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Foreword by Steve Coogan


My agent has a sign above his office desk. It pictures a jaunty, smiling man with a speech bubble which says simply, ‘Remember, don’t be a cunt.’


A simple piece of advice, which Peter Sellers seems to have never heeded.


An emotional tornado of talent caused havoc to all who crossed his path. Tortured genius or spoilt narcissist depends on your point of view.


There is a school of thought that says there is an inherent dysfunction that goes hand in hand with clowning. I’ve sometimes been compared to the troubled, funny man. It’s usually meant as a compliment but makes me feel uneasy. I can’t think of any of his brilliant performances without thinking of the cost to other people. And he was brilliant.


At his best in I’m All Right, Jack or Doctor Strangelove, and as his most successful character, Inspector Clouseau, he flew. A perfect combination of intuitive ability to inhabit these absurd but recognisable people with the technical skill honed from years in his craft, trying to emulate his heroes, Stan Laurel and Alec Guinness, although even Guinness would find his way into the crosshairs of Sellers’ sniper rifle, or more accurately, blunderbuss.


Sellers. Shall we call him Peter? It might help him a bit.


Peter took the well-worn path through ENSA, which produced a welter of British talent, that dominated through the heyday of radio and on to television in the 1960s and 70s. It’s easy to forget that radio was an intrinsic part of the fabric of British life. Before the Internet, before video recorders or even audio cassette recorders were available to mere mortals, the only way to catch your favourite show was to be next to the wireless (radio, the original wireless) or, for me, sitting in front of the television, when your favourite show was broadcast, and The Goon Show was a favourite for everyone. Arriving at the end of rationing and sober post-war austerity, it was like punk rock in a world of bland pop. Anarchic, disruptive avant-garde, but with enough silly voices to make it popular and inviting.


A television in every household was still a decade away and radio could command the kind of audience-figures which have all but vanished for any broadcast entertainment today.


I caught the tail end of the pre-digital age when I arrived at the BBC in 1991 with my own radio show. We recorded the first series of Knowing me, knowing you with Alan Partridge at the Paris Studios in Lower Regent Street, London. As I stood at the microphone performing my comedy character in front of a live audience (they laughed, by the way!) I remember seeing images of the Goons lining the walls, often pictured huddled around that iconic BBC microphone.


I remember inviting the ghost of Sellers to haunt the studio where he had recorded The Goon Show and bring us luck. I’m still performing that character thirty-four years later but that first show, surrounded by those images of Sellers, has stayed with me.


Standing on the shoulders of giants.


I was too young by a good twenty years to have heard of the Goons but as fortune would have it, my dad was a great fan, he owned a handful of the shows on vinyl along with those of Bob Newhart, Shelley Berman, and Mel Brooks. Later editions, courtesy of my big brothers, were Monty Python, Billy Connolly, Jasper Carrot and Mike Harding.


As a child in the early 70s, I didn’t fully understand the content but understood the comedic power of funny voices and how they make people laugh. By this time, of course, Peter was an international film star and the Pink Panther films were at the height of their success.


My memory of him at that time is of the slim, tanned, denim clad, happy, shiny guest on BBC’s Parkinson. He seemed to bear no relation to the black-and-white photograph of a slightly podgy short back and sides demob fella looking back at me from the record cover.


How could he exist in two worlds? And yet, he did. Looking back, he seemed to step effortlessly from the monochromatic, joyless, overcast world of the 1950s and into the warm Kodak glow of the late 1960s, of Twiggy, the longer haired Beatles and, err, ‘sexual liberation’.


He left the old world and joined the new.


He appealed to everyone, a classless, joyous sophistication. He made comedy glamorous as well as funny. He seemed to have everything an adolescent boy would see as the key to a happy life - money, fast cars, beautiful women, cool clothes, a bit of bounce to the hair, probably expensive aftershave, and always smiling. But . . . is there a but?


Yes, I’m afraid there is.


Peter spent a lifetime thinking you could find contentment and peace by accessorising yourself into the kind of image you would see in a glossy magazine advert. He swapped his soul for stuff. Lots of stuff. Perhaps, he thought if there was enough shiny stuff, the light would drown out the darkness. But it was never quite shiny enough.


Like a petulant, spoiled child, Peter never learned how to behave. I blame the parents. He was a selfish, narcissistic and by all accounts a terrible father. On one occasion he returned home with a brand-new Bentley only to find stone chips on the paint work. Witnessing his father’s displeasure, his five-year-old son, Michael, found a tin of house paint and dutifully painted over the blemishes. On discovering this clumsy attempt to please his father, Peter proceeded to smash all of his son’s toys. The kindest thing you can say about this repulsive behaviour is that he was mentally ill. Certainly today it is easy to see his behaviour as sociopathic. He wrought havoc to all those he encountered on both a professional and personal level. Women he saw as an acquisition, children an inconvenience. He passed on his dysfunction to his widow, Lynne Frederick, a talented actress who never really recovered from her encounter. And there are countless other tales of woe, recounted in Roger Lewis’ forensically insightful biography.


He never learned that happiness comes from being a functioning human being. From understanding that, kindness, unconditional love and the generosity of the human spirit are where contentment lies.


But the darkness in his soul is what saves him, because he did have a soul. You see it even now in his performances. The inadequacies and failures of his greatest roles betray a loneliness, a poignancy, that lies at the heart of all great comedy.


There are so many sublime moments where Peter captures the comedic tragedy of human existence. We literally cry with laughter, that guttural, visceral noise we make as an audience, a crowd of strangers. Shining a light on the human condition we seem to know each other clearly for a second, then suddenly the light fades and we forget what it was that we saw. These moments save us from ourselves.


I suppose what I mean to say, is that we all like a laugh. And so did Peter, he just wasn’t very nice.


But when the damage he inflicted, all the bad feelings become fading memories, his comic genius will remain with us, immortalised.


Perhaps the best way to remember him is to think of him in those early days.


The young man, at the Grafton Arms pub in London, meeting with his comedy friends before the fame, the money, and the adulation, creating and sharing. Laughing.


Steve Coogan, April 2025









. . . being is the reverse of subtle. It is simple, though the principle of analogy shows it to be paradoxically complicated as well. A locomotive is both simple in essence and complicated in detail; one would scarcely call a locomotive subtle. And one should beware of trying to describe a locomotive to the uninitiated by rationalistically describing its workings, beginning with the vaporization of heated water, lest its puffing power come to seem very subtle indeed. One does better to call it an iron horse.


Hugh Kenner, Paradox in Chesterton.










Introduction


‘’tis in ourselves, that we are thus, or thus.’ Othello.


My first movie love was Norman Wisdom. His films were telecast in the early evening, and the off-register, horizontally streaky flicker from the screen – we had a peeling teak-veneer Coronation era Baird with a wonky CONTRAST control which plunged everything into a zig-zag of green shadow – is of a piece in my mind with the rain-lashed industrial South Wales beyond the window panes and my mother snarling in the kitchen, out of sight, creating a meat tea from pastry speckled with soot and heated-up potato water. Norman’s hysteria and gormlessness, in the face of impossible odds, were my own.


I enjoyed his films as a child because, always being told to behave, pull himself together and quieten down, Norman was a child – a child stuck in a man’s body, obstreperous and defiantly retarded.* He seemed to be an innocent always placed in dangerous or unpleasant circumstances – that is, he was pitched into adult scrapes and he dealt with them by donning multiple disguises, by pratfalls, and by pumping up the volume on being a fool or a funny foreigner. In The Square Peg he for some reason finds himself the identical twin of a Nazi General. In On the Beat he doubles the parts of a constable and a gang-leader. Norman was all over the place. A milkroundsman, a window cleaner, a newspaper reporter, a jockey. Somewhere along the line I recall his ghastly croon dubbing an opera singer. But despite the costumes and showing off, his weeping and wailing, he was always Norman, a happy-go-lucky brat; if the innocence was mock innocence, or if there was any malice in his violent revenge on grown-up nonchalance (exemplified by Jerry Desmonde in impeccable evening dress with a boutonnière), it didn’t register with me or spoil my fun. Norman had energy – unlike that other man-child, Jimmy Clitheroe, or Wee Georgie Wood, whose mummified features scared me then and terrify me now, as I remember them. Jimmy and Georgie, genuine dwarves, were freaks. Mother Nature had played a trick on them, and their having to wear blazers and carry satchels well into old age – when there was still a strong chance that they’d be spanked and forced to sing a comic ballad with an unbroken voice – was a sign of this. They aged without growing. Norman’s nature, by contrast, seemed natural and, to me, the very spirit of my age. He was an escapee from all that school uniforms, organised team games and parental persecutions try and curb. He was displaced from my heart one Saturday afternoon by Peter Sellers.


I was making the most of having a cold and had been left at home alone, everybody else in Wales being intent on running about in the damp playing rugby. Wrapped in my mother’s Glenurquart tartan travelling rug, eating Custard Creams and drinking Ribena through a straw, I settled, in a bored sort of way, to watch a double bill on the only channel not killing time with sports commentaries. The films were Two Way Stretch and Wrong Arm of the Law. As cops-and-robbers capers, with police cars having bells instead of sirens, they looked set fair to amuse me in the Norman Wisdom manner – the villains were folk heroes, with whom we at once sided in their battles against manic authority, personified by Lionel Jeffries, whose Nosey Parker and Sidney Crout are, I now see, comic variations on his hissing and spitting Marquess of Queensberry, the maddened upholder of all things Victorian in The Trials of Oscar Wilde. And there, amidst the slapstick, the explosions, the melodrama of characters getting themselves smuggled in and out of prison; there, at the centre of each film, was a self-absorbed, diffident, yet powerful presence, around whom the action and the rest of the cast whirred and whirled – Sellers.


In Two Way Stretch, when they are in the cramped gaol cell at the start, David Lodge and Bernard Cribbins do all the talking and complicated bits of business with a breakfast fry-up. A big fat warder further fills the room and carries off a cat. Sellers’ Dodger Lane, however, is the focus of the scene. Sitting in bed, doing nothing except peer over the top of The Investors’ Chronicle, he could be the greatest straight man who ever lived. His reactions to the pseudo-domesticity about him, his exasperation and world-weariness, are full of irony and resignation. Such texture, such reserve. I’d personally never noticed before that stopping still could be funny – where were Norman’s cock-a-doodle-doo line readings and the dashing about I thought synonymous with humour? Even Sellers’ weight was funny. Thickset and ponderous (from all that prison stodge), he was miles away from Norman’s springy physicality. Here was a comedy of reactions – of the way everybody was knocking themselves out to amuse and attract the star. Sellers was solemn and hilarious, simultaneously. (In fact, Sellers often played these extremes off against each other. His art had little to do with the suddenness of jokes, except in the live-cartoon conventions of the Pink Panther series; his genius was for creating an atmosphere, vibrating and fluttering between gaiety and sorrow. Even Inspector Clouseau, as Sellers said, ‘is a sad and serious man’.)


In Wrong Arm of the Law, Sellers played not, like Norman, a criminal mastermind and a copper, but an underworld chieftain, Pearly Gates, and his double, or public persona, Monsieur Jules, the couturier. Pearly is all Cockney wit and bottle; M. Jules, foppish, charming and camp. I’ll never forget the moment when I first saw Sellers as the one go through a bead curtain and emerge as the other. It was a total transformation – voice, demeanour, temper. It was more than just dextrous; it involved no change of make-up or clothes. It went beyond acting. It was a reconstitution. This book originates in my desire to know more about the magician who could accomplish feats like that. Sellers, in that split second on the screen when I was on my own in Wales, and when my great curiosity was born, enacted one of my deepest desires – the ability to disappear and return as someone else.


Soon after I’d watched that double bill and had my rapturous encounter, there was a general uprush of interest in Sellers. I’d not known about the Goons before, yet here they were reuniting for The Last Goon Show of All, broadcast on Boxing Day, 1972. (What on earth was Harry Secombe doing in the trio? He was known to me then only as a pop-eyed concert tenor whose brother, the Rev. Fred Secombe, had married my parents in Machen church.) Though a performance for radio, it was shown on television and the variety of accents and impersonations coming out of Sellers – a tall, thin, grey man now, having once been squatter and brown – was definitely eerie. He stood there at the lectern and voices and ideas bubbled up from inside him, whisked and eddied over the airwaves, to richly amuse the Royal Family. Princess Anne clopped the coconuts for a horse noise, Prince Philip grinned, Prince Charles sent apologies for absence (‘my knees dropped off with envy at the thought of my father and sister attending the show’), and Princess Margaret left the Camden Theatre on Sellers’ arm. ‘Excuse me, sir, how do you think the evening went?’ asked a young reporter, who’d nipped to the stage door to meet the couple. Sellers pushed past regally without a word. As he was climbing into the limousine, the hack tried again: ‘Excuse me, sir, just one last thing – how are you spelling your name?’ – ‘It’s Sellers Schmellers, now fuck off,’ boomed the star.


His was evidently a free-floating fizzy intelligence. In action, it was like witnessing a man being possessed by demons. Bloodnok’s gastro-enteric groans, Grytpype-Thynne’s caddish murmur, Henry Crun’s senile mutterings, Bluebottle’s epiglottal squawk etc., poured out with a restless, propulsive force. He was a Niagara. I remember going on from listening to Goon records to being interested in the masks and special effects of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – and there was Sellers, nutty and natty, as the March Hare. (Spike Milligan was the Gryphon and my old enemy, Sir Robert Helpmann, the Child Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, was the Mad Hatter.) I recall not having the courage to join an expedition of cronies trying to bluff their way into the AA-rated There’s a Girl in My Soup, in which Sellers, if the stills outside the nickelodeon were any clue, was impersonating the Earl of Lichfield. I started to familiarise myself with the Boultings’ output and colourful trash like Casino Royale – then, as now, often on the box as midweek matinées.


From Fred Kite, in his one ill-fitting demob suit, to Evelyn Tremble, in a vast wardrobe tailored by Dougie Hayward, what became clear to me very quickly was that in Sellers I was watching an artist who could take a rôle to a lot of highs. I could see him, as Clare Quilty, in Lolita, compulsively enlarging his character, improvising through his scenes with James Mason, spreading across the movie like a damp stain coming through a ceiling; he sent himself further and further into his character’s narcissism. I could see Sellers taking over – becoming an egocentric before my eyes; and acting was clearly an ideal home for his excesses, as it was for mine. Sellers, having aroused hidden feelings in me, became the hero of my adolescence, as Norman Wisdom had represented and idealised my childhood. I used to want to be Peter Sellers. I went about in tinted spectacles (rare then), a French fireman’s helmet and a leatherette-effect lady’s mackintosh from Peacock’s, Caerphilly, which was the nearest I could find to an ankle-length Nazi greatcoat – the intention being to ape the Sellers who’d appeared on Michael Parkinson’s chat-show, when he’d astounded me with his floor-show of stories, anecdotes, and exhibitionism. Sellers, of course, was reproducing Kenneth Mars from The Producers. (Mars reproduced Sellers’ Dr Strangelove in Young Frankenstein.) I copied Sellers imitating everybody else. I used to goose-step up and down my bedroom, ranting that ‘Churchill voss a rotten painter, rotten. Hitler, now zere voss a painter for you. Could paint an entire apartment, two coats, one afternoon!’ My friend Harries used to record the stuff on a portable Sony.


It didn’t end there. After seeing What’s New, Pussycat? I decided I wanted to be a psychiatrist. Not because I was in the least bit interested in rehabilitating people who’d gone bonkers, but because (a) it was a licence to snoop and pry around people’s fantasy levels and (b) I fancied myself in a Richard III wig and a red velvet smoking jacket living in a Parisian folly. (Psychiatry was out when I realised you’d need medical qualifications and I, surprising nobody, was in the Arts stream from the word go.) What I think I was doing, beyond all the teenage tomfoolery, was conducting experiments with personality. Adolescence, so threatening and fateful, is a time for assembling and assuming what will become the adult identity – a repertoire of mannerisms and inklings, a gathering of experiences, desires, anxieties and feelings, which are one way and another brought to order: our sense of self, which we will labour at keeping constant. We grow an armoury of attitudes, develop a style; what John le Carré’s spies would refer to as our handwriting. What drew me to Sellers once, and once again as I approached thirty, was that he plainly had no such organising principle. His virtuosity implied that new and different selves, odd voices and elaborations, distracted him from moment to moment. And if he renewed himself for each film, why not for each day? Or for each person he was with who’d give him what he wanted?


It was this, the motor of his genius as an actor, his insistence on being discontinuous, which, I was to learn, constituted his madness. In his films he was concealing his neurosis, making a virtue out of the insomnia of his impersonations, parrotings, oddness. But in reality, to adopt a conclusion Sir Kingsley Amis came to about women, Sellers was off his head in more than a manner of speaking. When, at precisely double the age I was when running around the Rhymney Valley in a blue plasticine nose, I began my research into his life, it was primarily to explain why, having once loved the funny voices and carryings-on, I was now seeing in Sellers’ transfigurations something sad and lost. The solution involves the fact that, as a schoolboy, I was responding to the delinquency in Sellers’ masquerades and acts of flight. Now, studying a man who was fully alive only when acting, who could unknot himself only through mimicry, I am alert to the psychotic manoeuvrings, the emotional incontinencies, in a grown-up’s always wanting to be a juvenile – in wanting ‘always to be a little boy and to have fun’. Peter Sellers was the man in Peter Pan.


In interview after interview, Sellers explained his strangeness by claiming: ‘I have no personality of my own, you see. I could never be a star because of this. I’m a character actor. I couldn’t play Peter Sellers the way Cary Grant plays Cary Grant, say – because I have no concrete image of myself. I look in the mirror and what I see is someone who has never grown up – a crashing sentimentalist who alternates between great heights and black depths. You know, it’s a funny thing, but when I’m doing a rôle I feel it’s the rôle doing the rôle, if you know what I mean. When someone tells me, “You were great as so-and-so”, I feel they should be telling this to so-and-so, and when I finish a picture I feel a horrible sudden loss of identity.’


The suggestion that when he was not employed as an actor he was an empty space, disembodied like a ghost (he told Kermit the Frog on The Muppet Show that ‘There used to be a me, but I had it surgically removed’), was a convenient and complicated fiction. Convenient because he could detach himself from the consequences of his bad behaviour. (He was a moral amnesiac.) Cruelty to wives and family, tantrums in front of directors and colleagues, could be wiped from his mind, consigned to a trackless wilderness which is actually where the secrets of this deeply enigmatic man are to be found. When the camera wasn’t turning he was often recessive and withdrawn, and it satisfied a need to pretend he didn’t exist. As a first and obvious point, when he stated, again and again, that he had no personality or self, by fending us off with a blankness, the actor as zero, he was meaning to be inscrutable, magically invisible – like Shakespeare, say, a king of shadows. And secondly, whilst ostensibly searching for a personality of his own, he could give himself thousands of faces – and, though this was dismaying (he was befuddled by all the available possibilities), it came with a glorious freedom. ‘I try to hop into a new personality as often as I can,’ he admitted, not denying that his reformations went beyond the confines of the studio. (Theo Cowan said to me, ‘He was happier making up and slipping into characters. If he was sitting here now he’d be doing somebody.’)


Indeed, Sellers felt confined by anything which looked like stability or repetition. Thus the written-off marriages, the frequent changes of address, the fecklessness of his relationships. Domestic duties, for example, were incompatible with his wandering nature. As fame and money denatured him, and he became emotionally dead, he could go so far as abandoning his children, cutting them from his will. He wanted to be unconstrained, with no living connections. Milligan thinks it indicative that he never saw Sellers enjoy a hearth or home. He never put a kettle on and made a cup of tea; he’d never ‘sit round a fireplace – all those primitive tribal things that give each of us a sense of ordinariness and order. They seemed to be denied to him. He had no fireplace.’


He hated rehearsal; he hated the live theatre (‘because it means doing the same thing over and over again’). He thrived on whims and spontaneity. To this extent, at least, for all the mimicry, his characters are not artificial creations. Sellers was drawing on himself in some way. As his daughter, Sarah, concedes, ‘I don’t think Dad modelled himself on other people; it all came from inside. He was very psychic – in tune with what people were feeling. He didn’t study people – it was more a feeling he got about people – intuitive. That’s what he was like in his films and his life. That’s the way he was. More than impersonation – because his own personality would change a lot. One day you saw him he’d be one way, another time he’d have picked up other moods. Very sensitive to things going on around people – quite often negative states . . .’


How did his twisted greatness come to the surface of his art? How did the surface, the faces and funny noises, connect with the subterranean talent – which eventually became a lunatic’s mind, a harbour for insult and rejection, certain only that compliments and admiration were hypocrisy and conspiracy? What were the pressures shaping him? If the source of his originality and power as an actor lay in the problems he had with personal identity, was the price too high? Sellers, who in his demented wizard’s way could work up a tiff into a declaration of war and a slight into a bloody feud, was capable of giving shadows substance, of subdividing into multiple selves – and a peculiar facet of researching this book was that in interviewing over three hundred of his relicts and dependants, colleagues and collaborators, enemies and advocates, I met about three hundred different versions and facets of Peter Sellers. (‘See them all,’ orders the editor after the newsreel sequence in Citizen Kane. ‘Get in touch with everybody that ever worked for him – whoever loved him – whoever . . . hated his guts.’)


Like Charlie Kane, Sellers won’t lie still in anybody’s mind. On the whole he is remembered, a decade plus after his death, with a mixture of incredulity and horror – whilst at the same time there is a consensus that, regarding his films, he gave the public a huge amount of pleasure. In several pictures, of course, he played half the cast and showed how he could be three hundred people, if he’d wanted. The President, the Group Captain, the Nazi boffin in Doctor Strangelove; the citizenry of the Duchy of Grand Fenwick in The Mouse that Roared; the brothel-creepers in Soft Beds, Hard Battles; the yellow peril and his nemesis, Nayland Smith, in The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu, which was released after Sellers’ death and seemed to have been made by his ghostly remains. (Sellers also does assorted voices on the soundtrack which adds to the disembodied, spectral effect.) ‘We are kindred spirits,’ says Nayland affectionately of Fu. ‘He is evil to my good, ying to my yang . . .’ Sellers could dart across contraries on the screen – conciliatory Muffley, maniacal Strangelove, for instance, holding a conversation – and in real life he could veer, in the space of a minute, between heartless egotism and a suffocating generosity, the charm of the devil and invisibility. People remember him variously as stout or slim, frail or fleshy and with hair sprouting out of his shirt, werewolf fashion. The man of the people, the chum known to wartime colleagues and the stunt coordinator element, somehow coexisted with the toffee-nosed invitee to Kensington Palace, the treacherous business partner, the defaulter, saboteur, shit and genius. The various women in his life were unable to agree for me on whether or not, as a Jew, he was circumcised. Sellers, membrum virile and all, evidently shrank and grew, as if he existed in a hall of distorting mirrors.


No single person ever knew him. (He recoiled from genuine intimacy: husband, father, patron, client etc., were so many rôles and moods.) Nor was he open or certain about what might have been his own normal voice. For all their make-up and many-sidedness, there’s never any mistaking Alec Guinness’ purr or Orson Welles’ rumble, which was like thunder across the bay. Sellers was not regionally bound by accent – and in Britain, especially, the grain of your voice is a signal of class and provenance, region and attitudes. The whole of your history and background is in the noise you make. (Where would Michael Caine be without the Old Kent Road, Sean Connery without Scotland?) Sellers’ facility with dialect meant he could escape these constraints (another aspect of his curious freedom), with the delimiting factor that he was thereby rootless, placeless, with no point of origin. Sir Guy Grand, in The Magic Christian, has unassailably Mayfair tones, but when Sellers spoke to journalists on the set, such was the effect of Ringo, who played Sir Guy’s adopted son, Youngman, that Sellers became a native of Liverpool. On other occasions he’d lapse into Cockney or a Yorkshire lilt. Then again he’d try to be flat, featureless – a drug-like stupor. (Oscar Moore, in A Matter of Life and Sex, says that Sellers’ character in Being There, Chance the gardener, a Mr Nobody, speaks ‘like a man with a needle hanging out of his arm.’) Challenged, towards the end of his life, about how he really spoke, so ventilated was his conversation with take-offs and goonery, he said: ‘I think it’s something like what you’re hearing now . . . Well, maybe I’m trying to sound a bit more posh. This voice is not made up, because I cannot relax and talk openly in someone else’s voice. I’ve heard myself on recordings in background conversation, and I think I talk like this . . . I hear myself at other times, though, and I’m talking like this . . .’ – and he modulated into South London. ‘It depends on whom I’m with. Sometimes I start out in my own voice and no matter who I’m with, I take on their thing.’


It is an unnerving facet of Sellers that, as his own face faded, he created his own world by feeding off his companions. When he started copying people, he didn’t recreate you – he took you over. He was like a real-life Leonard Zelig, the human chameleon in Woody Allen’s film, who takes on the colour of his surroundings. (The young Allen worked with Sellers in What’s New, Pussycat? and Casino Royale, and a Columbia executive, Leo Jaffe, once mistook Sellers for Allen at the Dorchester Hotel, precipitating a major Sellers tantrum.) But where Zelig’s imitation game is benign and ingratiating, Sellers’ was sinister and satirical. He’d throw you back at yourself, making self-expression an extreme of self-mockery. As Milligan said, ‘Peter feasts off people – he finds himself so totally boring that he’s got to escape from himself and find refuge and security in another personality – that’s the only form of communication left open to him.’


If ever there was an actor hollowed out and dissolved by the mysterious processes of his art, it was Sellers. There have been plenty of casualties of course: the humiliations and bruisings endured by Marilyn Monroe; the pill popping of Montgomery Clift; Rachel Roberts’ and Richard Burton’s Celtic boozing; Charles Laughton’s wheedling masochism . . . And the melancholy clown is nothing new, from Pagliacci’s smeary pierrot’s face to Tony Hancock’s exasperation and suicide. What picks Sellers out is the comprehensiveness of his conflicts. He lived in reverse. Insubstantial off camera, coming alive through the lens; goading people into leaving him, or disagreeing with him, so that he could then feel forsaken; profoundly homesick, yet he never had a home; a solitary, he relied on being a public figure – nothing enraged him more than passport officials asking to see his documents. He once stormed past the customs and excise man at Heathrow and slapped a sticker on the fellow’s forehead. He wanted the flattery of being waved through – to waft in and out of countries not bound by visas and the ordinary rules of wayfaring. Also, a passport is a proof of identity. For all his obsessions with the puzzle of who he was (‘Having no genuine personality of my own gives me such a complex, you know . . .’), this actually was the last thing he wanted. Sellers wished to cross frontiers at will, not by queueing up with the mob, even if what he was waiting to board was Concorde and the next seat occupied by Dustin Hoffman. During the last few years of his life he travelled by private jet or chartered luxury yacht. He was constantly in and out of hospitals and hotels. New York, London, Copenhagen, Rome, Geneva, Majorca . . . ‘This constant journeying of his,’ said Milligan. ‘He’s like a panther in a cage, pacing backwards and forwards for eternity . . . He daren’t stand still because he’d sink and drown in his own tears, so he has to keep going though he knows he has nowhere to go.’


Translated into practical terms, Sellers’ restlessness, his running, jumping and standing still, meant a compulsion to keep on making films and recordings, one after the other, regardless of whether they were any good or not. In 1960 alone, to give but one example, he released The Running, Jumping, Standing Still Film, Two Way Stretch, Battle of the Sexes, Never Let Go and The Millionairess. He travelled out of himself to become an old lag, an Edinburgh weaver’s clerk, a hoodlum flashing a gold tooth, a medicine man from the Sub-Continent. . . . From 1948, when he was first employed by the BBC, to his death in 1980, when The Romance of the Pink Panther was in pre-production, Sellers was never out of work. (Indeed, from his early twenties onwards, Sellers, his complaining and feeling very sorry for himself notwithstanding, was able to live exactly as he pleased, if financial wherewithal is any indicator.)


He claimed to be searching for perfection. ‘I just cannot take mediocrity. I just cannot take it on any level.’ It is thus paradoxical that in a lifetime of films he made so few masterpieces (if the significance of Sellers was limited to his non-flops, you could count up the number of important pictures on the fingers of a two-toed sloth). And if he was such a perfectionist – ‘I’m just a guy who tries to do things right. I’m a guy in search of the perfect “Something”. I’ve got a real psycho thing about it’ – why did he more often than not behave so destructively and sulkily? He early on learned the despot’s trick of surrounding himself with weaklings in a bid to enhance the look of his own power, and the collapse of Casino Royale, Ghost in the Noonday Sun and The Prisoner of Zenda was all due to Sellers’ caprice. He tried to have John Cleese sacked from The Magic Christian because Cleese’s performance was funnier than his own. (He had to be satisfied with the reshooting of Cleese’s scenes where Cleese wasn’t so favoured by the camera angles.) He had Piers Haggard sacked from The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu because, shooting in Paris, he was jealous of the director for being able to speak French with the French crew. He decided to direct the picture from the top himself. Sellers’ method of inspiring confidence and telling the company what to do was remarkably unfussy: he’d act out a scene, doing all the parts and voices, and he’d then expect everybody to copy him, exactly. (He didn’t want actors, he wanted automata.) Clive Dunn went over to Paris to play a Beefeater: ‘Peter would perform it; then I would do my version of Peter Sellers playing my part.’ One of the few people to receive a note, as the theatrical profession calls a bit of formal instruction, was David Lodge. He played a police sergeant in charge of an identification parade. ‘What I want you to do after you’ve delivered your lines,’ said Sellers, ‘is to be like Gene Hackman.’ – ‘And what does Gene Hackman do?’ inquired Lodge. ‘Fuck all,’ said Sellers.


Most of Dunn’s scene and all of Lodge’s were cut. Sellers then insisted that his own name be removed from the mess he’d proceeded to make from the extraneous footage,* thus crediting Haggard with a movie Haggard had long left – and which to this day he cannot bear going to see.


Sellers courted people and exploited them. Hypersensitive to his own needs and treatment, claiming that a stray criticism or nuance could undo him (‘A person can destroy me with two words. It can just be the way they say them, the inflection’), he was brutal to others, totally inconsiderate. Charles Feldman, producer of Casino Royale, had his health so undermined by Sellers’ antics, he died soon after the film’s première. Richard Quine’s suicide went back to The Prisoner of Zenda. ‘Was I really awful today?’ Sellers asked Lionel Jeffries, ‘Well . . .’ he started to reply, expecting Sellers to apologise for his misbehaviour. Instead, Sellers gave a satisfied laugh and hung up. Blake Edwards faced a nervous breakdown after dealing with Sellers on Revenge of the Pink Panther. ‘I had so much pent-up rage and frustration within me,’ he claimed. Peter Medak couldn’t work for five years after the calamities of Ghost in the Noonday Sun. ‘Nobody could control him,’ he disclosed to me about his star: ‘He’d create situations where he’d stop the production, which fell behind schedule on Day One. Little by little, systematically, he’d turn up later and later on the set. He should be in make-up at seven, he’d be there at nine. Stuff like that. Every day there would be something else. He wouldn’t film, supposedly sick – and then he’d be seen water-skiing in the harbour. Or he wanted to come back from the Cyprus location for a ball given by Princesss Margaret. He simply got on a plane and left for London. He sent back a certificate from a crooked doctor friend of his. So the film lost another two or three days. . . . After it was all finished, I got all the blame – for going over budget, for turning in a picture which wasn’t box office. Yet the producers left me high and dry to cope with Peter Sellers. Nobody from Columbia would put their foot down with him. I was the only person trying to say no, no, no. Everybody else was willing to give him his head. By the end of the movie I wasn’t talking to him. I couldn’t talk to him. I hated him so much.’


So it went on. Sellers would discuss yoga and mysticism and relaxation methods, and then he’d slap his women around, smash up the furniture, pulverise jewellery and Cartier watches and toss the debris into the lavatory pan. People and possessions went, pell-mell, on to the Peter Sellers Scrap Heap. Which is why, I think, he was happy only when keeping company with his gadgets. His Leicaflex and Summicron-R f/2 50mm, Elmarit-R f/2.8 35mm and 90mm cameras, for example, which shielded him from the world: he could take pictures of it instead of participating in it. His succession of expensive motor cars betook him from whim to whim. He collected toy railways, hi-fi hardware, anything clockwork or robotic. Covetous and acquisitive, he could always then give his playthings away or abandon them the moment they started to bore him. Bit players often tended to inherit his bits. Vacuum cleaners, obsolete tape recorders, lenses, a mechanical elephant, archery targets, a trampoline. During the filming of Doctor Strangelove he decided to have a Rolls-Royce engine transplanted into a Mini Minor. George C. Scott looked at the freakish conveyance outside Shepperton Studios and asked, ‘Who on earth will buy the thing when you get tired of it?’ – ‘I’m already looking for a rich midget,’ Sellers replied.


What was no joke at all was the way Sellers regarded his family as discardable, his wives as trinkets, through whom he could arouse the envy of others. Part of his intolerance over his children was linked to the fact that, in a real biochemical sense, he had made them – and this undermined his comforting fantasy that he was a nothing, a nobody, a trick of the light. Children, much more than wives (who could without too much difficulty be traded in when they’d lost their freshness)* represented a responsibility he wanted to shirk – and yet, though neglectful, he’d instantly become the rod-brandishing patriarch if he suspected them of independence or if they broke a rule he’d just silently made up. Children belonged with a world of sun and solid things, as Chesterton would put it; Sellers was more for shades and chimeras. When he cut the children from his will, he was literally and conclusively dispossessing them – like the disposal of an unwanted fleet of vehicles; or perhaps it was more that wives and children were as films of his that could be disowned, and he himself removed from the credits.


Sellers was heartless. Hence the fittingness of all those heart attacks. He virtually died in 1964 and spent his remaining sixteen years in the shadow of a cardiac arrest. Perhaps the main aspect of his topsy-turviness was the interchangeability of life and death. He went in for spiritualism and table-rapping in a big way. (He was the biggest sucker for soothsayers since the Roman emperors.) If you died, your relationship with Sellers wasn’t necessarily impeded. Larry Stephens, a co-writer on The Goon Show, continued to watch over his career. When his beloved mother died, at last he could have her to himself. He conducted transworld telephone calls with her by filtering the conversation through his medium, Maurice Woodruff. According to another of his psychic surgeons, Doris Collins, there was a fair old gathering of ghosts at his Memorial Service; and Lynne Frederick, his last widow, got Sellers’ sanction, through Doris, to marry David Frost. A seance was held at Michael Bentine’s house. ‘It was a very moving experience, but I didn’t cry,’ Lynne said. ‘In fact, Peter was a very happy man and he certainly hasn’t lost his sense of humour.’


Sellers’ morbidity helped him to explain his style of acting. If the characters he played were to have emerged from the dumb-show of his subconscious, how was the material placed there in the first instance? He decided he was a reincarnationist: ‘When I am searching for a character,’ he said in 1974, ‘I leave myself open, as does a medium. And I think that sometimes you can be inhabited by the spirit of someone who lived at sometime, or who was a bit like the person you are doing. And maybe they come in and use you as a chance to relive again.’


For The Optimists of Nine Elms, he reckoned he was invaded by Dan Leno – perhaps not knowing that Leno, 1860–1904, whose real name was George Galvin, and who started out as ‘Little George, the Infant Wonder, Contortionist and Posturer’, ended his days with General Paralysis of the Insane in a Balham bedlam.


That death was playing an active part in his life was further confirmed by a conversation he had on the set of Being There with Shirley MacLaine, herself a former Priestess of Isis, dairymaid at the court of Catherine the Great, or some such. He was feeling uneasy because the limo mock-up they were sitting in was situated on the same sound stage in the Goldwyn Studios as the one where Kiss Me, Stupid was attempted, before being scrapped (and started again with Ray Walston) owing to his heart attack; Sellers began gasping and clutching at his chest. ‘This is the sound stage where I died,’ he explained, before going on to tell MacLaine of his coma and the sense he had had of being pulled back from the next world by the doctors at the Cedars of Lebanon Hospital. When Dr Kennamer massaged his heart to get it beating again, ‘I felt myself floating back into my body . . . I know I have lived many times before, and that experience confirmed it to me, because in this lifetime I felt what it was for my soul to actually be out of my body. But ever since I came back, I don’t know why, I don’t know what it is I’m supposed to do, or what I came back for.’


This is a variation on his multiple-entry visa and passport conundrums. MacLaine encouraged him to have confidence in his past-life incarnations. ‘That’s probably why you are so good at acting. You just have better past-life recall on a creative level than most people . . . You feel you are drawing on those experiences and feelings that you actually remember living in other lifetimes. . .’


‘I don’t go into this with many people, you know,’ said Sellers, having warmed to his audience, ‘or they’ll think I’m bonkers.’


That he thought he was a man who could cheat death and recur, because he was without end, throughout human history, is another example of his solipsism (shall we call it?) to be sure. Sellers was angry at being mortal. Though he might have considered himself invulnerable on one plane, he worried constantly about the future because he didn’t want to see his death there. The prospect of oblivion always before him, he spent much of his time looking back. He’d revisit the boarding houses of his childhood; he’d reminisce. One of his last utterances (to Auberon Waugh, who tells me, ‘I had a premonition that he would die within the week, although he was up and about and apparently quite healthy’) was ‘I am proud to have been a Goon. I would like to be remembered for that’ – despite the fact that, when The Goon Show was in full swing, during the Fifties, he was always threatening to walk out and demanding more money. (It was against his nature to be satisfied with being one of three, with Milligan and Secombe.) He hated growing old and time passing, so he coloured his hair and had his eyelids nicked and his neck tucked. Paradoxically, it was always little old men that he played when he was young (Percy Quill in The Smallest Show on Earth, Mr Martin in Battle of the Sexes, Morganhall in The Dock Brief, his many generals and geezers) – and he never did live to be elderly himself, dead at fifty-four, having long looked wheezy and frail, like his image of the hundred and sixty year old Fu Manchu, his final rôle.


Sellers’ problems of self-representation and the mystery of his moods, explained by the spirits of the dead taking possession of him, is so much gobbledegook – except that deathliness is apparent in his work and knowing this adds to our understanding of it: the explosions and dismemberments in The Goon Show; the revenants in The Smallest Show on Earth watching silent movies; the murder spree of The Ladykillers and The Naked Truth and the annihilation of the world in Doctor Strangelove; the vampiral theme of Hoffman, in which Sellers plays a woebegone widower who imprisons a beautiful virgin; the death of the music hall in The Optimists of Nine Elms; the living death of the entombment in The Blockhouse. We might even add to the list Inspector Clouseau’s misreported deaths and resurrections, premature funerals and orations. The death-register peaks with Trail of the Pink Panther, which Sellers seemed to have managed to make after his own extinction – and was explained by Blake Edwards’ ingenious use of doubles and out-takes from previous pictures. But still. . . . And, of course, the sepulchral Being There, which takes place in a winter garden and is full of the feeling that death was closing in on its star, who putters off across the surface of a misty lake at the end. ‘He lived for his work,’ Anne Levy, his first wife, said to me. ‘He couldn’t relax; he couldn’t go on holiday, couldn’t really just be himself. He was only happy when he was playing a part. And I don’t think he ever got anything out of life eventually. I find it difficult to watch Being There, because it is too near the truth . . .’


Like Chance the gardener, Sellers was an erasure. On leaving La Haute Grange, his chalet in Gstaad, for the last time, he organised a bonfire of photographs and memorabilia – an immolation of his past. And he had no future. He felt he kept seeing omens (birds behaving oddly etc.), and when he flew to London, he insisted on paying a visit to Golders Green Crematorium, wanting to see the ovens – where five days later he himself would be torched, enkindled to the tune of Glenn Miller’s ‘In the Mood’. It adds up to a macabre story. Sellers’ life, a fever chart, is a combination of cautionary tale and case history. To put it bluntly, he was more seriously fucked up than a chameleon crossing a kilt. As the flappers sing in Zelig:


If you hold your breath till you turn blue


You’ll be changing colors like they do,


And you’re doin’ the Chameleon!


Vo – do – do – de – o. . . .


A friend recently reckoned that I must have had a scream, a ball, a lark, researching Sellers, the artful dodger. After all, there are the vocal marvels of the Goons, the Panovision pratfalls of Clouseau; there is the loony zieg-heiling of Dr Strangelove’s arm and the innocent ingenuity of Chance, silencing muggers with his television’s remote control. . . . There is much there, and in fifty-odd other pictures, to generate laughter. But laughter, I soon discovered, was less than the half of it with Sellers – even when you left his emotional self-questioning and private life scandals to one side. Hunched before my video, watching those old Boulting efforts yet again, or locked in a bunker at the British Film Institute, discovering lost classics, like Mister Topaze, I was struck by the pervasive melancholia in Sellers’ work. Has nobody ever looked at it before? Fred Kite, far from being the Napoleonic shop steward critics always describe, is a tremendously touching portrait of a clumsy idealist; Mr Martin, far from being the meek Scottish accountant, whom we are told Sellers plays in Battle of the Sexes, has eyes which glint with awakening anarchy and love; John Lewis, the librarian of Only Two Can Play, and General Fitzjohn, from Waltz of the Toreadors, aren’t, as the reference books have it, lechers at all. Lewis is a thirtyish family man with a college degree whose quite normal demands are dampened by a low income; he lives in a squalid flat where his wife is exhausted by two energetic toddlers and the milk goes off because they don’t have access to a fridge. Sellers expresses the man’s ironic self-awareness of his plight – as he does Dodger Lane’s in the prison cell. And as for General Fitzjohn, he is a sort of sombre Bloodnok, angry at growing old and impotent, and fantasising about the escapades of his youth, which probably never happened. The films were made together early in 1962, and in each Sellers is exploring the problems of ageing and loneliness – problems confronting him personally as his first marriage was drawing to a messy close. ‘I never want to marry again,’ he said, ‘I feel it would be better to remain a bachelor and die a bachelor. I wasted twelve years of life with the wrong woman.’ The General’s resentment of his wife (Margaret Leighton) might be seen as Sellers’ for Anne; Lewis’ desire for Elizabeth Gruffydd-Williams (Mai Zetterling) is Sellers’ for the white goddess who became Britt.


Even Clouseau, ‘a fool who was shrewd around fools’, and who never smiles, was hilarious in a low-key way. Blake Edwards may immerse the character in explosions, firework factories, collapsing walls, and the rest of it, but Sellers decides to be imperturbable – Clouseau walks away as dazed and withdrawn as Keaton beneath a falling house. The actor took this almost supernatural immunity to an extreme in Being There, and to a further extreme as the immobilised, god-like Fu in The Fiendish Plot. The opposite of the tranquillised part is the manic Fritz Fassbender in What’s New, Pussycat?, which really is a portrayal of lechery (Sellers was satirising the voyeuristic whimperings of sex-obsessed psychoanalysts); and Fritz grew out of Dr Strangelove himself, looking forward to the post-apocalypse breeding boom – looking forward to his rôle in personally re-populating the world.


If his famous portrayals have been misrepresented, Sellers’ best performances have often been plain ignored – badly distributed, or unreleased, or accepted as fiscal losses by the Inland Revenue (which means they can never be shown for gain), or else the companies which made the films are long defunct and the prints lost. I’m thinking particularly of the depressive barrister in The Dock Brief, a work I had to hire on 16mm and project in my kitchen; the essay in corruption, Mister Topaze, which took me two years to locate – all prints, save one, were melted down and the celluloid sent to Nigeria to be re-cycled into combs. (‘You mean,’ said Milligan, aghast, ‘that there are women in Africa combing their hair with Peter Sellers?’) Why isn’t the busker in The Optimists of Nine Elms, a part written for Buster Keaton, better known? Or the saturnine gaoler in Hoffman, the suicide in The Blockhouse, the psychopath in Never Let Go (where we understand why Bernard Miles wanted Sellers to play Richard III)? On anybody’s reckoning, this is all the work of a great actor.


The sadness of Sellers is manifold. First, there is the unexpected grace and gravitas of the performances themselves (the rat-a-tat-tat Chief Petty Officer in Up the Creek; the laconic lawyer in I Love You, Alice B. Toklas . . .), which he was never encouraged to build upon; secondly, there is the regret that so much of his work was stupidly received when it came out, by producers, reviewers, and audiences, who seemed to want only goonery and superficial slapstick. It was tantamount to a cover-up. What chance had his career when Never Let Go was advertised thus:


You roared at – ‘The Ladykillers’


You laughed at – ‘The Mouse that Roared’


You howled at – ‘The Naked Truth’


Now thrill and chill with Peter Sellers in his first completely straight role


– as a cold, heartless gang leader – showing at this theatre soon. . . .


The publicists went on to suggest that cinema managers invite the local police, probation officers, JPs, and crime prevention officers to a charity premiere. Marginally worse than this klunky wholesomeness was the bogus titillation heralding Mister Topaze: LEARN THE FACTS OF LIFE IN TEN EASY LESSONS, prompted no doubt by somebody noticing that Marcel Pagnol’s hero was a schoolmaster.


Sellers was marketed as a laughter machine and he gradually allowed himself less depth. The biggest joke in Being There is that the protagonist, his responsiveness clouded and denied, is an ambling allegory of what had happened to the actor playing him. ‘He was Chauncey Gardiner,’ Shirley MacLaine said to me. In The Bobo his disconsolate singing matador is simply dopey, his Evelyn Tremble in Casino Royale is off-hand, dissociated, and the Clouseau of the late period Pink Panthers is flattened into a cartoon – he’s far less animate than Richard Williams’ credit sequence animations.


Sellers was gradually ruined by success; he was disabled by the very talents and susceptibilities which had made his name. Which is to say his gnawing professional insecurities grew into, and grew out of, deep personal insecurity – the way he found his sense of self dissolving and disintegrating, his mind a phantasmagoria of changing impressions, imaginings and affinities. He was constant only in his pathetic rage at being Peter Sellers. Everything he started to do was born out of this torment. People who met him, in the Seventies, found him either maudlin or hysterical. People who knew him found him either generous or vindictive. (‘One day he gives us diamonds, next day stones,’ as one of Timon of Athens’ sycophants complained.) He was difficult to live with because he found it difficult to live with himself. He was terrified of falling short of other people’s estimation; he flew immediately into a temper if he encountered what he took to be incompetence in anybody else. He was afraid that what was funny today won’t work on the set tomorrow. His personal and professional insecurity was at such a pitch, success was as much a terror for him as failure.


The more he was paid (he was given Rolls-Royces as inducements to read a script), the more he loathed himself, and the cars, the women, the alpine chalets and mediterranean yachts etc., only served to remind him that he wasn’t happy. ‘I’d like to be happy very much,’ he said, so often it was his mantra, ‘I’d very much like to be happy.’ The patina of a high-living star covered up his real inner-life of suspicion and disease and he managed to make elaborate spending an expression of the despair: he’d organise parties he’d refuse to attend, refurbish houses he wouldn’t live in, return from holidays because he’d taken against the people he’d chosen to invite. Timon again:


He’s but a mad lord, and nought but humours sways him.


He gave me a jewel th’ other day, and now he has beat it out o’ my hat.


Sellers hid behind his money – what he called his FUCK YOU money, the large amounts of money which bought him the power to hire and fire and to walk out if he felt like it. To those members of his private circus (his train in the Shakespearean sense of the word) his partiality became oppressive – phoning them all through the night, demanding their presence (and then absenting himself). But he had no real chums. ‘I don’t have any friends. I suspect everybody. I have the feeling that because of my success and fame they want to use me. . . .’


An edict unto himself, he played up on the set, abused the powers with which he was contractually invested; he was a chaos of uncertainty and bad judgement. He took rôles he should not have done (in endless cops and robbers junkets); he rejected rôles he should have embraced, rôles with which his inward, gloomy and secretive nature would have found sympathy. Great men great losses should endure, but even so it is hard to forgive Sellers for depriving himself of When I Grow Rich: he was to have been an impoverished professor of philology, visiting Istanbul to study medieval Islamic documents, who earns a little extra cash by reading American newspapers out loud for an old lady, a former burlesque queen who’d been a concubine in the Sultan’s harem. She now lives in one of the decrepit royal villas on the banks of the Bosphorus and despatches drugs around the world in boxes of Turkish Delight. Sellers’ co-star, in this exotic variation on Sunset Boulevard, would have been Marlene Dietrich.


A similar-sounding plot unfolds in Michael Frayn’s The Russian Interpreter. Proctor Gould is an exchange student at the University of Moscow. He imports secondhand text books from England – and some of the volumes are receptacles for, yes, contraband and foreign currency. His smuggling is being spied upon by the authorities; and one of the ardent Communists, Raisa, becomes the hero’s girl. . . The film rights to the literary property were acquired by Michael Powell; and in February 1967 he and Frayn went to visit Sellers, by appointment, at Elstead.* Though he had declared an interest in the project (‘I like it very much . . . I want to do it . . . It should be done’) Sellers, however, showing full command of his petulance and pretensions, saw Powell off in fine style. He’d recognised at once that, like him, here was a man very horribly full of himself.


Powell had arrived at Sellers’ Surrey mansion in an open-top Rolls Bentley, poop-pooping loudly; he wore motoring goggles and scarves; and he had had the cheek to drive straight over the flagstones and into the master’s personal garage. ‘Is this Sellers’?’ he’d then demanded of a blonde ten-year-old child, who turned out to be Britt Ekland.


There’s only space for one Toad at Toad Hall. Sellers, loathing Powell as soon as he saw the vintage car enthusiast get-up, decided to be the very opposite of his ebullient guest. He shrivelled and became grey, cold, affectless – playing the wraith. His taciturnity was compensated for by the gang of wild-eyed agents and lawyers he’d invited to be present – fellows eager for their percentage of the seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars, which was Sellers’ going rate at that time. (He liked seeing them try to contain their avidity.) Members of the household, dressed in their livery, came in and out with tea and, after a very long while, a cut-glass decanter of whisky. ‘Glenfiddich,’ said Powell. ‘Michael is a connoisseur of the best,’ said David Begelman (a talent agent, later a convicted embezzler, later still the president of MGM). ‘Of course,’ quipped Powell, ‘that’s why I’m here.’ Sellers inclined forwards and bowed gently, working it all over in his mind.


The more everyone grew excited, heaping praise on Frayn’s book, the less likely it looked that the material subject of contracts would be broached. Finally, Powell tried to come out with it. ‘Peter . . . are you in?’ – ‘Oh, I see . . . yes,’ murmured Sellers, as if he didn’t quite know for certain what a contract was. ‘You want a piece of paper?’ – ‘I want a piece of paper, yes,’ said Powell brightly, it slowly dawning in a corner of his brain just what degree of deliberate objectionableness he might be up against.


On March 4th they all met again in a suite at the Dorchester, where Sellers had installed his own piped music system, which he refused to switch off. Ministering to the master was an augmented turn-out of lawyers and agents. Britt, bolstered by members of her family babbling in Swedish, reclined on a couch. Monja Danischew-sky, who had written the screenplay for Battle of the Sexes, and now Sellers’ choice for the Frayn screenplay, was another added voice. Was a food-taster there, too, to check Sellers’ grub for poison? Nubians waving ostrich plume fans? Dwarves in motley? People practising Elizabethan dance steps to a viol da gamba?


Powell announced that The Russian Interpreter should be approached as ‘out of Chekhov by Billy Wilder’. After giving ear to a bit of this, Sellers said: ‘How about John Schlesinger to direct? Clive Donner?’ People fell silent. Powell was startled. Wasn’t the famous director of The Red Shoes and A Matter of Life and Death there before his eyes? ‘Rather than bringing in a new voice at this stage,’ said Powell, trying to pretend Sellers was making light, ‘I propose to direct the film myself.’


‘No, no, Michael, I wouldn’t agree to that . . . I wouldn’t approve that. It’s not your subject.’


Powell went home and recorded the word ‘Peterloo’ in his diary – he had been massacred, in full public view. At what point did Sellers start to scheme and decide to take his malice to such lengths? When he was indoors and heard the poop-poop? When Powell barked, ‘Is this Sellers’?’ at Britt (Sellers wouldn’t have been wrong in detecting a sneer at stockbroker mock-Tudor ostentation in Powell’s tone). When people began to chatter as if his involvement was a foregone conclusion? When Powell’s own expectations and assumptions about being in charge had seemed such an easy target? He may have scuppered the project there and then, on the spur of the moment – he couldn’t resist the mischief of it. Surely Sellers’ motive for revenge didn’t go back to 1957, when he’d auditioned for the role of a Greek partisan in Powell’s Ill Met by Moonlight? (in which Dirk Bogarde helps to kidnap a German general on the island of Crete).* Powell had rejected the young actor and radio Goon, calling him ‘an india rubber owl’.


So Sellers had a bit of luck ten years later, looking out of his window on that February afternoon to see a rival Mr Toad down in the forecourt. To his mind, his encounter with Powell wasn’t about film-making; it was a struggle for domination. Perhaps, at some level, he did believe in the possibility of the film. He’d held prolonged discussions with his managers; he’d talked about the script. But, under the surface, in the violent surges of his semi-conscious, he was setting a trap.


The story doesn’t quite end there. I wrote to Michael Frayn, asking him what else he could recall of the episode, and he said: ‘Powell’s option on The Russian Interpreter eventually lapsed, and it was then picked up by Sellers himself. My only contact with him, however, was a letter from Los Angeles in which he said he had “two of the finest minds in Hollywood working on the project.” That was the last I heard.’


Which is further evidence that it was Powell-as-Powell whom Sellers was wanting to punish; and that he did recognise Proctor Gould’s surreptitiousness as being up his street.


Sellers was to have been Rex Harrison’s Caesar in Cleopatra, Ron Moody’s Fagin in the musical Oliver! He was to have done a film about the interior visions of a cross-eyed man, another about an interplanetary alien for Satyajit Ray. He was to have been Captain Hook capturing Hayley Mills’ Wendy and duelling with Audrey Hepburn’s Peter Pan; he was offered the tramp in Pinter’s The Caretaker, Vladimir or Estragon in Waiting for Godot, Henry VIII in Anne of a Thousand Days. Billy Wilder wanted him as Watson alongside Peter OToole’s Baker Street tec in The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes (parts which went to Colin Blakely and Robert Stephens). He was to have been Leopold Bloom, with O’Toole as Dedalus and Diane Cilento as Molly, in a Wolf Mankowitz adaptation of Ulysses. He was to have starred in a biopic of Chaplin. . . And not only did Lord Miles want Sellers to play in Shakespeare at The Mermaid, but ‘Olivier wanted me to do “Lear” down at this Chichester Festival place of his. . . Larry said, “Do it, you’d be good.” He said the best Lears were nearly always those new to Shakespearean tragedy.’


The catalogue goes on and on and adds up to a resplendent career which Sellers, because of his cocktail of cussedness and his pathological lack of confidence, never had. That he always had a hankering to play Hitler, and did so fleetingly in Casino Royale and Soft Beds, Hard Battles, speaks volumes: ‘I had no personality of my own, at least I felt I hadn’t, and I remember at one stage wanting to be Hitler – so that in a great patriotic gesture I could commit suicide and save the world. . .’*


In writing about Sellers – and in this book I want to see him as he really was, ‘for I profess to write not his panegyrick, which must be all praise, but his Life’ (James Boswell on Samuel Johnson) – I have had to become accustomed to inversions and irreconcilabilities. The great actor who was seldom in anything good; the materialist who liked to dematerialise; the star who created the problems he suffered from and whose bizarre behaviour grew in proportion to his fame, which unleashed his dormant lawlessness. . . . Though the subject of profiles galore when he was alive, and of a highly professional and polished authorised (by whom?†) biography (by Alexander Walker) the moment he was dead, Sellers’ private life and public career have completely eluded his commentators. And, a dozen years and more since his death, this fantastically interesting and complex figure, who continues to be known and loved by millions all over the world, still gets to us in a special way. I feel that, like T.E. Lawrence and Andy Warhol, other of our century’s Peter Pans, Sellers is one of those who stands in a symbolic relation to their age. As Milligan said of his fitful colleague: ‘Peter’s nightmares are our nightmares, too; his ghosts, our ghosts. He’s Mr I Don’t Know of the twentieth-century, he is Mr Twentieth-Century.’


If, on the one hand, I wish to explore the agony and the ecstasy of Sellers’ creativity, I am also aware of the more pragmatic need to remind people that there was rather more to him than Inspector Clouseau. My purpose, when accounting for Sellers’ career and explaining the considerable mythology which has accrued around his name, has been to find out what struck him day by day. I attempt to interweave the artist and the man. This has involved tracking down dozens of those lost or forgotten films I talked about earlier, hunting for recordings, screenplays, unreleased material and even unreleased whole features. I have examined written archives at the BBC and in the basements of Sellers’ various agents and lawyers’ offices. Directors, producers, and authors have given me files of correspondence, notes, draft scripts and unpublished photographs. (I particularly treasure Satyajit Ray’s reports – the brownish ink on the thick mauve paper resembles dried blood.) I have collected copies of Sellers’ eccentric telegrams and telexes and bootleg cassette tapes of his private conversation – all the memorabilia, the spots and dots, that remain of a life. And after all the inquiries, the legwork, the letters, telephone calls, tapes, the exhumations I have made, I find it impossible not to see something tragic in Sellers, sick at heart and alone, in those sunless hotel rooms right at the end.










Part One


The Man Who Never Was


It doesn’t, in our contemporary world, so much matter where you begin the examination of a subject, so long as you keep on till you get round again to your starting point. As it were, you start on a sphere, or a cube: you must keep on till you have seen it from all sides.


Ezra Pound, The ABC of Reading.










Chapter One


Variety Lights


Peter Sellers’ origins were in open-air concert parties, tatterdemalion music hall, and worse. In February 1911, his maternal grandmother, Welcome Mendoza, a relic of the Sephardic Jewish Community which had been given permission by Oliver Cromwell to settle in London and to establish a burial ground, used the money left to her by her husband, Solomon Marks, about whom nothing is known, to form a touring variety company. Having seen Seymour Hicks’ Under the Clock at the Court Theatre, back in 1893, she’d become particularly interested in revue – which differed from traditional vaudeville in that emphasis was given to parades, costume display and dancing, rather than to individual novelty acts. Albert de Courville had introduced the form to England, having been impressed by Florenz Ziegfeld’s Follies in New York; and revues, when they weren’t being flesh-shows, belonged more with circus and spectacle than the theatre; they harked back to a world of misfits and wandering pierrots. Also, the tableaux and disguises; the black-outs and special effects, prophesy the cinema – the very development which would put an end to the revue’s cheap magic.


Welcome, who adopted the stage name of Miss Belle Ray (Sellers was to have WELCOME WITHIN engraved on a brass plate outside his offices in Panton Street in punning homage), along with Andre Chariot and Austen Hurgon, devised an entertainment for the provinces, using a seaside theme as an excuse to get the audience to take leave of its senses. The chorines would fondle their ankles and comb their long green hair in the glow of the footlights; they would then pretend to appear startled and they’d dive and plunge into a large tank, which had been constructed to look like a rock pool. Once submerged, the mermaids would peel and fellate bananas, and frolic with any other bits of fruit or greengroceries lying about. ‘Very daring . . .’ as Sellers once said. ‘Of course the tank used to overflow; every time the girls dived in there was a great splash, and the musicians were always getting soaked.* And naturally the management were always getting complaints from Watch Committees and so on about the girls appearing in nothing but bathing dresses.’


Miss Ray moved from Hackney, her ancestral beat, to Highbury Grove, N5, with her daughter Agnes, who as Peg was to become Sellers’ mother. For professional purposes, however, Miss Ray was to be contacted c/o 35 Wellington Street, WC2, the ‘Letter Box’ of The Era, a trade paper. Sometimes she billed herself as Madame Belle Ray, the suggestion of being a continental artiste adding a touch of the exotic; but in the manner of George Formby’s song about Mary who became a flapper with the cute little name of May, soon she was known as Ma, and had many an aquatic extravaganza on the road. By the Twenties, Lido Follies was in Dover; Splashes in Bradfor; Fun Showers in Southport; Mermaids in Bath; Ripples in Newport. Ripples, for example, was written by a Mr Charles H. Allen. Its seventeen scenes included comedy sketches interspersed with plenty of warbling and hoofing. Gus Chevalier headed the cast, with Ernie Allen as his support. There was a Family Row episode; a Boxing Match; a Seaside Flirtation; a Bedroom Scene; a Rose Garden number; a Hawaiian Interlude. Rita Emmerson and Renalt de Winton danced a cat-and-canary sequence, the Challen Sisters rendered ‘Digga Doo’, Irene O’Dare sang ‘That’s the Good Old Sunny South’, and Fred Tooze came on as the illusionist.


George Orwell, in his essay ‘The Art of Donald McGill’, has encouraged us to look down on revues and end-of-the-pier shows. The fat women and nigger minstrels, the jokes about silencing wailing babies, mothers-in-law, drunkenness, priapic grooms on honeymoon night, lavatories and bottoms – it is all vulgar and depressing, ‘an utter lowness of mental atmosphere’, which he claims views life as quarrelsome and dirty and marriage as a prison of drudgery. Orwell could almost be complaining about the Carry On films which, like revues and saucy postcards, laugh at sex and its consequences. The point should be, surely, that audiences actually enjoy seeing their desires and fears speeded up and caricatured. They are not being fooled by stereotypes – they collude with the actors; they, whose lives are perhaps never much of anything, appreciate the exaggerations and fantasy. It is cathartic – an outlet for emotion.


Orwell’s pity would have been better directed not out at the orchestra stalls, but backstage, upon the blind concertina-ists, the stumbling card manipulators, the knife throwers with a strabismus. In my attempts to recover these rich and strange performances, leafing through disintegrating call sheets day after day, and sending myself home whimpering with migraine, I was beaten hollow with a sense of sadness – all this long-lost fun and tat, the come and gone laughter and applause; the gags, the little shows meant to delight, the suitcases of tricks and pantaloons being toted down gaslit lanes to railway stations on windy nights. The artistes and the audiences are now no longer there, yet Sellers’ childhood, and the grief he carried within him, are to be found in this vanished world of terminus hotels, professional apartments (as digs were called) and morbidity.


Peg met her future husband, Will Sellars [sic] in 1921. She was appearing in More Splashes at the King’s Theatre, Portsmouth. She played a charlady and an unfaithful housewife who flirts with the milkman. She sang ‘Roses of Picardy’ and introduced the band’s scene-change music, ‘There’s a Long, Long Trail Awinding’. Between performances she went with her mother to the Corner House Café where, because she was twenty-four* and getting on, she was encouraged to flirt with the resident pianist, who said he’d been the organist at Bradford Cathedral. Will amused everybody by tinkling ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’ in the style of a hymn; he then did hymns in the style of a cakewalk. He joined the Ray Company at the end of the week and he played in a Cossack sketch with a violinist, a Negro drummer, and a refugee from Moscow who owned an authentic balalaika. Sellers, incidentally, reproduced a remnant of the act in The Optimists of Nine Elms: lots of hey-hey, hey-hey shouts and gurgles, which begin slow and get faster and faster (the song begins as a dirge and ends as preposterous).


That he and Peg were only eventually married in 1923, at the Bloomsbury Registrar’s Office, i.e. over two years later, suggests neither a need to hasten nor love at first sight. What might be their wedding photograph, the men in best collars and ties, shows Ma Ray, huge and draped in fox stoles, dominating her group of good companions. With her languid, droopy eyelids, hatpins and clutching a crocodile portmanteau, she’s the Grand Duchess Gloriana from The Mouse that Roared combined with Crystal Jollibottom from Ray’s a Laugh – a stately slagheap of a woman. Peg is on her left, neat, dimpled and prim – a governess, except for the slight actressy curve of her wide-brimmed hat. She is as alert as a bird, sharp featured and ready to flutter and peck. She could be a bird which would perch on the hippopotamus flanks of Ma, nipping at ticks. Behind her, hands defiantly in pockets, is Bill (as the Rays called him). His eyes are dark and the mouth sullen and pouting, the lower lip in an accentuated droop because of the cigarette lodged there. This is no put-upon chap – unless the marriage itself was something he’d rather not be going through, in which case he is acting. His stance, the sharpness of the waistcoat and the cut of the jacket, is that of a blade. He outstares the camera, whereas the others are on edge, guarded or (Peg) demurely flirtatious or coy. The brim of his homburg is angrily horizontal.


Besides him, his hat brim askew so his eyes can swivel up and hide in it, is Herbert Ray, whose features are a caricature of Peg’s. Her beakiness is almost pretty in this photograph (she knows how to set herself off), but Herbert, or Bert, looks like a weasel – one of the anthropomorphised rodents in camel hair coats, a spiv, from The Wind in the Willows. He is gesturing with his right hand, as if offering something to the photographer for sale. Look, he seems to be saying, be reasonable. Of the other two fellows on the back row, the Negro drummer leans on his neighbour’s shoulder, turning away slightly, as if to demonstrate that, of course he is the misfit in what you might think of as a family group. But instead of looking embarrassed (it is the neighbour, in the bowler, who looks tense and Bill who is the misfit), he succeeds in coming across as relaxed, at ease, his left hand, holding a cigarette, curled upwards to balance the composition (and to avoid igniting Ma’s bonnet). He is photogenic – the eye drawn to him at once, not because he is black, but because he is jaunty.


In front, on Ma’s right, are a young couple. The pale girl looking after the dog, Baby Bill (in a ruff for the occasion), is unidentified – perhaps she is Peg’s sister Cissie, or Ve or Do, her sisters-in-law? Whoever she is, she doesn’t have deportment, like Peg does, and her hat is clamped on her head like a burnous. She looks ill. Is that why the cherubic George Maloney leans close to her, in case she faints? Or is he afraid the dog will disgrace itself? Maloney’s hat, which Ma obviously sat on earlier, gives him an idiotic aura. The photograph could have been posed for by the cast of a Peter Sellers film.


The newly-weds had no honeymoon. Though ostensibly residing at Aylmer Court, Aylmer Road, on the borders of Highgate and East Finchley, they went straight back to the theatre, to perform in The Vanity Box, which was across town in Willesden. By now, Miss Belle Ray had dispensed with being Madame Belle Ray and had settled for the maturity of plain Mrs Ray. She’d relinquished control of her company to her sons, and Harry Ray applied to the London County Council for accreditation, as Ray Bros. Productions Ltd., under the Theatrical Employers’ Registration Act, in December 1925. More than this, the tours were to be brought under the aegis of The London Syndicate Companies, managed by Walter Payne at Cranbourn Mansions, Cranbourn Street, WC2 (telegrams ‘Twigsome,’ Westrand; telephone: Gerard 5654). This was also the head office of Moss’ Empires Ltd., which owned the chain of theatres where the revues were actually housed, week by week, across the country. It might have looked prosperous and efficient had not a personal disaster struck. A baby born to Peg and Bill had died when they were on tour with The Vanity Box in Dublin. The cast featured Mona Vivian and Will Hay, supported by the Mostyn Quartette, James Plant and Kitty Franklyn.


The baby’s name was Peter.


John Updike, in his purple-passagey memoir, Self-Consciousness, says that it was seeing Sellers in Being There which made him want to look over his own life and search for lost time; the film (like an autobiography) is an analysis of origins and ancestry. Who is Chance? Where has he come from? Updike, likewise, wants to know what has determined his own character and shaped his destiny; he wishes to identify ‘the essential self within its jungle of physiology and its mouldering tangle of inheritance and circumstance’. He re-visits scenes from his Pennsylvania childhood, makes a study of genealogy (Updikes have derived from Goonish names like Gysbert op den Dyck, Op dyck, and Updik – like Chance the gardener evolving into Chauncey Gardiner); and he goes about his inquiries with many a circling step and reiteration, ‘like the inspired addendum of outtakes, under the credit roll, wherein Peter Sellers tries again and again to relay in his impeccably put-on American accent, the obscene message from the menacing black boy, and breaks up laughing again and again: Sellers, so incredibly clever, so lively in his impersonations, so quick, and now dead.’


The reason Chance will make a good President of the United States is that he has no family background; there is no hidden past to be revealed which might ruin him. (He is like a virgin birth – and he walks on water in the last scene.) Updike, however, says of ancestors that they ‘lived that we may live. We reverence them because they participate in the mystery of our being.’ Sellers himself didn’t go in for much reverencing, but even he could see that ancestors – ‘relations which grow on family trees,’ as Old Sam puts it in The Optimists of Nine Elms – need to come and go if you are going to get born. His own illustrious forebear was Daniel Mendoza, the eighteenth-century prize fighter – Welcome/Belle/Ma’s grandfather.


An engraving by J. Grozer from a painting by C.R. Ryley, produced to commemorate Mendoza’s match against Humphreys at Doncaster on September 29th 1790, shows a rather pretty young man, stripped to the waist, his fists up in pugilistic pose. The picture was to have been the logotype for the company Sellers was forming with Wolf Mankowitz; and if you are sharp-eyed and look at what is hanging on the walls of Nayland Smith’s cottage in The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu, there is the framed print once again.


Mendoza was much more than a boxer. He was a ruin. His life, accounted for in periodicals like Egan’s Boxiana, The Fancy, and Bell’s Life in London, consisted of little but pummellings and exhausting pitched battles, sessions in debtors’ prisons and grab-anything jobs to make ends meet. According to a modern editor of his Memoirs,* Mendoza worked as a glazier, a grocer’s assistant, a waiter in a tea shop, a process server, a baker (specialising in cakes for the Passover), a recruiting sergeant, a tobacconist, and a publican. Mendoza, it was said, ‘never was truly himself unless he carried on more than one activity’.


What he really was, his chronic unemployability aside, was a fledgeling actor. If the newspapers of the day described him as an exotic – ‘the youthful Jew’, ‘the star of the East’, and so on – he himself, in his many letters to the press, said he had appeared ‘before the public in the character of a fighter on the stage’. His matches, against Richard Humphreys (1789), John Jackson (1795) or Harry Lee (1806), which went to fifty-three rounds, were in the nature of brutal theatrical performances, with the combatants, gloves off, disfiguring each others’ faces. Having been victorious against Humphreys in a re-match, Mendoza toured the music halls, a showman, giving exhibition bouts – and it was Mendoza’s idea to put the bouts on a roped and raised dais, and that nobody be allowed on the stage during a fight except the principals and their seconds.


In Memoirs of the Life of Daniel Mendoza, the boxer presents himself as a Regency buck, an innocent hero always being dragged against his will into scrapes and duels of honour. He could be an invention of Henry Fielding. Fisticuffs were never his fault. It is comical, his high-minded detection of insolence. When some butchers’ boys shouted and frightened his horse, ‘I immediately dismounted and having singled out the instigator of the disturbance and insisting on his fighting me on the spot, I convinced him in half an hour that he had much better have let me alone.’


Mendoza’s virtue is rewarded, and he hospitalised people wherever he went. For example, to Northampton (‘the fellow was afterwards confined to his room for upwards of three weeks’); to Islington (‘after the battle I was warmly congratulated by several gentlemen who professed their pleasure at seeing me so well recovered, and in such excellent health and spirits’); to Epping Forest (‘I immediately seized the fellow who had committed the outrage, and having pulled him into the middle of the room gave him a severe thrashing in the presence of the whole company, none of whom offered to interfere’). And so it goes on. In Glasgow ‘I threw a table out of the window upon them’, and in Dublin he is challenged to a duel – but scorns the pistols and grabs his opponent and ‘in the public room of the hotel, and in the presence of the whole company, gave him a severe caning’.


Mendoza thinks of himself as reserved (‘I forbore to take many advantages which were in my power’), but the reader quickly has him marked as a particularly nasty delinquent who ages into somebody violent and mad. He goes about spoiling for a fight; all the better if an admiring and yelling audience gathers. His pranks, such as riding on his horse into a ballroom, ‘to the surprise and entertainment of the company, chiefly consisting of sailors and their lasses’, are rather over-boisterous; and when he disguised himself as a sailor (one of the ‘gallant sons of Neptune’) to go on a spree (and was arrested as a deserter) his chief recollection was of beating up a sergeant outside Chatham barracks. A hoodlum, he never learned manners or civility (invited to a foxhunt he scattered the hounds with his cart horse) and after his career had peaked when he’d met George III at Windsor (‘No Jew had ever spoken with the King before’), he declined and fell, entering the Debtors’ Prison in Carlisle, an archetypal rake’s progression. Freed on that occasion by the Masons, he was hounded by creditors wherever his posters went up. He toured Lancashire and the North of England, gradually slipping down the bill. From having been a character who had held his own exhibitions, a name that relegated news of the French Revolution to the inside pages of journals and magazines, he was now part of a troupe, going on to crouch, dodge imaginary blows and demonstrate holds, and to display his scars, between the jugglers and the comic songs. His pride, as he recounted his heroic past, could almost be considered soulful: ‘It was my custom at this time to exhibit the attitudes and manner of setting-to of Big Ben Johnson, Broughton, Perrins and Humphreys and to conclude with my own original attitude. Variety was thus afforded, and the company had by these means an opportunity of comparing, in some degree, the different merits of these celebrated pugilists, as their mode of fighting was successively displayed.’


Would the public really sit through such a lecture? Mendoza toured Wales, Hereford, Chester, Lancaster, Manchester, Halifax, Stafford, Nottingham, Newcastle, chased always by his debts. He finally met his match as a stooge sparring partner for Lord Camelford – who was more of a psychopath than he was: ‘I found his Lordship a better proficient than myself; he struck with great force as well as skill, and I received a violent blow over the ear, which caused great pain at the time.’


His Lordship then took a rapier to Mendoza, which luckily broke, and when he went to look for a dagger, Mendoza saw his chance to run out of the house and ‘as may readily be imagined, never felt the least inclination to re-enter it’.


Mendoza died in Horseshoe Alley, Petticoat Lane, on September 3rd 1836, leaving no money and eleven children, of which only ten are in the synagogue register at the Bevis Marks Hall (the Spanish and Portuguese Jews’ Congregation, founded in 1657). These are Sarah (1788), Abraham (1790), Sophia (1792), Isabella (1796), Daniel (1797), Jesse (1801), Louisa (1803), Aron (1807), Isaac (1808) and Matilda (1810). The last but one of these grew up to be Welcome’s father and after marrying a lady surnamed Lesser, helped to transfuse whatever we are to make of Daniel Mendoza into Sellers’ bloodstream, where the circus and street-fighting lived and waited.


On one level, Mendoza’s life was farce – the way, even when he goes with his wife to Vauxhall Gardens, he is ‘assailed by sticks in all directions’ and makes ‘desperate resistance’. This is Clouseau and Cato, two hundred years ago, flying through the air aiming kicks and punches. Or the scene with Lord Camelford and the hecklers at the music hall – that is Sellers’ and Milligan’s view of the penurious, stupefied and eternally optimistic William McGonagall, forever flattened under weights, slapped full in the face by cabbages, and humiliated generally. In The Great McGonagall, the itinerant versifier, with his cardboard suitcase of poetic gems, like the wandering boxer, visits his Sovereign: not eccentric George III, but Sellers as Queen Victoria: ‘This day I have given audience to a man who was a Scottish artistic genius. He read me some of the most exquisite poetry I have ever heard in my life with the rich and powerful tones of his voice which rose and fell like the sea. Both Prince Albert and I were deeply moved by him. But then he left and in came William McGonagall.’


On another level, however, what placed Mendoza out of the ordinary, the mock heroic idiom of his own Memoirs aside, and reverting to contemporary sources, was the way he attempted to capitalise on his violent streak (‘the reward of money was high in his mind all his long life’) by converting brawls into a recognised sport. Mendoza insisted on chalk lines to separate the competitors before the off; he suggested that umpires be picked ‘from among the gentlemen present’; and he thought it a good idea if ‘no person is to hit his adversary when he is down, or seize him by the ham, the breeches, or any part below the waist. . . .’ His efforts to circumscribe his unruliness with rules – to use Richard Ellmann’s phrase for boxing’s other brute, the Marquess of Queensberry – was received in a variety of ways. To the readers of Pugilistica it was Mendoza’s muscle-bound skill and dexterity which drew analysis. He was called a ‘scientific professor in the art of self-defence’ – a man whose style of jabs, grips and throws could be learned from and copied. Boxiana, however, viewed him more metaphysically than physically. Mendoza’s career, it was argued, was evidence of that noble savage which lurks inside each of us; that spirit of courage and gusto which we tend to deny, with compromises, failure of nerve, old age. The pugilist exemplified a purified masculinity: ‘he might be termed a complete artist’. He could have been dreamed up by the classics – and indeed the engravings and colour plates idealising Mendoza make him look as if he has stepped off a Greek vase. He is a pale dancer in profile. (Where is the smoke and blood?)


That Mendoza’s juice and handing out of buffetings might be the refinement of something innate and beautiful would have been news to those who’d otherwise have steered clear of him as a one-man street-gang. But, his apologists responded, if Mendoza was a thug, what of the infant ‘who is seen to lift up its little arm indignantly against the object that attempts to deprive him of his playthings’? By misconstruing an independent spirit as the divine right to be selfish and repulsive – this is the Mendoza of use to Sellers: the Sellers who justified his pitched battles with directors, producers, or any authority figure, by referring to his artistic integrity and his private and proprietary rights. The adult Sellers was still the boy who ‘to protect his top or marbles . . . puts himself in a posture of defence and dares his oppressor to the hostile combat’ – in the words of Boxiana, when its correspondent tried to get to the bottom of Mendoza’s youth.


Sellers, who took to an extreme Mendoza’s asseveration that ‘a man ought not to be harassed with unnecessary and vexatious restrictions’, may be given the boxing ring as a symbol of his modus operandi. The hard flashes of Mendoza’s eighteenth-century life and times almost preincarnate the modern star’s behaviour and rant. He used to re-tell with approval a conversation he’d overheard in Wales, when he was making Only Two Can Play: ‘I remember Richard Burton was down there and one of Kenneth Griffith’s Welsh cronies went up to him and said, “Do you know this Marly Brandon then?” When Burton said, “Yes – he’s a fine actor,” the man said, “That’s as may be, boyo – but can you beat him?” And he put up his fists. What he meant of course, was, “Can you beat him up?” That’s what counted in his world.’


If there was an extra dimension to Sellers’ destructiveness, something that went well beyond the immediate provocation or catalyst, it might go back all the way to the primal test of manhood. For the Mendoza who defined boxing as a means ‘to enable men to stand in their own defence against the assaults they are daily exposed to’ is the knockout idolised by the Jewish community. As was said at the time, ‘Royalty besought him. Even the King! Who else among the schoolfellows of his boyhood could have risen to such an experience! It was almost in the realm of fantasy!’ The very same realm Sellers would be in when he was romancing Princess Margaret and Roman goddesses like Sophia Loren . . . Mendoza, because of his celebrity, helped to raise the profile and status of the London Jews. His official fights and victories, owing nothing to teams or to any equipment save his own muscles and daring, proved ‘to a not too friendly world that Judaism and courage often go together’.*


Mendoza, the primitive, the poet, the ruffian, the conqueror and man of destiny – the ‘intelligent and communicative man’ in the opinion of Boxiana – was evidently as multiform as his great-great grandson. Sellers played him once. When he was regaining consciousness after his first big heart attack, the first programme he saw and enjoyed on the television was Not Only . . . But Also: ‘He’d seen Peter Cook and Dudley Moore,’ says Joe McGrath, ‘and asked if he could do a guest spot on the show. We wrote a sketch about a boxer, called Danny, who had become an abstract painter, and who’d gone back to boxing again.’


Sellers held a palette covered with oils in one hand and had a boxing glove on the other – hitting the reds and greens and blues and then the canvas on the easel. ‘It looks “taché-iste” to me,’ says Cook. ‘Nobody can accuse me of not loving my coloured brothers,’ says Sellers. ‘My day begins with a bit of road work, where I pick up my “objets trouvés”. . . .’ Meantime, Dudley is fanning him with a towel and using a paint rag to wipe his face down. Cook continues the interview: ‘I don’t understand why you have to paint in a boxing ring.’ – Well, it’s where I started. . . .’ The bell rings and he runs out and continues painting. ‘I believe Tintoretto was astigmatic,’ says Cook. Well, I heard that,’ says Sellers, ‘some people are like that, some people ain’t. Myself, I prefer birds.’


As a punch drunk old pug with finer feelings, Sellers’ Danny is a nice little caricature – and very distant homage – and what further linked the historical Mendoza to the modern actor’s temperament was their shared attitude to money. Mendoza earned large fees and spent it ‘like a drunken sailor’ (‘All he knew of economics was that his money had been easy to come by’). Sellers, equally heedless and improvident, frittered away fortunes on cars and electronic toys. Yet where Sellers died a multimillionaire, the door-money from Inspector Clouseau rolling in, Mendoza’s last years were ‘piteous, lamentable, and ruinous’ – words apt for Sellers in every sense except the financial.


Mendoza’s widow lived until 1855, running a pub called the Royal Oak in Whitechapel Road. Other addresses associated with Mendoza are 3 Paradise Row, Bethnal Green; 9 White Street, Houndsditch; and the White Hart Tavern, Abchurch Lane. According to the 1861 census, Mendoza’s children were at 4 Wigmore Street; ten years later they were at 69 Nichols Square, Hackney Road. Amongst these thoroughfares Welcome (and then Peg) grew up – a landscape of prize fights and music rooms and girls singing in four-ale bars. Whatever effect her marriage to Solomon Marks may have had (sources differ as to whether she was wedded or widowed at the age of forty-four), that the touring revue company was established at all implies a need, late on in life, to revert to her grandfather’s round of nomadic entertaining. There was a wanderer in her soul (as there was to be a restlessness in her grandson’s).


Provincial music hall and revue, however, were not a healthy existence, especially at their lower levels, where Peg and Bill operated. People were over-worked by the non-stop shows, and there was a good deal of boozing. Suppers were served in the orchestra stalls and audiences and cast alike could swig on fizz at seven shillings a bottle or take concoctions such as sherry and egg or rum and honey for sixpence a glass. Peg became a soak in her final phase – gin concealed in Optrex bottles, all that. And there was almost a tradition of dying either young (like Sam ‘The Ratcatcher’s Daughter’ Cowell, at forty-four, or George ‘Champagne Charlie’ Leybourne, at forty-two); or else you lingered on, degraded by poverty and disability – a common fate amongst the trampolinists and trapezists, the people who’d come up from the circus. (Mendoza himself was a wreck by the age of fifty-two; he lived to be seventy-three.)


It was no place for raising babies. The one-night cheap hotels, the damp, the unaired rooming-houses smelling of drains and mouse. The diphtheria, whooping cough, bow-legs, leg-braces, and meningitis. No wonder its adherents took to the bottle and broke their health. They never saw the sun. They lived by the artificial lights flickering off the dressing room mirrors or the float-guards. Peter Sellars (note the spelling) was a casualty. So was the child’s mother. So was his younger brother, raised in his place.


Peg, highly strung anyway, and dependent on Ma for stability, was demented with grief; she’d take the layette kit out of its drawer and, as if it were a boy’s collection of blown birds’ eggs, weep on the tissue paper. To paraphrase Constance on the death of her son Arthur in Shakespeare’s King John: grief filled up the room of Peg’s absent child, lay in his bed, walked up and down with her, put on his pretty looks, repeated his words, reminded her of all his gracious parts, stuffed out his vacant garments with his form. . . . When you keep faith with the dead like this, your dead child is idealised; he never needs to fall short or be humbled by life’s confusion and contingency. He’d be an angel. He’d be a boy forever.


Sellers’ very existence, therefore, owed itself to anguish. Come to replace a lost boy, conceived as a double, he was literally born to be a great impersonator. He it was who’d stuff out another’s garments with his form, put on his pretty looks; it was he who’d wear the little blue bunny-shaped slippers and get silently measured against somebody who was no longer there. And it was he, Richard Henry Sellars, born a year after Peter, on Tuesday September 8th 1925, who had to fulfil Peg’s super-normal expectations. He’d never be allowed to grow up; he’d never fail or be less than perfect – an attitude which doomed him instantly. (‘I knew, you see, that his destiny was exceptional.’) It was never going to be feasible for Sellers to be at home in this world. He’d always be afraid he was not quite real.


Flash forward half a century, to Sellers’ last outflinging, when he was making The Prisoner of Zenda, Being There, and The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu. What attracted him to the old-fashioned, Victorian atmosphere of these tales? (Being There, ostensibly modern, is set in a Nineties folly, Biltmore, in North Carolina, an ice palace where the clocks stopped long ago; and Chance wears dapper turn-of-the-century suits and hats.) It is not that they are simply romances about disguise, sundered twins, counterfeiting and the illusion of order. They are also, each of them, stories about the problems of identity and who people really are – we are back with Updike’s gaze down to ‘the glittering bottom, alive with frogs and phosphorescence’ of the pit of personality etc. The Prisoner of Zenda, for example, is a campy cousin of Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde: doubles who are opposites, and yet interlinked. In the Sellers film, the division is between a regal buffoon and decadent, Prince Rudi, and the honourable commoner, Sidney Frewin of Bethnal Green. (Their mother was a music hall actress, Tessy Frewin, and the two boys join in a chorus of her famous song: ‘She was a sweet little dickie bird, tweet-tweet-tweet she went’ – i.e. Sellers sings a duet with himself on screen.)


The two sides of Sellers’ own nature are there: the night-clubbing and womanising versus the reclusiveness. And Sellers, indeed, could be both at once. When, to many witnesses, he was moping in his hotel in Paris, during the winter before he died, full of sorrow because his last marriage seemed to have failed, he was also, on the evidence of his chauffeur’s log book, ‘out on the town eating and drinking very late many nights . . . and the jet trips every weekend are very debilitating’. I quote from a memo sent to Sellers’ lawyer on December 12th 1979 – the legal representatives had to decide how much of their client’s exhaustion at work was the result of exertions at play, something which could have had alarming insurance ramifications if Sellers dropped dead during the making of a picture.


Sellers plays Rudi as a caricature of twittishness; he is perfectly brainless and nobody has ever talked with a lisp like that. But Frewin, the hackney-carriage driver, has a solidity, a decency; and he talks like Michael Caine. (Sellers coined Caine’s ‘not many people know that’ catchphrase.) A forlornness comes over Sellers whenever he does an East-Ender or a Northerner, as though he is suddenly in touch with the sort of fellow he could have been, had stardom not made him run riot. The Optimists of Nine Elms, The Dock Brief, Mister Topaze – in such films as these Sellers played the unfamous, men who have not managed to come adrift from their origins; yet it is Frewin’s fate, as Rudi’s double, to be accelerated to celebrity and the public gaze, going from the stables to a new life in a Mittel-Europa operetta. His prize is Lynne Frederick’s girlish Princess Flavia. She has a knowing innocence to match his quiet depths. She is quite aware that he is an impostor and when, during the Coronation scene, she declares her fealty to the new King – ‘I, Flavia, do become thy vassal, swearing to serve thee in truth, with love, life and limb’ – it is impossible not to detect a private joke going on between the husband and wife team. The young or non-notorious Sellers, scruffy, a little greasy, puffy, bespectacled, fat, would not have been looked at twice by any Princess Flavias.


The fun of The Prisoner of Zenda, when Ronald Colman was doing it and not only Sellers, is in seeing the one actor appear on screen with himself – serving himself drinks, talking to himself. He overcomes his singularity. It is an obvious bit of cinematic illusion (and theatrical illusion, if you think of the Antipholus twins in The Comedy of Errors). When the camera allows Sellers to proliferate, however, what we see, and become conscious of, is his multiple personality. Which is the natural man? Which the spirit? Who deciphers them? Such questions loomed large in my mind as I travelled to Harborne, in the Midlands, to meet John Taylor, Sellers’ stand-in and double from The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu. When I rang the bell and the frosted glass door was immediately opened, I received the shock of my life: there stood Peter Sellers. Or, should I say, Sellers as he would be now, had he hidden himself away and survived into his mid-sixties.


Taylor, his voice actorishly velvet, though marred now and then by the Birmingham diphthongs which chimed in when he dropped his guard, told me that he had been a salesman, with a hankering for amateur dramatics. In his time he had appeared in concerts with Kenneth Tynan (who grew up in Edgbaston) and Hugh Manning (‘the vicar in Emmerdale Farm’). He currently writes poems, or verses anyway, and Love, Cricket, Peter Sellers had recently been published, privately, by The Bowline Press, at £3.95. In my first edition copy (for which the author himself gave me change from a fiver) I was interested to read ‘Lonely Man (Peter Sellers 1980)’, ‘Drifting Into Stardom (For Peter Sellers: A Sort of Obituary)’, ‘The Last Wrap 1980 (Peter Sellers’ Last Film)’ and ‘On Being Cast in a Major Rôle in a Film’. The gist of these is best conveyed by a brief quotation:


Months of playing make-believe,


Months of traipsing round the set,


Tracked by cameras to weave


Scenes that all will soon forget.


Yes: the solitude of the famous; the transience of human achievement; the fleetingness of friendships, etc. It’s all there, as it was in Wordsworth. Taylor struck me as a rather woebegone man, his face thin and pinched. Though he did his best to appear genial and courteous, I sensed he was apprehensive; he’d quite recently been through the adversity of a divorce and he didn’t mind admitting that, in contrast to the experience of the last year, his adventure with Sellers stood out all the more as the big unexpected highlight in his life.


‘My children’s friends always thought I looked like Sellers, but I never made anything of the comparison, not until I went to meet a theatrical agent in London in May 1979. The girl in the agency suddenly said: “My God, I’ve never seen anything like it. Stand up again. There’s Peter Sellers standing there.” That was the first time anybody had remarked on any serious similarity. In June, the agency offered me three months’ work, working with Peter Sellers – which I jumped at, even though I was only an actor part-time. That same week I went back to London and met Piers Haggard and the casting director at the YMCA on Tottenham Court Road. They made me walk around – I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing. My agent, Joyce, phoned me on the Saturday to say they were interested, and would I like to go for a proper audition, preferably on Monday, and “Can you bring five different comic pieces,” which I had to learn over the weekend. . . . I duly did the audition on Monday. On the Wednesday I had another call – would I meet Sellers on the Friday. He was staying at the Inn on the Park. I went in with Tom Smith, the make-up man. Sellers was with Michael Jeffery. We had tea and biscuits. Sellers suddenly said, “See you over there in Paris. We’ll have some bloody fun.” He gave me a list of addresses. His car took me to the wig makers, his tailors, his shirt makers, his shoe shop, and then back to Euston. Michael Jeffery had designed the Fu gear, and Sellers had said, “Whatever I’m having, duplicate it for John.” We were identical in weight, height, our shoe size – except for the neck. He was a sixteen. I’m a fifteen and a half. I had to have a couple of sports jackets, trousers and ties for Nayland Smith. These all cost hundreds over ten years ago. The jackets were beautifully made in Savile Row, shaped and waisted. I kept some of the ties as souvenirs. I don’t know what happened to all the rest, or to Fu’s robes.


‘Things started to get quite eerie during the test shots. I started on a Monday. Sellers arrived the following Friday afternoon. We went to a viewing theatre to see all the test film. It sent shivers up and down my spine, the likeness was so remarkable. You wouldn’t know which one of us you were looking at. At the end of it, Sellers stood up, picked up his bag, walked to the doors at the top of the stairs and said, “Right, I’m off home. That bugger can do it.” It really was remarkable. And it fooled Roman Polanski. He was at the Studios de Boulogne finishing Tess. He took hold of my hand, when I was Fu, and we did a waltz – he thought it was Peter.


‘Ever afterwards, Sellers kept squinting and staring at me. “You give me the creeps, mate,” he’d say. He told me he found it almost upsetting. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said. “Where have we been at relative times in our lives? What did you look like when you were younger?”


‘Well, I used to be quite chubby, you see, in my twenties and thirties; and I looked out a number of old photographs and the likeness was there. Most mornings I had to go and see him for a briefing and to collect the costumes. He’d always say, “You give me the creeps, mate, you really do.” He’d phone me up at all hours of the night – at three a.m. for instance – and he’d say he wasn’t ever happy unless he was involved in a film. “When I’m not in front of a fucking camera it’s not worth being here.” He had no other interest – he was bored even by his still photography. I never saw him with one of his cameras in his hand, not even in the Alps. He didn’t read. He didn’t listen to music. He phoned me once in quite a state. “I’ve got to get out of this fucking place.” He wanted somebody to talk to. We had dinner near the Opera. We resembled semi-elderly identical twins. “John,” he said, “I’m wondering if I’ll ever make another film.”


‘Well, he booked me to be in his next one, The Romance of the Pink Panther. I was going to be his double again. It turned out to be a hectic day or two. I arrived in London, went to my hotel, and called Sue Evans, his secretary, who said he’d been taken to hospital. Michael Jeffery phoned me late in the evening, from the Dorchester, having come back briefly from the hospital, and he said he’d be in touch the next day. The next morning I read in the Stop Press that he’d died. Ever since, I have been accosted so many times by strangers – long after his death, people would stop me in the street. I was in Leeds four years ago, and I was returning to the station, when three lads surrounded me. I was getting scared, anticipating a mugging, when they said, “Eh mate, you’re Peter Sellers aren’t you?” I mean he’d been dead years by then. . .’


In the folklore of the doppelgänger (German for ‘double-goer’; defined by the OED as ‘wraith of living person’) to meet your duplicate is a premonition of death. Sellers, who had visited Roger Moore on the set of The Man Who Haunted Himself, must have felt as if he’d toppled headlong into a similarly horrific plot.* As The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu, on Sellers’ orders, was being re-re-re-written through the night, every night, by teams of hacks, belletrists, ex-playwrights, and just about anybody who could stay awake and hold a pen, this is exactly an element which was worked in at the last moment (though it was lost again when the film was edited after Sellers’ passing). As Sellers intended it (and he threw the leaves of the script other people had concocted to the ground, in order to improvise it), the rejuvenated Fu, and Taylor as Nayland, were to walk off into the sunset together, the opposites reconciled, the doubles united. ‘You are the only worthy adversary I ever had, Nayland. They were the good old days. We can recapture them and start all over again.’


Do the emotions, under the surface, reach back to the lost boy of Peg’s? The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu is crammed with old Goon gags and music hall allusions. Sellers was re-living things he’d already done (the Canary Diamond which Fu needs for his magic youth-restoring potion is a jewel chipped off the Pink Panther lode); and by going backwards Sellers’ nostalgic cycle turned full circle: we came into the world like brother and brother: And now let’s go hand in hand, not one before another.


‘From the very beginning – why I don’t know – I was called Peter,’ he said in 1976. Alterations of nomenclature were not uncommon in his family. As we have seen, Welcome Mendoza became Mrs Solomon Marks, Belle Ray and Ma; Agnes Marks became Peg; Will Sellars turned into Bill Sellers – Sellars into Sellers having taken no more thought than everybody deciding to acquiesce in a printer’s error on a flysheet. Richard Henry’s instant alteration into Peter, however, was a signal that here was the little changeling boy to be Peg’s henchman, and her control over him was both total and scant. The obnoxious everyday presence was the one she could goad, organise and bully. ‘My son doesn’t need to think,’ she’d say proudly, ‘I do all his thinking for him.’ Sellers was pale, pampered, and protected. He had a beehive of hair which was smeared with vaseline to give it a healthy and glossy appearance. This repellent tangle on the top of his head almost symbolises the sticky, blobby inchoate mass, with no personality of its own, which Sellers liked to project in interviews: ‘Now I’m probably one of the most unfunny people there is in private life. I’m dull. . .’


Where Peg could not follow, however, was into that part of his brain where he carried out his transformations. He got away from her through the conjurings and aliases of the theatre. ‘I find,’ he was to say, ‘that I operate much better if I’m behind a voice or a moustache where my own personality is disguised. I get a freedom that I don’t normally have.’ If Peg had lunch with him at the studio, and was asked afterwards how her son was, she used to say, ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see him.’ Sellers set himself loose by being other people, imitating and experimenting all the live long day. ‘He used to go off on these flights of fancy,’ says Joe McGrath. ‘Sellers liked working in that semi-improvised way, when art and life mingle. He liked to feel he wasn’t being constricted. A lot of the Quilty and Dr Strangelove stuff – he got into the character and was allowed to go. This is what Sellers was best at doing.’


‘A man of genius,’ said Ezra Pound (Hailey, Idaho) ‘cannot help where he is born.’ Pound never stopped being a cracker-barrel Middle-West sage, sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch, nursing his prejudices; and it is a fact that the birthplace can form an artist – Dublin for James Joyce, Manchester for Anthony Burgess, Melbourne for Barry Humphries. Sellers was born less into a place than a condition. If it wasn’t bad enough being ungrounded by his mother’s, interdependence of love and death, the vagrancy of the vaudevillians ensured a placeless childhood. ‘I didn’t always mean to be an actor,’ he complained, ‘I was carried on to the stage when I was two days old, but I never acted as a child. My parents were stage people. I was an only child and I was taken round with them on tour, living in theatrical digs. It was Mum and Dad’s life and it had to be like that.’


Sellers, whom many might assume had been beamed down from the Never-Never Land, was officially born in Southsea, near Portsmouth, at 20 Southsea Terrace. His family had taken a flat above a shop selling sweets and postcards of the naval dockyards; and Sellers, like Holly Golightly’s admirer, was always drawn back to the places where he had lived, the houses and their neighbourhoods. Revisiting the premises forty years on, he claimed that ‘I knew where my cot was, the shape of the ceilings. It was uncanny, really uncanny . . . it all looked much smaller and older and sadder.’


He was delivered from his mother’s womb by Dr Robert J. Lytle, MD, BCh, BAO, of 20 St Helens Parade, who was a lay canon of Portsmouth’s (Anglican) cathedral; he was unhappy about Peg’s desire to continue working – but she was insistent that she revert as soon as possible to the make-believe of the revue. The Vanity Box left the King’s Theatre, in Albert Road, Southsea, on Saturday September 11th 1925. Peg and Bill remained above Postcard Corner to join up with The Side Show company, which had visited South Shields, Salford, Crewe, York and Darlington, and was at present in Southampton. The local attraction, meantime, was Dickie Henderson Snr, the father of the more recent Dickie Henderson, that little drunkard with a small amount of charm who is now dead. Henderson, it is alleged, is the one who carried Sellers in his swaddling bands on to the King’s Theatre stage and led the audience in a chorus of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. (‘I didn’t know anything about it,’ Sellers later claimed with some justification.)


The audience could well have been singing for Henderson himself. He had recently returned to Britain after an American tour. On August 17th he had begun a circuit of the provincial music halls that would last for three solid years. In a performance he’d given the week before Sellers’ birth, a critic compared him to Dan Leno; and as ‘Yorkshire’s Own Comedian: The Man With a Genial Smile’ he told stories about wives, mothers-in-laws, babies, neighbours, and other such themes which ‘knock at the heart, stir the inmost fibres of being’ and which were ‘at once the Treasure of the Humble and the symbols of Wisdom and Destiny’. He sang ‘Pal O’ My Cradle Days’ (reprised over the infant Sellers?) and was supported by Dave Davis’ Swanee Minstrels, novelty juggling, and dancing by Dolly and Inez St. Vincent. Ted Marcel, ‘the garrulous skating fellow,’ skated and a soprano sang ‘Nobody Loves a Fat Girl/But, Oh, How a Fat Girl Can Love’.


Henderson was something of a luminary, looked at from the vantage point of Peg and Bill; and Ray Brothers Productions Ltd. were glad to have an association with him, now that he was ‘at liberty’ in the theatre world’s euphemistic phrase. Because he weighed sixteen stone, he had been tested by Hal Roach as the potential fat man in a duo with Stan Laurel; and though he did make a few films, his growling presence, as he chewed on a cigar, didn’t adapt well to either silent movies or to the early talkies. He did not possess that loony aura which W.C. Fields and Oliver Hardy had – and which Sellers had – which makes you want to keep on watching them on the screen.


Born in 1891 (nine years Bill’s senior, four or six years Peg’s), by 1925 Henderson was already at the start of his decline. He dipped and splashed in and out of a lot of the Ray water shows, going away to make a new career for himself, returning when he’d failed; and his fate is of significance because it hints at the increasing fragility of the business Sellers’ parents were in. Let alone the twice-breathed air and stink of digs and dressing rooms to make you droop, the idea of the wandering revue company itself, as Ma Ray defined it, was set to be extinguished within a few years. This only added to the twilit mood of Sellers’ childhood. From every direction he met with things dying.


The singing and dancing in The Side Show, nevertheless, was ‘exceptionally good and laughter abounds’ – according to a critic who attended its opening at the Hippodrome, Aldershot, back in April. It was an hour or so of artifice and escapism, its songs and sketches being about recovery and hope. ‘The prettiest item of the show is a duet, “My Lady of Quality”, by Deci St. Clair and Harry Arthurs, and an Old English Dance.’ After Southsea, Peg, Bill and their baby were on the road with this lot, and Sellers’ first year, a pattern followed until he was five, went like this:
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	October 23rd
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	:

	Edmonton






	

	August 30th

	:

	Edinburgh






	

	September 6th

	:

	West Hartlepool







. . . and so on and on, a treadmill out of Dante. During the Keighley engagement, the baby fell ill with bronchial pneumonia. ‘A coloured doctor saved his life,’ said Peg later – for whom the experience, the coughing baby in a Moses basket at the back of the stage amongst the props, and the black man emerging out of the fog, had the quality of an hallucination.


‘I really didn’t like that period of my life, as a kid,’ recalled Sellers. ‘I didn’t like the touring. I didn’t like the smell of greasepaint which hit you when you went into any stage door. The smell of size – that’s the stuff they paint on scenery – and baritones with beer on their breath and make-up on the collar – all big voices, like “Hello, little sonny, how are you? All right? Little boy, dear little boy. Who is he? Who is he?” And I used to spend my time sitting in dressing rooms . . . so I didn’t like that.’ Yet he was to grow fond of at least impersonating these grandiose actor types, over-enunciating Wolfits, tumbledown Hendersons, normally called Warrington Minge, who can do little with their bouncing cheques except have them pressed flat at the Chinese laundry. Sitting in his hotel, during location work for The Return of the Pink Panther, Sellers spent his time leafing through the London A-Z Street Atlas, gathering names for a whole platoon of thesps: Theydon Bois, Tumham Green, Montagu Mews West (his favourite). Aside from being a gift to the caricaturist, these Victorian tragedians, Banstead Way, Hardwicke Court, etc., were, from the start, Sellers’ way of demonstrating just how subtle his own humour could be. Anybody can ape an old ham making a fool of himself with quasi-Shakespearean diction, playing King Lear on stage and off. What Sellers could touch on was the desperation – the crumpled, ordinary and vainglorious flop lurking underneath the mannerisms.


His masterpiece in this regard is Dr Pratt in The Wrong Box. Though an unkempt, shuffling dotard, whose consulting room is awash with mangy cats and (we surmise) the unspeakable detritus of botched abortions, Pratt, in his frock coat and wing collar, is like a Henry Irving who has fallen from grace – the pathos he gets into his line ‘I was not always as you see me now’ is so gentle and expressive, we picture him in a private coach, paying professional calls on the aristocracy, or hobnobbing with Lord Lister at the Royal College of Surgeons. Or rather we don’t. When these sorts of characters dream about their better days – Morganhall in The Dock Brief, General Fitzjohn in Waltz of the Toreadors – what Sellers suggests more than anything is their gullibility. His ripe and ancient magicians can respond only to things that never were; they are incurable romantics – and what makes the comedy deep-toned is the suggestion that hovering not very far away at all is the more tragic observation that here we have people who have had wasted lives.


There is perhaps not too much of this gloom in a sketch performed on television at the end of the Fifties. In The Arthur Ploughshare Show, written by Eric Sykes, Sellers was Pules Nogbart, who is visited backstage by a camera crew and an interviewer – whom he addresses as ‘Oh noble messenger of pictures that delight the eye’. The joke is that this wonderfully declamatory old warrior keeps getting his Shakespeare plays mixed up, is interrupted and humbled by his dresser (who is sent out for four pennyworth of light ale and a bag of chips), and he resides, not in a nearby castle or grand hotel – but ‘I always stay with Mrs Mackay, 11 Daisy Avenue’. He is preparing to play Bottom, and gets into the ass-head costume, though the stage is set for Richard III; he warms up with lines from Hamlet, though the posters advertise Macbeth – and Pules does a snatch of Macbeth-as-McGonagall, with spitting and hawking and throat-clearing Scots. Then, the final humiliation, it turns out he is in a variety theatre by mistake – and instead of bothering to race to his proper venue, he decides to stay put and do a ten minute spot after the juggler.


The brief notices on The Side Show which appeared in provincial newspapers, mentions now yellowed and crumbling in forgotten archives, the leaves about to disintegrate and cease to exist, seem to be the only references to Sellers’ parents’ career in existence. For example, when they were at the Palace, Bradford: ‘Ray Brothers are staging “The Side Show” the principals being Fred Morgan and Harry Arthurs’; or at Ashton-under-Lyne: ‘The Empire Theatre has relinquished panto for the production of the revue “The Side Show”, toured by Ray Bros. Artistes are Spencer Cash, Will Sellars, Arthur Lewis, Monty Golding and a full chorus’; or at the Pavilion, Liverpool: ‘The Ray Brothers Productions are presenting “The Side Show”, an entertaining revue, in which appear Willie Cave, Arthur Lewis, Harry Ray’s Syncopators, Will Sellers [sic] and Monty Golding’; or at Hulme: ‘Ray Bros. Productions present here an attractive revue under the title “The Side Show”. It has great vivacity and variety of interest, all kept well up to pitch by a well-selected cast. Chief among the players are Willie Cave, Monty Golding, Arthur Lewis, Will Sellers and Decima St. Clair[e], while specialities are provided by the Side Show Syncopators and the Six Cabaret Girls’; or at the Royal, Edinburgh, where it was now ‘The New Side Show’ presented by ‘Mr Herbert Ray’s Company’: ‘In the hands of Willie Cave and Monty Golding the humorous side of the piece is safe, and excellent support is given by Decima St Clair, Arthur Lewis, Will Sellers, Betty Daley-La-Burl, Rex Parsons, Eric Gatty, Vera Elmore, and Eight Cabaret Girls. Mr Herbert Ray’s Band contributes several selections.’


Peg’s own act was called ‘Fire and the Woman’. It was devised around the character of Sir Henry Rider Haggard’s She, the jungle priestess who’d bathed in the Flame of Eternal Youth five centuries ago; and the idea was that Peg, portraying a princess who was immortal, had recurred throughout time as all its queens and heroines. ‘My mother wore white tights,’ said Sellers, ‘and stood in front of a plain white screen. Behind the audience a magic lantern cast slides of different costumes on to the screen. The result was that my mother would appear as all kinds of women in history or mythology, from Britannia to Joan of Arc, and yet never really change.’


The concept of being a consistent blank whilst exotic other lives flickered across your face appealed to Sellers: ‘My mother’s act moved me in a way I still can’t explain. She looked beautiful standing there like a white statue. . .’ But it is not impossible to explain the impact the routine had on him. As she was an empty space, ready to be stained and tinted by fantasy, her performance was a version of Sellers’ own procedure as an actor. A click, a fast fade, another slide. ‘The colour and warmth and the applause and the feeling of being part of something that could give so much happiness to other people, made me want to be up there with her taking a more positive part than just watching from the wings.’


Watching and waiting, however, whilst his mother came and went phantasmagorically, were all there was to do. He was anonymous amongst the entourage – and they were always on the move: to Wolverhampton, Salford, Crewe, Southampton and Boscombe, after his first birthday had been celebrated in West Hartlepool. Sellers’ youth lacked youthfulness and everywhere looked the same: ‘The bedrooms were all alike, with marble wash stands and brass beds. I’d look up at the ceiling and say to myself, “Oh God, I do wish we had a home.”’


Whether he did voice that sentiment then, it was not one he did much about later, when he had ample chance. He had a definite liking for hotels and hospitals, places designed for transients, who’d leave no trace. Just as he could be lots of people – each new lantern slide taking its place – so he never seemed to mean to live in a single place. The Manor House at Chipperfield was exchanged for a suite at the Carlton Tower Hotel, which became a penthouse flat in Frognal Lane, then a room at the Dorchester. All this upheaval went on with a total disregard for wife and children. Physically, as well as mentally, Sellers would be scatttered and dissipated. Rimbaud, in The Season in Hell, says that ‘I was forced to travel to ward off the apparitions assembled in my brain’ – and there’s something of this anxiety to Sellers. ‘He thinks, “Wherever I am, it’s boring,”’ says Milligan. ‘Can you imagine the agony of that? If he hadn’t made it financially I think he would have killed himself.’


Part of his problem was that, as a nomadic child, he never encountered other children, who might have knocked the edges off him and given him some perspective. He was surrounded only by busy adults and spent forces. He called his mother and father by their first names – and he was like a miniature grown up, but with a child’s inner rage and loneliness. Children, indeed, in the music hall world, were represented by dwarves, like those banshees I personally recall, Jimmy Clitheroe and Wee Georgie Wood. Sellers never forgot being nightmarishly engulfed by a pack of munchkins called Fred Roper’s Midgets, who jumped through hoops like dogs: ‘I could never figure out why I couldn’t make contact with them. They were the same height as me, but all had deep voices and smoked cigars and pipes.’ Old men in infants’ bodies – the reverse of Sellers.


With no people of his own age available, and with those of his own size being freaks, Sellers had no opportunity to make a pal; he had no contemporaries and, he never would, in all of his life, be capable of forming a secure friendship, with the give-and-take that such a relationship demands. He was close. He never developed the emotions that go with being able to share; he never overcame a maximum reluctance not to be selfish. The best he’d feel he could hope for from other people was loyalty – which he tried to buy by giving away cameras and presents of shockproof wrist watches and hi-fi equipment (symbols of his own detachment: listening and looking devices etc.). He very early on gave up hoping to attract affection.


‘I’d make friends in one town for one week and then we’d move on. You’d hope, if you played that town again, maybe a year later, that the friend you’d made would still be around; perhaps, if he was the landlady’s son, you’d be lucky. Then you’d hope that he’d remember you.’ It was a mournful existence, Sellers’ progress around Britain, enough to drive anybody in on themselves. The most affecting scene he ever played is in The Optimists of Nine Elms: Old Sam, who is wearing a dress-suit with a huge paper bloom in the button hole, so that he looks like Lear and the Fool in one, is sitting on a gilded prop throne, amusing the children by reciting his tired little Dan Leno rhymes. Gradually a melancholy creeps in to what he is saying – especially when he tells what is no longer a bit of patter about coming home from school one day and finding that his folks had moved, without leaving any new address. Why hadn’t he taken the hint? For the past week they’d been wrapping his sandwiches in a road map. . . .


As a parable of abandonment it hangs in the air. Sellers sits there, like a deposed king, and under his calm many memories are stirring. It is one of those moments, on the screen, which seem beautifully finished.


It was easier, as he shed his yesterdays, to be thought of as somebody new. There is nothing more humiliating than spending time with somebody and then, when you see them again, and you are a blank to them, you realise you have been erased; you registered that much. You haven’t imprinted at all. It is as if you were dressed in white and positioned before a white screen, but there is nobody to work the magic lantern’s coloured filters. Was it for this reason that one of Sellers’ choices of music, when he went on Desert Island Discs, was Victor Young’s ‘White’ from Tone Poems of Colour (conducted by Frank Sinatra)? At receptions, as a successful man, unless he was holding the floor and working the room with his voices, people would always take a couple of seconds to realise who he was. (Harry Secombe said that Sellers, in hornrims and dour suits, had the charisma of a tax inspector.) Even in company he was isolated, loathing the way ‘people expect you to be funny. . . . I go to parties and people hang around with their mouths open, saying, sort of, any second it is going to come now – and nothing happens, and they go away thinking, gee, I’m not going to ask him here again. . . Or somebody will lurch over and say “Do us one of those funny things you do on the films” – “What funny things?” – “Oh, I don’t know. I saw you doing a funny thing in a film once. . .” Eventually you go to a party, in the hope it will quench all the thirst of all the people that want to see you* – because that’s what your agent says. You arrive there – all the photographers in the world, all the press agents in the world: “This is your town, baby, you can buy it.” An odd thing happens: they shake hands with you, look at you closely in the eyes for a few seconds – and then their eyes wander over your shoulder, to see who else is coming into the room.’


Nobody likes not to be memorable and one of Sellers’ methods of defying his loneliness was to behave badly. His first action, as a toddler, was to push a woman, who was bending over the grate, into the fire, where she burnt her hands. He spat on people’s heads and in their hats. He squashed a cat in a sofa-bed. He’d show his parents up in cafes, eat the last cake without asking permission, and he’d dismember toys he had been bought. If ever he saw a march band he wanted to conduct it; and when he was taken to see Peter Pan at the Shaftesbury Theatre he tried to jump off the balcony and join the Darling children on their flight to the Never-Never Land.


Nothing here is out of the ordinary to anybody with frequent exposure to the under-fives. Most parents could cap that catalogue. What was abnormal was Peg’s absolute refusal to reprimand her son. Whatever Sellers did was fine by her. It was like Papal Infallibility. Between Ma Ray, Aunt Cissie, and all the chorines, he was spoiled rotten. Being cheeky, being flip, was how he conversed. ‘You didn’t wash today,’ his mother would say. ‘I did, Peg, but I had my knees crossed, so one’s still dirty,’ he’d respond, to general glee. It doesn’t take a nano-second for children to learn how much they can get away with, and Sellers was no exception. ‘There were too many adoring, worshipping women round that baby,’ remembered Herbert Ray, ‘a good smacking would have done him the world of good. Those women would never let any of us [himself, Bill] come near the child. That baby’s scream was their law. And how he screamed! If Peg went out of the room for a moment he just lay down on the floor and kicked and screamed. He was a horror, a monster; we would have gladly cut his throat.’


I can believe it. The tantrum was to continue as his way of expressing himself. Having been taught to wail at authority figures, starting with his own father, Sellers had no compunction about throwing a fit in front of a director, producer, writer, fellow actor. Or anybody. If a shop didn’t have what he wanted – instantly he’d be in a rage. Jimmy Grafton, who helped him first to get work on the radio and who scripted that earliest of films, Penny Points to Paradise, was once witness to a revealing scene. They were in Victoria Street, when Sellers saw a complete outfit in cavalry twill he decided he wanted. Sellers started to get annoyed when the tailors didn’t have one in exactly his size; or perhaps it was one in solid gold which he was insisting on. ‘How dare you put something in the window you can’t supply,’ he raged. The manager offered to track down the requisite fitting from another branch. ‘When?’ snapped Sellers. By tomorrow, he was informed. ‘I don’t want it tomorrow. I want it now.’ The manager offered personally to find the right suit by later on that very afternoon. ‘No thank you. You’ve already wasted enough of my time.’ And he stormed out, not pacified, noted Grafton (who doesn’t say whether or not he should have hit his companion very hard), until he’d purchased a hat in Dunn’s – for only then was ‘the acquisitive urge satisfied’.


As he had been instilled with a contempt for the forces of law and order, his conduct never curbed, Sellers became accustomed to a star’s mischievousness when he was still a child. His behaviour later on was an enlargement of the liberty hall he had lived in with Peg. In a curious sort of way, because his outrages were applauded, they became part of his desire to please – his way of keeping in with Peg, Ma etc. This is the satirical moral distortion Sellers brought out in the ‘Auntie Rotter’ sketch in the Fifties. As a send-up of the patronising Enid Blyton way of talking to tiny tots – Sellers gurgles gleefully as the old lady encourages the moppets to chop up their families with a hatchet – the sketch also colludes with, and respects, the demon inside every child. (‘Here is your stabbing music. . . . Come along! No lazing!’)


Sellers further thrilled his personal pack of Auntie Rotters by giving what Bill called ‘a perfect rendering’ of Albert Chevalier’s ‘My Old Dutch’ and ‘It Gits Me Talked Abaht’: ‘Even as a child of two,’ Bill said resignedly, ‘he had talent. We had a little evening dress specially made for him with top hat and silver-headed walking stick.’ The performing monkey also appeared, c. 1930, in an advertisement for Mazda, the electric lightbulb manufacturers. Omega Lighting, the parent company, then called The British Thomson-Houston Co. Ltd., was in the process of trying to persuade people to convert from gas mantles. The point was made that electric illumination was healthier on the eyes, as well as being generally more efficient and beneficial:


MAZDA LAMPS


THEY STAY BRIGHTER LONGER


‘Sight is priceless – good lighting is cheap’


Better Light: Better Sight


Mazda Coiled-coil lamps give up to 20% more light


than ordinary gas filled lamps.


A lot of children were used for the advertisements, which continued to appear until November 1936. There was a bi-monthly competition for models, and Sellers’ portrait must have been ideal: the boy, unsmiling and stubborn, stares hard at the camera. These eyes aren’t dim! Sellers resembles, in fact, Freddie Bartholomew or Dean Stockwell, one of those hateful Hollywood lambkins. His rich hair manages to be tousled and combed, and it receives a bit of a nimbus from the light source, off to the left. The monochrome gives his face a creamy, dreamy texture, which adds to the alien hardness of those eyes, those lips. (It is a portrait of Peter Pan.)


How the picture contrasts with a snap of Sellers taken when he was twelve. There, in cricketing whites outside St Aloysius’, his school, he looks like Billy Bunter. His fulsome hair is unsuccessfully greased down – it looks like a lap dog has taken up position on his scalp and dropped dead. The outdoor light, instead of softening the face, as the lamp does in the studio photograph, fattens it. We see the shadow-accentuated crevices and the contours formed by pudgy cheeks and chins. Those plates of eclairs have taken a toll. Sellers blinks at the light (his eyes disappear into two dark holes) and he slightly tilts himself back, his mouth, a sharp black line, set in a sneer. But by leaning back he also pushes out his belly, and his trouser belt, into which his thumbs are thrust, is pulled up high over the blubber. The last thing he looks is sporty. Over one arm he has the red-with-green-trim regulation school blazer, which perhaps he has just collected before he betakes himself and his spotless kit home? The wall he is against, splotched with shadow, is ornate. Medieval? Victorian? Sellers, anyway, looks like a gargoyle which has recently dropped off it.


Sellers’ first non-family environment was Miss Whitney’s School of Dancing, King’s Road, Southsea; he later went to Madame Vacani’s Dancing Classes, when the family moved up to London. ‘I longed for him to carry on where I left off,’ said Peg. Underlying all the spoiling and the fussing and the petting, which to some degree over-compensated for the times when he was left on his own whilst the rest of them were on stage, there was, with regard to Peg’s attitude towards her son, a conviction that he was other-worldly and miraculous. Her clinging form of love trained him not to be ordinary. She expected him to have the successful career she and her ancestors had been denied: Sellers would appease the penurious legacy of Daniel Mendoza. Here they all were, a hundred years later, still at but one remove from trestle table stages in pubs, gin palaces and the circus. Peg’s boy, her Peter, her fair son, her food, her all-the-world, would change all that. He’d be a brilliant reduplication of herself. He’d be her; she’d be him.


Just about every single one of his problems were to stem from this. Roy Boulting believes that the smothering caused Sellers to resent his mother: ‘I am absolutely certain that this woman he should have loved, professed to love, his mother, he genuinely hated.’ She was certainly the only person for whom he had strong feelings of any complexion, and she drove out his capacity for affection towards anybody else. His wives, for example, were versions of his mother he could hit back at. But the fact that it was Roy Boulting who spoke those words is a clue. Roy is half of a famous twinhood in British films, the other component being his (late) brother John. They produced and directed pictures interchangeably and nobody could tell them or their artistic styles apart. Peg and Sellers were as twins. They could look alike. When Sellers climbed into drag for a scene in The Magic Christian (he is a nun in a disco), he called Joe McGrath over to him: ‘Look, Joe. My God, I’m my mother!’ With his own hair concealed under the wimple and his lean face powdered, he was indeed a Peg simulacrum. (He also once said, of Mendoza, ‘Both Peg and I bear a most remarkable resemblance to him – it is almost uncanny.’)


Mother and son were so interwoven, parapsychologists might like to investigate whether it is possible to be a reincarnation of a living person. Though Peg’s passion created (i) Sellers’ feinting and dodging and (ii) his bloody-mindedness, the effect in the short-term was the exclusion of Bill. ‘Peg was overwhelming. She overwhelmed Peter,’ Milligan said to me. ‘When they kissed, mother and son, it wasn’t pleasant. It was more like they were lovers – not that anything of that kind happened, I’m sure. He didn’t become Oedipus Rex. But it was an unhealthy relationship, though a very deep and loving one. Though I don’t know what stamp you put on that quality of love or on that kind of life. Bill was relegated to second place in the male heirarchy. Peg lived for, and top place was for, Peter and Peter alone. She doted on him and he doted on her.’


By 1929 Bill had started to have enough. The last time the family worked together, in one of Ma’s divertissements, was when Herbert Ray opened his new revue, Ha! Ha!! Ha!!!, at the Bedford Music Hall, Camden Town, on February 13th. The show then toured under the London Syndicate Companies’ banner. The book was by Harry Curwen, Bert Murray was the comic, Bert Roberts, Dorothy Brett and Graham Kendall were the singers and dancers; and also involved were Monty Golding (now spelt Goulding), Maisie Morris, Dulcie Max and Hilda Ellis. Peg had one last dip into her ‘Fire and the Woman’ routine; this was replaced on the road by Percy Boggis’ ‘Fun Spectacle’, the nature of which we can only but guess at. The numbers sung during the evening were:


‘Shout Hallelujah ’Cause I’m Home’


‘Girl of My Dreams’


‘I Can’t Give You Anything But Love’


‘There’s a Blue Ridge Round My Heart Virginia’


‘Happy Days and Lonely Nights’


‘You’re in My Heart but Never in My Arms’


‘My Rock-A-Bye Baby’


Sentimentalised homecomings and departures – these were the subjects of the songs. And when Bill left with the troupe, to tinkle daydreams for his audiences, Peg stayed behind in the quarters they were renting upstairs at the Bedford. She now had her son in her heart and in her arms. At root rootless, the pair began several years of flitting across London, as Peg became absorbed into the Mendoza house-agency side of the family. They occupied a succession of little flats on end-leases. Sellers, on whom nothing was lost (the low-grade music hall entertainers would come together as Old Sam; ‘Fire and the Woman’ would be adapted for Chance the blank, who is given a personality by the television screen), never forgot the litany of addresses. He thought he’d come to rest in London, but it was like traipsing the outback all over again. When he wrote an article in Vogue, in the last year of his life, he was specific about having lived ‘in a flat at 43b Park Street (now Parkway), Camden Town, opposite the pet shop and above Heals the builders.’


The excuse Peg had for remaining behind whilst the others went off on tour was that Sellers needed to start his compulsory education. She dreaded this separation and did her best to cushion him against the depredations of the masses, who could not be relied upon to be as dainty as the pupils at Miss Whitney’s or Madame Vacani’s, by patrolling the school gates and telling the teachers what to do.


Sellers, knowing his mother didn’t really approve of schools (she herself had left before the age of ten), saw immediately that this could work to his advantage. He would get her to bribe him to get up and go out each morning. Along the street was a toy shop and confectionery store, where he would feast on liquorice and sherbet fountains. In the window was a scale model of $ir Malcolm Campbell’s Bluebird. ‘I gazed longingly at this vision for days and eventually persuaded my mother that there was no hope in the world for me unless I could become the owner of this splendid, shining blue car. . . . Finally she gave in.’ Sellers took the object to school – St Mark’s Private Kindergarten on the Gloucester Road (‘now Gloucester Avenue’) – and he excited the admiration and envy of the class. It wasn’t Christmas or his birthday or anything. One of the children in Miss Helen Penn’s charge came too near for Sellers’ comfort and ‘I resolved to hit him if he came any closer.’ The boy’s ingenious reaction to the threat of violence was to nominate himself as the chap who’d thump everybody else out of range: ‘Can I be the man,’ he asked Sellers, ‘who sees that no one touches it for you?’* Sellers tells this story as the beginnings of his warped worship for cars (‘a forerunner of things to come’). What it mostly prefigures, I think, is his tolerance of the boot boys and bodyguards, the men friends, from the outright effeminate homosexual to the burly stunt double element, whom he would get to protect and mother him.


His way of coping with Miss Penn, who had the cheek to try and impart crappy knowledge and rudiments like reading and writing, was to go into a trance – to teletransport himself elsewhere. Often, after one of Peg’s heavy kosher lunches, the snooze was authentic. This retreat into a dream kingdom of his own Peg called ‘The Imagines’. For reasons best known to himself, Sellers started to show signs of compulsive ritualistic behaviour. He’d switch lights on and off six times; he’d lift the lavatory seat up and down six times; he’d flush the cistern six times before quitting the jakes. If there was a superstitious motive behind the drill, akin to not stepping on the pavement cracks or spilling salt (Michael Sellers remembers a ban on open umbrellas inside the house and nor were bunches of keys to be left on the hall table because ‘that was apparently a very unlucky thing to do’) then a Catholic convent, dedicated to the dogmas of death and judgement, and heaven and hell, was going to be perfect for such a one of Sellers’ susceptibilities.


[Oxford]


November 20th 1990


Dear Headteacher,


I am writing a biography of Peter Sellers, whom as you probably know attended St Aloysius’ College in the late 1930s. Whilst I understand that Sellers’ teacher, Brother Cornelius Reed, is now dead, I am wondering if by any chance there are school records still extant? Old school magazines and the like? I’d like to write a little bit about the school, its make-up and rationale, in the 1930s – are there any ‘histories’ that you know of?


I know that Sellers was not actually a pupil for very long, but he returned quite often to visit his old teachers, especially during the years of his fame, and he apparently gave the school a radio, hi-fi equipment and (I think) a television.


I hope I can look forward to hearing from you.


Yours faithfully,


Roger Lewis


St Aloysius’ College,


Hornsey Lane,


Highgate,


London N6 5LY


November 21st 1990


Dear Mr Lewis,


Thank you for your letter concerning Peter Sellers. By a strange coincidence I came across the enclosed cutting the other day [below]. You may be able to trace Gerald Meteau – although I have no records of his address.


Before the war the school was an independent establishment but subsequently became a Grammar School under the old LCC. In 1971 it was extensively rebuilt and was reorganised as a Comprehensive School. Many of the archives dating from pre-War days have been lost.


[ . . . ] I also enclose for your general information a copy of the School’s Centenary Booklet which may give you a little bit of atmosphere.


Yours sincerely,


J.A. Mackersie


Headmaster


The Schoolboy Sellers*


[ . . . ] Readers may be interested to learn the probable origins of Peter’s inner rage.


In 1936 I was at St Aloysius’ College, Highgate. Some weeks after a term had started, a new entrant arrived – Sellers. He was being placed with us much younger children because his previous schooling had been repeatedly disrupted due to his parents being in a touring theatre business.


Peter was very quiet, and must have deeply resented his being made to appear a dunce. In his later life he was brilliant in portraying characters who were outwardly fools but inwardly really very clever. This, I believe, was the driving force of his career – to demonstrate that he was NOT a dunce and that he brilliantly outshone the rest.


[ . . . ]


Gerald Meteau


Worthing


Sussex


I don’t think anybody thought Sellers was stupid. He was simply lazy and lacked application, as he well knew: ‘I was never a good scholar. Perhaps I never really settled down to it,’ he confessed in 1962. ‘Perhaps that’s what was wrong with my education. But I didn’t dislike it at St Aloysius’. I’ve sometimes been back to see the people there . . .’


I never did manage to locate Mr Meteau, but with the help of Mr Mackersie’s Centenary Booklet and some long conversations I had with Bryan Connon, another of Sellers’ classmates, a picture of some of the best (note that qualifying double negative: ‘I didn’t dislike it . . .’) years of my man’s life emerges.


The Founding Religious Order of St Aloysius’ College, in 1879, was the Brothers of Our Lady of Mercy, from Malines in Belgium. (In 1961 the De La Salle Order took over the running of the school, under the stewardship of Brother Hilary Cluderay, and the Brothers of Our Lady of Mercy continued to run an independent preparatory school in the vicinity, but now that has also closed.) The Belgians had been invited to the Archdiocese of Westminster by Cardinals Wiseman and Manning, and the intention was to create an establishment for ‘respectable boys of the middle class’ – i.e. grocers’ sons, in Connon’s father’s view. The school would be less exclusive than Ampleforth or Stonyhurst and science and commercial subjects would be taught, not just the classics. Peg chose it as her local equivalent of Dick and Winifred Henderson sending their brood to St Joseph’s College, Beulah Hill.


By Sellers’ time, St Aloysius’ Boarding and Day School for Boys had two hundred ‘day dogs’ and one hundred and sixty ‘boarder bugs’. They were accommodated in a building, completed in 1911, which looks from the photographs like Castle Dracula or an insane asylum – a charcoal pink edifice, an example of municipal Edwardian gothick. There was an ornate chapel, where Mass was said every morning and where hymns were sung every night – and Sellers enjoyed the high-camp of the incense-impregnated ceremonies, the lace-trimmed scarlet vestments, and the theatrics. Brother Cornelius, Sellers and Connon’s master, ‘was a convert to Catholicism and as such was more avid about it all than those born in the faith. He took his class to the chapel a lot.’


The services, their colour, light and precision, the singing and the recitatives, were like sophisticated revues. (The object, uplift, was the same.) Here was the world of the stage without the underlying pennilessness and misery. There was no need to strike the set and trudge to the midnight tram. Religion was a secure theatre. The antiquity of the words and routines, the decorum: it implied a branch of fakery you could come to believe in. The dead walked, had lives after death. Water became wine. Virgins gave birth. How was it all done? By magic?


Catholicism intrigued Sellers because he had just discovered he was a Jew – he was someone on the outside of the mysteries of faith. He was referred to as ‘The Jew’ in front of the other boys, and as he said in later life: ‘My father was solid Church of England but my mother was Jewish – Portuguese Jewish – and Jews take the faith of their mother.’


What did being a Jew mean to him? The photograph of the sombre-looking fellow in a yarmulka (those little skull caps), which accompanied his obituary in the Jewish Chronicle,* is not actually of Sellers, as such. It is a still of Harold Fine, the Jewish lawyer in I Love You, Alice B. Toklas. He was not barmitzvah’d, did not belong to a synagogue, and his four marriages were to non-Jewish ladies. Sir Evelyn de Rothschild, however, who knew him for over twenty years, sees Sellers as quite archetypically Jewish: ‘He was a wanderer. He could never have roots, if you look at the way he lived and how he lived. He was restless – rushing from one side of the world to the other, an endless stream of people behind him. . . Wherever you went, you got the impression he was on the move somewhere else. He was never at ease with a lot of those film people, I never felt. He was always expected to perform – could never relax – and he was afraid people only befriended him for favours. I think he felt comfortable with me. He could say anything he liked and I wasn’t going to take advantage of him. He would sit and talk to me about his problems most of the time – he always had problems of one sort or another, personal to him: worries about what he should do, where he had to live, his relationships with people. We used to go over that. Maybe because I represented something he couldn’t be – here was I, outside the acting world and his professional career, and yet we were both Jewish. He was Jewish – people often forget that. Very cognisant of his Jewishness. It was part of his background, and maybe because of my name and position I represented another side of life which he hadn’t thought about, and he had the opportunity now to express himself.’


Sellers’ Jewish heritage came up regularly when he talked to Wolf Mankowitz, too. But where the descendant of Meyer Amschel Rothschild, the legendary Austro-Hungarian moneylender, was sympathetic to the botherations besetting the scion of Daniel Mendoza, the son of a tradesman from East Ham remains much more sceptical: ‘He didn’t understand anything – at an intellectual level. He became at one time fascinated with Jewish things – because of his mother and Mendoza. That famous engraving of Mendoza looks awfully like him. He got interested in Jewish things and I spent a lot of time answering questions on Jewish subjects. He became a heavy would-be student of the Torah. He never got very far. He did this with Indian religions as well, and dropped those. The thing is, he was tremendously superstitious. . . .’


Sellers had spent his childhood observing and absorbing the little backstage rituals, the signs and magic symbols a nervous actor makes to give himself confidence and courage before he steps into the spotlight. He took it all to extremes, of course. The aversions to various colours; the obsession with omens and oracles; the way he treated astrologers as learned men: Sellers was out of I, Claudius. And yet what was to happen with him and the occult is implied, also, by his attitude to Jewishness. It was a way to try and justify feeling different, feeling a refugee from normal life. If the spirit medium-witchcraft side of the question made him superior (he’d been told early on he’d be a household name and live to be seventy-four – a prediction which became half right), Jewishness, like a stammer for Philip Larkin, was ‘a built-in handicap to put him one down’ – or, more accurately, if he wanted to pretend to be one down. It was a pretext for grudges.


Sometimes his touchiness came and went in a flash. On a breakfast television chat-show in America, in 1964, he was asked by the host if he’d care for some juice. ‘I am Jewish myself,’ snapped Sellers. ‘No, juice de l’orange,’ the host explained, gesturing to a jug. ‘I’d love a little of that, too,’ conceded the star. On other occasions, rooting for trouble, he’d allow his sensitiveness to take hold for weeks. The Prisoner of Zenda was made in Vienna, and Sellers attributed the cause of his anxieties to the fact that Austria was an anti-Semitic country. He banished six people from the film whom he believed had looked at him disparagingly, i.e. less than worshipfully. He took each individual aside and said, ‘We don’t have the right chemistry together.’ One of his victims, the veteran unit publicist Al Hix, told me that he’d so looked forward to working for Sellers, being an admirer of his talent – ‘but then I met the man, and it was such a shock. He was really dangerous. It wasn’t as if you could call him childish; he was bitter and paranoid.’ When Hix was sacked, the manager of the Wien Hilton, where the bulk of the company was billeted, no doubt fearing that his hotel would soon be emptied, offered to let the flack stay on at discount rates. When Sellers heard about this (‘and he knew of everything that went on’) he was furious. He made the production manager, Peter McGregor Scott, order Hix to move out. ‘I reminded him that I had just been fired and that neither Sellers nor Universal nor the Mirisch Corp. could tell me where to live any more.’


As Sellers himself was residing at the Hotel Bristol, his attempted persecution of people he was unlikely to meet in the elevator or dining room is pathetic and spiteful. But he enjoyed the idea of riding people out of town. It had once nearly happened to him. Early in his career, when he’d bought his first Rolls, he thought he’d take it for a spin on the Continent. ‘I was going to Calais,’ he explained to Terry-Thomas’ sister, Mary Hoar Stevens, ‘but my new car wouldn’t fit on the ferry, so I’ve decided to spend my holiday in Brighton.’ (A typical Sellers reaction – a deckhand had probably asked him to reverse or manoevure into a tight space, and he could never cope with requests like that.) Mary said gaily, ‘What a good idea! You’ll like this hotel, Peter. It’s very quiet – and there are no Jews here.’ – ‘Well, Mary,’ said Sellers, equally gaily, ‘there are now!’


Milligan told me that ‘Peg had disregarded her religion – a lost Jewess – when she married Bill; and Peter was haunted by the uncertainty of his religion, and who he was, and he never did find out.’ The Jews whom Sellers played on The Goon Show were oy-vay caricatures, with names like Geraldo or Izzy; and concurrent with his death he was to be seen on television as a Jewish con-man, Monty Casino, urging viewers to invest their money in Barclays Bank. (His fee for the ad, shot in Dublin, was £80,000.) A bit further up the scale, he turned down the Alan Bates part in Bernard Malamud’s The Fixer and Fagin in the Dickens musical Oliver! because ‘I couldn’t finally see any way of playing either rôle outside the usual interpretation.’ Yet his reticent Los Angeles legal eagle in I Love You, Alice B. Toklas (which he made in 1968 instead of appearing in Oliver!) shows that there was a way to avoid the Yiddish weeping, wailing, smiting and the rending of garments. Harold Fine is filial, obedient, ambitious, successful – and full of tension. He has asthma; his jaw and shoulder tendons are firm-set. As a specialist in settling insurance claims, he is as cramped and confined as his clients, who sit in his office exhibiting their neck braces. ‘I’m going crazy,’ he admits.


As Sellers saw the film: ‘It is a very interesting part. Probably the most interesting part I’ve played in my career to date. The part of a Jewish lawyer who eventually decides that the pressures in his life are so great he can’t bear them; he can’t face up to what he’s doing any more. He earns forty thousand dollars a year and has a nice big shiny car; he has an apartment and a forthcoming marriage. But he eventually drops out, as they say. He decides to become a hippy – he decides to try a new way of life and samples their philosophy. And likes it.’


Harold wants to find a way of being taken out of himself; he wants to disappear, and so did Sellers. As can be readily seen, his understanding of the character amounted to self-identification, and he gave a nuance-filled performance which is several million cuts above the surrounding film. The plot merely requires any old staid mother-dominated executive sort to eat a chocolate brownie containing hashish. Then, drugged and giggling, he grows his hair and wears a kaftan etc. (In his granny glasses and wig, Sellers manages again to resemble Peg.) Sellers, however, didn’t need Harold to smoke pot and pop pills to remain high and liberated; nor is he, as the low-key gloomy businessman freaking out in a flower-power smock, the object of derision which the script wants to make him. Sellers, without having to spell it out, conveys the melancholy of a man intuitive enough to know that, like his black suits and yarmulka, the blue and pink hippy shawls are another form of disguise. He has exchanged one kind of convention for another; a worse one, perhaps, because though marijuana makes the depression of ordinary life lift, its effects are illusionary. In the context of the film, it is no more than a gag when Harold keeps jilting his Jewish princess bride at the altar. Sellers, however, was attuned to deeper fears: ‘At the end he runs off, because he doesn’t know where he’s going. He’s a desperate man. Any man who would run out of a marriage ceremony in full swing has got to be a pretty desperate man. It’s funny; it’s tragic; it’s all about today. . .’


Sellers (as Mankowitz said) may not have been able to argue and conceptualise up to the standards set by Oxford or Cambridge Universities, but he could act and convey abstractions like nobody else. Harold knows he cannot renew himself; he also knows it is ludicrous to be despondent about this fact. (Such knowledge didn’t prevent Sellers’ own despair – his personal temper was opposed to resignation.) Harold has tried to run away from home, and there is his mother, meddling and waiting. She wades in amongst the hippies in the commune, handing out admonishments (‘Shame on you. Go on a diet’). When he tries to tell her about the hashish in the brownies being a recipe of Toklas’ and that Toklas was a friend of Gertrude Stein’s, Harold’s defections are cut off short. ‘Gertrude Stein. I used to know her. Lived in Oakwood.’ Thus is the most famous American in Paris, muse to Picasso, Matisse and Braque, smartly slapped down.


Sellers conveys the man’s humiliations well enough; but there is also a paradox at the heart of the character. For Harold to be able to claim ‘for the first time in my life I feel free’ he also needs to be ‘just being, that’s all’. Not thinking, doing, choosing, judging: nothing. He is in a state of suspended animation, ghostly and blurred. He is thrilled to shout out ‘Harold Fine no longer exists!’ This makes me uneasy because it seems all too similar to the anaesthesia of Chance, in Being There, who is of course a nullity; and I wonder how much can be read into the very last words Sellers spoke on the screen? In the final scene of The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu, in the Himalayan palace, the Oriental mastermind promises that everybody is to be ‘wiped out’ – by an Elvis impersonation, as it happens, but that’s not what people expected him to have in mind.


These descriptions, or depictions, of bliss are vaporous – like death. Is this how Sellers thought life should be? Happiness as a state of oblivion? ‘He was incapable of radiant happiness,’ says Milligan. ‘Even with his children he could only get a sad happiness from them – no warm glow, as towards something positive that’s happened in your life. For Peter, life is just a terrible journey.’


I Love You, Alice B. Toklas not only has the farcical weddings, it also has its knock-about funeral sequence, with the hippy contingent attired as Hopi Indians. The deceased is Mr Foley, the kosher butcher, and because of an L.A. hearse strike, he is taken to the cemetery in a multi-coloured van. Sellers himself, when he was about to be laid under, was transported to Golders Green, and the rites of the Church of England, by a more conventional conveyance. But on July 26th 1980 – a Saturday – there was darkness at noon. Black clouds and a downpour, lightning and thunderclaps, raged and foamed out of a novel by Mrs Radcliffe or a biblical epic by Dino de Laurentiis. (It was necessary for the hearse and funeral limos to turn on their headlamps.) It was as if someone in the world, a modern Caesar, too saucy with the gods, had incensed them to send destruction. The only wonder is that fire didn’t fall from the sky. And before these strange-disposed stage effects started to happen, the phone had been ringing non-stop at the Dorchester. It was a terrified Cockney Jewish taxi driver, well known to Sellers. The switchboard eventually put him through to Michael Jeffery. ‘I’ve taken Mr Sellers in my cab many a time,’ the voice said, ‘He spoke of his mum. He’s Jewish and you cannot bury him on the Sabbath. You must not. . . .’ Saturday is named for Saturn, the deity which the Romans depicted as an old man wielding a scythe. As gentiles often don’t realise, the seventh day of the week is observed by the Jews as a day of abstention from all work and is regarded as sacred to the Lord, in commemoration of his rest from the work of Creation. (In the Christian church observance of the Sabbath has been transferred to the first day of the week, in commemoration of Christ’s resurrection.) So what was all this about? A blasphemous note to end on? Some final rebellion? (Mendoza, it was regretted in contemporary reports, had no compunctions about fighting on a Saturday.)


St Aloysius’ was unusual in taking non-Catholics on to its roll. Bryan Connon (son of an Episcopalian and a Presbyterian) recalls a strange mix of ‘creeds and nationalities’ at the school. Negroes, Indians, Americans, French, Dutch. The German teacher was a real German, Herr Knaudascher, who wore a top hat. It was this cosmopolitan aspect which appealed to Peg, who was suddenly nervous of how people would treat Sellers’ semi-gypsy background and history. To look down contemporary registers is to see names like Carratu, Giacopazzi, Kurowski, Minella, Zenone. There were plenty of foreign accents for Sellers to absorb, in what was virtually (his short stay at St Mark’s aside) his first foray into a world beyond the variety house. ‘My ears were a sound radar that picked up every noise blip,’ he later said of these years. The United Nations make-up of the classes had a more fearful dimension, of course. Victor Schlienger, another Sellers contemporary, tells me that, with many boys’ families abroad, the coming war cast an especially sombre shadow over the school: ‘the seemingly never-ending struggle of the Japanese with their neighbours, the horrors of the civil conflict in Spain, the ruthless, behaviour of the Nazi regime in Europe, to name but a few.’ There were plenty of pupils who could take current affairs personally, coweringly.


It was a school for refugees. Sellers later tried to laugh off being labelled as the class Jew – and one word-perfect in the Catholic liturgy at that – but the fact was, he was different. From the class photograph of the academic year 1936–37, Sellers stares across the years, gormless and huge. He has been made to stand directly behind Brother Cornelius, whilst all the other boys either sit or are given extra height by a bench – though even with this expedient he is out of scale. This is Gulliver in Lilliput,* the highly-embarrassed-relegated Sellers of Gerald Meteau’s letter in the Guardian. There is something quite sinister about his gigantism. It is as if all the boudoir fingers, treacle tarts, onion flans, brioche sausages and waffles, which Peg, Ma and Cissie stuffed down him, have inflated him cartoonishly. He looks like Daniel Mendoza.


Regardless of who he became later on, Sellers would have been memorable to his classmates because of his sheer size alone. ‘He was extraordinarily large for his age – well over five and a half feet, and broad and chubby with it. A massive figure,’ says Connon. His method of coping with the massiveness was to contrive to vanish into air. He wanted to be as anonymous as possible – and achieved this aim: ‘It is difficult to remember Sellers making any impression whatsoever. He merged into the woodwork. He had little in common with any of us, and his educational standard was very low. He sat at the back of the class and kept to himself in the playground.’


It is as a nondescript that Sellers was recalled by Brother Cornelius in 1960:* ‘He was just . . . average, not a memorable scholar, not a memorable athlete, no, nothing very outstanding at all’ – except that Sellers was such a big boy: ‘Although only ten years old when at the college he looked more like fourteen.’ Because of his lack of educational attainments he was given special treatment – no, not extra tuition or specially designed course work which might catch his interest. Nothing so enlightened. It was simply that, on Peg’s instructions, he was not allowed to be caned – and the Brothers, out of the Lord He Knoweth what repressed sexual need, were enthusiastic beaters. (‘Today those masters would be had up for assault,’ says Connon. ‘They were physically violent.’) Masters slapped boys’ faces and punishments started with a ‘two-and-over’ (two canings, as you bent over a chair); if you were walloped three times, the Brother Director would intone: ‘One for the school – SLAP – one for me – SLAP – and one for your parents – SLAP.’ Sellers, instead, was given the meaninglessness of lines. Page upon page of copperplate. ‘The next trouble,’ said Peg, ‘was that he got so many lines that he couldn’t have done them all if he stayed at school forever.’ Some of the gobbledegook which he’d been made to copy out over and over again (like the passage from Swift) resurfaced when he was filming The Blockhouse, forty years later. As a teacher imprisoned underground, Sellers’ character, Rouquet, kills time chalking quotations over the walls:


Now I am ten and growing tall


My mother said to me


Soon you will be strong enough


To dive into the sea.


The little poem? Where did that come from? inquired a journalist who visited the set, a genuine dark and damp blockhouse deep under Guernsey. ‘Oh, something I remembered from school,’ shrugged Sellers, not willing to be drawn.


The deep sea Sellers was diving into was that of his own imagination. He was stocking it with material which would be a bit more useful than his toilet flushing spells and household superstitions. At the same time as he was forestalling humiliation by hiding at the back of the class and praying for invisibility – the classroom, incidentally, was situated at the Holloway Road end of the school, on the first floor, above the assembly hall and gymnasium and below the dormitories – he was also, as when in the wings, eavesdropping: ‘I didn’t talk much, I listened, and people thought I was shy.’ The Rev. John Smallwood, in Heavens Above, is the obvious outcome of Sellers’ attention to the details of this period. Sellers’ priest, with his serene (and maddening) assurance and convictions, was inspired by the blessedly pure-hearted Brothers at St Aloysius’. Radiating a grin, which is often a smirk, Smallwood is too bloody smug for this world, and so he is shot skywards in a space rocket at the end. He orbits the planet as a star – a heavenly body.


Smallwood is not only a bachelor, he is sexless. It must be the only Sellers performance that is totally free from any bodily appetite – lust, greed, thirst, hunger, and so on. (Even Chance has to totter out of his garden and into the streets because his meals, which he is accustomed to receiving on the dot from Louise the maid, have stopped arriving.) With his thick-lensed oblong spectacles and his severely brushed gleaming hair, Smallwood was an impersonation of Brother Cornelius. But Sellers’ need for his teacher went beyond an actor’s raw research. He kept up with the priest for the rest of his life, wanting, in some way, to acquire the man’s certainties and composure. He treated Brother Cornelius as a guru, and Brother Hilary Cluderay, of the De La Salle Order, who was the Headmaster from 1960 to 1970, confirms that Sellers was ‘often a private visitor’, usually bringing a gift or a cheque for the school funds.


It became his habit to revisit in times of personal anxiety and chaos. A St Aloysius’ secretary from round about the time the marriage to Anne was disintegrating, recalls: ‘He was here in a state. Very tearful. I think he saw Brother Cornelius as a sort of sanctuary. He had come back to seek comfort. He invested a spiritual value in the school.’ He turned up again after his mother had died, when ‘I’ll See You Again’ had been played at her cremation. This time he discussed receiving religious instruction and just stopped short of committing himself to becoming a Catholic. He was looking (in the absence of his first wife and his mother) for a way of life that did without women.


Sellers also made the acquaintance of an Anglican priest, Canon John Hester, now of Chichester Cathedral. He officiated at Sellers’ funeral and had flown out to anoint the actor in California after the heart attack in 1964 (‘we had a day of National Prayer for his recovery’ says Wolf Mankowitz). Sellers was into yoga. He was into the occult. He told the Jewish Chronicle, ‘I am fully Jewish . . . a sentimental Jew. . .’ His son Michael puts it best: ‘Dad could be Jewish, Moslem, Hindu or any other religious faith on a given day. If someone offered a cut-price, special-offer-gift-wrapped religion that guaranteed miracles and a personal audience with the Maker, then Dad would apply for instant enrolment.’


Sellers wanted a direct line of communication with God – like the telephone wire between President Muffley, in the war room, and the (unseen) Russian premier, Dmitri Kissoff. (The end of the world is nigh and all they can do is bicker: ‘I’m sorry too, Dmitri. I’m very sorry. All right, you’re sorrier than I am, but I am sorry as well . . .’ etc.) Though Sellers’ doctrinal loyalties were fickle, his search for infallibilities and order; his need to explain why, despite being successful in his career, he felt uncomfortable and morose; and why, since he was a comedian, his life yet felt stark and tragic – all these were constant concerns. More than anything, he wanted to know if there was any purpose, or calling, beneath his artistic skills. A penetrable pattern? If he was meant to be a genius, how was he to understand what that talent meant? How could he put it to best use – and might it vanish? It was an unasked for greatness and not one which seemed to need intellectualising. As his first wife said to me: ‘When he started making those ghastly little films with the Goons, he’d ring me up and say, “I don’t know what to do with my hands.” Later on he’d still be panicking: “I can’t do this – I can’t feel the man at all.” Looking for the voice, and then it would fall into place. He’d hear a voice, which suggested a picture to him and his imagination would do the rest. Totally intuitive. No plan, structure, formula. It would either happen or it wouldn’t.’


Sellers wanted what he did to be, not corny, like revue, but full of texture and richness, like the presentation of the Latin Mass. He was thrilled when a real priest, the Rev. Ironmonger, watched him shoot the church service scene in Heavens Above at Shepperton: ‘“Very convincing, very moving,” he told me afterwards. It made me feel like taking the cloth.’ Sellers always needed faith that his creativity was not a charade – that his performances had weight and strength. (This is what his search for perfection originally entailed.) The break-up of his marriages; the death of his mother; the dust and ashes of material success: traumas like these could trigger his insecurity and make him feel again the weakness of being the defenceless boy at the back of the Hornsey Lane classroom – who, knowing nothing, when asked to name one of the Seven Seas said ‘the BBC’.


Emotionally a boy, he’d retraverse his boyhood sites (‘to see and discover and taste the places that kicked me off’); and the places represented moods which refused to drop away. This is why, when he talked about his neuroticism or this or that crisis (‘I don’t think there is such a thing, you see, as idyllic happiness’ etc.) his tone always had a whining edge. He was petulant, and the very melodrama of his spiritual searchings, so to call them, suggests something trivial and shallow. No matter how patient his inquiries, with Brother Cornelius or Canon Hester or Wolf Mankowitz, his desire, really, was for gratification – of a kind not procurable in the normal way. Spiritual well-being was the one thing he could not send his handyman, Bert Mortimer, over to Harrods to buy; the one thing nobody could give him in part exchange for a red Lamborghini Miura. There is farce, here, in the notion of this wildly impatient creature trying with all his might to discover what makes holy men tick. Sometimes he’d be hysterical at the lack of an answer (he led Canon Hester a dance); at other times he’d be plaintive. ‘I’m just a real right twit,’ he told an audience at the National Film Theatre. ‘I am only a little thing,’ he’d wheedle to Lynne Frederick, in the aftermath of some outrage, ‘I am really Bluebottle and nothing else. All this acting is brown paper and string.’ He’d disarm people, keep himself at a distance, by pretending to be a tattered Boy Scout, concerned with nothing much more than dolly mixtures and train spotting. He would become at will a manipulative child.


Hence the coyness of the telegram he sent to his school from America, when he was filming Being There, his essay on infantilism. He had promised to contribute a whole article to the Centenary Brochure, but in the end cabled:


TO THE BOYS OF ST ALOYSIUS’ COLLEGE. PETER SELLERS WAS EDUCATED HERE, BUT TO NO AVAIL STOP HE TURNED OUT A RIGHT TWIT STOP SEE THAT YOU DONT DO THE SAME STOP EXCELSIOR! PETER SELLERS.


Of course it was by no means all unavailing. He didn’t get topped up with solemn things and academic knowledge, but school was no less character forming for that. The combination of crafty naivety, genuine ignorance and saving shafts of quick-wittedness – all features of the Sellers known to Bryan Connon and Gerald Meteau – underprop many of Sellers’ figurines, starting with Inspector Clouseau. And if the St Aloysius’ era gave him a taste of mockery and a fear of being thought worthless, neither did it alter his loneliness. His chief company, apart from his mother, was to be found on the screen and out of the radio. ‘Early on in life,’ he once said, ‘I found that sounds fascinated me. I became a listener.’ Connon was a witness to this. When walking home from school, past the gabled and impressive Highgate houses (grace and favour residences for old ladies from the court of Princess Mary of Teck) and all the Catholic churches (built to accommodate the Irish over to build the railways), Sellers would imitate the goings-on of the school day: ‘We were two boys,’ says Connon, ‘playing the fool. Him inventing the plots, me doing some of the dialogue. We’d use characters from Monday Night at Seven and other radio shows. We walked up the Archway Road towards North Hill and Highcroft, and what’s interesting is not the wealth of his impersonations – boys of that age are always doing characters and noises. This is normal behaviour, not particularly unusual, so I wouldn’t build on it. The point is more that he suddenly came so alive, on that twenty-five minute walk. He changed completely, when talking about the radio or films. He was mad about the radio – he could do all the voices. Then we’d arrive at Peg’s, on Muswell Hill Road, and Sellers would change again. An extrovert away from the school gates, and then he’d go back into his shell just as we reached his front door. I didn’t live far away at all and it is a curious facet of my having known Sellers that there was absolutely none of the interplay between the two homes that you might normally expect. I think I’d been keen to go into his house one day, but his mother was not encouraging about the idea. There was no encouragement for any people of his own age to become part of his life. No contact.’


If Peg wanted to keep Sellers to herself, she could not prevent the conversations he might conduct in his head, or behind closed doors, with Robb Wilton or Tommy Handley, when he felt the need to challenge his sequestration. Nor could she stop him from peopling his imagination with the cinema. Asked once who he would like to have been, who was his main movie love, he said, ‘Just about everybody really.’ The throng on the sound stage and screen made up for the solitariness of his life at home. The first film he saw, Gold Diggers of 1933, had impressed him for just that reason: ‘There were a lot of people moving on the screen. Big dance routines going on. . .’ Busby Berkeley’s geometric choreography, the girls forming and reforming as shapes and grand pianos, or tip-tapping on aeroplane propellors, and such, was a Ray Bros. revue with knobs on. Noisy, blowsy, absurd. As regards individuals, Sellers first fell for Loretta Young, and his first impersonation, around the house, was of Don Ameche, amongst the whoo-whoo of an angelic choir, making his folksy farewells in the Western Romona (‘Well burn ma breeches – looka yonder there honey. The way I look at it is, he has just rode on a little way ahead – and when you get to the bend in that great road, he’ll be there, awaiting for you’). The trouble was, there was nobody at St Aloysius’ who looked like Loretta Young – ‘so I went around wearing this Apache band around my hair, with a terrible headache, and when it slipped I nearly garrotted myself. However, such is life.’


Sellers also said he lost his heart to Hedy Lamarr, whom he saw in a Czech film called Extase: ‘Her husband tried later to buy up all the copies – he considered it a naughty film [Bluebottle voice] not suitable for young men to see because they could come to harm see. [Normal voice] I don’t care if I do come to harm. I went with a friend of mine to see it at the Electric Palace on Highgate Hill. He said, “During a certain place in this film what is on there, she runs across the screen, and you can see it as she goes past.” That was enough for me. We rushed in there. I was wearing a heavy leather overcoat and was muffled up to the eyebrows, trying to do an impersonation of an eighty-year-old man, and actually we sat next to an eighty-year-old man, heavily perspiring, who said, “Do you come here often?” – “Only during the Lamarr season, you know.” Anyway, we waited for this moment – and she ran across the screen so quickly that I couldn’t see anything at all. I said, “When is it going to happen?” And the old man said, “It went there – it’s gone now.”


‘Later, when I was at the Windmill, when things didn’t go by quite so quickly, one was reminded of that. By that time I’d got over the aches and pains of the Electric Palace, Highgate Hill.’


Sellers’ first erections coincided with his grandmother’s death and his father’s decision to walk out. Through Ma’s family connections with the Mendoza Estate Agency, of Sidmouth Parade, Willesden, they had all had hutches to inhabit; through Ma, again, and Ray Bros. Productions Ltd., there had been employment. And they knew they were expected to be grateful. Homage had to be accorded Crystal Jollibottom-cum-Grand Duchess Gloriana. ‘I remember her quite well,’ said Sellers in 1962. ‘I remember whenever one of my uncles gave me a toy or anything, she always used to say to me: “Your grandma gave you that. . . .”’


If Peg overbore Sellers, Ma manipulated Peg. Part of Peg’s grief over the death of the first Peter lay in her failure to produce a grandchild – and she was approaching thirty when the lost boy was replaced. The Mendozas had always had huge families (today there are over seven hundred names on the ten-generation pedigree which goes back to the eighteenth-century prize fighter), but Peg settled for Sellers. He was the focus for her attention, gave Ma somebody else to think about, and he easily eclipsed her already feeble feelings for Bill. Bill, indeed, was not simply the pit pianist. When he was approached in that Portsmouth café, his offer of a new job depended on whether he could drive a motor car. There was thus, from the start, an element of the underling in his rôle. He was primarily Ma’s chauffeur, steering her scarlet Ford whilst she sat in the back, amidships, waving at people out shopping on the Edgware Road – a scene even more out of The Mouse That Roared.


When Peg and Ma stayed at the Bedford after the premiere of Ha! Ha!! Ha!!!, the mahout duties lapsed and Bill was gone; and when Ma died, sometime before 1933, Bill was even less needed or welcome around the premises. When the revue organisation went out of business, having finally been obliterated by the cinema, he went off on his own, with his friend Arthur Lewis, to play the piano at dances and bars. It was now that Peg moved to 10 Muswell Hill Road* (a‘tiny cottage’ in Connon’s eyes) and took over the lease of a junk shop. The shop dealt in broken furniture, chipped china and glass, and utensils made out of copper. Peg was an outlet for the rubbish left behind in the Mendoza property by departing tenants. She augmented the stock by knocking on people’s doors and asking them for their rags and bones. She collected old clothes, spoutless tea pots, non-legal-tender coins. These trips she called ‘totting’ or ‘golding’ and Peg would hope to charm her customers out of giving away at least some decent trinkets with their dross. Sellers was impressed by his mother’s patter as, like Albert Steptoe, she exhorted and connived. As a set routine it was as impressive as the Brothers of Our Lady of Mercy chanting psalms: ‘Good-mom-ing-madam-I’m-from-the-London-Gold-Refining-Company-and-we-are-very-interested-in-purchasing. . .’


Some excursions were made with an ‘Uncle Joe Barnet’, who had a car. A spurious relative, hailing from the district of Friern Barnet in North London, not far from Muswell Hill at all, Uncle Joe kept Peg amused and ferried her about. ‘Oi, oi, fat arse,’ he’d shout at lady cyclists. But, said Sellers, ‘he did have a smashing car. . . I vowed then that one day I would own a car of my own, a great car, the best there was.’ (A machine, as it were, with which, like Uncle Joe, he could whisk his mother away.)


‘Ever since I was a kid I knew one thing. That if I ever had enough money I would buy cars, cars, cars. . .’ And he did: a Renault 750, two Mercedes Benzs, a Ford Zephyr, an Anglia, a Consul, a Prefect, a Zodiac, two Jaguar Mk 7s, a Jaguar E type, a Jowett Javelin, two Sunbeam Talbots, an Austin 7, two Austin A30s, two Austin A35s, an Austin 12 Tourer, an Austin 16, an Austin A70, a Nash Austin, an Austin Healey, a Sprite, an Austin Princess, a Van den Plas, an Alvis, a Lanchester 14, a MG TF, two MG Magnettes, a Volkswagen, a Hillman Minx, an AC Saloon, a BMW Setta, a Jaguar XK140, a Daimler Conquest, a Rover 1055, a Sunbeam Rapier, two Land Rovers, two Riley 1.5s, two Cadillacs, a Lancia Flaminia, four Rolls Royces, three Bentleys, two Aston Martins, two Lincoln Continentals, a Morris 1100, a Bristol 407, a Volvo, a Lambretta Scooter, a Mini Cooper, a Buik Riviera, a Bristol Viotti, a Lotus Elan, a Corvette Stingray, a Fiat van, and three Ferraris, to name a few. There was also, at one time, an ambulance, kitted out with a stretcher, which would whizz the busy and momentarily prostrate actor between appointments.


The shortest time he ever owned a car was two hours: ‘An AC. Took it out in the morning. Didn’t like it. Took it back in the afternoon. Traded it in for an early one-and-a-half-litre Jag, which had a very tiny motor and very heavy coachwork – it was all you could do to keep the car going. Silver with red upholstery. That was the main thing – you could use it as a home, really. “Come and visit me in my car.”’


Milligan regarded Sellers’ private motor show with not quite amusement, as he explained to me: ‘Always changing his cars, Peter. I used to call it Metal Underwear because he used to change them so regularly. But he played an appalling trick on me. In the early days of our relationship he bought an Austin 12 Soft-Top Tourer, 1929. My wife bought it off him. This car went backwards and forwards between us about four times. Finally, not long before his death, I was about to go to Australia, and he turned up at the door with the car, all restored, and with a bottle of Dom Perignon: “I want to give you this car as a present. It belongs to you. You’ve spent more time in it with your family than me.” When I was in Australia, he decided to have it taken away and sold. That’s one of the things he did – I don’t know whether because of his illness, or what. Whenever he gave people things, there was always lurking in the back of his mind the thought that he wanted the gifts back. He gave Alan Clare a piano – that was taken away. . .’


I told Milligan that during my delvings I’d found a yellowing closely typed list, pages and pages long, of all the licence plate numbers of all the cars that Sellers had once possessed. ‘It’s like his testament . . .’ Milligan didn’t speak for a while. He sat stock-still and pale-eyed.


‘Very sad,’ he said at last, in a cracked and feathery monotone. ‘A sad ending. That’s sad. He left great pools of sadness. . .’


The absence of Bill ensured that, between mother and son, there were no serious rivals for affection. And if Bill was an absent presence in Sellers’ life, he has been a lacuna in my research. Other writers have turned him into a cliché: ‘a quietly graceful grey-haired man with sadly amused eyes’ (Evans); ‘the shy, quietly spoken Yorkshireman who came from dour but solid farming folk’ (Draper); ‘Bill Sellers came of the sort of country stock that always lent a hand to the neighbours in season. He had the look of a farmer’s son, he was good natured and he also did as he was bid’ (Walker); ‘Bill originated from Yorkshire . . . He came from a working-class home in which family discipline was strong . . . Unlike the more dominant and animated Peg, he was modest, quiet and shy, prepared to play a supporting role which he uncomplainingly fulfilled throughout his lifetime’ (Michael Sellers); ‘He seemed to exist in a private world of peace at any price, particularly where Peg was concerned, and it’s some indication of their relationship that you never thought of them as husband and wife, only as Bill and Peg’ (Stark).


Bill has been turned into Chance the gardener from Being There, vapid, tossing hay, doing his best to deflect the stings and irritabilities of his wife, who could be a part for Agnes Moorehead at her most vampish. The fact is, far from being the weak man Peg wanted (like her father, Solomon Marks, another faceless male in this story: ‘Nobody ever said whether he was successful or not, so I expect he wasn’t,’ said Sellers), Bill had had considerable resource: (a) to leave tenant farming for showbusiness; (b) to endure Peg for as long as he did; and (c) to have generated the following curriculum vitae: Sellers claimed that his father was in the Royal Navy in the First World War and the Merchant Navy in the Second. He was a ship’s cook on the SS. Rievaulx Abbey and sang ‘There’ll Be Plenty of Boys in Khaki by the Sea’ in the mess. He had been an organist and choirmaster at Bradford Cathedral and had become estranged from his family after appearing – so sinfully – at the Alhambra Theatre. He was Talbot O’Farrell’s accompanist and Tallulah Bankhead’s when she was in cabaret. He was a cricketer for Yorkshire. And (lastly) ‘legend has it that he taught George Formby the ukelele – I don’t know whether he ever did actually, but he used to boast about it. Anyway he probably did, because he was quite good on guitar.’


Bill is the Apocryphal Man. Did he spin all these yarns himself, or did Sellers invent a background for his parent, augmenting and elaborating upon the fantasies he’d been handed? Mrs Barbara L. Craven, Administrator of Bradford Cathedral, responded to my query by saying, ‘I have made several enquiries about Mr Bill Sellers, but regret to say I have not been successful.’ He nowhere appeared in the muniments as organist or chorist. The department of the Head of Navy Pay, Pensions and Conditions of Service, based in the Old Admiralty Buildings, London, could not help; neither could the Departmental Record Offices of the Ministry of Defence (Navy Search Division). The Registrar General of the General Register and Record Office of Shipping and Seamen also made a thorough search of the files but failed to find any trace of Sellers’ father. And so it went on, culminating in this exchange:


[Oxford]


February 18th 1991


Dear Mr Stapleton [Records Dept., The Middlesex Hospital]


I am working on a book about the actor Peter Sellers, who died at the Middlesex Hospital in July 1980. I am trying now to find out about his parents’ background – and as his father, William Sellers/Sellars died at the Middlesex in October 1962, at the age of 62, I am wondering if you have any records from that far back? Even if only a date of birth. Anything will be of help.


Yours sincerely,


Roger Lewis


The Middlesex Hospital


Mortimer Street


London W1N 8AA


February 19th 1991


Dear Mr Lewis


Re: Mr William Sellars [sic]


I regret, after extensive searching amongst our records we are unable to trace the above named as being a patient here.


Therefore I am unable to help you further.


Yours faithfully,


Jim Stapleton


Medical Records Manager


It is one thing not to have been a war hero; not to have played county class cricket. It is quite another to have left such little evidence of your passing that you may as well have been disembodied, a revenant, all along. Hence the poignancy of The Side Show writeups – proofs that Bill did put in an appearance. But though Bill has faded into insignificance (archivally) and stereotype (biographically), what may reasonably be hypothesised about the father of Peter Sellers?


That he had the determination (or fecklessness) to leave the farm outside Bingley and to descend into the theatrical world (perhaps indeed first learning some musical skills in the manse) suggests that a creative need took him there. He was worlds away from the entertainment tradition of the Mendozas, and he enjoyed being affiliated with it – it was like a boy’s dream of running away to join a circus. ‘Our Willie’ had become Bill and, unlike Peg, who tagged along with Ma, he had chosen his career – and, again unlike her, the protectiveness of family feeling was not something he took for granted. If the Jews felt generically ostracised, Bill knew cold shouldering from personal experience. By going into the music hall he had put himself, as far as his kin were concerned, outside the clan. Despite the attempt to appease the Sellars’ side by calling a son Richard Henry, when Bill took the boy to meet the grandparents in Yorkshire he was met off the three o’clock express with the words ‘There’s a good train goes back at five.’


If all that Tallulah Bankhead/playing cricket stuff is invention, as it has to be, then Bill, like his son (when playing Dr Pratt et and no doubt al), was a dreamer and romantic. And it is Bill, I think, not Peg, who is Sellers’ precursor as an actor. Peg’s function was to provide the fire of ambition – but it was Bill’s career, as a musician, which Sellers was first to follow. He was an ironist, too. When Sellers was swankily taking his parents over the Harlequin Suite at the Dorchester, Bill said, with a view to defusing the playboy pretensions, ‘Yes, Peter, nice, but nothing that a good joanna wouldn’t improve.’


It has obviously been all too easy to mistake the nature of Bill’s meekness and quiet, which I think points away from compliance. The busker’s voice in The Optimists of Nine Elms, and that film’s Formby and Formby-esque songs, acknowledge the timbre and repertoire of Sellers’ father. Old Sam’s loneliness, too, is Bill’s – and his peppery temper. Bill is less Chance, in Being There, than Sellers’ many rebels and reactionaries – characters like Mr Martin in The Battle of the Sexes, who would like nothing more than to kill the chirpy, interfering Mrs Barrows; or the lawyer in I Love You, Alice B. Toklas, who exchanges his suit for a hippy’s motley; or the embattled Fred Kite . . . Sellers’ muted, deeper characters (as opposed to his outright caricatures). From Bill, Sellers learned the art of stillness and observation; and where Peg tried to interfuse herself with him, Sellers saw his father as someone separate and individual. Bill was independent, and as such, in his interplay with other people, he could be subtle and variegated – and this was misread as anonymousness. Bill silently putting up with Peg is Sellers at St Aloysius’, seeing the virtues of being inconspicuous – but let no man say that inwardly you cannot seethe.*


At the end of the summer term, in 1939, it was announced that St Aloysius’ would close and that its pupils must prepare to evacuate to Stainsby Hall, Smalley, near Derby, for the following October. Sellers, who would not be fourteen (when mandatory education ceased) until the September, by rights should have been schooled for a further term. But Peg, her nerves abraded by the German bomb which had totalled her junk shop, wasn’t having that – and Sellers never in his life caught up. She decided to gather her family – i.e. find Bill – and retreat to the country, taking with her an antique copper kettle belonging to a Mrs Clarke. Bill was needed, quite simply, because without him Peg would never get a job – the quasi-divorced Jewess with an overweight son to support. Bill could find work piano-playing or something and Peg herself could tear tickets and take people’s coats.


They went to Ilfracombe – where the Rays, or Wreys as it was spelled in Devon, were meant to have a connection with the Victoria Pavilion Theatre, though I have found no evidence that one of Peg’s brothers owned the place, as Sellers maintained. (‘The Pavilion Theatre was burned down afterwards. I think that killed my uncle – the loss of his theatre,’ said Sellers airily in 1962, of a building still standing today.) The manager was a Mr A. Humphrey; and when in 1921 the theatre was enlarged, to accommodate an extra eight hundred people, the improvements were planned and paid for by the District Council.


The rendezvous with Bill took place in St Martin’s Lane, near Long Acre. Seeing his father again was an important enough event for Sellers to want to stop and stare at the spot over forty years later. ‘It’s just over there,’ he said to his male companion, Michael Jeffery, the two of them standing and looking. ‘Me and me mum came to meet Bill.’


They had got together again. It was still going through his mind.










Chapter Two


Wartime


‘You see . . . I was evacuated to Ilfracombe during the war,’ Sellers told Freddy Clayton, a trumpeter in The Goon Show orchestra, ‘and it was there that I got my first professional job. . . I joined one of the leading bands of the day. . .’ – ‘Which one?’ asked Clayton eagerly, thinking of Geraldo or Victor Silvester. ‘Waldini,’ said Sellers. ‘Who?’ asked Clayton, mystified. ‘Waldini,’ said Sellers again, rather flatly and his expression getting pained. ‘Surely you remember him?’


Waldini was really Wally Bishop (b.1895) who’d graduated from accompanying silent movies at the Olympia, Queen Street, Cardiff, to playing a cello in Roath Park and Sophia Gardens. Along with Bill Morgan, Benny Lodwick, George Cromer and Cliff Thomas, clarinettists and guitarists, he dressed up in colourful bandannas, made a gimmick out of Romany accoutrements, demoted himself from a Bishop to a Dean, took the Y off Wally, and Waldini and his Gypsy Band were born.


‘Peter Sellers started with us,’ confirmed Elaine Parsons, the accordionist in Waldini’s Gypsy Band, when I spoke to her in Wales. ‘He started with us in Ilfracombe. His father used to play the piano and his mother worked in the box office at the Victoria Pavilion Theatre. Peter, who was a jolly boy, dabbled in the drums, and I used to play along with him, to help his rhythm – in the empty hall. He used to enjoy keeping time. There used to be tea-dances in the town, another band on the pier, another on the bandstand itself, by Capstone Parade – Waldini had three bands going and Peter was generally in one of them. . . This was just before the war. The beaches were coiled with barbed wire and a lot of the amusements were shuttered up. Peter’s father? A nice little man. Quiet. His mother? Peg? I sort of remember her as a little old woman, very short, and she always wore darkish clothes. When Peter got on a bit, he’d send Peg to Ilfracombe – and his chauffeur used to fetch Wally and I and take us to her hotel for tea and toast. She loved Ilfracombe and often stayed there, especially after Bill died. “Be ready at such-and-such a time,” she’d say, and the chauffeur would come. Peter was married to Britt by then, who she didn’t like. . .’


By chance, a recording of one of Waldini’s Ilfracombe performances, in which Sellers participates, has survived. The seaside show is full of communal singing, operetta, clapping along and full-throated emotional stuff. Ruby, the soprano, sings a high descant over everybody else, and there is no end of Hungarian fiddling, lots of woozy scales and arpeggios. When the accordion dominates, it’s like a circus band; when the violin takes over, with the piano in support, it’s sinuous music to urge Dr Frankenstein about his business – colourful and jaunty, but with an undertone of melancholy. (‘There are tears on the string of a gypsy’s violin,’ sang Sellers in a Waldini-inspired sketch on The Muppet Show.) The ballads, ostensibly about maids of the mountain yonder, go from climax to climax, and all deal with sending someone on his way, or holding someone in your arms, or not, as the case may be – i.e. they are songs about loss, and it is spooky, hearing these voices and artistes coming through the crackle, holding nothing back, promising that we’ll gather lilacs in the spring again and walk together down an English lane. Now aged and retired (and dead) there is a forlorn atmosphere about these stout coryphées and limelit tenors – an atmosphere that is to do with the whole rough magic of show business. Deepening it, too, is the knowledge that, under the cover of music such as this, Sellers’ parents were reuniting after up to a decade of being apart. They were returning to the sort of low-level theatrics where they’d met, courted and begun married life; and they were getting together as a couple – for the very first time without Ma and the extended family. But now there was Peter, and the trouble was, as Peg used to crow: ‘Peg never left Peter and Peter never left Peg. Did we Bill?’ – ‘You never did,’ he had to concede.


Ilfracombe, where Sellers was to spend the only three years of his life that was in a single place, with its average yearly rainfall of 32.5 inches, its average summer temperature of 57 degrees fahrenheit (dropping to 44.9 degrees in the winter) and with its death rate of 14 per 1,000, was the last word in seaside genteelisms. From the boulder-strewn mixed bathing beaches to the enclosed pools (the charge was 6d for a machine, ‘including all essentials’), from the croquet games at Bicclescombe Pleasure Grounds to the horse-drawn excursions and motor-coach trips to Watermouth Caves, Woolacombe and Clovelly (‘thirty-three miles each way’), the scene was Victorian. It is Henry Crun’s backdrop in The Goon Show, Mrs Wilberforce’s in The Ladykillers. In the cafés and hotels, guests drank Chelspa Natural Aperient Water (for functional disorders of the digestive tract), and if they ventured up Capstone Hill or Lantern Hill, to view Lundy Island or the South Wales coast across the waves and foam, there were plenty of benches and cast-iron shelters, ‘so that visitors can remain in the open air even on rough days without inconvenience, a matter of no slight importance to invalids.’


Entertainment amenities included the Scala Cinema, built in 1921; the Alexandra Hall, a concert room; the Gaiety Concert Hall; the Runnacleave Theatre; the Empire Cinema, in Northfield Road; the Palace Cinema, in the High Street; and the Victoria Pavilion, situated in Ropery Meadow, a series of lawns and ornamental flower beds (now given over to crazy golf and the War Memorial). Built to commemorate the Queen’s Jubilee in 1887, at a cost of £6,000, the glass conservatory section was two hundred feet long, forty-five feet wide and forty feet high; it was filled with shrubs and climbing plants – ‘and on a wet day’ (my period guide continues) ‘visitors repair there with their books, or to listen to the frequent concerts’.


It was Waldini’s practice to open the second half by welcoming the ‘many visitors from all parts of our great island’. Honeymoon couples were singled out for applause (‘sit down – or you won’t have much strength left’) and parties from the Cecil Hotel (Separate Tables, F.A. Knill, Proprietor) and the Grosvenor (Replete with Every Comfort, Mrs Pickett, Proprietress) were told, ‘We are very glad to greet you – we want your money.’ As the old shags from the Fairfield Social Club, the Brighton char-a-banc tour, the Monte-bellow Hotel (Miss Creek, Manageress), and the Balmaha Boarding Establishment (Electric Light Throughout, Mrs. W. Simpson, Proprietress), dragged themselves to their feet for increasingly desultory ovations and the odd ironic cheer, Waldini apologised for the inclement weather and introduced the minstrel show. Gypsy bangles and bodices had been exchanged, during the interval, for curly wigs and black faces. The band now formed itself into a series of tableaux: cotton fields in the Old South, below-decks on a Mississippi paddle steamer etc., and we are told that ‘to have a song in the heart – that’s why darkies were born’.


We have approximations of dirges and the blues, Al Jolson and G.H. Elliott (‘The Chocolate-Coloured Coon’) impersonations, ‘Mamie’, ‘Carolina Moon’, ‘Lily of Laguna’, and the banjos they are a ‘strummin’ and Show Boat is a ‘comin’ before we are returned to Ivor Novello and ‘Over the Mountain Yonder’ for the encores. The ladies in the audience sing along after a fashion and the piccaninnies on stage revert to Mittel-Europa whoops and sentimental caterwauling. As the local newspaper reported in a prose style which seems like one of Lord Jim’s parodies of provincial journalism in Ulysses – or perhaps the sort of notice John Lewis supplies to the Aberdarcy Chronicle in Only Two Can Play:


Music lovers are assured of a real treat at the Victoria Pavilion, for, commencing on Sunday Evening, they will have the opportunity of seeing and hearing for a week that famous combination, Waldini and His Gipsy Band. They have recently made appearances at several West Country towns, and Ilfracombe is indeed fortunate to receive a visit from this fine orchestra.


Waldini is a musician with definite ideas, and his various interpretations bear the distinct impression of his personality. It is fascinating to note the effective basic influence of the piano accordions in his musical structures.


Waldini and his musicians wear picturesque costumes, but the excellence of their interpretations renders them independent of appeals to the eye. The approach to the ear is emphatically all-sufficing.


Bill had joined the troupe and went on their incursions into Bideford and Barnstaple on Sundays and Thursday nights, for hunt balls – with Blodwen, Singer Superb (Welsh Eisteddfod Winner), Elaine and her Accordion, and Jeanne Humphries, posthom. Peg tried to make herself useful looking after the tinker costumes, but Sellers had much more mundane tasks than even being a launderer and darner. ‘My mother used to say that you should never ask anybody in the theatre to do another job you couldn’t do yourself. So I was an apprentice, sweeping out after the performance. That was the first job – I got ten bob a week. And then after that I used to take tickets on the door; then I did front of house which, as most people know, is box office, and then from box office I went to assistant stage manager’ – and he operated the limes and, when companies arrived with a play, trying it out before going up to the West End, he was co-opted as a dresser.


His mother was alongside him continually: she it was who executed the humble duties wielding the brooms and snapping the lid shut on the cash box while Sellers looked on. Peg drew a line, however, at climbing into the loft above the box office to work the spotlights. ‘I remember one Sunday concert,’ said Sellers, nearly twenty years later. ‘We had a chap on the bill called Herschel Hen-lere, a piano act. . . . He pulls his gloves off, and they bounce all over the place. Anyway, in the middle of this act, he says, “Strike me pink!” – and the idea was that he should be struck pink by the limes. Well, we had spinners on the limes, and one side was pink and the other was green, and I put the green on. . . . Mr Henlere was very annoyed about this, and I didn’t get a tip at the end of the week.’


Sellers saw Paul Scofield and Mary Clare, pupils from the London Mask Theatre School, now evacuated to nearby Bideford, who brought Emlyn Williams’ Night Must Fall to the town (‘Not long ago I met Scofield,’ said Sellers in 1962. ‘I said, “I bet you don’t remember where we met first time” – and of course he didn’t’); he saw Ralph Lynn in Rookery Nook, with Guy Fane, Marie Ault, Vernon Kelso, Edgar K. Bruce and Joan Shannon (for one week, commencing Monday August 11th 1941, nightly at 8.30. Matinées on Tuesday and Thursday at 3. Sellers and Peg manned the box office from 10am. until 7pm.); and, when Joe Mitchenson arrived, to play in The Two Mrs Carrolls and This Man is Mine by Keith Helder, a split week with Diana Beaumont, who was Gerald du Maurier’s niece, Ernest Barrow and Toni Edgar Bruce, Sellers was asked to go out and get cream fancies from J.H. Hasking, the baker and confectioner, 105 High Street.


‘He got us all to sign his autograph book,’ recalled Mitchenson for me. ‘He was the cleaner – and very proud of the theatre, very proud of it. He was very kind, and we all treated him well. . . . I often wonder about the boy at Ilfracombe, who was always being around. Peter Sellers! And he went out and bought us cakes. . .’


The opportunity to rise from general factotum to performer had come on Friday, October 11th 1940:


PARTY NIGHT


Waldini requests the pleasure


A Really Jolly Night.


Can you Sing, Dance or Act?


Prices of Admission 2/-, 1/-and 6d.


Members of H.M. Forces (in uniform) Half Price


Coaxed by Peg and coached by Elaine, Sellers decided to have a crack. He teamed himself with a local barber’s boy called Derek Altman, with whom, as Selman Investigations Inc., he’d hunted for people’s lost cats (when he should have been at large distributing posters). They strummed a ukelele and told a goonish story about a mad Greek oboist who was threatening the lives of the band. Their opening chorus went thus:


We’re Altman and Sellers,


The younger generation,


We always sing in the best syncopation,


And we hope we make a big sensation


With you-ooh-ooh!


‘I suppose people knew us from seeing us give out tickets and so on,’ said Sellers later, ‘and probably they were well disposed towards us. Anyhow, we won.’ The prize was a fiver.


Bill was sufficiently impressed to arrange music lessons for his son. Sellers was hopeless on the piano, having no patience, and he refused even to go and meet a replacement teacher when the first one had been sent packing (the first known instance of the future actor’s high-handedness). What Elaine knew he wanted to concentrate on, however, was the drums: If ever she asked him ‘How are you today, Peter?’ or ‘Where are you off to!’ or ‘What’s for dinner?’ he’d answer, regardless, ‘I want to be a drummer!’ When a band called Joe Daniels and his Hotshots had come to Ilfracombe on an engagement, and Sellers was allowed to have a bash on the drum kit once he’d removed the fruit rinds and dirty beer glasses off the stage, Sellers told his mother: ‘Now I know what I want. I want to be a drummer.’ Bill made arrangements with Harold Leed-ing, Waldini’s percussionist, to have Sellers tutored properly, at half a guinea a go. ‘In the empty theatre, lit only by a working light, I would take over his drums. . .’


‘. . . it was the drums that I was really keen on in the early days,’ Sellers said a quarter of a century later. ‘I suddenly went mad about the drums. I spent months learning from a professional drummer; and I was pretty good.’


Good enough to appear in Waldini’s Symphony in Colour, at the Victoria Pavilion on Sunday, August 10th 1941, with Joan Port (Charm Singer), Nita (Solo Pianiste), Mona Rose (The Welsh Deanna Durbin), Laurie Solari and, of course, Elaine (Super Accordioniste); in his Night of Gladness, on August 17th; and in the In Town To-Night concert of August 24th, when the musicians played ‘interesting personalities from all parts of the globe’, one such being a soprano called Melissia doing Our Gracie’s Sally Up the Alley screech.


Waldini was eased out of Ilfracombe by Lilac Time, with Yva Gordon and Sinclair Cotter (The Musical Comedy Comedian) and, of all things, Lydia Kyasht and the Imperial Ballet from St. Petersburg (Book Early to Avoid Disappointment); so Sellers and his father had to traipse the West Country, playing in pubs for two or three pounds a night. If the discipline of reading music and the precision of most instruments was beyond the boy, the ability to absorb himself in the beat and thump, the rolls and riffs of snares and timps, was evidence of a perhaps deeper and more instinctive talent. Within his limits of a given number, Sellers enjoyed improvising, making a melody out of the primitive thuds and cymbal crashes – it was jungle music, really, which harked back to the very heartbeat of those real nigger minstrels in the real American Deep-South, as they pined for their dark continent across the sea. Jazz drumming, as Sellers knew it, was both forceful, brutal – physical – and nostalgic. The music of slavery and migration, there was drama in it – and Sellers abandoned playing professionally when, after the war, he was unable to play expressively. Having to do what he was told at sedate ballroom dance evenings was not for him; the point about being a drummer was the freedom – being able to ‘let loose and enjoy myself’.


There is a link to be made between Sellers’ style of solo drumming and his eventual method of acting. Both must appear to be spontaneous, and both have a buoyancy, a weightlessness, which for all its skill and charm must, at its best, remain subversive – even belligerent. I’m thinking of Clare Quilty in Lolita, pinioning Humbert Humbert with gags and a rapidity of disguises; or Fred Kite, wearily treading across his carpet, wistful and defeated, his silent thoughts about his wife and erring daughter set to music by the sad, echoey trumpet and drum tattoo on the soundtrack. When he was making The Magic Christian with Ringo, ‘I don’t think we spoke about anything else other than drums and drummers.’ Learning to play the drums, Sellers learned all about tempo.


Discovering the drums, he also discovered sex. The uprush of excitement he felt when making music coincided with the hormonal thrum. This was different to Hedy Lamarr’s puzzling gallop across the screen in Extase. His sensibilities were newly stirred, like the ‘boom-tiddy-boom’ pulse Dr Kabir arouses in Sophia Loren in The Millionairess, or the tom-toms knocking and gyrating in Richard Rodney Bennett’s score when the librarian is turned on in Only Two Can Play. Feeling very masculine because he was an employed, professional musician, in demand at fifteen because anybody any older would be in the services, Sellers put his coat across his shoulders and took girls along the cliff paths to Bull Point Lighthouse, there to see the white beam giving three flashes in quick succession every thirty seconds, and to watch the secret signals giving warning to mariners, now that Ilfracombe had its naval defences against German submarines lurking off the Bristol Channel. Or he took the ladies to the pier, claiming that he was related to its benefactors, the Wreys. But what he didn’t do was take any girls out as Peter Sellers. Knowing himself to be plain and stout, he did his best to effect a transformation into Robert Donat – a winsome, bittersweet sort of an actor who had impressed Sellers in Knight Without Armour, which he’d seen at the Odeon, Swiss Cottage, when he was twelve.


‘I was crazy about Robert Donat,’ he said, ‘and the girls I was with, they were pretty mad about him too, and I thought to myself – well, here is a chance to do an impersonation of him. You see, I could be, in a way, a bit like Robert Donat, but a girl’s other crush, Errol Flynn – I hadn’t a chance, you see. But at least I could sound slightly like Robert Donat – which I did. I remember I could say the word “because” like Robert Donat – the only word I could say, so I fiddled the others so that “because” came right in the middle. I relied on the “because” very strongly. She was very impressed, and she said, “More!” and I said, “Because!” again! I remember I was kissing her goodnight. I said, “Well, I have to go now, dear, because . . .” [breaking into Bluebottle]. “Because my mother says I have to go home.”’


Prepubertal Bluebottle’s balls eventually fell into place in Taunton. Sellers was with his father, who was beginning to associate himself with ENSA (Entertainments National Service Association) units and to drift apart again from Peg. They stayed the night at a hostel – rooms above an undertakers, Sellers claimed – and Sellers was invited to take advantage of the black-out by coming in to comfort one of the women instrumentalists, who found the dwelling a bit macabre. Sellers developed this into quite an anecdotal set-piece in later life, where his devirginification involved falling over a coffin and virtually having the corpse on the floor into the bargain.


If sex and death were entwined from the first, more to the point might have been Peg’s unique absence from Sellers’ side. She was stuck back in Ilfracombe, helping the ballerinas get their tutus on. She normally slept with her Peter (Bill took a separate room or the couch), so it was a wrench when Sellers announced he was going to Lytham St Annes with his father, who was taking a job as concert party pianist for the 1942 summer season. Didn’t this mean, at the very least, that he was leaving the Victoria Pavilion’s set of drums behind? He’d take up the ukelele instead – hadn’t he won the talent contest with a banjo when he was more or less just messing about? What about Waldini? He was going to Drury Lane, the ENSA Headquarters, to receive instructions for taking the Gypsy Band around RAF camps and hospitals. . .


As a bid for independence it was short-lived. Peg hadn’t thought to follow her husband north, but she’d follow her son.


Waldini and his vagabonds were eventually pressed into service overseas, and Elaine wore out fourteen accordions under enemy fire. They toured through Italy, North Africa, India, Ceylon and Burma – where they met Sellers again. And such was Waldini’s enjoyment of these adventures (his son, Ron Bishop, told me it was the only era of guaranteed employment, income and gratitude) that the postwar end-of-the-pier shows continued to have an ENSA structure and theme. Whether you were at Llandudno or Ilfracombe, it made no difference: ‘You are not at the seaside,’ Waldini told the holidaymakers, ‘You are under the blazing sun of North Africa’ – and his gypsies would pretend to make their entrance on camels. Waldini would then give an illustrated lecture on ‘the little people of the stage, the unknowns’ (such as himself) who’d rig up a rostrum in an engine shed and have car lamps for footlights and upturned petrol cans for seats. During the war, Waldini was at long last like a gypsy baron, his caravan rocking and rolling across the desert.


This nostalgia was still afoot as late as 1963, when Waldini attempted to excuse the grey hairs by saying, ‘Kids, I’m with it – and getting more with it every day.’ (He was not. The Llandudno Council cancelled his contract, and after a few miserable years playing at flower shows, dependent now not only on the weather but the limits of a bus ride out of Cardiff, he died in January 1966, aged seventy-one.) The band would play ‘Maple Leaf Forever’, Waldini explained about the hardships of a touring ENSA troupe, and then, suddenly, his coup de theatre, he’d hand over to ‘my very good friend Peter Sellers’. Sellers, by 1963 an international star, had been prevailed upon to reminisce. He came over the loudspeakers with a Prince Philip voice that gradually grew, as the jumble of qualifying clauses proliferates, more and more Welsh:


I would like to pay tribute to the many artists who entertained the Forces overseas. When I was out in India during the War, in the Airforce, which was not being in the Army, you understand, or the Navy, it’s different from that, many of the fellows in the Fourteenth Army, which, again, is different from the Thirteenth Army or the Twelfth Army, they used to team up in their own shows, to entertain themselves, and which is, when you think about it, quite a good idea, to team up in a show to entertain yourself. I’ve never entertained myself, because I’ve never teamed up with myself really, but I have thought about it. Anyway, sometimes a show from England would arrive out there – which used to give the fellows a great feeling of home, because for so long, you see, we’d not seen any English girls on a stage. We’d not seen any English girls off a stage, or even near a stage. In fact, we’d not seen any English girls at all. Mainly because, I suppose, because of the shortage. You can’t get English girls, you know, or you couldn’t in those days. I think you can get them now. Get them! Get English girls Today! They Are Good For You! ENGLISH GIRLS. GET THEM. NOW! TODAY!


I have been affected by this commercial TV, you know. Excuse me. As Wally has probably told you, these English girls were the ‘little people’ of the stage. I don’t literally mean little tiny people. I mean they were visible from ten yards away. They were the little people – oh, well, they were ‘the little people of the stage’. They had no thought of stardom, their name in lights or anything like that. They were just put there to do a job of work. Well, for the job of work they did I would like to say [Maurice Chevalier]: ‘Thank you Little Girls of the stage. English girls. . . .’ And I’d like to give a big hand to all those – fancy giving a big hand to anybody. I must get a big hand and present it to somebody. I’ll post it to somebody – a big hand to all those who relieved the monotony of things. And to Welshman Waldini, I’d just simply like to say [stage Welsh voice]: ‘It’s been lovely talking to you again, Wal, boy, lovely, smashing, see. My regards from Stanley Baker, Harry Secombe and everyone – and a long time since we played in Ilfracombe together, you know, isn’t it? Lovely. Well, yes. . .’


The little people of the stage, the strangers to fame, included Sellers himself until he became indispensable to radio producers, clamoured after, just prior to The Goon Show. The unknowns certainly numbered Bill or any of the survivors of Ray Bros. Productions Ltd. The reason I have belaboured the music hall background and heaped up the detail, from the itinerary for The Side Show to Waldini’s Ilfracombe concerts, is that Sellers, who emotionally lived in the past, lived in this past. Milligan described Sellers to me as ‘Little Boy Lost – Forever’; and where he was adrift from were these experiences of his childhood and early youth, when he’d been implanted with a sensation of acting’s magical properties, and had perceived, too, its sorrow and dejections. The grief which he carried within him has its origins at the end-of-the-pier and in third-rate variety houses, where he saw, yes, the shoddiness of glamour (‘I don’t like the smell of grease paint. . . . It used to waft out from the stage. I hated it . . .’) but, more importantly, he became aware of people’s need for fantasy and delusion; he saw that a demand for romance was not the audience’s, or even his own (though it was), so much as a matter of life and death for the misfit actors and performers themselves. Sellers could see the deficiencies between aspirations and the achievements, and no artist has ever been so expert as he in expressing the tragedy of that gap between people’s feelings and their skill.


This is most easily instanced by referring to Sellers’ comic songs. Time and again he becomes the wheezy, rheumy old Cockney, proudly giving a concert in what turns out to be the bathroom. Or he puts his grandiloquent Shakespeareans through the humiliation of an audition (‘Oh, will somebody please get him out of here . . .’ murmurs the shit of a director). A salty rendition of ‘Thank Heavens’, you know, for little girls, the voice Chevalier’s mingled with the March Hare’s from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, is accompanied by a lusty military brass band – but then it fades away to be replaced with traffic noises. The glorious number was the daydream of a French cop on point duty. (It’s nightmare equivalent is ‘Singin’ in the Rain’ scored for the drums and fifes of the Coldstream Guards, all very loud, which climaxes as a huge orchestrated motorway crash and pile-up.)


Sellers’ characters never let go of their dignity. Even when they are drunks, he gets their mock-gravity across. ‘In a Free State’ has a violent Irishman (Brendan Behan) smashing glasses and fighting his way to the gents, throwing a punch at the interviewer along the way. The joke is that the rascal thinks he’s in the right – whereas really he’s simply in a world of his own (like the bath-tub crooners, whose imaginations supply the orchestral strings). ‘Suddenly It’s a Folk Song’ wonderfully sends up a bucolic idyll. The singers in the Somerset pub are drunk, the Irish jig is a drunken brawl, and the Scottish tenor weaves in and out of the Sauchiehall Street rush hour, staggering on and off the pavement, waving a bottle.


When they sing, Sellers’ creations are either inebriates, buskers, or flops. His Palm Court artiste, attempting to trill ‘Only a Rose’ against an out-of-tune piano and a jeering audience, which make him start to forget the lyrics and fail to keep time, is funny, because it is superbly executed, but also sad. Very often, his troubadours are out in the road, a drum and cymbal strapped to their backs, giving their all for throw money. ‘Unchained Melody’, for example, a number by Bluebottle and Eccles, is packed with the shrieks, crashes and thumps of a one-man-band. (Sellers’ Nixon, when he is transmogrified into Hitler, at the finale of He’s Innocent of Watergate, clumps off through the crowds as a one-man-band.) ‘Any Old Iron’, croaked with superb pace and phrasing, is an energetic alfresco skiffle, for washboard and spoons; and Minnie Bannister and Henry Crun’s ‘Dance with Me, Henry’, begins as a genteel tango and ends with explosions and crashing buildings, rock-and-roll riffs and gunshots, throughout which the cadaverous duo continue to warble on, unabashed. (They’d warble on after the end of the world itself.)


There are dozens of such numbers, thirty years’ worth. Many end with destruction and noise – with some form of outright physical violence or personal decrepitude. This was the fate, week upon week, of the characters in The Goon Show. Major Denis Bloodnok is always ambushed and caught thieving, his impeccable Zulu War era credentials exposed as cowardice and disloyalty – but by some miracle Sellers makes him lovable. Bluebottle, the epitome of acne-daubed adolescence (‘dressed in brown paper, cardboard and string’), is consistently mangled, but sustains himself with his heroic dreams – he thinks he is reincarnating Errol Flynn in Dawn Patrol. Henry Crun, misplaced in the 1950s, keeps himself alive by thinking it is still only the 1850s (so he is therefore not as ancient as he sounds); and Grytpype Thynne, an unsuccessful confidence trickster, who had to think up a new scam for Neddie Seagoon every week for over ten years, overlooks the farce his life has become by studious rôle-play: he’s George Sanders or Basil Rathbone really, his ragged familiar, Moriarty, an aristocrat from France – Comte Toulouse-Moriarty of the House of Roland. (‘Under Grytpype’s careful management he is now bald, daft, deaf and worthless.’)


In Sellers’ menagerie, nothing is what it seems. Fools triumph; the self-confident collapse under the pressure of their pretensions. And, if you look for recurrences of theme and fetish in his work, across the whole span of his life, it is (a) the threat of failure versus the melancholia of what-might-have-been which gives his characters heart and (b) his best characters, like Clouseau, are the ones who don’t know they are funny. Beyond the hopeless serenaders and the classical actors muffing their lines on the record sketches and tapes, the dark theme of the blundering and fatigued music hall entertainer is at the core of Sellers’ ability to be (say) Percy Quill, in The Smallest Show on Earth, gazing in rapture at the unreachable idyll on the silent movie screen; General Fitzjohn in Waltz of the Toreadors, realising he married the wrong woman and that life has lost its savour; the useless matador in The Bobo (‘Don’t you cry for the bulls that die/Save your tears for the men’); the useless pianist in The World of Henry Orient, pursued by two girls who have overvalued his talent; the useless doctor in The Wrong Box, thinking his stethoscope tube is part of his own entrails. . . A large part of Sellers’ personality and imagination remained stranded in his early years, and we can account for his anxieties, his inability to settle at a single address, his obsession with identity, by realising that, when he looked back to the embankments and castellated hotels of Ilfracombe, touring revue etc. with disgust, it was because it was as frightening as a fairy story.


What was crucial were his surroundings, the forces at work before his own birth (which laid traps for him), what he absorbed and saw. It all lay in his mind, like shadows and fog that wouldn’t lift. The dilapidations of the barrister in The Dock Brief (who semi-minces like a failed matinée idol); Fred Kite’s defeats; the loneliness of Mr Topaze when he makes his corrupt million; the disappointments of John Lewis in Only Two Can Play (‘Don’t stand there giving me that little-boy face, you’re getting too old for it’); the imbecility of the pirates in Ghost in the Noonday Sun, who get lost in the Aegean and stumble upon Ireland. . . . The innermost purpose of Sellers’ acting was to reproduce people making fools of themselves – when they fall in love (Only Two Can Play, Hoffman), or want to blow up the world (Doctor Strangelove), or have lots of sex (Lolita, Soft Beds, Hard Battles), or when they think they are irresistible (There’s a Girl In My Soup) etc. – and to build on them extravagantly, robustly. Sellers catches his characters coping with fresh or strong emotions (jealousy, temptation, libido, fear). The return of a girlfriend from the past, the suggestiveness of something better, the chance to change – coping with feelings like these, or coping with the surrealism of a red alert against Russia, or, as in Casino Royale, being a small-time croupier who is suddenly thrust into Ursula Andress’ bosom and boudoir – all this dislodgement makes his tribe of major-generals and flâneurs suddenly stand out against their backgrounds. They become people, like those on a stage, who know we are looking at them. And if the source of Sellers’ art was in recalling the sufferings and gaudy exposures of music hall, which were also never far below the surface of his own personal craving to escape from drabness (and thus linked all too closely with his follies and instincts), he also feared he’d return to the end of the pier one day – and be like the character in The Optimists of Nine Elms, living off alms, or McGonagall (whom Sellers played on television long before appearing as Queen Victoria in Milligan’s film), writing those poems nobody wants. As his career self-destructed in the Seventies, with unfinished and unreleased whole movies, it was almost as if he was willing, engineering, a decline and fall back to basics.


In one respect, at least, he did go back to the open-air concert party. In July 1976, John Wells invited him to make a guest appearance in a programme called The End of the Pier Show, which John Bird describes as a ‘non-budget thing shot in the BBC’s smallest studio – smaller than the one they do the weather from.’ Wells himself says: ‘I was so amazed to be working with my childhood hero, I still find it hard to be objective. He was really surprisingly kind. I once rang him on a Friday night to ask him if he’d be in a Saturday recording as Adolf Hitler with Percy Edwards, the bird impersonator, as Hercule Poirot . . . and he turned up and did it for virtually nothing.’


That Sellers, who was a versatile mimic amongst many other things, had to share the billing with a comedian who came across as a noisy simpleton and who made his living by squawking, whistling and screeching, is a joke in itself. Wells’ entertainment began with a seaside cinema organ and silent movie piano tinkles, and Sellers provided eager BBC announcer voices, Churchill’s slack-jawed growl, and then came on as Hitler, giving a rendering of Noël Coward’s ‘Past Forgetting’. It all takes place in a railway carriage – Murder on the 9.36 from Didcot – and when Percy Edwards isn’t doing dinosaur grunts, badgers mating, magpie cackles and ‘the shy water vole’, Sellers tries to impale commuters on an ivory tusk hatrack, prompting John Fortune to say, ‘I’ll find the swine who started this grim dance of death, I’ll find the swine who kidnapped Crispin.’ Hitler, whom Sellers plays as Fritz Fassbender from What’s New, Pussycat?, eventually strips off his disguise – and he’s Grytpype Thynne, an Old Etonian fresh from an afternoon of passion with the engine driver.


No doubt everybody involved thought of it as ‘goonish’. Sellers, whom John Bird says, ‘didn’t seem to be doing anything, but was incredibly funny’, acts everybody else off the screen. Where they mug and prance, giving performances which are in inverted commas (a hallmark of ex-University revue artistes, who signal frantically that they know it’s all a load of old rubbish, this acting lark), Sellers goes beyond parody. When other people are simply silly and exhibitionistic, because they are above the stuff they are laughing at, Sellers is concentrated and his performances tingle. Wells and company send up tatty vaudeville, but have nothing to give, except their edge of condescension; Sellers’ vocal quick-changes, the dexterity with which he moves, his lightness, are in the vaudeville tradition to begin with. For The Goon Show itself, which so influenced the humour of Wells’ generation (‘scenes containing omelette fetishism and enamel buckets of Bulgarian Yoghurt’ is a pure Milligan-derived idea), was structured as music hall: the melodramatic playlets, the double acts (Hen and Min, Bluebottle and Eccles, Grytpype and Moriarty etc.), the musical interludes by Max Geldray and Ray Ellington.


We may go further. Dr Strangelove is a pantomime devil, and his tiffs with his false arm are numbers, routines. Quilty’s sequence of disguises, in Lolita, is a series of skits. Clouseau and Cato are slapstick tumblers. Chance, in Being There, has a voice derived from Stan Laurel – who stepped westwards from the British music hall with Fred Karno. The multiple-rôle movies, like The Naked Truth or The Mouse That Roared, have about them an actor’s joy in transformation scenes. Except in The Prisoner of Zenda, Sellers doesn’t have to duplicate himself – make everybody the member of the same family, like Alec Guinness in Kind Hearts and Coronets – he can, instead, create the illusion of being a colourful crowd. He’s a conjuror. The scenes he himself devised and shot for The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu, after he’d sacked the original director, are perhaps the most revealing – for, when Fu takes time off from his villainy to play ‘Daddy Wouldn’t Buy Me a Bow-Wow’ on the piano with Helen Mirren, and to talk about his nostalgia for the music hall, his tastes are Sellers’. Fu’s embroidered satin robes are out of Aladdin, and his palace bedroom is littered with props and costumes, the bric-à-brac of theatre.


The attitudes inherent in Sellers’ style were from the music hall, and his aristocracy of eccentrics was born backstage. He was fond of grotesques, the heightened effect, and he liked, also, the plaintiveness of tramps – who sing sad little numbers such as ‘Sometimes’, a track from The Optimists of Nine Elms, written by Lionel Bart:


Sometimes, it wasn’t half as bad as all that, sometimes;


Don’t know exactly what we had, but there were fun times.


Sellers was strangely happy when, for a sketch called ‘Old Comrades on Hard Times’, he got into a hobo disguise and busked in Oxford Street with Secombe, carrying the hat, and Spike, tooting on a trumpet. He himself banged a drum, and they collected the grand total of £4.75. The result was broadcast on Sing a Song of Secombe, at Christmas 1974. It was a comfort to know that, if this were for real, there’d be no lower he could sink than the open air.


He was banging a drum for money, too, three decades earlier, up in Lancashire. His father settled at Lytham St Annes, Sellers found a job at a dance hall in Blackpool for £8 a week. He also learned the ukelele properly. ‘He was a wizard with it,’ said Bill. Perhaps this was the time when, one way or another, the Sellers family had a brush with the Formbys? Bill joined an ENSA unit which included, amongst its other three members, George Formby’s sister, Ethel, and Sellers himself played Formby ditties at factory concerts. ‘Each time he did this he stopped the show,’ said Peg.


George Formby was to remain a Sellers favourite. On the Parkinson Show in November 1974, after singing the Bart ‘Sometimes’, and remembering with affection that ‘Dad taught me to play the banjo,’ he accompanied himself on the ukelele for ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’ and ‘I Haven’t Told Her, She Hasn’t Told Me’. The Harry Stoneham Trio have a tricky time matching the pace, and the bass rather unnecessarily clumps in the background – ready to come in and drown Sellers out, perhaps, if his fingerwork faltered. But Sellers is nifty. He captures Formby’s glee, but alters it slightly, ages it and makes it wistful. ‘He was one of my idols,’ Sellers told Judith Simons in 1980, ‘I saw all his films. Two years ago I watched a competition on BBC 2 with ten people imitating him, all in blazers and boaters and singing “Leaning on a Lamp Post”. I thought there and then that one day I’d do a take-off of this event’ – so on Sellers’ Market, his final LP, there is a sketch where the Wembley stadium is filled with the serried ranks of German, Russian, Jewish and Chinese Formby impersonators – including John Travolta, dancing throbbingly to ‘My Aunty Mabel’s Knickers Have Got Holes in the Back’.


Now I am not a Formby fan, nowhere near, but there is an element in his idiot cheerfulness, and his getting in and out of scrapes, which needs explaining – because the harum-scarum little boy lost persona of George’s is one Sellers could recognise and use; and all those shoddy films of the Thirties and Forties prefigure the Panthers. George, the fool who could play the ukelele with assurance, is like scatterbrained Harpo or Chico when they take up their instruments for the serious interludes, careful not to let us take all the gormlessness too literally. There’s a quick manipulator under the goofiness; the awkward innocent is also shrewd. This was the mainspring of hundreds of plots – Come On George, Let George Do It, South American George, George in Civvy Street etc. – where George’s imbecility is what protects him from harm (he’s always encountering master criminals). Inspector Clouseau isn’t far away from any of these descriptions: he, like George, is an inncoent abroad; George, like Clouseau, tangles with bikes, horses, gym equipment, naturist clubs, and ladders; and, like Clouseau, George, who was by no means any oil painting to look at, co-starred with desirable women. Sellers’ character had his pulses set racing by Capucine, Claudia Cardinale, Elke Sommer, Catherine Schell, Lesley-Anne Down and Dyan Cannon. (Had Sellers lived to make The Romance of the Pink Panther, Clouseau would have gone gooey and turned to crime for the love of Pamela Stephenson.) In fact, the stories of the Panther films are of less consequence than the opportunity offered for Clouseau to embarrass himself, over and over, as a gallant. So, too, in the Formby films. George is always tangling with pretty women who have faith in him – who see beyond the twerpishness – Phyllis Calvert, Googie Withers, Florence Desmond, Kay Walsh, Coral Browne. Yet, where Clouseau is full of tension because he can’t consummate a relationship (if he ever had it off, he’d relax and wouldn’t be clumsy any more), George’s great fear is that he will be successfully seduced. All women are spider women, imperilling his chastity – hence his primal cry of ‘MOTHER!’ He can’t cope with sex (that’s why he is wound up like a top), and has kept himself a man-child out of fear. His arms and legs fly in all directions at once as he yells and blushes.


Of course, like his skill with the uke, he’s not such a dope. His songs are all saucy – the voyeuristic ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’, the virtually priapic ‘My Little Ukelele in My Hand’ – and there’s a knowingness in his chuckle, which is perhaps what audiences enjoyed. (It’s certainly what Sellers responded to across his entire life.) George’s immaturity and adventures are Peter Pan’s, and in the formidable former clog-dancer Beryl Ingham he had his Wendy.


We have now crossed the line from George the actor to George the man. Though he complained that ‘some folks seem to take me for a mug off t’stage as well as on,’ there was in his general personality a remoteness and simpleness (not the same as simple-mindedness) which he drew on in performance. (The plumper, silver-haired and beautifully besuited Formby of the late Fifties – he died in 1961 – had a gracefulness which could have been a model for Chance.) Beryl, of course, masterminded the public’s perception of his awkwardness – she could see that audiences would love him if he didn’t come across as a fake. The appeal was in the simplicity – but the appeal was not universal. Michael Balcon thought Formby mentally retarded, and wanted the songs cut from the films. One of the directors felt that Formby could ‘switch his simplicity on and off according to need’ and Pat Kirkwood, from Come On, George, thought him ‘in many ways . . . cretinous’.


In a broad sense this is also the paradox of Sellers, whom Milligan has called ‘the most complex simpleton in the entire world . . . He had a level of immaturity that didn’t fit in with his age at all.’ And where Formby had Beryl, Sellers had Peg. Beryl forbade her husband the same leading lady, organised and protected his image, drove him to the top and negotiated his £100,000 contracts. She invested his money and got him accorded star status (all this during the years the Sellers family were living in diminished affluence in Ilfracombe). The result was that she kept him cut-off and childless and disabled him emotionally. The perfect show business marriage was a complete illusion. They’d given up sexual intimacy fifteen years before Beryl died, and Formby diverted his energy and interest to machines. He liked disassembling watches and clocks and he was always changing his motor car – he’d had over two hundred by 1949. He bought and sold houses and could never settle. He tried an Irish mansion (like Sellers) and had a manor house (like Sellers’ Chipperfield).


The trouble with Beryl’s keeping Formby a little-boy-who-always-wants-to-have-fun was that he became a lonely man, who needed the affection of an anonymous public. (Amongst whom, slightly less than anonymous, was Princess Margaret.) He was safe, but repressed. And the entrepreneurial aspects aside, Peg’s treatment of Sellers resembles, and had similar effects as, Beryl’s treatment of her husband. ‘He knew what he wanted,’ it was said, ‘but he let Beryl get it for him.’ As much as Sellers would say he resented Peg’s fuss and control, she was his motor and in his marriages he was looking for a dominatrix – he was looking for an agent of his heart, a Beryl.


The first thing Peg did in Lancashire was to insist on Sellers having a better ukelele and his own drumkit – the better for him to be acceptable to ENSA. ‘You see, he was so fussy about things,’ said Peg of his instruments. ‘A thing had to be perfect, or not at all. Peter had a thing about it.’ In the autumn of 1942 they all moved southwards again, Sellers side by side with his father’s unit on tour. They met up with Jack Salt, Waldini’s saxophonist, and stayed with him at 22 Magdala Road, Cosham, Portsmouth. (Sellers sold Jack one of the first small valve radios, which was operated by a hearing-aid battery.) Then they were off on the road again – but something happened, because Bill and his unit, which included Mona Rose, ‘The Welsh Deanna Durbin’, as she’d been billed in Ilfracombe, went off alone, and Peg and Sellers turned up, early in 1943, outside 73 Middle Street, Brighton, looking for accommodation.


‘Peter and his mother came to the door of the digs and the landlady was about to turn them away,’ recalls Salt, who was now in Brighton working for Alan Green’s dance band at the Dome. ‘I said I knew them and so she took them in. They stayed together for a few weeks, and Peter was then playing the drums at the Regent Dance Hall. Peggy said it would be better if we looked for a flat – so we went to Ross’ Mansions, 10 Middle Street – the flat was on the first floor.’


Salt went with Sellers and Peg, and for a few months he experienced their ménage. Peg reactivated her old sideline. She went around the big houses of Hove, knocking on the doors, trying to buy antiques and rocks, which she’d re-sell in Hatton Garden, the jewellery quarter. Sellers, who only worked between seven and eleven at night, spent the day idling and listening to the radio. ‘He was very skilled in his mimicry,’ says Salt. ‘He knew the whole of the ITMA* show. He would be in one room, and you’d be in the next, and you’d think the radio was on. He didn’t make anything of this, though. Drumming was his interest. I’d reckon he was as good as any other dance band drummer of that period.’


Sellers boasted to Salt that he’d ‘slept with every girl in his band’. (He’d later boast to his son Michael that he’d slept with every one of his leading ladies. Irene Handl? Margaret Rutherford?) Other liaisons were apparently with a coalman’s daughter and the cashier in a cake shop. Peg, says Salt, was very strict and much of Sellers’ romancing was invented and designed to shock her. ‘His mother was very much his companion. She ran the home. She did all the cooking – huge, excellent meals concocted from our rations.’ Though Cissie came to stay for a week, there was no mention of Bill – until Peg suddenly said, at the end of June: ‘I’d like to get Bill together with us again. ENSA is wanting their units to go overseas. I’ve some experience as a wardrobe mistress. If we could form a unit for ourselves, ENSA will accept us for the Home Circuit.’


Salt went with them up to London on July 1st 1943 (they’d been living together since the New Year). They went to Drury Lane. Peg went ahead to talk business, Salt and Sellers waited in a café. ‘I’ve got good news and bad news,’ she said, returning. ‘Peter has been turned down – he’s too near to being called up. So we can’t do what we set out to do. If you wish, you can still go though,’ Salt was told. ‘Waldini’s new saxophone player has failed his medical, so you can go along.’ Which he arranged to do, there and then. He returned with Peg and Sellers to Brighton, worked out his month’s notice at the Dome, received his innoculations, and went off to be part of the front-line theatre.


Sellers, the authorities apprised of his whereabouts, was conscripted into the Royal Air Force the moment he passed his eighteenth birthday, in September. He was now ACH(GD) 22230333, a faceless service number assigned to aircraft-hand ground duties.


It took Hitler and the Third Reich to sunder Sellers and Peg; the Nazis also liberated Milligan from his mother. After the call to arms (‘the sense of emancipation!’ remembers Milligan, ‘the feeling of freedom!’), no longer did these young men need to fear the spectre of a parent at the top of the stairs, calling them a dirty stop-out. Almost in gratitude, therefore, Sellers and Milligan made Hitler into a comic figure; and because, in the years to come, they dressed themselves up as Hitler at every possible opportunity, it is clear that their part in his downfall is counterbalanced by his rôle in their growing-up. In The Great McGonagall, for example, Prince Albert is Hitler in a kilt; in Casino Royale Tremble is disguised as Hitler when he goes to visit Ursula Andress (‘Baccarat, a personal game with a bit of cunning involved. I could be,’ he says, with a slightly Hitlerish rise in voice, ‘the finest player in the world today’); and in Soft Beds, Hard Battles, Sellers’ Hitler visits a whorehouse for what is virtually a silent-movie scene. The Führer inspects the line-up of girls, giving us time to admire the actor’s make-up and the eerie exactitude of his physical mimicry, when suddenly he spies a Negress: ‘Eine Swatzer!’ he bawls, and storms out.


Better, curiouser, perhaps, were the off-screen pranks. Sellers liked to don an SS officer’s uniform, and Milligan would be Hitler, to drive his black Mercedes around London. He’d look for a young constable fresh from Hendon to tease: ‘Zer, excuse me please, officer, but vere iss zer Cherman Embassy?’ (‘I’m sorry, sir, I’m a stranger round here.’) When he was making The Revenge of the Pink Panther in Hong Kong, Sellers, knowing that his hotel was expecting a coach load of Jewish tourists, strutted up and down the waterfront as Hitler.


‘He’d got this thing about Hitler,’ says Michael Jeffery, who was Sellers’ companion in his last years. ‘Peter really hated the concierge at the Plaza-Athenée in Paris, really hated him, and so he would go in and sing “Deutschland, Deutschland über alles” at the top of his voice in the lobby. . .’


Jeffery also witnessed another of these vendettas. ‘When Peter was in hospital in Geneva, in Christmas 1979, there was one nurse he didn’t like because she switched the lights on early in the morning. So he put a chair on a table, climbed up, and dismantled the fluorescent strip, and locked it in a cupboard. He then made me draw a swastika on his forehead, a Hitler moustache, and he just lay there, all night, waiting.’


To Milligan, I think, Hitler was an ogre whom you could try and defuse, or cope with, through humour. Sellers’ Hitler(s), though caricatured, had an edge of cruelty – as Milligan himself detected: ‘There has to be a reality to his impersonations – if he played Hitler, he’d end up in the bunker and commit suicide. He’d have no other choice. That’s what makes him mad, you know.’


Peg, as can readily be anticipated, didn’t want her son leaving home to fight Adolf or anybody else. Taking the cue from the saxophonist who’d failed his medical examination, Peg did her best to convince the Royal Air Force that Sellers was a wreck. ‘She tried everything,’ said Milligan. ‘She must have gone through the entire medical dictionary to find a disease that would get Peter back into civvy street, back to her loving care and protection: “He’s got flat feet, he’s got a flat head, flat ears, he’s even got flat teeth . . .”’


When she ran out of ear-drum perforations and heart murmurs, she took lodgings near by to Sellers’ camps and watched over him, and guarded him, as she had when he’d gone through the school gates in North London. Peg was on patrol.


I have come across no evidence that suggests, however, that Sellers himself objected to conscription – as his Hitler nostalgia helps to indicate. He was well used to the itinerant life and its discomforts, and ‘the only grim memory’, he said on the British Forces Broadcasting Service (in 1980), ‘was the usual grim memory for everyone, the training period . . . once you are out of that, you know, it’s one big black market.’


Sellers treated the wartime as playtime – it would literally be for him a few years of laughter and song. Encouraged by Peg, and seeing for himself the pointlessness of being an armer-assistant in Cardington, Bedfordshire, he applied to join the RAF Entertainments Division: ‘the trouble was that the men I was working with were technicians, fitters and so on, by profession; the work interested them. I wasn’t in the least interested in pushing bullets into the wings of planes. It seemed more sensible for me to be doing something I was good at. Anyhow, I managed to get myself remustered and attached to the Ralph Reader Gang Show. In fact, I became an official RAF concert entertainer.’


Peg did her best to petition Pilot Officer John Cracknell, Squadron Leader Ralph Reader’s Administration Officer, to prevent Sellers from being drafted overseas – all much to everybody’s embarrassment. She went to the extent of planting a weeping willow in Cracknell’s garden, at Sarratt, Hertfordshire (which was known ever afterwards as ‘Peggy’s Tree’), in the hopes of propitiating him. The tree would be the object of a strange veneration years later: ‘Peter, as we all know, was very close to his mother,’ explained Cracknell, a week after Sellers had died, ‘and he believed he was in spiritual touch with her. To be close to her he would come here and pay homage to her by hugging the tree. It was a very moving scene. He was very sentimental and used to say, “I feel my mother here.” He was quite sincere and not a bit theatrical. Last October [1979] he said he would love some cuttings from the willow to plant in the garden of his house in Switzerland. I gave him three beautiful cuttings and I hear they have grown beautifully. He told me the day he planted them was a Friday, which meant a double celebration, because every Friday he would light a candle to his mother. His last visit to me was strange. I thought he looked ill. As I walked out with him to his car on leaving, Peter suddenly came up and kissed me on the cheek. It felt strange. I had never been kissed before by a man. But it was a very warm gesture. I did wonder about him. I think he did have a premonition about the end.’


His premonitions, indeed, were connected with that tree – which did not quite flourish in Switzerland, despite what Cracknell believed. Sellers had to receive permission from the customs and excise department before he could export the saplings. It was quite a bureaucratic palaver. On the day he was to make his last flight to England, he called Jeffery into the kitchen at the Gstaad chalet. Two big crows were pecking at the cuttings, and one of the birds flew at the window and flapped against it. Sellers took this as an omen of death. He had the willow pulled up and burnt.


Though it obviously wasn’t going to be as straightforward as telling Brother Cornelius to lay off with the stick, Peg needn’t have fretted. Sellers was able to cope with military discipline by rising above it. In fact, rules and regulations brought out his rebelliousness and stubbornness, and the adult Sellers now starts to emerge. The grown-up society of his childhood had made him very direct, as far as dealing with other people went. Peg had given him no doubts about his superiority. As Jack Salt says: ‘He would tell you to your face what he thought of you. He’d criticise your music, for example, whereas most people wouldn’t do that.’ And so, though mollycoddled, and demeaned, by Peg’s presence, he was by no means a cat’s paw. Actually, he felt inviolate, and he knew that the war would never be any more dangerous than being in the wolfcubs – a view shared by Ralph Reader.


Reader never forgot their first encounter. He was on an RAF station where the notices had been posted inviting anyone interested in joining the Gang Shows to make contact; and Sellers did. Reader was only allowed to recruit from the ACH (GD) rank; and of this group he was not permitted to approach engineers, tradespersons, or people with a useful skill of any description. ‘What do you do?’ he asked Sellers, who was classed amongst these lowest of the low. ‘Play the drums a bit,’ he replied. ‘Anything else?’ – ‘Well I can do some bits of ITMA.’ Reader said to come to the NAAFI (the Navy, Army and Airforce Institutes canteen) the next morning for an audition.


‘The next day, as I walked in, I heard myself singing “Riding Along on the Crest of a Wave”, even worse than I do sing it. I walked up the steps on to the stage and there was Peter Sellers entertaining six airmen, who were meant to be cleaning out the hall, by giving an impression of me! As soon as I stepped on the stage, the airmen, naturally, stood to attention. Sellers hadn’t seen me and carried on until he realised something was up. He stopped and turned round: “Well,” he said, “do you want a drink or do I get jankers?”’*


They had a cup of tea and Sellers was hired.


Reader was Sellers’ second impresario, after Waldini. The difference between them was that where Waldini had given employment and security at Ilfracombe, Reader was the one responsible for helping Sellers to run away from home. He was put into the RAF Gang Show Unit Number 10, and he toured the Hebrides and the Orkneys before leaving for the East – and he was always to be more like Ralph Reader than Ralph Reader. When Sellers went on a television show in the Fifties, called Alfred Marks Time, it was to appear in a sketch as the great Gang Show showman: ‘an uncanny impersonation,’ says Dick Vosburgh, who wrote the script. ‘The orchestra and the audience were hysterical. Later we had the real Ralph Reader himself on the series – we were told, “He was funnier last time.” People thought Sellers had been the real one.’


RAF Gang Shows had grown out of Reader’s devotion to the self-sufficiencies of scouting. He had been raised by aunts in Crew kerne (his parents having died of tuberculosis when he was a baby) and as soon as he dared he scarpered to Ireland and New York. His account of his childhood seems like the tale of a cheerful boy from a Dickens musical. He would perhaps have been a reprobate, had he not, first, decided to structure his life according to the precepts in Baden-Powell’s manly handbooks and, second, found a purpose in life through show business. He’d appeared in village concerts when he was in Ireland; in America he met Al Jolson and Jack Oakie, with whom he toured. He even understudied Jolson (in a musical called Big Boy), who was to remain his idea of the perfectionist entertainer. Reader appeared in and choreographed Flo Ziegfeld revues for Broadway and though he returned to England to work for Sir Charles Cochran and devise shows with titles you’d never get away with today – Gay Deceivers, Yes, Madam, and Please, Teacher – he became much more American than British in his accent, dress, and disdain for the London sloth and cold. He produced Ivor Novello spectaculars at Drury Lane and directed the dance sequences in various plays by Noël Coward.


Meantime, bolstering all this moonlight and filigree, there was the wholesomeness of the scouts. Reader was a Patrol Leader and made the observation that ‘the healthiest smell of a Scout uniform should be smoke from a camp fire’ – though he had the lads on stage, not running about the woods and glades. He organised concerts with increasing hundreds of participants – and in October 1932, when people realised the performances were getting to be annual events (an enthusiastic helping-hand backstage was Tom Driberg), the Gang Shows were officially born. They were a mixture of sketches and songs – ‘Steer for the Open Sea’, ‘Birds of a Feather’, ‘These Are the Times’, and, of course, the ritualistic We’re Riding Along on the Crest of a Wave’. By order, this was sung at the start and end of every RAF Gang Show performance.


During the war, Reader produced patriotic masques and mystery plays at the Albert Hall, with Olivier, Henry V himself, in his Naval uniform, declaiming from Shakespeare; Churchill, the image of Sir John Falstaff, also put in a personal appearance. At the suggestion of Air Commodore Archie Boyle, District Commissioner for Lambeth North scout troup, as well as being the Deputy Director of Intelligence in the RAF, Reader went to France, with ten ex-Gang Show artistes, to give concerts under the ENSA banner. The rehearsals at Drury Lane and the previews at RAF stations outside London, and the set-ups in barns, tents and on the backs of lorries, went well – so the first RAF Gang Show Unit soon became officially established, with routings arranged by the Air Ministry (i.e. Cracknell). Reader avoided paperwork if he could and appeared as a guest star in all his Units. There were twenty-five ultimately. Above Reader was a Wing Commander, who reported to a Group Captain, who was answerable to an Air Commodore. All these figures in the chain of command, none of them with a theatrical background, wanted to impose their stamp on the Gang Show. (The whole caboodle came under the jurisdiction of the Directorate of Air Force Welfare.) But Reader, who had total faith in his formula of apple-cheeked optimism and sentiment, by-passed the mandarins of Houghton House and met Tedder, Air Chief Marshal and top cheese. Reader, who by now had units in Normandy, wanted further men to tour India and Burma. Hence his subsequent search for such as Sellers – chaps on the lowest pay scale in the Air Force, who would not be permitted (unlike official bandsmen) to augment their income with extracurricular concerts.


Accounts of Ralph Reader’s achievements tend to rub in what a hard worker he was – he never took leave, the audiences always cheered him to the very echo, etc. Whilst not deprecating his enthusiasm, or mocking the corniness of the Gang Shows themselves (they became a national institution between 1932 and 1974, and I just about recall recoiling from them when they were televised); whilst I will not pause to frown over the fact that his modest monicker, at his own suggestion, was ‘Chief’, or to snigger at the latent pederasty in anybody who spends a lifetime turning the boy scouts into a chorus line (yes, I am sure, they were more innocent times) – I do want to see how the Broadway-cum-Baden Powell vision affected Sellers. The huge and benumbing Scala Theatre and Albert Hall rallies were not to Sellers’ taste. Men, in the manner of chorines in the Busby Berkeley films he’d seen as a child, were merged into a mass. It was crowd art – which did, however, appeal to Rib-bentrop, who’d met Reader at the Holborn Restaurant and had offered him work in the Hitler Youth Movement. (Reader later conducted six Wagnerian gods around London, and they dined at his home. He was still ‘closely in touch by mail with various members of the Hitler Youth Movement’ in 1939. The information was divulged regularly to Archie Boyle.) What Sellers enjoyed, once he’d finished the briefings in London, were the Gang Show splinter groups, the ring of a dozen or so on the road. It was a continuation of his ordinary life (without his parents). And it released a recklessness in him, quiescent perhaps since Ma died and he’d lacked a round-the-clock admiring audience if he’d felt like pushing people into the fireplace. Now, in a bunch of boys he could charm and amuse with his mimicry, bound for Bombay, he could freak out.


His unit included Gene Patton, Wally Sparks, Harry Kane, Les Osborne, Bill Wilkie, G.F.X. Taylor, Ben Novak, Maurice Arnold, and Dudley Jones, who was in charge. Sellers played the drums in the five-piece band and took part in comedy sketches. He also developed a ten-minute solo spot, imitating ITMA:


Mrs Mopp: Would you do something for me, sir?


Handley: Certainly, Mrs Mopp – what is it?


Mrs Mopp: Would you take the elephant out of my room, sir? I never know which end he’s speaking from.


Handley: Well, listen, Mrs Mopp – you throw a bun at him, and if it bounces back, it’s the other end.


Mrs Mopp: Oh, thank you, sir. T.T.F.N. [Ta Ta for now]


Sellers also began, as he travelled the sub-continent by lorry and train, to pay attention to alien sounds and sights. The bearded holy musketeers and people who pissed in the street; the cripples, cows, monkeys and rats; the colour, dust and mobs clinging to the wagon-lits. With Ben Novak, Sellers developed a way of keeping back the natives, with their live chickens and tea things, when they threatened to swarm over the airmen’s space – they’d start to quarrel in what sounded like Hindi, but which was, Jones explains, ‘absolute codswallop. Neither of them spoke a word of it. But the four million Indians stood and gazed in wonder and no one ever tried to get into our carriage.’


As Sellers told Peter McDonagh in his British Forces Broadcasting Service interview: ‘We became the remnants of the last of the British Raj. India was rampant with majors and colonels – types we have used since. Spike Milligan was born in Quetta, up on the North-West Frontier – his father was in the Indian Army – and he picked up the so-called Bombay-Welsh accent, and I picked it up, just through being there.


‘We subsequently used it in some of the [Goon] shows, before the Asians started coming over here . . . I must be attracted in some way to them, whether it’s to a certain tic or idiosyncrasy, or the warmth of their personality or their character. At the time, I didn’t realise I was picking up their sounds, their styles and their thinking. I was too young to realise the general sort of feeling of Indian philosophy; but, in later life, of course I have.


‘I like them. I like the fact that they were partly British, and the little in-jokes . . . When the British left, we did a good thing because, there’s no doubt about it, the Indians were fed up with us. . . .’


By the end of 1944, they were in Calcutta: ‘Laughs! Laughs!! and more Laughs!!!’ the audience was promised by the poster. Performances were daily at ten-thirty, from Friday December the 1st to Thursday the 7th, at the New Empire (though they stayed over until the New Year). The advance publicity, for ‘A Ralph Reader Prodn.’, claimed that ‘There are only ten of them, every one of them with a reputation on the Music Hall stage at home, and some who, I feel sure, will fill a big place in the entertainment world of the post war years.’ They were indeed a hit. ‘Two hours of laughter,’ continued the local reviewer. ‘The best of its kind in the last twenty years. Not a minute of boredom, not a second when we were not filled with admiration for the all-round talent of this happy group.’


The New Empire was in fact a cinema, built originally to house the touring theatre companies out from Edwardian England, but electrified with the arrival of the talkies. The General Manager of the Humayan Associated Theatres, in Calcutta, was Frank Wildish, who was thirty-five in 1945, and he wrote to me after I’d appealed for information on Sellers in one of the veterans’ newsletters: ‘My company gave the use of The New Empire (the cinema in question) to ENSA for free morning shows for the troops. Early 1945 I was back after nearly five years in the Indian Army, and one of the highlights of the ENSA invasion was Ralph Readers’ The Gang Show No. 10, and Peter Sellers was in the show and gave an outstanding performance as the drummer in the all cast musical finale at the end of the first half. The show played to a packed house every morning . . . and in fact I went into the theatre each morning just to see and hear that fantastic finale to the end . . . and to watch this talented young man really give a resounding performance. After they played our one theatre in Calcutta, they went on tour under the control of Jack Hawkins and ENSA. However, Bill Sutton and Norrie Paramor [RAF officers] came to check that the “Boys” were keeping Ralph Reader’s flag flying. Ted Shoesmith, a friend of mine also with Reader, told me that the Gang Shows did tour England after the war, playing all the known Empires. . . .’


Mr Wildish’s letter confirms the critic’s comment in the Bombay Sunday Standard: ‘The “baby” of the show is Peter Sellers, aged 19, the boy-drummer and impressionist. A big future lies before him.’


A big future nearly lay behind him, for Sellers, if he is to be believed, was not content to confine his performances to the stage. As he said in 1962: ‘I think it must have been while I was in India in the war that I found out I could do impersonations. I used to get up to all sorts of larks . . . We had skips full of costumes and uniforms for the performances – I used to dress up as an officer and stroll into the officers’ mess [high, slurred, upper-class note]: “Hallo, mind if I join you? What unit . . .? I’m from the Air Ministry. . .” Or I’d be a Flight Sergeant if I felt like it. Once I was a Sikh Officer. Once, when I was abroad, I dressed up as an Air Commodore. I must have been the youngest Air Commodore in the service – I was only about twenty-three. I put a bit of grey on the sides of my hair, it must have been too obvious for words – but, it was Christmas Eve, everybody was blind drunk, otherwise I should never have got away with it. I actually got talking to an Air Vice-Marshal, sitting at the bar, arm round my shoulders [matey gesture, confidential tone]: “I shaid to Tedder. . . .”’


Some sources put it about that it was Lord Tedder himself, Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the Bath, Commander-in-Chief (Middle East) and Commander-in-Chief of the (Mediterranean) Allied Air Forces and, later, Chief of the Air Staff and Deputy Supreme Commander next to Dwight D. Eisenhower and, incidentally, from 1950 a governor and Vice Chairman of the BBC, whom Sellers dared to mimic. Quizzical of demeanour, twinkling of eye, Tedder was ‘the most unstuffy of great commanders,’ according to The Times’ obituary, June 5th 1967, ‘who could be found sitting cross-legged, jacketless, pipe smouldering, answering questions on a desert air strip’. Sellers did indeed use him – Tedder is Nayland Smith in The Fiendish Plot of Dr Fu Manchu. But back in 1944? Except as part of a sketch? And on other occasions, when asked what he did in the war, Sellers pre-dated his Air Commodore stunt by four years: ‘Even to me this seemed to be pushing my luck a bit far, for I was barely nineteen.’


Tall stories? It is all reminiscent of Dan Mendoza in a holiday humour, riding a Clydesdale into the Pump Room at Bath (or whatever) in his rollicking Memoirs. The wonder is that Sellers leaves off telling us he drove a herd of cattle through Monty’s boudoir kitted out as a Regimental Sergeant Major in the WRVS . . . I have found no witnesses for the Far East pranks. When his tours took him back to Europe, however, and the Gang Show visited France and Germany, (‘the Riviera, Cannes, and Bandol, marvellous luck . . .’) people did start to notice a proliferation of anonymous flying officers and wing commanders – Sellers. The character actor David Lodge says Sellers once went into the sergeants’ mess as a Flight Lieutenant and led a rousing toast: ‘Gentlemen, it has been delightful being with you this evening, but I am afraid I must drag myself away. My lad here [the towering and stocky Lodge] informs me that we have a long journey ahead of us. . .’ And off they’d depart, the theatre troupe. ‘I found it more agreeable,’ Sellers later reasoned, ‘spending my time in the Officers’ Mess than in the crowded other-ranks canteen. In good time I would withdraw from the bar and duly make my appearance with the Gang Show. In the early morning we would be off again to the next stop. No one knew or cared who the young officer in the bar was or where he had gone.’
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