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Praise for The Pythons



‘What emerges is nothing less than the story of a comedy revolution … The pre-Python years are covered in fascinating detail. And the personalities of each Python become sharple delineated … The anecdotes keep you giggling’


Guardian


‘Beautifully presented, rather informative and most definitely entertaining … [a] fantastic jamming session of independent memories, all giving rather different perspectives and representations of the same key events’


TV Zone


‘It’s a fascinating read, whether you go at it in a linear or random fashion’


Financial Times magazine


‘Monty Python are the only people who could do the story of Monty Python justice … Plus no one else would be as funny … The surviving members of the team … are not shy about ridiculing their post-Python careers. There’s also honesty about the collective’s enterprise, no one holds back when it comes to discussing the creative tensions which fuelled the Pythons’ best work’


Big Issue


‘Definitive history of the ground-breaking comedy team whose bizarre humour transformed British TV … will be treasured by all fans’


Sunday Mirror
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PASSING THE AUDITION: ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



The late George Harrison used to say that he felt the spirit of the Beatles had passed on to Monty Python. After all, Python came together in late 1969, just as the Fab Four were becoming four fairly fab individuals. Both were groups of men who in a short period of time produced an amazing body of work that came to dominate their particular field, whether it be music or comedy. And of course both, in their own way, changed the world. Maybe George was onto something …


It is often said that history is written by the winners; I think it is also written by those who dare to pass comment on it, subvert it, make a joke of it. Only then do you get the full picture, only then do you really understand – whether it be a bowler-hatted city gent in the early 1970s or the religious order of the world in Judaea, AD 33. That was the task Monty Python took on; I hope you’ll agree they more than passed the audition.


When I set out to do this book, one of the things I wanted to do was take the Pythons seriously. I hope ultimately it takes them as seriously as they take themselves.


As with any tale as epic as the one you now hold, there are more people to thank than a drunken winner on Oscar night. First and foremost, the Pythons themselves, all of whom were charming, accessible, warm and, without fail, extremely good company. So I would like to thank:


MICHAEL PALIN – for his time, the use of his home, several welcome cups of tea, his warmth and good humour, and for having one of the best-kept personal archives in town.


TERRY JONES – for welcoming me into his home, giving me the run of the place, giving me his food, and for having an equally substantial though slightly less well organised archive(!).


JOHN CLEESE – for some fascinatingly entertaining conversations, a walk around the ranch and a sojourn in the aviary. (Check out www.thejohncleese.com.)


ERIC IDLE (the man responsible for www.pythonline.com) – for getting me to Dublin and for singing ‘The Penis Song’ while we were alone together in his hotel room.


TERRY GILLIAM – for allowing me to constantly annoy him, while still offering tea and off-the-record salacious Hollywood scandal.


Overall, I thank them for their openness, honesty, trust and friendship.


Sadly, GRAHAM CHAPMAN is not here to be thanked in person, but is thanked in spirit. However, speaking on Graham’s behalf, I can say that without the help of the charming David Sherlock this book would have been sorely lacking. His memories of Graham ensured that Graham had a presence in this book, both in David’s comments and in the exchange they sparked off between the others. Similarly, Graham’s brother Dr John Chapman and his wife Pam shared many personal memories of Graham with great candour. It was much appreciated.


Many of the photographs in this book come from the private collections of those above, and as such they are often personal photos, many of which have never been seen before. Once again we are indebted.


Now, for the backstage people (it really is worse than a drunken speech on Oscar night). At Orion Publishing this book would simply never have happened without the publisher Trevor Dolby, who put the idea in motion, landed the talent and saw it through over what seemed like a very long two-year period. He is a fine man, an honest publisher (oxymoron?) and a good friend. His actions in the early days of this book were above and beyond the call of duty, and I hope he knows how appreciated they were. Also at Orion Pandora White has done a splendid, tireless job of keeping the plates up in the air. Thanks also to Laura Meehan.


Without the work of Alison Sieff this book would be coming out around the year 2009, as she took over the job of transcribing literally hours and hours of tape. Also working for hours and hours (days/weeks/months), Harry Green must be thanked for such an amazing design, pulled off with total perfectionism under the most trying of schedules. (He has a dog called ‘Monty’, you know – strange coincidence.) Colin Grant did a splendid, much valued job of copy-editing and keeping text in motion, while Nicky Granville was fabulous at kicking me up the arse without hurting too much – cheers.


Roger Saunders of Python (Monty) Pictures has been an immense help to this book from early on (we did eventually get the pictures back to him!) – many thanks. Howard Johnson proved not only to be a charming host but a literal oracle of information. Also, the delightful Humphrey Barclay opened his personal scrapbooks to us, which were a huge bonus and a great help in tracing the early careers of those who became Pythons. Without Eric Albani’s record collection, there would be fewer pictures of records in this book – cheers. A special thank you for the tireless efforts of our West Coast connection, Simon Braund, for the pursuit of excellence (well, more pictures really).


Thanks for all sorts of reasons – friendship, sympathy, small amounts of money in manila envelopes – to Rob Churchill, Paul Gillion, Michael Samuels, Glenn & Vicky Archibald, and Susannah Cartwright (the appearance of whose dad twice in this book prompts the exciting new quiz, ‘Spot John Cartwright’).


Much love as ever to Mary McCabe, a rather excellent mother.


And finally, all my love as ever to Lucy Merritt, for putting up with the insanity of the last two years, to my daughter Jessie for being so beautiful and to my son Jack for, among other things, the way he dances to Bruce Springsteen.


While I was putting this book together my six-year-old daughter was attending our local school. One of her friends there was a nine-year-old boy named Josh. At pick-up one day he came up to me and asked if I knew Monty Python. Given the fact I was totally immersed in Python at this time, I was deeply suspicious so I asked him ‘Why?’ (Bear in mind that Python had not been on air in the UK for most of his lifetime and was poorly served on video.) ‘I’m sorry, is this a five-minute argument or the full half-hour?’ he replied, laughing. It was the ‘Argument Clinic’ sketch. He had performed it along with a mate in their school assembly that very morning. He had never seen it, but he loved it. He loved the words, he loved what it had to say – and he was nine.


That to me, more than anything, shows the enduring appeal of Python. Those that change the world don’t necessarily do it with a bang; sometimes they do it when people are just looking the other way. But it changes nonetheless – and for the good. That’s not a bad epitaph, and it’s one that the Pythons know themselves. Eric wisely had the idea – having conquered theatre, TV and film – of going back to theatre again. The 2005 version of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, re-christened ‘Spamalot’ (and directed for the stage by the extremely talented Mike Nichols) has proved to be both a critical and commercial smash on Broadway, featuring nary a Python, but many of their words. Which just proves, I guess, they must have been doing something right …


BOB McCABE


Somewhere in England


Century 21
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IN WHICH THE PYTHONS MEET THE PYTHONS





TERRY JONES slags off the others



MICHAEL PALIN


Michael would have been the first Python I ever met, although I didn’t know it at the time. Indeed he wasn’t a Python at the time, he wasn’t for something like seven years after I first met him, so there we were working together and knowing each other without knowing we were Pythons. The first time I ever saw him was at a Union Smoking concert in Oxford where people did turns and sketches. Mike came on with Robert Hewison doing a thing about a bucket. It was kind of conceptual and really good and I just thought Mike was extremely funny. Robert was oddly alienating on stage, whereas Mike was loveable; maybe it was the contrast that made them work together.


Later we all went off and did a cabaret tour of the West Country organised by Robert. It was me, Mike and Robert, and a friend of mine, Mike Wynn-Jones. Like Robert with Michael, it was Mike Wynn-Jones who got me doing cabaret in the first place. We went around hotels and places doing our little cabaret routines. That was in my summer vacation of my second year at Oxford.


JOHN CLEESE


I first saw Cleesey, as I remember, at the Lyric Theatre when he was in Cambridge Circus. I went to see a matinée on a Wednesday. At the same time I was doing ‘****’(Four Asterisks) at the Phoenix Theatre. We’d done it in Edinburgh and came down and did two weeks at the Phoenix. We weren’t doing matinées, so one Wednesday we went off to inspect the opposition, Cambridge Circus, which was packing them in. We weren’t quite doing that. John came on stage, I think with Jo Kendall, doing this thing where he slaps his neck all the time, killing mosquitoes. It was set in the Indian Raj, all that stiff upper lip thing. That’s also where I saw Graham for the first time.


I’ve got a feeling that sometime later on he took me out for steak at an Angus Steak House. I was pretty impressed that he could afford to go to an Angus Steak House, but I don’t really remember what we talked about. That was when we were doing The Frost Reports.


GRAHAM CHAPMAN


I first saw Graham on stage with John in Cambridge Circus and I remember thinking John was wonderful, but being even more intrigued by Graham. You could see exactly where John was coming from as soon as he walked on the stage. You could see he was very, very funny and accomplished. I could also see where Tim Brooke-Taylor was coming from, and where Bill Oddie was coming from, but Graham came on the stage and you had no idea what he was doing there. Graham was like a mystery. A wonderful mystery. Why was he funny? Was he funny? What on earth was he doing on a stage? I think my favourite comedy is like poetry in a way. Browning said a metaphor is if you take two completely disparate ideas and you put them together and instead of getting a third idea you get a star. And that is what humour can be – you get ideas together and you make not a star but a laugh. It’s especially good if you also can’t really see why the ideas have been brought together. Like ‘The Spanish Inquisition’, when Mike read that out to me the first time I just thought, ‘How did he get to that?’ It was like that with Graham. One always thought, ‘How on earth …?’


I remember having lunch with Graham once and having nothing to say really. That was always my feeling with Graham. He was on a different planet, a wonderful mystery, Graham in his own world.


ERIC IDLE


I first saw Eric on stage in Edinburgh doing a revue in what must have been my third year. We were doing the Oxford Revue and we went to see the Cambridge Revue. I may have seen him the year before, but I just remember seeing this very beautiful young man on stage, with very blue eyes. Then we did a show together, Cambridge and Oxford, called Rejects Night. It was an extra show we put on after our proper revue, which we didn’t charge for. We had a big dustbin on the stage and we all sat round and got up and read out sketches that we hadn’t finished or had rejected for some reason. We read them as long as they got laughs and when they stopped we just crumpled them up and threw them into the dustbin. I didn’t meet Eric again until Humphrey Barclay rang me up and said, ‘Would you be interested in doing a children’s show with Eric Idle?’ and I said, ‘Well, if my friend Mike can come along as well,’ and so that was Do Not Adjust Your Set.


We never really met on The Frost Report, but I was aware of Eric producing many more one-liners and funny stuff for the CDM – the ‘Continuing Developing Monologue’.


TERRY GILLIAM


Terry G arrived on the scene when we were doing Do Not Adjust Your Set. Here was this American guy, and there was this strange coat he wore. I can’t even remember what it was like now. He started hanging around at script meetings. I thought Eric had brought him along at first, but it must have been the producer, Humphrey Barclay. I just remember him coming along and being very full of ideas and not quite following what he was saying – and being slightly alarmed by his enthusiasm and thinking, ‘We’re trying to get everything absolutely right, we’re trying to control everything and here’s somebody else tearing it off into a different direction.’


Eric was much more open to this than Mike and I were. In those days I was very guarded about everything, because I was so aware of things getting diluted and taken off in the wrong direction; it was such a fight to get anything onto the screen in the way that we’d imagined it, everything was a fight. There were so many things that we’d done which I hated on screen, things that Mike and I had written that got altered. That defensiveness came from finding it hard to get our own stuff together and then feeling somebody else is going to then take off in a chariot in a totally different direction.





MICHAEL PALIN blows the gaff on the pythons



TERRY JONES


The first time I saw Terry Jones was on a poster. There was a play on at Oxford called Professor Taranne, and there was Terry in his coat with a fag hanging out of his mouth, crouched in a corner looking generally rather strange and alienated. It was probably the end of my first year, the beginning of my second year, so it would be ’62 or ’63. And then, as you do, you kind of notice people around in the streets and I probably bumped into Terry or saw him wandering around. He was doing some acting then, quite serious acting, and he was a year ahead of me. I suppose you always feel that people above you are their own sort of stars in the university and there was a star status thing in the theatre at Oxford. I might well have seen him on stage next. It must have been ’63 when he and I and one or two others got together to rewrite a sketch for the Oxford University end of summer revue. There was an idea around which had come from a guy called Chris Braden, who was the son of Bernard Braden and Barbara Kelly, and he was producing this revue and it was called Loitering with Intent because it was staged in a tent. And there was this idea that Braden had come up with which was the analysis of a slapstick joke done in a very po-faced, professorial, undergraduate seminar-ish sort of way, and Terry, myself and a guy called Robert Hewison, who was a big mate of mine at Oxford, got together to write a script to go with this, something for the lecturer to say. And that actually became the ‘Custard Pie’ sketch which we used to do on charity shows with Graham Chapman as the lecturer. So that’s the first time I met Terry. That would have been the summer of ’63.


He was quite a charismatic character really. He was small and dark, and he had quite a striking face, someone you noticed. To start with I thought of him as a slightly intense, thespian sort of character – be wary. But of course as soon as I met him and started talking to him I realised that Terry was very funny and friendly and generally very easy to get on with, so we became friends fairly quickly. When someone is a year ahead of you they have a slightly different set of friends and all that and so I wouldn’t say we became close friends straight away. But then a year later we did a revue in which we both acted and performed in Edinburgh. That was the time when we became very strong friends. There was definitely an original talent there – I wasn’t sure what it was … Terry seemed to have his own integrity and his own little world which he carried around with him and there was no one really quite like him. He was also designing the covers of Isis magazine at the time and he actually introduced me to the wonderful world of Letraset.


JOHN CLEESE


I was aware of John before I met him. He had quite a reputation at Cambridge from revue. Although I never saw him performing in the Cambridge Revue, I had written a sketch about an RAF briefing about a bombing raid, one of those things we inherited from all the war books that we read. We were still writing war sketches amazingly enough, and apparently someone said that a man called John Cleese at Cambridge was doing exactly the same kind of material and exactly the same sketch about an RAF briefing almost with the same jokes in. Of course we hadn’t colluded at all, it was just coincidence. So that’s when I heard about John. Then I heard Terry Jones had seen John doing some sketch about a man who watched stones, and Terry said it was one of the funniest things he’d ever seen. Just brilliant. So I was building up in my mind quite an image of this ace performer who was very special and I eventually met him in 1966 at one of The Frost Report recordings.


I don’t think John ever came to the script sessions where I first met a lot of people like Barry Took, Marty Feldman, Dick Vosburgh and David Nobbs. All these people would turn up for the writing sessions, in which I was a very junior partner. But John, because he was also a performer in the series, either didn’t have time or didn’t really want to turn up to script sessions. He and Graham wrote their things quite separately, although Graham occasionally came along. So I met John not at a script session, but at one of the recordings. I can’t remember our first words, probably ‘Shut up’ on his part or ‘What? Don’t bother me now.’


GRAHAM CHAPMAN


I met Graham around the same time as I met John. Generally we considered ourselves somewhat inferior because we hadn’t been on a tour of New Zealand and they had, and the Footlights were much better organised than the Oxford Revue was anyway. But I must have met Graham round about the same time.


It was after he had had this legendary event where apparently he had told people that he had met David Sherlock, they were going to live together and he was in love with him or whatever. I really didn’t know him that well at all and certainly wouldn’t have been invited to an event like that. But I remember hearing about that and hearing about Graham announcing his homosexuality to the world. And they were all a bit amazed, not least his fiancée, who happened to be invited to the party as well.


ERIC IDLE


Eric has always been a very gregarious character, as long as I’ve known him. He was always very popular with loads of friends around him. I first met him at the Edinburgh Festival in 1965. He was doing the Cambridge Revue. I think he may have been directing the Cambridge Revue and I was directing the Oxford Revue. I met up with him there and spent a bit of time with him and had a drink.


There was some rivalry of course, but both Oxford and Cambridge tended to get pretty good audiences. There was quite a tradition of going to university revues and the one in ’64 – the first one I went to with Terry Jones and Doug Fisher – that did really well. It was incredibly successful and got wonderful reviews, so then one didn’t worry too much about the competition. You would be aware of other people’s audience levels and also who had been asked to do a bit on the BBC’s Edinburgh Fringe programme, where they came up and filmed some of the acts. And who had been visited by David Frost and who hadn’t.


TERRY GILLIAM


I met Terry for the first time at Rediffusion Television when Humphrey Barclay said they had somebody who John Cleese had recommended who was a cartoonist and could we see him. He was a wacky American and the last thing we needed was a wacky American. I think he was just someone to meet, and see how you got on. I don’t think he’d done anything at that time. We were all just meeting up and there he was in his great big, long coat. A huge long coat. An amazing coat.


Terry was very lively and vivacious, or at least his girlfriend was anyway, and I was quite impressed by him. I remember thinking this was a little touch of American chutzpah in this grey world of the Rediffusion bar and I remember feeling just ever so slightly threatened. There was enough of us doing the show anyway, we had this nice little thing sorted out between us – Eric, Terry and myself writing it – we didn’t really want anybody else with bright ideas. But of course then we saw the first animations he started doing and that was the thing that did it.





ERIC IDLE bares his soul about the rest



JOHN CLEESE


I first saw John at the Pembroke Smoker in January or February ’63. I had arrived in late ’62, and I had done a play for the Pembroke Players. And then they did Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle. I did a parody of it and sent them all up and people said, ‘Oh you must audition for the Smoker.’ And I said, ‘What’s the Smoker?’ It was this Pembroke Smoking Concert. I had no idea what it was and so I went along in early January and auditioned for Tim Brooke-Taylor and Bill Oddie with these two other people that I’d been doing the sketches with. I passed the audition and I was in the Smoker.


And on one of the nights I did one of the sketches John had written before, a thing called ‘BBC BC’ in which Bill Oddie read the news: ‘Good evening, here beginneth the news. It has come to pass that …’ And I did the weather forecast: ‘Over the whole of Egypt, plague followed by floods, followed by frogs, and then death of all the firstborn – sorry about that Egypt.’


So I did that piece and then I met John, this sort of gangly, lanky person. John had always dined in Pembroke; in fact people thought he was in Pembroke but he wasn’t, he was at Downing college, but he always dined in Pembroke because he preferred the company of people there. He was friends with Tim Brooke-Taylor and they were all Footlights. But there was only one person you looked at on stage and that was John. He never admitted to being funny for a second. You had no sense that he knew he was being funny. It was just so controlled that it was brilliant, and it was just head and shoulders above everybody else, he was remarkable. And he remained like that. When he went into the Frost show I think he was like that too. He had an extraordinary maturity of performance, very, very controlled and powerful. But he was older than everybody. John was like two years adrift.



GRAHAM CHAPMAN



Graham had gone down when I was at Cambridge. That year’s revue was pretty spectacular, it was very funny, A Clump of Plinths. I met him because he took over from either Chris Stuart-Clarke or Anthony Buffery, when it went to London, where it ran for a bit, then Graham came in. He did his wrestling thing. Anthony Buffery was hilarious, probably the funniest man at Cambridge, certainly the most improvisational and spontaneous. He was hilariously loony, but he did research into chimp’s brains and was doing psychological research, so he had to go back and do that. Graham replaced him. So I only vaguely met him around that time, this pipe-smoking, very quiet man; I certainly knew him well by the time I went to perform the show in Edinburgh that year. Graham was weird, there was no question he was on his own planet, very, very quiet, wouldn’t say very much.


TERRY JONES


I first met Terry Jones at the Edinburgh Festival in 1963 when I was doing the Cambridge Revue. Footlights ’63 it was called, interestingly enough, but it was the material from A Clump of Plinths. Terry was doing the rival Oxford Revue and they always had a night where you could go to their show. I think we clashed most nights because we were both doing the late night revue slot, but they had this one night where they did a sort of out-takes night, where you could go along and see the end of their show and then they would do material which they’d discarded and they would then read out. It was hilarious actually and some of it was really good, and then they’d discuss it. It was as close as Oxford and Cambridge ever got to improvisation. But Terry was a stand-out, although Doug Fisher and some other very funny people were in that show. I’m not sure, but I think we might even have said hello that night. We met because we were the Cambridge lot and they were the Oxford lot.


MICHAEL PALIN


Palin I met a year later at Footlights ’64, aptly named, where Michael was in the Oxford show and we went along to the same out-takes night. But I’d also seen his show that year and there was a wonderful piece that Michael did, I don’t know what it was called, but it was about a performer. He’s on stage and there’s a big box with coloured wrapping paper, a present on the stage. He’s doing this dreadful performance about ‘I love everybody’, and then he says ‘I just have to open the box’, and he opens this box labelled ‘To Mikey, with love from the audience’, and it’s just about how touched he is, and how wonderful and how loving and how deeply thrilled he is that the audience has given him a present. And of course it explodes and leaves him in tatters. I just remember Michael was hilarious, he was really, really funny, and Terry was also in that show.


I had directed the Edinburgh show that year, and I put it all in a box. So it was the year of the box. When people came into the theatre, there was a crate on stage and it opened and we came out and that became the set.


TERRY GILLIAM


Gilliam came to us when we were doing Do Not Adjust Your Set. I think we were down at Teddington, and he just appeared. Humphrey Barclay introduced him and he had some drawings and sketches that he’d done. Humphrey was a cartoonist, too, a very good cartoonist, and Gilliam appeared either under a lunch or a bar circumstance, and he had this fantastic coat, this Afghan coat. It was love at first sight. I fell in love with the coat immediately and I liked him. I took to him instantly, and for some reason I supported his wanting to join us, because we hadn’t let anybody else be in our gang. We wouldn’t even let the other guys write material in Do Not Adjust Your Set. It was just Mike, me and Terry, we wrote it all. So I must have been really taken by him because I remember Mike and Terry didn’t want him to have anything to do with it. He’d written some not very good sketches, but for some reason I said he should join us. I was really impressed by him. I don’t know how or why, I can’t explain, except it must have been right. I overruled their objections and talked them into going with him and so that’s how he became involved.


Then both he and I were co-opted onto this Frank Muir show, We Have Ways of Making You Laugh, where he had to sit around and do cartoons of people. He did drawings and I wrote some sketches.





JOHN CLEESE talks about himself in relation to the others



GRAHAM CHAPMAN


Chapman I met at an audition for the Footlights my first year at Cambridge. To my astonishment I had been asked to sing, which I was incapable of doing, and also to do a little dance thing. I was kind of bewildered and I knew that I wasn’t any good and met Chapman there. We started talking before we auditioned and we went off afterwards to a café and had something to eat. It’s very strange but I remember that my reaction to Chapman then was quite a strong feeling of disliking him. It was an absolute gut feeling that I was not able to identify at all. Just a feeling of really not liking him. Then I don’t think I saw Chapman again until the beginning of the next academic year, which was my second year and his third. And for reasons that I cannot remember we immediately fell into writing together, the sense of dislike just evaporated and we spent a lot of time that year sitting together, usually in my room, writing stuff, a fair amount of which made it into the Footlights Revue of that year. He and I were in that show, directed by Trevor Nunn. At the end of that he went on down to London to move on to the next step of being a doctor and started to do a cabaret act with Tony Hendra. He would earn a little money like that and I didn’t see much of him then for a year.


ERIC IDLE


I first met Eric at a Pembroke Smoker and saw him perform in that, because at Cambridge we only overlapped one year. My last year was his first. I vaguely remember there were several good people in the Pembroke Smoker and I went along because I spent a lot of time at Pembroke; there were people like Chris Stuart-Clarke, Tim Brooke-Taylor and Bill Oddie in the show.


I had co-written a piece with Bill Oddie called ‘BBC BC’ which Eric did that night. I remember seeing this very good guy who came on and did the sketch very well. I thought he was rather promising, and I chatted to him briefly afterwards. When the 1963 Footlights were taken to the West End it meant that we were not able to go up to Edinburgh, which we had already undertaken to do as part of the Cambridge drama and light entertainment foray every year. Eric went up to Edinburgh and performed in the revue and did several of the bits that I was doing in the West End. Then I lived in London for about nine months, went off to New Zealand, New York, rattled about America, and so two years later I saw him round the script table at The Frost Report. He was a fairly familiar face, although he and I didn’t spend a great deal of time together socially. He would usually write these highly verbal monologues, a little bit like a lot of the stuff he wrote for Python. Back then he usually wrote them for Ronnie Barker.


TERRY GILLIAM


Gilliam hunted me down in New York. He saw me in Cambridge Circus when it was on Broadway. We were there for three weeks, and he had this story that his magazine, Help, did in the style that the Italians called fumetti, and he wanted me to do the story because he liked the faces that I pulled. High compliment for an aspiring actor. So he got in touch with me and I remember having an entertaining two-day shoot with him and meeting this guy, Harvey Kurtzman, at the offices of Help magazine. Terry and I maintained very faint contact after that, but my main recollection is that he came to London and contacted me while I was rehearsing with Marty Feldman, Aimi MacDonald, Graham and Tim in The 1948 Show. He came to a restaurant at the bottom of Kingsway right opposite the old Rediffusion building and we had lunch together. I thought of him more as a magazine man, but he was very keen to try and break out of the magazine world so I put him in touch with Humphrey Barclay, who was producing a show at that time called We Have Ways of Making You Laugh, and he started doing cartoons for that. And then, one day, Dick Vosburgh taped some of Jimmy Young’s ‘inanities’, by which I mean Jimmy had said various inane things, and Dick had cut them all together, and they agreed it was terribly funny but they didn’t have anything to illustrate it. So Terry got the Jimmy Young pictures and just did the mouth opening and closing; that was I think his first animation.


TERRY JONES


The first memory I have of Terry is when I was working for BBC Light Entertainment. I remember having lunch with him in the canteen at the Aeolian Hall in New Bond Street. I had taken the job at the BBC after the ending of Cambridge Circus and before we went off to New Zealand.


I have no idea why we were having lunch! I just remember sitting in the canteen. I have one of those mental photos and a vague sense of not quite knowing what he was talking about but nevertheless disagreeing with what he was saying! I have no idea what the content was. I had been in the Footlights show and he had been in the Oxford Revue, although I don’t recall ever seeing him perform until Do Not Adjust Your Set.


And then we met again when he was sitting round the writers’ table for The Frost Report. Mike and Terry always used to write the little visual piece that we shot on the Tuesday, I think it was. So that’s when I next remember seeing him.


MICHAEL PALIN


The odd thing is I don’t have a first memory of Michael, by which I mean the first time I was really aware of him was when he was sitting round a table at the script meetings we used to have for The Frost Report.


There were two things about Michael: one, he and Terry most weeks used to produce a sketch that would need to be filmed. We would usually have a read-through on the Saturday and we would usually be filming the film sketch on the Tuesday. It would be cut together, and then the show was recorded on a Thursday. So that was what they were contributing. And two, my other main memory of Mike was that he had to leave the script meeting early one Saturday in 1966 because he was going off to marry Helen. Isn’t that strange? He came to the meeting first and had to leave early. I can’t have really known him at that stage because obviously I would have been invited to the wedding. I didn’t know either him or Terry that well; they were part of a group around the table.





GRAHAM CHAPMAN speaks from beyond the void



JOHN CLEESE


John Cleese and I met at Cambridge University while we were both auditioning for a club called the Footlights Club, which was a kind of revue society.


I, at the age of seven or eight, used to be an avid listener to a radio programme called The Goon Show, and at that age I wanted to be a Goon, but that didn’t seem to be a very creditable career, certainly to my parents, I didn’t even dare mention it. But then later on, around about the age of fourteen, I saw an excerpt on television of a revue produced by the Cambridge Footlights and that had in it a gentleman called Jonathan Miller and I thought, ‘That’s very good. That’s the university I’ll go to to read medicine.’ [The Footlights] explained that if one wanted to join, one had to be invited to audition. That seemed rather unattainable, so I joined the Mummers instead. Then I found another guy, called Anthony Branch, at my college who was reading Law and was a bit of a pianist. We teamed up and hit on the idea of holding our own Smoking Concert to which we invited the Footlights committee, and we also provided a lot of good claret. They came to our Smoker, which was quite a reasonable show, drank our claret, and thus we got our invitation to audition and were duly elected. But by then it was my second year. It was when I met John Cleese – he was auditioning at the same time. Afterwards we compared notes, went off to the Kenya coffee house, and that’s how the two of us came to work together. We wrote two or three sketches for Smokers that year.1


ERIC IDLE


Then along came Eric Idle about a year after us, so three of us knew each other from Cambridge.2



TERRY JONES



I remember thinking, ‘Why does Terry Jones laugh so much?’ They couldn’t read out their material without laughing all the time. We weren’t like that. What was interesting was that out of the twenty or so writers on The Frost Report the most prolific ones came together – Michael and Terry used to be very good at writing the bits of film that were used, Eric Idle was excellent at oneliners, and John and I used to go for a more verbal style of comedy – we realised that we all had something different to offer, and Barry Took brought us together with the idea of doing a series. Terry Gilliam I didn’t know, but John did, and I think that he was responsible for bringing him into the group.2


TERRY GILLIAM


When Barry Took hit on the idea of putting us all together, it was fine by us – although at that stage, I knew nothing about Terry Gilliam at all. I’d seen him a couple of times on Do Not Adjust Your Set, and that was about it – a shadowy figure!3


We always used to rib Terry Gilliam somewhat because of his paucity of English language. John Cleese used to say his language use was limited, so things were either ‘Great’ or they ‘really pissed him off ’. Not many shades of meaning in between there. I do remember on one occasion we were touring Canada and we were flying over Lake Superior and Terry looked down at Lake Superior and turned round to the rest of us and said ‘Hey you guys – a whole bunch of water’ which I didn’t feel adequately summed up the lake.


He had noticed John Cleese when both John and I were in a revue in New York called Cambridge Circus and he was working for some cartoon magazine at the time and he wanted the archetypal English city gent – pin-striped trousers, bowler hat, rolled umbrella kind of person – to have in a photo-montage cartoon of a city gent who has an affair with a Barbie doll. So there are some rather nice pictures in existence of John Cleese doing naughty things with a Barbie doll.2



MICHAEL PALIN



Michael Palin and Terry Jones were at Oxford at roughly the same time and we all met up for the very first time at the Fringe of the Edinburgh Festival. Thereafter we began working on a television programme for a gentleman named David Frost. A very modest gentleman who had a programme called The Frost Report, and I remember at the end of the programme the credits read ‘Starring David Frost’ in big letters, ‘written by David Frost’ in big letters. And then thirty other names just flew by the cameras – and we were amongst those thirty other names. By the end of that series, the five of us all realised that we were actually consistently responsible for the better material in the programme – modest lot that we were!2





TERRY GILLIAM pisses on the pythons



JOHN CLEESE


In 1964 Help magazine were looking for actors who would work for $15 a day to appear in these fumetti strips, which would help the magazine. My roommates and I had written one based on a man who falls in love with his daughter’s Barbie doll and basically has some kind of unnatural relationship with it. Cambridge Circus was in New York, following on the footsteps of Beyond the Fringe, but they hadn’t been a success and they were now down in a place called Village Square, a little theatre in Washington Square in Greenwich Village. I went down and they were all performing: John, Graham Chapman, Bill Oddie, David Hatch, Jean Hart, Tim Brooke-Taylor, Jo Kendall … There they were and John, as usual, stood out from the crowd and so I got him to appear in this magazine story. I stayed after the end of the show and I said: ‘Hello, I’m the editor of a magazine. We do these little stories, we’d love to have you in one.’ Simple as that, and so next week John’s out on commuter train platforms, posing for our camera. I remember riding on the subway with him in New York and he used to do these weird things where suddenly his arm would float up above his head, just to see what people would do. He was performing publicly then. He was in many ways, I think, bolder then than when he became well known, because he was behaving strangely on subways just to see people’s reactions, which he would never do now.


And so we became friends. Then I went off hitchhiking around Europe, he disappeared to work for Newsweek and we lost touch with each other completely until I arrived in England in ’67. I was still working in magazines and I contacted him when he was doing The Frost Report. There he was doing the ‘I’m upper class, I’m middle class, I’m working class’ sketch and I was able to contact him, so I must have kept a telephone number or something somewhere along the line. I have no memory of contact during the intervening years. That led to me getting him to give me some names of television producers in the hope that I could get out of magazine work and cartooning and could enter television. One of them was Humphrey Barclay who was producing Do Not Adjust Your Set, and after three months of my trying to nail Humphrey down he finally made the mistake of picking up his own phone rather than have his secretary answer it and he allowed me to come and see him. I brought my portfolio of drawings and sketches, and some written things; being an amateur cartoonist, he really liked my cartoons and bought a couple of written sketches to impose upon the others in Do Not Adjust Your Set.


GRAHAM CHAPMAN


I first saw Graham back in New York, in Cambridge Circus, but I didn’t meet him then. I was in my typical monomaniacal approach to things, there was only one person in Cambridge Circus that counted, and that was John because he was the one we needed for this thing. And so then there was Graham somewhere, and I really don’t remember the moment that Graham and I collided. That was the great thing about Graham, there was a sort of fluidity, he just floated in, he floated out, and so you could have met him anywhere at any time. Maybe I never met him! Maybe that’s what happened. I never really felt I’d met Graham.


ERIC IDLE, MICHAEL PALIN & TERRY JONES


The first time I met them was at Teddington studios. I remember walking into the bar after a recording of Do Not Adjust Your Set, and Eric was immediately friendly and nice, the first person I bumped into. There were these other two crouching back in a booth being unfriendly and they were Mike and Terry and that was the beginning of a wonderful relationship.


They were ultimately friendly enough but I really felt it was clear that they were quite territorial and there was this interloper in the big sheepskin coat that everybody talks about. I’d bought this coat in Turkey when I was hitchhiking around and it was fantastic, and I’d painted it. That was probably the thing. I’d done some work on it. This coat attracted Eric immediately because he knew he was seeing some major interesting person and the others were threatened by it, so there you go. But what’s so funny is that in the end Mike, Terry and I became the closest of the group.


Eric was very good, because after that series of Do Not Adjust Your Set Humphrey Barclay put together We Have Ways of Making You Laugh with Frank Muir, and Eric was on that; I was on that doing caricatures and Eric was great. He was the first to spot real talent and that’s why I’ve always been impressed with Eric. I don’t think it was until the second series of Do Not Adjust Your Set that I got to know Mike and Terry. And it was Eric’s idea that I do an animation for it, like the stuff I did on We Have Ways of Making You Laugh, so that was really good work.


By the second series, I was getting David Jason to do voices on cartoons because he was really good at voice work. I don’t even know the moment when I was accepted. Terry talks endlessly of the ‘Elephants’ cartoon as an early inspiration for Python, so that obviously sparked something. He realised I wasn’t just an interloper. And that’s what’s so funny, years later when Douglas Adams was helping Graham write, my attitude was like them: ‘Who is this interloper trying to worm his way into Python?’
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IN WHICH WE ARE BORN





ERIC IDLE



I was born on 29 March 1943 in Harton Hospital, South Shields. My mother was born in the same hospital, but not at the same time, interestingly enough.


I was a war baby. My earliest memories are of a Wellington bomber crashing in flames into the field beside my nursery school. ‘The pilot saw the kids and took the plane down,’ said the nurses. I remember being forced into a Mickey Mouse gas mask, instilling a lifelong fear of rubber masks and the eponymous rodent.


I remember Christmases with my mother weeping by the tinselled tree for my father. He had joined the RAF in 1941 and was a rear-gunner wireless-operator on Wellingtons and Lancasters with Transport Command. He served in several theatres of operations from India to the Bahamas and came through those dangerous war years unscathed. In December 1945 when the war was over, but before they had been demobbed, he was hitchhiking home to South Shields. It was Christmas time and the trains were jammed, and the troops were told to hitch because everyone stopped for servicemen in uniform. So he got a ride in a truck, sitting in the back with a lorry load of steel. Somewhere near Darlington a car cut in front of them, the lorry swerved and ran off the road, and my dad was crushed by the load. He died on 23 December in hospital with my mother by his bedside. I was two and a half. Christmas was always a bitter-sweet time in my childhood.


I remember the trauma of that moment was very, very strong. My mother disappeared for a while and went into a vast depression, and I was brought up by my gran in Manchester. She wasn’t really my grandmother, but my mother’s aunt and they lived in Swinton. Her husband, who I called Pop, took me to the circus in Belle Vue, Manchester, and it turned out that we were semi-royalty in circus circles because my great grandfather was Henry Bertrand, a famous ringmaster and circus manager in the 1880s and 1890s. I still have some of his notepaper, with his imposing picture in white tie and tails, announcing he is the manager of ‘Robey’s Flying Midgets’. It’s odd because only afterwards did I realise that I ended up in a circus too, and a flying one at that.


Anyway, we were very well treated and taken backstage to meet the terrifying clowns, who were respectful to him and friendly to me. Pop also took me to various Variety shows at the Manchester Hippodrome where I saw the young Morecambe and Wise, ‘Our Gracie’ (Gracie Fields), Rob Wilton, Jimmy Edwards, Arthur Askey, Norman Evans (a drag comic), the Crazy Gang and various other British comedians. The most extraordinary thing, though, for me were the nude tableaux vivants, with a stage full of beautiful girls all stark naked. This was the first time I ever saw a nude woman and suddenly there were twenty-five of them. It was called ‘A Scene From Winter’, snow fell and they posed with nothing on but discreetly placed drapery. The orchestra played, someone solemnly recited a daft little Hallmark card poem and the girls just sat there because they weren’t allowed to move. If they moved they were in big trouble. That was illegal. But if they didn’t it was apparently all right and everyone applauded as if it was art. I remember thinking ‘This is fucking great!’ and ever since then I have always been very fond of bare-assed girls. So that’s my background in show business: circuses, comedians and bare-assed women.


At the age of five my gran took me to see three films in one day. I’d never seen a movie before, so I became really hooked on cinema right away. She took me to Joan of Arc, The Glass Mountain and a Marx Brothers movie, one after the other. Overkill again! Twenty-five nude ladies all at once and then three movies in a day. We were a pre-television generation of course. The first time I saw television was the Coronation in 1953. My school brought in a tiny 8-inch black and white screen and we were forced to sit around for eight hours watching people walking up and down going ‘Vivat Regina!’ But they gave us lots of mugs and coronation toys and at least it was a day off school.


My mother was working as a nurse and a health visitor in Cheshire and she sent for me and I went to school for the first time in Wallasey, which is just across the Mersey from Liverpool. I was there for two years, and when I eventually met George Harrison, I had a very strong feeling that we had met before. I often wondered if we’d been lads together playing on the Red Noses at New Brighton, because that was a very popular outing from Liverpool and we were always playing with kids who came from the other side of the Mersey. Anyway, I guess I’ll never know.


I suppose it was difficult for my mother to cope with a growing son and a full-time job, and so at the age of seven she put me into a boarding school in Wolverhampton. It used to be called the Royal Orphanage, but it dropped the orphan bit just before I got there. However, we still called it the ‘Ophney’. Ironically, the orphanage business had received a shot in the arm from the War and I was at school with a lot of other kids who had also lost their fathers in the War, paid for by the RAF Benevolent Fund. I went there from the age of seven until I finally managed to escape at the age of nineteen to go to Cambridge. There was a junior school from seven till eleven and then came the dreaded senior school, which was bleakly Victorian. It was very grim at the time, and terrifying in retrospect. I still have nightmares that I’m back at the Ophney. It was a physically abusive, bullying, harsh environment for a kid to grow up in, a boarding school where nobody had any fathers. The terms were interminable, fourteen weeks with no emotional support. At the age of seven they seemed to last forever. I look at my daughter now – she’s twelve – and I couldn’t conceive of sending her away for that long without a cuddle, let alone at seven; how you can do that to seven-year-olds? I have no idea.


At home we had a plaque on the wall thanking my father for making the supreme sacrifice for king and country and it was signed by George VI, so I grew up blaming the king for killing my father. I think my mother got something like £76 for the accident that deprived him of his life and she had a little RAF widow’s pension, which of course was taxed, on top of her meagre earnings as a health visitor.


My mother always had problems with communicating and I remember the first day she took me to school she simply disappeared. She didn’t say goodbye, she just took off, and later on she said: ‘Well, I didn’t want to cause a fuss. You were happily playing, so I thought I’d just slip away and avoid a scene.’ I had no idea I was going to be left. I was just dumped. One or two abandonment issues there you can see …


I was fairly funny at school and I think it’s one of the ways for little guys to avoid bullying. The interesting thing about the school was that it was founded, believe it or not, by a man called John Leese. And the school hymn went ‘Honour to John Leese, our founder, builder he in bygone days’. How weird is that? Plus, there was a very tall, bullying figure in our class, who used to steal my prep and copy it. It all makes sense now!


I got used to dealing with groups of boys and getting on with life in unpleasant circumstances and being smart, funny and subversive at the expense of authority. Perfect training for Python. The senior school was very rough when I got there at the age of eleven. Beatings were common. The masters could beat you with canes. The older boys, the prefects, were allowed to whack you with slippers. There was a dormitory 100 yards long which they would patrol at night, and if they heard anybody talking and nobody owned up, everybody had to get out of bed and bend over the end of their beds. They’d go down the line and whack the whole dormitory. And it was fucking freezing. It was a very grim, Midlands orphanage. I was cold until I was nineteen.


What was good was that we organised our own night life. There was a girls’ school under the same roof that they never acknowledged was there. You’d only see the girls in chapel – church was compulsory twice on Sundays – and the girls would be on their side of the chapel and we’d try and slip messages to them. There was a terrible old indoor swimming pool which was full of reeky green water, and we had a system where if you put your name down after prep you’d be woken at two in the morning and could creep silently downstairs to go swimming with the girls. We were very good at misbehaving, sneaking about at night after lights-out and climbing over the wall to buy beer from the off-licence. We called it Colditz, that was our model for the place. It was all about trying to escape. It was like a combination of the army and prison where you learned to adapt and to trust your peer group. Certainly by the last years in the senior school, we were a very highly organised criminal group. We never took a straight exam until O Level because we’d always steal the exam papers. The boys were very adept at picking locks or they’d unscrew the back of cupboards where teachers stored the exams. Then they’d write the answers overnight on stolen exam paper and smuggle these in under their jumpers and substitute them. It was only at O Level that I discovered that I was actually cleverer than most of the others, when a lot of the guys simply didn’t come back to school. They’d all failed. That was the first straight exam they’d ever taken.


At school I started performing by doing puppeteering with string marionettes, which involved writing sketches and doing funny voices, hiding in character and poking fun at the masters. We were a big hit and got huge laughs. I also saved up and bought a cheap guitar at the age of about twelve, because it was Elvis time. Elvis saved our lives. Early rock ’n’ roll was fabulous and we loved the Everly Brothers, Chuck Berry and Little Richard. We’d listen to Radio Luxembourg on transistor radios under the sheets at night. I became a bit of a folkie in a trio where I played harmonica with a banjo and a guitar, and we did all black music. We did Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, and all those Jim Crow sort of songs. It has always struck me as slightly odd that we identified with the black under-classes in the US, when you think that we were very white boys in an English boarding school, but their songs became our songs of protest too. Our feeling was of being repressed, and I guess the soul of it, the spirit of the music, was very close to what we felt. Then of course along came rock ’n’ roll which became the music of our generation. That and the Wolves were the saving grace. They made life worth living. Football and rock. Wolverhampton Wanderers were the first team to play in Europe and I’ll never forget the Molyneux football ground packed to the gills, with the huge crowd roaring and the floodlights brighter than day. Our sports master had some connection with the Wolves, so we’d always get their second-hand shirts, and he could get us into the stadium, so I saw some classic games, the very first European matches against Honved and Barcelona, Moscow Dynamo and Red Star of Belgrade. Here suddenly were these strange foreigners coming over playing our game, wearing tiny, shiny little shorts and super cool shirts, while the Wolves still wore baggy shorts and long sleeves and they looked really untrendy compared to these sleek, skilful foreigners. But Wolves were the top British team. They were the league leaders under Stan Cullis. They even won the Cup in my last year at school and the whole town went delirious.


At boarding school there was nothing else to do but work and after a certain age it became interesting. After sixteen when you’re doing A Level (I did history, geography and English literature), reading is your total escape. My gran gave me a typewriter when I was twelve, which was a fantastic gift, so I was always writing little stories. I recently came across a handwritten novel I’d done for my class at about that age called ‘The Mystery of the Missing Skull’. The skull was Boadicea’s. It’s probably an episode of Xena. I think I was always interested in words because in such a sterile environment you have to create your own entertainment, and explore your own brain. That becomes your escape, and rock ’n’ roll, football, reading and writing were mine. I was more well read than most teenagers because at boarding school there was nothing else to do in the evenings. I didn’t have a fucking youth! In the evenings we did prep, then cleaned the school. I did S Level. Nobody’s ever done S Level, because it’s above A Level and I once found somebody else who’d done it and we reckoned we were the only two people in England who ever did S Level!


The Goons were a radio show I heard only occasionally. I think we were always in prep when it was on. Mostly radio for me was The Billy Cotton Band Show, The Clitheroe Kid and awful things like that. My big comedy light bulb was Beyond the Fringe. In 1962 I stayed with a friend in London, and we could only get standing tickets for this revue at the Fortune Theatre. Just as well because I would never have stayed in a seat. I rolled around the wall screaming with laughter. I had never laughed so hard in my life. I had no idea you could be that funny, no idea you could laugh at the Prime Minister and the War and the Royal Family. Everything I secretly hated was being mocked and they were doing this so wittily. They were just so smart and dangerously funny. I immediately bought the album and I learned everything: Alan Bennett’s vicar monologue, Peter Cook’s Macmillan speech, Jonathan Miller’s whimsical monologue. It was a fucking amazing show and it changed my life. I wanted to be funny from then on.


At school we had a very soggy, muddy playing field and I wasn’t very good at football, so on a Thursday afternoon, instead of changing for compulsory games, I’d put on my school cap, march out the front door, go down town to Wolverhampton and watch a movie. I did this regularly every Thursday afternoon, for ages and ages, marching boldly past the headmaster’s study and nobody ever caught me, because if you’ve got your cap on and you’re walking through the front door, you’re clearly doing some school business, right? So, I learnt very early on that if you’re brazen, nobody questions you. If I’d been sneaking out I would probably have been caught. Well I finally was caught in my penultimate year. The headmaster sent for me and he said, ‘Did you enjoy the movie this afternoon?’ And I annoyed him by saying, ‘No, not very much sir, it wasn’t very good.’ I’d been spotted and reported for watching an X film under-age (actually Butterfield 8 with Elizabeth Taylor). I’d only been reported because it was an X film. So I was hauled up in front of the whole school next morning and denounced by the headmaster for this dreadful crime – Idle had been caught downtown going to an X movie! Well, I couldn’t have given myself a bigger advert, I was a fucking hero. They just loved me! I was publicly sent to the back of the hall, I was no longer a prefect and it was just like ‘Yes! Yes!’ Kids were slapping me on the back and giving me the thumbs up. I was just the biggest hero! It was brilliant. And then at the end of the year the headmaster left the school with a recommendation that I be made head boy. Odd really.


At the Ophney every Monday afternoon from the age of eleven we had to pretend we were in the army. Joining the CCF (the Combined Cadet Force) was compulsory. So, eleven years old and we’re on the fucking playground in army boots, marching up and down the square in itchy baggy uniforms, yelled at by professional drill sergeants. By the age of fourteen not only could I perform arms drill and shoot a .303 Lee Enfield rifle with reasonable accuracy, I could strip a Bren gun, blindfold. Then they’d drop us in the Welsh mountains in full gear and say ‘See you’, and six hours later if you were lucky you’d stagger into a military camp in North Wales, armed only with a compass and bit of cheese. Very useful little things to know in life. And certainly it prepared me for Python movies …


Since I was head boy (by default) the school insisted I must also be head of the CCF, which I didn’t want to be. At the end of military training they had made the mistake of sending us off on a Civil Defence Course which showed just exactly what happened when a nuclear bomb went off, and as a result I had become violently pacifist. During the Easter hols (1962) I went on the Aldermaston March, the annual CND anti-nuclear rally. We marched from Aldermaston in Hampshire to Hyde Park behind banners, singing protest songs, a distance of about 54 miles. We camped overnight in Reading and then marched proudly into town. My friend was at London University and we were very lefty and very committed; it was great. When I got back to school, the padre called me in and said, ‘You’re a hypocrite, Idle, you’re the head of the CCF and you went on the Aldermaston March.’ I said, ‘Well I resign,’ and he said, ‘You’re not allowed to resign.’ So at Parade I would just take the salute, turn the wrong way about to annoy the drill sergeants and slope off and read. I refused to go to Military Camp at the end of term. It was just a sort of ‘fuck you’ to the school because they couldn’t throw me out. I’d been accepted by Cambridge, I was on the Aldermaston March, I didn’t take any of their fucking CCF seriously. I was just off in my own world and that was reassuring, that was really good for me because I could finally say ‘Screw you’.





MICHAEL PALIN



I was born on 5 May 1943, on a quiet Wednesday, quarter to twelve in the morning, at 26 Whitworth Road, Sheffield.


One of my earliest memories is of rationing, which I suppose means I remember shortage. I don’t know if I knew why we were short, but I remember ration books with little coupons for butter, sugar and all sorts of things. I remember my mother actually allowing me to tear the coupon off and hand it to the lady in the shop. I wasn’t quite sure why one was doing this rather than just paying with money, but I suppose it would have been normal then. So my first memories are of a period of austerity and of going down to a place in Sheffield and having to queue up to get orange juice with my mum.


My parents rented a three-storey house in Sheffield and on the ground floor outside, overlooking the rockery and the little bit of lawn, was a covered, protected entrance to the cellar which was put there because of the war. That was to be our air-raid shelter and we used to play on that a lot. It was rather an odd sort of feature. It was a big concrete platform with a wall on either side, protecting the entrance down to the cellar. I remember not being quite sure why we had it, but there was some story of how it hadn’t always been there. And clearly, looking at it now, it would have been added on, I presume, in 1939 or 1940. And I also remember there were bar marks on the windows, like little scabs on the glass window, where it turned out bars had been erected in 1940/41/42 to stop the glass shattering.


So I was dimly aware that there had been some sort of crisis a few years before, but the bombing of Sheffield all took place in 1940 or 1941, so by the time I came into the world there weren’t any more bombing raids on Sheffield.


I certainly remember reading a lot of war books and war stories, not particularly encouraged by my parents, interestingly enough; it was just amongst the children at school – stories about war, torture and escape, which were current. That was the bulk of the inspiration for books that were around at that time. I remember reading The Cruel Sea, which was quite an event, I think, because it was the first anti-war book, which is why it had a certain celebrity which made it different from the others. I remember reading that in the Cadet edition – no swear words or naughties. I’ve always liked the Cadet edition idea, I’ve used it in various sketches – the Cadet edition of the Bible, etc. You could have a Wren’s edition, a Cadet edition or a Midshipman’s edition …


In the years after the war it was quite hard to find a book. The first hardback book I was ever given, when I was seven, was The Arabian Nights. My father gave it to me. Before that books were really quite a luxury.


My mother’s family are from Oxfordshire and my father’s from Norfolk, and on my mother’s side the family were kind of ‘gentry’, I suppose you’d call them. My father wasn’t gentry, but they were both clearly from the professional classes. My father was the son of a doctor and he’d been quite well educated at Shrewsbury school and then Cambridge. My mother was the daughter of the High Sheriff of Oxfordshire, and she’d been presented at court. You’d go to Buckingham Palace and be presented to the king or the queen, who’d come along and say hello, and then a big debutante ball would be given. It was a society thing, all about cementing social contacts, and it was expected to happen to you if you were from a certain background. She was part of that because my grandfather on my mother’s side was a big landowner in Oxfordshire. In fact he actually lived right on the borders of what became George Harrison’s house, Friar Park.


My parents got married and during the Depression, in the mid-1930s, they had to move where the work was. My father was an engineer and so that’s how they found themselves up in Yorkshire, because there was just more engineering work up there, first in Hull, where my sister was born, then in Leeds, then in this quite big house in Sheffield. They rented it from a man called Mr Bates who charged them very little. It was never a house that they owned and they always seemed to be very hard up, as I remember it.


I became very close friends with the boy who had come to live in the house next door to us, Graham Stuart-Harris. His family just seemed to have a little bit more than us. It was little, subtle things that showed me how relatively poor we were – next door there’d be a few more things in their fridge. They had a fridge for a start, which we didn’t have until 1952. And you were aware that certain people’s fathers had cars and we didn’t. Little things like that. So I think early on I realised that money was fairly tight, but it didn’t seem a lot different from anyone else at the time because there just wasn’t much around anyway.


At times during the rest of my early life there were moments when I was slightly embarrassed by the fact that my father would never turn any lights on in the house unless there was someone actually in that room. We lived in a pool of light round the fire, while the rest of the house remained completely dark. And he used to get very angry if my sister spent more than two and a half minutes on the telephone. I wasn’t absolutely certain if it was just my father being naturally like that or whether we really didn’t have the money. We did things, we went on holiday for two weeks in the year, which is what people did.


I remember, when I was at boarding school at Shrewsbury, feeling embarrassed that my parents had a rather small car, an A50 Austin Cambridge. Shameful to think of it now. There were a lot of big cars at Shrewsbury, Jaguars and all that. And I can remember then feeling aware that we had less than others, but I don’t think it worried me greatly. However, it did slightly affect my father’s view of life and he was rather misanthropic anyway, probably partly to do with a stammer he had, which was quite serious.


He couldn’t get sentences out, but we never analysed it really. I asked my mother why does he speak like that, and she said a maid jumped out on him, and that was the story – a maid! I don’t know what really went on there. Very interesting Freudian thing. It certainly must have affected him in his professional life. If you go into a room full of people to deliver a report and you actually can’t get the words out, we can all imagine how awful that must be, especially for him because of his education. Having been to public school and Cambridge, he was expected to go into management. He had worked for Izal, the toilet paper company, but as long as I can remember he worked for Edgar Allen Steelworks. He never got promoted and never got demoted as far as I can see. He was never made a director of the works. I vaguely remember that a younger man called Walter Head was made a director ahead of my father. My father liked Walter Head quite a lot, thought he was good, but there was a sort of a frisson when Walter was made a director, because it was all to do with status and all to do with a bit of money. Every little bit must have mattered. After he died I had to go through some of his papers, and I found out that when I was at Shrewsbury my school fees were half what he earned. That was how important it was for him to send me to a public school.


My mother, I think, had some private money as well. I can remember wishing that we had a bit more money, then my father would be a bit more relaxed and a little slower to get angry.


I wanted to be close to my father, I had the usual feelings towards him. He was my dad and I enjoyed it when we played cricket together or something like that. He took an interest in what I was doing, I suppose. I can’t remember year for year, but my general impression was that my mother was much more sympathetic and probably just more relaxed generally. She didn’t have to go out to work. She was there more. Most of the time I spent with my mother and in the end my mother was the one who was much more understanding and indulgent. My father was always kind of preoccupied. But I wanted to please him and I wanted him to be a good dad, like other people have good dads and all that.


I grew up in a fairly protected world, and I remember being very shocked at some age when I heard two people, not my own parents, having a public row. I was just so surprised. I thought that children did that, but we grew out of it. Grown-ups don’t do it.


My father was a bit difficult and there would always be quite a number of moments when it was very tense around the table and I could tell he was being a bit sharp with my mother, but I never felt that that was anything that was going to fracture the family. There were moments later on as I grew up when I remember saying to my mother, ‘Why don’t you divorce him?’ I had found this wonderful word ‘divorce’. Her response was ‘Don’t be so silly, dear. You get your nose out of that dictionary and go and plant the marigolds.’


Overall, though, I think I was happy in the sense that I liked my father when he was in a good mood and I wanted our general father–son relationship to work. I think I was aware that, because he had a stammer, people would laugh at it behind his back. I stood up for my father in situations like that. Well, I think I probably tried to.


When I was five years old, I went to Birkdale prep school. There were no kindergartens or nursery schools or anything like that, so Birkdale was my first school and I remained there until I was thirteen. It was a fairly short bus ride away from home, a long walk down the hill and up again at the end of the day, and a bus ride of a few stops. It took us half an hour/forty-five minutes to get there. It was in a big old Edwardian house in a pleasant leafy suburb of Sheffield.


I remember my first teacher was called Miss Forsdyke and I was very fond of her. I remember, as I suppose all of us do, when you’re left at the school on your first day, the door closing and it being very dark. Most of my childhood seems to have been in very dark rooms.


I have odd sorts of memories of the first two or three years at school. I even have early sexual memories of teachers that I fancied. I can only have been six or seven and there was one lady, who may still be around, called Miss Cadell, and she was known as ‘Bosoms Cadell’. ‘Bosom’ was a very naughty word for young boys at that time, very, very naughty, and it cropped up a lot in the Bible so there was a lot of giggling at that. There was another teacher called Miss Twyford, who had lovely, long blonde hair, golden hair. I remember her terribly well. She’d have been about twenty and there was something I did respond to – glamour and looks – at that age. It did me no harm.


One of my favourite things as a child was watching Laurel and Hardy and short films like that. We had no television, so that, as they say, was right out. I would go to the News Theatre in the centre of Sheffield and there’d always be a ‘B’ feature, which I usually hoped would be some slapstick comedy – it might have been Laurel and Hardy, the Three Stooges or Abbott and Costello. I think those were the things that I picked up on first of all. And Norman Wisdom. My father quite liked slapstick humour as well, so that was very much part of it. It’s interesting how your humour tastes are shaped a little bit by your parents. And, of course, school was a wonderful gallery of characters, emotions, bizarre situations and weird behaviour. I think that’s why one goes back so often to what people rather disparagingly dismiss as schoolboy humour, but I think if you can use humour and you have a sense of humour, that’s where it’s first honed and developed, at school. We had some extraordinary teachers. The headmaster himself was an extremely eccentric man, and sometimes the only way to deal with it would be to laugh, usually after he’d flown into one of his strange rages or whatever. Similarly, with a group in the playground, to be able to mimic the voice of one of the teachers, or the way he walked or his expression, was a great cachet. People liked that if you could do it at all well, and I could sort of echo people’s voices.


I probably wasn’t unique in doing that at my school, but there weren’t that many who were seen as the jokers. Others were sporty, or they’d be rather violent in gangs or whatever, whereas I was fairly easygoing and generally I suppose people would be attracted to me because I could make them laugh. I was never a gang member, but sometimes you had to go along with people you really disliked because you realised you might get beaten up if you didn’t. But I was happiest in the company of other boys with whom I could laugh and that was my release from this odd, batty world that I was part of.


I was quite keen on acting at that age and I’m not sure why. The chance to show off? Be someone else? I remember a production of A Christmas Carol I was in at school, because we had a sort of ‘method’ producer. He was called Mr Fisher and he would say things like, ‘Well Michael, when you go on stage I’m going to throw some water over your bonnet, to show that you’ve come in from the rain, it’ll be rather a nice effect.’ I was playing Martha Cratchit, and I had to sit through the meal with my bonnet dripping because my friend Graham, playing my mother, who was supposed to take it off couldn’t and practically throttled me.


But I liked that feeling of ‘Gosh, things are going out of control here’ and as school’s all about control, a certain sort of anarchic thrill was going through me that this shouldn’t have happened but it was quite enjoyable. And that’s when I fell off the stage onto the younger boys in the front row, killing two of them. That story’s slightly embellished. At least I think I fell off the stage during that performance, but there’s a lurking feeling in my mind that it might have happened to somebody else – a boy called Shaun Snow – but you know I certainly remember it as happening while I was with my back to the audience: either he or I fell off.


I can remember enjoying doing that and also being a little bit nervous. I don’t think I was ever really absolutely comfortable with the idea of doing a major acting role and I don’t know if I ever would have got the chance.


Later, I remember being cast as Chief Weasel in Toad of Toad Hall. It was going to be an outdoor performance but it was cancelled owing to rain and I have a little sneaking feeling that I was rather relieved.


I used to perform at home as well. My parents didn’t have many books but they had a beautiful leather-bound edition of Shakespeare. I loved the language and I loved the feel of the book with its delicate thin pages, so just occasionally in the evening I would stride around playing all the roles, reading it aloud to my mother. I didn’t always understand it, but it just felt like it demanded to be spoken out loud, which is interesting. My parsimonious father was a bell ringer at the local church and he often went out for bell-ringing practice; I quite liked that because that would be an evening in with just me and my mum and we could have a few more lights on, put a fourth bit of coal on the fire and have a bit of a laugh.


At that age I was very attracted by the prospects of foreign lands and different places. I loved looking at the National Geographic magazine and I was fascinated by Biggles stories that were set in the Gobi desert or the North Pole and so on.


My father was the one who introduced me to trains, because I think he was very keen on trains. I don’t think he was actually a trainspotter, but he would take me to high places above the Dore and Totley tunnel and watch the trains going in and out. Another Freudian moment – we would watch the trains going in and out of the tunnel!


Then I became a trainspotter because that was the sort of thing that people did at school. It was one of those little competitions. Some people collected cheese labels or cigarette cards; I collected cheese labels, cigarette cards and also went and collected train numbers. But there was something else about standing on a station which wasn’t just about collecting the engine numbers. To stand on the station platform and see an express pull in was terribly romantic. The Thames–Clyde Express used to come through and the fact that it had come from London and was going to the Clyde, which was in my imagination absolutely millions and millions of miles away, up in Glasgow, meant a lot to me. So I was very responsive to the romance of that idea of opening up worlds. My sister went to live in London when I was about ten or eleven, and when we would go and see her off at the station, I just wished I was on the train as well.


Another thing I used to do when I was around eleven or twelve years old was to cycle off round the outskirts of Sheffield, up the dry-stone-wall lanes and out onto the moors. It was lovely up there, very wild and very bleak and I used to go on these long bicycle rides without any problem. I would pretend I was a train. I’d be a certain express and I would stop at certain places and wait there for about three or four minutes, or whatever I’d observed trains waiting for. Then I’d get on my bicycle and go on a bit further, then we’d suddenly have to stop because there was some problem with a train ahead. So I’d end up at the imaginary equivalent of Preston or Carlisle or Shap summit, somewhere up in the moors, and I used to think that was great. I always had a keen imagination and I quite liked being on my own. Generally I was gregarious and my friend Graham and I spent an awful lot of time together. But I remember very occasionally I just wanted to go off and have a think myself and do things purely on my own, and they all tended to have a sort of getting-away-from-it, escape theme.


The missionaries who came to speak at our church represented another means of escape. I found a lot of church services fairly boring until the missionaries came along. They were different physical specimens. They were tanned and they didn’t look as though they had spent all their lives in the vicarage next door. I was rather impressed by their tales, which always involved suffering of one kind or another. They were either talking about people with appalling deformities and illnesses or they were talking about just how you would have to get from one village to another through a swamp, very often crocodile-infested, and then you’d be aware the man talking had no right hand or something like that. A missionary in church, gripping the side of the pulpit with a hook or whatever, that brightened up my little life.


I didn’t really start watching television much until we got our first set, a Kolstar Brandes New Queen, in 1957. Before that I went round to Graham Stuart-Harris’s house and watched television, which of course was another uncomfortable reminder that they were a family that had a television and we weren’t. I remember coming back from Graham’s at night and if I’d seen anything vaguely unnerving, like this series called Fabian of the Yard which had some quite nasty murder moments in it, then I’d have to come down his long drive in total darkness, then along the road and up the drive into our house. I probably could have run it in about thirty seconds, but I remember sometimes being absolutely terrified of what might be lurking in the dark driveways and racing up to my house, throwing open the front door and pushing myself in. When I left his house, I think my imagination took over and sort of created this vision that every shadow might conceal some dismembered limb, or nasty things lurking, and they were quite potent and strong, those fears that I was able to create for myself.


My father used to ration television. He hung a little cover over the screen which had to be lifted when we were going to turn the set on and only certain programmes were really allowed to be watched when he was around, whereas the Stuart-Harrises would just leave their set on for most of the evening. If there hadn’t been the warm haven at No. 28, with relaxed rules, younger parents and more creature comforts, I think my childhood would have lacked something very important.


At the age of thirteen I went to board at Shrewsbury. I was well prepared for it. My father, I knew from very early on, wanted me to go to the school he’d been to and unashamedly fed me all sorts of propaganda with books about the school: the fact that it was founded in 1552, it had a school crest and mottoes in Latin and generally it was one of the top schools in the country. I think that was just partly due to his own disappointment at how life had worked out since he’d been there during the Great War. I knew it was a boarding school. It didn’t particularly worry me.


I remember being very pleased that I got in. I got the exams and no one from my prep school had ever been to Shrewsbury before and all around the walls of the school hall they had crests of the various schools to which pupils had gone on to. Because I was the first to go to Shrewsbury, I had to get one of the crests and it was hung up there with great sort of ceremony and it looked rather good because it’s got lions round it and God knows what.


Anyway I arrived at school and it was pretty strange suddenly being there, the door closing again, I suppose like it did when I was five years old, but this time my parents were going off for three months, rather than six hours. I had a very, very understanding housemaster, who had a tremendous effect on my life. If you had a bad housemaster, you had a pretty awful time because the school was divided into eight to ten houses, about sixty or seventy boys in each and that’s where you lived. That’s where you came back to in the evening and that was where you ate and slept. Your whole social life was based on that. We had a real character, a man called R.H.J. Brooke. It’s a world of initials, public school, I know lots of boys purely by their initials. I know J.M.M. Sellers, I don’t know if you call him John or Jerry or whatever, but I know him as J.M.M. and he probably knows me as M.E. Palin. Anyway R.H.J. Brooke was our housemaster and a man with a very great sense of humour. I’d say he had a softish touch, I wouldn’t say he was an easy touch, but you knew you felt you could probably go to him if you got into any real trouble.


So I felt reasonably protected by him and in the first year I shared a study with a man called Geoffrey Fallows, a nice solid guy, and a J.M.M. Sellers, who was about two years ahead of me. I can remember sitting in the toilets once and hearing two of them having a pee, talking about me, ‘That new boy, Palin, he’s a bit mad, isn’t he?’ and the other one saying, ‘Yes, quite nicely mad though.’ It was the ‘mad’ bit that I quite liked. It was the first time I’d heard anyone discuss me in that way.


There was an air of aggression to some extent, a feeling of having to prove yourself all the time. For instance, you had to decide if you were going to row or play cricket and that was it. You couldn’t try both and then decide. One evening somebody came round and said, ‘Palin, are you going to be a rower or a cricketer?’ ‘Oh, um …’ ‘Are you good at cricket?’ ‘Not terribly.’ ‘Rowing then.’ So I was down as an oarsman. I spent the rest of the next four years being an oarsman and was never asked to play cricket.


National Service had finished a couple of years before, but we still had the cadet force where we wore uniforms and carried very old rifles around and drilled people. Actually I played one of those characters in The Meaning of Life, an RSM with a sash just like the red sash I had in the cadets. I did actually have to shout at people for a bit, I quite enjoyed that really. But it was all a bit of a charade.


One of the good things about school was that we used to have a field day where we would all pile off into the Welsh hills, which were nearby, and these terrible mock battles would be organised. I remember a wonderful one where we were supposed to be defending, and a farmer and his flock got between us and the attackers. We just blasted off, with an apoplectic master shouting, ‘Stop! Don’t shoot the sheep, don’t shoot the sheep.’


There was another time when I went away on a school camp, which was also disastrous, because I and about three or four others were chosen to be the infiltrators looking for an army base. But we were supposed to stay in certain map squares and not move out of those squares and the rest of the force would try and find us over a period of about a day. We found our place in the map reference, sat down in amongst some very thick bracken and were never found. We just sat there. One of the boys was called Rooker and had some cigarettes, which was great, so we spent the whole day smoking in this thick bracken. Very dimly in the distance you could hear some people searching for us. Then the weather got quite bad and so finally, feeling terribly pleased with ourselves, we made our way back to the camp, when it was getting dark around 8 or 9 o’clock. We expected to be greeted as heroes, having done a really good job of avoiding capture, but we got a terrible bollocking because the whole thing had been called off late in the afternoon because of the weather.


One of the most important things in my childhood was the advent of The Goon Show on the radio: Spike Milligan, Peter Sellers, Harry Secombe and Michael Bentine originally. They started in 1951 as The Crazy People. I picked up on the Goons in about 1954. It was very different from the comedy shows that I’d listened to with my parents. My father liked Take it from Here and Much Binding in the Marsh and we religiously had to listen to those over tea on Saturday or Sunday afternoon. That was very much part of family life. My father definitely had a sense of humour but The Goon Show was beyond him. It was something that I discovered and I used to just hope and pray that he wouldn’t come in when it was on. He came in once when Bluebottle was in full swing and was convinced there was something wrong with the radio.


I liked to listen to it on my own. People at school had told me about it originally. Then we’d go through it the next morning and relive it, as one would. There was nothing before that I felt I’d really discovered for myself. This was it and I used to think, ‘How do they do it?’ and ‘Just how do they create this wonderful world?’ I used to find it so funny because it broke the rules. A lot of it was just verbal and I did enjoy the funny voices, there’s always been something about funny voices which I’ve quite liked. Probably goes back to schoolmasters.


I’ve always felt that civilised behaviour was generally on a knifeedge. I can remember feeling that at school assemblies when someone would get up there and start talking. I can just remember thinking, ‘Gosh, if a man on a length of wire, stark naked suddenly swung across the stage, what would happen?’ ‘What would happen if I ran up there and stuffed a banana in his face?’ – something like that. I could almost do it. I don’t know if there’s a sort of syndrome for that. But I just felt these people are all playing a certain game, terribly sort of straight and focused, but only inches away from insanity. But the great thing about The Goon Show was that it was a glimpse of madness, which it probably literally was, because Spike made himself mentally ill just writing them. But there was that feeling, which was wonderful, that they saw behind this thin veneer of civilisation and pushed these characters to limits, which I just thought was exciting and revealing, not just funny but also imaginative and brilliant.


What’s special about them was that they broke rules. And most of the other shows, however funny they were, behaved in a certain way, conformed to certain prejudices, reflected the social order and conventions of my parents’ generation. Sketch shows were sketch shows and they just reflected the way the world was. During those years after the war everybody was just so relieved it was all over. And it was five or six years after that when the Goons came in and said, ‘Right, now let’s take it a little bit further.’ And then came Beyond the Fringe, for instance, the first programme to start putting in jokes about the Prime Minister. I wish in a way that I was able to go back in time and remind myself of what the taboos were, because they were terribly strong and affected our freedom of speech very powerfully. We live in a time now where there seem to be few taboos on anything.
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