
   [image: cover]


   
      

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            To Carole

And for our daughters, Deborah and Manuela

And our grandchildren, Lauren, Sam and Caitlin

         


      

   


   
      
         

            1

            A FINE AND PRIVATE PLACE

         

         It began with a warning, which I should perhaps have heeded. I must have been in my very early twenties at the time, earnestly writing what I thought were poems and vaguely contemplating going into publishing. Knowing this, an uncle of mine, Kenneth Snowman, whose books on Carl Fabergé were published by Faber, arranged for me to talk to one of the company’s founding directors with whom he was friendly.

         Morley Kennerley, a tall and courteous American, received me warmly in Faber’s famous Russell Square offices, where I swore I could feel the breath of T. S. Eliot in the air. I don’t remember Mr Kennerley’s exact words as he delivered his cautionary message, but I still have the warning letter he sent me after our meeting. ‘Remember’, he wrote, ‘that to be a poet in publishing is rather like trying to be a virgin by night and a prostitute by day.’ It was many years before I was to fully appreciate the wisdom of his words, the poetry drying up as the publishing became all-consuming. I wonder now whether he ever gave the same advice to the great TSE.

         Looking back, I realise that, ever the chameleon, I seem to have had several publishing lives (and two poetry ones), and if others are sometimes confused by the various names I’ve sheltered under, then I must confess I often am too: Robson Books, JR Books, the Robson Press… and who knows what’s yet to come? But what’s in a name!

         Truth to say, as far as a life in publishing was concerned, nothing was ever really planned and nothing could have been further from my mind when I left school. A future in the law was on the cards then. The school I went to, Haberdashers’, now housed in lovely grounds in Elstree, was then in the rather less salubrious neighbourhood of Cricklewood (though it pretentiously called itself Haberdashers’ Aske’s Hampstead School). Many of the masters seemed to me to be relics of the war, and they were the ones who had to shout and whack to get attention. There was also a youngish master, a tall, gangly Australian we called Aussie Ostrich, who came in for a year to try to teach us maths and seemed to be cut from the same cloth.

         Perhaps it was his first job, but he couldn’t for the life of him control the class, who would break into a riot of conversation the moment he entered, so not a lot of maths was learned. Clearly he’d complained about us to the head of the junior school, Mr Cooper, and as a result would suddenly round on this or that unfortunate boy, shouting, ‘Go down to Mr Cooper and get a hiding!’, as he must have been instructed to do. Now, a hiding from Mr Cooper would not be fun. I can vividly recall him walking through the door of the school’s indoor swimming pool and, on seeing a round mark on the recently painted white wall, asking in his dangerously quiet way who was responsible, all the while chewing menacingly on the transparent arms of his glasses. A boy gallantly owned up to throwing a tennis ball against the wall. He was sorry, he hadn’t meant to make a mark. But his protests were in vain, and the ice-cold Mr Cooper marched him out of the pool to his office. When the tearful boy returned five minutes later, he had six long, deep stripes on his behind. The mark of Cain, indeed. Perhaps appropriately, Mr Cooper used to take us for religious instruction and once, rather surprisingly, he decided we should discuss Andrew Marvell’s ‘To His Coy Mistress’. Something made me ask him naively how a mistress could be coy. There was silence and much chewing on the spectacles, and only later did I realise how dangerously close to the flame I had flown. I shudder whenever that man’s face surfaces in my mind.

         For some reason, a doctor would appear every so often to examine us and we’d have to line up and drop our trousers in turn while he made a grab for our no-longer-private parts. If it was to test our reactions, I must have passed with honours, given the record speed with which I pulled away. Or perhaps he was just preparing us for life. Now and again I certainly had the impression that there were some masters who would have willingly stood in for the doctor.

         I remember my terror on my first day in the senior school, when the French master, Mr Barling, greeted us by warning that if anyone was late for his lessons he would wind the offender in and out of the radiators. Far too anxious then to appreciate that he was a man of humour, I stared at those radiators, wondering how he would do it. Nothing in my five relatively carefree years at Haberdashers’ Prep School had prepared me for this. Needless to say, none of us was ever late. Despite the introduction, I came to rather like and admire Taffy Barling, a superb teacher whose French was far superior to the others in his department, who all spoke a version that often sounded more like Franglais than the real thing. When they gave us a dictée, it was a matter of guessing what the words were in the text they were reading out and hoping you’d guessed right. Just as valuable to the school, Mr Barling was a first-class rugby coach who’d played for Wasps, and he’d race up and down the touchline as we played, screaming instructions. Rugby was never really my game, and I missed the football I’d played enthusiastically in earlier years.

         It’s said that one inspiring teacher can change your life, and Mr W. A. Nicholas, who taught English to the senior forms, did mine. If not publishing, he certainly put poetry, and the magic and importance of it, into my mind. Not only was he suave and handsome in his black velvet jacket, with a caustic wit no one wanted to be on the receiving end of, he had that rare gift of making literature seem both vital and exciting. Everyone tried to live up to the standards he set.

         For his part, Mr Nicholas was lucky to have a batch of exceptional boys to work with – most, I have to say, in the class above me, in all senses of the word. Among these was Leon Brittan, already then passionate about politics and a keen debater. Leon, of course, was to become Home Secretary under Margaret Thatcher, the youngest Home Secretary since Winston Churchill. I can’t claim great friendship with Leon, but we did play fives together on what was for him a rather painful occasion, since he smashed his hand against the fives court wall, and I remember him dancing up and down and rubbing his hands together. I always found him a gentleman in all respects, and it was shameful that he had to end his life under a shadow that should never have been there.

         Brittan was one of a group of brilliant sixth-form boys who would often eat at lunchtime in a deli of sorts on nearby Cricklewood Broadway, where the food was rather more palatable than that on offer in the school canteen. I often joined them, hovering on the edge of their enlightening conversation. I kept in touch with Leon spasmodically after leaving school and from time to time he’d invite me to send a recent poem, always responding in a generous and not too critical way, whatever reservations he may have had. We met again some years later in Jerusalem at a small party given by another ex-Haberdasher and regular at those lunchtime forays, Leslie Sebba, now a professor of law at Jerusalem University. At the time, Leon, not yet an MP, was staying in Leslie’s flat and since the party was taking place in what was to be his bedroom, he had little option but to join in, spending part of the evening dancing with my wife, Carole. Dancing, apparently, like fives, was not his strongest suit!

         Among the other outstanding Haberdashers of that time were Steven Rose, now an eminent professor of biology and neurology, and Michael Lipton, also a professor, specialising in rural poverty in developing countries. Their paths never directly crossed mine, but those of the Oxford economist Peter Oppenheimer and the iconoclastic theatre director Michael Kustow did to some extent. Peter, who had taken up Russian at school (unusual in those days), married one of Boris Pasternak’s nieces, and coincidently one of Pasternak’s sisters, Lydia Pasternak Slater, took part in the first of the poetry and jazz events I arranged in the early ’60s. It was the vivacious Peter who, when Carole and I visited him in Oxford, played us the ‘Reading of the Will’ sketch from a 1965 American comedy LP called You Don’t Have to Be Jewish… Samuel B. Cohen has died and the family are assembled to hear his lawyer read out (amidst gasps, sobs and applause) details of his lavish bequests: ‘To my son Sheldon, one million dollars, tax-free; to my daughter Jayne (with a ‘y’), the same; to my wife Miriam, two million dollars, tax-free, and everything that is not already in her name, including the Picasso at the back of the store.’ Finally the lawyer comes to the last named person, solemnly intoning: ‘And to my brother-in-law Louis, who lived with us all his life, always smoked the finest cigars – mine – never did a day’s work, who always said I’d never mention him in my will… Hello, Louis!’ It still makes me laugh.

         Mike Kustow and I were both to become involved in Arnold Wesker’s Centre 42 arts festivals, for which I directed the poetry events, but more of that later. Among other things, Kustow became an associate director of both the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company, and director of the Institute of Contemporary Arts, where we gave a concert.

         All these boys were very much at the centre of the school’s intellectual life, dominating the debating society and also a literary society called the Christmas Islanders. Looking back through the school magazine, Skylark, I was amused to see that in 1952 Leon Brittan actually spoke for the socialists in a mock election (what would Lady T have said about that!), while a few years later Steven Rose was calling Nye Bevan, Minister of Health in the post-war Attlee government, a ‘playboy Welsh crooner’. The other of the famous five, Michael Lipton also seemed to be hyperactive in the debating society and in 1952 he was selected by the BBC ‘in a competitive audition’ to speak in a special broadcast to America on foreign affairs.

         They were also all bastions of the school dramatic society. On a lighter level, Kustow and Oppenheimer devised a school revue called Prank for which they wrote witty sketches, Peter and Mike starring along with two very attractive and talented girls, Jeannette Weitz and Pamela Walker. We didn’t appreciate it then, but our headmaster, Dr T. W. Taylor (known as ‘Spud’), must have been quite liberal for those times, in that he allowed the girls to take part in the revue, which created quite a stir among the tittering boys in the audience.

         The fact that Dr Taylor had five daughters may well have had something to do with his relative broadmindedness, which seems also to have extended to religion: apart from the morning prayers in the large school hall, where the names of those ex-Haberdashers who had ‘given their lives for their country’ were displayed in gold on wooden panels along the walls, he arranged for Jewish prayers to be held at the same time. In fact, he attended these so frequently that some began to call him ‘our Jewish headmaster’, which he certainly was not. He seemed an aloof and shy man, but later I learned that his first name was Tom, which made him seem much more human. Distant as he was, rumour had it that he knew the names of so few boys that he would write ‘Persevere’ on reports at random.

         Years later I was reminded of that old, cold school hall where the external O and A level exams were held when I happened to hear an episode of Desert Island Discs with the contentious art critic Brian Sewell, who recalled sitting in that very hall himself, taking art A level, which he said was rather frowned upon. Sewell described how a particularly philistine science teacher who was overseeing the proceedings paced up and down, his shoes loudly tapping the floor as if in disapproval and disturbing Sewell’s concentration. As he spoke, I could see the hall before my eyes and recalled the exams I had anxiously sat there myself, and I also knew exactly who the master was, although he was not named. Sewell was someone I would have loved to publish, and I did come very close to signing up his outrageously frank autobiography, having a number of long and friendly conversations with him on the phone in which I gave him the assurance he asked for that we would not cut or censor it. That was the book in which he revealed that he’d had well over a thousand male lovers, giving much juicy detail… Then, just a couple of years ago, when he was already quite ill, Sewell took up my offer to write a short, controversial book on the art world for a series we had started, but alas his strength began to wane before he had got very far, and he had to abandon it. He had seemed to relish the idea of going out with a provocative bang.

         Remarkably, four other Haberdashers’ boys were later to play important parts in my publishing life. At just under seven feet tall, Michael Rivkin loomed largest. Always in trouble, he was too big for the school in every sense and on one memorable occasion he lost his rag with a teacher he’d accused of picking on him, rising to his full height and smashing his fist down in anger on a wooden desk, splitting it into flying pieces. Even the master had to laugh. I have another vivid memory of Michael standing a girl on a table at a party so he could dance cheek to cheek with her. We were close friends, and it was Michael, by then a high-flying property tycoon, who later proposed that I start my own publishing company and guaranteed the necessary finance. At Michael’s prompting also, Jeremy Morris, my valiant tennis partner in many school matches, who’d qualified as an accountant after studying law at Cambridge, came on board to look after the finances for our first few years, which was invaluable. (I remember Jeremy being an extremely fast runner at school – not a bad thing for an accountant to be.) Third up was the quick-minded and outspoken Jeffrey Pike, who, like Michael, had become very successful. Jeffrey was to prove himself a real friend when, sensing the personal strain Carole and I were under after some twenty-five years of independent publishing, he made it his generous business to help find a publishing partner for us. Lastly there was Laurence Orbach, son of Maurice Orbach, then a Labour MP, and brother of Susie Orbach, the psychotherapist and writer. Laurence founded the Quarto publishing group I was eventually to join (as JR Books) for some three years.

         But back to the two girls who appeared in the school revue and really brought it to life, both of whom went on to greater things. Under the stage name of Fiona Walker, Pamela has appeared in numerous theatre and TV roles and in a number of films including Far from the Madding Crowd with Julie Christie. Despite her obvious talent, Jeannette (now Kupfermann) never really wanted to pursue an acting career, though she did land a few small film roles before going to LSE to study anthropology, and later making her mark as a writer and feature journalist. At LSE she did return briefly to the boards, playing Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire, and at one point she even became Miss Air France, appearing bikini-clad on posters. Jeannette married the American painter Jacques Kupfermann about a month after Carole and I married, and the four of us spent many Sunday evenings together eating pasta and watching movies. Jacques died too young, and Jeannette wrote a sensitive and helpful book about widowhood, When the Crying’s Done, which we published.

         In the heady and innocent days of the school revue and after, Jeannette appeared rather bohemian for a north-west London girl, and I sensed that the popular French novelist Françoise Sagan and the Left Bank singer Juliette Gréco were more her role models than the academics she was later to follow. (Did the firebrand Sagan really say, ‘A dress makes no sense unless it inspires men to take it off you’?) It was through Jeannette, who sometimes came jiving at the 100 Club with me, that I became friendly with the Beat poet Pete Brown. Come Saturday night, Pete always knew of a party somewhere, and the fact that he hadn’t been invited rarely stopped him. My chums and I would readily follow in his wake, and Jeannette and her attractive friend Jackie were often already there. At those parties there was always a lot of bold talk as the booze went down, but talk it generally remained, though it was often highly amusing, for even then Pete, who liked to hold court, was something of a comedian. Passionate about the great jazz saxophonist Coleman Hawkins, and modelling himself on the American Beat poets, he seemed to talk in riffs, bouncing his inventive verbal improvisations onto the heads of his inebriated listeners, whose critical senses were by then more than a little inhibited.

         I remember driving him home in my battered little old car one night from God-knows-where to his parents’ house on the Hendon Way, spilling a very drunk Pete into the arms of his mother, who more or less accused me of poisoning her collapsing son, exclaiming, ‘Drink couldn’t do this to my Pete!’ But it could, Mrs Brown, it could! That car, a cramped black Morris, cost £40, and whenever you put your foot on the brake you had to pray at the same time for the car to stop. Fortunately, I was the one driving that night, not Pete.
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          With the poet and songwriter Pete Brown, who always knew where the parties were.
        

            

         

         As well as continuing to write his special brand of often very funny performance poetry, the talented Pete went on to become a highly successful songwriter, co-writing with Jack Bruce the lyrics to some of Cream’s biggest hits. He’s also had various bands of his own over the years, including the Battered Ornaments, with whom he sang, and he continues to perform.

         On the subject of battered ornaments, the school magazine reminds me that in 1952, weighing in at seven stone, seven pounds, I actually won the junior school boxing competition. To all those who know my gentle ways, this may come as a surprise, but I can only say that my father was responsible. He was born and brought up in Leeds, but sadly I have only a few memories of my paternal grandparents – my Orthodox Russian grandfather Max, with his black rabbinical beard, and my kindly and good-looking Polish-German grandmother Emilia, who, when she was not washing clothes and wringing them out through a wooden contraption in the kitchen, would rattle off Chopin polonaises on an old upright in the dusty sitting room. I stayed with them occasionally when very young in their old rambling house in Chapeltown, and loved to turn the handle of that wringer, pretending I was driving one of the trams that crisscrossed Leeds at that time. My grandfather had a rather imposing shop in town which specialised in repairing and selling watches and jewellery, and in all the photos I have of him he is formally dressed in a wing collar. He was, by all accounts, for all his Orthodoxy, a flamboyant character, having one of the first cars in Leeds and at one time buying an aeroplane and an extremely large house – and not just any large house, but Potternewton Hall, an eighteenth-century manor house with thirteen acres of land, where the Duchess of Cambridge’s great-grandmother was born and grew up. However, it seems that his wife refused to live there, and he sold it a year later, apparently at a loss. For all the distance in time, I can distinctly recall the morning he descended the long, winding staircase of his Chapeltown house and startled me by raising his hands above my head and, in a scene out of the Bible, solemnly blessing me with Hebrew words I did not then understand. Was I Esau or was I Jacob, the pretender? I wonder. 
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          My paternal grandfather in the doorway of his shop in Leeds – quite an adventurer, despite his religious orthodoxy.
        

            

         

         It was in Leeds that my father experienced anti-Semitism at first hand, not only in the streets, where it was rampant, but later at medical school, where one day the consultant announced to the students around him, while looking at my father, ‘I don’t like foreigners on my wards.’ The same consultant later told my father that as long as he had anything to do with it my dad would never qualify, so he took off for London and sat his finals there. Before that, though, he’d learned to box, sparring from time to time with Harry Mason, who was also brought up in Leeds and became the British welter- and lightweight champion. I must add here, as a tailpiece to this story, that my father’s younger brother Leo (father of my cousin, the knowledgeable and extremely witty journalist David Robson) had similar experiences at the same hospital. A brilliant surgeon, Leo was in line to succeed the then consultant when the latter retired, but he was bypassed. Disillusioned, Leo, the mildest and most easy-going of men, gave up medicine, moved to Harrogate and took up dentistry.

         Because of his experiences, my father felt it important that I should learn to defend myself, so I joined the boxing club at General Motors, around the corner from where we lived in Colindale, and where he was the medical officer, and I continued to box at school. It stood me in good stead when I found myself fighting the class bully in the semi-finals of the school championship. It was a ferocious fight and to my amazement I was given the verdict – perhaps because he was a rather hit-and-miss fighter (who luckily missed more than he hit), and I’d learned to box in a more orthodox way, jabbing and moving and counter-punching. Afterwards that boy gave me a wide berth, so my dad definitely had a point. I gave up boxing after a year or two when I realised the boys we fought from nearby schools were becoming dangerously large!

         Apart from the girls in the school revue (and one or two others), tennis was a major distraction in my senior school years, and the only thing I really excelled at, captaining the team. For some reason tennis was considered a sissy game by certain masters and I often wondered how they would fare over five sets on the Centre Court. There’s no doubt that far too much of my time was spent on the tennis court when I should have been studying. Once again my father, a keen but very average tennis player, was partly responsible, taking me to tournaments whenever possible. At that time you didn’t have to fight or queue all night for tickets for Wimbledon, Queen’s Club, or the other main tournaments in order to see the leading players, as many of them would play at local tournaments where you could get in easily and often find yourself brushing shoulders with them as they strolled, unchaperoned, to whichever court they were scheduled to play on next. Those were the days when our top-ranked player, Bobby Wilson, who was just four years older than me and whom I’d watched in awe in the Junior Middlesex Championships, would travel to Wimbledon by bus with his wooden rackets and his mother, gallantly reaching the quarter-finals four times as the nation held its breath. One memorable year we hit gold when my father, who had evolved an effective way of treating tennis elbow, was called in on the eve of Wimbledon to treat the world’s leading women’s player, the big-serving American Louise Brough, who had hurt her elbow. Brough won Wimbledon four times (three in succession in 1948, ’49 and ’50) and so the press were all over my dad as he set to work, successfully treating her at our local club – which meant there was no shortage of Wimbledon tickets for us that year! 
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          Haberdashers’ tennis team, 1956. The very tall Michael Rivkin, our original backer, is directly behind me. I was the captain in those days!
        

            

         

         I hadn’t realised just how deeply those early tennis years had entered my psyche until very recently, when I was given two Wimbledon programmes from the early ’50s. Remarkably, the competitors then were all amateurs, yet those names, sprinkled through the gentlemen’s singles draw, were like royalty to me, though many are hardly remembered now except perhaps by devotees of my generation – players like Victor Seixas, Ted Schroeder, John Bromwich, Gardnar Mulloy, Pancho Gonzalez (my idol, whose matches against the small, fiery, bandy-legged Pancho Segura were among the most marvellous I’ve been privileged to watch), Frank Sedgman and the film-star-handsome Budge Patty, who, in the days before tie-breaks, played what was then the longest match in the history of Wimbledon, losing 6–8, 18–16, 6–3, 6–8, 10–12 to Jaroslav Drobný, with me courtside, savouring every stroke, every rally. And that was just the men. In the ladies’ singles, Louise Brough, Margaret duPont, Doris Hart, Shirley Fry and Maureen Connolly (‘Little Mo’) topped the list, and while those early programmes devoted several pages to photos of the men, there is not a single photo of a woman – despite (or perhaps because of) the appearance a few years earlier of ‘Gorgeous’ Gussie Moran, who raised establishment eyebrows with her (relatively) short skirt and her frilly lace knickers. And I had the luck to be courtside once again when she made her startling first appearance! 

         No doubt fired by all this, every Sunday morning I’d set off early to play with my close friend Anthony Stalbow, who was fortunate enough to have a court in the gardens of his parents’ flat in Highgate. We’d first met at our local club when we were thirteen, playing in an American tournament. This was mixed doubles and you drew for your partner, sticking with him or her throughout as you played a set against all the other pairs in turn. When our turn came to play against each other, and no doubt wanting to impress, Tony and I pulled out all the stops, ungallantly ‘poaching’ too many shots from our not-altogether-brilliant (not even glamorous) partners. Luckily, Tony’s vivacious Israeli mother, who was glamorous, was watching and she invited me to come and play on their court with my erstwhile opponent. So started our great friendship, which continues to this day. We were kindred spirits, and both of us were to win junior tournaments and play for the Middlesex under-18 team. And both of us were so shy that whenever the rather attractive girl whose family also lived in the apartments appeared in the garden with some friends, we would creep stealthily away to avoid an encounter. How we ever managed to get ourselves girlfriends at that stage of our lives is a wonder, but somehow we did. And how heart-churning those early amours were!

         
            
               It always seemed like love,

               but who can say?

               How innocent those days,

               the fumblings behind that

               broken fence, the constant fray.

            

         

         Tony Stalbow and I were privileged to have a series of lessons with Don Tregonning, a young member of the Australian squad who went on to coach the Danish national team, including Kurt Nielsen, a future Wimbledon finalist. He taught us to start our backhand swing low down and to come up through the ball – none of the wrist bending of today. And he and his Wimbledon partner Peter Cawthorn would hit bullets at us as we stood at the net trying to parry them. As well as free Slazenger rackets, I was also given free tennis coaching by the county and had a series of lessons on the Green Park public courts from Frank Wilde, twice a Wimbledon doubles finalist in the late 1930s. I was surprised to read in the notebooks of that fine writer Frederic Raphael that he too had taken lessons with Wilde – something we talked about fifty or more years later when I came to publish some of Freddie’s novels and his Cambridge memoir, Going Up.

         When we were in our fifties, Tony and I came together again on court to win the Veteran Doubles title at the same club where we’d met umpteen years earlier, and where we’d won the junior tournament in successive years. The cup we were now presented with was ambiguously inscribed ‘VD Champions’. When I tried to impress my teenage daughters, pointing to our names newly engraved on the clubhouse board, the only comment I got was, ‘How pathetic!’

         
      Sic transit gloria mundi.
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            A LAW UNTO ITSELF

         

         In his cordial letter to me from Faber, gently edging me away from thoughts of a publishing career, Morley Kennerley had gone on to remind me that T. S. Eliot had written his finest poems while working in a bank. Whatever the uncertainties in my young life at that time, of one thing I was sure: a banking career was not for me. Instead, without much thought I found myself hurtling like a lemming in the direction of the law, becoming articled to B. A. Woolf and Co., a small but dynamic firm with offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, just around the corner from the Law Courts in the Strand. The rather Dickensian offices consisted of just two large rooms, with old files spilling out of cabinets and piled up along the walls. One room, overlooking the square, was occupied by the firm’s principal, David Lewis; the other by two young solicitors, Michael Roscoe and Raphael Teff, a managing clerk, Mr Fields, a super-efficient typist/secretary – and me, perched behind a tiny desk facing the window at the back of the room and trying to make myself invisible.

         Small the company might have been, but there was nothing small about David Lewis, whether in stature, personality, reputation or intellect. A sometimes excitable man who didn’t suffer fools gladly, he always seemed to be a step ahead of everyone else. No wonder he had a number of high-flying clients who relied on his agile mind and obvious erudition. David Lewis kept his sharp eyes on everything, and when the morning post arrived, the two young solicitors would traipse into his office with me in tow. There we would stand in front of his huge desk while he went through and discussed any letters or documents relating to matters one or other of them was handling, questioning them carefully and making suggestions as to how best to proceed. Since I wasn’t directly in the firing line, I would find these morning sessions stimulating, but I sensed it was rather different for my two colleagues, though they both admired Lewis greatly. He was like a GP of the old school, and was equipped and ready to handle all kinds of cases, whether personal or corporate.

         Raphael Teff was quiet and scholarly, Michael Roscoe rather more extrovert. I think they must have quickly recognised that I wasn’t cut out for the law, though I’m not sure I realised that myself for quite some while. Nevertheless, they were both amazingly patient and did their best to guide and help me through. In those days there were no computers, nor even word processors, so everything had to be typed, and if in drafting a lease or document you made a mistake or changed your mind – as I invariably did – it all had to be typed again. Incredible now to think of the amount of work this entailed.

         The dapper Mr Fields, as English as they come, was a mine of information, a man of considerable experience and knowledge on whom everyone seemed to rely. He must have seen them come and go over the years, and I always sensed a touch of irony in the way he looked at me. Yet he too was courteous and helpful, if a little formal, never addressing me by my first name. His small moustache was always perfectly trimmed.

         David Lewis’s brother Leonard was an eminent QC whom David would consult from time to time and brief when one of their cases was coming before the courts. Every bit as vibrant as David, and just as brilliant, Leonard Lewis seemed rather intimidating to a rookie like myself, but listening to him in his chambers as he debated various points with David was eye-opening, and both would go out of their way to briefly explain for my benefit the background of whatever they were discussing. They were busy men, but generous to me with their time.

         Sometimes I would have to accompany Michael or Raphael to appear before a Master of the High Court. Masters, I discovered, were a kind of procedural judge who, in the early stages of a case, dealt with all aspects of an action, from its issue until it was ready to go before a trial judge. There was one particularly daunting Master who seemed to relish cross-examining the young solicitor before him, always trying to pick fault with the documents that he was being asked to approve. I felt sorry for my understandably nervous colleagues as we walked towards the Law Courts to face the Master in his cold, stony room, and I dreaded the day it would fall to me to make that journey to the scaffold.

         There was one major case David Lewis was handling. I no longer remember the name of the client he was acting for or what the case was about (insider dealing?) but I do vividly recall the weeks I had to spend in the library of the Law Society, noting down the day-by-day price of a particular share over a six-month period. It seemed an interminable task, and I never understood what the brothers Lewis were looking for, nor whether my findings helped or hindered their case. But it was an insight into the kind of detail that was required and for the first time I began to seriously question whether I was suited to such a demanding profession. Having read the cases of Marshall Hall and other famous lawyers in preparation for my plunge into the law, and doubtless having watched too much television, I imagine I was expecting something rather more glamorous than spending day after day in a dusty library that was as silent as the tomb.

         As the months went by, I became increasingly unhappy and withdrawn. Michael Roscoe, with whom I’d become friendly, would often take me to lunch, and one day he confided, ‘Jeremy, we’re all worried about you, you look so miserable. Please, please think carefully about the law, and whether it’s for you.’ That rather took me aback. Raphael, it seemed, was also concerned, but his approach was less direct. No doubt sensing my growing literary interests, he began to casually mention poems that he’d been reading, which surprised me (perhaps he’d seen me scribbling away at the back desk when I thought no one was looking). He was particularly enthusiastic about Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’.

         I’d read some Eliot at school, and in fact Murder in the Cathedral had been an A-level set text. I could recite reams of it, but I’d never read Prufrock closely. Now, reading it again as a result of Raphael’s subtle prompting, I found it a revelation – the language, the imagery, the conversational tone, the striking conceits:

         
            
               Let us go now you and I

               When the evening is set out against the sky

               Like a patient etherised upon a table…

            

         

         Those spellbinding opening lines – written in 1920 yet so modern – went round and round in my head as I gradually started to write, and I now recognise that the voice of Eliot was in almost every line I wrote in those teething days. I was shocked later to discover what many have justly seen as anti-Semitic lines in several of Eliot’s poems, notably in ‘Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar’, with the oft-quoted lines, ‘The rats are underneath the piles / The Jew is underneath the lot’.

         Shocking indeed, and the lawyer Anthony Julius pulled no punches when he wrote, ‘He [Eliot] did not reflect the anti-Semitism of his times, he contributed to it, even enlarged it.’ Even if I’d been aware of this then, I don’t think it would have diminished my appreciation of Eliot’s poems, nor has it since. Strangely, I have never felt as tolerant about Ezra Pound and his Fascistic activities, but then I have never been as captivated by his poems.

         The poet Emanuel Litvinoff wrote his own powerful response in a poem called ‘To T. S. Eliot’, which ends:

         
            
               Let your words

               tread lightly on this earth of Europe

               lest my people’s bones protest.

            

         

         I heard him read that chilling poem years later at the launch of an anthology we both had poems in, but there was a famous occasion at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in 1951 when Litvinoff read the poem and Eliot walked in just as he was starting, to the horror of many people there, including Stephen Spender, who protested. But the poet Dannie Abse, who was sitting behind Eliot, heard him mutter, ‘It’s a good poem, a very good poem.’

         
            * * *

         

         Things were coming to a climax, and I was becoming more and more depressed. Then, one evening as I was travelling home on a bus from Finchley Road Station, I suddenly found it hard to climb down the stairs. By the time I’d limped home I could hardly move. Alarmed, my father somehow got me up to my room, while my mother watched anxiously. Stretched out on my bed at last, I could barely move at all – it was a kind of paralysis, both frightening and agonising, and the various pills my father gave me had no real effect. I remained like that for three worrying weeks, and the visits of my friends did little to raise my spirits. Obviously worried, and acutely aware of how the mind can control the body, my father decided to ask a physician he knew and respected to visit me.

         Dr Aleck Bourne was one of the most distinguished gynaecologists of his day, famous for winning a landmark case after performing an illegal abortion on a fourteen-year-old rape victim, having alerted the police to what he was about to do. He was subsequently charged and acquitted at trial. However, my father had not called on him for his gynaecological skills, but because he was an amateur sculptor and interested in all the arts. Thus it was a kind of social visit, and Dr Bourne sat by my bed as we talked about painters we admired, and about poetry. Afterwards he told my parents that in his opinion I should be encouraged to give up law, since my interests and ambitions were plainly elsewhere. After a long discussion, the die was cast: I would abandon all thoughts of a legal career – and abracadabra, from the moment that decision was made I began to move more easily and the pain quickly vanished.

         Over the years, the humane and worldly Dr Bourne and I exchanged letters and he encouraged me to send him my early poems. From time to time he would invite me to dine with him and his wife in their flat above his Harley Street consulting rooms. He’d done me a greater service than he could possibly have realised, and how wise and understanding it was of my father to have called on him.

         One thing’s for sure: that is the only time in my life I’ve been treated by a gynaecologist!

         
            * * *

         

         Having informed the not-altogether-surprised David Lewis of my decision to give up law, I now had to think what I really wanted to do. Write poems, yes, and I was doing that more and more, but I would also have to earn a living, as I was being gently reminded. Some evenings I would wander up to Hampstead Village and sit in a café to ponder my future, scribbling away, trying to look like a poet even though on the evidence of what I’d written to date I was far from being one. At that stage my parents had an attractive live-in help from what was then Yugoslavia, whose room was at the top of the house, a few tempting steps up from mine, which was off a half-landing (my parents and younger brother David were on the floor below). One night I made the exciting discovery that a friend of hers, a slim, blonde English girl, sometimes stayed over with her, creeping out in the morning before my unsuspecting parents and brother woke up (David, nine and a half years younger than me, still slept the sleep of the innocent, though he later more than made up for it!). Rather taken by the fact that I wrote, or was trying to write, poetry, the friend suggested I come round to her flat in West Hampstead of an evening to write – an invitation I was not slow to accept. However, once she’d told me her doctor had warned her that if a man so much as hung his trousers on the back of her door she would fall pregnant, I beat a hasty retreat. What had that to do with poetry? You may well wonder.

         I’d done well in English at school, and the more I thought about it, the more journalism seemed a reasonable possibility as a career, so I contacted our local paper, the Hampstead and Highgate Express, and the editor, John Parkhurst, was kind enough to say I could work there for six weeks – work experience, we’d call it now. No money, of course, but that really didn’t matter. The Ham and High was considered one of the finest local papers in the country, and I was thrilled to have this opportunity. I later learned that Parkhurst had kept the paper going through the war years, a period that enabled more women to become journalists and receive equal pay long before the vast majority of professions.

         He was friendly and encouraging and even more so was his chief reporter, Gerald Isaaman, who took me under his wing. I couldn’t have had a better mentor, for Gerry, who became editor in 1968 and remained at the helm for a remarkable twenty-five years, is a walking encyclopaedia of anything and anybody to do with the Hampstead area. It was under his editorship that the New York Times described the paper as ‘the only local paper with a foreign policy’. These days, having moved out of London, Gerry writes regular features and reviews with great knowledge and flair for the arts pages of the Camden New Journal.

         Through Gerry, whose continuing friendship and support I greatly value, I got a real taste of what it is like to be a working journalist. I loved the buzz of the Ham and High office, the constant clack of the typewriters, the reporters rushing in and out, the gossip, the sense of excitement on press day. I was sent to review plays and art exhibitions, accompanied journalists on their not-always-pleasant assignments, especially when there’d been a death or an accident. I went to local meetings, the odd sport event, and shows of all kinds in schools and halls, always doing my best to look cool and not show just how raw and nervous I was. I even reviewed some books but was never let loose on the famous writers and personalities in the area.

         Then I got my big break, for with Easter came the Fair on Hampstead Heath, and I was given the job of writing a lengthy feature article about it. This was my opportunity to show just how well I could write, but as I look at the yellowing cutting now I don’t think I’d give myself many marks out of ten. How pretentious, how embarrassing it is. Under the heading ‘So Noisy, Yet So Happy at the Fair’, I tried to capture the atmosphere, the characters behind the various stalls, the noise, the fun, the smell of hamburgers, the dust, the excited yells of the oh-so-attractive girls in the bumper cars, but it was way, way over the top. And of course, being in the shadow of Keats House, I couldn’t resist bringing the great poet in. ‘The poetry of earth is never dead,’ he wrote, and I quoted his lovely lines towards the end of the article as a sort of grand finale. Whatever they really thought, everyone on the paper muttered nice things and the piece appeared just as I wrote it, under my byline. I bought lots of copies.

         For all my faults and faux pas, at least I hadn’t done what my new idol Dylan Thomas had when working on his local paper in Wales. Sent one day to review a new play, the young Dylan had got rather delayed in a pub, as was his wont, but that hadn’t stopped him from handing in a review even though he hadn’t been anywhere near the theatre – which, as his editor sternly told him, was a pity, since a fire had broken out, the theatre had burnt down, and of course there had been no performance.
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            ENTER THE GOONS

         

         Apart from the Pete Brown parties, Saturday nights frequently found me and my friends at one north London home or another, dancing in a sitting room cleared of its furniture to the steady beat of the Glenn Miller Orchestra (oh, the nostalgia of ‘In the Mood’ and ‘Moonlight Serenade’) or the irresistible allure of the evergreen Frank Sinatra, whose Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! album went with us everywhere, along with a portable Dansette record player. Luckily for me, one of my lifelong friends, Anthony Harkavy, played great jazz piano, so he was always in demand to perform at parties, and I was never far behind. In later life, as a lawyer, he was to skilfully advise and steer me through various sticky publishing situations and negotiations, even getting an advance back from the notoriously unreliable Jeffrey Bernard, whom I had unwisely contracted to write a book on his friend, the legendary jockey Lester Piggott.

         Anyone who saw the entertaining play Jeffrey Bernard Is Unwell, or who read his columns in The Spectator on which it was based, will need no reminding that, besides his drinking, Bernard was proud of his ability to charm unwitting publishers into advancing him money for books he never wrote. So, after various unfruitful meetings in his flat in Great Portland Street and numerous un-kept promises, we finally decided enough was enough. As a very small publisher we simply couldn’t afford to finance his drinking habits. Serving a writ on Bernard, which in the end we were obliged to do, was not an easy matter, but it was finally served – appropriately enough in a Soho pub, and doubtless not with the beverage he was expecting. Did any other publisher ever get their advance back from him, I wonder? It may have been a publishing first!

         I also have to thank Anthony for sitting down one morning a couple of years ago at the inviting upright piano in St Pancras Station and playing that lovely old jazz number ‘Georgia on My Mind’. As he played, with his back to the gathering crowd, a group of tall teenage boys made their way towards the piano, touching it lovingly before turning away. As they did so, I noticed they all wore large white hearing aids behind their ears. It was a heart-stopping moment that led me to write a poem called ‘Jazz at St Pancras’, which ends:

         
            
               Clearly, those boys had heard a melody

               we could not, and suddenly the

               station was no longer cold, and there

               was more than music in the air.

            

         

         When we weren’t standing around a piano, or partying with Pete, we were listening to the bands of Humphrey Lyttelton or Chris Barber at the 100 Club in Oxford Street, or to the purist clarinet of Cy Laurie at his club opposite the Windmill Theatre in Piccadilly. I always loved the voice of Ottilie Patterson, who sang with the Barber band and was to marry its leader. For me, her ‘Careless Love’ was one of the Seven Wonders, and her voice still thrills me these many decades on, as indeed does the clarinet of Barber’s star performer, Monty Sunshine, attacking the testing, set-piece solo in the classic jazz number ‘High Society’.

         It was at the 100 Club that the Skiffle King, Lonnie Donegan, came into his own, not only playing in the early Barber band but having a featured solo spot when the main band took a break. ‘Rock Island Line’ was the number we all wanted to hear, a song I first stumbled on when an excited salesman in a record shop in Golders Green Road ardently recommended it – yes, there were such shops in those days, and we were regular customers.

         The pioneering Lyttelton band was a main attraction then and was to remain popular right up to Humph’s death in 2008. As I tried to pluck up enough courage to ask one of the many long-haired beauties who lined the walls to jive, I little thought that I would one day become the proud publisher of this famous Old Etonian trumpeter.

         Going to the 100 Club – drug-free, I imagine, in those days – seemed daring at the time, a kind of rite of passage, and I tried to relive those days in more recent years when Humph and his devoted manager (and later partner) Susan da Costa would invite me to hear the band at the Bull’s Head in Barnes – the music rather more mainstream then than the Dixieland fare I seem to remember from my youth, but every bit as potent and transporting. And on one memorable occasion, for the launch at a club in Dover Street of Humph’s book, It Just Occurred to Me…, not only did the band turn up to back him on a couple of numbers, but we were treated to the wonderful voice of Elkie Brooks. Carole and I became close to the dynamic Elkie and her husband Trevor when, a few years after Humph’s death, we published her frank autobiography Finding My Voice, and indeed she would jokingly call me her ‘brother’.
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               Elkie Brooks joins Humphrey Lyttelton at the launch party for his book It Just Occurred to Me…

            

         

         
            * * *

         

         If, earlier, I held my father Joe responsible for my early boxing activities, I must also credit (and thank) him for my meeting and later involvement with the Goons, which all started with the arrival of that Arch Goon Spike Milligan in my father’s consulting rooms. I must have been around fifteen or so then, and The Goon Show was at the height of its popularity. At the time there were other popular radio comedy shows such as Take It From Here, Hancock’s Half Hour and Round the Horne but, brilliant though these were, the innovative, surrealist humour of The Goon Show was startling. As well as writing most of the show’s scripts, Spike also performed in it every week alongside the multi-voiced Peter Sellers and Harry Secombe, with two musical interludes featuring the Ray Ellington Quartet and Max Geldray, the virtuoso jazz harmonica player.

         Having to write, rehearse and perform in a new episode every week for weeks on end took its toll on Spike, as he confessed in an interview years later: ‘The pressure and the tension of keeping up the standard drove me mad. I dedicated my whole life to it, seven days a week … I gave my sanity for that show. It was terrifying, sheer agony. It wrecked my first marriage, and it wrecked my health.’ He was counting on my father, to whom he had been recommended by his GP, to help him through his various crises. I should explain that my dad had become a leading medical practitioner of hypnosis, using it as a psychiatric aid to get to the bottom of particular problems. At that time hypnosis was looked on with a degree of suspicion by the medical establishment, but my father (who was always strongly against the use of hypnosis for non-medical purposes, such as entertainment) had remarkable success with it in a number of areas, including asthma, nail-biting, stammering, insomnia, sexual problems, smoking, depression and childbirth. I myself had a wisdom tooth out under hypnosis, with no pain at all and everything healing more swiftly than the dentist thought possible. After my father died, I found a thick file of touching letters from patients thanking him for his patience, understanding, kindness and care, and testifying to the effectiveness of his treatment. There were also many similar letters from doctors who had referred patients to him.

         My father rarely listened to the radio and had no real idea who Spike was when he first came to see him, though he knew from my mother that he was famous. Being a blunt Yorkshireman, that fact cut little ice with him, and when Spike’s opening sally was, ‘I don’t trust doctors and I don’t trust you,’ my father simply responded that he wasn’t there to prove himself and pointed to the door. ‘I think we can get on,’ said an impressed Spike, stopped in his tracks, and thus began a lifelong friendship of great trust and affection, with my dad coming to the rescue on a number of occasions when Spike hit one of his frequent bad spots. There were periods when he was in our house almost every night, and over the years our home became a haven for him, my mother’s table coupled with my father’s medical skills proving an appealing combination.

         I have memories from that time, too, of dropping off Barry Humphries and an attractive lady friend somewhere in West Hampstead. That was long before Dame Edna became a sensation, and I can only imagine he’d come to us with Spike for tea. Through my later involvement with Punch magazine and friendship with its editor, Alan Coren, we published Punch on Australia, which Barry edited. As I’d never really got to know him, when my father died in 1990 I was immensely touched to receive a phone call out of the blue from Barry saying he just wanted to tell me how sorry he was to hear the news and how much he’d liked my dad.

         
            * * *

         

         The Goon Show was recorded on Sunday nights at the BBC’s Camden Theatre before a live audience, and tickets were like gold dust, with crowds jostling on the steps of the theatre, pressing to get in. Often I was lucky enough to have two tickets, and the extra one was sometimes a winning card in wresting a date from a reluctant girl. At school everybody imitated the show’s famous characters – and the voices of Eccles, Moriarty, Bluebottle, Henry Crun and Neddie Seagoon echoed round the playground and school corridors.

         It’s hard to convey the power of radio in those days, and to what extent The Goon Show permeated the lives of so many. None of my friends would miss an episode, or the repeat, and those recordings were wondrously exciting, the audience warm-up sessions every bit as enthralling as the show itself. Once the large orchestra, under its director Wally Stott (later known as Angela Morley), was seated, Peter Sellers and Harry Secombe would enter stage right to huge applause from the theatre audience, which usually included a number of well-known showbiz personalities. Harry would somehow loosen Peter’s trousers so that they fell to his ankles, before launching into a high-pitched version of ‘Falling in Love with Love’, his fabulous voice spiralling to the Gods. Then Peter, his trousers now safely up, would move through the ranks of the orchestra to the drums, whereupon Spike would enter with his trumpet, and Dixieland mayhem would ensue. After that we were sometimes treated to a number from Max Geldray and the Ray Ellington Quartet. Eventually the straight-faced announcer Wallace Greenslade would somehow get everyone under starter’s orders, and they were off.

         I became very friendly with Max Geldray and his pretty young partner, Barbara. I often visited them at their home in Highgate, listening to records and just talking, for Max loved to talk. Sometimes he would actually play for me, putting on a recording of one of the big bands and playing along with it – as well as his tremendous sense of rhythm, he had a phenomenal ear. A pioneer of the chromatic harmonica, Max was one of the first players to adapt the instrument to the demands of swing music. Born in Amsterdam, he’d formed his own band at an early age before joining the famous big band of Ray Ventura in Paris, appearing with many of the stars of the day. I enjoyed hearing him recall his days in Paris and friendship with the legendary gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt, and how they’d meet up late at night in the cafés of Montmartre, playing together until the small hours. There was one story I hadn’t heard before, about the famous Quintette du Hot Club de France, which featured Django and the great jazz violinist Stéphane Grappelli. One day they were invited to perform at a nudist camp’s annual ball. When the organisers tried to persuade them to appear in the nude as a courtesy to the guests, who’d be similarly unclad, they had demurred – until the fee was trebled. The big night came. Duly unclothed, they started playing as the curtains opened – to reveal the cheering audience fully and formally dressed in black tie and dinner suits, the ladies in long dresses. A student prank.
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               Max Geldray, the great harmonica virtuoso and Goon Show regular.

            

         

         Great though he was as a jazz musician, Max was no actor, and his English, while good, wasn’t perfect. Spike, who had a cruel streak, loved to give him comic lines to read on air for the simple joy of hearing him stumble over them in his soft, hesitant voice. I was rather in awe of the mercurial Milligan in those teenage years, though he was always extremely friendly and interested in whatever I was doing. He never talked down to young people, and there was something of the eternal child in him, for all his quicksilver brilliance, which is perhaps why he was able to write comic verse that was so popular with young readers. As Spike became as much a family friend as a patient of my father’s, from time to time he’d invite us to parties at his house in Holden Road in Finchley, or to dip in the large inflatable pool in his garden. The trouble was, you never knew what mood Spike would be in, or when he’d suddenly turn tail, bid everyone good night, and vanish to his room. Sometimes he would send telegrams with instructions to his then wife, June, who of course lived in the same house! Once, he was accused of shooting at his neighbours’ dog because its constant barking unnerved him. There was the time, too, when he walked into an undertaker’s, lay down on the floor and cried ‘Shop!’ But when Spike was up, he was very, very up, the Irish stories and inventive wit flowing like the red wine he liked to drink. (Mention of red wine reminds me that Spike could also be generous: when Carole and I celebrated a special wedding anniversary, he sent us a bottle of wine with a note saying, ‘Enjoy this with a good meal.’ It was a bottle of Chateaux Margaux, bottled in 1964, the year of our marriage, and worth several hundred pounds. It was a long time before we could bring ourselves to open it.)

         For all his down moods, Spike liked to have people, especially young people, round on Guy Fawkes Night, which was always fun with a large bonfire and barbecue. At one of those parties I recall seeing a rather reserved Kenneth Tynan (the great make-or-break theatre critic of his day, and reputedly the first person to say ‘fuck’ on British television) and his then wife Elaine Dundy, author of the bestselling The Dud Avocado. Years later, remembering them sitting sedately on the edge of the Milligan settee, I was amazed to read how this venerated critic would enjoy flagellating the understandably reluctant Dundy.

         At another Milligan Bonfire Night party, this time at Monkenhurst, the beautiful old mansion Spike had moved to in 1974, Carole and I fell into conversation with the singer Lynsey de Paul and her then partner James Coburn, the American film star. Lynsey (whom Spike always affectionately called Lynsey the Small) came to live opposite us some years later, by which time we had formed our publishing company, Robson Books. I would find her name cropping up more and more (often libellously!) in books I was offered about the music industry, particularly in one by the notorious impresario Don Arden, who, exasperated by her behaviour, passed her over to his daughter, Sharon Osborne, to manage. In time, she too gave up, and I had to quietly tone down a number of potentially damaging remarks about Lynsey in Arden’s book. Among other things he wrote that no married man was safe walking past Lynsey’s house, a remark I couldn’t help remembering whenever I cautiously passed her door on my way home of an evening. For all the trouble the prickly Lynsey sometimes caused her neighbours, she deserved a far happier end than the cruel one she suffered, dying of a suspected brain haemorrhage shortly after moving from the area, and only a few weeks since we’d had a friendly chat at a ceremony to unveil a statue of Spike in the grounds of Stephens House, Finchley, where he loved to walk. 

         At that event, held in September 2014, Michael Parkinson recalled being in the middle of broadcasting a show from LBC when an assistant rang to say there was a man in reception calling himself ‘Mr Spike Milligan, the well-known typing error’. ‘Send him up,’ said a wary Michael, and in walked Spike in his dressing gown saying he’d been listening to the show and it was so boring he thought he’d better drop in and liven it up!

         Lynsey de Paul did me one great favour in introducing me to Tom Conti, who lived around the corner from us both and who, so Lynsey told me, was writing a book. I’d always greatly admired Tom, ever since he’d starred in Frederic Raphael’s The Glittering Prizes, the unmissable TV series about a Cambridge generation – and he had, indeed, just finished a book, a novel called The Doctor. Fiction was not normally our territory, but I was nevertheless interested and arranged to meet Tom at his house. Cautious at first, he asked me searching questions about our company and publishing in general, eventually agreeing to email me the manuscript. As I left, I noticed a grand piano in the living room with Beethoven scores on it, and Tom explained that he’d trained as a classical pianist before taking up acting. Perhaps the fact that we published the great Alfred Brendel helped to swing things our way.
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               Tom Conti with the singer-songwriter Lynsey de Paul at the launch of his novel The Doctor.

            

         

         I was about to go on holiday and took Tom’s book with me. Prodigiously researched, The Doctor ranged from the plains of Africa to the operating theatre of a London hospital, and I turned the pages quickly as I followed the many twists of the ingenious plot. There was only one problem: it didn’t have a satisfactory ending, with everything left, surreally, in the air. I wondered how I was going to tell him, but I needn’t have worried, for the minute I got back to the office my assistant said, ‘Do you realise you didn’t print out the last forty pages of the manuscript you took away?’ I crept off and read them at once, and everything tied up perfectly. Chekhov said that if you plant a gun in a drawer in the first act of a play, you must make sure it goes off in the last. In Tom’s book it certainly did!

         He was wonderful to publish, and I enjoyed the literary lunches I drove him to, not just for his speech (he always shunned the mike – with that rich voice he didn’t need it), but for the signing session afterwards, when I’d watch the queues of women of a certain age wanting a photo with him as well as a signed book, some asking jokingly, ‘Can I be your Shirley Valentine?’ (A reference to the film in which he’d played a seductive Greek taverna owner, with whom the middle-aged Liverpool housewife, Shirley Valentine, has a romance.) As a result of Tom’s book, which, incidentally, the BBC recorded despite the sex scenes, we became friendly with him and his multi-talented wife Kara, whose one-woman shows, performed in the theatre-like lounge of their house as well as in public venues, we have greatly enjoyed. Her dramatic portrayal of the art deco portraitist Tamara De Lempicka is especially memorable.

         
            * * *

         

         If I was shy of Spike, I was even more so of Harry Secombe whenever I went backstage after a recording, though no one could have been friendlier or warmer. Harry was always considered the sober member of the team, and was often called on to make the peace when Spike had gone off the rails for one reason or another – whether with the producer, the BBC censor, the people responsible for the unusual sound effects that were such an integral part of the show, or whoever. 

         Where Spike went, Peter Sellers often followed, and it wasn’t long before he too came knocking on my father’s door. He’d been hypnotised before, and hadn’t been impressed when he heard a voice saying as he came round, ‘Be sure to pay my secretary in cash on your way out.’ But Spike must have reassured Peter he would be in safe hands, and he and my dad hit it off from the start, Peter eventually becoming almost as friendly with my parents as Spike.

         Peter had bought a lovely country house, Chipperfield Manor, in Hertfordshire, complete with swimming pool and tennis court, and it wasn’t long before we were invited on Sundays to join his circle. Oddly, I never remember Spike being there, but Peter’s cronies always were – Graham Stark, David Lodge, Max Geldray and also Peter’s agent Dennis Selinger (‘The Silver Fox’). A shy and reserved man, forever hiding behind one voice or another, Peter seemed only comfortable with this inner circle of friends he’d known for years, though I do remember the Boulting brothers being there once, as well as Stanley Kubrick and Richard Attenborough. Peter was proud of his house and liked to show it off – and why not? He’d come from a humble show-business background and had made it the hard way, though he never seemed secure. It was said he changed houses as often as he did cars, which were his passion. On one occasion, detecting a slight squeak or rattle in his car, he summoned his actor mate Graham Stark in the early hours of the morning to come over at once and help him detect it. What Graham hadn’t expected was to be asked to climb into the boot with a torch while Peter drove around the neighbourhood – slowly at first, with the boot ajar, but when a sports car cut him up he responded by putting his foot down on the accelerator, causing the boot to slam shut… Graham had to remain in there amidst the fumes until, forced to stop at a red light, Peter suddenly remembered he was locked in the boot and let him out!

         Of more interest to me then was the fact that Peter’s lovely wife Anne liked to play tennis, and playing tennis was one of the few things I could do well in those teenage years. So while Peter entertained his court, Anne and I would rally on another court at the end of the garden. It seemed like heaven. 

         One memorable Sunday, when Peter was in the middle of filming The Millionairess, he announced that he had a special guest – and in sailed his co-star Sophia Loren, all elegance and sophistication, wearing a lovely light summer dress and hat and cutting a swathe through the other guests, who were sitting around in their shorts and swimming costumes, more than a little stunned. I stared in silent wonder, thinking I must be dreaming, for such visions belonged on the silver screen, not in someone’s garden. In that film Peter played the part of an Indian doctor and he and Sophia performed a song together in which the flirtatious ‘patient’ Loren sang, ‘Oh doctor, I’m in trouble,’ and Peter, flustered by her advances, responded in his best Indian accent, ‘Oh, goodness gracious me.’ (Lyrics by the esteemed Herbert Kretzmer, whom we were to publish many years later.)

         That brief encounter with the staggeringly beautiful Loren was a one-off for us, but Peter’s infatuation with her was eventually to lead to the break-up of his marriage to the long-suffering Anne. My father quickly found himself in the firing line when, a week or so after the swimming party, the doorbell in our house rang and there was a visibly distressed Peter on our doorstep, wearing a turban and the full Indian regalia in which he’d been filming all day. ‘I need your help, Joe,’ he proclaimed without waiting to be led into the privacy of my father’s consulting room. ‘Sophia’s in love with me and I’m in love with her.’

         Years later, after Peter’s death, my father told me how he’d tried to reason with him, warning that it would break up his marriage and devastate his children, telling him not to be a silly boy and that the worldly Sophia, who was married to Carlo Ponti, the director who had discovered her, would be up and away and out of his life once the film was finished. Not, I imagine, what Peter wanted to hear. But my father was a blunt speaker and he was soon proved right.

         Much has been written about this so-called ‘affair’, but those close to Peter (we’ve published books by two of them) always maintained that while Loren liked him and found him amusing, it was a one-sided infatuation and never a physical relationship. But who knows? What I do know is that one night my father was summoned to Chipperfield Manor, where he did his best to mediate and help mend the fences that Peter had insensitively knocked down. But, as is well known, there was no happy ending to this part of the story and eventually Anne and Peter split up, she going on to marry the architect Ted Levy, and he remarrying three times.

         
            * * *

         

         From time to time I would go to the recordings of another hugely popular show that I also loved, Educating Archie, which starred the ventriloquist Peter Brough and his dummy Archie Andrews. If that doesn’t sound like a very promising line-up, let me add that the show attracted an average of fifteen million listeners (many coming to think of Archie as a real person, he seemed so lifelike on air), and that the show featured an incredible list of future stars, including Tony Hancock, Julie Andrews, Benny Hill, Beryl Reid, Bruce Forsyth, Warren Mitchell and Max Bygraves. The latter had the programme’s most popular catch-phrases: ‘I’ve arrived and to prove it, I’m here’, and ‘That’s a good idea… son’ – pronounced slowly with a strong emphasis on the ‘son’. There were huge cheers from the audience whenever Max declaimed them, and they became part of the lingua franca of the day.

         Another comedian who was a regular in the show, and whose ability to do a huge variety of comic voices helped to bring it to life, was Dick Emery. It was through Spike that Emery became a regular on my father’s couch and in our home, and it was through Dick that I got tickets for Educating Archie recordings. Later, he had his own popular television show in which he appeared in a host of hilarious guises, among them Hetty, the man-mad spinster; the Bovver Boy, a young aimless heavy; Lampwick, the doddering but proudly independent relic of World War I; Mandy, the well-endowed flirt, naughty but nice (‘Ooh, you are awful – but I like you’); and many other colourful characters. He was to become a cult figure, but at that time he was very much second billing, despite his huge talent. Even at my young age, I could sense Emery often had his down moods, despite his very attractive lady friend, Vicki. I used to love watching Dick skilfully warming up the audience, telling them that he’d just come from a sick bed – ‘My girlfriend’s got the flu’ – and continuing with one of the few jokes I’ve ever remembered, about two old Chelsea Pensioners reminiscing about the war. ‘’Ere,’ says one, ‘do you remember them pills they used to give us during the Boer War to stop us thinking about women?’ ‘Yes,’ says the other one, ‘of course I do.’ ‘Well,’ continues the first, ‘I think mine are just beginning to work.’

      

   


   
      
         

            4

            POLY BOUND

         

         My brief spell at the Ham and High led me to feel that journalism might be the way ahead. Looking around, I discovered that the Regent Street Polytechnic (now Westminster University) had a one-year course in journalism, so I applied and somehow managed to scrape a place. But it was now June and the course didn’t start until the autumn. As I had several free months, I enrolled for a summer course at the Alliance Française in Paris with a view to brushing up my hesitant French, and was delighted when Tony Stalbow decided to join me. For some reason he couldn’t get away until after the course had started, so I went on ahead.

         One night I was sitting alone in a café in the Place St Germain, nursing a glass of red wine and struggling with a rather difficult novel by Henry de Montherlant that was recommended on the course, when a smartly dressed woman of a certain age, also alone, sat down opposite me. Noticing the book I was wrestling with, she began to say something about de Montherlant and his attitude to women. I did my best, but she was speaking quietly and at great speed so I couldn’t grasp the point she was trying to make, though it was clear she had strong views on the subject. Eventually she gave up and turned her attention elsewhere. Later, I realised that this was perhaps another of the many catches I’d already managed to drop in the course of my short life, so I went back the next night, but she was nowhere to be seen. Doubtless she’d gone to another café and struck up conversation with someone altogether more responsive. ‘Happiness writes in white ink on a white page,’ wrote de Montherlant. I wonder what my mysterious lady would have made of that! 
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               In Paris, and trying my best to look like a poet.

            

         

         Summer in Paris can be hot, and the summer of 1959 was very hot. Having studied French literature for A level, I’d formed a strong attachment to the French poets and I’d also read a fair amount about the writers who’d converged there before and after the war. So, naturally, with books by Sartre and de Beauvoir in my bulging pockets, I made a beeline for the famous cafés I knew they’d all frequented – the Café de Flore, where they’d settle down to work, rarely addressing a word to one another, and where Juliette Greco had made her startling entrance, and then the nearby Deux Magots in the Place St Germain, where they would go later to converse with those they had previously ignored. A strange daily ritual. I found it invigorating to be there, sipping coffee, making notes, scribbling away, lines of Baudelaire, Lamartine, Hugo and de Vigny swirling around my head, as well as the more modern ones of another Café de Flore regular, Jacques Prévert, whose poem ‘Barbara’ I have always loved, which starts:

         
            
               Rapelle-toi Barbara

               Il pleuvait sans cesse sur Brest ce jour-là.

            

         

         The romance of Paris was overwhelming. 

         I had a memorable ‘first’ in Paris, though not of the kind normally associated with that romantic city – Venice had had the privilege of hosting that particular performance. No, this was a religious matter: I’d been raised in a traditional (though not overtly Orthodox) Jewish home and brought up to eat only kosher meat. But as I sat down resolutely in a restaurant near the Place de la République, I eyed the steak frites on the menu and decided my moment of liberation had come. Scraping the butter off quickly with my knife (you are not meant to mix milk and meat, and old habits die hard), I took my first bite, then another, and another. Nothing happened. No thunderbolts, no applause, the earth didn’t move. Nothing would ever be the same again. Mind you, to this day I have been unable to eat such forbidden delights as pork, or rabbit, or shellfish. That would still seem to me a kind of betrayal of my heritage. Come to think of it, the earth didn’t exactly move in Venice either, probably just as well given the city’s fragile infrastructure. No wonder really, since it wasn’t exactly a romantic affair, but a night out with my Venetian friends whose hospitality I was enjoying and whose Saturday nights often took in a ‘social’ visit to one of the city’s high-class bordellos (then licensed but subsequently abolished). As I put it in a poem, ‘Postmark Venice’, a few years later:

         
            
               Why, they’ve even closed Rosina’s

               since ’59, leaving a legend: Hemingway

               in Harry’s Bar would have raged.

            

         

         In my recollection, I was far too nervous and overcome by the jaded surroundings, overpriced liquor and fake jollity to have moved a pillow, let alone the earth. At the time, I prided myself on the fact that I virtuously declined the offer of a return visit the following week. As I saw it, the first occasion had been a kind of professional assignment, an experience no red-blooded would-be writer could possibly have ducked, but to go back for an encore would have been an indulgence. How prissy! For all that, I recall, afterwards, strolling cock-a-hoop with the others past lines of empty gondolas and, under an indifferent Venice moon, joining their loud chorus of ‘O Sole Mio’. It always amused me in subsequent years, when I met up again with my now respectably married Venetian friends, how they would hush me up immediately if I even hinted at the name of the legendary Rosina.

         But back to Paris, where I’d come to improve my French, not to come to terms with my Jewish heritage. Once Tony arrived, we started going to the Alliance in the mornings, but not for very long. We found it all rather intimidating – perhaps because we were almost the only males in the class (something we should have relished!). But the girls were so tall and sophisticated and all seemed so aloof, we couldn’t imagine what they’d want with two young English boys. Besides, there was plenty else to do: exhibitions to see, afternoons spent swimming in a pool along the Seine, evenings listening to jazz in Le Caveau de la Huchette, where the bands of André Reweliotty and Claude Luter held sway. I remember hearing the great Sidney Bechet too, his soprano saxophone pointing at the sky, enormous rings flashing from his fingers. There was hot American jazz to be savoured in the cafés of Pigalle, and much else that was hot besides. We also had friends to look up, girls we’d met in London who invited us to various parties, and the fact that they’d heard we were in Paris seemed to encourage friends from London to visit us. So much for improving our French!

         That didn’t stop us soaking up the atmosphere of the famous bookshop, Shakespeare and Company, founded by Sylvia Beach in 1919, a shop that became a second home to many writers including Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ezra Pound and James Joyce. Indeed, it was Beach who bravely published Joyce’s Ulysses. Way in the future the day would come when I would nervously give a reading there myself. The bookshop, and indeed Le Caveau jazz club, was just around the corner from the rather grotty hotel we’d found in the Rue de la Harpe, a place (to quote Eliot) of ‘restless nights in onenight cheap hotels / and sawdust restaurants with oyster shells’. But it was an exciting area, especially given the occasional gunshot that would explode in the night, bringing everybody to the windows of the narrow street. 

         One weekend we made a surreptitious foray to Lausanne, where we had Swiss friends, including an ex-girlfriend of mine I’d met when she was in London studying English. It had been an intense involvement, and she had, in many ways, been a lifesaver during my low law days, as we talked and talked into the small hours. But we had very different backgrounds and with her return to Lausanne (where her father was chief of police!), despite a long-running exchange of express letters, the party was really over. Or was it? Ever the romantic, and never wanting things to end, I had persuaded Tony to make the long rail journey with me from Paris, just to be sure. I vaguely recall a long boozy night with my ex and a group of friends in a restaurant high in the hills above the town, with the enthusiastic singing of songs we didn’t know, and as the evening progressed it becoming increasingly clear that my ex was going to remain strictly ex. It all ended rather dramatically when her would-be new beau, who was evidently disturbed by my presence and had been drinking heavily since we arrived, suddenly staggered very unsteadily to his car and drove off furiously into the night, causing more than a little alarm. Still, it had been a kind of adventure, and as we took the train back to Paris we managed to convince ourselves that we’d had a good time, even that it had been good for our French. For my part, I was glad to have the past well and truly behind me… or was I?

         Inevitably, we visited the notorious Madame Arthur nightclub in the Rue des Martyrs, where dolled-up tarty women who were actually men pranced about in plumes et paillettes (less sexy than it sounds), singing, dancing and flirting with the audience in a Folies Bergère-style cabaret act. People seemed to love it, but I found it an uncomfortable experience and rather sad. I’d have swapped it any day for the real thing at the Folies, or at the more risqué Crazy Horse (yes, we tried those too).

         A lingering memory of that short time in Paris is of several visits to a major exhibition of Chaim Soutine’s work. For some reason I responded strongly to that great Jewish artist who, brought up in an extremely Orthodox environment in a Russian village, where the painting of the human form (graven images) was taboo, had turned to the carcasses hanging in the windows of butcher shops for his models and inspiration. Having arrived in Paris, he’d been able to study at the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts, where among his few friends was the painter Amedeo Modigliani. Soutine’s life, like Modigliani’s, was tragically short, and when, on my first visit to Israel, I was wandering one night through the streets of Tel Aviv, I was immensely moved to come across Soutine Street and Modigliani Street converging on each other. How imaginative, I thought, as the romantic in me surfaced once again.

         Now when I reread those French poets I so loved, I can see how their emotionally charged verses would have held such appeal for a wide-eyed young man on the loose in Paris. I think of Lamartine’s ‘Le Lac’, with its imploring lines:

         
            
               O temps! suspends ton vol, et vous, heures propices!

               Suspendez votre cours:

               Laissez-nous savourer les rapides délices

               Des plus beaux de nos jours!

            

         

         or Samson’s cry in de Vigny’s ‘La Colère de Samson’:

         
            
               Et, plus ou moins, la Femme est toujours Dalila.

            

         

         How many thwarted young men must have identified with that sexist outburst, I wonder, and how many women must have thought the reverse!

         Could we get away with such inflated language in English? I rather doubt it. One only has to compare those lines from ‘Le Lac’ with Andrew Marvell’s more sophisticated ‘But at my back I always hear / time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near’ to highlight the difference. Yet the emotive power of Lamartine’s poem is so French, so affecting, so memorable, as are the songs of the incomparable chansonniers Brassens, Barbara, Brel, and such stars as Piaf, Aznavour and Chevalier. How marvellous that we can savour them all, pour ourselves a glass of fine French wine, and drink to la différence!

         
            * * *

         

         The Regent Street Poly was as near to university as I would ever get, and I’ve often regretted the forces that took me in the false direction of the law when I could have been closeted somewhere reading English. I seem to have spent my life since then trying to catch up and cover up the enormous gaps in my knowledge. On the other hand, my life and so-called career, unexpected and unplanned as it has been, have proved rewarding, and perhaps would have turned out very differently if I’d been smothered by academic strictures. Who can say?

         The Poly (part of the School of Modern Languages) was not in the rather grand main Regent Street building but in nearby Great Titchfield Street, off Oxford Circus, in a somewhat makeshift building. The students were a mixed but lively and convivial bunch, not all of them English. Mark Colley, a tall, intelligent student from Rhodesia, became the sports editor of a major newspaper in Johannesburg. There was also a friendly, rather earnest student from Pakistan, older than most of us, called Tarikul Alam, who will feature in the story a little later. Once again the girls seemed to outnumber the boys, so I had little to complain about. It was refreshing to be in a relatively creative environment with students who were mostly bright and ambitious.

         The two people I became closest to – both of whom remain friends, and both of whom we subsequently published – were Anne Hooper and Jeff Powell. After a distinguished career in journalism, the very attractive and vivacious Anne was to become a bestselling author of over seventy books and a well-known sex therapist, with her own newspaper column and radio programme where she would speak with authority and wisdom. Her biggest success was probably Anne Hooper’s Kama Sutra, which we didn’t publish and which I’d eye with envy when it appeared week after week on the bestseller lists. What we did successfully publish was her How to Make Great Love to a Man (her equally well-known therapist partner Phillip Hodson wrote a matching book for us, How to Make Great Love to a Woman, which seemed only fair!). In the days before Amazon, when book clubs were an important outlet for publishers, I remember taking these titles to the editor of the Doubleday Book Club in New York, and from her excited reaction to Anne’s name I could appreciate just how successful she’d become, for the editor was willing to take the books sight-unseen. I didn’t think it wise to tell her that in Anne’s books very little went unseen.

         
            
[image: ]
               My Regent Street Poly friend, the bestselling sex writer and counsellor Anne Hooper, with her equally well-known therapist partner Phillip Hodson.

            

         

         Jeff Powell struck out in a different direction, starting on the Walthamstow Journal, and graduating to sports editor before becoming an ace sports writer for the Daily Mail. During his long and continuing career on the Mail, Jeff has covered twelve World Cups and countless world title fights, winning various awards along the way, including that of Lifetime Achievement. His dramatic and colourful accounts of the big sports events have brought him close to many of the great sporting figures of our time. He can proudly claim to have been the only British journalist invited to Muhammad Ali’s 70th birthday party, and his friendship with Bobby Moore led him to write a bestselling biography of the footballing legend for which we found ourselves in a bidding war against a well-known publisher, and which I’m pleased to say we won. Jeff has always had an eye for a good deal, and this proved an excellent one for us both. 

         Among the other students I remember was Penny Valentine, who became an influential critic of pop and soul music, championing Aretha Franklin before she was famous and becoming the favourite interviewer of both the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, as well as press officer for Elton John’s record label. There was also a rather sultry dark-haired beauty called Wendy whom I was rather taken by. However, the only favour she offered was free tickets for the Academy Cinema in Baker Street, where her mother was the manager. For me and half the class, that is. The mother of another girl called Susie Moreland was the influential director of the Institute of Contemporary Art, and as a result Susie got me into to a number of talks and readings there. It was around this time, at the ICA, that I first heard the poet Adrian Mitchell read – a dynamic performance of poems with biting political attack and much wit – quite different from anything I’d learned at school. I couldn’t have imagined that within a year or so I’d be giving a number of readings with this iconic champion of the left.

         The lecturers at the Poly had very different styles. The urbane Frank Huggett, who’d worked on the Daily Telegraph for many years, had an amusing line in wry, cynical humour, while Ray Boston, who hailed from the Mirror, had an altogether racier and more direct style, bravely covering up a slight stammer with a whistle whenever he was stuck for a word. The bright red socks he always wore (which may or may not have reflected his political views) were the subject of much mirth. Both lecturers were somewhat informal in their approach and treated us more like friends than students. I enjoyed my year there, and the course certainly produced some good journalists, even if I wasn’t among them. Pete Brown, who went to the Poly the year after me, recalls Frank Huggett saying rather sarcastically, ‘Some people think that when they leave here they will become poets.’ I appreciate the irony of that humorously intended remark as much as Pete!

         Messrs Huggett and ‘Red Socks’ Boston would set us tasks, send us to cover various events, then go through the pieces we wrote, pointing out where we had fallen down, suggesting how they could be improved, other angles we might have taken. They explained how the different papers worked and what was expected of their writers, taught us how to proofread and made us sub each other’s work, write arresting headlines and striking lead-ins to our stories. We visited newspapers, went on a three-day course at the London School of Printing and Graphic Arts, for which we got certificates, and were given talks on the British constitution and valuable lectures from a barrister on various aspects of media law, including libel, which were useful to me in years to come. We even had regular lessons in shorthand from a small, elderly lady, but I must confess that I could never get the hang of this mysterious language. I eventually found it so daunting that I would often dodge her classes to go to an exhibition in nearby Bond Street, writing an unwanted review of it as if I’d been sent by a paper. All grist to the mill, I suppose. If only I’d had the money to pick up one or two of the early Bacons I remember seeing and admiring – relatively inexpensive then – this story might have taken a different turn.

         Sometimes, when I felt particularly restless, I’d stray further afield to browse in Better Books in Charing Cross Road, a fine literary bookshop which stocked the small poetry magazines of the time. I’d eye them hungrily, dreaming that one day I’d find poems of my own within their alluring covers. It was there I bought my cherished copy of Allen Ginsberg’s Howl, whose opening lines stir strongly in my head even to this day: ‘I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness’. How wild, how full of energy, how full-on! The small, square paperbacks with their distinctive black and white covers (of which Howl was one), published by Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights in San Francisco, were magical. Gregory Corso, William Carlos Williams, Kenneth Rexroth… the list is legendary. At Better Books, too, I bought copies of The Evergreen Review, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and Ferlinghetti’s own landmark collection, A Coney Island of the Mind. All a lot more exciting than shorthand! Some years later I went with my future wife Carole to hear Ginsberg reading in Hampstead, to find him sitting cross-legged on the floor, facing the audience and hitting a large iron bell with a metal rod repeatedly and monotonously for some minutes until an increasingly agitated Carole turned to me and said, ‘If he does that once more, I’ll scream.’ Fortunately, he stopped, and started to read.

         Unquestionably, the lectures I found most stimulating were by the head of the English literature department, David Waldo Clarke, a tall, beautifully spoken, elegant man who rather resembled Graham Greene, one of the authors he was passionate about. He was also keen on Hemingway, Evelyn Waugh and James Joyce, discussing the work of these authors in fine detail, analysing their style and the structure of their books, encouraging us to write short stories in their various styles. Given my passion for the American West and the fact that I’d spent hours of my childhood queuing at the local Odeon for the latest Roy Rogers film, perhaps the thing that endeared me most to the excellent Waldo Clarke was that he wrote popular Westerns on the side under a pseudonym. Who would have imagined it? Perhaps to balance this, he also wrote respectable books on English usage. He was particularly generous to me, spending considerable time commenting on the poems I shyly showed him, not slow to recognise the obvious Eliot influence, and always sharp but encouraging in his observations and criticism.

         Not a student at the Poly but far more forthright, and spot-on in everything she said, was Valerie Barnett (as she was then), a highly intelligent and perceptive girl who was really a friend of a friend and reading English at Reading University. We had a sort of literary friendship, and when she asked me to send her some poems I readily complied. Her long, detailed reply took my poems to pieces line by line, image by image, thought by thought, as she was being trained to do. Her letter started: ‘I don’t quite know what I expected but I certainly didn’t expect this. BUT – OK, here we go…’ And away she went. Someone once said the price of reading other people’s poems was praise, a maxim she certainly didn’t subscribe to. I picked myself up, dusted myself down and started all over again. When we met again in 2014, Valerie had become a highly successful children’s writer for Simon & Schuster under her married name, Valerie Mendes, and was launching Larkswood, her first historical novel for Orion. She was also the mother of the director Sam Mendes. And I’m relieved to say that the warm words she sent me after reading my newly published book of poems Blues in the Park were generous in the extreme – all the more appreciated since I knew she was still a lady who didn’t mince her words. I don’t recall what I sent her all those years ago, and hopefully she doesn’t either. But she’d taken the poems seriously, and that meant a lot to me at the time.

         But back to the Poly. We started our own magazine called Slant, which I edited, with Anne, Jeff and a pretty girl called Fleur Whitehurst with whom Jeff was rather smitten, as assistant editors. By the time we produced our last edition (selling price: sixpence), we also had a diary editor. Most of the students contributed and there was a wide variety of material – short stories, articles, criticism, poems. In the first edition there is even an article by a Mr S. Milligan entitled ‘How to Make a Foon’, which he must have given me as a favour. It begins, ‘The editor of this well-known English newspaper has asked me to write 1,000 words on How to Make a Foon … with what I’ve just written that leaves me about 965 words to go.’ He goes on to advise readers that it would be wise to buy a Geiger counter before continuing, ‘such as you will find in any American’s home. These can be bought from Surplus Army Stores, or indeed from the surplus army itself.’ The article ran on over several pages in the same Milliganesque vein. We were thrilled to have it.

         Apart from contributing my own poems to Slant (and who could stop me!), I was elated to have several accepted by the main, rather smartly printed Polytechnic magazine across the road in Regent Street, and three in a Scottish literary magazine called Gambit – a breakthrough for me. Reading those three poems now, I see that they are shorter than previous ones, the imagery more exact, less abstract, and that at last the tone was moving away from that of the Master.

         The party was coming to its end, and we all took our final exams and probably all left with the same certificate. Nothing was too demanding. I even managed to pass shorthand, and can only surmise the examiner must have been either short-handed or short-sighted. Anne Hooper, who has vivid memories of the Poly, tells me that at the end of the year we were all given what she calls ‘a proper reporting assignment’, that she ‘panicked like mad’, and that I said, ‘Leave it to me,’ marched her into the nearest telephone box ‘and called a friend’. We’d then presented the piece we wrote as a joint project, which was accepted by Ray Boston.

         All we had to do now was find a job.
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