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For Annie

 


“When you reach the top of the hill, look
over your shoulder and you will see what you have achieved”

John
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Dedication

 


I have decided to dedicate this book to a
fellow producer—Bill Kenwright CBE. Bill and I do not know each
other particularly well, but our lives have followed similar paths
and our shared devotion to the theatre has forged a common bond
between us over many years. Like me, Bill started out as a young
actor before turning his attention to producing. Over the years he
has inspired me in countless ways. His loyalty to and love of the
arts are unmatched (except perhaps by his devotion to Everton, the
team he serves as chairman). Through his own troubled years of
personal hardship and sacrifice, despite having far less support
than he deserved, he forged on with extraordinary determination—and
he is still forging on. Bill and I both served long and arduous
apprenticeships based on nothing more substantial than our belief
in our own raw talent. Yet however hard it might all have seemed at
the time, I hope this effort of mine will reinforce his belief that
the old days really were the good days. Bill’s generosity towards
friends and colleagues, both privately and publicly, elevate him to
the very topmost ranks of our profession. His kindness is
remarkable, and his help and encouragement for me personally have
been invaluable. In

2002 I was very proud to present Bill with
the Michael Elliott Trust Award for Producer of the Year. We have
many talented producers working in the theatre today, but Bill, I
believe, is the only one to merit the title ‘impresario’.

 


So Bill—here’s to you.

 


John Stirling


 


 


 


​
Introduction

 


John Stirling followed his parent’s footsteps
into a theatrical career while he was still in short trousers. He
became a successful child actor on TV and radio in the golden days
of the 1950s and 60s before embarking on a varied and colourful
career backstage, and sometimes upon it. As a producer or stage
manager, John has worked with everyone from Bob Monkhouse and
Morecambe and Wise to the Beatles, Billy Fury, Marti Caine and Mark
Knopfler, and put on variety shows for good causes in the country’s
biggest theatres and concert halls. He has worked as a stage
manager on Coronation Street, talent-spotted for prime-time
TV programmes and created a new-look Gang Show.

John’s life changed for ever in 1989 when he
and his wife Annie were moved by pity to rescue two abused and
battered donkeys from a horse sale. John and Annie went on to
create a sanctuary for the animals and others like them which now,
under the auspices of the Michael Elliott Trust, is home to the
best part of two hundred donkeys.

Since donkeys galloped into his life, John
has directed all his show-business skills to raising money for his
charges and for the Trust. In this he has enlisted the help of a
galaxy of famous figures, from Dame Judi Dench to Chris de Burgh
and from June Brown, Rolf Harris and Pam Ayres to late Sir John
Mills. He is able to count many of Britain’s greatest stars of
stage and screen as his friends.

This book tells the story of John’s life in
the entertainment business, and of the events that led to his
taking up the donkeys’ cause.


 


 


 


​
Foreword

 


I well remember the surprise when I took a
call on the EastEnders set one day from John Stirling. I
remembered him from the early 1960s, when John had been a boy actor
working on Dixon of Dock Green with my late husband Robert
Arnold. Robert always used to say what a good young actor John was,
but now it seemed he was high up the ranks of television
producers.

John told me that he was in the process of
starting a donkey sanctuary, and asked if I could help by giving a
special concert performance of a production called Dot Cotton's
Masterclass on Donizetti at the enchanting Buxton Opera House
as part of the Buxton Festival. When he told me that the money
raised from the show would enable him to get his project off the
ground, I was delighted to accept his invitation.

I have now been President of the Trust for
more than 20 years, and my admiration for John and Annie Stirling
and their achievement in creating the sanctuary and the trust
cannot be expressed in words. It is not just the donkeys who have
benefited, but many delightful children with special needs.

I hope that when you have read this book you
will agree with me that John and Annie are two unique and
phenomenally courageous people.

 


[image: tmp_f18d1549292a3a7123b7e15297fdc2cb_hiMtfu_html_18067c6e.jpg]

June Brown

President, the Michael Elliott Trust


 


 


 


​ A message from Dame Judi Dench

 


This remarkable account of a life in theatre,
variety and television is unique. I have always found John and his
work fun and inspiring, and here we have a record for our archives
of just how good those times were.

John certainly is now what he was and always
will be—great fun.

[image: tmp_f18d1549292a3a7123b7e15297fdc2cb_hiMtfu_html_m6782502d.jpg]

Judi Dench


 


 


 


​ Chapter
1

 


The boy born in a hamper

 


I have never really understood why I was
expelled from my first school at the tender age of 10. I take
consolation in the fact that in today’s world, such a decision
would have been properly reviewed, and very likely reversed. I know
such drastic action is sometimes the only option in these days of
assaults on teachers, vicious bullying, burning schools down—even
murder. But my crime back in 1954 seems to have been simply that I
liked letting off steam by singing and dancing rather more than the
study of algebra and the history of the Roman Empire.

“Jean-Pierre Richer does not consider his
academic future with any importance or urgency” read the report
from the Lycée Française du Royaume Uni (yes, I have it still). “He
cannot walk from one classroom to another or down a corridor
without breaking into a song and dance routine, which is very
disruptive and often leads to the rest of his class following suit,
disrupting discipline and enticing behaviour of an unruly manner…
We feel it is in both the child’s and the school’s interest that he
is found a different educational establishment to continue his
advancement, one more suited to his needs and disposition. He has
always kept good time and been polite, but that is not all that is
required!”

No doubt the Lycée saw in me a
delinquent coming of age. I was made painfully aware that I was the
first boy either in the school or in my family to have such a
stigma attached to me.

My mother, Pamela Stirling, was an actress of
some fame—she was a Rank starlet of great accomplishment, both in
Britain and in France. Appropriately to her calling, she insisted
on creating a three-act drama out of my fall from grace. She was as
uncompromising and furious with me as she was with the school.

My father, Gaston Richer, was an opera singer
who had fought a hard war; he had been taken prisoner twice and
incarcerated in prisons as far away as Russia. He must have been a
resourceful man, because with five brave comrades he managed to
escape and make his way back home to France.

I never did find out how he managed this, as
he never spoke about it. But his experiences did not damage his
love of life and of singing, and we would hear his voice day and
night around the house. He would sing from The Barber of
Seville and at bedtime it would be La Bohème, or at any
rate three of its best-known arias. So perhaps it was hardly
surprising that I too liked to sing and dance from an early
age.

After the little episode with the French
school we wasted no time in moving away. Initially we bought a
house in Chelsea, but this still wasn’t quite far enough away for
my mother, so we moved out to rural Putney.

At last I no longer had to endure the jeering
as I passed the school railings. Yet I would gain solace from the
looks on my former schoolmates’ faces—I, after all, was the one on
the outside, the one who had gained his freedom. They still had
another six years to serve.

Something had to be done about me, and
quickly, so that my mother could recover her image and her
self-respect and so that I could get on with my life with some
vestige of personal dignity—along with the more practical matter of
qualifying for some sort of career. The answer to it all was
staring us in the face; the stage. My father was reluctant to
recognise this as my destiny, but my mother liked to think she had
spawned a great talent which was waiting only for the opportunity
to burst out on an unsuspecting public.

My mother had had the distinction of being
the first English actress to star in the Comédie Française. She
appeared in films with James Mason and John Mills, among others,
and was tremendously respected on both sides of the Channel. She
was also very beautiful. My grandfather, Edward Stirling, and my
grandmother, Margaret Vaughan, had been well known for their
touring theatre the English Players. They travelled the world for
many years, playing in all to 122 countries. They brought their own
brands of plays in English to countries which had never heard of
such masterpieces as Journey’s End, Pygmalion and An
Inspector Calls.

My father’s greatest moment of fame arrived
in 1953 when he was cast in The Cruel Sea alongside Jack
Hawkins, Donald Sinden, Denholm Elliott, Bryan Forbes and Virginia
McKenna. He played the part of a French captain who was rescued
from the ocean by Captain Ericson, played by Jack Hawkins. Shooting
this episode meant eight days’ filming in a freezing cold-water
tank at Ealing studios, immersed up to his waist from eight in the
morning to eight at night. The other actors did not realise that
under his costume Dad was wearing a corset to enable him to recover
from a slipped disc. He never let on how much pain he was in.

Dad was hospitalised after the filming, and
while he was recuperating his agent did a bunk with his fee for the
film, so he never got a penny for all his valiant efforts.

Though my father was a fine actor, singing
was always his first love. Each year I would be taken to the Odeon
in Leicester Square, where he would perform for the Free French
Association and ex-fighters from the French Resistance, of which he
had been very much a part during the war years.

There was talent with the pen in my family,
too—my aunt, Monica Stirling, was a best-selling writer whose books
included a work about Napoleon’s mother called The Pride of
Lions and a biography of Hans Christian Andersen, The Wild
Swan. Aunt Monica never fully recovered from her experiences at
the end of the war, when she had to accompany the American
liberation forces into the concentration camps. She was then a
reporter for Life magazine, and the sights she confronted
lived on with her for the rest of her life.

My grandmother would introduce me to everyone
as ‘the boy born in a hamper’, a term often used in the theatrical
world for the offspring of actors. I soon started to have an
identity crisis, thanks to a baffling experience which I had to
undergo each time I was taken to see my mother in a play. She would
take me backstage and introduce me to the rest of the cast as her
nephew. My grandmother tried to explain to me that this was because
young actresses in the West End had to be very careful about
admitting how old they were. An actress’s age was considered
secret. If she was known to have a child as old as I was it would
be assumed she had been through life’s mill. She might be suitable
for the more mature parts, but not the romantic leads.

The obvious course was for everyone to
pretend that I was someone else. My mother did, after all, look far
too young and beautiful to have a child of my age. It didn’t help,
however, that I happened to look a great deal like her, which
tended to bring us some old-fashioned looks. Looking back, I
suppose you could say that the role of Pamela Stirling’s nephew was
my introduction to acting.

The first step was for me to attend an
audition at the Italia Conti Academy, the country’s foremost stage
school. My mother was far from convinced that I would make it, but
she bravely laid her gremlins to rest for the day, deposited her
‘nephew’ with friends and came with me as my mother for once,
gritting her teeth and praying that no-one would see us.

Fortunately I was accepted straight away. It
seemed that I had been given an opportunity to show everybody what
I was capable of, given the chance.

The principal, Miss Ruth Conti, had only one
reservation—my name. As Jean-Pierre Richer I would be assumed to be
French, and might not be accepted for English parts. Miss Conti
suggested that I take my mother’s name, and so it was that
overnight, still only 10 years old, I became John Stirling.

This was a little confusing. I was John
Stirling at school, Hercule the naughty nephew at night (the name
my grandmother used for me, which I hated) and Jean-Pierre when my
father was around (we did not want to upset him or his family). Yet
my father gave his full approval to my stage name. In fact, he went
one better—by divorcing my mother.

This was not such a shock as it may sound. I
knew that by now both my parents had formed partnerships with other
people with whom they wanted to spend their lives, and the split
was all very amicable. However, I did miss my father terribly when
he set sail for France. and after that heart-rending break we never
managed to regain our fondness for each other.

So I entered the portals of the Italia Conti
Academy with a new name, a new satchel, a new season ticket and a
new lunchbox, along with new tights, tap shoes, ballet shoes and
uniform. I did keep the old beret which had protected my head
during the years at the French school, and was outraged when
Augustine, our Dutch au pair, threw it out a few months later.
Augustine never managed to get back on my good side after that, and
I’m afraid I did my best to make life difficult for her. She used
to cook red cabbage every day, making it into all sorts of
‘delicacies’ which both my new stepfather and I detested. It wasn’t
long before she went back to Holland.

I still chuckle at the memory of that beret,
and in particular how funny the bullies at the Lycée found it when
I suffered a bout of ringworm. How they would laugh when they
whipped it off my head to reveal my bald pate, shaved and painted
mauve with ringworm lotion. And how different their expressions
were a few days later when it was their turn to sport purple heads,
for they soon found out how contagious ringworm was.

It was my ability to make people smile which
made my teachers aware that I had a penchant in that direction.
Some sort of personality was emerging from within, and one that I
was ready to share with everyone. I was certainly never short of
words. Sometimes this worked against me, but more often than not it
acted to break the ice with strangers and made me seem interesting
enough to be noticed.

I showed ability in the tap-dancing classes,
though my ballet technique left something to be desired, not helped
by the horror of having to appear in tights in public. Most of my
schoolmates tried to stifle their mirth at my thin and bandy legs,
their shape accentuated by the tights. I was dubbed Butterball, I
presume because of my resemblance to a supermarket chicken.

My singing teacher was Helen Vokes, an
enthusiastic lady of 70. Mrs Vokes’ most striking attribute was her
extraordinarily long fingernails - all you could hear as she
accompanied your chosen piece was the clatter of her nails on the
ivories. But I have Mrs Vokes to thank for the encouragement she
gave me for my singing. She told me I had a fine natural voice with
a good range, which spurred me on to do better.

Years later all this singing, dancing and
acting would be responsible for my entering a side of the
entertainment business which back then I never knew existed. For
now, I had to concentrate on my apprenticeship—and start a new life
as a child actor.


 


 


 


​ Chapter
2

 


A carthorse in the shed

 


No. 45 Howards Lane was a desirable
two-storey five-bedroomed house in the leafy suburb of Putney,
SW15. For the first time in my life, we had a garden. The garden
had a shed, and we hadn’t lived there very long before it became a
home in its own right—to my pets.

First it was Dutch rabbits. I forgot to
separate the sexes, a mistake which left me with fewer rabbits
rather than more because the female ate the male (I hadn’t read my
animal encyclopaedia properly). There were hamsters which bred for
England, followed by white mice which made the hamsters look
celibate by comparison. The local pet shop looked after me very
well. So they should have, considering how much money they were
making out of me.

Around this time my mother remarried—to
another Frenchman, Claude Le Saché, a BBC World Service producer.
Claude had his own programme which was transmitted daily to France
from Bush House in London. Every day he had to write, produce and
present a 30-minute show—quite a challenge, but he managed it very
successfully. Claude was studious, professional, hardworking and
generous, and I liked him very much.

I was grateful that he never tried to take
the place of my father. Sensitive to the issue, my mother quickly
produced a daughter for him, Marie- Victoire, and we all got on
very well indeed.

Now that my grandfather had passed on, my
grandmother also lived with us—something else that suited me very
well. We were a happy family.

Until Claude spoilt everything. I had found a
large and rather fat piebald carthorse called Pills, who
desperately needed a home. I suggested to my mother that Pills
would make a much more interesting pet than mice and hamsters and
that our potting shed would make the perfect stable for him. I was
deeply hurt by Claude’s suggestion that Pills would not even be
able to get into our garden shed, let alone live there in
comfort.

“How will we know if we don’t even try?” I
pleaded, producing a flood of tears on cue (I was, after all, now a
pupil at the finest drama school in the country).

“Where would we put the washing machine?”
replied Claude. “What would we do with all the muck?”

As if such matters were of any importance!
And who was this newcomer to lay down the rules in MY house
anyway?

“We could put it on the flowers” I
suggested.

“You mean those little flower boxes? Don’t
you think they would collapse under the weight?”

Now he was trying to be funny! I withdrew
into a long sulk. From the security of my bedroom I sent Claude a
series of pleading notes with maps of Wimbledon Common, Putney
Common and the bridle paths around Roehampton and Richmond Park
fields, pointing out how well all this open country would suit
Pills. Claude’s replies were polite but firm and of course, I lost
the battle.

The episode did, however, wake my family up
to my budding love of horses. It also gave Claude an idea, such a
good one that I quickly forgave him. He found a wonderful riding
school, Stocklands in Petersfield, Hampshire, and suggested I spend
my school holidays in residence there, learning to ride properly
and work with horses. They would even take Pills along with his
owner.

That was the beginning of the greatest
happiness of my life. For three years, until Pills died peacefully
one September day, I shared my Easter and summer holidays with him
at Stocklands. My memories of all those wonderful, quiet times
together have outweighed all the successes I have enjoyed in my
working life. It was through Pills too that I met my first donkey.
Violetta shared his sanctuary, and we quickly became close friends.
I didn’t know it at the time, but she and others of her kind were
to play a big part in my life.

The Italia Conti Stage School had one
drawback; it was slap in the middle of London’s red light district.
Number 12 Archer Street Soho was directly behind the Windmill
Theatre, with its nude shows and its slogan ‘we never close’. The
school was flanked on all sides by brothels, massage parlours and
seedy barber shops which advertised more than just a short back and
sides. The two local theatres had nowhere to promote their
shows—Sid the Barber seemed to be using every available billboard
to advertise condoms. Many of the doorways along Archer Street were
permanently open, with a single light bulb illuminating the foot of
a carpetless stairway to heaven. The cards on the doors left little
to the imagination. ‘Gloria can do it for you!’ ‘Denise just can’t
say no!’ ‘Emma is amiable!’ they read, and, much to my surprise,
‘Auntie Nelly has the experience you’re looking for!’ I always
hoped to meet the enigmatic Auntie Nellie, but I never did; perhaps
she took to disguise when out on the street.

The ladies of the night were just as busy
during the day. I couldn’t imagine where they got their energy.
After a tap class, a ballet class a singing class I would be
completely exhausted. How could Auntie Nellie carry on offering her
mysterious ‘experiences’ day and night?

The girls were a cheery bunch. They would
lean out of their windows and shout at us students each morning as
we arrived for assembly. “What’ve you got in your lunchbox,
dearie?” they would call, or “Wish your dad a happy Christmas from
me!”.

In the evenings as we left for home, the
messages were more sombre. “You take care, kids” or “Get home
safely!” they would call, and it was all received in the kind
spirit in which it was intended. They kept an eye on us, even to
the extent of knowing when one of us was off sick or away working.
Ironically those girls helped to make Soho a safe community.

The stage door of the Windmill Theatre was
right opposite the school. In the warmer months the girls would
take their breaks out there from their 12-shows-a-day routine or
pop out for a fag between scenes. They were often draped in nothing
but a scanty towel or two, which for boys reaching puberty was
rather hard to take, if you’ll forgive the expression.

A few of the girls had actually trained at
Italia Conti themselves, and we would use that as our excuse to nip
over the road and have a chat—about theatrical matters,
naturally!

The girls loved the attention and were very
kind to us. We would ask them about their time at the school and be
invited to take a few puffs on their cigarettes. Many boys who had
no intention of taking up smoking would make an exception on these
occasions.

I found that Sid the Barber had a kindly
side. If I travelled into town with Claude, who was in the habit of
making a 5.30 start, I would arrive a couple of hours early. At
this time of day Sid would be busy attending to his tattoo clients,
and he would allow me to wait in the comfort and security of the
shop while I waited for school to start. I didn’t much enjoy having
to watch overweight middle-aged men bending over the arm of his
barber’s chair with their trousers round their ankles as Sid
drilled the ink into their more private areas, but at least I was
safe, warm and dry.

Italia Conti was an exclusive school; that
year there were just 32 pupils, 14 boys and 18 girls. Naturally I
got used to wearing tights, sometimes with leg warmers or
knee-length socks. One day we left our jockstraps off for comfort.
Deep was our embarrassment when the Windmill girls noticed our
all-too-obvious delight at their charms. After that we made sure
the jockstraps stayed on.

It wasn’t long before we started to get our
first working assignments. The little money we were paid naturally
all went towards my school fees. My performance in the academic
subjects made it clear to the teaching staff that I should
concentrate on my theatrical career.

Many of the children at the school, though
far more talented than me, suffered so badly from their nerves that
their real talent would fail to come through at auditions. It
didn’t help that they were often put under excessive pressure from
their parents to do well. I was lucky. I never suffered from nerves
and was easy to direct; I was polite and respectful and most
directors found they could get a good performance out of me without
too much effort. The roles began to come in.

My mother was very pleased to be able to talk
of me to her friends with pride at last. My parents always wished
me well and had my best interests at heart, but they never came to
my auditions and very rarely to my performances. That may sound
odd, but it was fine by me. They were pros, and they knew that the
stage was just a job. Make sure you’re word perfect, they would
say; do your best to get it right and please the audience—and then
come home and forget about it. If it all went pear-shaped they
would take me to one side and tell me where I must have gone
wrong—and I listened. I knew I needed their advice, and I was
grateful for it. I still am.

At the end of each year the school would put
on a special show. It had two aims; to keep eager parents abreast
of the progress their offspring had made, and at the same time to
show us off to casting agents and producers in search of new
talent. We would present a scene from one of Shakespeare’s plays
and then, to show our versatility, perform a song-and-dance
routine.

In 1956, when I was 12, the chosen play was
Hamlet. Each boy had to team up with one of the girls to
learn and perform a scene. There were 14 girls and only 11 boys
that year, so some of the boys had to perform twice.
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