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    INTRODUCTION




    My life is divided into two parts and in some ways divided into four. The first two are before and after recognition and great popular success. That is interesting in my case because my first life didn’t end until I was forty-three and had a teenage family. The second part of my life has been vastly different, as though I had drawn Excalibur from the stone. Not within my family, but in the outside world, both in what I found myself capable of and in other people’s attitude towards me, both good and bad.




    Two other dividing parts of my life, which I wish to show, and that inevitably had a strong effect on my character and development, was that through my parents I experienced both extremes of the British class system. My parents both came from very ordinary working-class backgrounds, but at an early age they were quite intimate servants of the most powerful people in Britain. They were still in this position until the war broke out and I was three years old.




    Then a strange split in my development occurred. When I was about six, I moved from a small country cottage to Nottingham, first to a two-roomed digs and then to a terraced house – no bath, outside lavatory – in one of the poorest working-class districts of the city. Inside the house my parents, in contrast to everyone around them in both factory and street, despite having very little money, had seen and experienced ‘the other side of the moon’. I was pitched into the wonderful hurly-burly of a society who knew their place, knew no envy but certainly had in comparison, quite severe poverty. This has produced a dichotomy in my character that is in my personal and professional life to this day.




    Memories are as real as any good film you have seen. While you are watching this good film you are drawn into its reality. A reality which will last two or three hours. My own film – that is, my life – that my memories have drawn me into, has lasted seventy-three years so far. Although I have diaries, letters, papers and so on, I have not referred to them because the only truth I live with and want to share with you are my impressions and memories of events. Just as you wouldn’t want to see behind the camera of any film whilst you watched it, because it would spoil the reality, so checking my old diaries would be sure to spoil my memories, my only reality, my only truth. If someone reading this book remembers some of these things differently, then that’s their film. That’s their life.




    What I am about to tell you is mine.




  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER 1




    THE BEGINNING




    My father was the youngest of six children born and brought up in Huntingdon. I believe Cromwell’s old school, which is now a museum, was still being used as a primary school, and was where my father started his education. The then county town of Huntingdon was (and still is) overshadowed by the huge and imposing Hinchingbrooke Castle, country seat of the Earl of Sandwich, which was to have such an influence on my father’s life, as it did for Samuel Pepys, who came from the nearby village of Brampton. Both my father and Pepys began their working life in the employ of an heir to the Earldom and were taken with them to London.




    My Grandfather Bowles was born in 1864 and died in 1948 so I got to know him well on the holidays we had in my grandparents’ little terraced cottage. Among many things, which included going to America at seventeen to fight the Red Indians, and seeing the first train arrive in Huntingdon as a little boy, was the fact that he was a coach driver as a young man. The large hotel he worked for, which is still there, was filled with ladies of pleasure from London at the weekends. That is, all the weekends when the students were up at Cambridge University. My grandfather ferried the better off and randy students in his coach and four from Cambridge to Huntingdon for the weekend and then back again on Sunday evening, or maybe Monday morning! It must have been a very jolly coach drive going out and a hungover one coming back.




    My grandfather, who was well retired when I knew him, had a special daily habit when his family were there. After coming back from his allotment at the end of the day, usually with me, he would go into the tiny scullery, put on a kettle, strop his cutthroat razor and then shave. He would then go upstairs and put on his Sunday best, his only suit I suppose, attach a stiff collar and put on a tie. All I’ve described would have taken place before six o’clock. My grandparents had no radio, or wireless as it was then called, and no electricity, only gas mantles downstairs (two rooms) and candles upstairs (two rooms). On coming downstairs all spruce and smelling of shaving soap, he would pick up a glass tumbler from the sideboard, and go on his own into the front room, the best room, which was only used on special occasions. After half an hour, the family were asked to come into the room and sit as we could. My grandfather would stand with his back to the empty fireplace and tell us the six o’clock news.




    It was wartime; the six o’clock news was of tremendous importance. My grandfather told it beautifully in his strong Huntingdon accent, every detail, we were rapt. I am certain I inherited whatever talent I have from my grandfather and then from my father, who was a tremendous raconteur, both men having a flashing sense of humour.




    But how did he know the six o’clock news? I found out, as I grew older, that the people next door had a radio and that it was placed near the party wall. My grandfather used the glass, placing the flat end to his ear and the open end to the wall, to hear the BBC newsreader. Then in his suit, collar and tie, boots shining, he would deliver this oh-so-important world war news to his little family of listeners. I did love him so.




    My mother was the eldest of four daughters, all of whom were strikingly beautiful. I can tell you, the Mitford Girls would have found them very stiff competition.




    Mum was brought up in a tiny Scottish hamlet of seven houses in Dumfries and Galloway, and just as my father’s town was dominated by Hinchingbrooke Castle, so my mother’s hamlet was by the country seat of the Earl of Galloway, Cumloden House.




    My mother walked four miles to school and back in all weathers. No school run in those days. It is extraordinary to think that I now have had several neighbours who drove their boys aged thirteen or fourteen to St Paul’s School, only one or two bus stops down the road.




    As it had with my father, the Big House beckoned, and Mum at sixteen took employment at Cumloden. At first an under-nanny, she then moved on to become full nanny to the Lady Jeanne Campbell, the baby daughter of Lord Ian Campbell, heir to the Duke of Argyll, and his wife Janet Aitken, daughter of Lord Beaverbrook. Lord Beaverbrook, apart from owning Express Newspapers, was a very powerful figure in British politics. Janet Aitken Campbell was to become, two marriages later, Janet Kidd, grandmother to today’s famous ex-model Jodie Kidd.




    My grandparents in Scotland I got to know well, because grandad worked on the huge estate and I spent many happy summer holidays there climbing trees or just wandering around on my own, wary of the bellowing rutting stags and basking adders. I also formed a close relationship with my mother’s youngest sister, who in fact was only five years older than me, and still a schoolgirl. This aunt, like her sisters, grew into an exceptionally beautiful young woman, and was runner-up for the Miss Scotland title in the early 1950s.




    My mother came to London with her employers to look after baby Jeanne and often spent time at Cherkley, the home of Lord Beaverbrook. I think quite a lot of time was spent there because Ian Campbell left his wife soon after the child was born. Lord Beaverbrook made it quite plain that he found Nanny very attractive and would often sit on Mum’s bed at night for a chat before he retired to bed himself. What more can I say?




    Meanwhile destiny moved on, and my father too came to London with his employer, but not before working as a butcher’s delivery boy and teaching the young future Aga Khan (the one who married Rita Hayworth) to ride a butcher’s bicycle. The teenager lived near Huntingdon, and had been forbidden a bicycle in case he hurt himself. My father taught him how not to hurt himself for 2s. 6d. an hour.




    My father was now the valet/companion/chauffeur to the young Drogo Montague, the handsome, hell-raising second son of the Earl of Sandwich. I say hell-raising only in that Drogo, who was of a similar age to my father at this time, adored women and the nightlife of the twenties and thirties London. I know that my father thought him a terrific chap and often went out dancing with him. Sometimes they raced each other in Drogo Montague’s two cars, a Rolls and a Rolls Bentley, around the darkened streets of London. Then, after a short marriage to Tanis Guinness, Drogo began to court Janet Aitken Campbell, and this is how two servants, my parents, met. My father told me that one day he had delivered a message from Drogo to Janet Campbell’s house. She was then living in Carlton House Terrace. (Mum pointed out the house when she came to watch filming of The Charge of the Light Brigade in a nearby house.) Somehow my mother took the message and my father, after walking away from the house, went back and asked my future mum to the Servants’ Ball. Although I have never read about this anywhere it seems there was at this time an Annual Servants’ Ball at the Albert Hall, and the legend is that their masters served the drinks.




    It must have been an absolutely marvellous topsy-turvy Lords of Misrule occasion. There were tens of thousands of servants in London at this time and a ball at the Albert Hall gave them a chance to dress up and be grand themselves.




    Drogo and Janet Campbell became Drogo and Janet Montague and went to live in a house built for them in what is now Chelsea Square but was then called Trafalgar Square. Strangely enough, when my mother showed me the house a few years before she died, I realized I had often parked my car right outside it on my way to the Queen’s Elm pub. Of course the young child Lady Jeanne Campbell was with them and later a son, William Montague, was born, and my mother joined all the other nannies in Hyde Park only a shortish walk away. Janet Aitken Montague was quite a woman all her life, and I know that she liked to give my father (who had kept his employment with Drogo) his daily duties whilst lying in the bath. My father was very tall and very handsome and two years younger than his ‘Mistress’ so she must have enjoyed it, and I don’t think my father minded.




    My parents married and had to leave their employment as my father was sleeping above the garage and my mother of course lived inside, by the nursery.




    Many, many years later, Janet Kidd, as she now was (having divorced Drogo Montague and married Johnny Kidd), gave a large exhibition of her paintings at Harrods. For some reason I was invited and because I knew Mum had enjoyed many happy years working for her I asked Mum, who like Janet Kidd was well into her eighties, if she would like to come with me. She would, and did, but I had a tremendous stomach-churning shock when, on introducing my mother to Janet Kidd, my mother, as she took her outstretched hand, went into a deep curtsey and called her ‘My Lady’. Oh dear, that was a bad moment.




    I also met Lady Jeanne Campbell, Mummy’s ‘first baby’, in New York, not long before she died. We had tea together and she was happy to chat of those days before I was born. She had become quite a girl herself and, as well as marrying Norman Mailer, was reported to have slept with Nikita Khrushchev, John F. Kennedy and Fidel Castro. Not, as far as I know, at the same time. Mum was so pleased to know that I had met and talked to her.




    My father’s next employment was with the Margesson family, who had a large manor house called Boddington Manor in Warwickshire and of course a London house. Captain Margesson was at this time Chief Whip and Leader of the House, and a close friend of Neville Chamberlain.




    Although I was born in London the Margessons gave Mum and Dad a little thatched cottage in the grounds of Boddington Manor and my father worked there as butler/chauffeur.




    I remember my father, after serving at one dinner, telling us how surprised he’d been to find among the evening suits and dresses a man wearing ‘a sheet’, as Dad described it. It was, of course, Ghandi.




    Many years later, on a publicity shoot for To The Manor Born, I visited the cottage. It was much smaller than I remembered it. The people now living there gave me a leather-bound Day Book which they had found in a chest of drawers bought at the Boddington Manor auction. There, written in October 1936, supposedly by Captain Margesson, was ‘Bowles to London to attend the birth of his child’. Then, some days later, ‘Bowles back with his wife and newborn son’ (me). It’s nice to have.




    When war came my father, who was a fully trained Rolls-Royce chauffeur and able to strip a Rolls engine and rebuild it, was sent to the Rolls-Royce Aero-engine factory in Hucknall, Nottingham, and Mum and I were allowed to stay on in Boddington for another two years. The Margessons quickly had very young Austrian Jewish refugees under their roof – away from the Jew-hating Nazis. They were my playfellows. One was Fritz Spiegel, who became a celebrated musician and broadcaster. I know this because, shortly before he died, he approached me in the Garrick Club in London with a photograph of us playing together in 1940.




    Sometime during the spring of 1939 my father drove Lady Margesson to Berchtesgaden, and apart from complaining about his brown-shirted, gun-toting drinking companions, he brought me back a little pair of lederhosen. It was a very warm summer in 1939, and when I got molten tarmacadam on them from the road it’s the only time I remember my father being really cross with me. I’ve still got the lederhosen. They’ve still got tar on them.




    I learnt to read at a very early age. There was a little village school with one classroom and from the age of three I sat on the teacher’s lap (I can still feel the warmth of her thighs) as she taught the five to ten year olds the three R’s. I mention this early reading because by the time I went to regular primary school in Nottingham at six or so I could read fluently and was always being asked to ‘get up’ and read something. I think this may have influenced my desire to be an actor.




    Not long ago I was recognized and approached by two elderly ladies outside the National Theatre who said they had both been to the Boddington School with me, and told me that my teacher with the warm thighs had only recently died, in her nineties.




    Mum and I must have moved up to Nottingham in 1943 and we lived for a couple of years in Dad’s digs – just two rooms, I remember.




    Then life changed for me in a most marvellous way. Whilst in digs on the outskirts of Nottingham, at least two miles from the primary school (yes, I walked there), I had no playmates nearby, but now my father had saved and bought a lease on a classic terraced back-to-back house. Small yard, outside lavatory, no bath, two-up two-down house in a long cul-de-sac of similar houses in Hyson Green, Nottingham. Although once again the school, Berridge Road Juniors, was some way away, the street was packed with children. No one had a car, of course, so we could all play in the street, hopscotch, whip and top, football, cricket. The girls, tucking their skirts in their knickers, and playing and singing wonderful rhyming songs whilst skipping and doing amazing tricks with tennis balls against the walls. There was also a large air raid shelter in the middle of the road, and it became our clubhouse, which we lit with candles and ‘defended’ when we were storing our Guy Fawkes bonfire wood inside. I remember the wonderful VE Day celebrations with many tables and masses of food in the street.




    The street was heaven, lots of friends, tremendous warmth and a feeling of community. And although I and certainly my parents knew there was another world in Britain, no one in Hyson Green did. There was poverty, of course – a clog shop at the top of the street, a ‘Government kitchen’ in the church nearby where you could have a three-course meal for 3d. – but everyone in that working-class Saturday Night and Sunday Morning Alan Sillitoe community felt reasonably content. There was no feeling of envy, or feeling deprived, none of the ‘why haven’t I got one, I deserve it’ sort of attitude that exists today. All brought on, I suppose, through the invention of television and in particular commercial television.




    Naturally we went to the pictures, Saturday morning pictures, but the characters in those films were seemingly from a different planet; and as for violence, if there was a photo of Roy Rogers holding a gun in a film ‘still’ outside the cinema, they stuck a piece of sticking plaster over it!




    It was at Saturday morning pictures that I first felt the full power of art. In this case music. An orchestra played Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto in B flat minor (I learnt its name years later) and it reduced this nine-year-old to tears. I wanted desperately to learn how to play the piano, begged and begged my poor parents to buy me a piano, but that was impossible. Then I won a scholarship to the city grammar school, the only boy in my street to do so. That required a uniform. That made me different, and I started to learn how to defend myself.




    Nottingham High Pavement was an old grammar school established in the eighteenth century and it was very disciplined. I didn’t like it scholastically but it had the most marvellous drama and sports side, and at least one wonderful teacher who came onto my This is Your Life. He was the late Stanley Middleton who was for many years a prize-winning novelist of Nottingham life.




    This school unfortunately does not exist any more and even more unfortunately was in the news a few years ago when I was very shocked to see the photograph of a teenage schoolboy wearing ‘my’ school uniform. A boy who grew up to be the most prolific mass murderer this country has ever known. His name was Dr Harold Shipman.




    My mum stayed home as she had always done, at first to look after me and then my sister, Patricia, who had been born just before we moved to Hyson Green. We are proud of Patricia because she went on to be awarded an MBE for her work in the NHS. Dad had been taking engineering exams and was beginning to move up from the factory floor and work on metal fatigue and something called ‘the Flying Bedstead’, which later became the Harrier Jump Jet with vertical take-off. He became a quality engineer and whenever I took a plane and saw RR on the engine I knew I’d be safe as far as the engines were concerned. My dad was very proud to have worked for Rolls-Royce.




    When I was around the age of thirteen my father saw a card in a shop window advertising that someone wished to swap their council house in a place called Highbury Vale, again on the outskirts of Nottingham, for a house in Hyson Green. There was no comparison – was the advertiser mad? The house was on one of the more beautiful ‘ideal’ council estates built between the wars. Front and back gardens, inside lavatory and bathroom. Many of the houses were built around large planted squares, although our house looked straight onto the vast playing fields of the county grammar school, Henry Mellish. My parents were so thrilled by the swap that, after taking the coal out of the bath, we moved in at a rent of 10s. 6d. a week (50p a week). I don’t know what that would be with inflation, but I think my dad was earning around £8.50 a week at this time.




    I loved it there too, and became best friends with a local boy who was also making the long trip to my school. His name was Terry Brooks and he was the loveliest of young men. He introduced me to Charles Atlas and the concept of fitness and bodybuilding, something that has remained with me all my life and has been a tremendous help in my career both for confidence and deportment. Incidentally, another young boy lived just down the road from us. He had won a scholarship to the Nottingham High School – a private school. He was Kenneth Clarke, now the famous politician, but he didn’t, I think, want to reminice about this aspect of his life when I tried to engage him in ‘memory lane’ chat at the Garrick Club recently.




    At the age of fifteen I began to have severe pains in my abdomen. Our local doctor wouldn’t come and see me so I had to take a bus, and remember only too well having to crawl on all fours along the pavement from the bus stop to his surgery. He diagnosed constipation and prescribed a strong laxative. In the middle of the night my parents rang for an ambulance. My appendix had probably burst. I can remember the ambulance bells ringing as we drove to Nottingham General Hospital. I can also remember reciting some Shakespeare as I was wheeled into the operating theatre. Everything seemed quite normal to the nurses and doctor after the operation, and quite soon I was being encouraged to walk to the bathroom. I began to be in extreme pain as days went by. The pretty nurses called me a crybaby as they helped guide my stooped body to the lavatory. I became so unwell that I began crying out with pain in my bed. A doctor was finally called. He took one look at my blackened, distended belly and called for a scalpel. He immediately cut me open, then and there. I can still remember the spurt of evil-smelling fluid that shot into the air covering him and his two nurses. I had severe, well-established peritonitis.




    Well, I’ve described that a bit too vividly, I suspect, so suffice it now to say I had further complications. My parents were told I would probably die, and I was in hospital for many weeks. I didn’t die, but I was left with a lasting suspicion of doctors and a touch of hypochondria. Then back to school and the school plays; my future was beginning to germinate.




    I’d just like to finish this chapter by saying that I had a very happy childhood with extremely loving parents. The only unhelpful thing that they taught me (because they had come from ordinary country stock, and had worked for years as servants) was that I should always show great respect for my betters. The ‘betters’ were naturally schoolteachers, policemen, vicars, doctors or any university-educated figures of authority. When I came into the acting profession every director I worked for was a university-educated figure of authority. It held me back terribly. I always naturally thought they were right when they directed me because they were ‘educated’. I was about forty before I realized that I had at least equal intelligence and something more important, something called talent and instinct and my own style. They can’t teach you that at university, or drama school for that matter.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER 2




    RADA




    Digs and holiday jobs




    Although appearing in school plays and amateur plays at the wonderful Nottingham Co-op Arts Centre, at the age of sixteen I still had no idea that I could, or might, make acting my career or profession. In fact, not thinking I was clever enough to be a doctor, I was planning to be a dentist. But only because they earned the magical £1,000 a year.




    Although I had been many times to the pictures, the actors appearing in them seemed to be from another world. America was another world. London was another world. I didn’t go as a schoolboy to the ‘old’ Nottingham Playhouse, although I had seen Laurel and Hardy at the Nottingham Empire, and I certainly had no idea there was such a place as a drama school. This was to change when an announcement was made by the headmaster at morning assembly that an old pupil, John Turner, had won the coveted ‘Kendall Prize’, awarded to the most promising actor of the year at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. I had seen John Turner in a school play not long after arriving at High Pavement. He played Shylock and he had been wonderful; then presumably he had left school as he was several years older than me. (John Turner, now retired, had a distinguished career in Shakespeare and is married to the great actress Barbara Jefford.)




    I made enquiries of my drama teacher at the Co-op Arts Centre and, with the kind but bewildered encouragement of my parents, wrote off to RADA for a prospectus. I learnt you had to audition and pay to go there unless you won a scholarship. My parents had no money so I would have to get a scholarship.




    In order to improve my accent and verse speaking I attended evening elocution classes at the Mechanics Institute. I was joined by another aspiring actor from school, Philip Voss, with whom I’d been in several school plays, and a boy from the Co-op Arts Centre called Bill Monk. I discovered that another pupil in that small class was someone who had already spent one year at RADA and was now finishing off his national service in the RAF. His name was Alan Bates. I was immediately and consciously struck by Alan’s physical beauty and his exceptional talent for verse speaking. Alan’s best friend met him after class every week and we all went to the Kardomah for coffee. His friend was called John Dexter. Philip Voss went to RADA and became a successful actor. Bill Monk changed his name to Conrad Monk, went to RADA and, after a brief spell acting, was rumoured to have founded the Knobs and Knockers chain of shops. Alan Bates became an international star and Knight of the Theatre, and John Dexter, apart from running the New York Metropolitan Opera, became one of Britain’s most celebrated and respected theatre directors. He famously said to Arnold Wesker at one rehearsal, ‘If you don’t shut up, Arnold, I’ll direct this play the way you wrote it.’ Another boy who was also in the school plays with me was John Bird, but he didn’t go to RADA. He won a scholarship to Cambridge. It didn’t divert him from becoming a successful actor/performer and a very successful writer, in addition to founding the famous Establishment Club with Peter Cook.




    Although accepted, I didn’t win a scholarship to RADA so I applied for help from Nottingham Council, but they decided they couldn’t help me as I hadn’t taken my A levels. This meant my parents could only afford to send me to RADA for one term, 23 guineas was the fee. The only desperate hope for me was to win the one scholarship that was to be awarded to the student who showed most ‘promise’ at the end of that first term. We accepted the place not realizing there would be at least a hundred students in that intake. RADA made its money that way then, slowly dropping students until only twenty-five were left at the final term two years later. It’s very different now. Far, far fewer students, much, much higher fees, even allowing for inflation, and the course is three years.




    At around this time I had appeared as Mark Antony in the school play, Julius Caesar, with John Bird playing Brutus. I remember the enormous suffusion of happiness, sitting on top of a trolley bus, knowing that I was, that night, to be playing Mark Antony in the city of Rome. That happiness has never been surpassed by anything I have done in my whole career. I received very good notices in the local papers, and as a result, although still a schoolboy, was asked to appear in the Nottingham Playhouse’s production of Julius Caesar, playing Young Cato and Trebonius. So my first unpaid ‘professional’ debut was really in 1953 when I was sixteen, and I made my first professional mistake in this production. I made it because I was a sixteen-year-old amateur who prompted a seasoned leading professional. Derek Godfrey, who later became a leading actor at the RSC, was playing Antony and on the first night he dried in the ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen’ speech. I was one of many Roman citizens crowding round him, and as I had just played Antony, I gave him the line. He gave me a withering look and called ‘Prompt’ to the stage manager in the wings. This was not forthcoming so I again gave him the line. He ignored me, cut a few lines and continued. In the interval I was called to his dressing room and given the worst dressing-down of my life! Schoolboys do not prompt leading professional actors. The sooner I went to RADA the better! It was shortly after this production I saw Robert Eddison in a new verse play at the Playhouse. The impact of his mellifluent dark-treacle and honey voice made a deep impression on me and spurred my ambition on.




    The first thing I discovered at RADA, apart from the heaven of being with other young people who felt exactly like I did, was young women, beautiful young women, young women who looked just like the young women I had seen in my mother’s magazines. Young women who looked like models, and who for the most part spoke with very posh accents. I also saw for the first time in my life, at just seventeen, naked young women. To get from the main RADA building in Gower Street to the main rehearsal rooms and Vanburgh Theatre in Mallet Street you had to cross a long high walkway, and abutting this walkway was a very large building with many windows. It was a nurses’ home. As we arrived at RADA all the night staff from various nearby hospitals would be getting ready to go to bed. It was heart-stopping. I knew from that first day at RADA I was without question a heterosexual. (I was invited back to RADA recently and noticed that a high brick screen had been built so the nurses’ home was no longer visible.) More importantly it was while at RADA that I first fell deeply in love.




    However, before that happened I had miraculously been awarded that first-term scholarship, although my mother, God bless her, insisted on continuing to work nights at a local hospital to help with my living expenses, and later passed exams to become a qualified auxiliary nurse. The one drawback to the scholarship was that it was reviewed every term. I would have to be a good boy, do as I was asked, and most certainly completely lose my Nottingham accent. At the end of my first year I took a Christmas job at the Nottingham post office sorting letters. I was fired after three days. ‘The men won’t work with you,’ the manager told me rather sadly. ‘You talk too posh.’ Karel Reiz, who directed Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, set in the actual roads where I had lived in Nottingham, was to tell me at my audition, ‘I’m afraid I can’t cast you, Peter. You would be the only actor in it with a genuine Nottingham accent.’ Albert Finney was to play the lead, of course, and he comes from Salford!




    So after spending one year at RADA I had just reached the age of eighteen, and then I was called up. But I returned having unexpectedly failed my National Service medical. When I dropped my trousers in front of the Medical Board there was a sharp intake of breath. The chairman of the board pointed at my nether regions and asked me how I had received the long and livid scar. When I told him of my peritonitis and complications he said, ‘I had that when I was about your age. We’re both lucky to be alive. Do you want to go into the RAF?’




    ‘No, sir,’ I replied. ‘I am in the middle of my studies at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.’




    ‘Well in that case I’m going to fail you as being medically unfit,’ he said. ‘That’s just a token of understanding of what you’ve been through.’




    How lucky I was.




    *




    My first sight of Rachel was in the Markham Arms pub in Chelsea. At well over six feet in her high heels she stood head and shoulders above the other girls. She was an Amazon. She had the face of Ava Gardner, blue-black hair and an hourglass figure. As I discovered later, she had been a professional strong-woman in an Australian circus.




    I’m not going to say much about the relationship except that when I met her I was a virgin and she most certainly wasn’t. I witnessed the feats of strength – bending an iron bar, tearing up London telephone directories and stretching open all the springs on a chest expander. We both fell deeply in love. Odd things happened while I was with Rachel – very odd things, extremely odd things – but at the time, not having had a relationship with a girl before, I thought somehow that perhaps this was how girls were. I was very innocent and travelled on an emotional roller coaster, and those memories and experiences troubled me for some years. One incident I will relate, because some people reading this will know and have an understanding, both of the sufferer and of those who love them.




    I was living in a flatlet – one room, kitchen, bathroom – in Hornsey Rise, with Albert Finney. There were three beds, one double, one single and a single folding bed. The agreement was that should either of us have a girl with us for the night, that person would have the double bed and the other would unfold the ‘zed’ bed and sleep in the kitchen. Until this particular night Albert and I had never had a girl back at the flatlet. We had just been joined for a few days by another student who was not in our class but who was a friend, and at that time was homeless. He was an American, quite a bit older than us, Albert and I being eighteen then and Bud, who was built like an American football player, probably twenty-five. Albert was away visiting a girl this night. I knew only Bud would be at the flat so I invited Rachel to spend the night with me. We had, of course, by this time slept together but had never spent the whole night together.




    Bud, who knew the sleeping arrangement, kindly took his zed bed into the kitchen. In the middle of the night, about three o’clock, I was awakened by a tremendous scream (the flatlet was a converted garage so no one was above or below). Rachel was shouting in a strong American accent and the word she was shouting was ‘Murder’. I managed to get a light on. Rachel was naked in the middle of the room. She was frightened, she was serious and she was screaming murder! Big Bud came into the room. ‘Christ, what’s happening?’




    The moment Bud spoke Rachel was on his side. He spoke American, she spoke American – no trace of her strong Australian accent. Bud was in a T-shirt and pyjama trousers. Rachel was naked and was holding onto Bud, telling him clearly and loudly that I had been trying to strangle her. Bud amazingly seemed to be reasonably calm. It was clear that he didn’t think I was a potential murderer and agreed with me that I should call an ambulance. Rachel began to calm down a little as Bud talked to her, and said she wanted to go to a nightclub. I lied, saying that I had just rung for a taxi to take us to one, and offered to help her to dress. She wouldn’t let me near her. She wasn’t capable of dressing herself. Bud would have to dress her. He managed to get her pants on and was pulling on her stockings when he began to visibly shake and pour with sweat. He was suddenly very stressed and upset – not surprising, I thought.




    ‘Peter,’ he said urgently. ‘Come into the kitchen – now.’ This was said in an odd quavering voice.




    I left Rachel, who was by now smoking a cigarette, and went with Bud into the kitchen. He shut the door.




    ‘Peter,’ he said, ‘she’s mad. Rachel is mad – and Peter, it’s catching.’ He was sitting down now, looking up at me with a strange and pleading look on his face. ‘Madness is catching, Peter. You’ve got to get her out of here, Peter.’ Now Bud was really stressed. ‘Get her out quickly because madness is catching, and what you don’t know, Peter, is that I killed my brother with an axe.’




    I decided to leave Bud alone in the kitchen. ‘I’ll be out of here as soon as possible, Bud. Please just stay in the kitchen. I can manage. I’ll get her to hospital as quick as I can.’




    And that’s what I did. I managed to get some clothes on her and went out into the street with her as soon as decently possible. When the ambulance arrived I persuaded Rachel it was a taxi and that we were off to a London nightclub.




    We went to the Whittington Hospital. Rachel was taken away by a nurse and I sat and waited in a deserted room. It was about 4 a.m. After about an hour a doctor appeared.




    ‘Are you with the young woman?’ he asked.




    ‘Yes,’ I said.




    ‘What’s your relationship?’




    ‘She’s my fiancée.’ I said.




    ‘Oh, you intend marrying her, do you?’ he replied.




    ‘Yes,’ I said.




    ‘She’s Australian, isn’t she?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Well, here’s some advice, young man. Do not marry her under any circumstance. Send her back to Australia. She is a schizophrenic.’




    And I hit him. I didn’t know what schizophrenic meant, I’d never heard the word before, but I did know he’d been very callous in his advice and in the manner that he’d delivered it. I don’t think I hurt him, because he apologized to me, and before he went to fetch Rachel he advised me to take her to a psychiatrist. I did, but that’s another story. A story that has, for me at least, no known ending.




    It was because of my concerns about what had happened to Rachel that thirty years later I conceived a drama series called First Loves Found and nearly got it produced on TV. Ten scripts were commissioned and written. We were ready to go, and then they changed the head of drama. But that’s TV for you.




    *




    To get back to the RADA side of my life. I was thrilled to win the same prize as John Turner, who had provided my original inspiration, and was lucky enough to be there at a golden time, with actors like Alan Bates, Peter O’Toole, Sian Phillips, Roy Kinnear, Richard Briers and, of course, Albert. But there was also another student there who was to influence my life fundamentally and completely. Her name was Susan Bennett. I was almost nineteen and in my last term, and was playing Hector in a newly commissioned verse play on the siege of Troy, called The Face of Love. The play required large crowd scenes which were provided by students in their first term. They were only put into their scenes for the final rehearsal. I immediately noticed a girl of extraordinary beauty and with a quality like no other. She had decided she would be a young mother and had concocted the impression of a baby, which she held in her shawl. I made a point of speaking to her as soon as I could. I found out her name, and that she liked to be called Sue, she was in her first term and that she was sixteen. I was playing a leading role and was a senior student and there was no question of a senior student dating a newcomer. It simply wasn’t done, apart from the fact that I was very involved with Rachel. We always spoke when passing in corridors, or on the stairs. We knew each other, we were friendly, but unknown to us the forces of nature were brewing up a storm.




    Apart from the few days at the Nottingham post office, I had a series of other jobs to help get me through RADA.




    The first job was in my first term before I won the scholarship, and really needed extra cash. I washed dishes six nights a week at the Grosvenor House Hotel. I worked from about 7 p.m. until midnight. I think for 3s. 6d. an hour. The kitchens were huge and I should think ninety-five per cent of the staff were foreign, and about seventy per cent were living in the kitchens. That is, they all had bed rolls and slept under the long, long tables; they worked all day and evening, and sent most of the their money back to their families in Greece, Italy, Spain, Turkey or wherever. Food was brought round – all the uneaten bits from the restaurants – and we had our own tin mugs which we dipped into buckets containing the leftovers from the wine bottles and glasses.




    The worst part of the job was the very hot water, because there were huge piles of dirty dishes and no rubber gloves. I’ve always loved those handcream and rubber glove adverts ever since.




    We had six to eight weeks between terms, and during one of those breaks I took a job as a life guard/swimming pool attendant at Camden swimming baths. I got the job because I was a qualified lifesaving instructor.




    On my very first day a boy of my age, eighteen or so, dived off the top board without using his arms and hands. I saw him go in and saw the blood rise to the surface. I immediately dived in and pulled him to the side. He was fully conscious and quite lucid, although shocked. He had hit his head on the bottom of the pool. As he was bleeding a lot through his hair I took him gingerly to the cold shower to see how bad the cut was. I didn’t see a cut, but I did see pieces of broken bone and protruding brain tissue. I didn’t tell him what I had seen, but asked him to sit quietly whilst I called an ambulance, saying that he needed hospital attention. He was taken away, and then the police arrived. I was heavily grilled as to whether I had been paying enough attention. Fortunately there were a number of witnesses to say I had done all I could. About five weeks later this young man came back to the baths to thank me. He had a steel plate in his skull, which he had been able to cover with his hair, and just seemed grateful to be alive. He had nearly frightened me to death, though.




    I also worked as a film extra. The casting in that was reminiscent of On the Waterfront. I had first to join the union, the Film Artists Association, and then go to large casting calls. This was in a huge room somewhere, and depending on how you were dressed or how well you knew the ‘Silver Fox’, the man who did the casting, it was a pointing finger and ‘You, you, you, Pinewood. You, you, you, Shepperton,’ and so on. You didn’t get cast every day, so it was either a depressed journey home or, if you did get cast, it was the first tube or train to the studios, arriving very early indeed. I enjoyed it, though. I didn’t use my own name, after all I was really an ACTOR not an extra! I used the name of the director of my Julius Caesar at Nottingham Playhouse, John Harrison. We were paid at the end of the day in cash, and told if we were needed the following day. There were all sorts of wheezes to get extra money: running was extra, climbing was extra, reacting in close-up was extra. Some would even try to get extra danger money for stepping off a pavement.




    But it paid good money. I saw for the first time the process of filming. I watched famous actors like Laurence Olivier, Richard Attenborough and Burt Lancaster act on film, and the ‘real’ extras were a very nice crowd of people. It’s fun to see them today cropping up again and again in all sorts of old British movies on TV.




    I also worked during two holidays in a hospital. The ward I was on was for incurable male patients. It was on the ground floor with large windows, which was just as well because, unbelievably, children under twelve were not allowed to visit in the ward. This meant there was often the harrowing sight of children waving to their dad or grandad through the windows. Thank God that has long been changed. I was a ward orderly which meant I cleaned and polished the ward, especially the floor, until it shone. It also meant cleaning and shining up all the bedpans, cleaning up the patients and even shaving them before operations. I enjoyed my work there tremendously, and because I was young and had a sense of humour the patients seemed to like me and enjoyed my fun and attention despite their terrible situation. I often think of the time I spent with those brave people.




    I saw a modern prospectus for RADA in recent years and it made it quite clear that evening jobs in term time in order to earn money was not allowed, as ‘it will make you too tired to attend to your lessons properly’. If that is the case today, how would the students have fared in the days of weekly and fortnightly repertory theatre, rehearsing all day and playing at night, week after week, month after month, and still finding time to fall in love?




    One of the students in my class offered me a job. This student was a friend and was extremely well built and handsome. In modern parlance, a real ‘hunk’.




    ‘Peter,’ he said, ‘would you like to earn five pounds this evening?’ (£5 was a huge sum of money then, equivalent to at least £100 today, I’d say.)




    ‘I most certainly would,’ I gasped. ‘How?’




    ‘Well, Peter,’ my friend said, ‘not only will you earn five pounds but you’ll be doing me a favour.’




    ‘Yes? Oh good – go on.’ I was eager to hear how anything I could do could be worth so much money in an evening.




    ‘Well,’ said my hunky friend, ‘I have a date for dinner with—’ (and he mentioned the name of a then famous male British film star) ‘and I can’t make it. Now there is nothing to be worried about, he will only want to fondle you under the dinner table and at the end of the meal he’ll give you five pounds.’




    At this point in my life, before Rachel, I had not been fondled anywhere, at any time, by anyone, but it didn’t sound quite right to me, so I declined.




    *




    My first experience of television casting was in fact at RADA. As I have said, I shared a flat with Albert Finney, and we had been asked by the principal to come to RADA on this particular day in our ‘best’ clothes, with hair brushed and shoes shining, because the bosses of a new independent television company (Rediffusion, I think) were coming to cast the first closed-circuit TV play (ITV had not started at this time). I think they may have used students from other drama schools, but we would play the leading parts, after all we were the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.




    ‘Bollocks,’ said Albert that morning as he pulled on his usual holed jumper. ‘Fuck ’em,’ as he ran his fingers through his tousled hair. Albert never ever washed his hair as he believed nature’s oils cleaned it ‘like a dog’s’, he said. Albert still has a magnificent head of thick hair, whilst my once magnificent head of thick wavy, well-washed hair has all but disappeared! I got togged up as best I could, as I was on that best-behaviour scholarship. No ‘bollocks’ or ‘fuck ’em’s allowed.




    The bosses of the new TV company, who all seemed to be ex-Royal Navy commanders, were to watch us enact scenes from As You Like It and I was playing Jaques. Poor Albert was only playing ‘a Forester’. No wonder he said ‘fuck ’em’, I thought. The scenes were to be played in a large rehearsal room and the distinguished guests sat on a raised stage at one end of the room.




    The scenes ended.




    ‘Gather round, boys and girls,’ said the principal. ‘Sit cross-legged here in front of our guests whilst they decide who they would like to cast in their play.’




    It was to be She Stoops to Conquer. We were all very excited, and I knew I had done the ‘All the world’s a stage’ speech rather well.




    ‘We would like to have that boy for a start,’ said one of the men, pointing towards a figure who had not joined us cross-legged, but had gone into a corner at the far end of the room, and was standing in the position of a dunce with his back towards us.




    ‘Albert, come here at once. What are you playing at?’ said the principal.




    ‘No, leave him where he is,’ said the ex-Naval Commander. ‘We want him to play the lead.’




    I didn’t get a part of any kind. Well, that’s the mystique of star quality in an eighteen-year-old young man, who I think only had one line. I realized many years later, after I had acquired a certain amount of it, that confidence is almost 80 per cent of what is needed for ‘star quality’, plus a bit of talent of course. My teacher was Albert Finney.




    One night in our room we were discussing what part we would most like to play. We both had the same ambition, that when we left RADA and became professional actors we would play Macbeth. Albert asked me how I would approach the part. I went on about Scottish history, the possibility of playing it with a Scottish accent, probably in a kilt, and of course I would study all the great scholars, including Granville Barker.




    ‘How would you approach it, Albert?’ I asked.




    ‘I’d learn the fucking lines and walk on,’ said Albert.




    There’s confidence – and from a boy of eighteen. You can’t beat it!




    

       

    




    CHAPTER 3




    MY FIRST JOB




    The Old Vic




    Whilst at RADA Albert and I both received letters from Philip Pearman at MCA, the Musical Corporation of America, the most powerful agency in the world.




    I cannot tell you the thrill of seeing the letter addressed to me with MCA emblazoned across it. It was in the B pigeonhole at RADA. I expect someone told me it was there. So the two room-mates, at eighteen and nineteen, were very excited when we went off to 139 Piccadilly at the appointed hour.




    We were both signed up, with the following advice. Albert was advised to change his name.




    ‘My dear,’ said Mr Pearman, the nicest of nice men, ‘first think for a moment of the poster: “Albert Finney as Hamlet”. It sounds as though a footballer is trying his foot at acting.’ (There was a famous footballer named Tom Finney playing at the time.) ‘I really think you ought to change your name, Albert,’ he said. Albert didn’t, of course, and the poster saying ‘Albert Finney as Hamlet’ appeared at the National Theatre years later.




    ‘Peter, dear,’ said Mr Pearman, ‘your good looks are spoilt by your crooked teeth. You will have to get them straightened.’ I didn’t. I looked into it but I couldn’t afford the orthodontic fees. The camera might not like me in the future, but girls seemed to like me now, I thought, so I forgot about it.




    We both joined MCA. Whilst still at RADA I was taken by Mr Pearman, rather grandly in a Humber Pullman, to be introduced to all the film casting directors. They were all men at that time, 1956. Now they are almost exclusively women. I was received at their offices at Pinewood, Shepperton, Elstree, MGM with great courtesy and a sherry and a dry biscuit. I had never drunk sherry before, I must have got quite drunk. I don’t remember. What I do remember, however, is what they all said, without exception. ‘Well, Peter, our advice to you is to go away and learn Spanish, Greek, Italian or even Arabic because you will never be cast as an Englishman.’ This was a terrible shock – but to hell with it, I thought, all those great parts I want to play in Shakespeare aren’t English. I want to be a classical actor. I may not get offered Henry V but there’s Hamlet, Othello, Romeo, Don Adriano de Armado, Coriolanus, and even Macbeth is Scottish, for God’s sake.
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