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Preface


I am always asked questions – by fans, by other actors and friends, by my grandchildren. They want to know how I’ve lasted so long, how I handle fame, why I chose to do some of my films, which films, directors and actors I like best and so forth.


They also want to know what makes me tick, what makes me get up in the morning in my nineties, and whether I’ll ever retire. (The answer to that one, by the way, is ‘No!’). These days, everyone is looking for what I’m told are called ‘life hacks’: unexpected solutions to everyday problems. Often, the answer is simple, though it isn’t necessarily easy.


Over a long life, I’ve learned a lot and had the opportunity to reflect. I’ve seen a new generation grow up, among them my own grandchildren, facing the world with all its challenges and problems.


I’ve also never done a book of interviews. So I asked my friend Matt d’Ancona to do the journalistic honours and lob some questions my way.


What follows is the distillation of many hours of conversation during 2023 and 2024, over lunch, dinner and countless cups of coffee. The more we talked, the clearer the main themes became and the more the key lessons stood out. I have loved writing memoirs in the past, but this was a very different – and fun – way of thinking about what it all meant.


If you’re wondering about the book’s title, it’s something I often say to my grandchildren: ‘Don’t look back, you’ll trip over.’ Of course, that doesn’t mean you can’t think about what you’ve done, what you’ve experienced and the lessons you’ve learned.


You absolutely should – and a lot of this book is about just that. What it does mean is that you should keep your eyes fixed firmly forward, even when you’re learning from those lessons. Understanding your past is very different from being stuck in it.


I’ve loved my life and career but, as you’ll see, I am even more interested in what’s going on today and what might happen tomorrow. Which is why this book is dedicated to my daughters, my grandchildren and to Matt’s sons.


I have been helped by many people along the way, and I hope that what I’ve learned helps you, whatever you do – or dream of doing. There are many ways of being a star.


My own dreams have come true because of my beloved wife, Shakira, and the life we have built together. I thank her from the bottom of my heart.


Enjoy!


 


Michael Caine,


London, September 2024
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‘Pay attention, there’ll be a test at the end.’










1


Are You Ready to Fall Through the Door?


So, let’s begin at the beginning. To adapt a famous line from one of your most famous movies: what’s it all about, Michael?


Well, we’ll get to that. But you’re right to start at the beginning. Because I’ve never forgotten my roots, and nobody should. They define you – though they shouldn’t limit you.


And you started out around the Elephant and Castle, in south London?


Yes, just south of the river – though I was actually born in Rotherhithe, which is in east London, in 1933. Very much a working-class background, and, like everyone then, my childhood was shaped by the war. My dad worked as a porter at the fish market and my mum was a charlady. We lived in a prefab.


What happened to you during the war?


We were evacuated. My younger brother Stanley and I were split up at first, but then Mum and the two of us ended up in a village called North Runcton in Norfolk, which is on the east coast of England.


That must have been pretty disorienting.


Yes, but at the time you don’t think about it that way. It really helped that my mum knew how to handle the situation, even though she was obviously very upset by the whole thing. When my dad went to off to Dunkirk, an Army lorry came round on a Monday morning to pick him up in the village. The truth is, we didn’t know if he was going to come back. A lot of men didn’t, after all. So we stood there, and my mother was crying as he headed off round the corner in the village.


Then – and I’ll never forget this – she turned to me and Stanley, we were six and three, and she said, ‘Now you’ve got to look after me.’ And she made little men of us instantly. She wasn’t being unkind. The opposite, actually. She was giving us something to aim for, if you like, and to take our minds off our own sadness. A new role in life to make us focus on getting through the challenges ahead.


So it felt less like a burden than a task that could make sense of what you and your brother were facing?


Exactly. Everybody needs purpose in life, even little kids. It helps a confused young boy if he knows that he’s got to step up and help his mum. Takes his mind off the other stuff. And I think everyone needs to be given a sense of purpose, or to find one for themselves.


At all ages?


Very much so. You don’t do young people any favours by not teaching them self-reliance or by denying them responsibilities. I don’t mean by neglecting them, that’s a terrible thing to do to a child. I mean showing them love by encouraging them to stand on their own two feet and to be all that they can be. You’re there to catch them if they fall, but you want them to grow as individuals. I think it’s at the heart of parenting, actually. Love, a roof over their head, and a bit of a roadmap in life.


What did you make of life in the countryside?


Oh, it was a stroke of luck. In a weird way, the Second World War was the best thing that ever happened to me – certainly in terms of my health, because it got me away from all the pollution and industrial filth around Bermondsey. I basically lived on a farm for six years. All the food was what we nowadays call organic and so we ate really well. I had rickets as a kid, but I’m sure that all that good country air and food accounts for the fact that I ended up being six foot two.


So you made the best of a terrible situation?


More than that, I think. You have to come to terms with what your life is right now, and what it can be in the future. Of course, when you’re a kid you never spell it out like that. But you can have an instinct.


One thing is to look out for the people who appreciate you and will help you. I was very fortunate at the little elementary school in the village – there was a teacher called Miss Linton. She was probably about sixty at the time, very kindly. She spotted some sort of potential in me and encouraged me to read and to do maths. She used poker to teach me maths! It was because of her that I took the London County Council scholarship – this would have been in 1944, I think – and off I went to Hackney Downs Grammar School. Harold Pinter went there, too, actually.


What other mentors did you have when you were growing up?


Well, someone I owe a lot to is a guy called the Reverend Jimmy Butterworth – can’t have been more than five feet tall – and he was a Methodist minister from up north who had created this club called Clubland on the Walworth Road from scratch in the 1930s. And that was a very important place for me, sort of an island full of possibilities.


How so?


I knew from quite early on that I wanted to be in the movies. You see, if you’re talking about mentors, you have to include the people you might never meet – in my case, Humphrey Bogart and Marlon Brando. Actually, I did meet Marlon many years later, in Park Lane, but only for a few minutes. We were both out drinking! And Shakira and I got to know Bogart’s widow, Lauren Bacall – or Betty, as we knew her – very well.


But that’s not really the point. You can have mentors in your imagination, as well as in real life. You can see someone on the big screen, or the football pitch, or being a famous scientist, and say, ‘That’s what I’d like to be.’ Even if other people tell you it’s a ridiculous ambition. Only you get to choose your dreams.


What did you admire about those two actors in particular?


Well, I think Brando in On the Waterfront (1954) is just one of the greatest screen performances ever. And Bogart is incredible because you can’t really tell he’s acting. He wasn’t tall, dark and handsome and I looked at him and thought, well, he became a movie star, why can’t I?


I’m not specifically a film noir actor – nobody is any more – but Bogart’s film noir work was a big influence on me. I try to be self-contained on screen. I don’t do much, if that makes sense, because real people don’t do much. Over the years, I’ve learned a lot about cameras and what they can do. You never stop learning. And I started, without knowing it, just by watching Bogart on screen.


And, of course, Leslie Howard was another of my movie mentors, particularly because he was fair-haired like me. People probably remember him most today for Gone with the Wind (1939), which is still one of my top ten movies of all times.


So movies were more than just entertainment for you?


Well, it was entertainment, of course. How can you watch Casablanca (1942) and not be swept into a different world? Or The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948)? Or The Maltese Falcon (1941)?


But it meant more to me than just escapism. I went to the Trocadero up at the Elephant and Castle – it was a huge movie house, long gone now, the ‘Troc’ we used to call it. I started going to the cinema, and pretty soon it felt like I lived there. I was so impressed by it. It was never the stage I was drawn to first and foremost. It was always the movies. I thought it was magical. It made me want to be someone, and start thinking that I could be.


But first you had to learn to be a stage actor? As a means to an end?


Well, yes. I mean, I didn’t have much choice, really. Actually, it was girls rather than ambition that led me to acting in the first place. I was at Clubland one evening, when I was eleven, and I was going up to the basketball on the roof. There was a door with two windows in it, and I looked in, and there were all the prettiest girls in the club. I didn’t know what was going on in there, but it certainly interested me. And one day I was looking through the door at this girl I really liked, leaning on it – and I fell in on the floor, like Buster Keaton!


A star is born?


Everyone has to start somewhere, I suppose. So there I was on the ground, and the head lady got me up and asked me if I wanted to join. I quickly said I was on my way up to the basketball court. But she said, ‘Look, I want you to join, and I’ll tell you why. We don’t have a single boy in this group, it’s all girls.’ So I signed up there and then.


Of course, back in those days, most lads thought that taking an interest in theatre meant you were gay. Well, I couldn’t care less what they thought. I wanted to be around the best-looking girls. And, pretty soon, I realised that acting itself was something I might just be good at. I played a robot in a play, my first play, and afterwards the producer came up to me and said, ‘Robots don’t show emotions – and you were perfect!’


A funny start – like most starts, I guess.


So the moral of the story is: be ready for the accident to happen?


Exactly. You never know when you’re going to fall through the right door. If I hadn’t fallen through that door, I would never have gone to Hollywood, or won two Oscars, or had all the unbelievable good fortune I’ve had.


Another minor, but important factor: I’ve always been a natural observer because very early on, my dad bought a television and I started watching that and I thought, I could do that. Or to put it another way, I couldn’t think of anything else I could do. Which amounted to the same thing.


But you were only a teenager. Did you have any inkling of how far acting might take you?


Oh, not at that point, no. I did wonder whether this was a way I could make some money eventually. I don’t mean get rich, and certainly not famous. I just mean get some money in my pocket, so I’d have some freedom. My feeling was, ‘I don’t want to be confined financially, I don’t want my horizons to be limited.’


That work ethic – it’s a thread running through your career. How did you stay out of trouble when you were young and keep your focus?


The Elephant and Castle was full of gangs when I was growing up. But I wasn’t ever drawn to that kind of lifestyle, I wanted to be an individual and do my own thing. I’m not saying that people shouldn’t join groups or belong to things they enjoy. Collaboration is vital to a happy life. But my experience has been that you should always start with your own beliefs rather than follow the herd.


I looked at the gangs – I didn’t want to be dishonest, or to steal things, or hit people. I knew a lot of the gangsters; a couple of them were my uncles. But I didn’t want to follow their path at all. I didn’t want any involvement with the police or prison, none of that at all. I wanted real freedom.


You’ve played gangsters in great movies – Jack Carter in Get Carter (1971) and Denny Mortwell in Mona Lisa (1986). Did you draw on that experience?


Oh, of course. You always draw on your experience when you’re playing a part. But that’s not me at all. I hate violence and bullying. It’s called acting for a reason! No, I played by the rules.


Speaking of rules – how did you find National Service?


It’s pretty hard to exaggerate the impact it had on me. Look, I’m ninety-one and, seventy years on, I can still remember it and the effect it had on me. That’s a measure of what the experience was like.


I mean, just imagine: eighteen-year-old boys in south London, all of us, suddenly in uniform and being sent overseas. I was sent to Germany as part of the occupation force in Berlin first and then it was on to Korea for the second year. It turned me from a boy into a man, it was the start of adulthood.


What did it teach you?


You have to be self-reliant, but also put your trust in your mates when you’re out on patrol. So you’re learning how to be an individual and part of a group with a shared purpose; that’s invaluable, in any walk of life. I was just an ordinary private soldier, I wasn’t anything special, I was one of 500 others. We just had to get up every night and fight the Chinese army – the Chinese government had sent half a million troops to help North Korea – it was a bugger.


That’s quite a big deal at any age.


Yes, I suppose so, but when you’re in the thick of things you just get on with it. Looking back, the memories are very sharp, which tells you how powerful an experience it was. I remember one night me and six other guys were out on patrol in the Samichon Valley, right on the line between North and South Korea. And we knew the enemy were close. We were all bloody scared, of course. But we made it past them, and went towards the Chinese line, and then turned left and headed back.


Just as a little bonus, we all got bitten by the bleeding mosquitoes. But let’s put it this way – that was better than being shot by the Chinese.


Years later, you and Brendan Fraser starred in a terrific version of Graham Greene’s The Quiet American (2002), which is all about the beginnings of the Vietnam conflict. Actually, that was one of your Oscar nominations, for playing the journalist Thomas Fowler. Did making that movie stir those memories of brushes with death on patrol?


Oh, very much so, of course. They were two different wars, but they had things in common. I was a huge admirer of Graham Greene, actually. I had already starred in an adaptation of another of his novels, The Honorary Consul (1983). It was set in Argentina and filmed in Mexico. I played Charley Fortnum, a sozzled British consul, alongside Bob Hoskins, who became a great friend, and Richard Gere, who was quite shy but a lovely guy.


Thing is, Greene didn’t like the film. But he came up to me in the Connaught one evening and said that he had really enjoyed my performance. Which goes to show, you should meet your heroes!


Would you bring back National Service?


I would. I believe in National Service for young people. I don’t mean that they should go to war or be in the line of fire – nothing like that. I’d make it for six months rather than two years like it used to be. But being eighteen years old and serving in the Forces for your country – it teaches you a lot. How to live and how to sort yourself out. You grow up.


But it would be different to your experience, wouldn’t it?


Yes, because the world has changed. I did my service not long after the Second World War. Today, things are much more complicated and, in a way, more frightening. I look at the news and see all this death in Ukraine and the Middle East and elsewhere – I am not for a minute suggesting sending young British men off to die or to be in combat. I believe in peace very strongly.


But I also think that military training is a good thing in itself. It sands the edges off you as a young person and prepares you for the rough and tumble of life. That’s got to be useful for you and for all those you interact with in the years that follow. I think we’ve lost sight of the fact that self-discipline actually frees you up to do whatever you want with your life. It might seem an odd thing to say, but National Service is a liberating experience in the long run.


So discipline gives you some of the tools that make you ready when opportunity strikes. When did it strike next for you?


Well, it’s a bit like falling through the door at the youth club. Except this time it was a chance meeting. After National Service, I came back and I didn’t have any money. I needed a job and I had no skills. So I ended up working in Bermondsey, packing trucks with stuff.


There was this guy working with me, must have been around seventy. And one day, he took me aside and said, ‘Maurice’ – I was still called Maurice Micklewhite back then – ‘what are you doing working here, Maurice, what do you want to do with your life? Do you really want to pack bleeding butter into lorries like me?’ He said, ‘My life is nearly over, but you’re twenty, you’re just stepping out, what do you want to do?’


I was a bit taken aback, but I thought, well, it’s a fair question. So I said, ‘Well, I want to be an actor, actually – but I don’t know how to go about it.’


And he said, ‘Well, it’s your lucky day, because I do.’


What did you think?


I thought he must be mad. But I thought I’d see what he said, anyway. I mean, what did I have to lose? So I said, ‘You do?’


And he carries on, ‘Yes. You go to Leicester Square and in one corner of Leicester Square is a theatre called the Hippodrome, and opposite the tube station, you cross the road, you walk up to Tottenham Court Road, and eventually you’ll come to a newsagent called Solosy’s.’


I said, ‘Yes, I know that newsagent, as it happens, I buy the Evening Standard in there sometimes.’


He said, ‘Well, go in there, go right to the back, past the regular newspapers, and there’s a paper called The Stage. Buy it, ignore all the stuff at the front, and go straight to the back page and it’s for stage managers and small parts that pay £5 a week.’


I said, ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’


And did it work?


I bought the paper, found an ad, went for an interview and, before I knew it, I was an assistant stage manager with a small repertory company in Horsham, Sussex.


Just like that.


Yes, but the point is that I was ready to hear what he had to say, and to act upon it. I was hungry and he spotted that. If I hadn’t wanted to make it as an actor, I would have just nodded politely and forgotten all about his advice. But I was on the look-out. Luck only works when you’re ready to take advantage of it. Otherwise, it’s just wasted.


And not every conversation like that pans out, does it?


Absolutely not. And it wasn’t as if all the lights suddenly turned green. I was working very hard – half the time I wasn’t even acting, I was shopping for props or meals, and to save money I’d always get an extra one for me. I did almost 1,000 auditions before I was thirty. I played dozens of parts in rep companies and did more one-line roles on telly than I care to mention. It was seriously hard work and often amounted to one rejection after another. But in rep I had a place where I could really learn my trade – come hell or high water.


Why was rep so useful? I mean, what you really wanted to do was movies.


That’s true. But I also realised that I could pick up invaluable skills in rep.


And you did. What was rep theatre like?


It was a pretty brutal conveyor belt. I was doing one play a week in the evening, but also learning the lines for next week in the daytime – plus rehearsals. And the habit of learning lines was invaluable. You read about so many big movie stars who have had to read off dummy cards on set because they just can’t or won’t learn their lines. But, by the time I got into making films, it was second nature to me. If I was on a shoot, I would go home and learn the lines for the next day. By then, I found that pretty straightforward. Compared to rep, it was a breeze.


And there were other, particular things: like learning how to play a drunk, for instance. I was taught in rep that drunks don’t act drunk. They try to act as though they’re sober and that’s when it comes unstuck. But it’s an important distinction if you’re going for authenticity. I was picking up tips like that all the time. Rep taught me to keep my ears open and my eyes peeled all the time.


You never stop learning your craft?


Yes, it never ends. You become a teacher, as well, of course, and I hope I’ve passed on what I’ve learned to younger actors. They certainly ask me for advice and it’s always a pleasure to give it. But nobody who is really ambitious ever stops being a student. And why waste the chance to learn? I mean, I had the opportunity to perform opposite absolute legends like Laurence Olivier and Elizabeth Taylor and Jack Nicholson. It’s constantly fascinating to see how they work. And you push each other, in a way that has nothing to do with envy or meanness.


On Sleuth (1972) with Olivier, there was a lot of friendly rivalry, because we were from different generations and the story was so combative anyway. I remember how he was anxious that he hadn’t quite nailed the part – until he put on a false moustache and that made him feel like he was really inhabiting the role. He was a genius.


It must have been intense, in a good way. Did Anthony Shaffer, the scriptwriter, come on set to see how it was shaping up?


Yes, he used to come and see us at work. Actually, everyone was also coming to see how this cockney actor was doing in a face-to-face with Laurence Olivier, you know! And the first thing they wanted to know was, why wasn’t I talking cockney? Of course, the part – Milo Tindle, who’s the lover of the Olivier character’s wife – required a completely different accent. He’s the owner of two hair salons, quite middle-class.


But I guess people had their preconceptions, especially back then. Anyway, between takes, Olivier and I would relax together and chat while we watched the tennis on telly. He said from the start to call him ‘Larry’. It was all very pleasant.


The director was Joe Mankiewicz, who was something of movie legend. He’d made All About Eve and Guys and Dolls and The Philadelphia Story. And his brother Herman had co-written Citizen Kane with Orson Welles. Joe knew exactly how to handle me and Larry, how to get the most out of us. So on set it was the best kind of dramatic jousting.


That’s where real energy comes from, and how you improve as an actor. It doesn’t stop really, and if it does stop, you should stop! Evolution and growth are essential to anything that means a damn. It’s fine to fail and mess up. In fact, it’s odd if you don’t. What is much more worrying is if you find yourself coasting. If you’re not constantly renewing, you’d better find a new day job.


Going back to your beginnings in theatre: what led you to the West End?


One important moment was being an understudy in 1959 for Peter O’Toole in a play by Willis Hall, and staged by Lindsay Anderson, called The Long and the Short and the Tall about a unit of Brits fighting the Japanese in the jungle in 1942. It was Peter’s first big West End play, and he was going places. Later on, I found out that West End theatre had never before staged a play about private soldiers in the British Army – up until then it was always about officers. So it was a breakthrough in all sorts of ways.


What did you learn from that particular experience?


Well, for a start, that timing is all. I remember Peter always said, ‘Is there anyone famous in tonight to watch the show?’


One night I looked and I said, ‘Er, Peter, don’t ask me about who’s in – but I’ll bring two of them round at the end, a man and a woman.’ I said, ‘Don’t look through the curtains, I just want to surprise you with this one.’


So, I got the two of them at the end of the show, and I took them back to meet Peter. It was Katharine Hepburn and Tennessee Williams. I think he was glad he hadn’t known they were watching in advance!


Peter O’Toole came to The Spectator a few times when I was editor. He was great.


Oh, he was an amazing man. We became great friends and one night he took me out on the Saturday after the show to get pissed. Which I did, as did he. We woke up the next morning and we had no idea where we were. We were both fully clothed lying on top of a double bed.


A young actress came in – I forget her name – and said, ‘Oh, you’re awake then?’


I said, ‘Sorry, what’s the time?’


She said, ‘It’s eleven o’clock in the morning.’


I said, ‘Oh bloody hell, we’ve got to get home then.’ Then Peter and I looked at each other. I said, ‘Er, sorry, what day is it?’


She said, ‘Monday.’


Peter and I both went, ‘Monday! We’ve got to be in the show!’


So, we ran. But you know – we made it.


And then O’Toole went off to do Lawrence of Arabia (1962) with David Lean?


Yes, exactly. So it was my turn to play Private ‘Bammo’ Bamforth. I took the show out on tour, along with another great actor, Frank Finlay, and I wound up in a Liverpool theatre – it’s funny the things that happen along the way – and we used to eat dinner there every night after the show at this restaurant next door.


One night, I went there and the place was full of girls and I said, ‘What’s going on?’


And someone said, ‘Oh, we’ve got a group on that’s very popular with girls. They’ve been in Germany and now they’re back.’


I said, ‘What are they called?’


He said, ‘The Beatles.’


So, I met the Beatles very early on! And, later on, I got to know them all well. Especially Paul and John, both of whom I liked enormously – and in Paul’s case, still like.


And still your eyes were on the prize of getting into movies?


Yes. I never wavered from that, really. At that stage, I knew I needed to be seen on telly as much as possible. And I did a beer commercial back in 1959 – the jingle was ‘What we want is Watneys’ to the melody of ‘One Man Went to Mow’. I’m a squaddie in his beret, gasping for a pint of Watneys! I think you can still see it online.


At the time, it was still scary being in front of a camera. But it earned me a few bob and, better still, got me the sort of exposure that you can’t get in theatre. That’s why I did lots of telly, Dixon of Dock Green, things like that. Little parts to start with – you know, the copper who comes in at the end when the mystery has been solved to take away the villains.


I remember getting a decent role in a TV play called The Other Man (1964) with Siân Phillips – who was married to Peter O’Toole at the time – and a few days after it was broadcast I bumped into my friend Terence Stamp and he said, ‘Michael, I saw you, you’re going to be a star.’
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