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Your talent is employable


so make your life enjoyable.


–Lionel Bart, Oliver!









Author’s Note


Some names have been changed and past conversations re-created or combined, since memory is incomplete at best and no two people, when asked to write down gossip they’d shared only last week, would be likely to reproduce the same dialogue.










Introduction or Your Nearest Exit May Be Behind You



Before we start on this volume of memoir, I should provide some context by mentioning the goings-on in my two previous books, both about my early life.


The first, from 2009, was My Favourite People and Me 1978–1988 (the publisher added the And Me to an already off-putting title). It featured chapters on forty-four people who influenced me growing up. Comedians like John Belushi, musicians like John Lennon, some sports stars and political figures, as well as my Granny Price and my college drama teacher Piers Gladhill, who helped me start in stand-up comedy.


Fighting for light beneath the canopy of my views on so many people were some of my childhood stories, including a search for my mum’s grave when I was sixteen. She’d died from leukaemia ten years previously having not been told she was terminally ill, which meant she’d been unable to say goodbye to her three children.


By the age of fifteen, I was in a state of perennial conflict with my father, older brother and younger sister. Mum was almost never spoken of. I didn’t have any pictures of her. On my sixteenth birthday, in 1982, I inherited a 50cc Yamaha. Now I had the freedom to explore.


I understood that my mother was buried in Harlow, Essex, where my friend Ernie lived. In My Favourite People I wrote about us riding our noisy motorbikes out to Parndon Wood Cemetery, at the end of his road, and searching in silence through the rows of white headstones, before learning that Mum had been cremated and her ashes consigned to an unmarked grave.


When my father held that first book in his hands he’d said, ‘I’m a bit worried about how I might come across in here.’


But he needn’t have been concerned, since I’d left out so much, including the most significant thing that happened to me, after Mum died, which was being sexually abused by Dad between the ages of roughly eight and thirteen.


Even when the book became the basis for a three-part television series on Channel 4 called Teenage Revolution, and despite being made aware that the producers were going to interview Dad about my early life, I still didn’t mention that he was a child molester. So, they learned what he thought of my aptitude for cricket (not much) and little else, while he remained hidden in plain sight.


Dad had agreed to be interviewed for television about my childhood; that’s how brazenly secure he felt.


The same year I’d gone to look for Mum’s grave, 1982, Dad remarried and we moved house, to next door. That summer, my Bancroft’s School report stated: ‘He is wasting his time.’


My dad had been a pupil at Bancroft’s in the forties, and revered the whole institution, but I dropped out of the sixth form to work in a greengrocer’s owned by a friend of my new stepmother.


After I’d offered my services to our local paper, the Gazette, hoping to become a football reporter, and been abruptly turned away, my stepmother suggested Loughton College of Further Education, where I enrolled in media studies while also trying a theatre course.


I was desperate to move out of home and left, in 1984, to take drama at the University of Kent, though this meant leaving behind my first love, Justine, and eventually breaking both our hearts.


I already knew when I arrived in Canterbury that I wanted to write and perform comedy, but in time understood I’d be better off as a stand-up. I wasn’t a natural collaborator, but I was funny and had no ambition to find a job, having developed an aversion to authority figures (blame my dad) that made most workplaces untenable.


What happened next is, in part, what this book is about. Stand-up went well for me. In case you weren’t there, these are quotes from reviews of my live shows in the nineties:


‘Brilliantly funny’ –The Times


‘Incredibly funny’ – Daily Record


‘Cryingly funny’ – The Telegraph


‘Belly-achingly funny’ – The Daily Mirror


‘Seat-rockingly funny’ – The Guardian


‘Effortlessly funny’ – The Evening Standard


‘Screamingly funny’ – Scotland on Sunday


‘He can’t help being funny’ – The Daily Mirror


There followed a big TV break as Jonathan Creek, after which I was recognisable almost everywhere and became a rich and famous celebrity, so that’s cool, right?


But the past can never simply be a closed chapter; it travels with us. And despite moving away from home, and finding a lucrative path to tread, I remained complicit in keeping my abuse hidden for decades, staying out of sight as a ‘survivor’ and developing coping strategies, among them alcohol, marijuana and for many years a workaholic devotion to success as a stand-up comedian.


A psychotherapist later told me that my teenage delinquency (shoplifting, graffiti on buses, etc.) might have been a good sign to anyone who knew I’d been bereaved and abused in childhood, since it was evidence I was trying to make space for myself in the world. I wasn’t going under, as many victims do, through self-harm or even suicide.


By my late forties, however, despite having found a funny, talented and beautiful wife, Katie, and with three children we cherish, and even after a happy fiftieth birthday party, I was still struggling with my secret pain.


In September 2016, I took the decision, having been looking at courses as far back as 2001, to apply for a two-year creative-writing MA at Goldsmiths. A choice that became more significant than I could ever have expected, given what came next.


In June 2017, my stepmother revealed to my sister that our father had accumulated huge amounts of pornography featuring exclusively boys. She’d known for years but claimed to have said nothing in order to protect me – a famous person subject to press intrusion – when in reality she was shielding her husband, of thirty-five years at that point, and their respectable life together at the bowls club.


The revelation transformed my understanding of my abuse.


I considered having my father arrested for historic sexual offences. His porn collection remains stored with a lawyer. The Crown Prosecution Service said a conviction would lead to a custodial sentence but that Dad was unlikely to face trial, since, by the time my stepmother revealed the truth, he was eighty-four and suffering from Alzheimer’s.


I’d just begun to write about my father, in the safely anonymous space of my writing course, but now had the impetus to publish that story and in 2020 my second book came out, taking its title from the phrase my dad used to my siblings if I was ever acting up: Just Ignore Him.


The response to the book has often been moving. Some survivors have told me they were encouraged, by my writing, to share their own childhood traumas with family, and even spouses, for the first time.


Several people I’ve known for years have told me their abuse stories, having never said anything before. I’m grateful to all of them.


Since Just Ignore Him is concerned with my life in the seventies and eighties, this follow-up, White Male Stand-Up, continues from there. I imagined setting down some funny anecdotes and name-dropping the greats of comedy and television in Britain over nearly four decades, and there is some of that, but soon realised that wasn’t the whole story; and after a worrying visit to the doctor’s surgery, I began to look back in depth. What I saw was a man bouncing around as if inside a showbiz pinball machine, searching for the love of an audience and the sanctity of some replica of family life.


It had been obvious for years, not least to Katie, that fired in the heated kiln of my childhood, and coexisting with the survivor made there, was an angry boy. His story is prominent in these pages.


If my last book was written on behalf of a damaged child, this one is a record of what happens when baked-in rage is unmanaged. I’ve created and performed comedy for decades, while repressing and suppressing so much. Becoming a comedian, or having any sort of public life, is often about building an edifice. This book is about taking one down, a story of working and living in the presence of a terrible secret and the possibility that everything could be lost in a moment.


Includes jokes.










Part One











Home Testing Kit



19th September 2024. Morning.


Sometimes, first thing in the morning, you can release quite a dark fluid into the clear waters of your toilet bowl, or something bright green if you’ve taken too many vitamin pills, or a radioactive yellow after overdoing the glucose drink during a hangover. Ideally, your flow should be clear from time to time, indicating good hydration. All of these are to be expected, but pinky-red water is a bad sign.


Fortunately, I had some home testing kits, purchased while in the grip of an imaginary health scare brought on by print advertising. They were on offer: buy five, get one free.


The kit was sleekly packaged, with stylish graphic design and a slide-out box as if it were an expensive pen or a new phone. It was like Christmas morning, opening it up, though any test that shows up negative seems like money wasted and all those materials going to landfill is regrettable.


The tester is a scarlet-coloured piece of plastic about a foot long and an inch and a half across. It’s bent into a flexible hook to grip the rim of the toilet bowl, with a surface held just above the water onto which you attach a yellow adhesive strip and that’s what you wee onto.


If the colour is unchanged you bin the lot, feeling like you made a mistake similar to putting a few quid in a pub fruit machine and getting nothing back.


My mate Gary once took me to the Eagle in Wanstead, close to where he lived with his mum. He and I were in the same year at Bancroft’s. One afternoon someone came to take him from the classroom to the headmaster’s office. I waited outside for him and when he finally emerged he said he had to go home because his dad had died.


My mum went to heaven during the school summer holiday, so in year one (as it’s called now) I had a mother and in year two I did not. This became part of the reason Gary and I were friends, though mainly it was because at break we’d go to Chiltern Way, across the road from the science block, and smoke cigarettes together, and up to the Shell petrol station for more smoking behind the garage shop at lunchtime. He and his mum smoked Dunhill. I tried every brand available, and collected the various nicely designed boxes, but settled on Marlboro when they started doing a pack of ten for 50p.


So, we’re in the Eagle smoking fags, Gary seventeen, me sixteen, and he’s on the fruit machine, a serious business indicative of maturity. After a couple of spins, a flashing light told us he’d earned ‘nudges’, meaning the three reels had stopped and you could move them, one symbol at a time, to form a winning line (three lemons paid well).


Gary pulled out a scrap of paper on which he’d written the order of the symbols on each of the reels, information he’d accrued from many similar sessions. The handwriting was tiny and he squinted furtively as he consulted his crib sheet, not wanting the bar staff, landlord or anyone else see him defraud the machine. One nudge up on the left reel, two nudges down on the right and we heard the satisfying sound of his money coming back, and several other people’s too. A few faces turned towards us as the clunking alerted them to a payout. No one smiled when someone else won.


There were enough coins to go to the adjacent fag machine and buy a new pack of Dunhill, which rested in a sturdy pullout drawer. There would be sixteen or eighteen fags in it, never twenty, since the vending machine had a fixed price.


I positioned the testing kit in the bowl of my bathroom toilet.


Katie and the kids were out of the house. It was just me upstairs with the dog downstairs. Instinctively it’s a private, solo operation.


I took aim and the yellow adhesive patch turned a rich, dark colour, not unlike Farrow & Ball’s gorgeous Hague Blue, which we once considered for our front door.


I consulted the urine-test user guide from the box and the new colour, now drying into a blend of Hague Blue and Vardo Green, was indicating blood is present. I could take the test strip to Leyland Paints on Finchley Road and they’d colour match it. Be worth considering as an option in the porch.


Sinking to the bottom of the bowl were two reddy-brown bits of something. I must have passed them too, but didn’t feel anything.


Investigating further online, the outcome of my first search (blood in urine) was unequivocal: visible haematuria = phone your doctor.


No remedies or over-the-counter medication are mentioned, ring your GP immediately.


I called the doctor’s surgery, from whom it’s tricky to get an appointment without at least one full moon passing. They asked me for my name and I said: Alan Roger Davies.


My middle name is possibly in honour of a great uncle who lost a leg in World War One and subsequently joined the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. The Alan is after Alan Ladd, my mum’s favourite movie star, which makes it feasible that Roger is nothing to do with the one-legged Mountie and is instead after Roger Moore, who was gorgeous on television as The Saint in 1965, the year of my conception. I know Mum adored Richard Burton but my dad already had a nephew called Richard so perhaps that wasn’t an option.


Once I’d been identified by name and date of birth (6th March 1966) they asked why I’d called.


‘Little bit of blood in my wee this morning,’ I said.


The person on the other end disappeared for a few seconds and then said: ‘The doctor will ring you this morning. Is 10.30 OK?’


‘Yes, that’s fine, thank you.’


For the next two hours, I was acutely attuned to the sound of my phone ringing, checking it wasn’t on silent half a dozen times and remembering the Irish comic Sean Hughes doing a show about living alone and picking up his landline to check for a dial tone as the phone never rang.


The doctor called at 10.35 and asked me for my full name, my date of birth, and about the colour of my urine and whether there were any small red-brown clots in the water. I decided to forgo my fledgling Farrow & Ball colour-chart stand-up routine and said: ‘Yes, there were a couple, actually.’


‘Can you come in at 3.30?’ she said.


‘Tomorrow?’ I said.


‘No, this afternoon.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Yes.’


‘Arrive at 3.10 and ask for a couple of sample bottles from reception.’


‘OK, thanks.’


During the second Covid lockdown, we rehomed a Springer Spaniel/Husky cross in the hope she would be good for our children’s mental health. After I put the phone down, I sat at the kitchen table for so long the dog came over to look up at me and nudge my hands in my lap. I’ve never stroked her so gently.










Semi-Detached Suburban Boys



John Lennon had been voted, by the public, as one of the top-ten Greatest Britons ever. There was to be a televised debate among a panel of well-known advocates who’d made a documentary each (since all the greats were dead) and a winner would be declared. That was to come, for now I was in Liverpool making a film about the Beatle’s extraordinary life.


Although I’d started out as a stand-up comic, I was known by 2002 as a mainstream television actor, not a maverick outsider like Lennon. I’d recently completed a four-year contract as the face of a High Street bank in a TV ad campaign, hardly the choice of a counter-culturalist, so I wasn’t sure I was the right person to present this documentary, but said yes mainly because some of the filming was to be in New York.


As a teenager I’d supported the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, so a tick from John for that perhaps. Had he not been murdered in 1980 he might have been on the huge CND march to Hyde Park that I joined in October 1981 when my favourite band, the Jam (led by Paul Weller, a brilliant songwriter influenced by Lennon), played on the back of a flatbed truck en route.


Long before settling in Manhattan, Lennon grew up with his Aunt Mimi in a semi-detached house called Mendips on Menlove Avenue in suburban Liverpool. One evening in the summer of 1958, John’s mother, Julia, had been to visit her sister, and was going back to her own house, where her seventeen-year-old son was waiting. She was hit by a car and died.


So that was how I came to be standing in the garden at Mendips, imagining Mimi seeing off Julia for what would be the last time and empathising with John, unable to say his own goodbye to his beloved mum.


As I looked up at the house, it increasingly seemed to resemble the one where I was born, in Balgonie Road, Chingford, a town on the border of East London and Essex.


Both suburban homes were semi-detached, with access to the garden down the same side, the front door on the left as you look from the street and windows with small ventilators above that had a stained-glass feature. It was that detail that took me back.


But what memory was being triggered? I lived briefly in Chingford but we moved in 1968, when I was two and my mum was pregnant with my sister, to Loughton. As I write this I can’t picture the rear of my first childhood home; but, whatever was happening, I looked at the little stained-glass windows and began to cry, for lost mothers, and damaged childhoods.


I was weeping in John Lennon’s back garden.


This was unlike me. My preferred option is to secrete tears in private, ideally behind a locked door in a room no one knows I’m in; but on this day I was with people ‘from work’, who I liked but had only recently met.


I hadn’t expected to be upset, and was now worried that Kate, our director, might want to include my personal pain in her documentary. I don’t suppose she would have done, the film was not about me, but that was my irrational fear. Habitually I hid my inner sadness, but my eyes sometimes let me down with inopportune leaking. I had to dry them straightaway; there was a piece to camera coming up. Work before feelings.


I’ve previously imagined that our past, our memories, lie at the bottom of our personal river bed, like silt, and may be disturbed when new events splash into our individual current and disrupt the fragile environment, mixing emotions past and present and influencing our reactions to events. This is partly why people have different responses to, for example, a dead stranger’s childhood home. Their waters are clouded and unclear.


But this image of clouds of sediment, drifting in the currents of life before settling back down peacefully and never breaking the surface, now seems inadequate.


Some events trigger an emotional response to something buried that is reactivated instantly, like a light switch. As if a synapse long unused or repurposed has been shocked into life, an electrical charge occurs in the brain as some door is opened, as if Lara Croft has found access to a lost chamber in Tomb Raider. These memories leap into view above the surface of your personal waters like flying fish. And the sight of them becomes a strong memory in itself.


A flying fish offers a glimpse of something silver, fast, racingly alive but quickly gone again. Activity was triggered in my brain that day, through some combination of circumstances.


As I looked at Lennon’s house and recalled my own family home from my first two years, I was unable to add to the memory. I’d been too young. No images linger of us as a family there; Mummy, Daddy, my older brother and me. No mealtimes, Sunday roasts, first ice cream, hearing Yellow Submarine, no toasted teacakes or baked jam tarts. Dad coming home from work, the smell of Mum’s sweet peas; or being tucked in at night, in my bedroom – or was it ours? Did I share with my brother? Were there bedtime stories? What were my favourites? Did I sometimes sleep with Mummy in her bed? Where are the cousins, the snow, the rain, the grass in the garden, the bouncing balls and the toy cars?


I know we were referred to as ‘the boys’, as in: ‘The boys like the boats in the harbour.’ My mother wrote that on a postcard in the late sixties, handed to me not long ago by an older cousin who knew how few mementoes of Mum I had.


Everything changed after she’d gone to heaven. In time, I became convinced that my dad never wanted a second boy; they’d have preferred a girl.


‘No, we wanted another boy,’ he said, before adding that they’d hoped for a second son so my brother had someone to play with.


Despite the absence of any tangible memory, as I stood in the back garden of a house vaguely similar to ours, like so many built between the wars (but outside which a boy’s mother was knocked a hundred feet down the road by an off-duty policeman, a learner driver), an interior fault line widened and tears slipped out. Please don’t spill down my cheeks … Do I have a tissue? I imagine Mum would have insisted I had a hankie, when I was a boy; I know her mum always had one up her sleeve. My mum would wet hers with a bit of spit and clean my face. Or was that Granny? Who can really remember anything?










That Way Madness Lies



To write this book, I started by piecing together where I’d been when. I have some diaries, but they’re not journals, mainly just dates and appointments, so some gigs, TV and radio jobs can be placed in chronological order. Plus, I have archive, boxes of audio and video cassettes, newspaper cuttings, programmes, flyers, photographs.


Looking through old tapes, trying to resuscitate my memory, I came across one labelled Work in Progress, with a TX (transmission) date of 15th May 2000.


It turned out to be a Radio 4 play that I was in with Frances Barber.


I listened to the whole forty-five minutes and, even though I wasn’t suffering having to see myself, I still thought I was rubbish – what was that voice?


Much of olden-days Me I now find embarrassing. Why was I pulling that face, or waving my arms around? Shame looms up, but then the same is true if I’m walking along and see myself reflected in a car window. Frances Barber’s voice is rich and smooth like strong coffee for the ears; recordings could be marketed as a natural alternative to sildenafil.


I sounded like a rabbit trapped under a kicked-over e-bike.


The only reason I mention this play is I have no recollection of doing it at all and not a single line or scene brought anything back. I met Frances Barber again recently, when recording Love Your Weekend with Alan Titchmarsh. She was wearing a stylish jacket with a picture of Lennon and McCartney on the back and ‘The Beatles’ written on the front, which she was asked to cover with a scarf as it was considered a brand logo. I asked her about our radio play and she’d also forgotten it.


Next I watched a VHS from around 1994 (I could date it by the shirt I wore) of me reviewing a Peter Cook video on The Little Picture Show, fronted by the husky and constantly amused Mariella Frostrup, whose style was to relax in an armchair, legs crossed in a mini-skirt and boots, addressing the viewer as if she was waiting for them to come round to hers. Sadly, my piece to camera was recorded in her absence.


In his video, Peter Cook was rambling to camera in various guises. It wasn’t funny and I was rude about it. Now I can see it was shameless to take a fee and chalk up another TV appearance while slagging off a great comedian, whose albums recorded with Dudley Moore were among the most played in my bedroom throughout my adolescence.


Only now does it occur to me that the PR team who’d secured a review on Mariella’s show would be in contact with Peter Cook, so someone might have told him about my comments or, worse still, had he tuned in, he’d have found his enjoyment of the show’s witty and pretty host ruined by some upstart so-called comedian who deserved a bunch of fives.


The thought of Peter Cook seeing me slag him off makes me go red with shame, not least because, having looked him up, I now know he died a few weeks later.


Another tape, I’m a couple of years older now and hired as a team captain, along with Fred MacAuley, on a BBC1 panel show hosted by Tony Hawks (three white men, obvs) called – as Stephen Fry would say, ‘quite wrongly’ – The Best Show in the World, Probably.


One of our guests was the great broadcaster Terry Wogan. After the recording, some internal doubt prompted me to ask him: ‘Do you ever watch yourself back?’


‘God, no,’ he said, ‘that way madness lies.’


And yet here I am, looking back at myself and flirting with insanity. What’s more, I’m considering ‘digitising my archive’ to create a record of use only as a reliable source of embarrassment to me.


It’s what Narcissus would have done had he been an analogue-era television personality.


If you’ve seen any of my television work, you may regard my shame as inevitable and consider it a failing that it’s taken this long to register; but the point is, I used to take pride in my public persona and its bankability, my ticket-selling power and the bookable vibe I gave off for TV talk shows. Whoever was hosting didn’t matter, I gave ‘good guest’.


Clive James, whose show was a joy to take part in, said to me, with characteristic perspicacity: ‘It’s a kind of tyranny, what you do, isn’t it? You take over and make the show run at your speed.’


He was smiling as usual and I took it as a compliment, but I can see now that my approach could tip into bullying (a popular pastime on nineties panel shows, as evidenced by the treatment of Paula Yates on Have I Got News for You).


In that same Terry Wogan episode of The Best Show in the World, Probably, Dominic Holland was on my team. I knew him well from the comedy circuit. He was a good comic but not assertive, just mild and thoughtful.


The recording was idling and it was quiet in the darkness beyond the cameras. I suspected the studio audience was bored. My rising fear caused my TV persona to probe Dominic for weakness. I began to mock and deride him, fake-laughing at his size and his boyish features, behaviour which I would’ve defended as trying to ‘get a laugh’.


Nowadays Dominic writes novels while the eldest of his four sons, Tom, a year old at the time, is playing Spider-Man in Hollywood. Perhaps he could use that time-travelling device from Avengers: Endgame and swoop back to the nineties to seal my stupid mouth with web.


That my persona was identifiably fraudulent can be summed up in a quote from Closer magazine published not long after that panel show was broadcast. Its tone was matter-of-fact: ‘People either love or hate mop-haired comedian Alan Davies.’


I sought out Katie to read that line out loud to her and she added: ‘Or are indifferent to.’


‘Yes,’ I said, silently considering whether that was better or worse.


When I started in stand-up, I’d felt I was motoring into the future and soon my independence would ensure the past wouldn’t exert any hold over me. I loved being alone onstage, at first for the adrenaline rush and later for the confidence and cash that it gave me. For my first gig, at the Whitstable Labour Club in March 1988, aged twenty-two and still a student, I had short hair and a smooth but worried face, as if someone had attached googly eyes to a skinned chicken breast. My hands shook as I went through my act at terrific speed.


Afterwards, I stood at the back of the room with a drink, as bewildered as a first-time parachutist who has landed unscathed having expected to die, only to find no one gives a shit.


First rule of parachuting: no one cares unless you die.


One of my fellow fourth-year drama students came over. ‘Nice set,’ he said, in a lower register than I’d heard him use when singing along to The Rocky Horror Show soundtrack at a drama party.


How dare he say ‘set’ to me? How did he know a stand-up act was called a set? I didn’t.


‘Thanks,’ I said, in a discouraging tone, as if the laughs I’d generated ranting about the lack of a cashpoint in the town were no more than I expected.


Three years earlier, when we were teenage freshers, the same chap had tried to persuade me not to drive back to campus after a house party in Whitstable. I’d been gulping a quarter of Co-Op own-brand whisky and – with the angry boy inside me threatening to make an appearance – I was dismissive of him and another concerned young man from our course. I drove the six miles back to campus pissed, navigating through the village of Blean by staring at the white lines in the middle of the road. I imagine he thought me a fool from that day on and it was nice of him to come and congratulate me now. Incapable of accepting his compliment, I took it to mean he was after a little of my action and grimaced as if to say: ‘Yeah, I’m aware it was a good set.’


After a moment he walked away, leaving me with no one to talk to. I just stood there watching my friend’s band through the cigarette smoke.


I’d had a similar experience after getting big laughs alongside fellow student Jackie Clune in a production of Steven Berkoff’s Decadence the year before, going down to the bar after the show and experiencing the drop-off in adrenaline and euphoria as the audience dissipated and the praise dried up.


Now here I was in the Labour Club surreptitiously trying to keep the thrill alive, again on my own, drink in hand. Only this time it wasn’t the end of a production; it was the beginning of something. All I needed was another place to try my ‘set’. I thought about little else for the next five years.


The smallest club on London’s alternative comedy circuit was The Mousetrap, a basement room with a painted-white brick interior. I’d phoned for an open spot and one day in the autumn of 1988 I opened the Cabaret pages in Time Out and saw, for the first time ever, my name in the listings:


Alan Davies


A flush of excitement rushed through me, as if I was in a car passing over a humped-back bridge. The gig was four days later – an eternity – and on the night I was early.


Someone on the door held a list of names, with people gathered round them peering at it. It seemed they didn’t completely tally with those mentioned in Time Out. I was invited to come back in a couple of weeks. It seemed a long way back to Loughton, having been anxious about performing since four o’clock in the afternoon.


Eventually my open spot came around and I did well enough to be booked in for a twenty soon afterwards. This was how things usually went for me. I never did more than one open spot in any club. As soon as they saw me, they booked me; my ego was already ballooning even at this most moderate of successes at the novice end of showbiz. And I’d accept every gig, even though going from five minutes to ten and then the standard twenty were big steps each time.


Going into comedy had given me an audience and a place where appreciation and praise could follow. It also set me on a path I didn’t identify as risky, fame and wealth were nowhere in sight and, in any case, I saw no flipside to either. I possibly thought that I was unusually robust and that the worst things that were going to happen in my life had already passed.


I had no way of knowing that I was looking for something else.










Stone Him



Claire and Roland Muldoon were forthright lefties who shared an enthusiasm for the eccentric performers on the Alternative Cabaret circuit. They had succeeded in restoring the Hackney Empire as London’s leading New Variety venue, providing the persuasive energy that culminated in the reopening of a grand but neglected theatre – once threatened with demolition – on 9th December 1986.


By 1989, the City Limits ‘New Act of the Year Show’ was staged at the Empire and I was a runner-up behind twenty-nine-year-old Keith Dover, also from Essex, who I’d met at Ian Chapman-Pilchard’s ‘Hackney Cabaret’ the previous month. He’d been the closing act, and had offered a kind word about my set as the open spot.


Keith’s day job was at Ford’s in Dagenham and his high-octane description of an East End wedding brought a huge reaction from the Empire crowd.


As the camp and hilarious host, Julian Clary, read out the runners-up in reverse order, we each went up onstage. When it was my turn he said: ‘He’s got a lovely complexion when you see him close up.’


Keith was already edging forwards down the centre aisle and he bounced onto the stage, throwing an arm round Julian before grabbing his trophy and waving it in the air like the FA Cup.


‘I think we can assume Keith is a heterosexual,’ said Julian.


That gig brought my first five-minute TV spot on LWT’s 1st Exposure, alongside Keith, Eddie Izzard, Simon Munnery, James Macabre and many others.


Claire Muldoon gave me plenty of work at the various gigs she ran (even after I did a set to complete silence at the Old White Horse in Brixton). Most of the performers shared the Muldoons’ politics: opposition to Thatcher’s government and Apartheid in South Africa; support for CND and the Anti-Nazi League, with a ‘Coal Not Dole’ badge from the recent Miners’ Strike in a drawer somewhere. We were non-racist and non-sexist and in most clubs that was appreciated.


There was one club, though, where no one gave a fuck about that shit.


Malcolm Hardee (aged about forty, shabby suit, cigarette, thick-rimmed glasses and ‘oi oi’ instead of ‘hello’) ran the notorious Sunday Night at the Tunnel Palladium, a gig renowned for its lawless atmosphere and hecklers who could be funnier than the acts.


Despite all this, I went there for an open spot in February 1989 wearing my stand-up attire – jeans and a T-shirt that had a mass of bright colours across the front depicting some sort of garish face.


The pub was massive and located on the left immediately after the Blackwall Tunnel. Inside I met Malcolm for the first time.


‘I’m here for an open spot, Alan Davies.’


‘Oi, oi,’ he said, ‘very good, have you come far?’


‘Essex,’ I said.


‘Oh yeah?’ he said. ‘Not too bad then.’


‘No, it’s easy to here.’


‘You’re not wearing that shirt, are you?’


‘Yes, I thought I would,’ I said, under the misapprehension that my T-shirt suggested madcap comedy.


‘They’ll have a go at that.’


‘It’ll be OK.’


‘They’ll have a go at it,’ he said. ‘Have you got something else you can put on?’


‘No.’


‘What’s your opening line?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Your opening line, what do you open with?’


‘I don’t know, I don’t really have an opening line,’ I said.


He lit a cigarette.


‘You’ll be on after the interval,’ he said, and moved off.


In the first half, an act went down badly and the audience began to hum. This collective ‘mmm’ grew louder, eventually becoming a cry for ‘mmmmmmMALCOLM!’ to return from the bar and rescue the beleaguered comic.


When my time came, the heckling started before Malcolm had introduced me.


‘Now it’s time for the open spot,’ he said.


‘STONE him!’ someone cried out.


‘Cruuuccciifffyyy ’im!’ shouted someone else, to huge laughter.


Malcolm was saying something about giving them a chance and then said my name. I had to walk from the back of the room through the crowd and up a few steps to the stage, which was quite wide and deep. Despite barely looking old enough to get served, I was holding a pint of beer. The room went quiet.


‘What are you drinking?’ said a voice from the darkness.


‘Directors,’ I said.


‘Nice shirt,’ said someone else I couldn’t see.


‘It’s the new Millwall goalkeeper’s shirt,’ I said, ‘designed to confuse the opposition, they’re going to wear it against West Ham.’


Millwall Football Club was nearby, and their fans – presumably sprinkled through the audience – hate West Ham United.


There was a ripple of non-committal noise, which seemed to settle down to: ‘Go on then, son, you’ve got five minutes.’


Putting my pint down on the stage next to me, I launched into my ‘animal activists and the dolphin’ routine in which I suggested (with accompanying mime) that a US Navy-trained mine-laying bottlenose would have done a better job than the fanatics who blew up an admin block at Bristol university and not the vivisection labs they were targeting.


At the end of my set, I picked up my glass and raised it to acknowledge the audience. There was rapturous applause and cheering. As I stepped down from the stage many of them were on their feet. I walked back through a guard of honour and heard: ‘Well done, son,’ several times, receiving a couple of firm pats on the back.


Malcolm was up onstage: ‘There you are,’ he said, ‘open spot, very good, gets nothing; fella on before, shit, hundred quid, that’s showbiz.’


It had all been tongue in cheek, the audience enjoying the theatre of giving some new kid a standing ovation after five minutes, but in there was an acknowledgement that I’d survived something, and they loved that. Malcolm rewarded me with a paid twenty-minute booking only four weeks later.


‘By the way,’ he said, ‘that’s not Directors you’re drinking.’


‘Isn’t it?’ I said, looking at my beer. ‘I asked for Directors.’


‘The landlord’s done a deal with Whitbread: none of the pumps have the beer they say they do.’


I went back the next month and did my twenty but it was my last set at the Tunnel. The pub closed down following a raid by the drugs squad involving four hundred officers and a helicopter – at least that’s what Malcolm told me.


Some time later, Malcolm booked me for a gig in Bungay, Suffolk, and asked me to drive him up there via Brick Lane so he could pick up a curry. He didn’t realise which bit of Essex I lived in and apologised for making me take such a detour.


‘I thought you’d come in on the A13.’


‘No, I’m more Epping Forest.’


‘M11?’


‘Yes.’


‘We’ll pass your house going to Suffolk, will we?’


‘I don’t mind.’


‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘do you want to get any curry?’


‘No, I’m all right.’


‘Sure?’ he said. ‘Couple of samosas maybe? Bit of naan for the road?’


‘No, I’m OK.’


He lowered himself into the passenger seat wielding bags of food.


‘Do you mind me eating this in here?’


‘No, I don’t mind, try not to get it on the seats.’


‘I won’t, don’t worry.’


Normally I’d have my A–Z of London on the passenger seat but instead it was Malcolm, pulling his heavy coat out as wide as it would go before opening up three or four foil cartons and eating a full meal off his lap. There was a fair bit of curry down his front but that wasn’t the sort of thing that would bother him.


Malcolm passed all his contacts onto his much younger brother Alex, who booked shows for colleges, and soon I was offered my first proper gigs ‘out of town’ at Liverpool Polytechnic and Manchester University.


‘Steve Murray’s driving,’ said Alex, ‘you’ll be on with Ian Cognito and Sean Lock.’


Steve looked a bit like Mr Incredible, squashed into the driver’s seat of his Vauxhall Astra. He could sound like Tommy Cooper and he played on that in his act, during which he tortured teddy bears. For the finale, he’d turn a portable record player on its side, attach a bear to the turntable and throw darts at it. The crowd would erupt when he hit the teddy and again when he switched from 33 to 45rpm. He’d appeared on The Last Resort with Jonathan Ross on Channel 4, which had been popular when I was a student in Whitstable. We’d all leave the Neptune early to go home and watch.


Ian Cognito’s real name was Paul Barbieri, though everyone called him Coggers. Some acts had odd stage names, a post-punk throwback with echoes of Sid Vicious and Johnny Rotten (James Macabre was really Jim Miller). This marked them out as not motivated by conventional registers of success. Few of them owned (as I did) a red leather Filofax with green lining.


Since I knew the people who owned the company (David Collischon lived opposite us in Loughton; his wife, Lesley, was a surrogate mum to my sister), my Filofax had been complimentary, but it was also big and difficult to conceal. If I took it a to a gig in the hope I might book in some future dates, I looked like a yuppie on the make. The comedian Paul Ramone (real name Roger) asked me, in reference to my practical loose-leaf organiser with its informative inserts: ‘Is that serious or for a joke?’


‘It’s my diary,’ I said.


He gave me a withering look. I left the Filofax at home after that.


Some on the circuit held the view that we weren’t in comedy to earn cash and improve but to be mavericks, sneering at the rat race and living as outliers, in the margins, with our difficult upbringings or undiagnosed neurological conditions.


Sean Lock and I had started out in 1988 within a few weeks of each other. At the beginning, it felt like certain people were in your year and older comics were like kids higher up the school. I once went into the old Comedy Store dressing room to find Paul Merton and Arthur Smith busy with some cigarette papers and sharing a joke. Like a first year who’d wandered into the sixth-form common room, I turned around and went straight back out again.


The first gig on our comedy road trip was to be at Liverpool Poly on 2nd May 1989, just two weeks after the Hillsborough disaster had devastated the city. There was a notice in the corridor offering support for people affected. It was a sombre time but the show wasn’t cancelled and we were all pleased to go down well in front of an enthusiastic young audience.


The next morning, Steve took us to a National Trust-run former cotton mill at Styal in Cheshire, where we saw the schoolroom provided for children of the workers and some of the toys the kids had, among which were pig knuckles.


The game was to bounce a ball, pick up as many knuckles as you could, and catch it again. Sean and I pulled our sleeves down over our hands and pretended to be pigs who’d had their trotters taken off.


‘I hope you’re enjoying that game?’


‘Was it worth it?’


‘I’ve no hands now, so thanks for that.’


Sean had a knack for keeping a joke going like a plate-spinning act, and we batted lines back and forth about embittered pigs until we couldn’t laugh any longer. The day was like a school trip without teachers. Arriving for the show at Manchester University that evening, we were spent from hours of giggling. Fortunately, Steve’s teddy bears saved the night.


In my family, after Mum died, there were also four of us on car journeys and I had to sit in the front because, in keeping with the prevailing family narrative, my brother and sister each found it impossible to share the back seat with me in peace. In Steve’s Astra, travelling up and down motorways, in and out of service stations, it was as if I’d found three older brothers who’d chosen to never have a cross word with one another.










Contents Insurance



In October 1989, after touring Canadian Fringe festivals for three months, I had enough dollars saved to rent a room in London.


The Canada show had consisted of my fledgling stand-up set, a monologue from my girlfriend Wendy and a couple of sketches, all under the name The Furrowed Brows. A friend from university, Jason Blake, had been around the Fringe circuit and told me you keep all your box-office takings, so, if you lived cheaply, you could make money, which I did, first in Winnipeg in July and then in Edmonton in August, Vancouver in September and Victoria in October.


Wendy had initially stayed behind to attend her graduation ceremony, so in Manitoba I’d had to do a solo hour. It took me a week of gigs to shake off the uptight, stood-behind-the-microphone-in-navy-slacks look I’d deployed on 1st Exposure earlier that year.


By the last show, I’d ditched the microphone altogether and, since it was thirty-five degrees, was cavorting about in shorts with ‘CANADA’ printed on them. I’d worked out that the audience were more likely to enjoy themselves if I was.


I met the Edmonton comedy troupe Three Dead Trolls in a Baggie in Winnipeg and opened for them in their holdover shows, which were packed out and riotous. I went to Yuk Yuk’s comedy club and managed to get myself a weekend working as MC for Steve Shuster and Ronnie Edwards.


I also met a woman I liked, with spiky bleached hair and cool cutoff shorts; but, as we lay sweltering under a ceiling fan, I regretfully told her I was chastely waiting for my girlfriend.


In Edmonton, The Furrowed Brows took to the stage for the first time in The Seed of Doubt. We filled our time slot, just, though it was patchy at best. But we befriended the Three Dead Trolls (there were four of them, Wes, Joe, Neil and Cathleen) and later stayed in a log cabin in the foothills of the Rockies, with them and two street performers, Danny and Rick, from SAK Theatre in Florida.


We went ‘horseback riding’ and the cowboy helping me on to my horse, named Highwood, said: ‘If you like rodeo, this is the one for you.’


Danny and Rick took the lead but Highwood surged in front at Kentucky Derby pace as I lost both reins and stirrups. There was hysterical laughter behind me as I threatened to ‘sue them all’ before they caught up and saved me. The next day, I couldn’t stand with my legs together and none of my new friends could look at me without laughing, which I took as a positive.


After a couple of shows at the next Fringe there was a big picture of The Furrowed Brows on the arts page in The Vancouver Sun. The caption read: ‘These British comics did not go over well.’


I felt inflated at first and then immediately deflated like a balloon that hasn’t been tied off.


Despite our mediocre act, I learned (particularly from a noon show in Victoria for five people) that the audience have chosen you and they want to enjoy themselves, so gigs always start with everyone willing to pull the same way. If it doesn’t go well, it’s not the punters’ fault (unless you’re at the Tunnel Palladium).


Victoria is the most English of Canadian cities, it even had red buses, so served as a halfway house before the long flight home. I’d made some friends for life at the Fringes and when I returned to the London circuit found I’d improved and more bookings started coming in.


By December, helped by my Canadian dollars, I had enough to find somewhere to rent. Wendy didn’t want to look together so I advertised as a tenant in City Limits magazine, mentioning that I was a stand-up comedian to make me appealing.


There were no enquiries. Wouldn’t anyone want to share with a comedian? Unbelievable!


Fortunately, Loot, London’s weekly advertiser, was full of places. I called about a room in a Hackney tower block. The stench of urine in the lift seemed recent and I turned around before I’d even hit the button for the tenth floor.


The room I eventually found was in a terraced house on a quiet crescent in Stoke Newington, not far from Arsenal’s then home ground in Highbury. There was a big hedge at the front and a blue front door. The youngish landlord, Mr Cooper, was small and neat, with creases in his trousers and combed brown hair. One of his eyes drifted, which took some getting used to, but he was friendly and told me he worked in the theatre, so I played my comedian card and that did not deter him from showing me a large ground-floor room with a wooden double bed, high ceilings, shelving in the alcoves either side of a fireplace and French windows opening out to a garden that backed onto Abney Park Cemetery. A scrawny little cat greeted me to seal my approval.


Mr Cooper had space for three tenants, and the two lads in the upstairs rooms weren’t his soulmates.


‘They work in the City,’ he said, as if broaching an embarrassing medical condition. Pinching his face in, he added: ‘There’s often a lot of rugby kit in the washing machine.’


Early it became apparent that one of those lads had a bowel issue and an aversion to toilet brushes. The other one left me an astonishingly unpleasant note after I’d switched on the shared answerphone when I went out, even though he’d been ‘fucking in’ at the time, waiting for his girlfriend to call. Open your bedroom door and listen out for calls, you prick, I didn’t say.


Abney Park Cemetery was overgrown and home to foxes that sometimes strayed into our garden. Equally furtive were the local gays who cruised the graveyard whenever it was open, as if on a rota. I was twenty-three with a bottom like a small pumpkin, and evidently emitted clouds of olfactory stimulant wherever I roamed. I avoided eye contact but might as well have left a trail of condoms behind me. Men would bob up from behind headstones, noiselessly enquiring.


I was out gigging in comedy clubs five or six nights a week, so would get home late and watch episodes of Cheers on video. That was up until the first burglary, when my rented VCR disappeared.


‘The insurance doesn’t cover you, I’m afraid,’ said the landlord.


I didn’t know what contents insurance was and lost a second VCR in the next burglary, even though I’d wired the plug through a hole in the shelf. They smashed it. After that I locked my bedroom door when I went out.


After a few months, the blokes upstairs were replaced by a graphic designer and a young woman who was emphatically not a City type. Both were good fun around the kitchen table, especially when discussing the landlord’s new Spanish boyfriend, who tossed his mane of black hair as if taking part in a twenty-four-hour photoshoot seven days a week.


The lovers would occupy the bathroom for hours, steam clouding the opaque window as in the scene in Titanic where Winslet and DiCaprio hide in a car on the cargo deck and the windows mist up, leaving only a suggestive handprint on the glass.


The rest of the time, the boyfriend baked cakes with the oven on constantly and the gas fire roaring in the kitchen. Various sponges were presented as acts of generosity to the tenants, who were more concerned with the increasing gas bill and decreasing bathroom access. Then, unexpectedly, he picked a fight with me.


‘Why do you lock your bedroom door when you go out?’ he said.


‘Because we’ve been burgled twice.’


‘It’s antisocial,’ he said.


‘It’s an empty room. I don’t lock it when I’m here.’


‘You shouldn’t ever lock it.’


What?


‘Why do you want to go in my room?’ I said.


‘Why don’t you want me to go in there?’ he said, believing he’d found the upper hand.


‘You don’t even live here!’ I said.


He gasped and put his palm against his chest, the fingers splayed straight out.


‘I got down on that toilet floor on my hands and knees and scrubbed!’ he said.


I liked living in Stoke Newington but I left without a goodbye. Instead, after I’d struggled to get my belongings past the boyfriend’s bicycle in the hall, the angry boy in me took a drawing pin from the corkboard by the phone and punctured as many holes as I could into his tyres.


I was tempted not to mention that in case you developed a low opinion of me. I should have baked them a cake – not that I knew how; all I ate was cheese on toast.










Fancy a Toot?



The stage was made up of two platforms, with the mic stand balanced over an uneven gap down the middle. I was looking down the long upstairs room at Balham’s Banana Cabaret with some trepidation; it was one of the bigger rooms on the circuit and it was packed.


I needed to assert myself, but the microphone was vibrating and a nasty noise came out over the PA. I moved the stand left and right but couldn’t improve things. People in the front row were frowning, then someone suggested I take the mic out of its stand.


‘Just take the poxy thing out and hold it.’


Or that might have been a voice in my head.


I was recently back from Canada and had returned to lurking behind the stand, feet together, shoulders hunched, eyebrows raised to look as unthreatening as possible. Short hair, clean-shaven, shirt tucked in, delivering a high-pitched lispy monologue with no reference to the room, or anyone in it.


I took hold of the mic and pulled it from its stand, generating some ironic cheering.


‘Hello!’ I said and trod on the cable, pulling it out of the microphone. The metal connector hit the floor. Now no one could hear me. I’d never plugged a cable into a mic before, and my hands were shaking more than ever as I picked it up. I managed to plug it in, causing another loud and unpleasant sound, and then looped the cable over my little finger at the base of the mic so it wouldn’t come out again, a habit I still have to this day.


Like an infant who has learned to walk, as soon as I used the whole stage, I never went back, discovering the way I moved my limbs could generate laughter, just being on one leg, or striking a daft pose. From then on I was rarely still.
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