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For Ella, Beattie and Freya





‘That’s our story and we’re stuck with it’

Stan Laurel, Sons of the Desert, 1933






Introduction


Somewhere in the blood-filled soft tissue of my hippocampus – a part of the brain that looks like a rather stringy chicken fillet in the shape of a seahorse – a mass of neurons and synapses have apparently been sorting out my experiences and stashing them away in various bits of my brain since the day I was born.

I never studied biology and can only imagine these neurons and synapses as being like the Numskulls in The Beezer – little men who are looking out through my eyeballs and working me from within. My Numskulls are in constant despair at the antics of their simple-minded ‘man’: ‘He’s not going to eat the entire packet of biscuits, surely?’ ‘Why does he waste so much time playing fantasy football?’ ‘Good Lord, he’s moving on to spirits now!’ They work twenty-four hours a day trying to keep me on the straight and narrow, and lurch from crisis to crisis, getting tired and making mistakes. Some memories get stashed away in the wrong place or get stuffed in so hard that they get squashed out of shape.

Taking into account that everyone’s head is full of Numskulls, each fighting a constant battle to get their man or woman to breathe, to eat, or to have an opinion about whether that was definitely offside or not, it’s easy to see how haphazard the memory system might be.

There’s a one-act play by Tom Stoppard I love, called After Magritte, in which a woman is certain she’s just seen a man in a West Bromwich Albion shirt, with shaving foam around his chin and a football under his arm, running down the street; her husband swears it was a man wearing pyjamas, with a white beard, carrying a tortoise; while her mother says it was a minstrel wearing striped prison clothes, sporting a surgical mask and carrying a lute.

At least they can all agree they’ve seen something. Something happened.

The something in question in this book is my life. Which I’m pretty sure has happened – not all of it, but quite a lot of it. Many people have been party to bits of it but I doubt they could all agree on what they’ve seen.

Years ago the Wikipedia entry on me used to say that I was born in Bolton, that I’d smash up the piano in any club I went to, and that whilst I was a student at Manchester I shacked up with Viv Albertine, the guitarist from The Slits. Well, I was born in Bradford, I’ve never attacked a piano – I love pianos and wish them no harm – and I’ve never even met Viv Albertine, much though I would’ve loved to have shacked up with her in the mid-seventies.

Back then I tried to edit the page but the Wikipedia moderators – self-appointed guardians of the truth – always took my corrections down. I sent a message saying I actually was Adrian Edmondson. Oh, how they scoffed. They said it was obvious from what I’d written that I knew absolutely nothing about him, and they blocked me from editing the page thereafter.

Of course, on one level they might be right – do I really know anything about myself? Really? Deep down? What would my psychiatrist say?

I know I’m not the bloke on the Wikipedia page, which, amongst the strange emphasis and vague biographical errors, is mainly a list of programmes I’ve been in. The list is more or less accurate, but I’m not a list of programmes.

I’m not The Young Ones – I mean of course I was in it, I was bloody good in it actually, but making the two series of The Young Ones took up precisely fourteen weeks of my life. Or to put it another way – less than one half of one per cent of my life.

So far.

In 2016 I adapted William Leith’s book Bits of Me Are Falling Apart into a one-man play. It took six weeks to do the adaptation, four weeks to rehearse it, and it played for a further four weeks at the Soho Theatre, a small London venue, to a total of around 2,500 people. It took up the same amount of my life as The Young Ones. I’m not expecting you to think it’s as noteworthy, but the Numskulls in my head have given it exactly the same amount of space.

I know one thing for sure, this is not the most linear autobiography you’ll ever read. It doesn’t start at the beginning and plod resolutely through to the end. My memory isn’t linear – it flits about from one subject to another, back and forth through the years. So this book is not particularly coherent, but then neither is my life. It’s all about the tangents.

It’s also littered with references to songs that were at some point number one in the charts. Whenever I hear a song it gives me more context about the time I first heard it than any potted history might do – I can see the colour and the shape of cars, the way people dressed and behaved, and I can feel how people were thinking at the time. So every song title in this book is like one of Proust’s madeleines to me – it takes me straight back to where I was and what it felt like. I hope they help you in the same way. Or at least bring you joy.

I hope this book is about more than just me, I think it might be about you too, because most of us have lived through the same era. I hope it makes you laugh occasionally, I hope you enjoy the diversions into history, cooking and pop music, because it’s basically everything I know about being a human being born in Britain in the mid twentieth century.

My memory is like a misprinted dot-to-dot puzzle – some of the dots are missing but my brain fills them in for me. Which sounds imprecise, but I know that what I remember is true to me. This is how it felt to me. I have lived my life thinking all of the following to be the truth, which in some way makes it the truth.

On the other hand I often forget my own children’s names, and can never remember where I left the bloody keys – so good luck, and caveat emptor.

[image: Start of image description, A promotional image captures Adrian in his early twenties with a shock of blond hair. He is smiling and reaching for a glass of red wine. He wears an open-necked white shirt, black jacket, and a pair of plastic-frame glasses., end of image description]

My daughter Freya says she’s always loved this photo of me because I look like a Danish philosopher. If only. I discuss my frustrated claims of Viking ancestry later in the book, and only have a puny degree in drama not philosophy, but you learn the odd thing by simply hanging around for sixty-six years. So perhaps there is some philosophy in here too. And I like the Danes.






Part 1


What’s in a name?







It’s all a bit woolly


The first problem with pinning down who I really am is that no one even knows my name. No one knows what to call me. Even me. On first meeting people always say, ‘Do we call you Ade or Adrian?’ and I usually reply, ‘Whatever you can manage’, because in truth I can’t stomach either.

How did this come to pass?

I arrive into this world ‘quite quickly’ at the bottom of the stairs in a modest, pebble-dashed semi in an area of Bradford called Wrose. It’s now BD2, but I’m born two years before postcodes were invented – which is probably why the ambulance can’t find us, and why my dad ends up delivering me.

This happens on 24 January 1957 when Guy Mitchell is toppermost of the poppermost with ‘Singing the Blues’.

This isn’t a conscious memory of course, and Guy isn’t at the birth, even though his face suggests otherwise. Is that joy? Or horror? Or a clever mix of the two? One disguising the other? Everything’s fine. This is normal. I still love you. Aggghh! The horror! The horror! Hide it for ever! Never speak of it!

It could be the very same expression on Dad’s face, because he has no training, no aptitude and apparently no stomach for it, but it’s an emergency and he’s the only one there, apart from my mum, obviously. And I survive.

[image: Start of image description, The record cover of the single, Singing the Blues, by Guy Mitchell. The song was released in 1956 and the cover features Mitchell glancing to his left with a fixed smile., end of image description]
 
The wool rug at the bottom of the stairs doesn’t.

My family history is very woolly. It’s precise, but it’s precisely about wool.

At the time I arrive Bradford is struggling with a decline in fortunes. My earliest memories of the city are of all the buildings being jet black – a thick residue of filth and soot that had built up from all the coke and coal that was burned to keep the machines going in the mills.

Back in 1841 two-thirds of the UK’s wool production was processed in Bradford, and the population doubled in a decade. By 1900 there were 350 mills – scouring, carding, gilling, combing, drafting, spinning and twisting to produce yarn and fabric. It was boom time, and despite the amount of muck and grime being chucked out by all those chimneys there was a lot of civic pride in all that industry. To compete with the town halls of neighbouring Leeds and Halifax, Bradford built a town hall with a clock tower based on the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, and boasted of the city being built on seven hills – ‘just like Rome’.

While Manchester was nicknamed ‘Cottonopolis’, Bradford became ‘the Wool Capital of the World’. Not quite as snazzy, but no less true. Worsted – a superior yarn made using only the longest fibres, very popular for making suits – became a speciality of the city and some people tried to adopt the name ‘Worstedopolis’, which sounds like a bad review for a Greek restaurant on TripAdvisor, and thankfully it didn’t catch on.

This constant desire to make a name for itself, to be better than Leeds and Halifax, to be on a par with Manchester, or even Florence and Rome, has the whiff of an inferiority complex. Can a city have a collective consciousness? All my immediate forebears were born in Bradford, and while I don’t think they felt inferior exactly, they certainly seemed to ‘know their place’. I was brought up to think that other people probably knew better than me. I’ve always struggled with the idea that I’m not good enough.

My mum is called Dorothy and her maiden name is Sturgeon, a name that comes originally from Suffolk, which was once a great sheep-rearing county. It seems the Sturgeons must have followed the sheep to Bradford because they ended up in the Wool Capital of the World by the middle of the nineteenth century.

Her dad, George Sturgeon, worked on the shop floor of the dark satanic mills and died of a heart attack three years short of his retirement, and a year before I was born.

Her mum was Doris (Grandma Sturgeon), though her maiden name was Luscombe – a name that comes originally from Devon, where I now live in a bizarre case of reverse migration. There were, and still are, a lot of sheep in Devon – I’ve raised a few myself – but the Luscombes too followed the sheep, and the work, to Bradford. Doris worked in a weaving mill until she got married when she was apparently sacked for . . . getting married. She took up moaning as a full-time occupation. And cheating at canasta with a young boy, namely me. If she were alive today I could happily tell her that you don’t have to shout ‘I’m in Meredith’ when you produce your first meld, that putting the first red three on the table doesn’t entitle you to all the red threes as they appear, and that you can’t play the game with just two people anyway.

My dad was Fred Edmondson. That was his full name. Not Frederick, not Alfred, not Manfred. And no middle name. No nonsense. Just Fred. He’s one of the very few of my extended family not to be born in Bradford. Oh yes – this is the fruity part of the plot – he was a foreigner, born in Liversedge, a full seven and a half miles from the centre of Bradford. Virtually . . . Dewsbury.

Dad’s dad was Redvers Edmondson (Grandad Ed) – named after the great general of the Zulu and Boer Wars, and heroic winner of the Victoria Cross, Redvers Buller. Grandad was a market trader. And no, he didn’t wear a pinstripe suit and a bowler hat and gamble with people’s pensions, he worked in actual markets, with his hands, on actual market stalls, selling, you’ve guessed it, wool.

He was married to Ruth (Grandma Ed), who died in the summer of 1977 when ‘I Feel Love’ by Donna Summer was top of the charts. Nothing could be less like Grandma Ed than ‘I Feel Love’. I never hear her say anything nice about anyone. She is dismissive of everyone and everything. In the 1960s Billy Smart’s Circus is on the telly every Easter. We’ll sit there watching some trapeze artist shoot through a hoop of fire and land on an elephant’s back, all whilst juggling actual lions, and Grandma Ed (a short dumpy woman with thick ankles – she looks like the grandma in the Giles cartoons) will say: ‘Oh, I could do that with a bit of practice.’

They’re very big in the church, Grandma and Grandad Ed. Which might explain the lack of love and compassion. Except it isn’t the church, it’s the mission. The Sunbridge Road Mission. I haven’t set foot in it since the late sixties but at that time it was an evangelical Methodist enclave that, if it were in another country, might be called fundamentalist.

The Bible is everything. It’s God’s word or nothing. Except the rude bits, obviously. Not the bit in Genesis when Lot’s daughters get him drunk and have sex with him; or the bit in Deuteronomy about not being allowed to go to church if you’ve damaged your testicles; or the bit in Judges when a woman gets gang raped, dies, and is cut into twelve pieces which are sent to the twelve tribes of Israel. Mention them and you’re in trouble. And it’s surprisingly easy to get into trouble when this stern Methodist God is watching you.

One Sunday, Grandad, who’s one of the ‘elders’, gets me and my cousin Kevin out in the corridor for some misdemeanour – perhaps we’ve been smiling – and bangs our heads together so hard that half of Kevin’s front tooth breaks off and lodges itself in my forehead. I can still feel the dent. Kevin has a lifetime of dental problems. Praise the Lord.

It’s a tough religion to go with the tough life of working in a tough industry in a tough city in tough times. And it’s all in decline!

Even Dad’s faith is in decline. When I get to the age of seven Dad stops going to the Mission.

‘Hurrah,’ I think, ‘that’s surely the end of it for me, as well? No more sitting in that fusty room with the other bored kids taking it in turn to read the Bible aloud.’

But no. Every Sunday my sister and I are now picked up by Grandma and Grandad Ed and are dragged along – on our own – to have all the joy sucked out of us. Our parents and our two younger brothers are allowed to stay at home and hang on to their joy. Despite asking for an explanation for this over the years none has ever been forthcoming.

It must have been a moment of high rebellion on Dad’s part, and I’m rather proud of him – though it seems odd he then couldn’t accept the rebellious streak in me further on down the line. His mum was the sternest woman I ever knew, and standing up to her must have taken some bottle. Although there was obviously some form of negotiation which must have gone along the lines of:

Grandma Ed: There is only one true path to salvation.

Fred: I can no longer see the path, Mother.

Grandma Ed: Then you are lost to me but I will take your first- and second-born children, that they may become truly miserable, like me.

Grandma Ed must be aware that there’s a world beyond the Mission because she’s a cousin of Thora Hird, the famous actress – one of Alan Bennett’s muses.

Well that’s where you got the acting bug from then – it’s in the blood!

But no, we never see Thora or any of that side of the family. Partly because they’re from Lancashire, anathema to Yorkshire folk, but mostly because of Thora’s decision to become an actress. The Bible bashers on our side of the Pennines think it’s tantamount to becoming a prostitute. There’s a rift. They don’t speak. Neither do they turn the other cheek. Or love their neighbour as they love themselves.

‘Ooooh, I feel love, I feel love, I feel love, I feel love, I feeeeeel love.’

Although Thora very definitely wins the argument in my view. First by appearing in the TV show Hallelujah!, a sitcom about the Salvation Army, set in the fictional town of Brigthorpe which looks suspiciously like Bradford, and which incidentally features the fantastic Patsy Rowlands, who goes on to play Mrs Potato, Spudgun’s mum in Bottom.

And second by going on to present Songs of Praise and beating them at their own game.

I eventually meet Thora at some awards do in the nineties, mention our family connection, and she gives me the oddest look before simply saying, ‘Oh.’

But back to the wool industry before it dies out completely.

How does this relate to your name? You were right about tangents.

It’s coming, I promise you.

Uncle Douglas also works on the markets, driving out before the crack of dawn to set up his stall in South Elmsall, Scunthorpe or Doncaster. He’s also – well guessed again – selling wool. I sometimes go with him and help set up the stall, but my main job is to wander around the market and keep a steady eye on how much his rivals are selling for, so that he can adjust his prices accordingly. There’s a bloke on a neighbouring stall selling crockery, he’s brilliant at the patter and can display an entire dinner service along one outstretched arm. I want to push him over at the moment of greatest peril but never summon up the nerve.

And Uncle Colin, well he’s a step up – he works for a wool-importing business. He goes around the world, looking at sheep. When he comes back he has a slide show and we all go round to his house and look at the sheep he’s looked at. Please don’t judge us too harshly – remember, we’d only recently gone from two to three channels on the telly.

But of course there isn’t room for everyone in the wool business, especially as it’s in steep decline. So rather like those aristocratic families where the eldest inherits, the next becomes a priest, the third a soldier and so on, my family diversifies. Dad becomes a teacher, my uncle Tom becomes a missionary in the Cameroons (I’m not making this up), and my uncle David becomes an air traffic controller at Yeadon airport. Now called Leeds-Bradford airport. Because it’s neither in Leeds nor Bradford. It’s in Yeadon.

But they all do time on the wool stalls at some point in their lives.

So the bulk of my family history is tied to wool and wool production in a grimy, industrial, northern town; they don’t mind getting their hands dirty, they get stuck in, and they have no-nonsense names to match – Fred, Douglas, George, Colin – unless they happen to be named after a Victoria Cross winner, like Redvers. And amidst all that northernness, grit, and war heroics, my parents decide to give me a girl’s name: Adrian.

I told you we’d get there!






A boy named Sue


Why do you call it a girl’s name?

Because in the 1960s everyone in the playground tells me it’s a girl’s name: ‘It’s a girl’s name, it’s a girl’s name, you must be a girl, you’ve got a girl’s name!’

And people wonder why my most famous characters are so psychotic and violent . . . Well, there’s a start. It’s compounded by the fact that up until the age of twelve I go to a different school almost every year and have to explain my stupid name all over again.

A different school every year?

Yes.

Do you keep getting expelled?

No.

Dad’s ‘diversification’ sees him become a geography teacher. It’s understandable – he has a real passion for geography and for maps in particular. He spends a lot of time looking at his atlas and wondering what it might be like in all those far-flung places.

I’ve inherited this love of maps. I collect the educational maps that used to hang on the walls of classrooms in the fifties and sixties with titles like ‘The Rise and Fall of the Ottoman Empire’, ‘The Unification of Italy’, ‘Europe After the Peace of Utrecht’. Apart from being colourful and decorative I find them intriguing. I know where Pomerania, Swabia and Wallachia once were, and, interestingly in terms of modern-day international argy-bargy, I can see that the borders within Europe have never been fixed for long – they move about like the last few strands of spaghetti on an oily plate.

Dad’s love of maps transforms into a kind of permanent wanderlust when he discovers there are opportunities to teach in foreign places. He’s first offered a post in Egypt but turns it down because the Suez Crisis is still fresh in his mind and he deems it ‘too dangerous’. So in 1958, when I’m a mere toddler, we move to Cyprus, living variously in Nicosia, Famagusta and an army camp just outside Limassol. He’s teaching the kids of British Army personnel stationed out there.

  [image: Start of image description, A newspaper clipping from 1958 features an image of a young Adrian, aged around 1 year old, in the arms of his mother. His sister, Hilary, is being held by his father. The accompanying text begins “Newspaper reports of continued unrest in Cyprus do not worry Mr Fred Edmondson, a Bradford teacher, and his family. This week they leave their home at Plumpton Gardens, Wrose, and on Sunday fly to Nicosia where, for three years, Mr Edmondson will teach the junior children of English army personnel.” end of image description]
 
The reason they’re stationed out there is because Cyprus is going through the usual violent transition from former British colony to independent state. You’d have thought Dad would have noticed this? He’s issued with a handgun – a teacher with a handgun – that he keeps under the driver’s seat of the car in case we’re attacked by EOKA paramilitaries. We stay six years but a few months after the ‘Bloody Christmas’ uprising in 1963 we’re advised to leave.

Should have gone to Egypt . . .


[image: Start of image description, A newspaper clipping from 1963 features an image of Adrian’s mother, Dorothy, sitting on the floor with Adrian, Hilary, and their baby brother, Matthew. Hilary was 10 and Adrian is 7 at the time. Dorothy holds Matthew in her lap. The headline above reads “Evacuated from Cyprus”., end of image description]

We return to Bradford but he gets itchy feet again and a year or so later, when I’m aged about seven, we move to Bahrain, where he teaches RAF and navy kids.

By a stroke of luck we get there just in time for the ‘March Intifada’ of 1965, a general uprising against the British presence in Bahrain. The bus that takes us to school looks like one of those American school buses but the bodywork is made of wood, and is designed to have no glass in the windows – an early form of air-conditioning. It’s basically a charabanc with a roof. These glass-free openings also provide the perfect opportunity for disgruntled Bahrainis to leap up and try to hit the British schoolchildren within. After two years of intimidation we leave.

Should have gone to Egypt . . .

I mean, all right, they do have the third Arab-Israeli War during this period, but it only lasts six days.

We return to Bradford once more but in 1969, when I’m twelve, we move to Uganda, where he’s part of some kind of British aid package teaching local children.

A couple of years into our stay Idi Amin stages a coup and starts killing everyone who doesn’t agree with him. My family hang on until 1973 but things get so bad that Dad eventually sends everyone home by plane and dashes over the border into Kenya with as many of our belongings as he can cram into the car.

Should have gone to Egypt . . . we’d have got out just before the fourth Arab-Israeli War.

The world is a violent place, isn’t it? I’ve always had the impression that the trouble was following Dad around, like he was a magnet for conflict, but I think we’d have encountered it wherever we went.

But each of these moves means a new school for me – although in Bradford I end up going to the same school twice, albeit with a gap of two years – and each time I have to defend my stupid bloody name.

Turning up at Swain House Junior School in Bradford, a much bigger boy called Gary starts punching me to prove that I’m ‘a girl’. The fury of indignation is so strong within me that moments later I find myself on top of big Gary pushing his head into the gravel and I have to be dragged off by a teacher. Victory!

At the next school the same thing happens – a much bigger boy says I must be a girl because I’ve got a girl’s name. Emboldened by my recent success I offer to fight him after school, out of sight of the teachers. A large crowd gathers on ‘the rec’ – our name for the patch of mud and grass which is deemed a ‘recreation ground’ by the Bradford City Council. The recreation for the crowd in this instance is to watch me get beaten to a pulp.

Increasingly fed up with fighting my way through the ‘you’ve got a girl’s name’ routine I eventually rebel and ask the extended family to call me Charlie instead, Charles being my second name. Adrian Charles Edmondson. Named after Prince Charles, of course.

My sister is born a month after Edmund Hillary conquers Everest and is named Hilary Edmondson. What are my parents playing at?

Needless to say, my attempts to be called Charlie meet with indifference from everyone. Except for Uncle Douglas – who gamely keeps the idea alive while I help him shift wool from the space above his garage into the van, but gives up fairly quickly once we’ve finished loading.

Like the character in Johnny Cash’s song ‘A Boy Named Sue’ I sometimes wonder if they give me the name just so I ‘get tough or die’.

Things aren’t helped by developments in the world of wrestling, which in the sixties is a staple of Saturday afternoon telly. When we’re living in England I’ll be sent off to the local sweet shop to fetch half a pound of chocolate chewing nuts and we’ll sit round as a family watching Mick McManus grapple with some other bloke in a swimming costume whilst some old ladies in the front row try to clobber him with their handbags. Pretty straightforward stuff and we think it’s real!

But things take a turn for the worse when a new wrestler arrives on the scene. He’s a flamboyant, androgynous character, ‘effeminate’, as we say in the sixties, who dresses in satin and sequins. He wears glittery make-up, has dyed blond hair, and his signature move when pinned to the floor is to kiss his opponent until they let him go. He develops the role because, in his own words:

‘I was getting far more reaction than I’d ever got, just playing this poof.’

His name, of course, is Adrian. Adrian Street. The self-styled Sadist in Sequins or Merchant of Menace.

I’m so pleased on reaching secondary school to find that most people are called by their surnames alone, so I become Edmondson, or Edmonster, or Eddiemonster, which shortens to Eddie, and rather alarmingly to Teddy Edward for a brief period, but by the sixth form this in turn transmutes to Ted. Ted! Result! Ah – blissful two years . . .

 [image: Start of image description, The flamboyant wrestler Adrian Street poses with his father at the Blaina colliery in November 1974. Adrian has long blond hair, face paint and sequins, an open-necked shirt, a feather boa trimmed cape, shiny silver trousers, and high-heeled boots. He holds up a feather fan. His father sits on an oil barrel wearing a mining helmet, his smiling face smeared with coal dust., end of image description]

Adrian Street and his dad

Then comes university and things change again. Though at university everyone is trying out a new version of themselves. People are much more friendly, more generous, and they’re not looking to score points off your girl’s name. And it’s a drama course – luvvies, darlings – so perhaps Adrian fits in a little better; isn’t it just a little bit artistic? After all, there are the poets Adrian Henri and Adrian Mitchell. Yes, maybe at last I’m coming into my own name. Maybe this is nominative determinism?

But the film Rocky sends everything spinning back to the beginning again. I don’t know if you remember the second-highest-grossing film of 1977, in which a small-time boxer played by Sylvester Stallone gets a chance to fight the heavyweight champion of the world simply in order to prove himself to his girlfriend. But if you do you might remember him at the end of the fight – badly bruised and bleeding, having been severely beaten up and having had his swollen eyelids lanced with a razor in order to see – yelling at the top of his voice: ‘Adrian! Adrian!’

Because, of course, dear reader, that is his girlfriend’s name. And that brutal, primeval, guttural scream – ‘Adrian!’ – becomes the accepted way to pronounce my name.

Life carries on, there are bigger problems in the world, and a slowly growing career in a comedy double act (four gigs in the first year out of uni!) brings us to London, where the pavements are paved with . . . well, thanks to the poor quality of pet food at the time, they’re mostly paved with white dog poo.

We manage to elbow our way onto a late-night TV chat show Friday Night Saturday Morning as ‘the entertainment’, which offers an elusive but all-important Equity contract, which in turn will help secure entry into Equity, the actors’ union, which at the time is a closed shop. You can’t work as an actor if you aren’t in Equity, and you can’t get into Equity if you aren’t in work as an actor. Catch 22.

But variety contracts are a loophole, and we are at this point, for want of a better description, a variety act. Here’s the chance to join the union – and also here’s a chance to change my name for good.

Your Equity name does not have to be your legal name – I can call myself whatever I like and that will be my official professional name for the rest of my life. Rik and I drink late into the night discussing our names. He’s already changed his as a teenager from Richard to Rik, spelled R I K – no square ‘c’ in the middle for this dude – and he’s very happy to be called Rik Mayall. John Mayall, the blues guitarist, giving his surname a bit of street cred – and Rik sometimes does a small circle instead of a dot over the ‘i’ in Rik to be just that little bit . . . cooler.

We talk about my troublesome name. The whole thing is a mess: Adrian Edmondson. It never comes out of anyone’s mouth sounding right, even my own. There’s a sort of trip in the middle where the ‘n’ on the end of Adrian runs into the ‘Ed’ on the front of Edmondson. Adria Nedmondson is how it comes out quite frequently. And what about that second ‘d’ in Edmondson? Is that pronounced? A-dri-an Ed-mond-son? This is how hotel receptionists in Italy and Spain say it. Six syllables and none of them go together.

We come up with the notion that Edmondson is a bit like Ed Monsoon, and with a little tweak it suddenly becomes Eddie Monsoon. Eddie Monsoon! What a name! What a perfect name! I love it!

The next day I go into the TV studio and I tell the production assistant that I want my contract to be in the name of Eddie Monsoon, but she tells me it has already been sent off to Equity . . . and that’s it, I’m officially Adrian Edmondson, for ever.

So here I am. Adrian Edmondson. Although some people find the whole thing so daunting, such a mishmash of troublesome sounds, that they use only the first syllable, and call me Ade.

Despite the Equity ruling someone mistakenly writes my name down as Ade Edmondson in the credits to The Young Ones. How can this be? What was all the palaver about? Surely this is impossible? But it turns out it is possible. It’s corrected by the second series but the damage is already done.

And of course some people don’t know how to pronounce it – it’s written A D E – is that Ada? Or Adey? West African minicab drivers are always confused when I get in the back of the car – ‘Your name is Ade?’ – expecting it to be pronounced in the same way as King Sunny Ade: A-day.

I use Eddie Monsoon as the name for a character in an episode of The Comic Strip Presents, ‘Eddie Monsoon: A Life?’. And then my wife uses it as the name of her character in Absolutely Fabulous. So it lives on. Some might say it’s had a better career without me – people can be very cruel.






Is that a Viking surname?


Between the ages of twelve and eighteen I find myself in a boarding school in the small market town of Pocklington in East Yorkshire. I’m at the epicentre of the Viking incursion into Britain – fourteen miles from York, or ‘Jorvik’ as we call it, the Viking capital. So many place names of nearby villages are Viking in origin – Kexby, Foggathorpe, Bubwith, Cawkeld, Wilberfoss, Wetwang. I’m not making these up.

I study medieval history for A-level at school. For the first year it concentrates almost exclusively on Vikings, and the Danelaw. It’s full of great names like Ivar the Boneless and Erik Bloodaxe, not to mention that great typing error who becomes King of a United England, King Cnut, and his somehow even funnier son, King Harthacnut – try it in a Cockney accent, turning the th into an f. Half-a-cnut.

Me and my classmates love the Vikings – not only do they seem very good at fighting but they have great-looking boats, cool weapons and nifty hats with horns. Modern archaeologists are keen to debunk this idea, but it’s such an iconic one that I’m prepared to hang on until some future archaeologist debunks the debunkers.

They also have berserkers, an elite fighting corps who are off their tits on henbane – a hallucinogenic drug – and large quantities of alcohol. This makes them fight with a furious and senseless abandon which is still evident in many Scandinavian heavy metal bands to this day.

The etymology of the word ‘berserk’ is disputed. Some think it means bear-shirted (wearing a shirt made of bearskin), others think it means bare-shirted (naked) like one of those big-bellied Leeds United supporters in the Lurpak stand. In Norse sagas they’re often described as so wild-eyed and frenzied that they bite into their shields. The rook from the Lewis chess set depicts such a fellow.

My school is eight miles from the site of the battle of Stamford Bridge, where the last English king, Harold Godwinson, finally saw off the last of the Vikings, Harold Hardrada. One Sunday afternoon I cycle there to look at the battlefield. I’m singing ‘See My Baby Jive’ by Wizzard as I pootle along the gloriously named Hatkill Lane between Fangfoss and Full Sutton. I’m not wearing a hat, so I figure I’m safe.

[image: Start of image description, The rook from the Lewis chess set. The figure is shown biting the edge of his shield in the manner of a Viking berserker., end of image description]

Once I get to Stamford Bridge I find the original bridge disappeared centuries ago and there are no archaeological remains of the battlefield at all. There’s an uninspiring monument in the village, but no buildings older than 1591, so you have to conjure up everything yourself. There weren’t even any embroiderers from Bayeux, like there were at Hastings three weeks later, to quickly stitch down the salient details. The current thinking is that the bridge crossed from the present-day caravan park on the west bank to the Co-op on the east bank.

But whose side are you on? Are you a Viking or an Anglo-Saxon?

That’s what I’d like to know.

Edmondson is a patronymic name – the father’s name with ‘son’ added. In Scotland the patronymic is ‘Mac’ or ‘Mc’; in Ireland it’s ‘O’. . .’; in Wales it’s ‘Ap’ usually contracted to a simple ‘P’ in names like Price and Prichard. But the ‘son’ patronymic, whilst in use in England, is more particularly associated with Scandinavia.

As a young schoolboy historian this gives me the idea that I am in fact Scandinavian.

I join the school Local History Society and get a closer understanding of the waves of Viking invasion and settlement – their origins, their destinations, their movements – and conclude that I am, more precisely, Norwegian. It’s a harmless fantasy, but it takes hold of me. Forever after when anyone asks me about my family history I say, ‘I’m originally Norwegian – I came over with the Vikings.’

By the time I have children old enough to be interested in genealogy I tell them the same story: ‘Yes, we’re definitely Vikings. Norwegians to be precise.’

It’s not a lie as such. It’s based on circumstantial evidence. No one would like to be convicted for murder on circumstantial evidence, but in terms of carving out an identity for yourself it’s fairly harmless.

As an adult I visit Sweden and Iceland and discover something truly brilliant. Although I had white-blond hair as a child, what’s left of it is now a fairly dull fairish/brown, and I find that only a few Scandinavians look like Ulrika Jonsson: there’s a more common, much uglier underclass, that look like they’re descended from trolls – these people look like me!

My birthday is in January, and one year my lovely wife Jennifer organizes a trip to my homeland Norway as a birthday surprise. It’s an odd time to go on holiday to Scandinavia unless you’re going skiing. We fail to see the Northern Lights in Tromsø because it’s just snowing all the time. We shiver around Bergen looking at the port and the fish market, which is mostly closed because it’s the middle of winter. We get the train from Bergen to Oslo across the mountains, where the visibility is so bad it’s like a scene from that Kirk Douglas war film Heroes of Telemark.

The person sitting opposite us, a Norwegian, studies us for a while and eventually asks what we’re doing on the Bergen–Oslo train in the off season. I tell him I have this bee in my bonnet that I’m of Norwegian heritage.

‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

‘Edmondson,’ I reply.

‘No!’ he shouts, rather too angrily for comfort. ‘You’re not Norwegian! You’re Danish!’

It’s only later that I find that the Norwegians have always felt bullied by the other Scandinavian countries, and have a particular antipathy towards the Danes. So perhaps he was angry with them rather than with me in particular. Still, if he was angry with me it meant he thought I was Danish? He thought I was Scandinavian, right? I mean, talk about hearing it from the horse’s mouth.

Eventually, of course, with the growth of the internet and data banks full of old birth, death and marriage certificates, the genealogy craze kicks off big time. In the late nineties my niece Clare does her family history as a project at school. She gets back as far as the generation before my grandparents before she leaves school to go to university (and get a social life).

But my sister takes up the study and delves back further. It becomes a minor obsession. Then a fairly major one. She visits gravestones in Yorkshire, Suffolk and Devon and discovers that somewhere along the line some bloke changed the spelling of our surname from Edmonson to Edmondson for no apparent reason.

FOR NO APPARENT REASON!

Perhaps he just spelled it wrongly.

An Edmondson spelling his own name wrongly!

Dad is already slipping into dementia by the time Hilary uncovers this, which is a blessing, because one thing that really got his goat was people missing out the second ‘d’ when writing our name. He successfully passed this splenetic fury on to us and it used to bother me a lot until I learned that there are only six existing documents on which William Shakespeare wrote his name, and that he spelled it differently on each one. There are eighty different spellings of his name from contemporaneous sources, ranging from Shappere to Shaxberd. I told Dad. He wasn’t impressed.

I don’t care. Edmondson, Edmonson, Edmundson, Edmunson, Evanson, Evinson, Amundson, Saunders . . . I’ve had them all.

Perhaps Dad was feeling residual anger at the comparative feebleness of his name, Fred Edmondson, and was keen to protect every letter he had.

He’d had apoplectic fits when as a teacher at Tong Comprehensive in Bradford pupils would elide the two words Mister and Edmondson, and he would be addressed as Mr Redmonson.

‘Blood and stomach pills!’, as Dad would say.

But are the Redmonsons Danish or Norwegian?

By the 2010s DNA tests become ever cheaper, more sophisticated and supposedly more accurate. Eventually I spit into a small plastic tube, send it off, and sit back to await the results. I’m 90% certain that my results will show strong Scandinavian heritage. Most probably Danish with a hint of Norwegian.

The results come back. They are very disappointing. I am overwhelmingly British. I am 72% ‘British’. ‘Europe West’, an alarmingly nebulous group to be in, comes in second with 16%. Then trailing in third place, in the bronze medal position, is ‘Scandinavia’ at a miserable 10%. Further analysis says I’m most probably from Yorkshire and the Pennines, with a possible connection to Devon and the South West.

[image: Start of image description, The results of Adrian’s D N A test show a map of Europe and his D N A origins. The results indicate that he is 100 per cent European and this breaks down as follows. British, 72 per cent, Europe West, 16 per cent, Scandinavian, 10 per cent, Ireland, 1 per cent, and Iberian Peninsula, less than 1 per cent., end of image description]

It takes a while for me to process the disappointment and cancel my application for a Danish passport. But I eventually turn it into a vague positive – at least the idea I have of myself made the podium, I am partly Scandinavian, I have some Viking blood in me.

Through her grandparents’ heritage Jennifer is confident she’s three-quarters English, and a quarter Scottish. But she turns out to be only 9% British (most of which is Scottish). She is 38% Irish, and – get this – 37% Scandinavian! She also has other odds and sods in her report, including 5% Italy/Greece, 2% Finland/Northwest Russia, and 2% South Asian.

But although she is such a mongrel she is still almost four times more Scandinavian than me.

At least our children are pleased, the idea that they have some Viking blood in them – the idea I’ve been selling them all these years as their birthright – is corroborated on their mother’s side. And at least I’m married to a Viking. I’m half hoping she’ll drag me off by what’s left of my hair and pillage me.

Some years later I uncover more research about the name Edmondson and its geographical spread. Someone has researched all the Edmondsons that ever existed in Great Britain. Turns out 98 per cent of them were from the West Riding of Yorkshire. Not only am I not an adventurous Viking setting off bravely in my longboat for lands unknown – Britain, Normandy, Sicily, Greenland, the Black Sea, Constantinople – I’ve barely made it out of my own front door.

For balance, it’s worth pointing out that my brother Alastair sends off a sample to a different DNA testing company and they tell him he has a lot of Native American in him. So, either my mum was playing the field in a way that we never knew, and that I frankly find quite impressive, or we have to take these test results with a pinch of salt.

Or with a pinch of salted liquorice as they might say in Finland. Though this is perhaps a clue to the amount of Scandinavian blood in me, because salmiakki is one of the very few things on this earth that I find truly disgusting and impossible to eat. The same can be said for the Icelandic delicacy hákarl – a fermented shark dish. A common misconception is that they dig a hole in gravelly sand, put the shark in, piss on it, fill in the hole and come back a year later when it has rotted. In fact, the Greenland shark doesn’t have a urinary system so releases urea through its own flesh. It smells of urine even if you don’t piss on it. Either way, it’s not my cup of tea.

And yet – isn’t there something of the berserker in my character Vyvyan Basterd from The Young Ones? And Sir Adrian Dangerous from the Dangerous Brothers? And Eddie Hitler from Bottom?

The dictionary defines ‘berserk’ as: out of control with anger or excitement; wild or frenzied. A ‘berserker’ is: an ancient Norse warrior frenzied in battle and held to be invulnerable; one whose actions are recklessly defiant.

This seems to describe a lot of what I am and a lot of what I go on to do. For a child brought up in the Mission where does this seemingly inherent anger, frenzy and defiance come from?







Part 2


The making of a berserker







A cataclysm


My parents are of the ‘smacking’ generation. The further the notion of casual violence against children recedes into the past, the more ridiculous it seems – but throughout my early years it’s a constant threat.

It’s frequent, and usually unplanned. It comes out of the blue. I’m seldom even aware of the crime, but suddenly feel them holding one of my hands high in their left hand, as a rudimentary tether, whilst their right hand swipes indiscriminately at my nether regions.

It’s such an imprecise manoeuvre – perhaps its saving grace – and allows me to squirm about like a badly behaved puppet. This presents a moving target which makes it difficult for them to deliver the killer blow. They want to hear the ‘smack’. Only the sharp smacking sound will convince them that justice has been done. They want to say, ‘Let that be a lesson to you’, and they can’t say it until they hear the smack.

So all my writhing about, all my jumps and side steps, my running round in circles, merely prolong the agony.

It’s hard to know whether standing still and just letting them hit me would make the sorry business end sooner. Part of me fears that if they could get the smacking sound more easily they might just do more of it. So perhaps wriggling about is the best policy.

Dad’s decision to swan off to Uganda comes in January 1969, when I’m turning twelve. He leaves suddenly. On his own. I sometimes wonder if Dad wasn’t running away from something, rather than to something: From his mother? From Bradford? From the Mission? From us?

Because the rest of us – Mum, Hilary, Matthew, Alastair and me – are left in Bradford. We’re to join him in six months. This is supposedly because Hilary is in her final O-level year and it’s considered important not to interrupt her studies.

No one suggests it might be important not to interrupt family life by buggering off to Uganda. No one thinks it might be important not to leave Mum looking after four kids on her own. No one mentions that he’s off to live the life of Riley while the rest of us are off to live in a grim council flat in Thorpe Edge because Dad has already sold the family home in Highfield Road.

While Dad is off on an adventure to equatorial Africa, joining the expat club in Jinja, learning golf, playing squash, and swimming in the outdoor pool, we’re travelling up to the seventh floor in a lift that reeks of Greenland shark, to a landing with an open rubbish chute that stinks of the same shark twelve months later. Whenever the lift breaks down – most days – with me and my younger brothers in it, they both scream in panic and fury like young berserkers in the making.

I don’t know exactly what I say to upset my mum so much on the day Dad leaves for Uganda: I hope it’s something along the lines of ‘what a wanker’, or ‘I shall endeavour for the rest of my life never to treat my own family like this’ – and I have to acknowledge that she’s under great pressure – but I make some kind of twelve-year-old’s version of the above comment and . . . she tries to throttle me.

To be fair, there’s not much ‘trying’ about it to begin with, she gives it a bloody good go. In fact I’d say her chances of success are high and that I might be on my way to Valhalla. She’s got both her hands clamped around my throat and is shaking me so hard that my brain feels like it’s detaching itself from the inside of my skull. This is different to smacking. She’s very angry. Perhaps she’s transferring some of her anger towards Dad onto me. If so, she’s furious with him too, and it occurs to me that she wants to kill him.

Puny twelve-year-old me is no match for this raging grown woman – she seems to have a touch of the berserker about her as well – besides which I quickly begin to feel quite woozy. Is she shouting? Is everyone shouting? I can’t tell. Maybe. Her hands have formed a ligature round my neck and my ears are pumped so full of blood I can only hear my own heart thumping. Then I become aware that her grasp is loosening. Maybe she’s too tired to finish me off. Maybe my siblings have cried out in my defence. Maybe not. But it ends with me being told to go to my room and I trudge off feeling faint though strangely exhilarated. Of course, it’s not ‘my’ room, it’s a room I share with my brothers, and they will follow on and do some casual taunting.

‘Ob La Di Ob La Da, life goes on,’ the group Marmalade are singing in the number one spot at the time, and so it does, though second in the hit parade is ‘Albatross’ by Fleetwood Mac, which might be a more fitting metaphor for the Coleridge fans amongst you.

Six months later we all make it to Uganda, but almost immediately I’m sent back to start at the boarding school in Pocklington in East Yorkshire.

Mum said the plan was for all four of us kids to go to school in Uganda, but once we get there Dad changes his mind. My two young brothers are sent to the local international primary (mostly white), and my sister is enrolled in a correspondence course to do her A-levels, but I get sent to boarding school in England. The first person in the history of my extended family to do this. Years later I summon up the courage to ask why and they mumble something about the standard of teaching not being good enough in Uganda. But surely that’s my Dad they’re talking about? What? He wasn’t good enough? All those colleagues that become his best friends, the Steggels, the Pidcocks – they weren’t good enough either?

It’s obvious in hindsight – he didn’t want me going to a school where I would be the only white boy. It was fine for him to teach black pupils, but not fine for me to be their equal.

My only defence is that I was twelve and had no power, and no learned ability to form an argument. Especially with my dad. I grew up in a house where politics were simply never talked about. Ever. There was never any discussion about left or right, about race, about social justice, about how the economy works, about rich and poor. The News was listened to in silence and then not commented on. I once asked Dad which side he voted for in one of the 1974 general elections and he said it was a secret ballot and that I had no right to know. Which I think meant he voted Conservative. I think when people won’t tell you it always means they’ve voted Conservative.

Of course the other reason they sent me away might be that they just wanted to get rid of me? Maybe I was ‘trouble’?

Either way, it turns out to be the most cataclysmic moment of my life.

My mum still makes the defence that she asked me if I wanted to go, and that I said ‘yes’ – so it was my decision, not theirs. If that’s true it was the only time my opinion was ever sought, or indeed acted upon. Aged eighteen I once told my dad I was ‘off to the pub’, and he said, ‘No you’re not – not while you’re living under my roof.’
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I can imagine that if I was asked I did say ‘yes’. Back in the grotty flat in Thorpe Edge I’d borrowed the entire series of Jennings books, by Anthony Buckeridge, from Eccleshill Library. They follow the adventures of JCT Jennings (only ever known by his surname) at Linbury Court School. They have the same basic set-up as the Harry Potter stories which follow: boarding school, kids allowed their own agency, and lots of japes and scrapes. But Jennings is more parochial, with less wizardry and more jokes. There’s a lot of speaking French incorrectly and setting fire to things – I remember laughing a lot.

So in September 1969, as Creedence Clearwater Revival are top of the charts, rather prophetically, with ‘Bad Moon Rising’, I’m off-loaded at the school by my Aunty Margaret and Uncle Colin, and I cry solidly for two weeks. It isn’t nearly as much fun as Anthony Buckeridge suggested.

The initial scene as they drop me off is a fair enough portent; it doesn’t look at all like the joyful cover of Jennings Follows a Clue. A small seven-year-old boy is screaming ‘No’ at the very top of his voice, and red-hot tears are burning welts down his face, which is a picture of absolute blind terror. Whenever I see a horror film and watch an actor screaming in fright I think back to that kid’s face and remark to myself that actors never get anywhere near it. He’s clinging onto his mother’s wrist while she’s trying to pull away from him. A teacher has hold of the boy’s other hand and is himself hanging onto a cast iron radiator.

A couple of years later I play one of the lawyers in a school production of Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle. Two women are in dispute over a young boy: one is his actual mother, who abandoned him as a baby but who now needs him in order to claim some land, the other is the woman who took him in and has cared for him and loved him. The judge draws a circle on the ground, puts the boy in it, and tells the two women to take a hand each, saying that whoever can pull him out of the circle will get the boy. The one who loves the boy fears they will tear him in half and lets go of his hand.

The parallel with the mother, the boy, and the teacher hanging onto the radiator is striking – except in this version the real mother doesn’t want the child, and the school wins. The school always wins. Principally because they’ve got sticks, and they’re not afraid to use them.

My first dormitory is directly opposite Matron Brown’s little dispensary. She’s very kind to me in those first two weeks while I bawl my eyes out. She comes into the dorm and strokes my head and shushes me to sleep. It’s an act of such absolute kindness, and I like to imagine she does it only for me, but she probably does her rounds of the dorms every night at the beginning of each term, soothing all the troubled boys to sleep. And of course, like most boys who are sent to these institutions in the sixties and seventies, I learn to be emotionally cold and maladjusted-without-showing-it-too-much, and finally stop crying.

And that’s the cataclysm really. The definition of cataclysm: a sudden disaster or a violent event that causes change.

It is sudden, and violent, and it does cause change. By the end of my time at Pocklington I have a different accent to the rest of my family and feel I no longer belong. They’re more or less strangers to me. I don’t really know much about them. I go home twice a year – at Christmas and for the summer holidays – and they come back to England once I reach the sixth form, but we share too little time to really connect. And because I’m learning to repress my emotions so effectively, I don’t bloody care!

The only emotions I don’t repress are anger and a desire for excitement that borders on frenzy. I am a novice berserker, and the masters try to beat this out of me. Idiots – little do they know they’re actually beating it in to me.






‘The rules!’ shouted Ralph, ‘you’re breaking the rules’


As a young ‘specky-four-eyes’ I identify with Piggy in Lord of the Flies when his glasses get broken, but there’s a lot of Jack in me too. I’ve always thought rules weren’t for me. It occurred to me fairly early on in life that rules were generally arbitrary, were designed to suit the people that made them, and were mostly prejudicial to the people they were made against, i.e. me.

There was an experiment in the Netherlands recently: they removed the traffic lights and all the road markings from a few busy junctions to see what would happen, and the answer was ‘less than usually happened’ – people used common sense, caution and even politeness, and there were fewer accidents than usual.

When I get to Pocklington we’re given a little booklet at the beginning of every term. It’s blue, and is simply called the Blue Book – it holds details of who’s in which form, sports fixtures, exam schedules, even the dates the barbers are coming to make us look more like convicts – and at the back there’s a list of rules, two pages of them, and it becomes a game really, to see how quickly we can break them. ‘Boys may not use or possess chalk or a board duster’, tick. ‘Boys will be clean and tidy and conform to the dress regulations laid down by the headmaster’, tick. ‘The following are forbidden: smoking, gambling, chewing gum, eating in the street’, tick, tick, tick, tick. If the rules weren’t there, we might be better behaved.
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Then I discover that all the lessons are full of rules as well.

When I arrive at Pocklington Grammar School for Boys I’m a year behind in practically everything. I’ve spent a year at Hutton Junior High in Bradford but they haven’t taught me anything that the boys at Pocklington have learned. Principally I don’t know any grammar. It’s a grammar school and I’ve never been taught any of it, in fact I don’t know what it is. Everyone else has had at least a year, some boys who’ve been in the prep school have been learning grammar for five years.

I’m suddenly thousands of miles away from my parents, and the new people in charge of me – and my new schoolmates – are basically speaking a different language. It’s quite alienating, and I begin to feel rather alone.

The Blue Book is not only full of school rules and sports fixtures, in the list of boys in each form there is a handy number printed beside your name. This is your academic ranking based on the previous year. Printing this in a book handed to every pupil makes it much easier for everyone else to see that, after my first year at the school, I’m 27th out of 29. Though in fact one boy doesn’t have any ranking at all, because he was in hospital for a long period, so I’m 27th out of 28. Second to bottom. I am officially thick. The indented names indicate day boys – non-boarders – and it’s interesting to see that the non-abandoned boys hold all the positions from 1 to 5.

[image: Start of image description, A list of boys in Mister Aubrey’s third form class. There are 29 boys listed in alphabetical order. The number next to each boy indicates their academic ranking in the previous year. Edmondson’s rank is 27. One boy, named Jones, does not have a ranking due to previous illness., end of image description]

I don’t know how we were taught French at my previous school. I remember a tape machine, and some slides, and repeating things parrot fashion. I’m pretty sure that the bakery is next door to the church and that the grocer’s is opposite the butcher’s – though I’m aware that this will only come in handy if I go to a town where the geographical layout precisely matches my French.

I’ve never heard the words verb, noun, object or subject, and the words pluperfect and transitive fill me with fear to this day. Luckily I’ve scraped through life without ever having to explain the difference between a gerund and a gerundive.

It should come as no surprise that grammar schools love grammar – and that they use it in everything. They use it most particularly in English, French and Latin, but even my history and geography homework is littered with red pen underlinings from the teachers and GRAMMAR! written angrily in the margin.

Latin is a complete mystery – I was going to say it’s all Greek to me, but that would have been a vast improvement in my skill set. My Latin teacher uses the ‘intimidation method’. He thinks I will learn if he shouts loudly at me, but this doesn’t work. ‘Conjugate!’ he will yell, apropos of nothing. I am nonplussed. ‘Decline!’

I do eventually decline. I decline to pay much attention. In one lesson he catches me threading a conker and brings me out to the front. He makes me finish threading it and insists I secure it with a good knot. Then he takes the conker and asks me to either decline or conjugate a verb – whichever – and every time I get it wrong he swings the conker on its string in a long arc and brings it down on my head.

It hurts. It hurts a great deal. It only takes a few blows before I start to cry. He thinks this is hilarious . . . but my classmates don’t. It’s an odd moment. He expects them to be on his side. Bullies do, don’t they? But they look at him with distaste. They think he’s gone too far. They know how much a conker can hurt. They daren’t voice their contempt in case he then picks on them, but he soon becomes aware of the lack of support. It unsettles him. He gives me a final clonk, not quite as hard this time, as if it’s just a bit of fun, and sends me back to my seat.

‘Let that be a lesson to you,’ he grins.

I learn nothing except hatred, and a lifelong fear of declining, or conjugating, whichever it is. But here’s a thing – why is the first verb I learn ‘amare’?



	
Amo
	I love



	Amas
	You love (singular)



	Amat
	He/she/it loves



	Amamus
	We love



	Amatis
	You love (plural)



	Amant
	They love




The verb TO LOVE! Oh, the irony. It’s still the only Latin verb I know.

Years later when I take my Latin O-level – I cheat. I smuggle in a crib sheet and do a near-perfect translation of part of Julius Caesar’s De Bello Gallico – his account of the Gallic wars. I’m not stupid, I put in a couple of mistakes so that it doesn’t look too suspicious. I’m expected to fail completely but I get a three (one is excellent, seven a pass). When the results are posted, the bully teacher finds me in a corridor and expresses surprise but also delight that his harsh teaching methods have borne such fruit. I hate him even more, but I’m pleased to see that I’ve successfully pulled the wool over his eyes. ‘Veni, vidi, vici, twatface!’ Decline that.

How did you get in to Pocklington Grammar if you didn’t know any grammar?

Good question.

Imagine the scene. It’s 1968, we’re back in England having returned from Bahrain the year before, and I’m sitting the 11-plus. I’m in a classroom. Serried ranks of desks. It’s some kind of multiple-choice booklet and I’ve finished. I look around – no one else has finished. I look at the clock – there’s still twenty minutes to go! God, I must be brainy. Much brainier than these other thickos, one of whom is my cousin Kevin. Well, this must finally settle the question as to which of us is the brightest. Look at him, toiling over his answers. You can almost see the beads of sweat springing from his forehead, like an illustration in Tintin.

I’m bored. I flick my pen about. I use it like a drumstick on the desk. The invigilator tells me to stop. I lean back, hands behind my head, making exaggerated sighs of boredom. With about a minute to go the invigilator says ‘there’s about a minute to go’, and that we ought to make sure our names are written clearly on the front. I check the front, there’s my name. Duh! Course it’s there. I idly flick through the booklet. Look at all those answers – I’m pretty sure they’re nearly all correct, and that the ones I’ve taken a punt on are damn good guesses. Hang on . . . What’s this? Two of the pages seem to be stuck together. I prise them apart. What? Two pages of questions I haven’t answered? Two pages I haven’t even seen? They were stuck together! Two pages out of a total of eight pages. That’s a quarter of the entire exam I’ve missed (good at maths, you see). I panic. I feverishly reach for my pen. I look at the first question . . . and that’s when I’m told the exam is over. Kevin gets into Bradford Grammar. I don’t. I go to Hutton Junior High. Quite rightly. I mean what kind of arrogant thicko thinks he can answer all the questions twenty minutes quicker than everyone else?
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