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Though he’d have you believe he was an aristocratic orphan left in the jungle and raised by monkeys, Roger Lewis was in fact born in industrial South Wales in the last century, educated in Scotland, and became a Fellow of Wolfson College, Oxford, at the age of twenty-four. His book The Life and Death of Peter Sellers was made into the Golden Globe and Emmy award-winning film by HBO, starring Geoffrey Rush and Charlize Theron.


Lewis, who in 2010 received an Honorary Doctorate of Letters, divides his time between a collapsing Georgian property in the Herefordshire Balkans and a flat above a dirndl shop in the imperial spa town of Bad Ischl, near Salzburg in Austria. When in London he is reliably to be found in Rules, the charming old-world restaurant in Covent Garden.
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Previous Orchidaceae



Rewards and Fairies – an edition of Kipling



Stage People – a pre-remaindered harlequinade



The Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner – an introduction to James Hogg



The Life and Death of Peter Sellers – a masterful elegy



Charles Hawtrey: The Man Who Was Private Widdle – a dirge



Anthony Burgess – a non-bestselling portrait



Seasonal Suicide Notes – a popular chronicle


Forthcoming



My Hairy Aunt and Other Misprints – a toilet book



A Childhood Under the Nazis – growing up in Wales



The Wonderful World of the Dignitas Clinic – an illustrated testimony



Give Up Literary Criticism! – the Oxford University Chair of Poetry Lectures 2040




‘They do not heed, do not see, do not listen to me. What have I done to them? Why do they torment me? What do they want from poor me? What can I give them? I have nothing. It is beyond my strength, I cannot endure all their torments, my head is burning, and everything is whirling before me.’


Nikolai Gogol, The Diary of a Madman



‘To remark the folly of the fiction, the absurdity of the conduct, the confusion of the names and manners of different times, and the impossibility of the events in any system of life, were to waste criticism upon unresisting imbecility, upon faults too evident for detection, and too gross for aggravation.’


Doctor Samuel Johnson, on Shakespeare’s Cymbeline





Prefatory Matter and Acknowledgements


by Professor Johann Lampenschirm, M.D., D.Psych.


What is he still doing here? Well, he’s only got himself to blame. Believing himself born to the purple, destined for the House of Lords and the Nobel Prize – in fact, delusional South Wales butcher’s son Roger Lewis, despite his considerable academic achievements and scholarly exertions, would have been better off, happier even (and so would his handful of readers), if he’d chosen as his career path something less provoking than writing, like selling dead people’s spectacle frames in a hospice charity shop.


There is always something intensely pathetic about a person whose ambition and abilities exceed their reach (or is it that their reach exceeds their ambition and abilities: I must apologise – English is not my first language); always something off-putting about non-public-school people who think that the world is theirs for the taking. Because why should it be? By what right?


Roger Lewis is an object lesson in thwarted aspirations, missed targets – perhaps even an object lesson in how the lower orders should not be exposed to too much higher education, as it creates only dissatisfaction and self-pity. Indeed, the results of Roger Lewis’s dissatisfaction and what amounts to persecution mania are all too evident in this book – as they also were in its ridiculous and immature precursor, Seasonal Suicide Notes, which thankfully made him no money – as money would only have made him more intolerable, if such a thing is possible. Roger Lewis has nevertheless told me that he is a ‘cult’, which when I looked it up in the English/German dictionary appeared to mean ‘vagina’ [vulg.] – so you can see why he is now in my professional care, undergoing treatment.


One of the most laughable moments in this book is when Roger Lewis complains about his continual rejection by the Royal Society of Literature. As if this Monmouthshire upstart could ever stand comparison with such luminaries and Men of Letters as Piers Paul Reid, Philip Hensher or Anthony Thwaite. As when Roger Lewis attempted to strike up a conversation with Sir Howard Jacobson in the Groucho Club1 in 2002, the Fellowship Committee, like the Booker Prize-winning novelist, was quite right to turn away in disgust. Really, Roger Lewis should not be allowed to leave the Herefordshire Balkans. He should be electronically tagged. Also, his Groucho Club subscription is always in arrears.


Though he claims that Bette Davis, the late Hollywood actress, was his auntie, and though this indeed may account for the way he walks upstairs backwards wearing an eye patch, Roger Lewis is, in fact, the reverse of extraordinary, if truth be told. What he thinks of as his unique personal disappointments and rejections, his abhorrence of deadly conventionality, his plights when having to look at the dim and mediocre characters who seem to be succeeding and leaving him behind – these are very ordinary experiences indeed, shared by millions.


Roger Lewis is, one might say, a fantastical Everyman figure. He has more in common with you – or you have more in common with him – than you (or he) may care to realise.


The only difference that I can see between Roger Lewis and what you English call ‘the man in the street’ is that the modern world has passed Roger Lewis by – to an extent that is farcical. He cannot use his mobile phone, for example, because the Keypad Unlock function has never unlocked. He believes that Rafa Nadal is a dress designer.


Good people invite this buffoon to lunch, they put themselves out (and put themselves to considerable expense – he is quite a greedy guts; nor will he die of being parched) – and is it any wonder that they don’t wish to see Roger Lewis or hear from him ever again? In person he is an appalling and morbid sight, a grease spot. His work, too, is nothing more than an attempt to make his secret sufferings public, which is bad form to be sure.


Some generous commentators find his writing funny – I regret I cannot see a scintilla of humour in it myself. In any event, a comic gift is the sure sign of a lightweight, a flibbertigibbet, a third-rate mind. You don’t find ‘jokes’ cluttering up the pages of, say, Dame Antonia Fraser or Lord Julian Fellowes, which is what got those august personages where they are today. Nor did Rosemary (‘Rosie’) Boycott get to be a member of BBC Radio 4’s Test Match Special commentary team by wearing a cheerleader kilt at the Hay-on-Wye Literary Festival, waving a pom-pom and shouting, ‘Go, Sir Vidia! ra-ra-ra!’ Boris Johnson, who has composed books in Latin, only became your esteemed Burgermeister when he put away childish things like comedy, stopped all this silly laughing, and bought our Mercedes-Benz bendy buses instead.


I write these notes from Melk. Roger Lewis is currently my personal patient at the Hospital for Very Nervous Diseases, having been sent here in an unmarked van from the Dignitas Clinic, where he outraged the directors by asking for a Loyalty Discount Card. That is probably an example of his ‘humour’. By glancing at my notes I can tell you that he is suffering from thrombosis, dizziness, tachycardia, bouts of melancholy, diabetes and the piles. The medical word in German is nervenanspannung. The nearest English equivalent is ‘fucking nuts’, if you’ll pardon my French.


Because he is under sedation – the reason I am speaking in a whisper is I don’t wish to wake him up – it is now incumbent upon me to acknowledge the team of people who, despite what he says, always help Roger Lewis get from A to B and back again. These selfless men and women are like the Knights Templars of old, propping up the author’s ego during those rare moments when it falters: Geoff Atkinson; Paul Bailey FRSL; Graham Ball; Lynn Barber; Chris Beetles; Terence Blacker; Mark Booth; Gyles Brandreth; Craig Brown; Jane Bussmann; the late Ken Campbell; Barry Cryer OBE; the late Willie Donaldson; Duncan Fallowell; Stephen Fry; Kieran Grant; David H. Harries; Michael Herbert; Graham Holderness; David Howard; Rachel Johnson; naughty Jonathan King; Herbert Kretzmer OBE; Quentin Letts; Jeremy Lewis FRSL, the author’s cousin; Steve Masty; John McEntee; Jan Morris CBE, FRSL; Mavis Nicholson; Tony Palmer; Sandra Parsons; Claire Van Kampen (Mrs Mark Rylance); Frances Welch (Mrs Craig Brown); Francis Wheen (Mrs Shufflewick); Kevin Whelan; Michael Whitehall; Dame Barbara Windsor; Michael Winner; and Clair Woodward.


Furthermore, the Features Editors of the Daily Mail, the Daily Telegraph, the Mail on Sunday, the Sunday Express and The Times need to be fulsomely thanked – though such are Roger Lewis’s puerile and regrettable rants, commissions have mercifully been drying up.


As for the good citizens of the Bromyard township in the Herefordshire Balkans – their way is clear. They should burn Roger Lewis in effigy.


The only reason I can come up with to explain how the great Ronald Searle was prevailed upon to design the front cover of this book – or this raving – is that Roger Lewis must have pointed a gun at the poor man’s head until he got going with his paints. The result is a mixed blessing, as how can Roger Lewis’s prose possibly live up to the brilliant jacket design that Mr Searle has provided? About the only sensible thing Roger Lewis has said to me during our many hours of consultation is that it should be Sir Ronald Searle. Amen to that.


In a life that even I, as a leading Austrian clinician,2 can see has been pretty much a glorified dead end with lots of cloudy days, Roger Lewis was smiled upon by the gods once – his wife of thirty years, Anna (née Dickens), has supported him, financially, morally, practically and metaphysically. He is nothing without her – or without his three sons, whom he complains about endlessly but loves dearly. He says it is ‘a Welsh thing’, being vehement and derisive when what you mean is to be affectionate. Here in Melk, we don’t really know about Wales, so I can’t possibly comment. (Do they have Christmas in Wales?)


Exceptionally thin-skinned and ultra-sensitive to criticism, though ruthless and obsessive when it suits him, who or what is Roger Lewis? An artist, a genius or a madman? That is what we are trying to ascertain here at the hospital – so far without success. He is already fast becoming a ghost. He is getting used to the silence, though to Roger Lewis the real world always seemed remote. He has been here months, reading both Dante’s Inferno and old copies of Bunty with equal fervour. He claims that his life’s ambition is to compile the definitive English/Welsh dictionary3, though thus far this is as far as he’s got:


Wanker: Winkog


Cunt: Cnusty


Prat: Pratssy


Gobshite: Gobshittynog


Bullshit: Bullynogshat


Fucking idiot: Fucnogydidyot


Bollocks: Bollylockytig


What is he still doing here? Well, he has nowhere else to go. Literally and figuratively, he has nowhere to go but on. We have been experimenting by withdrawing everything that ever over-stimulated him. All that he has been left to play with are words.4


Spezielle Krankenhaus fur Sehr Nervos Krankheiten,
c/o Medizinische Universitat, Melk
May 2011




January


What am I still doing here? By rights I should be speaking to you as a ghost from the grave. My liver went bang on Boxing Day. I’d had these pains and cramps in my legs. I had the gout, which afflicted every extremity including my ear lobes, and was as testy as a colonel in the Beano. I had drenching night sweats, yet also shivered with cold. My capillaries were in an uproar. Then my mottled fetlocks started swelling up – and Dr Twelvetrees explained that my liver was demanding satisfaction under the code, fighting a duel to the very death with the Lagavulin, my favourite single malt. I pictured Holmes and Moriarty grappling on the brink of the Reichenbach Falls. Prayers were said for me at church – I still don’t know what comedian is responsible for that.


As I attempted to hoist my elephant legs on the weighing scales, Dr Twelvetrees said, ‘All these years, you haven’t listened to a damn thing I’ve said, have you?’ – a rhetorical question if ever there was one. For the record, I’ve also consumed a bottle of claret every day for thirty years. So that’s 10,950 bottles of red wine or approximately 65,700 glasses. Tally it up and put like that, it doesn’t sound so very much.


I was despatched for a scan in the county hospital. What appeared on the screen was like Jacques Cousteau’s extraordinary under-the-sea world. There were translucent blobs and fronds. There were shoals of minnows. An electric eel darted past, rolling its eyes. There were shadows of sharks and whales, and plenty of jellyfish. I’m convinced I saw a sailor in peril.


The radiographer said my liver was ‘fatty’ (to which I was tempted to reply – ‘and you’re an ugly twat’) and that she’d ‘seen worse’ (‘up the bum and no babies to you’). Anyway, I was told to give the grog-tray the cold shoulder for a few months. So for a few months I duly bolted my food, barred myself from spirituous liquors, and slunk away from the table, feeling left out of convivial luncheons and dinners. I became a spectre of my former self, nowhere near what was the top of my form. It was as if I was hanging upside down. In a ditch.
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As self-dramatising as Mr Toad, I took to my bed and drafted the following, with instructions that it should be printed in due course in those newspapers of note, the Western Mail, the Brecknock and Radnorshire Express and the indispensable Bromyard Record:


LEWIS, Doctor Roger Clifford.


Unfathomably Neglected Writer &Kentucky Colonel.


Rotund, Dark &Difficult &Withal Dearly Beloved


Husband &Devoted Father


Whose Ashes Have Been Scattered in the Salzkammergut.


By the Express Wishes of the Deceased No Welsh Persons


Were Present at His Obsequies.



Ubi Saeva Indignatio Ulterius Cor Lacerare Nequit.


[He has gone where fierce indignation can


lacerate his heart no more.]
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On top of this, the central heating broke down, so to quote a medieval poet on the subject: plumber was icumen in. Bloody big to-do.
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A funny thing happened at Elsie’s funeral this morning. The old chap in front of me sighed loudly, sat down with a thud, and fell sideways – stone dead. Words can’t describe the colour of his face: ashen, stark white, veal grey, yellowish, shocking pink, magenta, mauve, royal blue; or greenish ginger ivory; or the pallor of dirty snow. ‘Will he get a discount as you’re here already?’ I asked Mr Gaunt, the undertaker. Isn’t that what one is meant to do at dark moments, crack a joke? The corpse lay there across two pews, his glasses wonky and stuck up his nose.


It doesn’t end there. Anna told me later that the man hadn’t died. He’d only fainted. It has happened often before and he’s been laid out twice. The undertakers see him coming. Half an hour after Elsie’s funeral he rose up – ‘in the sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life’ (nobody picked up this reference when I made it – a sign of the times) – and tottered home. What an anticlimax.
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As a result of the difficulties I always face, the spirals of debt and the claims of illness, and as I try to finish this book or that book and have to interrupt my concentration with hack journalism, because there are urgent bills to pay; and as I am always anxious for what I write to be good – great if possible – and because of this professional stress and the domestic stress of the children and family responsibilities, and the guilt that comes with those: well, I do dream of getting away from it all, taking leave of the world. Fiji, Eastbourne, Cromer, the Dignitas Clinic – such paradise gardens, blue lagoons and treasure islands call out to me. ‘To chuck up everything and just clear off,’ as Larkin put it. I can’t say ‘Stuff your pension!’ as I don’t have one to speak of.
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The trusty old firemen of Herefordshire went to the rescue of ‘thirsty pigs’ after pipes froze at a farm in Goodrich. ‘We sent along an appliance and a crew of six,’ said the station manager. So now we know where to find Pugh, Pugh, Barney McGrew, Cuthbert, Dibble and Grub.
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One of the things that get on my tits – on my big floppy squelchy wobbly man boobs or moobs – are all these people who say how happy they are to be fifty. ‘I still wear a bikini and I still wear a miniskirt too,’ bragged Christa D’Souza – and, yes, you look like Morticia Addams, love. ‘Being fifty is a great boost to clarity, spirit and drive,’ claimed Greta Scacchi – actresses are always a bit dim, don’t you find? ‘I’ll have fifty parties for my fifty years!’ announced Carol Vorderman. ‘I’ve never stopped. I’m a driven person’ – I’m really glad I don’t know Carol. ‘I used to be obsessed with how I presented myself. I’m more relaxed now,’ said Annie Lennox – sorry, never heard of her.
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I’ve been getting letters from insurance companies, offering me a policy to pay for my funeral costs. The telegraphic code for the Queen Mother’s State Funeral was ‘Tay Bridge’ – so mine is ‘Rhymney Bridge’. Upon receiving this message, insurance companies can start shitting themselves – because I want a gun carriage, Morris Men, the Kentucky Colonels with swords drawn, and representatives from Islay’s single malt distilleries looking morose. No expense to be spared. When Spike Milligan heard that Harry Secombe was ill he told him, ‘I always hoped you’d die first, because at least then you won’t sing at my funeral.’1
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The GP has told me that I am in the ‘at risk’ category and must have a flu jab. I walked into the waiting room and wanted to walk right out. These old people – I can’t possibly be in the same ‘at risk’ category as that lot? They all must have turned up on the wrong day. The lame, the loopy, the recently retired – fat and ghastly and dilapidated and looking as if they are covered with livid brick dust.
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I’ve had another official letter warning me about strokes and aneurysms.
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I’ve been to buy inner-soles for my shoes. Only an old person buys inner-soles for their shoes. I’ll be after tartan zip-up bootees next. And I need thicker lenses from Mr ‘Mint’ Jelley, the splendidly named Bromyard optician.
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I find myself interested in getting an unheated greenhouse.
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I have a fondness for piers – but they always burst into flames, don’t they? They must be made of cardboard. I’d be afraid to move to Cromer or Eastbourne in case I’m a jinx.
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Another horror of hell. My knackers dangle so low and loose – like a pair of marbles in an old pigskin purse – and have become generally so scrawny, a week last Wednesday, when I was minding my own business, waddling to Legge’s for a nice bit of fish, they flew backwards, looped-the-loop, as it were, in my XXXL thong, and got stuck up my arse. You’ll be thanking me for telling you that. I was reminded of Scrotum, Sir Henry Rawlinson’s ‘wrinkled retainer.’
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The circus bit he loved, the fourteen or so performances every week, but Tristan also had to help put up and dismantle the tent in all weathers, drive a World War II lorry to the next venue, and he was demoralised to discover that he was being paid considerably less than the Romanian backstage crew, who only did the manual stuff and didn’t have to act in the show. In previous seasons he never noticed the mud and the rain – he was having such a great time. But this season Tristan didn’t even get on with the other clowns, who pulled rank if he won a bigger laugh, or a different laugh, or if he invented new business. So he also felt crushed artistically. So – time to move on. Where he’s moved his caravan is to the bottom of our garden. He’s like Rooster Byron in that play of Mark Rylance’s – and Mark is his godfather.
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One of the things he had to endure last year – though it was only broadcast recently – was to appear in the background of Masterchef. Don’t those two wallies on Masterchef get on your nerves? I hate all cookery programmes since Two Fat Ladies. I loved Two Fat Ladies because they had an air of camp – Jennifer and Clarissa could have been pantomime dames, and in Japan they were dubbed by men.


I’ve hated cookery shows since they stopped being poofy and started being an army boot camp – not the same thing as camp camp at all. Did they think they had to be like this so that ‘men’ would go in the kitchen? I’m old enough to remember Galloping Gourmet Graham Kerr. Robert Carrier in a cravat. Even Keith Floyd wore a bowtie and flapped his arms about.


Which reminds me of the old joke: woman from Wales is in Spain on a self-catering holiday and wants some eggs. Doesn’t speak a word of the Spanish so makes a clucking noise and does an elbow-and-arm flapping mime for the shopkeeper, who hands over toilet rolls.


Anyway, Masterchef. It was the fakery of the X-Factor pauses and the lingering close-ups of neurotic, boring cross-eyed contestants chewing their fingernails as they waited to know if they were through to the next round, the whizzing about editing and the electronic menacing music that bugged me. Oh I hated it. I hated Piggy Greg filling his Specsavers face and being Sarf Lunnon-ish and that chum of his (whoever he is) with the sarcastic eyes … They don’t even have the grace or wit to be like a pair of poofs. This is cookery, guys, not the initiation rites for the Royal Marines, I kept shouting.


The contestants cooked this disgusting vegetarian goo and had to feed it to the Zippos’ artistes, ages back when they were in Peckham. There were brief – subliminal – shots of Tristan in a top hat and stripy waistcoat. Everyone looked very self-conscious and sheepish, and I know these people – for David Konyot to look self-conscious and sheepish you’d normally need to pump him full of strychnine. I think they were there hours doing the retakes. The whole thing about ‘You’ve only got ten minutes left, nine, eight … Go, go, go, now!’ is totally staged. As if you’d not have guessed. I know for a fact that when it was over, the clowns and Norman the ringmaster went back to their caravans for a proper meal, e.g. meat and jelly. The embarrassing thing is, we got every member of the family to watch it and record it. No one has phoned up to congratulate or offer their views.


[image: image]


Isn’t Masterchef the show that years ago had silly goose Loyd [sic] Grossman on? I liked it then – as Loyd [sic] had a touch of the Kenneth Williams about him, particularly with that absurd voice. But can you imagine if they brought back Face the Music? Vernon Dobtcheff! They’d have Joyce Grenfell and Robin Ray abseiling off cliffs, Bernard Levin in commando gear telling us about Wagner as he poses next to the grave of Colonel ‘H’, and Joseph Cooper playing the dummy keyboard on the bridge of HMS Ark Royal in a Force Ten gale. Because anything gentler and quieter and more civilised would alienate the youth audience and the alleged immigrants who need a deafening jungle beat.
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Alan Bennett told me that the only thing he can stomach watching on television is Come Dine With Me, ‘for the voice-overs.’ What I notice, whenever we go with the camera into real people’s ordinary homes – not a picture on the walls, not a book, let alone a bookcase. Not even a Danielle Steele or a Maeve Binchy strewn about. Not tasteless exactly, these dwellings, but no taste – nil, null, nothing, nada. Also, the contestants can’t converse; all they do is fall out, bicker. It is as if everyone is atrophied, dead already. There is no evidence of any imaginative faculty. And don’t get me started on the ways they try and hold their cutlery. You feel they’d be more comfortable squatting on their haunches and using their hands. They weren’t brought up properly, is my judgement.


Tristan did some gigs for a company called Area 51. They send magicians, jugglers, dancers and so forth to corporate events. They also represent dwarves. Tristan said that in the warehouse there are all these dwarf Darth Vader costumes, which were worn recently at a Star Wars convention. I’d be keen to hire a dozen or so Oompa-Loompas to mingle at a book launch party. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – you can’t go wrong with dwarves.
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One of Tristan’s new colleagues is Pip The Mighty Squeak, who according to reports2 built his own miniature shower, as the water pressure from a normal shower caused concussion.


‘I saw her on New Year’s Eve and she seemed agitated,’ said Margaret Bubb. ‘She wasn’t her usual bubbly self.’ Nor was she. Ex-nun Christina Withyman from the Poor Clares at Much Birch drowned herself in the Wye. A sad business – but like a poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins.
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John Bratby – all that paint! I’ve been leafing through a book about him. But the way he applied his paint to the canvas straight from the tube was wasteful rather than generous. He was slapdash – too vivid. When he puts black lines around everything, his people or plants or fruit (or whatever) look like drawings. This had the effect, in his portraiture, of making faces into hollow masks. But I’m sucked in somehow – the volcanoes of colour can’t be ignored, even if they are stormy and queasy. Yet there was something (fatally) ungenerous about Bratby – a smallness. He was egocentric and aggressive (in real life he was a drunkard), without being interestingly powerful. You can tell he’s not very taken by his subjects, only by their celebrity, by their ability to meet his fee – he solicited work by writing to the entrants in Who’s Who. If he’d got to me before he croaked, would I have gone along to his studio in Hastings? Of course. (The pier in Hastings has just burned down.)


Bratby’s grumpy flamboyance appealed to Alec Guinness, who wrote and starred in The Horse’s Mouth, the film about a scruffy bohemian living on a houseboat. For all his avowed blurred anonymity, Guinness liked to portray loud eccentrics (Fagin, Professor Marcus, everybody in Kind Hearts and Coronets) – but the scrofulous Gully Jimson, with paint rags in his pockets, is tiresome. Too much of a ‘character’ altogether.


Guinness had a sympathetic imagination – he inhabited completely the minds of other people when he played them – so if Jimson/Bratby comes across as self-aggrandising and second-rate, this is paradoxically only too authentic. Guiness is doing his job all too well – so the more Jimson growls that he is a genius, the more we realise he is a buffoon. My sympathies are entirely with the collectors and patrons whose homes Jimson invades and desecrates. Robert Coote, who has to feign apoplexy when he sees the mess, was Roderigo in Welles’s Othello. You hope someone will boot Jimson up the arse.


For the film, Bratby painted all the pictures that Guinness pretends to paint. What would have been much more fascinating – it would have transformed everything – is if the film-makers had approached Francis Bacon, who may have been glad of the work and the attention in 1958. He was still making his way then. He wasn’t the silly camp dowager he later became, spilling champagne on the carpet at The Colony Club and saying ‘So you’re the old lace-maker’s niece, are you?’ to the nephew of Jackson Pollock. There is something in Bacon’s sadomasochistic quasi-religious imagery that would have transfixed Guinness – and inspired him, I think, in disturbing ways.
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In a book I’ve got somewhere about a woman called Florence Farr’s correspondence with William Butler Shaw and George Bernard Yeats, there’s a remark that goes to the heart – the nub – of why I’m so interested in actors and acting. Florence Farr, said Clifford Bax, though who the fuck he was escapes me for the moment,3 ‘had too much personality to become a good actress’.


Hence, the blankness of Peter Sellers or Alec Guinness; or why the real life of Laurence Olivier was when he was on stage acting – performances filling them out. But what made them great artists is also to describe a kind of psychopathology – a nothingness that can be quite dangerous, like those murderers who, when arrested and upon investigation, turn out to be sad little fellows living a nothing life, friendless, lonely, with zero charisma – zero personality – who kill to give themselves colour; or like confidence tricksters, with their pretend names and aliases, their desperate attempts to make themselves appear interesting and impressive.


Thus – the third career option for the would-be actor or criminal is to join the Security Services. John le Carré’s novels are about the theatricality of espionage.
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Peremptory posh bird Hortense Van Ping Pong (not her real name – but close) tells me that, ‘Oh you’re so lucky you don’t work in an office. It’s so dreary here, day after day. It’s absolute hell.’ So what I told her was this: ‘You must escape! Join Zippo’s and acquire circus skills! Then write a book about it, which I’d review glowingly. Then Natalie Portman can play you in the movie.’ Or Kathy Burke. ‘You are an exotic jungle plant stuck in a dentist’s waiting room – you can’t bloom there, woman!’


I’ve always claimed to be the sort of person who loathes routine. The thought of being a commuter, going to an office, having to have meetings, and so forth – Christ! Imagine having to have colleagues and bosses. I’d become a serial killer out of sheer bottled-up rage. I’d be like Bodkin Adams or Crippen or one of those. John George Haigh, played in a television film by Martin Clunes, had a harmonium in the bedroom and played ‘Abide With Me’ and ‘Nearer My God To Thee’ as the corpses bubbled in the acid bath.


Yet I have my routines. I wear the same clothes – I have dozens of XXXL black T-shirts. Even though I piss and moan non-stop, I quite like looking after people, the shopping routines, the cooking routines. I like going on holiday to the same places, staying in the same room in the same hotels. I go to the same restaurants (Sheekey’s and Rules), where I sit at the same table.


So not only do I have my routines, I actually loathe surprises, loathe change. Yet in my work the main thing I do is provide space for surprise, as I chase ideas about, climbing above the material, not being held down by anything. My routines – the same pen (Waterman’s), the same quality of light (I keep the curtains closed), the same sort of paper (A4 narrow feint with margin) – give me the freedom for concentration. Though saying that, I write this in the kitchen with about a thousand people running around making a disgusting mess and I’m in a murder mood, shouting and swearing like the editor of a mass-market tabloid.
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Hereford and Worcester Fire and Rescue Service has ‘blamed squirrels for blaze’ – when a fire broke out at a farm in Bircher. Not content with nicking hazelnuts and chasing up and down trees, squirrels are now arsonists. I hope that the Station Commander has been warning shopkeepers not to sell matches to the little demons.
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Inside I am a great clot of anxiety. If I possessed a capsule of potassium cyanide, as distributed to the Nazi high-command in Hitler’s bunker, I would gobble one down without hesitation. I’d gobble two or three. It would be lovely to be free permanently of my worries, my self-disgust. In his diaries Michael Palin mentions listening to Max Wall list his ailments, including a ‘dropped arsehole’ – I think I may have one of those. My teeth have become brittle, like sharp maize stumps. My pallid skin is covered with the red blotches of Mycosis Fungoides, though now they call it Cutaneous T-cell Lymphoma. Thirteen years ago I was given ten years to live. Imagine what it is like carrying that knowledge around in your head – it’s like Captain Hook being pursued by the crocodile, and the crocodile, you will remember, had swallowed a ticking clock. I am morbidly obese, and broke the bed, which is propped up by books. I smell. I fester. I lack comeliness. I am gross. No matter how often I bathe and cover myself with Woods of Windsor lavender talcum powder the aroma of death and decomposition cannot be masked. Everything has taken on the damp odour of exhaustion. Is it my liver liquefying? Is it that the soap I use is reverting to its original constituents of animal parboiled gristle and yellow horn? I am reminded of childhood slaughterhouse smells, congealing blood and fat, shit and hunting fear. Coffee and tea taste bitter, metallic. My light is low. Nothing is sweet to me. Nothing has brightness. No birds sing.
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When I read the above to my loved ones, they started chuckling round about I am morbidly obese and were wiping tears of mirth from their eyes by my light is low. Bastards.


But I have nailed it. The X-rays and abdominal scans; gout; diabetes; cardiovascular stuff – all the things relating to being fat may be disregarded. Even being on the water-wagon isn’t going to help. Well, yes, there is a bit of a question mark over the liver – but the thing is, what I am suffering from is: Cancer of Freelance Journalism.


The swellings and chills and fevers have been induced by years and years of financial insecurity, disappointment, rejection, and pervasive humiliation. I hope the condition, now it has been so neatly specified, may be named after me, too. Like Parkinson’s is named after Michael Parkinson. ‘I’ve got Lewis’s Disease and he’s got mine.’ Little Michael Parkinson and I could say that when we meet each other.
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Up in the night always with the insomnia, these past few weeks I’ve watched the entire boxed set of the David Suchet Poirot series. How many episodes is that? A hundred? A hundred thousand? He has an Art Deco personality, does Hercule Poirot, with his fondness for geometry and sharp neatness, as revealed by the fold of his napkin or the decor in his ultra-modern flat. I’m told that the flat in Clerkenwell used by the film-makers for their location is a popular venue for swingers’ parties – where that apparition always appears: the hairy nude fat bloke on the stairs forking down a ham salad. Poirot himself would be mortified. He is so fastidious and repressed, he never quite wakes up to the fact that he’s an old nancy. The walk Suchet gives him – he is a martyr to the piles.


The later films, especially, are stylishly done – particularly The Halloween Party, with its pumpkin colours and tilted camera angles. The producers clearly enjoyed cooking up misty graveyards and weed-choked ponds. The puzzle-solving element aside, the clue to the success of the classic detective story is here I think: the pervasive cosiness, the country house or vicarage setting with the nicely tended rose gardens, and the puffing steam trains; and then the violence and viciousness that lurk underneath the nice formal manners and teatime social rituals, like serpents in Eden.


Poirot is a bit tiresome, I find. Vain, puffed up, self-important. There’s no depth. You can see Suchet working hard not to be cartoonish, not to be camp (as Ustinov was). I prefer Joan Hickson as Miss Marple. She was marvellous as the frail little old lady, sitting there knitting, yet she goes after psychopaths! ‘I am your nemesis,’ she says to one malefactor – and she’s a bit chilling. She comes from another dimension, like Alastair Sim’s Inspector Poole in An Inspector Calls. Joan Hickson compares favourably with Ethel Barrymore in The Spiral Staircase, when Ethel as chronic invalid Mrs Warren struggles out of bed, totters to the landing and confronts the villain head-on by delivering just that one word, ‘Murderer!’ You need to have been a star before the turn of the last century to carry off a scene like that – you needed to be part of the grand theatrical tradition, which has gone for ever.
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Up every night, I’ve also watched the full fifty-two hours of Oz, the HBO prison drama. Lots of swearing and stabbing. It’s like the planet of the apes in that penitentiary. And it is very badly run – the guards are (of course) sadistic and the shambling governor is incompetent. He condones gang anal rape as ‘levelling’. We see a lot of anal gang rape. Killings are cursorily investigated – people are dispatched in gruesome ways and it is never mentioned again. Luke Perry is burned and buried half-alive behind a wall in the cafeteria twice. There are no consequences. Nobody even mentions that Luke has gone missing.


It is already dated – there are no CCTVs, mobile phones or computers. It is pre-9/11 so the Muslim inmates are sanctimonious rather than fanatical. I watched the boxed set from start to finish, finding it difficult to know quite who the nastiest character is. The winner of the coconut is Rita Moreno’s Sister Peter Marie. Her little psychotherapeutic self-help groups would make a man doing three weeks for failing to pay his council tax run amok with the Yorkshire Ripper’s screwdrivers.
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I want ideally to clear a few weeks to work on a book – my long-delayed Growing Up With Comedians – but without the journalistic assignments coming in regularly I feel very cold and panicky. Not simply because of economic bleakness but because one suddenly feels unloved and forgotten.
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I am a literary festival leper. Not only am I never invited to Hay-on-Wye, which is practically on my doorstep, or to the one the Sunday Times organise in Oxford, but I have never been invited to Buxton or Aldeburgh. It is always little Melvyn Bragg, P. D. James, A. S. Byatt, Sebastian Faulks or Debo Devonshire. Gyles Brandreth appears at several simultaneously. I am doomed to be an outsider, left to struggle in lonely limbo. No wonder I am glum and disillusioned. But anyway – Sylvia at The Falcon said in that case she’d inaugurate the Bromyard Literary Festival, at which there’d be only one speaker: me. I nearly didn’t make it. Anna had been away and I was changing the beds and I got stuck inside a double duvet cover. Sylvia said, ‘Who shall we have next year?’ I said ‘Quentin Letts.’ ‘Too famous,’ said Sylvia. ‘We’ll have you again.’ I sold one copy of a book called Seasonal Suicide Notes, which the purchaser’s husband took to Oxfam in Hereford the next day ‘by mistake’.
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I do hope I get invited to Hay one day, so that I can turn them down. Up the bum and no babies to literary festivals! I am very against them, actually. Writers are writers, not performers, unless you are Gyles Brandreth. Hence I suppose all these television comedians and celebrities who throng The Rosie Boycott Memorial Marquee, selling their ghosted memoirs.


I went to Hay once to see a great hero of mine (no relation), Norman Lewis. He was terrible. Mumbled, fell silent, awkward, boring. And it made it hard for me to read him again with pleasure. Though one is great on the page, it doesn’t follow that one can scintillate in public – though that’s not the prevailing view, where style and presentation are confused with substance. Indeed, people are getting to be unaware that there is a difference between style and presentation and substance.


Everything that’s shitty in the entire universe follows from this inability to discriminate.
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Terence Blacker was slightly piqued when I said somewhere or other that the only way you get invited to Hay-on-Wye and suchlike literary festivals is if you play the guitar and have a singalong. ‘We authors have to make a living and sell copies any way we can, you know.’ He thought it was a reference to himself. Which it was.


I am to take up the euphonium, like ‘Professor’ Jimmy Edwards. So, put that in your pipe and smoke it, Sir Salman Rushdie! Does Sir Rushdie play what my mother would call a scimitar, I wonder? Debo Devonshire’s boogie-woogie piano sessions are famous at Chatsworth, I hear. Or is that Jools Holland? All these people named after places. Eileen Derbyshire. Sarah Lancashire. Stuart Hampshire. Arthur Machen. Jack London. David Cornwell, aka John le Carré. The Earl of Hereford once said to Patrick Garland, ‘My name is Hereford, I live in Hereford and I breed Herefords.’
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Terence Blacker, the newspaperman, novelist and biographer of our mutual friend Willie Donaldson, is the son of the late General Sir Cecil Hugh Blacker GCB, OBE, MC (though not FRSL – thank God), known to his friends as Monkey Blacker, and Felicity Mary Rew, known to her friends as Zulu Blacker.


In a typical month, Monkey Blacker would box for the Inniskillings, have a picture he’d painted hung in the Royal Academy, write a column for the Spectator, win the Military Gold Cup at Sandown, and during the working week he’d discharge his duties as Vice-Chief of the General Staff at the War Office in Whitehall.


A great man, with a touch of the John Buchans. When I said to Terence that I should liked to have met the General (who died in 2002), because he sounds like a figure from a better, earlier age, Terence said, ‘He would have hated you.’ That put me in my place. Seeing my face fall, Terence added, ‘But I don’t know, though. He was a very curious man.’ But the point had been made. I am not someone who stacks up in a crisis.
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Saucy England, Merry England: where has it gone? It’s a long time since 1838, when a fourteen-year-old Welsh boy infiltrated Buckingham Palace and ‘was caught making off with a pair of Queen Victoria’s undergarments stuffed down his trousers’. He was transported to Australia. I wonder if this was Dame Barry Humphries’s great-grandfather?
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Eastbourne, Cromer or Buxton: what is it that such places arouse? One’s boyhood. Safe. People speaking in the English language. One can feel relaxed and at home. I think a need for this is implanted in us, yet when the producer of Midsomer Murders pointed out that olde worlde Englishness was the appeal of his long-running series, he was accused of racism and worse. Most of Britain is like the Wild West, filled with nomads. Soon it’ll be mosques in Bromyard. Multiculturals long since bought up Knightsbridge, with money from oil that is extracted with Western technology. They even have Muslims now in Norway.
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When Laurence Olivier first went to Hollywood – this would have been in the early Thirties when he played impetuous and slightly annoying young men in wholly forgotten films with Zasu Pitts, Gertrude Lawrence and Gloria Swanson – what he most remembered, what he’d still chuckle about forty years later, was wandering among the studio back lots and coming across ‘little English cottages overlooked by Arabian mosques’, i.e. he was tickled by the architectural, historical anomalies. Yet the hyper-reality of RKO or MGM is no longer fantasy.
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I could never stand Midsomer Murders, if the truth be told. John Nettles was so muffled and dim he could be encased in a Valium shroud. The programme was preposterous but without zest, without style. Those brightly lit Oxfordshire and Buckingham leafy villages got on my wick. Possibly if Hercule Poirot walked around in the present day I’d be bored, too – but I am nuts about Art Deco. The Ocean Terminal at Southampton. Gone for ever. Ditto the gaslight and fog of Sherlock Holmes.


I’m convinced these popular mysteries only exist to give work to old character actors. There can’t be anyone left in Equity who hasn’t been a murderee. At least Inspector Morse had John Thaw being crabby and full of self-disgust – he was another of those snarling actors from Up North who were filled with chippiness and self-loathing because what they do for a living (costumes, make-up) is a bit whoops-ducky.


My own personal idea/ideal of an actor is Lord Jonathan Cecil in a purple fedora. I want actors to be foppish. John Nettles did a documentary about my beloved John Betjeman that sent you to sleep. If you want to see how shite Mogadon Murders is, think of what Charles Dance – who has a mad dangerous glint – could have done with the role of Detective Chief Inspector Barnaby. He’d be perfect for Willie Donaldson in a film adaptation of Both the Ladies and the Gentlemen.
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Although slow and boring, at least Mogadon Murders concealed within its present-day setting a fantasy of a Fifties England, which is a draw to so many of us. But of course nostalgia is not permitted today. Nothing much is permitted today – in that they don’t show Westerns much any more (because of the treatment of Red Indians), or old films where people smoke all the time; soon it will be taboo, racist somehow, not to have our coloured brethren all over the shop, though contrariwise no white person is allowed to play Othello. I suppose they can CGI them in, as when they updated the special effects on Star Wars.


You’ll have Dame Margaret Rutherford’s Miss Prism in Anthony Asquith’s film of The Importance of Being Earnest changed into Hattie McDaniel from Gone with the Wind. Lord Olivier’s Henry V will become Eddie Murphy, and in Errol Flynn’s The Adventures of Robin Hood, the outlaws will become a jolly black and white minstrel troupe. Easily done.


What I hate – the way we are meant to feel guilty about being white and middle class and European. Incidentally, in Gogol’s Diary of a Madman, one of his hallucinations, and why he gets locked in the bin, is that in France they’ve all become devotees of Mohammedanism. When the refugees start floating across the Mediterranean from Benghazi, this will soon be all too true. Mark my words.


Furthermore, the theme of Othello is not that Othello is black (which is irrelevant), but that he is an outsider. I’m getting to be more like Othello every day.


[image: image]


Though the world I love is vanishing – everything is being flattened to build disabled-access mosques – here and there I do notice glimmerings of an England that world wars were once fought to preserve. For example, the Reverend Andrew Proud, Area Bishop of Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa (Egypt with North Africa and the Horn of Africa, the Episcopal Church in Jerusalem and the Middle East) has been appointed the Bishop of Reading. And on the same day, in Torquay, the funeral was held of ninety-year-old Joya Roberts, the widow of General Sir Ouvry Lindfield Roberts and beloved mother of Ouvrielle, Pelham, Hugh, Dennis, Jean, Martin and John. Not only that, but the Life Barony conferred upon Sir Gulam Kanderbhoy Noon MBE was gazetted by the name, style and title of Baron Noon of St John’s Wood in the London Borough of Camden.


[image: image]


Anna went with the children to Hereford to see The Circus of Horrors. There was a profane dwarf in a kilt who attached a Hoover nozzle to his dick and swung the hose around the stage. He then stuck a firework up his arse and for an encore suspended a five-pound weight from his knackers. He also flashed his arse gratuitously. Though Anna said she pined for Norman Barrett’s budgies, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you can’t go far wrong with dwarves.
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A favourite dwarf story. A dwarf goes to the doctor for some free contraceptives. The doctor says, ‘Yes, of course, by all means. But I’m bound to ask – how have you managed up until now?’ – ‘Well,’ says the dwarf, ‘it’s like this. I stand on a biscuit tin and when I go red in the face my wife kicks it away.’
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I had a letter informing me that I have been elected a member of the Welsh Academy, though because they insist on spelling it ‘academi’ I resigned immediately. Ambwlans, snwcr, pwddin, ffon, ffacs, tacsi4– all this annoys the hell out of me, as does Max Boyce with his humorous giant leek, and Welsh women who make a point of wearing full make-up and jewels to go to rugby matches.


Founded as long ago as 1998, ‘to provide the national literature support service for Wales’, the Welsh Academy/Yr Academi Gymraig, an outfit hitherto unknown to me, seems to be devoted to inflicting poets on prisoners and schoolchildren. Which reminds me of something I overheard in the hospice shop. ‘Is your daughter still on probation?’ – ‘She’s doing her baccalaureate.’


Surely any notion of a ‘literature support service’ sounds a bit crap, even though I’m not sure what it even means. Support as in truss? Service as in bus or train? In any case, I do not believe in the idea that literature can be used for social change. Literature with a political message is propaganda. It’s junk. I also don’t like the notion that, given the opportunity, anyone can do it – or has a right to do it – which seems to be the message in the big pack of bilingual bumf I got sent. I have enough people sending me the freshly printed-off manuscripts of their novels, plays, poems, epithalamiums, villanelles, rondos and eclogues to know whereof I speak – that hardly anyone can do it. There is in any event plenty of verse and there are ample short stories already, thank you very much. Though everyone can (and should) acquire fundamental grammatical skills, spelling, and so forth, as I did as a Mixed Infant in Mrs Harrington’s class, the rest is a lifelong slog, a vocation – literally a calling. In my case, a howling.


Perhaps basic literacy is considered elitist and taboo these days, because the paragraph about me on the ‘academi’s’ website was illiterate beyond. According to them I was born in Bedwas (it was Caerphilly), educated at Wolfson College, Oxford (where I was a Fellow), my two doctorates are from the University of Herefordshire (which doesn’t exist), I was a Visiting Professor at Birmingham University (they must mean Birmingham City University) … and so on and so forth.


Perhaps English is no longer allowed to be anyone’s first language the other side of the Severn Bridge? There’s probably a move to stamp English out. I can just picture these index-linked functionaries in Cardiff (Caerdydd) or Newport (Casnewydd) muttering and gibbering, with the black spittle pouring from the corners of their mouths, as they say or fulminate Who does this fancy-pants Doctor Lewis with his over-the-border ways think he is, believing that English is the superior language?5
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How old was Betjeman when he wrote Summoned by Bells, his account of ‘the sheltered life of a middle-class youth’?6 Odd that I should feel the urge so strongly to do roughly this same sort of thing now, to go on what shithouse publisher’s blurbs or television commissioning editors would call a journey. Why now? The answer: not hard – because when I look ahead my tombstone is already on view. And when I look back, there’s Wales, and me a delicate, highly strung boy in it. The photographs of me as a child – I am so serious, so deeply apprehensive. What was it I’d already suspected was heading my way?
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I remember that wallpaper. Ostensibly shells or flowers – though all I could make out were mean goblin grimaces; burning eyes, snarling mouths with protruding tongues. I was always upset by ugly devil faces in the grain of a piece of polished furniture – by an imp’s portrait in a nest of tables. To my imagination, furniture and decor were quite capable of changing shape, right before your eyes. My mother had to slap emulsion on that wallpaper – a greenish egg-white – to cover it up. Yet still the indentations of teeth and lolling tongues protruded. As a child, nothing lulled me. Except music, books, films, puppets.
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Memories return to me, like birds flying in from the sea. It started with my dreams after my father died and now I do it deliberately, when I’m trying to drop off – pacing in my imagination the streets of my childhood town, Bedwas, a watering place on the shores of the upper Rhymney. Church Street, St Mary Street, Tydfil Road, Pandy Road, The Cwm, where there was a stream. The dripping trees and hedges pulled up; the fields and pallid flowers built over. The struggle with the ugliness and meanness. Nothing could be done about the tips – nothing grows on them. The disfiguring brown lumps, like melanomas. The coal dust that settled on everything, which we breathed in and out.


Bedwas Square wasn’t a square at all, but a twist in the road. On the corner in the house that became The Ingle-Nook Restaurant, and when that failed The Bedwas Balti, there lived, during my childhood, a crone called Rowlanda Hurst. Rowlanda Hurst had briefly been a governess in a Scottish castle, but she was sacked when she wrote home on the noble family’s crested notepaper. That was mean of them. She never recovered from this humiliation.


Everywhere in Wales there are people with comical nicknames. In Bedwas there was Tommy Seven Suits, Billy Bang Bang and Tommy Two Loos. At the age of eighty-five, Dollar King’s husband still boasted about his morning erection. He’d apparently always come out with this (oo-err) when the butcher’s shop was full of female customers. When he was at the pit-head baths, the apprentices used to be shown his enormous incumbency. Allegedly, when he went home covered in coal dust after his shift, Dollar would cover him in newspaper so that they could have a couple of quick ones, with a hole chopped in the newspaper for his cock to poke through. He’d also not notice if she was eating an apple.


Because my family were butchers, W. G. Lewis &Son, my Wales is that of the slaughterhouse yard, with the huge old boiler, the rusty pipes, gauges and flues. The flagged floor, with big brass rings set into it. The open drains, hoists, pulleys and rivers of blood. The spoil heaps. The hides and piles of sawdust. The grime.


Living in a slaughterhouse, I got used to dung-hill smells; the smells of rot and death. The sharp cold tang of fresh meat from the walk-in fridge; the dull fatty sourness after meat has been hanging about – my father had something of this. The warm sickliness of freshly killed meat – as I walked among them, the red and yellow sides of beef would always take me by surprise by twitching, the nerves here and there literally defying death. For a day or so, bits of sinew and muscle were continuing to live. Frankenstein would have been entranced.
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Wales, though. You’d think the dry-ice machine was working full pelt once you cross the Severn Bridge, the way people go on about mystical Wales, bardic Wales, folkloristic Wales. Perhaps one day it will be a separate little state, like the Duchy of Grand Fenwick in The Mouse That Roared. Wales could issue its own stamps. Maybe it already does that.


My friend Jan Morris holds these romantic views. Her hero is Owen Glendower, or Owain Glyndwr as she inevitably spells it. He was something of a magician, who made his palace sink into a lake and become invisible, according to Jan. Surely the more likely story is that he built it on a bog and there was subsidence. He was probably not much of a mechanical engineer. And it is easy to vanish in Wales – into the fog and the warm black rain.


I know it is a country of castles and forts and earthworks; of pit-gears and huge iron spinning wheels; of stone circles – some as old as sixty or seventy years and erected for an eisteddfod; of wizards and monks and religious ecstasy and madness. But it is also a country with fucking awful poems and songs about oak leaves, ponds at midnight, the bread of heaven and making sure you bring your little saucepan back.


My Wales (such as it is – I mean the one that goes through me like a watermark) remains Bedwas, Machen and Trethomas. Can there be a drearier spot than Trethomas? Specifically that intersection of Llanfabon Drive and Bryn Dolwen, where the Spar shop is? The cheap construction of those poxy brown pebbledash houses – so stark and cold. Put up by Wimpey in the Fifties for Coal Board employees. Messy streets with old cars on the muddy grass – you can’t call them lawns or gardens. Nothing of beauty on view. Woeful. Fucking woeful. The houses are built up against the slag heaps of the colliery. What could be more dreary? The black stone of the claustrophobic terraces – I knew somebody who had a Mongol sister who was kept upstairs in one of those addresses and never seen, whose existence was never mentioned.


Artistically, however, my imagination – that bit of you that escapes circumstance – owes much to Graham Sutherland’s thorny, insectile Pembrokeshire, to John Piper’s orange and black skies, and the mansions he drew that are settings for Jacobean masques. I like the Camelot Wales of the Butes at Cardiff Castle. The Casino Royale Sixties Wales of the Investiture, which was designed by Snowdon and Carl Toms.


We had a concert in Bedwas for that. Rehearsed for months. I was dolled up as a guardsman and wore a red dressing gown with plastic ladybird-shaped buttons and a bearskin made from purple crepe paper. I banged out the beat of ‘Men of Harlech’ and ‘God Bless the Prince of Wales’ on a snare drum. Annette Maslen (Annette Filer before she married a man who restored drop-leaf tables), a woman who went in for having a swooping actressy voice, like Maggie Smith’s, and who took the vamp roles when Offenbach was put on by the Craig Amateur Operatic Society, conducted the band. It was her big night.
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Glory did shine upon the place once – on Wednesday 6 November 1946, wearing her favourite dress of Chinese green silk, Kathleen Ferrier, no less, gave a recital in Bedwas Workmen’s Hall. Seven years later, she died.
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Caerphilly Castle: I was born in its shadow (well, in the Miners’ Hospital nearby) – I’m always surprised how bleak it is: the smooth blackish-green walls and the brown lakes, with their dangerous sluices. There is no decor or ornament of any kind. It is something of a fist – like Mussolini’s restoration of Rhodes Old Town or the over-restored city of Carcassonne. It is a building – the second-biggest castle in Europe after Windsor – that, as it were, stares one down. Of course the Marquess of Bute restored Caerphilly Castle in the Thirties and it has the austere planes, curves and lines of that era. What we might call a Dictator’s Art Deco. Leni Riefenstahl could have mounted pageant in Caerphilly Castle. It has none of the fairy whimsy of Castell Coch or Cardiff Castle, the other nearby Bute properties. I think I’d have preferred it in its ruined state. It had elegance and mystery when shrouded with brambles – I have seen old daguerreotypes showing this. Picturesque debris.
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No wonder Polanski filmed Macbeth in Wales, at Castell Coch, even if his masterpiece turns into an instant laughing stock when Keith Chegwin comes on as Fleance. Wrapped in drizzle and rainclouds, the place is full of witches. Another film filmed at Castell Coch/The Red Castle was Barry Mackenzie Holds His Own, where South Wales (easily) stands in for Transylvania. In that little photoplay, Dame Edna Everage, the biggest witch ever created, is kidnapped by Donald Pleasance.


Long before Llandaff’s Roald Dahl came up with the conceit, I used to think Bedwas NSPCC was a secret coven of witches. Perhaps they were simply plain freaky hags. Nevertheless, they’d turn up for their meetings in cars with purple curtains and tassels, which spat fire from the exhaust. My mother did her stint as the honorary treasurer, until it was pointed out that the columns of figures would never quite tot up accurately if she kept adding in the date.
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During my childhood, the Victorian world was still to be found, though dying. All the old people about the place were from the previous century. They had been through two world wars and an uncle in Abertridwr had served in the Boer War. The furniture and books in dark panelled rooms were old and dusty. There was a stone barn in the Arch Field containing abandoned agricultural machinery from the days of slow shire horses – the ploughs, hay-tossing devices, threshers, saddles and horse-brasses. Bedwas was a mining village, with slag heaps on the hill and a pit-head wheel, but rural life went on – blacksmiths, gravediggers digging in the warm damp earth, the district nurse on her bicycle. My father could identity grasses and country flowers and winter flowers. The hedges were full of berries. There were hayricks and dark red cattle. What all this gave me was a preference for things that are out of date.
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Every Saturday, until I went to university, and again during the vacations, when Anna drove the van, I used to earn my keep delivering meat around Caerphilly and along Pandy Road. I could follow those routes now, and still do in my head when I can’t sleep. What I remember is that the customers were very clean. They were often still damp after their weekly bath, and would be sitting there in their vests. I’d collect the money in a leather satchel and write down in a stout red book what they wanted delivered mid-week or next week – the joints and chops, the scrag-end and brisket. I enjoyed going into people’s houses – like any Welsh person, I am a nosy and inquisitive bastard and that is why I am or was a biographer. I am also deeply secretive and evasive when it comes to my own self – again: Welsh.
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I have a few envelopes stuffed with miscellaneous papers. That’s all that’s left of any of them, my ancestors in Wales. Invoices for boots, collars and gloves. Funeral announcements. Unfilled-in pocket diaries. There’s also a bundle of muzzy unannotated photographs, so at this distance these people will never again be identified. But they’d have all known each other once upon a time, these women in the cloche hats, these men in collars and ties, smoking their cigarettes. On the beach at Ilfracombe. A charabanc trip to Cheddar Gorge. Dog shows. Agricultural shows.
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I have a group photograph of my great-grandfather and great-grandmother with all their grown-up children. They are assembled in what looks like a Garden Centre or the play area of a Happy Eater. The actual location was the patio next to Dolly the wet nurse’s grace and favour lean-to. They are attired for a wedding – whose I wonder? It is exactly like Larkin’s sardonic lines: the ‘fools in old-style hats and coats,/Who half the time were soppy stern/And half at one another’s throats.’


Those tailcoats the men are wearing weren’t hired, incidentally. They were bespoke and hung in the wardrobes at Troedyrhiw House,7 eventually making their way to the attics – and into my home-movies. I salvaged one of them and wore it at my own wedding, at various graduation ceremonies and to the Encaenia at Oxford. Harold Macmillan saw me in it, when we doffed mortar boards at each other and spoke Latin. It wouldn’t fit me now. I’d have to lose five stone. A century on from its creation, the garment currently resides in Oscar’s room in Bromyard. It is in perfect condition still. Magnificent tailoring. I also accumulated top hats and bowler hats, which I gave to Tristan for the circus.


[image: image]


In the middle at the front there – dominating in every sense – is my great-grandfather, Wyndham Gardner Lewis. He looks a humorous, wise old thing, like the town marshal in a Western. I bet he was very proud of that moustache. He drank a bottle of whisky every day and used to eat raw bacon fat, which he’d slice from the slabs of cured meat suspended from the ceiling. On his left is my great-grandmother, Mary Blanche Rowland, who came from a village north of Caerphilly called Abertridwr. Her cousin was the Bishop of St David’s, William Havard.


A splendid-sounding fellow, the Right Reverend William Thomas Havard (1889–1956) was a chaplain during the Kaiser War, when he was Mentioned in Dispatches and awarded the Military Cross. In the Twenties he was the Dean of Divinity at Jesus College, Oxford, where he gained his rugger blue. He later played for Wales against New Zealand. He was capable of preaching in both the Welsh and English languages, was a Visiting Lecturer at St Andrews, and became Chairman of the Education Council of the Church in Wales. He did very well for a man with a Third in History.


Such was his illustriousness, it was a connection that made my own family think they were minor gentry – or, because this was industrial South Wales, gentry. But Wyndham Gardner Lewis was never more than the Bedwas butcher, even if his brother, Edgar, was High Sheriff of Monmouthshire – and in due course the grandfather of my cousin-several-times-removed Jeremy Lewis, who has had a much more successful career as an author than me. Jeremy has been drawn by David Hockney. David Hockney hasn’t even offered to cover me from head to foot in whitewash. Jeremy is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, a body that has repeatedly slammed the door in my face again and again and again and again for decades.


Wyndham Gardner Lewis and Mary Blanche Rowland were married in 1895 at Eglwysilan Parish Church. Eglwys is Welsh for church, like the French eglise. Welsh is perhaps French with added lisps and coughs and splutterings. St Ilan was, or is, one of the least-known Welsh saints, and that’s saying something.


The year 1895: the fin-de-siècle was at its most rampant! The Yellow Book was being published by Elkin Matthews and John Lane. Victoria was on the throne, Lord Salisbury was in Downing Street, and a week before my great-grandparents’ wedding, Oscar Wilde had been arrested at the Cadogan Hotel. Elsewhere in that seminal year, Lifebuoy soap went on sale for the first time, and Hardy wrote Jude the Obscure. Robert Graves and Prince Albert (later George VI) were born – and one way and another I am already hidden in the future.


Mary Blanche née Rowland had thirteen babies in total – the ones in the sepia group photograph, plus Elizabeth Jennett (b. April 1897), Enid Mary (b. June 1899) and Blanche (b. September 1900) who croaked in earliest infancy, poor dabs. These names are inscribed on the family tomb. I’ve often wondered this – back in the Victorian days when everyone had big families so that at least by the law of averages some would survive to maturity, was the grief as searing as the grief about dead babies is today? How can we ever tell? These things cannot be measured. Yet it must have been. It must have been so.


That poor woman: thirteen babies! It was said my great-grandfather only had to throw his trousers on the bed and she was pregnant. Her minge tunnel must have been like a wizard’s sleeve, though you wouldn’t think that to look at her here. She looks like Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway.
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It was the year of the Mexico Olympics when I was sent away to live with my other grandparents, my mother’s lot, in Upper Machen – to a Georgian farmhouse called The Gelli, pronounced Gethley, which smelt of meat and vegetables and half the time was filled with my coarse uncles, my mother’s brothers, grinning, chuckling and ruddy-faced, looming over me like ventriloquist’s dolls. Hard glassy eyes, they seemed to have, and though there was a mood of constant levity, there was no lightness of heart, only incessant ridicule, or so it seemed to me. The grinning and the glaring and hyena laughs were forced and derisive, related, I always felt, to an animal’s habits of spitting and biting and snarling. It was all nips and pinches, insults and condescension – an absolute avoidance of tenderness. Farting and swearing were much prized.
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Scene of the Author’s Banishment
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How different the men’s voices were in the morning, until they’d cut the phlegm with cigarettes. The blue pall of smoke hovered across the room – like the ghosts of dead babies as depicted in the Casper cartoon. My uncles would cough until their puce faces went black. Their spittle was black.
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I am always sensitive to anger or disapproval, to malevolence, somewhere in a room. This started when I was at The Gelli. One of my uncles, a feckless sponging alcoholic called Eric, used to extort money from his parents – my Grandpa and Grandma George. He’d get nasty if he couldn’t get his way – frightening them into signing cheques for his business ventures that never came off and always went bust: a yacht accessory shop in the Gower, a pub at Nottage, a community magazine for Caerphilly. He had a sickly charm, I suppose – and there were various bastards that had to be provided for (not by Eric). He used to beat up his wife, throw her down the stairs, and she’d appear occasionally, bruised and helpless, seeking sanctuary. Eric was a monster – after disappearing for a while as a steward on a liner, he ended up claiming a ‘Carer’s Allowance’ for neglecting Grandma George, whose furniture he sold off. She sat there in an empty house in a deckchair. News only reached us last year that Eric had died in a nursing home for retired Royal Air Force officers. He’d been pretending to be an ex-squadron leader.
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