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In memory of Winston Peter O’Connor,
born and died 20 September 2011


‘Grief fills the room up of my absent child,
Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me’


William Shakespeare, King John
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By the study of their biographies, we receive each man as a guest into our minds, and we seem to understand their character as the result of a personal acquaintance, because we have obtained from their acts the best and most important means of forming an opinion about them. ‘What greater pleasure could’st thou gain than this?’ What more valuable for the elevation of our own character?


Plutarch, Life of Timoleon
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The Brown God


East London, Wednesday 22 March 2006, 11 a.m.


I knock on the front door. The docklands home of Ian Mc­Kellen is in a terrace, on a road with double yellow lines either side, and through which hardly more than one car can pass at a time. The blue door opens as if by itself onto a view of books on shelves. No sight of McK.


‘Come in! I’ll be with you in a moment,’ a familiar voice calls out. At a glance the house is narrow, with a long room running its length to a full-width window with a step or two up to a riverside balcony and a bust of Shakespeare. It is on five floors, a lower floor, a ground floor and bedroom storeys. Elegant with stripped wood, the aura is Victorian. It resembles a cabin; reverse the house through ninety degrees, and I can well imagine it as the below-deck of a royal river-boat: like Cleopatra’s barge, the burnished throne which burns on the water.


There’s a clump, clump, clump behind me from heavy shoes descending a wooden staircase.


We hug. We are like family, friends from Cambridge, but haven’t seen each other for a few years. I have written to him to request an interview. Although I have known McKellen since 1958, I am here for the first time on a mission, that of would-be chronicler or interviewer.


A moment of uncertainty. My eyes move to the window. The image I have is hardly that of ‘a sweet Thames that runs softly while I end my song,’ for there’s a sight of dark water. I think of the strong brown god – sullen, untamed and intractable – T. S. Eliot’s Thames. The vibes are of Shakespeare and Eliot, not inappropriately given McKellen’s lifelong love affair with W.S.


‘I know,’ McKellen says, as if picking up my sense of the view. On this cold grey March day this is something of an anticlimax. Gulls wheel in the air above. Downriver on one side is Greenwich, while on the other we just get a glimpse of Tower Bridge. We speak briefly of the sheer expanse of water and the industrial landscape on the opposite bank.


As if to grace the river with beauty he has since acquired an Antony Gormley sculpture of the human body similar to Gormley’s Crosby Beach sculptures in Liverpool, which stands on the tidal beach below.


We are about the same height, five foot eleven, but he is more solidly built than me, so probably heavier, and strong in physique with a well-toned skin. He was very good-looking at Cambridge, where most of us never thought of him as gay, or didn’t really think about it at all, but now his looks have a rugged authority, encrusting still a basic handsome and youthful presence. His shoes have iron heels. His jeans are well worn and have holes and glitter adorning them. He sports a heavy-studded metal belt, and an open-neck white shirt, which reveals his chest, a slight butch or Gothic feel to the image. He exudes an easy-going healthiness. It’s a real power-dressing display, far from the duffel-coats of his younger self.


A dentist’s chair, a favourite personal effect, a friend tells me, has accompanied him from his previous home in Camberwell. I look around. A not very pleasant but brief thought flashes through my mind – of Laurence Olivier playing the Nazi dentist Szell in Marathon Man with Dustin Hoffman as his victim. I don’t ask.


‘I’ll make coffee. How do you take it?’


‘Black with a dash of cold milk. Thanks.’ He departs to the mauve kitchen where there’s a black marble counter. I am by the balcony and climb the steps, looking over at the low-tide pebbles. He once found stranded there an animal corpse, hairless, waterlogged and bloated. He asked himself if it was a calf or a sheep or a goat or a dog. He stared at it until the tide came in. And for the next twenty-four hours he was off his food. He could not face meat after this and became vegetarian.


Still, this is not the time to bring up an unidentifiable, decomposing body on the beach. But with Ian there is always a degree of darkness as well as light. ‘Uncomfortable’ is how a close friend has called him, but had they meant that he was uncomfortable in himself, or that this was how he made you feel?


We sit down to coffee. We would start with Cambridge. This was his first step on the ladder to professionalism. I am at once aware in him of a difference that I hadn’t thought of before, a difference from so many of the leading lights there at the same time, among them Julian Pettifer, Clive Swift, David Rowe-Beddoe, John Drummond, Antony Arlidge, John Tusa, John Tydeman, to name but a few.


‘If I may start with a leading question. Why did you feel so different from most others who were up at Cambridge?’ I mention some of the names.


‘Yes, you are right. I suppose it was my age. I was nineteen. Just at that age one year made a big difference.’


It was National Service. They were two years older. Drummond had been in the navy, learning Russian, John Tusa a Royal Artillery officer in Germany, Tydeman an Artillery officer in Malaya, Rowe-Beddoe a lieutenant in the navy, Tony Arlidge an RASC corporal in the Army Legal Service in Berkeley Square – me a sergeant in Brighton in the Education Corps.


‘They’d seen the world. I was away from home for the first time, with a foolish accent. Rowe-Beddoe and Tydey – they were more mature, so much more mature …’ Is this the characteristic self-put-down of the celebrity?


I look at the face, which is a narrative in itself. The eyes engage one with a quizzical and somewhat defensive look, but when I look back inquiringly, this is quickly replaced by a smile. The eyes are surrounded by wrinkles that change with and emphasise each mood. One feels there is an enormous well behind, filled with ages of memory and long, slow, steady thinking, but their surface is sparkling with the present, like the outer leaves of a vast tree. Who is this now? Which from the gallery of characters he has been? Not hard to guess. Gandalf.


A moment later there is shadow, a queer look comes into the eyes, a kind of wash, as if the deep wells are covered over. This for a moment could be Ian McKellen at twenty, playing Justice Shallow in Henry IV Part 2, when I acted in the same production for the Marlowe Society at the Arts Theatre, Cambridge. The blue eyes are the same, or nearly the same, at forty, fifty, in the various roles on stage or on film, and will be the same at eighty on stage or in the dressing room, on screen or off, recorded by private individuals by phone, camera, by the press … There’s the piercing power stare of Magneto, the envious certainty of Iago spinning his lies to make Othello jealous …


‘I didn’t really know who I was – a closeted gay. Cambridge was great for me … all the many parts I had played there, as I loved for the first time going out in public and displaying my emotions. I enjoyed disguising myself as a closeted gay boy.’


He relaxes to enumerate the virtues of being an actor at Cambridge among so many talented people, and to point out that ‘it was not about being the best. The point is that the playwrights have written the best plays, and it was a great privilege to do them with your friends and colleagues.’ Memories of performances and the virtues and strengths of that great period flow easily.


The face and person change all the time yet never change. It is no one and yet everyone. He may claim, as he has, that he feels on his own, a bit of an orphan. No partner, no family, living by himself.


‘For a good reason,’ I say to him, ‘we have been called a mafia, a family.’


‘Yes, I suppose we were a mafia, something like that. You could call it a mafia …’


Ian told me, ‘I’m not going to get involved in any book.’


He expressed reluctance to be made the subject of a book when I broached the idea early in 2017. He had already told me five years before about Derek Jacobi’s As Luck Would Have It. ‘I can’t understand why he wanted to do it.’‘I don’t want to sound unkind, but it would be impossible. I couldn’t work with you, I would interfere with everything you wrote. Look … I’ve only got a few years left, and I’m not going to get involved in interviews. When I was asked to write my autobiography, the publishers sent me a three-page letter listing the people they wanted me to talk to, and where they wanted me to agree to go around the world to be interviewed. I just couldn’t do it. I just could not go around talking about myself.’ Nevertheless, with the publishers Hodder and Stoughton, he had gone quite far down the road, accepting an advance, which he returned.


‘If I did it with you, I’d be wasting your time, my time, correcting and disputing things, and changing things. I don’t want to … I haven’t got the time to write it myself … I can’t of course stop you … Write it after I’m dead. Go and find someone else … It would be too painful, writing about myself.’


Later, he related to the Sunday Times, ‘Edna O’Brien said to me –’ he imitates the writer’s soft Irish burr, does a kindly tilt of the head – ‘“Now, you write it for your mother,” who died when I was twelve, “and you’ll tell her what’s been going on.” But it was a big block, a big difficulty.’


I rather agree with him that he is not the right kind of person to do it himself, although I did not believe that he would be difficult to work with.


And so we ended, with him friendly but regretful: he reaffirmed he could not stop me doing this. The conversation might continue another time. He has not read the three books written about him. A previous subject of mine, Alec Guinness, the subject of my books Master of Disguise and The Unknown, liked to quote A. E. Housman’s, ‘Worse than the practice of writing books about living men is the conduct of living men supervising such books.’ I take consolation from this. As for delay, there is Dr Johnson’s famous exhortation in The Rambler: ‘If a life be delayed till interest and envy are at an end, we may hope for impartiality, but must expect little intelligence; for the incidents which give rise to biography are of a volatile and evanescent kind, such as soon escape the memory.’


Ian has a very matter-of-fact, grounded documentary side of his mind. I am not surprised this had drawn him before he left school to consider becoming a journalist. Although repeatedly approached to write about himself, he says he failed to raise any enthusiasm, although he has penned many biographical articles and opinion pieces. He has always been curious about life and people, and about himself and his own reactions, and while sometimes narrow in his focus he stands up for, believes in truth, and the liberating value of truth. He has, too, the essential quality of a good journalist, of listening and trying to be fair, which is why he is so often on an excellent rapport with first-class journalists and critics such as Michael Billington, Michael Coveney, Bryan Appleyard, John Lahr and many others who have interviewed him at considerable length and more than once. As a good journalist does, he takes every question seriously.


In Stratford when playing less demanding roles in the late seventies, he wrote a couple of chapters, and observed at the time, ‘I suppose I could take the weary old pages out and see what they are like. I wonder if it is worth spending two years on a book which disappears into the remainder sales within three months of publication.’


In the autumn of 2014, after his friend Derek Jacobi’s As Luck Would Have It was published, Ian’s agent started wooing publishers with a simple paragraph proposal. In June 2015 Richard Brooks reported in the Sunday Times: ‘The actor Sir Ian McKellen has turned a one paragraph outline of his proposed memoirs into a payday worth close to £1m. After lengthy negotiations involving several publishers, McKellen, 76, had sold the as-yet-unwritten book to Hachette.’


As Ian explained to me, he actually did more than reject the offer straight away. He cleared his schedule to do the task, as he also told the unlikely-named Boudicca Fox-Leonard in the Telegraph, ‘only to realise he didn’t want to do it’. For after his lifetime of telling stories this was one role he did not fancy.


He gave back the £1.2m advance, as it had apparently become, rather than reflect on his life, telling Boudicca he could not remember most of it. ‘It didn’t seem very interesting to me. I didn’t know who I was writing it for. I certainly wasn’t writing it for myself. I don’t want to go on a voyage of discovery.’


After our 2006 meeting I had found myself drawn into exploring and investigating McKellen’s life, challenged to show this complicated and complex man in all shades and colours, yes, with drawbacks and faults, but also extraordinary virtues and strengths. The confrontation between Guildenstern and Hamlet in Act Three, Scene Two of Hamlet is the perfect pointer to the challenge. Hamlet presents Guildenstern with a pipe and asks him to play upon it. Guildenstern says he knows no touch of it, and Hamlet answers,


‘It is as easy as lying … Look you, these are the stops.’


Guildenstern protests he cannot command these to any utterance of harmony, as he ‘has not the skill’. Hamlet answers,


‘… You would play upon me, you would seem to know my stops, you would pluck out the heart of my mystery, you would sound me from my lowest note to the top of my compass, and there is much music, excellent voice in this little organ yet cannot you make it speak …’


Forgive me, Ian, if I play on your stops! Here is the height, the presumption of my endeavour: to ‘pluck out the heart’ of the Ian McKellen mystery – how any single being could create a monumental career of such depth and span; where the ever-recharging source of his energy comes from; and how his personality and character have continued to develop and change throughout his life. All in all to make it speak as it never has before, to ‘sound him from his lowest note to the top of his compass’.
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The Clatter of Clogs


‘Thousands of Hobbit fans have the wrong address in the Lancashire town, according to Sir Ian McKellen’


Burnley Evening Telegraph


Ian Murray McKellen was born into a family of professional Northern stock in the Burnley General Hospital, East Lancashire, at 8.30 in the evening of 25 May 1939, just months before the outbreak of the Second World War. His family ancestry was Scottish, Northern Irish and English. The name McKellen goes back a thousand years or more to the Celtic or Medieval English Alan or Alain, meaning harmony or little rock, with McKellen, or son of Allan, being the Scottish variant.


Denis Murray McKellen, his father, was a chartered civil engineer. Photographs show a marked similarity to Ian: a direct, challenging stare, similar height and dark hair. The strong, longish face is unlined, the mouth turned up at each corner, suggesting humour. A dimpled chin and a long jaw, but with nothing sensual implied as in his son. The ears are long and fleshy.


Ian’s mother, Margery Lois Sutcliffe before she married, was a traditional Lancashire housewife. In photographs she has a warm and winning smile. They lived high above the centre of Burnley in the leafy southern suburb of Rose Hill, on the road to Manchester. Their house was right opposite Scott Park, a spacious and wooded area donated by a nineteenth-century philanthropic mayor, where Margery happily walked Ian’s elder sister Jean as an infant.


Number 25 Scott Park Road suited McKellen senior and his family well. With a turreted third storey and four bedrooms, it stood at the end of a respectable, middle-class terrace. Up the road was Burnley Golf Club, and it led to rambles up in the impressive heights above the town, with marvellous and breathtaking views over the Pennines, at the peak of which now stands the tourist attraction of the Singing Ringing Tree, an abstract sculpture of metal tubes, erected in 2006 but with a distinct flavour of Lynn Chadwick and the 1951 Festival of Britain. Appropriate for Ian’s early years, it sings when the wind is against it.


Denis, thirty-three years of age when Ian was born, was a socialist and a committed Nonconformist Christian. He had absorbed the family’s tradition of public service, and worked as a council engineer in the palatial, pale greyish-yellow stone Town Hall. He and his wife were middle class and well-educated and not, as McKellen might sometimes imply, poor or working class. Their status was roughly midway between the Liverpool shipping magnate or cotton-mill owner and the lower-class factory workers, who weaved and spun in the smoky centre among the tall conical brick chimneys and lived in crowded terraces with cobbled streets.


Burnley’s surviving monumental public buildings, such as the Town Hall, the Public Library and a former National Westminster and County Bank with its elaborate marbled walls and high ceilings (now an Italian restaurant), attest to an empire and financial power controlling nearly a quarter of the globe. This, as George Orwell – a writer especially relevant to Ian’s Lancashire roots and outlook – recorded in his wartime essay ‘England Your England’, ‘was peaceful as no area of comparable size has ever been. Throughout its vast extent, nearly a quarter of the earth, there were fewer armed men than would be found necessary by a minor Balkan state.’


By the time McKellen was born the Empire no longer held together so well. The aristocracy had declined, the solid hierarchy had faltered and the bureaucratic imperial civil service had imposed its constipated view of life with mounds of paper and red tape. Stagnation and a deterioration of morality had set in. As Orwell put it, ‘The blimps and the half-pay colonel with bull-neck and diminutive brain, like a dinosaur – and the high brow with domed forehead and stalk-like neck, were both subject to the devastating impact of British foreign policy.’ The ill-prepared country stumbled into war with Germany, the modern, more efficient and better-armed super-state. The McKellens, however, did not believe in war. Ian’s father, grandfather and great-grandfather were for religious reasons strongly principled pacifists, and Ian staunchly followed them.


Denis was ambitious for himself and his new-born son, and for his five-year-old daughter, Ian’s sister Jean. But as he took the bus down Manchester Road to his office his mind must have been in turmoil. Call-up and general mobilisation were imminent; the weak and temporising Prime Minister Chamberlain at last declared war on Hitler on 3 September 1939.


In the Second World War the view of conscientious objectors was often misunderstood and scorned, with the result their careers and families suffered. ‘We were called names at school and people in our street wouldn’t speak to us,’ the daughter of one conscientious objector recalls, ‘and the landlord said he wouldn’t repair our house after it was bombed, because my father wouldn’t fight. I’m afraid it always seemed to be my mother who suffered because of it.’


But Denis did not have to put his pacifism to the test, or to the danger of being arrested and imprisoned, because his employment was declared a ‘reserved occupation’ – essential in wartime, and therefore exempt from call-up. So he kept his job. In fact he could have been stopped from joining up even if he had wanted to.


Apart from the cruel arrests and imprisonments a new spirit of tolerance and awareness was coming into play, while Chamberlain introduced tribunals to test the sincerity of genuinely held beliefs. More conscientious objectors were coming forward not afraid to stand up for peace. But it is likely that Denis kept his unpopular pacifism hidden and quiet. We shall never know what would have happened if he had had to make his own stand against the war, just as we don’t know what Margery’s opinions were. There is no reason to believe he would not have stood up for his convictions; the deeper reason he never put on a uniform never became an issue, but it may well have brought some feelings of guilt. Presumably it was not known locally that the borough engineer would refuse to fight for his country. How deep pacifism went was also never to be tested in Ian’s case: after he left school in 1958 he went straight up to Cambridge, electing to go there before his National Service. When he left three years later National Service had been abolished. He says he would have refused to do it. A streak of pacifist fundamentalism similar to his father’s was injected into Ian’s spirit, but possibly also well-guarded by the feeling that it was necessary to cover something up.


Ian’s grandparents were actively proselytising Christians, his mother’s father a Congregationalist minister in Romiley, a village near Stockport. Grandpa Sutcliffe was noted for his mild-mannered approach, while William Henry, Ian’s paternal grandad of fearsome aspect, was a Baptist lay preacher also in Romiley, suggesting a strain of Ulster protestantism in the family. He made extravagant gestures ‘from the shoulders’, according to Ian in a contribution he made to an anthology of essays and poems, Susan Hill’s People, which devotes a section to McKellen. Congregationalists asserted that the only head of the Church is Jesus Christ, implicitly denying the supremacy of the Crown, believing the only statute book was the Word of God. Baptists are closely allied to Congregationalists, holding the Scriptures as the sole standard of faith and practice, with the Holy Spirit the only source of regeneration. Baptists were traditionally anti-gay, and still are in some parts of the globe, for example in the American South.


Denis sought or was given a move to Wigan, for reasons unknown, but probably as a promotion with more responsibility, in the same post of borough engineer. The departure from Burnley was hasty. Only two months after Ian’s birth the family made their move south-west into the Greater Manchester area, to a town-centre dwelling. McKellen’s short-lived stay at 25 Scott Park Road provides something of a mystery. Burnley’s Historical Society put up a blue Heritage plaque with the date of his birth next to the front door in 2003. But on a visit to Burnley McKellen said that though he did live there at one point, ‘I am certain that’s not where I was born.’ This left the civic leaders red-faced.


But this address is on his birth certificate registered only two weeks after his birth, and on the electoral register. When challenged further by the local press, Ian did not reply. Usually such tributes do not get placed on houses until after the demise of the subject; there are no plaques on the homes where he spent the next eighteen years.


Elements or shades of Denis – the sense of responsibility, determined upward mobility, firm connections and honesty – can all be detected through Ian’s life and work. Alice McKellen, née Murray, Ian’s paternal grandmother – known in the family as ‘Mother Mac’ – whose memory and legend were revered, was ‘a real star’ and a ‘wonderful star’ according to her grandson Ian. She had lived just outside Stockport with her husband William McKellen. Both were members of the Christian Endeavour Church at Hatherley and she once sang a solo at its huge celebration at Manchester Free Trade Hall in 1902. Ian was baptised in the very same chapel dedicated to his devout grandmother two years after her death on 20 August 1939. An early family activist was his great-great grandfather on Alice’s side who worked fifteen hours a day, six days a week. He successfully campaigned for half-day Saturday working.


Denis, highly qualified as he was, was a man with wide cultural interests. He loved the theatre, as did Margery, and alongside his strong Christian beliefs was a socialist intellectual. In an England full of slums and unemployment, with every British statesman doing the wrong thing with unerring instinct, inevitably left-wing thinkers were polarised by the fixed attitudes and sham feudalism of the public-school-educated leaders. ‘There was no intelligentsia that was not in a sense left … Perhaps the last right-wing intellectual’, writes Orwell, ‘was T. E. Lawrence.’ Denis sowed the seeds of anti-privilege and anti-snobbery in Ian’s character. ‘Since about 1930 everyone describable as an “intellectual” has lived in a state of chronic discontent with the existing order,’ Orwell observed.


Denis and Margery naturally voted Labour in the 1945 election, and when George VI and Elizabeth drove through the cobbled market place, Ian asked his father what the King’s politics were. ‘He’s a good old Tory, I should think,’ was the reply. When asked about his likes and dislikes in 1990, Ian said that his least favourite virtue was ‘patriotism’. But Lancashire had begun again to prosper in the manufacture of munitions, while its young men and women of military- or factory-hand age flocked to the colours or the factories. The atmosphere became more egalitarian. The permanent legacy of this levelling influence were the flat vowels shared by all.


The McKellens were to all appearances a reticent bunch, and certainly uncomfortable about disclosing personal details of their lives; they were broad-stroke Lancastrians, forthright but not ones for private revelations. Margery’s mother had died giving birth to her younger sister Dorothy, and her father, Sutcliffe, married again. One day Dorothy pointed to a photograph of her blood mother and asked her stepmother who it was. The answer was, ‘Oh, that’s a friend of your father’s …’


No one knew there had ever been a professional actor in the McKellen family until 2016, when Ian appeared in an episode of the BBC genealogy documentary series Who Do You Think You Are?. He discovered that Frank Lowe, a Victorian uncle of his maternal grandmother, had been for a while quite famous in melodramas with titles such as The Two Orphans, but then had sunk to ‘illegitimate’ variety shows (as opposed to legitimate theatre) in which he declaimed monologues without any of the glitz and command of Ian’s later one-man shows. He died of tuberculosis in his mid-forties, abandoned by his wife in the workhouse, so he fared rather worse than performing dogs. The revelation that he had acting in his blood heartened Ian, although he found Frank’s demise very saddening.


Margery had the thread or spark of the performer in her make-up. She acted in amateur theatricals, as did her daughter, Ian’s older sister Jean, more frequently than her mother. (Jean, who went on to be a schoolteacher, was an enthusiastic amateur performer, and, like her brother, loved the theatre all her life). In an interview in later life Ian recalled a glimpse of Margery: during the once-weekly bath she gave her son, she performed the story of the radio programme she had heard the night before. Much loved by Ian, she remains a somewhat shadowy, romantic figure for him. The impression is that she was fulfilled in family life. She was thirty-three when he was born, in the prime of life.


Number 17 Parson’s Walk, the four-bedroomed house that Denis and Margery bought in Wigan when Ian was still a baby, was semi-detached, smaller and undeniably less smart than Scott Park Road, on a noisy bus route and walking distance from the industrial, coal-mining centre. Appropriately named for scions of professional preachers, the fact that over the road it faced Mesnes Park (pronounced ‘mains’), with grandstand and duck ponds, an even more spacious and ambling open space than Scott Park, must have been important for Denis and Margery with their two small children. While the larger picture was one of war and devastation, Wigan was spared, situated as it was north of Manchester, beyond the reach of the Luftwaffe. Ian’s early years in this red-brick semi backing onto the grounds of Wigan Cricket Club, to reach which he had to climb over a wall in his garden, would appear settled and serene


When Ian came back to Wigan in 2002 to film a document­ary on his life for America’s CBS, in anticipation of him winning a major award for The Lord of the Rings, the broadcaster filmed him in Mesnes Park as he touched the shiny right foot of the statue of the Wigan MP Sir Francis Sharp Powell, supposed to bring luck, and told of the Wigan Little Theatre where he first saw Shakespeare and ‘the seeds of my life as an actor were put down’. Two years earlier he had restored and reopened the rose garden there, dedicating it to the memory of Denis. A concrete star with ‘Ian McKellen’ leading other stars for famous living notables of Wigan is embedded in the new civic centre pavement. But it strikes me as a significant deepening of the McKellen mystery why he is occasionally reticent or full of regret on the subject of Denis. I cannot see that the move and ten years spent in Wigan, much though Ian embraced it in retrospect with imagination and warm identification, could have greatly benefited Margery’s health.


Two years before the McKellen move into Wigan, Orwell published his account of its ‘lunar landscape of slag-heaps and to the north … you could see the factory chimneys sending out their plumes of smoke. The canal path was a mixture of cinder and frozen mud, criss-crossed by the imprints of innumerable clogs, and all round … stretched the “flashes” – pools of stagnant water.’ Denis must have been tough, partaking in the existence in England of what Orwell calls the ‘curious cult of Northernness, a sort of Norman snobbishness’. This trait is apparent sometimes in Ian, as when, much later in life, furious at London’s theatre scene and Hollywood’s rejection of him, he went off to act in Leeds.


Denis is hardly touched upon in accounts of McKellen’s life. He was a typical Northerner, a man of ‘grit’, grim, dour, plucky, warm-hearted and democratic. In his deeply felt pacifism and sense of fair play he wanted to put the ‘truth’ of the Gospel message and Jesus’s non-retaliatory mercy into action. Forgiveness was especially evident when the family entertained a German prisoner of war on Christmas Day. There was a kind of sackcloth and ashes fundamentalism about the move to Parson’s Walk with its noise, and on some days its stench and bad air, in spite of Mesnes Park over the road. The family must have been aware, for instance, of the business of robbing the shale or dirt trains, the ‘immense and systematic thieving of coal’ by the unemployed as they lived near the railway line. Their own home must have been warm in winter with coal being as cheap to buy as it was.


We do hear Denis practised at the upright piano downstairs with his clumsy large hands (like Ian’s), playing Chopin, Liszt and Tchaikovsky. The classlessness of the family which Ian underlines is perhaps a bit false, and here a further aperçu of Orwell again carries weight, when he points out that not only socialists but intellectuals in general claim to be outside the class racket and can see through the absurdity of wealth, ranks and titles. ‘“I’m not a snob”,’ he writes, ‘is nowadays a kind of universal credo.’


From his earliest days onwards Ian embraced Wigan and identified with it. So when, much later, Ian was making his name, the Express headline ‘The Olivier from Wigan’ had a ring of truth about it. But it also gave a false impression, for the McKellens were not far from Orwell’s description of his own family, ‘lower-upper-middle class’, with better education and a different outlook on life. Raised in this smoke-blackened Wigan ‘amid the deprivations of war’, every good, well-brought-up, middle-class boy who had a rigorous primary school education in a faith school, then free grammar school and university, might be tempted – with the hindsight of left-wing political leaning – to put a Dylan Thomas rags-to-riches spin on things when he became famous. In the 1970s, by then much feted and applauded, Ian was tempted, in his imitations of the comedian George Formby, to sing the working-class credential song of Wigan Grammar School:


Oh Wigan is a grand old town;


The Romans knew it well.


It always had its Good King Coal


As long as folks can tell.


But ironically, while he would go on to win a place there, he only briefly attended the school. The family moved out before he could settle down.


Ian, interviewed later, tells how ‘smoke smutted Monday’s wash on the clothes line and blackened the parish church like the faces of miners clogging home from the pits.’ Still, in his pride in belonging to Wigan, McKellen remembers haircuts, 3d ‘for a scalping back and sides, singeing with a wax paper taper and a rub-over with Bronco Lav. paper’. He recalls the Fattest Woman from the twice-yearly fair, glimpsed under her tent flap, and Anita, at 18 inches, ‘Their majesties’ smallest subject, together with showgirls and the Siamese twins pickled in a jar.’


Then there was the accent, not at all the received BBC English spoken in the soft south of London and Sussex. The diphtheria Ian caught when he was three must have been very worrying, for although vaccination against this killer disease was introduced in 1941, it hadn’t yet reached Wigan. Of children who suffered the symptoms, which began with fever and sore throat, 90 to 95 per cent did not die – a good statistic for those years. Ian had to be isolated in hospital, but soon recovered. It created no serious lasting ill-effects. But some claim it did have a long-term effect on his voice, with the distinctive elongation of vowel sounds. Others say the flat Lancashire vowels he heard all around him had more influence.


Discipline ruled in the Wigan Wesleyan school in Dicconson Street, which he attended with its large classes, its free meals, a third of a pint of milk during breaks, and its emphasis on religious instruction and imperial values – just as it did at home, where he was made to work hard. He would walk across Mesnes Park to school every day. ‘I have very fond memories of living in this house. I always regretted that my parents sent me to bed early. I used to kneel before the window and see the children playing in the park and feel really sad.’


The LMS railway lines at the back of Wigan’s cricket club, for which he was the second eleven’s scorer, link Blackpool (where he went only once, for the Illuminations) and London (five hours away by steam). On that line, he excitedly spotted the first diesel engine on its practice run. This was 1944, he was five, and on the train travelled a family called the Levicks (Mrs and two children), evacuated from Middlesex. They stayed with the McKellens, but before this Ian knew the war first-hand only through Mickey Mouse gas-masks, blackout at the windows, and nights under the iron shelter in the back room.


Margery’s presence in his life, mainly undefined by episode or incident, was of a very loving and typical mother at home, provider and unconditional supporter of husband and children. At home there were no sweets, except the Horlicks tablets Denis obtained from his air-raid warden service. They had more than enough sugar from the rationing and swapped it for tea coupons, drinking water with their meals. On Saturdays they blended top-of-the-milk, margarine and some butter to make up for the lack of the real thing. Margery baked twice a week. Ian’s favourite was ginger parkin.


In Wigan, aged nine-and-a-half, he had his first gay kiss. The memory of this must have made him feel different from others. Even so, it was part of the usual kind of playground investigations little boys and girls engage in. These fumbles, which happened after Sunday School, could be described as showing some kind of early defiance of the family religious conventionality. The other boy’s name is entirely forgotten.


Ivor Novello, in those days a gay icon for an underground minority, was a particular enthusiasm of Margery, so she must have innocently responded to the camp and flamboyant aspect of theatricality and shared it with Ian. She bought tickets for Novello playing in King’s Rhapsody at the Manchester Opera House, where one evening Ian was on the edge of his seat watching Novello languorously leaning across a chaise longue with a glass of champagne. It brought on his first erection, nursing it and proud, as he recounted the event later. Ian knew he was gay from this very early age. He did admit to being very taken, when only six years old, with a girl in games of doctors and nurses during playtime. And he did later write love letters to a girlfriend, which she kept but destroyed when the time came for her to be married.


But when, aged twelve, he watched a love scene in the cinema between men and women he could feel, he says, ‘the heat rising in the cinema, and I was getting cooler’. Much later he admitted that he loved being touched by women – and touching them – but not in any deep and lasting sense. At the schools he attended he says he knew no other boy with a similar inclination to love the same sex as he had, and he conveys in his website CV the impression he felt bullied and ashamed, and this kept him alienated from other boys. There is some equivocation about all these feelings, as if there was uncertainty. At puberty, so he told Andrew Billen of the Evening Standard in 1999, he wondered if he were changing sex and waited for breasts to sprout. ‘I fumbled and flirted my way through puberty and no one helped me to understand myself.’


Always Margery was a real, hands-on mother who was there for him. His impression on others of being grounded in reality, his practicality and calm, owe much to her and are evident in the solidness of the older man.


In the early summer of 1949, with little forewarning or explanation, Margery was taken into Wigan Royal Albert Edward Infirmary. It is not in the nature of a ten-year-old to ask what the matter is, so Ian was kept in the dark.


Life went on. With stoic public-minded spirit, Denis had started up a committee to turn the Mesnes Park grass tennis courts site, dug over in the war to grow vegetables, into a rose garden, which opened that August.


After a time in hospital Margery returned home, but there was no mention of what was wrong with her. In the last year at his Wesleyan school, it was time for Ian to move and he took the eleven-plus exam for a place at Wigan Grammar. His report says he had ‘made a good start’ and won a ‘residuary place’, which was then converted into a free place. But now the family were ready to move out of Wigan to Bolton, for Denis had been appointed chief borough engineer there. Ian’s free place was transferred to Bolton School without having to take another exam, but with the provision he took the extra Latin tuition required for entry.
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Unfinished Business


Reticence and tight lips still ruled the household in their next home. As a better-off, middle-class family they had a television. In the limited prosperity of immediate post-war years, material circumstances had improved. Denis was now appointed borough engineer and town surveyor in Bolton, ten miles east of Wigan, an increase in responsibilities that showed his reliability and broad practical grasp.


Margery, who had been diagnosed with breast cancer, which Denis knew but kept to himself, was no longer the brave and feisty woman she had been in Ian’s earlier years. She tired very easily and, barely remarked upon by Ian at the time, her condition worsened.


Denis clearly loved parks and open space, for 34 Barrow Bridge Road in Bolton, their new home, in much more propitious wooded surroundings, is on high ground well away from the dark Satanic mills and foul colliery air. A detached white pebble-dash mansion lies in extensive grounds that descend to a private estate. Over on the other side of Barrow Bridge Road, along which trotted equestrians from a local riding school when I visited in 2018, is open country. A monumental bleach works chimney stands sentinel at the end of Barrow Bridge Road, in homage to the past industrial era.


The family by now had enviable status, though people never used to talk about how much they earned for fear of envy. Denis’s salary had risen to between one and two thousand a year, when the average working wage was £300; next door lived the director of Ebro Engineering works and his family.


Ian swapped the place won with ease at Wigan Grammar for the more elitist Bolton School, a direct-grant grammar school. Among its alumni was Irving Wardle, later the influential drama critic of The Times, who had played Hamlet at Bolton. Yet still Margery weakened as her cancer spread and she was more confined to bed. As she grew fatigued so easily she then moved downstairs into a living room and then was taken into the Royal Bolton Hospital.


Much that was going on engaged Ian and distracted his mind from this profoundly disturbing development. No school could have suited Ian more than Bolton. Everyone liked him here, and extra-curricular pursuits such as acting and debating were pushed as vigorously as academic achievement. Ian excelled at everything and looked forward to the Sixth Form Camp each year at Stratford-upon-Avon. Out of school we see his more reckless side. On days off or during holidays, lazily stretched out in Bolton’s Central Park, he had a much stronger, wild and overwhelming urge to run off with the dark-eyed, greasy, long-haired, fair-hands from the Silcocks Brothers fairground campsite.


Like Denis’s unacknowledged pacifism, Margery’s illness was barely if ever discussed, only mentioned at the time of prayers in chapel or at bedtime. In August 1951, prior to his second year at Bolton School, Ian went with his form master to summer camp in Saundersfoot, West Wales. He had no prior warning of his mother’s deterioration until other friends arrived to tell him gently that Margery had died – without him having had any further contact with her. She was forty-five and Ian was twelve. He must have been distraught, inwardly inconsolable. But he showed nothing.


Margery, he had hoped during the time she was in the bed downstairs, was getting better. How could God have let his mother die like this? It was little wonder that he turned almost at once, even if again he showed no sign of this, against the deeply practised religious ethos of his family. He was not by his father’s and sister’s and grandparents’ side at the funeral in Bolton’s Congregationalist Church. In spite of their pleading with him, he refused to attend. Ian had been close to Margery, but Denis had little rapport with his son and remained remote and unapproachable to him. The fault must be laid at Denis’s door, for it should have been from the father that affection was forthcoming. Correspondingly, Ian may have felt some unconscious anger towards Denis over Margery’s death: if God the Father had let Margery die, so could his own father have done the same. Ian had no place to channel his grief or anyone to share it with; mourning by himself in an unexpressed and even secret way, he became somewhat lonely, shy and introverted. The little orphan boy persona perhaps began here and stayed part of him.


Many years later he was to tell Lynda Lee-Potter of the Daily Mail, ‘I thought she was recuperating.’ He would confess that the only fortunate thing about her dying young ‘is that I can remember that love. There was never any bad feeling, nothing to disrupt our relationship. The memory I have is of a person who felt fulfilled by her life, by looking after me and my sister, and running the home.’ One feels, from the way he describes her now, that had she lived, she would have understood him in later life.


One day in the late 1990s, he returned to his first house in Barrow Bridge Road. He knocked on the front door. The current dwellers had bought the house from Denis after Margery died, and the lady, who had done all the dealings with Margery, told Ian that when she went to bed one night with her husband, she had seen the landing light on when she believed it had been put out. She went to turn it off. ‘As I did that,’ she said, ‘I saw your mother standing on the landing.’ Half-asleep the following morning, still in that same state, she heard the phone ring. The caller said that Ian’s mother had died the night before.


She believed in this return of Margery’s ghost to the house, adding that she always thought that his mother came back to the place where she’d been happy, just to say goodbye. ‘She’d never told anyone, but she wanted me to know.’ For Ian, learning this – and he clearly believed it was true – helped to lay his mother to rest.


But at the time of her death Ian repressed his love and grief. The bid for needed love, squashed and unfinished towards Margery, and denied expression, became a driver towards endless achievement and ambition.


With everything firmly if sometimes uncomfortably hidden, Ian, popular with classmates and teachers alike, progressed to the highest reaches of Bolton School. Mrs Parkinson, waitress in the school dining room, served him his dinner many times when he was on one of her tables. On one occasion he showed her a photo of a girl he was friendly with and she summed up, ‘He was always a likeable lad.’ Mr Poskitt, the headmaster, much admired as a Jehovah-like figure and a force for good, made McKellen head boy.


Like recognises like, and McKellen was to encounter many head boys in his future profession. They tended to retain the sense of entitlement that such a school position entails, relaxed and assured in the way they straddled the worlds of art and management.


I was at a similar kind of school as Bolton, then called a direct-grant public school. I cannot recall girls being talked of much – it was an age when private emotions and desires, of whatever complexion or tendency, were not discussed or shared. Those boys with the position Ian won for himself, who had rather grand roles at school to uphold, such as head boy, secretary or chairman of this or that school institution or society, were treated generally with awe and admiration. The leaders who emerged from those schools had impeccable records and standards to maintain, and as so many boys were late in sexual development, dating, courting and scoring was simply not an issue as it is today.


Excitement was confused with the terror of expressing what McKellen always knew from the start, that he was gay. In contrast to Stephen Fry, Ian experienced no sexual awakening which brought love, despair, pain and disgrace. Nor was there a simple, buoyant optimism and respectful disregard of women, without specific gay attachments but with silent acceptance of his orientation, such as Derek Jacobi experienced all through his growing-up. Ian’s own awareness of good and evil, and his puritan Nonconformist roots that were steeped in John Milton and John Bunyan, probably stemmed from the time before he was able to understand them.


It was in Ian’s ambition early on as a child to become an actor that his true soul was formed.


Grown-ups had laughed when they had asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up, and he answered, ‘an actor’. Aged three, he was in the audience at the Manchester Opera House Peter Pan, where he pointed out you could see the crocodile wires. This was the start, and from then on, he saw a whole range of vivid performances at weekly repertory companies in Wigan and Bolton. His sister Jean appeared as Bottom in her all-girl cast of A Midsummer Night’s Dream; John Gielgud’s Japanese-style Lear entranced him in Manchester, too, just as Ivor Novello had.


His first experience of Macbeth was seeing Doris Speed (later Annie Walker in Coronation Street) as an amateur, murder-fuelled alpha female. Aged eight, beneficiary of a Father Christmas visit, back at home he mounted on his Pollock’s toy stage a Laurence Olivier cut-out from the film of Hamlet, waggling and jiggling him at Jean Simmons’ Ophelia. The figure of Olivier became a prime object of early hero worship.


He graduated to play numerous roles, both male and female, in the Bolton School plays, in the converted mansion playhouse known as Hopefield Miniature Theatre, as well as in the school’s Great Hall. Among these in successive years were Prince Hal and Henry V. The Boltonian, the school magazine, found his ‘originality in youthful majesty a breath of fresh air’. It was noted, presaging a concern of future critics, that the way he modulated some lines ‘appeared rather odd’. He appeared in these plays in the sixth form, but earlier he had cross-dressed as one Rosie Meadows, and Margaret, the Fair Maid of Fressingfield, in the Elizabethan comedy Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay. He suffered, playing Malvolio, from being upstaged by Toby Belch, and had firmly instilled in him the principle that ‘the actor furthest from the audience is the most dominant,’ as he read in a stage manual. He was ticked off by his classics teacher for trying to get his own back on Belch by craning his neck, with the prophetic ‘Of course McKellen has greasepaint flowing in his veins.’ He was present on stage the whole of Fritz Hochwälder’s The Strong Are Lonely as the Father Provincial of the Jesuits. This difficult assignment was applauded as demonstrating ‘an astonishing degree of maturity’. Just as important, it was the very first of his old men: a study in failure and eventual despair.


With yearly visits to Stratford-upon-Avon to camp near the Memorial Theatre, queuing for a half-crown standing, he was overpowered by Peggy Ashcroft as Imogen in Cymbeline. He was sure her grace and beauty was targeting him alone. When he went round for her autograph, up close he could see she was old enough to be Imogen’s mother. Yet on stage she was essential youth in voice and gesture, and this feeling of her divinity stayed with him. In Susan Hill’s People, he was quoted as saying his emotion at this was akin to falling in love.


So there was plenty to exercise mind, body, voice (learning how to drop the Lancastrian accent when necessary, how to project his voice in the appalling acoustics of the Great Hall), and his emotions in public. It amused him to think how his parents once boasted to a friend that he had two accents, the one that he used at school and the one that he used at home.


Debating, too, was his forte, on one occasion on the controversial Shavian subject, ‘This House considers that the emancipation of women has led to the enslavement of men.’ He opposed this vehemently, so with Susan Parry his co-opposer it was overwhelmingly defeated, 129 to 7, with no abstainers. He delivered a paper on Samuel Beckett with a compelling selection of quotations from Beckett’s Endgame, showing early on his confidence in public speaking and expressing his ideas. He criticised Beckett for pessimism and a negative reflection of life, which he showed to be facile and cynical, but praised him for his accurate observation. Perhaps, deep down, the despond struck a chord.


From 1957 onwards he drank deep of Peter Brook’s production of The Tempest with Alec Clunes’ Caliban, John Gielgud’s Prospero and his Lear (knocking the hat off a woman in front when she giggled in the mad scene at the St James Theatre). Olivier and Vivien Leigh performing Twelfth Night and Macbeth, and Peggy Ashcroft as Rosalind. He saw Judi Dench as Juliet with John Stride as Romeo at the Old Vic. Observing perform­ances of the great actors of his teens was a pointer to the future. Sometimes he went with friends, sometimes on school visits, and further afield with Denis.


By contrast, he warmed instinctively to the rich music-hall and variety stage, then at its height. He first saw Joseph Locke, the tenor, famous for his signature tune ‘Hear My Song, Violetta’, at a Thursday afternoon matinée in early 1953 at the Bolton Grand Theatre. He obtained permission through his father’s contact with the manager to stand in the wings backstage. He said he could see the ‘theatricals’ coming through the stage door ‘reeking of Guinness and fairly drably dressed … then putting on their shining suits, going out and doing something rather smashing.’ This was when he became irresistibly fascinated by the lure of the theatre. The singer, having done his ‘act’ of Irish songs and in between chatting to the audience, left the stage to Sigmund Romberg’s ‘Goodbye’ from The Student Prince. His rapt audience would not let him go, and kept demanding an encore until the stage manager, in white tie and tails, came on and ushered a reluctant Locke into the wings. The contrast between the glamour portrayed on stage and the dressing-room seediness of old troupers, a kind of nostalgie de la boue (nostalgia for the seamy side) became a lasting thread in Ian’s theatrical soul. But from those early years, too, came the dark shadow that the unfinished business with Margery cast over him, which remains part of him to this day.


Visits to the cinemas were disenchanting. The half-dozen cinemas in Wigan were grubby, with threadbare carpets, smelly toilets and rickety seats. Cigarette smoke floated up and along the beam from the projectionist’s lantern, and in the smoky haze, courting couples necked in back-row double seats in the dark, which faintly disgusted him. With the Big Feature, watery ice-creams were on sale from the pinafored sales-girls sauntering up and down the aisles, waving their flashlights. The fleapits with dreams and fantasies bred among germs inspired Ian so little it is hardly surprising he didn’t get around, for a long time, to making films. On leaving Bolton School in September 1958, the young idealist McKellen wrote in the Bolton Evening News that he longed for a community ‘where a faultlessly complete library is at hand, where a cinema declines to show bad films and a theatre presents new, good plays before they are old or have gone bad. Utopias must be dull places, full of satisfied people … perfection, like complete virtue, is fortunately inhuman. But when will a local cinema and a professional theatre give what I also may want?’


One day, out of the blue Denis asked Ian how he would feel about him marrying a new girlfriend called Gladys. Margery had been dead for two years and Ian was fourteen. Ian concurred, on the condition that he had a dog, which became part of the marriage settlement – a corgi called Glyn. Gladys was a devout Quaker, a religion closely allied to the Baptist and Congregationalist Churches. As we see her in photographs, she was tiny compared to the much taller Denis and unusually for that era, wears slacks. She and Denis took their vows informally at the Friends Meeting House in Liverpool. Over the following years, she and Ian were to grow close.


For a while his ambition on leaving school had been to become a journalist. He applied to the editor of his local newspaper who turned the sixteen-year-old McKellen down, and he says (again perhaps slightly underplaying himself in an offhand way) he ‘drifted to university’, and then to acting.


Gemini, the zodiac sign under which McKellen was born, is said to be a cold-blooded sign, and for those who are great believers in astrology it points to a calculated love and dedication that might be called ‘driven’ ambition. This now took over. Not only McKellen, but many of the post-war generation of grammar and direct-grant public school alumni who sat examinations or were interviewed for places and scholarships at Cambridge and Oxford showed an astonishing ambition. In the words of Henry V’s Chorus, after long years of war and toil:


Now all the youth of England are on fire,


And silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies –


Yet it was specifically the intelligent, well-educated children of upwardly mobile parents who never before had dreamed of their offspring entering those bastions of privilege and class, who now took on their more blasé and condescending rivals to show their mettle in every aspect of university life. This was especially true in the burgeoning media and performance arts.


Apart from the beauty and romance of Cambridge’s architectural glories and, unlike Oxford, its idyllic atmosphere of academic seclusion, a new emancipation was unlacing and exposing itself everywhere in a generation of outsiders who wanted to claim the inside for themselves without the dead hand of the past upon them. As Glenys Roberts, a Girton girl undergraduate and friend of Ian who had escaped ‘stifling suburbs’ at the time McKellen applied to St Catharine’s, says,


It was a cusp of time and we were well aware of it … You could feel the combustion in the air. Cambridge was the place to be. The philosopher Wittgenstein was a recent memory. E. M. Forster could still be glimpsed returning to his rooms by the Cam in King’s College. F. R. Leavis was teaching in the English faculty and scientist Francis Crick, about to win the Nobel Prize for discovering DNA, was researching in the science labs and giving bohemian parties on the outskirts of town.
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