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         “Seasonal Suicide Notes is the funniest book of the year. This is comedy of a rare quality. Lewis is a seriously funny man.” Graham Ball, The Sunday Express
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Seasonal Suicide Notes is the most brilliantly funny and genuinely thought-provoking book of the year. Along with the lunatic jokes and napalm-coated insults, it is also a savage but cogent today’s literary world, puffed up to bursting with hype and spin, toadies and timeservers, networkers and overnight ‘geniuses’, Roger Lewis is a much needed prick.” Christopher Hart, The Sunday Times  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “This is one of the strangest books you will ever read. It is also the funniest. And the most reckless… Buy the book, and be grateful you don’t live next door.” Byron Rogers, The Spectator  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “If they ever award gold medals for comic genius, Roger Lewis will be a shoo-in for gold. This brief but hilarious memoir really should come with a health warning. Reading it may result in dislocation of the funny bone. If you like the taste of acid drops then give yourself a treat.” Simon Griffith, The Mail on Sunday  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “I cannot think of anyone I love or admire who would not enjoy receiving and reading this book. It’s dark, savage, scabrous and enraged. A bilious hymn of hate against everything wrong with modern life, it is also the funniest, truest, most engaging thing I’ve read all year. Lewis is the drinking companion we all wish we had and reading this book you get the delicious sense that it’s you and him against the world.” Michael Gove, The Times  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Beautifully crafted… both funny and oddly cheering.” Roland White, The Sunday Times Comedy Book of the Year
         
 
          
         
 
          
         “I suppose if you are not the target of  Lewis’s abuse, you may find it even more  amusing than if you are, which is saying something.  Simon Gray’s diaries may have found a successor.” Philip  Hensher, The Spectator Book of the Year
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “These  sulphorous annual round robin letters are not just cry-makingly funny and profane: there are also  arresting insights into art, literature and  life. there are flashes of beautiful seriousness and  the comedy is exquisitely well-observed.” Sinclair  McKay, The Daily Telegraph  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A brilliantly splenetic diatribe… Lewis  rages against everything. And an  accomplished and funny job he makes of it, too.” Virginia  Blackburn, The Daily Express  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “You can’t help but be sucked into the world  of writer Roger Lewis. Seasonal Suicide  Notes is, by turns, funny, tragic, tender and  vicious… The combination of bile and self-knowledge is what gives it its comic edge.” Stephen Moss, The  Guardian  
         
 
         
             

         
 
          “Lewis is a five-star malcontent. His book is therefore  killingly funny – the humour is the  blackest, but ai also finds room for a subtler,  more wanly moving sense of the absurdity of life. Lewis  knows what he is about as a writer.” Sam  Leith, The Daily Mail
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Ironically, Roger Lewis’s dyspeptic  chronicle of a disenchanted soul is so  sharply observant and deliriously funny that it makes you glad to be alive.” Rupert Christiansen, The  Daily Telegraph  
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Hilariously angry… Hilariously rude… Yet  here is the odd thing – there is something  strangely cheering and life-affirming about it  all.” Terence Blacker, The Independent
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            Gyles B., Duncan F., Steve M., and Francis W.
 
            who laugh at my jokes

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Previous Orchidaceae 
            
 
            Rewards and Fairies – an edition
            
 
            Stage People – a harlequinade
            
 
            The Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner – an introduction
            
 
            The Life and Death of Peter Sellers – an elegy
            
 
            Charles Hawtrey: The Man Who Was Private Widdle – a dirge
            
 
            Anthony Burgess – a Cubist portrait
            
 
            Forthcoming
            
 
            The Kill Fees Trilogy: Growing Up With Comedians – on clowns Ratbags and Sleazeballs – on women and men Get a Life! – on the art and science of biography
            
 
            Mister Jesus – a gospel
            
 
            When I Was Young and Twenty and I Had a Dainty Quim – madrigals
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
          
 
         
            “Why should I not publish my diary? I have often seen reminiscences of people I have never even heard of, and I fail to see – because I do not happen to be a ‘Somebody’ – why my diary should not be interesting…” The Diary of a Nobody, by George and Weedon Grossmith, London, 1892
            
 
             
 
            “Did I have a serious side? Both sides of me are serious. It’s pretty serious finding what’s funny. You know when I was most serious? When I laughed at myself.” Mae West
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               The author and his father in their younger years
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE
            

         
 
         WHO KILLED ROGER LEWIS?* Here’s how it happened. After the South Welsh upbringing, to which I frequently allude, I went off to university, the first member of my family to cross Chepstow Bridge and find a wider world. This remains my only example of good timing. In any earlier or later eras, when parents have been required to make financial contributions to a child’s future, my education would simply not have gone ahead. Not because my family was poor, you understand – but because money spent on me would have meant less left for my father to spend on himself. When he went on holiday, for example, he left me behind. I can’t say I minded in the least. I bear no grudge. I learnt to cook. I could watch the television without noise and interruption. I loved the company of Tog, our ancient Golden Retriever, and Emily, the honking donkey, and I got my friends Nick Turner and
          Nick Prescott round and we drank my father’s whisky cupboard dry. (Scotch he ’d been given free by customers and farmers.) But the prevailing attitude remained – if I thought myself so high and mighty and unlikely to be fulfilled standing behind the counter of a butcher’s shop, then what I had dinned into me was, “You made your bed. You lie in it.” I had no encouragement, only cheap jeering. Or so I thought. I’m probably wrong. I was – and remain – too fearful and sensitive. Why can’t I remember that I had my two-grand Blackwell’s bill paid off? It was put through the accounts as combine harvester repairs. I still miss old Tog.
          
 
          
          
         The only child in history whose role model was Uncle Quentin, the bad-tempered boffin from The Famous Five, I was an enormous success academically, because what other opportunities were going to come my way? (I wasn’t so much of a success that I got frequently kidnapped, however– which was Uncle Quentin’s fate.) But this – the First, the prizes, the Oxford junior fellowship* – never led on to anything really, perhaps because when I arrived, universities were starting to go off maverick intelligence and bright sparks, preferring instead bureaucrats and politicians and administrators, who’d take things like league tables and statistics seriously. Unfortunately, I go cold when given a form to fill in or sign. Rules and regulations give me the heebie-jeebies. Not for nothing had I early on made the decision
          never to sit on a Committee or attend a Faculty Board Meeting. Other (still unbroken) vows included never in my life to set foot on a golf course or enter a McDonald’s or KFC. But it was perfectly clear in the eighties doing English that if you possessed flash and dazzle, be a journalist.
          
 
          
          
         It also didn’t help that I was passionately interested in nutty actors, theatre, movies – subjects that a quarter-of-century ago weren’t able to be studied at Oxford, where the syllabus stopped with Tennyson. Perhaps if Charles Hawtrey was a minor 17th-century figure instead of a mummer in the Carry Ons, I’d have been invited to Balliol to conduct my research, but it’s too late now. Here and there polytechnics might have been starting up courses in media studies, but that wasn’t going to be what I wanted to do either. I had a horror of impenetrable academic jargon, and I couldn’t see why concision and liveliness were frowned upon – why writing badly and boringly was a path to permanent tenure and financial security. So I took the risk and went to France and wrote The Life and Death of Peter Sellers, giving it all I’d got; a headlong rococo text people are still coming to terms with, i.e, at 1,200 pages, possibly even now finishing. It did quite well – mainly because daughters bought it for their old dads, who’d laughed at The Goon Show and had heard of Harry Secombe. Few people saw that it wasn’t a book about Peter Sellers – it was a book about a person writing a book about Peter Sellers. Laurence Sterne died in 1768 – exactly a century before the establishment of my father’s slaughterhouse concern incidentally – and I wonder sometimes, crossly, swaggeringly and pompously, if in the meanwhile English literature has advanced a single inch.
         
 
         If I missed the boat at university – they started to want to give jobs to people who knew about Structuralism and Semiotics, things I thought were simply frightful balls; and my simple pleasure in language, paint and performance for their own sakes was considered quaint and old-fashioned, a throwback to the days of David Cecil and John Bayley –then I next made the mistake, on returning from Normandy, of never living in London. If I was hiding away in the provinces, it was because I needed a big house for my money, which you’d think wouldn’t be a controversial decision, or one worth penalising. With three children I was requiring the Gentleman’s Residence in Herefordshire, not a bijou former artisan’s cottage in Ealing or Wandsworth. But this has meant that I have never been part of the London literary clique. I am not an operator. I am part of no network. Sad mother Julie Myerson asked me only the other day, “Is writing what you do full-time? Sorry, I probably ought to know this.” Arseholes to you, then.
         
 
         Unlike Julie (b. 1960 in Nottingham, which must be as bad as Wales, but she now lives in Fulham) I have never been on Newsnight Review, or been asked to judge literary awards, or go to all the parties as a matter of course. When Mark Lawson had me on his radio show once, the expression on his blubbery face said, who the fuck is this? I met Rosie Boycott up the River Amazon – it was like she was being courteous and doing her best with a half-witted lowly heathen. Clive James said recently, “the literary world in London is quite small and everyone knows everyone.” Small enough, I wonder, for me to kill them all off in ingenious ways, like the fruity actor played by Vincent Price in Theatre of Blood, exacting his revenge? James’s is the sort of smug remark that makes me seethe. Yet had I hung about in town, for instance, or so I like to imagine, had I been less of a bee that swarmed alone, I’d have softened up the ground for the best thing I’ve ever done, my biography of my hero Anthony Burgess, which as a consequence never found a readership. Because it wasn’t in the end actually a biography of Burgess, but a satire of the biographical form, full of Burgess’s own grotesqueries and operatic or bombastic effects, with hundreds of mock-scholarly footnotes and elements of his Manchester music hall flamboyance. In truth, it did have one ideal reader – Professor Sir Christopher Ricks, whom I frequently meet at the circus, his son-in-law being Zippo, my son’s boss. But domed-genius Professor Ricks resides in Boston, where he is editing The Variorum Bob  Dylan. He has never heard of Mark Lawson, nor God bless him would he recognise Rosie Boycott if he ran her over.
         
 
         On the whole, if as I do you live in the provinces, you’ve done a disappearing act – and the word provincial has connotations of mediocrity and the marginal and the third-rate, with small things becoming epically large: elderly choristers confessing before reporters and a photographer that half a century ago they joined the Cathedral Choir at the age of seven-years-and-eleven-months, instead of at the statutory age of eight years; fire engines called out to rescue a hamster stuck down the sink; “timely warnings” from the vet about looking after your pigs during a heat wave – “Slurry levels should be lowered to minimise gas build-up and allow ventilation under the slats,” readers of the Hereford Times were told… Evelyn Waugh might have officially lodged at Piers Court and Combe Florey, but if you look at his letters and diaries, for a hell of a lot of the working week he was at the Hyde Park Hotel and in the bar at White’s. I’m seldom in the Groucho these days, particularly since funds ran out, so I am dismissed as a crank. Alexander Walker, who wrote a mediocre book on Peter Sellers that he pretended was authorised by the Estate, actually said as much once, sneering at me in the Standard for being the son of a Welsh butcher, and I don’t mind admitting I was thrilled when the old poof died, I hope crushed by his bouffant hair-do. Why should I forgive such people?
         
 
         What all this means one way and another is that there comes a point where you discover or wake up to the fact you haven’t lately been living the life you expected or merited – a comic disjunction or delusion, as it happens, because of course we bring our own lives on ourselves, and I am fully aware that I am uningratiating and not tractable, that I seem to have a need to suffer, and that offered a welcome I run a mile. (I turned down membership of the Garrick, which hasn’t happened to them before in its history.) I know that I am not capable of looking on the bright side of life, and cheerful camp-fire songs, kittens, puppies, doves, other people’s beaming babies, Paris in the spring rain, countryside views and weddings make me irascible. Why can’t I escape? Because people don’t.
         
 
         You think you’re going to be Cary Grant. You’d settle for being Jeremy Irons. As my friend the late Willie Donaldson might have formulated it, you end up as Patrick Mower. Life wastes away, and yet this doesn’t displease me. I actually now prefer my anonymous country life, shuffling between the remote Herefordshire Balkans and the dusty and forgotten Hapsburg spa-town of Bad Ischl in the Salzkammergut, where I spend half my year and can march around in my Wilhelmine way, meditating on the comic pathos of exile*. Where better to hide from the death of the West than in places where the clocks stopped a century ago? Bromyard, for example, is the last Ealing Comedy town left in existence, an island-within-an-island, where the continuity of Britain isn’t a distant dream – where there are still cheerful greengrocers, butchers, bakers, a joinery workshop, and a champion little boozer called The Rose & Lion, where the Morris Men meet. There is a Norman church where the beauty of Evensong is preserved. There is a commercial hotel where you might dine on packet soup and waterlogged sprouts. The Town Crier is played by Stanley Holloway. I don’t fit in with a world where the heroes are savage bullies, or should I say pantomime demons, such as Piers Morgan, Alastair Campbell,
          Gordon Ramsay*and Simon Cowell; where discussion of centuries’ old literature and culture have disappeared from the landscape; where all the proprietors of newspapers and the heads of publishing houses want is stuff on DIY gardening and celebrity-shagging kitchen nightmares churned out by bloggers and wankers. You look through the brochures for literary festivals and their idea of a great writer is Ben Elton.
          
 
          
          
         A seasoned old warhorse, whom I knew at Random House once and who is now at large in another conglomerate, said in an annoying faux-concerned and mock-sorrowful tone recently that it is such a shame good writing doesn’t sell – but it is surely the job of these senior editors to ensure that it fucking does; it is infuriating when such otherwise smart people are part of the conspiracy to patronise the ordinary or general reader, to think that all they’ll want or accept is shiny shite. “Oh I do miss John Grisham,” I heard a publishing executive sigh, with what I interpreted as an insufficient amount of irony. I mean many of these editors went to Oxford and Cambridge. If it wasn’t for the fact that Gyles Brandreth’s rollicking Oscar Wilde-as-Sherlock Holmes novels are permitted to appear, I’d think it was all an utter betrayal of what they would have been taught once they’d got there. Everybody is in a state of complete surrender to the departments of finance and marketing, who
          reward the mediocre because that’s the safest course. The country’s best travel author, the heir to Bruce Chatwin; a theatrical biographer (who now takes in lodgers to make ends meet); a children’s book illustrator (who is a part-time gamekeeper near Sandringham); and a once-upon-a-time Booker nominee (who is training to be a dog handler for the police cadets at Hendon) all tell me in high-pitched squeals or bass-notes of dread that, though they have recently delivered a new work, here’s what typically gets said to them by way of a rejection: “It’s a magnificent piece of writing, with not a splinter of chipboard in the whole rosewood sheen of it, really impressive, the Nobel Prize awaits, but this means nothing to the high street book-chains. Please accept mes félicitations – and regrets.”
          
 
          
          
         The high street book-chains say shit, publishers jump on the shovel. The girl at the till in the Hereford Waterstone’s, by the way, once stopped me from autographing copies of my own masterpieces, because then “We can’t send them back to the warehouse.” I’ve never bought a book from the bastards since. I make my purchases on-line. I love the packages turning up. It is like Christmas.
         
 
         Anyway – so much for English literature, of which traditional hardback publishers should be guardians. The passivity or lack of confidence is invidious and to me is a moral issue, as it has the same effect in the long term as Mao’s breaking ballerinas’ legs and spitefully putting intellectuals in the paddy fields during the Cultural Revolution.
         
 
         Their excuse no doubt would be to say, as was said to me recently, admittedly by an American, “We are powerless to make oiks read what they don’t wish to read.” But I’m an oik. I’m from industrial South Wales, where my great-great-grandfather George Gardner Lewis sold pigs’ dicks to the miners for their dogs*. My oik pedigree is impeccable and goes back to the days of Twm Shon Catti, the cave-dwelling Welsh highwayman and illegitimate son of Sion ap Dafydd ap Madog ap Hywel Morthen of Pont-y-Ffynnon, Cardiganshire, though I don’t suppose they call it Cardiganshire now. But I had great teachers every step of the way – at Bedwas Mixed Infants, Machen Juniors and Bassaleg Comprehensive; then later at St. Andrews and Oxford. There was the Bible at Sunday School, Bunyan and Robert Louis Stevenson in Mrs Harrington’s class, Dickens and Homer (in translation) by the age of ten. I still have my well-thumbed copies. I know farmers in Raglan and out-of-work
           port-wine salesmen in Cwmbran who can still quote yards of As You Like It.
          
 
          
          
         At no point, however, were any of us prepared back then, in the sixties and seventies of the last century, for a world with Simon Cowell in it, a man whose eyes gleam like Count Dracula’s, and who has a genius for promoting artists who are simultaneously trash and tremendous popular hits – a man who is only interested in being successful commercially. “It is fine being artistic,” he told a blind piano-player on American Idol, “just not on this show” – a show for which Cowell receives in excess of $33 million a season. On Desert Island Discs in 2006, Cowell’s book was Hollywood Wives by Jackie Collins and his luxury a mirror*. According to a profile in the Sunday Times by Ariel Leve, he “shuns intellectual elitism” (e.g. Proust, Bergman films, coq au vin) and admires Victoria Beckham for admitting she doesn’t finish books, because “it’s better than lying. Why lie about it?”**
         
 
         And Cowell or Piers Morgan or Alan Sugar are looked up to as role models, and they are endemic. It is a mystery to me why publishers and editors, people who in their guts must want to oppose them and the philistinism they represent, are so weak. (Uncle Quentin wouldn’t have lasted five minutes on The Apprentice, even allowing for the fact he’d have been kidnapped in the lift on the way up.) They should fight this
          war, not cave in. I don’t believe they can’t do anything about it, that it’s nothing to do with them – and Waterstone’s and Amazon and the credit crunch seem to me an excuse for their own latent philistinism – even sadism; one senses a sanctimonious pleasure is being had when they ditch anything erudite. There’s a quiet relief around the office, as they free themselves of the bother and the burden of promoting an inspired genius in favour of shifting further coffee-table tributes to Jade Goody. A world in which my show-off hero Anthony Burgess could make so much from his cryptic books and rambunctious literary journalism, which took in subjects as various as James Joyce and Beethoven, Shakespeare and Malaya, and which incorporated such an admittedly daft vocabulary – acroamatical, aleatory, allophone, apocope – that he had to live in tax exile, has rapidly disappeared. I know from personal experience that sub-editors today will delete any vaguely esoteric reference or big word. And Burgess died only in 1993 – not 1893 or 1793.
          
 
          
          
         Of course I am not unaware of the fact or irony that had I myself been born in the eighteenth century, or cast as the original of Sir Nathaniel, the curate in Love’s Labour’s Lost, I’d still be the one complaining and in a state of torment because, for example, Latin and Greek was on the way out and nobody was buying my pamphlets on Marcus Fabius Quintilianus. As Max Beerbohm reminds us, “Gladstone used to quote whole strings of Latin hexameters, mostly from the Aeneid, in his parliamentary speeches, and the House understood him. Already one discerns a debasement of English, and other debasements will follow that.” Indubitably so – but, though Cicero and Virgil may have been lost, Max and Gladstone didn’t know about the two fat cooks dressed in fishermen’s-knit cardigans, Zoe Ball’s Live  and Kicking, Jeremy Spake, the camp Russian-speaking baggage-handler on Airport, or full-of-beans ex-drug addict Davina tracing her ancestry, in Who Do You Think You Are? 
         
 
         There are some of us who are always going to be born in their wrong era – in exile in time as well as space, unsettled and still as it were pulling our wagon across the frontier – but at least my pioneering fatherhood days are definitely well in the past. What this means today is that my lot has grown up and might (who knows?) eventually leave; but a lot of people my own age are only now getting around to having toddlers and worrying about schools – and I suppose they don’t want to face this, but when wee Candida and Clamydia and Ptolemy and Rohypnol are in their twenties, the dads will be under the sod and their mums in Marrakesh with a new husband met on Friends Reunited. I can’t generate much sympathy. Another reason why perhaps I did not gravitate Londonwards and why I’m like Ovid on the Black Sea is that I was married at the age of twenty-two, soon spawned three children, and developed different and larger priorities, not to mention acquired different, more immutable responsibilities– and as likely as not by not raising them to be dumbed-out and grasping, in introducing them (when I had the wherewithal) to crumbling opera houses, zoos, circuses, gloomy out-of-season hotels and picnics on steam trains, I quite failed them? (They are clueless about money.) We never went to Euro Disney or a sports event; we didn’t have up-to-date computers or go to Centreparcs. I poured wine down their throats from an early age and they had to put up with my fuddy-duddiness and refusal to do anything I personally found boring (an extensive catalogue).
         
 
         Whilst I was the worn-out young parent in a falling-down French farmhouse fifteen years ago and the rest of my generation was networking like billy-o and ensuring I’d never catch up, it was infuriating to receive every Christmas a pile of ghastly boastful round-robin letters, in which people went on about their marvellous lives. And it is happening again or still happening. If I was sceptical about the happiness tidings and gleeful seasonal dispatches years ago, and was envious, quite frankly, that my life wasn’t nearly as nice as everyone else’s, then as surely as cats piss up walls I can’t believe any of it today – not a sausage rings true, if I might mix a metaphor.* People seem to me to be simply delusional. Yet we now receive round-robins from middle-aged persons who are newly proud parents and who will go on about fancy foreign holidays, pony club triumphs, examination attainments, and the like, and I’m enraged because I know from my own long experience that real life isn’t like this in the least. Mostly, families mean horror and despair and worry,
          more like the Munsters as conceived by Strindberg than the Simpsons and mushy Waltons.
          
 
          
          
         This book, therefore, is my own personal bulletin from the frontline of a twenty-first century existence, where at the rainbow’s end there is no pot of gold. It is a Francis Bacon scream on behalf of every pudding-faced person who has been generally disrespected, passed over at work, who is in thrall to his own ungrateful, feckless children, who is starved of affection, short of money and recognition, feels like a Third-Worlder, and who when looking at glossy adverts in magazines or on the Tube, with all those photographs of lovely bodies, doesn’t find these commercials aspirational – they are a ferocious rebuke; they emanate from a world from which you’ll be forever barred, if only because your belly is so big it hides your shrunken willy or (girls) your tits are so saggy you step on them in the shower. Come on, admit it. Let’s stop pretending. Invitations to orgies at the Playboy Mansion have dwindled, haven’t they? Your fingers and palms have broken out in weeping eczema or psoriasis and you are covered in unravelling soiled bandages from the stress and the sheer endless critical frustration. This is a book for the many millions of good people for whom nothing has gone according to plan and who are, as Peter Finch says in Network, before he kills himself in full view of the television audience, mad as hell.
         

      
            *How about that for what my hero Anthony Burgess called an arresting  opening?
            

         

            *Let us also not forget the challenge cup awarded to me as a Mixed Infant for being The Quietest Boy on the Bus, when we went on an excursion to Caerphilly Castle in 1969.
            

         

            *Not that Austria was technically (or loosely) ever historically Wilhelmine, but you catch my drift.
            

         

            * Actually I won’t have a word said against Gordon Ramsay, who pays out of his own pocket for five-year-olds with Spina Bifida to go to Zippos Circus.
            

         

            *Cousin Jeremy’s great-grandfather. Jeremy Lewis is my more successful alter-ego, a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, on the committee of this and that, generally much-loved. He sometimes even appears as a coach on writing courses in Puglia, sponsored by The Oldie. I’ve threatened to enrol as a pupil, to see if I can find out at last just how  it is done.
     Here’s a funny thing. I was once at a grand dinner at Magdalen College, Oxford. An old buffer said to me, “You wrote a wonderful book on Cyril Connolly!” “No, that was my cousin.” “Ah yes, of course. Tobias Smollett! Marvellous!” “Sorry – my cousin again.” So it went on through Jeremy’s complete works. In the end I had to say, “Okay, so you’ve rumbled me after all! I can’t fool you any longer, silly old buffer that you are. Yes I’m he. Tell me, what did you really think of Grub Street  Irregular?” On the whole I find it is generally easier to be other people than it is to be myself – no wonder I wrote the definitive biography of Peter Sellers.
            

         

            * On the offchance that they ever get me on, my book is Five on Kirrin  Island Again by Enid Blyton and my luxury a loaded revolver. 
            
 
            ** Cowell earns full marks, however, for supporting The Association of Children’s Hospices, a national charity.
            

         

            * Ringing sausages? Bejaysus and be-feckun-gorrah! I must hie myself to a writing course in Puglia.
            

         



      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2004

         
 
         January
 
         MY FATHER HAS DIED, getting the year off to a more than usually bad start. Cancer of the bumhole, one of God’s prime custard pies. He’d been ill and fatally deteriorating for two years, so this wasn’t unexpected news, let’s face it– but ever since his death I’ve been as moody and morose as Hamlet, particularly as being the eldest son my sole inheritance is to comprise of spare bumper packs of Coloplast Direct Wetwipes and Coloplast Direct Water Spray, for use in the vicinity of the Colostomy Bag. I’ve got a few of those too, for when my turn comes. Not quite in the same class as disappointingly losing the throne of Denmark, I grant you. But still.
         
 
         Back last November he wasn’t expected to last the night. We rushed to the Heath Hospital in Cardiff – he was bloated (chronic fluid retention from kidney failure) and covered with blood-red rashes (from the septicaemia), and resembled a sea monster – the one Marcello Mastroianni and Anouk Aimée gaze upon in the last scene of La Dolce  Vita. He then went to a hospice in Penarth, where not unexpectedly but nevertheless off-puttingly, people kept dropping dead around him – multi-cultural families would be weeping and wailing without embarrassment, renting their garments, the business. Believe me, there’s no touching or any shows of affection where my clan is concerned. The Lewises’ sensitive hearts are proudly armoured against feeling, and I myself was never taken onto anyone’s lap as a child and held.
         
 
         He went home for Christmas, where the dining room was turned into a bedroom. The downstairs phone is in the dining room and Mrs Troll* lost no time in starting to get competitive prices and quotes from funeral directors. If hearing is the last faculty to go, my father will have been inadvertently eavesdropping on all this haggling. My niece Della went in and strummed her harp – a nice gesture but again a confusing one for a man already well on his way up the stairway to Heaven.
         
 
         He looked strangely youthful as he faded away, sleeping more and more, forgetting to want to eat, slipping into a coma. The thing is – he always looked like this, an effigy of a Grail Knight on his tomb. My main memory of my father is of him flat out and sleeping on the sofa throughout the day. People would come to dinner (as luncheon was called) – he’d slink off and fall asleep, often if they were
          in the middle of talking to him. Tosca the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel used to curl up and snooze on his belly. Bolder visitors would try and make light of this, and take photographs. Ronald Reagan’s speechwriter Steve Masty who’d flown specially to South Wales from Egypt for the weekend was outright indignant.
          
 
          
          
         I can see now that he was bored and depressed beyond endurance, unhappy and unfulfilled, stuck having to be a farmer and a butcher, his wicked bully of a father having refused point blank to allow him to carry on at school. I think this is why he had mixed feelings about my own career– he was in a foul mood during my graduation ceremony. He only came to see me at Magdalen if a lift could be cadged from Auntie Marion and Uncle Eifion, Arwyn and Margaret Rees or Geoffrey Morgan, Welsh neighbours for whom I’d be expected to push the boat out. The education he’d craved, I’d had. By getting a degree, I was leaving him behind – so I was always to be gently mocked, until I was the one who seemed pitiful. My wanting to rise above my circumstances was both a rejection and a criticism. He’d rather it had been him, in my place. I didn’t appreciate or properly discern his mirth and curiosity until much later.
         
 
         I grew up being treated as a namby-pamby creature who never did a stroke of getting-your-hands-dirty real work, laughed at in a nasty sort of way, as if I was an aesthete who walked around wearing a beret. For years though I went every Saturday with old Jack Francis in the van around Caerphilly and along Pandy Road delivering meat. Sundays were spent sorting out the sheep ready for the slaughtering on Monday. The summers I spent hauling hay bales and straw bales. I was unable to make a secret of the fact I found agricultural labour a soul-killing and futile cycle of drought, and storms, and bad crops.
         
 
         What an obnoxious, ungrateful child I must have been in my parents’ eyes, moody and psychologically displaced (and the child is father to the man, let me get that in before a root-faced reviewer does so) – a freak of nature, compared with everybody else in South Wales, where it steadily rained soot. Though I had all I ever wanted and demanded, from books and puppet theatres to a Super-8 cine camera and Emily the donkey, I was convinced that any minute an emissary on a galloping horse from the Royal House of Bourbon would turn up and reveal that owing to an error or plot with switched babies at the font in St. Barrwg’s Church, I was in reality a Crown Prince or heir to the Grand Duke of Calabria or something similarly Ruritanian. I craved decorum.
         
 
         But the message never came. Instead we lived in unheated premises above the butcher’s shop. When I played my Igor Stravinsky records or LPs of The Goon Show, the hammering and chopping on the block below made the stylus needle jump and lurch across the vinyl, adding to the discord, augmenting the violent forces. The carpets were covered with sawdust and Mrs Troll was always charging around with the Ewbank, swinging it from side to side, possibly even above her head as if she were a competitor in the annual Braemar Highland Games, denting the wainscot, chipping the paint, the tubes and pipes of the primitive, wheezing vacuum cleaner covered with sticking plaster and soiled bandages. Any boldness and fun in that poor woman’s personality had long since been replaced by a cantankerous and unpredictably explosive temper. She took to wearing trousers, the elasticated waist hitched up under her armpits. I have emulated every particle of her nervous vehement energy.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               A near life-size drawing of Mrs Troll and Pinget

               
            

         
 
         Though as a female presence she was as comforting as wire wool, a trait she got from her Peebles mother, an unsmiling flinty party who’d been an interrogator during the war – the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 in all probability, where she’d have been on the same side as Count Otto Von Bismarck, helping hands-on-hips virago-fashion to organise an invincible army, beating back the French from the Rhine and annexing Schleswig-Holstein by force of her personality – fair play to Mrs Troll, she was proud of the whiteness of her wash. She used to iron my father’s handkerchiefs and leave his clothes immaculately laid out on the bed every day. If he was going out in the evening, there would be his Cirencester tie, his golden cummerband and tasselled Masonic apron.
         
 
         Mrs Troll’s mother used to visit us on occasion and go off on little day trips on her own by dragon-red Western Welsh coach to places like Glastonbury or Bath Abbey. She collected souvenir hunting horns. When she died, older than Methuselah, Mrs Troll found thousands of the fuckers. I have one or two by my bed to this day – it is a running joke that when I give a toot for somebody to come and bring me coffee or adjust my pillow I will be ignored. If I was the Grand Duke of Calabria I wouldn’t be treated this way.
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         The undertakers came and took away the body at three in the morning. I assume my father was dead and there was no more jumping the gun. That would have been mean. The atmosphere here is weird and surreal, bright and brittle, feverish, sickish. People keep offering to make me sponge cakes, which is what the Welsh do at a time of crisis. There’s a tragedy, they get cracking with their Magimix.
         
 
         The undertaker has asked us if we want to put mementoes in the coffin – so we have gathered together my father’s Russian religious icons, a Billie Holiday CD, an XL Brecon Jazz Festival 1997 t-shirt, some marzipan, sea shells from Barfleur, a decanter of whisky, plus other bric-a-brac. Everything is going in – a pharaoh’s lumber for the afterlife? No, it’s more like a skip. Archaeologists in future centuries will be scratching their heads. The corpse has been dressed in a blazer with brass buttons, a Savile Row cravat, pink shirt and patent-leather dancing pumps. He must be off to meet his maker looking like a thirties adulterer, lacking only an ebony cigarette holder. Steve said “On his cloud I hope he roared with laughter to see himself decked out as Maurice Chevalier, God bless him.”
         
 
         Anna and I went along to the churchyard – the plot was laid out and marked with a wooden stick. Mathias Lewis was written on it in felt pen. When I went along again later, two cheerful chaps were digging the grave and listening to a radio, like a scene out of a modern production of Hamlet. The soil was red and thick – I remembered how it used to cover my father’s wellies. It is an idyllic spot, with views over the fields – a gate, a wooden stile, a mossy path. Though soon before we’d had the year’s shortest days, it felt already like midsummer, pungent and soporific.
         
 
         The undertaker Mr Joyboy (as I wished he was called) was there in person, a big-boned matter-of-fact chap, like the Fat Controller in the Thomas the Tank Engine stories. I found it rather pleasant, witnessing the practicalities, the men lifting out stones and boulders and the hole getting to be about ten feet deep, so there’ll be room eventually for me, my mother, Emily the donkey, old Tog, even our beloved three-foot tall housekeeper Mrs Troll, should the Grim Reaper ever pluck up the courage and dare get near enough to wield his scythe.
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         Llandaff Cathedral was packed with over five hundred mourners. My mother, a breeder of Welsh Mountain Ponies and an NSPCC fundraiser, and from whom I normally like to keep a safe distance, preferably of approximately several hundred miles (we don’t get on), was resplendent in the front pew in bible-black bombazine. Benign but distant, she’s always preferred animals to people – as who doesn’t deep down, Her Majesty The Queen included? Mrs Troll sat next to me – though she is so short, when she stood up to sing, people thought she was still sitting down. Indeed, that she was crouching on the floor. I wonder, though, of all those farmers, butchers and Rotarians who also turned up, crooked of limb and growling and yapping, was my father able to talk to a single one of them about what interested him most – books, plays, opera, art, foreign films? How many other South Welsh butchers subscribed to the New Yorker, the Times Literary Supplement, the London Review of Books and Granta? He’d leave behind the old copies in the waiting room at Velindre Cancer Centre, Whitchurch, where he had the chemotherapy. In his French house he watched Louis Malle’s Vanya on 42nd Street so often the tape wore thin. He told me he particularly appreciated Sonya’s final speech – perhaps the most revealing thing about himself he ever said to me:
         
 
         
            We shall live through a long succession of days and end less evenings. We shall bear patiently the trials fate has in store for us… When our time comes we shall die without complaining. In the world beyond the grave we shall say that we wept and suffered, that our lot was harsh and bitter… Yet we shall rejoice and look back on our present misfortunes with feelings of tenderness, with a smile… 
            

         
 
         Anyone identifying so deeply with Chekhov has had a life that gave no satisfaction. My father had inherited the shops and the slaughterhouse and the farming enterprise that had been going since 1868 and succeeded only in seeing it all fizzle and get eaten up with bank overdrafts. I wonder now if he did this deliberately – an act of belated revenge upon his inflexible father, who’d controlled his spending and who’d generally squashed him, exposing him to a world of hurt and suspicion. On the two or three times we went to Tenby, he had to return to the shop in time for the weekend trade. He was begrudged a minute off. His brother and business partner, my Uncle David, was so distressed at the parlous finances, when he and Auntie Janet eventually found out, the two men had a fight with meat hooks that was the talk of Newport Market for weeks. Had not the slaughtermen Ron Curnow and Jack Francis intervened, it would have been murder.
         
 
         They sold up in 1994. Apart from sleeping more than ever, my father peeled buckets and buckets of spuds for Mrs Troll’s stew cauldron. She did the Iona to Mull pilgrim walk, but still didn’t manage to lose herself off the edge of a rugged glen in the fog – a missed opportunity on the Almighty’s part I felt.
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         He was not an obtrusive man – he finally shook my hand on the morning of the day I was married. I remember no other physical contact. His most intense delight was hunting for mushrooms. He’d rise early and set off with a wicker basket across the fields and past his flocks and herds – only to be met, as likely as not, by a neighbour walking in the opposite direction, his basket fully laden. “Morning, Mathias!” he’d say brazenly, without breaking his stride. My father would then turn back for home.
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         After the funeral service we drove in procession to the churchyard in Caerhays. We had to have Cousin Looby with us, as she was too fat and awkward and wheezing with asthma to fit into anyone else’s vehicle. We followed the coffin to the grave, where it was expertly hoisted with straps straight into the hole. The vicar recited the Nunc Dimitis. I deem it a small triumph that I’d persuaded The Rev. Jeremy to find a copy of The Book of Common Prayer and do a proper service. He’d looked genuinely surprised. “Most people want excerpts from The Lion King,” he said.
         
 
         Everybody was weeping – except me. I caught sight of Looby tottering perilously on a slope in the distance, unable to go forwards or backwards, and I had to have a good laugh. In her younger days Cousin Looby had danced with Michael Heseltine at a Conservative Fundraiser in Swansea. She’d not manage the foxtrot now.
         
 
         At my mother’s request, Mrs Troll had made posies from the garden for the womenfolk to toss into the grave. I was expected to approach Mr Joyboy and be given a pinch of builder’s sand, which I cast into the pit, catching my first (and only) sight of the coffin without its flag and other adornments. It seemed to have fancy brasswork on the edges of the lid, elaborate screws at the corners. No wonder it cost £2995 + VAT and had to be delivered by train from Derby. In a semi-circle, behind the mourners, stood half-a-dozen of Mr Joyboy’s assistants, as formally dressed as minstrels, with their white gloves and top hats. Mr Joyboy gave a low, theatrical bow to the grave, and it was over. As we returned to the car, the young gravedigger was arriving with an armful of spades. “I’m off to fill him in for you now!” he said with a huge smile, a fellow of infinite jest.
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         My mother had booked a room at the Courcey Hotel for brown sherry and a choice of sandwiches. This was the first time in history Mrs Troll had ever been seen in an outfit other than her floral-patterned tabard pinafore. The place was packed with familiar faces, uncles and aunties and Rotarians and yokels and yeomen, Welsh people with low-slung hairy bottoms. Uncle Eifion and Auntie Marion made a beeline for the eldest son and heir (me) to express their condolences in emotional voices – they seemed in quite a rush, perhaps needing to get back home and revise their Christmas card list as we have none of us ever heard from them since. I’d spent the day wearing my father’s Gieves & Hawkes suit, which retained his smell and here and there a strand of his hair. I found this enormously consolatory. People aren’t dead if you don’t want them to be. We’ll be joining them in oblivion soon enough.
         
 
         February
         
 
         I decided to spend a month in a hut in the Canadian Rockies built by a Red Indian. Feeling I was as a fountain sealed with its own ice, I thought I’d find the deserts of snow a solace. I love the severe cold – the bleakness of the mountains in the blue distance – the wolves and bears and ghosts. Actually, after three days I got bored and found myself watching a slide show in a museum devoted to ammonites.
         
 
         March
         
 
         Nothing happened.
 
         April
         
 
         To Rome for an audience with Pope John Paul II, in re a future project of mine, Mister Jesus. I can see the posters already – “The Book You’ve Waited Two Thousand Years For!” There’ll be an Anglican fatwa issued – I’ll be attacked in the street by little old jam-making ladies and crucifix-wielding boxing nuns, “Jab, Sister, jab!”
         
 
         What a pagan city this is, with all the ancient ruins scattered about and chaps dressed as gladiators lurking by the Colosseum. The Pope looks mummified, as if he’s died and they haven’t told him yet. Anna’s father had his wallet pinched on the subway, so we wasted a morning cancelling his credit cards and filling in forms at numerous police stations. I was then due to go to New York for the Ring cycle at the Met, but backed out because I was too depressed to leave my bed. My Anthony Burgess book is published in America by St. Martin’s Press. They didn’t seem very excited by my offer to go over and publicise it. Indeed – the reverse. Some of the reviews are homicidal.
         
 
         May
 
         A few days in London. Lunch at The Ivy with Mark Booth, my esteemed editor from Century; champagne at the Garrick all afternoon; an Oldie Luncheon at Simpson’s in the Strand for Francis Wheen. I used to absolutely adore a week like that. Anyone would think that I’d made it – so why do I feel more insecure and anxious than ever?
         
 
         Saw the film of my book The Life and Death of Peter  Sellers at the Curzon Mayfair – my name literally up in lights. Went with Barry Cryer. Geoffrey Rush wearily and perfunctorily said, “Oh, Roger, hi!” to me in the bar before whizzing off at top speed as far away as possible. Indeed, he hopped in a taxi and went to Australia.
         
 
         It takes all my willpower to stop myself from grabbing these mimes by the neck and spelling it out ever so succinctly that “Without my fucking book you wouldn’t have had a fucking film, let alone one which is winning you all these fucking awards!”* I’m in enough of a temper anyway – because the film was in the Sélection Officielle at the Cannes Festival the other day and I wasn’t invited because, as the horrible publicity woman Fishface Wetwipe** said, I was “only the author.” I threatened to fly myself to
          the Côte d’Azur and march along the Croisette with a sandwich-board saying, “This is my film and they won’t let me in!”
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               “Moi, Peter Sellers” poster

               
            

         
 
         The production company’s Big Cheese got wind of my scheme and called me from his mobile in an extremely irate fashion, as the sympathetic newspaper coverage I was getting looked as if it might scupper his little coup – for Charlize Theron to walk along the red carpet arm in arm with Britt Ekland. “Who put sand up your vagina?” I wanted to say to him queenily.
         
 
         With every cause to hate it, I can report that I admired the film enormously – an enjoyable pastiche of a Sixties romp, but a supermarket pop video version of the biography, which is an altogether madder and stranger and stronger portrait of the sad genius. Barry and other friends thought it was a total mess, narratively incoherent and pretentiously edited. Stephen Hopkins’ visual style seemed much indebted to Peter Lydon’s Arena documentary, The Peter  Sellers Story As He Filmed It, which had made ingenious use of home movie footage. Miriam Margoyles who plays Peg (Sellers’ doting mother) without changing her costume or make up could go on to play Mrs Troll without strain. Indeed, without changing her costume or make up, Miriam could play me without strain.
         
 
         June
 
         Stayed up in the bar until dawn at the Groucho drinking Brandy Alexanders with a drunken MP. Wish I could remember who he was.
         
 
         July
 
         Made a documentary for Sky Italia, called Profondo Rosa – La Vera Storia della Pantera Rosa. I refused to leave home to be interviewed, so a film crew came here to the Herefordshire Balkans and set up their kit in the Ptarmigan Hotel, much inconveniencing the landlady. Indeed, the landlady and Mine Host kept criss-crossing in the background, fiddling with light switches and generally muttering. I think they did this on purpose. It would have been funny if by the end they were putting on straw boaters and feather boas and high-kicking it across the bar, hoping against hope to be noticed. I was paid in cash (euros) from a plastic bag.
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         Went to a Buckingham Palace garden party with Anna. Behind us in the queue going in were quacking and nervously giggling Midlanders, several as I understand it invited for their “services to the funeral industry in Wolverhampton.” We were there under Anna’s auspices. It was like a musical sequence designed by Cecil Beaton, the frocks and hats and morning coats. Two tents were set up at opposite ends of the lawn, each containing a military brass band. When one band finished playing, a flag was hoisted to signal to the other lot that they could start on their medley of songs from the shows. Here and there I noticed dried poo in the grass – corgi shit! Only the prospect of a furious black look from Prince Philip stopped me from popping it into a Buck House serviette and auctioning it that night on ebay. I could have retired on the proceeds.
         
 
         August
 
         A few days at a hotel in Tenby that should call itself Guest House Paradiso. The bathroom window covered with bird droppings. The dining room panelled with fixtures and fittings rescued from a steam ship. Gloriously shabby and atmospheric and deserted – exactly my kind of place. I have since learned that it has burned down.
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         Then to the Lake District – a place never before visited by me. Our hotel was once a house rented by Beatrix Potter. I liked the brass and mahogany pleasure steamers on Lake Windermere. A pilgrimage to Brantwood, on Coniston Water, home of John Ruskin. I much identify with Ruskin, sitting in his turret scowling at the owls. At one time I thought I’d be a contemporary Ruskin, doing for nutty actors what he did for modern painters or Venice’s stones. I’d have settled for being Bernard Levin. I’ve ended up a disconsolate literatus, clipping out funny stories from the Hereford Times for a toilet book.
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         Tristan meantime was in Taizé, France – some massive God Squad operation, where they sit round singing “Kumbaya” and it is expressly forbidden to be found smoking drugs. The atmosphere is so tranquil, one of the monks got stabbed.
         
 
         September
 
         Went on the wagon for five days, but nearly died of boredom. Oscar, my second son, who spends a fortune texting the friends he’s just spent all day with, decided he wanted to switch schools – from the excellent Bishop of Hereford Bluecoat School to a place in Tenbury Wells I’ve never heard of. We said yes, so long as he sorted it all out himself. Which he did. Content in or with my own South Welsh Comprehensive, I’ve never once wanted to waste money on the children’s education that might be better spent on myself, i.e., being a 365-bottle-a-year man, on drink.
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         Sébastien, meanwhile, started at The Chantry High School, Martley, Worcestershire. He’s growing up at last and stopping thinking he’s a Hobbit, who has to have special Hobbit meals on Hobbit plates served on a Hobbit tray in his Hobbit bedroom, with its Hobbit eiderdown and Hobbit curtains. Once he discovers girls the Tolkien merchandise will be in the St. Michael’s Day Hospice Charity Shop faster than winking. I said winking. Stop making up your own jokes.
         
 
         October
 
         The Life and Death of Peter Sellers is released nationwide to lukewarm and shall we say mixed reviews (many truly terrible) and a pathetic box office revenue. Will I ever receive my percentage of the producer’s take?* Paul Bailey said apart from the cleaners he had the cinema to himself when he went along in the afternoon, “And poor Miriam looks absolutely ghastly!” The make-up department did indeed go to town, especially in the funeral parlour scene, where a be-rouged Miriam lies in an open coffin. Paul once met her in person and as large as life at a finger buffet.
         
 
         November
 
         Did a gig at the Cardiff Screen Festival, the Welsh for screen as was pointed out numerous times in the bi-lingual brochure being sgrin. It follows therefore that the cinema in Islington will have to be Sgrin on the Grin, should a Welsh
          person need directions to it. Joe McGrath and Peter Lydon also present*. Huge fun – we discussed how Sellers needed to live a life of total sensation and excitement, or else he collapsed into fits of bored depression and despair – hence the cars, cameras, gadgets, girls. Everything a distraction. When
          Joe worked with him in Casino Royale, he had the impossible task of arbitrating between the warring egos of Sellers and Orson Welles. There were five people in our audience, one of those being Joe’s wife.
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               The foaming Toby Jug of an author with Peter Lydon (peeping)  and Joe  McGrath (left)

            

         
 
         December
 
         Saw our beloved housekeeper Mrs Troll for the first time since my father was put under the sod. We screamed at each other with loathing after twenty minutes. The gallons of bad blood that’s cascading can’t be quantified. All because I poked fun at her floral-patterned tabard pinafore. She’d been to see about her slice of the Will and said in a true witch’s cackle, “I’m off to Florida, Rog. I’m off to Florida!” She was snarling and euphoric – triumphant. Oh well, good for her if she has a few shillings. My mother has her Welsh Mountain Ponies to keep her happy and is off to follow in the footsteps of Freya Stark, her pen pal. I’ve been effectively barred from Mrs Troll’s retirement home next to the slaughterhouse – so have never seen the new kitchen cabinets, the new conservatory extension, the new carpets and curtains and wallpaper throughout. I have not seen her new Welsh dresser hung with colourful mugs or Pinget the dog she got given by the hospice nurse – though I heard that when Pinget pissed up her new curtains she booted him to kingdom come. I’d like to think that it was Mrs Troll who pissed up the curtains and Pinget who booted her to kingdom come, but life’s never fair.
         

      
            *Our beloved, temperamental housekeeper – like Mary Poppins or Nanny McPhee as envisaged by the Brothers Grimm. She may well have been ultimately Scottish, like Nanny Dolly, my grandfather’s wet nurse who lived out her retirement in a hut attached to the slaughterhouse.
            

         

            * For his outstanding performance in The Life and Death of Peter Sellers, Geoffrey Rush won the Emmy, the Golden Globe, and the Screen Actors’ Guild Award, amongst other plaudits.
            
 
            ** Not her real name.
            

         

            * No. (2009)
            

         

            * Joe McGrath directed and put up with Peter Sellers many times – The Magic Christian, The Great McGonagalll, a series of advertisements for Barclays bank, as well as Casino Royale – about which a whole book should be written, capturing the Age of Aquarius indulgent mood. Peter Lydon masterminded the definitive three-part Arena documentary, The Peter Sellers Story – As He Filmed It. In more recent times he has directed that Billie Piper series where she’s a ho, The Secret Diary of a Call Girl. Boys, am I really alone in looking at bang-tidy Billie’s mouth and cheeks and thinking, Jesus H. Corbett! She could get your balls in!
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