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  All my clever dealings, he said to himself, have not made me happy. I remain a broken, restless man.
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  Fool, of thyself speak well.




  – Richard II, V, 5




  

     

  




  Contents




  Introduction




  

    1. Out of the Frying Pan


  




  2. Ferrets to the Rescue




  3. White Knuckles of Africa




  4. Elephant Walk




  5. Pause to Regroup




  6. Alpine Idyll




  7. The Weekly Stint




  8. Economy of Effort




  9. We’ll Always Have Paris




  10. Keeping the Balance




  11. Dealing with Genius




  12. Destination Tokyo




  13. Pageant Cities




  14. The House has the Edge




  15. Focus on the Name




  16. Throw to Australia




  17. Shanghai Express




  18. Wheels at Speed




  19. It Would Be An Honour




  20. Where All Roads Lead




  21. Pushing It




  22. Back to Basics




  23. Company Store




  24. First Tango




  25. In this Valley of Dying Stars




  26. What Becomes of the Broken-Hearted?




  27. As Time Ran Out




  28. Late Final Extras




  29. Driven Men




  30. Trumpets at Sunset




  

    Epilogue: The Return of the Metropolitan Critic


  




  

     

  




  Introduction




  With this fifth volume of my memoirs I begin the story of what happened to me when I left Fleet Street in 1982 and went into television as the main way of earning my bread. The

  effect on my literary reputation was immediate. It was thoroughly compromised, and even now, after a quarter of a century, it has only just begun to recover. After the calamitous reception of my

  Charles Charming show in the West End – the disaster is only partly evoked in the final chapters of my previous volume, because so many of the details remain too humiliating to write

  down – I regained the will to live by painting bicycles for my children. This creative upsurge extended itself to the construction of a novel, Brilliant Creatures. Overly decorated

  with flash, filigree and would-be-satirical pseudo-scholarship, the book nevertheless achieved the approval of the public. It even hung up there near the top of the bestseller list for a little

  while, like a parachute flare with delusions of stardom. I had to admit that the change of title might have helped. My original title had been Tactical Voting in the Eurovision Song

  Contest.




  The book even got some favourable reviews, but the unfavourable ones were a clear indication of which way the wind would blow. My Sunday night television show about television – an early

  instance of the medium consuming itself – was pulling about ten million viewers, and my hostile literary critics drew the conclusion that to them seemed necessary. Nobody getting so famous

  for being so frivolous could possibly be serious. I wasn’t that famous – Britain, after all, was no longer the whole world – but it was true that I had got into a different

  area of experience. It must have seemed obvious, therefore, that I had yielded up my claims to the area in which I had begun. Useless to protest that I thought all the different media were the one

  field. For one thing, I had not yet thought it. But I had always felt it, and indeed my Observer television column, which had been the real backbone of my career as a writer, was based on

  just that feeling.




  Much later on, the next generation of savage young critics would embarrassingly confer on me the title of Premature Postmodernist, a title that they meant as praise, even when they bestowed it

  with the back of the hand. But in the early eighties and for some time forward, the savage young critics that I had to deal with were of my own generation, steadily getting less young and therefore

  even more critical of any of their number who showed signs of selling out. Though it was no fun to be told that I had sacrificed my gravitas on the altar of popular success, I tried not to let it

  bother me. The kind of television entertainment that I wanted to do could not be done without seriousness for bedrock, and I had large plans for pursuing my literary career in any spare time that I

  might happen to get. There was also a potential plus. Writing during my weeks off – they soon turned out to be days off, and then hours – I would have something extra to write about:

  personal experience of how the big-budget mass entertainment gets done. Going in, I had already guessed that it could never be done in solitude. Thus I would be safe from the ivory tower, an

  ambience to which I was suited by a reclusive, nose-picking nature, but in which my writing was always fated not to flourish. Left to myself, I would have no direct experience to report on except

  my own interior workings, which consisted of not much more than a couple of cog wheels, a few rusty springs and some loose screws. In broadcasting, a more richly populated territory beckoned.

  Really there was no choice, and not just because the work would be well rewarded. The dough was a factor, but not decisive. What mattered was the adventure.




  To go on being a writer in solitude would have felt like defeat, because it would have too well served a sense of superiority that I knew to be fatal. Having dedicated my television column to

  the principle that mass entertainment would be a bad thing only if such a thing as a mass existed, I was now in a position to prove that I could get into mass entertainment myself, and play a full

  part as one of those countless individual people. They might well be viewed by political theorists as an abstract conglomerate, but they would never do any viewing themselves except one at a time.

  To hold their attention, you had to be one of them. It was equality; the new equality; the only real equality that there had ever been. When Tocqueville, visiting America in the early nineteenth

  century, said that the new democracy was imaginary, he didn’t mean that it was illusory: he meant that for the first time in history the haves and the have-nots could share the same

  condition, even if only in their minds. Since then, the imaginary democracy had spread to the whole Western world, and in Britain it was a continuing tendency that not even Mrs Thatcher could put

  into reverse. How could she? She was a product of it. Though I was still trying to get all this straight in my head as a prelude to getting it down on paper, here is the story of how I made a

  beginning on the second stage of my long voyage, to a destination which would yield nothing more than a view of the world, though nothing less either. I had my trepidations on setting out, but I

  was confident enough, although even I wondered if I were wise to navigate by limelight.




  In the long run, the limelight gave me a whole new subject: the celebrity culture. During my television career I was able to take my first crack at analysing it, with an ambitious but sadly

  doomed series called Fame in the Twentieth Century, and after I retired at the turn of the millennium I had time to explore it in greater depth as part of the basket-work of themes that

  formed my books The Meaning of Recognition and Cultural Amnesia. But neither early nor late would I have been able to write with any force on the subject if I had not known something

  about what it was like to inhabit the strange world where everybody knows your face while you hardly ever know theirs. Since there are no deep instincts for coping with it, this condition is

  fundamentally unsettling, as I shall try to describe. Scrambled brains heat your forehead. In Cat Ballou, somebody says to the permanently hung-over gunfighter played by Lee Marvin:

  ‘Your eyes are so red.’ Marvin replies: ‘You ought to see them from my side.’ Marvin got a Best Actor Oscar for saying that, but there should have been a trophy for

  the writer, because it was a profound insight.




  There is no substitute for actually visiting the foreign country. In the course of twenty years I visited dozens of foreign countries, but the most foreign was, and was increasingly, the realm

  of celebrity. I discovered it to be a floating world all by itself, like the Yoshiwara district of old Tokyo, or Swift’s Laputa. One of its driving forces was the desire to create envy, and

  the subservient readiness to be envious. I can give myself credit for staying out of all that from the jump. I never lived high, and even today I have few toys apart from my website

  www.clivejames.com, which I can recommend as an example of how an otherwise ungovernable ego can possibly be put to lasting use.




  In the real, non-virtual world, of course, the ego is subject to the rules of time: hence the hair-transplants and the facelifts, which admit the inevitable by the blatancy with which they deny

  it. I never did any of that stuff either, but I certainly had the urge to save something from the wreck. These later books of memoirs arise from that same impulse, and I suppose the earlier ones

  did too. I just didn’t know it yet. Not knowing things yet, and finding them out after reflecting on experience, has been the continuing story of my life, and will probably go on being so

  right to the end, or as near to the end as I can get with my memory still in some kind of working order. In my last volume, which will probably be the one after this, I will undoubtedly be tempted

  to try summing up a lifetime of reflections on my own existence. Socrates, after all, said that the unexamined life was not worth living. He might have added, however, that continual

  self-examination would leave us no time to live. The moribund, who don’t get out much, have the privilege of preparing each of their few remaining actions with due thought. In the period I

  recount here, I was as busy as a fundamentally slothful man can ever be, and scarcely thought at all. Readers who find it a strange spectacle ought to see it from my side.








  

     

  




  1. OUT OF THE FRYING PAN




  As you grow older, you are forcibly reminded of your essential personality more and more often, and especially when you are lost in reverie. When I am living alone with my work

  at my flat in London, I breakfast off a pot of coffee and two slices of unadorned toast. The aim is to control my weight, and it works: my weight remains controlled at about fifty pounds above the

  level that my doctor recommends as the maximum for continued life. But even though the plan goes reasonably well on the whole, it goes wrong enough in detail to remind me that there is a defective

  mind doing the planning. Somewhere between every fourth and fifth breakfast, on average, I leave the toast toasting in the toaster while I go to my desk in the next room for a quick fiddle with

  that paragraph that got stuck in a tangle at three o’clock in the morning. After a few hours’ sleep my mind is now clear enough to make further fiddling look beneficial. How about

  making a regular sentence out of that bit in brackets? And then what about putting this bit before that bit instead of after . . .




  I am still fiddling when I notice that there is something strange about the air around me. It has turned bluish grey, as if it had been piped in from the Battle of Jutland. Back in the kitchen,

  I lever two jet-black slices of carbon out of the toaster while noticing that my whole apartment is full of a strangely delicate pastel mist, like a film set dressed by Ridley Scott in his Blade

  Runner period. Still in my ratty dressing gown, I start a process of opening windows and waving the smoke through them with a wet tea towel. With any luck the place will look less like the

  aftermath of a powder-cloud avalanche by the time my assistant Cecile Menon shows up and realizes all over again that she has been hired to help a man beyond help. You will ask why I don’t

  buy an automatic toaster, and the answer is that I have, several times, but they all broke. I have a cupboard full of their corpses, each preserved in case the plug should come in handy. Here is

  yet more proof that I remain, as I approach the last lap of my life, someone who, left to himself, would die of exposure even on a warm day. On the tropical island with everything, I would choke on

  a coconut. There was once a terrible song that started ‘People who need people’. Barbra Streisand used to sing it. As far as I remember, the next line wasn’t ‘Are to be

  avoided’. It should have been. In the concourse of the great railway stations you can pick us out by the way we stand in front of the automatic ticket machines and look around for advice. All

  too often we take it from each other, with predictable results.




  Even as a freelance journalist I had depended on editorial supervision, lest my unrestrained enthusiasm lead me into the law courts and the publication I was attached to into bankruptcy. For my

  last year at the Observer I had the excellent John Lucas available to oversee my latest thousand-word effort on a Friday morning. Indeed he wasn’t just available, he was unavoidable:

  Terence Kilmartin, the revered arts editor who figured so prominently as my reliable mentor in the previous volume of these unreliable memoirs, insisted that my copy was always to be combed for

  time-bombs as well as booby traps. Terry’s caution might have been inspired by pressure from the management floor, where it had not been forgotten that I had cost the paper £10,000 by

  using a single wrong word about a TV director. Such is the long shadow of a British libel case that I can’t say what that wrong word was even now.




  Now, in 1982, I was saying goodbye to Fleet Street and going into television full time. In Fleet Street I had been a freelance, all right, but there was always backup within reach, only a few

  desks away. In television, the backup is right there in the room with you. As I completed the transfer of my main effort from the old Observer building at the north end of Blackfriars Bridge

  to LWT’s stubby skyscraper across the river on the South Bank, I entered the experience of the previously freebooting Rudolph Rasendyll when he was sworn in to fulfil the duties of King of

  Ruritania, while the real king, his look-alike, began a new career as the Prisoner of Zenda. Suddenly I was surrounded. I had been absolutely alone when writing in my Barbican flat, and pretty well

  alone even when writing in the Observer’s open-plan office. When writing at home in Cambridge I could lock myself away until some member of my family turned up to ask why a pair of my

  used socks had been found in the refrigerator. Now I was never alone except in the toilet, where I soon found that locking myself into a cubicle was not much protection from hearing myself talked

  about by young men standing at the urinals. (‘Jesus, he’s looking rough.’ ‘And it’s only Monday.’) The Clive James on Television half-hour show was not

  only still running, it was about to be up-gunned to the status of a full hour Sunday night prime-time spectacular, starring myself seriously positioned behind a desk instead of perched in a white

  plastic egg-cup chair.




  I rapidly discovered the television rule of thumb by which twice as long on screen computes to four times as long in the office. If you’re on screen for an hour a week and writing your own

  stuff, you can kiss your home life goodbye for four days out of any seven. Richard Drewett, in charge of my support personnel, told me to get used to the idea that it wouldn’t be only four

  days, it would be five: four days to accomplish what we were currently doing, and another day to prepare for what we would do next. The emphasis was on the ‘we’, not the

  ‘I’. There was a whole open-plan office full of beavering producers, assistant producers and researchers. There was another open-plan office next door full of clerical staff. All these

  people were dedicated to making me look clever. All of them expected, as part of their reward, that I would be on the case even if I had nothing to contribute except my opinion that we would need

  to see a shorter version of the Bavarian Folk-dance National Championship finals before we decided whether it would hold the screen. At twenty minutes, there was just no judging, except to say that

  the sad-looking youth in the felt cap who kept hopping forward with hands on hips was potentially funny. ‘Hoi!’ his companions cried lustily, and then they cried ‘Hoi!’

  again. But he said nothing. He just hopped. He couldn’t hop and ‘Hoi!’ at the same time. I could always say that he hadn’t had time to memorize the script.




  Thus I was inducted early into a principle about television that was to affect my life for the next two decades: you have to be there. As Talleyrand once said, he who is absent is wrong. At this

  point, if I were still writing a television script every week, I would say that I don’t mean Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, master diplomat: I mean Frank Talleyrand, who

  shared my desk in class 2B at Kogarah Infants’ School, and who was frequently hauled up in front of the class for playing truant. You may recognize the layout of the joke. Yes, I had my

  standard patterns ready. But they still needed a new variation every time. Though I was proud of every sentence that did the trick, after twenty years of it I was eventually to grow exhausted.




  Exhaustion, however, will be a subject for later on. For now, you have to imagine me being relatively young – in my merest early forties – and entirely keen. It was, after all, the

  madly glamorous medium of television. Intelligent, civilized people were willing to give their lives to it, instead of to some more respectable activity, such as running the country. Richard, for

  example, could have been an Establishment figure had he so wished. He had the well-schooled background. He had the perfect manners. He was elegant from top to toe. Except, perhaps, for his feet.

  When he was in the army, an accident to one of them had necessitated an operation, which was botched, and therefore had to be repeated several times over the course of years, with a new bungle each

  time. The resulting bad foot put paid to his legitimate hopes as a driver of fast cars in competition, although he still owned a stable of them and didn’t seem to drive very slowly to anyone

  in the passenger seat of his road car, a silver 6-Series BMW. Somehow, while thus crippled, he even managed to set the record in his class in the Shelsley Walsh hill climb, driving a Lotus-Ford V8

  that could be heard in the next county. Few people in television knew that he was a driver, and few people in motor-sport knew that he was in television. He could also play several musical

  instruments to a high standard, but only other musicians knew it.




  Richard was one of those few people who can do almost everything, and one of the even fewer who don’t tell you. He made a point of not drawing attention to himself, but there could be no

  doubt that the bad foot might have been designed to frustrate such an aim. The bad foot could not tolerate any downward pressure for more than twenty minutes, so he wore white plimsolls with the

  top of one of them cut away. Since he was otherwise impeccably dapper from his pale, tightly drawn features on downwards – pain accounted for the pallor – the anomalous footwear was an

  attention-getter. A gentleman of the old school, he neither apologized nor explained, and, England being England, various bigwigs and mandarins would have dealings with him for years on end without

  ever enquiring as to why a man who could have modelled for Savile Row was wearing joke shoes. The same bigwigs and mandarins, if someone had fallen naked past the window of their top-floor

  boardroom while they were taking tea together, would have done nothing to change the topic of their conversation. Still the Kid from Kogarah, I blundered straight in and asked him for the details.

  To the extent that he could, he opened up. Underneath, however, he remained uptight. The old country was still the old country and its gentry were still unforthcoming. As an Aussie who forthcame

  without being asked, I had found that there was a small but interesting percentage of the local upper orders who rather enjoyed being jolted out of their reticence. But reticence was still the

  rule. This especially applied to the gentry’s immediate cousins, the executive upper middle class. Richard was one of these. In an earlier incarnation he would have helped to administer

  India, taken his holidays at Simla and acquired a bad reputation among his contemporaries for giving the time of day to that fellow Kipling. But here he was, in television. Blighty was continuing

  to loosen up.




  The 1960s, a brief historical period to which the media had almost instantly attributed its own zeitgeist, had been only partly responsible for this transformation. A deep urge to rattle the

  furniture could be traced all the way back to the fin de siécle, when Lord Alfred Douglas had got off with the leading playwright of the day and, even less forgivably, had contracted a fatal

  urge to write poetry of his own. Before World War I, the absurdly well-bred young Lady Diana Manners was shooting heroin in quantities that would have impressed Keith Richards, and later on, in her

  next incarnation as Lady Diana Cooper, she could be seen on stage and in the movies, even if she never did very much beyond looking aristocratic. In the 1920s the poisonously snobbish young genius

  Evelyn Waugh, whose dearest wish was to rub waistcoats with the armigerous, did not rule out Fleet Street as a road to his desires. It had never been a clear case of the yobs taking over. There had

  always been an element of the nobs lusting for the lowlife buzz. But there was a limit to how far they would agree to be ridiculous.




  The limit was passed in the rock music of the late 1970s, when even such a wonderfully lyrical band as Led Zeppelin had looked so silly in action that only the blind could stop laughing. Though

  I had never seen them live, I remembered them well, because late one night I had tuned in to a television pop show in the hope of seeing Pan’s People letting their hair down and I had been

  confronted with Robert Plant instead. He was a bit of a comedown after Dee Dee Wilde. If Dee Dee had been so scantily clad there would have been cause for celebration. But Robert Plant had only a

  thin chest to bare and seemed, at first, to be doing most of the celebrating all by himself. Brushing his locks impatiently out of his eyes like Janis Joplin in full frenzy, he flounced, stamped

  and pouted in an ecstasy of self-adoration, for which the bulge in his tight trousers might possibly have been the focus, if a focus can be something so flagrant. He looked as if he was smuggling a

  gun. Also he was doing an advanced version of that terrible thing where the singer keeps snatching his face away from the microphone after each short phrase, as if in fear of divine punishment for

  having created so much beauty. Thirty years later he would make one of the most enchanting rock albums ever, but at the time I had no means of knowing that, clairvoyance definitely not being among

  my gifts. I could tell he had a voice, but I could hardly hear for looking.




  I thought that I had never seen anything quite so preposterously soaked in the rancid oil of self-regard. But then there came a shot of the audience and it turned out there were thousands of

  young people present who thought the world of him. My first rational conclusion, after the paroxysm of revulsion, was that the musical component of popular culture was beginning to forget its own

  history as fast as it was made. Surely such a cruel caricature of Mick Jagger was based on the misapprehension that Mick Jagger had not already been a caricature when he pioneered this mad business

  of kissing the air as if it were full of imaginary mirrors? Jagger had done a good job of synthesizing the whole poncing, pouting, sexually ambiguous tradition since Piers Gaveston cocked his

  bottom for Edward II, but wasn’t all that sort of, well, over? Now I realize that the foundations were being laid for what the eighties, the decade on which I was embarked, would call either

  glam rock or heavy metal or perhaps something else. Something called post-punk was in there too, still finding new forms of nastiness that would push the boundaries beyond those set by the distance

  to which Johnny Rotten could project a gobbet of phlegm. Glam post-punk heavy metal. Punk metal post-heavy glam. I forget the terminology now, because I hated everything about it that I could not

  manage to avoid seeing. If my memory serves me at all, the fundamental signs of glam rock were platform boots, lipstick for men and guitars with two tails, like scorpions. Heavy metal was mainly

  signified by leather pants and a level of noise that left Operation Rolling Thunder sounding like the adagio of the Schubert C-sharp minor quintet. The uproar hammered to death any music that might

  happen to be trapped inside it. To be in on glam rock, heavy metal or any of their noxious hybrids, you had to be interested primarily in money. The toffs, on the whole, had other things in

  mind.




  As an ideal of true creative glamour, television better fitted their specifications. It was bohemian, but not very. The ambitious young among the gentler classes could find a home in it without,

  as it were, leaving home. From somewhere in that direction, Richard Drewett had arrived early among the camera cables and the lighting gantries. He was looking for something. Already he had found

  some of it – he produced all the first Parkinson programmes – but he remained trapped by his skill at meeting the elevated requirements of BBC2’s Late Night Line-Up,

  a respectable minority enterprise that took the arts seriously. Richard was more interested in taking mainstream entertainment seriously, but he needed a front-man. Eventually he decided that I

  might fill the bill. As I recounted near the end of North Face of Soho, we made our first documentary special together, about the Paris fashion shows, while still getting acquainted. His

  diligence during the editing of the footage had convinced me that he wasn’t kidding when he said that I would have to give up my lofty ideas about just pasting a voice-over on the finished

  product. If I wanted to take a proper part in getting all this stuff into shape, I would first have to climb into it up to my neck. Although the prospect of adding such a commitment to the full

  week I would have to put into the studio show was worse than daunting, I didn’t offer much resistance. After all, it was television, the new rock and roll, the in thing. It wouldn’t be

  like shovelling wet cow dung on a windswept hillside.




  

     

  




  2. FERRETS TO THE RESCUE




  Is a hillside where the cows are? I still, by reflex action, look around for a spare researcher to send in search of the answer, which in those days you couldn’t get by

  Google. Somebody had to pick up a phone, or even pick up a book. The people who did this were called the ferrets. The term was invented by Richard. Only a very few of the ferrets were ever

  humourless enough to resent being called that. The rest of them were capable of seeing the respect that their boss held for them under the banter. (Contrary to the received wisdom which holds that

  men have the sense of humour and women merely play along, it has been my experience that almost all women enjoy banter as long as it respects their dignity, whereas there are men who think you are

  saying they can’t drive.) Most of the ferrets were young, a good half of them were female, and some of those were pretty. I did my best not to notice, aware from the start that nobody had

  been hired for their looks, only for their ability.




  I might say at this point, so as to get my rebuttal in early, that I am very proud of my part in ensuring that the women in our office, over the next twenty years, could always depend on equal

  treatment. Quite a few of them have high positions in the industry now, and would probably be ready to say, if questioned on the point, that they were never held back. They might also say, alas,

  that I was heavy-handed with the gallantry and far too free with the waggling eyebrow of admiration. In that respect, I had had a bad education, and was slow to get over it. Marriage had done a

  good deal to civilize my libidinous urge, but there continued to be a lot more of it that needed convincing. Surrounded by personable young women working hard on my behalf, I had trouble wiping the

  grin off my face, and there were certainly occasions when beauty turned my head. But it seldom affected my judgement, and never for long. Richard made sure of that. He was hard to fault in that

  matter, and since I wanted his approval, I tried hard to copy him. But more of that later. The story will go on. It was one of the stories of our generation of men, and I often wonder if the next

  generation ever realized how lucky it was, whatever its gender, to grow up and work in an atmosphere where equality was taken for granted, and a man who allowed lust to warp his sense of justice

  would be shamed in his own eyes. I’m talking about Australia and America, of course: in Britain things remained as bad as ever, although television has always been a fairer place to work in

  than Fleet Street, which in turn is nothing like as bad as the House of Commons, where the women MPs are still forced to suffer routine abuse from the kind of men who, even when nominally

  heterosexual, are at ease only with each other, and polite to nobody.




  Overnight, as our department expanded in anticipation of the new format, we moved out of the main LWT skyscraper into an annex called Sea Containers House beside the southern approach to

  Blackfriars Bridge. It was here – as Richard was fond of saying portentously at production meetings, especially if the meeting was taking place in some glorified corridor decorated with

  cardboard cut-outs of comedians no longer exactly current – it was here, in the romantically named Sea Containers House, that we edited and assembled our first syndicated footage of the

  Japanese game show Endurance. Our Japanese-speaking stringer in Tokyo had been watching the show in growing disbelief, and when he finally ceased spitting noodles he sent us a compilation

  several hours long. In those days it was a huge task to send a sample of a TV show across the world. Today the stringer could have swiped it straight off air and squirted it halfway around the

  globe at the speed of light. In the next generation, when the satellites up there are touching each other, he will be able to get any channel in the world at the touch of a button and download the

  images by saying, ‘Shazam!’ But we’re talking about a time when he had to ask permission, get his physical hands on the actual stuff, wrap it up and pay for the stamps. Just the

  first step in this sequence, the business of asking permission, took weeks of effort even though he spoke the language. But he never gave up. His determination was a measure of how sure he was that

  he was on to something rivetingly weird. Our own editors trimmed the several hours of footage back to an hour, so that we could taste it.




  It was like tasting an electric light socket. Young Japanese people had volunteered for tests in order to advance towards a grand prize – some kind of holiday – which seemed petty

  indeed when seen in the light of their sufferings. One of the milder images I made notes on was of young men hanging near-naked upside down over a well-populated snake-pit while their plastic

  underpants were shovelled full of live cockroaches. Instantly my narrative line started to form on the page. There had been a day when young men like these would have been taking off in planes they

  barely knew how to fly and heading for a sky full of flak, all in the hope of a different kind of grand prize – the chance to crash into an Allied warship. The producers, on the other hand,

  would have been preparing some memorable evil for the citizens of Nanking. The yammering front-man would have been an interrogator for the Kempei Tai, or leading a banzai charge on Iwo Jima. Times

  had changed, and all the most frightening characteristics of an alien culture were in the process of transferring themselves out of the real world and on to television. For anyone such as myself,

  who had always found the real world unreal in its insanities, here was evidence that television might become a new real world where homicidal tendencies were palliated by the histrionic. The

  Japanese students confirmed this possibility by plainly enjoying the chance to act out being afraid. There was a lot to be afraid of, by our standards. But they still relished the opportunity to

  emote. You could tell they were acting because they acted so badly. The one advantage of the Japanese acting style is that you can always tell when someone is acting. The young lady at the front

  desk of your hotel who apologizes for having given you the wrong key carries on like Toshiro Mifune in Seven Samurai.




  As the next batch of young student contestants shivered and mugged with feigned fear while the previous batch went through their protracted martyrdom, you were seeing the deadly pseudo-Samurai

  code of bushido transformed into kabuki. It was kabuki with the accelerator pressed to the floor, but it was recognizably drawn from the same wellspring of inspiration as the average afternoon

  double bill at the great playhouse in the Ginza district of Tokyo, where the actors, year upon year forever, zealously preserve their ancient tradition of conveying anger by raising their eyebrows,

  snorting fiercely and stamping out imaginary cigarette butts. This was theatre, and it was formed on the ruins of a sadistic militarist tradition that had richly merited being ruined. As I made my

  first notes, I was forming something too: the beginnings of a theme that I would pursue for the rest of my career, even into the present day. Civilization doesn’t eliminate human impulses: it

  tames them, through changing their means of expression. That, I decided straight away, would have to be the serious story under the paragraphs that tied the clips together: otherwise the commentary

  would be doomed never to rise above the level of condescension.




  With all of us in the editing room simultaneously lost in thought and yelling with disbelief, we watched through to the end of the reel, after which we decided that there was about five minutes

  of sure-fire material distributed amongst the chaos. Even then, what we chose had to be further edited so as to make sense as separate clips. It would be a large, long, finicky task to bring a few

  shaped moments out of the mayhem, but our producers immediately sent the orders to Tokyo to keep the stuff coming. Back in his office, Richard asked how I would handle the commentary. He was

  understandably worried about the racism angle. I said what I still believe today, that there was no question of racism. It was a question of culture, and what we were seeing was a cultural

  nightmare being turned into a playground before our eyes. Japan, after all, was a successful nation – rather more successful than Britain, if the truth be told – and to overdo the

  respect for the supposed unfortunates would be to belittle them. Besides (this was my clincher), if the Japanese themselves thought they were being funny, why couldn’t we agree?




  So I got the green light. It was a crucial decision on Richard’s part, and it sharply demonstrated the weight of the heaviest can any executive producer has to carry, because with this new

  kind of programme the moral issue would never go away. To condense my account of how we treated a dilemma that would extend into the years to come, let me say now that our biggest problem was

  Africa. Egypt was tough enough. Egyptian soap operas were so awful that you looked as if you were calling into question the intelligence of an entire population simply by screening them. There was

  one Egyptian light-entertainment programme based on practical jokes, in which the capering and winking star turn would plant a ticking suitcase in a railway station and they would film the panic

  when the commuters thought it might be a bomb. At the time this seemed too ridiculous to be harmful, so we screened it. But the real problems started further south. In the sub-Saharan countries,

  local television featured some wonderfully clumsy commercials. Quiz contestants competed for a packet of biscuits. The current-affairs programmes consisted almost entirely of politicians sitting

  facing each other in armchairs, doing nothing except getting filmed. We decided that it would look patronizing to screen this stuff, so we didn’t. Underdeveloped television was no fun if it

  came from underdeveloped countries. For as long as I headlined the programme, that was the principle we stuck to. Critics never ceased to sum up my attitude as knowingly parochial, but that was

  because most critics, like most journalists of any kind, would rather change gender than change a story. To anyone capable of objective judgement, it was obvious that we were bending over backwards

  to be fair. When in doubt, we left it out, and we didn’t need theories of imperialism to tell us to do so: a sense of common humanity was enough to do the trick.




  But the constant awareness that we were on the lip of an ethical precipice proved nerve-racking, and eventually racked nerves wear you out more thoroughly than taxed muscles. The constant work

  of editing for impact was comparatively less tiresome. It had to be done, though, and with unrelenting concentration. You couldn’t just shove stuff on the air because it was generally funny.

  The footage you screened had to be specifically so. A good example was the cinematic oeuvre of the renowned American director Ed Wood, who had spent a dedicated career fighting the closely

  connected handicaps of insufficient finance and a total absence of gift. We were the first to screen Ed Wood’s movies for a television audience, and no other programme but ours ever managed

  to screen them successfully, because the awkward truth about Wood’s justly celebrated lack of talent was that it peaked only intermittently. His masterpiece Plan 9 from Outer Space was

  merely boring if you looked at the whole thing, or even at any long sequence. He had never, in his whole career, got anything right, but the bits that were hilariously wrong were heavily wrapped in

  mere tedium, and had to be picked out and mounted lovingly for inspection, like treasure from a dump. I liked to think that my intervening commentary gave Ed Wood some of the brio which he had

  mistakenly assumed was his hallmark.




  What was true for Ed Wood was true for almost everything else we screened. Editing is an essentially poetic process akin to compressing carbon until you get diamonds. In our case we were

  compressing dross to get zircons, but that made the job even more difficult. It was nothing, though, compared to the effort of watching fifty hopeless African current-affairs programmes and

  deciding you couldn’t screen anything. The waste of time was so pure that it ached. With the Japanese game shows, however, we were in heaven, and precisely because all the participants were

  having such a ball being in hell.




  When our first programme to feature excerpts from Endurance went to air in the new Sunday night prime-time format, the audience consolidated immediately at ten million plus. In my

  previous volume of memoirs I recounted how I had a local-area cult hit with my riffs about the South American killer bees in the disastrous disaster movie The Swarm, but the Japanese

  cockroaches were a success of a different order. This time the notoriety was on a national scale – I got an offer of marriage from a man in the Shetlands – and I had very little time to

  learn how it might be handled. The first thing I learned was that it can’t: not beyond a certain point, which is placed very low down on the rising scale to insanity. If everyone in the

  country recognizes your face, your only hope of normality is to find another country where they don’t, but you might be too late. When Elton John first stood on the Great Wall of China, he

  told the attendant British press pack – trailing him around the earth as if he were a more tractable version of royalty – that it was a relief to be somewhere where a thousand million

  people didn’t know him from Adam. But he was almost certainly bluffing. Poor sap, he had already got to where it felt strange when someone didn’t know who he was. I already had a mild

  sense of that before I left on my next foreign assignment. Kenya was bigger than Britain but blessedly had slightly fewer people in it, and very few of those had seen me explicating on screen the

  motivation of a bunch of Japanese adolescents as they roasted each other over a bed of embers while their testicles were being colonized by starving maggots.




  

     

  




  3. WHITE KNUCKLES OF AFRICA




  The Kenya show was to be a documentary special called Clive James on Safari. From now on, in this book, I will try to leave my name out of the title of the shows, thus

  to circumvent the twin fears of wasting space and sounding more than necessarily like a self-glorifying pantaloon. But you can take it for granted that every programme I made for the next couple of

  decades, whether in the studio or on location, had my name in the title somewhere. Neither I nor my agent ever pressed for this. My agent, Norman North at A. D. Peters, looked very young in those

  days and remarkably he retains his keen, lean appearance to this day. Some people have access to the fountain of youth. Norman also had access to the fountain of wisdom, and would have scotched the

  use of my name in the title if he had thought it would be counterproductive. But Richard had no trouble convincing him, and indeed me, that we might as well use what cachet my name had already

  built up, and try to increase it. ‘Never trust anybody with two first names’ was a maxim of mine that I tried to make current until I realized it applied to me. (If you start a list in

  your own mind, don’t forget Bruce Willis and Victor Hugo.) But if the public does trust someone’s name for something, the name becomes what the PR people call a Brand. The only drawback

  is that its possessor has to live up to it. My Postcard travel articles for the Observer had established a reputation for a certain kind of eager curiosity that started out clueless but came

  back with what at least sounded like a reasonable set of opinions. This threatened to be harder to achieve on film, where the temptation to clown it up could easily make the cluelessness look like

  a pose.




  Nevertheless, though still devoted to the ideal of evoking a picture with a few words, I was attracted by the prospect of combining a real picture with even fewer. In an Observer Postcard

  about Jerusalem, I had given a faithful report of what it was like for an overweight man to take a running dive into the Dead Sea and find himself lying on top of it, having failed to submerge or

  even scratch the surface. But at the time I wrote the paragraph I was already thinking that to actually show this happening would have left a chance to say something extra and more interesting at

  the very moment when the audience was absorbing the mixed signals about the state of my body. I could have been talking about the state of Israel. There would be opportunities to get more said,

  with a blend of expression like the texture of a song, in which the words and the music reinforce each other. I was thinking this again when we landed in Nairobi and ran full tilt into the

  comfortable remnants of the old white empire as they clung on to the last of their privileges among the poverty-stricken shambles of the new black state. The slums teemed. Presumably the natives

  out in the hinterland were leading more dignified lives. Meanwhile the whites in or near town were still taking tea, hitting the bottle and betting on the horses. The British upper crust are never

  more dauntingly self-assured than when presiding over the wreckage of the superseded order. This lot looked as if they had all once regarded Princess Margaret as a dangerous radical. The worst I

  can say about my young producer, Helen Fraser, is that she looked as if she would fit right in. When she stepped off the plane, it was as if the Baroness Blixen had returned. Pretty, elegant and

  well spoken, she immediately had the local beau monde eating out of her finely manicured hand. They loved her.




  She found it harder to love them. Partly it was a generation thing: nice girls like her nowadays had real jobs, whereas the old colonial set-up would have condemned them to come out to places

  like this and help their husbands lord it over the benighted. But largely it was a difference in behavioural evolution: she wasn’t a snob, and this lot were. All the great names of the White

  Mischief era still drew their expected plenitude of mutual respect. The men, especially, seemed to like each other better than ever, just because their immediate ancestors had led the life in which

  there was nothing to do with the day except screw each other’s wives when not hanging around the clubs that had been built to keep the natives out. Let me hasten to say that there had once

  been something to admire about British rule in Kenya, even though the Mau Mau might not have agreed. Compared to, say, Belgian rule in the Congo, British rule had been benevolent, and precisely

  because the landowners and the administrative class put more time into living well than into belting the locals. Certainly there are plenty of locals today who wouldn’t mind having their

  erstwhile oppressors back on the case, at least to the extent of running the courts of justice. When I arrived, the white pecking order was still in full swing even though the system it had once

  imposed was long gone. It seemed to occur to few of its drawling members that the privileged life they still possessed was an historical anomaly, tainted as it was by the misery leaking in from all

  around them. Again, the misery could have been worse, but the slums were hard to ignore even if you drove around them in a Land Rover. Helen’s principal weapon against the plummy accents was

  a raised eyebrow. They didn’t notice. Tomorrow the horses would be racing and the gentry looked forward to meeting us there.




  Waiting for that big day, we took the camera to dinner at a restaurant serving nothing but African game of every type and stripe. Hugely heaped plates of grilled and roasted meat were served.

  Everything was uniformly inedible, and not just because the original animal had never been designed to be eaten by humans in the first place. The topkapi, or whatever it was called, probably tasted

  like a whoopee cushion no matter what you did with it, but this bunch couldn’t even bring a tender touch to some form of gazelle that they billed as the most succulent dish south of the

  Sahara. You would have been better off chewing an anorak. The probable cause was that the cooks had no means of preparing anything except to leave it in the fire until its last drop of moisture

  evaporated. Over more than a quarter of a century of world travel I was eventually to formulate the rule that in any country blessed with an abundance of prime-quality meat roaming around in

  unprocessed form, nobody knows how to cook it. To make anything taste good, you have to freeze it, load it on to a ship and send it to France. While Helen laughed at my increasingly desperate

  expression – she had the rare gift of laughing at your face without laughing in your face, I was glad to note – our camera caught the scene, which was densely populated by the

  younger generation of the local whites out for their idea of a dangerously exotic night. Surely the racing horses of tomorrow would be more interesting. At least they would not be cooked.




  A day at the races unfolded like a message from God that we had better get out of Nairobi pronto or we would never get to Kenya. Unless you film it from space, a horse race in Africa looks

  exactly like a horse race at Ascot, especially when the white women present are dressed for the Queen’s Garden Party. The white male elders stood around in tight groups, still discussing

  whether it had really been Jock Delves Broughton who had shot the Earl of Erroll. It was a wonder that they hadn’t shot each other, if a day like this had been the principal alternative to

  peeling the silk knickers off the expatriate vamps.




  Next day, before we took off for the wilds, I had another message from on high. Out on my own wandering in the slums, I found a tiny street stall selling exactly one miniature rhinoceros carved

  out of wood. I presumed from its singularity that it was a rare artefact, and certainly it was accurately carved: nothing about it was not like a rhinoceros except its size. The stall owner, whose

  refined Nilotic features suggested that he might be a connoisseur dealing only in palace-quality bibelots with which he himself could hardly bear to part, assured me it was ‘Rare, very

  rare.’ It would be welcomed in my family home, where my daughters were still young enough to look on miniature animals with favour, and my wife had an eye for sculpture. So I bought the thing

  from the impassive vendor. He remained impassive at the sheaf of notes I proffered, so I doubled it into a bundle. Eventually he smiled, while shaking his head, presumably taking pity on the

  condition of a world in which a true work of art could be valued in terms of mere money. Michelangelo probably felt the same when he handed over his finished statue of David.




  You can guess what happened next. A hundred yards further on, I wandered into a kind of indoor bazaar – half souk, half swamp – which in turn opened up into a long, low factory.

  Lining the walls of the factory was shelf upon shelf stacked with thousands of copies of my carved rhinoceros. Shaking and roaring on the floor of the factory, a machine the size of a Fleet Street

  printing press was turning out carved rhinoceroses which were touched by human hand only when a team of women loaders and stackers lifted them off the belt and found a place for them on the

  groaning shelves. I thought of running back to the hotel to tell the crew that I had stumbled on a great story about the Kenyan economy, but the deeper message had already hit me. The real

  rhinoceroses, or rhinoceri, were out there waiting.




  Our light aircraft dropped out of the sky in the Mara country, where we were met at the grass-strip airport by Denis Zaphiro, our guide for the safari. Denis, last of the Great White Hunters,

  was now a Great White Guide, a condition he preferred, because he had never really liked killing animals. He especially hadn’t liked the kind of people who do like killing them. I presumed

  that he had made an exception in the case of Ernest Hemingway, whom he had accompanied on his last safari, the one that had culminated in the plane crash that had finally reduced Papa’s

  lethal urge to a glimmer. Until then, the Great White Writer had put a lot of time, effort and overblown prose into seeking out at least one of every animal that breathed and making sure that its

  head ended up on a wall of his house in Cuba. That had to have been interesting and I looked forward to getting the story, but meanwhile we were faced with the challenge of getting Denis to

  act.




  When it comes to documentary television, ‘challenge’ is a bad word, just as ‘time was running out’ is a bad sentence. (‘We had not yet met our challenge and time

  was running out’ is an even worse sentence.) But this really was a challenge, and time really was running out, because soon the sun would be in the wrong part of the sky and we would have to

  reposition the aircraft in order to do the whole thing again. The thing we had to do seemed simple at first blush. Though Denis was old enough to be my father, he was still in good shape: flat

  stomach, loping stride, hawk-like features, the works. He even had the mandatory cut-glass voice, ideal for making polite suggestions in either English or Swahili. He was also very clever. In his

  lightweight khaki safari outfit and bush hat, he looked and sounded better qualified than Stewart Granger playing roughly the same role in King Solomon’s Mines. But Denis was no actor.

  Hardly anybody with an authentic personality is, but Denis was an extreme case of not being an actor. His challenge, after I got back alone into the passenger compartment of the aircraft, was to

  stride towards it while our crew, who had all got out of it, filmed him coming up to me as I stepped down.




  He wasn’t too bad at the walking bit. He got it right on about the tenth take, after the standard nine different takes of the non-actor’s walk. Suddenly rendered self-conscious, the

  non-actor, when asked to walk for the camera, fatally starts to think about how walking is done, so he has to go through every variation of moving the legs and arms in the wrong combination. Since

  there are many more than nine combinations, Denis had done that part quite well. But he also had a line to say. ‘Well, Clive, you’re finally here. Welcome to the real Africa.’ He

  had to do this in a medium close-up while the rifle microphone was aimed from off-camera at his tanned and distinguished face. A rifle microphone will throw anyone who hasn’t seen one before,

  even when he has been carrying a real rifle all his life. ‘Well, James, you . . .’ Cut. Helen moved in to explain to Denis how we were taking for granted that he and I had already

  become acquainted on the telephone, and that he would therefore address me by my first name. Denis apologized profusely, saying that he had already known that but he had forgotten. Take two.

  ‘Well, Clive James, you . . .’ Cut. ‘Sorry, sorry. But I got the “Clive” in that time. Let’s do it again. I’m ready. Sorry.’ Denis did it again.

  ‘Well, Clive, we’re really in Africa. Welcome to here, finally. Oh God.’ The sun was charging across the sky. Time was running out. Soon we would have to reposition the aircraft

  and not just the camera. But Denis finally met the challenge. He was that kind of guy, and I already knew that I could bet on him not to abandon me when the rhino charged: the real rhino, very

  large and definitely not carved from wood.




  In a convoy of Toyota Land Cruisers, we all drove off to camp, where Denis, out from under the camera’s looming threat, proved delightful company. We sat at tables between the tent-line

  and the campfire while Kungu, Denis’s personal driver and servant, got busy proving that there were better ways of preparing a dish of local meat than toasting it with a flamethrower, as they

  did back in town. Much of Denis’s talk on that first evening consisted of instructions about what not to do. Above all, nobody must go out walking alone, even by daylight and for the shortest

  distance. Denis, by sure instinct, aimed most of these homilies at our cameraman Mike, who looked like the adventurous type. Mike was about my age and equally bald, but there wasn’t an ounce

  of fat on him. Superbly muscled, he was afraid of nothing. Denis politely emphasized that in this part of Africa it was better to be afraid of everything. By implication, there were other parts

  that were different, but I had no real urge to pack up and go to one of those. This was the place to be. In the flickering half light, the beautiful Helen was doing a convincing Grace Kelly

  impersonation as she gazed at the masterful Denis. I’m bound to say I was doing the same. Father figures still affect me that way even now.




  Next day at breakfast we were informed that a herd of about a dozen elephant had been through the camp during the night, so it would be a good day for filming elephant. I liked this use of

  ‘elephant’ in the singular: it made you wonder how many of them there had to be before they got into the plural. The problem of referring to more than one rhinoceros was thus solved: I

  had been in a warehouse stuffed with thousands of miniature wooden rhinoceros. But I kept all that for later and simply asked the obvious question. Why hadn’t at least one of the many

  elephant stepped on a tent? Dennis changed my life on the spot. ‘The elephant thinks that the tent is a solid object.’ You have to be there to find that kind of stuff out. I never

  forgot what he said. I never forgot anything he said. Usually we should distrust any memoir that features a lot of quoted speech, because nobody’s memory is that good. But there are some

  people to whom you pay extraordinary attention. When Denis spoke, I was all ears, like an elephant. Even at the time, however, I was silently wondering what would have happened if my tent had not

  been pointed on top, but flat, like a big box. If one of the elephant had harboured ambitions of being a circus star, it might have hopped up.




  Within an hour I was finding out how big elephant are. Kungu trailed the herd and suddenly there they all were, pulling down small trees and feeding them to their young. Mike and the crew set up

  the gear in a tearing hurry, got the wide shots, and suddenly Mike was off with the camera on his shoulder, heading for a huge old tusker with one tusk: he was a one-tusk tusker. The one-tusk

  tusker seemed to have one task: to vent his anger. He spread his ears and bellowed. I raced off to include myself in a possible two-shot while Denis, no doubt feeling his age, raced after me. Denis

  was yelling something. I was not as deaf then as I am now, so I could understand the word he was yelling. The word was ‘no’. ‘No, no. Come back! When he spreads his ears like that

  it means . . .’ But I could already see what it meant. The one-task, one-tusk tusker was thundering towards us flat out. As we ran, Denis fell down a hole up to the waist, but luckily the

  elephant went steaming past him, heading for where I had been the last time he (the elephant, not Denis) had opened his eyes. I was already back in the car. Having run out of puff, the elephant

  returned from the horizon, gave one last bronchitic bellow and, accompanied by all the other elephant, moved on out of sight. Kungu was shaking his head. Denis showed up limping. He said,

  ‘For fuck’s sake don’t do anything like that again.’ We all registered deep shame, an effect Mike rather spoiled by asking Denis to fall down the hole again for a close-up.

  But surely we already had the footage that counted: the elephant charges and I run. Couldn’t be neater. I could already see it on screen.




  Many days later, after the whole safari was over, it turned out that Denis had cracked a rib when he fell down the hole. We had thus come very close to ending the career of the last of the Great

  White Hunters on our first day out. As yet unaware of the full extent of his injury, Denis typically offered apologies when he should have been demanding them. He made no objection to going on. He

  even started to get the hang of the acting thing when we did a dung-spotting sequence. With a line of trees in the distance, we walked together on the open ground. Mike circled around us with the

  camera on his shoulder, getting the angles. Behind Mike walked Nobby the sound man, laden with the huge Nagra tape-recorder which in those days was the last word in technology. Nobby himself,

  however, was slightly deaf, which you might have thought was a bit of a drawback for a sound man. You, your mother and everyone else except the union shop steward, who was rewarding Nobby for long

  service by sending him on this luxury expedition, with plenty of overtime and an enhanced life insurance payout if, as seemed quite likely, he was trampled from behind by a buffalo he hadn’t

  heard approaching. Luckily this spoor-sniffing sequence was an easy one for him. He just had to keep rolling and pick up anything Denis and I said about the piles of crap we found. ‘Now this

  one is very interesting, James. Sorry, Clive. Can I start again? Sorry. Now this one is very interesting, Clive. This is the product of a giraffe, and you can see there by those flies that the

  giraffe was here quite recently, probably this morning. How was that?’ Already mentally rehearsing, for my commentary, a couple of giraffe-related gags about being shat on from a great

  height, I told him that it was fine, and that he should just keep it coming, not worrying about any mistakes because we could always edit them out later.




  ‘Sorry. And over here we’ve got some Thomson gazelle dung. Quite delicate, isn’t it? A refined beast, the Tommy. And these bones here are Thomson gazelle bones. Lion kill, I

  should think. Quite recent. Probably last night.’ He was looking at the trees. ‘I think we should go back to the car now.’ Mike, having sensed that Denis had seen something at the

  edge of the tree-line, wanted to go closer, but had to content himself with a bunch of giraffes who came drifting through with scarcely credible grace. All they needed was music by Tchaikovsky and

  they could have been ballerinas auditioning for Balanchine. Mike then set about getting individual close-ups of the various piles of poop until Denis pointed out that what he had seen in the shadow

  of the trees was a pride of lions and that any of them could get to us before we could get to the car, so it was time to go. Mike lingered over the heap of bones. Imagining my own bones lying in

  the same position, I kept sneaking glances at the tree-line, but I could see nothing except trees and shadows. Denis, I concluded, must have eyesight like a fighter pilot.




  When we got back to the camp and the waiting Helen, I climbed down from the Toyota as if I were the sort of Battle of Britain hero who would climb down from his Spitfire or Hurricane and smile

  shyly as he walked in, holding up a number of fingers to indicate his kills. Actually, if I had done so, I would have been indicating only the number of dung piles I had seen, but the mere hint of

  lions had been enough to set my heart racing. Hippopotamus kill more people, and buffalo are more likely to rub you out from sheer spite, but there’s something about the big cats that

  connects directly to your reservoir of primal fear. The fear is well justified in the case of lions. The previous month, an old male lion had come into the suburbs of Nairobi and killed a man who

  had stopped to check one of the back wheels of his Volkswagen. In the previous safari season, out here where we were now, an Italian banker, in the back of a Land Cruiser with his whole family, was

  caught short by the squirts. The driver told him to do it in the car but the Italian banker was too fastidious for that. My sentiments exactly, except that I had already guessed, as you have, the

  next part of the story. He got out of the car to squat behind a bush and his whole family had to listen while the lions ate him. Although the old-man lion, like myself and most of the men I know,

  has no real ambition left beyond lying around impressively while the women shop for lunch, he nevertheless can live up to his billing with shattering suddenness when he is in the mood.




  In theory, there is less reason to be wary of cheetahs. They probably won’t go for you. But they do look, even when in repose, as if they could go right through you. Next morning we were

  in the car trailing a brat pack of young cheetahs taking hunting lessons from their mother. There was a bunch of impala in the distance and mummy took off in that direction, accelerating like a

  drag racer. There is a beautiful poem by Amy Clampitt in which a cheetah’s petalled coat suddenly turns into a sandstorm as she starts to run. I scarcely saw the transition, but Mike said he

  had got the shot. He was sitting strapped to the bonnet of the Land Cruiser with the camera on his shoulder. (I might be making that sound easy: the camera was a hefty object in those days.) Kungu

  put the pedal to the metal as we raced towards the point from which the impala had dispersed in all directions. The impala, if I may pontificate for a moment, have been given their beauty only as a

  reward for being the unluckiest animals in Africa. There are a lot of them, they can run like mad and they might have safety in numbers, but the cats can run even faster over a short distance, and

  if you’re the one impala in a hundred that a cat catches up with, to have been as cute as Natalie Portman is no recompense when the lights go out. When we found the cheetah she was already

  tearing her victim to shreds. As her young trainees turned up to join her, the gorgeous killer turned to look at the camera. She was divine, but she had blood on her silky cheeks.
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