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Author’s Note

Hello, readers – and welcome to Part 2 of my memoirs, covering the period from my first gig as a professional comic through to the present day.

I’ve called them ‘memoirs’ because, rather than being a chronological account of my life, they’re a collection of the bits and pieces of my existence that I can remember – and believe you me, I’m stunned I have recalled so much, given that my memory has been shot to pieces since I had children, and it wasn’t that great before either.

I imagine that, at some point, some scientist or other has said that we only remember the exciting bits in our lives, and let’s hope that’s true, because you certainly don’t want to know about the great cup of tea I had in April 1994 in a café in Wisbech or my favourite episode of Casualty.

So I hope this hotchpotch of musings is to your taste,  and I can assure you they are certainly not as intellectually challenging as Proust (in case you are a bit weird and actually thought they might be). And if you start reading and think, God, this is dull, you can always pass it on to someone you don’t like.




TRYING TO BE FUNNY




Shaky Beginnings

It’s April 1988, and I am on Channel Four live on Friday Night Live. I’m on a raised platform in front of a crowd of the thinnest, youngest, most attractive people I’ve ever seen who are staring quizzically at me. This may well be because TV directors of live shows tend to put the chubby, not so attractive ones at the back. A part of me feels slightly smug that for once I am not at the back ... I’m in the front, so bollocks to them.

My first couple of lines work well and there is some laughter and the crowd starts to relax a bit. I’m beginning to relax too despite the fact that my arm is going up and down in a chicken-flapping-its-wings style with nervousness. I drone on in my monotone voice . . .

Then a voice cuts through the crowd. ‘Get off!’

My first feeling is one of indignation. I’m actually doing all right, so what’s that all about?

Because it’s live TV, the fear is multiplied a hundredfold. Any mistake you make, a small fluff or whether you spectacularly and waterfall-like actually wet yourself, will be captured for eternity – and so the pressure on you is huge. There will not be the comforting thought of a film editor whooshing away your moment of humiliation. This is it.

What do I do? It is a male voice heckling me, surprise surprise, and it is my natural inclination to get into a slanging match with him. After all, this is what we comics are supposed to do best. However, this is live telly and my set is timed to the second. If I start getting stuck into a heckler, that will eat up my time and the whole thing will be thrown out of kilter. I stare in the general direction of the heckler and say, ‘Thank you,’ and move on. Afterwards, however, I’m really pissed off and want to get the heckler into a corner and lamp him. My first-ever appearance on TV and he nearly ruined the whole thing.

I hear through the grapevine that some staff from LWT have been sacked that day and he is among the disgruntled sackees. I feel slightly less homicidal towards him. I suppose at least it wasn’t that personal.

In a strange karmic twist, some years later I meet the heckler at a TV studio in Southampton. He is now the presenter of a live magazine show on which I am appearing.

‘I was the one who heckled you on Friday Night Live,’ he says, with a smug grin on his face.

‘And now you’re presenting a live show, how would you  like to be heckled?’ I enquire.

And I rather meanly leave it at that, implying that I am going to heckle him back, but not bothering, hoping the anticipatory fear will be enough to ruin his day.

 



Having taken the plunge in early 1988 and left my job as Senior Sister at the Maudsley Hospital – my little safety net, though I suppose most people wouldn’t see a twenty-four-hour Psychiatric Emergency Clinic quite in this way – I am suddenly out on my own.

Obviously it’s a bit of a risk, to leave a secure job which I liked and strike out into the murky waters of possible nothingness. Although a nurse’s salary wasn’t much to write home about, at least it was regular and there was always the possibility that my burgeoning comedy career could take a nose-dive before it had even begun. I had been a nurse for the last ten years, six of those years fulltime in the Emergency Clinic dealing with every possible psychiatric crisis you could imagine, from extreme psychosis to drug withdrawal to personality disorders. I had a mortgage to pay on a flat and plenty of outgoings.

Comedy, by contrast, was a hand-to-mouth existence in which, at the end of every show, you got a little brown envelope with cash in it or just a handful of notes. I  wasn’t sure there would be enough bookings to justify my leaving a secure job, so I asked my mum and dad what they thought about it, and they were pretty positive. They could see I’d done my time in a stable job, and to some extent were there as a safety net. They weren’t loaded, but they would ensure that I wasn’t on the street in a sleeping bag eating out of skips round the back of Sainsbury’s.

Friends were also very supportive and thought it was hugely exciting. One particular mate had encouraged me right at the beginning by reminding me that I was never going to do it if I didn’t take the plunge, and this next stage, of sloughing off my job, was something most of my friends urged me to do.

Added to that, I was bloody knackered and I really wanted some lie-ins. Given that most of the jobs I had done up until that point had involved shift work, I fancied a bit of staying in bed till midday with nothing to do until the evening. Comedy also seemed to me to have a built-in social life, and comics seemed like interesting people. I was aware of the dearth of women and wanted to get out there and do some material for the female audience. It wasn’t a particularly difficult decision. I’ve always been somewhat of a gambler because I don’t think those huge decisions are irreversible: you can always go back. So while many people are lying awake at night turning a problem over and over in their mind, I am one  of the lucky ones who snores their head off, happily oblivious of life’s possible pitfalls.

 



Back to Friday Night Live, the comedy extravaganza on Channel Four which is the show for all ambitious alternative comedians to aim for at the time. The compere is Ben Elton, the politically motivated, sparkily relentless nemesis of Margaret Thatcher - every right-thinking alternative comic’s sworn enemy.

The show is a hotchpotch of stand-up comedy, sketches and music. I’d found my way onto it because I was invited to attend an audition at the Brixton rehearsal rooms to prove to some people behind a desk that I was worthy of four and a half minutes of jokes on live telly.

There’s nothing more demoralising for a comic than an unpissed, unsmiling panel of judges in broad daylight staring at you as you struggle through your routine doing your best to keep it upbeat. It has to be said, though, that in my case my delivery was about as upbeat as a funeral sermon, given that I had slipped into an approximation of the way the football scores are read out through a combination of nerves and ignorance. I was finding it impossible to sound like anything other than a depressed bloke with an inability to manage verbal light and shade. However, despite this they booked me and the experience was exciting and terrifying in equal measure.

Of course, having never done telly before I was swept  along in a miasma of glamour and fear, doing a sound check, sitting in my dressing room telling myself all the clichés such as, ‘You’ve made it’ and stuff like that whilst glaring at my overlit face in a light-bulbed mirror. I was sandwiched between the Pogues and Mark Thomas, dressing-room-wise. A strange place to be. I reckon the Pogues had had a half or twelve, as at one point what sounded like a bar-room brawl erupted in their dressing room involving shouting and the sound of wood splintering. I would have been disappointed if they hadn’t, though.

On the other side, with my door slightly open to catch the maximum effect of my virgin telly appearance, I could hear Mark Thomas negotiating with the producers about the level of bad language he was permitted to use. I’m sure I heard the sentence, ‘If you get rid of a “wanker” you can have two “toffee bollocks”.’ Aah, the poetry of comedy.

Mark Thomas was always an electrifying presence on the comedy circuit. I remember seeing him very early on at the Comedy Store before I dipped my toe into what can be the terrifying cauldron of death on a Friday night. He seemed so big, self-confident and he filled the stage. I think the audience was probably a bit scared of him, and I recall thinking to myself that perhaps his approach was the way forward, like a no-nonsense teacher - don’t give ’em a chance.

[image: 001]

After my appearance on Friday Night Live which everyone seemed to agree had gone OK, I sat back and waited for the offers to flood in. Quite what sort of offers I expected I’m not sure, but whatever they were in my head, they didn’t flood, they didn’t even trickle. So it was back to the circuit for a bit, to practise my act around the London comedy scene.

One great thing did come out of Friday Night Live and that was that I got myself an agent. Naively, I didn’t even realise it was something I should do, and my idea of an agent was a short balding American bloke with a very loud voice and a big cigar, going on endlessly about percentages and auditions.

Vivienne Clore approached me after the programme and asked if she could take me on . . . as it were. I can’t remember much about our initial conversation and my powers of judgement were not up to much as I had no idea what I was looking for. But Vivienne seemed articulate, intelligent, cynical, a bit scary and good fun. And at the time that was good enough for me.

Vivienne is still my agent so I obviously made a good choice . . . for me. Agents seem to come in all shapes and sizes. Some are like over-attentive parents, constantly on hand to sort out the smallest problem in your life; others are like your mates, who go out on the town with you, get pissed, take drugs and sleep with you, while others are like the head of a Mafia family. You can take your  pick. Vivienne and I have become good friends, but are not in each other’s pockets, which I think is important. I can’t envisage ever being unfaithful to her.

Vivienne has always been incredibly professional and comes from a big ‘talent’ agency, The Richard Stone Partnership. She’s been very supportive towards me and has religiously turned up at every single Tom, Dick and Harry of a programme, however potentially rubbish it’s been. But the other thing I appreciate is her honesty.

It’s very hard when you work in telly and get to a certain stage in your career to get an honest answer. Now I realise I haven’t got to the Madonna part of my career (and never will) where I do exactly what I like and no one can give me any advice about the direction in which I am going. On the whole, if people think that something you have done is complete rubbish, their preferred approach is to pretend that it (and you) don’t really exist, rather than telling you the truth. This makes it very hard to get an objective opinion.

Of course, Vivienne doesn’t go in for personality-destroying invective. If something hasn’t gone well or has been definitely dodgy, she will acknowledge that and suggest changes. Similarly, my husband will tell me if something wasn’t so good. Basically, however famous you are, if you retain any vestiges of true perspective, you will know yourself when you’ve been shite.

In those days, there was a certain hierarchy of clubs –  the little sweet ones in the back room of a pub and the bigger, higher earners like the Comedy Store and Jongleurs, which had more of a ring of glamour about them and meant you didn’t have to change or put your lipstick on in a toilet, kitchen or corridor.




The Circuit, Not Always Electric

When I came onto the comedy circuit in 1986, it had been going for a few years already.

My friend Mark Kelly, with whom I write, remembers that when he started in 1984, there were only a handful of venues. Added to that, in the early days, the circuit seemed to have room for acts that were not just pure stand-ups. You could see a number of poets and also other people who were more like performance artists than stand-ups.

My top six acts, for their weirdness, were:




1. Tony Green and Ian Hinchcliffe 

These two heckled me off at my first-ever gig. Tony Green did a character called Mad Jock Macock, which I feel is self-explanatory, while Ian Hinchcliffe would do things like eating glass, stripping naked and rolling on  the floor on broken glass. Didn’t float my boat, but we all have different tastes.




2. Kevin McAleer 

Kevin was an absurdist whose act at the time consisted of a slideshow – although the only slide I can remember was one of a baby owl with huge eyes. Audiences seemed mesmerised by Kevin’s strangeness and he sat among the stand-ups like your bonkers uncle at a family party.




3. The Ice Man 

The Ice Man truly was a performance artist. He would try to melt a huge block of ice in a variety of ways including fire and salt, whilst a tape of opera and sounds of the sea played over it. He had two other acts: one in which he would build a crane, and another which consisted solely of him dragging a huge anchor chain across the stage. Can’t see that on Britain’s Got Talent . . . or can I?




4. Arloe Barloe 

This man did an act with huge extendable arms. I can say no more than this.




5. Fanny Farts 

Never has the phrase ‘It does what it says on the tin’ been more apt. This woman, FF, was a regular for a while at the Tunnel Club in Greenwich, and she blew raspberries  out of her vagina. The capricious audience at the Tunnel would love her or hate her, depending on what mood they were in. It wasn’t pornographic in the sense that she felt compelled to display said vagina, but several people had a word with Malcolm Hardee – who ran the gig and who had a propensity for pulling in the most outrageous acts he could manage – and said they weren’t sure he should be booking the woman.




6. Chris Lynam 

Chris looked like a malevolent elfin teenager with a huge mass of dark backcombed hair, eyeliner and the general demeanour of someone who was out of control. Some of his act consisted of eating a bar of chocolate by smearing it all over his face or simply abusing the audience as if he was a pissed tramp. His pièce de résistance, however, was shoving a firework up his arse, setting fire to it and standing looking at the audience with a cheeky grin whilst the firework disgorged white hot flames into the air. Yes, I think he did burn his bum a few times, but people loved it. I remember working with him at a pub in Wandsworth, and for some reason he threw a shoe into the audience and by accident it hit a woman on the head and caused copious bleeding. Made a change, I suppose, to reverse the process . . . and have the act chuck things at the audience.


Performance Poets 

It may be hard to believe now, but on the early comedy circuit, performance poets were big news. Many stand-ups started as poets and then switched to pure stand-up, among them Mark Lamarr and Phill Jupitus. Jenny Eclair also started with a bit of poetry; so did the sharp-as-a-knife Mandy Knight, whose poetry was dark, enormously funny and beautifully put together, as was she.

Then, as the circuit grew and became more stand-up orientated, and as bigger, more commercial clubs began to spring up in Central London, like Jongleurs and the Comedy Store, the fringe elements of alternative comedy started to fade away.

John Hegley seems to be the only comedy performance poet who is still going strong, and thank God for that, because it would be morally wrong if he disappeared. If you are a comedy performance poet who is still happily performing and are miffed that I have only mentioned John Hegley, please feel free to write to me and have a right go.

Many acts on the comedy circuit in the early days had silly names, myself included (The Sea Monster). This was not just because they liked having a silly name, it was because many were on the dole and wanted to hide their identity, so they weren’t taxed on the extra quids they earned for performing. Legend has it that one performer was called into the dole office and told, ‘Look,  I saw you on television last night, so it seems unlikely that in the future you will be able to draw state benefits.’ He considered himself told.

The weird and wonderful venues flourished, stewarded by the equally weird and wonderful. I remember one club run by Tony Allen, a towering, grizzled figure on the circuit for a while who many people named ‘The God-father of Alternative Comedy’. Tony’s club was in an old church in Notting Hill and used to get quite an ethnically mixed audience, unusual since most comedy clubs tended to be relentlessly white.

I did the club one night and was heading to my car, always alert for potential danger, when I heard a roar behind me. I looked round to see a massive black guy running up the street towards me gesticulating wildly and shouting. Oh shit, I thought. Is it going to be a robbery or a sexual assault? There was no point in running as he was legging it up the street at the speed of light. My hands closed round my car keys instinctively as I planned to poke him in the eye if he started anything. Pathetic, really – he was so big I would have needed a bloody ladder. So I just stood there and awaited my fate.

He skidded up to me, patted me on the back and said, ‘Well done, you were brilliant tonight.’

So my innate racism was finally revealed and I felt ashamed that I had just assumed he was going to do me  harm. Still, it taught me another lesson about London’s inhabitants. They are often not what they seem.


North and South 

Given that it is split by a river, I suppose it was inevitable that rivalry would develop between Norf and Sarf Londoners. And indeed it has, to the point that it became a huge cliché for a while that black-cab drivers legendarily would not go south of the river after a cut-off point at night, for fear of the crime-ridden alleys full of murderers and muggers. South Londoners think North Londoners are stuck-up nobheads, whereas North Londoners think themselves more sophisticated and intelligent. North Londoners think South Londoners are rough as old boots and chavvy (I hate that word so much), whereas we South Londoners see ourselves as edgy and interesting.

Who is right? Well, it’s completely dependent on where you live. And let’s face it, no one outside London gives a toss. As someone who was born in South London and returned there aged twenty to work in Camberwell, I am shot through with loyalty to the Sarf. It’s less crowded, there are more green open spaces and a more mixed, chilled-out and generally more attractive community.

North London never has anywhere to park and North Londoners think they’re great. Well, someone has to.

But it has to be said that the vast majority of comedy  clubs were and are in North London, with a smattering of slightly grubby ones down South. I didn’t mind that, as I like grubby. And having lived North of the river for a bit and never being able to park less than half a mile away from my flat, I felt the pull of the South in my heart almost from the kick-off and returned relieved and ecstatic a year or so later.


The ‘C’ word 

‘Cunt’ was a forbidden word in the early days of the circuit. When alternative comedy developed away from the traditional circuit, the unspoken (but known by everyone) rules discouraged racist or anti-women jokes; the ‘C’ word was considered to be offensive towards women.

My friend Alan Davies remembers it as being a real taboo in the early days, and Mark Kelly recalls a comic called Tony Morewood being one of the first to bring it back into the fold – in reference to a member of the audience. From this point it seems the ‘C’ word was reclaimed by various comics, most of them men, ironically, until it began to enter the arena of words that were once offensive, but now have lost their bite.

It seems though that it has not quite been rehabilitated, and perhaps still needs to be said by Holly Willoughby on This Morning or someone on Springwatch, maybe, before it completely loses its bite. I have mixed  feelings towards the dear old ‘C’ word. I know it can be offensive to women, but there’s nothing quite like the primitive ejection of it into the universe when one is at the height of anger or frustration; nothing else quite replaces it. So, what I’m really saying is I’m a hypocrite. I don’t think people should use it, but I do.

As the comedy circuit developed and grew, the commercial possibilities on offer caused the more fringey acts to drop off the edges. Clubs started to open that could be real money-making business opportunities for hard-nosed promoters, rather than the idiosyncratic comedy wannabes who had hitherto run clubs. So the Comedy Store and Jongleurs were born and the small, odd clubs started to disappear along with the small, odd acts.

And, with the new clubs came new and different types of audiences. From your stereotypical beard-strokers (‘and that was just the women,’ many comics I know would have remarked) suddenly there were audiences from outside Town who didn’t have an allotment or a solar panel to their name. They wanted a GOOD NIGHT OUT and they weren’t prepared to put up with any polemical nonsense, comedy mime or poems about the political sitch in Peru. They wanted clever, slick stand-ups with a joke rate to equal Mr B. Connolly’s, and they were ruthless in their disdain of the gentle drama-school wordsmith.

There was an influx of Irish blokes onto the London circuit when they realised they could actually earn a living.  London said hello to Sean Hughes, Michael Redmond, Dylan Moran, Patrick Kielty and many others. The comedy circuit in America seemed to be faltering slightly too, and that meant that Bill Hicks, Emo Philips, Steven Wright, Will Durst and Dennis Leary all ventured across the Atlantic to have a crack at the English.

The comedy circuit in America sounds far more hierarchical than it is over here. (I’ve never been.) Comics have definitive places on a bill and have to work their way up the ladder to be ‘the closing act’ who earns more than the rest. In London it was different in the early days. There was no such thing as ‘Top of the Bill’. Most bills at London clubs in the mid-eighties were interchangeable. However, things started to change as audiences began turning up to see particular acts. My friend Mark tells me that at ‘new material’ nights, audience members would ask if certain comics like myself were on. God bless him, he had to say that or I would have chinned him.

For a long time, everything was centred in London, and although there were one or two far-flung outposts of comedy, like a tiny club in Bungay in Suffolk run by Malcolm Hardee, all comedy was Londoncentric. Of course this has changed enormously since I started; now every town and city has its comedy club, while Jongleurs has spread like a virus round the entire country.


The Tunnel Club 

The Tunnel Club was run by the inimitable and chaotic Malcolm Hardee whose catchphrase ‘Oi oi!’ would preface any interaction he would have with the audience. He would shamble onto the stage looking like a cross between a tramp, Frank Carson and a little boy with Eric Morecambe-type glasses. The audience absolutely loved him and didn’t care that he did the same material week in and week out, to the point that they could repeat it along with him.

Whenever an act was on who was struggling, the cry would go up from the scary heckly bit at the back on the right-hand side . . . ‘Malcolm!’ . . . and if it started to build and everyone started shouting Malcolm’s name, he would have to come back on and shoo off whichever poor sod was doing his best against a tide of derision and no laughs.

Malcolm’s other catchphrase was ‘Fuck it’, which he would liberally sprinkle throughout his compering. Malcolm would often resort to getting his genitalia out for a laugh and occasionally would place a pair of glasses on the top of his bollocks – his impersonation of General De Gaulle, and an unsettlingly accurate one at that. People always said he had the longest bollocks on the circuit (it’s not like there were loads of other pairs of bollocks on display), and although there was never actually a competition to find out the truth of this statement, I think they were probably right.

The Tunnel Club was the modern equivalent for comedians of the Roman Coliseum. If you got the thumbs-down from the audience, you were dead – no empathy, no support, you just had to get off. As you made your way to the stage, you could often hear members of the audience shouting, ‘Crucify her!’ or similarly reassuring supportive comments, and it did really feel like you were being fed to a baying mob.

On the whole, it was a non-violent place and you were reasonably safe apart from a bruised ego, but one incident there heralded the beginning of the end. The female half of a double act called Clarence and Joy Pickles was hit in the face by a heavy plastic beer glass and cut quite badly. Following this, comics were urged by Arthur Smith to boycott the Tunnel. Quite a few did, and it was a while before things got back to normal. All this only increased the Tunnel’s reputation as a scary gig.

One night, an American comic juggler – you’re in a coma already, I know – attempted to involve the audience in his act by throwing his skittles (or whatever they’re called) into the crowd, to be returned when he asked. He soon discovered to his cost that the Tunnel audience didn’t play that game, and one was aimed back at him with the ferocity of an Olympic javelin-thrower, whistling at great speed past his head and causing the audience to send up a massive, bloodthirsty cheer. However, as the next one sailed towards him with  breathtaking acceleration, he actually managed a body swerve and caught it. Suddenly the audience loved him and he could do no wrong and went on to storm it.

It was because of the completely arbitrary nature of the punters at the Tunnel that most comics feared its power. Add to that a clever audience whose ability to place a well-honed heckle was second to none, and you did face true humiliation. However, if you got through it, the rewards to your self-esteem were tremendous and you felt like a hero.

My approach was to step on stage and just stand staring at the audience while they roared, railed and abused me at the top of their voices. Eventually they would get bored, and as the noise died down I would launch into my set at a hundred miles an hour and pray. I must have done the Tunnel four or five times and am proud to report I have an unblemished record and was never booed off.

However, to wheel out a cliché, all good things must come to an end, and the Tunnel did not last. Details are sketchy in my head, but there was a police raid following a stabbing in the car park, and the Tunnel was forced to close. My friend Mark remembers looking back over his shoulder as he left during the chaos of the raid, to see Malcolm stark naked on stage holding a dog on a lead which was trying to bite him on the bollocks. A fitting image, I feel.


The Comedy Café 

The Comedy Café was our refuge after shows. It was a place where we could drink, hide and chew over the night’s stand-up, as all the comics who met there had come from every end of London to relax and get a bit pissed. Initially the room above the club itself, in Rivington Street just on the edge of the City, was slightly bare, but Noel Faulkner, the endlessly generous and sweet overseer of the club, allowed us to do pretty much what we wanted to the place to make it more homely. We got hold of a few grotty old settees and Alan Davies tells me I forked out for a pool table, although I don’t remember this, and it became a little private club for us to meet at the end of a Friday and Saturday night.

The core group was myself, Alan Davies, Mark Lamarr, Andy Linden, Keith Dover, Jim Miller (aka James Macabre), Hattie Hayridge (Holly from Red Dwarf to you), Simon Clayton, John Gordillo and Andre Vincent, plus an ever-changing cast-list of comics and performers – Ross Noble and Jools Holland among them. I wasn’t particularly young and sprightly then as I hadn’t started stand-up until I was thirty, but Alan Davies, looking back, can’t believe how young the core group were, mainly in their early twenties. Alan remembers going on at the Comedy Café gig one night just after Mark Lamarr, and a bloke in his forties with a couple of similarly aged mates saying very loudly to them, ‘How old’s this one?’ 

We also used the Comedy Café room during the World Cup in 1990. Noel got a massive telly in for us and we watched the Germany game there. Alan recalls being slightly miffed that a load of extra comics turned up and all the decent seats were taken when he arrived. It was, of course, the semi-final in which Gazza was booked and cried, and Waddle and Pearce missed their penalties. Huge depression and England’s inability to deliver the killer blow has been repeated endlessly throughout many World and European Cups.

We were young, we were attractive (ish) and we had enormously good fun – and I think about those days as a time of mega-laughs, a few fights and making really good friendships.




My Best and Worst Comedy Clubs

It was strange not being a nurse any more and having virtually no responsibility apart from writing jokes and managing to drag myself out of the house in time for a gig in the evening. At the time there was a thriving comedy circuit in London. Each club had its own, very personal characteristics – to do with the nature of the venue, the type of audience that came there and whether there was a regular compere or not. Here, in no particular order, are a few of my favourites:




Best Comedy Clubs 


The Chuckle Club 

The Chuckle Club was and is run by someone called Eugene Cheese. (I don’t think that is his real name!)  When I performed there, it was in a pub just off Carnaby Street, which was quite unusual as lots of comedy clubs, apart from big ’uns like the Comedy Store, didn’t tend to be in the West End but flung out towards the fringes of mainly North London with a sprinkling East, a few West and hardly any South.

I liked the Chuckle Club because despite the fact that it was quite a small club, Eugene always paid top dollar and was very fair with the door split. The crowd were mainly regulars who had developed an audience personality of welcoming bonhomie so it was always a joy to do.


The Red Rose 

The Red Rose Labour Club in Finsbury Park in North London always felt to me like a spiritual home of some sort. Compered by Ivor Dembina, who was my flatmate for a while, it had a left-wing feel. Although it’s possible with hindsight that I have imposed such a trait, and that the audience didn’t give a toss – they just wanted some good entertainment. It was run by Joe, a lovely Irishman who was into comedy and very happy to have us all there.

I had some great nights and some fairly appalling nights there, which is par for the course.

We also tried to start up a Comics’ Union there. The fundamental problem, of course, with doing that is that comics tend to be loners who don’t naturally fit into a unionised environment. However, Ivor and I sent out  a message and were hugely impressed that more than 150 people turned up at the first meeting. We had called it mainly because we felt that some clubs were discriminating against less experienced comics and paying them much less than other comics.

As you can imagine, a room full of that many comics was quite something to behold and there was much heckling (well, how often did we get the chance?) and pissing about.

At the initial meeting, various issues were discussed and it was agreed that we would meet a month later, and that Ivor and I would do some groundwork to start sorting some of the problems.

Of course at the next meeting there were only thirty comics and at the following about twelve, so the Comics’ Union I’m afraid went the way of many altruistic projects, under the heading of Just Can’t Be Arsed.

The other disappointment I had at the Red Rose was one Christmas Eve when I parked right outside, intending to do a gig and then drive straight on to my parents’ for Christmas in Shropshire. During the gig someone smashed the car window and nicked all my presents which I’D VERY STUPIDLY LEFT ON THE BACK SEAT. Christmas cheer evaporated out of me immediately and I did hold it against the Red Rose for quite some time. Although I hope they liked the satin thong I’d got my dad for Christmas.


CAST Comedy Clubs 

CAST was a left-wing organisation which ran comedy gigs at various venues round London including the Hackney Empire. They put on an eclectic mix of performers, ranging from a South African woman in her sixties called Terri who did paper-tearing, to hard-nosed old lefties who slagged the government with every last fibre of their being. The main reason I liked them was because of the couple who ran them, Claire and Roland Muldoon. Roland was a bearded Cap’n Birdseye-type, full of bonhomie and humour, and Claire, a witty, straight-talking feminist.

I still try to keep in touch with them and do gigs for them when I can. In fact, I recently went to the small village in which they live in the wilds of Buckinghamshire to do some stand-up in the village hall. I had been dubious about it because the weather forecast predicted very heavy snow, and I didn’t particularly want to get stuck on the motorway and have to eat my own leg while I froze to death. I mooted this idea with Claire, who sounded so bereft that I was considering not coming, that I steeled myself and got in the car.

The gig itself was a laugh, a lot of pissed villagers shouting, heckling and enjoying themselves. My dressing room was the disabled toilet, which was perfectly all right and even had a chair if I put the lid down.

I came out of the show to face bitter cold and thought I’d better get back to London as quickly as I could. I hit the motorway twenty minutes later and within seconds it had started to snow. Because it was so cold the heavy snow settled immediately and I was forced to slow down to ten miles an hour because I couldn’t see a bloody thing, owing to what I think is called a white-out. One’s driving skills go out of the window on these occasions and I immediately started driving very badly. I’m sure I was straddling two lanes as I couldn’t see the road.

Eventually I settled in behind a massive lorry and kept on his tail, limping into London where the snow had melted immediately, due probably to the fact that London is such an evil place, and arrived home four hours later. Yes, cheers, Claire.


New Material Nights 

New material nights were a good example of comics cooperating and working together. Originally they started in a pub just off Tottenham Court Road and were an opportunity for comics to try out new stuff they had written. It’s hard because on its first outing, new material is so obviously new that if you do it at a booked show you have fifteen minutes of polished, funny, well-tested stuff with five minutes of absolute crap in the middle.

The new material nights gave us a chance to socialise, try stuff and hopefully give the audience what they wanted. We always employed a proper compere and paid them, so that at least if all our bits were really shit, the audience got some good jokes out of them.

Comics who did new material nights were Jim Tavaré, James Macabre, Hattie Hayridge, Simon Munnery, Stewart Lee, Mark Thomas, Alan Davies, Ivor Dembina, Patrick Marber and many others. We eventually moved to a more permanent home in Islington and would do the gig then all drift along the road to Pizza Express for some laughs, arguments and occasional bad behaviour.


Screaming Blue Murder at the Leather Bottle 

The Leather Bottle is in South-West London, and Screaming Blue Murder was run by two delightful brothers called Pete and Phil. The regular compere was Eddie Izzard, who had come into his own after what some people on the comedy circuit considered to be a shaky start. But here he was in his element, and his surreal flights of fancy lifted the audience to dizzy heights of laughter. Those of us who were waiting to go on split our thoughts between marvelling at Eddie’s skill and hoping the determinedly pro-Eddie audience would like us too.




Worst Comedy Clubs 


The Bearcat 

James and Graham, the lovely guys who run the Bearcat Club, which was housed in a lovely little pub in Twickenham, will kill me for putting their club into my least favourite league. It has absolutely nothing to do with them: I was, and still am, very fond of them. They never had a compere as such. James would stand in front of a record deck playing seventies disco hits between the acts while people went to the bar, and one would either step on stage just after ‘It’s Raining Men’ or ‘I Will Survive’. Sometimes I felt I myself only very narrowly survived.

It had to do with the audience who went there. I have no idea why this should be, but I can’t remember ever having a gig that I truly enjoyed at the Bearcat. There always seemed to be someone in the audience who really  didn’t like me. Fair enough – I accept that the whole world can’t like me or find me funny – but when the abuse came, as it did from time to time, I never felt the rest of the audience were that bothered. All right then, let the narky cow have it, was what I imagined them to be thinking.

My worst night there was a New Year’s Eve gig. I’ve never been that keen on the forced jollity-cum-psychopissedness of New Year’s Eve when we’re all supposed  to be having a brilliant time despite the fact that at least half of us aren’t.

It should have been a great night, but there had been some industrial-strength drinking going on, and by the time I stepped on stage, the atmosphere wasn’t great. Alcohol-induced possibilities filled the air and they’d already been having a right old heckle at the other acts. There was quite a lot of ‘Fuck off, you fat lesbian’ which, to be honest, had become so familiar over the years that it didn’t bother me any more. Then someone shouted out something along the lines of, ‘Piss off, you’re shit.’ I did one of my put-downs, probably about halfway along the continuum strength-wise. Normally it would get a laugh, but they just looked at me like I was a really horrible person.

At that point I knew I had lost them. Although not many people who perform take a huge amount of notice of where they appear on the bill, if you are on last, the audience tends to think you are the headline act and therefore the best. Well, I was dying on my arse and everything I tried to do to counteract it seemed to have the effect of a funeral bell tolling. Absolutely nothing worked. I managed to stagger through to the end of my set without the audience actually dealing the final blow, but came off feeling deflated, angry with myself and really pissed off. And A Happy New Year to me.


The Cartoon in Clapham 

The Cartoon was a rowdy pub in Clapham where there was a comedy club for a while. Perhaps it was just bad luck, but every time I went there, it seemed someone was either vomiting over their table, or there was a fight, or a group of stag-night types who wanted to fire a heat-seeking missile of abuse at me. I tried not to perform there too often.

 



It would be morally wrong to finish this chapter without including a short-list of my own ill-judged remarks while on stage:1. At a pro-abortion benefit, I made a (made up!) joke about my boyfriend coming to see me, just after I’d had a termination and to cheer me up, bringing a bag of jelly babies.
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