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Praise for Michael Palin’s Diaries


‘If anyone writes a diary purely for the joy of it, it is Michael Palin’


The Times


‘Charming and vastly entertaining’


Irish Times


‘Palin’s style is so fluid, and his sincerity so palpable, that it is often easy to underestimate just how talented he is as a comedian, broadcaster and writer … [the Diaries] are just too good and he is too modest’


Sunday Express


‘These diaries record an astonishingly successful career … they are remarkably good company, always dependable, never upsetting: safely enjoyable, page after page. And that’s quite a triumph of tone’


Evening Standard


‘Palin reminds me of Samuel Johnson: driven, intellectually formidable, and spurred on by self-reproach and the wholly irrational idea that he’s not really getting on with it … Palin is a seriously good writer. These diaries are full of fine phrases and sharp little sketches of scenes’


Daily Mail


‘Delightful and often extraordinarily funny … An entertaining and at times deeply moving read’


Mail on Sunday


‘At first you think how lucky Palin is to be living his life. Then, gradually, you see the dark side. He connects with you in a lovely way, which is very calming’


Spectator, ‘Books of the Year’


‘The most beguiling and revealing of ongoing autobiographies’


Sunday Herald


‘The life it records is so phenomenally varied … How he finds time to update his diary is a mystery. Update it he does though and he does so with fluency, wit, glowing affability and lightning flashes of anger … Weaving between observation and introspection, he comes up with a pithy phrase to describe everything … but he sparkles most brightly when evoking the speech and the personality of his associates’


Sunday Express


‘Filled with amusing and revealing anecdotes’


Observer Food Monthly


‘Michael Palin is already one of the best-loved celebrities in Britain. These hugely enjoyable diaries will only add to the public’s admiration of him’


Waterstones


‘A brisk, pithy, amusing read, teeming with the writer’s inner life, crammed with high-quality observations … and deft ink-pen sketches of his associates’


Spectator


‘His entries are riddled with the astute wit and generosity of spirit that characterise both his performances and his previously published writing’


Time Out, ‘Book of the Week’


‘A real delight to read’


Saga Magazine


‘The best sort of convivial read, like having a gossip with an old friend over a few drinks … a book you find yourself devouring in a great greedy session’


Sunday Times


‘It’s clear why Cleese later nominated Palin as his luxury item on Desert Island Discs … he makes such unfailingly good company’


Guardian




To Helen, who was always there when I got back
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‘The farther one travels, the less one knows’


George Harrison




Introduction


There have been signature years in my life which, like swollen rivers or windswept mountains, I’ve approached with wary respect. Nineteen eighty-four was one. George Orwell’s book had fixed in my young mind a dark and sinister threat, that seemed, at one time, awfully real. But all was well as the year dawned, free of menace.


The other year that came with an association close to such significance is covered in these diaries. 2000 AD. Not just my son’s favourite comic, but a truly landmark year. The end of a millennium. Something that only happened every, well … every thousand years. William the Conqueror was not even born when humans last experienced a year like this. But my diary on this epoch-shifting day merely notes ‘I walk up to South End Green for a paper’.


By far the most significant day in these diaries is not January 1st 2000, but September 11th 2001. On that day I’m in a small Saharan town in the 144th poorest country in the world. The first thing I hear on my arrival in this remotest of places is that the Twin Towers in New York have been attacked and destroyed, with the loss of hundreds, possibly thousands, of lives. Re-reading my diaries around that dreadful event I’m struck by descriptions not just of what happened on that world-changing day, but what it felt like on the day before and the day after. The great thing about a diary is that it is all about continuity, about time moving on. Few other literary forms exist to show what it’s like to survive. How bad things can change with perspective, and good things too.


There and Back is an account of an increasingly restless life, darting and dodging about the planet. But I never assumed that one journey would follow another, and these diaries show the squirming indecision between each one, as I try to prioritise the rest of my life and do all the other things I want to do.


Though I seem constantly on the move, there and back, most of my time is spent at home, because for me, the real attraction of going to new places is the joy of coming home and realising the sheer satisfaction of looking at the world out of your own windows.


Asked to write a snappy strapline for this new volume, I came up with ‘There and Back: Eleven Years on and off the Road as Michael Tries to Grow Up’.


And there’s not much I can add to that.


Michael Palin,


London, April 2024




My travels underscore this volume of Diaries. In the period from 1999 to 2009, I follow Hemingway from Cuba to Uganda, cross the Sahara, climb the Himalayas and explore Eastern Europe. All of these journeys have a book to themselves, which is why they remain on the periphery of this volume.


The travel books covering this period are all available, recently reissued in a newly designed edition. What you have here is the infinitely more complex saga of what I did between check-in desks.





1999



Friday, January 1st


The grey clouds of Christmas have rolled away and it’s a scintillating start to ’99. A great calm has descended after the efforts and the visitings of the past week and I feel wonderfully relaxed and rested, and also in one of those receptive and responsive moods in which everything around me looks its best – the house, the vase of flowers and the bowl of fruit catching the light on the oak table, with Redpath’s ‘Menton’ looming above them.


Saturday, January 2nd


A long, full sleep would seem to have been the logical consequence of a serene and restorative New Year’s Day, but once again that worry about being really good at anything (even sleeping) seems to have risen from somewhere, and I slept quite lightly, waking often, listening to the wind as another low-pressure system blows in from the west.


Ken Cranham and Fiona [both actors] come round for tea and pictures. Ken knows painting – it was either art school or drama school for him when he was young, ‘like Ralph Richardson’ – and we look at my paintings and enjoy discussing them. He was lined up for a new TV series that had been written for him, but Peter Salmon [Controller of BBC One] judged him to be too old. ‘Just as well, really,’ says Ken, ‘there was an awful lot of sex in it.’


Monday, January 4th


To the Travel Clinic in Harley Street. Voluble Irish doctor/pathologist has lined up all the jabs I need for the Hemingway trip. Typhoid and tetanus and meningitis. ‘It’s the meningitis season in Uganda,’ she assures me. (And in Yorkshire too if the news is anything to go by – two students in Rotherham died of the disease over New Year.) I’m also given a booster of polio vaccine on a lump of sugar – more uncomfortable than any of the jabs which are now administered with such fine needles that you hardly feel the penetration.


Feel quite depressed by current state of Python, and as there is no one taking a leading role in organising us, I imagine things will drift on.


Watch ‘Lolita’ – Adrian Lyne’s film with Jeremy Irons. Not bad, not bad at all, though they’ve cheated a little by making Irons look almost younger than the nymphet. Dyed hair, sweet clothes, all chirpy, camp winsomeness, it’s ‘Brideshead’ all over again.


Wednesday, January 6th


Picked up by cab to go down to the Royal Academy. I’ve been asked to record an appreciation of one of the pics in upcoming Monet in the Twentieth Century exhibition, for a series of one-minute progs on BBC One.


My cab driver is a soft-spoken black man who rather shyly asks if I wouldn’t mind him asking me a question. There is an odd pause before he begins, which, as it turns out, is what the story is all about. His nine-year-old son has developed such a bad stammer he can now hardly speak and his four-year-old daughter, with no previous problems at all, has suddenly begun to stammer too. Both he and his wife stammer. He’d seen me talking about it on television and wonders if I have any helpful advice. His lack of self-pity and yet his obvious pain at what is happening to his children is very moving; I forget all about the painting and what I’m going to say about it, and just make sure that he has the number of the Stammering Centre and knows where it is. It’s rarely that you have a real chance to change things and strangers’ hard-luck stories are sometimes not what they seem, but I hope that encounter this morning will benefit both of us.


Arrive and am led upstairs to a gallery whose walls are empty except for the one painting I’m to talk about – a view of the Thames, from the Savoy. Around me, yet to be unpacked, the rest of the Monets, 80 of them. Just arrived from Boston. An extraordinary thing to behold. The backstage work of an exhibition. The paintings are not yet in costume and make-up, they’re fine paintings, but not yet stars. I feel privileged to witness all this, as I record my short interview and try my best to say what I like about the picture and not what the producer is trying to push me into saying. ‘Lots of enthusiasm,’ she urges. ‘Remember, it’s BBC One!’


Friday, January 8th


Clear skies. To Harmood Street, where, at No. 104, a delightfully enthusiastic lady called Josie takes a mould for the mask we need for the Venice Carnival sequence. Have to lie flat and have my hair and all superfluous areas covered in cling-wrap, a couple of straws for breathing inserted in my nose, and a soft, cold mud of dental plaster layered onto my face. The whole process takes an hour and she and her assistant are so sunny that I barely feel discomfort.


The next twenty days were spent filming for the Hemingway Adventure series in Africa. In 1954 Hemingway, always accident-prone, had been involved in two plane crashes within 36 hours. We had something of a scoop when we reached the small town of Butiaba in Uganda, where his second crash took place. A local man, who had never been interviewed before, had not only witnessed the Dragon Rapide bursting into flames on take-off but had picked up some of the remains of the plane, one piece of which he insisted I keep. I found myself returning to London with a certain amount of apprehension. What would be the security implications if they found aeroplane wreckage in my bags?


Monday, January 25th


Slept around nine hours, which must have recharged the batteries. Just as well for a busy day ahead. To the office for a meeting with the ‘HT’ [‘Hemingway’s Travels’, as it was called at the time] production team. Italy and France both imminent and have to be discussed as virtually one continuous stretch of filming. Unlike Africa, which was largely retracing, in quite a linear fashion, we have to be more creative in Italy, and there are several contrived ‘comedy’ sequences in both Italy and France which will have to be tried before we know if they work and are at all necessary.


The masks are ready. Hemingway’s good – MP less so. Which I think confirms my impression of the two of us side by side in the book. He does make me look very ordinary.


Tuesday, January 26th


Awoke, as if still on East African time, in the dark hours. Mental safari – leaves me exhausted by the time I get up.


Car over to the Stammering Centre. Normally, a bevy of children and therapists overwhelm me as soon as I set foot in the place, but today Diana [de Grunwald, employee at the Centre] keeps it low-key, so only one autograph and three therapists.


Luke Jeans [filmmaker for the Centre] is able, efficient and knows what he wants. I have to introduce the film and ask for money, etc. at the end. Quite a lot to say and I just have to concentrate and say it and mean it. He wants to do a longer documentary piece about the Centre. Would I be prepared to do a voice-over? Of course I say yes – this is one cause for which I always make a priority. And there is a big brass plate on the wall with my name on it!


Up to Moro in Exmouth Market where I have arranged to meet Basil [Pao, my photographer friend] for a Bunter-ish lunch. At a round table by the door is Nick Elliott [head of drama at ITV] and, amongst the others, Prince Edward, who still seems absurdly young. He rises to shake my hand and I congratulate him on his engagement. Nick, very much the old warhorse, greets me with a poignant cry of ‘Brownlow!’ Of course it’s his people who are financing the Bleasdale ‘Oliver Twist’. I’m slightly thrown as everyone round the table seems to be quite familiar with the intricacies of my involvement, or non-involvement in the project.


But I do try out my idea of post-cooking programmes – eating programmes. ‘Eat the World’ was, of course, Katakis’s [writer/photographer and manager of the EH literary estate] idea. Much laughter – Prince Edward, a paragon of politeness, remains standing and listening attentively.


Friday, January 29th: Venice


At our hotel close by the Rialto. This morning we came into the city from Caorle, where Hemingway used to go on duck shoots – and wrote about it in one of his worst books, ‘Across the River and into the Trees’; wild, windswept lagoon scenery. Mid-morning to the Palazzo Tron to meet Alberto Franchetti, from one of Venice’s most famous families. His dad took EH shooting and composed operas in his spare time. Alberto, a chain-smoker, talks to us on a balcony looking down over the Grand Canal. Quite stunning location. But it doesn’t seem to make him particularly happy. The increase in outboard motors on the canal has made life in what would seem to me a paradise almost intolerable. ‘My mother was the last of the family to sleep on the Grand Canal – now it’s impossible.’ He remembers EH in Venice. He didn’t seem like a happy man, he says. Nor did he seem much interested in La Serenissima. ‘He sat in his room in the Gritti Palace and drank.’ I bring up the slightly awkward subject of how the book was received by the locals. He smiles fleetingly. ‘The truth is that nobody read it.’


Tuesday, February 9th: Venice–London


Much water under the bridges since last entry. North Italy criss-crossed successfully. A spell of cold, clear weather throughout the filming period has broken this morning.


My aching right side gives me a quick reminder, as I pull myself out of bed at the Hotel Ai Due Fanali, of my suffering last week. Bicycle filming on the straight roads of Noventa, involving repeated falling. Possible cracked rib.


By mid-morning sleet is coming down hard and driving across the Campos. Hurry to the Scuola Grande di San Rocco to take in the Tintorettos. The movement above me of the massive forces he disposes reminds me of the passing over of the spaceship in ‘2001 [A Space Odyssey]’. I’m beginning to feel a strong, fresh response to the big Venetians and can’t wait to come back here. A lovely, private prowling morning. I think I’m the only one of the crew who hasn’t been shopping.


Friday, February 12th


Run in late morning. No fierce resistance from ribcage, but the jolting gradually intensifies whatever discomfort is there, and I shorten the course. All being well should be able to cope with the sporting demands of the Paris shoot.


Into the West End to buy boxing shorts and gumshield at Lonsdale in Beak Street. Droll manager asks if I’m busy. I tell him I always seem to be busier than I want to be. ‘Well, I’m glad to hear that, Frank [Bruno]’s got nothing coming up after he finishes panto.’ Is there any other country in the world in which boxing champions do Christmas pantomimes? I choose a red and white pair of real satin boxing shorts. ‘Red’s a good colour,’ he assures me. ‘Doesn’t show the blood.’


Saturday, February 20th: Paris–London


Everyone is very tired after six days on the run, and the grey, misty drizzle doesn’t raise spirits. Then a lot of walking and GVs [general views] in the crowded marketplace of the Rue Mouffetard. The smells of the food from the various stalls is agonisingly, achingly tempting and irresistible, but we keep on the move until midday – then across to Les Invalides for the last sequence of the week, and the one I’m least looking forward to.


I’m to join in a game called Ultimate Frisbee, which is played largely by young Americans in Paris. I have the wrong shoes, so slip and slither in the mud whilst Nigel [Meakin, cameraman] and David [Turnbull, director] film on with broad grins. The players are a decent lot, caught between the highly competitive game and wanting to know about ‘A Fish Called Wanda’. I run around with them – though cautiously mindful of what another heavy fall might do to my recovering ribs – for about half an hour. And that is the end of our Paris shooting, and the end of nearly five weeks’ intensive filming and travelling over the past month and a half.



Monday, February 22nd



It’s a good feeling to be doing just what you want to be doing, and odd that it happens so rarely. I want to be exactly where I am – at home, among my books and shelves and plants and tables and chairs and garden walls. I’m entirely happy with this late winter weather – cold enough to make the house warm and attractive, bright enough to send sunlight and sharp shadows across my desk, and changeable enough to make staring out of the window less of a waste of time.


In the afternoon I begin work on the Chicago and Michigan sections. I love prowling about the room checking on facts, figures, finding quotes – immersed in my own, wholly controllable activity.


Tuesday, February 23rd


Brisk walk over to Kenwood at half past twelve. First time I’ve been in the house for a while. It’s squeaky clean now and the English Heritage staff are in bottle-green uniforms, and younger women have replaced the silent guardians in black.


The trio of Hals’s van den Broecke, Van Dyck’s Duke of Richmond and Rembrandt’s self-portrait gives me great pleasure – all the more for not having seen them for a while. A small group of early pre-Renaissance work in the Housekeeper’s Room – a Memling portrait and a Dieric Bouts and Paris Bordone and a Botticelli amongst them. Culturally recharged I walk back home – the whole round trip in less than two hours.


Amanda from John’s office rings – ‘poor John’ has been misinformed about the fiscal implications of his residence in the USA, and has had to leave the country sharpish; he’s currently, Trotsky-like, in Mexico. Lucky man, is my reaction, but Amanda says this is not the way John sees it, ‘things don’t work there, quite as well as he’s used to’.


Then, surprise, surprise, she asks my advice on places John might stay if he were to go to Havana. ‘You know he likes his comforts.’ The Ambos Mundos is clearly out, but I remember another place on the other side of the Plaza de Armas which was dauntingly expensive and air-conned and posh. She seems very happy with that. ‘The other place is Iceland, but there don’t seem to be any suitable hotels there at all.’


I find this idea of John tax-avoiding his way round the world irresistibly bizarre. All he needs is a camera crew and he’d have the money to pay for it.



Wednesday, February 24th



The pleasure of post-filming is still seductive, and the routine I’ve returned to still feels fresh, so I remain in good spirits and happy to be working at the Hemingway book. By 6.30 have pushed a further 1,000 words on.


To supper with neighbours Mary and Sebastian Taylor, who’ve also invited Ron Lendon and Thelma.1 So much Gospel Oak Primary chat. Sebastian hoots with laughter as he remembers Ron’s head-lice lecture – the screen dominated by a hugely magnified slide of a head louse, and Ron berating the parents. Stories of the psychiatrist mother whose continual demands for special treatment of her son drove Ron to distraction. Later her son lost his teddy bear and she put posters up all over the Heath asking for information leading to the recovery of the teddy. Ron revealed that it had been in his study all the time.


Friday, February 26th


A sad call from Alan Bleasdale, ‘just checking one last time’ that I haven’t changed my dates and can do Brownlow after all. Usual rather appealingly maudlin tone – ‘I was talking to Lindsay [Duncan] in New York at six o’clock this morning and she’s the same’ – and a touch of self-dramatisation. ‘I wouldn’t worry if this was one of my entertainments – you know, like “Melissa” – but it’s one of my biggest, most important things I’ve ever done.’ I can’t help. If anything I’ve less time.


Saturday, February 27th


To Liverpool Street for the 10.30 train to Norwich. We’re guests of Mike W-J and Delia2 at the league game against Sheffield United. Easy journey on efficient, friendly Anglia, then met by Delia and M’s driver who whisks us to Carrow Road Stadium.


Meet fellow guests and enter the intricate and convoluted world of football finance. Mike and Delia have sunk a lot of their own money into the club. Through their food industry contacts they have recruited the former Number Two at Sainsbury’s as full-time chairman (although he admits to being a Villa supporter).


Quite a good lunch – rillette of pork, fish pie, mango ice cream, Beaujolais – then, after coffee, long walk through smoky rooms where the comparatively privileged supporters congregate, and to our seats in the directors’ box.


The game is not of great quality. Norwich on top in first half and United do well to hold them to a single goal. Second half United strengthen and an equaliser ten minutes after the start brings the game to life. Any prospect of a return to the Premiership this season looks unlikely for either side.


Sunday, February 28th


Gales and rain forecast so have justified a lie-in. But Helen, on her way out to nine o’clock tennis, proclaims it ‘a lovely day’ and I know I should take some exercise, especially as I can feel a cold settling in and getting me down.


Ablutions whilst listening to Alastair Cooke on the role of President Wilson at Treaty of Versailles. Thesis – idealist who didn’t really know Europe and whose plan laid the seeds for an almost imminent conflict. And he did, apparently, invent the term ‘self-determination’.


News in the paper of a report saying the first flowers are blooming six days earlier on average than they were 30 years ago seems reasonable to me. Winter in London seems to have become just a dilution of late autumn and early spring.


Monday, March 1st


March comes in mild and wet and windy. Concentrated day and most productive (in words rather than ideas!) since I began the Chicago, Michigan section of the book last week.


Pick H up outside the Bereavement Service office at King’s Cross, and down to TJ and Al’s for supper. They’ve just returned from Wales – ‘It really rained,’ says Terry enthusiastically. We sit in the kitchen over a glass of Cloudy Bay and mull over the wreckage of Python. Terry reminds me that no one officially told Allen Tinkley [American promoter] that the Las Vegas event was off and he sounded a little bruised when TJ called him.


He asks what plans I have after Hemingway. I know he’d like to work on something together. I surprise myself at how little I’ve thought about it. I suppose my first priority is another novel.


Wednesday, March 3rd


Call JC in Mexico. He’s in a hotel on the very southern tip of Baja California (‘You know Mexico … it’s a frightful dump.’). He’s ‘very fed up’ with the people who do the Sainsbury’s commercials. They’ve now cancelled the remaining ones he had to do.


He’s intrigued when I tell him TG may be doing a film of ‘Don Quixote’. ‘I think after “Fear and Loathing” he won’t find it easy to raise the money.’ I tell John he’s been offered 40 million dollars and there’s a brief pause and a sharp intake of breath – or perhaps the other way round.


Later in the evening call Allen Tinkley and try to repair some of the damage over the Las Vegas show – which he’s twice tried to set up for us, and has twice been let down. Allen is LA-positive about it all so he has not taken it personally and I think regards my call as increasing the possibility that the Pythons might get together again, whereas in fact it’s probably the opposite.


Thursday, March 4th


Read through revised Chicago–Michigan section. Run. To Grey Flannel to buy a suit for tonight’s dinner with American ambassador.


Police (armed) in the little tiled patio at bottom of steps when we arrive in Holland Park. Met by the Laders (Philip, ambassador, and Linda) with a certain formality from him and easy affability from her. I didn’t know that the evening news had been full of the ‘Banana Wars’ story. US slapping restrictions on imports from UK and Europe in retaliation for European favouring of Caribbean (i.e. non-American) banana producers. Lader had been summoned to the Foreign Office only this afternoon to be ticked off.


A lot of businesspeople there. H and I are in different rooms. She talks to Michael Buerk’s wife, and I’m sat between two wives of tycoons. One is Swedish and married to the founder of the Tetra Pak empire (they made huge amounts from inventing the wholly irritating pull-apart milk carton sealings). She lives in East Sussex and loves it. Doesn’t want to go back to Sweden, where, she says, ‘there are no villages’. Paints a picture of a pretty grim country – without village communities, or easy access to alcohol! Run by Social Welfare (which she seems to regard as a negative).


After the change-round find myself next to Joanna Lumley on one side and a very spirited lady, married to a diplomat, who comes, to my delight, from Wath-upon-Dearne.


Introduced to a huge Swedish paper magnate. He is tall with snow-white hair, and I see, with some apprehension, wears a hearing aid. So he can talk, which he does with great confidence – this is clearly a man used to being listened to – but cannot necessarily hear your reply. ‘What do you think of taxis?’ he booms at me. I’m about to launch into a diatribe against Dial-a-Cab, when I realise he means taxes.


So never much chance to talk to JL, though H has met her husband Stephen [Barlow] and they’ve sort of bonded as those who are left behind. Stephen says he is jealous of Joanna’s travels – which is I suppose where he differs from H.


Lader says Blair and Clinton talk three times a week.


We’re the last to leave – after banter with Michael Buerk which has Philip Lader shaking his head in admiration. ‘You English just say what you like to each other.’


Friday, March 5th


I’m padding into the bathroom in time for pre eight o’clock weather forecast when the phone rings. A couple of minutes later Rachel calls out from the stairs – ‘Jeremy’s had a baby, a boy.’ Whereupon I burst into tears. It just happens. Because the only person I can think of is Angela. My sister, and Jeremy’s mother. It’s as if the news of what would have been her first grandchild has hit, like an acupuncturist’s needle, upon a pressure point that has been untouched for a long time. The wrongness of the baby being born, with Angela not here to share the happiness. It really is too much for me.


Talk briefly to Jeremy, congratulations gush. He sounds exhausted. At the ripe old age of 55 and three-quarters, greatness has been thrust upon me for the first time. I’m a great-uncle. Try it on for size. Don’t think I’ll use it a lot.


Monday, March 8th


To the gym for the first time since the rib injury. It’s now five weeks since the fall and though I’m aware of a slight tenderness if I press the spot, it doesn’t stop me. Much encouraged.


To Screen on Baker Street to see ‘Festen – the Celebration’. In the end the strength of the acting and the compulsiveness of the story carried it through against all the odds. It packed quite a punch and left a deep impression. The father, the suicide of a daughter, the confession of child abuse – all in polite, respectable middle-class company touched a raw nerve. What do I really know about the cause of Angela’s depression? Drive home thoughtfully.


Wednesday, March 10th


Work at book a.m. Run over Heath at midday, and drive down to Spitalfields to see work in progress at the house.1 Scaffolded back and front and corrugated-iron frame over the roof. After two weeks of clearing out the skeleton is now stark and exposed. The ribs, beams and rafters of the roof are a revelation. Foreman says that not only are most of the rafters original (i.e. 1717), but many of them would have been second-hand at the time – so possibly mid-seventeenth century. Very little deterioration and you can see how they’ve been sawn – planed only on one side to save time, and some of them, which are structural and not intended to be seen, haven’t even had the bark taken off.


Thursday, March 11th


To Freud Museum in Maresfield Gardens for launch of Alyce Faye Cleese’s book ‘How to Manage Your Mother’. It’s drizzling as I walk up from the corner of Fitzjohn’s Avenue where Helen dropped me off on her way to badminton. As I reach the neat privet hedge outside the house a shining black vintage Rolls-Royce pulls alongside. Two white bouffant hairdos in the back. Wonder if the Queen Mother is coming – which would be the publicity coup of the century.


Nip in ahead of whoever it is. Find TJ bent over a cheque book buying a copy of the book. He looks just like his mum – as he admits in the book. Then the Queen Mother appears, only it’s not the Queen Mother, it’s Michael Winner, and a blonde of 22 or 23.


Richard Eyre is there, and carefully avoids talking to Winner, who is telling me some story about his meal with Lucian Freud last night and whether or not Freud will paint the Queen. Freud’s family inescapable – not only in the museum, but also as Matthew Freud is running the publicity.


Terry O’Neill is very taken with my new haircut – I explain it’s Markos’s special and that I’ve given up going to expensive salons and I now have it done at the end of the road. ‘For 20 quid,’ says Terry, helpfully. Well, £8.50 with tip actually.


Dougie Hayward – big, portly and very friendly – says I’m lucky to have hair to style. He’s introduced as the man who makes John’s suits. ‘Mainly for commercials,’ adds Dougie.


Saturday, March 13th


For the first time this year I feel the sun’s warmth as I step out into the garden.


In the late afternoon we leave for the Neil Diamond concert at Wembley Arena. This is something I’ve rather dreaded – so uncool! – but know that I must do for Sherrie’s [Levy] sake.


Arrive backstage soon after six o’clock. The band, many of whom have been with him 25 years, seem pleasantly laid-back, like members of a rather exclusive gentleman’s club. They’re not remotely fazed by Neil-bashing. ‘The Brontosaurus of Slush’ the Guardian called him today – whilst grudgingly admiring his chutzpah.


Neil appears in his black sequined shirt and trousers. Even the towels he dabs himself with on stage are black. He is freshly made-up and walks as if he may have just been prised into a corset. He’s chatty and informal, but in that slightly detached, pre-performance mode.


The concert itself is as big and noisy as they can make a one-man show. The Arena is packed with 12,000 people who think he’s God – well 11,998. The stage revolves, lit by 200 lamps from above – like some huge restless spaceship. We like the later, better known songs, but the whole mass audience experience seems to work against the singing – there can be no intimacy. It’s an all-out assault on the senses.


Wednesday, March 24th


Look at a tape found in the NBC vaults of EH being interviewed in The Finca around the time of his Nobel Prize. He’s like a rabbit in car headlights. Stiff, unnatural, answering questions like a soldier under interrogation – even reading the commas on the cue-cards. Very sad.


Thursday, March 25th


A BBC crew comes to the house to record my memories of the Python shows in Germany.


Annie [Chamberlain, a New Zealander working temporarily at the office] comes round to do letters and at a quarter to four I go down to see Debbie and Kieser [Bernard Kieser my dentist, Deborah his nurse] for regular check-up. Kieser is a little worried about some new areas of puffiness and asks if I’m under stress at the moment. My answer is not more than usual, and, as I’m enjoying what I’m doing, it is constructive pressure I’m under. Book in for one month’s time. I need a period when I won’t have to move my jaw too much.


Home, only to find as I check on the word processor, that the corrections I’ve spent half the day doing have not been saved. Fortunately, we’ve been invited round to the Loncraines’ [film director Richard Loncraine]. Very good food, cooked by Richard and much laughter. Meg Ryan and Dennis Quaid were at his table quite recently. Dennis ate the entire chicken dish which was meant for everybody.


Second night of NATO bombing action against Milosevic. Like the continued air-strikes in Iraq, absolutely no one knows what will be achieved.



Friday, March 26th



Dream that my teeth are falling out due to worry! Wake unrested, but to my relief discover that my corrected copy for the Italy chapter has not been entirely wiped, and is on the disk after all.


Spend evening in trying to bone up on history of Kosovo as my country attacks their country (on their behalf) for the third night.


Sunday, March 28th


Listen to news and views on the war in Kosovo. People speak out freely on either side and every opinion represented – which I suppose makes it different in some way from most other twentieth-century wars. Most eloquent testi-mony is from a Serbian playwright, sacked from her job by Milosevic, who reads excerpts from a diary she has kept since the raids began last Wednesday – quiet, calm, resigned but above all confused – ‘Killing to stop the killing?’


A man from a charity organisation quotes the statistic that since the end of the First World War there have only been 14 minutes when a war was not being fought somewhere in the world.


Monday, March 29th


To work on the next section of Hemingway Adventure book – France, well Paris, specifically. A well-trodden area and one I’m least looking forward to. Requires a lot of reading, too. Once again, I’m aware of the weight of Hemingway research and published material leaning against my door.


Break off at half past four and go to the gym. Longer session than usual. Time to try all the tortures.


More bombings, more destruction in Kosovo. No solutions or climb-downs. Milosevic, like Saddam Hussein, survives and is, if anything, strengthened in his own country.


Tuesday, March 30th


Warning of a new computer virus, affecting Microsoft Word, and called Melissa – the other strand is called, ironically, Papa. The virus strikes through unsolicited email which comes labelled ‘important message’ and containing the name of someone I know. If I click and accept its offer I receive pages of pornographic sites. Delete and hope I’ve done the wrong right thing. (Freudian slip!)



Saturday, April 3rd



Around 5.10 in the afternoon the doorbell goes, it’s the Kentish Town police. H and I are both here. I expect it to be some small-time Oak Village matter but they look solemn and ask if they can come in.


‘Is anything wrong?’ H asks.


‘Well …’ says the older, taller copper, with a trustful, pleasant, tanned face. He’s holding his cap I notice.


‘Is it the children?’


He nods. It all seems to be going in slow motion.


‘It’s Thomas,’ he says next.


For a moment mangled bodies and wreckage spin into my mind, but it’s not an accident. His wallet and credit card have been found near Swanage and his car has been located, locked, in a car park overnight. He cannot be found.


I tell them he’s gone climbing and camping and when I mention that he’s with three friends they are visibly relieved. They will try and glean more information from the Wilts and Dorset force, such as where the wallet was found, and let me know.


The police depart. Both of us are a little unsteady, mentally and physically, and try to make sense of what might have happened. The already grey day darkens fast. There’s nothing we can do but wait.


About 55 minutes after the police have gone there’s a call from Kentish Town. Tom has been found, he’s safe. An hour after the whole scare began, I hear Tom’s voice. He sounds a little bewildered by the fuss. He was watching a chopper prowling the cliffs when a coastal rescue man came by. Tom asked him what was going on and received the memorable reply – ‘They’re looking for someone called Tom Palin.’ There had been no danger and no emergency. His coat had been picked up where he had left it – beside their tents at the top of the cliff – as they went for a short climb. So normal service resumed at No. 4 after this frightening hiccup.


But it’s not quite over. First the Sunday Times, then the Sunday Telegraph call for details of a wire story about my son. Am as polite and informative as I can be and play down the whole incident. Hope it works.


Sunday, April 11th


I look at the assembly for the first of the Hem programmes. Pleased by the quality of the shooting and the editing and some unusual and idiosyncratic direction. But the bad jokes are still bad jokes, and there are too many of them. At the moment though, my feeling’s one of relief.


In early evening out to present a BAFTA Film Award. A stretch Mercedes blocks most of Julia Street. H and Rachel and Elsie (one of our cats) wave me off.


The bash this year is at the Islington Design Centre. It’s a big, soulless place, which has the room, but lacks the curious intimacy of the Dorchester or the Great Room at the Grosvenor. This is more like a political rally, everyone in serried ranks.


Jonathan Ross presents the whole thing like a naughty schoolboy. I’m called from my table after the first few awards and taken to an ‘assembly point’ backstage. Tall black drapes, a table full of what look suspiciously like non-alcoholic beverages, a big fruit basket, lots of women with headsets and Martin Clunes and Andie MacDowell.


‘I need a cigarette,’ growls Andie MacD, Clunes obliges with a deft flick of a pack – the sort of gesture you don’t see much in these healthily correct days. ‘I gave up for seven months,’ says MacDowell, unasked.


Then, down the steps, clutching an envelope and someone else’s BAFTA. A lot of people out there – filmmakers and freeloaders as far as the eye can see. My Best Original Screenplay Award goes not to Tom Stoppard for ‘Shakespeare in Love’ but to Andrew Niccol who wrote ‘The Truman Show’. He’s a short, very young New Zealander who despite winning an award for words seems quite uneasy delivering them.


Friday, April 16th


Lots of marks on the desk diary today. Our 33rd wedding anniversary, Spike’s [Milligan] 81st birthday, delivery day for Paris and Spain copy. I’m prepared for all of them, except Spike’s 81st which I’ve missed by a day.


Mary and Edward come round and we have takeaway from the Fleet Tandoori. A toast to our 33 years together. I worked out that it is 40 years ago this August since we met. I told Rachel this on the phone today. ‘Forty years since our first snog.’ She was rather disgusted. ‘I don’t want to know that!’ Edward replied wittily, ‘How long since your last one?’


Tuesday, April 20th


To BAFTA in Piccadilly, for an RTS dinner in honour of John Hendricks of Discovery Channel. David Attenborough at the door looking young – he got my tickets by mistake. ‘You’ll have to go, I’m afraid,’ he says. We talk books – and circulations and sales figures, as ever. He jokes that three shows isn’t enough to sell a book. I tell him we’ve got orders already, which he seems to find remarkable.


When we’re all suitably warmed up, the doors are opened and we’re herded through from the claustrophobic reception area to the only slightly less claustrophobic dining area. Three fellowships are awarded (after the first course) followed by another orgy of buttonholing. Paul Hamann [producer] comes and talks business to Yentob, right across me. Jaci Stephen assaults David Attenborough – grabbing him by the head and pushing his face into her cleavage. It starts by being very funny and becomes rather grotesque.


Hendricks’s speech is affable, full of good intentions and the wonderful promise of new technology – interactive TV being the ‘third great communications revolution’. Can’t remember the other two.


Saturday, April 24th


Last two days of the Ingres exhibition at the National so decide to catch it at opening time. Will comes along with me for the ride, though he’s already seen it. Queues of people with same idea as mine, and Will’s reaction was that it wasn’t worth a half-hour wait; so miss Ingres, but take in a small Rogier van der Weyden exhibition. Further evidence that painting was big business in the late Middle Ages – Rogier and his family produced steady output from a big workshop in Brussels – and (favourite theme of mine) how much change the paintings we see now have gone through – underpainted, overpainted, re-coloured, restored, cut up, separated from other elements of the work – as in fragments of triptychs and diptychs and altarpieces.


Then to the East Gallery – Cézannes and blazing Van Goghs. An hour of solid pleasure in the gallery and no queues.


News of a nail-bomb explosion in Brick Lane, a further nasty twist in a month of dreadful news.


Monday, April 26th


Helene [our cleaner] calls. Have I heard the news? Oh, no, here we go again, I hardly can listen. Jill Dando murdered at the door of her house. It’s outrageous, barely believable. The month has gone out of its mind surely. But it’s true. Jill Dando, that comfortable, slightly anodyne, likeable figure seemed as immortal as anyone. A newsreader who announces tragedies doesn’t get involved in them.



Friday, April 30th



Up before seven, to visit the site at Hanbury Street with Will. Odd feeling to arrive knowing that since last Saturday it is more than just another part of London, but now known nationally as the place where the second terrorist bomb of the right-wing blitz of April ’99 went off. Mick, the foreman, told me that originally the bomb was left in a bag on the corner of Hanbury and Wilkes, less than 50 yards from the house.


But this morning all is calm – rubbish left out all night for the early morning collection has been tipped over and broken into, neither of the parking meters I try work, but the building team are at their breakfast, and afterwards Mick shows me round.


The scaffold will be down in the next week. The roof is ready to be tiled, and much work has been done on the back wall, new brickwork blended in with the old by a process called sooting – ‘Quite common,’ says Mick with infectious enthusiasm – ‘we get the sweep round, ask him to leave the soot and we brush it onto the walls.’


Back home by 9.30. Rachel brings us the last ghastly bit of April news. A bomb has exploded in a pub in Old Compton Street (one of my favourite parts of the new lively London); people killed. Third of the racist bombs confirms their trilogy of hate – blacks, Pakistanis, gays.


To the King’s Head to see ‘A Saint She Ain’t’ – latest Denis King/Vosburgh show. The show is consistently funny, with lovely surreal lines like Snaveley Bogle (W.C. Fields played by Barry Cryer), ‘I wouldn’t drink that with a pair of rented lips.’


Thursday, May 13th


Apparently the viewing for Eddie [Mirzoeff, Head of Documentaries] yesterday went very well. He was shown big episode two and felt moved enough to call the scheduler then and there to ask how they would view the possibility of an extra show. Their response was positive and apparently word was that the series will be slotted in sometime during October, probably Sunday nights. All good news – tapes are to be sent round to me. David has come up with a title, which is the first one that has caught my fancy, ‘Michael Palin’s Hemingway Adventure’.


A quick look at the trailer for PBS that Martha [Wailes, our producer] has helped assemble. Good, bright, lively – only one shot of me looking seriously old.



Monday, May 17th



To Broadcasting House to read an appeal for a small charity called Prisoners’ Families Support Groups. Heavy security following Dando murder and threats to high-ups in the Corp re: Serb retaliations, etc.


Two readings and they’re happy. Walk to Tavistock Street, passing the Admiral Duncan pub in Old Compton Street for first time since the bombing. Lilac painted wooden screen behind which I can see hard-hatted figures working away by the light of bare bulbs. They’re smiling, cheerful as builders are – working in what was so recently a deathtrap.


At the office – the crew all together again, for first time in nearly eight weeks. Discuss the new title. Seems a slow burner, but no strongly negative responses. I’m wary of ‘MP’s Hemingway Adventure’ for the book, but I’m not quite sure why. Michael Dover [my publisher] will talk to his people and gauge reactions.


Then some letters with Anne [James, my manager] and off to Ladbroke Arms for a beak dip with Roger [Mills, co-director of Around the World in Eighty Days, Pole to Pole and Full Circle]. In the course of our conversation – as usual bemoaning the state of TV generally (Roger is finding Channel 4 frustratingly vague – ‘We want it to be about race, but not about race, if you see what I mean,’ one said about his Army prog) – talk turns to the Sahara idea and I realise that Roger wants to do it with me, and for a moment it seems so easy – work on new novel in 2000 whilst all recces are being done, then shoot Sahara in 2001 for 2002 transmission. Because of the change of millennium the date talk sounds faintly ridiculous, as if we’re planning something light years away.


Tuesday, May 18th


Wet and windy morning. Take Rachel to work as I have a Python Night meeting with Ralph Lee a few floors above her at the BBC’s new office block at White City.1 I find the size of the place quite alarming. Crowds of workers pour out of White City Station heading for the newly built aluminium grey block; the car parks spread wide – much wider than anything at old TV Centre, over the ground on which the White City Stadium once stood. High security; so bags checked, passes issued and stamped – to be worn at all times with instructions to staff to challenge anyone not wearing one. And everyone seems so young – roles reversed from 33 years ago when I first joined the crowds at TV Centre.


A good viewing of the possible sketches we can use next month. At the end of it, it seems clear to me that we have quite enough to do in West London without trekking up to Scotland, Yorkshire or Norfolk. But the It’s Man walking into the sea at Poole Harbour is eye-catching and unusual enough to stay in consideration.


At midday, along the corridors past ‘Timewatch’ and ‘Reputations’ to see Paul Hamann. His office is tidy, spacious and decorated and furnished almost entirely in black. It’s like a rather sophisticated cave and I’m not terribly comfortable sinking back on a squeaky black sofa to say my bit about our proposed new series title with Paul sprawling at me opposite. But I bring him up to date – mention possibility of a fourth show and float the Sahara idea again – he wants to meet and talk this over with Peter Salmon in June.


Then down to the ground floor to see where Rachel works. It isn’t a pretty place at all, with much less light down here, and the same cramped, functional set-up of workstations in a limbo-land of partitions and floor space. Meet her colleagues – all female. Her boss Sue seems very bright and sparky.


Friday, May 21st: Paris–London


Push aside the long thick curtains and look out over narrow quiet Rue Christine with its arthouse cinema and sought-after Jacques Cagna eatery opposite.1 Lean out and peer up – overcast but dry skies.


I think I have enough material to write up the walk, so will treat myself to some art before catching the train home. Rumours of strikes – which already affect the major national collections, but reception tell me the Modern Art Museum of Paris, over on the Right Bank, is open.


The collection, just down the road from Iéna station, is housed in a partly abandoned pavilion in ’30s modernist style, built for an exhibition. A cold, rather abrasive space, but the big white walls offer room and air and the paintings look very good here. Huge Delaunays, fine Légers and Picassos. My eye much taken by a painting of barges on the Seine by Derain; from a bridge looking down as the barges emerge into a rich, complicated, beautiful spread of colours.


Back to the hotel and cab to Gare du Nord. Finish the stimulating, rewarding V. Woolf biog. As Virginia slipped under the Ouse, we slip under the Channel. The way her death was treated was oddly comforting in view of my sister Angela’s death. No judgements made. The suicide as a rational act of an intelligent woman. Her last note to Leonard W showed how sharp and direct and crystal clear her writing could be, even in extremis.



Sunday, May 23rd



To the Springsteen concert at Earl’s Court. The compromises you have to make for even the best organised pop concert – distorted sound, hard seats, unpunctuality and the sheer weight of numbers, is just about worth it tonight. But only just. Bruce’s energy, at 50, is demonic. He’s a driven man and though he moves less about the stage, his voice is pushed to the limits. Unfortunately so are the Earl’s Court acoustics.


Still, to see the E Street Band in full glory is quite something. Five guitars, at one point, arrayed along the front of the stage like gladiators. The audience was enthusiastic but never dangerous, quite a few Sloanes mixed in with the crop-headed workers round us. We leave as ‘Born to Run’ is being thrashed out, but though H is bewildered, I’ve been happy enough just to see and hear Clarence Clemons’ sax solos, live after 23 years!


Monday, May 24th


To Covent Garden for a meeting called by Martha to talk about future filming plans. Difficult to pin anything down until we know if we are to push for three or four shows. General feeling is that we have four, but the protocol seems to demand a delay until Eddie M comes back from holiday to look at an assembly.


Wednesday, May 26th


Peter Salmon called around six and has agreed to the ‘Hemingway Adventure’ title and seems accommodating over the extended series. So, I think from now on we’re thinking of four programmes – and all the extra work that that entails.


Thursday, May 27th


To the office. It’s the nearest we’ve had this year to a hot day, mid to upper 70s – everyone suddenly driving as if they’re in a Hollywood movie – roofs open, stereos blaring, fat forearms hung over the doors, corners taken just a little wider than usual.


Upstairs first to the Hemingway office. They have made up a new schedule to cover the extra Key West filming needed for the extra programme. September is now full, three more weeks added to my schedule, but if we are serious about four programmes then there is little option.


Watch first of the ‘Windrush’ series on West Indian immigration. Very good and quite hard-hitting.


Sunday, May 30th


Basil here at ten with the first layouts of the book. I have a real feeling, as I turn the pages, of being enveloped by the visual material – just the right feelings and atmospheres come through – and apart from a tiny number of pictures that could be better placed, they harmonise well with the text. Some big spreads are quite breathtaking.


Monday, May 31st


Tom Dunne [publisher at St Martin’s Press] comes to lunch. We talk about the future. I realise that Tom, urbane and intelligent and experienced as he is, is not really interested in angst or revelation or anything ‘dark or deep’ as he puts it. He’s firmly of the opinion that if I write another novel it should be about the English and Englishness and should be funny and should possibly be historical too.


It sets me thinking – maybe it would be much easier if I took a ‘Ripping Yarns’-style approach to a new novel. Maybe the Biggles in retirement idea that I talked to David T [Turnbull] about in Kenya.


Rewrite, learn, rewrite, learn, the opening lines which we shoot, weather permitting, on Southwold beach tomorrow.


Tuesday, June 1st: London–Southwold


Basil can’t believe Southwold and immediately christens it Pleasantville. It certainly does seem to have exactly the same sort of people wearing exactly the same sort of clothes (no shell-suits here) as it did when I met H here 40 years ago.


Running with the horns after me goes well – we even film in the churchyard, only a few yards away from Mum and Dad’s grave. However, whilst making one spectacular leap through the crowd into the High Street I feel a muscle pull at the top of my right thigh. Very irritating as there is a lot more running to do. Whilst crew lunch at the Lord Nelson, I sit up in Room 19 with a bag of ice on my thigh.


In the afternoon we break off from the running to shoot me reading Hemingway in a deckchair opening sequence on the beach. The sun is out and children build sandcastles and run into the sea, but the east wind is sharp and quite cold. The camera is on the end of a remote control rig. It takes forever to get a fairly simple move right. Nineteen takes eventually.


The pain in my leg is increasing. Much talk over dinner in the Swan as to whether it’s a groin or thigh injury. The word ‘groyne’ appears all over the beach, causing much amusement – especially one which warns: ‘Beware, Derelict Groynes’.


A walk round the old haunts after dinner – up Godyll Road and across the Common. The way I went on the night Mother died. Sit on the seat that bears her name, outside the Red Cross hut.


Wednesday, June 2nd: Southwold–London


Did I dream or was I awake when I was trying to remember my mother’s voice, and found it elusive and regretted very much that I had no recording of her, or my father?


My thigh muscle has responded to the ice pack, and the first running shots we do – up the stairs of the Swan Hotel – pass by without further damage.


Back up to London with Laura [Tutt, our researcher] and Martha, traffic heavy.


Phone rings constantly for an hour or so. JC is back in London and asks me to watch the England–Sweden game with him on Saturday. I assume this involves a trip to Wembley and can’t really face crowds and stadiums, but JC laughs – he’s one week away from his hip replacement and in no shape to move from his sitting room chair. So, agree to meet.


Friday, June 4th


To Three Mills Island just beyond Bow. A complex of good-looking Victorian brick buildings, once a gin distillery, beside the River Lea. Bought up and restored by Edwin Shirley, transporter of rock bands. There is a tall hangar beside the buildings where the acts which will fill the Millennium Dome are being rehearsed. Find our studio, where the lavatory set is being rigged for the Hem skylight sequence. [EH pulled what he thought was a lavatory flush, but it was a skylight. He tugged so vigorously it fell onto his head, wounding him quite badly.]


There is much jesting about the falling camera shot and I suggest (without mentioning his name) that it might have been easier to do it the way TG suggested last night – pull the camera up and out and reverse the film.


Long time setting up the first shot, through the skylight. Fortunately I’ve brought work to do and I sit in the canteen by the river, looking out at a big spreading willow tree, an Underground railway line and the monolithic silver needle of Canary Wharf beyond. Squally rain and wind spatter the windows, a group of young female dancers chatters away at another table. Members of the unit appear at regular intervals to apologise for the delay.


Charlie Higson passes as I’m waiting outside the studio. He’s written and is directing a ‘Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased)’ remake with Vic [Reeves] and Bob [Mortimer]. I like him. He’s pro-BBC and cares a lot about the quality of the work. Laura interrupts to ask me in for the shot.


The moment of truth arrives. Feel quite uncomfortable with this contraption thundering down towards me but get on with it. A good take. They want one more, without my arms going up to shield my face. On ‘Action!’ down it comes. There is a thud and I feel a sharp pain as the camera hits my head.


I don’t fall, but reel out of the set into the surrounding darkness with blood spilling through my fingers. Laid on a chair, head back to stop the bleeding. Aware of the awful awkward silence around me. This is the Special Effects man’s nightmare and he’s on the verge of tears. ‘Never … nothing like this ever happened before,’ he blurts out, and I feel more sorry for him than myself. ‘No one’s fault, no one’s fault,’ is all I can say to him, but it can’t mean that much. He knows it is his fault.


JJ [Odedra, our assistant cameraman] rushes off to fetch the unit nurse from ‘Randall and Hopkirk’. He arrives within five minutes, examines the wound which is about four and a half centimetres long, curved in the shape of the lens, and running from just above my hairline down across my left forehead. The same damn spot as Hem’s!


Martha and Laura take me in the car to the Royal London, a mile or two down the Bow Road (having first taken me to the Royal London Psychiatric Hospital by mistake!). A large Scottish nurse called Liz takes a look at me and decides stitches are needed if they’re to minimise the damage. So I lie back and she chatters on about how she loves stitching, and by the time I’m done there are eleven stitches (two more than Hemingway’s!) and some glue.


Discharged within an hour. They have all been calm and good-humoured and the neatness of the stitching is quite beyond reproach. Back to the studios to complete the sequence and try and reassure all concerned that I’m fine.


Saturday, June 5th


Slept well without headache or any other discomfort – that end-of-filming sleep when all the stresses and strains recede.


Over to Holland Park to watch the England–Sweden Euro 2000 qualifier. Is it my imagination or is Portobello Road twice as busy since ‘Notting Hill’ opened?


The tension between John and the world around him is palpable even before we’ve said hello. It’s all to do with gates and buzzers and instructions. One gate works but JC is upstairs and has to come all the way down to open the other so I can bring my car in. A fan is somehow involved in this pantomime. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he goggles. ‘I’ve just been swimming and I was walking home …’


‘Are we into autographs?’ John hisses rather testily at me from the front door.


Autographs given, car driven inside – but fan also inside and has to be let out.


The house has been altered yet again, it is very comfortable and soft and woody and I glimpse a dressing room with partitioned open shelves each stacked with expensive knitwear, sweaters, shirts. At the very top is the television room. Under the eaves, with a small workroom next door. Enveloped by a soft, multi-cushioned sofa is Steve, a professor from Los Angeles who looks earnest and is earnest..


The game is awful. England truculent and ineffective, lacking skill, co-ordination and passion. Swedes tolerate dreadful fouls without much retaliation. Scholes becomes first English player ever sent off in a home international. It comes on to rain at the end. JC’s masseur arrives and the afternoon is wound up.


Not before JC has announced that he’s fed up with Terry Gilliam being rude about him in the press. ‘He called me a control freak,’ JC complains, ‘which is pretty good coming from a director.’ Then he smiles his winning smile and becomes lovely and friendly and asks me to sign a copy of ‘Full Circle’ for him. I leave him two bottles of wine and a book called ‘Eccentric Explorers’.


Sunday, June 6th


Ate up hours of sleep, but a great brown/black stain has appeared on my right thigh at or near the point where something went ‘ping!’ last Tuesday in Southwold. A blood vessel must have burst and sent its contents spilling and spreading beneath the skin.


I watch the assembly of what is likely to be prog four of the ‘Hem Adventure’. If I had wanted this to confirm once and for all that we have four shows then I’m disappointed. Cuba looks good, is well-edited, but very little happens and people might well get irritated at MP just being there.


Monday, June 7th


Tender was the night. Right thigh still marked by great slab of aubergine.


Have promised TJ and the BBC two or three days’ work on the Fegg radio script this week, and of course, now this long-delayed moment has come it’s the wrong moment. The Hemingway series hasn’t conveniently stopped its demands during May and June. It lurks and seems to grow – the shape of the series, Basil’s requirements for the book – captions, intros, etcetera. My speech, various bits of writing. And here I am, at 9.15, stuck in traffic between the British Library and St Pancras for more than ten minutes. Almost an hour after setting out to get down to TJ’s.


I don’t know when we last wrote together, but it doesn’t feel that long once we get down to it, and the pattern of co-operation establishes itself quite easily and naturally.


Wednesday, June 9th


Call JC who goes into hospital tomorrow to have his hip replacement. Wish him well. He’s watching his side Somerset being mangled by Gloucestershire and is in mental and physical pain.


Pick up and swift delivery to 6 Hamilton Place, off Hyde Park Corner, where I’m to be honoured with a Soap Box Award. Small, wedding-style atmosphere. Most guests of our age or over.


Barry Cryer (one of the previous winners – along with Maureen L [Lipman] and David Frost who has come along as a guest. He casts a slightly bored and misanthropic eye around.


The occupational hazard of after-dinner speaking (which is why I so rarely do it) is that you can only ever half-enjoy the pre-speech proceedings, as you have to remain relatively sober and a little tense all evening. Tonight, what with drinks, the meal, a long-drawn-out raffle and two prior speeches, I’m in this hot, noisy company making polite conversation for three and a half hours before I’m finally called to my feet.


Barry chats up H and tells her how he’d thought when he first met me that I was far too nice to succeed in the hard showbiz world. I suppose he was right in a way. Pythons created our own world, which I did again with the travels.


My speech starts wonderfully then takes a dive and I’m stuck in a central section which for one reason or another (too personal, too reflective, too gentle for this audience boozed and hyped-up by the auction) doesn’t play. It irks me because I know I could and should have done better. Helen says it was fine, and the evening raised £32,000, the highest ever, so the organisers are pleased.


Thursday, June 10th


Have my stitches removed by nurse at the Health Centre. She’s a perfect complement to Liz Prentice at the Royal London who sewed me up. ‘I love taking stitches out,’ she says. She also checks my blood pressure. Down to 115/68 (which compares to Hemingway’s at 56, of 158 over 68 – which was his best for some time!).


Sunday, June 13th


To see John who is having a hip replacement. Collect some goodies from Villandry, then, as instructed, get him a caffé latte at Patisserie Val.


By the time I get back to the King Edward VII Hospital for Officers and Comedians, as we’ve dubbed it, the coffee has overflowed and burst the bag and JC is on the loo. When he emerges he looks enormous. Combination of voluminous hospital gown and mighty pair of crutches make him look like some Mayan god-priest. Iain Johnstone, his Boswell, is in attendance and it’s a bit of a squash for us in a cubicle of a room with plaque of some officer over the bed.


Whilst we’re there TJ calls and delights John by telling him that ten months of hip pain came to an end the very day JC went into hospital.


Friday, June 18th


Driven to Sloane Square for WHSmith signing. A lively signing – lots of tourists – Japanese, American, Belgian, Italian, Polish (when will you come to Poland? Very soon, I hope), and afterwards to Harvey Nick’s fifth floor for lunch and a chat with Zsuzsanna [Zsohar, my BBC Books publicist] about the rest of the year.


Eric Idle is coming over in early October for a week’s publicity on his novel – ‘Road to Mars’ – and with the connivance of his publishers would like to do some event with me.


So to the two radio interviews for the BBC books. Walk up scummy pavements of East Oxford Street to Talk Radio where a hopeless interview is conducted by a giggling lady, giving every appearance of being high on something. Inane piece, in filthy surroundings, with not so much as a tea or a coffee offered. Truly appalling place, but at least I didn’t have to meet Kelvin MacKenzie [editor of the Sun].


Walk backstreets to the BBC for Des Lynam interview. Des not as comfortable with radio as TV, and with his grey hair disarranged by the headset looks more like a mad professor than a sex god. It’s his last show for a while and he’s quite demob happy. We have an amiable chat but I’m a little fuzzy from the day’s activity, and find it hard to get the words out smoothly.



Sunday, June 20th



After breakfast down to Marylebone, collect a couple of coffees and drop in on JC. He’s with the nurse, would I wait in the library. There is a plaque above the door which notes that I am sitting in the room in which Queen Elizabeth II accepted the resignation of Harold Macmillan in October 1963.


Up to see John. He’s on his own; wind blows through the net curtains and out the open door into the corridor, cleanliness before privacy. He comes out tomorrow. He occasionally notes down some thought that’s occurred to him or some remark I’ve made. Turns out he’s keeping notes for a book to be compiled ‘over the next two or three years’ to be called ‘So Anyway’ – little memoirs, a few funny stories and ‘some of the little tricks they play on you in television interviews; like the size of the chair’.


Monday, June 21st


Prepare for the Monty Python Week filming which begins tomorrow with ‘Pythonland’. My own contribution to the Python Night. A little nervous – a lot of different aspects to the exercise. I hope they will all gel and it won’t be a mishmash of styles.


Tuesday, June 22nd


Bright sunshine as I’m collected at 7.30 and driven to Ham House where we all assembled for Day 1 of Python’s on-screen existence on July 8th 1969. Just two weeks short of 30 years ago.


Rest of the day we revisit sites like Ullswater Road (‘Seduced Milkman’) and South Ealing Road (‘Climbing the Uxbridge Road’).


Bleasdale has called and I ring him back. He’s at home. ‘Oliver T’ is going well. Michael Kitchen is playing Brownlow. Alan waxes sentimental over me and how much he wanted me – he apparently let Kitchen know he was stepping into my shoes (which seems unfair – especially as Kitchen is a wonderful actor). I ask him if he got to Prague for the filming. He rumbles painfully. ‘Almost. I got as far as Brussels.’ Evidently there had been some Channel port blockade and this had rattled AB’s already tenuous faith in the transport process – so he just turned round and came home.



Wednesday, June 23rd



Swept through maze-like backstreet run to Thorpebank Road W12 to begin day’s filming at the shop from which JC emerged and gave the world the first view of a Silly Walk. Now it’s a house (the shop burnt down in ’86) and we doorstep the tenants – a lovely, lively art student and her somewhat more Sloaney friend. They make my job very easy.


Then on around London – use a Routemaster Bus to recreate Bicycle Repair Man moments.


Finish at 5.30 in a launderette near Shepherd’s Bush. Meet an Ethiopian outside – he shakes my hand vigorously – he and his Ethiopian friends have a great deal of praise for my ‘Pole to Pole’ visit to their country. They were especially grateful for the fact that we were so un-slanted. Usually people, he says, only make films about Ethiopia if there’s a famine or a war.


Thursday, June 24th


Last of our three-day shoot on ‘Pythonland’. Collected by Mark the PA and Ralph Lee, the director, and driven down to Poole to recreate the first It’s Man at Shell Bay. Takes us an hour to get out of London and three and a half hours to the ferry at Poole.


Across on the ferry. Shell Bay Beach is part of National Trust – we cross reed-beds and dunes before we get to the spot.


This is a tricky sequence as I have to get my suit completely soaked and really want to complete it in one take. All works well, except that I find it hard to stay submerged at the end of the walk out to sea, and I float to the surface just a little too early for the joke. Decision taken to go with what we have, after running it back on the video screen (would Python have been any better if we’d had instant video replay at Shell Bay in 1969?).


Monday, June 28th


Warm, bright morning. Am filling up the car with various recycling treats. There has been an ambulance and a police car in Elaine Grove for about half an hour. A black van is parked on the corner of Elaine and Oak, and cars have to squeeze very carefully past it.


As I take out one load, I almost bump into two men emerging from the Browns’ house with a stretcher, to which is strapped a grey bag, with someone inside. It’s a rather chilling moment – everyone and everything involved is in black or dark grey. A sudden monochrome moment. Indoors to tell Helen who is pretty sure it’s Mrs Brown.


When I get back from recycling this is confirmed. The dear, jolly, frequently tired and emotional, Irish neighbour we’ve known 30 years, died in the night, peacefully, and was found by the lodger. I was always bumping into her on that corner. Never again.


Wednesday, June 30th


To the Frost garden party. We take Lin Cook. She’s touched that David still invites her now Peter’s gone – ‘Most people don’t,’ she says, making me feel a twinge of guilt.


Carlyle Square is like a war zone, with police controlling access as huge Jaguars ease their way in and out, depositing the High and Mighty. It’s impossible to describe – for the diarist this is the equivalent of Crewe Junction for a trainspotter.


Heseltine behind me as I go in – doesn’t return my smile. Lady Tebbit, in a wheelchair, grasps my arm and tells me how much she loves the programmes. I took to her immediately, and not just because of that.


It’s like Madame Tussauds come to life. Tim Brooke-T makes a joke about Margaret Thatcher – only here, the real thing is less than a dozen yards away. Try to make sure Lin is introduced to everyone and to avoid Widow of Famous Person syndrome, but it isn’t easy for her.


On the way out, Prince Andrew and the royal princesses rush by, Fergie in tow. ‘We love all your programmes,’ she gushes at me, ‘I don’t care what anyone else says, we love them!’


Ronnie Corbett is very funny about the present spate of ‘tribute to’ programmes. ‘I’ve had enough. I can’t do any more praising,’ he says.


And I can’t get out of my mind the image of crippled Lady Tebbit, her immediate warmth and liveliness, and the photographs of the man who planted the bomb that had done the damage being let out of prison in Ireland earlier in the week.


Thursday, July 1st


Up at ten past seven. Cab to the new Tate Gallery of Modern Art site at Bankside for one of the pre-opening breakfast visits.


Rosie Boycott’s mobile goes off in the middle of the Swedish curator’s opening remarks. Rosie then moves into a room behind and carries on a conversation more deafening than the original call.


The building is terrific. Massive, blank walls of dark brick. A huge interior space – the Turbine Room, the galleries stepped up around the walls, so this great central space is preserved. A broad view directly out towards St Paul’s. The new footbridge will enhance the drab waterfront on the North Bank and the gardens will do the same for the South. The Globe Theatre nestles beside the power station down to the east.


Walk back along the river and am much excited by the way London feels and looks now. I think we’re entering one of the best times for city building – enhancement of existing good buildings, like Somerset House, imaginative conversions like Bankside plus prospect of new and original work like the City offices down by Tower Bridge. Knock-on effect of regeneration and liveliness in the areas surrounding.


To Leicester Square, to talk about ‘MPHA’ at a BBC Video launch. Unfortunately they get the trailers muddled up and having announced a wonderful new programme about dinosaurs they show me walking into an office. I leap out from behind the curtain and shout ‘I’m not a dinosaur! Yet.’ Young audience, quite hard to make them laugh. I realise that I’m growing away from these people. Our references aren’t the same. I’m an old person.


Friday, July 2nd


Lots of glum voices. Evidently Sinn Fein has given an historic commitment to peace and decommissioning by May 2000, much more positive than anything so far. The Unionists once again are shown to be negative in their response and Drumcree comes up on Sunday with the Orange Order determined to resist the law once again. I’m afraid it all has Custer’s Last Stand written across it. The extreme Unionists are moving resolutely against change like an army marching bravely on to the enemy guns. How long it will take to finish them off as a serious political threat remains to be seen.


Saturday, July 3rd


Flurry of telephone activity. An interview re Hem book with Corrine Gotch, who organised the Network conference in Cambridge last Monday, forces me into first serious consideration of what I’m going to say to all these Hemingway questions with which my life will be filled from now on.


Zsuzsanna calls. She met with Radio Times editor (Sue Robinson). They want to do a ‘Hemingway Adventure’ cover. More intriguingly, they have had word that ‘MPHA’ will premiere in week of October 5th – the same week as Python Night on BBC Two. It will be very rum if I scoop the cover on Python’s 30th Anniversary.


Friday, July 30th


Round to André’s [Jacquemin, composer and soundman] to record a special version of ‘Finland’ for Dhani Harrison on Sunday. André locates and isolates the backing track to the original ‘Finland’ which fits my new version ‘Henley! Henley! Henley!’


Sunday, August 1st


H and I gird up our loins, despite enervating heat, and make our way to Henley for Dhani Harrison’s 21st.


I think the ‘formal’ meal, in a long, white, windowed pavilion of a marquee at the front of the house, is the hardest bit for George. He’s not easy with large gatherings and hates having to behave in what he sees as an unnaturally conventional way.


George now spends nearly all his time in the garden; he’s spent weeks moving boulders around with a forklift truck to prepare it all for Dhani’s great day.


Food is wonderful and original and Gordon Murray, who selected George’s wine cellar, has called up a 1978 Margaux and Chateau Montrose, the former heavenly. At the end of the meal there is a hush and a pause and down the steps leading from the house comes a young girl wearing Dhani’s present from George. His Sgt Pepper Album costume.


For some reason, around one o’clock, we’re all together in a Viking boat plus sail which stands among the trees. George is being very droll, if a little repetitive, and it’s all very nice beneath the gibbous orange moon. It’s Lammas Night, George tells us, an ancient pagan festival and the night that Dhani was born. The whole evening becomes more and more fairytale-like as we repair to an Arabian tent by the swimming pool for a birthday cake – which arrives about 1.15.


Friday, August 6th


Have organised some tickets for Eddie Izzard’s ‘Lenny’ which is at the end of two weeks of previews. Terry G and Maggie give us a lift down into the steamy, seething West End, and we meet TJ and Al at the theatre.


Elaborate staging – jazz band, big cast, lots of clever lighting and slide effects – for what is basically a vehicle for Eddie to do Lenny Bruce’s stand-up act – which is often indistinguishable from the sort of thing Eddie likes to do anyway.


The biographical element promises well at the beginning. The second half is split between Peter Hall’s gimmicky staging and Eddie’s wonderful monologues. As they say in American TV show previews – some nudity. Well, quite a lot, really. Eddie Izzard’s willy is prominent. And often not necessary!


Backstage to see Eddie. He looks small without his heels. Peter H is giving notes. He seems big, slow, moves with difficulty and one of his eyes is half-closed. ‘There are still bastards out there telling us what we should or shouldn’t say,’ is his comment on the relevance of the play to a 1999 audience. But this production doesn’t tell us anything new about who they are and why they do what they do, and there’s a whole other play to be written about Lenny’s drug addiction and the reason why he wrote what he wrote.


It’s raining softly as we leave and Shaftesbury Avenue is crowded and damp like a ‘Blade Runner’ set.


Tuesday, August 10th


In the evening we’re invited round to the Cleeses’. Met at the door by Alyce Faye, rather than the maid, as happened for a while and rather put me off. Humphrey Barclay,1 who is working with JC on some project, is fresh back from LA, unaged apart from a little grey in the curls. David Hatch, a nice, solid, ruddy-faced, decent Englishman is there with his new wife (very new) – Mary, a lovely, likeable lady with a deep raspy voice, independent ideas and great humour. Trevor Nunn, on his own at the moment, Imogen coming later.


During the course of a long, comfortably appointed evening – everything immaculate, well-chosen and looking marvellous – I discover that Trevor Nunn loves to talk. A potentially discussable theme like relativity in artistic appreciation becomes in his hands a 15-ton weight dropped on the dinner table. Even Alyce Faye, with whom I’m enjoying a subversive moment at our end of the table, falls silent, urging me to listen to the wisdom.


On way back H says JC noticed that I hadn’t said anything for a while when Trevor N was going on, and he wondered if I might have had a stroke!



Wednesday, August 11th



Eclipse day. There is a crowd assembling on Parliament Hill. Mostly young, with picnics. Keen schoolboys cycling up to the Hill, a small number of mothers with children in tow – ‘It’s going to get dark in a minute!’


H has prepared the pin holes and cards and by 10.40 we can clearly see a slice of the sun’s surface being eaten away. By eleven there is cloud cover gathering and within five minutes a thick black cloud has materialised from nowhere, and is heading rapidly for the only patch of sky in which we’re interested, the bit with the sun in it.


H and I are up on my roof – and people are popping up on rooftops all over Gospel Oak. No one seems quite sure which way to turn. We’ve been instructed by the government’s advisers not to look at the sun directly, and yet it’s unnatural not to want to face the source. As the exact moment of the first total eclipse in Britain since 1927 arrives, I notice, appreciatively, the postman working the street oblivious to the watchers on the rooftops.


To Groucho’s for Python script meeting. Terry G has come from an aborted street interview, during which an annoying busker had his guitar smashed by the interviewer who chased him off into Wardour Street and never returned.


We work through the script. Within half an hour TJ is humming loudly as JC politely refuses to see the point of one of his suggested changes. On the whole, though, it’s a good session with much laughter and many silly ideas, though I can see JC holding back as the three of us get into wilder excesses – gorillas putting TVs running Eric Idle’s monologue up their bottoms, etc.


Thursday, August 12th


Lunch with Rosie Boycott at Christopher’s. I’m early, she’s late. She’s a pixie-like woman who gives the impression of being far too delicate physically to edit a tabloid newspaper. But she doesn’t drink and I notice quite distinct bicep bulges beneath her plain white jumper.


As a good editor should, her eyes sweep the room before getting down to a softly delivered hard sell about me being the sort of person people trust and look to as a guide. To where and what?


The millennium is what she has in mind. Would I like to write a weekly diary for the Express as I travel the country and the world on the build-up to the millennium? One side of me thinks it might be interesting to see if my presence on the paper might make a difference, but afterwards my thoughts veer to the very cautious. Why the Express? A paper I never read and have no feelings for. Buy a copy to look at in the taxi home.



Sunday, August 15th



Watch the last ‘Larry Sanders Show’ – Seinfeld makes appearance halfway through Hank’s emotional farewell piece. Inspired. Its gentle, subtle playing makes me despair slightly of the tired old Python ranting which we’re lining up for October!


Tuesday, August 24th


In a rapid half-hour’s scribbling I pull together the remaining Python links in time for four o’clock meeting at Radical Media.


Arrive early, chat with Ray, then JC and Terry J arrive (Gilliam cannot be traced, but is believed to be in Spain) and we plough through the script once again. JC in generally ameliorative mood; he likes the new links I’ve written and I seem to have sold the gorillas idea to him.


Roger S [Saunders, from the Python office] comes round for a business catch-up. JC gets a little testy over new demands on his time but is generally a picture of co-operation and conciliation. (He’s vexed though about the amount of newspaper space devoted to the Turkish earthquake – despite the fact that nearly 40,000 are feared dead – ‘There’s nothing I can do. It’s happened.’ I ask him what he would like to read about in the paper. ‘New things, new ideas. Things that can be changed.’)


Wednesday, August 25th


Out in the evening to see ‘Copenhagen’ at the Duchess. A marvellous, tight, well-played, intelligent and funny play. Three characters, one set, no staging gimmicks – two and a half hours, completely riveting. Made me proud of London theatre. Thoughtful and thrilling. A play you feel in your bones.


Saturday, August 28th


To the National Gallery for the Rembrandt portraits exhibition, called, neatly, ‘Rembrandt by Himself’. Down in the bowels of the Sainsbury Wing, so artificial light gives tomb-like feel to the display. And it is quite melancholy. Like Lovis Corinth, Rembrandt was unsparing in his depiction of himself in hard times – though his early portraits show a bit of a dandy.


At the very end of his life Rembrandt looked like W.C. Fields – and it’s part of the strength of his painting that he does not have a conventionally attractive face – yet one that is unforgettable.


Drive to the South Bank to catch the Chuck Close exhibition at the Hayward and find a modern up-to-date equivalent of Rembrandt’s scouring self-scrutiny. Chuck Close, like Rembrandt, is no oil painting, and unlike Rembrandt he works exclusively on portraits, but his rigorous examination of every detail of the face – every unheroic, distressed detail, has echoes of the powerful later Rembrandts. Less painterly, perhaps, more powerful and, to coin a phrase, in your face, but in some cases equally thrilling.


Work at clearing desk then to Broadcasting House to appear on Radio 4’s Saturday afternoon chat show ‘Live from London’, hosted by Simon Fanshawe. A motley collection we are too – myself, Rosemary Leach, the actress who used to be Ronnie Corbett’s mother in ‘No, That’s Me Over Here’ and Jay McInerney, hip New York high-lifer and Brat Pack novelist. I’m sort of a bridge between the two, though I think that how you bridge Rosemary Leach and Jay McInerney is something only God can explain.


Rosemary gets very agitated about the fact that light comic farces are not still played in rep in Britain whilst Jay M is urbane and I talk about eating bull’s testicles.


Afterwards Jay and I trade Updike quotes – apparently he’s given up drinking, something which he (Updike) described as ‘like living in the Midwest’.


Sunday, August 29th


A boy rings the doorbell. Helen holds him at bay for a while. Does Michael Palin live here, sort of thing. Gradually Helen warms towards sending me out with an autograph, then his friend screams ‘Michael Palin fucked my bitch’ and they run off.


In the evening Rachel’s friend Karen’s mother comes for dinner. She’s a doctor in Northern Ireland. Well-educated, Protestant. Reluctantly she accepts the reality of a United Ireland, and seems to think it will be no more than ten years before the ‘demographic’ (buzz word in NI) shows a majority of Catholics in the Province, so if Sinn Fein can be patient they will quite quickly win what they want. But, she sighs, in Northern Ireland, the ‘psychopaths’ can upset any patient, sensible solution.


Wednesday, September 1st


Down to Telecine. New commentary studio. As I squeeze through to my booth I see the rumpled, unshaven figure of Kenneth Branagh in the sound-proof box next door. He’s narrating the BBC’s ‘Dinosaurs’ series.


We’ve had quite a cautious response from PBS [Public Broadcasting in America, who broke Python in the States in 1974] to prog four. They adamantly reject the ‘bullshit’ ending at the graveside. Martha suggests we say ‘bull’, which is a neat way, hopefully, of keeping both sides happy. They’re nervous at one or two other points – such as me being thrown out of a bar!


Thursday, September 2nd


To the Savoy for lunch with Michael Dover, John Mitchinson, Annabel Merullo [from Orion] and Anne. Michael’s thank-you to me for the book. The talk comes round to future plans.


Mitchinson pitches heavily for a new novel, or any kind of travel writing. Michael floats the Basil Pao picture book, ‘Travels with Palin’, on which I’m not very keen. So much of the ground already covered in photo books and the existing BBC vols. But I do like the idea of doing some travelling with Bas, and suggest short books might be the answer – ‘Off the Beaten Track’ guides – Burma, Mongolia. Anne immediately sees a TV series and I rather swiftly knock this one on the head. Just travelling to write would be the point and pleasure of this one.


Catch a cab in Shaftesbury Avenue. Aware of smoke and smell of something like a bonfire. Fire engines out in force. It looks as if smoke is drifting up from the Phoenix Garden area.


Friday, September 3rd


To the gym. Frank Skinner (his name fits his body so well) comes up to me as I pedal my way through a warm-up. He’s been in the paper this week. His company, Avalon, asked the BBC for £20 million for a five-year contract with him. Yentob pulled the plug on negotiations.


Comedy has such clout now. Harry Enfield (as mainstream BBC as you could get) has just signed to do his new series with Sky. Not ITV, Sky. They can offer huge money for, as yet, very small audiences.


I want to ask Skinner if it was his decision or his management who pushed him – but a certain etiquette operates amongst the muscle-straining and grunting.


Talk to TG later. ‘Radical Media is no more’ – this was where the fire was last night. It began in the facilities house below them and has burnt the place out. Lots of TG work on ‘Quixote’, and Ray Cooper’s desk, have gone up in smoke. Though TG says he’s got nearly all of it duplicated. He’s now shooting a one-minute commercial, for which he says he’s paid a third of his total fee for ‘Fear and Loathing’.



Monday, September 6th



Feel mightily tired. Taking foot off the accelerator this weekend probably to blame. Nevertheless, gird loins, pack bag and take a cab to Frontier Post to fit Commentary 3 and view Prog 4. Work on and through lunch to finish both tasks by 3.30.


An hour to kill so walk across to Tom’s studio in the Heal’s building. I know Ray C [Cooper] is there with him doing the music track for Terry Gilliam’s commercial, and I buy a couple of bottles to cheer him up after the Radical Media fire last week.


Ray gives me graphic account of the fire at Earlham Street and of watching it with co-owner of the business, Jon Kamen.


When the roof of Radical caught alight a fireball rose 10 or 20 feet above Covent Garden – this at about 2 a.m. The fire brigade lost it at one point and Ray feared for a much wider conflagration – 333 years to the day since start of Great Fire of London.


Sunday, September 12th


Out in the evening to the Haffmans’ [my Swiss publishers] London author party. Stephen Fry, their star author, isn’t there, he’s off playing Wellington to David Suchet’s Napoleon in Spain, but he’s sent his parents. Both of them very complimentary about my work. Stephen’s mother raves about ‘East of Stowmarket’, then apologises and blames the wine – proceeds to effusively tell the story of ‘Private Function’ to Gerd Haffmans who nods for quite a while before she pauses and asks ‘Do you know the word chiropodist?’ ‘No,’ says he, quite matter-of-factly.


Tuesday, September 14th


In the evening to see Will Boyd’s first film as director – ‘The Trench’ at John Brown’s (Viz founder) studios in Bramley Road, Notting Hill. Noisy echoey anteroom, but comfortable theatre off it.


The film is gripping from start to finish. Set, like the great ‘Das Boot’, in a claustrophobic world with violence and danger always impending. Action and camera confines itself to the trench just before the Somme attack on July 1st 1916. No false heroics, no martial music, no sentimental harmonicas, a direct, matter-of-fact observation of the young lives about to be expended.


The silence at the end of the barrage. The solitary singing of a bird before the attack. Images we know, but presented with great control and maintained with finely paced tension.


Silence at the end. Quite shocking still to see the reality of the botched attack, read the figures of lives lost and wounded (60,000 in first day of the battle). Why do public schoolboys recapture this stuff so well? Graves, Faulks, now Will Boyd – they seem to be able to understand the awful futility and nobility of it all.


Later, around 10.45, I’m called by The Times, a brisk, American female voice asking if I have anything to say about Charlie Crichton, who died today. Very sad. I was fond of Charlie. He put Ealing Comedy values into John’s ‘A Fish Called Wanda’ and it paid off handsomely.


Friday, September 17th


Take a postponed run. Aware of how tired I’ve been this week. Have to make a real effort to look like a runner. Survive. Feel better. Back home to various calls re Python and Hem. TJ notes that JC has said no to a ‘60 Minutes’ CBS prog on Python. TJ happy to do it as it might help A & E [Arts and Entertainment Channel] who put out a lot of his stuff. I promise to have a word with JC and leave a message.


With H to Zsuzsanna and Michael [Ignatieff]’s wedding party in Clere Street. Festive atmosphere in the small converted industrial building on whose top floor they live, balloons, bright lights, chatter echoing out on the silent and dark office blocks that surround them.


Quite a throng. Jonathan and Rachel Miller, on the edge of the noise, at the back. Michael and Zsuzsanna (she dressed in white robe like the Pearl and Dean woman) marvellous hosts. Ruth Rogers is instantly and unselfconsciously friendly to both of us. Just the way she is, I think. The ageing brat pack of English writers – Amis, McEwan and Rushdie – meet and hug like Pythons might. As a team. And slightly unwelcoming to outsiders.


The trouble with a roomful of achievers is that everyone’s far too cool to be the first to go up to anyone and express enthusiasm for their work. So one begins obliquely, like talking to Richard Eyre and Sue Birtwistle about the Will Boyd film, which leads on to what Richard is doing now. That is, being a TV presenter! Walking along cliffs with waves breaking (for a history of theatre) and having to keep talking to a camera he can’t see.


Later, this image in my mind, I toy with the idea of a book about the absurd world of television presenting – ‘Foreground Attraction’ is a nice title.


Speeches – very eloquent. Simon Rattle proposes the bride, Michael Ignatieff’s chunky, bearded brother is good too. Then a Mexican group and we all dance – apart from the Millers. Jonathan, face locked in mock horror, is driven out by the noise.



Thursday, September 23rd



Woken by the alarm at twenty to seven. Can hear the dripping and pattering of rain which has been falling most of this week. And today is our one day of outdoor filming on the Python Night links that have occupied most of my waking hours since I began learning the lines on Sunday evening.


Start round by the BBC rubbish bins at TV Centre with the Ken Shabby link – JC in DJ at desk, me as the ghastly Ken looking through dead cats and old condoms on a skip. Then the rain comes down and we’re held up half an hour or so. Once there is a break we work very fast. Finish Shabby and are into Pepperpots link and finally Gumbies.


Home – look through papers for first time in three days; there is a list published by the BFI of the Top 100 British Films ever made, rather chuffed to see that I’m in three of them (‘LOB’ at 28. ‘Fish Called Wanda’ at 39! and ‘Brazil’ at 54!).


Bas rings. He’s back from Frome. The last pass, the last sheet was cleared at 3 a.m. This morning they bound up eight copies by hand and he has one for me.


We have our last meal before he returns to Washington. Discuss future plans with pleasantly boozy enthusiasm. ‘The Good Buddha Guide’ seems suddenly attractive. I’ve seen the Buddhas in Burma and know how wonderful they look and I’d like to know a lot more about Buddhas and Buddhism.


The Hemingway book is a great achievement. In one year we’ve produced something of value, of dazzling good looks and hopefully, of readable content. A last embrace by the cabs then off on our separate ways.


Friday, October 1st


The great nine-week blitz that began the day we returned from Key West is now virtually over. In August and September I’ve finished the book, written and recorded four commentaries, written and filmed new material for Python Night, read the ‘Hem Adventure’ for Orion recorded books, done a few days of publicity and spread the word at a clutch of sales conferences. The book is ready for distribution, two out of the four shows are ready for transmission, the audiotapes and the videotapes are being prepared.


The general buzz is positive. Booksellers clearly expect decent sales, and Peter Salmon’s decision to place us at nine on a Sunday is a sign of his faith in the project. Things could always throw us off course, but I’ve the general feeling that the first show has been seen by the powers that be and judged to be good, which is a relief, and that there aren’t any horrible shocks ahead.



Wednesday, October 6th



To the gym for a bit of hard work before off to record the Clive Anderson Show down at the South Bank. Clive doesn’t like to greet the guests beforehand (so as not to lose the spontaneous moment of greeting as he or she steps out) – which makes for slightly farcical behaviour backstage, with curtains being drawn and redrawn as he goes by.


I’m aware of being comfortable, but not as sharp, fluent or articulate as I’d like to be. I can foresee problems like this until I can pin down my thoughts. My reasons for doing the Hemingway subject are explicable, but what I’ve learnt – and how and why I went about it the way I did, are less easy to explain. The usual Palin weakness, instinct over intellect, heart before head – do something appealing and hope people don’t ask too many awkward questions, like why?


Thursday, October 7th


The Paramount Comedy Channel ‘LOB’ screening. We’re driven round to the Empire in rickshaws – pedalled by sturdy young women. JC and Gilliam in one (they’re talking to each other now), myself and TJ in another. I think there is a crowd – but mostly we’re besieged by the strange, wild, staring-eyed nutters who seem to be our most intense fans – pushing autographs and photos at us with unsmiling urgency.


The press take photos; then we give interviews to a bank of TV crews and retreat eventually to a back room to be fitted with mikes and to sign some of the range of Python wines. TJ very critical about the design of the labels – but this is party wine – all from Pays d’Oc and not really worth making a fuss about – Norwegian Blue Red is passable.


Then we’re introduced by Jonathan Ross and, as planned, we all talk at once for at least one and a half minutes before being led off by Roman centurions.


When I get home I watch my appearance on Clive Anderson. It’s adequate but not remarkable. My trouble is that I don’t really believe in anecdotes, in telling jokes in that rather confident way, presuming your audience will be fascinated. I believe doubt is much more interesting than assertiveness.


Saturday, October 9th


A missive from Eric – addressed to us all, rather than personally – prompted by his worries that he has been seen as the Python who – as TJ put it at a press conference at the ‘LOB’ screening – ‘doesn’t want to play any more’. It’s conciliatory and blames any misunderstanding on the media’s inability to appreciate irony.


In the evening round to TJ’s with H to watch Python Night. The new material – the new linking material – is fine but seems to lack something (are we all a little self-conscious, or a mite unrelaxed, at doing what we did so apparently effortlessly 30 years ago? Or is it the lack of a studio audience?)


Monday, October 11th


Publication day for my fourth travel book in ten years. Breakfast overshadowed by a Mark Lawson piece which says most of the things I feared might be said about the series – even though he’s only seen the first episode. Headlined ‘Farewell to Charm’, it’s an inescapable full-page complete with photo basically bemoaning the fact that the programme is more about travel than Hemingway, and even then it is less good than my previous programmes.


Run before lunch. Paul Hamann on phone soon after I return, with good news on Python Night ratings. BBC Two’s average Saturday-night audience doubled – better figures than any other themed evening. Ralph Lee calls later – I feel very pleased for him and Elaine and Selena, hard work rewarded.


Saturday, October 16th


To the St Martin’s Lane Hotel. Big, wide, airy foyer. Hard, yellow feel to it all. Austerity chic. Am there to talk to Rob van Scheers, for a Dutch magazine, who want to do a big feature on me, Hem and Python.


There’s always a slight asymmetry with a Dutch – and a German – interview, as though we are mentally just out of synch. His laughter comes at times I don’t expect – usually unrelated to the joke. But he’s thorough and I have to work hard for my breakfast. ‘You seem to be, out of all the Pythons, the … how shall I say … the most relaxed,’ he ends.


I rush off to seek some peace and quiet away from my own views, until all this starts again on Monday. Check some of the papers. Previews largely friendly, if neutral; though The Times calls the first show ‘self-indulgent’. Wait till they see the others.


Sunday, October 24th


Rachel has left home. The last of the children we first began bringing into the world 31 years and two weeks ago, has left Julia Street.



Monday, October 25th



Waiting for Adam to collect me at eight, I’m idly scanning the Guardian Review and run slap-bang into one Desmond Christy in bilious mood. A short, sharp, deeply unpleasant little piece. Like someone who’d heard there was a beating going on and arrived late, just as the victim was getting up.


His criticism, at heart, is about the ‘attempts to be funny’, and my anger is compounded by my own awareness that these were the areas in which I felt we were weakest. David encouraged any silliness and my battles only curbed a few of the excesses of comic taste for which I’m now being punished.


Still, it’s my fault in the end. No one else’s. So for the second week I set off on a tight-packed publicity tour for a series that has been given a critical drubbing. News of the overnights not much better. Down to 4.2 – but apparently all BBC One progs suffered. ‘Ballykissangel’ dropping from 7.5 to 4.5, and ‘French and Saunders’, after me, mustering no more than 3.5. But Zsuzsanna is upbeat, as ever, and the punters (especially in Nottingham) are out in force and generally very happy with the series. The patient is bruised but not beaten yet.


Sunday, October 31st


Anne J rings to tell me that there has already been one recanting review – by Stephen Pile in the Telegraph on Saturday, off his ‘high horse’ onto ‘a very small pony’.


The book is slowly making a mark on the charts. The Observer has it at No. 6 in its second week – this on returns at end of our first signing week, and after one, controversial, programme. Should rise on the next chart.


Monday, November 1st


Gloomy day that gradually turns wetter as Atlantic weather blusters across during the morning. At last, a chance to spend a day without leaving home.


Anne rings with the figures, about midday. I’ve been trying to suppress my deepest anxieties – that the series could free-fall down through the ratings, so my initial response to a raised figure of 4.5, up from 4.2 for prog two, and a share of 18.4 per cent is a relief.


Talk later to Eddie M. I think we’ve failed to please either audience sufficiently – those who would follow MP anywhere, by bringing Hemingway into the equation and by making the programme deliberately difficult to follow, and those who expected Hemingway’s presence to lift MP into a sort of arts prog for the masses, by treating the material too lightly.


Complete ‘Disgrace’ by Coetzee, a deeply depressing book, but sort of relevant. All about change, about comfortable certainties being turned on their head.


Wednesday, November 3rd


Another, and final, dig at the series, this one in Time Out – ‘he’s more concerned with making bad jokes than telling us about …’ etc., etc., this morning has me thumping the walls in helpless anger and frustration. I know! I know! But leave me alone, for God’s sake. The jokes are a tiny part of a series of beautiful photography (not mentioned in a single review this time, strangely enough), some underplayed and telling observations and, particularly last week, some genuine revelations, but no, it must be dragged down to the level of personality. If Michael makes a few bad jokes it invalidates the whole.


I’m only strengthened by remembering Virginia Woolf’s wonderful phrase about ‘the queer, disreputable pleasure of being abused’. The rage passes quickly – what can I do about it now?


I clear some of my room. TV repairman comes. I’ve booked a massage. Dawn at Face To Face in Chetwynd Road thought the series ‘brilliant’. Helen comes back with a similar reaction from the man in the gym.


Friday, November 19th


Feel wide awake enough to get up at half past six, as H is preparing to go into hospital at seven.


H calls at eleven, sounding very drowsy. Bright spells and dark, violent showers alternate. Potter round, settling myself; trying to reduce the amount of paper, letters, requests, demands that drift about.


By taxi to London Bridge Hospital at three. Traffic sluggish along Cannon Street. Not quite a hotel, but the general lack of clattering trolleys and stretchered patients, and the soft pile of carpet everywhere, makes it seem more like one than a hospital. Cheerful lack of security. If I wanted to get rid of an inmate I’d have no problems.


Up to the second floor and locate H in a small, functional room. She looks in good colour, but has difficulty keeping her eyes open. An oxygen tube runs across both cheeks and up her nose, and a morphine drip runs into her arm.


Stay for about an hour and a half, during which time I go down to the hospital shop for an Evening Standard. Told by the girl who runs it that they only have a limited selection of papers. Limited indeed – there isn’t a single one that isn’t in Arabic.


Home on the Northern Line and buy Will a book at Belsize Park for his birthday today.


Will and Heather are waiting at the house. Presents are opened. Glass of champagne then we all take a taxi to the 29th birthday party that Will has organised in South Ken, collecting Rachel on the way (she’s just back from spending a week in Oldham filming ‘The League of Gentlemen’ at work). Unpretentious Italian. Reminds me of the sort of places we ate in in the Piave Valley. They serve us Prosecco as we wait for the guests to arrive.


Despite my fears of being overtaken by jet lag I survive quite happily until eleven – talking with Will’s friends Dan about Northern Ireland (he’s on the Bloody Sunday enquiry, which has run for a year, and he argues for more understanding of the Protestant position) and Jim Bobin about dubious editing techniques in the new Ali G series. I’m glad Will keeps such a diverse collection of friends, that’s how it should be.


I’m still perfectly awake and compos when Big Ben strikes at twelve. So far, no serious after-effects of the two-week door-to-door trip down under.


Monday, November 22nd


Strange nights. Waking in the silence of the small hours as if it’s morning. Pass ideas for novels through my mind, audition prospects for new travel series, before drifting off to elaborate dreams, these in turn broken by the subdued roar of the first big jets coming into Heathrow – then more unconvincing sleep. H and me, both in our different ways, suffering the effects of major interference in the normal routine of our healthy lives.


Zsuzsanna rings with her demands. Today programme wants me to be on tomorrow morning to talk about British image abroad – feel I should do it for the book, though in my gut I know these things never work out as well as you’d hoped.


Tuesday, November 23rd


Wake again in the early hours with headache, gut-ache and general system emergency. Feel like getting up, think a lot, then back to sleep which is quite deep by the time H nudges me to remind me that I have a car coming at a quarter to eight to take me to Broadcasting House, a down-the-line interview for Today.


Now Today is centralised at White City, the foyer of BH is like a ghost town. Security personnel are the only other occupants this morning. I’m escorted by a woman with a pleasantly guttural Central European accent – to the area where the small, cubicle-like studios are guarded by three men. I’m shown into mine and left there. No tea, coffee or even water offered.


Sit around listening to details of Jeffrey Archer’s downfall on cans until, when it’s almost my time to take part in a discussion about the British Council and how the British are seen abroad, I realise my throat’s dry. Halfway through my contribution frogs take over my throat and most of my interview with Sue McGregor is spent clearing it.


No word at the end. I let myself out of the booth and out of the building, this time unescorted. There is no car waiting to take me home. Wish I’d never done it. I didn’t have much to say, or time to say it.


To lunch with Anne J. Amongst a bundle of requests she passes over to me before we go to Orso’s is a letter from Downing Street offering me a CBE. My immediate reaction is good, honest surprise, incredulity and a twist of pride as well. My citation is for ‘Services to: Television drama and travel documentaries’. Well, I’m certainly chuffed. Should I accept it? Obviously yes, less obviously, but worth considering, no.


Some shopping then home. Tell H about the CBE. She thinks I should accept. So I tick the ‘I Do’ box and send it off.


To Ladbroke Arms to meet up with Roger and Alex Richardson [editor of most of my travel shows]. They’re both gently critical of the ‘MPHA’ series. Good things along the way but something wrong in tone and pitch. Rog says nothing new I did that involved travel would be accepted easily after success of the long journeys. Maybe this is a necessary part of the process – distance myself from the old travel shows (after ten years) and draw a line under the past – with CBE as my epitaph?


Wednesday, November 24th


Lie awake in my almost habitual waking interval sometime in the dead of night and worry about accepting the CBE with such alacrity. Decide in the end that it would be much more of a palaver not accepting it – I would have had to tell everybody I hadn’t accepted it and I can’t think of a good enough reason to go with such a decision. Back to sleep.


Thursday, November 25th


Feel sudden, unfamiliar apprehension about the book-signings today. Comparing the ‘Hemingway Adventure’s performance with any of the three big travels is pointless. Ridiculous to have expected exactly the same; nevertheless I occasionally get a whiff of real disaster – if the book doesn’t excite, because of mixed feelings and low audience for the series, and if I can’t sign it back into the charts by Christmas, then the promise of the massive first printing will end up as an embarrassment. Mighty machines that poured out pages for eight days will be replaced by mighty machines that may have to destroy the same pages.


To Books Etc in Broadgate. Small, well-run store. A rather well-dressed, middle-aged woman secures my autograph but says in that acceptably frank way which the upper class have, ‘I didn’t enjoy your “Hemingway’s Travels” as much as the others.’ We talk and it is the style which she took exception to – not as easy as my previous series. Trying too hard.


Saturday, November 27th


Work on my Sheffield speech. Adam collects me at half past one. To Books Etc, now Borders, megastore, in Charing Cross Road. I’m installed up in the Religion department – not far from Erotica, one of the assistants tells me, consolingly. It’s quiet, but I have a steady queue for an hour and a lot of foreign buyers – Danes, Germans and French.


Sunday, November 28th


Run, soft underfoot but more sunshine than cloud and quite warm. The BA/Millennium Wheel, now up, makes a dramatic impact on the classic London skyline. I like it. The circle adds a good shape, breaks down the dominance of rectangular plinths.


The book is hanging in at the very bottom of the Top 10, and, as there is very little difference between those at five and ten, I am hopeful.


Wednesday, December 1st


Write out and edit the Sheffield speech. To the gym for a workout; grab a sandwich then to St Pancras for the train to Sheffield.


I talk to the woman opposite. She used to work for the Labour Party and refers to their leaders by their Christian names. She’s also going to the Made In Sheffield dinner. She assures me that the Chancellor, Gordon Brown, star guest, will speak before the dinner – ‘he never sits through the meal’ – then leave – and that he’ll not be wearing black tie as requested. ‘He never does.’


We share a car to the Stakis Hotel, two years old and built on Victoria Quay, a canal-side location just off the approach to what I remember as a trainspotter, was Victoria Station. Time to change, check the speech one last time, and down to pre-drinks at 7.15.


Gareth, the university vice-chancellor, mutters about the football clubs, both in dire straits this season, merging together. Proud of new university figures that show Sheffield taking highest proportion of state school entrants in the country.


Gordon Brown appears, moving unfussily into the room, preceded by a young PPS, looking rather anxious and much less at ease than his boss. We’re introduced. He gives me a very warm, soft hand to shake. No grip, no pressure. Amiable grin; talks about being my warm-up man. Very easy, relaxed manner.


Then I notice Lord Rogers, Richard Rogers – whose presence on the bill is a surprise to me. He’s not wearing a DJ either. Instead a collarless black shirt – beautiful he looks, like a Roman emperor.


Brown speaks early – usual government line, occasionally mentioning Sheffield, as if the references are fed in to a speech he’s given many times. He tells quite a few jokes, stories against Tony and teasingly against New Labour’s image. He seems comfortable, almost smug, as if he knows an awful lot that none of the rest of us do – which is of course true.


Then he finishes and the meal grinds slowly on. It’s almost half past ten when the first after-dinner speaker is announced and Lord Rogers takes to the podium. He has some of Gordon Brown’s lordliness and he makes a few opening remarks about ‘this beautiful city’, which I assume aren’t architectural – for the much messed-about centre of Sheffield contains some of the dullest of all modern buildings. Then he settles in to develop his thesis about cities, about how important they are, how brownfield sites must be developed before greenfield sites, how the government density guidelines are absurdly low, about how we have the least undeveloped land in Europe, outside the Netherlands. All good stuff but he speaks for 45 minutes and delivers to me a tired audience desperate for some jokes. So my 20 minutes goes down a storm. One of the most enjoyable deliveries I can remember.


Sunday, December 5th


Helen brings a Mail on Sunday back from one of her tennis friends. Interview with Alan Whicker in which he has a good go at his ‘imitators’ as he calls people – well anyone really – who travels and talks to camera. Clive James ‘can’t interview for toffee’ and sending Michael Palin – ‘a man who hates guns, doesn’t hunt, doesn’t drink!’ – to do Hemingway was ridiculous – I should have been sent to do Barbara Cartland!


Evening. Girl sobbing and shouting in the street below our bedroom window. Then she kicks a front door. Silence. A bitter silence, then more moaning. And on the Browns’ corner a couple kiss beneath the old lamppost. He’s in a big, dark suit, close-cropped hair, like a bouncer. She’s well-wrapped against the cold, a slash of red scarf in there. They’re locked in a passionate embrace throughout the time it takes me to have a bath, then they both get into a shiny black sports car with elevating headlamps and drive away.


Monday, December 6th


At nine o’clock give a quick interview to Woman & Home books page. My three favourite books – of course I have to make choice of some of my favourites, impossible to narrow down one’s pleasures – so Jan Morris on Venice, Primo Levi on concentration camp survival (‘If This Is a Man’) and Virginia W’s diaries. ‘Interesting choice,’ she says, on the other end of the phone.


Up to the Screen on the Hill for ‘The Straight Story’ – David Lynch’s latest. A delight – most beautiful, painterly images of the Mid-west and fine music too, all fill out a slim tale with great charm and dignity. Uplifting in the best sense. Walk home a happy man – affected, as one should be, by a good piece of work.


Monday, December 13th


Appalling signing at Sloane Square with WHSmith’s. Quite the worst so far. Only one pre-order. A queue of three at the start of the signing. However, Robin Cook does come browsing by. He doesn’t buy my book but tells me he has just bought the video of ‘A Fish Called Wanda’ – ‘the best comedy ever’. We talk of signing. He says he’s done a thousand Christmas cards at the weekend. Quite surprised at how well-cut is the Foreign Secretary’s suit.


Wednesday, December 15th


To Guildford for a lunchtime signing. Smooth journey, bright sunny day. They have a glass elevator in the centre of the store in which I descend to the signing position. Unfortunately the doors won’t open and much to the bemusement of the waiting queue the lift eventually rises up again. More tinkering with the buttons and we descend once again. It still won’t open. I’m trapped in full view. It’s like the pod sequence in ‘Spinal Tap’ – and I’m the Harry Shearer character. We rise up again. Thank God this is Guildford – anywhere else we’d have had ribald cheers at the very least. Finally we prise the doors open and walk down via the steps.



Friday, December 17th



To Waterstones, Piccadilly, for the final signing of the year. Twenty, ten, even five years ago, the prospect of Simpsons of Piccadilly closing down and being transformed into a five-storey bookshop would have been unthinkable. But now books have become as irresistible as snacks, and indeed allied themselves with the new snack-bar culture – coffee shops and bars and restaurants share the space. Bookshops are now bookstores, as they always were in America and with five floors of them it seems the sky’s the limit.


The signing is typical of most of those in London – polite interest, well short of hysteria. A man in black paramilitary outfit stands guard in case anything should get out of hand. If only. When I ask for coffee and water it is fetched on a tray by an immaculate Prada-garbed young man. There are lots of books and plenty of space but this is not really a friendly place and there is no heart or core to it.


Monday, December 20th


To TV Centre to be briefed for the millennium show. Shown a model of the set, complete with gallery area where I will be plonked down to assemble my short pieces about what’s happening around the world, between two and seven on the last day of the millennium. David Attenborough, Tony Robinson and Fergal Keane will be fellow ‘eyes on the world’.


Tuesday, December 21st


Shopping a.m. Then to Engineer for lunch with Terry G. Still waiting for the deal on his ‘Quixote’ movie but has another lined up for the summer. Most interestingly – he wants to get me back into comedy writing. Says Johnny Depp is very keen to play Le Pétomane.1 It sounds an instantly attractive proposition – my mind whizzing on to thoughts of shooting it with the same elegance and style of a ‘Liaisons Dangereuses’. Keeping the farting itself very sparing – like the appearance of a ghost in a good horror film.



Christmas Day



A landmark Christmas for the family – the first one run by the younger generation, and the first one in the East End. Temporary parking problems, for despite it being Ramadan there are plenty of Bengalis shopping and parking. Helpful Dutch neighbour of Will happens to be coming out of the chapel next door and gives me his place. His parents can’t believe their eyes. ‘We know you. We have seen all your journeys, and the one with Hemingway. You are nice!’


Tuesday, December 28th


Pale dawn light, cold, clear morning, and at ten I take Helen’s mother back to Abbotsley. She’s been, as usual, an essential part of Christmas, happily plunging into a series of boisterous events, from our Christmas Eve party onwards. In the car on the way up north I’ve time to listen and we talk about all sorts of things. About the changes in our lifetimes – about education and the declining importance of rules and formality in personal behaviour. And so on. I learn a lot.


Wednesday, December 29th


At a quarter to four I’m collected and whisked off to TV Centre to be shown the set for the millennium programme on Friday. Lots of ground support, ladies with headsets and mobiles and clipboards. The producer shows me to the ‘Crow’s Nest’ which has a bank of monitors and which looks out over a sort of Bluewater Shopping Centre set with water bubbling and flowing down a ramp in the middle.


It’s a cosy, closeted world in Studio TC1, and once I’m in it I can see the attractions of being there throughout the event. Just to say you were there. I shall only be on for three hours or so between Tony Robinson and David Attenborough (who I think refused to stay on for the midnight shift).


Driven home by a burly man who tells me I’m his ‘last job of the millennium’.


Thursday, December 30th
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