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‘All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dreams with open eyes, to make it possible.’


T. E. LAWRENCE (Seven Pillars of Wisdom)


‘He was like Peter Pan, Captain Hook and Tinker Bell all in one.’


DIRECTOR ANTHONY HARVEY ON PETER O’TOOLE.







OPENING CREDITS


When I was a very young man, Peter O’Toole was a deity, he had the status of God. There was a different kind of celebrity then, than there is now. It was less defined by behaviour, by fist bumps and twerking as you leave the room. It was an international celebrity that included the greatest of artists, writers, philosophers, actors, royalty: Laurence Olivier, Kurt Vonnegut, Jackie Kennedy, Mick Jagger, Elizabeth Taylor, Princess Grace of Monaco, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Truman Capote. Squinting through the glare of this luminous world you could make out the dominant profile of Peter O’Toole. I was in awe of their world.


I remember asking my young bride, ‘What do you have to accomplish in life in order to know these people, to have a cup of coffee with Peter O’Toole?’ I’m telling you all this because I found out what. While we were making The Stunt Man, Peter and I became friends. We had coffee. And we talked a lot about the movies and about other things. I’m a pilot and Peter would go flying with me. I would give him the controls, and he loved to zoom down from the Santa Monica Mountains down into the city and out over Malibu. I’d occasionally meet his friends. I remember running into John Hurt in a coffee shop with Peter. It was the year Hurt won the BAFTA for Best Actor in The Elephant Man. Peter was teasing him mercilessly, guffawing loudly because John won the award for a picture where you never once saw his face. It was completely wrapped in a burlap sack. ‘You won for the soundtrack.’ John was happily sharing the joke.


On another occasion, I was having a meal with Peter and John Mills, who had won an Academy Award for his work in David Lean’s film Ryan’s Daughter. I was seeking advice from both of them as to whether the behaviour of Eli Cross as written in a certain scene in my film was too sinister. Mills gave me an example of David Lean’s behaviour. They are shooting. Mills is in a boat, in the surf. The boat capsizes. Mills is seriously drowning. He screams for help. The crew rush out to save him as David Lean screams, ‘Stop! You fucking idiots, don’t cross the fucking beach! You’ll make footprints in the sand! I’m shooting here!’ Eli Cross seemed suddenly more benevolent to me.


After the movie, Peter was visiting the States and living with us temporarily. On the morning when he and I were going to the Oscar ceremony – Peter was up for Best Actor and me for directing and writing – Peter staggered sleepily out of the guest house to poolside, rose to his full height and stature, and proclaimed at the top of his lungs, ‘Today, I am a movie star!’ Truth is, he was a movie star every day, but never at the expense of sacrificing a speck of his perfection as an artist.


Richard Rush – 2014




PROLOGUE


In January 2003 the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences announced their decision to bestow upon Peter O’Toole their Lifetime Achievement Oscar. Far from chuffed about it, he told them to get lost. Here was an actor who over the course of his career had received seven nominations for Best Actor without a single win, a record he shared with Richard Burton. ‘Can you believe it,’ says his Stunt Man co-star Steve Railsback. ‘He had all those nominations and not a single win! And some of the most brilliant performances we can ever see.’


They do say it’s an honour just to be nominated. Well, for O’Toole it wasn’t, not any more. ‘It’s a bore. I’m fed up. Second prize is no prize, thank you very much indeed.’ And that’s how he felt about this ‘honorary Oscar’ farrago. It sounded too much like a consolation prize and they could stick it. He didn’t exactly put it like that, instead declaring in a note to the Academy that he was ‘Still in the game and might win the lovely bugger outright.’ And so he asked, ‘Would the Academy please defer the honour until I am eighty?’


Somewhat affronted, the Academy’s board of directors replied, ‘We unanimously and enthusiastically voted you the honorary award because you’ve earned and deserved it.’ The show’s producer went further, branding O’Toole ‘silly’ for not attending the ceremony. Not half as silly as the Academy failing seven times to give the man a proper Oscar.


Some of those closest to O’Toole shared the Academy’s disbelief – how could he turn it down, no one had refused an honorary Oscar before. Others got it completely, it was behaviour perfectly in keeping with his rebellious spirit. The Academy weren’t giving up, though, and over the course of the next few weeks sent letters and made enquiries, until finally, perhaps fed up, delivered an ultimatum, that on such and such a date the offer would be withdrawn. ‘So in the end he changed his mind, somewhat at the last minute,’ says Johnnie Planco, who represented O’Toole in America. ‘He had talked to a lot of people, those whose opinions he respected, and they’d said, are you crazy not to do this! So he agreed to attend the ceremony and flew his son Lorcan and his daughter Kate out there. It was a special night.’


Of course, having left it so late all the best hotels in Los Angeles were booked solid and he ended up staying at the Le Montrose, a popular hangout for musicians just off the Sunset Strip, but not the sort of establishment normally reserved for a star of O’Toole’s standing.


The ceremony on 23 March was taking place under controversial circumstances. Just days earlier America had invaded Iraq and several actors had resigned from their roles as presenters citing safety concerns and respect for military families. Broadcaster ABC had even tried to postpone proceedings, but the show went on with thousands of anti-war protesters gathered outside the Kodak Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard. None of this seemed to affect O’Toole, who was taking everything in his stride. ‘He had the whole of the Oscar people both at rehearsal and on the night in the palm of his hand,’ confirms Planco. ‘Because he was always so calm. He wasn’t excited about, oh it’s the Oscars! He remained composed and calm the whole evening.’


There was one tricky moment when he was led into the hospitality room and sauntered over to the bar to ask for a drink. ‘We have lemon juice, apple juice, orange juice, or still or sparkling mineral water.’ O’Toole looked at the barman as if he was speaking a foreign language. ‘No, I want a drink.’ The barman shook his head. The Oscars enforced a strict no-alcohol policy. O’Toole’s face went ashen. ‘All right, I’m fucking off.’ Oscar officials managed to placate the star and a bottle of vodka was smuggled into the building.


To present the award the Academy had chosen Meryl Streep. The two actors hardly knew each other but their respect for one another’s talent was obvious to see. O’Toole later let slip that as they stood backstage waiting to go on Meryl was desperate for a cigarette. ‘I wanted a joint. In the end I just got the vodka going because she’s a game girl. Likes a drop. The trick at those Oscar awards is to stay sober, because the evening goes on for-ev-er.’


After an amusing and celebratory speech by Meryl, followed by a montage of film clips, O’Toole walked onto the stage to a standing ovation from the cream of Hollywood. For now all the refusals and denials and recriminations were forgotten. Holding the Oscar in his hand he accepted the honour with grace and class. ‘Always a bridesmaid, never a bride . . . my foot,’ he started. ‘I have my very own Oscar now to be with me till death us do part.’ Mind you, he still had every intention of winning ‘the lovely bugger outright’.




ONE


This book starts with a mystery. Just who was Peter O’Toole? Maybe even he didn’t know, or wasn’t telling. Previous biographies and the bulk of written material on the actor name his birth date as 2 August 1932, the place, Connemara, County Galway, in the Republic of Ireland. And that’s the conundrum. I gave up counting the number of people I interviewed for this book who rolled their eyes when I brought up his nationality – ‘He’s not Irish,’ they muttered, ‘I always thought he was born in Leeds.’


In O’Toole’s own memoir of his early days, Loitering with Intent, published in 1992, the matter of his birth is a rather fuzzy affair, as it names two separate dates and places, one in Ireland in June 1932, and another that August ‘at an accident hospital in England’. His baptism was in England in November of the same year, he writes. How can one person be born twice? you might think. Or did his parents simply forget when the event took place, or merely mislaid his birth certificate, leading to all this confusion? So what is the truth? All it took was one phone call to Leeds City Council births, deaths and marriages to uncover O’Toole’s birth certificate. The man who went through life proudly purporting to be an Irishman was in fact a Yorkshireman, born at the famous St James’s University Hospital, or Jimmy’s, in Leeds, 2 August 1932.


Does it really matter, though? Certainly to O’Toole it did not, he loved the idea of being Irish (he owned an Irish passport), and once he’d made that identification he wanted it to be very much central to his life. A little phoney perhaps. ‘He used his Irishness, like the good actor he was, to get attention,’ claims his close friend Billy Foyle, but it was also deeply romantic. The truth is it doesn’t really matter where you’re born, O’Toole’s father was Irish, which entitled him to full Irish citizenship. So fabricating some story that you’re born in Ireland, that’s a romance, just like wearing green socks, of varying shades, which he did every day of his life. So too a friend’s memory that on occasions O’Toole would lay on the Irish accent with a trowel, he’d talk about ‘filums’.


That O’Toole saw himself as more of an Irishman than an Englishman is irrefutable, it accounted for his passion, he liked to say, his intolerance of authority, his artistic inclinations, and of course his love of drinking. ‘He insisted on being Irish,’ says actor Michael Craig. ‘I think it gave him licence to behave the way he did.’ It was to an isolated cottage in Connemara that O’Toole would always retreat. It was his sanctuary. ‘I go to Ireland for a refit, just like a car.’


Much of this love for Ireland is tied up with his father, unquestionably the single most influential person in O’Toole’s life. Patrick was a real character and his son idolized him, swearing years later that he got his sense of style, showmanship, and sophistication from the man everyone called Captain. One can almost trace O’Toole’s love of performing and theatricality from those days watching his bookmaker dad, dressed all dandy on a stool shouting the odds; the stool was his stage, the racetrack his theatre, the punters his audience. ‘I thought as a boy, this is life lived in public! Life on display! It had an enormous effect on me.’


When he had money in his pocket Patrick drank and wasn’t averse to picking a scrap with a policeman when sauced. He was also feckless, a real rascal. One day Patrick sat his son up on the mantelpiece. ‘Jump, boy,’ he urged. ‘I’ll catch you. Trust me.’ When Peter jumped his father withdrew his arms leaving his son splattered on the hard stone floor. The lesson: ‘Never trust any bastard.’ One Christmas Eve, Patrick came home rather the worse for wear, with a tatty tree under his arm and assorted packages. An excited Peter, in his pyjamas, came running into the hallway asking if Father Christmas was on his way. Patrick chortled to himself, picked up a brown-paper bag and left the room. There was an almighty bang, a pause, then the reappearance of Patrick with the solemn message that Father Christmas had just shot himself.


Hailing from Irish stock, Patrick had served an apprenticeship as a metal plater and became a shipyard worker in Sunderland, where his mother ran a pair of second-hand furniture stores. On Saturday afternoons he was often to be found in the stands at Roker Park cheering on Sunderland AFC, a team he came to love and follow all his life. According to former broadcaster and friend Martin Bell, O’Toole once revealed that his father’s ashes were buried under the goal posts at Roker Park, ‘which is probably now a housing estate,’ says Bell, ‘because the team moved to the Stadium of Light.’ Was O’Toole having Bell on, or is there some truth to this claim? Never much of a football fan, his sports were cricket and rugby. When pressed, O’Toole did reveal his love for Sunderland, but gave up supporting the team after the move to the new stadium in the late nineties. ‘Everything they meant to me was when they were at Roker Park.’


Although the Captain was the apple of his mother’s eye, his refusal to go into the family business caused ripples of bitterness but his independent and adventurous nature could not countenance so mundane a livelihood. It’s why he jacked in his shipbuilding job too, going off instead to play football for a minor professional team. After that he became an itinerant bookie around the racecourses of Ireland and the north of England, an occupation that was illegal at the time. There are stories of him living for a while in Sunderland, on the fringes of the law, and being asked to leave the city by the police. ‘I’m not from the working class,’ O’Toole liked to say. ‘I’m from the criminal class.’


It was on a racecourse that Patrick met Constance Ferguson, a young nurse. She was enjoying a picnic with friends when Patrick just happened to walk by, got chatting and offered to put a bet on for them. The horse in question came in third and he returned holding their winnings. Constance was seen by many as quite a catch, with wavy black hair that framed attractive and delicate features. Putting on the charm, Patrick left a collection of phone numbers scrawled on bits of paper where she might at certain times reach him and over the next few months they met up, fell in love and married. O’Toole always considered his parents mismatched, but as different as they were they got along and remained steadfastly attached to each other for almost fifty years. Even when their circumstances drastically reduced and money was tight, they never lost their pride and decency or good humour.


Born in Scotland, Constance was raised by a succession of relatives after the deaths of her parents. Despite this tragedy, O’Toole always remembered his mother as a truly ‘joyful’ person who did more than anyone else to foster a love for literature by reading poetry and stories out loud to him, Dickens, Buchan, Galsworthy and Burns, awakening the imagination that is so vital in any child. ‘My mother was my literary conscience. Her knowledge of literature and language was tremendous. At five I was reciting Border ballads at the drop of a hat. She was my ear. Daddy was the persona.’


With work prospects bleak in his native Ireland, and now with a young child to support, a daughter called Patricia, Patrick moved permanently to England where, until his death in 1975, he lived a strange kind of self-imposed exile, never setting foot on Irish soil again. And yet he would never hear a bad word said against the place. The family settled into a small rented terraced house in the working-class area of Hunslet, Leeds, a slum of narrow back to back properties, ‘rabbit hutches’, O’Toole called them, with outside loos, cold-water taps and alleyways, all smelly and filthy black from factories, mills and chemical works spewing out their waste. It was said of the place that the crows flew backwards to keep the shit out of their eyes.


Hunslet had a large population of Irish expatriates, who jostled for space with other immigrants, resulting in the usual human intolerance. ‘The sheenies [a disparaging term for Jews] hated the micks, the micks hated the wops, the wops hated the sheenies,’ O’Toole related. ‘When you’re pressure-cooked into a Catholic slum upbringing, you don’t forget it very easily.’ And while it didn’t mentally scar him, it did turn him into a socialist (though he ended up sending his son to Harrow). The slum clearances of the late 1940s began too late for O’Toole. When he paid the place a visit in the early seventies it had all gone, been completely erased; not a brick from his childhood lay standing.


Despite the harshness of the area, there was a keen sense of humour amongst the inhabitants and great communal pride. Life was simple. The milkman delivered from a large churn on a cart. If you weren’t in, no problem, you just left a jug on the windowsill and it was full when you returned home. No one would think of stealing it. O’Toole found comfort in the closeness and kinship of his family. It was Constance who kept the household together. ‘My little mum fair tore into troublesome tasks and made them seem glad duties.’ For extra money she did cleaning jobs around the district.


There were warm memory-making weekend outings, like catching the tram to Roundhay Park, where the youngster spent hours in its enchanted woods or down by the lake, and excursions to the nearby market town of Otley to bathe in its outdoor swimming pool. He played football on Hunslet Moor and rugby in the streets with a loaf of bread instead of a ball. There were special trips with his dad to the Moo Cow Milk Bar, or ‘Peter’s pub’, Patrick christened it, to drink thick flavoured milkshakes through a straw. Then it was off to the pictures to watch a programme of news reels, cartoons and one-reelers. Young Peter loved Donald Duck and Popeye, and the madcap antics of the Three Stooges. Watching King Kong for the first time had a profound effect as he found himself rooting for the huge hairy beasty against the nasty humans. For Peter the picture palace was a place of wonder and enchantment, and he never forgot the afternoon his dad took him to see a matinee performance of the Marx Brothers’ A Day at the Races with what seemed like the entire horse-racing fraternity of Leeds.


One of his earliest memories was whizzing down hills on his bicycle one day with such wild abandon that after a while he’d no clue whatsoever where he was. In front of him was a half-painted lamp post – the worker had gone off for lunch, leaving his brushes and pots behind. Young Peter decided to finish the job himself and was found by a policeman, covered in green paint, and marched off to the nearest police station. ‘I remember looking up at the desk, all white tile, white as a nun’s hand, and then I remember seeing a big fucking nasty looking down at me.’ Once back home he was dunked into the bath and smothered with turpentine and scrubbed as if he was a dirty pan. As punishment his bike was confiscated and he was told never again to wander off. Fat chance, the young O’Toole was always AWOL. ‘Always where he shouldn’t be, rarely where he should,’ as his mother used to say.


Dressed in a dark suit, spats and his trademark billycock bowler hat, Patrick was a familiar face around the racecourses of Yorkshire. The Captain was unmistakable, with his hat tilted to one side, a cigarette perpetually stuck on his lips and his fingers wrapped round a pint of Guinness. On special occasions Peter was allowed to accompany him. He loved the excitement of the race track, the jockeys in their multi-coloured silks, the hubbub of the crowd, the parade of horses in the paddock and the bookies all shouting the odds, white-gloved tic-tac men with their weird hand gestures. Sometimes Patrick miscalculated the odds and would need to scarper in a hurry. Grabbing little Peter’s hand he’d urge, ‘C’mon, son, let’s be off!’ and the two of them would slip through the shrubbery, not returning to the track for a few weeks.


It was a bizarre and haphazard lifestyle, with the whole family’s income resting on success or failure at the racetrack. ‘When he’d come home after a good day, the whole room would light up. It was fairyland,’ O’Toole recalled. ‘When he lost, it was black. In our house, it was either a wake or a wedding.’


For some inexplicable reason O’Toole was nicknamed ‘Bubbles’ as a child: ‘That cost me a lot of lumps.’ He was very sweet and adorable looking, and rather tubby, ‘with a mop of golden hair that I’ve tried to keep straight ever since’. But he was plagued by ill health. ‘You mention it, I had it.’ His eyes were a particular cause for concern and he underwent a series of traumatic operations, eight on his left eye alone. The trouble persisted into adulthood; he was especially susceptible to bright light and had to wear special dark glasses. There is also evidence that his eyesight was further damaged during the shooting of Lawrence of Arabia. Actress Jane Merrow, while working with O’Toole on The Lion in Winter, remembers him telling her that David Lean insisted on some occasions that he stare directly into the sun. ‘It is abusive behaviour in a way,’ says Jane. ‘It’s misusing your actors to get the effect that you want.’


At the age of six O’Toole was raced by taxi to hospital with his mother. He’d complained all day of stomach ache but when suddenly the pain turned acute Constance thought something was very wrong. His appendix had burst leaving him with an infected abdomen and in the days before antibiotics the chances of survival for children weren’t too hopeful. O’Toole underwent an emergency operation to remove the infection and was then swiftly moved to another hospital and placed in an isolation ward. When his parents and sister visited they weren’t even allowed in the same room and had to make do with viewing him through a glass partition. Over the course of several months Peter recovered and was allowed back home, but he was weak, non-communicative and couldn’t walk long distances. With encouragement he soon returned to his impish self. But it had been a traumatic experience for sure.


These medical misfortunes undeniably affected his schooling, and while he could read and write to a good standard by the age of four he was by inclination a poor pupil. School was ghastly and an institution to make one’s escape from as soon as possible. About the only subject he enjoyed and was any good at was English composition. Being good Roman Catholics the O’Tooles entrusted their son to the care of Jesuit priests and ‘flapping nuns with white, withered hands’, in O’Toole’s words. ‘They’d never held a man, those hands.’ He used to be scared stiff of them; ‘their whole denial of womanhood, the black dresses, the shaving of the hair, it was all so horrible, so terrifying’. A penchant for rapping his knuckles with a ruler every time he attempted to write with his left hand instead of his right hardly helped the situation. Perhaps subconsciously, O’Toole always employed his right hand in times of violence, smashing it through glass, into concrete and people’s faces. And it had the scars to prove it. As for his left hand, it was smoother than a baby’s backside.


In art one day when he drew a picture of a horse and was asked by one of the nuns whether there was something else that might enhance the scene, the young O’Toole drew a huge dangling dick gushing piss into a foamy ferment. The nuns immediately tore the offending picture up and started to wildly hit him round the head.


The unfairness of being punished for merely expressing himself did not sit well with the young O’Toole. Nor did the religious discipline and doctrine, coming as he did from a household of gambling and drinking. He did, however, enjoy the theatricality of religion, the pomp and ceremony of its rituals, and successfully applied to be an altar boy. ‘I loved every second of it. The mass was my first performance, it’s as simple as that.’ At this age he still believed in the concept of there being a god, of some benign divinity. When sweets were rationed during the war he sacrificed his toffees to a church charity.


By 1939 the omnipresence of God jostled for space inside the O’Toole psyche with an altogether less benevolent obsession. At the cinema one afternoon the cartoons had finished when on came the newsreels. There was a fat Italian, all done up with medals, who looked like one of the Three Stooges but he was getting pelters and ripe raspberries from the audience. ‘Then along came Hitler and there were no raspberries and I was physically ill at the age of six, seeing this man.’


Adolf Hitler was the bogeyman of O’Toole’s childhood, and his obsession with ‘this profoundly strange mincing little dude from Linz’ was never to leave him. His memories of the war never dimmed either, of trenches being dug and air-raid shelters springing up, and windows covered with crossed strips of tape to prevent injury from flying glass. At school the teachers warned that Hitler intended to send over poisonous gas and each child was given a gas mask in a plain cardboard box with a string carrying strap. One afternoon in the playground everybody was told to put on their gas masks as a teacher opened a canister and thick white smoke poured out. Either O’Toole hadn’t put his mask on correctly or it had malfunctioned because the tear gas got into his eyes and mouth, producing vicious bouts of vomiting. In spite of the soothing attempts of his mother his eyes burned for days.


While Leeds didn’t suffer as badly as other major cities, O’Toole remembered the ear-piercing sound of the sirens going off and running to the cellar with his family to hide and huddle together as the bombs rained down. One seemed to land nearby, exploding with such ferocity that Patrick instinctively threw himself over his son to protect him. In fact the bomb landed almost two miles away and next morning Peter and his sister Patricia went to investigate. It was the library and museum that had been hit and strewn around the street was the surreal image of burnt books and a charred stuffed giraffe.


After bombing raids it wasn’t unusual for children to run and play amongst the craters, looking for shrapnel and other paraphernalia. Rummaging around one particular wasteland with his mates Peter came across a slim metallic object. ‘Finders keepers,’ he cried and picked it up proudly to carry it off back home. Outside a butcher’s they sat a while to rest. One of the customers took one look at what they were holding, dropped his dinner to the pavement and hollered, ‘Piss off, lads, it’s a bomb.’ Taking the thing at arm’s length he placed it carefully in the middle of the road and with the help of the shop owner surrounded it with sandbags. The police were called and Peter walked home, minus his prize.


Another night he and his dad left the sanctuary of the cellar and opened the front door to watch the spectacle of searchlights in the sky and tracer bullets whirring about. Suddenly there was a white flash and an ear-shattering bang, followed by a heat blast so powerful that it actually lifted them off their feet. They were alive, if slightly singed: ‘Completely awed, completely frightened.’ Such incidents left their emotional mark, how could they not. ‘It’s one of the most incredible experiences in the world, being bombed,’ he’d say. ‘You play this mad, demented, passive role. I tell you, if you haven’t been bombed, you haven’t lived. Perhaps if more people had been bombed, they might be less generous in their supply of bombs.’


With the country in need of skilled labourers, Patrick applied for war work and landed a job repairing ships at a restricted naval base that kept him away from home all week. Every night without fail Constance would walk two hundred yards to the nearest phone booth to call her husband, often with Peter in tow. Not much of a journey, but this was the time of the blackout and mother and son would have to scramble around the streets in the pitch black, clinging to each other, sometimes stumbling and falling, shuffling along alleys, searching their way with their fingers. Sometimes they’d get lost in the dark and have to sense their way back home.


With no end in sight to the war and some schools closing, the eight-year-old Peter was evacuated to the Midlands and taken in by a kindly but dour couple. He remembers not feeling sad or apprehensive as he was loaded onto a train, a cardboard label stuck to his coat with a safety pin and his gas mask full of sandwiches. He went to the village school, adopted a new gang of friends, went scrumping in nearby orchards and played at Robin Hood in the woodlands. In one field they came across a well and saw buried deep down it a mysterious object the size and shape of a rugby ball. It was decided that O’Toole be lowered down to investigate. Hoping it wasn’t another of those unexploded bombs, Peter gave it a good kick, only to realize he had disturbed a wasps’ nest. A swarm of the bastards encircled him and began dive-bombing attacks. Scrambling out, he and his mates all ran for their lives.


Back in Leeds, Peter was met with the dreaded news that government men with bowlers and brollies were rounding up rogue children and sending them back to school. It didn’t take long for O’Toole’s collar to be felt and he was sent off to a school that was about as much fun as a penal colony. He played hooky as often as he could, and was sent to yet another school where he lasted precisely thirty minutes. It wasn’t his fault, some bright spark set fire to one of the desks and the whole place had to be evacuated. Arrangements were made instead to allow him to attend the Catholic school that he had gone to as an infant. Here he was held in great reverence by the other pupils as he was ‘popularly elected commander-in-chief of research into the dirty bits in the bible, possessor and generous distributor of dog-ends and whole cigarettes acquired from a wide acquaintance of adults, supplier of copies of Picturegoer whose covers provide inspiration for masturbators in the air raid shelters, considered a bit of a whizz at playground cricket, youngest member of the school swimming team and seldom out of the frame at high pissing’.


He was also quite handy with the bagpipes, having joined a local outfit of pipers and dancers called Lord Kilmorey’s Own Hibernians. Indeed, O’Toole always claimed that the bravest thing he ever did in his life was walk through Hunslet at the age of eleven, ‘when I was a Little Lord Fauntleroy in a kilt’.


For the majority of his years in education, religion was an overpowering part of O’Toole’s life. It seeped into his soul, and for a while he flirted with the notion of the priesthood. There was a favourite Jesuit tutor who liberally sprinkled his speech with the word bloody and said that there was more faith in honest doubt than there was in reciting a thousand hollow Our Fathers. He also never forgot the time he caught one of the priests enjoying a crafty drag on a cigarette in church. Surely this was a sin, admonished O’Toole. Sharp as a button the priest replied that the bishop had personally told him that it was all right to smoke in church, just so long as he prayed at the same time.


As he approached adolescence O’Toole’s faith reached crisis point. By the age of fifteen he no longer practised Catholicism and stopped believing altogether not long after, referring to himself as ‘a retired Christian’. Under the harsh scrutiny of a teenager’s view of the world the tenets of religion had come up wanting. It wasn’t helped by tales of priests with wandering hands. ‘It was abominable. I was lucky. I wasn’t affected by it. The hard kids put a needle in their trousers so that when the priest went to touch them they got a nasty shock.’


In a 1960s interview with Playboy O’Toole criticized his religious upbringing and the Catholic Church in general. For weeks after he got angry letters from priests and nuns. ‘They were shocked. I wrote back saying I was shocked – what were they doing reading Playboy.’




TWO


O’Toole left school with scarcely a backward glance. He’d no qualifications, as he had not sat a single exam, his one ambition was to flog second-hand Jaguars. He ended up instead working in a warehouse wrapping up parcels, learning the handy trick of breaking string without the aid of scissors. It was a friendly local priest who recognized potential in this wayward urchin and managed to persuade one of his parishioners, who happened to be the general manager of the Yorkshire Evening News, to take him on as a copyboy. O’Toole’s mundane duties consisted of taking typed stories from desk to desk, making tea and buying horse meat for the chief photographer. In time he took on more responsibilities and graduated to apprentice press photographer. It was the beginning of a love affair with the art of photography that never waned. On his very last film, Katherine of Alexandria, O’Toole was often invited to look through the camera lens and on a few occasions director Michael Redwood even allowed the actor to come up with the composition of certain shots. ‘His eye for photography was extraordinary.’


By the time he was sixteen, O’Toole had begun doing little bits of reporting on local cricket and football matches, along with the odd article and reviews of films and some theatrical productions. He remembered going to see Laurel and Hardy at Leeds’ Empire Palace Theatre on behalf of the paper and going backstage to meet them. In a bid to improve his usage of the English language he took to reading more and enrolled in night school, having reached the conclusion that education was a vastly important thing and since he hadn’t got very much of it at school he’d better hurriedly acquire some. This rush for self-enlightenment earned him an affectionate nickname amongst his newspaper colleagues, ‘the bard of the bog’.


As a junior reporter O’Toole regularly popped into the numerous city centre pubs, his lanky frame filled out with a heavy raincoat, cigarette nonchalantly positioned in the corner of his mouth, newspaper under his arm and a flat cap, props to up his age to the required eighteen. ‘It didn’t always work but it was well worth a try and, anyway, what could they do, shoot me?’


Every Saturday lunchtime reporters from the city’s two main papers, the Evening News and the Yorkshire Evening Post, met up for a heavy drinking session. O’Toole always tagged along, usually in the company of a journalist he’d befriended on the News, a fellow Hunslet lad by the name of Willis Hall, the working-class son of an engineer’s fitter. He had his eyes on a pretty lass, barely sixteen, who often showed up on these afternoons with a wild-looking individual with flaming red hair called Keith Waterhouse. Waterhouse had taken this young girl under his wing after she’d left the Post’s typing pool to become a junior reporter. Her name was Barbara Taylor. Waterhouse always dragged her along to these boozy sessions but insisted she always leave after two pints for fear she might turn into one of the lads. That didn’t stop O’Toole fancying his chances, as Barbara recalls. ‘Peter always used to ask me out. “Do you want to go ta pictures?” he’d say in his broad Leeds accent. I was a bit shy and I’d say, “No, no, thank you very much.” Or Keith would tell him, “She can’t, Peter, she’s too young.” ’


According to Barbara, O’Toole was very much a fixture among that drinking crowd and despite his unwanted chat-up lines was pleasant company, genial and good fun, but hardly boyfriend material. ‘He had lanky hair and spots and looked waif-like, rather like a starving poet in a garret. There was nothing that made him stand out, no charisma at all. He was very ordinary was Peter back then. He was just another lad.’


Then one Saturday lunchtime Barbara noticed that O’Toole wasn’t there. When he failed to show up the following week she asked Waterhouse what had happened and was told that having turned eighteen he’d gone off to do National Service. Barbara wouldn’t see O’Toole again for another ten years and when she did got one of the shocks of her life.


Not fancying the army very much, O’Toole had opted for the Royal Navy to see out his military obligations to the nation, gamely bullshitting that he came from a long line of Irish salty sea dogs. ‘I preferred the sea and I vomited over every square inch of it.’ His first port of call was Victory Barracks, Portsmouth, arriving with a ragtag assortment of other recruits. After a fearsome encounter with the barber and collecting an ill-fitting uniform, next on the agenda was an intelligence test. Before him was a collection of wooden pegs, some round and some square, which the naval bigwigs wanted fitted into the relevant holes. O’Toole spent ten minutes doing the exact opposite. Other officers were called into the room to watch this farce, wondering if they had a nut on their hands. The only one smiling was O’Toole.


Next came a series of questions to ascertain whether the recruit was officer material. Asked, ‘How would you lift a heavy barrel over a thirty-foot wall using only two ten-foot lengths of rope?’ O’Toole replied: ‘I’d call the chief petty officer and say to him, “Get that barrel over the wall!” ’


Following six weeks of basic training and a signalling course, O’Toole was posted to HMS Montclare, a submarine depot ship on patrol around the North Atlantic and the Baltic. For the most part though it was anchored in Rothesay harbour on the Isle of Bute, where on his days off O’Toole commandeered a dinghy to take some of the local girls on picnics around the loch.


It didn’t take him long to start kicking against the pricks, insisting on calling the deck the floor, portholes were windows, and as for funnels, well they were chimneys. Fibbing to the ship’s doctor about a hereditary in-growing toenail he became the only member of the crew not to have to wear regulation boots. Having got away with that one, O’Toole next acquired an imaginary curvature of the spine and was allowed to sleep in a camp bed rather than the conventional hammock.


It did look as if the navy and O’Toole were an ill-matched pair. ‘I would stand alone on deck at night talking to seagulls for hours.’ When he was arrested for taking extra rations of rum, his reason was it was a cold day. Most of his thoughts turned to fixing some grand scheme to get out. ‘What was I doing marching to the left and marching to the right? What was I doing darning socks? It was a bloody nightmare. Once, I drank about eighteen bottles of wine, took a lot of aspirins and a drug that was supposed to turn me grey, but it didn’t work.’


Hating the system was one thing, as for his fellow sailors O’Toole had nothing but respect. Many had fought in the war, knocked out German destroyers, been torpedoed in the Battle of the Atlantic, watched their comrades machine-gunned in the water. These were tough men, real men and O’Toole grew up pretty quickly in their company.


As a signaller, one of O’Toole’s duties was to decipher weather forecasts sent in code by a Wren ashore. Like most of what happened in the navy, O’Toole couldn’t fathom this at all and saw the ninety minutes it took sometimes to carry out the decoding a complete waste of time. Why not simply telephone the woman and get her to read it out in plain English, which is what ended up happening. When the ruse was discovered, however, the Wren was dismissed and O’Toole was thrown in the brig. Even worse was the occasion HMS Montclare sailed to Stockholm where it received a hero’s welcome as the first British warship to enter the harbour since the Second World War. Various admirals were required to walk ashore to greet the Swedish king, but when a fog descended the fleet got lost and couldn’t find the correct place to dock. As the story goes, a group that included O’Toole was hurriedly sent out in a boat with a walkie-talkie to locate the exact position of the king. O’Toole accidentally dropped the radio into the sea. He was thrown in the brig, again.


A few days later they docked in Copenhagen. Besides patronizing the local breweries, O’Toole played in a naval rugby team against a bunch of thugs from the Swedish police force. Falling gallantly upon the ball, he was kicked full on the chin, slicing his tongue almost in half. He was rushed to hospital where doctors closed the wound with clamps, which left him with a slight lisp that was only eradicated at RADA by the endless reciting of the tongue twister ‘Two ghosts sat on posts and drank toasts to their hosts’.


There is a bizarre end to this story. It may or may not be true, but it has gone down in the O’Toole legend. Once discharged from hospital he caught a train to get back to his ship before it sailed. He was on it for half an hour before discovering it was going the wrong way, and he eventually arrived at the harbour just in time to see the fleet on its way back to Scotland. O’Toole later swore he hired a funfair boat and paddled out until it came alongside the supply ship and they threw a rope ladder down to him.


Life in the navy wasn’t all bad, really, he enjoyed the male camaraderie, played the drums in the ship’s band and had time to read the complete works of Shakespeare. But there were long periods of isolation, and a lot of time to think. One morning he was halted on the deck by the captain, who asked what he wanted to do when his National Service was up.


‘Well, I’m trying to be a journalist.’


‘Is that going to be your life?’ asked the captain.


‘I think so, sir.’


‘You don’t sound convinced. Have you any unanswered calls inside you that you don’t understand or can’t qualify?’


‘Yes, I do. I quite fancy myself either as a poet or an actor.’


‘Well, if you don’t at least give it a try, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.’


When it was all over O’Toole described his National Service as ‘a total waste for everybody, particularly His Majesty’. As a grand gesture, and to purge the navy out of his system before resuming civilian life, O’Toole took his uniform and threw it in the Thames. But he was never to forget that conversation with the captain.


Back in Leeds, O’Toole returned to his job at the newspaper, ‘where it soon became clear to those who knew me that I would not be staying there for long’. He had reached a crossroads in his life. His early ambition of becoming an editor of some fancy rag like Picture Post or Life had faded, superseded by a notion that rather than being a chronicler of events, ‘I wanted to be the event.’


As a young man O’Toole had scribbled an oath into his notebook, words that must have found some resonance with him. In 1952 an American politician called Dean Alfange wrote a statement entitled ‘My Creed’, which was published in the Reader’s Digest: ‘I will not be a common man because it is my right to be an uncommon man. I will stir the smooth sands of monotony. I seek opportunity, not security. I want to take the calculated risk; to dream and to build, to fail and to succeed. I prefer the challenges of life to the guaranteed existence, the thrill of fulfilment to the stale calm of utopias.’ Looking back at this period from the comfortable position of his seventies, O’Toole ruminated that there seemed to have been an inevitability, call it fate if you will, to every step that he was taking. ‘But that had not been the case when I was falteringly taking them.’ Something was driving him on.


It was around this time that O’Toole made the acquaintance of a man that was also determined not to travel along life’s common pathway. A colleague of his boss at the Evening News was having difficulty with his son, a gifted and intelligent boy but a little wayward and rebellious. In fact, in manner and attitude he could very well have been O’Toole’s twin. It was decided that the two of them really ought to meet up to see if they shared any common ground. It turned out that in Patrick Oliver, O’Toole was in the company ‘of a delinquent fellow spirit’, and a friendship was formed that lasted until Oliver’s death in 2009. No one, O’Toole insisted, outside his own immediate family, had a greater or more timely influence on him.


Described by his new friend as ‘two yards and more of long bones and wild un-weeded hair’, Patrick Oliver was a budding painter who sporadically attended Leeds College of Art. O’Toole liked his work, his figures and portraits; Oliver had yet to make the transition to the bold, intense landscapes that prompted Barbara Hepworth to call him one of the finest painters of his generation. He’d also return to Leeds College of Art as an inspirational teacher between 1964 and 1993 where one of his pupils, Damien Hirst, recalled how his critiques made him laugh and changed the way that he looked at art for ever.


Soon after their first encounter the two young men began to patronize an arts centre; there were pottery and painting classes for Oliver, while O’Toole was leaning towards being a playwright. He’d written a few short plays already, some so bad he’d thrown them in the fireplace in disgust. He loved the arts centre, its bohemian ambience spoke to him much more than the hurly-burly world of the Yorkshire Evening News, where he was appearing less and less now. He felt a little guilty about his absences, the paper had done its best for him and here he was letting it down. It wouldn’t be long before he quit altogether.


In Christmas 1952 the arts centre staged its annual pantomime. O’Toole volunteered his services and had a ball playing Idle Jack. A few weeks later, the producer of a semi-professional drama group that put on productions at the centre asked if he could have a quiet word. By a quirk of fate the leading man of their next production, Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, had fallen down a flight of stairs and broken his leg; O’Toole never did forget the unfortunate man’s name – Gordon Luck. This producer, Ben Awad, a Turk by birth but raised in Yorkshire, had caught his performance in the panto and thought he displayed considerable promise. Did he fancy taking over? O’Toole thought the man had flipped, the panto had just been a bit of fun and the only time he’d ever seriously acted, discounting the obligatory school play. ‘Why don’t you give it a crack?’ Considering the offer, O’Toole reached the conclusion that he didn’t really have anything to lose. While the idea of acting or some career in the theatre had played across his mind from time to time he’d never given it much weight. Now here he was, learning lines and shaping a proper performance for the first time. Rehearsals at first were strained: ‘I had been awkward, self-conscious and desperately unsure of myself.’ Awad noticed this and was able to calm O’Toole and in time build up his self-confidence.


The production lasted two weeks and O’Toole enjoyed it enormously; the excitement backstage before curtain-up, the thrill of the performance, the buzz of a live audience, it was a heady brew. Edith Evans once said of acting, ‘You catch it, like influenza.’ Well, O’Toole was a willing victim. He began to see more plays and to study books on drama. He was already a huge fan of George Bernard Shaw, having since aged sixteen ‘read aloud to myself every wise and comical, choice and cracking syllable of the plays’. He also took private lessons from a dowager former actress. The next step was to write off to local repertory companies for work, but he was repeatedly turned down for lack of experience.


Having given up journalism, O’Toole worked for a time as a steeplejack and demolition man. ‘Blowing things up and knocking things down with a bloody great hammer. Nobody gave a flying shit for health and safety in those days. It was glorious.’ Saving some of his wages, O’Toole planned a trip to London. Patrick Oliver and he hitchhiked their way to Birmingham and then Stratford-upon-Avon, where they kipped in the bus station. In the morning they walked to the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre to buy a pair of tickets to see Michael Redgrave play King Lear. Before curtain-up they took in a tour of the town, visiting Shakespeare’s house and Ann Hathaway’s cottage. Alone, O’Toole took a stroll along the river that snakes past that grand old theatre, watched as people fed the swans and occasionally glanced up at the shifting figures in the windows of the dressing rooms, wishing one day he might be one of them.


After the performance the pair downed a few pints in the famous Dirty Duck pub, followed by a rather rapid search for a convenient bed for the night. It turned out to be a bale of hay in a farmer’s field, but as they comfortably nestled themselves O’Toole made the stark discovery that the hay was merely a soft covering for a very large heap of manure. ‘Did you ever find yourself in the dark up to your shoulders in hot shit?’ O’Toole was able to say years later with some authority.


After cleaning up as best they could in the biting cold river next morning, O’Toole and Oliver took breakfast at a roadside cafe, making a bolt for it without paying when the waitress wasn’t looking. A few years later when he was the toast of Stratford, O’Toole made a point of hunting down that very cafe, this time leaving a generous tip.


Cadging a lift in the back of an open-top lorry, keeping several empty beer barrels company, the boys jumped out at Euston station and made their way to the YMCA in Tottenham Court Road. Cutting through Gower Street, about halfway down O’Toole stopped in his tracks. There in front of him was the most famous and accomplished drama school in the world, the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art or RADA. ‘That’s your shop, isn’t it, Pete?’ said Oliver. The nondescript stone entrance wasn’t nearly as imposing as he’d thought it might be for such an august institution, so he decided there and then to case the joint, as it were. This in spite of the fact that the windswept journey down had done little to erode the odour of fertilizer.


Trudging round the entrance hall, looking a bit lost, O’Toole was approached by a scholarly gentleman who asked whether he was a student. ‘Indeed not,’ said O’Toole. ‘But I fully intend to be one.’


The man introduced himself as Sir Kenneth Barnes, who had run the academy since 1909. With impeccable timing, O’Toole had arrived on the very week the auditions were being held for the new term; alas the candidates for these highly sought after places had already been carefully selected. O’Toole wondered whether the rules might be bent ever so slightly, just this once. Barnes looked at his watch. It was 2 p.m. ‘Be at my office at four forty-five this afternoon.’


With a hearty thank you O’Toole raced out into the street where Oliver was leaning against the entrance, smoking. ‘Some interesting customers coming in and going out of this shop,’ he said. ‘Did you get your shitty foot in the door?’


At the hostel O’Toole took a quick shower, shaved and arrived on the dot at RADA. Barnes welcomed the eager youngster into his office and explained that he’d be required to perform two speeches before a panel of judges. ‘Choose something from that,’ he said, passing over a sheet of typed paper. ‘The other speech you can select yourself. The audition is set for two days’ time.’ O’Toole’s nerves ran riot, forty-eight hours wasn’t a very long time to decide one’s future. Scanning the list, his heart sang when he saw Professor Higgins from Shaw’s Pygmalion, a speech he already knew by heart. Things suddenly didn’t look so bad. For his other piece O’Toole went with ‘O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I’, from Hamlet.


Before the audition O’Toole and Oliver took a quick tour round the West End and Soho. What happened next Oliver enjoyed recounting many times and is remembered by his son Richard. ‘Peter decided upon a whim to climb up onto Eros in Piccadilly, strike an archer’s pose identical to that of the statue and release a timely and comical fart. Unfortunately, relaxation of the sphincter resulted in the expulsion of more than merely gaseous matter. Trousers were rendered, in the short term, unwearable. This is why Dad spent several hours in a cubicle in a public lavatory (or was it the YMCA?), after he had loaned Peter his trousers to attend the RADA audition.’


With his new trousers, O’Toole presented his two speeches as best he could, then was told to wait outside. After several agonizing minutes the panel was pleased to offer him a place at the academy. Further good news followed: he was to be awarded a scholarship and a grant of £5 a week. ‘So there it was. My life had completely changed.’




THREE


It was 1953 and O’Toole’s very first morning at RADA saw him standing in the foyer doing his best to listen to instructions about where to hang his donkey jacket, what forms to fill in, all that stuff, while a constant parade of women went up and down the staircase, a beautiful Indian girl in a sari, a blonde bombshell in tight slacks; his eyes were on stalks.


In his first lesson O’Toole watched as the students rehearsed a scene from As You Like It. There was one particular chap he couldn’t keep his eyes off who ‘buzzed with a confident energy’. His name was Albert Finney, the Salford-born son of a bookie. O’Toole ended up in the same class as Finney right through till the end of the course and they acted in numerous productions together. It wasn’t just Finney that radiated talent, that year’s intake was the most remarkable RADA had ever known: Alan Bates, Peter Bowles, Roy Kinnear, Ronald Fraser, James Villiers, John Stride, Julian Glover, Richard Briers and Frank Finlay, every one of them going on to enjoy substantial careers. ‘Though we weren’t reckoned for much at the time,’ recalled O’Toole. ‘We were all considered dotty.’


Inevitably there was keen competition amongst everyone; excellent training for the harsh realities of the theatrical profession. ‘It was because we all knew we had potential,’ said Peter Bowles. ‘Finney, O’Toole and Bates were all swaggering around. They threw down the gauntlet. They said, “There, that’s my Macbeth – beat that!” ’


O’Toole though had an uneasy, difficult first year finding his feet. It was all very disciplined, a bit stifling and lacking emotion and freedom. ‘RADA was a fairly conservative and traditional school,’ remembers fellow student Bryan Hands. ‘But it did provide a good basic grounding in theatre techniques.’ The school’s criteria reflected very much the personality and vision of Kenneth Barnes, an attitude entrenched in a kind of theatre that had already disappeared, typified by grand-standing actor-manager types of the nineteenth century like Henry Irving. ‘That was the sort of theatre Kenneth Barnes represented and believed in,’ says ex-student Keith Baxter. ‘But even we knew that that had gone. And we also knew that what we were being schooled in was not right.’ According to another RADA alumna of the time, Sheila Allen, Barnes wasn’t progressive in any way, ‘But I think he knew talent when he saw it.’


Barnes had populated RADA with a large number of teachers who came from a sort of cobweb-strewn twilight world, theatrical equivalents of Miss Havisham. There was Ernest Milton, a Shakespearean actor very definitely of the old school. Finney recalled seeing Milton once huffing and puffing after a departing train yelling at the top of his voice, ‘Stop! Stop! You’re killing a genius!’ And there was Nell Carter, whose claim to fame was that she had been Nerissa to Dame Irene Vanbrugh’s Portia before the First World War. Even the German fencing teacher had a duelling scar!


Most of the students held their tongue. Female students were especially timid in those days, just out of school and too afraid to say boo to a goose. It was different with the boys, many, like O’Toole, had already done their National Service and were mature beyond their years and not intimidated by the teachers at all. O’Toole could at times display sheer contempt for them, screeching during rehearsals, ‘My god, what the hell does he know? If he were any good he wouldn’t be teaching here, would he?’ There was a wildness in him, inherent, God-given, that simply would not be subsumed. ‘He’d never take direction,’ remembered Roy Kinnear. ‘That’s the confidence of youth. Peter would tell the director how he was going to do a scene and then do it.’


During a diction lesson, where students performed a speech and then were submitted to a critique, O’Toole arrived with absolutely nothing prepared. ‘That’s all right,’ said the teacher, handing him a book. ‘Read something out of that.’ O’Toole started. ‘No, no,’ said the teacher. ‘Do it again.’ O’Toole sighed audibly before beginning once more. Just a few lines in he was interrupted again. ‘No, no, no!’ O’Toole threw the book at him and stormed out, not returning to the class for a week. He later apologized. ‘Even then Peter did not suffer fools gladly,’ says Malcolm Rogers, who witnessed the altercation. ‘Peter didn’t have a great deal of respect for that teacher, he was quite old and wasn’t very good. It was a flash of temperament and not what most students would do.’


Voice production and the teaching of ‘standard’ English, or Received Pronunciation, were important at RADA. Teachers could be quite scathing with those who had a regional accent. Some students did rebel against the need to eradicate the regional tone in their voice, others like O’Toole were more philosophical, leaving RADA with their northern vowels totally flattened out and condemned to the dustbin. Looking back today, Keith Baxter also sees the value of those diction classes. ‘I was from Wales. One of my teachers told me that I sounded as though my mother dug for coal with her fingernails. It wasn’t that we wanted to talk posh, that’s not it, we didn’t want to talk like the Royal Family, we just wanted when we got into the theatre to talk like Olivier, or Ralph Richardson or Gielgud, actors who spoke beautifully, we all wanted to do that. Not to mimic them, that was easy and we all did it, but what dazzled us was the power of their voices and we all got a sense of the craft that goes into an actor’s speech.’


Students were actively encouraged to attend as many theatre performances as possible. That winter of 1953 Richard Burton, back from his first foray in Hollywood, reigned supreme at the Old Vic. Tickets were like gold dust with the twenty-eight-year-old hailed as the new Olivier. A group of RADA students, O’Toole amongst their number, decided to see King John, with Burton playing Philip the Bastard. Taking it in turns to queue for cheap tickets they sat up in the gods, crackling with anticipation.


The curtain that evening fell to applause like thunder and O’Toole stepped outside into a cold, windy Waterloo Road almost traumatized by what he’d seen. ‘When Richard Burton strutted his Bastard on to the stage, he fetched with him a virility and poetry which neither before nor since have I seen matched in any playhouse.’ Conveniently located nearby was a pub and O’Toole’s group made haste inside. He was halfway through his pint when Burton and other cast members bounded in, calling out for refreshment. O’Toole watched the Welsh wizard ‘lift his pint with an ease and sure-handedness that told of diligent practice’. It was a strange sensation to sit so close to actors who had entertained him so grandly, there was laughter, good humour, it delighted him, yes, ‘but though I can see and hear all this, I cannot yet touch it’. They were professionals, O’Toole was still very much the apprentice. At one point O’Toole distinctly recalled Burton catching sight of his own gaze and staring back with a grin, ‘as big as it was friendly. He raised his glass to me, to my friends, we raised our glasses to him, and then with the grin still on him he ambled away.’


That same season O’Toole saw Strindberg’s The Father and was captivated by the veteran actor Wilfrid Lawson. Not long after, travelling in the tube and swotting up on some text, O’Toole realized he was sat opposite the great man, who was glaring at him. ‘Not in public, my boy. Not in public.’ It was the beginning of a great friendship that lasted till the old man’s death in 1966. Lawson became something of a mentor to O’Toole, he was his kind of actor, brazen, slightly daft and not giving a fuck for convention. He was also an alcoholic but amazingly remained in work. There were antics galore with Lawson. During one theatrical run he took strongly against a particular actress. In one performance she was starting her big speech when the audience was diverted by a large puddle of liquid seeping onto the stage. Lawson was behind the prop door taking a piss.


O’Toole lived in a succession of dingy bedsits and friends’ sofas during his two years at RADA, even for a time on a barge that came perilously close to disaster one night during a party after too many revellers came aboard: ‘We had to man the pump at the stern and wank the bastard in dread of her sinking.’ This kind of haphazard existence led to regular greetings of, ‘Hello, Peter, which hedge did you sleep under last night?’ as he bounded through the academy’s door. One night after seeing the musical Guys and Dolls in the West End and endeavouring to walk home with a bottle of whisky for company he spent the night under the stars on the old bandstand in Green Park.


Money was difficult too, especially in that first year, and O’Toole was forced to look for work. Most of his colleagues seemed to have their own suit, which got them hired as shop assistants; with no such finery O’Toole had to settle for a job on a building site working the cement mixer. He also washed dishes at Lyons’ Corner House restaurant in the West End for ten shillings and a free meal. His fellow washer-upper was an equally young and broke showbiz hopeful, Danny La Rue. During the holidays he’d go back up to Leeds, where he often found part-time work as a postman.


O’Toole’s confidence as a performer had now grown to such an extent that he often displayed impatience and contempt when given small roles in productions. It was an attitude that earned a stern rebuke one day when his teacher Hugh Miller yelled at him in front of the whole class, ‘O’Toole, there are no small parts, there are only small actors.’ It was an important lesson, that even the smallest role can make a telling contribution, can steal the show if played with imagination and bravura. It also endeared him greatly to Miller, who became one of the few teachers at RADA he ever had any time for. A great raconteur, Miller had worked on Broadway and knew his stuff and would become a huge influence. ‘He was the one who turned the key that unlocked and set free whatever abilities as an actor were held inside me.’ As would another teacher, Clifford Turner, one of the foremost authorities on voice production, who like Miller had a big personality and wasn’t afraid to inject a bit of fun into proceedings.


There was much respect, too, for Ernest Milton, who directed O’Toole in a student production of Twelfth Night. ‘Tristram Jellinek was in it who was a great friend of Peter’s,’ recalls Malcolm Rogers. ‘And Peter had sent Tristram off for his cane, “I must have my cane!” and Ernest Milton roared, “I’ll not have you fetching and carrying for Peter O’Toole!” ’


The bigger stage roles did begin to come O’Toole’s way that second year. One in particular stands out for Keith Baxter: Catherine’s brother Prince Potemkin, in George Bernard Shaw’s Great Catherine. ‘It was a real knockabout part,’ says Baxter. ‘And Peter was falling over, doing prat falls, the whole works.’ Baxter had gone that night with Roy Kinnear and afterwards they trudged back to the flat they shared in Battersea, a distance of some miles. In those days the tubes stopped early and there were no late-night buses, and with taxis a financial no-no, hard-up students had no choice but to walk. ‘So we’d been pounding the pavement hard for two hours almost in complete silence,’ recalls Baxter. ‘And then we crossed Battersea Bridge and there was a roadside cafe for late-night lorry drivers and so we sat and had a cup of tea. We really hadn’t talked much, then Roy looked at me and said, “He’s fucking incredible isn’t he.” And I said, “Yes.” There was something about Peter that was absolutely irresistible, overwhelming. As an actor he was just something beyond any of us, any of us.’


O’Toole didn’t run around with any particular crowd at RADA, though he’d a nose for finding the best parties and the pubs that sold the cheapest beer. Already his penchant for the bottle was the subject of much gossip. ‘The main thing I remember about Peter is that he seemed to have a very romantic attitude to alcohol,’ reports fellow student Pauline Devaney. ‘Peter always used to say that he wanted to be dead from drink by the time he was thirty, which always seemed to me a curious ambition.’


Certainly odd things seemed to happen to O’Toole and O’Toole alone. On his way to a RADA production he was a passenger in a car that hit a ten-ton lorry on the A1. He was taken to hospital, his leg bursting with pain, but discharged himself after being kept waiting for an X-ray. He caught a train down to London where a sympathetic doctor pumped him full of enough painkillers to give a performance. The next day the X-ray proved that he had a broken leg. Elizabeth Rees-Williams shared many classes with O’Toole and can’t recall an occasion when she saw him without a plaster or a bandage somewhere on his person. ‘And a bloody bandage, because he’d been in some scrape or other. Even in those days there was a frisson about him.’


O’Toole’s final year at RADA was all change for the academy, when Sir Kenneth Barnes, approaching his eighties, was pensioned off; not before time most would say, as he was in serious decline and quite deaf. ‘Really to impress Sir Kenneth when you acted you had to shout it,’ admits Malcolm Rogers. ‘Subtlety didn’t really come into it.’ His successor was John Fernald, who’d had a long career in the theatre as a director, and with him came an air of efficiency and vitality and more forward thinking. Fernald really intended to mix things up and was instrumental, for example, in organizing a student production of Bertolt Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle, the first time this play had been performed anywhere in Britain, with O’Toole in a principal role. Among the chorus was a first-year student by the name of Glenda Jackson.


O’Toole’s reputation at RADA was by now well established, along with his wild ways and eccentric behaviour; he once took an ironing board onto the pavement outside the academy’s doors and did his shirts. The actress Lisa Harrow was told one story of the time O’Toole, Bates and Finney all appeared in a play together. ‘And apparently O’Toole came on stage as someone bringing in these glasses of wine, and he’d peed in all the glasses.’


Delia Corrie had just begun her first year at RADA but already had heard all about O’Toole. ‘He cut a dashing figure when he used to sweep into the canteen making all us silly young actresses adore him! There was no doubt that he was going to make an impression to not only lowly RADA students but in the outside world.’


Pauline Devaney, however, found O’Toole strangely aloof and insular. ‘Peter was not into getting on with people. Normally if you’re in a very confined space, as we were for both rehearsals and performance, you get on with each other, but I have no recollection of him ever being particularly friendly.’ Conversely Elizabeth Rees-Williams remembers O’Toole as ‘an embracer’. Someone with enormous charisma who was larger than life. ‘There was so much excitement when he was around, anything could happen and you never knew if it was going to be good or bad or whatever.’


By the end of Fernald’s first term, Elizabeth was gone, unceremoniously booted out. Feeling sorry for herself, she agreed to take part in a small fringe-theatre production, where she made the acquaintance of a young actor studying at another drama school, LAMDA. The physical attraction between them was undeniable and they began dating. His name was Richard Harris. It’s Elizabeth’s recollection that not long after their relationship started she introduced Richard to O’Toole in a pub, thus beginning an extraordinary friendship. The connection between the two men was instant. ‘Richard recognized in Peter that spark and that quest for life and appetite for life, because they really wanted to enjoy life and live it to the full. And I think they both did.’


O’Toole enjoyed telling one story of Harris the drama student living in a distressing bedsit in Earls Court. After one mighty bender they returned to this hovel rat-arsed and starving hungry. A desperate search for food uncovered nothing but a solitary pork chop in the fridge; ancient it was, clearly it had been there a long time. They smelt it, looked at it, and thought better of it, so threw it out of a window and went to bed. Came the morning they left the squat and under the window from which they’d thrown this pork chop there was a dead dog.


There is also the tale of when the pair drove down to Brighton for the weekend to catch the pre-London try-out of Paul Scofield’s Hamlet at the Theatre Royal. Arriving outside one of the resort’s grander hotels they booked the presidential suite and proceeded to go nuts on room service. After the second day, Harris came to his senses. ‘We’ve got to leave now, Peter, how much money have you got?’ Nothing, as it turned out. Harris was likewise skint. It was pouring with rain, storms; the beaches were windswept and dangerous. Harris had a brainwave. ‘Take your clothes off, Peter, all of them.’ Rolled up into a tight ball, the garments were turfed out of the window into a little side street. ‘Come on, let’s pretend we’re going for a swim.’ Covering their modesty with towels they casually walked through the lobby towards the main doors. The manageress, a stern-faced woman, looked up from her work. ‘Where are you going?’


Harris smiled. ‘We’re going for a swim.’


The woman looked incredulous. ‘A swim, in this! The waves are ten feet tall out there, the currents . . . ’


‘Yes, we’re going for a swim,’ countered Harris. ‘We’re Irish, we’re tough. We can handle it.’


Once out of sight they snuck up the street, quickly changed and made a bolt for it. In the late 1960s Harris was on a one-man concert tour and arrived to play a gig in Brighton. Not just that but his promoter had booked him into that very same hotel. ‘I recognized the lobby. Oh my god. I signed my name and it was the same woman behind the desk. I hurriedly finished and made my way to the lift when, “Oh, Mr Harris.” I said, “Yes.” “We thought you and Mr O’Toole drowned.” ’


One of the advantages for RADA students was the end of year public show, which theatre managers, agents and critics were invited to attend. It was a terrific chance to be noticed, maybe even get a job. In it O’Toole performed a piece from Pirandello’s The Rules of the Game. Strange as it may seem, although O’Toole and Finney were the undisputed stars of RADA (as Elizabeth explains, ‘When Peter or Albie were doing anything, you’d all go and watch’) they were not expected to win the gold medal, the prize given to the year’s best student. Everyone expected it to be John Stride, who was seen very much as the golden boy. There was a gasp when at the end of the show the prize went instead to Bryan Pringle.


According to theatre director William Gaskill, the names of O’Toole and Finney were reverberating around the theatre world long before they graduated. ‘People already knew who they were before they’d gone into the profession. People in the theatre knew how good they were.’ It was no surprise to Malcolm Rogers that it was these two who came out of the starting gate first. ‘They were the two, I felt mentally, who’d got it together, they knew where they were going. They had a sense of direction.’ Indeed, they had already been hired by two of the country’s most prestigious repertory theatres: Finney was heading to Birmingham rep, while O’Toole had come to the notice of the Bristol Old Vic’s general manager, Nat Brenner, who sensed something special. ‘He was absolutely riveting. I was smitten.’




FOUR


O’Toole left RADA, aged twenty-three, with a little blue book that every student was given upon graduation, The RADA Keepsake and Counsellor. It gave indispensable advice for the rocky road that lay ahead, gems like: ‘It doesn’t matter if you don’t get the job as long as the shoes you were wearing at the audition were clean.’ Goodness knows what O’Toole did with the thing, chucked it into the nearest bin most likely.


Walking up the steps of the Bristol Old Vic for the very first time was to O’Toole the high spot of his life. ‘It always will be.’ Here was a theatre that had seen such eminences as Kean, Kemble and Irving ply their trade, and in recent years, under the formidable stewardship of artistic director John Moody and Nat Brenner, evolved into one of the most important repertory companies in the country. ‘There was so much energy pouring out from that stage from a strong company at that time,’ says actor John Cairney. ‘It was a proud thing to belong to the Old Vic at Bristol because it managed to combine the best of the old, yet contain all the surging talent of the new.’ Just a year prior to O’Toole’s arrival it had staged the first production outside America of Arthur Miller’s seminal play The Crucible, after no producer in the West End would mount it.


Edward Hardwicke, a young actor who had already established himself at Bristol for something like a year, and would later achieve huge success as Dr Watson to Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock Holmes in the Granada television series, never forgot the morning Nat Brenner approached him to ask, ‘We’ve got this young actor coming soon. Would you mind if he shares your dressing room?’ They instantly hit it off.


Most provincial theatres enjoyed a healthy relationship with the local newspaper, and newcomers to the Bristol Old Vic were often announced in the entertainment pages, sometimes with a little biographical profile, especially if there was something colourful about them. Hardwicke has good reason to remember O’Toole’s particular entry. ‘It said that he was related to a Victorian actor called J. L. Toole who played the Fool to Henry Irving’s King Lear, and I was terribly impressed by this. Then years later we were chatting and I’d recently been to the Garrick Club and in the lobby somewhere was a bust of J. L. Toole and I asked Peter, “Did you ever follow up your connection with J. L. Toole?” And he said, “It was bollocks, dear boy, pure bollocks.” ’


So why had he done it? After admitting his deception, O’Toole offered Hardwicke this fascinating and revealing explanation. ‘Peter said that when he first auditioned at RADA he was standing in the foyer and there used to be a sergeant who looked after the front door and there were students coming down the stairs and the sergeant said to Peter, “You see that guy there, his father is a famous actor, Sir Cedric Hardwicke.” And it was me! And Peter said, “I remember looking at you, Edward, and you had a bow tie on and suede boots, you looked frightfully confident, so the next day I went to look to see if I could find an O’Toole in the acting profession, there wasn’t one but there was a J. L. Toole.” So he turned himself into a relation.’


The Theatre Royal, home of the Bristol Old Vic company, was an extraordinary theatre. Situated on King Street, close to the centre of the city, it proudly boasts of being the oldest continually working playhouse in Britain, retaining much of its original Georgian splendour. Pretty quickly O’Toole was put to work. His first role was a couple of lines playing a cab driver in a production of Thornton Wilder’s The Matchmaker, which opened in September 1955. He shared the stage with a fellow newcomer, Glasgow-born John Cairney, who remembers O’Toole carrying around with him a big whip, ‘which I’m glad to say he never used on me.’


In a production of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, starring Eric Porter, O’Toole had even fewer lines, just one in fact as a Georgian peasant who announces at one point, ‘Dr Astrov, the horses have arrived.’ Not much to make an impact with. Faced with this problem, O’Toole decided that the peasant he was playing was in fact the young Stalin. For hours he worked diligently on the make-up from old photographs of the Russian dictator and affected a slight limp. Come opening night, on he walked, ‘smouldering with resentment for the aristocracy. I could hear a hush come over the audience.’ A glaring O’Toole pronounced, ‘Dr Horsey, the Astrovs have arrived.’ He knew he’d cocked it up, it was written all over his face for days. Phyllida Law was a young actress at Bristol and remembers being quite taken by the actor’s public show of remorse. ‘He was so depressed, saying how awfully bad he’d been, which I thought was enchanting.’
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