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Peter Sallis was born in North London in 1921, and joined RADA soon after the end of the war. In a long and distinguished career, he played alongside many of the all-time greats. In 1972 he filmed the first episode of Last of the Summer Wine, which by 2007 had become the world’s longest-running sitcom, and he is still playing the role of Clegg. Since 1989 he has provided the voice of Wallace in the Oscar-winning series of Wallace and Gromit films.
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Foreword

by Roy Clarke

 
I had the good fortune of having Peter play the lead in my first play for television. This was before Summer Wine and a great distance from it in tone and style. And yet - when I began writing the plot for a sitcom featuring three old men - I knew that Peter Sallis was Clegg. How did I know? Because he was in my head running away with the part already. I didn’t know who the other two would be - I was happy enough with the characters as they were emerging but they came with no actor attached. Jimmy Gilbert’s excellent casting soon took care of that but Peter had cast himself. In something totally unlike the parts I’d seen him play. How did he do that? I still don’t know.

Maybe it was magic. Don’t think I’m joking. There is magic about certain people where something resonates beyond the sum of the visible parts. With Peter it’s a quintessential Englishness. Not just of his own time - God forbid not of this present time - but of a whole stretch of English time. I have no problem visualising Peter in a powdered wig at Doctor Johnson’s table in some solidly comfortable tavern. Peter has a sly wit which would have kept Boswell busy. It takes no effort at all to imagine Peter raising an eyebrow at the condition of Nell Gwynne’s oranges.

You saw him playing Samuel Pepys. People were thinking it was inspired casting - or was it reincarnation? You might think that’s not so fanciful if you saw him in his natural surrounds of the Garrick Club. It fits him like his own good tailoring - that  place where it’s easy to realise how seamlessly he would have belonged there at any period in its history.

But I can testify not only to his talents and his style. I can bear witness to his steadfastness. I’ve seen him battling on across draughty Yorkshire moors at a time in his life when he could easily have called quits. And on that note - guess who was cavorting at the 2006 Hollywood Oscars? Oh yes! Probably still raising an eyebrow at all the fruit on display.

So there we were - my first play - and here we are still. I suppose the moral of this story is: beware of working with Peter Sallis - you’ll never get rid of him. And I can promise you, you’ll never want to.

There are pleasures which come with Peter above and beyond his professionalism. Peter is very good company. He has a nice line in dry wit. There’s a lovely, gentle, slyly funny character called Peter Sallis. I wish I’d written him.




Preface

If you have ever been in any doubt as to whether or not you should publish your memoirs I suppose you could do worse than go to John Lewis’s. I was in there one day and all I could think about were mattresses. In the course of five years I have had four mattresses and I wasn’t desperate, but I was rather mattress-minded, and a gentleman in that department who clearly worked for John Lewis approached me and said my name. I looked at him and said, ‘Yes?’

He said, ‘I wonder if you could help me?’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Well, I’m working here at John Lewis, but I write part-time and I’ve written three episodes of a Comedy Playhouse series.’

By this time my eyes were wandering over either shoulder of his, and I was beginning to think about other things. But he said, ‘I just happened to see you and of course I know your name. I know you’re in a very successful comedy series, and I wondered if you’d be kind enough to read them and tell me what you think?’

I looked at the floor for a moment and I thought, and then I looked him straight in the eye and said, ‘All right, yes, send them to me.’ I gave him the address of my agent and we bade each other farewell. He did send the scripts via my agent, I read them and I telephoned him, and he said, ‘Thank you very much for reading them.’

I said, ‘That’s all right, but I don’t think I’m going to be much  help to you. You’ve got some very interesting ideas here, but unfortunately in the course of reading all three episodes, which I read fairly conscientiously, I think I smiled once. I certainly didn’t laugh at all.’

‘Oh yes,’ he said.

‘If I could give you some advice . . .’

‘Oh yes, please,’ he said.

I really wasn’t going to have any trouble with him, he wasn’t going to give me an argument. I said, ‘Get a collaborator, you could go through your agency, get somebody who could just write jokes for you.’

‘Oh, yes, yes, I see. Well, as a matter of fact I do know somebody who fills that bill.’

‘Well, then, that’s what I would do if I were you.’

‘Thank you,’ he said and we parted, and I concentrated my mind again on the mattress. A few days after this I received a telephone call from Guy Rose, who turned out to be the literary agent of the gentleman who had sent me the scripts, and he said, ‘Mr Sallis, I hope you won’t think it presumptuous of me, but I wonder if you’ve ever thought of writing your memoirs?’

I should tell you that by now, mattresses aside, I had been involved not only with the latest series of Last of the Summer Wine, but also with The Curse of the Were-Rabbit, doing the voice of Wallace in the Wallace and Gromit series, which had just been nominated for an Oscar, giving me a little bit of publicity and raising my standing a few notches in the public eye. So clearly he felt that I was a subject that might be of interest to some, and talks took place with him and with various publishers, and lo and behold, here we are with my memoirs, and I hope you enjoy them. And I hope also that one day I may find my mattress.

In the meantime, if you are ever in any doubt what to do,  have a wander around John Lewis’s - you never know your luck. I have the feeling that perhaps at the bottom of all this one good turn might deserve another.




Introduction

I am not quite sure what I expected when this book was first published in 2006, but I was agreeably surprised by its reception, and I much enjoyed the various press and radio interviews that I was asked to give. It was particularly rewarding to be invited to take part in a platform at the National Theatre with my collaborator John Miller - and on the stage of the Olivier Theatre, too. It took me back to that extraordinary dinner I shared with Sir Laurence just after he had opened it over thirty years before, which I describe in Chapter 7. Neither of us ever acted on the stage named after him, so at least we had that in common.

I was subsequently asked to record the book for an audio version, and I naturally needed little persuasion. I listen to a lot of audio books now it is so difficult for me to read, and I know what a godsend they are to many friends who are similarly reliant on them. The recording process was made easy for me with the help of a sympathetic actor, Phil Nice, whose reading I followed line by line, and of the recording engineer with the wonderfully appropriate name of Patch McQuaid, who then stitched it all together seamlessly.

It was during the recording that I realised I had left out of the book one of my very favourite stories about ‘Binkie’ Beaumont, who treated me so well even when he fired me, so here it is.

His production company, H. M. Tennent, dominated the  West End for three decades, and his programmes always listed the other Tennent plays running at the same time in other theatres, which could easily number as many as eight or nine. One day he was in his office at the top of the Globe Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue, and it was a matinée day, so he thought he would go next door and see how they were getting on at the Queen’s. The box office staff of course recognised him and ushered him in to a seat at the back of the stalls. It was not a very good house, only about a quarter full. When the curtain went up he immediately sensed that the cast were going to give a ‘matinée’ performance. They dropped their voices, cut some lines, sometimes they dried, they were just stumbling through it, not even walking through it.

At the interval he was so angry that he went through the pass-door, found the company manager and said, ‘I want the entire cast on the stage now - immediately.’ Because it was Binkie Beaumont the manager got them, and they came down on to the stage looking a bit shamefaced. Mr Beaumont said, ‘This is a disgrace. Yes, I know it’s only about a quarter full, but these people have paid the full money for their seats, and they deserve their money’s worth. I want to come back after the interval and find that you’ve pulled yourselves together. At the moment you are behaving disgracefully.’

He left, and stalked off to the pass-door, and the company manager ran after him. When he caught him up he said, ‘Excuse me, Mr Beaumont, I’m terribly sorry, but you know this is not actually one of your plays.’

We actors should never forget the debt we owe to our audiences, and I so admired him for that dressing-down, even if technically he had no right to do it to that cast. It is a debt that was always repaid with interest by all the figures who people the following pages.




ONE

Acting in the RAF

First a dip into the war years: 1943. We were in the thick of it: the Blitz, the Battle of the Atlantic. Only two men stood between us and being overwhelmed by the Luftwaffe and the  Wehrmacht. One was Winston Churchill and the other Adolf Hitler. At the time I formed the opinion that the safest place to be in the United Kingdom was the Royal Air Force Station, Cranwell, in Lincolnshire.

I’d like you to picture the scene, if you would. In such a night as this, Corporal Frank Webb was playing gramophone records to the Cranwell Music Society in hut 300. Knowing Frank, the chances are that he was playing Beethoven’s Third Razumovsky Quartet, the one with the pizzicato slow movement, the audience seated with their chins lightly resting on their chests, absorbing the music or possibly even fast asleep, when suddenly, outside the hut, came the most horrendous clattering and banging and Corporal Webb, trained to act on his initiative, leant forward and turned up the volume. After a few seconds, all was peace again except, of course, for the Razumovsky Quartet, but the following day waves of indignation swept through the camp.

Two or three commissioned officers were heard threatening to resign, but of course they couldn’t because there was a war on. An American on the camp was heard to say, ‘Hey, hey, what  do they think they’re doing?’ Well, what they were doing was that a German bomber, on its way back to the Fatherland, having deposited its bombs elsewhere, had veered off course and, seeing this huge encampment below it, had let loose however many rounds of ammunition it still had in whatever it is you fire ammunition from.

Why am I telling you this? Because I was there. I was a corporal instructor at the number one radio school. I taught the theory of radio, and one day after one of my lessons a young man, a pupil - his name was Peter Bridge - came up to me and asked me if I’d ever done any acting. I said, ‘No, no, I’ve always been interested in the theatre, but I’ve never actually been on the stage. I wasn’t even in the school play.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’m going to put on a production of Nöel Coward’s Hay Fever at the YWCA for three nights, and I would like you to play the leading man. Will you do it?’

I thought for a second and said, ‘Yes,’ and I did.

When I went on to the stage and spoke the lines, people laughed. Of course, I wasn’t fooling myself, I knew they were laughing at Noël Coward, but nevertheless they had heard what I’d said and I hadn’t knocked over any of the furniture. That night, in my bunk, I couldn’t sleep. I just lay there going through the play over and over again. I knew everybody’s lines, including my own, and after a while I thought to myself, yes, I know what it is: I’ve got what they call the ‘acting bug’. So it turned out, and I determined that after the war, if I survived it, I would become an actor.

Now, if I may, I’d like to take you back a bit. Before the war, in company with others of the same age group, I went to school. The school was situated in a suburb of northern London called, rather inappropriately I thought, Southgate. Two huge iron gates set in a high brick wall opened and a winding drive took you to the fine Queen Anne house, and  behind and surrounding the house were the modern buildings: the houses, the gymnasium, the laboratories and classrooms and so on. The school was named Minchenden after an oak tree that stood some half a mile away from the place, such a fine tree that it is mentioned in the Domesday Book. It was a secondary school. It was mixed. There were 200 girls and 200 boys. We all got along fine together. We liked the staff and they taught us well. There was the cane, but it was only administered by the headmaster and it was given without pleasure and received without resentment.

After some five years, the normal length of time, we were required to do our passing-out exams. Nowadays it’s called something different, but then it was known as Matriculation, and in company with the others I took my ‘Matric’ and I didn’t do too badly, really: I got a couple of distinctions, as I remember. Then, having completed your exams, you were supposed to leave school, except that I hadn’t the foggiest idea what it was that I wanted to do. I had some vague thoughts that I might like to be a journalist. I thought the idea of going out and looking at scenes of accidents and robberies and fires and things, and then going round with my notebook and pencil and asking people about it, that sort of thing, I thought that might be quite fun. I spoke to my father about it. My father was paying four guineas a term for me, so of course he had to be consulted, and I explained to him that there was, in fact, a Sixth Commerce and in this class you could learn shorthand and typing.

‘Do you think I could go into Sixth Commerce,’ I said, ‘and learn shorthand and typing and possibly become a journalist?’

‘Well, yes,’ he said, ‘that’s fine by me.’ So I did. I went into my sixth year, in Sixth Commerce.

There were roughly a dozen of us, I think, and we were going to learn shorthand and typing. That’s what we were  going to learn, but the problem was really the shorthand. All those little squiggles and dots and different-shaped and different-sized lines and all that, I just simply couldn’t cope with it. And we only had one typewriter. But having said that, the fact of the matter is that I was so happy there. I just loved it and I dreamed. I dreamed. And I dreamed to myself, why can’t I just stay here? Well, I mean, there were all these lovely girls. Well, they weren’t all lovely, but at least they were girls. I thought, couldn’t I just marry one of them and we could settle down behind the bicycle sheds or somewhere and why, we might even raise a family. Yes, I thought, just to be at school.

Of course I didn’t tell anybody about my dream and after a few weeks the headmaster, a good man, Mr A. G. Gibbs, sent for me and he said, ‘Peter, Peter, you don’t seem to be doing anything.’

‘No,’ I said, ‘no, yes, yes, I see what you mean, yes, no, yes.’

‘Well, I’m afraid you’ve got to leave.’

I was horrified. I went to my father and said, ‘He wants me to leave.’

My father said, ‘Uh-huh.’ But I still didn’t know what to do. And then my father spoke. First of all I should tell you that he was a bank manager. He spoke thus: ‘You could always go into the bank. You go in now, you retire when you are sixty with a pension for life. It’ s not a bad way of spending your time.’

Well, I have to admit I didn’t think very much of it, but I couldn’t think what else to do, so I applied and I went into Barclays Bank, Southampton Row, Bloomsbury. As a junior clerk, I was to be paid one pound ten shillings a week. One of the tasks that they asked me to perform was to run the stamp till. Now the stamp till was in fact a tin box and it contained money, and with the money I would go to the post office and buy the stamps, bring them back and put them on the post, the mail of the bank, and post it. As I was only earning one pound  ten shillings a week, one or two members of the staff were kind enough to suggest to me that if I made a shilling or two, nobody would mind, I mean, backs would be turned, so to speak.

I thanked them very much but I thought, no, no, no, no. I’m going to do this properly. Goodness gracious me. I’m going to run the stamp till like it’s never been run before; and indeed that prophecy in fact came true because week after week, without fail, I was losing money. I was losing two, three, four shillings a week. They were kind enough not to ask me to put the money back out of my own pocket but I thought, oh dear, oh dear, this is terrible. I mean, here I am, in the bank and I can’t even run the stamp till.

Then, out of the blue, just like something out of Dickens, an unknown benefactor arrived. When I say unknown, I mean I hadn’t actually met him, but obviously his advisers had told him of my plight and he decided to do something about it, and he did.

The next thing I knew, I was in the Royal Air Force. Mind you, I wasn’t much better in the Royal Air Force than I’d been in the bank, but at least I was out of the bank. A lot of people have said some very harsh things about the war, and of course I can see their point of view, but I must say it did me a good turn.

 
This is becoming one step forward and two steps back, but I would like to take you back to my childhood. I was born on 1 February 1921 and, after one or two moves around, my mother and father and I settled into a house in Palmers Green, north London, not far from the school in Southgate. It was a semi-detached house. Quite a pleasant building, really, for its time.

After a few years it began to dawn on me that my mother and father were not happy together. There were no, shall I say, physical outbursts, or anything like that, I just knew instinctively that things were not well between them. I had a little  prayer that I used to say: ‘Please God, make Mummy and Daddy live happily together.’ I’m afraid it had no effect.

I had one great friend. His name was Reg Davis. We were contemporaries. We were both born in February 1921. We went to school together, we played together. His mother and father - he was an only child - were great card fans. They loved to play cards in the evening and I loved to play with them. We would play for money, a halfpenny a thousand or whatever it was. I know that after a while I had to explain to them as carefully as I could that actually it would be cheaper for me to eat out. However, they brushed that aside and I loved them. In fact, I’m ashamed and sorry to say that I had in a way a better life with them than I did with my mother and father, which is not really to denigrate my parents, but it was just that there was a feeling of peace and happiness with the Davises that I didn’t get when I was at home.

Reg and I used to put on plays. Now this may have been, of course, a taste of the future, not for Reg because he went on to become a dentist, but we used to tour the plays. We would do them at Reg’s house, say, and then we would do them at my house. The one that was the big hit was The Leopold Pearls Mystery. I can tell you that when this gripping story came to an end and Reg lifted this tumbler of coloured fluid and drank it saying, ‘You’ll never catch me alive!’ there was a moment in our household. We had a maid called Mary Aither, bless her, and she used to look after us, and at the spectacular close to the play Mary Aither had to get up and be excused because she had wet herself. During my life in the theatre I’m sure that lots of people left during my performance, but I don’t think they ever left in order to go to the lavatory.

I had another good friend who lived nearby and also loved the theatre. We built a model theatre of our own and the figures, the little cut-out figures or whatever they were, to go  into the scenery. We had one great hit there. That was called  The Secret of the Blue Room, which ran for all of four and a quarter minutes. With this other friend I had my one and only homosexual experience, or should I say feeling. I remember that he was ill at some time and I went to see him in his bedroom, and when I was with him there I had an almost irresistible urge to get into bed with him. I did resist it and quite what I would have done if I’d got there I don’t know. And quite what he would have done I don’t know either, but I didn’t and the whole effect lasted for only a few days. But it never came back, I’m glad to say, and from that time on I’ve been what you might call ‘normal’.

My father was a good man. Strict, but not very strict. I think he must have become a bank manager quite early on in his life. He kept me back home, except of course for the war years, until I was twenty-seven and actually then became a fully fledged actor.

My mother and I shared many interests. First of all, she used to take me up to the West End with her when I was still only a child. I know that we saw two performances of Peter Pan. The early one was with Gladys Cooper and the second with Jean Forbes-Robertson. I found the programme of that the other day and I was astonished to see that Ralph Richardson was Captain Hook when Jean Forbes-Robertson did it. Goodness, he must have been one of the youngest Captain Hooks, I would have thought.

Mother and I used to go up in the bus to the West End and we would go to the theatre. I know we saw Rose Marie, but we probably saw other musicals, I imagine, including at least three that starred Jack Buchanan. I also have one special memory of going to the cinema, to the Carlton, Haymarket, where we saw Maurice Chevalier and Jeanette MacDonald in The Love Parade  and there, where we were sitting in the stalls, up on our righthand side, sitting in one of the boxes were cut-out figures of Maurice Chevalier and Jeanette MacDonald looking down at themselves on the screen. There were also cinemas in Palmers Green and a theatre, the Intimate at Palmers Green, which was started by John Clements, and for quite a while I used to go there at pretty regular intervals. I think I went mainly by myself, and that was another introductory way of getting to love the delights of theatre.

But I think the interest that my mother and I shared that gave us the most pleasure was listening to the radio, or wireless as it was called in those days. We listened to Christopher Stone, the first disc jockey. At five o’clock in the afternoon, I think it was, he used to play gramophone records of the dance bands and the vocalists that went with them, and so began my introduction to that field of great composers that I refer to elsewhere, the Gershwins, the Porters and the Berlins, Rodgers and Hart and all that. They were marvellous, marvellous times, just soaking in that lovely music.

My father wasn’t quite so involved with the music thing as Mother and I were. Nevertheless, he did bring to the family a huge wind-up gramophone in a wooden cabinet, and he was particularly fond of the singers that were a bit of a class above me: Chaliapin, Caruso and others. He had a few of their gramophone records, which we listened to.

We had holidays: we used to go to the seaside, to Bognor and Bournemouth. I remember, only a few years ago, driving through Bournemouth when I was playing there and coming to a place where we stayed as a family. It was called Linga Longa, and it was there that I had my first heterosexual experience. I was five and the young lady was four. I remember that we were devoted to each other. We went everywhere together. We were holding hands always. We used to roll about on the floor together. Oh dear, yes, I was quite a success in those days.

As the years went on, I seem to have become less and less successful, but there we are.

The last holiday that we took together while we were living in Palmers Green was at Leigh-on-Sea, which is on the way to Southend on the Thames estuary. My father had rented a bungalow in Old Leigh. It was called The Dinghy. A pretty, nice bungalow with a large, long, sloping front garden and when you looked out you could see the Thames estuary below you. We used to play something that we called pat-a-ball, where you used ping-pong bats or table-tennis, as I suppose it’s called nowadays, and tennis balls, and we had a sort of netting, something strung across the middle of the garden, and I know that I was playing pat-a-ball with my mother one day when she slipped and fell.

She strained or broke something, I never knew exactly at the time. A physician, a doctor, was called and she had to go to hospital, and she was going to be there for some time. Now this meant that my father and I had to go back to Palmers Green, but he couldn’t very well look after me; so one of his brothers, who also lived in Palmers Green, very kindly offered to take me in and then it transpired, though at what point I became aware of it I really don’t know now, that my mother had fallen in love with her physician.

Now I have to go rather carefully here. I think they obviously were very fond of each other, but I do not for a moment think that anything of a very serious nature took place. However, my mother was emotionally involved, let’s put it that way, and I think that my father behaved very magnanimously because he decided, having spoken to her - they talked it over between the two of them - that we would move down to Leigh-on-Sea. I suppose his thinking was probably something along the lines of she’s had no love or very little love from or with me. This is her opportunity for some form of fulfilment and I would like  to see that she has it. He never explained it or discussed it with me, but obviously I was living with them and it became clear what was going on.

So we were to live at Leigh-on-Sea. By now, my father was manager of Barclays Bank, Harringay, in north London, and I had one more year to go at school. So they talked it over with me and I had a choice. I could either go to a local school at Westcliff or Leigh-on-Sea and finish what you might call my ‘Matric’ year there, or I could continue to go to Minchenden. But if I went to Minchenden, that, of course, meant going from Leigh-on-Sea to north London, which was a journey of probably something in the order of two hours. How did I feel about it? Well, it didn’t take me long to decide. I opted to stay at Minchenden. I knew them there. I knew the staff. I was happy there and I felt that this was the place for me to be.

So what happened was that my father and I used to leave our local railway station, Chalkwell, and travel to Barking, which was a junction, and there we changed on to a local train that took us to Harringay, where my father and I parted company. He walked to his bank and I got on a bus to Southgate, to Minchenden.

The interesting thing, looking back on it, is that I was going to school for a year, and the arrangement had been made so that I would have to miss Assembly, which was just before nine o’clock, but I would be there just after nine for the beginning of the classes proper. And I was never late. The train would come in - the steam train, the tank engine train - would come in to Chalkwell Station and I would get in it with my father; we’d go to Barking and then we’d change and get into the local train, and then we’d both get out at Harringay, and I’d get on a bus and I did that last bit of the journey and I was never late. Looking back on it, I think it’s pretty remarkable. The trains were always on time.

We were living this life down at Leigh-on-Sea before the war when my father added to the family entertainment by buying a television set. We were the only people in Grand Parade, Leigh-on-Sea, to have a television set. We knew that because we were the only ones with an ‘H’ aerial. I remember that every night it was a joy. The evening’s entertainment only lasted for a couple of hours, or not much more, and the three of us would sit with our noses not far from a seven-inch Pye television set. Black and white, of course.

I remember two plays in particular. One was Once in a Lifetime by Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman, which as I write is being played at the National Theatre, and the other was Richard of Bordeaux. This was a play by Gordon Daviot that John Gielgud had made his own before the war. It was Andrew Osborn who played the part on television.

After the war, the seven-inch Pye seemed to have died in the cupboard, so we got another one, and I remember the first play that was done on television after the war, The Silence of the Sea,which starred Kenneth More, about a German who had been given shelter by a French couple. It was a father and daughter relationship, and the three of them spent their time in hiding really, or at least hiding the German, and when it came to the end of the war they were able to let him go. It sounds pretty simple put like that, but it was a very touching and moving play and years and years later, when I was working with Kenny More, I told him that I had seen it and he could hardly believe it. I think I was the only person, apart from close members of his family, who had ever seen The Silence of the Sea.

We were living at Leigh-on-Sea when the war broke out. I was, by now, in Barclays Bank. My father was the manager at Barclays, Harringay, and I was going on a bit further in a different direction to Barclays Bank, Bloomsbury, so I always left before he did. Being the manager he was allowed to be a  little on the late side. Being the junior clerk I had to make sure I was there early.

It was the first day of the war when I walked down to Chalkwell; it only took me about four minutes, and when I got on to the platform there were about three passengers waiting there. I thought, oh my God, I mean, is it all over, have we given in already? A few minutes went by and then in came the faithful train: chush-chush, chush-chush, chush-chush. I and the two or three others got in. All the carriages were empty or nearly empty, we set off and when we got just outside Leigh-on-Sea, near Hadleigh Castle - the ruined castle that hangs on a slope over the railway line - the train came to a halt. You could hear it panting quietly to itself as it nibbled the grass either side of the track.

Then I heard in the distance, voom-boom, voom-boom, voom-boom. Even I could tell that that was anti-aircraft fire, so I looked out of the window and I could see the puffs of smoke over the estuary, gunfire smoke, I mean, shells bursting. Then after a few minutes I heard the plane, I couldn’t see it, but I could hear it. Just one aeroplane I would have guessed, and they were firing at it. It started slowly to weave and dodge, it was getting closer and closer, and I thought it was time to shut the window, but then it turned away and disappeared. You could hear the sound of it go and the banging of the anti-aircraft fire still went on, but eventually that too died away.

After a minute or two the train pulled itself together and set off again, and we all went on to Fenchurch Street. But when I got to Fenchurch Street there was hardly anybody there. I walked to the Bank tube station and there was nobody there either to speak of, and the tube took me to Holborn, where I got out as usual. I walked along to Barclays, Bloomsbury, where the door was locked, but I was expecting that, so I rang the bell  and Jimmy Reynolds, the porter, opened the door. He said, ‘What are you doing here?’

I said, ‘Well, I’ve just come from Leigh. I’ve just come as usual to be here.’

He said, ‘Don’t you know that there’s an air raid on?’

I said, ‘No, no, I mean if they blew a hooter or did anything down at Leigh-on-Sea I didn’t hear it. Certainly my mother and father who were in the house with me, they didn’t hear it. Well, there we are. Still I’m here.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘yes, you’re here.’

After about another half an hour or so the all-clear went, and later that day it transpired that of course the aeroplane was in fact one of ours.

In 1939 I was eighteen. Now that the war had broken out I was eligible to be called up at the age of twenty. Some of you may remember that the opening months of the war were what we called ‘the phoney war’. Nothing seemed to be happening. But then, in 1940, the Germans made their move and swept through north-west France, and we came to the retreat at Dunkirk. The British and the French against the might of the German Army and, as you all know, we survived it, to a large extent thanks to the gallantry of those in the Navy and the Merchant Navy, and some rank amateurs who came to pick up the soldiers and bring them back to England.

While this business of Dunkirk was going on I thought, that’s it, I can’t stay in the bank any more, I’d better join up. Now I must admit that the idea of being a rifle and bayonet expert and pushing my bayonet into somebody’s stomach just didn’t feel like me, and I thought, no, if I’m going to be killed, I’d rather be killed sitting down. So I applied for aircrew and after making the necessary enquiries I was told to go to Uxbridge, one of the RAF stations, in order to join up. There was a lady who worked in Barclays Bank as the secretary to the  manager, and she had a man friend who actually worked as a civilian in the offices at the RAF at Uxbridge. When she told him that I was going to go along and see them, he said, ‘Well, what does he want to do? I mean, he wants to be aircrew?’

‘Yes.’

‘And which part of the aeroplane?’

She said, ‘I’ve no idea.’

So she asked me and I said, ‘Oh, I haven’t really given it a great deal of thought.’ And then I did think about it. I concentrated and thought, well, no, I think if I’m going to be in aircrew - it’s a touch of modesty - I don’t really think I’m good enough to be a pilot, but I wouldn’t mind being a navigator.

So she reported back to her friend and he said, ‘Ah well, if he’s going to be a navigator, at the interview, which he will have first before he has his medical, when they ask him what he wants to do he must say “I want to be a navigator” and they will immediately say, “why”, and then he must say to them “because I want to be able to steer the ship”.’ When she said those words I took a gulp - I thought, I just can’t bring myself to say something like that, I really don’t think so.

I went along to Uxbridge at the appointed time and I had my interview, my viva, as I think it was called. In those days there were an enormous number of officers sitting round the table. There must have been about eight or ten altogether, I think. They asked the usual sort of introductory questions and while they were in the middle of it, the man sitting next to me reached out and touched my collar. I looked round at him and he said, ‘Oh, sorry, I’m sorry, I thought that was a spider.’ I said nothing. I just looked at him and then I thought to myself, oh, I get it, yes, yes, of course, he wants to know what my reaction will be if I’m attacked by a spider.

We got back to the questioning and they said, ‘Mr Sallis, you  want to be aircrew, that’s good, but what do you want to be, do you want to be the pilot? What do you want to do in the aircraft?’

I said, ‘Well, I rather thought I’d like to be the navigator.’

‘Oh, why?’

I took a gulp and I could hear myself saying it: ‘Because I want to be able to steer the ship.’ Well, that did it. They looked at each other and the interview was over. I was in. I was going to be trained to be a navigator for aircrew.

So I went on from the viva and the next thing I did was to have my medical. I passed some urine and did one or two tests, but after a few minutes they beckoned me into the office and a medical officer said, ‘Mr Sallis, we want you to take a urine test.’

‘Oh yes,’ I said.

He said, ‘I want you to go home and I want you to have supper as normal, but when you get up in the morning I want you to fast, I don’t want you to have any breakfast, I don’t want you to drink anything, I want you just to come here, and when you get here you will drink two pints of water and then, after a suitable pause, we will ask you to pass that water.’

I said, ‘Yes, that’s clear, the only trouble is I live at Leigh-on-Sea and I think by the time I’ve got back, I don’t think I’ll get here in time.’

‘Ah,’ they said, and then I had an idea.

I said, ‘No, I think it’s going to be all right. I do have some dear friends who live in Pinner,’ which was quite close to Uxbridge. ‘I could give them a ring and they might be able to put me up for the night.’

‘All right,’ they said, so that’s what happened. I stayed with these dear friends in Pinner and the next day I arrived, not having had any breakfast and not having had anything to drink, and they gave me the two pints of water, which in itself I found  pretty heavy going. I mean, I wasn’t a beer drinker, I didn’t drink anything very much in any quantity and it seemed to take me for ever to get those two pints down.

Eventually I did, and I waited a suitable time, as they asked me to, and then, finally, I went and passed it, or tried to pass it. But my passing wasn’t very successful. So they called me back after a short time into the office and they said, ‘Mr Sallis, you have albumen in your water.’

I said, ‘What’s that?’ I’d never heard of it, of course.

And they said, ‘Oh well, it doesn’t really matter about what it is, chemically, the point is what it does, and there’s every likelihood that if you fly at about 10,000 feet you will black out, and consequently we cannot accept you for aircrew. Thank you for coming to see us, Mr Sallis, and good luck.’

So I left. And when I left I picked up with a man I’d got to know while we were having our vivas. He struck me as a good RAF type, I must say, and he obviously struck the RAF in the same way, because not only had they accepted him for aircrew, but they’d also recommended him to train for a commission, so he was going to be all right.

The two of us walked out of the place together and when we’d gone through the gates, coming towards us were six WOPAGs (that is, wireless operator airgunner), young, bristling and blue. Their uniforms dazzled and they had their WO PAG badges up, and they were chatting among themselves. They were brim-full of life as they walked past us, and they’d only gone a few yards when this man turned to me and said, ‘I wouldn’t mind betting they’re all dead in six months.’ Until he said that it hadn’t really come home to me that there was the likelihood of being killed eventually. It was not impossible, of course, far from it, but the idea of only lasting about six months hadn’t actually occurred to me.

I thought that I would wait and be called up when I was  twenty, in the normal way. I suppose because I’d volunteered for aircrew, it wasn’t very difficult to get into the Air Force as ground crew. I went to a place called Padgate, where I was kitted out.

The first thing they did at Padgate, once we had been kitted out, was to give us a lecture on hygiene or, to put it very simply, how to avoid catching venereal disease, in case they lost more recruits to that than were killed by the Germans.

This talk was delivered by a medical officer to a crowd of us. I must admit, to be fair, that he talked about other elements of looking after yourself, other aspects of hygiene. I should interrupt myself here and say that as a groundling, as the lowest form of life in the Air Force, you didn’t get a raincoat. You got a topcoat, a heavy coat, if it was cold, but you didn’t get anything to protect you from the rain except a groundsheet. This was literally a square of rubberised material, and sometimes it was known as just a rubber sheet. Now this medical officer, having lectured us, finished his discussion on how to avoid venereal disease by saying, ‘If you do have sex with a woman, then make sure that you use a rubber sheet.’

I thought, what? I don’t get it?

But I was pretty gullible and I thought, well, if that’s what he thinks, fine. But weeks went by and it still rankled at the back of my mind, so I spoke to one of my chums and said, ‘Tell me, what did that medical officer say? What did he mean when he said if you’re going to have sex with a woman, use a rubber sheet?’

My friend said, ‘What? No, no, no. Not a sheet, a rubber sheath!’

‘Oh,’ I said.

I put this incident into the stage play that Bill Owen and I did on Last of the Summer Wine. In the play he and I went to bed one night; we curled up on this large sofa and pulled up the  sheets, and I told him this story about how I completely misunderstood what the medical officer had said. In the play Marina wasn’t chasing Howard, she was after Clegg, and we had a scene where she was trying to seduce me. After a minute or two I went over to the cupboard under the stairs on the set, pulled out this groundsheet and laid it out for the two of us to sit on, which made the audience laugh.

At Padgate we were interviewed about our training prospects. After looking at my exam results from Matric they said, ‘We’re going to recommend that you be a wireless mechanic.’ I rather liked the idea. Before the war I’d bought myself a Halicrafter - that was the name of the people who made it - a short-wave receiver that I used to listen to when I wasn’t using the Super Het that father had bought us. I listened to America, to the dance bands and that sort of thing. So I was into short-wave radio and I thought, yes, I could be a wireless mechanic. That meant that I had first of all to be trained to march and walk properly as an airman, and for this I was sent to Redcar on the north-east coast near Middlesbrough. In civvy billets. Nice people. In fact, I was very lucky in the three civvy billets that I had. The people who looked after me, or rather us, were such decent people, and they wanted to help as much as they could. I guess it was commonplace in those days in time of war.
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