipping company, Lord Edward Glenarvan (Wilfrid Hyde-White). With the encouragement of his own son, John, Glenarvan’s luxurious paddle boat sets sail for the coastal town of Concepcion, Chile, in search of the missing Captain Grant (Jack Gwillim), who was believed to have perished at sea. It was all great fun, and boys’ own adventure stuff.


In Search of the Castaways was a great commercial success. Upon its initial release, it earned $4.9 million at the American box office, making it the third most successful film of the year behind The Longest Day and Lawrence of Arabia. It was one of the twelve most popular movies at the British box office in 1963, too.
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Front-of-house stills from In Search of the Castaways.
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Wilfrid Hyde-White, me, Hayley Mills, Michael Anderson Jr and Maurice Chevalier.
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A photo I took of Hayley Mills and Michael Anderson Jr.
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Maurice Chevalier on his seventy-third birthday.





I was only contracted for one film for Walt Disney and while their production programme continued in the UK my services were not required again – mainly because they realised I wasn’t very good! Well, that’s a bit harsh, though I do remember dear Bob Stevenson trying to get me to play down my reactions – you have to remember I was from a theatre background where everything was big and bold, so that the people in the back row of the stalls could see your reactions and hear every word. In film if you raised your eyebrow up half an inch it actually moved 8ft high on the cinema screen, and there’s no need to project your voice either as they had lovely microphones just above your head. But it was all new to me and I was still learning.


I was, however, soon afterwards offered another film called Play it Cool for director Michael Winner, again to be shot at Pinewood. This was Winner’s fifth or sixth feature and he already had a reputation for being difficult, shouting at cast and crew through a megaphone – even if he was just a foot or two away from them – and being generally bad-mannered and ill-tempered.


It was the early 1960s and kids now had a lot of buying power, particularly in music. Anglo-Amalgamated studio chief Nat Cohen decided he wanted in on the contemporary music scene and contracted producer David Deutsch to make a film called Play it Cool, essentially about a young chap with a band of his mates playing the coffee bars and nightclubs of London, where he was hoping to find an heiress. It was a terrific cast, headed by Billy Fury (Britain’s answer to Elvis) who played struggling musician Billy Universe. In support were Michael Anderson Jr, Ray Brooks, Jeremy Bulloch, Helen Shapiro, Bobby Vee, Alvin Stardust, and Lionel Blair.


Meeting Fury and jamming with him on set during breaks was the memorable part of the film for me, along with getting a lift off him with Ray Brooks, in Billy’s Humber Snipe. I took my own guitar to set, which I had bought a year or two earlier for £10, and received lessons from Allan Hodgkiss, the most brilliant and talented guitarist, who played with Django Reinhardt and the Hot Club of France. One day Billy asked me if I was being paid rental for playing it. ‘Paid?’ I asked.
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The cast of Play it Cool.





So I went over to production manager Donald Toms and mentioned ‘rental’.


‘Can’t do that,’ he replied, ‘Michael won’t allow it,’ obviously mindful of other actors bringing in their instruments. Knowing we’d already shot on it, and being a bit bloody-minded at that point, I said in that case I wouldn’t bring it in again. The art department had to scramble around to find another similar guitar but if you watch the film closely you’ll see it wasn’t quite similar enough.
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Me on the guitar in Play it Cool.





The film was meant to be Britain’s first ‘Twist’ film, but the ‘Twist’ hadn’t come to England in 1961 and so nobody ‘twisted’! The few people we found who could do it were brought on as ‘twist instructors’ and gave us all lessons.


Winner wound everyone up with that damn megaphone, not least the lovely sound recordist Dudley Messenger. On one take Winner screamed, ‘Everybody twist!’ nearly blowing Dudley’s headphones off, so in retaliation, when Winner called for another take, Dudley proceeded to play Brahms through the loudspeakers. On another occasion, when Winner screamed the instruction, twenty-six loud hailers came down from the ceiling on the end of some string, and on yet another occasion the crew creased when Winner put his megaphone down only to reveal a circle of black boot polish around his mouth.


Oh there are so many stories about Winner, though he did at least have a sense of humour, as was demonstrated when one key crew member excused himself from set during a scene shift, but ten minutes later still hadn’t returned. Winner was not renowned for his patience, and so, when he was ready to go for a take, demanded to know where ‘Sid’ was. Someone said he was in the gent’s loo. Furious, Winner stormed off the stage and into the corridor where the loo was located, flung the door open and, noticing an occupied cubicle, screamed, ‘Sid, are you in there?’ A voice came back over the door, ‘Michael, I can only deal with one shit at a time!’
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Michael Winner, director of Play it Cool.





Winner fell about.


It was a mercifully short shoot, five weeks in all, with a £72,000 budget, so it wasn’t exactly on the same scale as my Disney picture, but then again it wasn’t a big financial risk either. But ABC cinemas – then owned by the film’s financier Anglo-Amalgamated – refused to play the film! Nat Cohen eventually persuaded them to try it out on three screens, one of which was in Luton – and the cinema was besieged. Kids had been so starved of their own brand of entertainment that they were literally fighting to get in.


I’d also developed – if you’ll forgive the pun – a greater interest in photography thanks to Johnny Jay and bought my first camera from him, a Nikon S2. I had unknowingly taken the first tentative steps into the next chapter of my career because the main problem with child actors I discovered is, of course, that they grow up – as did I, and my voice broke.
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Nan Munro and Grandpa Thomas.
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Nan Munro’s garage in Cleveland Road.
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My family home in Ilford.
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