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PROLOGUE


I learnt I was about to become a knight when I was lying on my hotel bed with a belly full of pork and pastry. I’d been shooting a story in Parramatta, New South Wales, about an eccentric nineteenth-century showman and pastry cook called the Flying Pieman, and the director had wanted endless retakes of the part where I had to eat one of the Pieman’s signature dishes, so I was feeling a bit queasy.


My iPad pinged. My PA, Heli, had Skyped me, and was waving an official-looking letter.


I’d heard a rumour that secret conversations had taken place, my name had been looked on favourably, and in the near future there might well be some official recognition of my contribution to politics, entertainment, charity, education and whatever else might justify a gong, so I’d consulted my daughter, who has a much keener understanding of this kind of thing than I do.


‘Strewth! What do you reckon it’ll be, Laura?’


‘An “O”, I should think, or maybe an “M”.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Order of the British Empire, Member of the British Empire . . .’


‘There’s hardly any British Empire left. The Isle of Man, I suppose, Gibraltar, Tristan da Cunha maybe . . .’


‘Oh, come on, Dad. It’s a massive honour. Being picked out for service to your country, how cool is that?’


So when my wife Louise and I had left for Australia, I’d asked Heli not to open any letter that looked like it might have come from Buckingham Palace, 10 Downing Street or some other fancy address, but to call us immediately.


And now there she was twelve thousand miles away with a sealed envelope in her hand that clearly said ‘On Her Majesty’s Service, Return Address: 1 Horse Guards Parade’.


It should have been a dramatic moment. I’d been expecting something embossed, with lots of sealing wax and a big coat of arms, not a piece of paper that looked like the reminder you get from the dental hygienist about your six-monthly check-up. But it definitely said ‘The Prime Minister has asked me to inform you, in strict confidence, that he is recommending that Her Majesty may be graciously pleased to approve the honour of . . .’ Although what honour it was she might be graciously pleased to approve was a mystery. The trouble with trying to read something that’s being Skyped from the other side of the world is that the image tends to pixelate.


‘What’s it say, Lou?’ My eyesight isn’t the greatest.


‘I haven’t got my lenses in.’


‘Shall I read it?’ asked Heli helpfully.


‘No! No! Tony’s got to hear first.’


‘What’s the first letter?’ I said. ‘Is it an “O”?’


Lou put her glasses on.


‘Nope!’


‘An “M”?’


‘Nope!’


‘Flippin’ ’eck! It’s not a “C”, is it?’


‘What’s that?’


‘Commander of the Empire. That really would be a big deal.’


‘Nope!’ There was a long pause followed by a squeak. ‘It’s a “K”,’ Lou yelled. ‘It’s a fucking “K”!’ and she started bouncing round the room.


How do you keep a knighthood quiet? We weren’t supposed to tell anyone until the formal announcement a month later. OK, in the great scheme of things it didn’t matter a jot. It wasn’t like I’d been kidnapped by Islamic State or contracted Ebola. I wasn’t going to be given a castle, or dressed in armour and made to fight at the Battle of Agincourt. Nevertheless it was an extraordinary thing, like Bristol City winning League Division One and the Johnstone’s Paint Trophy in the same season, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.


Lou and I developed our own secret signal. Wherever we were, whoever else was around, we’d catch each other’s eye and draw a discreet circle with our forefingers, followed by a tiny stabbing motion. It was supposed to represent a very small knight wielding his sword. It worked. Nobody ever guessed what it signified. If they noticed anything at all, they probably thought we were trying to get something nasty off our fingers.


The only people we told were Laura, and my son Luke. We knew they wouldn’t blab. But before the story broke we wanted to share the news with Lou’s mum. So as soon as we got back to the UK, we phoned her and told her we were coming straight up to the Wirral.


‘Why?’


‘Why what, Pam?’


‘Why are you coming up?’


‘To see you.’


‘You can’t come up just like that. I need to clean the house, sort out the dogs . . .’


‘Don’t worry. It’s no big deal.’


When we arrived, the whole family was there. Lou’s mum looked tense.


‘Lovely to see you, Pam.’


There was a pause then ‘Get on with it,’ she said.


‘Get on with what?’


‘The news.’


‘What news?’


‘The news you’ve come all this way to tell me.’


‘It’s nothing,’ I said. ‘Except . . .’


Pam reached for her ciggies.


‘I’m going to be knighted . . . which means your daughter will be a lady.’


Pam put her fags down again.


‘Thank Christ for that,’ she said, and breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I thought you were going to tell me you’d been exposed for having sex with underage girls in the seventies!’


On the night of the big announcement we had a dozen friends round to dinner. We’d told them it was to celebrate our return from Australia – we’d been away the best part of four months. At a quarter to ten Lou sneaked out of the room and came back with a big cake, blazing candles and lots of plastic knights stuck in the icing. That’s when we made the announcement, and everyone got a slice with a knight on it.


On the stroke of ten we turned on the telly, and I was the lead story. More important events had occurred that day, but the earthquakes, race riots, ministerial resignations, and train crashes hadn’t offered the news editor an excuse to play the clip from Blackadder where Baldrick is made a lord and enters wearing an ermine cloak. OK, maybe it didn’t deserve quite such extensive coverage, but being the first item on the BBC news still felt a pretty big deal to me.


Tuesday, 12 November 2013, 6.30 a.m. The night before I’d been reading my latest book to a bunch of kids at a literary festival in Kilmarnock, and I’d just got off the sleeper at Euston. I walked across the station to the cab rank, frowzled, tousled and a bit flustered.


It wouldn’t be my first time at Buckingham Palace. In 2006 Channel 4 had asked Time Team to create a week-long live TV extravaganza. As we were in the middle of the Queen’s eightieth birthday year, we’d suggested an excavation at Buckingham Palace.


The palace authorities were initially sceptical, and we didn’t blame them. I was a republican, so was Mick Aston, our lead archaeologist. The Windsor press office wouldn’t want us recording any royal high jinks and selling the story to the Socialist Worker. But they relaxed a little when we appointed Laurence Vulliamy as series producer. He’d orchestrated a number of televised royal events, was thought to be a safe pair of hands, and eventually, though nervously, it was agreed we should be given royal access, although not before I’d been taken to one side by their press office and asked for reassurance that I wouldn’t cause any offence.


Of course I wouldn’t! We were old hands at this on Time Team. You had to keep on the right side of the punters, that was part of the job. We’d wrecked every garden we’d ever filmed in. Mechanical diggers had ground their way across the lawns of England, flowers beds had been destroyed, enormous trenches dug across paths and through vegetable plots. It was extraordinarily generous (not to mention a bit daft) of anyone to be prepared to make such a sacrifice, and the least we could do in return was be polite and respectful to the occupants. We’d treat the royal family in exactly the same way. Furthermore, I said, I didn’t feel any animosity towards the Queen, who I thought had done a remarkably good job in extremely trying circumstances. How many other rulers would have dealt with losing the largest empire the world had ever known with such good grace? It wasn’t HRH I was opposed to, it was the principle of monarchy – the fact that the Queen could veto proposed new laws, could nominate bishops to the House of Lords, was the head of just one sect among Britain’s many religions, that she sat on the throne only because her father . . . but by then the press attaché’s eyes had glazed over. We’d both made our points. Any further conversation was redundant.


The first part of Time Team’s ‘Big Royal Dig’ was shot at a royal garden party. Laurence’s idea was that in our first sequence we’d ask the Queen if we could dig up her garden, and she would regally say yes. But, on principle, Mick refused to attend, and our chief digger, Phil Harding, said he’d only turn up if he could wear what he wanted and didn’t have to comb his hair.


There was much agitated discussion, at the end of which this was agreed, and we finally arrived at the garden party and stood in line, with Phil sporting a beige safari jacket and cowboy hat that made him look like one of the Village People. After an excruciatingly long wait, the royal family finally processed out of a tiny insignificant-looking door at one side of the palace, the men mostly tall, thin and stooping, the women short and dumpy with round faces. There were royal handshakes and brief bursts of conversation. I don’t think the Queen had any idea who I was or what I was doing there, but following a whispered briefing from an aide, she asked me a carefully constructed question about my interest in archaeology to which I gave a nondescript reply. Then I asked her if we could dig her garden, and she said yes. Job done!


Prince Philip was a different kettle of fish. ‘Archaeology?’ he harrumphed. ‘There’s bugger all archaeology here. Won’t be much of a programme. The whole bloody place has been dug up twenty times already!’


It was reassuring to find that he was exactly like I’d always imagined him to be. Thirty years previously I’d read reports of his rudeness and had been appalled, but now I found him amusingly straightforward, like someone pretending to be Mr Magoo. He was very bright. He argued with me for far longer than he was supposed to given the length of the queue, and when I tried to explain why we were optimistic about what we might find, he cited a long list of reasons why the area was likely to be barren.


He eventually moved on, I had an animated discussion with the Duchess of Cornwall about traffic problems on the M4, then we all went off for a sandwich and a slice of lemon drizzle cake.


The show had been billed as a live dig, but it was actually ‘as live’. In other words, to avoid the necessity of excavating in the dark, we taped it an hour earlier than it was transmitted. This led to a lot of confusion, not least when, during rehearsals, I told the floor manager I was going to slope off for a pee, thinking there was an age before our cameras rolled, and he replied that recording was starting in seven minutes – and no, it couldn’t be delayed.


I was in a quandary. The portaloos were round the other side of the palace, much too far away for me to reach in time, but I was a middle-aged man, and there was no way I could survive a whole hour with a bladder about to split asunder.


I proceeded with some urgency down the little slope that led to the main body of the garden, and after a brief reconnoitre of the ornamental trees, found a hornbeam which obscured the palace windows sufficiently to allow me to have a slash without causing offence.


I was halfway through when I heard a whirring sound. Looking up, I saw a security camera which was fixed to the top of the trunk and was currently pointing straight down at me. I tried to finish as quickly as I could, but it’s difficult when you’re being observed. I struggled on for a while but was interrupted again, this time by a figure bursting through the shrubbery. It was a copper, complete with a stab jacket and a very large Alsatian. He looked me up and down, the dog sniffed my legs, and they moved off again.


‘I bet everyone wishes they could do that,’ he murmured before disappearing back into the undergrowth.


The programme was a great success. While I’d been excavating at Buckingham Palace, Alice Roberts and our archaeologists were digging at Windsor Castle, and they’d discovered the Round Table!


Sadly it wasn’t King Arthur’s original Round Table; it was the rubble-filled foundations of a massive circular building Edward III had built in the fourteenth century to house the Knights of the Garter. They used it to dress up and indulge in acts of old-fashioned chivalry, and in honour of their ancient forebears they named it after the most famous piece of furniture in early British history. It may have been nothing more than a piece of medieval show business, but this building was one of the most significant excavations ever conducted on Time Team, rather eclipsing the tiny hundred-year-old lead horse which was my best find. On the day Prince Philip hadn’t been mistaken. There was bugger all archaeology at Buckingham Palace. Still, my chipped little toy gave me something to be enthusiastic about.


So now I was back at the palace again, this time with my thirty-four-year-old son Luke, tall and handsome, with designer stubble and a sharp grey suit, Laura, wearing a permanent look of pride and affectionate amusement, and my beautiful wife Louise, dressed in Alexander McQueen, with a foxy heart-shaped hat tilted over one eye.


A hundred and seventy-six UK and Commonwealth citizens were to receive their awards that day. They were milling around in the long gallery, framed by the palace’s lush red, white and gold decor, honoured guests at a swanky party where no one knew each other and there was no alcohol. But ten of us were singled out and directed up a small flight of stairs into an anteroom where we were offered white wine. Obviously the ‘C’s and ‘K’s were regarded as special people who could hold their liquor, unlike the ‘O’s and ‘M’s who’d have made idiots of themselves if they’d even sniffed a spritzer.


I got chummy with a chap called Sir Peter Caruana who’d served as Governor of Gibraltar and was now being given the obscure, although apparently great, honour of the ‘Knight Commander of the Most Distinguished Order of Saint Michael and Saint George’. He was an unaffected and very funny man who kept me giggling inanely throughout the whole event with his subversive, whispered commentary. We were like two naughty boys at the back of the class.


There were a few people I vaguely recognised – a po-faced Liberal who was being made a Companion of Honour, a director from one of the great theatrical families, and a retired general who used to get wheeled onto the telly whenever we invaded a Middle Eastern country. I could only see one woman, and she had her back to me, talking to two servicemen in dress uniform. When she turned round, my head spun a little. It was the Queen. Well, not the real Queen, but as good as. She’d certainly always been a queen to me.


When I was seventeen I hadn’t had much time for Hollywood actresses. They’d seemed so silly: either vulgar and over the top, or bland, vacuous and as authentic as Minnie Mouse.


There was Marilyn Monroe, of course, but she was from another planet. Claire Bloom was English. She was troubled, and it showed in her eyes; attractive, but like a real person, not cartoon attractive; vulnerable but smart, and you wouldn’t mess with her. No wonder she was cast as women who answered back. Other actresses seemed diminished by the smouldering presence of Marlon Brando, Rod Steiger and the new breed of male actors, but Claire Bloom always shone.


She must have been in her eighties by now, but she was still stylish, vital, and looked amazing. ‘Hullo, I’m Claire,’ she said. If I’d had a penknife, I’d have slashed open my chest and offered her my aorta. Instead I mumbled something inane, then something else twice as inane. She returned my wild-eyed stare with a look of mildly charmed curiosity.


‘Excuse me, Mr Robinson.’


There was a discreet tap on my shoulder. A very well-spoken palace official was suggesting I might like to be briefed before proceedings began. I raised my eyes, and smiled at her by way of apology. ‘I’ve got to go and be given my notes,’ I said, then realised this was the most dicky, actory thing I could possibly have said, and confirmed my dickiness by exchanging slightly fumbled cheek-kisses with her.


The instructions were straightforward. Prince William was going to be doing the knighting. I had to bow, kneel on a stool, call him ‘Your Highness’ when he talked to me, then when I’d been knighted, step back, turn right, and move off. It was child’s play. Frankly I was more worried about him. He was new to this investiture business; I just hoped he wasn’t going to mess up.


A few minutes later we were made to stand in line, and led crocodile-style through another side door into the ballroom. Five hundred people were looking at us. My name was called, I stepped forward, and amnesia set in. What was I supposed to do? I looked at the Duke of Cambridge; he looked at me. I smiled at the Duke of Cambridge; he smiled back. It was like the duel scene from High Noon – one of us would surely die. Then his eyes flicked downwards, I gratefully took my cue and knelt. Whoops! I’d forgotten to bow. His sword bore down towards my shoulder in slo-mo.


This was extraordinary. What was I doing here? Why was I being singled out? How come I’d been allowed to snog Claire Bloom? Why had I been the number one story on the news? There’d certainly been no cunning plan.


‘Arise, Sir Anthony Robinson.’


I stood up. I forgot to call him ‘Your Highness’, but he didn’t seem to mind. We talked about Blackadder – he was a big fan. He asked me if there were going to be any more episodes. I suggested that if there were he should have a small part, and he agreed. We could have nattered on all morning; he seemed a good bloke. But there were another 175 people behind me, so it would have been a bit selfish.


The conversation ended. I stepped back, turned left, and bumped into the rest of the queue.
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THE ROCK STAR


For the best part of three hundred years my family lived in the East End of London. All the smelly jobs – tanning, brewing, boiling bones and the like – were done there; anyone with a few bob in their pocket eventually left because it stank so much. But my family couldn’t afford to move more than a few streets. They were what the Victorians called ‘the deserving poor’. They had jobs like matchmaker, seamstress and shoebox maker. We did boast one entrepreneur: Thomas William Parrott, my great-grandfather on my mum’s side, set up a business called Parrott’s Popular Pickles. He had a handcart, two small barrels and two ladles. A big ladle of pickles cost you a penny, a small one a halfpenny, but it didn’t catch on. His son, my Grandpa Horace, was a steward for the Union Castle Line and worked the South Africa run for half a century.


My Great Granddad Francis on my father’s side was a box cutter and died in the workhouse. His wife and their five children, including my Grandma Ellen, struggled on for another fourteen years until in 1915 Julia caught diphtheria and died in St George’s Workhouse Infirmary. Ellen was terrified of ending up in the workhouse too, and worked obsessively all her life to fend off poverty.


My dad and his brother Cyril grew up in a different world. They were the early-twentieth-century products of universal education, better healthcare and tap water that didn’t make you vomit. Dad won a place at London University, but didn’t go because Grandma Ellen said they couldn’t afford it. Instead he worked for the London County Council. Ironically, his first job was as a clerk helping to wind down East End workhouses like the ones in which his grandparents had died.


In those days the LCC was structured a bit like the army. There were officers and other ranks, and my dad was at the bottom. He met my mum at a badminton club near Clapton Pond, but they didn’t go out much. Most evenings she went round to his parents’ house and knitted, while he read textbooks and wrote essays.


He had a good mind and, like his mum, was a hard worker. In 1937 he passed the LCC administration exams with distinction and became a junior administrator. In those days if you were an East Ender with aspirations, you moved to Essex. It was leafy, respectable and only a few miles away from the rest of your family. He put down a deposit on a semi-detached house in South Woodford which cost £998. His friends said they were mad to spend that kind of money on a house. Nobody should be saddled with a debt that big, it would weigh you down for the rest of your life. But they were in their mid-twenties and wanted to get away from the East End and raise a family. It’s how the whole TOWIE thing started. Today’s Essex boys and girls are the great-grandchildren of ambitious white working-class East Enders like Leslie and Phyllis Robinson. That’s why they’ve got those cockney accents and chipper wit.


Mum and Dad got married in June 1939, but their new life lasted less than three months. Hitler invaded Poland, Dad joined the Royal Air Force and was stationed at Peterhead, hundreds of miles away on the Scottish coast. He hardly ever saw Essex or my mum anymore. He didn’t have what people describe as ‘a good war’; he didn’t battle his way through the deserts of North Africa, or parachute into Nazi-occupied Crete. He was a corporal fitter, patching up Hurricanes and Spitfires so posher young men could fly into the clouds and shoot down Jerry.


Not that he had much time for those heroes. Early in 1940 he’d been huddled over a Spitfire fixing its engine when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Squadron Leader Archie Hamilton striding towards him. He was wearing a brown leather flying jacket with a high wool collar, and his white silk scarf was flapping jauntily in the breeze. He was a legend. He had twenty kills to his name, and was an inspiration to the other pilots.


Dad jumped down from the fuselage, and saluted. ‘It’s an honour to be making your little beauty fighting fit, sir. Good luck to you, and all who sail in her.’


‘Farrk Awff!’ replied the squadron leader. From then on Dad waited to see if he returned from each sortie, and was disappointed when he did.


Dad did have one moment of glory. It was dusk, and he was standing solitary guard at the perimeter of his airfield, when he saw a plane coming in low from out at sea. Something about its shape seemed odd, so he picked up a pair of binoculars. There were black crosses on its wings.


He raced towards the nearest machine gun post and yelled for help, but the post wasn’t manned. It seemed the defence of north-east Scotland was entirely in Dad’s hands. He’d only had half a day’s gunnery training, but he knew what he had to do – line the plane up in its sights and fire in short bursts so the gun didn’t overheat. It was less than half a mile away now. He pressed the button and a hail of bullets erupted from its twin barrels. The plane seemed blithely unaffected, but Dad kept firing. On and on he blasted. The whole sky was alight. The sound of the weapon was a deafening roar, echoing and reechoing round the surrounding hills. Eventually it stuttered to a halt, and however hard he pressed the button, it refused to restart. But a little white plume was rising from the plane’s cockpit like a tiny smoke signal, then it flipped over onto its back, pirouetted and dropped silently into the sea.


Dad stood there panting, his mouth wide open. His mates raced over to find out what the bloody hell was going on. Only one of the plane’s wings was visible now above the waves, then that too disappeared. The men lifted Dad onto their shoulders, and carried him to the NAAFI canteen. He was the man of the moment. There were strains of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow!’ and a sergeant bought him a drink, which was unheard of.


Next morning Dad was summoned to the station commander’s office. Was a medal on the way? Was he to be mentioned in despatches? Apparently not.


The station commander was in a foul mood. ‘I claimed that Heinkel last night on this aerodrome’s behalf!’ he snapped. ‘But it appears that every other machine gun post in the vicinity did the same thing. So unless thirty-nine Jerry planes were shot down yesterday within a twenty-mile radius of here, you’ve made a complete tit out of me. I’m charging you with the wanton destruction of a machine gun.’


Dad had hoped to be promoted. He’d wanted to see action, and become a rear-end gunner on a Lancaster bomber, a job brimful of excitement, but with a very short life expectancy. This episode put him off the business of war completely. From now on he sought other, more entertaining ways of occupying himself.


There were hundreds of Canadian airmen in that part of Scotland, and some of them had formed a dance band which was the toast of Aberdeenshire. British musicians could play a serviceable foxtrot, but the Canadians swung. The band was short of a pianist, and Dad could just about find his way round a keyboard, so he volunteered. This heralded a massive change in his wartime career. His playing became better and better and, as he was a cheeky chappy with the gift of the gab, he became the star of the show, belting out Fats Waller’s ‘Your Feet’s Too Big’ and Hoagy Carmichael’s ‘Up a Lazy River’.


He was five foot three inches in his socks, with a little moustache and glasses, and people called him Wiggy, a nickname he’d acquired because of an accident he’d had as a little boy. He’d contracted ringworm and had been taken to Hackney Hospital to have radiation treatment, along with six other boys. The machine was switched on, the boys were left unsupervised, and something went wrong. Exactly what, no one seemed to know.


The children were only supposed to be in treatment for a couple of minutes, but half an hour later when a nurse popped in to check on them, the machine was still switched on, pumping out X-rays. Two boys died, and a couple more suffered severe burns. Dad was lucky. He’d been fighting with another boy, and they’d rolled away from the machine into a corner. He was taken home, given his supper and sent to bed. In the middle of the night my grandmother woke to the sound of screaming. When she went into Dad’s room, all his hair was on the pillow and it never grew back. He was given free wigs for the rest of his life. As a child it didn’t bother me – I thought all dads wore wigs. And it didn’t seem to bother him either.


While Dad was having the time of his life boogieing his way round the church halls of north-east Scotland, Mum was left at home audio-typing. Her bosses would dictate their letters on a reel-to-reel tape recorder, and she’d type them out wearing earphones the size of soup plates. She grew bored and lonely, so she joined the Women’s Royal Air Force, became a clerk, and was stationed at an aerodrome near Slough. Like Dad, she blossomed. The highlight of her social life was amateur dramatics. I’ve got ancient photos of her standing on rickety stages wearing heavily applied greasepaint, and pulling a variety of dramatic faces. My favourite is of her dressed in a blood-splattered nightie looking down at a dead man in pyjamas with a knife by his side. Nothing’s written on the back of the photo, so I’ll never know whether she was the murderer, or the innocent dupe who found the body.


In later years Dad implied that he’d had a string of wartime girlfriends, and I assumed Mum was the innocent victim of these shenanigans. But a few years before she died we visited her in her nursing home and I got a rude shock. Her dementia had recently become more acute, and she’d often spend visiting time staring at the wall. On this particular day we tried to engage her attention by showing her wartime photos of her friends. There was virtually no reaction till we came to a snap of a suave-looking officer.


‘That’s Stuart,’ she said.


‘Who was Stuart?’ I asked.


‘My boyfriend,’ she replied with a hint of irritation, as though it was a stupid question.


What did she mean? Did they make passionate love under khaki blankets, surreptitiously hold hands under the tables of country pubs, or were they simply mates? It remains an unexplained but tantalising secret.


When the war ended, Dad got a great job offer. The guys from the dance band were going pro; would Wiggy like to join them in Canada? The answer was no. Mum and Dad were home birds at heart, and having bought their semi only a few years previously, they weren’t thrilled with the prospect of exile. So they returned to 14 Raymond Avenue, South Woodford, Dad went back to the LCC, and within a few months Mum was pregnant. The labour wasn’t easy; I was premature, weighed around four and a half pounds, and was covered from head to toe in black hair. Apart from that I was apparently unscathed, but Mum wasn’t. The birth damaged her insides, and she was afflicted with stabbing pains for many years.


Dad bought a shiny black baby grand piano which, with great difficulty, he managed to squeeze into our little front room. So from the start, music was at the centre of my life. The house rang to the sound of Gilbert and Sullivan, Glenn Miller, Schubert and Ted Heath.


Mum kept up her acting; there were lots of amateur groups around – it was that kind of neighbourhood. People prided themselves on being respectable but fun. There were social gatherings at neighbours’ houses with cheese balls and Sun-Pat peanuts on the tables, the men drinking Truman’s Ale in half-pint tumblers, while the women sipped Babycham or Snowballs.


The Wanstead Players were the most envied of the local am-drams. The company was run by John Gibson, a sophisticated and languid young bachelor and the son of a department store owner in nearby Ilford. Harrison Gibson provided the actors with elaborate props, made the scenery, supplied the lights and donated swathes of material for the costumes. The shows were put on in the elegant surroundings of the Royal Wanstead School, whose chairman, Sir Winston Churchill, was the local MP and which overlooked the swans on The Eagle Pond.


Most of the Wanstead Players were posher than Mum, so she became a bit of a dogsbody. She’d be given the task of assistant stage managing on one show, selling programmes on the next, and occasionally she got the small parts which no one else wanted. But she was happy, loyal and tenacious, and the Wanstead Players was the centre of her social world.


Dad volunteered to run the box office. For six weeks prior to each new show, we were exiled to the kitchen to eat our Sunday roast, because the dining table was covered in a green baize cloth, piled on top of which were seating plans, tickets, letters and piles of money. Each seat in the theatre was represented by a box on the plan, and an X was drawn through it when the seat had been sold. I loved the excitement of watching the Xs accumulate as we edged towards another full house, which happened phenomenally quickly when the show was a George Bernard Shaw or a Noël Coward, but was painstakingly slow if it was an unknown play, particularly one of those modern European ones about guilt, anxiety and the trauma of loss.


I was sent to Woodford Green Preparatory School, an establishment far less impressive than it sounds. It was a small private school, buried away down the end of an alleyway behind a row of terraced houses. Its teachers were poorly paid and looked perpetually depressed and irritated. Our uniform was a bright red blazer and cap, with grey flannel trousers and a striped tie, and for five shillings a term our parents could buy extra tuition, including elocution from Miss Myfanwy Phillips who visited us twice a week to polish up our East End vowels. Her passion was poetry: Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Walter de la Mare and John Masefield. Her dream was that her little charges would learn to love their poems as much as she did, and from my very first lesson I did. I was hypnotised by the rhythm and the swing of the writing, the way the words rolled round my mouth, and the pictures they created in my mind. Soon I was catching the 179 bus to visit her crumbling mansion in Chingford every Thursday after school, and then on Saturday mornings too.


She entered me for a poetry competition. It was called the Wanstead and Woodford Eisteddfod, which made my dad laugh. I won lots of prizes. She put me in for competitions in other counties, and for speech exams at the Trinity College of Music.


I became known as the boy who was ‘good at elocution’ and was given a part in a show for the Wanstead Players. I played a cheeky cockney kid in a Terence Rattigan play called Who Is Sylvia?. My first words ever on stage were, ‘I’ve been knocking on this door for half a bleedin’ hour.’ The shock of such a profane word springing from the lips of a young child (I was eleven but looked about eight) brought the house down. I had no idea why the audience was laughing, but I liked the sound of it a lot. Next night I hit the word ‘bleedin’’ twice as hard, but there was a deathly silence. The leading man told me, ‘Less is more . . . unless it’s in your pay packet.’


A few months later my Mum showed me an article in her Daily Express. It said they wanted a London boy to star in a film called The Boy and the Bridge. She asked me if I’d like to go for an audition, and I said yes, why not, it would be a laugh. We had to travel all the way across London, which took about two hours. Twickenham Studios were vast, with long corridors covered in pictures of film stars wearing cravats, smoking cigarettes and staring moodily into the distance. The studios themselves were the size of aircraft hangers, with chunky ropes dangling from the ceiling, and banks of lights clicking and ticking even when they weren’t switched on. There must have been a thousand twelve-year-old boys and their mums there.


The casting directors asked us questions, gave us lines to read and took our photos. It was boring, but exciting too. By lunchtime there were only a hundred of us left, by teatime fifty, and at 9 p.m. just two.


We sat in the green room for ages, with earnest half-heard discussions taking place next door. Then the director came in and took me and my mum to one side, put his arm round me and said the other boy had got the part. Before I had a chance to take this in, he carried on: ‘What we want to do is this. We’re going to write you a special little part – the boy’s best friend. Is that all right? You’re not going to cry, are you?’


Cry? Of course I wasn’t. I’d never dreamt I’d get the main part in the first place. That was the sort of thing that happened to Mickey Rooney or Judy Garland, not an ordinary kid like me. But the best friend? Yeah, sure. I could do that. It’d be brilliant.


A few weeks later we were on our summer holiday staying at a farmhouse in Pembrokeshire. There were only the three of us. Mum’s ‘women’s disease’ had got worse and she’d had an operation which meant I couldn’t have any brothers or sisters. That was fine by me!


I was sitting on a stone wall playing with bits of sheep’s wool when Dad came over looking sad. ‘I’ve had a call from the film people,’ he said. ‘They tried writing you that part, but it apparently didn’t work for some reason. They say you’re not going to be in the film after all.’


That’s when I cried.


But it didn’t put me off acting, and it didn’t put Mum and Dad off either. They were as excited as I was by this alien new world the three of us had blundered into. We never knew what would happen next, and if I’d got close to success already, maybe something even more exciting would be waiting just round the corner.


There was another reason why I wanted to be a child actor. I’d passed my Eleven-Plus, I was at my new grammar school, Wanstead County High, and I hated it. The other kids said I was cocky, a show-off, too big for my boots, and my teachers were always getting at me. This became the bane of my life. As a child actor I was encouraged to be funny and to draw attention to myself, but when I did it at school I was hammered by everyone.


The killer blow had been delivered by Mr Trencher, my English teacher. For our homework he’d told us to write an essay about the sea. I knew everyone else would scribble out a ‘what-I-did-on-my-holidays’ piece, or a lame story about a storm at night, but I decided to write something that was the complete opposite: no action, just dazzling description like the first few minutes of a moody play. It would be called ‘The Wreck of the Tiger Lil’, and the only bit of plot would be a shark approaching, its eye glittering as it caught sight of a shoal of herring. It might not have much of a story, but it would bask in a host of luxuriant adjectives.


The following Tuesday Mr Trencher brought in our marked exercise books. He called Davida Woodall to the front and asked her to read her essay out loud. It was called ‘The Night of the Great Storm’ and, as usual, it was pretty good. When she’d finished, everyone applauded, and Mr Trencher gave her nine out of ten.


Then he called me up. I read out ‘The Wreck of the Tiger Lil’ as dramatically as I could, and waited for my pat on the back. Instead Mr Trencher took my exercise book from me, and held the essay up to the class.


‘He always has to be the clever little performer,’ he said. ‘But look at that margin!’


I’m left-handed like my dad, and still struggle to draw a straight line, even when I use a ruler.


‘Now look at the handwriting.’


Again, probably because of my left-handedness, I write like a five-year-old with a paralysed thumb.


‘And these spellings! Is this really how you spell “effervescent”? And how about this – does “maritime” have a “y” in it? I think you should learn how to spell “dyslexia”, Robinson, that’s a word you’ll need quite a lot!’


The class turned on me; they rocked with hilarity and jeered with derision. Once again I’d got my comeuppance. But if Mr Trencher thought I was going to try to write a good essay ever again, he couldn’t have been more wrong.


Mum had started buying The Stage, and found an advert in it that said someone was looking for children to be in a show – ‘no previous professional experience necessary’. Dad got me an appointment and took me to a huge house in Chiswick with a board outside that said ‘Phildene Academy’. He immediately smelt a rat. It was a scam. There was no job – the advert had been placed by the Wisbys who owned a small stage school and were looking for potential students. But Dad didn’t walk away; he said I should audition for them to get a bit of experience. I recited John Masefield’s ‘Quinquireme of Nineveh from Distant Ophir’, and an extract from Wind in the Willows, and the Wisbys got very excited, or pretended to be. So I did the mechanicals scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream with all the different voices, and they laughed in the right places and said they wanted to take me on.


Serious negotiations then opened. There were two Wisbys: Miss Wisby was short and intense, with bright red lipstick and a lisp; her mother, Mrs Wisby, was birdlike and theatrical, with tough eyes. They said that although their stage school was expensive, I was so talented that I was bound to earn lots of money, so Mum and Dad wouldn’t have to worry about finding enough for the fees. I was desperate for them to take me on, and kept slipping Dad pleading looks. Oh, to be freed from another five years’ incarceration at school! But Dad wasn’t keen. Education was a big thing to him; he was proud that I’d passed my Eleven-Plus, and was adamant that I should stay at Wanstead. I could be a child actor, but not at the expense of my schooling.


Finally a deal was struck. I’d remain at grammar school, but the Wendy Wisby Theatrical Agency could put me forward for professional acting work, and would receive 10 per cent of any money I earned. Dad seemed to think he’d got what he wanted.


Oliver! became the most successful British musical ever to be mounted on a West End stage, but it didn’t have an auspicious start. No producer would touch it because it was about poor Victorian cockneys, which wasn’t the sort of subject likely to appeal to West End audiences. The selling point was its talented young collaborators: writer Lionel Bart, director Peter Coe and designer Sean Kenny, all in their twenties. They’d recently had a minor hit with a musical adaption of an eighteenth-century comedy which they’d retitled Lock Up Your Daughters, on the strength of which they finally managed to persuade Donald Albery, who owned a few theatres around St Martins Lane, to mount their new show, although he insisted on a shoestring budget. The cast were all to be unknowns, and the show’s gimmick would be a gang of London boys who’d play the inmates of a workhouse and the members of Fagin the miser’s gang.


The Wisbys sent me to audition at the Wimbledon Theatre with Mum in tow, and once again I found myself among a crowd of hopeful boys and their even more hopeful parents. I joined the other children swarming all over the stage and the stalls, but by now this kind of hurly-burly was familiar to me and I enjoyed the excitement and the larking about. Again the number of kids rapidly diminished, until after six auditions spread over two weeks there were just fourteen of us left. An Ilford boy, Keith Hamshere, was offered the role of Oliver Twist, Martin Horsey, from south of the river, was to be the Artful Dodger, and the rest of us were the cheeky cockney chorus. The job, we were told, would mean taking two months off school. I’d only been on the Wisbys’ books for three weeks, and already my plan for avoiding Wanstead High had come to fruition!


First Mum, Dad and I had to go and see Mr Ingham, the headmaster, to get his permission. I’d only been in his office once before, when I’d been caught leaving school without wearing my cap. He’d given me four of the best with the cane he kept wrapped up in a Union Jack, then shook my hand and said, ‘What do you think would happen if all the boys unilaterally decided they didn’t want to wear their caps, Robinson?’


I’d replied, ‘I suppose we’d be living in a capless society, sir,’ which he seemed to find very amusing.


He must have kept an eye on me following that beating, because he knew all about me and my ‘speechifying’, and said he thought I might one day make something of myself, so yes, he’d allow me time off to attend rehearsals.


They lasted six weeks, and mostly we came and went as we pleased. We were supposed to be overseen by a chaperone called ‘Chappie’, who was fierce, with yellowy bleached hair, red lipstick, and an exotic sweaty smell. But there were fourteen of us and only one of her, and she was always either nattering on the phone, or gossiping with the wardrobe department, so we usually managed to avoid her. A tutor was drafted in too, a kindly, vague lady, who had no idea what she was supposed to be teaching us. I told her I was happy to do my own studying, and brought in a pile of books. I had a series of hardbacks called the Heirloom Library with full-page illustrations: Heidi, Tom Sawyer, The Children of the New Forest, Pinocchio, and the like. I must have read the entire cannon of classic children’s literature while I was rehearsing for Oliver!


We got paid more money than we’d ever had in our lives: five pounds a week for rehearsals, ten once the show started, plus Tube fares and lunch money. Our parents banked most of it for us, but our pockets bulged with cash. We bought vast quantities of cigarettes and sweets, and splashed out on grey Robin Hood hats, black and white herringbone overcoats, and black sunglasses from Woolworths so we’d look like Frank Sinatra’s rat pack. The effect must have been a bit muted though, given that we were thirteen years old and had been chosen for our lack of height.


The writer and composer Lionel Bart was the first man I ever knew who wore scent. Apparently it was Guerlain and very expensive, but it seemed weird to me. No men in South Woodford dabbed themselves with scent. They smelt of armpits or booze and fags. One of the girls in the chorus told me Lionel had written ‘Living Doll’ for Cliff Richard and was a millionaire. He certainly dressed smartly, like a small Italian gangster with shiny cufflinks and Cuban heels. He was kind, soft-spoken and seemed genuinely interested in us boys. Later he bought a mansion in Kensington with twenty-seven rooms, remote-controlled curtains and suits of armour on the staircase. He threw showbiz parties for hundreds of guests, where they passed round a silver tray covered in drugs, and another covered in money. Eventually he went bankrupt.


In the show, the character of Mr Sowerberry the undertaker was supposed to be scary, and the actor who played him was perfectly cast. He was in his mid-twenties but looked like an old tramp. He wore a shabby overcoat, had dirty nails, long, ragged hair and smoked roll-ups incessantly. He was fresh off the boat from Australia and his voice was a like a croaking bird. His name was Barry Humphries.


After five weeks of rehearsals we were introduced to Sean Kenny’s set. It was weird, wonderful and very dangerous. There were two huge scaffolding towers on metal rails criss-crossed with rough wooden slats, and in the centre of the stage a revolving turntable. The whole assembly swung and careened around creating constantly changing Victorian slums and crowded streets. It was so complicated, and its movements needed to be organised so exactly, that it was first erected on the stage of the Princes Theatre (now the Shaftesbury), which didn’t have a show on at the time, so we could rehearse on it for a week while the carpenters did running repairs. It wasn’t a child-friendly environment. All of us kids had narrow escapes, particularly when we weren’t concentrating or were mucking about. Eventually my friend Brian Lewis slipped and trapped his ankle during one of the dances when two trucks were passing close to each other. We heard a crack, and stood round watching his face turn white. It took an age to get him free, but we found it very interesting, and talked about it for days. Eventually the set was taken down and re-erected at the New Theatre, (now the Noël Coward) in St Martins Lane. And it was there on 30 June 1960 that Oliver! finally opened.


On the first night there were twenty-three curtain calls. Even the stage carpenters took a bow. I was excited – who wouldn’t be with such a lot of bravo-ing going on? – but I didn’t realise how significant it was. How was I to know that not all first nights ended like this? That when the final bow came, the actors were often greeted by thirty seconds of polite applause, and were back home drunk and depressed by midnight?


But Oliver! was special. It wasn’t American like Oklahoma! or Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. Even the apparently British My Fair Lady had been written by Yanks. Now at last the UK had a full-scale musical of its own, and it was about London and the drama and fun of being a cockney. The reviews were raves, and it became the number one theatre ticket for foreign tourists.


Being in it was tiring, though. Now we were no longer rehearsing in the daytime, I had to go back to school. I never got to bed before 11.30 p.m., and had to be up again at seven thirty. I’d yawn all day, catch the Central Line Tube late afternoon, change to the Piccadilly Line, get off at Leicester Square, sing and dance all evening, and get collected and taken home by Dad at 10.30. This cycle was repeated every day except Sunday, plus matinees on Tuesdays and Saturdays. We were permanently irritable, never stopped squabbling, and had dark circles under our eyes. I didn’t enjoy the constant repetition either. Some actors adore performing the same part night after night. They see it as a mark of true professionalism, but I found it dead boring.


I loved the show, though, and was very proud of it. I knew every word and note from beginning to end. The music was catchy and bitter-sweet, the characters were larger than life, and the cast were brilliant. As for the lyrics, what poetry!




In this life


One thing counts,


In the bank


Large amounts.


I’m afraid these


Don’t grow on trees,


You’ve got to pick a pocket or two.




That was Fagin’s instruction to his gang, and every night Ron Moody would sing it to us boys with a thick Jewish accent and a twinkle in his eye.


‘Nobody tries to be lah-di-dah and uppity, there a cup-o’-tea for all!’ sings the Artful Dodger to Oliver Twist. What a clever rhyme! I wished more than anything else in the world that I could play the Artful Dodger.


On the Tuesday after the first night, Martin Horsey, who was playing the Dodger, bunked off afternoon school and went to the park, forgetting it was a matinee day. A search was conducted, but the whole point of bunking off is that you don’t want to get caught, and no one could find him.


The producers had been so immersed in getting the show mounted that they’d overlooked long-term considerations like recruiting understudies. With fifteen minutes to go before curtain up, the company manager called me into his office.


‘Tony,’ he asked, ‘do you know the part of the Artful Dodger?’


Of course I did.


My dad was working at County Hall, Westminster. I phoned him and told him I was about to go on as the Dodger, and he dropped his biro, sprinted out the building, raced across Westminster Bridge, up Whitehall, across Trafalgar Square, up St Martins Lane, into the theatre and up into the gallery, arriving just in time to see my first entrance.


Even today most people can remember the lyrics of ‘Consider Yourself’. I didn’t. I went, ‘Consider yourself la-la, consider yourself la-la-la-la! La! La! La!’ but the audience didn’t seem to mind. They apparently warmed to my interpretation of the Artful Dodger as a cheeky, young cockney in the grip of early onset dementia. At the end of the show I got a big round of applause, and all the other actors clapped me too.


Martin Horsey turned up for the evening show looking slightly defiant. I’d hoped they’d let me play the part again that night to punish him for his absence, but of course they didn’t. I found it hard going back to being a member of Fagin’s gang, but at least I was given the job of Martin’s official understudy which meant an extra two pounds a week. And as all the boys had to take a three-week rest every three months, I got to play the Dodger lots more times. It was that experience more than any other that spawned the monster of ambition in me. Being in the chorus was all right, but being at the front of the stage was twenty times better.


Now the show was successful, Decca Records asked us to make an LP. Maida Vale Studios was unique. It was housed in a converted roller-skating rink, a beautiful rococo, white stucco building, over fifty years old, set incongruously among the gloomily uniform red-brick mansion blocks of W9. It’s where the Beatles and the Stones recorded some of their legendary radio sessions a few years later. I live round the corner from it now, and every time my dog Winnie and I walk past, I have vivid memories of the two days I spent there over fifty years ago, being a recording star.


Maybe ‘star’ is a bit of an exaggeration. I had one solo line in the song ‘Food Glorious Food’ . . . No, I exaggerate. It was half a line, the words ‘What’s next? is the question’.


But I was able to make my mark on the record in a far more dramatic way. Keith Hamshere was supposed to recreate Oliver’s famous long walk from the wooden workhouse table to where the obnoxious, fat beadle was supervising the doling out of the boys’ food. Then he had to say the legendary words ‘Please, sir, I want some more,’ a request so outrageous that mayhem ensued, and the story began in earnest. But Keith had come to the recording in plimsolls, and when he attempted the walk, the mic couldn’t pick up the sound of his feet. I was wearing Chelsea boots, a fashionable innovation that co-ordinated superbly with my herringbone coat and Robin Hood hat, and as they were hard-soled, I volunteered to make that fateful walk instead of Keith. Thus my footsteps were immortalised. I still get a royalty cheque each year for sales of that LP. Usually the sum involved is around £4.85, but it’s always gratefully received. Even half a century later I know that somewhere in the world my childish feet are giving joy to an unknown listener.


The other indicator of the show’s success was that a whole new gang of boys was employed at the reduced rate of eight pounds per week, to be our understudies and to take over our parts once we’d left. My understudy was a boy called Stephen Marriott. He was six months younger than me, but was beefy and lived in Manor Park, which was considerably rougher than South Woodford. We were supposed to be friends, and in a way we were, but I felt terrorised by him. One minute he’d be my best buddy ever, the next he’d heap scorn and derision on me. At that time I thought I was the only person he treated like this, but it was just the way he was. He played the guitar, which I thought was very impressive, and I told him I wanted to learn too. He agreed to teach me, and said he could get me one cheap. I gave him five pounds, and a week later he presented me with a small red plywood ukulele. It hadn’t been fitted together properly, and when you put pressure on the neck, the strings went ‘wow! wow!’ Stephen said it was a special effect which was why it was so expensive, and no, I couldn’t have my money back. He’d also decided not to give me lessons after all as I was such a moaner.


By now I was in the remorseless grip of early adolescence. Yellow-headed pimples and blackheads mysteriously erupted on my forehead and round my nose, and dark hair was growing on my top lip. Dad refused to let me shave, so in a desperate last-ditch stand to keep my face youthful by warding off juvenile stubble, each night he bleached my putative moustache with hydrogen peroxide instead. It stung, and it didn’t work. My moustache didn’t disappear, it merely went white, and I looked like a hairy albino. ‘Moustachio, Moustachio!’ Stephen would chant, and I’d amble off with a look of blithe unconcern on my face, until I’d locked the toilet door and could have a little grizzle.


Every Sunday I went to Manor Park to visit Stephen in his terraced house in Strone Road, but he and his mum were always rowing. They’d say terrible things to each other, and I’d pretend I hadn’t heard. So we’d go out, even if it was raining, and we usually ended up at Valentines Park in Ilford. Valentines was a Georgian mansion that had been built by a young captain who’d made his fortune working for the East India Company. But by the early 1960s its grandeur had long faded. It was now owned by Ilford Council, who hadn’t a clue what to do with it. It was run-down, had been closed and boarded up, and the park was unkempt and overgrown.


Stephen said we should try some super-strength untipped cigarettes, which were apparently very manly, a far cry from the menthol Consulates which were the cigarette of choice among us Oliver! boys. We bought five Player’s Weights, a book of matches and a packet of Extra Strong Mints so our breath wouldn’t smell, then hid in the bushes and lit a couple. It was as though I’d inhaled a bonfire. My head span, I was completely discombobulated, and my throat felt like I’d swallowed a Brillo pad. I wanted to stop, but didn’t dare show how profoundly I’d been affected. It was bad enough being jeered at for having a white moustache. If I couldn’t hold down a Player’s Weight, my life would be a torment.


I eventually finished it, nodded appreciatively like a proper cigarette connoisseur, ground the butt manfully under the sole of my shoe, and headed back to South Woodford.


A few years later Stephen became Steve Marriott the rock star, and he wrote a song about Valentines Park called ‘Itchycoo Park’. ‘What did you do there? I got high!’ went the lyrics. I was the first person to get high in Itchycoo Park with the lead singer of the Small Faces, and I was sick three times before I got home.


After nine months, my time in Oliver! came to an end. I missed the excitement, but I was totally exhausted, and wasn’t too upset about leaving. Except that now I’d have to get my head out of the theatrical clouds, and unless I could find another escape route, the next five years of my life would be nothing but more unremitting misery at Wanstead County High.
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THE DIVA


Every day I hated school more. It was like the Berlin Wall, cutting me off from everything I wanted to do and be. I was depressed, struggled to get to sleep, and had a recurring nightmare. When I woke up I couldn’t remember what it was about, but I’d be terrified and feeling sick.


Then, when I was in my late-thirties, my partner Mary and I went on holiday to the Gambia with the kids. Our hotel was solid concrete but luxurious, like a five-star block of council flats, with barbed wire round it to protect us from the poor people. We were advised not to go out without a security guard because the local population could get a bit aggressive, but on our first morning I checked out the beach and, though it smelt of rotting fish, it was sandy and virtually empty, so I decided to ignore the advice and take a stroll. I watched the terns doing kamikaze dives into the ocean, and crabs rummaging around on the foreshore then scuttling into their holes when they detected my shadow, but my mooch round was interrupted by an eager young man who introduced himself as Eric, and announced that he wanted to be my friend. He offered to take me on a variety of trips, asked me to get involved in his business plans, and invited me to his compound to visit his family and in particular his sister. I turned down these proposals, but then he suggested I might go out with him that evening to the nearby capital city Banjul for a cup of ‘special’ tea.


I was no stranger to the hallucinogenic experience. I’d read On The Road and Carlos Castaneda, I’d wandered the slopes of the Mendips collecting tiny mushrooms shaped like fairies’ breasts, and I’d built countless three-skinners on the covers of Dylan LPs. The promise of a trippy encounter with no deadlines to meet the following day was enticing.


There was hardly any electricity outside the tourist areas. At night Banjul was lit only by oil lamps and the stark white light of the moon. The whole place flickered with shadows. It was the evening of a big wrestling match, so the streets were packed. Noisy crowds were milling around the rudimentary shops selling cooking oil, spare parts for transistor radios and Halls Mentholyptus, and pungent smoke from the fish on countless barbeques stung my eyes and got up my nostrils.


On the far side of town, across a wonky footbridge over a muddy trickle of water, was a shack made out of a patchwork of customised metal advertising hoardings. ‘Oxo’ said one; ‘Made to Make Your Mouth Water’ proclaimed the next; ‘The Mint With The Ho—’ announced another.


Inside was a wooden bar, four plastic tables and assorted chairs. ‘Pass the Dutchie on the Left-Hand Side’ was playing on the radio. A man with white hair and a pretty teenage girl in a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt were nodding in time to the music. They were drinking Pepsi from the bottle, and on the table in front of them was a chicken in a small wooden cage.


A smiling fat man with gold front teeth brought me a teapot with Chinese writing on it, and two cups made out of tuna cans. Eric declined his, but I poured a cup of bright yellow tea, and he talked to me about how keen he was to come to England so he could stay with me and further his education. After half an hour the tea had had no effect so I asked for another. I knocked it back, but was again disappointed.


I didn’t feel particularly cheated. The whole evening had cost me less than a fiver, including the tip which Eric had finally accepted after demonstrating acute reluctance to do so. I’d only been in the country twenty-four hours, but had already glimpsed authentic Gambian life. How many English tourists locked away in their posh bunkers could say the same? Eric guided me back across town and, as he was worried that if he got any closer the security guards might beat him up, left me 100 yards short of the hotel. I got back to my room, kissed Mary goodnight, and went to bed.


Sometime later I woke up. My head had split open like an overripe watermelon, and bands of bright colour were pouring out of it. I felt intensely emotional. Tears came to my eyes as I remembered the pets of my childhood: Goldie my goldfish, Monty my furry brown and white rabbit, and Ricky my blue budgerigar who’d flown out of the open window when I’d let him out of his cage.


I was blissfully happy. I could hear Laura and Luke fast asleep on the other side of the room, their breath like waves crashing on the shore. ‘They’re the greatest blessing . . .’ I said, and the words echoed round the room like a Doctor Who sound effect, ‘. . . that life has bestowed.’ BESTOWED!! What a beautiful word. It glowed and glittered in front of me, then disintegrated into diamonds of light. Slowly I floated off the bed and rose towards the ceiling. When I looked below me, I saw myself on the bed looking up, calm and smiling.


Then the noise began. It was a loud, rhythmic grinding like the engine of an old Victorian milling machine, and it was chillingly familiar. It was the sound of my childhood nightmare.


Out of the darkness a large metal grid was being lowered onto me, jerking like a marionette in time to the noise. It got closer and closer. It was going to choke me, squash the life out of me. When it was almost touching my nose, I looked my metal nemesis full in the grid, and I knew. I was absolutely certain. The grid was the school timetable! My terror was the inescapable certainty that every day, every week, every term of my school life I’d be in thrall to double French, followed by maths, history, R.E. and the rest. There was no pleasure to be had from school; learning was a life sentence. That’s why I hated Wanstead High, and why I was so desperate to escape from it.


Relief came when I was given a TV role on BBC Children’s Hour in a play called The Man from the Moors about a brutal Victorian school. My character was a weaselly tell-tale who finally gets exposed and bursts into tears at the foot of the school stairs. It was a dramatic part, and I thought I was rather good in it, but when I saw it on telly, I was horrified by how unreal my crying was. But at least it had kept me out of my own brutal school for a week.


Then I got a couple of days off to do a drama-documentary film about oral hygiene, in which I had to say the following words: ‘What it means, I think, is that scattered all over the body there are various centres of infection where diseases get hold of you: the throat’s one, here’s another – the kidneys – and the teeth a third, and I don’t know how this lark’s going to turn out, but I think I’m going to have to start cleaning my teeth soon!’ This was a very difficult sentence for a fourteen-year-old to learn.


My next lengthy escape came when the boy who played Anthony Newley’s son in the West End musical Stop the World – I Want to Get Off had his appendix out, and I played his part for six whole weeks. I was awestruck by Tony Newley; he was intense, anguished, and seemed completely detached from the rest of the world. He never spoke to me – that was part of his mystery – but I watched him obsessively from the wings every night. He’d been a child actor and had played the Artful Dodger in a famous film version in the old days. Now he was grown-up, but still had a cheeky Artful Dodger voice, and sang pop songs with a cockney accent and a wobble in his throat which sent him to the top of the hit parade. He seemed like a grown-up version of me. Every night I mimicked his words, and gazed agonisingly into the spotlight pulling a heartbroken face, just like he did.


And then there were the girls. Stop the World was the story of a young man who rises to the top, comes crashing down to earth again, and finally realises that true love is his only salvation. But in order to learn this, he has to go to bed with a lot of beautiful girls, and be very mean to them. This was a path I was eager to tread, if possible with the same girls, although my knowledge of sexual activity was fairly rudimentary. Everything I knew about the adult naked body I’d learnt from the magazine Health and Efficiency. Once you’d leafed through its articles on vegetarianism and advertisements for haemorrhoid creams, you came to the real thing – photos of naked men and women playing table tennis in German forests. I didn’t realise their pubic hair had been airbrushed. When I had my first below-the-belt experience with a girl of my own age a couple of years later, I was a little put out by the fact that the area round her vagina wasn’t silky smooth, but was rough and tufty as though she had an old dormouse snuggling in her lap.


As for the mechanics of sex, I learnt about that from the jokes older boys told me. A fourth-former gave me a long poem he’d laboriously typed out. It began:




Good morning, Mrs Henderson, God bless your heart and soul,


I tried to shag your daughter, but I couldn’t find the hole . . .




There then followed a series of couplets in which the poet described his attempts to enter the correct resting place. It ended:




And then I gave her more, more than she could stand, Now she’s selling babies up and down the Strand.




It was the best poem I’d ever read, witty, highly informative and with a strong narrative thrust, a much finer piece than the work of John Masefield or Walter de la Mare, although I doubted whether Miss Phillips would have appreciated its spirited cadences. My best friend Roger Burbery and I read it out loud over and over again, each time practically wetting ourselves with hysteria.


My first close-up encounter with sex was in Wanstead Park. Our PE teacher was a large, charismatic man called Ron Pickering, who later became the BBC’s top sports commentator and a senior athletics administrator. He gave me the nickname ‘Mighty Mouse’, which stuck with me for the rest of my school life, but he was also a bit contemptuous of me – he was well aware that I’d do everything possible to avoid strenuous physical activity.


My bête noire was the cross-country run. The only boys I ever beat were the chronically fat, and asthmatics who’d forgotten their inhalers. But Ron forced me to take part, and there was no escape other than to follow the runners into Wanstead Park, veer off into the forest and hide in the trees. After twenty minutes or so, when they’d slogged round the vast ornamental lake, I could sneak out, rejoin them, and trot back to school.


One morning I ducked into the trees as usual, and wandered about for a while waiting until I could safely reappear. I came to a clearing, and there stood half a dozen of my fellow athletes, their white shorts and pants round their knees, each one holding the penis of the runner to his left, jerking it up and down with a look of rapt concentration on his face.


‘Hi,’ I said.


‘Hi, Mighty,’ they chorused, and I jogged off again.


Now every night at the theatre I was in the presence of nine young women who’d been specifically chosen because they’d be plausible fantasies for Tony Newley’s character (who went by the faintly ironic name of Littlechap). The only males backstage were the ancient stage door keeper and me, and as far as the girls were concerned, we were invisible. They’d run from one dressing room to the next in their brassieres and petticoats laughing and shrieking, and would make quick changes in the wings, undressing right down to their knickers, oblivious of the fact that I was sitting in the corner studiously reading Graham Green’s Brighton Rock. What a privilege! I was a Christian at the time – at least I sang alto in the St Philip and St James’s church choir – and I thanked God mightily every night that he had given me this blessing. The memory of Jenny Wren, Vivian St George, Janet Allman, her twin sister Jennifer, and all the other young women in the show is etched on my heart to this day.


But above all there was Marti Webb. She was only three or four years older than me, with the face of an innocent child, and the sleekness and elegance of a gazelle. She was also hugely talented, and the only performer on stage who wasn’t eclipsed by Newley’s charisma. I watched her avidly, giving her smouldering looks whenever she glanced casually in my direction. I knew that one day she’d realise I was just like Tony Newley, only much younger, smarter and more interesting, and that the most sensible thing she could do would be to fall wildly in love with me. But for some reason this never happened. On the night I left the show, I went to her dressing room for her autograph, and before she signed it, she looked at me thoughtfully and said, ‘What’s your name again?’


At the end of the year, my school report was desultory, and I’d come rock-bottom of the class. I was sent to Mr Ingham the headmaster for a serious talk, but he was surprisingly sympathetic. He said it was mainly his fault I’d done so badly; he’d given permission for me to have a lot of time off school, and this was the inevitable consequence. He’d keep me in the ‘A’ stream, not because I’d had any success with my school work, but because I’d come top of the entire year in my I.Q. tests (which were long lists of triangles and squares you had to put in the right order, and which frankly were a piece of piss). I’d avoid the ignominy of being sent down to the ‘B’ stream, and the following year I could continue performing because I was obviously rather good at it, but at the same time I had to get stuck into my school work with a vengeance.


‘Do you understand?’


Yes, I did.


‘Will we see a marked improvement in your school work?’


Yes, we would .


But no, we didn’t.


My third year passed even more miserably than my second. The lessons were harder, and I got further behind. The only way I got even faintly respectable marks was by borrowing my friends’ homework and looking over their shoulders during tests.


There were two high points that year, though: the Aldermaston march and meeting Judy Garland. Neddy Knight, a sixth-former in charge of my lunch table, took a shine to me. He had a tiny black and white badge on the lapel of his blazer, which he told me signified he was a member of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. He explained about nuclear weapons, the effects of radioactive fallout, and about Nagasaki and Hiroshima. He said that both America and Russia had arsenals of H-bombs, and threatened each other with them, despite being aware that if even one went off thousands of people would be burnt to charcoal, and others would suffer horrific burns or would give birth to mutant babies.


I was outraged. How could civilised people be prepared to use such disgusting weapons when they knew the consequences? They should be banned. We had to persuade our government to give them up unilaterally, and shame Russia and America into doing the same.


I read everything I could get my hands on about unilateral nuclear disarmament. I debated long and hard with my dad about whether or not it would leave us vulnerable to invasion by a crazed dictator, and went to my first Ban the Bomb meeting. Two weeks later I and a few friends started the Wanstead and Woodford branch of Youth CND.


I wasn’t a good organiser. I forgot where the meetings were going to take place, and what time they were due to start. I didn’t pass messages on, and got into terrible trouble with the finances. Two years later I discovered a tin box in the back of the bottom drawer of my wardrobe underneath my stamp albums. It contained the money from the sale of Ban the Bomb badges which I’d lost and never told anyone about. I’d like to think that I sent the cash straight back to the CND, but I’m not sure I did.


I was good at persuading other teenagers to join the movement, though, and was even better at chanting. Every Saturday six of us would meet outside Bearmans department store in Leytonstone, and walk round in a circle waving our placards, handing out our leaflets, and chanting, ‘1-2-3-4, we don’t want a nuclear war! 5-6-7-8, we say negotiate!’


It didn’t scan properly, but the message was clear.


Then I went on my first Aldermaston march. Dad hadn’t wanted me to go as he was worried people would think I was a communist and I wouldn’t be able to get into America if I was ever offered a part in a Broadway show. But he believed in the right to free speech, even for teenagers, so he reluctantly acquiesced, and even drove me to the place where the coach was going to pick us up. He tried to put his arm round me to say goodbye, but I shrugged it off like I always did; fourteen-year-old boys can be little bastards.


I loved every minute of the next three days. A hundred thousand people, that’s what the organisers said, walking the fifty-two miles from the Berkshire nuclear base at Aldermaston to Trafalgar Square over the Easter weekend. So many people in one long line expressing their opposition to something I thought was supremely important! I kept looking back at them stretching out behind me. It felt as though we were the moral force of the entire universe. How could we possibly fail?


After a couple of hours my feet ached, by midday I had blisters, and by lunchtime I’d had enough of marching. A lorry was driving slowly down the line of marchers carrying kitbags, suitcases and young people with armbands. I limped up to them and asked what they were doing.


‘We’re the baggage marshals,’ a girl said. ‘We collect everyone’s stuff, and leave it at the various places where they’re going to sleep.’


‘Can I help?’


‘Are you sure you want to – you’d have to miss out on the marching?’


‘If it’s important, I’ll do it,’ I replied nobly, and scrambled up onto the lorry.


Each bag was numbered and had a brightly coloured ticket with the owner’s name on it and its intended location. All day we sorted through the bags, drove to the various designated church halls, and laid them out in long lines according to their numbers. The other marshals were sixth-formers who belonged to the Labour Party Young Socialists, politics students from the London School of Economics, and members of the Young Communist League. We chatted about films I’d never seen, books I’d never heard of, and politics I only vaguely understood. I had a great time.


Two and a half days later in the centre of London I left my fellow baggage marshals and the lorry, and walked the last half-mile to Trafalgar Square. Crowds lined the pavements applauding us for our commitment. Looking faint and exhausted like John Mills struggling through the North African desert in Ice Cold in Alex, I wearily nodded my thanks.


As the year went by I got more little parts from the Wisbys which meant more time off school, although sometimes only a few hours. Steve Marriott and I spent an afternoon modelling jumpers for the front covers of Fair Isle knitting patterns in the basement of Raymond’s Revue Bar in Soho. Steve was a snappy dresser, and the cardigans and scarves looked great on him. But I looked like a refugee. He’d just sung the part of the Artful Dodger on a new budget LP of Oliver! ‘Nice one!’ I said, but through gritted teeth.


None of us minded too much if we got small parts rather than big ones. Doing anything in a show or on TV got us off school and earned us good money.


Word went round that the famous Hollywood star Judy Garland was in London to make a film called The Lonely Stage, and two hundred fourteen-year-olds were needed as extras. Mum and Dad drove me to central London in the middle of the night, we met up with a crowd of yawning teenagers on Northumberland Avenue, ten coaches arrived, and we clambered in. I was the smallest and most nimble, and managed to get the best seat in the back row by the window. I was looking out for Gregory Phillips who I’d worked with a couple of times before, and who’d been cast as Miss Garland’s son. I was told he wouldn’t be coming with us as he was being driven down to location in a chauffeur-driven car. If it had been anyone else, I’d have hated them, but Greg was always smiling and shared his cigarettes, so I couldn’t resent his new status.


We drove for an hour and a half, entertaining ourselves by reading The Beano, passing wind, playing with our yo-yos and telling dirty jokes. I was good at all those things except the yo-yo, so time passed quickly enough.


We eventually arrived in Canterbury. The King’s School was in the shadow of the cathedral, and looked very old, like a castle or a stately home. It was still early, and if it hadn’t been for the dawn chorus, it would have been absolutely silent. We poured out of the buses, were herded into the school hall and given our public school uniforms. They were ridiculous clothes, like the sort a butler might wear in an old-fashioned comedy – black suits, white shirts with black ties and wing collars. Did kids really wear this kind of thing? The trousers they’d given me were far too long, and the bottoms trailed along behind me, so a wardrobe lady with half-glasses on a ribbon round her neck and a fag in her mouth sewed them up for me. She told me what the plot was about. Miss Garland was playing a Hollywood star who’d fallen in love with a young English doctor in New York, and she’d become pregnant and had a baby boy. But she’d grown needy and neurotic, and was taking lots of drugs and drink.


‘So it isn’t going to be much of an acting challenge for her,’ the wardrobe lady added, and raised an eyebrow.


Miss Garland’s character was so ruthlessly ambitious that she didn’t want to look after her little boy, and the doctor had taken him back to England, after making her promise she’d never try to see him again. Now it was thirteen years later, her career was on the rocks, and she’d been invited to give a concert at the London Palladium. She’d met up with the doctor again, and after she’d made a big fuss, he’d agreed to take her to their son’s public school so she could see him for one final time, and in the scene we were about to shoot, she was going to watch him playing rugby.


Thus briefed, I was sent off for breakfast. It was the first time I’d ever worked on a feature film, so it was also my introduction to location catering. Imagine everything that might be put on your plate if you ordered a full English breakfast. Now imagine a few more things that you’d like to get, but probably wouldn’t. All of them were served up that morning, and when you’d finished you could go and get more without being glared at.


At nine o’clock we were led to the rugby pitch and placed round various parts of it. There was a hiatus while we waited for Miss Garland to appear but she didn’t, so the director orchestrated a few shots of rugby players running around and throwing the ball to each other while the rest of us cheered. At eleven o’clock there was a short break while we were served ham and cheese sandwiches on large trays and plastic cups of orange squash. After that there was more waiting around. Some of the King’s School boys had come out to watch us, dressed in their stupid butlers’ uniforms. We told them to bugger off and fetch us some gin and tonics, and when one of them made a sarcastic comment implying that we were all queers, we chased him back into the school. A short time later he appeared at a window with his mates and they pulled their earlobes and stuck their tongues out, so we booed them and gave them ‘V’ signs.
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