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Robert Ross is Britain’s comedy historian, whose books include biographies of Marty Feldman, Sid James and Peter Sellers, as well as the Monty Python Encyclopedia. He has toured a number of comedy history shows including Oh, What A Carry On!, Christmas Crackers and Forgotten Heroes of Comedy. He was a close personal friend of Terry Jones and is very proud to have written his authorised biography.
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For my wife, Gemma.


 


Terry would have loved you and your cooking . . . but would never have been quick enough to pinch something from your plate!










Terry: An appreciation


A foreword by Sir Michael Palin


Terry knew me better than anyone, apart from my long-suffering wife. We’d sat together over a desk for day after day, and, when we weren’t sitting over a desk, we were sitting over a pint, and when we weren’t sitting over a pint we were sitting over a menu. So we got to know each other outside the bounds of success and celebrity (though both helped us get a good table). In fact, neither of us was particularly good at success and celebrity.


The most important thing Terry knew about me was that I could get quite cross if I didn’t get regular meals. If I turned a little petulant at five past one, Terry would explain that ‘Michael gets very grumpy if he doesn’t get lunch’. He was, of course, absolutely right and my worst nightmare was, and still is, having to work with someone who doesn’t care about lunch.


I in turn knew that what made Terry grumpy was being served beer in a tankard – ‘Straight glass, please!’ – and being taken by taxis on their preferred route rather than his.


These are the sort of things I miss most about Terry, who was the most steadfast friend for fifty-odd years. And they were some odd years. In 1971 he and I drove around the States together. We found ourselves in a bar south of New Orleans, helping the owner shell peas. Only when she showed us the waterbed and invited her two friends round did Terry and I understand what shelling peas really meant.


Terry was no prude, far from it, but I once saw him shocked to silence when a be-gowned lady at an Oxford college ball shouted in an impeccable upper-class accent, ‘Show us your cock then!’


I was with Terry in Central Park in New York when one of the horses waiting to pull a tourist carriage around took a bite out of his thick, rather stylish fur coat. Terry didn’t see the funny side at all and rebuked the horse in the tone of high-pitched indignation only he was capable of. ‘That was a new coat!’ he protested, in a voice that could have registered on the Richter scale, whereupon it bit him again.


Apart from everything else he did so well, Terry was a seriously well-informed scholar, whose favourite period of history was the Middle Ages. As a consequence, he was drawn to the authoritarian kings of the period and disdainful of anything that followed them. Mere mention of the word ‘democracy’ would have Terry thumping the dinner table. In fact, he would regularly thump the dinner table if he felt his point of view was not being heard. The irony was that Terry had just laid out the most superb meal on that same table.


Terry was a man of so many talents and so little ego. This, I think, must be why he was never given the level of appreciation he deserves. Which is why this book is timely. I hope it will send people back to his work, whether it be films he’s directed, roles he’s played, scripts he’s written, the opinion pieces he wrote for the Guardian, the children’s books he’s written, the history he’s rewritten, the Crusades he revisited and everything else that made him everybody’s favourite polymath.


Now it’s lunchtime and, as Terry knew all too well, I have to go.


 


Michael Palin


Gospel Oak, May 2025










Introduction


 


If dead leaves were money I’d never be broke


And if troubles were funny we’d all share the joke


 


In the spring of 1983, I snuck into my local cinema via an emergency exit. That it was always half ajar was a well-known fact swapped around the corners of the school playground like doublers in a collection of Panini football stickers. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to pay, although the sneaking in did mean I had a little bit of pocket money to spend on pick ’n’ mix from Woolworths. The problem was that there was a film I was desperate to see but it was an 18 certificate and I was only twelve. The poster for it was so intriguing: a caricature of God weighing up the pros and cons of a round world and a square world.


Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life was a revelation, of course. Something of the true meaning of comedy for me, to this very day. My prized film magazines had already alerted me to the fact that Terry Jones played the grossly overweight Mr Creosote in that body-horror restaurant moment – something right up my street at the time and also one of the reasons that I shouldn’t really be seeing it at that tender age. Not only that but I had noted that the film – that naughty, far-too-old-for-me film – was also directed by the same Terry Jones. The Terry Jones I knew off of the telly, when my dad allowed me to stay up late with him and watch repeats of Monty Python’s Flying Circus. The Terry Jones who was the naked organist and the screaming women with curlers in their hair.


A little over a year after I had discovered the meaning of life, in more ways than one, that self-same Terry Jones was on television again. And not in some old repeat from when my dad wore a younger man’s clothes. Terry appeared – albeit fleetingly – in a new comedy, a pioneering comedy, my comedy. The Young Ones. He was in the horror-themed episode, ‘Nasty’. The same Terry as I had seen on that illicit jaunt to the cinema was now doing his comedy business alongside my generation’s funny characters: Rick and Vyvyan and Neil and Mike the Cool Person. I didn’t know then of course that Terry’s 42-year-old comedy brain was as active and as interested as ever, and he’d even phoned his friend Michael Palin to alert him to the brilliant comedy writing of The Young Ones, singling out Ben Elton as a talent to watch. For me, now fourteen and watching on our Baird TV set, on the never-never from Radio Rentals, this was Terry playing in the sandpit of today’s comedy, bringing a sense of history and gravitas to his blink-and-you’ll-miss-it comic cameo as a very drunk vicar at a graveside. The meeting of the comic generations was seamless. And irresistible.


So irresistible was it that, as a result of that episode of The Young Ones, I wrote Terry Jones a fan letter. And being the lovely bloke that I would find out he was, Terry wrote back, including a 7x5 signed photograph. It was inscribed ‘To Robert’, and the image was a rather stern-faced Terry sat in what I could only guess was his study, and wearing a Groucho Marx fake nose and glasses.


Fast forward fifteen years. The year is 1998. I am now a published comedy historian, with my second book, the Monty Python Encyclopedia, an exhaustive and exhausting overview of the output of all the Pythons, together and apart. Eventually, the five surviving team members contributed to the book, but Terry Jones was the first. Terry was always enthusiastic, always helpful. Even before we met, in frantic, handwritten correspondence in his trademark brown ink he had eagerly endorsed my endeavour. He wrote, and would repeat verbally to anybody who cared to ask him about the encyclopaedia, that: ‘I have learnt more about the Pythons from reading this book than from being one!’ That level of generosity was very typical of Terry.


The following year, I was invited to the thirtieth-anniversary celebration of Python with a twentieth-anniversary screening of Monty Python’s Life of Brian, at the (Roman) Empire cinema, in London’s Leicester Square. Four of the Pythons took to the stage, to be interviewed or, as it turned out, refereed by Jonathan Ross. The chat, without Eric, or Graham, naturally, swiftly and typically turned into those four comic behemoths talking very loudly and very animatedly and all at the same time. It was a blast.


Afterwards, I took myself off to a favourite public house, the Hand & Racquet. It’s long gone now but it was a comedy mecca. Tommy Cooper used to drink there; Hancock’s Half Hour writers Ray Galton and Alan Simpson frequented it so often with Tony Hancock and Sid James that they would mention it in the show for an assured free pint. Immediately after the Python bash, who should walk into the Hand & Racquet but Terry Jones. Nervously, I approached, introduced myself and offered to buy him a drink. Instead, Terry grabbed hold of me, insisted on buying me a drink and gushed about how grateful he was for the Monty Python Encyclopedia: ‘You saved me a job!’ he chuckled. Although, he rather gleefully informed me that I had forgotten to include one of his books. It wasn’t so much a criticism; he was mostly just relieved that I was human after all. The book in question was Attacks of Opinion – a collection of his gloriously opinionated articles for the Guardian. ‘Oh no, a letter A entry!’ I said. ‘I forgot aardvark as well!’ Terry beamed. He got the reference. It was a Ben Elton joke from Blackadder III. ‘If only it was The Young Ones. You could have added it at the end,’ he replied. And my comedy life came full circle at that moment. I was in comedy heaven. And, most excitingly of all, I left that potent, albeit brief encounter with Terry’s home number, his newfangled email address and an insistence that I get in touch. As would soon become crystal clear, Terry not only embraced the fresh and the innovative, he was also very insistent on cultivating brand new friendships.


Grasping this opportunity to hang out with absolute comedy royalty, I duly did get in touch with Terry. And, bless his brilliant heart and soul, he seemed to remember me. And that’s how nigh-on twenty-five years of friendship and fun and funny and unforgettable encounters began. I was lucky enough to enjoy many, many conversations with him – spiralling chats and inspirational flights of fancy, the tallest of tales and rarefied recollections of the most fantastic achievements – that usually took place within rustic public houses. I have used my memories of these happiest of times throughout the book, weaving in and out of anecdotes from those who knew Terry best. People who even, on many levels, knew Terry better than he knew himself.


When I spoke to many of those closest to Terry, who enjoyed that same twenty-five years, or forty-five years, even sixty-five years of friendship, two phrases have kept coming up. One is ‘polymath’, in simple and perfect summation of his great, pretty much all-encompassing talent. ‘He did so much!’ I blathered to his first wife, Alison, one day, to which she replied, ‘You don’t have to tell me!’ His second wife, Anna, remembers: ‘Terry would wake up at 7 a.m. every morning and go straight to his study to write. He would often have six incredible ideas before breakfast!’


The other recurring word is ‘passion’: a perfect description for this Toad of Toad Hall kind of chap, who fell in love with a project or a person completely and utterly. In a way, Terry lived his life all at once. He seemed to be able to do everything and do everything well, and, at times, do everything all at the same time. It was never an ordinary life. Very much an extraordinary one. Almost from the very beginning.


Sir Michael Palin was the first person I contacted when I was commissioned to write this biography of his dearest friend, frequent writing partner and even more frequent drinking buddy. Without Michael’s input the story of Terry Jones just would not compute. With an ‘anything for Terry’ attitude, a meeting was arranged at Michael’s home in Gospel Oak and, after a fruitful and, at times, fruity chat about his old mate, I left with his cheery but portentous words ringing in my ears: ‘Good luck with the book. Terry wasn’t easy!’


And so it has proved. I knew Terry was a complex man. A glorious mess of passions and projects intertwined throughout his life. Once Terry found a subject or an interest that fascinated him, it was part of his very psyche for good, be it Buster Keaton, Geoffrey Chaucer, real ale or the Welsh countryside, although, again like Mr Toad, a new idea could swiftly dull interest in an old idea he had conquered and achieved. While there was often a desire to do something completely different, Terry also couldn’t resist or avoid going back to doing something exactly the same.


Here, then, is the story of an extraordinary man who, yes, may not have been easy, or indeed often not easy to understand, but was always very easy to love and extremely easy to admire.


This is the life of Terry Jones.










Chapter One


From Colwyn Bay to Claygate


My childhood was like a secret life. Something just told me that I was going to be a poet. Sort of Dylan Thomas . . . with more jokes, I suppose.


 


He  was born Terence Graham Parry Jones, in Colwyn Bay, a quaint North Wales seaside resort with bracing breezes from the Irish Sea. The date was right bang centre in the middle of the Second World War, on 1 February 1942, to be precise. A Sunday. Ironic for the man who would direct, co-write and act in Monty Python’s Life of Brian. This particular Sabbath Day child would indeed be happy and wise, and good and gay. And, like any good Aquarian, he would be self-contained, apt to swim on his own. Terry would be clever, undoubtedly, and innovative. Moreover, he would be truthful. Truthful to himself, and truthful to other people. Painfully, obsessively, often destructively truthful. But enough of the traits that fit the star sign, for Terry Jones was not a child who would grow up to conformities. He would actively and gleefully tear down conformities and put them back together again, in a different, challenging, funnier way.


He was decidedly Welsh though. Through and through, and for ever. He would become wistful and rueful when talking about Wales – his idyllic first home that would be taken away from him when he was aged only five. Although he did see the funny side when pondering the country’s unofficial national anthem, ‘Land of My Fathers’. For the land of Terry’s dad was in actual fact Streatham, south London. Even so, Alick George Parry Jones was, according to Terry, ‘Welsh, and very proud of the fact.’ His English birthplace was presumably something of which he was less proud.


In the years immediately before the outbreak of the Second World War, Alick had moved to Ruthin, a picturesque market town in the southern section of the Vale of Clwyd. Nearby Denbigh, the historic heart of Denbighshire, had a bank, its own little financial fortress, and in that bank young Alick had secured employment as a clerk. A little less than twenty miles north of Denbigh, in Colwyn Bay, a certain Dilys Louisa Newnes was living with her parents. Although Terry didn’t have a clue how Alick and Dilys met. ‘That was the kind of thing that wasn’t really talked about in those days,’ he said. ‘A bit like being born in Streatham.’


Dilys’ parents were big music fans, involved in the running of the local Colwyn Bay Amateur Operatic Society, a fun and friendly group of like-minded singers who specialised in staging productions of Gilbert and Sullivan comic operas.


Terry emerged, mewing and wailing, to be greeted by his loving, stagestruck grandmother, his exhausted but relieved mother, and his two-year-old brother, Nigel. Not his father, though. By that point, Alick was serving in the Royal Air Force, in Scotland. In later years, Terry made a joke out of it. He would do that a lot, reasoning that his father must have been ‘guarding the grouse’, although, in more candid moments, he would hint at something much more important. The wilds of the Highlands were ideal for concealing secret tests of a revolutionary new system that used radio waves to detect enemy aircraft and ships, known as RADAR. Alick got compassionate leave to visit his wife and new, one-week-old son, before being sent to a base in India with the rank of Flight Lieutenant (Temporary). Young Terry would be four years old before he saw his father again.


The family home was Bodchwil, sometimes spelt Bodhwyl, or, as Terry’s mum used to translate it, ‘House-in-a-Whirl’, which sums up rather well the chaotic family life of a husband-less wife, two kids and an entertaining grandparent, all under the same roof. As a result of this wartime upheaval, Terry’s maternal grandmother, Sarah Ann Newnes, née Pilkington, who Terry knew as La-La, became pivotal to his upbringing. And, despite the cliché of the Valley of Song, this Welsh household was a very musical one. As well as all that Gilbert and Sullivan, La-La taught music. Family legend also insisted that Terry’s maternal grandfather had been a musical conductor in the Australian navy. It’s one of those ‘facts’ that Terry just accepted as a child because his grandfather, who became a schoolmaster in Colwyn Bay, had died in 1941, the year before Terry was born, although, in later years, he would often question the feasibility of his grandfather having served in the navy of a country on the other side of the world. ‘To be honest with you, I started not to believe it at all!’ he said once.


The whole story appeared to rest on one particular photograph of his grandfather standing on the deck of a ship: ‘He was in full dress uniform,’ recalled Terry. ‘What’s more, he was stood in front of this military orchestra. So perhaps it was true after all.’ Truth being stranger than fiction is nothing new, and the physical proof was in that item of warfare that could excite any small child: his grandfather’s ceremonial sword. This had to be the clincher. An elaborate dress sword for special occasions, with ‘W.G. Newnes’ engraved upon it. As if to fire the young imagination to breaking point, young Terry was occasionally allowed to slip the sword out of its sheath and gaze at the elaborately engraved blade. Terry said that his grandmother would talk of William, and take great glee in pointing out the huge groove down one side of the sword. La-La would explain that William had said the groove was ‘for the blood to run out’.


Terry’s mum was a homemaker and fiercely protective of the home she had made. Even when her choice of interior decor failed to impress young Terry. He vividly remembered being in his pram ‘and Mum had bought this horrible alabaster bust of a shepherdess. She put this figurine in the pram with me and for some stupid reason I got really cross with this lady’s face staring at me. So cross that I picked up a pot of marmalade from Mum’s shopping and hit the shepherdess with it! I chipped off its nose even before Mum had got it home. I think I was trying to defend Mum from this stranger. She wasn’t grateful though. She was absolutely furious!’


Terry didn’t seem to mind the absence of his dad in these years. To him, it was normal, after all. ‘He wasn’t there long enough to miss, really,’ he observed, pragmatically. Indeed, for a small child born during the time of a faraway war it was thrilling to have a heroic dad serving somewhere that must have seemed pretty exotic compared to North Wales. Terry was perfectly content with his reality, his version of a family life. And there was always Nigel, his big brother. A stoic sort of chap who would try to control, start the fun and invariably take the blame. Terry had a clear memory of himself and his brother getting up very early one day to go into the field opposite to collect mushrooms. Terry guessed they must have had a combined age of six years – Terry two and Nigel four. Terry was pretty scared. They got across the road (in those days roads had very little traffic on them) and ventured into the field carrying their baskets. Terry was already quaking in his little white socks when his brother – who always had an eye for the dramatic – pointed to the brook at the far end of the field and told him about the bear that lived there. That was it. Terry was out of that field, across the road and safe back in La-La’s kitchen before that bear had a chance to roar. Here was the stuff of nightmares – or, more pertinently, the stuff of children’s books, of storytelling. A vivid imagination was already beginning to form. And at the epicentre of this imagination were the colourful and carefree and almost other-worldly delights of Colwyn Bay.


Even though he was so young when the family lived at Bodchwil, Terry always insisted that the recollections of his Welsh first home remained vivid for the rest of his days. Even when, late in life, the clouds descended on his imagination, his mental pictures of a Wales coastline would gently and reassuringly linger. Terry would half-joke that those Colwyn Bay memories ‘are often more vivid to me than what happened to me yesterday!’ Those almost fairytale days of riding in the charabanc, changing into his bathing suit on the beach, the mystery and wonder of Eirias Park – a council-owned playing fields, opened in September 1923 and known as ‘the park by the sea’.


Three-year-old Terry was cheeky, playful and ever-smiling, but he seemed already to have a fledgling brain for abstract comedy and, yes, silly comedy. He could actually remember his first joke. As he told it, he and his family were sitting round the table in their home. They’d just had pudding and La-La asked if anyone wanted seconds of custard. Suddenly, Terry’s three-year-old mind saw the opportunity for a bit of humour. Instead of passing up his bowl, he passed up his table mat. He watched with bated breath and then delighted disbelief as the joke went like clockwork. He had expected someone who passed his mat along the table to notice, but no one did. La-La plunged the ladle into the custard and – bliss! – ladled out a good dollop of custard onto the mat. Terry sat back and waited for the laughter and the applause. But then it all seemed to go wrong. Instead of the laughter and the applause, all he heard was a chorus of recrimination: ‘You stupid boy! What did you do that for? Look what you’ve done!’ Nobody turned on his gran and said, ‘Why didn’t you look where you’re pouring the custard?!’ or blamed the people in between who’d passed the mat along, ‘Why don’t you look what you are doing?’ The injustice of it all stuck with Terry for decades after, but that notion of the joke that upsets and offends . . . now, that was interesting. That was worth pursuing. That, my boy, was the pathway to destructive, convulsive laughter!


By May 1945, the sound of laughter and the craft of comedy had begun to infiltrate Terry’s consciousness as well. Apart from the funnies in the newspapers and children’s comics, typically it had been the wireless that would bring a daily burst of humour into the home. And these radio shows reassuringly broadcast from the BBC would invariably have great swathes of military chit-chat – nothing so careless as to cost lives, of course. Welsh Rarebit, a pioneering comedy variety show produced in Wales for the Welsh but quickly gaining nationwide popularity, had showcased the comic antics of Wyn Calvin, Gladys Morgan and Harry Secombe. Alongside the comedy, Welsh Rarebit also featured sentimental extracts of ‘Dai’s Letter to the Forces’, performed by Lyn Joshua. Concurrently Kenneth Horne, serving as a flight lieutenant in the Royal Air Force, starred in Much-Binding-in-the-Marsh, set on a fictional and farcical RAF station; and Tommy Handley had kept the home fires burning with his satirical and silly sketch show It’s That Man Again – or I.T.M.A. for short. The comedy was slick and cheerful; loud and optimistic, with great gales of live studio audience laughter mixing with the shared laughter of Terry’s family. The young lad liked that sound of laughter. He liked it a lot.


Even in rural North Wales, the impact of war was felt in many ways. Colwyn Bay, in particular, had seen a huge increase in its population thanks to the relocation of the staff of the Ministry of Food from London to the relative safety of the Welsh coast. These personnel were billeted cheek-by-jowl with American servicemen, Liverpool evacuees and Belgian refugees. Terry’s view of the actual conflict itself was mostly restricted to a quick peek in his grandmother’s newspaper or his mother’s periodical, but these lodged themselves in the highly fertile brain of the fledgling film director. In that embryonic visual eye. Then one day an army tank came rumbling up the dusty road between the high hedgerows to his home. This very real, very three-dimensional spectre of war came seemingly straight from the front line to the home front. Another vivid memory for Terry was his mum coming into the boys’ bedroom one night and drawing back the curtains to show them the sight of shafts of artificial light playing across the sky. Terry remained convinced that these were the searchlights from Liverpool celebrating VE Day and his mum wanted to share this momentous occasion with her children. ‘It was absolutely magical. The searchlights were like vast, long fingers striding across the sky.’


VE Day in May was followed by the surrender of Japan in August 1945, marking the end of the war. Still, though, Terry’s father remained in India. Eventually, word came that he was expected home in February 1946. Just after his fourth birthday, Terry was taken, along with his brother Nigel, to Colwyn Bay train station to meet his dad from the train. That awkward, rather haunting first encounter since he was an unaware infant would be etched onto Terry’s consciousness for the rest of his life. He could even remember walking up the stairwell to the station concourse: ‘every step boasted a blue enamel sign advertising destinations for such exotic places as Brighton and Lulworth Cove!’


Levels of anticipation were high. Terry saw that his mum was getting anxious and didn’t understand why. Of course, in retrospect he realised his mum was fearful in case her husband was not on the train after all. And perhaps even nervous about being reunited with him after such a long absence. After all those years it must have been a real mix of emotions for her. The train arrived and the railway platform was suddenly flooded with people. As the crowd dispersed, Dilys spotted at the far end of the platform a man in RAF uniform with a forage cap on his head and a kitbag slung over his shoulder: ‘That’s him!’ They ran up to him and it was hugs and kisses all round. Terry remembered feeling discombobulated, even a bit scared – he just wasn’t sure. When his dad finally picked him up, all Terry could recall was the sensation of being kissed by this strange man. Suddenly, Terry went off the whole idea of having this ‘dad’ back in their lives. Terry was used to being kissed by women. Moustaches weren’t his cup of tea at all.


Interestingly, Terry wrote about this experience in an essay for school when he was seven years old. By then, all that remained from that pivotal scene was his father’s ‘strange and prickly moustache’. He was grateful to his seven-year-old self for recording this stark first memory of his dad, ambivalent though it was.


Four-year-old Terry’s little universe certainly changed when the absent father returned from war. A certain amount of tension entered family life and Terry started to hear stern words for the first time. He realised later that it must have been terrible for Alick: he’d been shipped off to India and missed his family growing up at the most important stage. He’d left behind a one-week-old baby and a two-year-old and arrived back to find a four-year-old and a six-year-old. And his youngest son didn’t really want much to do with this stranger. Terry supposed that, subconsciously, he regarded his father as a bit of an intruder – or an outsider. Terry had bonded with his mum so strongly that, for him, no relationship could ever be as real as that. He supposed Alick also knew – deep down – that he couldn’t reach Terry at all, except that Terry felt sorry for him. Terry learned later in life that his dad was a caring, gentle, humorous man, just like he appeared in those family photos that his mum treasured so much, but something was wrong when he came home. Maybe Terry’s parents couldn’t re-find whatever it was they had in the first place. Maybe Terry’s mum resented his return. Maybe his experiences away at war had changed him. Terry didn’t really know. But whatever it was it turned his dad into something of a tyrant, who could only communicate with his sons by telling them off or yelling at them. Luckily, as was the case throughout most of his life, Terry’s sense of humour and sense of community were more than enough to counterbalance this early confusion and disorientation. However, this was about to be shattered.


As if the expected but rather mysterious reappearance of his dad was not enough of a shock to the system, the removal of the family from home to horrible Home Counties, as necessitated by his dad’s work, just a few months later proved a much more seismic upheaval. Claygate, a well-to-do suburban village just outside Esher in Surrey, certainly was not Colwyn Bay. It was, in fact, a small disaster. The home in Colwyn was the only one Terry had known, and now where was he? Where had the seaside gone? The pier? The prom? Where was fairy glen? Furthermore, beloved La-La had declined to go with them.


For Terry, real life was, and would remain, Wales, and the few bright spots as the wide-eyed five-year-old became a six-year-old and then, with alarming inevitability, a seven-year-old, were trips back home, back to Colwyn Bay, to visit his beloved grandmother. His born and bred Welshness was and is crucial to understanding Terry’s passion and drive. It was the source of his Celtic charm and hot temper; he always retained his pride in his Colwyn Bay roots and an anger that it had been ripped away from his young grip. Michael Palin detected it throughout their working life together: ‘Terry was always very strong-willed, and I think his Welshness gave him that feeling of being right. All the time!’ While, typically, Terry Gilliam talks in the prose of a broken fairy tale: ‘as if he was a kid taken away from this beautiful kingdom and dragged off to horrible England.’


Terry spent the next twenty years insisting that he was Welsh and that he didn’t fit in with where he now found himself. He never felt he belonged there. The whole period of living in Claygate, from five to nineteen, was like an interruption. Wales was the source of the ruggedness and truthfulness and humanity in his writing. It was the fire in his belly in debate and that stoic quality that ignited the lightning determination and quiet bravery displayed throughout his life. All this passion and intensity just couldn’t be content in, of all places, the heart of stockbroker Surrey, just fourteen miles out of London as the crow flies, but not as the Python slithers.


Typically of Terry, it was the juvenilia he had penned while at school that served as his memory for his flashbacks to sorrow in Surrey. Again, at the age of seven, a school essay reflecting upon Christmas revealed that his planned gift for his dad was to be some new underwear because, as he wrote, ‘his was all in tatters’. Terry would shudder slightly at the recollection, claiming it must have been an expression he had picked up off his poor mum, who probably never lived down the public humiliations of her son’s shock-horror revelations in his schoolwork. And there was another school essay that asked the students to ponder on what they would like to do when they grew up. Terry’s future ambitions were clear, albeit misspelt: He wrote ‘I am hopping to be an actor.’ He would later joke, ‘Well, I’m still hopping. And I’ve hopped quite a bit while fulfilling that early hope to be an actor. However, whatever the misspelled word I wrote in my essay, I really knew, deep down, that I wanted to write.’


Despite an early, albeit disapproved of, display of silly pranks, Terry had never had any particular interest in comedy. Humour was just something that came with everything in life as far as he and his brother were concerned. Something in home life and from the radio. However, that radio comedy was more strongly seeping into Terry’s imagination. Those Crazy People the Goons started broadcasting in May 1951, when Terry was nine. He was bewitched and coaxed into the surreal universe created by Spike Milligan. And Welsh Rarebit comedian Harry Secombe was in the nutty mix as Neddie Seagoon, a kind of everyman representative within the mad asylum of military buffoons, pimply youths and aged crones. That it was someone familiar and Welsh made all the difference. For Terry, Secombe was his tangible portal to The Goon Show. His way to identify and interact with the characters. Why not endeavour to see the funny side in absolutely everything?


And why not follow your older, cooler brother and all his touchstones of popular culture and learning? Nigel was Terry’s guru in all things cultural. He formed Terry’s tastes. Told him what he should listen to and what he should not listen to. Nigel taught Terry about the wonders of blues and traditional jazz as well as the evil snares of modern big band music, which, he told his brother, lacked any sort of improvisation. Nigel also scorned popular songs with a deep and sincere disrespect. Ten-year-old Terry didn’t dare let Nigel catch him humming ‘(How Much Is) That Doggie in the Window’ or ‘You Belong to Me’, with its evocative opening line ‘See the pyramids along the Nile . . .’ The only time Nigel cracked was when he took a liking to Kay Starr, and then suddenly Terry was allowed a certain limited repertoire of pop music. This was clearly lust rather than musical integrity, but Kay Starr passed the Nigel test and, as a result, that of Terry too. But other than that, Terry was to stick to Bessie Smith, Ottilie Patterson and Muddy Waters.


Nigel was instrumental too in Terry’s lifelong love of reading, the unquenchable kick he got out of books and his voracious appetite for absorbing knowledge on all sorts of subjects. Terry was rather late getting off children’s books, and the love of Rupert Bear never left him, but he went straight from Rupert to Ray Bradbury, which was quite the leap of faith. However, there was one area of his literary passion that, as a schoolboy, he was keen to keep under his hat. In those days, he supposed he had a secret life. His gran had got him reading poetry, ‘The Brook’, by the mysteriously named Alfred Lord Tennyson. And he was into writing poetry. A more self-contained, achievable ambition than being an actor, just so long as he could do ‘something creative’. Terry would hear that phrase ‘make something of yourself’ from grown-ups all the time. Like we all did. Parents; teachers; everyone in authority; all those people Terry would later mock and undermine in his comedy. Terry himself would embrace and adapt that phrase. All he wanted to do when he grew up was to ‘make something’.


Still, even his big brother had to exercise all his powers of persuasion to introduce Terry to certain worthy literature. One day, Nigel announced, to Terry’s consternation, that he was going to listen to a radio drama that was being broadcast that very night and would last for an hour and a half. That there was a heavy Welsh overtone to this radio drama won Terry over. So that evening they sat in the dining room – well, Terry crawled under the dining-room table – to listen to the first performance of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood, narrated by Richard Burton. ‘A Play for Voices’, as it was billed in the Radio Times, was first heard on the BBC Third Programme, on 25 January 1954. One can imagine the young Terry, just a week shy of his twelfth birthday, held enraptured on that Monday evening, although he admitted that he didn’t think he’d realised at the time what a tremendous influence Dylan Thomas was going to have on him and on his whole attitude to poetry. Terry was by turns inspired and dispirited, reasoning: ‘How could I ever write stuff as magical as he had?’ He did though. And would see his poetry published. Magical, and, yes, with more jokes.


Moreover, Terry received encouragement in his poetical aspirations from his teachers at Esher Church of England Primary School. Indeed, despite the slight embarrassment that his headmistress was called Miss Terry, which did lead to some teasing from his peers, Terry remembered with fondness that: ‘my primary school really took an interest in my poetry. That was all I needed. A nod of approval, and I was away.’ In fact, Terry was showing an aptitude for schoolwork in general, even if his parents might have preferred his autobiographical essays to be a little less revealing about the state of his father’s underclothes. He seemed to take the 11-plus grammar school entrance exam in his stride, although he thought he had failed because he didn’t get into his first choice: King’s College School, Wimbledon. That was a public school and his parents and teachers had been hoping Terry would win a scholarship there, but he didn’t. So he found himself going to the Royal Grammar School, Guildford.


At school he was exceptional at everything, academic and sporting. He was captain of the rugby team. He was captain of boxing. He won a prize for shooting. He was skilled at archery and he found a talent for gymnastics. A supple body and fearless mind saw Terry perform backflips and somersaults with alacrity. Unsurprisingly, Terry soon found himself head boy. But his burning ambition was undimmed by academic success and educational prowess – Terry still really wanted to write, but in those days that wasn’t at all the sort of thing a grammar school could encourage. He missed the days of primary school. There they had an active interest in his poetry, but at the grammar school they took the very negative and discouraging attitude that you can’t ever make a living out of writing. Rather than that lovely nod of approval, his teachers simply said: ‘It can’t be done, so stop thinking about it. The best you can hope for is to become a teacher!’ However, there was one master, Mr Martin, who did encourage Terry. He used to read Terry’s essays out to the class, and that really boosted the pupil’s confidence. Mr Martin gave Terry a feeling that somebody appreciated the kind of things he was writing, but otherwise he had a restrictive impression that grammar school was like being fitted out with a straitjacket. It certainly fitted Terry and he could see it was very practical, but, with the best will in the world, you couldn’t expect to do anything in it. Certainly Terry couldn’t, at any rate.


It is tempting to see this top performance at school as the display of a brilliant scholar but, really, it was more a distraction against the circumstances that had moved him out of Wales. His mum was forever reluctant to even consider moving back, despite Terry’s clear unhappiness, particularly after the death of La-La in 1952. A hard-working housewife, Dilys herself was very ill for a long time, and prone to phantom heart attacks and breakdowns. So Terry’s record at school is all the more remarkable when one considers that he was forced to miss a lot of education in order to care for her. Alick was out, working at the bank. Brother Nigel proved reticent. Still, those four years without a father present; those schooldays of looking after his sick mother; those magical shared memories of Colwyn Bay. All of it engrained a tight closeness between Dilys and her youngest son.


Nevertheless, Terry’s ambitions became geared to just one thing: to get away from Surrey. As solace against this frustration he turned to comedy and, crucially, comedy he created himself. He would make his own stop-motion home movies in and around the Jones abode. These, the first films Terry directed, were short and silly and often brought his mother’s precious furniture to life. Mucking about with a camera didn’t quite keep him sane but it gave him a purpose. Something to do when he pined for Colwyn Bay. This drive and motivation and talent was all channelled as a means to achieve his ends. Whether his parents approved or not was irrelevant.


Terry loved his mother deeply; his father he found rather stiff and awkward, but he would always remain a loyal son. Even when he had moved on and was reluctant to leave Oxford or south London, he would jump into his clapped-out motor car and drive back for a visit to the place he had been so keen to get away from. The vehicle would invariably break down en route to Claygate and again on the way back home, but he would always, always make time for his mum.










Chapter Two


Oxford


If I had never gone to Oxford I wouldn’t have met either Mike Palin or Geoffrey Chaucer! And without those two, the rest of my life would have been very different indeed.


 


If Colwyn Bay gave Terry his identity and Claygate gave him a chip on his shoulder, then Oxford made him the man he was destined to be. Often, over a pint and a packet of pork scratchings, Terry would recall his time in ‘that sweet city with her dreaming spires’. Even though the spires were a little grimy in Terry’s day, his eye for beauty took in the sweep of Oxford’s architecture and his heart beat faster to the pulse of excitement in discovery and cerebral gathering. When, as he often did, Terry would admit to himself and me that he never felt he was particularly funny, I would joke that perhaps he would have been happier if his life had taken a more academic turn. He could have stayed in Oxford and become a respected don, with plush, book-lined rooms in college, and an eternal, circular existence of learned lectures and fulsome feasts. Sharing knowledge with keen students and dining on fine food in the hall every night would be very Terry. At this thought, Terry’s brow would crease slightly. He could see that. It was a life that appealed. For the briefest of moments. Then he would snatch up his beer, take a big gulp, and say: ‘No, no, no. I wouldn’t change a thing. I’ve had the loveliest, most lucky of lives.’


Lucky or not, it cannot be doubted that without the Oxford experience all that loveliness would never have happened. Terry knew that. Terry also knew that this vital step in his life and in his education was not a foregone conclusion at all. He applied to Oxford and Cambridge and by a stroke of good luck that, at the time, he took as bad luck, he was eventually offered places at both universities. This was not only slightly annoying, it was also a total shock. Indeed, Terry had done so badly at his A levels that none of the provincial universities would consider him. In his own defence, Terry explained that he had been in such a rush or such a haze or such a something that he didn’t read the exam paper properly. He just wrote what he knew he could write about and not what he was asked to write about. Terry was convinced the only reason he got into university at all was that in those far-off days both Oxford and Cambridge were their own, self-contained oases of education with their own entrance exams and interviews. In passing these, he crept under the wire somehow, he felt.


Still, a talent to creep under the wire at both Oxford and Cambridge was no mean feat. Terry decided that he really wanted to study modern poetry at Cambridge. Looking back, he didn’t think he would have joined the Cambridge Footlights there. It sounded far too organised for his liking. Certainly, that avenue in which to perform wasn’t the reason for his favouring Cambridge. It was simply that the university and the modern poetry course had captured his imagination, harking back to his early passion for Tennyson and Dylan Thomas. But he initially heard nothing from that venerable institution, while St Edmund Hall, Oxford, offered him a place to read English. He accepted rather reluctantly, out of sheer desperation. The fates were being playful that week though. A few days after opting for the opportunity at Oxford, Terry received notification from Gonville & Caius, in Cambridge. The college had put his name on the waiting list and had now decided to offer him a place. The Royal Grammar School firmly told him that, having accepted the Oxford offer, he could not go back on his word. They said that it would put them in bad favour with Oxford, and that would never do. As far as he remembered he put up absolutely no fight at all. That was that. With a philosophical shrug of acceptance, Terry reasoned, ‘What do I know about it?’ He thought he wanted to go to Cambridge. He did want to go to Cambridge, but who really knows what they want to do at that age? So, Oxford it was. It was educational bureaucracy and ‘good form’ that sealed Terry’s future. Lucky, really. If Cambridge had been in touch a week earlier his entire life would have changed.


Terry was reading English. Typically, he dismissed this as ‘tantamount to reading nothing, really’. St Edmund Hall College, Oxford, or Teddy Hall, as everybody knew it, had taken its name from Edmund Rich, St Edmund of Abingdon, a devout and decidedly dull sort who, having studied and taught in Paris, returned to Oxford, at the close of the twelfth century, as administrator, priest and, eventually, Archbishop of Canterbury. Despite being one of the oldest educational institutions in the city, St Edmund had only been made a college of the university in 1957, four years before Terry’s arrival in 1961. A relatively small and thus intimate place, with just over two hundred undergraduates in residence at one time, it was a historic place too, with a minute chapel, a dining room – in use for evening meals since the late 1600s – and the even older occupants of the St-Peter-in-the-East graveyard as immediate neighbours.


Despite this attractive combination of the ancient and the fresh, and the fact notwithstanding that, had he been just a year older, he would have been called up for national service (the horror of an 18-month conscription for 17–21-year-old-men was abolished in 1960), Terry was initially unenthusiastic about Oxford. He went up ready to be intimidated by everything and everybody. He expected everyone to be incredibly clever and incredibly highfalutin. And, sure enough, on arrival Terry felt rather overwhelmed. His son, Bill, recalls his dad reflecting upon ‘turning up at Oxford with full impostor syndrome. He really didn’t think he should be there. He was from a working-class family, and this place was full of people from the upper classes. In particular, he was really scared of this one guy who had a beard and smoked a pipe. He seemed so intelligent and every time Dad saw him he was standing, pondering and smoking and stroking his beard, looking like he was about to drop some wonderful pearls of wisdom. Then one day, this guy shaved his beard off, and Dad was like: “Oh, he’s no more intelligent than me. He’s no different to me really!” ’


The other thing that really struck Terry was the sheer, unbridled ambition of his fellow students. They all seemed so determined to succeed. He had never met a bunch of people who were so single-mindedly competitive. Terry was pretty competitive too, though. After all, he had been school captain, captain of the rugby team, captain of boxing. The men-only St Edmund Hall was a bit more renowned for its students’ sporting prowess than their academic prowess and would have looked favourably on Terry’s athletic achievements. Even today, tournament triumphs remain chalked up upon the walls, invariably joined by the chough, the black bird with fire-bright legs and beak that is the college’s emblem. And yet, despite his early ambivalence, which lasted most of his first year, when he vaguely and unenthusiastically thought his future career may be teaching, St Edmund Hall, and the University of Oxford, would go on to shape Terry’s views, doubts and opinions about everything, not least himself.


Uniquely, at the time St Edmund had not one but three dons. These three wise men would shape Terry too. Immeasurably. Graham Midgley, an affable Yorkshireman, brought wit and wonder to his lectures. His most popular was ‘Minor Poets of the 18th Century’, with its follow-up ‘18th-Century Poets More Minor Still!’ Bruce Mitchell, an ebullient Australian, was the language expert, as well as the doyen of Anglo-Saxon literature. Reggie Alton, by contrast, published very little, but had a vast knowledge of nineteenth-century watercolours and Elizabethan handwriting. He had also served with distinction during the Second World War and was brilliant at cricket. Terry loved him. Indeed, this excellent ‘English Trifecta’ appealed to Terry enormously and, through this, moulded his linguistic understanding – and no doubt, inadvertently, his comic dexterity.


One of Terry’s contemporaries at Oxford, who became a lifelong friend, was Annabel Leventon. Annabel was reading English too, albeit at St Anne’s, one of the five women’s colleges, but she and Terry would go to lectures together. Annabel says that her memories of her first year at Oxford are ‘all a bit vague’, yet she remembers with crystal clarity that there was definitely something about Terry. A quiet, brooding something. He was cool, though without really knowing it, which just made him all the more cool. Annabel also remembers Terry as being very attractive. They would see each other around Oxford and discuss their reading lists, though it wasn’t until their second term that their friendship bloomed.


Oxford was putting on a drama festival for one-act plays. Despite a love of theatre and an interest in acting, Annabel didn’t even dare to go and watch performances, because she felt so terrified she wouldn’t pass her first-year exams: the dreaded ‘preliminaries’, sat at the end of the second term (known within the college as the Hilary term). Terry, however, couldn’t resist getting involved straight away – exams or not. Annabel believes he had an insatiable passion for performing: ‘Terry jumped in with the theatre stuff right away. And he was recognised pretty quickly as the brilliant talent he was.’ Terry might have been expecting to go into something like teaching, but it seems that he had not completely stopped ‘hopping’ to be an actor.


Terry’s school hadn’t had a drama society – the boys’ grammar was too keen on cadet corps and shooting teams and things. So the opportunity for extracurricular thespianism was both new and enthusiastically seized – degree be damned. In the spring of 1962, once those second-term exams were behind them, Terry and Annabel joined the drama workshop run by Texas-born Michael Rudman, who was also at Teddy Hall, reading English, and president of the Oxford University Dramatic Society. Under Rudman’s direction, Oxford had already been presenting major plays to national acclaim, and places within his workshop groups were hotly competed for. Terry and Annabel were soon learning to improvise and finding out about Stanislavski. It was utterly thrilling for them – now this, Terry thought, was an education! Then, the following term, under the auspices of the John Oldham Society of Teddy Hall, Michael Rudman staged a production of A Month in the Country by Ivan Turgenev. A Russian writer, working in France in the 1850s, Turgenev pre-dates Chekov and developed the intimate, domestic style of theatre that his more famous successor became revered for. Terry was fascinated by him. Annabel was given the part of Vera, the seventeen-year-old ward who is being married off to an elderly peasant landowner – played by Terry.


‘He was very brilliant,’ recalls Annabel fondly. Terry provided his own padding – a few clothes stuffed up his jumper alongside the natural padding of his student days. On stage, hot and sweating, he would mop his brow with his handkerchief a lot. He would ‘harrumph’ a lot too. Terry was prone to doing this anyway, already tending to get a little irritated if things weren’t done his way, and he utilised this on stage, which was perfect for the part. Seeing as he had just turned twenty, this was a display of extraordinary character acting. Terry was wonderful and he, and the production, got phenomenal reviews.


Such great reviews, indeed, that Terry came to the attention of Frank Hauser, who ran the Playhouse, situated on Beaumont Street, one of two proper theatres in Oxford, the other being the New Theatre. Twice or thrice a term, Hauser would encourage the students of the Experimental Theatre Club to take the Playhouse for a limited run of two weeks and put on a show. The club was founded by Chaucerian scholar Nevill Coghill, in 1936, as an alternative to the Oxford University Dramatic Society. Its members called themselves the Etceteras, after its initials. But the very name wallows in the knowledge of being an addition to the main event – something frivolous, almost something taken for granted, in which the audience could perhaps fill in the gaps themselves.


This Playhouse run was a living, breathing and, above all, professional opportunity for Oxford students to experience proper theatre. As with his poetry at primary school, Terry swelled as a result of this encouragement and freedom. Indeed, Hauser had heard such good things about A Month in the Country that he invited Rudman to stage the production, as part of the professional company at the Playhouse, in the summer term of Terry’s first year, from Thursday through to Saturday, 14 to 16 June: ‘a unique event,’ believes Annabel Leventon.


On returning to Oxford for the start of their second year, Terry and Annabel were cast in Rudman’s production of The Good Person of Setzuan, a gender-non-specific retitling of Bertolt Brecht’s original play, first staged in 1943 and presented in English translation, in 1953, as The Good Woman of Setzuan. In the 1962 production Annabel was cast as the Good Woman, with Terry as one of the play’s three gods. These gods would descend from the heavens and land in Setzuan in search of the good woman of the title, to whom they gifted a lot of cash as a test to see if she could remain good while also being fabulously wealthy. The other gods were played by Doug Fisher (who would go on to have an acting career, being best-loved now as Larry in the Thames Television sitcom Man About the House) and Joe Durant-Smith (who later became a renowned documentary film-maker). Terry was, by Annabel’s account, dark and wonderful in the role. She gleefully remembers the three gods as collectively one of the most joyous things she was ever on a stage with.


Terry clearly impressed Doug Fisher. Another pivotal figure in his Oxford days, and beyond, was Ian Davidson – who had also been in The Good Person of Setzuan, playing the role of the water seller. Doug and Ian were the leading lights of Oxford drama, a year ahead of Terry, and were pulling together the theatre revue for their final year. Ian Davidson, as well as starring, was writing, producing and directing the show, and, rather against tradition, invited Terry to take part. The show was, rather provocatively, called ****. That’s four asterisks. Serving as both a potential four-star review and a redacted four-letter word. As Annabel remembers, the fact that Ian was so impressed with Terry said a lot. Terry’s acting and comic delivery were considered so brilliant that the performing group of the year above embraced him. He was allowed to do comedy with the ‘Big Boys’! It was a huge honour. (Terry would never forget Ian’s confidence in him and would go on to give him several supporting roles within Monty Python on television.)


Performed under the auspices of the Oxford Theatre Group, **** was written by, along with Ian Davidson, Jane Brayshaw, Doug Fisher, Robin Grove-White and Paul McDowell. It was more satirical than silly, more Beyond the Fringe than Monty Python. There was even a pastiche of the outgoing prime minister Harold Macmillan, who, rocked by the Profumo scandal, and claiming ill health, would resign in October 1963.


Terry’s real break came with the departure of McDowell, who accepted an offer to join The Temperance Seven, a successful novelty pop combo who specialised in the 1920s sound, and whose single ‘You’re Driving Me Crazy’ had reached number one in the British hit parade in May 1961. And so McDowell became a full-time pop star (although those heights were never reached again) and Ian Davidson recruited Terry to write and, most importantly of all, perform in the revue for the Edinburgh Festival Fringe of August 1963.


And so it was that Terry, already noted as a superb mime and an able mimic, brought his brooding intensity and elegantly scruffy affability to play in Edinburgh for the first time, performing nightly at 10 p.m. at the Cranston Street Hall from 20 August through to 7 September 1963. Although satire was still the spearhead of the comedy, including an attack on Labour Members of Parliament accepting life peerages, the revue was tweaked and tailored towards the Fringe audience – there was, for example, a skit on how the Edinburgh Tattoo was created – while silliness in everyday life was addressed in a conversational sketch around scoring a tennis match. There were, too, undoubtedly foreshadows of Terry’s future. He donned women’s clothes on stage for the first time, in order to poke fun at middle-Englander Tory voters; while the tight, proper Fringe hour also included a light-hearted documentary section on what a modern English Civil War would be like. Very Terry, that. A sketch called ‘You Too Can Be the Life of the Party’ was an early version of the kind of thing Terry would write for The Frost Report and, subsequently, The Two Ronnies. The Glasgow Herald praised the ‘visual knockabout [that] makes a memorable hour’ and said that the five performers ‘are all quite brilliant in this effervescent nocturnal whoop-up’. Well, quite.


Terry was twenty-one and performing at what was essentially a playground for young and talented artistes, a showcase in which to be discovered. **** was the primeval quagmire for the next generation of comedy. It was also very, very funny. So hilarious that, off the back of the Fringe, **** was picked up for a two-week stint at the Phoenix, in London’s glittering West End, which was packed out every night with an audience receptive to the group’s satire and silliness.


Their laughter was a drug. Terry had found his passion for comedy and, as with everything, he took to the art with dedication and perception: ‘comedy is a dangerous business,’ he would say. He believed that if people find something funny you’re OK. But the moment you do something that’s meant to be funny and someone doesn’t find it funny, they become angry. It’s almost as if they resent the fact that you tried to make them laugh and failed. Terry felt that there was a unique kind of pressure put on the comic: nobody came out of a mediocre performance of Hamlet seething with rage because it didn’t make them cry, he would argue, but you just have to listen to people coming out of a comedy that didn’t make them laugh!


 


The reception of **** was no doubt a pivotal moment in Terry’s life. But perhaps an even more important development still had come with the arrival of a nineteen-year-old chap from Sheffield by the name of Michael Edward Palin. This was a true light-the-blue-touchpaper moment and it was comedy love at first sight. Michael’s first Oxford friendship was formed with Robert Hewison. They met on Michael’s first day at Oxford. They got on straight away, mainly because they liked Sellers and Spike and all the Goon stuff.


In fact, the first time Michael saw Terry was on a theatre poster – for a production of Arthur Adamov’s absurdist comedy Professor Taranne. The poster featured Terry in a huge coat with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. He was crouched in the corner looking weird and cool, Michael recalls: ‘Like an alien from another planet!’


Terry had been doing all that serious Turgenev and Brecht stuff. Michael admits: ‘Terry was a brilliant actor, actually.’ And he was ‘a warm, open, and very honest critic’. Terry was of course a year older than Michael – quite a lot when you are that age. Terry was already a rather influential English student.


And the first time Terry saw Michael, he was in the audience for Mike’s serious debut, as Petruchio in Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew. He felt Michael came across as very warm and very engaging on stage, though he would later guiltily admit to laughing heartily at Mike’s performance. After the play, they met in person for the first time. Michael’s pal, Robert Hewison, knew Nigel Walmsley, a contemporary of Terry’s. The bridge between Terry and Mike was completed. Michael remembers that Terry was wearing ‘that coat!’ The huge, hairy, checked coat he had been wearing on the poster for Professor Taranne. Once Michael got to know Terry, he soon discovered that he wore this coat everywhere. It was Terry’s unique look and his trademark, although he was far too cool to think of it as such. This coat just seemed to be his wrapping. It kept all that Welsh intensity tight and vital.


But it was a love of comedy that kept on proving the cement of these friendships. Michael and Robert began doing a cabaret at the Oxford Union Cellars. Terry thought it was very funny, original stuff, and he particularly liked what Michael was doing. He felt Michael ‘just seemed to have a gift’. In Terry’s opinion, Hewison was rather alienating on stage, whereas Mike was simply loveable. Terry instinctively knew that it was this contrast between Palin and Hewison that gave them their on-stage chemistry. It was the very essence of the good double act. Whether Terry consciously had strong realistic ambitions to write and perform comedy for a living at this early stage is unlikely, but the Jones and Palin dynamic had been planted in his head.


The feeling was mutual and built on Michael’s respect for Terry’s talent: ‘Terry was a very good actor. I don’t think that’s ever been credited as much as it should be.’ Terry quickly became a good friend. An acting friend, really. Michael remembers Terry being a very impressive man, even aged twenty-one: ‘His looks, first and foremost, were arresting. That mop of dark hair. Those dark, good looks he had.’ Michael also echoes Annabel Leventon’s sentiment that ‘he was very good looking. And he was very brooding on stage. The audience couldn’t take their eyes off him.’ However, Michael could also see that Terry took it all very seriously. The acting wasn’t a university lark for him. He was extremely dedicated in everything he did.


Terry, Michael and Annabel became great mates, a real unit of companionship and camaraderie. Together with a mutual friend, Michael Wynn-Jones, Michael and Annabel began actively encouraging Terry to go into cabaret and feed that fledgling comedy performing bug. Not big things . . . but good things. High-profile – although it must be said it was only Oxford high-prolife. Big fishes in a little pond. But an important little pond nonetheless. And, most importantly, Terry Jones and Michael Palin had started writing material together.


Certainly, Terry’s love of writing was overtaking his love of reading. His studies were pushed to an even more remote back burner when he became involved in what he called ‘the student rag’. That was the Isis, the University of Oxford magazine that had been established in 1892. Terry would design the covers. He was a very good graphic designer, which Michael Palin sees as just another facet to this multifaceted man. Whatever the role, Michael saw that Terry was a real creative force: ‘There was a real energy about Terry. A feeling that things would get done while he was around.’


In turn, Terry was inspired by the careful precision of Michael’s comedy. A quality he had spotted immediately. It was often tediously dull in its detail, delivered ironically for comic effect, but delivered with such calm, and such schoolboy-like dedication to facts and figures. So earnest, in fact, that it was funny. Relentlessly funny. And relentlessly funny exactly describes the very first sketch Terry and Michael wrote together. To say it has had comedy legs is an understatement.


Then one day came a breakthrough – for both Terry and Michael personally as much as for the Experimental Theatre Club. It was an invitation from Chris Braden. The son of respected Canadian-born actors and broadcasters Barbara Kelly and Bernard Braden, Chris was producing the Oxford revue for the end of the summer term. The revue was entitled Loitering with Intent and was to be staged in a tent for dramatic irony and comical relevance. Chris drafted in Terry and Mike to rewrite a sketch that has become alternatively known as ‘Slapstick’, ‘Comedy Lecture’, ‘The Custard Pie Sketch’ or simply ‘Hey, Vance!’ Regardless of what you call it, it was the perfect first building block for what became the Jones and Palin style. The ultimate meta joke for the joker. The joke about joke-making. About the DNA of comedy itself. Indeed, it stemmed very much from that rather dull, detailed, monotonous lecturing style of Palin’s that Terry had found so funny. The sketch was simple: a lecturer laboriously and, totally without humour, discusses and dissects various slapstick tropes while three students, in laboratory white coats, enact the classic physical comedy moments: from whacks with a plank of wood to the best way to deliver and receive a custard pie to the face, to the groin, to anywhere!


It was the makings of something special, as later it would be embraced by Python, the root of that comedy tree, performed, and witnessed by millions, at the Hollywood Bowl in 1982. After its success in Loitering with Intent, the sketch, the ultimate deconstruction of humour, was happily passed round like the latest hit song. Everybody was doing it. Including Terry, alongside Doug Fisher and Ian Davidson; and Graham Chapman and John Cleese, who had struck a deal in order to perform it in the Cambridge Circus show Edinburgh Festival Fringe presentation for 1963. It would be reworked and resurrected at Oxford for years afterwards. A fellow student and friend, David Wood, would perform it, several times, in later Oxford revues and in Oxford cabaret, well after Terry had left the university. It was a perennial for quite a few years.


David Wood was instrumental in Terry’s last and arguably greatest straight role on stage. While the Etceteras and Oxford Theatre mob had been playing it for laughs, concurrently directors Braham Murray and David Wright were pulling together their socially conscious piece Hang Down Your Head and Die, or ‘Oh, What a Lovely Hanging!’, as more than one journalist put it. Indeed, the shade of Joan Littlewood loomed large over the basic premise – Oh! What a Lovely War had first been performed in London in March 1963. Hang Down Your Head and Die was a serious, immersive theatrical experience piece on the inhumanity of capital punishment, wrapped up in a brightly coloured circus presentation, with clowns and acrobats. At its core, it was a piece about injustice. Something that meant and would always mean a great deal to Terry.


Annabel Leventon was on the committee for the show, and it was the Oxford breakthrough of David Wood, who penned several original songs and won critical plaudits as the principal clown. For David, though, this was the one where he really got to work with Terry. Terry was in his third year and David in his first year. There was an unwritten rule at Oxford that third-year students weren’t really supposed to be taking on plays. But Terry ignored that.


Terry would often, modestly, remember the show as something that was ‘basically just me droning on!’ Although it would prove a landmark in his career and a source of fond memory for many decades afterwards, Terry was not initially convinced about the project. A week before they were supposed to be doing the dress rehearsal, it was still so cumbersome that Robert Hewison, Michael and Terry stayed up late in someone’s room going through the script, desperately trying to put some shape on to the show. Terry’s concern would have been compounded because he was playing the condemned man, the character at the very centre of it. Hewison and Palin were safely out of the glare of the limelight, playing lots of supporting characters including, as Terry remembered, ‘a couple of policemen who came in and took me away at the end’. Although it was an ensemble piece, nobody could deny that Terry was pretty much the star of it. Hang Down Your Head was a showcase for Terry at his most dramatic – as a brilliant mime. His handyman, a general dogsbody figure, was a clown, in white face, whose expression hardly changed. Every emotion was told through body movement.


David Wood explained that Terry played his role perfectly straight, feeling that the best comedians – in the widest possible sense – were often the best actors. People like Max Wall and Jimmy Jewel – and David would bracket Terry with those great talents. Critics too were queuing up to praise the production in general and Terry in particular, with Don Chapman in the Oxford Mail of 12 February 1964 picking out:


 


the white-faced auguste, an exquisite mime in the form of Terry Jones, who is destined to play the part of the victim and to be carried screaming to the gallows as the rest of the company belt breezily down to the footlights to take their final bow. It is this figure . . . which gives the evening its dramatic unity.


 


The rather more hip reviewer for Cherwell, the Oxford University newspaper, opined that:


 


the quiet authority and graceful talent of Terry Jones gives the show a core of sympathy that no audience can fail to dig.


 


Regardless of the plaudits ladled upon him from college cohorts and distinguished press alike, Terry was acutely aware of his own perceived limitations as a singer. He made a positive out of his passionate renewed commitment to the piece, enriching his performance of the number ‘I’ll Have Gas’ with an earnestness and a gravitas that, by all accounts, left audiences spellbound. It was truly a show-stopping moment. Written by David Wood as a sort of blues-rock pastiche on the theme of the various methods a convicted criminal could be put to death, the lyrics are powerful indeed. Even more so with a thumping anthem behind: ‘When I was first convicted on a gloomy, faithful day . . . the judge he said to me, “have you anything to say . . .?” Give me gas!’ Terry did it full out; he wasn’t the greatest singer in the world and he would always admit that, but he was passionate and vivid.


David Wood noticed that, by this point, it was clear that Terry and Michael were forming a double act, certainly in terms of writing, but also in terms of performing. It was during Hang that ‘Mike and Terry really started’, David thought. When they’d thought that things weren’t going quite right with the play, they’d worked together to fix the problems. The programme for the West End run would credit them with writing ‘additional material’ for the production. This was crucial in their development as a writing team. Not least because Hang wasn’t just funny songs and sketches – it was a proper theatre piece, with a message. The interest in long narrative storytelling would niggle at the edges of their three-minute bursts of comedy business for a decade.


The show’s West End transfer, to the Comedy Theatre, lasted for six weeks. It was an extraordinary success. Cambridge student Eric Idle saw it and was greatly impressed. The topic of hanging was a powerful one. As Eric jokes: ‘there was a lot of it about!’; and it knowingly and concisely splits the difference between the universities’ senses of humour: ‘Oxford took it seriously. Cambridge would have sent it up!’ Bernard Levin’s glowing critique of Hang basically said that these ‘young people do honour to the theatre and themselves’.


The show also helped change – perhaps by just a little bit – the legal system in Great Britain. In August 1964, the House of Commons passed a decree for a five-year trial period in which committed criminals would not hang. Just months after Hang. This issue was obviously in the air when they chose the subject, and all involved were anti-capital punishment, of course. However, at the same time they were all people interested in being on stage doing a show rather than saying, ‘We are waving a banner for a cause.’ Still, the many theatregoers who saw Hang Down Your Head, and were particularly moved by Terry’s performance, wouldn’t have been able to help thinking about the issue. It is often the way that people will listen to and take heed of how they are made to feel by, say, a theatre revue rather than a politician pontificating in the House of Commons.


In the audience for a performance of Hang Down Your Head and Die at the newly reopened Oxford Playhouse was a botany student by the name of Alison Telfer. She had arrived at Oxford as a fresher in 1963 and thus her time at the university overlapped with Terry’s by just one year. Alison didn’t get involved with the drama groups at Oxford, but she adored theatre.
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