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  For the Jaybird,




  who despite his best efforts




  showed me how to put the fun back into success
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  ‘Every man, however hopeless his pretensions may appear, has some project by which he hopes to rise to reputation; some art by which he imagines

  that the attention of the world will be attracted; some quality, good or bad, which discriminates him from the common herd of mortals . . .’
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  Meet The Family




  Dad




  Early one morning in June 2000 I got a telephone call from my American dad, Jay Landesman. This is how it went.




  Jay: Have you got a minute?




  I could tell by his tone of repressed excitement that he was in the grip of that thing I had come to fear the most: a new project.




  Me: Well, actually I’m a bit . . .




  Jay: Do you know a good scriptwriter?




  Me [alarm bells going off ]: Why?




  Jay: Big news . . . I’m doing the movie of Landesmania!




  (Landesmania! is the name of a book about my dad’s life that he paid a friend of his to write. I later learned that he was paying another friend of his to write the screenplay of

  the book.)




  Me: But you’ve already written two film scripts about your life and . . .




  Jay: Them? Ahh . . . they were just . . . well, first drafts.




  Me: And who’s going to make this film?




  Jay [excitedly]: Nic Roeg is directing! Sandy Liberson is producing!




  (Nic Roeg is the British director of such films as Performance, Walkabout and Don’t Look Now. Sandy Liberson is the producer of Performance and many other

  films.)




  Me: Jay, take a deep breath and tell me exactly what’s going on.




  Jay: I’m having drinks with Roeg next week and . . .




  Me: Does Roeg know you’re having drinks?




  Jay: Yes. Sandy Liberson is setting up a meet.




  Me: Does Roeg know that he’s directing the movie of your life?




  Pause.




  Jay: No, not exactly. But the Landesmania! script would be perfect for him.




  Me: What script?




  Jay: That’s why I called. Do you know any good scriptwriters?




  Me: No.




  Click.




  My father never got a script to Nic Roeg.




  Yes, drinks had been arranged with Nic Roeg.




  But only inside my father’s mind.




  My dad has had an interesting life. He’s never had a job that bored him. He is an original man, a man who has opened minds and emptied a few rooms in his time.




  In America during the late 1950s, he started a theatre/nightclub in the city of St Louis called the Crystal Palace where performers like Woody Allen, Lenny Bruce and the young Barbra Streisand

  appeared. He’s taken tea with Bette Davis, cocktails with Bessie Smith and LSD with Timothy Leary. His is a life that many would envy; I know I do. And yet my dad has never thought of himself

  as a success, for one simple reason: he isn’t a big name. His life has always lacked the imprimatur of celebrity.




  But Jay must be one of the most well-known unknowns in the world. He’s had two volumes of autobiography published, both by respected firms, and has been the subject of numerous newspaper

  and magazine articles. He’s appeared on radio and television and his name turns up in studies on the beat generation and in showbiz memoirs. He even acquired a whole new kind of local fame as

  ‘that bloke with the painting’ who appeared on the BBC’s Antiques Roadshow.




  So this is a man who is not unknown. He’s not what you’d call a nobody.




  Yet he’s not a somebody.




  And that makes him feel like a nobody.




  Mum




  My mother, Fran Landesman, started her career as a songwriter in the early fifties and has enjoyed considerable success. Two of her songs, ‘Spring Can Hang You Up

  The Most’ and ‘The Ballad Of The Sad Young Men’, are jazz standards. Everyone from Ella Fitzgerald to Chaka Khan has covered her work. She now performs her poems and sings to

  small but adoring audiences.




  My mum is always begging me to come to her gigs. She’s been doing this for twenty-five years and each time she insists that I will love it. In the past I would go and I never loved it.

  Actually, watching her perform I felt a mixture of horror and embarrassment. My brother Miles accompanies her on guitar and it’s one of the worst acts in showbiz. But amazingly, people love

  it. She recites poems, which she does well. But Fran also sings, which she does badly. As a performer she moves like the bride of Frankenstein; as a singer she sounds like Shirley Temple being

  strangled.




  Shortly after Jay’s phone call I get a call from Mother.




  Fran doesn’t bother with the usual pleasantries: enquiries about her grandson/me/my wife/my work or anything like that. Fran gets right down to the point, which is always Fran.




  Mother: I’m doing a gig really near you guys and I thought maybe you and Maxine would like to come along?




  Me: Well the thing is . . .




  Mother: Oh come on, it’s not that far from you.




  That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it? But her tone suggests that what she’s really saying is this: You selfish, lazy, shit-of-a-son . . . why won’t you come to my gig? I

  always support you in your work and it wouldn’t cost you anything and it would mean a lot to me and I haven’t got long to live and you never come to my gigs . . . so would it kill you

  to come, just this once, you selfish cunt?




  Me: Everything is about you, you, and you!




  Mother: I just asked if you’d like to come to my gig!




  Me: That’s what you said, but your tone of voice was trying to pressure me into going . . . you’re trying to make me feel guilty. And besides, did it ever occur to you that we might

  be tired, with the baby and all?




  Mother: You’re fucking crazy!




  Me: You’re fucking self-obsessed!




  Click.




  Of the two my mother has always been hungrier for success than my dad – or at least more open about it. She has been on television numerous times, had six books of poetry published and

  even appeared as Sue Lawley’s guest on Desert Island Discs. So this is a woman who has enjoyed a great deal of success, attention and acclaim. For decades her public and her peers

  – including Stephen Sondheim – have praised her and told her she’s wonderful. And yet it’s not enough. She wants more attention, more praise.




  My mother is seventy-eight years old and when she grows up she would like to be a star.




  Miles




  My brother Miles has played in over two dozen rock bands in the past thirty years. He’s never had a hit record. He’s never had a hit band. He’s never

  even had a record contract.




  Miles has made over two hundred demo tapes, written one rock musical and a book of poetry that my dad published. Miles is forty-seven and still lives at home with my parents and has no regular

  job other than looking after them.




  This is a man the world would call a failure.




  But Miles thinks of himself as a success.




  Miles says, ‘I’m doing what I want, I’m making music. I feel lucky. I’ve made it!’




  The week of the Fran and Jay calls ended with a call from Miles. His band Fancy Dress was playing a gig and they had this big A&R guy coming down to check them out.




  So could I come along? Could I bring my wife? Could I bring a friend? Could I bring all my friends, my baby and my boss too?




  Miles: Come on, Cos, it will be brill!




  Click.




  That’s the trouble with my family: to them everyone is just gig fodder.




  Once I was the adored first-born son, then the older brother to look up to. Now I’m a face, a guest, a plus one; I am a bottom to place on a seat. I am human filler, to fill out the rooms

  that my family can’t fill.




  At first I thought it was funny that my seventy-eight-year-old mother was turning into Norma Desmond, the crazy silent-movie star from the film Sunset Boulevard. She

  would sit on her bed and tell me about last night’s performance and, throwing her head back, declare, ‘They loved me . . . They loved me!’




  Then I started to notice that my dad was turning into Norma Desmond as well. Feet up on his desk, cigarette dangling from his mouth and with a Martini glass in his hand, he’d tell me,

  ‘They’re gonna go wild when they read this script! It’s the best thing I’ve ever written. Here, take it home with you.’




  And Miles made it three: ‘Cos man, you gotta listen to this demo we’ve made. It’s a number one!’




  Me




  I like to think that I’m not like my family, that I don’t have their craving for attention and public affirmation. I think I’m content with my life. I

  have a wonderful wife (Maxine), two great sons (Jack and Dexter), and one of the better jobs you could have in journalism – I’m the film critic for the Sunday Times and a feature

  writer for various magazines.




  I like to think I belong to that small group of people who look at the absurd frenzy of longing that surrounds the famous, who see the seductive allure of success and say: ‘No

  thanks.’ We small band of happy dissenters quietly get on with our lives and our work, oblivious to the cacophony of the celebrity carnival as it passes by.




  Then there are times when I think: You old phoney! You know that you want fame and you want to walk into a room and feel like a somebody just like everyone else. You are just like your

  family; you crave it, you need it, you dream it . . . but you don’t have the balls to go out and grab it!




  The thing is I don’t want to end up like my dad, feeling like a nobody just because I’m not a somebody. To base one’s sense of self-worth on such shallow criteria is the

  dumbest thing a smart person can do.




  And yet I do it. It sneaks up on me. Here’s how it happens.




  Step One: Envy. Someone I know has been given a column/someone I know has been asked to do a radio or television programme. Why didn’t they ask me?




  Step Two: Self-pity. The reason is you’re crap/shit/useless/too old/too American/and most important of all YOU’RE NOT A BIG ENOUGH NAME!




  Step Three: Self-loathing. Look at yourself . . . fifty-two years old and what have you accomplished? Then out comes the old mental baseball bat and the frenzied attack on myself

  begins – and all because my life lacks the validation of a form of celebrity I don’t even believe in.




  At times like these I fear I’m turning into my dad.
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  Members of my family have always been a little self-centred. People in show business are; it goes with the territory. That’s to be expected and tolerated, and Maxine and I

  used to joke about it. But somewhere along the line their self-centredness grew into an all-consuming self-absorption. They stopped pretending to be interested in other people and talked about

  themselves all the time. At this point Landesmania stopped being funny.




  Going to visit my parents for dinner with Maxine became an ordeal. It was like going to the theatre and seeing a one-man show and a one-woman show . . . simultaneously. We would sit there

  at the dinner table as Fran and Jay talked about their careers, their plans, their future projects, and we would smile and make encouraging noises as they read from

  their works in progress – and often their past works – and discussed their reviews and their letters of rejection/success.




  I would look at my wife and the look on her face said: My God, what sort of family have I married into?




  And when he could get a word in Miles would mention the names of illustrious music-business people who were interested in hearing his latest demo.




  ‘Do your parents ever talk about anything but themselves?’ Maxine once asked in the early days of our marriage.




  It did not take her long to discover the answer . . .
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  Here are some of the other signs that got me wondering about my parents.




  In 2003 my mother got hit by a motorcycle while crossing a road. I came to visit her and I was shocked by her appearance: she was covered in bruises. I wanted to talk to her

  about her accident and how she was feeling, but all she wanted to talk about was the gig she’d done before the accident.




  Fran: You should have seen that audience, I had them eating out of my hand.




  Me: And how are you feeling now?




  Fran: Fine. That gig was one of the best I’ve done in ages. You should have been there!




  Then there was Jay and his book Landesmania!.




  When I first learned that Philip – a friend of my father’s – was writing a biography of Jay, I was pleased for the old man. Honest. I figured he could use a little attention.

  And then I discovered that Jay was paying Philip to write the book and I was shocked. It was like discovering that one of your parents pays for sex.




  I wasn’t too worried because I figured that the book would never find a publisher. But then I discovered that Jay was intending to publish the book himself. It was like learning that your

  dad pays for sex – with two people at the same time.




  When he told me the title of the book I panicked.




  Jay: We’re calling it Landesmania!.




  Me: You can’t call it that. People will think you’re delusional. There’s no such thing as Landesmania.




  His response was classic Jay: he let out that little sardonic chuckle of his, the one that says: I find what you are saying très amusant, but it is you, my friend, who is

  delusional!




  The book appeared in 2004. Jay said it was the best thing that had ever been written about him. The opening line went: ‘Who is Jay Landesman and why does the 20th century owe him a

  favor?’




  So far it has sold two hundred copies.




  After the Landesmania! project I thought there was nothing that could surprise me.




  And then along came the Jay Landesman Museum project. The idea was simple: Jay was going to create a museum dedicated to the life of Jay Landesman. For a certain number of months, Jay would open

  the house so the public could come and visit and see what an interesting man Jay Landesman was.




  Exhibits for the Jay Landesman Museum would include:




  a) His entire collection of Neurotica – a literary underground magazine that Jay started in the 1940s.




  b) His collection of sixties Destruction Art – including a large mattress that resembled a gaping octogenarian vagina.




  c) Photos of Jay. (As young, handsome man.)




  d) The complete correspondence / plays / biographies / press clippings of Jay Landesman.




  e) Jay Landesman’s collection of hats. Miles and Fran thought it was a terrible idea because they feared having strangers roaming around the house. Jay loved the idea because he

  thought it would show people how to live a more interesting and fulfilled existence by studying his life. Jay arranged for a man from the Association of Independent Museums to look over his place

  and proposal. I don’t know whether he thought it was a good idea or if he thought Jay was a lunatic, but he rejected the idea on the grounds of public safety: there were not enough fire exits

  from Jay’s basement den where the bulk of the exhibits would have been.




  When the museum project collapsed Jay was not downhearted because an old project raised itself from the dead. Somehow he had met a German film producer living in Hackney, who

  liked his screenplay for Spring Can Hang You Up The Most. It was a film based on Jay’s unpublished novel The Nervous Set that was a semi-autobiographical account of Jay and

  Fran’s life as a young couple in New York amongst the beat generation.




  Jay phoned to give me the news.




  Jay: Got a minute?




  Me: Actually . . .




  Jay: I’ve found this terrific German director who wants to do the Spring screenplay! He says he can get Joe Pesci to play me and Drew Barrymore to play Fran.




  Me: What films has he made before?




  Jay: His last film was on German bunkers in World War II.




  Me: Sounds perfect.




  Jay: I think so too . . .




  Click.
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  Around 2001 I kept reading articles in newspapers and magazines about the way England was changing. It was said that we were becoming a nation of attention-seekers,

  exhibitionists, gossips and voyeurs. Reality television had come into our lives and the machinery of fame had gone into overdrive, churning out an endless stream of instant celebrities.




  Something like a cultural revolution seemed to be taking place: the submerged mass of ‘nobodies’, the ‘no-talents’, the ‘boring’, the ‘ugly’ and

  the ‘ordinary’ were charging the media barricades, pushing their way into the media spotlight and into our lives. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to be a recognizable name, a somebody. Of

  course people have always dreamt of being famous; now they were demanding it. It was no longer a reward but a human right.




  It was said that we were becoming more materialistic and selfish and that the notion of public service had given way to personal self-aggrandizement. There was much talk about the digital

  narcissism of the young with their blogs and webcam exhibitionism.




  My wife had once asked: do your parents ever talk about anyone but themselves? I was now asking myself: does anyone talk about anything but themselves?




  One word summed up the rampant egotism and the mass craving for visibility, public adoration and the ubiquitous trivia of modern Britain: celebrity. An army of commentators lined up to

  deliver the news about what was happening to England. We were now living in the age of celebrity (A.A. Gill), celebrity was our new religion (Sam Taylor Wood) and it drove the British economy (John

  Grey). It was what we all wanted (Chris Rojek) and what we most valued (Bryan Appleyard). Will Self declared it an ‘addiction’ and Clive James said it was a ‘disease’. The

  critic Ziauddin Sardar made the startling claim that ‘Nothing moves in our universe without the imprint of celebrity.’




  I wanted to know if this was really an accurate reflection of the condition of England. Had things changed so much or were these commentators just overreacting? Or maybe they were feeling a kind

  of social and cultural anxiety because as a class they were losing cultural authority?




  What worried me was the idea that the way we measure our worth as individuals – and the value of other individuals – had undergone such a major change. Could it be that the very

  thing that had made a successful man like my father feel like a failure was making others feel that way too?




  In contemporary Britain celebrity – and not class or wealth – seemed to be the new measure of success.




  So how I was to react to these changes? Should I take a stand and end up like some grumpy old guy complaining about the trivialization of our culture? Or should I give in to that inner voice

  that demands to be part of the thing I profess to loathe?




  I also wanted to know about my parents. I should point out that since writing this book we have become very close again and their phase of crazed self-obsession has passed – well, almost.

  But for a time it seemed that they had disappeared up their own dream of making it. I nearly lost them.




  I sometimes wondered if they had really become monsters of megalomania or whether the problem was with me. Maybe I was overreacting to their legitimate pursuit of success – a pursuit I was

  envious of?




  So I thought I would write this book to find out two things:




  a) What happened to my parents?




  b) And what happened to my England?
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  When Jay Met Fran




  It’s New York 1949 and a party to mark the death of the crazy French playwright Antonin Artaud is under way in a girl’s apartment in Greenwich Village. Darkened

  rooms are full of smoke and sad faces armed with sardonic smiles. In the background you can hear the squeals, shrieks and flatulent bleeps of serious jazz.




  Here are the hip at play: bohemians, beatniks and would-be artists, aspiring writers, actors, musicians, street people, poor little rich girls from the Upper West Side and lunatic poets from the

  gutters.




  The topics of conversation are typical of the day: problems with my analyst, the death of the theatre, sexual repression, French cinema, selling out and the New Criticism.




  The names and terms to drop are: Kafka, Freud, Bird, Sartre, Beckett, Djuna Barnes, gestalt, existentialism and Kandinsky. The poses to strike are: supercynical, supercool, latently neurotic or

  full-blown crazy – take your pick, but for God’s sake don’t act normal with this crowd. And if you’re happy, better keep it to yourself.




  The women are dressed in various shades of black, tight sweaters, dark tights or peasant chic; the men are mostly in the standard beatnik uniform: beards, black shades and polo-neck

  sweaters.




  But not Jay. Not tonight. He wants to make a statement, to stand out from the oh-so-hip-crowd, so he wears a suit. It’s a daring act of social suicide, a put-on and a put-down to these

  oh-so-cool New Yorkers by a boy from the Midwest of America.




  At any other New York party of the time you’d see Jay – a skinny, handsome man – in a black button-down shirt, yellow hand-painted tie, a crumpled seersucker suit and pair of

  Clarks desert boots. In the 1950s you’d find him in his Nervous Set suit – the one with six buttons, multiple vents and triple lapels. It looked like a suit for George Raft

  designed by Salvador Dali. But tonight he’s wearing the real 9 to 5 suit of the suburban square. You can imagine the crowd’s reaction – who’s the Martian in the

  straitjacket?




  In the corner of the room Jay sees a very pretty girl. Twenty-three-year-old Francis Deitsch is sitting with a group of her girlfriends, talking and laughing. She’s having a good time and

  doesn’t care who knows. Obviously, playing it cool is not her style.




  He thinks: a little square, but cute.




  A writer friend of Jay’s – John Clellon Holmes – described what Fran was like in those days: ‘. . . her face luminous with the hip chick’s soulfulness; a girl who

  bore an astonishing resemblance to Zelda Fitzgerald – only lovelier, softer, more remote, the kind of girl with a certain pang behind her intelligence and chic.’




  She and Jay exchange a few words, and end up in a verbal collision.




  Fran has made a crack about the large breasts of the hostess and Jay, rushing to her defence, says, ‘That’s not very nice.’




  She retaliates with a verbal slap: ‘Don’t be so square!’




  Fran turns her back on him and carries on talking to her friends. She dismisses him as a businessman; he thinks she’s a bitch. But then Jay could resist anything but a pretty, bitchy girl

  who’d give him a hard time.




  A week later Jay is in Central Park and sees a stunning blonde wearing a peasant blouse, a wide belt and a flared skirt: it’s the cute chick from the party called Fran.




  He picks her up and they have drinks at the San Remo bar. He discovers she has problems galore, dirty fingernails and more tales of rejection than he could ever hope to match.




  She likes him because he’s handsome and funny, and she’s impressed that he’s the editor of a new little magazine called Neurotica. She tells him, ‘I told my

  girlfriend about you and she was jealous. Her boyfriend edits a magazine called Blood, which nobody has ever heard of.’




  He likes her because she’s a pretty Jewish princess in full rebellion against her rich parents, but then he’s a nice Jewish boy in rebellion against being a nice Jewish boy.




  There’s a sadness to her story that he can’t resist. She was a Jewish princess in the making who was sent away to a fashionable boarding school and came back fat. Her successful

  father never had any time for her or interest in her, and Fran’s mother said she felt sick every time she looked at her obese daughter.




  Fran attended art school but got her education hanging out in Greenwich Village. There she took a series of misfit lovers for solace. The lonely, love-hungry little fat girl was now gone; in her

  place was a fast-talking wisecracking beauty, who was studying textile designs by day and playing the rebel at night.




  Soon after they met Jay wrote a letter to his mother, who was known as Cutie.




  

    

      Dear Cutie,




      Yesterday I saw New York’s fabulous skyline from a penthouse on Central Park West. A pretty girl lives there who is as crazy as I am. I think I’m going to marry her. I miss

      you.




      Love and kisses,




      

        

          Jay


        


      


    


  




  Jay was right. After a whirlwind romance they got married and were pronounced Fran and Jay.
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  Little Magazine, Big Dreams




  Jay hadn’t gone to New York looking for love but literary glory, which I guess is love by another name. He was a young man with his own little magazine and a big dream;

  he was going to knock New York on its ass and wake up the rest of America.




  It was a bold mission for a young guy who till then had been working in his mother’s antique shop in St Louis, Missouri. But it wasn’t as crazy a plan as it might seem today, because

  back then little magazines had a special place in American cultural life. They were the shock troops of the avant-garde: small groups of guerrilla rebels making daring assaults on orthodox thinking

  and cultural values. Little magazines lobbed grenades of the experimental and fired rockets of the new: ideas, writers, poetry, left-wing politics and polemics. It was through the little magazines

  that modernism entered the bloodstream of American culture; in these publications T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and Joyce’s Ulysses first appeared.




  In 1948, Jay decided he’d had enough of working in his mother’s shop and St Louis. It was a city that was once known as the Gateway to the West and some would say that was because no

  one would want to stick around a place as dull as St Louis.




  Jay was twenty-nine, restless and eager for a different life – just like those other post-war rebels from the American Midwest who would take off for the bright lights of bigger cities.

  Anxious guys and magnificent misfits like Marlon Brando (Nebraska), Montgomery Clift (Nebraska), James Dean (Indiana) and William Burroughs (St Louis).




  The idea of self-reinvention has become so central to popular culture that the idea itself has become trivialized. These days any third-rate female pop singer who changes her hair colour or gets

  breast implants is celebrated as a model of triumphant self-reinvention.




  Of course a nation of immigrants like America was built on this idea. The newly arrived masses from Europe had to shed names, customs and even languages before they could dive into the melting

  pot and emerge as Americans. It was different for their children, coming of age in the 1950s. Their self-reinvention was not to fit in, but to break free.




  Jay’s personal journey began when as a teenager he read The Great Gatsby and decided to change his name from Irving to Jay after its hero, that master of self-reinvention Jay

  Gatsby. Then he decided to leave his mother’s store and launch himself as a publisher, playboy, dandy and cultural crusader. So he created a magazine called Neurotica.




  Having his own magazine was a good excuse to hang out with interesting people, throw parties and meet beautiful women. Yes, he was serious about exposing the neurotic state of American culture,

  but he wanted to have fun in the process. In retrospect he was the hipster’s Hugh Hefner – mixing Martinis, girls and interesting minds into an intoxicating social cocktail.




  He wanted to create a magazine written for and by neurotics; one that took their side in a society that considered them sick. The manifesto from the first issue stated: ‘Neurotica

  is a literary explosion, defence and correlation of the problems and personalities that in our culture is defined as neurotic.’




  Neurotica – it was to be a quarterly – offered a psychoanalytic examination of American popular culture and life that would appeal to a hip, non-academic readership. Jay drew

  up a list of proposed titles of articles for the first issue that sum up what the magazine was all about. ‘The New Look Is The Anxious Look’; ‘American Sexual Imperialism’;

  ‘The Theatre as Sublimated Suicide’; ‘The Castration Complex in Animals’ and ‘Can You Slap Your Mother? A Semantic Problem’.




  It was a crazy, inspired and truly original idea that was way ahead of its time. (Years later Newsweek called Neurotica ‘Brilliant and bizarre . . . an impishly arcane

  magazine’.) In an America that was coming under the influence of psychoanalysis, to suggest that neurosis was something to be celebrated and not cured was a radical proposition. Jay’s

  magazine – long before the work of R.D. Laing appeared – challenged the orthodox idea of what it meant to be a well-adjusted human being. A decade after Neurotica first appeared,

  even as mainstream a magazine as Readers Digest (circulation 12 million) could carry an article entitled ‘The Danger of Being Too Well Adjusted’. The article quoted a

  psychiatrist who claimed that ‘We’ve made conformity into a religion.’




  Neurotica spotted early on the way the neurotic would become a new kind of American anti-hero. In the first edition (May 1949), Jay published an essay called ‘The New Look Is The

  Anxious Look’. Two years later the neurotic left the subterranean world of bohos and beatniks and entered the cultural mainstream with the publication of J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher

  in the Rye. Its protagonist, the troubled teenager Holden Caulfield, is telling his story from a sanatorium after having a breakdown.




  It wasn’t long before Hollywood realized that the new look and new style of post-war youth was anxious. By the mid-1950s the three ‘fascinating neurotics’, Montgomery Clift,

  Marlon Brando and James Dean, had all become movie stars. They played psychologically troubled and emotionally tormented anti-heroes in films such as From Here to Eternity (1953), The

  Wild One (1953) and Rebel Without a Cause (1955). By the end of the 1950s popular culture had caught up with Neurotica’s mission to explore ‘the problems and

  personalities that in our culture is defined as neurotic’.




  It was when Jay teamed up with the eccentric polemicist, raging paranoid and sexual folklorist Gershon Legman – a man known to be unpublishable, uncompromising and unbearable – that

  he found a brilliant crazy man and a new crusade for Neurotica. It was Legman who encouraged Jay to drop all the ‘look at me I’m neurotic’ stuff and the experimental

  poetry. Together, they were going to fight censorship and expose a culture that welcomed murder and violence as entertainment and condemned sex as immoral. Jay and Legman believed that America was

  on the verge of a nervous breakdown – and they would do their bit to help it on its way.




  When Time magazine mentioned Neurotica in an article on the new wave of little magazines that had appeared in 1949, Jay thought he was on his way to success. When a year later

  Henry Luce – the publisher of Time magazine – let it be known that he’d be interested in buying Neurotica, Jay was certain of it.




  But it didn’t happen, for reasons I will go into later. After eight issues Jay felt he had said everything he wanted to say. Besides, he was exhausted: the legal battles with the American

  Post Office (who wanted to prosecute the magazine for obscenity) plus long struggles with the abusive and confrontational Legman had taken their toll.




  New York’s bohemia – that small world centred in Greenwich Village – had lost its charm and fun. The constant cynicism, the pressure to put everything and everyone down; the

  proud boasts of sexual malfunction and creative impotence, once so daring and honest, had become so tedious – at least to Jay.




  Then there was his troubled marriage. He and Fran were drifting apart. To fill the growing gap they crammed their apartment with people and covered the silence with parties. (A friend of theirs

  said at the time, ‘Through those doors pass the most beautiful and neurotic people in the world.’) Jay knew he had to do something quickly to save his marriage, so he decided to split

  and go back to St Louis and Mother.




  Fran received Jay’s plan for going back home like it was a prison sentence. She didn’t want to leave her beloved New York and began to wonder: what happened to the handsome, hip

  magazine editor I married? What kind of rebel heads back to the sticks and Mother?




  Jay asked Fran to try St Louis for a year and if she didn’t like it she could always return to New York. So she decided to give it a go and packed her bags and checked her pillbox.

  ‘I’m covered for any emergency,’ she told Jay. ‘Sugar substitute, aspirin, Contact, sleeping pill, painkiller, appetite depressant, Miltown – all the usual equipment

  for the modern girl.’




  So in 1951 they climbed into Jay’s battered Ford Dodge, headed down the West Side highway and drove off to St Louis. Jay had promised that the three-day drive would be the honeymoon

  they’d never had. He looked at his bride and saw the sad face of a kidnap victim who knows there’s no chance of escape.




  A few weeks into their new life, Jay realized that Fran’s look of sad resignation had collapsed into a look of deep boredom. She was suffocating in St Louis. So Jay and his brother Fred

  decided to open a nightclub – part cabaret, part theatre – to keep her amused. They called it the Crystal Palace.




  Jay became the club’s producer and brought the plays of Samuel Beckett to middle America, along with Lenny Bruce, the unknown Woody Allen and Barbra Streisand. It was Bruce who said that

  the Palace, with its stained glass, looked like a church that decided to go in for a spot of bingo and ended up having strippers.




  In St Louis Fran made a discovery that would change her life: she could write lyrics. Her first attempt was with the composer Tommy Wolfe and it was inspired by T.S. Eliot’s line,

  ‘April is the cruellest month’. She decided to translate that into hip speak and came up with ‘Spring Can Hang You Up The Most’.




  While she scribbled away at lyrics, Jay decided it was time to write his first novel. All his old buddies – John Holmes, Jack Kerouac, Chandler Brossard – were getting published. It

  was time to lose his literary virginity. He had an opening line that summed up his whole take on success: ‘You can’t stay married if you want to make it in New York.’ He called

  his book The Nervous Set and it was essentially the story of Fran and Jay living the bohemian life in New York. It ends with Jan – the Fran character – committing suicide. The

  book went through a round of rejections and ended up in Jay’s rejection trunk.




  The Crystal Palace was a fabulous party that lasted about twelve years and then sometime in the early 1960s, Jay suddenly decided that he was bored with America and tired of his nightclub. The

  fun had gone. Now that he had to attract audiences with Habeba the Belly Dancer instead of daring acts like Lenny Bruce, he knew that the glory days of the club were behind him. And without the

  Palace – his own personal playground – there was no point in sticking around. It was time to make a move. The question was: where to?




  Jay was forty-eight years old and dreaming about dropping out and living the life of a full-time idler. Maybe as a country gentleman in Connecticut or perhaps he’d move to a Greek island

  and spend his days watching the flowers grow.




  The only thing that Fran wanted to watch grow was her career. By now she was a respected songwriter working with Alec Wilder. Her song ‘Spring Can Hang You Up The Most’ had been

  recorded by Ella Fitzgerald and Sarah Vaughan. She wanted the phone to ring with wonderful offers from producers and singers. Her dream was to write songs for big musicals.




  There you have it. He wanted a Greek island and she wanted Broadway.




  So they settled on London.
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  Why London? If they had to leave America Fran wanted a big city where they spoke English. And Jay? I once asked him why he chose London, and he said, ‘I thought it was a

  good place to be a failure in.’




  Like many Americans of his generation, Jay admired the English because he believed they were indifferent to both the seduction of success and the stigma of failure. They knew that success was

  overrated and that failure was nothing to feel bad about. After all, it was the British poet Kipling who had said that when faced with triumph and disaster, we should treat these two

  ‘impostors’ just the same.




  When my family moved to London fifty years ago the English still had a reputation for being fond of plucky underdogs and heroic failures. They were ready to take a loser to heart like no other

  nation. As George Orwell pointed out, ‘The most stirring battle poem in English is about a brigade of cavalry which charged in the wrong direction.’




  Such a country was perfect for Jay. The trouble with Americans – or so some Americans like Jay claimed – was that they were obsessed by success. In a letter written to H.G. Wells in

  1906 William James complained of the ‘moral flabbiness born of the exclusive worship of the bitch-goddess Success. That – with the squalid cash interpretation put on the word

  success – is our national disease.’




  That ‘disease’ posed a problem that my father spent his whole life confronting: how does a thoughtful, sceptical and ironic person function in a society in thrall to celebrity and

  success?




  Jay tried to solve this problem by cultivating what he called a ‘lifelong romance with failure’. This romance can be seen as a desire to pursue the forbidden; and nothing was so

  forbidden to an American of Jay’s generation as failure. He thought he could puncture the prestige and power of success with laughter; inoculate himself with large doses of irony, send the

  fucker up, mock its followers; turn his back on success and make a pass at its ugly sister failure.




  Back in New York Jay and his hip little buddies used to meet around cocktail time at P.J. Clark’s, a famous bar on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. One of their favourite activities was

  to sit and watch the successful people from Madison Avenue drown their sorrows. Jay’s crowd were success snobs who regarded everyone else as ‘sell-outs’. Selling out was the big

  concern in the 1950s, the ultimate act of betrayal. The sell-outs were the ones who just did things for money, the writers who prostituted their talents to Hollywood (this was a big complaint of

  Holden Caulfield’s), or sold their souls to the big advertising agencies.




  Jay’s romance with failure wasn’t all pose and perversity, but rooted in the perceived poverty of success. The thinking goes like this: success has no poetry, no grandeur and no

  song. Success may produce money, but failure produces myth.




  My parents used to argue about the value of success.




  Jay would say, ‘Success is overrated.’




  And Fran would reply, ‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.’




  ‘That hurt,’ Jay would reply.




  I think I’ve inherited from my father his fascination with success and failure. It was something I became aware of at a very young age. Jay loved to tell Miles and me stories about his

  friends who, like him, had gone to make it in New York and found nothing but heartbreak and humiliation. There was the failed actor who summed up his time in New York as ‘the forty-five-year

  insult’. There was the writer who was invited by a top American publisher to come by the office and collect his manuscript – from inside a toilet bowl. My dad always used to

  chuckle when he quoted the New York Times book critic who said of his best friend’s book: ‘If the American novel isn’t dead, this book will kill it.’




  Listening to these stories as an impressionable and sensitive ten-year-old, I came to the conclusion that New York must be the cruellest city in the world. People there were always dying,

  bombing, striking out, flopping, emptying the room and going down the toilet. They couldn’t get arrested or elected dogcatcher. This

  mythological world was made up of somebodies, nobodies, winners and losers. People in New York, my father insisted, had no time for what he called the little

  people – they only cared about the big shots.




  Thank God we were moving to London.
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  The Oldest Swingers In Town




  My parents arrived in London in March 1964, two loud, middle-aged American bohemians in the land of the stiff upper lip.




  Or so they thought. Very few people knew that London had become the most ‘swinging’ city in the world. (That only happened a year or two later, when the public began reading magazine

  articles about Swinging London.) American tourists came to London for the treats of tradition: the changing of the guard and the taking of afternoon tea. They wanted a London wrapped in the comfort

  blanket of the past.




  But what they, and my parents, found was a very different England in the making, a loud, brash, yeah-yeah-yeah youth-driven England. You could see it in the outlandish fashions of the young on

  the streets and you could hear it in the hysterical screams of Beatlemania. Some Americans were disappointed by what they found, but not my parents. They had arrived just in time for the great

  four-year party that was Swinging London and couldn’t believe their luck.




  Jay found a dilapidated Georgian house in Islington for a home, and a nearby school for Miles and me. We quickly made friends with the local kids, who introduced us to the joys of soccer, or

  ‘football’ as we learned to call it. Jay had his morning chores and work on the house to keep him busy. Meanwhile our melancholic mum lay in bed, homesick for America. It would take her

  a little time before she got in the party mood.




  Those early London days were full of uncertainty. My parents liked London but weren’t sure if London liked them. ‘Three months in London and the phone has become remarkably

  silent,’ Jay noted in his diary.




  Slowly they began to make friends with people and the city itself. For a man like Jay with a ‘romantic attachment to failure’ London seemed like the perfect city: a Paris for

  underachievers. He was convinced that he’d managed to find a city where they didn’t care if you were a somebody or not. ‘We were amazed at how easily people accepted us without

  knowing or even caring about our economic or social background,’ said Jay. ‘It was such a relief not to be asked, “And what do you do for a living?”’




  It was a question he found hard to answer, because he didn’t know what he was doing for a living or how he wanted to live. When he had told Fran that he just wanted to sit on an island and

  watch the flowers grow, he was only half joking. Now he was playing with the idea of quitting show business and becoming a middle-aged dropout.




  He’d produced, promoted and written numerous plays but had never had a big hit, at least not outside of St Louis. God knows my parents had given it their best shot back in 1959 when their

  musical The Nervous Set – based on Jay’s book, with lyrics by Fran – opened on Broadway. Everyone said that this was going to be the one that made them. They were set to be

  the golden couple of New York, the new Scott and Zelda.




  The Nervous Set was a hip, funny satire on the beat generation, but the show only lasted 23 performances. It was too cynical, sophisticated and angsty for the times. What chance had a

  musical with that crazy title and one featuring a four-piece jazz combo on stage and a suicide for an ending? What chance had they against the hit musicals of the season like The Sound Of

  Music and Gypsy? So they bombed on Broadway and returned to a St Louis that was just starting to turn its back on them.




  Now Jay was beginning a new life in London, so why go back to his old ways? He was tired of the game; tired of producing plays, tired of showbiz talk and showbiz bullshit. But most of all he was

  tired of the whole be-a-success game, a game he had never really wanted to play in the first place. It was time to lie back, dig London life and just watch the flowers grow. He wanted to devote

  himself to the art of what he called ‘creative living’.




  For Jay this meant being a good husband to his wife and a good father to his children, and having art and interesting people in his life – and of course as many lovers as he could. So Jay,

  who has been dabbling in journalism since the move to London, quits writing articles for his home-town paper, the St Louis Post Dispatch. He had this crazy project he’d been producing,

  a musical version of Dracula, and that goes on the back burner. No more meeting with theatre people or schmoozing with the great and the groovy and the people who can help your career.




  On sunny days you’d find Jay lounging in a park soaking up the rays and reading Variety; there’s lunch with Robert Rauschenberg, celebrity encounters at parties (Marlene

  Dietrich and Jay discuss the fine art of French polishing), exhibitions to catch, new plays to see and people to meet.




  Jay’s diary entry of 20 July 1964 describes a typical afternoon in these early London days, out drinking with the gay Labour MP Tom Driberg and his Filipino houseboy.




  ‘We pub-crawled with Tom D. Ended up in a pub that could well be called “The Spare Nobody Bar”. Lesbians, transvestites, young Danish sailors powdered from head to toe, whores,

  ageing pederasts and young couples all in good humour. Tom D said it helped him to keep in touch with his constituency.’




  London was a loafer’s paradise in those days. There were plenty of people around who just wanted to hang out. Work was something they did to finance the real business of life: drinking,

  parties, pubs, sex, falling in love and falling on your face drunk in some smoke-filled Soho dive.




  Even those devoted to their careers felt obliged to keep up appearances and pretend they lived the life of an idler. You’d find the painter Francis Bacon and the novelist Keith Waterhouse

  drinking away the afternoons, looking like men who would never soil their souls with creative labour, when in fact they’d been working away since dawn.




  Jay would spend the morning devouring the newspapers, writing letters, working on the house; but the afternoon was always playtime. Back in St Louis he used to meet with an American artist

  called Ernest Trova at 2.30 p.m. to just hang out, have coffee and watch all the anxious men in suits rush back to the office after lunch. Not Jay and Ernie. For them it was crucial that a man was

  free to do anything he wanted to at 2.30 p.m.; that was the measure of a successful life.




  Now Jay was off looking for new playmates, and he found them in the pubs and afternoon drinking clubs of Soho and Chelsea – places like the Kismet, the Pickwick Club and the Colony Room.

  Jay (sometimes accompanied by Fran) mixed with what was left of British bohemia: cult novelists, jazz musicians, junkies, painters, fading beauties, publishers, poets, journalists and actors. The

  afternoon drinking clubs – pubs in those days closed at 3 p.m. – provided sanctuary from the routines of responsibility and the demands of middle-class respectability.




  One of Jay’s favourite places was the Kismet, a leprous cellar off Tottenham Court Road that was known as ‘Death in the Afternoon’ and the ‘Iron Lung’. Legend has

  it that a newcomer once entered the club and asked the bartender: ‘What’s that terrible smell?’




  ‘Failure,’ said a drunk at the bar.




  In this world a man could be anything, a vicious drunk or a drug addict, and no one would care. But even bohemia has its taboos, and a man who was openly ambitious or a conspicuous success was

  branded that most loathsome of all creatures known to bohemian kind: ‘a bore’.




  In that world to be a bore was the greatest of sins. British bohemia had clear ideas about who and what was boring. Money was boring. Success was boring. The famous were boring. People –

  i.e. the aspirational, suburban middle class – who wanted to ‘get on’ in life were boring.




  It’s an attitude that was articulated by the critic Alan Brien in an article for the Spectator (1963) entitled ‘The Anatomy of a Bore’. Brien set out to list the great

  bores of contemporary Britain. Two groups in particular stood out: the successful and the famous. Brien condemned ‘all stars of stage, screen and television’ as bores.




  But at least he was honest about why such people deserved to be dismissed as bores: ‘We often tend to be bored by those who hold superior positions to our own.’




  The trouble with such people, claimed Brien, ‘is that they deny your individuality. They transform you into a one-man audience . . . you can have no function but applause.’




  That’s something I knew all about, growing up in my family. Life was a cabaret, old chum – and in my family you belonged to the exciting people on the stage or you sat in the

  audience and provided the applause. Nobody ever imagined that one day the audience would demand their right to be the exciting people on stage.
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  My father might have been at home in the louche bars of bohemia, but his social confidence soon disappeared when he entered the rooms where the big names on the London scene

  congregated. The rules that governed this society were very different from those of bohemia. Here admission was based not on the charm of failure but the charisma of success. In those days, said

  actor Michael Caine, ‘everybody was a success and you didn’t know anybody who wasn’t.’




  Here are some snapshots of the London scene in the sixties:




  

    

      Snapshot One




      Host – Daily Mail gossip columnist Quentin Crewe.




      Where – Elegant sitting room in his flat on Wilton Crescent, London.




      Names – Peter Sellers, Dudley Moore, Princess Margaret, Keith Richards, Sandie Shaw and Bernard Levin.




      High point – Jocelyn Stevens arguing with Bernard Levin about Karl Marx.




      Low point – A naked George Melly entering the room first as a man, then as a woman and then backwards as a bulldog.




      

        Snapshot Two


      




      Hosts – Theatre critic Kenneth Tynan and wife Kathleen.




      Where – Flat on Mount Street, London.




      Names – Gore Vidal, Richard Harris, John Mortimer, Michelangelo Antonioni, Marlon Brando.




      High point – Marlon Brando arriving drunk.




      Low point – Marlon Brando kissing Kenneth Tynan in the bathroom.




      

        Snapshot Three


      




      Hosts – Peter and Wendy Cook.




      Where – The Cook home in Church Row, Hampstead: dinner.




      Names – John Lennon, Paul McCartney, John Cleese, Michael Foot, Michael Caine, Fran Landesman, Jay Landesman.




      High point – A celebrity asking who that funny American guy Jay Landesman is.




      Low point – A celebrity not asking who that funny guy Jay Landesman is.


    


  




  I once asked Jay how the name-packed rooms of London compared with those with New York, and he said, ‘London rooms were much kinder. They were friendly towards me. In New York rooms it was

  all about how much money you made and how many copies your last book sold or how successful your show was. In New York rooms they’d check out your status straight away and if it wasn’t

  up to scratch, then it was see you later, loser.’




  My parents arrived in London with only one phone number: that of the comedian Peter Cook. He and his wife Wendy moved back to London in 1964 after appearing in the satirical revue Beyond The

  Fringe on Broadway. He had left London a big star, the golden boy of the satire movement. Now he was coming back and everyone was telling him that satire was finished. Cook was worried that

  nobody would know his name. What’s more he discovered, to his utter horror, that his fellow Cambridge undergraduate David Frost was now a big star.




  But it wasn’t long after teaming up with Dudley Moore that Cook found success and fame. He and Wendy were as glamorous as any couple in England. It was through the Cooks that my parents

  entered the world of Swinging London. Their dinner parties featured a glittering collection of names like Ken Tynan, Peter Ustinov, Malcolm Muggeridge, Paul McCartney, John Lennon, David Frost,

  Joan Collins, John Cleese, Barry Humphries and Joseph Heller.
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