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Introduction


Only Americans do introductions well, confidently shouting, ‘Philip de Sousa Bolenczewiecz, I don’t think you’ve met Marylou Felicia von Winterhalter.’ And they can do this even without staring at the label pinned to your jacket. For them togetherness is all; for the English it’s to be avoided.


I’m doing the native routine even now, avoiding the task with facetiousness and a meandering sidelong approach that suggests I’m somehow ashamed, that I don’t want you to meet this selection from the diary I’ve kept on-and-off since my eighteenth year. In fact, there’s been so much ‘off’ that, strictly speaking, it’s not a diary at all, at times almost a memoir, not only because of the periods when it was let lapse altogether but for the irregular years before I began writing (as now) every next-morning about the day-before. So, in many of the forty or so volumes, events were recollected after a gap of weeks and may be as much a work of fiction as my plays or my alleged autobiography, Feeling You’re Behind (Weidenfeld, 1984). This was a memoir of my first forty years as boy, man, aircraftsman, actor, teacher, husband, father and playwright, a Life cobbled together from memory, photographs, hearsay, my semi-fictional comedies and the journals. Only for the last twenty have these deserved that name, that’s to say: being written on a daily basis, almost like a morning exercise or pianist’s scales, recording not just the big events but the everyday trivia and casual encounters that comprise the true diary. Boswell told Johnson he was afraid he put into his journals too many little incidents.


‘There is nothing, Sir,’ was the expected put-down, ‘too little for so little a creature as man. It is by studying little things that we attain the great art of having as little misery and as much happiness as possible.’


The originals of mine are now in the British Library’s Theatre Archive, though their access is limited till after my death, or that of my wife, whichever’s the later. This is more to avoid hurt feelings than a



fear of litigation. There are, unfortunately, few scandals or juicy revelations.


From 1945 to 1948 they’re in the form of letters home from India, Singapore, Malaya and Hong Kong, written to describe my national service years to my parents in Bristol. They’re on scraps of notepaper, airmail forms, in pads and blocks of lined notepaper, mostly undated, but with chapter-numbers and fancy travelogue headings like ‘Delhi, Utopia of India’ or ‘Tomorrow and Tomorrow’. From my release in 1948 to the start of a brief acting career in the early fifties, there are only occasional entries. Then a rough record begins again, now typed on loose sheets with two fingers (still my style in the year 2000). From ’71 to ’76, I used those day-by-day diaries sold by stationers, done in longhand. The longest lapse means there are only scraps and fragments from ’76 till ’83, when the page-a-days resume and run till ’93. Since then I’ve kept them daily, religiously, using a series of word processors of increasing complexity and obtuseness. Much of my energy goes into shouting at their refusal to think for themselves instead of slavishly obeying my manual mistakes. So fiendish yet so fundamentally dim! But the advantages of the PC for a diarist are clear: the previous day can be scanned and altered, omitted events added later, mistakes corrected and on occasion shameful opinions deleted. This makes the entries more readable and detailed but even less reliable. Pen-and-ink has to stand. These electronic images can be erased without trace so easily that, at this stage in their evolution, huge screeds are lost at the touch of a wrong key. On one occasion twenty-five pages vanished in the works of a borrowed machine no-one knew how to cajole.


The processor changes diaries forever. Their authors can censor their own lives. I try not to make many restrospective emendations after a couple of days have elapsed, not looking again for a long time, perhaps years. On the other hand, published diaries are always edited, plums pulled from the pudding, ‘life’ so arranged and altered that they become an even greater lie than photographs. Both have to be interpreted to surrender their truths.


The present selection covers about ten years, taking up where the Memoir left off in New York in 1968. Our immediate family – I the



father, Thelma the mother, two daughters Louise and Catherine, one son Dan, and Barbara, a German au pair – had gone there for the Broadway opening of my play A Day in the Death of Joe Egg, which had begun in Glasgow’s Citizens’ Theatre. Albert Finney and his producing partner Michael Medwin saw it and brought it to London. It was now, for the third time, successfully launched (on Broadway) by our close friend the director Michael Blakemore, with Albert replacing Joe Melia in the lead. Albert’s name – and he was then a Great Store – was causing queues around the block. We waited awhile for Storedom to come to us too and, when it didn’t, went visiting family and friends farther west in Illinois and Wisconsin.


Our voyage from England had been in the depth of a bitter winter on an ocean liner that had seen better days, plodding across a stormy Atlantic. Our first US visit over, we flew home from Chicago in a few hours and tried to resettle to the old life in Bristol.


Not for long. The royalties from Albert’s three-month run meant we could afford to move to London to enjoy the Storedom we were still sure was waiting for us somewhere. We bought a detached (by a few feet) villa in Blackheath and, leaving the children in Bristol with the au pair, camped out on a sleeping-bag in one of the enormous empty rooms. That is where, in 1968, this selection starts. It ends at the point where I began to live more and set down less. This wasn’t a conscious decision to avoid or hide from unbearable memories, as in Larkin’s poem ‘Forget What Did’. Life just became busier and for some time I lost the inexplicable habit of wanting to put it all down.


Most people have hobbies. Sad to say, this is mine. I’ve even asked to take it on my desert island along with the eight records.


A familiar hurdle in naturalistic playwriting is introducing – say – members of a family to an audience of strangers. To get over the necessary facts, there’s usually a stretch known as The Exposition, where people who know each other perfectly well can sound as though they’re all suffering amnesia as they explain to each other who their spouses or parents or children are, where they live and what jobs they do. Opening scenes try to tell The Story So Far without appearing to, a problem TV solves by saying ‘Previously’ and showing a few clips from last week’s episode. A series also gains by the main characters being already familiar.




I’ve found a similar sort of difficulty cropping up with this volume and, rather than burden the text with notes, have added explanations that weren’t in the original diary. When more’s needed, or when I remember more than I noted at the time or consider a bit of hindsight would help, a modern commentary is shown in smaller, square-bracketed type and indented paragraphs.


I hope the contribution of my family is obvious from the diary itself. Even so, all my writing is made possible by Thelma, who has shared my life for forty years and without whom it would hardly be bearable.


Our adult children have had to watch distorted versions of their lives being acted on stage and screen and weren’t even consulted in the matter. Their good natures must be due mostly to their mother. As the grandchildren grow, they may find explanations here but must be careful not to believe everything they read.


There was no obvious way to explain our long affinity with Charles Wood and my brother Geoffrey. Their wives Valerie and Mary were at Colston’s Girls School in Bristol in the ’40s with Thelma. The motto was ‘Go and do thou likewise,’ which they took to heart, Val and Thelma by marrying playwrights, Mary by becoming my sister-in-law. We’re still good friends and relations.


Nick Hern looked into these pages long before there was any thought of making them public. He encouraged me to think they would interest others and has kept rekindling the fire when it was nearly out. So any blame is partly his.


July 2000
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May


The garden burgeoned like a floral mile, roses and lupins, sage and peonies and weeds choking the beds between. I borrowed a mower and cut the grass. The house was at first depressing, hardly worth the cheque I’d written the previous week for Eleven Thousand One Hundred and Twenty Two Pounds Only, completing the total of £12,250. It’s redbrick with a pitch roof and bay windows, circa 1890, the sort one associates with H.G. Wells or the one Thomas Hardy built himself when he’d made some money. Badly thought out and so deep that the rooms on the ground floor are pitch dark where they meet halfway back. They don’t build them like that any more. But it’s big and solid and there are large gardens front and back, a playground for our two daughters and son after the cramped yard in Bristol.


Barbara brought them up by train. Odd how you could sometimes kill them after a week of no-one else – say, half-term or in a Manhattan hotel room – but, parted from them for a day, you’re usually glad to see them again. They stood on the platform so shiny and gay and their faces were such pictures of happiness to see us!





[While work was done on the awkward house, making the rear room into a spacious kitchen and adding a bathroom to our bedroom floor, we stayed on in Bristol, not making the move until August. During these months, I talked to several people about the film of Joe Egg, met Robert Shaw in the Ritz and at Shepperton where Harold Pinter laughed forcefully at rushes of The Birthday Party.


I entertained Albert Finney and William Friedkin (The French Connection) in Bristol and lunched in Soho with executives from Columbia pictures and Sidney Lumet (Twelve Angry Men, Network) who talked mostly of oysters and wondered why in Hadrian the Seventh a Protestant craved to be Pope. A Jew he said he could understand. ‘It’s a good job, near the mountains for the wife and kids, a big town house. But for a goy?’ For several very different reasons, nothing came of any of this.]







July


The weeks fly and I am a day off forty-one. Last night my latest play was the opening drama of Yorkshire Television. As I feared, it came over as an anthology of domestic trivia. I’d written it to order last year to fill a slot in a series under the umbrella heading The Sex War. Any such war finished for me in a truce some years ago and now there’s only a long peace relieved by daily skirmishes. Due to my stage success, this was now seen as a creditable catch for the producer, so it went out with undeserved fuss and flourish.


The press was the best I’ve had for a TV play, far more highly praised than the BBC’s expensive futuristic satire, shown at the same hour. The week’s good reviews ended with young Stoppard in The Observer: ‘Though nothing much “happens” in his plays, I can’t think of many things more dramatic than the thought of ten million people sitting safe around their sets and discovering that someone has got them right between the eyes.’


Who could resist such a honeyed tongue?


August


Took passports to Petty France where I found Joe Melia ahead of me in the queue, off to Spain to appear in a film. We hadn’t met since he’d refused to go to New York with the rest of the Joe Egg cast. A slight smell lingers around this episode but Joe the radical had certainly not been keen to meet all the Fascists he expected in that right-wing city.


‘Is it all for Spain in this queue?’ I asked the waiting people, ‘all Fascists here?’


We afterwards walked and drank beer, and he insisted again that he’d never maligned Albert Finney in public and had indeed killed all press implication that he’d been dropped from the cast for Broadway.


‘And the fact is, if I’d gone with it instead, you’d never have had your sell-out run and couldn’t have bought a house in Blackheath. So mine’s another pint, cheers!’


Mum and friend Jean came to stay, en route from a cut-price holiday in Cattolica, loaded with nasty toys for the children which broke almost at once. Dan cried ‘I don’t want this!’ and Catherine pulled the



voice from the belly of her crying doll. For herself Mum had bought dainty shoes, trinkets and a toy grand piano that played a Neapolitan song when the lid was lifted. Coming home in the car from the coach station, they seemed cheerful. Mum blew smoke in our faces at seven a.m., but we’d expected that and held our breath. As the days passed, her self-pity became uncontrollable. How can I condemn her when we’re so alike? Life’s not easy, even for us, the privileged, and those with our temperament must get on the winning side or we’ll waste time lamenting our lot. Luckily I can use that feeling for my work, writing it out. Poor Mum just becomes a burden, a little girl who hasn’t had her fair share of dolly mixtures.


September


Neither Thelma nor I much wanted to leave the kids in this house of mounting female excitement but our chance had come for a week on our own, the first ever. Louise cried as we drove off; the others waved happily. When they pointed this out to her, they told us later, she said, ‘But they’re too young to understand that Mummy and Daddy are going for a long time.’


A week for them can look like forever.


At Hanover we came down out of the clouds to follow flight corridors across East Germany to the isolated city of Berlin. As at no other airport I know, landings are made right into the urban centre. Buildings rise all around as you wait for touch-down. Sheep crop the grass, inured to the roaring engines. At passport control, an official tipped the wink to a photographer who started taking our pictures. Another first. No-one in New York gave us the celebrity treatment. In fact, we were mostly ignored and the general view was that Blakemore and Nichols were pseudonyms for Finney, who had also written and directed the play he was starring in.


His snaps taken, the photographer helped us with our luggage to the barrier where, he told us, Mrs Beyer of Schiller Theater would soon be meeting us. Mrs Beyer turned out to be thin on top and with a luxuriant beard and an injured finger encased in plaster, an apt introduction to the man who was to be our host for the week, dramaturg Werner Beyer, eager, smiling, respectful but stubborn. Thelma baptised him Noddy in recognition of this tireless reassuring gesture.




At our hotel beside the Schlosspark-Theater, a sort of annexe of the Schiller, we were met by Boleslaw Barlog, the general intendant or Big Cheese of the whole outfit. More photos, capturing us before a poster advertising Ein Tag im Sterben von Joe Egg. With a plethora of bows and handshakes, Herr Barlog assured us of his best intentions and hoped to see us next day at the eleven o’clock rehearsal.


In due course, Noddy let us sit in his posh secondhand Citroen with the adjustable suspension. ‘Can you feel it going up and down?’ he asked as we sat in the car park waiting to move. Eventually he took us to see Kurfurstendamm (‘only Berliners must call it Ku’damm,’ he warned us), Brandenburg Gate, Congress Hall, National Gallery, Phil-harmonie and Reichstag. In an hour, more impressive modern architecture than you’d find in the whole of London. But then, we realised, West Berlin is nearly all modern; the rest was destroyed. Mies van der Rohe’s gallery was opened only three days before in time for the Festwochen, of which my little play is one of the events. The boulevards are as in the nineteenth century, designed – like those in Paris – by Baron Haussmann, broad and with generous promenades for pedestrians.


We walked up to the Wall, ugly and offensive, with barbed wire, in fact only one of several such walls that are hidden by the first. Noddy was unmoved by our sympathy that his city’s so severed. He showed the nearby memorial to the Russian dead, guarded within the Western sector by Russian troops. Sometimes, he said, during anti-Soviet demos, these poor squaddies were far too easy a target for attack, so to avoid an international incident the British have built a camp alongside and stationed a detachment there to guard the Russians who are supposed to be our enemies.


The rehearsal was encouraging, though the worst errors weren’t obvious at first: one, that the child’s played by an adult actress and two, we couldn’t see any affection in the way the parents handled her. The woman doing Joe has made a great effort imitating the physical distortions of a spastic child, a spectacle so repulsive that Herr Barlog has turned her wheelchair to face upstage. All this helps to create an atmosphere not so much homely as horrific. I thought of UFA and The Cabinet of Dr Caligari. The achievement of Mike’s production was to show the mundane exchanges and routines that constitute life with such a daughter.




Useless to complain. They’d been in rehearsal for months and no criticism was expected or wanted. My visit was a public formality.


For Noddy and his wife Inke, the enemy’s not Russia or the DDR but Axel Springer, reactionary press baron whose glass tower stands against the Wall as a symbolic up-you to the East. The uncles and oldies on all sides are the villains, if they’re old in spirit. Werner had refused the application of some students to hire the theatre for a birthday party for one of their professors who’s a spokesman for Nazi views.


We walked by the waters of the Wannsee and he pointed out Goering’s villa.


‘These people are not important. They can live quietly with their dogs and keep their country houses. But they shan’t be heard. I told these students we could hurt their professor if we wanted but we don’t want. They said How you could? And I said we could print in a programme for a Jewish play what this man said in 1933. Then they went to see Mister Barlog and of course he too throw them out.’


It seemed Barlog succeeded to his post because, when jobs came to be allotted after the war, he was the only eligible applicant who hadn’t been a Nazi.


In Werner’s lovely car, we floated to Charlottenburg Schloss, a cool baroque palace with formal ornamental gardens behind and lawns which no-one ever trampled. I suggested to Inke that it must have been one of the few old buildings left in Berlin.


‘Oh, this is a reconstruction, built about 1948,’ she told me, ‘the original was gutted by fire-bombs.’


A jet airliner rose suddenly into the sky behind the classical marble statuary, carved in the last twenty years. The tearing rasp of its engines savaged the serenity of the park.


‘Isn’t that beautiful!’ said Inke, meaning the aircraft. It wasn’t the first or last example of a Berliner’s gratitude for their lifeline.


I was shown first to the local press and TV film units and shared an interview with another visitor, the author of Catch 22, Joseph Heller who, despite his name, had no German either. I was somewhat awed by him but he was easy company, though not much better than I at keeping the talk rolling. The reporters were shy, Barlog explained, of asking questions and betraying the limits of their English.




Heller’s only play was the other production on offer for the Festwochen, staged in the Schiller’s main house. We Bombed in New Haven had become Wir bombardieren Regensburg. Behind us at the preview sat a young actor Max Unterzaucher, who pissed on it mercilessly. In the row in front sat Heller, muttering explanations over his shoulder to help us follow the action. We felt as Berliners must, trying to keep peace between two extremes. Max played the eponymous Kaspar in Peter Handke’s monodrama in a club theatre on Ku’damm. It wasn’t so much about the famous wolf-boy as the power of words to define the limits of our minds. Max and his wife and the producers of that event came for drinks at the Beyers’. All the things we’d hoped of New York were, to our surprise, happening here: intelligent people, decent company, generous entertainment and a respectful interest in us. Of course, they hadn’t yet seen my play.


On Sunday morning at eleven I was called downstairs to the theatre where a full invited house was already watching the first act. During the social comedy of the second, which seemed to me to be getting its proper laughs, Barlog turned and put his face close to mine, his vile breath flooding my nostrils as he whispered:


‘Next time, you write a comedy.’


Werner worked himself into a state about whether I should wear what-he-called ‘a dinner chucket’ to the mayoral opening of the festival that evening, at which I was to be the honoured guest. Perhaps, he thought, wearing a mere lounge suit would be construed as insolence. I said alright, it would have to be as I hadn’t brought a dinner chucket.


‘No,’ Inke told her husband, ‘as honoured guest and author of the play at Schlosspark he must make a scandal.’


‘No, not that either,’ I said. ‘If they won’t let us in. we come away without drawing attention. Not really very likely they will though, is it?’


‘Ah, these occasions are absurd, a subject for farce,’ said Werner, nodding and jumping from foot to foot.


‘But why are you, a Communist, a radical, so bothered about wearing the right clothes for a mayoral beanfeast?’


‘We must know our enemy,’ and he tapped the side of his nose with the plaster finger.


He measured himself against me. ‘I am about the same size but shorter in the arms and wider in the bellows. I shall go to the wardrobe



of Schiller Theater and find a right-size dinner-chucket. A shirt, a tie and cummerbund. You say cummerbund?’


‘Well, not often.’


But after a stroll with Inke to watch the dancing and ice-skating at Europa Centre, we came home to find he’d changed his strategy.


‘If they don’t let you in, I announce that the honoured author-guest is standing outside because of bourgeois follies.’


‘So I’ll go in my lounge suit?’


Evidently no spare chuckets in the Schiller’s wardrobe.


The reception was at the Philharmonie. Werner found a place in the car park and was about to kill the engine when he cried ‘No, wait! This is for the doctor only’ and reversed to another. I stepped off in the dark across the lawn towards the main entrance.


‘No, wait!’ he called again, then, ‘Ah, you are English so yes, you walk on the grass. Very well so shall I and we shall say it is the English way.’


The glass doors leading into the foyers were firmly closed against us. Werner pushed them all without any luck, not for a moment letting the smile die on his face. Some guests who were leaving early opened the door and we slipped in unnoticed.


‘This was lucky,’ he admitted and led us towards a gathering of several hundred people at the far end. By no means all were in dinner chuckets so a scandal was averted. After about ten minutes, we found some glasses on a table and busied ourselves with them like extras in a film left to improvise our own business.


‘This might be a party for the workers of TWA,’ Werner said.


‘You don’t know anyone?’


‘No-one. That’s the mayor over there but he doesn’t know me.’


He did finally meet an elderly critic. Everyone in authority in the city was elderly, if not old. Through Werner, he warned us that my play would offend many people, then saw someone and made his escape. We were alone again. We helped ourselves to more drinks from a passing tray.


‘Excuse me, sir,’ said a voice behind me. I turned as a camera was raised towards me. By now almost used to this, I assumed a photogenic smile. ‘Would you mind standing out of the way while I photograph Mister Bernstein?’


The maestro of the New York Phil, the real guest of honour, moved



forward to meet the mayor, arms outstretched, cape flowing, a pint-sized Dracula.





[The first of several Bernstein semi-encounters over the next few decades till we finally did meet him in 1990 shortly before his death.]





It was easier getting out than in.


At the restaurant where they took us to eat, we saw, at a distant table, Heller dining with some of his actors. We felt we should say hullo.


‘Hey, however d’you find me?’ he said, assuming this was the end of a long search for us.


‘How did it go?’ asked Thelma.


‘They seemed to like the actors but when I went on they booed me. I thought the show was fine and wanted to ask what the hell was the matter with it but I don’t have any German.’


The next day, Monday, our last in the city, began with shopping and finished with the opening of my play. Max, the actor who played Kaspar in Handke’s play, is Austrian, a foreigner, so can go into East Berlin. Werner and Inke, being Berliners, can’t. First we bought flowers for the actresses then Max drove us in his battered Deux Chevaux to Checkpoint Charlie, a location familiar from Cold War films.


Max told the glowering borderguards that the newspaper I carried had been bought that morning to read a notice of Heller’s play and also carried a photo from mine. The soldier pored over the print as if over a bit of hard-core porn and finally tore out the actors’ picture and gave it to me. Thelma and I, unaccustomed to these rituals, found ourselves acting truculent, quarrelling with each other and producing all the wrong things. The torn piece of newsprint kept coming out, to Max’s annoyance. We declared and counted out our currency, made lists of our passport numbers, home addresses, professions, Christ knows what, for all of which no pens were provided. Twenty yards from the US sector, the place was as tatty as wartime England, all cream paint and handwritten signs, prefab huts and ill-fitting uniforms. At another window we changed the obligatory five marks into the currency of the DDR. No books are allowed in but Thelma had brought along for light reading, in her smart Bergdorf-Goodman-5th-Avenue handbag, a paperback of Edmund Wilson’s To the Finland Station. This brought



no approving smile to the likenesses of Marx and Lenin staring from the walls. The woman flipped through and handed it back. Outside, another soldier went over the car, examining every bag and sweet-paper, poking about under the seats and scrutinising the underside with a mirror on a stick.


Quieter streets, hardly any cars and the few pedestrians staring curiously at us as we drove past the drab buildings. Max parked in Unter den Linden, far more easily than on Ku’damm. Shop-windows were full of porcelain for visitors to buy with their marks. The traditional stuff was pretty but anything modern was in a style not far from Woolworth’s. Max was as depressed as we were by the absence of a modern manner. At the end, a confluence of empty boulevards became a group of public buildings that fronted a great square which Max seemed to be telling us was used for parrots. Well, after all, there was a train-station called Zoo in West Berlin so perhaps . . .


‘You know – soldiers, bands and rockets.’


It was their Red Square, of course, used for shows of military strength, May Day parades.


He showed us The Berliner Ensemble, on Museum Island, explaining that the Deutsches Theater is now the one that counts. Brecht’s is as much of a joke here as the Schiller is in the other half, both establishment symbols, like almost everything else in this city, like the city itself, which has no real power even as a capital. All real authority has passed to Bonn, Munich, Frankfurt and Stuttgart.


‘It’s hard to make contact with the people here. So much fear on both sides.’


Time was getting on and it began to rain. We walked back and found the Deux Chevaux being examined by two young men.


‘They don’t see many French cars,’ Max said and started a conversation with the strangers who, without explaining, got into the back seat and sat beside Thelma. Some children came up and asked for chocolate, cigarettes and gum, as we had of GI’s in wartime England. Max drove about the streets, talking to the young men in German so that I grasped only a few proper names – Tito, Cernik, Dubcek. He finally dropped them in a side-street where they shook hands sadly and went off.


‘Interesting,’ Max said. ‘They’re students. They don’t agree with the regime, especially what happened in Prague. They wanted us to know.’




At the cream-coloured prefabs at Checkpoint Charlie, my newspaper photo was again scrutinised by the shy young soldiers. One examined my passport, staring at me and my mug-shot till I thought I should burst into inappropriate laughter. Was this the idea? Within minutes we were in the artificial bustle of Ku’damm.





[The play’s opening went well. Laughter until the entrance of the child, then a respectful silence. At the end, strong applause and some cheers as the actors lined up. Berlin still held to a practice long abandoned in England, that the author should appear on first nights to share the credit. My orders were to get backstage in time for the fifth or so curtain. I was there in the wings but miscounted and Mister Barlog had to grab my jacket and pull me back when I was halfway on. He finally let me walk forward into the lights. There was a pause as they tried to decide who this myopic stranger could be, then a chorus of boos. So my play was as bad as Heller’s? Like him, I lacked the German to ask who the hell they thought had won the war for Chrissake. The catcall was soon countermanded by stronger applause but not soon enough for me.


It was later explained, by Max I think, that this was all part of a protest movement. All English-language plays were catcalled on principle to promote the production of homegrown drama. The endemic secrecy of the place prevented anyone from warning us.]





Next morning some last-minute shopping for the children. No toy soldiers, Action Men, guardsmen, rockets or guns allowed. The military urge is discouraged and about time too, though playing with toy soldiers does not a warrior make. I did as a kid and was a pacifist at eighteen, as soon as the war ended. We were late at Werner’s place and he was hopping from foot to foot. Over lunch, he gave us his translations of the first reviews, all good.


‘Now we just go to Schiller Theater where Mr Bessing will want to say goodbye.’


‘Will there be time before our plane leaves?’


We found Mr Bessing in the canteen. He was as unknown to us as we to him but as Werner’s immediate boss had to be sure our minder was doing his job. He now drove to Tempelhof at high speed for a departure time I read as 3.40. He was taking things even more hectically than usual and we had to run to keep up as he arrived at check-out, where the girl telephoned and said they’d hold the plane.




‘Again we are lucky,’ he said, ‘but it is close.’


‘Close? Three-forty?’


‘Three o’clock. It is about to leave.’


‘No, look, in your own writing.’


‘That’s not four, it’s aitch for hundred. Fifteen hundred hours.’


He danced from foot to foot, waved the hand with the plaster finger, shouting best greetings as we juggled with passports and scampered across the airstrip with our hand baggage. The doors were closed behind us. Minutes later we looked down on what Günter Grass calls ‘the city closest to the realities of the age’.


Werner had thrust an envelope into my hand before we left his flat. Two shots of me and Heller talking and one of our arrival a week ago: Thelma and I trying to live up to expectations and Werner behind us, poised springheeled as though about to take off, exultant to have bagged us. On the envelope he’d written: ‘to use whenever they doubt their Berlin adventure could have been reality’.





[During the next two months, I revised the first draft of the new stage play for Olivier and Tynan, based on the old television script The End Beds that had been rejected by every producer in the land, now retitled The National Health. Our new friends among the neighbours at Blackheath include John Grigg, who had disclaimed his Lord Altrincham handle to run for Parliament, and Michael Frayn, whose funny pieces we’d long enjoyed.]





I told Michael I’d been asked to appear on Any Questions? and wondered whether he had.


‘Oh, don’t tell that story,’ said Gill his wife, covering face with hands, almost as embarrassed as himself.


‘Well,’ he began at once, ‘they asked me, yes, and I said alright, just once, no more, I’m not going on every week, understand that. I think they must have because they’ve never asked me since. We were all eating and drinking in this pub in Devizes or somewhere – Boothby, Marghanita Laski – having a pretty good time by and large, when the producer came and told us first that President Kennedy had been shot at, not yet that he was dead. It sobered us a bit and we all turned to discussing him. The second bulletin said he’d been killed and of course we were all very shocked. We really were. But, you know, not enough to stop us eating and drinking. That wouldn’t have helped anyone. We



decided we shouldn’t go on air and talk about the morality of mini-skirts or whatever it was and Boothby was delegated to phone the Controller, who said all scheduled broadcasts were being cancelled anyway, so we just went in front of the audience and made short speeches of regret.’


‘You were awful,’ Gill said, raising her face for a moment.


‘I was terrible. I managed to say we’d all wanted Adlai Stevenson but were very sorry just the same . . . Oh God! . . . But Boothby was terribly moving. He broke down when it came to his turn. He said it wasn’t just the death of a fine statesman and charismatic leader but – for him – the death of a friend. And we were all horrified. I mean, we’d been drinking and discussing Kennedy as a public figure and all the time Bob knew him as a friend. Tears were pouring down his cheeks. I went up as soon as we’d done and told him how sorry I was and it turned out they’d been once together on a TV show in America! Christ, what a bloody cheek!’


Life’s changed a good deal for us recently. In the spring of last year we had to borrow £500 from Peggy and £250 from Charles Wood. This week I’ve turned down three film offers and heard that my share of the US tour of Egg is $2,000 a week. My new play’s gone off to Tynan, who was eager to read it. But when I urged Peggy to send him Egg, she said he was far too busy. Charles, who was in favour for a few years, is out again. The military craze is over, John Lennon’s given up wearing nineteenth-century uniforms and the Yanks have dropped Swinging London, in which by some strange process Charles got himself included. Our new accountant assesses our annual income as £24,000. I also employ a solicitor to look after the children’s trust, lawyers to argue my film contracts, a mother’s help, part-time gardener, daily woman, window-cleaner and team of builders.


Uncle Bert and Aunt Hattie came for Sunday dinner. Heather, our new help, drove me through the Blackwall Tunnel to Stratford-atte-Bowe to fetch them. We were minutes late arriving and they had coffee ready on a tray.


‘We’d given you up for lost,’ she snapped, ‘I thought our reply hadn’t reached you because Bert hadn’t put Blackheath on it.’


In the car, she told me she’d only been through the tunnel once



when she was a girl, on an outing to Margate and on that occasion she’d been sick. We crossed fingers and the charm worked.


‘Look at the flats, Harriet,’ Bert kept saying. They couldn’t leave the subject of blocks of flats going up everywhere. Are they contemplating having to move from the jerry-built house they’ve lived in for eighty years? Perhaps the council has threatened eviction. Once at our house, they oo-er’ed and laughed at the sights. Eighty-seven-years-old Hattie climbed to the top to see everything. The number of bathrooms shocked her. At home, they only have an outside lav and hip-bath in front of the open fire. She’s lived her long life in a state of nervous alarm yet survives all her brothers and sisters – my father Dick, Bea, Robb, Florrie and others I never knew. Only Bert remains.


Dinner at the Griggs; other guests the Sieffs (directors of M&S) and the Roses, international journalists. Sieff had seen Manon at The Garden last night and thought it dreary, the music nothing like as good as Puccini and even he never wrote a tune as good as ‘Tea For Two’.


The table was candelit.


‘Hullo!’ said Sieff, ‘has the electricity failed?’


Mrs Rose is an ex-actress now working in a rough school in Paddington. She looked too young to have given up the stage in 1942. She was in fact fifty-one at midnight, when we all drank her health.


I talked to her of India, saying I was perhaps lucky to have been there during the worst of post-war austerity at home. She said she’d liked that, it simplified life, eliminated all the many choices you must make these days.


‘I used to just put down my ration book and say ‘Give me what I’m due’. I liked the egalitarian aspect. You weren’t nearly so aware of privilege. Britain’s gone back in that way, rather than forward. Perhaps I’m basically a Puritan.’


I responded warmly to all this. Coming home from the East in ’48, I never found austerity a trial. It wasn’t abundance we craved but to be let do the work we’d chosen, without much thought of personal ambition. Certainly ‘success’ in the modern sense had little to do with it.


As Thelma and I undressed later, I passed this on.


‘Yes, Patsy went on about being a Puritan too. It’s all very well for them. Mrs Rose had on one of the world’s most expensive perfumes.



Easy for Patsy too, dealing with shopgirls, when most people know she’s really Lady Altrincham and she’s got such a posh voice. I wonder what she’d think of the simple life if she had my voice to do it with. And Mrs Rose’s dress didn’t come from M&S and when her husband’s finished his report on race relations, they’re off for a working holiday in Indonesia. If that’s the simple life, I’m a Puritan too.’


She went on to say how proud she was of me.


‘What for?’


‘Being so unabashed.’


‘What about?’


‘The way you followed the women out after the meal.’


‘Followed them out?’


‘It was obvious the men were staying behind for smokes and dirty stories so we went to sit in the living-room and when I turned round you were following us, with all these bewildered cigar-smoking men after you.’


‘Christ, yes, of course. Grigg asked me if I wanted a pee after I’d refused a cigar. I’ve never been to a dinner where that happened. I should have known from novels.’


‘Hullo, dear, Peggy here. Tynan’s just rung. Likes the play very much and thinks it fuller and richer than Joe Egg. He’s passed it to Sir Laurence, who of course is the laziest bastard in the world when it comes to reading anything so let’s hope he gets round to it before Christmas.’


Relieved and at the same time embarrassed to think of this faulty play, of which I am so sick, being staged with all the attendant fuss at the National Theatre. I must next write an attractive comedy about People Like Us and resist all ghoulishness.


Walking to Charing Cross down Lower Regent Street, after shopping for clothes, we were nearly knocked down by a nasty little scarlet sports car coming from Panton Street and flashing its lights to tell us to jump back out of its way. Having avoided injury, as it passed I thumped the bodywork with the cardboard carrier containing my new coat. The driver stopped and jumped out, a small bald man with large aggressive glasses.


‘D’you know there’s such a thing in this country as a law of property?’ he bawled.




‘Also one against killing people.’


‘I’ve been driving for forty years and never ever knocked anyone down, you silly cunt!’


‘Then you’ve met with some fast-moving pedestrians.’


He was already halfway back to his car, which was now blocking the street. He charged off in his puerile vehicle, boiling with anger, honking and flashing lights at every crossing, the epitome of the man who sees himself as a safe driver.


Charles and Val Wood came with their children Katrina and John on Christmas Eve and we all went to a matinée of Sean Kenny’s spectacular Gulliver’s Travels. Kenny was near us on the aisle, making notes for future improvements. Catherine, who had as usual talked all through the show, now fell forward, cried and shouted, ‘I want to go home!’ I wish I’d been able to see the note Kenny made at this point.


Charles got down to serious boozing in the evening. It snowed in time to sprinkle the garden. From time to time we watched the Apollo 8’s orbit of the moon. Cameras were trained on the earth and the astronauts told us how it looked.


‘Time for supper, everyone,’ said Val, coming from the kitchen.


‘That’s the earth we’re watching!’ Charles told her. ‘I want to keep my eyes on it in case it blows up.’


‘If it does,’ she said, ‘I shall watch it on the late news.’


Blakemore rang. Tynan does like the play but Sir Larynx Delivery thinks it only so-so and has no strong feelings either way. This somewhat dampened our festive spirits, though not too much, as Joe Egg has done the trick for me. Though I’d like another success, I’m not as hungry as I was. Charles’s H, or Monologues at Front of Burning Cities is in rehearsal at the Old Vic. His optimism’s tempered by four failures, at least with the public.


Boxing Night had us wondering why their young actor friend who’d come for drinks was such a success with women and where we go wrong. Val told of this bloke’s enviable promiscuity and the way (on location in Turkey for the shooting of Charles’s script of The Charge of the Light Brigade) he’d come down every morning and kissed the hand of whichever girl he’d slept with the night before. Thelma said I might do better if I hadn’t such bad wind and Val mentioned Charles’s habit



of cleaning out his ears so that she can hear the wax move. Also they both agreed that our slippers weren’t very alluring.


Thel and I sat at home on New Year’s Eve while Heather, our mother’s help, joined the gaiety in Trafalgar Square.


‘Everyone was kissing everyone,’ she told us next day in her native Bristol accent. ‘It was smashing. I was kissed by hundreds of people. One little Pakistani kept coming back for more. I said, “Here, just a minute, you’ve had more than one already”.’


She talks of kissing as though it were giving each other sweets and I’m none too sure she knows if there’s anything to follow. She seems very innocent for twenty-five.


We were saying how much more was made of New Year in Bristol when suddenly a great discord filled the air and we realised the Thames was alive with horns and hooters. We went into the garden and the windows of flats and houses were open all around, our neighbours shouting good wishes. The noise didn’t die away for half an hour.
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January


Working on my new play one morning, I saw a caterer’s van deliver boxes and furniture to the Griggs’. The mother’s-help grapevine reported a party for twenty people. That evening police cars and motorbike outriders blocked the street to escort Mrs Gandhi, here for The Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference.


‘She usually comes to dinner while she’s here,’ Patsy told Thelma, ‘but I’d no idea they were going to put on such an embarrassing show. And that’s all it was, because nobody checked those enormous back gardens. The obvious route if anyone meant business.’


Clearing up the minibus today, I was accosted by a man of about sixty, dirty cloth cap, red nose, watery eyes behind NHS glasses, clear strong voice with an accent like my father’s.


‘You a landlord, guvnor? Own a house? Tell you why, you can give me a tip. I’m round the corner, one of those old houses, damp on the walls, shocking. I’m starving. I’ve had no dinner. But the owner’s a nice coloured fellow, very decent man. Well, they’re pulling them down. Condemned. They said, “You’ll have to get out”. I said, “I paid my rent for furnished accommodation, you’ll have to find me somewhere else. I’m entitled.” I went to the police, three stripes up, he said, “You’ll have to go, mate.” I said, “Sergeant? I was a sergeant before you was out of nappies – Royal Artillery – eff right, eff right, pick ’em up there, form fours, dressing by the right.” I said, “The Law? Don’t talk to me, you don’t know the law.” I walked out. Now the council says I’ll have to go, the rent tribunal says I can stay. So who do you believe? Who can you believe? This other fellow in our place, they said, “We’ll put you down The Centre” and like a fool he went. Workhouse style, down Peckham. He should have let his wife and kids go in The Centre but stayed where he was . . . This lot on the top floor used to go in the



landlord’s place at night and thieve his stuff. And suspicion fell on me because I’m a rough-looking man. But I lead a quiet life, breed canaries. How I met the landlord, I saw him painting his windows. He said, “You’ve been watching me a long time.” I said, “Yes, I have and you’re letting that paint dribble down the pane. Tell you what,” I said, “You go inside, put a kiddle on, I got some tea in my pocket.” When he come back, I’d done three. I done the whole place for him. His mates come in and said, “You had the builders?” He said, “Only a rough-looking man.” They said, “Well, he knows his job.” They call me Blackie. Or Yankee. I been to America. Been everywhere. I know the coloured people well. Understand them. Here’s the form they give me at the council.’


He handed me a housing application.


‘Windy, see? Got the wind up. They could see I knew the law, my rights.’


I wonder in such cases whether I could be more useful and help him get his disputed rights. But all I did was give him a few bob, filched his monologue for future use and sent him on his way. Wrong. A writer shouldn’t expect more than he gives.


Olivier liked The National Health more on his second reading. Doesn’t care for the rude jokes and wants the best one cut out. Mike went to see him to discuss actors and designers.


‘Close the door, Michael. I don’t want the gentleman doing the garden to hear what we’re saying. Much as I admire the negro races, I’m no great admirer of their histrionic abilities. This play has a number of coloured characters. D’you think the regular girls in the company should black up? Joan, for instance?’


Tynan says they have another play that’s been with them some time and are trying to decide between that and mine. Mike tells me the other is a Pinter double-bill, one of which is Landscape, the radio play with two people sitting absolutely still for an hour. And it’s with the RSC but Harold’s sick of waiting and is using it to bully the NT. For this they’d drop mine, written for the company and using its full resources, for the snob appeal of the Pinter name.


Saw H the other night. Some of the acting’s barely adequate, but the resources of cash and stage skill are terrific. Olivier was wandering about in his pinstripe suit and bank-manager spectacles, giving a little



touch of Larry in the night. Charles didn’t introduce me so I couldn’t raise the matter of my play.


The Writers’ Guild are giving me the merit scroll for that TV play The Gorge.


‘The what?’ I said to the man who rang to tell me.


‘Merit Scroll.’


‘Oh, good.’


We never know about awards till we win them.


Thelma’s Uncle Frank is staying for a few days. Tall and gaunt, his voice high-pitched and very South Welsh. He joined up just before the second war started and wasn’t released till ’45. He served at Dunkirk, in the abortive invasion of West Africa and in India when the Japanese reached Burma. His stories are all told with a profusion of apologetic or naughty-boy gestures and with no trace of resentment.


‘On the front at Calais there was this big restaurant where I was lying among the tables, sheltering, when a sergeant said to me “Get these airforce uniforms in the boat, we don’t want Jerry to get them.” When I got on the boat there were all these poor devils lying in the hold in a terrible state. I went round giving them water and sharing out a tin of fags they’d given us buckshee so as Jerry wouldn’t get them either. I was the only medic and then only by accident. Anyway years later, after I’d been trained and become a proper nurse like and was walking through a ward one of the patients calls out to me, “You were at Dunkirk. You gave me a drink of water.”


‘They called me Professor. Well, no-one else would do the work.


‘I’d only just got back from overseas when they started issuing me with tropical kit. I thought: not again surely? I said to this captain, “I’ve only just come back.” He said, “I can’t help that.” We marched miles in our Blighty kit carrying our k.d. and when we fell out for a smoke, I said to an oppo of mine, “He’s mad, that officer.” And – ’ hand on mouth, more furtive tone of voice – ‘he was just behind me! Later he bought us all a pint. He said to me, “I know I’m mad but have this on me”.’


You feel he was worth more than all the bullies who browbeat him.


Evening at Broadbents, the local salon, on Croom’s Hill. Cecil Day Lewis, notorious leftie, as he described himself at one point, ‘Sissle’ to



his wife Jill Balcon, and Bernard Levin, Claire Tomalin and the Frayns. Lewis seemed nervous at our ‘youthful’ shoving and pushing and Levin is as pompous as on the page. The literary high life, which once seemed enviable and unattainable, is dull and slightly sickening.


Thelma, worried at not having spoken a word to the Poet Laureate, told him, as we walked with him and his wife Jill Balcon a few steps down the road to their redbrick Georgian house, that we’d be going home in the bus. He appeared worried and said we should have to take at least two, changing at Deptford. Then she pointed out our parked Bedford Dormobile.


In the dressing-room after the opening of H, the John Mortimers were wild with praise, Tom Stoppard was noncommittal and Tynan was saying they should have cut more boldly. Olivier came in asking for Charlie-boy and introduced Anthony Havelock-Allan, great grandson of the play’s soldier-hero, and his ex-wife, and leered in his Richard III manner, ‘Is known by another name’. A.H-A, the film-director had no such scruples and named her as Valerie Profumo. We all tried not to gape but the wives failed and stood frankly staring with open mouths.


Again no-one introduced me to Olivier. The Woods look reluctant to hand over their big trophy until the last possible moment.


The morning reviews were generally hostile and, whatever the play’s qualities, picked out only its faults. Charles appeared for breakfast saying, ‘You must be happy this morning then.’ They left for Bristol, saying it had been the least miserable of the six first nights he’s gone through.


Dan, opening his comic one Saturday, exclaimed with joy: ‘They’ve put Bill and Ben instead of Jesus!’


It was this kind of fun we had at the Magritte show at the Tate. Dan laughed a good deal at a man’s nose sinking into the bowl of his pipe, lighted candles wriggling along the shore and bowler-hatted men with apples for faces. The children’s approach was to find the deliberate mistakes, as in What’s Wrong With This Picture?


‘That apple’s too big,’ Louise said, and ‘Tubas don’t burn.’


Albee’s A Delicate Balance at the RSC. It all seemed pretty remote and ethnically vague, though the audience, sedated with hotel dinners and



pre-theatre Scotch, purred in recognition whenever someone, usually Dame Peggy Ashcroft, pulled off a bit of Good Theatre. It had an air of instant classic and a strong whiff of déjà vu. A pantheon of past playwrights peered over his shoulder.


While waiting for curtain-up, we heard a man and woman in the row behind.


He: I saw H at the National Theatre.


She: Oh, yes, how long did it run?


He: It’s still on.


She: No, I mean a friend of mine left after three hours and the third act hadn’t even started.


He: Oh, I enjoyed it.


She: Good.


He: I saw Hamlet with Nicol Williamson. He’s good.


She: Oh, very.


He: In a neurotic sort of way. But then it’s a neurotic part. A neurotic play, too. And Richardson gave it a neurotic production.


She: Is my zip done up?


He: Your slip?


She: Zip.


He: Yes.


She: Oh, good.


To the Dorchester to collect this scroll thing for The Gorge.


The prize-giving began with radio awards, and two unknowns (to me anyway) were named for some forgotten feature on the problems of blindness. The presenter said this would be received by Mr Martin Esslin on behalf of the producer and writer who couldn’t come. Esslin promptly went to the dais, took the statuette, said thanks and returned to his party, when some of us noticed two elderly people negotiating a path between the tables. A confused spotman turned his light and followed them, a tall woman in an unfashionable evening gown leading a blind man. They crossed the open bit of floor while Esslin hurried up again and met them at the steps. On the platform they were about to announce the next category. Esslin then did his own mini-presentation, turned them about-face and started them on their long and bewildered journey back to their table. We all kept applauding as best we could, as it was evidently their big moment.




Frankie Howerd came lurching up our front path, as he does onstage, advancing on the audience. Olivier had asked him to play Barnet the ward orderly in The National Health.


‘I’m sorry I wasn’t home when you dropped in at my place,’ he said over tea, ‘only I was having a portrait sitting with Madame Vivienne.’


‘She the one who still uses a hood over the camera?’


‘Now you’re being unkind.’


‘No, really. I saw it in a film.’


‘Well, of course, she doesn’t like the look of everyone.’


My delicate task here was to dissuade him from playing it. He was obviously of that mind anyway, talking about his image and (a favourite word) ‘following’ and how they’d hate him in the part and what the coach-parties expected and how little money he’d make at the National. But he wanted to do a play and at least in this one he wouldn’t be on all night, only popping in now and then. I praised him with all sincerity but agreed it would hardly be worth his while, wondering whether someone of his skill and brilliance would be the best thing for the play. He asked if I couldn’t see my way to cleaning up the dialogue somewhat.


Even so, as he retreated to his chauffeur-driven Bentley, I wasn’t sure he hadn’t wanted to be persuaded.


We heard yesterday that Aunt Harriet (‘Hats’) had died on Friday after a heart attack and subsequent stroke. Bert’s gone to live with Dora, my spinster cousin, now responsible for two old men – her father and uncle. I spoke to Bert by phone and he cried there and then, saying they’d been together for so long, she was eighty-seven, then pulled himself together and asked after our children.


Rang Mum in Bristol to say I’d drive her to the funeral. With the zeal of her death-loving generation she went through the rituals of bereavement. I doubt if there’s anyone in the world she disliked more than Hats, yet here she was saying, ‘Ah, poor Hattie, I am sorry.’


She and Geoff came up Wednesday evening, and I drove them and Thelma to Stratford, where my uncle and aunt had lived since childhood, without electricity, hot water, inside toilet, bath, telephone or television. As we turned into Gurney Road, a white car shot from a kerb and blocked our way. The elderly-looking man inside was attempting a three-point turn, grinding gears and shooting back and forth several times without any appreciable difference in his position.



I blew my horn to make him pause and, passing, we recognised the flushed and incompetent driver as cousin Frank, who’s only a few years older than me.


The mourners sat together in the tiny back parlour with its coal-fire and ancient trappings: Brother Bert, three surviving Motts from Ilford (Bert and cousins Dora and Frank), Frank’s wife Betty and ourselves, nine altogether. Not one friend or acquaintance. When the undertakers came, there was some spirited argument between the Motts about who should go in which car. Geoff, Thelma and I were assigned to Frank but consoled ourselves that the cortège would keep him slow and it was only a short step to the cemetery. The hearse was first, then a black limousine with the other mourners, then Frank grinding gears behind. Two undertakers, silk toppers with crepe bands held in hands, walked in the road looking about as if to proclaim this death to the unknown neighbours. The street, debased in their lifetime, now contains a dog-meat factory and infants’ school. Holes in the terraces made by bombing have been stopped with new flats. Turning into the graveyard, I thought that all Hattie’s rides in Bentleys and Daimlers had been to funerals.


At the grave, a vicar who never met her droned through the obsequies. A sexton shuffled forward and sprinkled dry soil or sand over the hole he’d dug. All of it was carried away by a light breeze and none fell on the coffin.


There was hot soup and cold collation back at No. 3, made by Dora and Betty. Bert said it would be an easy job leaving the house, as he’d only have to give a week’s notice. For sixty years and more he’d paid rent, probably buying the place many times over. He thinks it will now be condemned as it’s so damp. Dora took Geoff into the tiny front room and asked him if he wanted any pieces. He said Mary had always admired the china figurines and she said brother Frank had already laid claim to those. And everything else of any worth, no doubt. There were things we’d have liked too but I wasn’t joining that flock of vultures. It was Frank who’d come to Dad’s funeral with an empty car expecting a terrific haul of the old man’s gramophone records. Every time I moved in any direction, the chains of gas mantles lightly brushed my hair. Bert’s life must now be better at Dora’s. Only Harriet’s fears and superstitions kept him from watching television, as he did incessantly when he stayed with us.




There was no more I could do to The National Health until I’d seen how an operating theatre works. Roy Meadow, the paediatrician, took me to various observation galleries at Guy’s, looking down directly on to the tables. In a locker room we had first to take off all our clothes except socks and underwear, putting on instead light sleeveless shirts, trousers, caps and white Wellingtons. Roy scanned a list on the wall and asked which operations might interest me. Most frequent were prostatectomies and vaginal terminations.


‘Abortions,’ he explained. ‘There used to be one or two a month but since The Act . . . look, four this afternoon!’


A young surgeon came from theatre.


‘Murder Mile,’ he said, not looking for a laugh. ‘We’re killing them all day.’


These lines and sentiments went to Barnet the orderly in Health, who was made to say ‘All morning we save the old, all afternoon we kill the young.’ Some of the visual details I noted that day went into the hospital soap-opera play-within-the-play.


We watched an abdominal operation being sewn up and an elaborate job by a dental surgeon on someone’s gums. When a woman was wheeled in with shaved genitals and knees tied upwards and apart, I said I’d seen enough. In these conditions, the human form’s unseductive but not without beauty. The theatre staff looked curiously sexy in their white outfits, the women’s eyes peering shyly from over their muslin yashmaks, underwear outlined under their flimsy tunics. Constrained movement too; an avoidance of the tactile, no formal gestures indicating lack of sexual intent, like shaking hands. One began to see the advantage of less overt physical behaviour.


One of the prostatecomies was an old man’s. The surgeon probed and prodded and clamped the skin aside as though opening a flower’s white outer petals to reveal the violently red inside. A sister hung the swabs on a rack, to count when the time came to sew him up. That row of bloody rags was a visually exciting prop but no use to me as the op in my play is in the TV soap-opera and they’re always anaemic in black and white, with solemn figures, eyes meeting over masks and all in a theatrical silence, whereas here – in this theatre – everyone chatted freely and laughed aloud.




Roy Meadow and wife came to dinner with the Frayns and Stoppards. A very pleasant evening. Tom’s so charming. His wife Josie was strange, though, threatening to leave because of a cold that made her sniff. Michael and Tom hit it off at once and had to be prised apart.


Before Tom left, I asked him about working under Olivier.


‘I look on him as a kind of cheery uncle. I don’t take his opinion seriously. Only Tynan’s.’


I walked them down the garden to the front gate. Tom looked back, checking that he’d done all that courtesy required.


‘I do congratulate you on the house.’


Michael Blakemore, having been asked to meet Olivier fifteen minutes before I was due, arranged to see me fifteen minutes before that. All his life is like this – a farce of concealments and intricate deceptions. Having left him at Waterloo Bridge, I walked about for fifteen minutes before turning up at Aquinas Street where the offices of the National Theatre are crammed into government-issue prefabs among terraces of two-storey artisan housing. Olivier had outflanked Mike’s intrigue by not arriving at all, leaving Ken to keep us happy. Ken gave me whisky and apologised for Larry, said to be at a wig-fitting. We all talked of the new theatre to be built to Denys Lasdun’s design near the Festival Hall. Is it likely or just another mirage? The Queen Mother had already unveiled several foundation-stones in various places. Ken was hopeful.


After half an hour and a good deal of Scotch, Ken lost patience and said it must be quite some wig. At which moment, a Rolls was manoeuvred through the narrow opening and parked in the yard.


There was a flutter of myrmidons and the little man I’d seen at Charles’s rehearsals bustled in, holding out his hand.


‘I’ve never been more sorry in my life.’


For some minutes he alternated apology with disposing of the business accrued in his absence, mostly arrangements to bring a film producer from LA, requiring subtraction sums for the lost hours.


‘I apologise abjectly for being late then attend to anything but your play!’ he exclaimed, took off the pinstripe suit-jacket, sat at the table and drank some of the Scotch we’d left.


We went through the cast of twenty-two characters, matching them to the available actors. His opinions of his company were unimpressed, even brutal.




‘No, he can’t play Foster because he’s not staying.’ This was evidently news to Tynan. ‘No. Boring man. Drinks too much and is always slapping me on the back and asking me to supper with his family. No.’


Discussing the negro contingent of nurses, chaplain, etc, Michael raised the name of Cy Grant [handsome actor and popular calypso singer of the time.] ‘Cy Grant,’ said Olivier, ‘so large and strong! When Vivien and I were managing the St James’s, now alas! vanished, we took a boat party for the whole numerous company, down the river. I, as befits the manager, held aloof, though seeming to join the fun and games. My lovely prop-men and carpenters, strong as oxen every man-jack, carried off the drunks on stretchers. Cy was seen disappearing in the direction of the Bishop’s Palace of Lambeth. At a word from me, off went the boys and down went Grant in a great flurry of arms and legs . . . ’ – here he used the swirling movements with snaky hands from the opening soliloquy of Richard III – ‘ . . . when suddenly from under this hefty scrimmage Grant’s voice rang across the forecourt “FUCK Sir Laurence Oh-liv-ee-ay” – ’ and this was with all the stops out and one hand flung across his forehead. Then the sudden diminuendo on – ‘I never worked with him again but followed his career with in-ter-rest and was happy at his success.’


The advantage a famous actor has is the history he carries with him. I, now fairly far gone on subsidised whisky, saw not only a sixty-year-old man with toothbrush moustache, bank-manager glasses, suit and club tie, but Maxim de Winter confessing he hadn’t loved Rebecca, Heathcliffe on the moor, Darcy, Henry V, Richard III, Hamlet, Archie Rice, Astrov, Titus Andronicus, Coriolanus, Antony, The Duke of Altair, the waiter in Carrie, etc., so I’d been watching him much of my life in the flesh or on film.


‘Well, I don’t know what else we have to discuss.’ As he poured another glass, this seemed to be our exit-cue, but Tynan asked where I stood on euthanasia and this began a further hour’s discussion. I put my own confused and watery arguments for allowing the helplessly defective to die, based on our own firstborn. Tynan argued the liberal case against this and Olivier got the best of both worlds by saying we shouldn’t be so squeamish about life itself and in a few years we’d all be standing on each other’s heads and then it would be too late for such sentiments, people who were no use should be helped out, then at once told us that when the doctors warned him his daughter may not



survive, she had only a five-per-cent chance, he’d said, ‘Save her! Save her!’ I hope he didn’t do this with quite the panache he used in telling us or the doctors’ hands must have shaken with fear. ‘You see? I wanted to save my child, though I knew she might not be whole.’ His eyes were burning bright as he roared: ‘I was a female tiger.’


As we walked away later, Michael pointed out that Tynan, for all his egalitarian posturing, has lived a life devoted to excelling and becoming élite, whereas Olivier exemplifies in his vigorous person and his willingness to face the crowd again and again, a reason for living. He’s hugely enriched my own. Views differ, of course, and Francis Hewlett told me he went to see his Othello with a very intelligent black African, who rocked with laughter all through.


At the Griggs’ met Arthur Koestler, a disagreeable little man with a pretty younger wife. He still speaks with a heavy Hungarian accent and, of course, carries the weight of that extraordinary life and life’s work: the death sentence in Spain, the spells in prison, the disillusion with Communism, the political novels and popularising scientific histories. He and John talked public affairs and about an article they’re writing on Gandhi. Patsy and John, remembering how last time I disturbed the after-dinner ritual, firmly let me know I was to remain at table when the ladies left. It was done, like everything they do, with tact and courtesy.


Koestler, celebrated ex-Lefty, told John, champion of race relations, that allowing the immigration of coloured people is a grave social error.


‘Why d’you think that, Arthur?’


‘I don’t want them living next to me in Chester Square. They have different cultures. They’ll be eating different food.’





[No mention in Diary of how, as we were in the hall and about to leave, he led me aside to tell a dirty joke. It was as though a saint had recited Eskimo Nell.]





The Stoppards live in a thatched Edwardian villa on an exclusive estate near the river at Cookham. It’s like the first-scene setting for a pantomime, The Village Green, with a shallow and lifeless stream running through the garden, a croquet lawn, a magnolia, a boat moored beside



a shed (also thatched) where Tom writes, and road-barriers to keep out the unwashed. Josie’s pregnant, burnt the roast and slept much of the afternoon.


Catherine’s a sexy child, more than either of the others. She likes lying on her back and giggling. Otherwise she’s garrulous, bright and loud.


Louise goes in for tantrums and stormy exits. If not watched, she beats the others mercilessly. Eldest of the survivors, she has to cope with having a vegetable elder sister and being displaced by first Dan, then Cath. People like her tend to do better when they’re older.


Dan’s tall and broad with pink skin and blonde hair, a gruff voice and a fondness for rolling on the ground. He has a prompt imagination, frowning as soon as a story starts, seeing it clearly, already worrying over the outcome.


Heather, their nurse, is a boisterous twenty-six year old who shouts intimacies across the street and involves the neighbouring girls in her apparently crowded life. In fact, it’s mostly sound and fury. The others get engaged and she’s still on the shelf. Whenever a man gets fresh and makes advances, she says she doesn’t indulge. We have to cool her down a good deal before we go out for an evening or she follows us into the garden shouting ‘Enjoy yourselves!’ and ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!’ When we set off for Hattie’s funeral, she yelled ‘Have a good time!’


I seem not to have mentioned Peter Medak before, a sleepy young Hungarian who’ll be directing the Joe Egg film. David Deutsch, the noisy, ineffective man who produced Catch Us If You Can, the Dave Clark film that subsidised the writing of the play, will do that job again. After a year of prevarication, these two will make a film I’d hoped would attract the best people in the trade.


Dinner at the Deutsch’s with the Medaks and the Carl Foremans. The louder David shouted, the quieter his wife Claire became.


Carl had just been down on the farm.


‘How much did you lose?’


‘Six pounds.’


‘Great!’ shouted David.


In weight, of course, and a few hundred pounds sterling into the bargain, for carrots and lemon juice. Farms nowadays starve you;



factories feed. And to think Foreman once had a reputation as a liberal, even a Communist, one of those blacklisted by the McCarthy hearings!


Medak’s alright, though sluggish in mind and body. Got out of Hungary after the abortive revolt, running across a frozen lake with other refugees, not believing he’d reached Austria, running back again and then once more before finally realising he’d made his escape. That drama seems to have exhausted his capacity for action.





[This lethargy was deceptive. Peter had what energy was required to sustain a career. Behind the Magyar charm and ‘Yes, doorlink’ endearments, he was a sharp operator. I showed him ‘my’ Bristol, where the action was set, took him to tea with my mother, Grace in the script; toured the undistinguished houses that the teacher-hero could afford to buy and that should be the film location, showed him the usual tourist sights and visited Abigail in her mental hospital.]





Our daughter has declined a great deal since we last saw her nine months ago. Her legs are withering entirely with lack of use. You can almost circle them at the calf with thumb and middle finger. She cried a few times while Thelma nursed her. The other inmates sat in their invalid chairs or on seats around the walls, watching us or busy with their own repetitive gestures. One pretty child rhythmically struck the back of her head against the padded chair-back with a violence that could have been either suicidal or therapeutic. Glum-faced, the sister told us Abo wasn’t so well.


‘She’s going down, I’m afraid.’


I can’t say I was overjoyed but certainly felt some cold comfort from knowing she won’t have to survive this much longer. Of course, one can’t help being haunted by the thought that she feels and knows far more than she can tell. Why else cry so bitterly, sedated and anaesthetised as she is? Is her consciousness like her mother’s during her birth? A point I failed to make in the film. This is my last chance to say what I have to on the subject of our poor daughter, whose misfortune has given us a certain fame and a safe future but who can’t share either.


Peter and I walked in the grounds while Thelma sat nursing her daughter. Children in the furthest wing were penned behind wire-netting, like zebras in a zoo.


We left poor Abo, hoping as usual that we shouldn’t see her alive again. Or I did. Could Thelma really wish such a thing?




On Friday morning I delivered the finished film-script to Peggy’s office and Medak rang on Sunday to say he thought it was fine and didn’t really want to change anything. The call came while Michael Frayn and I were walking on the heath with all my children. A relief to talk to a sane man after all these film-business hot-heads. It was worth coming to live here, if only to meet him and Gill. We get on really well with them and their daily round is as like ours as we gathered and hoped from his columns.


Uncle Bert came to stay for a week. His empty life can’t have long to run surely? I seem to be advocating death for everyone, but of course in his case that’s only a statement of fact. Since his violent time at the front in the Great War, when he was wounded in action, nothing much has happened. He’s never even been abroad. His only holidays were with our family, at the end of which he always palmed me half-a-crown, as uncles should. No marriage, no career, no family life, no hobbies. A gaslit life relieved by a few flutters on the stock market.


During his week with us, he helped us read novels, plays and essays by inmates of HM Prisons from Scotland to Dartmoor, entrants for the Koestler Awards.





[This scheme was devised and begun by AK in 1962, after he’d served prison sentences in Seville, Vichy and as an alien in Pentonville. It was in recognition of the importance of relieving the tedium by offering chances for creative activity. It now covers 53 categories, from match-stick modelling to poetry. We dealt with fiction.]





Frayn and I were conned into this by John Grigg as part of his programme to encourage those born without silver spoons. I’d expected one or two smallish pieces to browse through at my leisure but John accosted me in the street, led me back to his house and handed me an immense parcel, asking if I could get through it in the coming week. No two ways about it, as that’s when we were off to holiday in Portugal and taking this lot with me on the plane would have used up all my baggage allowance. Bert helped and between us we reduced the pile to three or four. The entries ranged from a preview of decimal coinage, all arithmetic calculations, to a four-volume vindication of the character of Richard Crouchback. We also ruled out a first-person day-in-the-life of a Persian cat and the story of a monster who turned out to



be Davy Jones, fresh from his locker. The judgement was hasty and biased, though we tried to be fair. We leaned over backwards to enjoy A Junk Triptych, wincing our way through a scene in a phone booth where a junkie tries to ram a needle into his vein, fails and finally effects his fix with a broken matchstick. Michael even persevered for some time with ‘Thoughts on being an octogenarian’ but threw it angrily across the room when it transpired the first person subject wasn’t eighty at all.


Spring


Lisbon on its great estuary glowed in the afternoon sun as we flew over. Not long after, we stepped from our pressurised cabin into the warmth of Faro airport. We were twice welcomed, by the Avis man and by Arnold Cawthrow, present tenant of Michael Medwin’s villa but moving out next day to make way for our family. Short and stout, dark brown tan, camp voice and a recurrent gesture of seeming to bite the quicks of his fingernail with his front teeth.


‘Follow my car,’ he said, taking Heather and Lou, ‘you can’t miss it, the number’s SPY 999 because I’m Big Chief I-Spy of the Daily Mail.’


Coping with a strange car, left-hand drive and a manual gear column, I could tell we were abroad by the bright sun, donkeys, black-dressed peasants, plants we see only in the vestibules of banks, the white cottages and boldly curious stares. More than all these, by the empty roads.


The kids were soon naked in the pool. This is a spec. development for English émigrés, each house different but all white stucco with elaborate chimneys made by a craftsman on the Faro road. Throughout our stay, a gang of men have chipped away at the road with tiny picks. Is this more sensible than our system where millions of unemployed are supported in idleness by those with jobs?


Along a track beyond the end of the long beach road there’s a freshwater lagoon, resalted by every tide, and here the bathing’s warm. The ocean’s exciting, with a terrific undertow, but too cold for enjoyable bathing. Fishermen go out in strange kits of black mackintosh to catch cockles. Sometimes a herd of goats comes from inland and the goatherd looks for a bather, native or tourist, to carry him across the lagoon. His animals, black, white and brown, are the most beautiful of local sights. Towards Quartiera itself, on an outcrop of sandy cliffs, is



a white fort guarded desultorily by coastguards or conscripts who patrol the beach with rifles. Taken by surprise, they stand up among the bushes, their women remaining on the ground.


On the roadside near Lagos are a number of pieces of carved marble, perhaps masonry from some demolished villa. Beside them, two disintegrating stagecoaches stand on the verge unattended, still not past restoration, their horsehair upholstery spilling from tears in the leather, ironwork rusty but glass screens intact. Great forts dominate all the towns and from the road out of Lagos you look back to see ramparts surrounding the old city, the sparkling harbour beyond. We got out to look more closely at a miniature fortress built out into the estuary, a drawbridge joining it to the quay and a number of eroded inscriptions on marble slabs over the pointed entrance. I could make out little more than its date in the seventeenth century. Dan loved this place and wasn’t as upset as I was to discover its function. A folly? A toy castle built by some besotted king for a pet prince? Sea-defences? None of these, but Europe’s earliest slave-market.


At Monchique, an old spa some way inland, a blare of loudspeaker music followed us everywhere, filling the town, its source hard to locate until we climbed high above to look down on the reccy where young men were playing football to this ceaseless din. Imagine retiring here to find peace and quiet in a mountain retreat and having to install double-glazing to keep out Herman’s Hermits.


We’d been stared at like royalty in the car: walking the streets we were film-stars. Heather particularly, taller than any of their men, drew their astonished gaze and helpless titters. To be quite honest with you, as she would say, her skirts are short even in London. I’m always catching inadvertent glimpses of her knickers as she bends over to load the washing-machine. In the staid society of Algarve, she must have seemed a Martian. (Or Marchioness?)


The church is in what I now know to be the Manueline style: stone tendrils twisted like those plaited loaves baked for harvest festivals. Women gathered at the church-door muttered about the outrageous foreign senoras, so Thelma put on a head-scarf and we took Dan and Catherine to see the interior. Golden madonna, candlelit at the far end, old men kneeling on their handkerchiefs and, drowning their muttered prayers, Cliff Richard from the distant tannoy. No young people. The locals seem to be irreligious and anti-clerical.




Climbing the steep streets, we added two local girls to our party. They led us past the outlying houses to a lane through a forest of acacia, eucalyptus and cork. The last have curious shapes after their useful bark has been cut off in great sections, as if from a cheese. The girls led us through the porch of the ruined church, strewn with hay, and pushed open the great door into the nave. Chickens scattered and from some chapel or sacristy came the bleat of a donkey. When our eyes grew accustomed to the dark, we saw not only the donkey but two bullocks. The choir was a roost for poultry, the screen a crude trellis with handfuls of fodder stuck between the slats. Rabbits bred in a hutch beside the West Door. What remained of the roof was in a Moorish manner. We climbed the unreliable tower to gaze down on the town, dazzling in the afternoon sun.


Chief I-Spy came back after some days and told about the English he’d met in Albufeira, golfing people with RAF moustaches. He went to see some dancing at a fiesta, but it was ‘disaster’.


‘All they wanted to do, these young men, was ride in my car, pull up with a screech of brakes and get out in front of the most glamorous drinking-place, that’s the BP garage, slamming all the doors. That’s the big thing here, slamming car doors. By the time we reached the dancing it was finito.’


He favours words like ‘disaster’ and ‘drama’.


‘Oh, yes,’ he’ll say of the gas-oven, ‘there were disasters last year too.’


‘Goodbye, donkeys!’ shouted Louise as we drove to Faro.


‘Goodbye, witches!’ their name for the black-dressed peasants.


‘Goodbye, white houses,’ from Thelma.


‘Goodbye, water-wheels,’ called Cath.


‘Goodbye, cars,’ from Dan.


‘We’ve got cars in England,’ Louise snarled at him.


‘Alright, goodbye, horses and carts!’


‘And goodbye, donkeys!’


‘We’ve had donkeys!’


At Heathrow we waited half-an-hour for a bus to take us to our parked car. On the M4, a burnt-out lorry caused a tail-back a mile long, more



cars joining the end every minute. Newspaper placards proclaimed ‘The Agony of Liz Taylor’ and ‘Free Pub Crawl!’ We were home.


The opening of the Koestler Award Exhibition. Frayn had gone to Israel and the Griggs to Spain to attend a brother who was ill, leaving us to deal with this alone. At the lunch after the announcements, a strange group met in John’s club in Mayfair. Lord Stonham, the Home Secretary, William Douglas-Home who made a facetious speech about all his family having been inside, Iris Murdoch, her husband John Bailey and Julian Trevelyan. I sat by him and saw at once that stroke had impaired his speech. At first it was no easy task understanding him but he was so interesting and intelligent that it finally didn’t matter. I had a pee with Bailey and Thelma said that Iris, in the Ladies’, tried on all the hats, giggling like a schoolgirl on open day.


Louise came into the bathroom after a hot day in the garden, took a daisy from between her toes and flushed it down the lavatory.


‘There,’ she said, ‘now Angela’s dad will see that.’


‘Angela’s dad. Why?’


‘He goes down the sewers.’


‘Angela Dunn?’


‘No. Angela Kirkham, who d’you think?’


‘Why should I know? Why shouldn’t Angela Dunn’s dad go down the sewers?’


‘Because he’s got enough to do up here, looking after her!’


Yesterday, July 16th, will go down in history, they tell us. Another blazing day, the hottest for a year, 86 Fahrenheit. After breakfast, Thelma left to catch the Bristol train. Abigail nearly died last week and her ward sister asked Thelma to visit. There’d been no detectable pulse for some time and we hourly expected to hear of her death. Uncle Frank, the male nurse, was sent to see her and reported her to be pathetically wasted. We all hoped they wouldn’t strive too officiously to keep her alive.


I drove to Guy’s, where Michael Blakemore was joining me for his first glimpse of the operating theatres. His labyrinthine adulteries put him out of touch for some days, while I was eager to work.


After garbing in white, we watched a young girl undergoing an operation on her heart. On the anaesthetist’s side of the protective



screen, her sweet face with the unspoilt child’s hair, so healthy after the pallid adult’s faces; on the other side, a shambles of blood and puckered flesh. The anaesthetist gently laid his hand on her brow, which I thought a lovely and reassuring gesture, then realised he was noting the pulse in her temple.


In the pub later, a TV screen showed Apollo nearing lift-off. The drinkers left their pints and papers to watch. The launch went as smoothly as expected, and we now wait with undisguised patience for the lunar landing.


I drove back through the chaotic London streets while astronauts zoomed through space at inconceivable speeds.


Thelma had been in Abigail’s ward when blast-off was due. Sister suddenly said: ‘It’s on telly and I’ve forgot to put it on.’


The nurses started a chorus: ‘We’ve forgot to put it on.’


One of the inmates called, ‘What’s that, Sister?’


‘Those men are going to the moon and I forgot.’


‘Oh, my God, and you forgot!’


When the picture at last came through, they lay watching it with their partial minds and Thelma nursed her dying daughter.


‘What’s the date?’ she asked this morning, having already forgotten yesterday which will, according to the Pope and Nixon, be remembered as long as there are men on earth to do so.


We watched the landing last night, or rather heard that gabble that meant they were there. There followed an anthology of songs and poems about the moon. In fact, they weren’t about the moon at all but the effect of reflected sunlight. We’ve all known for ages that it’s a rocky sphere, but that makes no difference to moonlight. Rainbows are no less beautiful for being sun refracted through vapour.


While 600,000,000 were watching the first moon-walk, almost that number of journalists were rushing to cover the week’s other event of global significance – Edward Kennedy’s having driven his car into a Connecticut river and left a drowned secretary inside. Good news for Tricky Dick, who was otherwise the laugh of the world, appearing in inset while the moon-men tried to stand to attention on the dust.


The Royal Tournament at Earl’s Court also had rocketry and radar among the Mounties and massed bands. Heath took the salute and an old-boy commentator delivered a stream of right-wing patter that was



heard in stony silence by an audience perhaps more than half of which were trades unionists and Labour supporters. Tories always take it for granted that the people are behind them, as Beaverbrook did in 1945, not seeing that Churchill was on the way out.


John Schlesinger asked me to do some work on a film script that wasn’t quite right yet. Fatter, greyer, but otherwise just as he was in 1947.





[The famed director had been a conjuror in our entertainments unit in Singapore, not in my particular party but one which starred Barri Chatt, the original of my character Terris Dennis in Privates on Parade. John had lived a semi-civilian life in the equatorial city, writing and broadcasting, passing the time till his number came up.]





‘The idea for this story’s mine, very personal, and I perhaps divulged it to the wrong writer. Penelope Gilliatt’s brilliant and I’m not but her brand of superior upper-middle-class left-wing humbug rubs me up the wrong way. All the characters know themselves so well and they’re all buttoned up and in control and sit there smiling like Cheshire cats and discussing pre-Columbian art until I want to take my knickers down and fart!’





[I took the script home and read it with admiration and later told John I had no idea what to do with it. He should go back to Gilliatt and tell her to make it better. This he did and the result was filmed as Sunday Bloody Sunday. I regret not having had enough gall to begin what might have been a happy association. His producer Jo Janni was with him and, whenever he put in his twopenn’orth, John would round on him like a shrewish wife and tell him he was a fucking old organ-grinder or ice-cream vendor.]





Dinner at Frayns’ and a first meeting with the amazing Jonathan Miller and his smiling wife Rachel. Michael was at once on his mettle, trying to keep up if not outwit him. Jonathan fenced with the three other male guests like Errol Flynn in those old films, taking us all on on our own ground and sending each in turn toppling downstairs, careering backwards through a window, disappearing head first down a well. Michael knew about Wittgenstein and Russell; Simon Broadbent’s in computers and advertising and could cope with arguments about serialism and McLuhan’s attacks on sequential methods of communication;



I tried to match his mimicry and just about kept up with his showbiz gossip. There were no challengers in his other fields – medicine, current affairs, physics and biology. Pre-Columbian art perhaps? What would Schlesinger do? What did we? Tried to compete and then, having acknowledged his Protean eminence, sat and listened.


What was the purpose of dreams? To clear the decks and classify information as in a computer.


‘So many dreams defy all but the most logical constructions. For example, Alan Bennett and I were riding great stallions down the staircase of some splendid country house. It had a square spiral, as yours has here, Michael, and as I turned the corner I realised that Alan had somehow got his mount inextricably entangled with the banisters’ – superb ungainly mime – ‘and as he struggled to free this beast from the stair-rail, he said calmly, “You go on”. And I was riding on across a landscape but not – I was surprised to find – on a horse now but on Patrick Wymark, who was interested to hear I was doing a film on Oliver Cromwell but asked’ – instantly perfect imitation – ‘ “Yes, but have you got the quintessentially Cromwellian spirit?” When I looked again, I found I was now riding Peter Finch.’


He found this inexplicable but I wish a Freudian had been among us.


Our wives brought up the hot topic: Kennedy and Chappaquiddick. Jonathan, of course, had dined with Jacqui and met Bobby.


‘She’s surprisingly voluptuous in person, not petite as in photographs. There were eight at this dinner, including the Soviet ambassador, who was rather touching and had brought along a speech which had been bolted together in the basement of his embassy, with some very Russian jokes. And he brought out Havana cigars saying, “I sink you find some problem getting zeze over here.” And he had this amazing Pop Art wife, all hair and smiles, lobbing food into her mouth.


‘Bobby wasn’t a guest, he came later. A footman pulled up a chair for him and he sat awhile with each guest, working his way round to the ambassador, pointing his finger, very cold and Puritanical. I didn’t take to him. One felt one was mere dressing, invited to make up the numbers so that Bobby could suggest a hot-line to Moscow to by-pass LBJ.’


Being asked to make up the numbers must be a recurrent nightmare, one he wouldn’t divulge as freely as his riding dream.


He was of the opinion people there are about ready to overturn the Kennedy apple-cart. Alright, Jack, then Bobby, both gone, but why is



it taken for granted Teddy will succeed them? Maybe he’ll have to carry the can for the womanising of the other two. For instance, Bobby and Marilyn Monroe – ’


‘What?’ shouted Michael, ‘No!’


‘Oh, common knowledge.’


‘I had absolutely no idea. Hell’s bells!’


‘The last phone-call she made on the night she killed herself was said to be to him.’


‘But nobody can know that,’ said Rachel, still smiling.


‘I’d absolutely no idea,’ said Michael. ‘Marilyn Monroe?’


On Monday my play was read in a dusty rehearsal room at the Old Vic, a space very like the hospital ward in which it’s set. Open windows let in air but also traffic noise from Waterloo Road so that much of what we wanted to hear was inaudible. Michael and I then talked it over and I left him for some days to set the moves that he and I had planned down to the last detail.





[This we had to do as there was a cast of thirty, six beds and lockers, screens, earphones, all the paraphernalia of a ward. It was the sort of production that best suited Michael’s staging skills, which finally went a long way towards hiding the play’s faults.]





Later in the week I talked to the actors about the real-life people their characters were based on. They’re very willing, but only the author and director can really have an overall idea of the play and they must use any sleight of hand they can to see it fleshed out as they imagine.


Thelma and I took a day away and walked part of the Pilgrim’s Way after motoring to near Guildford. My dislike of The Car is part of a sense of what we’re losing. Of course, some of the natural world’s still there, quite close too, if we make an effort to find it: quiet woods, cool and shady after violent sun, gardens of wild flowers on heathland, bees humming in swarms, plentiful caterpillars becoming butterflies and making the meadows shimmer. At one point, a roe deer froze at our approach then bounded off between the trees.


First act run-through. A few of my worst fears laid to rest. Jim Dale, especially, looks like being as good as we could reasonably hope. Questions



hang over Robert Lang and Charles Kay, the real leads. I thought Bob, being Bristolian, would find Ash easy but he tends to revert to the same inflexions again and again. Kay plays Loach with a Midlands accent because he’s not confident in Cockney. Michael and I both know he’s bound to miss that feeling of the Kipling tommy bearing the white man’s burden out India way. A wrong dialect can ruin dialogue as properly heard as this was: where Cockney would be funny, pathetic and boisterous, Brummagem’s depressing. There seems to be no fight in the man, only a sinister resentment.


Otherwise the play works. I mean, as a piece of carpentry the pieces fit and action dovetails well with dialogue, even in the intricate scenes of bed-removal when anyone dies. There are moments of real originality and seeing it up there onstage will probably be a strange experience.


Because Jim was so surprisingly good, I gave him another speech at the end, written over the weekend, a farewell to the audience in doggerel rhymed couplets:


A double-wedding ends our pantomime


Four hearts transplanted in the nick of time. This will give everyone a chance to bow (as in a panto finale) while rubbing in the meaning a bit: the fictional people living happy ever after, Matron as the Queen depending on her darkies and the patients loyally waving their Union Jacks. Crude perhaps but true in its broad outlines. The play doesn’t commit to being an exact metaphor or siding with one point of view. A couple I might share are held in tension in the last episode of Act One when Foster advocates equality and a naïve Socialism while Mackie, the cancerous engineer, makes a speech that begins coherently with the case for euthanasia and ends in a crackpot quasi-Fascism.





Spent a week in Swansea and persuaded Michael and Gill Frayn to join us for the bank-holiday week-end.





[Thelma had grown up in South Wales but her family came to Bristol in the 1930s when there was no longer any work at home. Her father assembled aero-engines in the Filton factories and finally bought a suburban semi less than a mile from ours.]




Her Aunt Millie was entertaining over ham and chicken supper in her tiny dining-room, remembering the war. Her vivid use of metaphor. People come alive.


‘This woman was an absolute dragon. Well, at the age of eighty she died falling downstairs lighting one cigarette from another. I had to pick her up: stone dead she was.’


‘During the first raid we were down the cellar in the pitch dark and we heard the bells of Sketty church. Invasion, we thought. That’s torn it. Then we heard these footsteps, clump-clump-clump. We were terrified but it was only the ARP men. And, d’you know, not one of them thought to shout “You alright, Win?” ’


‘I was coming home one night down the crescent, this soldier shouted, “Who-goes-there?” I said, “Only me”. He said, “Who’s that?” I said, “Me, Millie Reed!” Stupid boy, he knew me as well as I know you. I told my father and he said the soldier was right because it could have been a Nazi making out he was me.’


We lay in bed later, recreating in low voices the scene at Gestapo HQ when Stormtrooper Hoffmann gets commended for his Millie Reed voice and his improvised ‘Vos only me, dummkopf!’


‘You remember Winnie Smith, Thelma? Cashier at Benn Evans? She was terrible in the raids. Spent every minute sitting in the toilet but, come the all-clear, she was down in Swansea looking at the corpses.


‘I was standing in the street outside Calder’s when a warden came up and said, “What d’you think you’re doing then?” I said, “Waiting for a bus.” He said, “You won’t catch one here. You’re standing on a landmine.”’


When the Frayns joined us, there were five adults and six children in the cramped semi. Yet Thelma said that during the war four families lived there.


Michael’s a decent, intelligent and agreeable (one of his favourite words) man but also extremely competitive.


‘When I played tennis as a boy in the garden, I’d go on until I literally couldn’t stand up. I had to crawl from the lawn on my hands and knees.’




October


Ten days from the official opening and a week from the first public dress. Yesterday techs began, our first time on a stage. Smooth enough, though we didn’t get through Act One. Jim Dale brings a breezy efficiency to the amiable Old Vic muddle. The composer doesn’t know the models he’s supposed to parody, the choreographer’s never seen a cakewalk and can’t suggest anything else, the hospital noises-off could be a tube-train arriving . . . And under all the expensive clutter what’s happened to the play I wrote, which we’d been so concerned with in rehearsal? The drama of the patients has retreated almost out of sight, the TV soap parodies and music-hall monologues, being downstage and spotlit, come on strong and threaten to overwhelm the subtler, more naturalistic ward scenes. What to do?


On Tuesday, Thelma came to our first Dress. The cakewalk has still to be set and Michael, due partly to my anxiety, has at last insisted they find the proper music and a choreographer who knows how to direct ‘modern’ dances rather than galliards and sarabands. Within an hour, the right score was found and a hoofer from showbiz watched from the stalls and later showed them an effective routine, within their scope. We sat in the circle and Thelma wept at Rees’s death, which Gerald James plays beautifully. Downstairs sweeties from wardrobe bellowed with laughter at their friends and kept silent through Jim Dale’s solos, as he’s a new boy and not yet accepted by their clique. I’m told Olivier won’t allow this in-group business during his rehearsals, saying they’re not laughing at what the audience will find funny but the antics of their chums.


Olivier was in a red shirt and a new grey beard, Vershinin from the film he’s making of Three Sisters. Our week’s rehearsals had gone well, calmly and efficiently, and I sat upstairs with a pleasurable sense of expectation that died almost as soon as the play began. The company responded to LO’s presence in the worst way possible, decorating their already slow portrayals with pauses and gestures that leave the play dead or dying. Truth is, they were auditioning for next season, saying, ‘Sir, look at me!’


Still, I’m not offering alibis or scapegoats. Next morning, writing this as coldly as I can, it’s impossible to avoid admitting that the thing doesn’t



work. Olivier wanted the whole balcony scene cut, a good quarter of an hour. He said again how little he admires ‘the histrionic ability of our coloured brethren’. Those who watched him told me he hardly smiled. Michael’s asked him to see how it goes with an audience. Tonight there’s an invited house of friends and associates. But by now I hardly care. I’d sooner have it succeed, of course, but I’ve always felt there’s a hole at the centre, caused by the removal of that politician’s story, which Michael had thought too explicit [in a version never seen called The Hysterical Fugue, which centred on a Labour minister’s decision to be treated in a public ward instead of some privileged private hospital]. Now that we’ve seen it through Olivier’s critical eyes, the truth won’t be baulked. However attractive, saucy, coarse and entertaining the thing may be in its parts, it simply doesn’t come off the way it should, with an urgency of action that carries the audience along. I’ve not been able to enter the characters. They’re people seen in passing. I must stick to my own in future. Maybe I’ll have to limit myself to autobiography. It’s nasty to learn after so much work that this one’s a washout.


The invited audience lifted everyone’s spirits. The actors played faster, finding where the laughs might come, and we listened carefully for coughs of boredom. A partisan but not particularly bright crowd, they roared at the farts but missed the cleverer lines. Tonight’s paid preview house will probably laugh less but take in more and the company’s mood will plummet again.





[I’m surprised Diary doesn’t mention how we’d tried to rehearse the farting scenes, Harry Lomax as the old man Flagg pushing down on a rubber bladder, none of the actors able to carry on without corpsing. MB’s sensible decision was that, if it made the actors laugh, it would the patients, so they should give way to their reflexes and enjoy. When this was played, the scene brought the house down and – particularly – elegant women in the stalls would, some minutes later, suddenly start laughing again at the memory. One of the surviving taboos.]





Olivier goes about saying ‘Told you so’ for decisions mostly made by him. He really is an appalling autocrat. Left to him, the National’s repertoire would consist of high-toned revivals. It very nearly does anyway, and only Tynan has been any counter-balance, insisting on plays by Osborne, Tom, Charles and me.




Peggy Ramsay believes we have the chance of something unusually good.


‘Darling, it’s almost a work of art.’ As it is, she says, we won’t have a failure but might, if we keep working, yet have a success. Knowing her form as a critic, I fear the worst.


First public preview. Our mothers, Uncle Frank, Tom Stoppard, John Osborne and his wife Jill Bennett both wearing scowls as they made for their Rolls.


Asked each other whether the scowl was a good omen for us.


The day of the opening we drove to the theatre late afternoon and struggled about backstage putting a present (whisky, chocolates or cigarettes) in each dressing-room. By now I expected to be calm but in the event was terrified all over again. Why? What can they do but ruin you? The first night audience is always somehow different from the others – more expectant, reluctant, slow to warm, easily distracted. By the end there was pin-drop silence for my new lines and the applause was muted but encouraging. Jim lost his way and cut a page of text. Albert Finney kept me talking in the stalls, explaining why the reception hadn’t been as warm as we might have hoped, kindly preparing me to face a failure. At last I arrived onstage, where Mike and I were greeted by the assembled company and the wedding march being played on the speakers and were presented with a cornucopia of flowers and fruit spilling from a chamber-pot on which was inscribed a line from the play: ‘There’s a clever boy!’ Big Chief-I-Spy had found us an antique bedpan to give Mike. I was enjoying the general relief and euphoria when Thelma shouted at me to fetch the car to the stage door because Mike’s wife, Shirley, had hurt her leg, so I went off walking the streets in my velvet suit, carrying a gift bottle of wine and wondering why. It began to drizzle. By the time I got back, people were drinking in Bob Lang’s room and Shirley was enjoying herself in an armchair. Thelma later explained that she’d got caught in the crossfire between these two and Mike had shouted at her to get Shirley to the car.


Olivier embraced me and called me a genius.


I finally ushered them all off to the Café Royal where we enjoyed a good supper. The Hewletts had come from Cornwall and Francis told me he’d waved at Anouk Aimee under the impression she was one of



his students at Falmouth Art College. He was glad he’d had no chance to ask her what she was up to these days.


Mike had predicted a split press, but the morning papers were unanimous in our favour. They tended to assume I was attacking doctors and hospitals and saying the NHS wasn’t good enough, but I was relieved they’d enjoyed, if not understood, it. You can’t have everything.


On Saturday brother Geoff and sister-in-law Mary arrived from Bristol, with her sister Cath and husband John. We slipped in to see the end of the show and basked in the general sense of pleasure as in a scented bath. We’d left the children with our new mother’s help, Sylvia, who is a negative of Heather – quiet, neat, undemonstrative, with a Stoke-on-Trent accent and a Polish surname.


A last late supper at home with our family and friends, and I prompted Francis to repeat a few of his funniest turns: the Grosvenor Square peace protests (his face pressed against the flanks of a police-horse and shouting ‘Ho-Ho-Ho-Chi Minh!); the concrete-poetry recital; the Nancecuke nerve-gas fiasco using balloons to demonstrate how this poison could drift across Cornwall, though in the event they all blew out to sea. And so to bed with aching throats and diaphragms.





[As I select these entires in early 2000, it’s been revealed that the health of over forty workers at Nancecuke nuclear research station was damaged during their experiments. Despite the wayward balloons, the Hewletts were right to demonstrate.]





Hobson’s Sunday Times review named the play of the week as Brian Rix’s She’s Done It Again and ended his notice of ours: ‘The passion of Mr Nichols’s hatred of life is interesting but it is saddening also. I am afraid that it is no good asking him to change his outlook. If he did so, I think that there would be nothing left.’ Frank Marcus’s in the Telegraph finished: ‘Operation Successful, Play Dead’.


Ronald Bryden devoted several columns in The Observer to us. ‘In jokiness he robs his play of a spine. Still, he’s gathered up in his bleak microcosm, more of modern Britain, its clichés, hypochondria and mild shabby decency than we’ve seen in the theatre since Osborne’s The Entertainer and Michael Blakemore’s production confirms that he’s the liveliest rising director on the scene.’




Still, it’s depressing to be so insulted in public with no chance of redress so I challenged Geoff to tennis on the public courts, knowing he was a novice and had a slipped disc. He still managed to beat me hollow so Sunday wasn’t my favourite day of the week.


Though the mood at the theatre matches the rare sunny weather, my own fluctuated as reviews in the weeklies began to confirm that Marcus’s view was general. Numerically, we held our own but the posh papers weren’t on our side.


Pro: The Stage, Punch, Illustrated London News and What’s On.


Con: Listener, New Statesman, Vogue and Spectator.


The last was the most telling, as Robert Cushman saw that my talent is for naturalistic detail, which has been sacrificed (by myself as much as anyone) for the sake of theatrical effect. ‘The last ten minutes include some of the ugliest writing I remember, ’ he writes.





[Some years later, the same critic saw the Parisian production of Santé Publique at Théâtre de la Ville. ‘Mr Nichols’s humanity, which I thought unalterably English, has crossed the Channel undamaged.’ I always admire a critic who admits to second thoughts.]





On Friday I found a full house, standing room only, enjoying the show a great deal, a fact the reviewers must ignore. I certainly would.


Charles Wood and family came to stay on Saturday. He’s having a bad time just now and my play’s reception, which from a Bristol viewpoint seemed better than from here, obviously didn’t help reconcile him to his inability (so far) to appeal to wide audiences. Next morning there was mist and incessant rain and we’d booked lunch at the Post Office Tower. We could barely see our hands in front of us, leave alone the view from the thirtieth floor. We’ve now seen the Isle of Wight and Soho in the rain and Bream Sands in a hurricane. We talked of hiring ourselves out as Rentacloud for areas struck by drought.


Evening: to Ewan Hooper’s new Greenwich Theatre, a ten-minute walk down Croom’s Hill. A smashing hall holding 420 people in considerable comfort, all with good views of the projecting stage. For ten years, he and his friends (including John Hale, another Bristol alumnus) have worked at rebuilding this former theatre. And what



have Charles and I done in that time? Written a few scripts. No comparison. Anyway, he wants me to do a play for him.


26 October


Monday morning, blazing sunshine. I’m back at the desk with the sheet of paper. Time to start again.


30 October


A wonderful exchange in The Listener. D.A.N. Jones, the drama critic, laid into my play on ideological grounds. Michael Frayn picked up the grenade and chucked it back. Jones caught it before it exploded and tossed it over again.


Frayn: His solemn denunciation is a classic. It’s like one of those outbursts from some local worthy complaining that Macbeth is disrespectful about monarchy or an insult to Scottish womanhood.


Jones: Michael Frayn’s letter is intended to wound and I am indeed wounded.


Jones scuppers any cool debate (which he seemed to want) by quoting, not from the play, but from a Daily Express review of it, ‘to illustrate the effect it might have on a receptive audience’.


For me, this amusing exchange was an early case of the confusion of fiction with fact, provocation with real issue. Sonia Orwell also found Health reactionary. As usual, no-one came to the theatre with an open mind. I should hope not.


13 November


The day before we were due in Paris to see rehearsals of Un jour dans la mort de Joe Egg, the translator Claude Roy called to tell me that the actress Marthe Keller, playing Sheila, had opened an old operation scar when carrying the child onstage and was in hospital. We decided to go anyway and hope for the best. It would be a break at least.


Thelma, the world’s worst sailor, seems to want to try every ship in the world before she accepts flying. Few passengers either on Golden Arrow or cross-channel ferry. Claude met us at Gare du Nord, carrying



his copy of Plays and Players as arranged. Paris was an inferno of traffic and, even allowing for Claude’s taking a wrong route, this was hardly an encouraging glimpse of a city we remembered for its charm. There seemed to be no restriction at all on parking: along both sides of even the narrowest streets, across pavements, on raised islands of trees . . . After eating in a bistro, we were driven to Montparnasse where he left the car up a cul-de-sac (the arse of a bag?). The Gaite is a tiny theatre where, twenty years ago, on my first visit to the city (with my mother!) I saw the amazing Grenier-Hussenot company. Claude confirmed this, adding that in middle age M. Hussenot, with six children, has left his wife for another man. I hadn’t remembered how small it is, mostly stage with a few rows of stalls and one shallow circle. A second circle is a fake, occupied only by lights. Half the former auditorium was chopped off at some point by a voracious speculator. How can they ever make it pay? We met Michel Fagadu, the Romanian director, who speaks better English than Claude but was naturally depressed by the illness of his leading lady. Except for having a chat and trying to cheer him, there was nothing to do that night. Claude’s car was now boxed in by a Citroen which we bounced out of the way, common practice here. Back in St Germain, Claude left his in the courtyard of his apartment in Rue Dauphine. As we walked through, Thelma recognised Rue de Seine, the street where she’d stayed as a girl of seventeen when as an art-student she’d won a holiday there as part of MGM’s promotion of An American in Paris. We had a coffee in Café Flore opposite Deux Magots and Hotel Tarrano, where I’d put up on a later visit. ‘Adamov lived there for a long time,’ Claude told us. We watched the narcissists going in and out. Must be a long while since Sartre or de Beauvoir put their noses anywhere near.


Back at the hotel, pleasant sex for the ten-year-marrieds.


11 November


A remembrance holiday as at home. Nice, bright and sunny. Sex again and café complet. At the theatre, the actors were waiting for us and we met Mlle Keller, still unable to move about. They recited the text while I tried to follow. Was it Claude’s fault that it took so much longer in French? Some of my stuff was cut and ideas of his own had been



added. Perhaps it takes longer to say the same things but when I raised the point, he denied it and said (if memory serves) ‘au contraire’.


The acting was volatile and amazingly accomplished, a show of fireworks that wasn’t any mirror of their offstage behaviour, which was no different from that of a company at home. I suffered again the humiliation of not being able to speak or even understand their language, though they all made a good attempt at ours. At about teatime, they started moving about but Marthe wasn’t well enough and they rang her husband, film director Phillipe de Broca, to take her home to rest. The actors dispersed in despair and Jean Rochefort, the leading man, took us to dinner, the most enjoyable meal we had – great company and good eating. A tank of healthy fish near our table was now and then approached by a waiter with a net. After a short decisive struggle, he’d return to the kitchen with his thrashing catch, the lucky survivors swimming on till another order was placed.


Fagadu’s not given to unjustified enthusiasm. When I asked if he thought Parisians would take to the play, he said ‘I don’t think so, no, not at all.’


Storms had struck Southern England and the Channel, though France was sunny all the way. The ferry was lurching horribly even before they cast off. A noise of hearty welcome announced the arrival on board of Peter Finch, who was at once escorted to a cabin.


‘Always bring good weather, doneye?’ he shouted in his native tongue. Now and then throughout the crossing I saw him in his cabin with some young friends, drinking heavily and roaring with laughter.


The ship pitched and tossed all the way and Thelma, as usual, made for the rest-room at once and lay there in the care of an English Mme Defarge who cursed the weather as it meant we’d probably arrive late and she’d miss the bus to Folkestone.


In the train to London middle-aged English were saying they hadn’t had a decent cup of tea for weeks and that the continentals had gone tea-bag mad. When the pots finally came, of course, they were made with bags. Finch had a separate compartment on the train too and the hearty laughter went on for some time. At Victoria, he emerged very much more sober. Even so, would he have been able to carry Jonathan Miller across that plain?







[There’s little more mention of the Paris Egg. Fagadu was unduly pessimistic, as it played at the Gaite for a year and twenty years later he himself revived it there. Rochefort has become one of the strengths of French cinema and Keller made her inevitable way to Hollywood. It was the first of three adaptations of my stuff by Claude. He and his wife, the actress Loleh Bellon, became for some years good friends of ours.]





Went with the actor John Woodnutt (so good in The Gorge) to hear his brother, MP (Con) for the Isle of Wight, ask two questions in the Commons.
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