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Prologue


I open the door to a man who’s come to interview me and look through my archive boxes for an academic book he’s writing about alternative comedy. He stands six foot tall and as thin as a piece of string, the perfect epitome of a 1980s alternative comedian. Except it is 2016.


We all know what a 1980s alternative comedian looked like: a dark raglan coat to his knees; tight, tight trousers; large shoes – possibly Doc Martens, possibly brothel-creepers – and a starved whippet of a face hanging underneath a flat pork-pie hat. Except none of them – of us lot – did actually look or dress like that. Dr Oliver Double does.


Dr Oliver Double is a scholar of Comic and Popular Performance at the University of Kent, where there is a British stand-up archive that must be the largest store of source material on the subject in the country. Using online access, you can browse items such as The Tony Allen Collection (mostly audio of Tony circa 1979), The Arnold Brown Collection (posters, tickets, set lists), Josie Long’s Scrapbook for 1998 or, with an appointment and the right antique video player, you might be able to view an old VHS tape with a greasy peeling label which says: ‘Andy de la Tour and Rik Mayall, live in Paignton, 21 December 1989’.


Dr Oliver Double and I take a thermos into the gardens of the London square where I live. It’s early June 2016, and Britain has not yet voted by its whacking great landslide of under three per cent – to leave the EU; we’re months away from the concept of Trump. It’s a bright day, and we sit on the bench under a cherry tree. Dr Double starts with the basic questions, the ones I’ve been asked many times before. The same ones that have been asked since about 1985.


I feel a bit like Tina Turner. Not in the sense of being a powerful, singing life-force, of course, but more in the sense of repeating the same origin story again and again. Though the alternative comedians’ origin story is a lot less dramatic and considerably less poignant. I feel we were merely passing on the baton; ITMA, the Crazy Gang, the Goons, Python, grown-ups being silly. And when we jaw on, on history-of-television shows, in our pullovers and armchairs, about how edgy our jokes were and how it used to be in the good old, authentic days, to younger generations we must look the way Jimmy Tarbuck or Bernard Manning did to me when I was growing up.


But I find myself opening up to Dr Oliver Double. Forgive me for repeating his name so often, but it is a funny one. You’re going to love this next guy – please give a big Comedy Store welcome to Dr Oliver Double! The world’s only one-man double-act! After our chat, I take him to my archive store down the road, where I keep boxes containing posters, DVDs and books, most of which predate the internet and digitisation. He packs up a large suitcase of goodies and goes away happy. Now people can do a degree course on us at Kent uni. That’s not very alternative, is it?


 


Looking back now, my life feels surprisingly like a romcom. A series of lucky mishaps and chaotic meanderings, which, after many cheesy moments and bad dialogue, come together in a sugar-sweet, happy-ever-after, totally unbelievable plot climax. And the protagonist, me, has no idea what they’re really feeling until suddenly it all comes to them in a big rush and they have to make an insane and dangerous dash across town, past hooting cars and collapsing barriers, to the airport to catch their beloved one, just before she’s about to get on that plane and be gone forever. Sometimes, if it’s a Richard Curtis, the hero will be accompanied by a bunch of impossibly nice friends and have to make an impassioned, last-minute speech declaring their love across a public space, like the departure lounge, which will somehow come across on the public address system, bringing the entire airport to a halt as all the extras – playing ground staff and passengers – stop what they’re doing to listen and smile and sigh and eventually clap and cheer. Then it rains, and the now united lovers get drenched as they finally, finally hug and kiss. I don’t know how the rain got into the airport, but that doesn’t matter because we’re all overcome with sadness and joy at the same time and we feel like crying. Well, it wasn’t quite like that for Roberta and me, but sort of in that direction.


It’s been a strange life of many foolish choices made, across multiple strands both in career and personal relationships, with an eventual smooth landing after a fair amount of turbulence. At different points in my life, I’ve been step-parent to three children, seven grandchildren, and three greats. One long-term relationship followed by two marriages, two divorces, two sets of solicitors, followed by a final marriage to the original partner. Burton and Taylor have nothing on me, except the incredibly expensive jewellery, I suppose. At different times I’ve been a single parent as well as a contact parent to my own two sons, and I have lost count of all the great-nephews and -nieces. Although almost never outside the M25, I’ve lived in a heap of different houses, flats and, for five years, on a boat. In one six-year period I moved over seven times. All of these things are high on the stresster scale, I know, and I’ve had my share of skin rashes and phantom ills to prove it.


My work schedule has been equally chaotic. Long-run late-night theatre stints, weeks of extreme early-morning calls for filming – sometimes both at the same time. When to eat, when to sleep have become challenges to overcome, never mind finding time to exercise or learn Japanese. No, I didn’t do that last one, although I did have a go at learning Hindi for a while.










1


Fanny the Dog


‘Hello. I’m Nigel? Can I put my bike in your hall?’


There’s a pause while the woman who’s just opened the door stares at me slightly too long. ‘I’ve come about the room to let?’


‘Oh, yes of course. Sorry.’ She smiles. ‘Come in.’


I’ve cycled to Wandsworth Bridge Road after the evening performance.


It’s number thirteen – lucky for some. A four-storeyed, terraced house with two stone lions mounted at the top of the parapet wall. Most of these ‘lion houses’ have long been divided into flats, but this one has only one doorbell. Roberta shows me the large room on the first floor – looking onto the busy road at the traffic-light intersection with the New King’s Road. Then she shows me round the rest of the house. The ancient floorboards are ill aligned, with nails protruding dangerously at intervals. Some bannisters are missing, others rattle. The walls are a patchwork of scraped-off wallpaper and decomposing plaster. The old enamel bath has several blackened ulcers, and there are no lampshades on the bare bulbs.


Roberta is appropriately dressed for the late 1970s – tight jeans and a fluffy mohair sweater. With dark, red-dyed hair and deep green eyes. She has a cute, smiley manner, warm and reassuring like Una Stubbs, with a voice like the tones of a viola that she uses with such delicious precision I’m not surprised to discover she is a speech therapist.


She offers me soup; I accept. She leads me into the back room through a tiny kitchen which it would be kind to describe as unmodernised – uneven terracotta tiling on the floor, a square sink with clanking pipes coming off it, mismatched brass taps. The window looks onto a gravelly yard which has a few uncleared dog poos in it. A massive Airedale barks at our entrance, as loud as a Harley Davidson starting up.


‘Fanny! Quiet! Go to your basket,’ says Roberta, but the dog comes over and noses sloppily around my hand.


‘Is she really called Fanny?’


‘Yes, she’s not actually mine. My husband, well, ex-husband, left her behind, so now we’re stuck with her.’


I have to walk sideways around the circular wooden table, which takes up almost all the room, to sit down. There is not much light, but I can just see a cat enter from the slit of a side window, white and tortoiseshell. It curls itself around my ankles then hops up onto my lap. I’m allergic to cats, but I don’t say anything. The table tips as I Iean on it; it is only loosely connected to its central shaft.


‘I’ll take the room, if it’s still available,’ I say. There’s magic in the air.


 


Roberta told me later that she had already promised the room to someone else that day. But after Che Guevara came to her that evening, on his bicycle, she rang them back to say that it had gone. I did look like Che Guevara at the time; I had grown and trimmed a beard to match his and grown my hair to a suitably revolutionary length. All for a job of course. As one of the chorus of the original production of the musical Evita, I was understudy to the role of Che, being played at that time by David Essex.


My new room was full of the yellow light from the lamp-post directly the other side of the wide sash window. It was a large, empty space, bigger than I was used to, and the shadows of the plane trees in the road dappled across the ceiling. The bus stop was just outside, and the number 295 buses thrummed directly below while picking up and dropping off passengers. The bed was a peculiar piece of abandoned carpentry: one side rose up like the running board of a vintage car; the other side was where you got in. The whole construction stood about four inches from the bare floor. An attempt at 1970s style, but it had never been painted, and if you rolled over in the night you felt as if stacked on a shelf in a timber yard. The perpetrator was Roberta’s ex-husband. He had given up bed construction at around the same time he had given up her, the dog, the cats and the house. And Roberta’s two children from her previous marriage. But I loved my spacious, echoey room. Having been brought up in the polite suburbs, I imagined that now I could start living the wild, Bohemian lifestyle I craved, in groovy Chelsea. Or at least in Fulham, Chelsea’s less hip understudy.


The night I moved in we sat on her wonky sofa in the carpetless front room – after a supper eaten on mismatched crockery with an assemblage of cutlery which seemed to come from the 1930s. And we talked and talked. The conversation we started that Sunday night is still going on today. Roberta was thirty-eight, which seemed incredibly old to me then, at twenty-five. A thirteen-year age gap. A gap which seems to have shrunk over the intervening years. When you’re both ancient, who’s counting? Despite the age difference, we fit. But because of it, there have been some ups and downs.


It’s easy to imagine, when the undertow pulls you, that the things you have in common with someone have drawn you to each other – ‘You like chips, I like chips. Same!’ ‘I have a denim shirt, you have a denim shirt! It must be fate, we were made for each other!’ But that night we found so much that was shared it was uncanny. Food, theatre, books, jokes, the ability to talk and talk.


That first conversation went on past five a.m., when we decided to take a walk around Eel Brook Common, the stretch of green on the other side of the New King’s Road. ‘Fanny! Fanny! Over here!’ shouted Roberta. Of course, the moment the wire-haired Airedale was let off the lead, she had run off into the alleyway which led to the road and Fulham Broadway station beyond. Poor beast had only a small patch of city green to run around in and made the most of every opportunity. We walked briskly in pursuit. Under the plane trees, two men shuffled awkwardly apart and away into the shadows. This little common was a well-known haunt for gay men to meet, Roberta explained. It was 1978, and AIDS was just around the next corner.


November 1978; as long ago from today as the start of the Second World War was from then. The dance troupe Hot Gossip were at their peak, the BBC’s Black and White Minstrel Show had finally closed just four months previously. Hair was big, platform heels were chunky, Boney M. were in the charts, Butterflies was on the telly, Mrs Thatcher was leader of the opposition, and coffee was something you got out of a jar with a teaspoon, not from a barista. The Goodbye Girl, a romcom about a young actor who starts a love affair with his landlady, had been released in the UK that April. Ok, I thought, why not? ‘Keep on using me ’til you use me up,’ sang Bill Withers in my head.


After a very short while, I moved out of my room at the front and into Roberta’s at the back. It was a full house. Alongside us were Anna and Rupert, her children from her first marriage, then fourteen and twelve respectively, and her two other lodgers and, soon, Roberta’s half-sister Kim and her beardy boyfriend moved in. Even before that, things were never quiet. One lodger, Alex, an eccentric young guy in a Victorian cape with a cane, played his favourite songs – barbershop quartets from the 1920s – very loudly on repeat. ‘Little man you’re crying/ I know why you’re blue/ Someone took your kiddy car awayeeee.’ Competing with that was the newly released prog-rock version of The War of the Worlds coming out from Rupert, the pre-teen’s, room, Richard Burton’s majestic voice intoning, ‘No one would have believed, in the last years of the nineteenth century, that human affairs were being watched from the timeless worlds of space,’ with the added extra of the frequent barking of Fanny, set off constantly by the neighbour’s two dogs. The neighbour was a rock musician who practised with his amp turned up full. At night, the neighbours on the other side started up with their shouting. Or rather, she shouted in a high-pitched wail, while he mumbled resentful excuses. ‘Go to her! Be with her!’ the poor woman would scream, ‘Fuck her!’ then the sound of something being smashed against a wall, ‘And don’t come back here!’ But unfortunately, he did, often.


One of the ‘sames’ Roberta and I had discovered about each other during that first conversation was that we’d both had a chaotic recent past. After the end of her first marriage, Roberta had managed to buy this dilapidated house and put the children in it, but she had perhaps rushed too quickly into a second marriage. Her new husband seems to have been a little on the controlling side, insisting she wear certain clothes, and, on one occasion, locking her in her room for a few hours for hennaing her hair when he’d told her not to. He was not popular with the children either; once when he caught them reading in the night, he punished them by making them throw all of their books into the dustbin. Roberta had found herself fearful and none of them were sad when he’d moved out a few months prior to my arrival. He now lived directly opposite, on the other side of the busy main road, with his boyfriend. I neither knew nor asked whether he had recently come out or had been openly gay all along. He was a designer, and his new partner was a collector of objets d’art. The flat over the road where he now lived was fully equipped with matching everything: antique mirrors, minimalist sofas, leather and steel-rimmed chairs and angled downlights.


The first time I met him was a month or two after I moved in. I came home one day to find him sitting on a pile of Roberta’s pictures, rugs and cutlery in the downstairs front room, waiting for a friend to come and help him take it away. He’d sneaked in while Roberta was at work and the kids were at school. ‘Who are you?’ he said, bristling with aggression from atop his castle of furniture as I entered.


He was a large man, as tall as me, but more muscular. He had a squared-off moustache and was wearing a green bomber jacket, checked shirt, jeans and Kicker boots. It took only two seconds for me to consider it best not to say, ‘Roberta’s lover.’ I told him I was one of the lodgers. Fanny the dog completely ignored him. She rolled over in her creaky basket and turned her face to the wall. Perhaps she was afraid that he might remember she was meant to be his dog and add her to the furniture pile. But he seemed to have forgotten her.


I went upstairs to ‘my’ room and waited tensely for him to leave with all his stuff and go back to his new partner. I contemplated asking him to take the wooden coffin bed too while he was at it, but I figured that might wind him up further. I wondered what the real Che Guevara would have done – challenged him to a gunfight?


 


I was now spending all the money I had to try to keep the house from falling down around us. In the side passage outside, someone had left building rubbish, three bags high, piled against the side wall, blocking drains and causing damp in the back room where I’d had that cup of soup. The first job was to remove them, heavy lifting required. Then there was the dry rot which I discovered in the low-ceilinged cellar, where piles and piles of old papers and cardboard had been rammed up against the ventilation bricks. Cutting out and treating that was an expensive job, especially when the builder, in order to reassure us that the floor in the front hall was now secure, stamped on it with his boot and fell through to the cellar, taking all of the floorboards with him. Luckily he was unhurt, but we had to walk around the large hole he left for some weeks.


At one point, all the floorboards in the bathroom also had to be removed – ‘So if you don’t aim properly when you’re going for a piss, it goes straight down into washing-up in the kitchen below,’ I said in a later stand-up monologue. The audience laughed, imagining this was dramatic licence.


That initial connection Roberta and I had made remained strong, and we soon found ourselves inseparable, consulting each other on everything. I became part of her household, but it was still hard to make sure Fanny the dog got enough exercise; I was doing eight shows a week in Evita, and Roberta worked as a speech therapist and head of department for the NHS. She had to use her battered Citroën to drive to various outer reaches of London. We’d go to Wimbledon Common whenever we could, but Fanny mostly only saw the small patch of green opposite where we’d walked that first night.


Roberta was with me through the chaotic years that followed, the comedy years when everything I had expected might happen in my life didn’t – and a whole load of other stuff did. It helped that she could make up her own jokes and was a comedy fan with strong opinions on all of the acts and all of the programmes we made. Warm and funny, she became friends with all the gang and understood the rivalries and allegiances of our dysfunctional group. I’m sure people must have thought, Contrary to how he comes across, he must somehow be ok if he’s with her. There are some people who make more sense when you meet their partners, when you see them in tandem. I reckon I’m one of those.


 


‘So what exactly seems to be the problem, Mr Planer?’


‘Very stiff neck, can’t move my head more than an inch. Very painful all down my shoulder and arm.’


‘Yes, I see. So, what happened?’


‘A giant, twenty-foot chocolate éclair fell on my head.’


‘I see.’ Coughs. Looks around nervously to see if there’s an exit he can use if necessary. ‘Are you sure about that?’


It was made of foam. Not the sort that wraps things, not a soft top layer, no – it was the hard stuff you’d find at the core of a large foam mattress. It was about twenty feet wide by four feet deep and three feet across. And because I’m the tallest, I took the full weight of it on my head when they dropped it on us. Which they did without warning, by the way, in the rehearsal, so I hadn’t had time to adopt the ‘brace’ position. When you hear the word ‘éclair’, brace. Brace.


‘I see,’ says the osteopath, again not seeing.


This was just one of the many injuries we all sustained when filming The Young Ones, the anarchic TV series whose twelve short episodes – with their random éclair bombs and crazy cartoon violence – gave comedy culture a bit of a stir and a shake, resulting in a rather pongy cocktail. Ok, the cricket bats were made of rubber and sound effects were dubbed on to make the fighting seem more dangerous, but behaving like characters from an animation had its risks. Such as Rik (Mayall) and Ade (Edmondson) dropping from high up in the lighting rig and slamming onto the floor while fighting on a wooden platform that had been chained up over the set. I think the size of the impact frightened everyone that day. Or the time when the exploding oven had been packed with explosives twice, by mistake – once before the lunch break and once after – so that when Rik triggered the special effect he was blown backwards halfway across the room. It was the early Eighties, and Health and Safety hadn’t been invented yet. Nor had the idea that lunch should not include a beer or two.


But that was all to come. It’s hard to believe how quickly things changed. Looking back now at the 1970s, it can seem like a different era, but there were less than three years between my arriving at Wandsworth Bridge Road and the peak of what became known as the 1980s comedy boom.


I read recently that memory is a muscle. It’s not a filing cabinet where everything is put away in chronological order: it’s a string of associations, of triggers. If true, then I suppose, like all muscles, it can occasionally need physio when overworked. Organising my random recollections into some kind of coherent narrative has been like lying face-down for a deep-tissue massage and looking at the floor through that little hole on the table. Having Roberta nearby has been helpful; in later years she trained as a group analytic psychotherapist. She is used to remembering the minutiae of other people’s lives, the names of their children and where they went on holiday.
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Big in Pyjamas


The giant éclair incident was far from the only time I’ve been bashed on the head for being a tall poppy. Once, I was sitting in the audience in a theatre, and as the lights went down for the start of the show, a grand lady behind smacked me hard across the back of the head with her programme. ‘You’re too tall!’ she shouted. I toyed with the idea of resistance but ended up slumping down, sliding my knees up the back of the seat in front of me, and did some chronic damage to my lower back instead.


Being six foot three does have advantages, I suppose, like seeing from above who’s wearing a hairpiece in a lift, but on the whole, the downsides win, from minor whacks and bumps to country-cottage low-beam concussions that take a few days to recover from. Overhanging room lights are a constant hazard, showerheads are built at chest height (I’m very clean from the shoulders down), beds finish at calf level, cars are built for small people who don’t have to fold themselves in three to get in. The sexier the car, the less actual space there is inside, as if the manufacturers know something about damaged male egos. In the TV miniseries Blackeyes, Dennis Potter’s satire on the modelling world, my character, a voyeuristic journalist, was scripted to drive a trendy sports car. When it arrived, the cabin was so small that they abandoned all hope of shots with me inside, and we had to cut as I opened or closed its door.


My recurrent nightmare is a claustrophobic one; I have to go through a complicated passage with a low ceiling to get into a box like a coffin. I don’t know what Freud would have said about this, but Samuel Beckett’s line from Waiting for Godot comes to mind: ‘They give birth astride of a grave, the light gleams an instant, then it’s night once more.’ And when called on to do magic disappearing tricks on-stage – which I have been a surprising number of times – this nightmare becomes a reality. Secret mirror-door cupboards, smoke-filled Perspex tubes, anything with a compartment to disappear into, all seem to have been built by small, lithe people who say things like, ‘Then you just drop down into the base unit, the smoke evaporates/the cloak is whisked away, and you’re gone!’ They demonstrate the amazing disappearing equipment that they have made or bought at great expense from other small, lithe magicians by slipping into the tiny drum in the base unit and curling themselves into a ball. Then they spring out saying, ‘There, you see! Easy!’ unaware that they only come up to my sternum and the laws of physics mean that however lithe I might be, my skeleton will not fit in that drum unless a few bones are surgically removed.


At the Queen’s Jubilee in 1977, I was working in a community theatre troupe called EMMA, East Midlands Mobile Arts. Our job on the celebratory day was to dress in carnival costumes and walk around a park in Nottingham distributing leaflets. My designated costume was a Winnie-the-Pooh all-in-one. It had been made for someone at least six inches shorter than me, so it pulled from crotch to crown. Which also meant that the eye-holes came somewhere below my jawline. I careered blindly around the park as best I could, wading through family picnics and trampling on children like something out of a horror movie. More Chucky than Winnie.


It’s extraordinary how many film stars are small. Paul Newman, Al Pacino, Marlon Brando, James Caan, Robert De Niro, Robert Downey Jr – all Napoleon-sized. Only Clint Eastwood seems to buck the trend. Perhaps it’s something to do with the camera. You can’t put a big person in the centre of the frame: they’ll block out the other actors as well as the thousand extras on the horizon in the back of shot. No, the tall guy must stand at the side, or the back. I can certainly testify to this when lining up for a group or family photo – I just stand at the back and loom over someone’s shoulder.


 


I’m a middle child. I’ve got a brother either side, each four years apart. They have very different talents and temperaments, but I have similarities and empathy with both, a foot in both camps. It’s taken me a lifetime to define myself as an individual and not in comparison with them. Perhaps one never does that. I’m part of a set. Which means, while searching for something that makes me me, I usually end up seeking out an older- or younger-brother-type person to team up with, to share my experience with. Hard to go it alone. Sometimes this sharing has been involuntary; around the time of peak Young Ones notoriety, I was out with my family at a restaurant, and we were at a circular table. A man had seen us come in and sit down. He approached our table and, blanking me, leaned right across my shoulder to where my brother Roger was sitting opposite, and, thinking he was me, asked him for my autograph. At the time Rog was the one with long hair – I’d had mine cut. Rog scrawled something completely illegible but probably obscene on the piece of paper and handed it back to the guy with a modest smile. During those years, he told me, being my brother was like living directly by a motorway with its constant noise of traffic.


Rog is the quietest family member, usually lying low while his elder brothers let off steam, before suddenly pouncing with a killer line. He’s a musician who sometimes appears to be in a dream world of his own. Whereas Geoffrey is ebullient. He is a doer and an organiser of others who claims to know what’s best for you, and is even sometimes right. Their physical appearance is also different: Rog, the younger, is the taller of the two and louche; Geoffrey, by job and temperament, is more businesslike and formally dressed.


Being a middle brother also meant always trying to do everything the other two were good at, competing, trying to best them while looking over both shoulders, jealously guarding what might be mine. To a paranoid extent sometimes. This led to me trying my hand at most things, even horse-riding, at which I failed, drastically, by the way: ‘Move away! The horse doesn’t like you! He’s trying to roll over onto your leg!’


I am haunted by the thought that I might be a jack of all trades but master of none. Haunted by those vultures of self-doubt which can land on your shoulder and remind you of every bad decision you ever made. The bastards sometimes still wake me up nowadays. Caww! That series you turned down in 1983? It’s still going now! Fucked that up, didn’t you? Caww!


 


Back in the Fifties and early Sixties, no one hugged. No one said ‘luv ya’ or ‘lotsa luv’ at the end of phone conversations. The L-word was hardly used at all. Men shook hands, women . . . well, no one noticed what women did. If they were introduced at all, that is. No one had ADHD: they were just naughty. People didn’t use conditioner or moisturiser. No one talked about feelings. Feelings were left undisturbed to fester. Back then was when my mum was at her busiest.


My mum came from a family that was both moral and eccentric. After the war, my great-uncles Mike and George absconded to live, respectively, in a flat in Naples and a shed in the south of France. They were tanned, skinny chaps with knowledge of local language and history and, in Mike’s case, the Classics. He reminded me of John Mills or David Niven, rabbiting away, with his shirtsleeves rolled up, as were his cigarettes. I did go and visit him twenty years ago in Naples after his Italian wife died, and he held forth at length about the sybil, or high priestess, of the oracle of Cumae, a Greek temple just up the road.


On the moral side, my grandparents, Nancy and Arthur, were Congregationalists, Protestants who believed in the separation of church and state. A Congregationalist member can interpret the Bible as they see fit, without needing a priest or minister. It is between the individual and God. They don’t have an ecclesiastical hierarchy, so no fancy robes and candles. Congregationalism is similar in many ways to Quakerism. My mum’s brother Geoff was a Quaker, and he was also my godfather. At birthdays and Christmas he sent me books about the Quakers, which I’m sorry to say I never read. He did once invite me to a Quaker wedding, which was an unusual affair. At a Quaker meeting, anyone can speak; there are no formal rituals but quite a lot of long pauses. So, after Uncle Geoff had stood to tell us that today we were celebrating the marriage of these two happy young people and would anyone like to say anything, an old woman piped up. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’d like to mention the new mini-roundabout at the top of Tolworth Road. It’s too small and is causing a lot of disruption and unnecessary traffic build-up.’


My mum was a wartime child and rationing had only ended one year after I was born. She knew how to make and mend. But she didn’t just mend clothes, she made them from scratch. And more importantly from my point of view, she made costumes. For school productions and also just to play in at home. She could knock out stuff from scraps on her sewing machine, which was magic to me. The Halloween outfits or Batman costume that you might get for a four-year-old from a carnival shop were nothing compared to what my mum could do, especially with a little budget for a primary-school play: accurate medieval tunics and liripipe hoods, eighteenth-century pirate breeches and frock coats with fold-back cuffs, kaftans and togas, waistcoats and flapper dresses.


There were no microwaves or dishwashers then, no ready meals, no Deliveroo and, in our neighbourhood, no supermarket. I can remember the arrival of the local supermarket as if it were an alien spaceship which might abduct innocent shoppers and exterminate all the local shopkeepers.


Which is kind of what happened. Before then, shopping had been a craft, an exercise in logistics and a social skill. ‘I’ve put a nice bit of lamb aside for you, Mrs Planer,’ the butcher would say as my pretty mum flirted away on a Thursday. There was the fishmonger, the butcher, the baker, the deli, the haberdasher’s. Men in brown overalls with pencils over their ears would serve her in the ironmonger’s. She would have to know which day was best for which shop and remember the details of the personal lives of all the shopkeepers. She could chat for England. I would trail after her, bored, hanging on to the arm of the wheely shopping bag which would never hold enough for a whole week’s groceries. Several long walks a week down the lane would be necessary.


If it all sounds a bit Postman Pat, that’s because it was. But by the time I was eight, this kind of lifestyle was crumbling. After the supermarket came, the ancient local cinema closed and was replaced by a glossy estate agents’. Coffee bars started to sprout. The local model shop closed. A model shop was where you could get plastic assembly kits, and glue, and enamel paint. And boxes of miniature soldiers about the size of a thumbnail – hundreds of them – that you could paint individually to create tiny battle scenes. I spent hours in that shop, as if it were a gallery. Once I was asked not to come back by the proprietor. He knew I’d nicked some little pots of enamel paint. I knew I’d nicked some little pots of enamel paint. I knew he knew. I went red round the ears and cursed myself. Now I would not be able to enhance my collection of hand-painted figures from history, from Spartacus to the Black Prince and Henry VIII.
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In Search of Time Perdu


My dad spoke English with an accent and read books in French, but when it came to counting, that was in German, which was a bit of a giveaway. He once told me he was born in Graz in Austria, which it turns out was untrue, but any more than that about his childhood was closed to us when young. As he got older, and particularly after he’d had a heart bypass, his resolve slipped a bit, and a few snippets would trickle out here and there in an unguarded conversation. He could remember, for instance, a glass cabinet in his childhood home which had in it the complete works of the playwright Schiller, bound in blue. He was told by an aunt – or was it a teacher, or even a nanny? – that if he left his mouth open at night, spiders would get in, which gave him a paranoid nose-breathing fixation for the rest of his life. In the patio of his childhood home there was a statue by Alexander Calandrelli – a sculptor who died in 1903 – who sounded Italian but was born and died in Berlin.


There’s a great sentence Ian McEwan wrote in his recent novel, Lessons: ‘It was so obvious, that it seemed to him now that he had heard the news before but had failed to pay attention.’ By the time my dad opened up about where he had come from and spent his childhood, it seemed to us brothers that throughout our lives we had been presented with the clues but had failed to pay attention. However, up until perhaps 2005, we were still hotly in denial of things which must have seemed obvious to others. My dad was born in Berlin in 1920 and lived in the leafy suburb of Lankwitz, in a house in Calandrellistrasse – named after the sculptor. His parents were Austrian, of Romanian and Hungarian background, but had been living in Berlin for many years, where they had put down their roots and intended to stay. He had a brother, Felix, who was ten years older than him, a much frostier man. When we were clearing out my dad’s cupboard after he died, we found photos of the two of them on a motoring holiday in Switzerland: my dad, puppy-like, in flapping plus-four trousers; Felix, standing nearby with his foot up on the fender, stylish, forbidding and icy.


They arrived in London in 1933, the year Hitler came to power, six years before the Second World War. So, considering he must have been nineteen when the war broke out, my dad’s reluctance to identify as German in wartime London is understandable. He must have made a comical ARP warden during the Blitz, going round at night telling people in his heavy accent to ‘turn the lights out, the Germans are attacking’. The name Planer is not a changed name, as everyone assumes the moment I tell them this story. It goes back several centuries into Central Europe. As to how Jewish they might have been, this was another question which we failed to pay attention to, let alone solve. We were certainly not brought up Jewish – there were no religious or cultural references at all, and there had not been for at least two generations. We had relatives in Romania and in France and an Uncle Salim in Istanbul. Then there was the fact that Wagner’s first wife was called Minna Planer. Hard to imagine Wagner lighting the candles of a menorah to read Protocols of the Elders of Zion by.


Recently I had an acting job playing a Jewish character, and the director wanted to know whether I qualified. I told her that the last time anyone would have asked me or my family this question would have been under the Nazis. ‘What about DNA?’ she said, somewhat missing my point. I have no doubt though, that my family, like the characters in Tom Stoppard’s play Leopoldstadt, who live in Vienna and have intermarried, some converting to Catholicism, would have been murdered by the Nazis anyway, had they had the chance. I think it was a question of kill first, ask nuanced questions afterwards. My grandfather and father became naturalised British citizens a few days before war was declared.


It’s hard to place your imagination back to a time before you were born. But something that always strikes me when thinking about the zipped-up way that my dad and many like him behaved is that for those six years of the war they didn’t know who was going to win. We look back on it now as if it were a tough time, yes, but a foregone conclusion. Right up until my teenage years, childhood comics like The Rover, which you could buy in the local sweet shop, had endless heroic stories of plucky British soldiers giving the Germans what for, while Jerry fell back shouting ‘Achtung!’ and ‘Gott in Himmel!’ But the reality was far from that simple. It must have been frightening but also exciting. I often try to imagine myself back into those times.


Many years later, when he was in his eighties, my dad told me this strange account of his first day of arrival in England at the age of twelve. I’ve reimagined it here as a sort of short story.


 


The train’s upholstered seat is itchy on Viktor’s legs in shorts. A cold English sun flickers through the trees as the train gallops through southern England. Cold, grey and severe – unlike his own capricious and emotional Maman, whose temperamental outbursts and manipulations are to be negotiated with skill. The train screams again, and puffs of steam race past the window. As it turns a corner, he can see behind; ten, no eleven, then twelve carriages reveal themselves in a long curve.


‘Where are you going to, young man?’ a man in a brown pinstripe suit, sitting diagonally opposite, asks. Viktor cannot understand him. ‘Wohin gehst du?’ He’s a thin man, with a moustache and Brylcreem in his hair.


It is only later that Viktor considers it strange that a traditional Englishman, in a brown pinstripe suit, on an afternoon train to Reading, England, should speak Österreichisches Deutsch. Replying in the same language, Viktor tells the man that he is on his way to his new school. To an English boarding school. No, his parents are not in England. No, he has no relatives here apart from the elder brother who put him on the train in London and has now gone back to university in Switzerland. And no, he has never been to England before.


The man points to the violin case on the luggage net above Viktor’s head.


‘Kannst du diese Geige spielen?’


Viktor tells the man that he can play the violin to Level Six. He is fond of Brahms and Bartok. He’s hoping the violin will be useful at school, will help him to fit in and make friends. If there isn’t a school orchestra, he will start one. The man leans forward confidentially and speaks to Viktor in a quieter voice. He tells Viktor to beware of English schoolmasters in his new school. Particularly at night.


‘Warum, mein Herr?’ Viktor asks. ‘Why, sir?’ Because they have a reputation, the man replies. Viktor should expect them to want to make special friends with him. Particularly during sports afternoons. And Viktor should be careful not to be taken in by these offers of friendship, not to find himself dependent on these masters for companionship or protection. Some will be happy to take advantage of Viktor’s loneliness and isolation. The man sits up straight again and nods once.


After a while, listening to the rhythmical clanking of the bogies on the rails beneath and the stabbing puffs of the steam engine ahead, Viktor thinks it best to thank the man for his advice and then returns his gaze to the suburban hills beyond the window.
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From Flabbo to Whacko


When I was five, I was very skinny, so I had to take a teaspoon of something called Virol every day. A malt extract that also contained beef marrow. It didn’t taste too bad actually. I took it for a couple of years. It must have worked, because by the time I was ten, I had put on so much weight that people at school called me ‘flabbo’ or ‘piggo’. Sports teachers used to say things such as, ‘Everyone run back to this side of the pitch, except Planer. He can waddle.’ Or flick my earlobes until they bled because I didn’t support the right football team, or any team at all. As a flabbo, football was something I dreaded. When I was twelve, I hated being fat so much that I went on crash diets in which I had to eat two non-filling Limmits nutrition biscuits while the rest of the family ate supper.


‘It only takes one good teacher . . . (to change a student’s life),’ ran an ad campaign a few decades ago. And at primary school I was lucky: there was Lenny. Mr Leonard. Not at all the kind of guy my dad had been warned to avoid. A tall, bony man with a goatee beard, baggy corduroy trousers and a proper teacher’s jacket with patches on the elbows and massively bulging pockets. He took us for Art and English, my two favourite subjects, and he was an encourager, not a damper. In a History lesson we had studied Galileo, so when, in Art, Lenny handed out some large sheets of paper and told us to do a full-length portrait of someone from history, I went for Galileo. But I drew only his face, hugely, across the whole page. I don’t know why. Lenny saw the potential to make this into a full-scale, larger-than-life figure. He went to the cupboard and produced a roll of lining paper, pulled out a long piece, taped it onto the table and told me to continue all the way down to the shoes. Then he brought some books with pictures of early telescopes and suggested I put a telescope in the background. This picture turned into a term-long project, and when it was finished, Lenny stuck all seven feet of it high up on the assembly hall wall.


Lenny didn’t think kids of ten or eleven should be condescended to, and in some English lessons he would just read to us from literature, letting it sink in rather than setting tasks and goals. He would read for the whole lesson from, say, Dickens, then close the book and tell us we’d have to read it ourselves if we wanted to find out what happened. He would be sunk nowadays with modules and quantified learning accountability.


He was also in charge of the school play. He wrote it and directed it and designed the scenery. By the time I was eleven and in Lenny’s class, plays and putting them on had become the most important thing in my life. His enthusiastic attitude to literature extended to Shakespeare, and he saw no problem with editing and adapting whole Shakespeare plays to a manageable size for us. He simplified the language too, but not overmuch.


One year we did Julius Caesar, with a beautiful young supply teacher playing Calpurnia, Caesar’s wife. It was an all boys’ school – which is a terrible idea by the way – and we stood in the wings gawping at ‘Miss’ in her long tunic, pinned at the shoulders. That year I played Metellus Cimber, a tiny part with only three lines, and I was miffed that I hadn’t been considered for the part of Brutus, chief conspirator with a guilty conscience. I was certain it was because I was fat. Not playing Cassius I could understand – he has a ‘lean and hungry look’ – but Brutus? Who’s to say he wouldn’t have a bit of weight on him?


So the next time the end-of-term play came round, I was overwhelmed with excitement because the play Lenny had chosen was Henry IV, Parts One and Two. But not the history bits, just the comic tavern scenes with Falstaff and Bardolph and Poins and their planned robbery caper. Falstaff, the fat guy, was a part that I felt confident I could believably do – would believably do – and I started practising. My mum would be making the costumes, with a lot of cheap plastic jerkins and tunics and altered dads’ hats with feathers stuck on them.


But Lenny cast Jamie Thomson, and I got the smaller part of Bardolph, the downer, the Eeyore, the Neil. Jamie was half American and sporty and good-looking. I was not. Walking home, back up the lane from the bus, I was beside myself. If I couldn’t even get the part of the fat guy and they were going to pad up Jamie Thomson, what was the point of anything?


But this was not what happened. I don’t know how, but the next week Lenny announced that Jamie and I would be sharing both roles, Bardolph and Falstaff. It felt obvious that my mum must have had words. I felt embarrassed and guilty as I sheepishly looked across at Jamie when the announcement was made, but he didn’t seem put out. As I said, he was a sporting chap.


In the end we both had to pad up to fit into the massive costume. ‘Now Hal, what time of day is it, lad?’ we piped, in our not yet broken voices, while pretending to swig back large goblets of Falstaff’s favorite tipple, ‘sack’. I’m so glad that home video was not a thing back then.


After that we became close friends and stayed so until Jamie’s death from cancer, far too early, at the age of fifty-four. He came from a theatrical family; his American mother was an actress – the only adult I knew who was – and his daughter, Lily James’s, meteoric rise to stardom happened just months after he died. Which still upsets me. If there is a heaven, I hope he’s in it now and proud of her.


 


When I was eleven or so, there was a regime change at primary school. Luckily they retained Lenny, but others were gone, and new teachers replaced them who talked of ‘projects’ and ‘workshops’ rather than ‘homework’ and ‘detention’. The new headmaster, Mr Jones, was Welsh and sang hymns in an enthusiastically high tenor, rather than the usual mumbling C of E apology. Mr Jones insisted on calling me and my brother ‘Plaaner’, rather than the normal ‘Playner’ that I was used to. I think this was because he assumed that, since my dad was foreign, this would be the right way to say it, the foreign way. An embarrassing deference. So my elder brother became Plaaner One and I was Plaaner Two. Mr Jones was very fair but perhaps too keen. He was determined to start with a clean slate, and for this, the first thing to do was make sure that pupils were not dressing sloppily, cheating on the school uniform and, most importantly, not coming into school wearing plimsolls – white sports shoes that we would nowadays call trainers. Regulation black shoes should be worn in all parts of the school; plimsolls were purely for sports. Standards had been slipping, and many pupils had grown used to wearing plimsolls whenever they felt like it, saving changing time, saving polishing time and generally looking a little more cool. Mr Jones started a campaign.


To arrive at school one had to pass through old-fashioned gateposts at the front of the building. Mr Jones moved into the room directly overlooking these gateposts, now to be the headmaster’s study, so that he could see everyone as they walked into school. Sometimes there might be a fog so thick that you couldn’t see where the gateposts were, and he wouldn’t have been able to see beyond his window ledge. But on this day, the air was clear, and I was wearing plimsolls.
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