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Dedicated to all Jeremy loved and all who loved him




A Few Words from Jack Dee


Jeremy Hardy was one of the stand-ups I saw when I visited The Comedy Store for the very first time one September evening in 1986. Here was this peculiar man in a (not deliberately) appalling cardigan who seemed, effortlessly, to resist all convention. Was he twenty-five or fifty-five? Subversive misfit or the indignant member of a caravaners club who had somehow teleported onto a West End stage? Part of Jeremy’s appeal was that he had the air of not quite belonging to the newly emerged UK comedy scene whilst simultaneously defining the very best of it. Like everybody else in the audience, I realised that I was watching an outstandingly funny, original and charismatic performer. But I can also pinpoint that evening as a turning point in my life, and the catalytic moment that resulted in me approaching the MC and putting my name down for the open mic spot. It was my stand-up debut and the start of my career as a comic. (When I got to know Jeremy and told him this, by way of a tribute he responded with his characteristic, ‘Ah, bless’.)


A few years later, Jeremy and I made Jack and Jeremy’s Real Lives for Channel 4. You might even remember the first episode. If you remember episodes two to six then you were probably an insomniac in the 90s or you were working nights with access to a television because, after the critical mauling it received, we were mercilessly dumped from our 10 p.m. slot to something approaching dawn. This felt like a career-ending disaster at the time but, as an experience, it had two redeeming elements. One was that if I was going to crash and burn, who better to do it with than the person I most admired in comedy? The second was that, throughout our subsequent friendship, one of my favourite ruses when chatting with Jeremy on those long car journeys to I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue recordings and live shows was to mention Real Lives and then sit back and enjoy the tirade of abuse that he still held in reserve for those critics, TV executives and even several crew members who had, in his view, conspired to thwart our budding double-act. There was something majestic about his genius for not letting go, for not forgetting and not moving on. It just got increasingly hilarious each time he listed the perpetrators, what they had said or done and, more importantly, what rightly should happen to them if this was a fair world in which karmic justice could be relied upon to deliver retribution. It was as if Jeremy needed his resentments not in order to exercise any real malice, but to add vivid colour to his comedic palette – and for the sheer wicked joy of being utterly unreasonable. 


Certainly, much of his stand-up material is steeped in the unfinished business of long-held and knowingly petty grudges. Even when he was gravely ill towards the end of 2018 he insisted on listing for me all the things that would be rubbish about his memorial and the various people from his past that it would annoy him to see there. By then, I suppose, he was whistling in the dark, enjoying at least an audience of one, having been forced to step down from his planned tour. (In fact, his memorial was an extraordinary celebration of Jeremy’s life in a packed Battersea Arts Centre, attended by family and friends from the worlds of comedy, music, politics and the media. There were so many contributors who wanted to speak or sing that it lasted for more than six hours and I don’t think any of us wanted it to end.)


To focus on the casual and mischievous misanthropy that underpinned so much of his wit is, however, a mistake and does Jeremy no justice. Jeremy was a master of silliness. He was informed and profound, but these were really only ever back notes to his wild, comic exaggerations and ludicrous rants. I remember him saying to me once that our job, as comedians, was to never lose sight of our own ridiculousness. He never did. 


As a political comedian he was peerless. Even at his most acerbic he remained disarmingly funny, like a child savant reducing the grown-ups to hysterics with his atrocious outbursts. But his political rhetoric was no hollow piece of stagecraft. Jeremy’s life was inextricably bound to the causes that he cared so much about. It is no idle claim to say that he impacted hundreds of people’s lives in the most positive way. He campaigned tirelessly for some of the most demonised figures in our society without ever evangelising or seeking credit, other than positive results, for his activism. 


One of my favourite things was Jeremy’s knack for remastering clichés for comic effect. Who could fail to love a comedian who starts a show with ‘Thank you for joining me at this difficult time’? Or who greets a friend at the front door with ‘Ah Doctor, thank goodness you’ve come’. Climbing out of the car after I’d driven him back from North Wales he said ‘Give my love to Jane’ (my wife), adding ‘She’ll know what I mean’. I still remember him snorting with laughter as he walked away – rightfully delighted with his quip. In comedy, everything Jeremy said was struck through with real mirth and an unstoppable sense of the absurd. There was never any self-importance or preachiness that can so easily contaminate topical comic routines.


I don’t know a single stand-up comedian (including, or perhaps especially, Jeremy) who would enjoy seeing their material in print. It is an ungenerous medium for such a nuanced and idiosyncratic artform. Reading song lyrics cannot be a substitute for hearing the singer, but it can enrich that experience and give us insights that might otherwise be missed. So too with Jeremy’s material. As I suspect you’ll agree as you read on, it thoroughly deserves to be archived and preserved in this format. The book has been compiled with great care and obvious pride by David and Katie and stands as a fitting tribute to one of the great comic talents of our generation. For those that followed Jeremy as a comedian it provides a fine and rather touching reminder of his brilliance; but for future readers, I hope it will serve as an introduction – who knows, perhaps even a study guide – to a comedian who should not be forgotten.






And a Few More by Mark Steel


Jeremy Hardy made us laugh.


For example, at the memorial on the Kent coast for our close friend, Linda Smith, a fairly pompous celebrant asked us each to ‘take a flower, and cast it into the sea, taking the moment, as we do so, to pause. And as we pause, I want you to think of Linda.’ Jeremy was sat next to me and said, ‘Thanks for that advice, as I was going to take that moment to think of General Franco.’ I got the giggles, and this made him laugh, until we were both howling so much it disrupted the rest of her monologue.


It was the sort of reaction you expected from Jeremy, whose comedy seemed to be driven by a unique cocktail of social outrage and infantile mischief. I was at a dinner party in his flat, with my son who was about eleven, and several people were sat formally as the meal was being dished up. One guest politely asked Jeremy if he could pass the salad, and he immediately replied, ‘Get it yourself you lazy wanker’. My son thought it was the funniest thing ever and laughed for an hour. Because what children understand at that age is that to be funny, you have to be naughty.


Jeremy’s ability to combine masterfully crafted comedic social commentary with brazen cheekiness, meant you had no idea what would come next. One week on The News Quiz he answered a question about refugees who, according to the government, were older than they were claiming to be. He responded with a powerful improvised routine, in which he suggested certain activities, such as escaping from war-torn lands on a dinghy, could make you look older than you actually were. Then he turned to the presenter Miles Jupp and said, ‘Or another example is Miles, who has five children. That’s why he’s only forty but looks like Margaret Rutherford in her later years’. Somehow he’d gone from the plight of people fleeing Syria, to naughty schoolboy, while giving maximum respect to both conditions. 


Maybe he was helped by a speed of thought that allowed him to find the perfect phrase, as quick as he could say it. In one News Quiz routine he pretended to be a member of the gentry in Cornwall, beginning, ‘This very morning I had been playing the harpsichord to my falcon’. Most of us would spend hours trying to find such a fitting combination, but Jeremy found it with instant instinct.


Of the generation of stand-ups who circulated around the new comedy clubs of the nineteen-eighties, Jeremy was one of the first to attract his own following, and within five years of his first gigs he was winning national awards and attracting the attention of TV executives. But he never seemed to be comfortable in this world, and the further he travelled from celebrity, the more contented he appeared to be. 


So he found his home on radio, and in countless shows in theatres across Britain. He described the moments in his dressing room before a show, when he would peruse his notes in solitude, as his most contented of times. Even then, he relished some of the low-key points, such as the evening at an old theatre in Wales, in which he was disturbed in the dressing room by a passing rat. Telling this story, Jeremy said ‘The duty manager came in to ask if I needed anything, so I told him about the rat. And he just said, “oh he’s back again is he” and left’. 


Eventually Jeremy became so distant from the world of TV and celebrity, he rang me to say he’d been asked to go on a peculiar TV show he’d never heard of. I asked what it was called and he tried to explain, until I said ‘Is it Pointless’? ‘Yes, that’s it’, he said. ‘Have you heard of it’? As a result, he must have been the only person to appear on the show who had never seen it.


And yet his consistency on the radio and in his live shows resulted in him attracting a bigger following than most people regarded as famous. Year after year he packed theatres in which regulars from TV could only bring half that number. Maybe there was another reason why his shows and radio appearances were so powerful. In any pompous debate about comedy, someone will ask the question ‘Is war / violence / climate change a suitable subject for comedy?’ This assumes laughing can only be frivolous, that you can make jokes about things that don’t matter, but to be funny about anything important trivialises the subject. It’s an infuriating suggestion, and Jeremy is the possibly the finest retort. Because he was so funny about serious subjects, not because he didn’t care about them, but in part because he cared about them so much.


As if to make that unarguable, Jeremy dedicated himself to an array of magnificently unfashionable causes, such as campaigning for the wrongly imprisoned, often becoming a key figure in the campaign, rather than simply turning up to perform at a benefit or two. Occasionally he pondered whether he should have been a human rights lawyer rather than a comic, but that would probably have been a disastrous idea, as he’d have told the judge ‘no you stand up you lazy wanker’ and got himself and his client banged up in Guantanamo Bay.


One of the many reasons Jeremy was funny was because he meant it. He wasn’t funny despite being a social commentator. Nor he was political for a few minutes, then funny for a few minutes. He was magnificently poignant and outrageously impish, all at once. 


A few hours after he’d left us, a journalist from a broadsheet newspaper called me because he was writing an obituary. It became clear this man had no idea who Jeremy was, and he asked ‘Would you say Jeremy had any interest in politics? And did he follow sport?’ I wish I’d had the presence of mind to say ‘He was a member of the East Surrey Conservative Association. And he played Rugby League to a very high standard. And he never missed an episode of Pointless’.






A Note on the Text


This book is, by a happy coincidence, exactly what the cover suggests – the words, wit, wisdom, one-liners and rants of Jeremy Hardy – and is the result of an extensive trawl through Jeremy’s stand-up sets, newspaper columns and every show he wrote or took part in; pretty much everything apart from some bits which will have to remain forever locked in the bowels of his laptop, a device with which Jeremy had a love-hate-dataloss relationship. Or as Jeremy himself said, ‘We were better off when the computer was a big thing with spools which filled a whole warehouse and was operated by a treadle’. 


So, we’ve included material which ranges from the profoundest political satire through to jokes about aubergines, from passionate disquisitions on the plight of refugees to the glorious off-kilter punning of I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue’s ‘Uxbridge English Dictionary’, ‘Midwifery: partway through breaking wind’. And what we re-remembered, while going though all his words, every benefit gig, column, News Quiz and all fifty-three(!) of his own BBC Radio 4 shows, was that Jeremy was first and foremost a comedian. He never pandered to his audience, but he never forgot to be howlingly, cryingly beautifully funny. His depth of thought was extraordinary but his insight into political realities equally so. Or, as Jeremy said, ‘For thousands of years the rallying cry of the Left has been, “I thought you were bringing the leaflets”.’


Apart from the wonderful reflections by just some of the people who knew and loved him, every word from here on in is written by Jeremy – which includes all the sketches and indeed the conversational bits with the guests actors from Jeremy Hardy Speaks To The Nation. Jeremy would delight in putting words into the mouths of the likes of Miranda Richardson, Juliet Stevenson or Father Ted’s Pauline McLynn – so whenever there’s dialogue, that’s all Jeremy’s mischievous work.


We’ve also included extracts from the ‘Ask Mr Hardy’ parts of his radio shows where he took genuine unprepared questions from the studio audience in a sort of Q & A session or, as Jeremy called it, ‘karaoke for the middle classes’.


We hope you enjoy it. Some of it might take your breath away – like the radio critic who said that his show ‘… made me drop the kettle in shock’ – but then Jeremy knew you could never please everybody. As he said, ‘You know what people who listen to the radio are like. They all sit there naked with balaclavas on, waiting for something to phone in and complain about.’


Jeremy would often begin a show by saying to the audience, ‘Thank you for joining me at this difficult time’. For those who knew and loved him, this will always be a difficult time. But knowing that the reader will pick up this book, get that wonderful swooping ‘rambling nasal drone’ in their head and start to laugh is a comfort. So welcome to, in Jeremy’s own words, ‘a free and frank exchange of my entrenched views’.






1


Jeremy Hardy Speaks About … 


Childhood


‘There are lots of funny things children say that charm us, like, “Why is the sky blue?” and “If Grandma lives with Jesus, where does she sleep?” and “I hate you and I wish you were dead”.’
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My Childhood


Early Stand-up Set, The Cabaret Upstairs, 1985


I suppose ‘Jeremy Hardy’ is not much of a name for an alternative comedian, but there you go, that’s the cross I have to bear. I’m not ashamed of it, I’m in no way embarrassed about being middle class. My father is actually a self-made man, he got himself in kit form originally. I don’t know if you know the Airfix range of historical figures? My dad looks a bit like HMS Victory.


The only real problem about being middle class is the great shortage of material for comedy. (PAUSE) umm … (PAUSE) goodnight.


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 1993


I come from a place called Mytchett in Surrey, which is a small suburb of the M3. I was born on a council estate but once I’d been called Jeremy, we had to move. My parents bought a little bungalow in suburban Surrey, a county not generally associated with social deprivation. My father had come from a poor family and was fiercely proud to be a homeowner for the first time. He kept inviting people in to use the toilet just because it was indoors. And we were the only Labour family in the street. Because Surrey is something of a Conservative stronghold. In fact, I can remember Methodists still being hunted for sport right into the 1960s.


I suppose that at that time, we were what was described as lower middle class, but this is not a term I like to use, as the lower middle class form the backbone of fascism. This might sound a bit harsh, but it is historically accurate. The shock troops of fascism, its most visible face, are those tattooed and lively young men who have a flair for violence but difficulty in using a spoon. But these are not the ideas men, they just passionately and sincerely believe what they’re told. The people behind the scenes doing the telling are always lower-middle-class fascists; people who’ve worked all their lives to own an ailing small business and some patio doors which no left-handed, pot-smoking asylum seeker is going to be allowed to take away from them.


So who are the lower middle class? Well, they can always be found at Neighbourhood Watch meetings – which I’m not knocking necessarily. If you want to learn German, it’s as quick a way as any.


* * *


Early Stand-up Set, The Cabaret Upstairs, 1985


I come from a very large family indeed – mammals as a matter of fact. And my mum was a classic matriarchal figure. She’d say things like, ‘Jeremy, you’re playing football on the Shabbos? You want to break your mother’s heart? Saturday, you should be in shul!’ And I’d say, ‘Mother, we’re Church of England.’ Dad was adopted, and obsessed with finding out who his real children were. I was the youngest, I was actually wanted but my mother was thirty-seven, and the doctors said that it would be unwise for her to have another baby – so she had me when I was already four, which meant that I was a bit precocious really, a bit disorientated, maladjusted about the whole thing; I couldn’t get on with other children. I didn’t even have an imaginary friend. I had an imaginary nodding acquaintance. Mum would sometimes lay an extra place for him at dinner time and I’d say, ‘Well – I don’t really know Colin that well, Mum.’


* * *


Early Stand-up Set, The Cabaret Upstairs, 1986


My father was a very active father, he wanted to teach me things. He was a very keen cyclist for example, and when I was about seven he took me over to the recreation ground and he sat me on my sister’s bike. And he held on to the back to steady me while I pedalled along. And I was going up this path at about fifteen miles an hour, and I didn’t realise, of course, what he’d done, as all people’s dads do at that moment, is let go at the back. I had no idea. I thought he was deliberately scraping my knee along the tarmac.


When it came to swimming, though, my parents were picking up at that time in the early sixties on theories that all babies are born with an ability to swim. So, I was a few months old when they took me over to the Aldershot Lido for the very first time. And they lowered me, very gently, into the water and immediately I woke up, realised my nappy was soaking and cried to be changed. But then something took over in me, something I still can’t explain to this day, something animal, something inborn – I think really an instinct took over in me. I began to fly south for winter.


* * *


I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue, 2005


HUMPH: Jeremy, I’d like you to suggest some updated nursery rhymes.


JEREMY: Jack and Jill went up the hill


To fetch a pail of water


Jack fell down and broke his crown


And phoned Clumsy Direct, the accident


helpline for the greedy and accident-prone


Jack Sprat could eat no fat


His wife could eat no lean


So she ate in McDonald’s


And he in the school canteen


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Feels It, 2017


My parents were born in the 1920s and had no sense of entitlement to constant improvement in their circumstances. They’d lived through the Depression and the war. Known hunger and fear and terrible sadness. They were cautious and worried. They saved and hoarded. My mum had drawers full of used wrapping paper with the Sellotape picked off. In the fridge, she’d keep a single roast potato, housed in a yoghurt carton sealed with cling film – because you never know. 


My dad dug for victory. He spent all weekend growing vegetables, and my mum spent all weekend cooking them. There was no al dente in those days. We hadn’t beaten Mussolini for nothing. A pan stayed on the hob so long, you didn’t know if Mum was boiling carrots in it or melting it down to make a Spitfire. 


The whole house was stuffed with food and kept at refrigeration temperatures to preserve it. I will probably live till I’m a hundred because I spent my first eighteen years in cryogenic suspension. My date of birth should be the day I left home. My parents didn’t need to make a choice between heating and eating, but they did, and they came down firmly on the side of eating, cos you don’t need radiators when you’ve got food. You can just put on another layer, of fat. 


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2003


We used to have mini-holidays, days out, picnics. We went in for Sunday motoring, which meant eating those hard-boiled eggs with grey yolks you don’t see any more, parked in a lay-by on the A3. We had an enormous black Thermos flask with a handle, that looked as though it should contain radioactive isotopes or frozen sperm. In the summer, it held very dilute orange squash and ice cubes. In the winter, it held lukewarm vegetable soup that slipped down easily, and slipped back up just as readily and completely unchanged.


* * *


Early Stand-up Set, The Cabaret Upstairs, 1987


I think like so many of us today, I went to school when I was five years old. A feature of my school was its proximity to the Broadmoor Hospital for the Criminally Insane – this is true, in Camberley there – and the thing about the Broadmoor Hospital was the siren which was tested on Monday mornings at 10 a.m., and local people familiarised themselves with the sound of the siren cos we knew if we heard it at any other time than ten o’clock Monday morning when it was tested, it meant there’d been an escape. Somebody, possibly a dangerous psychotic, was on the loose and then local people and the police would be on their guard.


So at ten o’clock every Monday morning, 500 dangerous psychotics would escape and not be rounded up until Thursday afternoon – by which time they’d have successfully infiltrated the local Rotary Club and the local battalion of the Territorial Army.


I should explain, if anyone’s unfamiliar with the Territorials, they’re a group of paramilitary insurance salesmen – called ‘Territorial’ cos, like dogs, they mark out territory by urinating everywhere they go.


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Feels It, 2017


Sometimes I regret the fact that I never had a Gap Year and did the backpacking thing. But, then, ‘going travelling’ is only a self-important way of going on holiday. Well done, free spirit, you camped out for three nights with the Tuaregs. Did it ever occur to you that you might be imposing? You might feel an incredible affinity with desert people, but perhaps they don’t feel the same way about Cotswold people. Do you really think they need the stress of an entitled, arrhythmic games designer wanting to join in their drum circle?


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 1997


So, is education a waste of time? As for myself, I applied to the University of Life but couldn’t get in so I had to go to Southampton.


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2010


I chose not to go to Cambridge. The reason I chose not to go there is that they chose not to offer me a place and there was no way I was going to humiliate myself by just turning up and starting to unpack my things. And the reason they chose not to give me a place was not that I had the wrong accent or background, but because I wasn’t clever enough. That doesn’t mean they were right not to give me a place, I wouldn’t have been any bother. I wouldn’t have got in the way. I mightn’t have understood everything but I’d have appreciated it in my own way. And it would have given me a head start in the arts. Definitely. People deny it. My Cambridge friends say, ‘If anything, I think it was a disadvantage.’ No, bless them, they’re wrong. Having any sort of advantage is always an advantage. Saying a Cambridge background is a disadvantage is like saying –


PERSON: If anything, basketball is harder for tall people because everyone expects more from you and they resent you, and what they don’t realise about tall people is that we’re so painfully shy. 


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2010


In terms of social class, if you want to be in a particular one, your best bet is to grow up in it, because we are not a socially mobile country. 


Class is a particularly emotional subject for me because I grew up lower middle class, which is neither one thing nor the other. I get upset by social deprivation, but also by people holding their knife like a pen. If I were properly middle class, I wouldn’t know anybody who holds their knife like a pen. But I do, and I don’t look down on them, I want to protect them. To tell them, ‘Listen to me, don’t let posh people see you do that, they will think less of you. I don’t; I’m on your side. Trust me, I’m your only hope. They’re going to despise you anyway. But be hated because you are strong and defiant, not because you are common – I mean downtrodden.’


And the reason I hold fast to my knowledge about knives is that that is the limit of my grasp of etiquette. Knife not like pen, pudding not dessert, ‘may I use the lavatory?’ not ‘can I have a dump?’


I’m just middle class enough to worry about not being middle class enough. I’m jealous of people from a clearly defined background. I hate snobbery and I also hate it when people flaunt their humble origins to impress. They say,


COMMON PERSON: (REGIONAL) Well, Jeremy, speaking as someone from a traditional working-class background …


And I say, ‘Could you just tell me how much is in my current account, please?’ It annoys me because if I were from a working-class background, that’s what I’d do, but I can’t. I’m also envious of my friends who went to Cambridge, especially the ones from working-class backgrounds because they get to be privileged and bitter. How cool would that be?


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2014


Am I drawn to people who come from exactly the same substratum of the lower-to-middle middle class as I do? Well, it would be interesting if I could find one. We ate salad cream, but my dad made his own mayonnaise for special occasions. No other family in the world has that. 


And we were of different classes within our own family. We climbed socially so I was the poshest of five. And then I moved to south London aged twenty-one, and now the rest of Surrey’s come to find me. And being lower middle class, I suffer from sympathetic accent syndrome, the subconscious urge to blend that makes people involuntarily lapse into the accent of whoever they’re speaking to. My mum did it. We had cousins come to stay from Holland, and my mum would say, ‘Vud u like sem brekfist?’ and I’d say, ‘Mum that’s not even Dutch, that’s just talking funny. In Holland, Dutch people speak Dutch; they don’t speak English in a foreign accent as though they were in a war film.’ 


And I do what my mum did. If I’m talking to John who fixes my car and he says, ‘Yer head gasket’s gone, Jeremy,’ instead of saying, as I should, ‘My darling man, I have absolutely no idea what you’re saying,’ – instead of that I’m like, ‘Az it? Me ed geskit? Blardy ell! Yeravinalarfincha? Cam ere, ed geskit, I’ll av you, yer lil bleeder.’ 


And then, if I’m speaking to someone who’s upper middle class, I become fantastically RP and say fewer all the time, even when it’s wrong. ‘Are you going to the Henry Moore exhibition?’ ‘I think you mean the Henry Fewer exhibition.’


[image: ]


Reaching Adulthood


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2014


All nicknames are to be grown out of. I can’t abide meeting people who say, ‘My real name is Penelope, but when I was younger, my little brother couldn’t pronounce it and called me Ploppy and so everyone calls me that’, and I think, you’re thirty-eight and you’re representing me in court.


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2010


Some people will tell me that’s all very well my being comfortable with immigration when I live in trendy cosmopolitan London. What about people in smaller, monocultural communities, they ask. It’s harder for them to adjust and accept newcomers. 


Well … I grew up on the borders of Hampshire and Surrey in the 1960s. You could not have got more monocultural than that, and I couldn’t wait to get out of it. My mum tells me that the first time I saw a black man in the street, I thought he was a man made of chocolate. I don’t believe that story. I think it much more likely that it was a man made of chocolate than a black person in Mytchett in 1965. 


But in 1982 I moved to London and immediately my eyes were opened to a whole new world. What’s that smell, I wondered? That’s jerk chicken. What’s jerk chicken? It’s Caribbean and really spicy. And there was real Indian curry, not the spicy trifle white people made. There is every kind of restaurant in London: Malaysian, Lebanese, Peruvian. There are Ethiopian restaurants. You think what happens in there, does the food fall out of a plane? But it’s like Eritrean food with that pancakey thing. 


But this isn’t just about food. I’m not just being a pig. What I mean is that every part of the world is represented in London. And now I’ve lived in London for more than half my life and I can honestly say that I can be the only white person on the bus and not notice. Conversely, if I’m on the bus and everybody’s white, I think, ‘Blimey, there really are a lot of Polish people in the country.’


Because there are, but so what? There are a lot of Polish people. Some days it feels a bit strange, but so what? It’s just a feeling. It’s my problem and I should deal with it. Not develop it into an Action Plan. There are days when I’m at the bus stop and I hear people speak and I think, ‘What’s happening? Everyone’s Polish.’ But then I see someone who’s black and I think, ‘Well, he’s obviously not Polish or he’s unlikely to be … and she looks South American, and I know him, he’s my neighbour and he’s Muslim so he’s probably not Polish even though quite a lot of people are Polish, but it’s not really a problem. I mean, in Poland, loads of people are Polish and they seem to manage. If anything, they’d like more Polish people in Poland because so many have left but a lot are going back so it’ll be all right.’ 


Because it will be all right. It always evens out. Every few years there’s a big panic about immigration and then it all calms down, because we do cope and people do fit in and come to belong here.


Now I’m not saying you’re evil if you feel the occasional little spasm of prejudice. Feelings are involuntary. Human beings have all kinds of weird feelings. Morals come into play when we decide whether or not to indulge those feelings. You might feel you want to hug the other commuters on the railway platform, you might feel you want to grab their private parts. Most likely you’ll feel you want to push them in front of the oncoming train. What’s important is that you know that none of those actions is appropriate and at least two are an invasion of personal space.


* * *


Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation, 2014


I moved to London from Surrey, which is a journey of only forty miles but I was forced to leave Surrey because I was at risk of suicide. And as so many migrants do, I now resent new migrants moving to what I now consider my patch. Other middle-class, media people making the same journey and diluting the authentic Afro-Caribbean character of the Brixton area. Nip out to buy a plantain and find a pop-up locally sourced restaurant where a Caribbean veg shop used to be. I look around me thinking, ‘Dis area seen some changes, you could be in downtown Guildford.’


* * *


Musicport, 2016


I am white British of British descent. I am one of the whitest people I know. I’ve done my family tree. I thought, this will be interesting. It really wasn’t. I thought I had to be something; a bit Jewish. I was born in Hampshire. I went back 200 years of family history, the furthest I could get from Hampshire was Norfolk, which is a blind alley in terms of diversity – a family tree turns into a poplar once you get up there. 


So, I am probably the most Englishist person that I know, apart from my siblings. But I don’t care. It doesn’t make me have any more claim to this soil than anybody else. I’m a migrant because I moved from Hampshire to Surrey, and then I moved from Surrey to London and that means I’m a migrant. People move. Most of you are probably migrants. You probably don’t live where you were born because that was a hospital and they’d be getting pissed off with you by now. They need the beds. 
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I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue


The Uxbridge English Dictionary 


HUMPH: Jeremy, I’d like you to supply examples of words in English that have acquired new definitions:


5-A-Side / To kill a boy band


Asking / King of the Bottoms


Brothel / A place you go to buy illicit soup


Circumspect / Point of view of a Rabbi


Cogitate / Pensioners’ art gallery


Copulate / The time it takes the police to show up in an emergency


Deferral / A bikini wax


Dermatology / The study of Irish names


Dictator / A humorously shaped root vegetable


Dignitas / Donkey sanctuary with a difference


Dissuade / To insult Hush Puppies




Jeremy by Rory Bremner


When I try to sum up Jeremy, the trouble is that he got there first, so it’s always his lines that I hear in my head. ‘My name’s Jeremy Hardy. I’m going to make you laugh. Going to make you cry. Play your cards right, I’ll make you breakfast.’ That is the first line I remember. 


On my first ever tour, visiting small theatres and student unions in 1984, Jeremy was my support act. It should have been the other way round. ‘Middle-class, uninteresting, unethnic comedian from Surrey’ was how the poster described him, quoting some underwhelming review. But that was Jeremy’s style. He wore it like the cardigans he would wear on stage, always unfussy and unshowy but funnier than all the rest of us put together. ‘People say I’m self-deprecating,’ he’d say, ‘but I don’t think I’m very good at that’. Of his short stature, he’d say, ‘I’m not that small. Compared to my genitals, I’m huge’.


I met Jeremy on the circuit around 1984. He’d come to London a couple of years before and was living in a squat behind King’s Cross Station. Being Jeremy, he’d applied to the Thatcher government for a business grant as a stand-up comedian and got a £40-a-week small business development allowance. He was writing for radio light entertainment shows like Week Ending and The News Huddlines and doing stand-up in the evenings in the clubs along with people like Paul Merton, Julian Clary, Jenny Éclair and Mark Steel. What was brilliant about Jeremy was that he arrived fully-formed, the finished article. If you see pieces from him in 1986, 1987, 1988 and compare them to his later work, it’s the same delivery, the same rhythm, the same confidence. He’d shuffle almost shyly onto the stage and deliver brilliant self-deprecating one-liners, each one better than the last. He didn’t have to sell them, they were so good already and if one didn’t go perfectly, he had plenty more. Fellow comics would watch and wonder at his ability to charm and defuse audiences with the sheer quality and originality of his material. It’s no exaggeration to say his downbeat, deadpan style inspired a whole generation of stand-ups on the 1980s cabaret circuit. 


For Jeremy it was never about fame and fortune, but about people and causes that he took on and supported all his life. There were benefits for the miners, for the Birmingham Six, for refugees. And one where, for the first time, I saw him actually heckled. At a benefit, for heaven’s sake! He didn’t break rhythm, he just said, ‘I don’t do put downs, I just have people followed home and their houses burnt down’. A great line, but possibly not that evening, when we were raising money for the victims of the Bradford fire disaster. 


Around that time, I was living in my brother’s house in Fulham and Jeremy moved in. He later said to Jack Dee, ‘I lived in Rory’s attic. That’s why he looks so young’. I was always off doing gigs, just coming back and shoving my clothes in the washing machine, ‘You don’t have clothes Rory do you? You’ve just got washing’. He’d take the piss out of me trying to cook, ‘Those flavours don’t belong together, that’s like making a fish trifle. Look everyone, Rory’s making a liver meringue pie’. When I got my first BBC series in 1986 it was like a gang show, with acts from the circuit – Jim Sweeney and Steve Steen, the Flaming Hamsters, John Dowie – and Jeremy. We had to find a way of incorporating his individual style so Marcus Mortimer, the director, came up with the idea of him being the boom operator, a wry BBC staffer who could share his view of the world. They certainly got that. Never afraid to bite the hand that fed him, he ended his very first appearance with ‘At the BBC, you have to start at the bottom. And kiss it’. 


He always enjoyed and parodied that peculiar Englishness of the old black and white films (his favourite self-image was as Wilfrid Hyde-Whyte, being wheeled round the ward in his pyjamas, saying ‘Everyone’s been very kind’). But his distaste for the twee and complacent attitudes and the cant of the privileged middle classes found an outlet in the inspired, brilliant and peerlessly funny ‘rants’ that marked his radio appearances from Jeremy Hardy Speaks to the Nation to The News Quiz. No subject was spared his originality and irreverence: politics, social attitudes, even the crucifixion. (‘People blame the Jews. But I’ve got lots of Jewish friends and they’re all hopeless at DIY. They could never get a cross to stand up like that, not for three days.’) Apparently spontaneous, his flights of imagination were in fact brilliantly conceived, fuelled by genuine rage or exasperation, and unfailingly, show-stoppingly funny, often featuring voices and accents for which he had a remarkably good ear. Particularly remarkable, considering his appalling singing, which became a highlight of his appearances on Radio 4’s I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue. 


There was so much to love about Jeremy, his humour, his intelligence, the fact that his material and his politics always worked together which, as every comedian knows, is really hard to do without being mawkish or pious or preachy. If people did applaud him when he made a point, he’d say, ‘Don’t clap, that means you agree but it’s not very funny’. 




Jeremy by Paul Bassett Davies


I met Jeremy about thirty-five years ago, when we were both writing bitingly satirical sketches for Week Ending on BBC Radio 4. Those sketches were so scathingly powerful that the Thatcher government collapsed a mere seven years later. 


I was also present at Jeremy’s first ever gig as a stand-up. There were about thirty people there, at least two of whom were aspiring stand-ups themselves, and after Jeremy’s set, when they discovered it was his first one, they promptly gave up. I’m not saying Jeremy didn’t put in years of hard work to develop his craft, it’s just that everything was there from the beginning, especially his extraordinary imagination. 


We’ve all experienced the unique pleasure of hearing Jeremy go off on one of his extended tirades, and the breathtaking inventiveness of those unstoppable flights of fancy, when you didn’t even want to laugh because you were so intent on hearing every word of what he was saying and where he was going with it. For me, that was a kind of inspired, sublime playfulness and, of all Jeremy’s gifts, I loved that gift for play most of all. 


Play is not the same as frivolity. You’ve only got to see small children playing, to watch the commitment they bring to it, to know that. And I think Jeremy’s gift for play was part of his political activism; it’s all about imagination and conviction. And what else was Jeremy’s courageous commitment to justice and equality if not a supreme act of imagination? He imagined a better world and put his whole heart into making it happen. I see that as the very highest kind of play. 
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