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            Previously on Who Am I, Again? …

         

         It began with my mum, Mrs Winifred Henry, arriving in the UK in 1957 at the behest of her brother, Clifton, who sent her a letter which said:

         
            Dear Winnie – Come to Dudley in England. There are plenty of jobs here, some of which pay up to 30 shillings a week.

            P. S. Bring me a wife.

            Love, Clifton.

         

         On arrival in the West Midlands she met a factory worker, Albert ‘Bertie’ Green, and they soon became soulmates and, not too long afterwards, my co-parents.

         This is where I enter the story.

         Thereafter, I was raised in a noisy household (especially after my dad, Winston Henry, arrived and found baby Len there) and grew up among school ‘mates’ who would rub my hair and ask if it was Velcro, or quiz me on which part of Africa I was from, or advise me to scrub myself with Brillo pads to see if ‘the black came off’.

         To put Dudley into context: don’t forget we’re not very far from Smethwick, where a Conservative MP called Peter Griffiths was elected under the slogan: ‘If you want a n*gger for a neighbour, vote Labour.’ This was deemed to be the ‘most racist election campaign’ ever fought in Britain.

         Although I didn’t realise it at the time, I was being raised in a toxic environment.

         Then one momentous day, my mother stood us kids in the hallway and told us we all had to ‘H’integrate with the people of Dudley’, which was a predominantly white neighbourhood. So, liking a challenge, I went out and mixed with everyone I met. Eventually, I became fast friends with Greg Stokes, Mac Cooper and Martin ‘Tommy’ Thomas – buddies for life. They were three white boys from local grammar schools who were older than me, and (the big plus!) they had cars!

         The moment I met them, the barriers that had kept me trapped within the walls of the hostile environment were smashed apart; we drove to every pub in the area and demanded alcohol, pork scratchings and the nearest jukebox.

         We visited a number of drinking establishments that frowned upon the idea of ‘intermingling with darkies’, but Greg, Mac and Tom paid this nonsense no mind. We were there to try a dozen different types of beer and play Motown, Northern Soul and glam rock.

         My role within the group was that of court jester. I would do anything I could to make them laugh and splatter Mild and Vimto from each nostril.

         From here, it was a natural progression to performing in discotheques and dancehalls across the Midlands, impersonating Elvis Presley, Tommy Cooper, Muhammad Ali, James Stewart, Dave Allen and Deputy Dawg. Soon, I’d performed at the Queen Mary Ballroom in Dudley Zoo, the Ship and Rainbow in West Bromwich, and the Summerhill House hotel in Kingswinford. I was ‘hood’ famous.

         But when my newly acquired manager, DJ Mike Hollis, wrote to two TV talent shows and asked them if they were interested in a black impressionist from Dudley, he was blown away when New Faces agreed to give me a try.

         I auditioned in 1974, when I was fifteen, and told no one in my family I was bunking off school that day – it could have meant trouble …

         The audition was exhilarating and fun. I got a huge round of applause from the audience and almost floated out of there. I was in!

         Having passed the audition, Mike Hollis drove me back home and dropped me off at my front door. However, I was shocked when Mum interrogated me about my whereabouts that day, then made me perform the entire act on the front doorstep before she’d let me come in the house for my dinner!

         My television debut on Saturday 8 January 1975 was seen by around sixteen million people. Life changed considerably thereafter. I was suddenly ‘that black kid off the telly who does impressions’.

         I was now nationally famous.

         From here I was plunged into an insane thousand-miles-an-hour tidal wave of hard knocks and even harder-won lessons: i.e. always listen when Big People are talking through a deal on your behalf, or you might end up acting the fool in a damn minstrel show and then have to cope with the aftermath (i.e. the everlasting shame, smothered in a duvet of depression). I worked with Robert Luff’s Black and White Minstrels from 1975 to 1979 on and off. I was eventually brave enough to beard him in his den and tell him that I was quitting. Then I waited to see what would happen next.

         This book resumes my story in 1980, when I was booked for a summer season with Cannon and Ball at the North Pier in Blackpool, and also inked in for another season of the anarchic Saturday-morning extravaganza known as Tiswas. Life was starting to show promise.

         It felt like I’d been well and truly chucked in at the deep end once more and it was up to me to see if I could claw my way to the surface and doggy-paddle to victory. Welcome to Rising to the Surface …
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            WHAT HAPPENED NEXT

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Late 1970s, Early 1980s – Summer Shows and Tiswas

         

         I soon realised that the entertainment industry was a reluctant bedfellow at times. Just when you thought you had an equal share of the eiderdown, you’d wake to find yourself with an ice-cold rear end and no cover at all.

         My every advance was marked by a resounding KER-THUMP as I flew twelve steps backwards. Just as I thought I was heading for success, I’d do a bad show, or a producer would lose interest, or a series would get cancelled. It’s the way of the world of entertainment: sometimes it’s just not your turn.

         In the early days, I honestly believed that the only reason people were laughing at my routines – and this is hard to admit now – was that a black kid doing impressions of Tommy Cooper, Dave Allen and Max Bygraves was an oddity. Like a dog on a skateboard or a black person reaching the final of UK MasterChef, it was something they didn’t expect to see or hear. But I persevered, in the hope that this ‘potential’ that everyone kept talking about would make itself known to me at some point.

         It was hard work, though, and ‘potential’, like the artistic muse, must be wooed diligently, gracefully and persistently. You can’t just sit around and expect these things to appear and bestow their many gifts on you; you gotta get up, strip to your long johns, pick up a shovel and dig all the way down till you can’t dig no mo’. That’s a direct quote from Keats, by the way.

         Thankfully, my overzealous work rate, enthusiasm and determination forced that upon me. Throughout this book the word ‘potential’ is used in its true sense, as in:

         ‘Potential: having or showing the capacity to develop into something in the future.’

         And also in my sense, as in: ‘When will this “potential” thing happen, then?’

      

   


   
      
         
            The Last Knockings of Summer Season, 1980


         

         If you’ve never experienced a British summer season, the idea is simple. Just like Jewish folk decamping to the Catskills to enjoy the charms of endless food, swimming, boating, camping and relentless stand-up comedy and songs from Broadway shows, the British seaside was a similar destination for middle- and working-class people to let down their hair and go wild for two weeks every year. Usually, as spring rolled around, each resort – whether it was Bournemouth, Blackpool, Bridlington, Torquay, Weston-super-Mare, Morecambe or Great Yarmouth – would prepare its hotels, amusement rides, penny arcades and beaches for a raving onslaught of demanding families looking for an inexpensive good time to be had by all. 

         In the mid-to-late fifties, at the theatres along Blackpool Pleasure Beach, you might find film, TV and radio stars such as Tommy Trinder, Jewel and Warriss, and George Formby; in the sixties and seventies you might see the cast of the Carry On films, Cliff Richard and the Shadows, champion drag queen Danny La Rue or Mike Yarwood, Dick Emery, even Cilla Black! Every British comedian you’d care to name spent some of their apprenticeship treading the boards in the seaside trenches. However, by the time I got to Blackpool – fresh from my TV exposure via New Faces – I got the feeling, as I explored the rather old-fashioned local environs, that this was the end of an era, not the beginning. 

         I had an inkling that the world was moving on from this archaic form of family entertainment. By the time I’d reached Blackpool for the second time, in 1980, there was a wide array of new performers springing up via the club or alternative comedy circuits – not just Cannon and Ball, but Alexei Sayle too. 

         My manager booked me for Cannon and Ball at the North Pier Theatre in Blackpool, and the experience was akin to being pummelled from all sides by a ton of bricks. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Summer 1980: Comedy Kings!

         

         If you check out the programme displayed overleaf, you’ll see the top of the bill: Tommy Cannon, all suave and debonair, like a Lancashire version of the crooner Jack Jones; and Bobby Ball, a Chaplinesque ball of energy in too-short trousers, white socks, red braces and curly quiff.

         My section in the programme is indicative of the time. My press photograph was a black-and-white shot of me in a dark blue suit from a tailor in Wall Heath, Dudley, with INSANELY awful lighting and a big showbiz grin on my face.

         
            Lenny Henry is firmly established as one of our brightest comedy entertainers. He achieved prominence as the first schoolboy winner of TV’s New Faces and has starred in TV series and made many guest appearances in clubs and the theatre.

            His act combines comedy with singing and impressions of top personalities, including an almost life-like send-up of his idol, Muhammad Ali.

            The repertoire is extensive, and Lenny points out he has the most natural gimmick in showbiz. ‘It’s not every day audiences are treated to coloured versions of Max Bygraves, Tommy Cooper or Michael Crawford,’ he quips.

         

         Did I really quip about doing ‘coloured versions’ of those people? It’s such a long time ago, I can’t remember, but, clearly, I had a very long way to go.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The programme also mentioned that I still lived in Dudley. The actual truth was that I’d moved out of my mum’s house and was living mainly out of a suitcase, on the road, or in Wembley with my friend, the actor Joseph Charles.

         This separation from my family and close friends caused a deep ache within me. Although necessary, it was at times unbearable. Out of necessity, I was compelled to create new families and friends wherever I went. My childhood days had been all about finding a way to protect myself from bullies, racism and unnecessary heartache. Having friends and being part of a family, no matter how dysfunctional, was a big part of that. Now they were gone.

         To all and sundry, I was ‘that black kid off the telly’ who cracked gags and did coloured versions of TV personalities. With hindsight, I can now acknowledge just how unhappy I was about this aspect of celebritydom. Apart from the odd night at the disco and numerous public appearances, I didn’t hang out that much in the real world. I had work to do, loads and loads of it – two shows a night, every night. It was exhausting, relentless and, in the down times, as depressing as anything. But I tried to have as much fun as possible – I was still in my teens.

      

   


   
      
         
            Life with Cannon and Ball – Summer 1980, Continued

         

         Tommy and Bob had a great act, the embodiment of the art of barnstorming – that feeling of walking on-stage and, through sheer force of personality, taking the entire audience on an exhilarating, laughter-filled journey. Their show was diligently rehearsed, with ample opportunities for ad-libs and messing around.

         But as I watched them night after night, I realised something: these weren’t ad-libs.

         The hilarious bit when Bobby flipped the mic between his legs and then winced, ‘Don’t worry, Tom, I’m wearin’ a box!’ … the bit when Tom grabbed Bobby by the lapels, released him, and Bobby hissed, ‘Tom, you got me piggin’ skin then!’ … every single ad-lib had been pre-rehearsed, practised and honed. Nothing was left to chance. And every night they’d get a standing ovation.

         I was in awe. How did they do it?

         In their past lives Tom and Bob had been welders, and they often mentioned this on-stage. The two of them seemed (offstage) to be men from another era – working-class lads who couldn’t believe their luck. I envied them their past work experience. When you’re a comedian, your past life is as valuable as gold, grounding you and enriching every performance. What you did for a living, where your mum and dad came from and what they did – all of this is source material and, at any given point, will inform whatever decisions you make in the business, whether on-stage or off. This ‘real life/work’ stuff can lend the whiff of verisimilitude to your material. Billy Connolly in the shipyards, Tom O’Connor’s stint as a teacher, Richard Pryor working in a mob-owned speakeasy – this experience becomes the ever-present reminder of who you were. It’s a good thing.

         As far as Tom and Bob’s stage act was concerned, there was clearly love and respect for each other – the audience could tell that they had each other’s backs. And, having slogged their way through the working men’s clubs for a pittance, they were now earning crazy money at last.

         I remember very clearly Bobby (rather unwisely) purchasing an ENORMOUS gas-guzzling, bootleg-hooch-smuggling Pontiac Trans Am. Early one evening, just before show time, he drove up, beeped his horn and pulled up next to me. He repeatedly pressed several buttons on the dashboard and talked at me in his usual manner:

         
            Bobby: All right, lad?

            Zzzzzzzddddhhhhhh (the windows whirr down and then back up again).

            Len: Nice car, Bob.

            Bobby: ‘Nice?’ Just ‘nice’? It’s crackin’, is this!

            Zzzzzzzzzccccchhhhhh (his seat shoots back all the way to horizontal, and then flips up again … the headrest pops up).

            Len: Yeah, it is, it’s beautiful!

            Bobby: Aye, chuffin’ beautiful, that’s what it is!

            He flicks a switch (the wipers spray gallons of water all over the windscreen, the roof and me …).

            Len (now drenched): Ahhh! Lovely motor. Look at the tyres.

            Zzzzzzzzzddddddhhhhhhhh (Bobby’s seat rises quickly, until his head is touching the ceiling).

            Bobby presses more buttons.

            Bobby: This motor’s a bobby dazzler, son, end of story!

            Zzzzzzzddddddhhhhh (his seat returns to its original position). BUMP! (His seat sinks lower until Bobby can’t see over the steering wheel.)

            Len: Anyway, Bob, I better get in, the half-hour call’s in a minute …

            Bobby: Yeah, I’m right behind you, just as soon as I can work out how to open this bloody door.

            Zzzzzdddddddhhhhhhhh (the boot pops open).

         

         Watching Tommy and Bob light up an audience every night made me jealous. Where was this palpable excitement for my act? Where were my big laughs? At the time, even though I was holding my own up there, it all felt a bit six out of ten.

         Obviously, more experience and stage time were the key issues here. But how do you achieve that? It was all about rolling one’s sleeves up and grafting. It was also about writers; nothing happens without great ideas and excellent writers. (It was such joy being twenty-two years old.)

      

   


   
      
         
            Learning My Craft, from 1975 to the Present Day …

         

         I watched as many comedians as I could, live and on TV. I listened to all the comedy albums I could get my hands on. Don Maclean gave me A Wild and Crazy Guy by Steve Martin and Wonderfulness by Bill Cosby. I bought That N*gg*r’s Crazy, Bicentennial N*gg*r and Is It Something I Said? by Richard Pryor, Standup Comic by Woody Allen, Class Clown by George Carlin and Reality …What a Concept by Robin Williams. I soon discovered that there were more types of comedian than I had at first thought, particularly judging by what was on offer in the UK. There were dozens of types of comedy, and I was only tickling the surface. Richard Pryor’s Bicentennial N*gg*r contained sketches, riffs, improvs, politics and dramatic set pieces on racism; Steve Martin’s A Wild and Crazy Guy sounded like he was at a rock concert (it was thrilling to listen to – he throws almost every joke away as if he doesn’t care a whit as to whether the audience like him or not); Woody Allen’s Standup Comic is full of crafted and smart, well-structured bits that could almost be short films …

         I had no idea how to transform the basic template of what I was doing at the time into something that worked consistently:

         
            Opening song

            Patter routine: ‘Hey, Enoch Powell wants to give people like me a thousand pounds to go back to where we come from. Which is great for me, because I only live in Dudley!’

            World of Sport theme

            Eddie Waring

            Muhammad Ali: ‘Joe Frazier’s so ugly, when he was a baby they had to tie two pork chops round his neck to get the dog to play with him.’

            Henry Cooper

            Dave Allen at Large theme

            Dave Allen jokes

            Max Bygraves joke: ‘I took my dog to the vet. My dog was poorly, ladies and gentlemen. Everybody say, “Ahhhh.”’

            Audience: ‘Ahhhhh.’

            Max: ‘Anyway, the vet said, “I’m gonna have to put your dog down.” I said, “Why?” He said, “’Cos he’s really heavy.”’

            Little song

            Trevor McDoughnut newsflash: ‘Owing to cut backs at the BBC the TV shows Crackerjack, Wacky Races and Jackanory are to be combined. The new show is to be called: Crackerwackyjackanackynory.’

            Clement Freud impression

            David Bellamy impression

            ‘Gwapple me Gwapenuts’ (ad infinitum)

            ‘The Bellamy Rap’ (this was a parody of ‘Rapper’s Delight’ by the Sugarhill Gang, as performed by the TV botanist David Bellamy. Only the diehard Tiswas fans got this – when it was performed at the Royal Variety Show there were many blank faces in the audience. Sigh)

            Play off

         

         That was it: twelve minutes, usually, but on a bad night it could take anything up to half an hour to get off. Usually to the accompaniment of tinned fruit banging against the curtains.

         I would do this twice nightly for twenty-two weeks at a time (including Sunday concerts), never changing, always doing the same thing over and over again.

         By the early eighties things had started to improve material-wise, because Don Maclean had introduced me to a writer called Howard Imber, who started to funnel jokes by post all the way from Grantham in Lincolnshire. He charged a fair price per joke, and I’d get five pages of jokes from him each time. Result.

         However, Howard wrote for everybody, so if you used his jokes, you stood the chance of sounding like everybody else for whom he was writing.

         But – or so I thought at the time – ‘the hell with it!’: at least I had someone to talk to regarding the act. It was frustrating, though. Although there were non-stop requests for me to be on this or that show, I lacked a support network regarding jokes or bits I might do on them. It takes a while to figure out what you need …

      

   


   
      
         
            The Delightful David McKellar

         

         About a quarter of the way through the season, I started seeing a long-haired guy with dark glasses watching the show from the wings. Not every show, but definitely a couple of times a week. His name was David McKellar and he was a comedy writer. I found out later that he’d been working with Bruce Forsyth when ITV had basically given Forsyth all Saturday nights to host a sequence of shows, featuring anyone he wanted. But the reason David was in Blackpool watching Tom and Bob repeatedly was because they were about to get their own sketch show, and he was their head writer.

         I befriended him. I was watching from the wings every night, too, so we were hanging out anyway. We’d go out for curries, drink together and laugh a lot. McKellar was funny and seemingly knew everything about comedy – from Peter Cook and Dudley Moore to Tommy Cooper, the Pythons and Dick Emery. He told me that the key to a lot of these people wasn’t the rate of ideas, but the consistency. If you invent a small pool of sketch characters and repeat them, the punters love it because they just want characters they know every week – which means you can concentrate on the material rather than constantly having to invent new voices and catchphrases for each show.

         It was the first of many eureka moments in my young life. It made sense! Why spend every hour of the working day coming up with new characters and voices when you could just perfect a few and keep feeding them with new material? You could continually please your audience without having to keep explaining who you were all the time.

         I was hooked. I loved this behind-the-sparkly-curtain inside talk about comedy methodology. David spoke about comedy in terms of texture and tone, not just the binary ‘got a laugh/didn’t get a laugh’. He was about more than jokes. I asked him, very tentatively, if he’d write for me, and he said, ‘Yeah, of course. What do you wanna do?’

         My primary concern was Tiswas.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Last Knockings of Tiswas (Just Starting to Get It Right)

         

         The blessing of all blessings by the end of the seventies was that I hadn’t been dismissed from the Tiswas gig. But I was quick to realise that without a regular series on TV, my newfound fame might slip from my fingers, like an oyster smeared in Vaseline. So, I tried a variety of ways to hold onto my position amid all the chaos.

         Luckily for me, Trevor McDonald, Britain’s first black newsreader, had begun burrowing his way into the public consciousness. I was able to do a silly, halfway-decent impression of Trev, so newsflashes became my forte on the show.

         Also, there was an eccentric TV botanist called David Bellamy, who had a way of rolling his Rs and speaking in a delicious, saliva-laden, fruity way. Soon Len as Dr David Bellamy, with the rolling Rs and a stupendous ginger stick-on beard, Hawaiian shirt, baggy shorts, boots and a handful of pig manure (or was it?), became a regular on Tiswas too. During a recurring segment called ‘Compost Corner’, Chris Tarrant would quiz me about growing unusual plants in the Tiswas allotment. As David, I would say: ‘Well, Chwis, here we are in the bwilliant Tiswas garden and, as you can see, there is a mywiad of pewennials for us to pwesent, pewuse and pwactise our gardening skills on.’ To which Chris would reply, ‘Well, that’s easy for you to say.’ Then I’d rub pig manure under my armpits and say, ‘Splash it all over, yeah, yeah, yeah,’ like Henry Cooper in his recent Brut aftershave commercials. Then Chris would belt buckets of water over me and the fifteen firemen stuck in the cage! There’s no business like it, folks.

         These were different times – I was twenty-two and didn’t understand the hurt an impression like this might cause. It would take me a long time to learn that …

         Though I had developed in terms of providing content for the show, there was something missing. People like Bob Carolgees (of Spit the Dog fame) and John Gorman (the Scaffold, the Masked Poet) had limitless confidence in their abilities, no matter if things went wrong or they forgot what they were doing. It didn’t matter to them; they’d just laugh and crack on. Tarrant could keep his cool in the midst of a hurricane, while being chased by zombies and reciting his seventeen times table backwards. Sally James was a seasoned broadcaster; Frank Carson, whenever he was on, just seemed to open his mouth and be funny. I felt as though I was the only one who, as the floor manager counted us down from ten to one, was panicking like Tom Daley running out of wool during the Olympics. It wasn’t just a fear of failure, though. It was also the knowledge that I was still a kid, who hadn’t served his time yet. I was vastly inexperienced, and the next few years would bear that out. I couldn’t just keep doing a three-minute set – it was not what Chris or the viewers wanted.

         David suggested I start thinking of my role on the show in terms of comedy bits, some live, some pre-recorded. We would come up with material on that basis. I’d work on it and rehearse with him, then I’d perform it for Chris on the phone and see how it went. Well, it only bloody worked. Having pitched several ideas to Chris, he laughed, told me I was an idiot and then asked me if I could pre-record stuff while I was in Blackpool for the upcoming summer season.

         Woo hoo! David and I proffered me as Tommy Cooper performing stupid magic tricks in the street; some Trevor McDoughnut sketches (newsflashes from interesting locations, i.e. the sea) and a new character called Algernon Winston Spencer Churchill Gladstone Disraeli Palmerston Pitt the Elder, Pitt the Younger Razamatazz, a Rastafarian with a penchant for condensed-milk sandwiches who kept saying the word ‘OOOOOOOKAAAAAY’. These were simpler times …

         Luckily for me, these pre-recorded pieces seemed to go down really well, and it was the beginning of me actually fulfilling some of that missing ‘potential’ that everyone kept talking about. I did longer Trevor McDonald sketches called ‘Pulsebeat’. I did quizzes where the rules were so complicated that, by the time I got to the end of the set-up, the programme was over. I did more structured David Bellamy bits. Algernon did routines and sang songs. Everything changed for the better that season because of David McKellar. Howard Imber also provided gags for Tiswas, so it was a win–win for all of us.

         Thankfully, this improvement coincided with Tiswas being broadcast nationwide (it had only been shown in some regions before 1979; the plan was to increase the budget for this season), providing ‘water cooler’ TV at a time when no one in the UK even had a water cooler. There were legendary moments when we (the Tiswas presenters) would be walking down the street or eating in a restaurant, and people would rock up and say/yell/drool: ‘Now THAT bit was classic.’ They’d be referring to things like four-year-old Matthew Butler dressed in a rabbit suit and singing ‘Bright Eyes’ spectacularly out of tune, or the day we blew up the spherical racist northern comic Bernard Manning on the I Speak Your Weight machine, or the time we all dressed as rabbits and did a routine with Chas and Dave, singing their hit song ‘Rabbit’, or the time we did ‘Compost Corner’ with Genesis, and I smeared Phil Collins with a mixture of shaving foam, horse manure and fuller’s earth. There were stand-out moments every week, and (thank the gods!) I was a team regular by this time. Tiswas mania was growing.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Cheapest Show on the Telly, 1979 into 1980

         

         At the same time, my mentor, Don Maclean, and I did a TV sketch show called The Cheapest Show on the Telly for BBC Birmingham. They called it a ‘regional opt-out programme’, meaning that people in the Midlands could watch us instead of whatever mainstream BBC fare was on at the time. The show did surprisingly well in the region, considering we had no money for costumes, make-up, sets, music or jokes. We treated it like a radio show. Don’s house was mission control – I’d show up there and go through material with him and our producer, John. There would be lots of laughing and messing around, and Toni (Don’s lovely wife) would make vegetarian pizza, while their kids, Rory and Rachel, would hang around and listen to everything. It wasn’t a bad life.

         There were two series, and the response was pretty good, although some of the material had whiskers. Don and I enjoyed ourselves so much we even did a double act on Seaside Special. However – no offence to Don – I knew I wasn’t a double-act type of guy. I couldn’t imagine being on the road constantly with another person, although, as my career continued to gather momentum, company was the thing I’d end up craving more than anything.

      

   


   
      
         
            A Mercifully Brief Explanation of Six of a Kind …

         

         Don and I were asked to participate in a show called Six of a Kind. It coincided with a massive strike at the BBC’s Television Centre; everyone downed tools and walked out. No one dared to cross a picket line, so that was that for that show. Six of a Kind was intended to be a Saturday-night light entertainment vehicle for new talent, but its basic problem was that it lacked an original premise. Also, there were too many of us: six cast members, none of whom were allowed to contribute to the content, and none of us brave enough to broach the subject with our producer, the legendary creative juggernaut behind the later series of Morecambe and Wise, Ernest Maxin.

         Ernest had dreamed up an idea for a big show with three singers (Leah Bell, Pearly Gates and Karen Kay) and three comics (Don Maclean, me and David Copperfield). It was going to be glamorous, bursting with song, with a little sketch comedy as a welcome buffer between musical numbers. We all hoped it would be the next big thing, but, unfortunately for us comedy performers, Ernest’s enthusiasm and preference for the musical set pieces took the number-one spot in his hierarchy of things to nail. We rehearsed the big numbers endlessly. The sketches were farmed out to the usual suspects and, when they arrived, we had to like them or lump them.

         David, Don and I would rehearse our comedy routines for each other, but that was all the attention we got. The most enjoyable part of the experience was being in that little family, the recurring jokes, all of us rehearsing as though we were on an early-sixties TV variety show with guests like Lucille Ball, Jack Benny, Frank Gorshin and Gene Kelly!

      

   


   
      
         
            A Word on David Copperfield

         

         David Copperfield was Doncaster born and bred. He and I were kindred spirits from the get-go. He just had that comedy-jokes spark: not only a gifted musician with a lovely singing voice, but also genuinely funny.

         David had a great physical presence and could perform pitch-perfect pratfalls that echoed Buster Keaton, but with a modern twist. He would wrestle himself, pretending to be both opponents. He could do a somersault from a standing position. He’d deliberately walk into things and make the sound effect: ‘Bam! Sorry … bit pissed.’ I found him hilarious, and we got on well. I guess when the bods at the BBC saw the tapes of Six of a Kind, the conversation must have gone: ‘Well, Copperfield’s like Freddie Starr but for a quarter of the price.’ God knows what they said about me, but whatever that was, David and I were fished out of the mire and chosen to be in a new show: Three of a Kind. They’d done a show like this before with impressionist Mike Yarwood, comic Ray Fell and the magnificent Lulu, and they thought they could reboot it with some new blood. And they were right – eventually.

         While all this was going on, I’d taken my final Tiswas pie in the face, my final bucket of water down the pants. We were an enormous, dysfunctional but loving family who ate, drank, rocked and created chaos together. The show would continue with Sally James at the helm, along with new cast members. Meanwhile, Tarrant, Gorman, Carolgees and I would continue with a brand-new thing. For Central Television, which was a new network and therefore a clean slate for us. Central gave Tarrant a bit more money, a late(ish) time slot and creative freedom. This could be brilliant, right? What could go wrong?

      

   


   
      
         
            Moving from Tiswas to OTT

         

         It all started very well. Chris and I had had a few meals where we’d talked about Lorne Michaels’s highly original Saturday Night Live, which featured returning characters, topical sketches, special guest stars and up-to-the-minute music. We saw this format as a kind of template. We weren’t trying to copy them but, in my mind, the more SNL-like we were, the better. We got the green light from Central’s boss, Charles Denton, and OTT was born.

         We auditioned for new cast members and found Helen Atkinson-Wood, from BBC Radio 4’s Radio Active, who performed a very funny monologue and had us all howling with laughter. There was also Bob Carolgees, John Gorman, Tarrant and myself – all hardened veterans of Saturday-morning telly (this was how we saw ourselves in our minds …) – along with our secret weapon: Alexei Sayle, the killer compère and lead comedian from the Comic Strip posse.

      

   


   
      
         
            A Bit About the Comic Strip

         

         They were a motley crew consisting of Peter Richardson and Nigel Planer, who, as the Outer Limits, were a slick double act who used music and parody to send up whatever they felt like. Whether it was Space Invaders or rock stars, they were physical and could move in sync. Nigel sang well and played guitar and was good at being gormless (particularly when he did this hippy-dippy character called Neil, who just happened to be a hippy-dippy hippy). It was Peter’s idea to form a production company called the Comic Strip and make everyone shareholders. No fool he.

         Arnold Brown wasn’t an official member of the company (Rik Mayall and Alexei didn’t sign up either), but he played a role in the live shows, providing a droll Glaswegian counterpoint to some of the more insane goings-on. Arnold told jokes about having pictures of the royal family on his mantelpiece when he was growing up and thinking for years that he must be related to them. His catchphrase ‘And why not?’ became something that was muttered by almost everyone who worked with him. He was a genteel Scottish one-liner merchant. When Frank Sinatra came and performed in Glasgow, Arnold opened for him.

         Rik Mayall and Ade Edmondson had been to Manchester University together and had an act called 20th Century Coyote. I remember seeing them on the yoof-centric Oxford Road Show and not quite understanding what they were up to. They were inspired by Samuel Beckett and were also trying out Brechtian alienation techniques to see how those could work. History has proven that they were right to abandon that stuff and just concentrate on being kick-ass hilarious. Adrian was an explosive performer who was incredibly physical and seemingly unhinged – nothing like his off-stage persona. Off-stage, Ade is quietly intelligent, funny, and also plays various instruments and has a great singing voice. On-stage he was LOUD and willing to have his meat and two veg grabbed on many an occasion for the glory of comedy. He and Rik performed twisted and illogical double-act-type routines; one was about a gooseberry entering a lift – they made it work.

         
            
[image: ]With Peter Richardson

            

         

         Rik was naturally charismatic. It wasn’t just that he was funny, skinny, supple and could move; he could also swing his pants like a mofo – and he could make the word ‘pants’ seem hilarious. The repetition of the word during his version of Wilson Pickett’s ‘Land of 1000 Dances’ that went ‘Pants, pantsitty pants, pantsitty pants pantsy pants pantsy pants – pantsitty PANTS!’ (Rik channelling Wilson) was keel-over-and-bite-yourself-on-the-thigh laugh-out-loud high-goddam–larious. Rik could make you laugh without saying anything (just like Tommy Cooper or Richard Pryor could). He’d come on as a daft student poet and glare at the audience, snort, then say, in an incredulous, effete middle-class voice, ‘What? What is it?’ and get massive laughs. Rik would do a trick with his ear: when he did Redditch’s premier investigative reporter Kevin Turvey, he’d start by bending his ear in on itself, before scrunching up his face until the ear b’doinged out once more! It was genius.

         I loved watching him, and he (well, all of them, eventually) appeared in the eighties iteration of The Lenny Henry Show. Rik was a comedy god – we all loved and respected his skills. He is greatly missed since his death in 2014.

         I was lucky to see him perform on many occasions. Even when something wasn’t working, he was always funny. Watching Rik’s realisation and eventual regret while wearing a huge, boiling-hot rabbit suit during a performance in Edinburgh was one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Dawn and Jen

         

         French and Saunders were also very much up there in terms of ‘potential’. They had met while doing drama-teacher training at the Central School of Speech and Drama and had discovered a mutual taste for the ridiculous. They spent many hours improvising for their own amusement and soon were brave enough to get up on-stage. They were immediately impressive, which, given the male-dominated climate at the time, is saying something. Later on they would audition for and eventually join the Comic Strip, where they performed for a while without payment. They had no idea that everyone else was being paid and, quite rightly, there was a righteous beef and polite but intense negotiations until it was all sorted out.
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