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About the Author


Born David Tynan-O’Mahony in the Dublin countryside in 1936, Dave Allen enjoyed a career that spanned over 40 years. His sharp-eyed observation of the everyday and his elegance and ease in the telling changed the face of stand-up comedy. His television work included ground-breaking shows such as Tonight with Dave Allen in Australia, the award-winning Dave Allen at Large for the BBC, the Carlton series Dave Allen, a television play by Alan Bennett called One Fine Day and numerous documentaries. From Australia to Zambia his shows were sold worldwide.


His sell-out one-man stage shows included West End runs at the Vaudeville, Haymarket, Albery and Strand Theatres, many tours of the UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand as well as shows in America and Hong Kong. He appeared on stage in other guises too: enjoying two Edna O’Brien plays and playing in Peter Pan opposite Maggie Smith at London’s Coliseum.


In 1996 Dave Allen received a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Comedy Awards.


He told his life through stories while holding a mirror up to ours. He loved wildflowers, the Irish rugby team, art, whisky, laughter, the company of friends, peace of mind, and his family.


Dave Allen died on 10 March 2006.




THE ESSENTIAL DAVE ALLEN


[image: Logo Missing]


 


Edited by Graham McCann With a Foreword by Sir Bill Cotton, CBE


[image: Logo Missing]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2005 by


Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Dave Allen


Illustrations within the text © Dave Allen


Introductions © Graham McCann 2005


Foreword © Sir Bill Cotton, CBE 2005


The right of Dave Allen to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 71776 1


Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 89945 8


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




For Cullen, Albert and Emma



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Nick Davies for all of his encouragement throughout this project. My grateful thanks also go to Sir Bill Cotton, Vivienne Clore, Michael Sharvell-Martin, Jacqui Clarke, Peter Vincent, John Ammonds, Hugh Stuckey, Els Boonen, Gavin Barker, Steve Dobell, Ian Fraser, Dick Geary, Mic Cheetham and Silvana Dean, as well as to my mother and my late father.

The following institutions and organisations have all assisted me in one way or another: the BBC Film and TV Library; the BBC Written Archives Centre; BBC Worldwide; the BFI; the University of Cambridge Library; the British Newspaper Library; the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia; Screen-Sound Australia; The Richard Stone Partnership; and the Guardian; the Irish Times; the Age; and the New York Times.

This book would not have been completed without the consent, kindness and advice of Dave Allen’s family. It was a privilege to work with them. What follows from me is for Jane and Ed and Karin and Cullen.

Graham McCann, Cambridge, August 2005


Foreword

I first met Dave Allen when I was looking for someone to do five minutes a week in a new BBC series with Val Doonican. Richard Stone, Dave’s agent, took me to a roadhouse on the Maidstone bypass where Dave was appearing, having recently left Australia under a cloud.

As I remember there were about a dozen or so people scattered around a very dark room, all seemingly intent on getting their partners on to the dance floor, only reacting favourably to Dave’s shaggy dog story about Noah and his sons clearing all the animal droppings from the ark. The punchline was that it took two days to heave the stuff over the side, and in 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered it.

I thought he was terrific and got my boss, Tom Sloan, to go and see him at the Cabaret Club the following week. Tom, a military looking man, appeared very like the type that frequented the club. He arrived whilst Dave was having a drink at the bar and greeted him with, “There you are, I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Dave immediately thought Tom was trying to pick him up, excused himself and moved away with Tom in hot pursuit. The chase only stopped when I arrived and introduced them.

It was some time later when Dave had done the Doonican show and a series on ITV that we did Dave Allen At Large, a sketch show with stand-up – or in this case “sit down” – with Dave holding, unbelievably now, a glass of amber fluid and a cigarette. The series was a great success and we started discussing a further series for the following year. Dave told me he was working out of town and asked if I could visit him the following week to continue discussions. I agreed and as I left he said, “By the way, I’m working in the Mandarin Hotel in Hong Kong next week. Don’t forget you said you’d come.”

My few days in Hong Kong with Dave Allen were an education. He insisted I stayed in his suite and I learned how to be a gentleman’s gentleman, answering the phone and serving the drinks at Dave’s happy hour.

He lived the other way round in Hong Kong. Breakfast at four, happy hour from six to seven, followed by light lunch at nine, show at ten-thirty, then out on the town, including a massive Chinese meal at about three a.m., bed at God knows what time – it nearly killed me. During his happy hour we often had the management and fellow travellers over for a drink. The PR lady was particularly good-looking and I engaged her in conversation. Dave immediately offered to take a picture of us on the balcony using my camera. He insisted on posing us in a fond embrace, and I was looking forward to having this souvenir from my stay. When I got it developed, like many unsuspecting tourists around the world who had gratefully let Dave take a picture of them, I had a photograph of two pairs of feet.

I fell for every ruse he played. The times I said, “I think you’ve got the wrong number,” to a Chinese madman trying to say he was delivering my order or to the local park keeper complaining that our dog had crapped on the flowers, were legion.

Being responsible for Dave’s BBC Television shows was not all beer and skittles. There was the matter of the Lord Provost who insisted on an official meeting with the Director General to complain that the BBC had given free rein to Dave Allen to destroy the Catholic Church. Alasdair Milne and myself were bidden to attend the meeting. Dave was not. The Lord Provost was paraplegic with a minder who made Martin Johnson look like a dwarf and who carried him to his chair. To say the Provost was a committed Roman Catholic would only be half the story. What he didn’t know was that the Director General, Charles Curran, was a serious practising, if not perfect, Roman Catholic himself.

The meeting started with a discussion about which Catholic journal they read, the Tablet or the Herald. There was no agreement even on that, and after ten gruelling rounds in which Alasdair and I took no part at all, the Director General landed a decisive blow, stating that he could not accept that the Catholic Church could not, or would not, survive the wit of Dave Allen, whose shows he personally enjoyed immensely.

My reporting of this meeting had a downside. From then on, whenever I exercised any type of editorial control over Dave’s shows, usually on the matter of language, his reply was that he’d go and see his friend the Director General.

Dave’s place in comedy was in the transition from music hall and variety stand-up comedians to the more intimate comedy on television. In fact he was a leading exponent of it. Dave was confident and comfortable with the audience. He had the best of all worlds because he knew what he wanted to do and was able to arrange it. A West End season of his one-man show and later a tour of the major cities, then a TV series, would take up a period of three years, during which he continually sought out and collected new material.

He was a very private person – not aggressively so, but socially he would observe rather than dominate. He was the main proponent of the laid-back type of comedy on often serious subjects. Many have affected and copied it, but Dave was the real thing.

Farewell, our friend. I’ve got a funny feeling we will meet again, and if it’s in the kingdom of heaven, God help us both.

Bill Cotton, Swanage, August 2005


Introduction

Comedy is knowing how vulnerable you are; how silly and how trite and how petty and how wonderful and all those things that make a human being.
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The spotlight picked him out: the cool, calm, darkly handsome man sitting up smart and straight in his black leather chair, with half a Gauloise between his fingers, a glass of the good stuff by his side and more than an evening’s worth of mischief sparkling inside his eyes. He welcomed you in, and then started sharing stories – some of them short, many of them tall and one or two of them strange – that made you laugh and made you think and made you want him to stay a while longer and share a few more. He was Dave Allen, the smooth, suave sit-down stand-up comic, and this collection is a celebration of his very special craft.

It was his craft that he wanted commemorated (he was content to keep the rest of his life private, and thus remain one of our best-known unknowns). It was through his craft, through that wonderfully precise yet playful way that he had with words, that he connected so well with his audience. Each time a story elicited the happy effect, he used to give the ends of his waistcoat a quick little tug, brush away a stray bit of invisible lint from the top of his knees or the front of his lap, and then smile the most satisfied of smiles: the bond between him and his audience was growing stronger and stronger and stronger.

It was not just how he delivered his humour, however; it was also what that humour was about. Dave Allen made an authentic connection with our everyday lives. He seemed to care about what we cared about, get irritated and exasperated by the same sorts of big and trivial things, and rage as much as we did at a world full of wild and witless contradictions.

He helped to keep you sane: no matter how many people appeared ready to treat the illogical as logical and the patently unjust as perfectly fair, you knew that you could always rely on Dave Allen to respond in a reassuringly rational and rigorous manner. He always seemed real. He always seemed like one of us.

Dave Allen was a comedian for the duration. He was there for all of the rites of passage, and all of the hopes and fears and dreams and doubts that shaped and shook our lives. He never outgrew you, nor did you ever outgrow him: he always had something to say that engaged and moved and amused you, whether you were young, middle-aged or mature; religious, agnostic or atheistic; conservative, liberal or socialist; safely settled, occasionally insecure or chronically bemused and bewildered. Once he had made you laugh once or twice, you somehow knew that he would go on making you laugh for the rest of your life. He was that kind of comedian. He was bright enough, honest enough and incisive enough to be as rare and as special as that.

How did he get to be that good? Some of the seeds were certainly sown during his earliest years in Ireland. The youngest of three sons (the other two being Peter and John), he was born David Tynan-O’Mahony at Templeogue in County Dublin on 6 July 1936, and grew up surrounded by seasoned storytellers and well-read relations. His English mother, Jean, was a woman who revered her adopted literary tradition, while his Irish father, Gerard John Cullen (the general manager of the Irish Times), was a drinking partner of the author Brian O’Nolan (who also wrote under the two celebrated pseudonyms of Flann O’Brien and Myles na Gopaleen1) and was a warm, witty, larger-than-life character known to colleagues as ‘Cullie the Clown Prince of Irish journalism’;2 his paternal grandmother, Nora, had been features editor of the Freeman’s Journal (a publication that could boast W.B. Yeats among its contributors); one of Cullie’s cousins, Eoin O’Mahony (known affectionately to all as ‘The Pope’) was a mellow-tongued barrister, ‘wandering scholar’ and well-seasoned raconteur whose stories made him welcome at all of Dublin’s best dinner tables; and one of his aunts, Katherine (‘KT’) Tynan, was a noted poet and novelist and a leading figure in the Celtic literary revival.3

It was his father, especially, who, with his natural flair for the narrative combined with his considerable skills as a mimic, showed him just how magical and memorable a well-told tale could be: ‘Sometimes in the evenings [my father] gathered my brothers and me around the hearth to tell us a story before we went to bed. They were frequently true, and often associated with Irish history, but there was always a special air of apprehension and excitement when he related one of his suspense stories, of which he had an endless collection.’4 Some of these stories (such as ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ by W.W. Jacobs, ‘The Black Cat’ by Edgar Allan Poe and ‘The Inn of Two Witches’ by Joseph Conrad) would end up being republished in a collection, called A Little Night Reading, that the adult Dave Allen compiled, but many more of them, recalled with much the same timing and tone as his father, would inspire those moments during the television show when the lights went down, the audience fell silent and the comedy turned dark until the scares led back to the laughs.

There were other early influences outside of the extended Tynan-O’Mahony family, including a white-haired and white-bearded local individual by the name of Old Malachi Horn – whose finely-spun fictions soon found an avid fan in young David. ‘I used to play truant from school just to go for a ride in his pony and trap, and listen to legends of wild banshees and headless coachmen.’5 Silver-tongued old lollygaggers like Horn showed the boy how to construct clever little things with words – vivid verbal pictures, elaborate mental puzzles and charmingly dramatised dialogues – that tapped into a deep and rich Celtic tradition: ‘We are a talking nation,’ Dave Allen would reflect, acknowledging his debt to all of those peripatetic storytellers who showed him subtle ways to ‘make things interesting’.6

David and his two brothers also used to sit at the feet, each New Year’s Eve, of the many representatives of literary Dublin’s great and good (such as the poet Austin Clarke, Brian O’Nolan and the poet and theatre director F.R. Higgins) who used to gather together at ‘Cherryfield’ in Templeogue to share a drink, compare shaggy dog stories and celebrate the imminent birthday of their old friend Cullie Tynan-O’Mahony: ‘My father was born on New Year’s Day in 1900,’ the adult Dave Allen would explain. ‘He was the first baby born in Ireland in the new century. And, consequently, there was a fairly good shindig every New Year’s Eve.’7 In the presence of those kinds of cultured guests, the Tynan-O’Mahony brothers heard the English language being elevated to the most sumptuous and dextrous of levels, and recognised the precision with which every word was plucked and placed.

There were negative influences, too, in the form of all the various cold-eyed theological pedagogues who managed to make every parable sound achingly plain and painfully predictable. Being educated (in ‘Latin grammar, guilt and mathematics’) by the Loreto nuns (whom he later dubbed ‘the Gestapo in drag’), the little Sisters of Mercy (‘or Sisters of Little Mercy’8), the Holy Ghost Fathers and the Carmelite priests (‘God’s storm troopers’) served to make the adolescent David acutely averse to any world that thought it could do without the slightest sliver of doubt. ‘I detested them so much,’ he said of these stern and sometimes brutal dogmatists. ‘They interfered greatly with my freedom, they interfered with my physicality – they hit me, they pulled my hair, they punched me, they demeaned me – and now, when I think about it, I’m quite angry, because none of them were qualified teachers. These were members of a religious order who were then made teachers, but none of them had been trained as teachers. They beat you, that’s what they did. I mean, if you didn’t learn Latin, they’d still get it into you somehow.’9

David Tynan-O’Mahony grew up, therefore, as an imaginative, observant, slyly irreverent and relatively eloquent young man – a bit of a gadfly with the gift of the gab – who was happy to embrace, rather than hide from, all of the ironies in life, calling himself an atheist but then adding, ‘Thank God!’. ‘I really do believe,’ he later said, ‘that humour is not so much about laughing at other people as at what you do yourself and how you react.’10

His nascent wit seemed destined to flourish within the genre of journalism, because, upon leaving school at the age of sixteen, he followed in the footsteps of his late father (who had died prematurely, when David was only twelve, in 1948) and joined a newspaper, the Irish Independent, as a front office clerk. ‘Then I got a job as a cub reporter on the the Drogheda Times,’ he later recalled, ‘but I was pretty bad at that and I ended up in London looking for a Fleet Street job which I totally failed to find.’11 His next move (in the summer of 1955) took him away from the business of print and into the world of performance: he became, of all things, a Butlin’s Redcoat at a holiday camp in Skegness.

It was quite a bold departure for someone who had only performed in front of the public once before – fifteen years ago in a convent – and his contribution on that occasion had earned him nothing more than a slap:


That was when I was at the Loreto nuns, when I was really very small. They were putting on a play and there were three parts in it: the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker. And I was chosen as the candlestick maker. And then I lost the part – the part was taken away from me because the nuns said I didn’t have enough discipline. I was four years of age! So they gave me a job as a frog. The wicked witch was turned into a frog at the end of the play. I had this little froggy costume, and I could wear my vest and underpants. But by the time that we did the play, I’d grown a bit, so I couldn’t get into the costume with my vest and my underpants on, so I had to strip off to get into this thing. And then there was a puff of smoke, the witch disappeared and I bounded on as the frog – and got a great big laugh. And I was bouncing around – and I was only supposed to go round once and then come off, but now people were laughing and I was enjoying it, it was great – so I was bounding and bounding, and I didn’t know that what had actually happened was that the zip had opened. So I was exposing myself. And I wasn’t getting laughs – I was getting laughs because my dick was showing!12



At Butlin’s, however, he knew exactly what he was doing, and what he was doing there prompted a positive response:


You were called a ‘Camp Host’. You were there basically to make it easy for the campers – to show them around, make sure that they enjoyed themselves. And then the Redcoats used to put on a show themselves – a kind of revue type of thing. And I got into that, and there were a couple of sketches and I played in the sketches. A piece of scenery broke one time, and I had to go out front, and while I was standing out there I thought, ‘Well, I may as well tell a couple of gags,’ so I did, got a giggle, and then somebody said, ‘You should extend that a little bit more.’ Then they gave me a five or six minute spot on the Redcoat show and that was really where it started to develop.13



He formed a double-act with his fellow Redcoat Al Page for a second Butlin’s season – this time at Filey in Yorkshire – and then coped with the camps on his own in Clacton, Saltdene, Margate and then Skegness once again before heading back to London and braving the toughest club circuit of the time:


The first professional date I did was in a place called Collins Music Hall in Islington. That was my first date. And it was a strip house. The nudes couldn’t move at the time. There’d just be tableaux. They’d be Joan of Arc, or Helen of Troy, or something like that. The tabs would open and I would say, ‘And here is Helen of Troy before Paris comes to take her,’ the curtains would open and this woman would be standing there totally still. And they were always trying to break the rules. So somebody said: ‘What if we got a bit of chiffon, and draped it all around her, and then got a fan on the side of the stage and blow, so she doesn’t move but there’s a certain amount of movement to her …?’ So they went off and they got an industrial fan, about eight feet in circumference, and they turned this thing on and it went: WHOOOOOSH! Now, she had – I mean, I’ve never seen anything like it before or since – but she had the longest pubic hair in the world! She’d stand there, in this breeze, and her pubic hair was going [mimes a long trail of hair flapping away right through her legs and far behind her]. Now, we did no business throughout the week – nude shows would have forty followers in rain coats and that was it – but within half an hour [of this hair thing happening] the theatre was full. This was the talk of the town – pubic hair that can blow two feet from behind your bum!14



It was here, walking on and off to the sound of his own footsteps while the men in the macs waited impatiently for their next glimpse of breast, bottom and trailing hair, that David Tynan-O’Mahony learned how to adapt his storytelling technique for the stage, keep his nerve in the face of indifference or downright hostility and inject a little more aggression, a little bit more of an edge, into his smooth and fluid delivery.

He worked hard, kept learning and, slowly but surely, he built up a fair-sized local following – and even managed to make his first fleeting television appearance, on a BBC talent show called New Faces, in 1959. It was, he would recall, ‘the longest, most terrifying three minutes of my life’.15 Some of London’s movers and shakers took notice, and he was signed up in 1960 by an eminent theatrical agent, Richard Stone, who liked his act but reasoned that, to improve his chances of establishing himself in England, he would have to change his name. According to Stone, not enough English people would know how to pronounce O’Mahony. The comedian soon came to the same conclusion:


I tried ‘Dave O’Mahony’, and I’d arrive at places and it would be [spelt on the playbills] ‘Dave O’Mally’ or ‘Dave Maloney’ or ‘O’Maloney’. So I thought, well, ‘Tynan’ is simple enough, so I tried ‘Tynan’, but ‘Tynan’, for whatever reason, became ‘Tyrone’ and ‘Tannen’ and ‘Tinnen’, and so I never knew who the bloody hell I was! By then I had an agent, Richard Stone, and I was sitting looking at his list of clients, and there was nobody with an ‘A’, so I thought, well, if I had a surname beginning with ‘A’ I’d be top of the list. So I changed my name to Allen.16



The newly-named Dave Allen spent the next couple of years broadening his experience in Britain, playing to audiences encompassing a wider range of ages, backgrounds and tastes. He entertained the families at the seaside resorts, the young adults in the metropolitan nightclubs and the many raucous teenagers who gathered in the run-down provincial cinemas that now served as places for youth-oriented Variety, rock and pop. He also appeared in 1962 as the resident comic and MC on the same bill that boasted The Beatles, and then joined the legendary jazz singer Sophie Tucker (the so-called ‘last of the red-hot mommas’) for a short tour of South Africa. Then, in 1963, he began an eight-week trip to Australia that would turn into a hugely successful two-year stay.

Apprehensive though he was when he first stepped on Australian soil, Dave Allen soon came to feel that he had probably arrived in the right place at the right time:


The first date I ever worked in Australia was Kogarah Working Men’s Club, or whatever it was called – the RSL [the Returned Servicemen’s Club]. And I couldn’t believe it, because I arrived on Easter Sunday and thought, ‘Where have I arrived?’ Because I’ve arrived in Sydney and there are people playing pitch and toss all over the place; I mean, the whole city is just gambling – at the airport, driving in, there’re all great groups of people throwing money down. I thought, ‘What sort of place is this?’ I didn’t know that it was just the one day that it was legalised! And that night I worked in Kogarah at the Returned Servicemen’s Club, and as I was standing at the side of the stage the place just went dark, and a man with a bugle played the Last Post, and everybody said the Lord’s Prayer! I didn’t know what the hell this was about. I mean, I really didn’t. I thought: ‘What am I doing here? Why are they all praying?’ And then the next thing was: a girl runs on, and the lights go up, and she starts to take her clothes off! So I thought: ‘Well, it’s a great society! Everything’s going for them now – they’ve got prayers, sin, drink and the lot!’17



Australia, in turn, wasted no time at all in taking to Dave Allen. Booked by the producer Frank Sheldon to publicise his tour on GTV Channel 9’s In Melbourne Tonight, he made such a positive impression on the local viewing public that bags of fan mail, addressed simply to ‘Dave Allen’, began arriving at the station within a couple of days of his brief appearance.

By the time that his tour was coming close to its conclusion, he was offered a television show all of his own in Sydney on Channel 9:


They wanted to do a Tonight type of chat show, like Jack Paar’s in America, so they gave me a pilot, and it took off. It was ninety minutes, live, with an open end – which meant that if it was going well at the end of ninety minutes they didn’t chop into it; you’d just finish ten or fifteen minutes late. It was great, because it was live and you had to learn, because the camera didn’t lie: you were there, you were on, and if you fell over you fell over.18



The pilot led to a series, Tonight with Dave Allen, which grew into one of the most successful programmes in the history of Australian television. It provided Dave Allen with a context that, in terms of the development of his television technique, was inspirational. He eschewed the usual reliance on tame and laboured celebrity plugs, seized on every opportunity to feature unknown and unusual people (such as the man who electrocuted his fruit trees in the hope of promoting their growth, and the reformed alcoholic who had found God and now spread the Word by writing ‘Eternity’ wherever he went), and was more than willing to take plenty of risks. Three decades before Britain’s chat show hosts were hailed as ‘bold’ and ‘innovative’ for attempting much the same thing, Dave Allen improvised regularly on air in Australia, tearing up the running order whenever he felt like it, going walkabout in and outside the studio, holding impromptu conversations with members of the audience and launching into innumerable digressions about sex, death, politics and religion. He also seemed to relish the chance to try a wide range of dangerous stunts, such as the occasion when he attempted to tame twenty-five highly poisonous snakes, the night when he tried to execute a triple-somersault by means of a trampoline (he ended up being rushed to hospital after missing said trampoline on his way back down and then knocking himself out on the hard studio floor) and the time when he allowed himself to be strapped inside a car, then submerged inside a tank full of water and left to seek a safe way to escape. ‘The only thing the audience couldn’t see was the microphone – the only way that we could protect the microphone was to put a contraceptive on it, and as the water hit the bubble it was the last thing I could see before I went under.’19 When he went back to Britain, he did so confident that he could cope with any challenge that television might throw at him. He was well and truly ready.

It showed. Bill Cotton saw him and signed him up to be the resident comic on The Val Doonican Show, a new peak-time Saturday night entertainment show that was set to be screened on BBC1. The first edition, broadcast at 9.00pm on 7 October 1965, confirmed Dave Allen’s great potential: he was youthful, bright, assured and stylish, performing a mixture of material that managed to switch smoothly back and forth between the conventional and the controversial.

There was no one else quite like him on British television at that time; he had more in common with the current crop of American comedians, like the edgily contemporary Lenny Bruce and Mort Sahl (who found humour in religion, politics and big business), and slick observational humorists like Alan King, Bill Cosby and Bob Newhart. He was probably closest to George Carlin – another lapsed Catholic – in terms of his crafty blend of gritty themes and silky tones. Carlin’s humour, like Allen’s, could be refreshingly self-critical (‘Have you ever noticed that anybody driving slower than you is an idiot, and anyone going faster is a maniac?’), smartly whimsical (‘What if there were no hypothetical questions?’), artfully iconoclastic (‘I have as much authority as the Pope. I just don’t have as many people who believe it’) and openly liberal and satirical (‘There are 400,000 words in the English language,’ one of Carlin’s most controversial routines began. ‘And there are seven of them that you can’t say on television. What a ratio that is – 399,993 to seven! They must really be bad!’) without alienating the majority of the mainstream audience.

Carlin, however, lacked Allen’s elegance and subtlety, as well as his leading-man good looks. Whereas Carlin grew louder, angrier and much more antagonistic as he drifted off into a hippy-dippy hinterland, Allen bought an even better class of bespoke three-piece suit, as he charmed and challenged and entertained much of the nation.

The other fine quality that was evident in Dave Allen as a performer was his courage: he was not afraid of silence. Unlike the typical front cloth comic for whom the space between each line signified nothing more than a pointless waste of airtime, he refused to hurtle through all of his material at the same old breathless pace. Like the great Jack Benny, he was both able and willing to pause in the middle of a joke or a story, take a long look at the audience and share an unspoken thought. It was an intimate, urbane, sophisticated style that was ideal for a medium as inquisitive as television. John Ammonds, the show’s producer/director and a shrewd judge of comedy performers (he would go on to direct Morecambe and Wise through most of their glory years), was highly impressed:


It was ironic, really, because when Bill Cotton had first mentioned Dave to me, and before I’d actually gone to see him perform in a club, I’d been a bit worried about whether he’d have enough material to fill each five-minute slot in a series that was going to run for eleven weeks. Of course, once I saw him do his act I realised that one story could take him five minutes to tell! So he was no trouble at all. I could bring the camera in, and he could draw the audience in, and then he’d hold your attention throughout what were sometimes quite long and elaborate jokes – and that was a real achievement. He was probably the one comic I’d known who could get, if anything, even bigger laughs at various points all the way through a joke than he got at the end on the tag line. He really did work extremely hard to get his material across, and yet he made it look effortless – which was the art, of course. So he was perfect for the show right from the start.20



Allen proved such a success, in fact, that he went on to be too much in demand to return for the whole of a second series. ‘We tried to get him,’ Ammonds recalled, ‘but he was already quite worried about getting to be over-exposed.’21

The remainder of the decade saw him try out a number of promising broadcasting options. In 1967, for example, he revived the Tonight with Dave Allen format for ATV (winning himself a Variety Club award for being judged ITV’s ‘Personality of the Year’), and attempted another sequence of hazardous on-screen stunts: ‘People used to watch the programme to see if I would kill myself.’22 In 1969, he went to New York to film a fairly ‘straight’ documentary for ITV called Dave Allen in the Melting Pot, which looked at changing social and cultural trends in the US. It featured him interviewing alcoholics, drug pushers, panhandlers, police undercover agents, psychiatrists and a range of social activists, as well as some ‘Irish-Americans’ who depressed him with their ‘recollections’ of the old country’s ‘thatched cottages, leprechauns and shamrock’.23 He also ventured back to Australia, where he performed to packed houses, appeared on more shows, acted in a movie (called Squeeze a Flower24) and even released a spoken-word single – a somewhat whimsical but certainly sincere counter-cultural contribution timed to coincide with the moon landing – entitled ‘The Good Earth’:


When I was a child and the road was dark

And the way was long and alone,

My heart would lift as I turned the bend

And saw the lights of home.

Now high above in the silent sky

In the still and starry space,

A man looks down on the earth below

And that blue and green shining glow

To him is the lights of home.
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