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    I dedicate this book to my dear John, and to all the people who wrote to him over the years, with a special kiss to the memory of Derek Taylor. Also to my family and friends

    whose love and support is my greatest blessing.
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  JOHN LE MESURIER




  Beloved Actor




  Born 5th April 1912




  Died 16th November 1983




  

    ‘Resting’


  




  

    Between and beneath and beyond and above that short epitaph on a gravestone in St George’s churchyard in Ramsgate, Kent, is the story of a quietly good and kind yet

    notable life. That of a gentleman in the broadest and truest sense, one whose life was characterized by a modest, kindly intensity and quite without the wasteful emotions of malice and greed.


  




  To John Le Mesurier, my patient husband and friend, money and possessions meant very little. Friends, cricket, horses, dogs, cats, and music could all affect him. He could blub while watching a

  test match on TV. Being sentimental is not a crime although the ignorant may suggest that it is a sign of weakness. Sometimes it takes courage to weep.




  John also loved his work, never losing a sense of bewilderment and wonder that he was being paid to do something he enjoyed so much. This is not to suggest that his art was as

  effortless as it seemed: that was the trick of it, as it is with most distinguished performers. Often, learning lines, dealing with less dedicated actors and similar demands scared the daylights

  out of him; but his calm and affable manner, onstage and off, was seldom shaken and throughout his life as a ‘jobbing actor’ (as he described himself with no false modesty whatsoever),

  they also often thrilled him. At times he would gain wry pleasure from the sheer absurdity of some of the things he was asked to do on stage or screen but which he would none the less accomplish

  with the flawless craft of the professional. And as a professional he wasn’t above occasionally taking on daft work simply for the lolly. He was generous towards other actors and was often

  moved to tears by their performances, sometimes writing in congratulation if he had been particularly affected or amused. He was always mildly surprised and very touched when he received similar

  notes of praise.




  A few years ago I wrote a book called Lady Don’t Fall Backwards about my intense and passionate relationship with Tony Hancock, John’s best friend. The affair began within

  months of my marriage and I described it with a curious mixture of shame, pain and joy. It all but destroyed our marriage. When Tony died in 1968 I was in splinters but, with extraordinary grace,

  John – who was in deep grief too, as I all but forgot – held out his arms to welcome me home and we resumed a married life that was characterized by an ever-deepening affection and

  trust. Writing that first book served to get Tony off my chest, so to speak. They were both dead by then and I had run away to live in Spain where I stayed for a few very healing

  years. But I have since wondered whether I failed to honour John enough in that earlier work. So this book is my letter to a beloved husband, dealing, I hope, with a few scraps of unfinished

  business. Dear John, I owe you one.




  He wrote to me all the time – whenever he was away, even if it was only for a day or two. Notes scribbled on hotel writing paper, postcards, sometimes longer letters written during breaks

  from theatre, filming or TV schedules. I seldom replied in writing, being a telephone girl myself. I was also, quite simply, ashamed of my atrocious handwriting. So here, belatedly, I’m

  attempting to send him the long-stored, long-overdue answer. Of course, John also wrote to many other people and the gift of being a good correspondent means that sometimes brilliant letters come

  back in return. Some of those are included here.




  And so this book came about, as I believe that letters reveal a person’s true nature more clearly than anything else.




  

    John’s was a family who seldom exposed their feelings in the presence of others; it was considered bad form, a weakness. In my family, by contrast, emotions were

    volatile and easily roused; none of us was ever able to hide joy, sorrow or irritation for long. This is not to say that one way is better or healthier than the other – just that while I

    was brought up to blurt out just what I felt the moment the thought occurred to me, however idiotic it might be, John was constrained to be more thoughtful and sometimes to

    express his deepest feelings in writing or in some wry, apparently casual remark.


  




  In John’s letters I can see the full man and in the letters he received from friends and acquaintances over the years, I see again the love and affection that they felt for him. Far from

  being a bloodlessly unemotional man, shackled by the curse of perfect manners, he could be as prone to irritations, depressions, doubts and even despair as the rest of us. It is simply that John

  conveyed such moods and responses with a mild irony, a shrug or gentle sarcasm often too subtle for everyone to catch. When pressed or stressed he could say the most damning things without the

  offender quite realizing that they had been sideswiped. In the main, however, he abominated confrontation of any kind and so deplored verbal, let alone physical, aggression that he took the lofty

  view that life was too short to get exercised about this or that tiresome little matter.




  He was born on 5 April 1912 in the then pretty but nevertheless dull little town of Bedford, neither Home Counties, nor quite in the industrial heartlands of England and notable only for a

  regatta which the locals regarded as second only to Henley and a fierce statue of the town’s only other distinguished son, John Bunyan. The pilgrim progressed and John may well have been more

  spiritually attuned to Bury St Edmunds, where he was raised. In this country town near Cambridge and Newmarket he was later to support the racing economy with his overgenerous backing of tired

  horses.




  The family on his mother’s side originated from Alderney in the Channel Islands, and were quite grand with a lineage, which went back to the tenth century and was dotted

  with titles. His birth name was John Charles Elton Le Mesurier De Somerys Hallilay the latter being his father’s name which he later dropped, not through animosity but because of his desire

  to keep the Le Mesurier name going.




  His childhood could not have contrasted more sharply with mine. John’s was spent in a Queen Anne house with a paddock and tennis court in the grounds and, inside, servants, a library and a

  drawing-room with a grand piano. Mine was spent in a series of modest homes. Mum and Dad, Fred and Eleanor Long, did their best, I know, for me and my brothers, David and Terry, but they were

  always financially stretched so the family seldom had the money to foster the kind of hopes or ambitions that would encourage us kids to aspire to anything beyond their way of life. As carnival

  workers we had to move to wherever the work could be found and most of our homes not only lacked a drawing-room with a grand piano, but a bathroom and indoor lavatory as well. Instead, we had a

  potty under the bed and bathed once a week in a tin tub in front of the fire. And between proper soaks we had chilly all-over washes in the scullery.




  My refuges from this respectable but terribly drab poverty were the local fleapit cinema and the public library. For me to imagine living in a house with its own library would have been beyond

  any dream or fantasy. And to John as a child, my life would have seemed equally bewildering. Nevertheless we both had security in loving homes, for while John was affectionately

  reared by a nanny, I had Grandma. It wasn’t that our parents didn’t care for us but his nanny and my granny gave each of us something extra.




  However, although John lived in a genteel and rural community where the outside world was seldom allowed to intrude, when this did happen it made him prick up his ears and ask questions. He

  never forgot an occasion when he and his nanny passed a striking group of people in Bury High Street: the men wore large black hats and long overcoats with astrakhan collars; the ladies were

  flamboyant, probably over-dressed and wore lots of makeup. When he asked nanny who they were she replied, ‘They are theatricals, Master John, and you must have nothing to do with

  them.’




  Despite nanny’s admonishments, or perhaps because of them, something took a grip. John loved the circus and was filled with wonderment about the people who lived in the painted wagons

  which sometimes rumbled through the streets of his peaceful town in a clamour of noise and colour then mysteriously disappeared overnight, leaving only a flattened circle where the big ring had

  been. An aching curiosity formed about a world that was light years away from his own and he tended to retreat into his imaginary world. He had an older sister, Michelle, but never got to know her

  very well. He says in his autobiography that the fault was probably his: he was not easy to grow up with. There were many occasions, he said, when he was sullen and incoherently demanding: the typical behaviour of the younger, slightly spoilt child. Michelle was popular and had many accomplishments, such as riding, playing tennis and flirting. She married, John

  told me, a rather humourless army officer who had a curious moustache, which didn’t grow properly.




  

    While John was dreaming of the circus I had the dubious privilege of living on its periphery. I spent a large part of my childhood working on the sideshows in seaside

    amusement parks in the evenings, at weekends and during the school holidays. Then I had to leave school at fourteen because I was needed in the family business, which meant, in the summer,

    working for twelve hours a day, seven days a week. To me, being a carney worker was anything but glamorous: it was heavy, rough and tiring and I bitterly resented being forced to do this rather

    than continue my education.


  




  I had longed to stay on at school and learn, having daydreamed about the kind of boarding school to be found only in the pages of Angela Brazil and Enid Blyton wherein the naughty girls in the

  fourth form exchanged anxious confidences over Latin prep or during lacrosse practice and even if the geography teacher was a tartar the girls could indulge in midnight feasts in the dorm with the

  delicious food they all had stashed in the tuck boxes so lovingly supplied by our tragically absent parents. So my illusions about life were just as extreme as John’s. In a way I yearned for

  the kind of life he was born to while he had pined for the colour and rawness of the life that was thrust upon me as the daughter of itinerant fairground workers.




  When John was eight years old he was sent away to a prep school in Birchington – along with his tuck box, of course. When I was eight, war was declared and mother took us children to

  Oldham to live with our Lancashire grandparents. Father stayed behind to help guard Dover Harbour. My new school was an ugly soot-blackened building surrounded by high walls, where the cane was

  wielded often and with gusto by a sadistic old teacher who had been brought out of retirement to teach us to read, write and hate ourselves. John went on from Grenham House prep school to

  Sherborne, which he loathed, and where life was only just made bearable because he was good enough at cricket to get into the First Eleven.




  He was bright enough to get by at Sherborne but had no academic ambitions and he hated the narrow-mindedness of a school that regarded a good pupil as one whose spirit had been broken in the

  name of conformity. He told me that the actor Robert Morley, who had suffered the same agonies at Wellington, when asked to return as a famous old boy to hand out the prizes, told the headmaster,

  ‘Not without a sub-machine gun, and a fully armed platoon.’ Perhaps it all just goes to show that whatever social class one comes from we all have our demons to fight.




  Someone once said, ‘Life is a shit sandwich: the more bread you have the less shit you have to eat,’ but I don’t agree that money and privilege make you less scared of life. As

  the poet Fran Landesman wrote, ‘On our way to the stars, everybody gets scars.’ However, it took me many years to understand this fully and stop feeling sorry for

  myself at times. I know now that I have been amazingly blessed and lucky.




  John’s father was a lawyer who rather assumed that his son would become one too. Although John knew by the time he left Sherborne that he wanted to become an actor, he was reluctant to

  express so daring, so improper an ambition and was articled to a respected firm of local solicitors. It soon became clear to John and to his employers that the majesty of the law was not going to

  be enriched by this young clerk’s bungled or half-hearted efforts to uphold it and he eventually summoned up the courage to tell his parents that he danced to a different tune. John’s

  father received the news with weary stoicism and just before his son’s twenty-first birthday he gave his blessing to John’s desire to become an actor.




  John was given his train fare to London and an address in St John’s Wood, where he found cheap lodgings and signed on at the Fay Compton Studio of Dramatic Art. Not quite RADA perhaps, but

  Miss Compton had a long and distinguished stage career behind her and her school was greatly respected. There were twenty-two girls and two male students, the other man being Alec Guinness. John

  said that it was obvious from the start that Alec would be a great actor, that he had the ability to inhabit the skin of whoever he portrayed, while John’s characters were always marked with

  his particular leisurely and faintly ironic style. Typecasting set in early, I guess. Neither John nor Alec Guinness stayed at the school for more than a few months but they

  both picked up the rudiments of mime, film technique, fencing and tap dancing.




  Apparently they had to polish their skills with a number from 42nd Street and were not very good, yet at the end of the term they both got engagements. John’s first job was in

  repertory theatre in Edinburgh and Alec went into John Gielgud’s Hamlet at the New Theatre in the West End of London and took the first steps in an acting career of celebrated

  brilliance. John never really got on with Shakespeare although he carried a few spears in various productions. Ibsen and Chekhov were more his style and later he liked the work of Harold Pinter to

  which he could bring those qualities of airiness and detachment for which he will always be remembered.




  Whatever John was invited to do in various rep theatres all over Britain he did with a light heart, feeling blessed and lucky that he could make his living this way rather than in some worthy

  but stagnant office. He had found his métier and he was happy, never to my knowledge yearning for a greater stardom although as a young man he had the sort of good looks, manner and lovely

  voice that could have made a matinée idol of him if he had nursed such ambitions.




  This is not to say that John was ever anything other than absolutely dedicated and professional. There were times when, in twice nightly rep, where two different plays were staged and two sets

  of lines had to be learned, he would sit up late into the night preparing uncomplainingly. He once said that he never lost the sense of happy wonder about doing the thing he

  loved and getting paid for it. It’s a far cry from then to the present day when a young person can find instant fame in a soap opera, be a star for fifteen minutes and disappear without trace

  just as quickly.




  I was with John once in a bar when a young woman came over and asked him how she could get into the business. She had done a bit of modelling, she said, and thought she might ‘try her

  hand’ at acting. John gently replied that you didn’t ‘try your hand’ at acting: you either wanted to do it more than anything else and took every opportunity to work in any

  production, however humble and underpaid in order to learn your craft, or you simply wanted fame, which was a different thing entirely. All this was said, of course, with exquisite courtesy

  although he muttered a few sharper words to me as she wiggled away. He mourned the decline of the repertory theatre, which he believed was the best training for any aspiring actor. TV had already

  challenged the viability of most regional and provincial theatres as people stayed at home watching a small screen instead of sharing something alive and unique. How ironic that it was to be

  television which, latish in his life and career, brought him such fame, fond regard, recognition and security.




  Throughout the thirties and up until the Second World War, which scattered or shattered so many lives, John worked at his craft. I was growing up in Ramsgate and Folkestone on the southerly Kent

  coast of Britain until the war sent my family away to live among the sooty satanic mills of Oldham in Lancashire, where the sun seldom seemed to make an appearance.




  John’s war was not too unpleasant, to be truthful. He turned up at his barracks on Salisbury Plain at roughly the right time but without his call-up papers. These had disappeared along

  with his Chelsea house, which was destroyed by a bomb some time in September 1940. Although he had been a public schoolboy and thus – ridiculously, perhaps – potentially ‘officer

  material’, John was obliged to complete basic squaddie training and never really had the wish or the will to issue orders and commands. Those barracks on Salisbury Plain saw the birth of

  Sergeant Wilson: the well-educated, cultured, amused and laconic chap who simply thought that barking out pointless orders fell right into the ‘life’s too short’ department. This

  was particularly so as John observed lesser but self-important men doing exactly that. He always had enough self-confidence and detachment to leave certain ambitions to others while amusing himself

  with quietly withering contempt if he saw them overreach.




  John was married by then to the very wealthy and glamorous June Melville whose father had built and managed several West End theatres, including the Shaftsbury where years later John appeared in

  the stage show of Dad’s Army. June worked in theatre administration, and perhaps she was exasperated at times that her handsome husband seemed to have so few egotistical ambitions.

  They lived in a lovely house in Smith Street, Chelsea, which again had a grand piano in the pretty drawing-room and which housed his collection of gramophone records acquired

  over many years. When he arrived home one afternoon in September 1940 to find his home a bomb site it was the loss of those records that upset him most, not the loss of the other valuable

  possessions that had also gone up in smoke. Thus he joined the army carrying little but his golf clubs, which caused a certain amount of hilarity to the sergeant in charge of his troop.




  In fact after the basic training period was over he said to John whom he called ‘Lee Mesure’ as he couldn’t get his tongue around the name, ‘When you turned up here it

  looked as if you thought you were coming on a long fucking weekend.’ He also said that John would be bloody useless as a corporal let alone a sergeant, so he’d better try to become an

  officer. It was in a mood of euphoria on hearing this news that John stepped forward to volunteer for the parachute regiment whereupon the sergeant said out of the corner of his mouth

  ‘Don’t be a cunt, Lee Mesure.’




  Eventually, as John recalled, he ended up with one insecure pip on his shoulder and he often wondered how he got through the training, probably because like the Sergeant Wilson character he

  played in Dad’s Army he was nice and kind to his men which made them want to be nice and kind to him. He did once drive a motorbike at a brick wall and just managed to fall off at the

  last moment. He never got on one again to my knowledge. He also made me laugh by telling me that part of his equipment when he first joined the army was a little sewing kit that was called a

  housewife – pronounced hussif, I think. He said he didn’t open it once, but laid it out neatly on his bed during inspections. The thought of John attempting to

  thread a needle still makes me smile.




  

    My war in Oldham was far less colourful, passing slowly in the frozen north of England. I remember trudging off to school in my clogs, dreading what fresh hell was waiting for

    me there. The classrooms had high windows so there was little scope for daydreaming or other creative thought and any lapse of attention would be halted by the swishing of the evil Miss

    Bridget’s cane, so that the only sound to break the disciplined silence seemed to be the whimpering of her latest victim.


  




  My father joined us in Lancashire to work in a munitions factory and, eventually, Grandma too consented to be driven from the companionable but limited comforts of the damp tunnels which served

  in Ramsgate as shelters. Originally enlarged from caves which had been used by smugglers many years before when the area survived on contraband, these tunnels had become home to local stalwarts

  who, clinging fiercely to their native ground, had turned into semi-troglodytes for the duration. Poor Grandma, how she hated Oldham: the dialect, the ugliness, the foreignness of it all. She

  epitomized the type of person who found purpose in wartime deprivations and the warm camaraderie that formed among neighbours who might otherwise have been prune-faced, net curtain-twitching

  irritants. Anyway, she was an elderly woman and not minded to up sticks unless she had to.




  While Mum was happy to be back at last among her own folk again, Grandma and I clung together for comfort, longing for the sweet-salt air of home and the wider skies of the

  south coast. However, we found a means of release and escape surprisingly close to home. Just round the corner was the Lyric cinema; in fact, the exit door was in the alley that ran along the

  bottom of our yard – directly opposite our outside privy. All very choice, as you can imagine, so it wasn’t so odd that a generally grumpy old girl and a fretful young one would take

  comfort as often as we could in the miraculous, warm, heady darkness of the Lyric, where we enjoyed a glimpse of happier, more plentiful worlds. Grandma would take me twice a week (bi-weekly

  changes in the cinema double-bill programme was the thing in those days, like bi-weekly repertory theatre, so seeing four different films each week wasn’t unusual). Other nights of the week I

  would either sneak into the fleapit if I could or on rare warm summer evenings when the projection room door was open I could be found on the privy roof listening to the sound track. I knew all the

  songs from the musicals of that era and great chunks of dialogue and as I had probably seen the film more than once already, I could visualize it all.




  We ate reasonably well, I suppose, supplementing our rations when we could by recourse to the black-market economy which thrived everywhere in wartime, whatever others would have you believe. In

  every community there was a man who could find a nice piece of bacon, a few extra eggs or a pat of butter – at a price, of course. Those enormous humming, thrumming white refrigerators in

  the corner of every kitchen in American films and that cookie jar that was never empty came to exemplify for me a longing for that dazzling sense of plenty. My love of good food

  today relates, I’m sure, to the pinched wartime diet that we were officially constrained to endure most of the time.




  When John’s officer training was completed he was posted to India. One night on the way, in Port Said, he foolishly drank a whole bottle of Egyptian vodka and was very unwell until the

  boat reached Bombay when he perked up no end. He described the smells there as being a complete culture shock: a fusion of millions of curries, cooked over the centuries and mellowed to a faded

  spiciness. It certainly enhanced John’s love of Indian food: He never tired of it – the hotter the better. I never quite got the hang of cooking Indian food at home – there never

  seemed to be a local shop with all the right herbs and spices in those days and the meat seemed to need a better marinade than I could muster. But we didn’t have to resort to Vesta packets

  too often as there was usually a good local takeaway, even in our early days.




  He finally disembarked at Poona from whence he was sent to Ahmadnagar for two years. He was given a bearer called Dohdiram who announced that he was also John’s guardian angel and thus

  followed him everywhere, even when John wished that he wouldn’t. John quickly tired of the conversation of the local residents, which was horribly charged with nostalgia for the great days of

  the Raj. He much preferred the company of the Sikhs, whose welfare and education were his responsibility.




  At first, given the Sikhs’ warlike reputation, he was rather frightened of them but, with the help of Dohdiram, he came to admire and respect them. He was initially

  taken aback by their habit of sleeping in pairs, locked in each others arms, and attempted on one occasion to separate two of them with his swagger stick. ‘I wouldn’t trouble yourself,

  if I was you, Sir,’ advised his duty sergeant as he observed John’s efforts to bring some British decency to the camp. ‘They do it all the time and it don’t affect them

  any.’




  He spent his first leave in Bombay with Dohdiram in tireless attendance, in spite of John’s entreaties that he should go and spend some time with his family. I’m sure that Dohdiram

  realized that being with John on leave in Bombay was far more exciting than staying at home. He and a fellow officer stayed at The Taj Mahal Hotel where they soon tired of the gentility of the

  place and the Gilbert and Sullivan selections offered by the band in the diningroom. They asked the waiter where the action took place in Bombay. ‘Number four Grant Road’ was the reply.

  Years later John was on a quiz show; one of the questions was ‘If good girls go to heaven, where do bad girls go?’ ‘Number four Grant Road’ was John’s speedy riposte,

  to which several men in the audience reacted with strangely raucous laughter.




  During his service in India the war in Europe came to a close and John began to think of demob. Before leaving the army, however, he was sent to the North-West Frontier overlooking Afghanistan,

  to take charge of a troop of light tanks, patrolling the frontier – a most uncomfortable task as the region was very hot by day and freezing by night. Occasionally they

  were fired at by the Pathans but just by way of a bit of fun, and mostly in greeting, according to John.




  However, his assignment was cut short when he got into a terrible muddle due to his poor map-reading skills. His downfall came when he got two tanks trapped up against the rocks and stuck in the

  undergrowth. I can easily see John looking slightly flustered and mildly saying ‘Oh Lor,’ as he did when he inadvertently broke something. He wasn’t exactly clumsy but he could

  find opening a letter or getting the cellophane off a packet of cigarettes troublesome. Eventually, help had to be sent for from HQ, the CO was not pleased and, in John’s words,

  ‘invited him to leave’, proving that every cloud does have a silver lining.




  On his way back from India he spent a week in a place called Deolali, which was so mind-numbingly boring that it popularized the expression ‘Going Deolali’, as in experiencing a sort

  of manic frustration. So far as I’m aware, John did not form any lasting army friendships in India. Poor man, I hope he wasn’t too bored or lonely. John said that to save his sanity he

  kept a tight grip on the bar, thereby missing the all-male entertainment which was put on by a chap called Jimmy Perry. He saw what he had missed years later by watching dear Jimmy’s TV

  series ‘It Ain’t Half Hot Mum’. What a tangle of coincidence life is. Waved off by tearful Dohdiram and his large family, John left for home.




  At about the same time that he was quietly jamming up the works on the Khyber Pass, my family had moved to the sinful city of Blackpool which, although not

  far from Oldham, was very different. With the war drawing to a close, Dad was released from the aircraft factory and saw golden opportunities on the so-called Golden Mile, a tacky stretch of

  seafront chock-a-block with tawdry sideshows, arcades, funfairs and any number of diversions calculated to relieve jaded factory workers from nearby towns of their hard-earned and pathetically

  saved money.




  Everything on offer was rubbish packed in cheap glitz. There was an ice-cream stall nearby which sold a sort of ghastly frozen custard (real cream was still a far-off luxury), and a

  pseudo-herbalist shop (full, no doubt, of quackery) on the corner of our street, which sold brightly coloured acidic drinks. One could guess which flavour was the most popular by the colourful

  pools of vomit leading from it. There was a stall selling hot pies that were warmed from beneath by buckets of hot water: heaven knows how many cases of food poisoning occurred in those days with

  few legal safety standards for foodstuffs and little understanding of such things. For a nation still forced to eat whale meat, sausages made from the parts of donkeys that you might choose not to

  contemplate, dodgy offal and other dubious delights, anything that looked good was popular.




  I remember as a teenager longing for a box of chocolates more than anything in the world and dreaming of having a whole tin of peaches to myself. But it would be a long time before those dreams

  came true. I was by then about thirteen years old, had survived the ministrations of Miss Bridget and was enrolled in Tyldesley School, which was famous for its choir. There was

  an enormous gym with ropes, wall bars, vaulting horses, green fields in which to play hockey and games and – most important of all, the teachers were human beings – not a sadist among

  them. I fell in love with my English teacher who was amazed by my knowledge of the works of Charles Dickens. My northern grandfather, a superficially fierce and forbidding fellow and a staunch

  socialist of the old school, ex-mayor and alderman, had in his front parlour a huge bookcase filled with Dickens (his) and schoolgirls’ annuals of the thirties (an aunt’s), all of which

  I had devoured while sitting on an itchy horse-hair sofa there. Never being allowed the luxury of taking one away with me, I burrowed in that library as long as anyone would let me – or

  perhaps until they remembered that that was where I had vanished to.




  Tyldesley School reinforced my love of learning, kindling the flames lit by madcap Bunty at Greystones, and Teresa of The Upper Third. However, on looking back on my life, I have had experiences

  that taught me more than I would ever have learned by sitting at a desk. So what if I never got to grips with the finer points of grammar. Can you tell me what a gerund is? I thought not. No

  one seemed to like me less for it although, as I mentioned earlier, I have always felt miserably conscious of my deplorable handwriting.




  When John sailed away from Deolali and arrived home there was no one to meet him when his ship docked at Southampton since his ETA had been a bit vague. He went through the

  process of demobilization, swapping his becoming officer’s uniform for a hideous brown demob suit, picked up £300 in back pay and such to get him started in Civvy Street and headed for

  Waterloo station in London. Before long it was clear that things at home had changed. His wife June and her family wanted him to continue working in the theatre under her direction but John had

  decided to seek a career in films. He was by then in his mid-thirties and wanted to make a bit more money than he had previously earned by touring in repertory theatre. He was also worried about

  being professionally tied to June, who had resorted to hitting the bottle in a big way during the war. It would not have been in John’s nature to be censorious about this – after all,

  the poor woman had been left alone to run a notoriously ‘sociable’ business in his absence and her home had been blitzed. None the less, his tolerance was severely strained when she

  became hopelessly drunk in public, even, on one occasion – at a first night, no less – being asked to leave the theatre.




  Apart from that, their war marriage, like many others, had been entered upon at a time of living dangerously – never knowing what the next air raid would bring. Now that peace had arrived

  there was less excitement in a drab post-war world and their former passion became as flat as stale champagne. John moved out, took a bachelor flat and then set about knocking on film agents’

  doors in Wardour Street. Few even creaked open. Discouraged yet undeterred by his failure to break into films, he went back to work at Croydon rep. At least he was working and

  keeping his head above water.




  

    

      

        Dear John




        Thank you for your letter. I tried to have a word with you the other night but as always you were surrounded by people.




        We have very much enjoyed having you with us and I am bitterly sorry to be losing you now. Had I known that you wanted a change I could have offered you something by the sea but I suppose

        that the die is irrevocably cast by now. If at any time you would like to return, do let us know and I can assure you that no one will be more delighted to have you back again than




        

          Yours sincerely


        




        JB


      


    


  




  This period at Croydon rep was a particularly enjoyable one and ever afterwards he retained an affection for the drab little suburb – blessed though it was in those days with a society

  aerodrome – and its repertory theatre. When he left he received the letter from the management which he kept and treasured – the first confirmation that he was valued as an actor.




  Most actors find it impossible to go home to bed right after a performance. The adrenalin is still flowing and as theatre actors can sleep late they usually seek out places where they can mingle with their fellow thespians. One popular venue in those days was the Players’ Theatre in Villiers Street, just off the Strand, an old-fashioned music hall

  where most aspiring actors of the day trod the famous boards at one time or another. The restaurant there was presided over by Bruce Copp who was later to open many successful restaurants in the

  sixties and seventies, one being the restaurant of the Mermaid Theatre opened by Bernard Miles, another the Hungry Horse in Chelsea and later the famous Establishment club. Bruce was a close friend

  of Hattie Jacques. She was a big star at the Players’ and was later to become more widely celebrated in comedy roles on radio and in television and films.




  John was immediately dazzled by her talent, her personality and her beauty; before long they were deeply in love. The centre of a large circle of friends, Hattie had wit and a sense of fun; she

  was also practical, motherly and a great hostess. Later in her career Hattie was to allow herself to be typecast, even caricatured, as obese battleaxes, so younger readers may find it hard to

  visualize the exotic, Junoesque and sensual figure she cut at the time. She rather resembled Maria Callas, having the same colouring and flashing vivacity.




  Divorce was a sluggish business in Britain in those days, even when it was by mutual consent. So while those legal wheels ground on John moved in with Hattie who lived in a big Victorian house

  in Eardley Crescent, Earls Court, in west London. Bruce Copp rented the basement, an actress friend had a bed-sit in the attic and Hattie presided over it all like an endlessly

  warm and welcoming mother hen. John loved her eccentricities and her talent. She was already making a mark for herself beyond the clubby environment of the Players’ and her big break had come

  when she joined ITMA in 1946 as Sophie Tuckshop, a precocious schoolgirl with a big appetite and who was always being sick. ITMA, of course (once again for the education of my younger readers) was

  the hugely successful BBC radio series It’s That Man Again.




  At that time, Hattie almost celebrated her size, carrying it well and dressing up to it in swirling cloaks and wraps borrowed from the Players’ wardrobe department. She was also very

  graceful. I remember her at the Players’ singing a song called ‘I Don’t Want to Play in Your Yard’ with the very young Clive Dunn who also made regular appearances there.

  Hattie floated about the stage so smoothly that she appeared to have wheels under her long skirts. John was swept into her life and overwhelmed. The house at Eardley Crescent was a meeting place

  for talent, with Hattie’s friends popping in all the time. One of these was Tony Hancock, another Players’ regular, and he and John became firm friends.




  

    Meanwhile, during those post-war years when victory was supposedly ours but a grim and stingy regime of rationing and deprivation prevailed, I was growing up quickly. My first

    experience of grief came with the death of my grandmother, a victim of pneumonia at the age of sixty-four. She had stayed in Oldham with Grandpa when we moved to Blackpool and though she visited

    us there from time to time, she was longing for the day when we would all return to Ramsgate. Sadly it never came for her. Her homesick soul, unable to wait any longer, had

    gone on ahead, back to the coast of Kent. I was inconsolable. That there was no Grandma in the world just wasn’t possible: she had been my best friend and my rock. Her love for me was my

    only true certainty, her company a never wavering joy. She was a big dark-haired woman of Romany descent (something seldom discussed in the family) and like Hattie she was warm hearted and light

    on her feet. She and Mum had never really got on, mother being a practical north country woman and Grandma an emotionally generous peasant, giving time and hospitality to anyone who had a

    touching story.


  




  Grandma was the one who had made Christmas joyful, for instance. Hoarding and saving her pennies and subscribing to those Christmas Clubs whereby working people of the time were able to

  accumulate credit at local shops, she bought and stored dried fruits and sweets months before the day. Drawers and cupboards were full of delicious rustling secrets and during the week leading up

  to Christmas her big kitchen table was her work place. I would sit at one end making paper chains while she, at the other, would be rolling pastry for the sausage rolls and mince tarts, boiling a

  huge ham, making the stuffing for the turkey, while we sang carols together. All the food was stored in the pantry, or cold room, at the back of the kitchen in those pre-refrigerator days. Grandpa

  would go down the pub and bring back a jug of beer for Grandma, lemonade for me and it seemed to me that I was the richest, happiest girl in the whole world. When she was gone

  she took the magic with her.




  In later years, when much water and some blood had flowed under the bridge and I met Hattie Jacques and grew so fond of her, it was she who reminded me of much of the magic of Christmas as she

  prepared for it in an undaunted spirit of plenty and generosity despite Britain’s post-war restrictions. Like Grandma, Hattie began planning for it around September, making lists and checking

  who would be able to join the crowd around her table. Her Christmases were often three-day affairs in which every meal was planned in advance with choices of starters and puddings. Of course

  Hattie’s Christmases were more sumptuous than Grandma’s. We lived in different worlds, but the feelings they evoked were the same. Once, on a Christmas Eve in Hattie’s kitchen

  where I was helping to prepare vegetables and suchlike for the coming festivities I had a strong feeling that Grandma was there looking in on us and sharing the fun.




  When my dad took Grandma’s tired old body back to Ramsgate for burial and saw the old town dusting itself down, he found Grandma’s house still intact, so he sent for the rest of us.

  VJ day came soon afterwards and final peace was declared. Mum and Dad set to the task of cleaning up the house and making it habitable and for the first time in my life I was given a room of my

  own. I joined the local library and the youth club, and enrolled for evening classes but, alas, a scholar’s life was not to be. Dad was setting up a few deals at Merrie England, a local

  fun-fair, for a bingo stall and a rifle range and I was included in his plans so any hope of further education was scuppered. I can’t say I was at all happy about this but

  I didn’t have the guts to resist. I’d been brought up to be obedient and had possibly scented some disapproval from my parents about aspirations which would distance me from them. At

  any rate, I put up and shut up. The following Easter Merrie England opened up its doors, we were back in business and it was goodbye to evening classes and the hope of any sort of escape via

  education and back to the carney world.




  

    At about the same time John was making a film called Escape from Broadmoor, his first, which he described as being hilarious for all the wrong reasons. The leading

    lady, whom he described as a shy retiring girl, acted throughout as if in a trance and when John had to knock the villain on the head with the butt of a revolver he knocked the poor man

    unconscious, although he said it was the lightest of taps – on screen it certainly looked as if he was swatting flies. This and other potboilers were all that came his way during those

    years but whenever he spoke to me of this period it was with affectionate nostalgia and I never gained the impression that he was unhappy or frustrated at the time. He was, as he often said, just

    a jobbing actor and happy to be in work. I suppose he must have lacked ambition but the drive towards fame and success is not always attractive in a human and John’s lazy charm brought him

    just about as much work as he could be bothered with. He was in several of the Edgar Lustgarten shorts, and, in contrast, a couple of slapstick Old Mother Riley films where he

    was on the receiving end of several custard pies. He accomplished all such work with quiet professionalism, happier to drink and smoke with his friends after a show or a day’s filming than

    to ‘schmooze’ with the casting agents. He enjoyed a drink and a smoke until he died and regarded these as innocent pleasures and no one’s business but his own if ever he got a

    finger-wagging about the perils of alcohol and cigarettes.


  




  Hattie, meanwhile, was doing rather better: she won the part of a tough shop-floor welder in a Bernard Miles film called Chance of a Lifetime, made easier for her as she had for a time

  been a welder in a factory during the war. She had also been a nurse during the blitz, which must have been handy in the Carry On era when she often played the fierce, turkey-bosomed hospital

  matron. But even though her star was rising and John was still on the periphery of fame, Hattie made sure that he never felt overshadowed by her growing popularity. She always encouraged and cared

  for him and believed in his talent.




  I suppose he was rather passive about things. The house in Eardley Crescent was comfortable and welcoming to return to after fruitlessly and perhaps not very aggressively knocking on doors in

  Wardour Street in Soho, the hub of the British film world. It must have been nice for him to feel cherished and looked after, just accepted for himself. Hattie’s cooking was legendary, guided

  by Bruce Copp’s flair for making a banquet out of a pinch of this, a scrap of that and whatever else was available and affordable. The two of them created gastronomic

  miracles.




  Quite how Hattie found all those wonderful foodstuffs remains a mystery – perhaps she knew a Private Walker type and had access to the black economy that provided many Britons with a

  little extra in those days. Anyway, as Elizabeth David rather tartly pointed out in her classic book about Mediterranean food, published very early in the 1950s, even then most of the ingredients

  demanded by her recipes could be sought out in Britain if you actually cared about what you ate and citing shortages was little more than an excuse for the lazy, indifferent or mean. So by the

  early 1960s there was absolutely no reason to be stingy or unimaginative in the kitchen. John was contented and the household ran smoothly thanks to Hattie and Bruce’s organizing gifts. There

  were dinner parties with friends on the same rungs of the theatre ladder, Clive Dunn, Tony Hancock, Joan Sims, Frankie Howerd and Beryl Reid – all to become great stars in due course. They

  were all of an age and, freed from the shackles of a war which had stifled their budding talents, they were now beginning to regain a foothold in the world they had missed so much.




  One day, after John and Hattie had been living together for around five years he received a gracious telegram from June Melville saying, ‘The cage is open, darling, you can fly away

  now.’ The divorce had at last been finalized. Hattie proposed: dear John would never have bothered to get around to it after the failure of his marriage to June, but Hattie was determined so

  they were married at Kensington register office in April 1952 and soon had two fine sons, Robin, born on 22 March 1953 and Kim on 12 October 1956. It was about this same time,

  1955, that John’s professional life received a significant boost when he received a phone call from an old friend who had written the script for a film called Josephine and Men, to be

  directed by Roy Boulting and produced by John, his twin brother. Apparently Roy would like to meet him, meaning, I’m sure, that the writer had had a word with Roy and there was a part for

  John. Of course he jumped at the offer of a part in a film which had a cast headed by Jack Buchanan and with supporting actors Peter Finch and Glynis Johns. It was the beginning of his relationship

  with the Boultings who were to direct and produce a string of English films at Shepperton Studios that are still regarded as classics of that particular genre and in which John’s cameo

  performances are legendary. It was mainly light comedy, but always with the cutting edge of social observation – usually slightly darker than those other brilliant films being made at Ealing

  Studios at roughly the same time.




  The second film was Private’s Progress, which brought his first encouraging mention in a national newspaper by a young critic called Dilys Powell who continued to give him good

  notices throughout his career. On one occasion she gave a luke-warm review of a British film saying that it would have been enhanced by the presence of John Le Mesurier. Miss Powell became the

  doyenne of British film critics, reviewing for the Sunday Times until her death over forty years later. Her judgements were sometimes harsh but always astute and she was a champion talent-spotter. John appeared in several of the Boultings’ films, Baby and the Battleship in 1956, Brothers in Law in 1957, I’m All Right Jack in 1959

  and School for Scoundrels in 1960. He became a member of their repertory troop of support actors. Now he was working constantly and was always grateful to the Boultings. He said that they

  were demanding and difficult at times and after a day’s work he and his fellow thesps really felt they had earned their money – even though it wasn’t very much. He later told me

  that he never really believed that he deserved his fame but realized that he owed a lot to his air of bewildered innocence – a decent chap all at sea in a chaotic world not of his own making.

  True, perhaps, but it was the essential honesty of such performances which made people love him.
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