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				Dedication

				 

				To Rita, 

				without whom, 

				nothing

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				 

				By Peter Rogers

				 

				 

				Norman Hudis has been such a part of my life that it is difficult for me to stand aside and talk about him.

				I knew him first as a film publicist when I was a scriptwriter. He always struck me as a no-nonsense character and I would not have imagined in those days that he was particularly endowed with a sense of humour. Though, come to think of it, anyone who indulges in film publicity must have a sense of humour somewhere.

				However, Norman gave up film publicity to become a scriptwriter. I, for one, am glad that he did. Another producer gave him a three-year contract but was unable to make use of him, or, should I say, could not make use of his talents. When that producer told me of his problems I offered to take over the contract and so began a very successful series of comedy films. In my opinion Norman could write anything, but we began with a comedy which was so successful that it seemed a pity not to continue.

				Considering the tight censorship of those days it’s a wonder that anybody could write a comedy at all apart from fat-headed farce.

				I particularly told Norman that I wanted a laugh and tear-jerk script and that is what I got - one after another. Bless him.

				Curiously enough, when Norman left me to go to America and other writers took over, none of them was able to do the tear-jerk.

				I know that Norman has gone from strength to strength in his new environment and rightly so.

				I have nothing but happy memories of our association and a relationship that no others have achieved.

				He’s a bloody good scriptwriter, if you ask me.

				 

				Peter Rogers

				

			

		

	
		
			
				To Begin In The Middle

				 

				The Carry Ons

				 

				 

				Good Evening - Great Day!

				 

				7 May 2006. The car halted at the Victory Club, Seymour Street, Marble Arch, London, favoured lodging for Rita and me when in England.

				We were on our way to Pinewood Studios, Iver Heath, Buckinghamshire - concluding our 6,000+ mile journey from California for An Evening With … well, me - organized by the energetic Carry On historian, Morris Bright.

				No false modesty, but I was truly more than a touch surprised that hundreds of fiercely dedicated Carry On aficionados showed up to meet, in the studio’s oak- panelled dining room, the writer of the first six movies in that series.

				Here’s the report I supplied to George Seaton’s Carry On website (www.carryonline.com), which attracts thousands of hits weekly:

				 

				The jollity began with the screening of the trailers of my six Carry Ons, followed by short scenes from some of them. Since these consisted mostly of people falling down, I was relieved that a further set of clips indicated satisfactorily that I was also capable of writing dialogue. Especially touching in this connection were excerpts from No Kidding and Twice Round the Daffodils.

				The untiring Carry-On-ers then sought autographs. Though they clearly wanted Rita’s too, she modestly declined to sit beside me. The people sought her out just the same, as the original ‘Nurse’, and because of her additional medical association with showbiz as Technical Adviser on Nursing for the last two seasons of MASH in Hollywood.

				A fragile, youngish man told me: “Your films saved my life.”

				He had suffered a near-terminal sickness and, during long, painful hospitalization, had repeatedly viewed cassettes of my films as well as seeing them on TV. They cheered him up sufficiently to cause him to make the emotional claim quoted above.

				Of course they did not ‘save his life’: doctors/nurses/his own will achieved his survival, but that laughter is a good auxiliary medicine is not, I think, to be denied. It was lump-in-the-throat time for me during the couple of minutes we spent together. Only once before has anything I wrote (a ‘Marcus Welby’ – see ‘From Pine to Holly’ later) done any good to a viewer beyond mere entertainment.

				The other end of the scale was sheer hilarity: a jolly, buxom lady who assured Rita that her difficulty in breast-feeding was solved when she laughed so heartily at Teacher on TV, while trying to feed baby, that the resulting muscular convulsions expressed her milk.

				Morris briefly interviewed me and then the evening was thrown open to questions.

				Maybe I was getting a little light-headed by now, but when asked what historical character I would have liked to take the lead in a C/On, all that sprang to mind was Macbeth. I wanted to elaborate and add that it would have been fun for Hattie Jacques to play all three witches, magically rolled into one, if only to save on casting. This would keep up two reputations: the series’ for inexpensive production; and her good humour about her figure, but the next question, whatever it was, came fast and the moment passed.

				 

				To tie this off, because it’s not included in the website report:

				It was only while writing this book that I learned, from Hattie’s 2007 biography, that, after a while, she did say that she was tiring of ‘the fat stuff ’ in scripts. But she never raised such an objection when working with me. To which I can only say, bypassing the usual casual inflection of the phrase, “Bless her”, for being, as one viewer wrote in, a “good sport” in this connection, on the one occasion when I focused principally on her physique.

				This was in the TV series Our House, and the story stemmed entirely from her character wanting to lose weight. She said to me:

				“All that matters, dear, is that it’s funny and good- natured.”

				I did not embarrass her by commenting that those words defined her.

				The episode ‘A Thin Time’ is, incidentally, the only tape out of my shows in that series that, as far as I know, is held in the archives of the National Film Theatre; and master writer Eric Sykes thrilled me by telling Hattie that it was “a classic”. The remaining tapes of the first season seem to have been wiped.

				Back to the website report:

				 

				What advice, I was asked, would I give to anyone who wanted to be a screenwriter?

				On the way back to the hotel I thought of the most practical one: marry money. At the time, however, I stated my old- fashioned belief that you have to want to write, so insistently, that you seek very little or no formal tuition but, like thousands before you, should find out how to do it reasonably right by doing it dead wrong first and hacking your own path through the jungle of art, technique and commerce. Very old- curmudgeon of me, no doubt, but, being given a certificate by a college, doth not a writer make, in this grumpy scribe’s opinion.

				Questioned as to why the first version of Carry On Again Nurse, mine, for which producer Peter Rogers brought me back from Hollywood for a few weeks, was not produced, I launched into:

				“The powers-that-be - now the unlamented powers-that-were - decreed that the budget of £1,500,000 was excessive for such a parochial subject. This prudent decision did not prevent them from backing such parochial British films as Four Weddings and a Funeral, Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels and The Long Good Friday, all of which fared well outside Britain. Far less profitably, they lavished money on intense, introspective movies about intellectuals practising joyless adultery in Hampstead, sometimes innovatively telling these stories backwards. To turn down our film, they were, in my view, plainly and obtusely wrong.”

				This earned the most sustained applause of the evening, which shook even me. I like to think that at least some of the C/On supporters present had read my Again Nurse script in Morris Bright and Robert Ross’ book The Lost Carry Ons and found it, as I do, probably the most inventive, affectionate and well-placed C/On ever. And it would have provided fitting, final, and thoroughly characteristic appearances of the entire regular cast. Peter Rogers, not so incidentally, agrees.

				One should not let things rankle, but I’m only human and this unjust and exasperating experience remains a J. Arthur Rankler.

				Peter Rogers appeared for the final part of the evening and would not take his place beside me until he had located and embraced a further embarrassed Rita.

				Our bantering time together passed amusingly: I acknowledged him as a producer of insight and determination; he went overboard and described me as a genius. He declared he missed me and always wondered why I went to America, to which I replied, because they asked me and paid me.

				His reply was as adroit as ever: “We all make mistakes,” implying that my mistake was in leaving and his was for letting me leave. Analysis of these opinions must await another time. Meanwhile, he presented me with a new portrait of the original Carry On cast and the evening quietly faded into memory.

				Those in attendance included: my London associates film producer Steve Walsh; theatrical entrepreneur Marc Sinden (Peter Rogers’ godson); composers Gwyn and Jane Arch; and my British agent Janet Glass.

				And, almost all of Rita’s family - a warm reminder that the days we spent in London on this memorable trip also encompassed our Golden Wedding anniversary.

				 

				 

				Men Carrying On!

				 

				It is fitting and convenient, here, right up front, to recall an equally exhilarating Carry On Evening with me, thanks to the tireless Carry On chronicler Robert Ross. Engaged to deliver a sold-out lecture at the National Film Theatre, he heard I was in London and at once handed the evening over to me, for my memories and a frank Q&A with the audience.

				A rather uneasy consequence: after the talk, a young man approached me to say that he had almost given up trying to be a writer, but my talk etc., encouraged him to continue his efforts. If he sees this, maybe he’ll get in touch and let me know if my inspiration proved to be fruitful or disastrous...

				Tucked away in the mountainous lore of the Carry Ons, is the probably not very well-known fact that Robert Ross gained his B.A. with Honours degree from the University of North London for his dissertation on “Male Sexuality In The Carry Ons”.

				You will not find me lacking in comment on almost any topic in these pages - but this one, I confess, leaves me silent and awed.

				Just as intriguing, I think, is that the above-mentioned Morris Bright, as well as continuing his Carry On interest (and Biz-writing generally, notably definitive histories of both Pinewood and Shepperton Studios), is the Leader of Hertsmere Borough Council, which owns world-famous Elstree Studios and is determined to keep it functioning.

				Back now to Pinewood, which consumed many of my English working years, long before the Carry Ons stratos- pherically topped them all. So it’s only fair to report, briefly, on how I wound up there.

				After stints in publicity in London, and at Islington and Denham Studios (both long since closed), I went on to Pinewood and spent my final seven years in that activity there.

				 

				 

				Moving On

				 

				Thence came the dawn of me as a full-time writer.

				I’d had a stage play, Here is the News, produced in repertory to not bad reviews. Executive Producer Earl St John took me out of publicity and gave me a modest screenwriting contract. I’ll recall this colourful character in a little more detail later.

				Two years of enthusiastic but unfilmed scripting and off I went into freelancing, scripting about twenty or so “B” features.

				The Americans paid the stars and got the rights of the films in the Western hemisphere; a British company made the film, usually a hearty thriller, in three weeks tops; and television wiped out the B-feature industry in not much more time than that.

				One such script of mine did not fit the pattern, and did without American involvement. This was the unexpected million-pound box-office success The Tommy Steele Story for Peter Rogers at Beaconsfield Studios. We went on to another Steele musical, my first film with director Gerald Thomas, by which time I was under contract to Peter Rogers Productions Limited.

				For the next six years Peter and Gerry loomed largest in my writing life and became, in my mind, the indissoluble pairing I will refer to as P-G, not failing to point out that this stood also for ‘Please God’.

				 

				 

				Then, the Carry Ons …

				 

				… and the story of how they came about has been told many times over the past 50 years, in wild variation and unexpected places. Can I ever forget the American club theatre owner, deep in the heart of California’s San Fernando Valley, who told me to my face that he had “directed all the Carry Ons”?. I will not sully these memories with obscenity and blasphemy but, at the time, I had no hesitation in employing both to his jaw-dropping face.

				I will quote, here, in this connection, the cautionary old saw:

				“Success has many fathers. Failure is an orphan.” 

				Further, let it simply be said that, for Peter Rogers and Gerald Thomas, I scripted the first six and wallowed in the instant riotous success, and all it brought me, all around the world. Still something of an American record, I believe, for a very Brit comedy, Nurse ran for a year at the Crest Theatre in Westwood, Los Angeles.

				Enough of that. Let’s settle for the accolade of Karen Pedersen, Library Director of the Writers’ Guild of America (West). She has declared that the Carry Ons have “gone beyond mere Cult into the realm of full blown Phenomenon”.

				My major contribution to what, rather pompously, might be called ‘The Concept of Sergeant’ (and, to a great degree, the others of mine) was very simple:

				Sergeant Grimshawe (the ageless William Hartnell) is about to retire. He has never trained a No. 1 Squad. He’s passionately devoted to mould one aided by Corporal Copping (the rock-solid Bill Owen) out of his last intake.

				Alas, these National Service conscripts prove to be the Original Awkward Squad - unwilling, uninterested and unlikely to grant him his dream. But, when they hear that Old Leatherlungs has bet his fellow NCOs £50 that he can turn this bunch of dedicated civilians into a unit that even the legendary Guards Regiments would respect, the new soldiers consider:

				“Grimshawe shouts. Well, that’s what sergeants do. But when has he ever done any of us actual harm? Never.”

				And so they decide, without fuss, to help him show his fellows he can do it, as well as demonstrate to him that they’re not such a gang of incorrigible misfits after all.

				This set the style, to a great extent, of the ones I wrote: the incompetent, the uninterested or the plain unlucky, seen at their worst for most of the story, but triumphing in the end, against all expectation, and to rousing effect, in hospital, school, police force, cruise ship and Helping Hands Agency.

				So, with Sergeant (No. 3 in Britain’s box-office returns for 1958, chirpily trailing Dunkirk and The Bridge on the River Kwai - a well-deserved banner year, cinematically, for the British Army), there we were: with a story thoroughly British in rough-and-ready humour, briefly topped by underplayed sentiment. But …!

				Not until searching my memories for this book, did I realise - thunderbolt! - that …

				 

				 

				The Real Root

				 

				… of this film’s spirit was a phlegmatically enacted yet breathtaking incident during my Middle East RAF service: a salutary and touching reminder of the fact that every fair-minded serviceman, of whatever rank, knows that it is the Army and RAF sergeants, and their Royal Naval and Royal Marine counterparts, who really, day-to-day, run the armed forces. And, in the process, while all immediate outward appearances are to the contrary, they earn, in due course, and not always retrospectively, an odd but enduring affection.

				And now, to wartime Kasfareet, Egypt.

				I was a lowly member of the RAF’s No. 55 Repair and Salvage Unit (RSU).

				All our equipment was sunk along with the SS Georgic, in the Red Sea. An emasculated and untried entity, we were taken from Port Tewfik to the massive transit camp at Kasfareet, in Egypt’s Canal Zone.

				Our young Commanding Officer, a quiet South African engineer, manfully addressed us: without equipment replacement - unlikely to happen quickly - it was a racing certainty that this, his first command, would end before it had begun, and that we would all be summarily disbanded.

				But wait! Opposite the Transit Camp there flourished a huge RAF Maintenance Unit (MU), crammed with everything from three-ton trucks to ‘Pots, Chamber, Crested, Group Captains For The Use Of ’.

				A few of 55’s sergeants, all long-term regular servicemen, that afternoon strolled across the black, sun-hardened tarmac road to the MU; and gained admission there (impossible without proper written authority) because One Of Ours, in previous years, knew One Of Theirs - the Sgt Guard Commander.

				Two similar fortuitous contacts at Sergeant level were chummily exploited at the MU: in the Clerical Section, where all the beloved Forms of Requisition were obtainable; and in Stores Issuing, where such documents were activated.

				Within a few hours, our 23-year-old CO was called from his tent, saluted by our Senior Sergeant, and escorted to 55 RSU on spotless parade, in front of a tidy line of lorries, and other new, glistening equipment including a perky little jeep for him.

				“Ready when you are, sir,” reported our Senior Sergeant.

				Thereafter, the unit was covertly known, throughout the RAF Middle East Command as ‘Clifty-5 RSU’, ‘Clifty’ being the Arabic for ‘thief ’.

				 

				(Thus, very satisfactorily, two chapters of my life unite in the exercise of sheer, guileless nerve, chutzpah, blarney, call it what you like - RAF and Hollywood, where Mel Brooks deeply impressed me by saying: “On Your Show of Shows, the writers’ team created a 60-minute comedy script every 7 days. We didn’t know it couldn’t be done, so we did it.”)

				 

				Why such effort, at no small risk of grave disciplinary consequences, to hold an untried little unit intact in the midst of a rampant and random war?

				It is fashionable to decry the experience of the Blitz, the Battle of Britain, etc. It is also true that these achievements are there, untouched, patiently indifferent to being denigrated by those exercising the freedom that these ‘myths’ preserve.

				A tiny part of the pattern, 55 RSU’s NCOs are also there in proof.

				A unit of craftsmen, delayed and deprived - but, because of the innate, gruff spirit of the time, not demoralized. I am as sure of this as I am of the fact that the salvage of this salvage unit was an instinctive and unfussy act on the part of those few sergeants, setting a tradition for 55 on which further tradition could be built.

				Those I especially recall - ‘Chiefy’ Price, Warrant Officer Burke and Corporal Flanders (who was recruited in this virtual hijack by the sergeants) - would strenuously deny that it was anything heroic, but merely something unprecedented that had to be done; only they could conceivably do it and so, without fuss, they did it.

				As I remember, I didn’t give any character in Sergeant a nickname. Maybe I should have, inspired by the memory of Flanders who later shot to senior rank in what seemed to be a matter of weeks and was therefore known as ‘Poppy The Rocket’.

				 

				 

				An Israeli Interlude

				 

				An odd echo of Sergeant resounded, much later, in Hollywood. Menachem Golan asked me to work on a film about Israeli conscripts and a sergeant he clearly saw as a sort of Moshe Grimsky.

				

				It was difficult for me to accommodate the idea that Israeli conscripts are as resistant to Army discipline as those in far less beleaguered lands. But it is apparently so, and Kosher bullshit is just as noisome as any other.

				I admit I couldn’t crack this one, nor did I fare better with the next Menachem optimistically offered me: teenage mayhem at a resort hotel.

				I was sorry not to be of help to Menachem whom I first met in London, at director Clive Donner’s flat. With partners, Menachem was lugging around Europe, in a battered suitcase, the then bulky reels of his 1965 film, Sallah. This told of a Yemeni at odds with Israeli society. It starred an unknown actor with virtually no English, Topol, who took his turn lugging that ton-weight suitcase.

				I also cherish Menachem’s account of his approach to Ben-Gurion, seeking Government funds to make a major movie.

				“Sorry,” said the patriarch. “But with that money, we could build ten more villages.”

				 

				 

				Kenneth Connor

				 

				My favourite Sergeant line: the hypochondriac Kenneth Connor character, Horace Strong (nothing subtle in my choice of names), having unknowingly aroused primitive needs in Dora Bryan, is chased by her, past Sgt Grimshawe, who comments:

				“Well I’m glad he’s useful at something.”

				Kenneth Connor: in my experience, the least complicated personality in the team. As recruit, part-time cop, injured boxer, ship’s doctor, self-appointed secret agent and chemistry teacher, he turned in vigorous, thoughtful and subtle performances in my six. A giant comedy talent, with glimpses of pathos and tenderness, rendered all the more wrenching for their understatement.

				 

				

				

				 

				How Not to Succeed in Business

				 

				Immediately after Sergeant, two businesslike consequences were to be expected, both absolutely routine in The Biz, and not calculated to leave hard feelings.

				One: Peter would offer me a substantially improved contract.

				Two: I would nicely refuse, in order to take up offers from companies now flashing really big money.

				One happened - par for the course.

				Two? My agent was Peter Eade, as practical and knowledgeable a manager as any in that field, and so gentlemanly that his Cork Street office HQ was once described as possessing the atmosphere of a country solicitor’s chambers. In spite of Peter’s advice, to move on, and Rita’s similar plea (she, with no real experience of The Biz, instinctively knew the score), I metaphorically struck a loyal pose and stayed with Peter Rogers.

				Career progressions, in any business, are of obvious, though sometimes overstated importance. An example of the latter, probably apocryphal, but I hope not, is what one Biz pundit said when Elvis Presley died:

				“Bad career move.”

				Okay. So, staying where I was - how was that move rated? 

				Gerald Thomas said it all, when Peter, unable to believe that I had not responded in the expected manner by rejecting his proposal and heading for other, welcoming doors, asked:

				“What’s the matter with him, Gerry? Is he mad?” 

				“No. Just an NJB.”

				“What’s that?”

				“Nice Jewish Boy who doesn’t want to be thought mercenary.”

				 

				 

				The Big One - NURSE!

				 

				Let me here nail the surprise often expressed, because even an average script, let alone an outstanding one, is written very fast.

				

				No one I know of has ever matched the young Noel Coward penning Hay Fever in three days, but this and my drafting of Carry On Nurse in ten days should not evoke wonderment any more than did James Joyce spending 17 years on Finnegans Wake at the rate of one-and-a-half lines per day. A work takes as long to write as it takes.

				So, to recall that Carry On Nurse hit the foolscap, virtually unchanged, in a week and a half, is merely to report a statistic, not to make claim for inclusion in any book of records.

				 

				 

				Nurses Carrying On

				 

				Rita. So many of the film’s gags were from her own nursing years, first at Princess Beatrice Hospital, Earls Court, as a student, and then at Hackney General for midwifery (though already an SRN, she was considered a student - at £2 a week), and The Royal Marsden in the operating theatre. And she linked, unforgettably, gratefully, with present members of her profession at the morning Trade Press show.

				A public relations master from Anglo-Amalgamated Distributors packed the balcony of Studio One Cinema, in Oxford Street, with a couple of hundred young nurses, just off night duty and half-crazed with fatigue. But not so wiped out that they didn’t see every authentic joke coming, begin to laugh and continue laughing through its screening, and for seconds after it was over. What I can only call the ‘Ritauthenticity’ of so many key scenes received validation from her fellows in gales of innocent merriment that still echo in these old ears.

				Not to say that the regular audience didn’t respond heartily too. But this first public, deafening reception of Carry On Nurse was invaluably endorsed by those exhausted girls. Their presence was an inspired way of validating the film for the rest of the audience. Those young voices, raised to the golden heights of laughter, resonate for me, to this minute.

				Acclaim like that happens once in a lifetime or, at any rate, if ever repeated, never recaptures the elemental force of its first eruption. It is at such rare moments that the most battered movie writer knows that there is a God and that He has a sense of humour.

				Paul Dehn, highly civilized critic of the London News Chronicle, deemed the notorious daffodil gag to be one of “unsurpassed vulgarity”. We met later, at 20th-Century Fox in Beverly Hills, where he was scripting Planet of the Apes, and giggled about that remonstrative notice.

				Time magazine advised that the picture was ideal entertainment for all who had completed toilet training. So, a good time was had by all. Especially …

				 

				 

				Hattie Jacques

				 

				… whose performance as Matron was, as all the world knows, nothing short of iconic.

				She repeated the Matron role in subsequent films and, after her death, I wrote a scene in my too-expensive Again where her framed photograph stood, with all the merited dignity of a battle-honoured dreadnought, on the desk of her successor (intended to be Joan Sims) as a reminder of what a Matron should be.

				Moments in her profoundly effective comedy performances were abrim with the potential of a supremely gifted dramatic actress. Even within a risible situation, when a moment of drama arose, she conveyed all the depth and presence of a sensitive, totally controlled performer. In Hattie there resided, forever uncalled, the capability to give life to Desdemona, Juliet, Lady Macbeth.

				 

				 

				Varieties of Bull

				 

				Sergeant and Nurse, each in its own way, provided me with glancing and proportionate opportunities to tilt at institu- tionalized and pointless restrictions – also known as bullshit – in both areas of endeavour and service. My view, without diminishing in any way my love and respect for the great services of Nursing and the Armed Forces, is:

				

				When men enlist or are drafted to serve country and cause, I cannot see the need to treat them as recalcitrant halfwits.

				Equally, young rigorously trained women, frequently called upon to take drastic action before a doctor can arrive to tackle a ward emergency, should not be harassed and confined under a series of archaic, hierarchic, meaningless restrictions.

				As Hattie commented to me:

				“Take this rule about being back in the Nurses’ Home by 10 p.m. If a girl is of a mind to lose her virginity some night, Norman, I rather think she’ll see to it before 10 o’clock.”

				 

				 

				Back to School

				 

				Viewed again, in America, a few days before writing this, and so many years later, Carry On Teacher, overtly the most sentimental of my shows, was still funny, both in its crude slapstick and the measured exchanges between the teachers. Sentimental, of course, because the inciting theme is that the pupils of Maudlin Street School don’t want a beloved headmaster to leave, and go to considerable comedic ends to ensure that he doesn’t.

				Ted Ray, in his sole Carry On appearance, named headmaster William Wakefield his favourite role.

				Puzzle: why did the picture do exceptionally well in South America?

				My blushiest moment? I wrote “more perfect” for a literate headmaster to say.

				Most upsetting? Ten words added to the script - a typical example of hasty on-set action, during production, misfiring in its intention. The pupils’ plan, as I’ve said above, during an official inspection of the school, is to engineer a series of catastrophes so that the headmaster will appear to lack authority and, with this deficiency disapprovingly noted in the official report, the other school will reverse its offer to hire him. When the inspectors arrive, a child’s off-screen voice explains:

				“These are the ones we have to get rid of.”

				This is a line I did not write, simply because it completely reverses the children’s intention: not to get rid of them but to keep them there long enough to witness a few pupil- made catastrophes and thus decide that the Head had no control over the school. Someone decided that this intention needed to be verbalized - and came up with totally the converse impression.

				In short: why not simply telephone the writer and ask him to supply whatever words are deemed to be necessary?

				To be fair, not all writers would co-operate. One, having been paid £20,000 (not a Carry On!) and then thus approached, replied, nicely:

				“Sorry, I’ve been paid for that job and don’t owe you any more work on it.”

				 

				 

				Ted and Joan

				 

				Ted Ray: before the film began shooting, he gave me dinner at the Savage Club.

				He did not contest a word of the script. All he wanted to say was that he was overjoyed to be given a role that reached beyond Comedy, and to meet with a writer who wasn’t afraid to let a page go by without a belly laugh if it enhanced character and, above all, acknowledged the need for the occasional touch of humanizing sentiment.

				Joan Sims Carried On plentifully from Nurse onwards, and played the shorts-bursting gym mistress in Teacher. Like Kenneth Williams and myself, she was represented by Peter Eade.

				There are those who can’t help being funny. To this buoyant band belonged Joan Sims, daughter of the railway stationmaster at Billericay, Essex. (Perennial gag: “She had ideas above her station.”)

				Within, seriously, she was a sad mass of uncertainties and suffered from more than a touch of the Angosturas - a ferocious bitterness infecting all ranks in The Biz. It arises from the inability to acknowledge that nothing goes on for ever, times and fashions change, and past achievement doesn’t earn present support.

				“You and I,” Joan once intoned to me, in defiant near-tears, “are legends in our own time.” I could not resist commenting that, while that might possibly be true, no organisation or individual says to us, every Friday:

				“Here’s this week’s cheque for being a legend.”

				Joan’s love life: so far as one can tell - erratic, trusting and vulnerable. My fancy is that, in contrast to her astute handling of her professional existence during its flourishing years, she yearned to be cherished as a woman and never found this kind of glow.

				She died much too young of, I believe, accumulated regret.

				But let’s close this memory on a livelier and very Joan-esque note, concerning …

				 

				 

				Joan and Me

				 

				The flattering belief has taken hold in certain dizzy circles that I slept with her. Though scarcely a pivotal controversy in Western history, here are the facts:

				Leaving Peter Eade’s office in Cork Street - that very London thoroughfare, somehow, almost an extension of the elegance of the Burlington Arcade - we saw an old couple, arm in arm, walking sedately ahead of us, one sunny day.

				“Look at that,” sighed the sentimental writer, mentally adding Mendelssohn’s ‘Spring Song’ to the soundtrack. “In the twilight of life, still in love, talking over old times. What do you bet they met in this street?”

				“What do you bet they’re having a row?” said the canny actress.

				We passed them as the old lady said: “Edward, don’t talk shit.”

				Impressed by Joan’s instinctive certainty about Life and People, and seeking More Of The Same, I wound up that afternoon at the flat, overlooking Hyde Park that Joan then shared with dancer-choreographer Eleanor ‘Fizz’ Fazan. We seriously tested the springs of the couch: a shower of kisses, hugs and gropes, but no sexual storm.

				 

				

				

				

				 

				Police Work

				 

				For Carry On Constable, I went to a police station to conduct some mild research, but this depressed me and I didn’t start writing until some weeks later.

				Then, the formula slipped into gear - a bunch of incompetents, this time reserve cops called in to fill flu- depleted gaps - and worked vigorously enough. The film saw the invaluable, made-to-measure, Carry On-type actor Sid James join the repertory.

				And the Ted Ray response was duplicated. Sid asked me to his home: again, I expected some suggestions for radical script changes; again, he was more grateful for what had been written than anxious to achieve changes in it. This time it wasn’t so much because of any sentiment accorded the character as relief and pleasure that a rough- spoken Cockney had achieved senior police rank (albeit that Sid was the most gorblimey Cockney ever to emerge from South Africa).

				He repeated his gratitude when it came to Carry On Cruising. That a non-posh mariner became Captain of a cruise liner - his role - delighted him even more and indicated to me that, notwithstanding certain relaxation of the emphases in British society, class was still a vital factor at that time - and continues so today.

				 

				 

				Diffidence with an Edge

				 

				Kenneth Williams excelled in a Constable drag sequence, investigating shoplifting.

				I first met him when he was starting out and prone to say earnest things such as:

				“The actor’s job is to interpret the writer’s intention.” That didn’t last long.

				And nowadays (says Greybeard) new thespians, even in the first flush of innocence, tend not to place any trust in the writer. At the first reading of a stage play of mine, the leading young man once informed me:

				“With due respect, I never take any notice of the author’s instructions about mood or moves.”

				One has to admire the odd, glancing use of the word ‘respect’.

				A born actor and homosexual, Kenny considered his talent essentially uncreative and his orientation so despicable in its physicality that he suffered from a fanatical fastidiousness. He was a glittering wit who took his spiritual and philosophical leanings desperately seriously. And he had the intellectual and literary equipment to do so.

				I only once tried conclusions with Ken on the main drive of his life: acting. And got nowhere.

				I likened him, in this one area, to Ernest Hemingway. As deeply as I admired Ken’s acting (I can never forget him as The Dauphin in St Joan at the Arts Theatre), so did I pay homage to Hemingway’s controlled prose. But I had no patience with Mr H’s self-lacerating contempt for his writing gift as ‘unmanly’. Why did he have to shoot rhinoceroses to compensate for being so effete as to write masterly novels? And refer to any woman under 60 as ‘daughter’ to reinforce the masculine, generative image? That, I said, was literally balls.

				And, equally, there was no reason why Ken couldn’t amuse or move thousands, and, if he still felt he was contributing nothing of value to society, do a couple of weeks in a leper colony between engagements - where they’d probably ask him to sing a couple of Rambling Syd Rumpo rural ditties rather than roll bandages.

				Customarily professionally fearless, Ken on one occasion endured agonies over a light romantic scene with Jill Ireland (a subsequent cancer victim). His alternately frustrated and defiant attitude towards sex of the gay kind was as nothing compared to his apprehension over a mild hetero romance scene, no matter how lacking in physical contact (he in a hospital bed; she the visitor, bringing him nougat).

				“I’d rather,” he told me, “do ‘Lear’ on stilts.”

				I reminded him of the trouper who advertised, in The Stage newspaper, “No Known Accent Shirked”, but don’t claim that this shining example influenced him to settle down and give his all. But he did, acquitting himself nicely, chewing doggedly on the stick-jaw nougat to top the scene.

				 

				 

				Kick the Cat

				 

				Charles Hawtrey’s bizarre claim to special status began when he was impressed by a review, which stated that without him the Carry Ons would not be the same. So he wanted a star on his dressing-room door and top billing in all screening and advertising, etc.

				Peter, who always held that the Carry Ons were bigger than any individual involved in them, predictably, disagreed. And, thereafter, Charlie was out.

				Hattie Jacques held the opinion that he was eccentric because “what else could you expect from someone who lives with a forgetful mother and an alcoholic cat?”

				Did his eccentricity, on and off screen, arise from or depend on alcohol? He was self-admittedly vulnerable, but I never saw him take a drink. In fact when he did a personal appearance at our then local Red Cross at Rickmansworth (Rita was an International Nursing Escort for that organization), he wouldn’t even sip sherry at lunch beforehand. And when he’d successfully declared the fête open and they gave him a book by way of modest thanks, this deceptively skilled actor had to turn away to hide the tears.

				He gave me the impression, on and off screen, of being two feet off the ground, floating through life. Resolutely eschewing the usual slang implication of the term, one look at Charlie and you had to clap your hands and believe in fairies.

				There was certainly a charmed-life confidence about him that nothing could go so wrong that a generous Fate wouldn’t correct it, preferably in the nick of time.

				To provide background to a pivotal memory of Charlie, I have to break off here and recall …

				 

				

				

				 

				Myself When Teenaged

				 

				… and dreaming - all the time - of being a successful, courted writer, especially when, on teenage West End Saturdays out, passing a building at the corner of Piccadilly and Piccadilly Circus. There, a gleaming brass plate announced that the office of Harry Foster, Theatrical Agent, lay within.

				Unfailingly, as I drifted past, I wondered if I would ever enter that office, not beseeching help, but invited because of a spectacular success.

				The Carry Ons came - and so did the invitation. And in Mr Foster’s office sat producer Ernest Maxin, whose range of talent is fully encompassed by the fact that he has won both the Evening Standard Award for Drama, and the Montreux Award for Comedy.

				The eventual result of that meeting was Our House, which starred not only Charlie, but Hattie, Joan and Norman Rossington from the Carry Ons.

				Peter was pleased for me and, indeed, temporarily released me from our contract to write the ABC Teddington Studios shows.

				That’s all that’s needed to introduce the next Charlie Hawtrey bit, but I’ll take this opportunity just the same to summarize the career of …

				 

				 

				Ernest Maxin

				 

				… who is among the most remarkable personalities I have ever met.

				In The Biz since he was eight years old, appearing in the Scott and Whaley vaudeville act; former boxer, tipped for a shot at the title in his division; toured Australia with Vivien Leigh in A Streetcar Named Desire, in the course of a considerable acting career; has arranged and conducted recordings of romantic music, as well as presenting a TV show on the same lines, himself as compere and conductor; and post-war producer and director for the BBC and Independent Television - especially fondly remembered for The Morecambe and Wise Show.

				I’ve probably missed out other accomplishments, but won’t forget that he has also staged spectacular live summer shows at Blackpool and elsewhere.

				My affectionate summary gag is that, for spare-time relaxation, the indefatigable Mr Versatile would play chess with himself, except he can’t decide who should win.

				 

				 

				Charlie Resumed

				 

				Out of many examples of Charlie’s tireless application to his craft: 

				We were stuck for a pay-off line. Ernest and I threw lines and ideas around to no great effect. Charlie finally looked up to say that he had found a line in an early scene that might do it. I won’t recount the whole story, but I can assure you that the line - “I’ve been captured on canvas!” - was the perfect tag. We all enthused. He brushed off all praise.

				“It was already there, my dears,” he said. “All I did was fall over it.”

				(All performers of instinct and quality know this innocent feeling. Ray Charles once tolerantly said to Jamie Foxx: “How can you misplay that chord? It’s right there, under your fingers.”)

				How do I most vividly remember him? Far away from scripts, rehearsal rooms or studios.

				At the wedding of Ernest and actress/dancer Leigh Madison, I caught swift sight of Charlie as the couple walked down the aisle on their way out. He leant forward, propping both arms on the pew in front, intent on them, unblinking, and his head a little to one side, like a warm, inquisitive puppy. He wore a grossly unsuitable Anthony Eden hat and a long dark overcoat that he considered suitable for a synagogue ceremony.

				And, in his eyes, there was a luminous tenderness that I had never seen in him before. It wasn’t envy; it was childlike wonder. It wasn’t sadness; it was joy for these two in love and for all who have ever loved or will love. Then he caught me looking at him and dropped the expression as if it were scorching his face with the undouseable flame of truth.

				Courage of a high order attended his passing. He suffered from that vicious ambush of a disease - diabetes. As I heard it, his only chance of survival was amputation of both legs. He preferred death.

				 

				 

				The Indispensable Element …

				 

				… in life is Luck.

				Napoleon demonstrated his respect for this dictum when the qualities of a young officer were recited to him, with a view to winning the man promotion. He was brave, resourceful, a natural leader, loyal, secure in tactics and military history, etc. Bonaparte listened to it all, then asked:

				“Ah - but is he lucky?”

				Likewise, The Biz.

				So I can say, plain fact, that I was vastly lucky to be in at the beginning of ‘The Phenomenon’, the Carry Ons, because the first four of my half-dozen scripts were aimed, with relish, at towering British institutions, with the audience needing no reminder of their ready-made comic aspects.

				The very word ‘sergeant’ instantly evokes, in Britain, the image of a profane, shouting and eventually madly memorable and likeable tyrant, his blood circulation impeded by ingrowing stripes.

				Say ‘bedpan’ and the hallowed image of UK hospitals - glowing nurses, glowering matrons, libidinous men - fades in, clear and sharp.

				And one cannot mention the police force or school without similar eternal British atmospheres and stereotypes jostling for jovial inclusion.

				Public familiarity with the subject, then, was everything, or at least urgently desirable. Well-meaning people, moved by their own enthusiasms, could not grasp, when suggesting we do (say) Carry On Stock Exchange, that we’d have to spend time at the beginning of such a film explaining the unfamiliar market before we could make fun of it.

				And Carry On Angling promised to be rather static: “Someone falls in the water - then what?”

				So, Sergeant set the pioneering course, including fade-out sentiment à l’anglais, with upper lip flash-frozen.

				 

				 

				

				

				The Last But One

				 

				With Regardless came change, principally and crucially, for me, in the format. Where once we played recognizable havoc with sergeants et al., now we had a Helping Hands Agency which, while not outlandish, was not an institution habitually used by the general public. While (laboriously to make the point once again) every cinema-goer had been to school, probably in the Services, or in a hospital, not so many, one could safely assume, had ever hired someone to take a pet monkey for a walk.

				Regardless, therefore, was, by its very nature, suited to episodic, unconnected comedy sketches rather than an ongoing story.

				This is not to say that the chimp sequence wasn’t funny (Ken Williams, as the simian’s escort, carried it off with unruffled social charm), but it was outside general experience. Funny? - yes. Familiar, à la previous Carry Ons? - no.

				There was a thread: the gang feared eviction from the agency’s premises and was repeatedly visited by a gobbledegook-speaking landlord (Stanley Unwin).

				And there was one sequence with which I was very happy, and has kindly been called classic: Kenneth Connor misunderstanding an assignment (where would comedy be without misunderstanding?) to the extent of believing, thrilled, that it involved him in the Secret Service. Moreover, it put him on a train destined to cross the Forth Bridge, a clear link with the mysterious shenanigans of The 39 Steps.

				Regret: the censor would not permit a sequence, lavish with double meanings, that put Charles Hawtrey into a woman’s wardrobe to overhear and report on her talking in her sleep.

				It’s pointless, I suppose, to protest that generations of hearty stage farces, at the Aldwych Theatre and elsewhere, with far more suggestive situations didn’t undermine public morality.

				 

				

				

				 

				Sailing into the Sunset

				 

				Cruising did have plot coherence and comedy chances of the Sergeant/Nurse kind. However, cruising wasn’t then as widespread a British holiday style as it has since become. But, I’m bound, happily, to record that this didn’t diminish its box-office appeal.

				It was the first Carry On in colour and my last in any tint. And, after this, the trend of the series was more towards unbridled fantasy (Cleo) and earthiness (Convenience). Twenty of these big hits were written by the tirelessly inventive Talbot Rothwell.

				In comedy, all is unpredictable. The biggest and most unexpected laugh in Cruising always came with this:

				Ship’s Officer: “What’s afoot?”

				Ship’s Doctor: “It’s that funny-shaped thing at the end of your leg.”

				Why?! Don’t ask me. Refer instead, please, to Robert McCrum, author of the quite marvellous biography of P.G. Wodehouse, who simply says:

				“All comedy rebuffs serious analysis.”

				With that, let the good ship Carry On Cruising and my memories of it, and the five ‘Vessels of Laugh’ that preceded it, sail, a fleet of fun, serenely into the sunset, truly, finally unsinkable.

				 

				 

				Tradition

				 

				A Hollywood producer, reacting to accusations that he had been unwise to buy the rights of some book or other, indignantly hit back:

				“It has stood the test of time for six whole months.” Always modest, what P-G and I accomplished can confidently be said to have entered into, and stayed in, British tradition for rather longer, even if, largely, this has happened because we were inspired by the tradition itself. Ready British identification with the early Carry On themes, in my lucky six, was hearteningly demonstrated many times. I’ll mention only three:

				 

				

				•	A nurses’ strike was averted. The Daily Express headlined, front page: ‘CARRY ON NURSE’.

				•	Laurence Olivier, in Shaw’s The Devil’s Disciple, got the film’s least expected laugh when he had to order “Carry on, Sergeant!”

				•	Dilys Powell, Sunday Times super-critic, speaking on BBC radio’s The Critics about some serious medical drama, bluntly declared that she preferred Nurse because it was honest and robust.

				 

				 

				What Might Have Been

				 

				When the turn began to happen, I dutifully did a script of Carry On Spying. And I must confess that, in my dour view (never mind P-G’s for the moment), it was so unsatisfactory that I never want it to see the merciless light of day. That some - a very few - liked it, is only comforting to a degree and made no difference anyway. On this showing, P-G and I parted.

				For some time after, admittedly still a little broody but tiring of the brackish taste of licked wounds, I persuaded myself that I simply was not equipped to work on the new Carry Ons anyway - temperamentally, stylistically, call the lack what you will - and that was that. But, as time did its stuff in England as in Casablanca, and went by at the usual rate, I reached a less abashed conclusion and self-confidence was rousingly restored.

				Peter, after all, at those first story conferences, used to say, “You can write anything.” So, with perhaps something more than competence and a lot less than genius (though Peter has twice, recklessly, called me such), I have, over the busy and satisfying years, penned a Shakespearean blank- verse historical play, and another stage piece so controversial, apparently, that it has not yet found a home in London, medical dramas, crime/detection, camp adventure, magic realism et al., picking up an award or two on the way. And there was, strangely, a consequence I have never before revealed. (See “Carry Ons” While You Wait, below).

				 

				 

				For the Record

				 

				Not my idea and, in my memory it doesn’t even have a title, but the London office of an American company, either prompted by P-G or off its own baseball bat, became interested in the notion of combining the styles of two established comedy series - the Carry Ons and the Hope- Crosby Road pictures.

				This time, The Road would lead to the Moscow of perestroika and glasnost, travelled by appropriate comedians facing appropriate obstacles.

				I was in London at the time and, with Gerry, met the American lady exec once or twice. All I can honestly summon from memory is that she wanted a pie-throwing sequence. This is not to say that she was bereft of other story ideas, but that’s the only particular I can summon from this brief episode.

				Also vanished from sight is the Story Outline I wrote at that time, wherein custard pies were duly hurled with abandon, along with any hope of that courageous ‘Carry On Along the Road to Moscow’ (or whatever it was to be called) ever taking even a faltering step towards production.

				 

				 

				Columbus

				 

				Hold on. I didn’t write this one. But hearken, just the same. There’s a tale to be told.

				All I actually know of its production circumstances is what its veteran writer Dave Freeman told me at the 40th Carry On anniversary lunch: he was under constant pressure to turn in pages because of the overriding aim of reaching the target release date of 4 July in the USA.

				It doesn’t take a literature don to deduce that the best writing, or judgement of it, is not customarily achieved under such obsessive goading. However, there is a classic case - Casablanca - which ‘turned out all right’ even though no one at Warners knew what they would be filming until the pages arrived daily on the set, having been written overnight and probably out of sequence.

				(I’m also given to understand that Jack Warner wanted to cut something from the film: the song ‘As Time Goes By’. I’m not jeering at that error. As Peter Rogers said, quoted at the beginning of these reminiscences: “We all make mistakes.” And, as William Goulding trenchantly observed, about film-making in general: “Nobody knows anything.”)

				Anyway, the miracle of Casablanca buoys up film-makers to this day when caught, for whatever reason, in a chase- your-tail production situation. And expediency outweighs logic. But miracles, by definition, can’t be ordered on the call sheet, and Columbus anyway, I think it might be agreed, even potentially, was no Casablanca.

				Without commenting on the Columbus plot and the inhibiting factor that the cast, though gifted, just wasn’t the vintage line-up, I sorrowfully felt, from the beginning and afar, that Americans would not look tolerantly on any foreigners’ comedic treatment of their country’s hallowed discoverer.

				This conviction was reinforced by the then recent experience of Steve Walsh (see Pine and Holly) and myself that Spain did not welcome filming on its territory of any version, however respectful, of Don Quixote, other than the original text, by Spain’s Shakespeare, Miguel Cervantes. And if they prefer me to refer to Shakespeare as Britain’s Cervantes, in any unlikely Hispanic edition of this slim volume - respectfully, and ever amenable, I agree.

				I don’t know how Columbus did in the USA and if it was a respectable box-office take, but I couldn’t be more pleased if I tried.

				The first I knew of the project was a colour spread in the L.A. Times magazine.

				I didn’t take it too well, even though by then (as above) I’d bounced back from the severing of my relationship with the Carry Ons.

				I just thought it might have crossed someone’s mind, when looking for a writer for this Carry On, that the fellow who wrote the first six and, moreover, had by then lived in the USA for a good number of years, might have been considered fairly suitable for the job. I mean, like, some degree of horses for courses, might have been indicated?

				Fortunately, by then, I had at least learned not to splutter phoned-in indignation into unreceptive and embarrassed ears. So I left it until I next saw Gerry Thomas, in England. He assured me that they had thought “at once” of me, but the stumbling block was my membership of the Writers’ Guild of America etc., etc., and in four words, it was no go.

				At dinner, I told him that, for fun, as soon as I’d heard of the film, I’d scribbled an opening scene for Columbus, which, in my view, would have set it in the comfortably and recognizably traditional groove as in Sergeant and Cruising: the viewer would meet the cast as, lined up on the deck of the Santa Maria, Columbus interviewed them as to their suitability to be his crew on the voyage.

				There and then, with an evident and touching anticipation, Gerry read the following:

				Columbus: “Why do you want to discover a New World?”

				1st Applicant: “I want to take one of Sicily’s most cherished institutions out there and found an organization which will supply whatever the people want - happy snorting-powder, vino, signorinas - but forbidden by Puritan laws. I will protect that organization with ruthless dedication and a solid hidden base of corrupted carabinieri.”

				Columbus: “Bene, bene! What’s your name?”

				1st Applicant: “Capone.” Columbus: “And you?”

				2nd Applicant: “Signor - I have a dream - to lead the Government, and protect it, and especially myself, with all means and plumbers at my disposal. A flood of benefits will accrue to the people, unstoppable by any gate - especially a water one.”

				Columbus: “Name?”

				2nd Applicant: “Nixon.”

				Columbus: “You’re in. Report to the galley. Clearly, you’re good at cooking things up. Next?”

				3rd Applicant: “I want to sell gloves, then move into making dramas for the people, mangle the language and…”

				Columbus: “Good enough. Name?”

				3rd Applicant: “Goldfisch.” Columbus: “Change it.”

				3rd Applicant: “Goldwyn?”

				Columbus: “Magnifico! Americans wouldn’t buy anyone called Gold-lose. You, compadre?”

				

				4th Applicant: “Actually, old boy, I’m English, not Spanish, haw-haw doncherknow? Son of the sea, hearts of oak and all that rot. Superbly placed to supply trouble- free, non-union labour to the burgeoning industries of the New World. You - er - cotton on?”

				Columbus: “I think so. But what do you call your system?”

				4th Applicant: “Slavery.”

				Columbus: “A fine European tradition for all you’re an Inglese faggio. Welcome. You?”

				5th Applicant: “I believe in private enterprise and want to compete with Gold-whoever. The name’s Warner.”

				Columbus: “You don’t look like you could handle it alone.”

				5th Applicant: “I have two brothers.”

				Columbus: “Bring ’em along. It’s a big country.”

				5th Applicant: “How do you know, capitano?” 

				Columbus: “I’ve seen the movie. Bene.”

				6th Applicant: “How did you know my name?”

				Columbus: “Who the Dante’s Inferno are you? Bene who?”

				6th Applicant: “Goodman.”

				Columbus: “Swingin’! Bring your flute. Pipe me aboard. That’s it for today. Carry On.”

				All Applicants: “Si, si!”

				Columbus (in close-up, choked with emotion): “Already they love me enough to refer to me by my initials …?”

				Voracious and sharp-eyed perusers of the Carry On library will remember that the above scene has previously been published in a Richard Webber book. Cringing with modesty, I hope it’s worth reading twice and, anyway, in this book leads rather nicely to:

				 

				 

				Carry Ons While You Wait

				 

				Or rather, while I waited. 

				For what?

				The fondly dreamt-of call to come on home, one day, from Holly to Pine, and take a crack at writing one of the “new” Carry Ons, especially those which, merrily and dis- respectfully, took on historical themes and personalities, as in “Cleo” and “Don’t Lose Your Head.” And I’d be ready because, and I reveal this now, here, for the first time...

				... as soon as self-deprecation wore off, I periodically, over the years, thought up and noted suitable premises. And kept them to myself, against the day...

				... which, predictably, to anyone but a cloudy melodramatist like myself, was clearly not even on the most distant horizon. There was a call, back to the dear old studio - to repeat myself, with “Carry On Again, Nurse” (the ‘too-expensive’ version), but not to test the judgement that the new style was not within my range.

				As you read on, about my rather odd and powerful family background, you may judge whether this secret stockpiling of Carry On notions was evidence of the lingering effects of Hudism - Hudis Hubris In Extremis - or... ?

				Not that it matters now. It’s probably as simple as the verdict that follows: you can take the writer out of the Carry Ons but not the Carry Ons out of the writer.

				Thus, crazily perhaps, I let my fancy roam free – as to How I Could Have Carried On, If Asked – on various original themes. All ready for The Call which, predictably, never came.

				Columbus was the first of these jolly exercises.

				After the standard cast-intro parade, we’d set sail – and discover that (say) six of the very motley crew have smuggled their girls aboard. This worked nicely for Pte. Monkhouse in “Sergeant” on dry land, with one girl involved: why not six times as well on the bounding main? 

				Anyway, it takes little raunchy imagination to envision what the poster-artists would wrought with the images of six busty girls and their lusty Latin males swarming all over the celebrated vessel, popping out of portholes and, implicitly, shagging in the lifeboats.

				But, in my scheme, the ladies had, as a unit, a more final and feminist role to play. Like this:

				Superstition and fear become rife among the men, to the point of mutiny. Object: turn back before we either a) get swallowed by dragons rearing out of the unknown waters or b) simply sail off the edge of the flat earth.

				However, both C.C. and the crew reckon without Les Girls. Ever more practical than their frothing menfolk, and hearing of the impending rebellion, they move in and take over. Forget the mutiny! They haven’t come this far to abandon the hope of material riches awaiting all in the New World.

				Pausing only to fight off The Pirates Of Penzance (who sing, not speak, all their dialogue, Gilbert and Sullivan style, including a tongue-twisting breakneck Carry On version of “A Modern Major-General”), it’s yo-ho-ho and a cask of sherry and in an exhilarating burst of gale-driven speed, they land in New York.

				There they are met by a dusty-smocked beret-sporting character, wielding hammer and chisel, who greets them with:

				“Salud! Where do you want ze Statue Of Liberty?” 

				Maybe you can resist. But I can’t. The memory of it all is both hilarious and poignant. So let’s give a first-time-ever peek into two more phantom Carry Ons, intended as Couldabeens, but finished up as Neverwases.

				Created, surely, for a vintage Carry On, is the British Seaside. My Carry On treatment would have celebrated two formidable institutions: the Concert Party and the Boarding House.

				This company of doughty entertainers, far from Good Companions, duplicate all the petty and passionate temperaments, envies and schemings of back stage.

				They lodge at stage-struck Hattie Jacques’ boarding house where Kenneth Williams harbours a hopeless passion for the majestic landlady. I planned to give Kenny his movie-part of a lifetime: as a mime, who never speaks because he’s forever, in and out of performance, perfecting his art: the English version of Jean-Louis Barrault’s tormented Baptiste in “Les Enfants du Paradis.”

				And Good Parts For All: Leslie Phillips the company Lothario with undying dreams of yet becoming a West End matinee idol – Ken Connor as a virtually suicidally depressed but uproarious comedian – and wardrobe mistress Joan Sims as the all-purpose understudy, ready at the drop of a temperature to step even into male shoes.

				

				Backstage, did I say? Not so. Because this never-say-die- troupe has no stage to get in back of. They appear on the very sands. This would give the movie its title:

				“Carry On Under The Pier if Wet.”

				It’s been asserted that John Huston made “Moulin Rouge” not out of any overriding interest in Toulouse- Lautrec, but because he wanted to film the Can-Can.

				So I’m in excellent cinematic company when I declare that I’m quite happy to be accused of fantasizing about “Carry On Shylock Holmes” solely to be able to pen its projected final line of dialogue.

				To this end, I would have turned the Doyle images on their heads: Shylock H would be blithely thick-headed, while Dr Wattstein, sworn from birth to shield his daft cousin from the consequences of his opium-wreathed incompetence, actually possesses all the boundless esoteric knowledge and the inspired flair for detection.

				Why the Jewish aspect? Certainly, I would not have overplayed this, and used it only for generally comprehended laughs. And all would have worked toward the moment at the very end, when, in utter pent-up exasperation the hitherto incredibly patient medic rounds on S.H. with:

				“Elementary – you schmuck.”

				 

				 

				Honest Envy

				 

				Hearing that Rita and I were in London, Terry Johnson invited us to his 1998 National Theatre hit play about the Carry Ons.

				In a last-minute rush, we unerringly hailed the one taxi driver in London who couldn’t find the right entrance to the theatre.

				So we were ten minutes late for the show, which doesn’t need me to validate it as deft in observation, free in imagination and lavish in comedy ideas and, especially, razor-edged dialogue. We met the electrifying cast - heart- shaking reincarnations of Williams, James and Windsor, who looked on us with touching deference.

				I called Terry Johnson the next morning - in the midst of his conferring with the police about death threats he had received. That development, he agreed, was quite unexpected. For myself, I wish those so lethally offended by the play had taken their lead from Barbara Windsor: frankly characterized on that stage, she commented openly, after seeing the show, that she wasn’t in the least dismayed.

				To preface the following note, I quote a review by Katherine Chetkovich, in The Observer of 22 July 2003: “This is a story about two writers, in other words of envy.” 

				I frankly and honestly envy two writers, for fastening on to two rich subjects: Peter Shaffer, for Amadeus, the germ of which was around for decades in a seven-page playlet by Pushkin; and Terry Johnson for his masterly development of a subject that, to quote Ray Charles again, “was right there under my fingers” from the moment of its inception. I’m not saying I could have written as stunningly as them, but, as Sean Penn says, about The Biz in general:

				“You may fail - but you gotta try.”

				Having strayed on to the live stage, it’s fitting that we stay there for a little while because …

				 

				 

				An Enjoyable but Expensive Mistake

				 

				… is very much part of the extremely fertile Early Carry On period. (I’m beginning to think of the whole thing as a sort of cinematic geological Age.)

				The episode can be summed up in a four-letter word:

				‘Andy’.

				But it began with a Berwydd and continued with a Gwyn.

				When we lived in Rickmansworth, Herts, I was interviewed by a veteran journalist, Berwydd Davies of the Watford Observer. He asked if he could introduce a fellow- Welshman to me: Gwyn Arch, grammar school English and Music teacher, and a restless composer.

				We clicked as a team from the start. Result: a stage musical, Andy.

				And I’ve rarely had as much fun and excitement as I revelled in during this collaboration.

				

				Andy was a simple and (fatally - read on!) original tale of (now one must add) pre-AIDS philandering. The anti-hero, compulsive womanizer Andy Mills, is an assistant director in TV and films, with a desert-dry approach to his work:

				“Yeh - this series is a breakthrough - from drivel to muck.”

				He shares a flat with Wilfred Nelson, schoolteacher. 

				Right. Gwyn and I wrote of what we knew. So far all’s well.

				Script, lyrics and music completed, in a breezy flurry, we recruited a group of young singers for the demo tape and a few live performances for prospective backers, for which we rented the Fortune Theatre. My sister Sylvia, with ambitions as a singer at the time, participated in the chorus work and, especially effectively, soloing a very sad song, ‘Blue Dawn’.

				At one of these showings - bare stage, no props, reading from scripts, small group of musicians - the representative of a certain mogul expressed himself “moved”, especially by the driving rhythm and harsh words of the showpiece, ‘Never Mention Love’, but counselled:

				“If you can use these great melodies, with new lyrics, for another show, based on a best-seller or a well-known real- life story, then you might stand a chance, for all you’re a new team. But this is a tough business.”

				Gotcha. So that was ‘The Mistake’. Exhilarated by the flow of our seamless, inventive collaboration, we failed to realize:

				That most musicals (partly to encourage backers that the show in question is not a total gamble and, to some extent, is pre-sold to the public) stem from established sources.

				Witness, successfully (My Fair Lady from Pygmalion) and otherwise (Twang! from Robin Hood). And even West Side Story went through too many depressing auditions before hitting its classic stride. I have to mention, a little wearily perhaps, that the obvious candidate, Casablanca, though worked on by Lerner and Loewe (Camelot) with the film’s writers, never made it to the stage.

				All of the above - is it merely our huffy excuse for the rejection of a lousy script/score/story? I don’t think so. Our work would have doubtless benefited from revision during rehearsal and tour, as always. But too many people, of some authority, praised it. It seems fair to conclude: the fact that the story was original - a plus in almost any other field - went a long way to damn it as a commercial musical proposition.

				We got one bite. A brave young American, David Kitchin, took a modest option. His plan was first to present a stage play and then, with the presumed profit, back Andy. Prudent, but still a gamble. Which he didn’t win.

				The play closed before it could reach London.

				We obviously never got to do a tour, but nevertheless sympathize with celebrated writer and play-doctor George Kaufman: on tour, stuck for an idea, he entered a haberdashery store and enquired:

				“Do you have any second act curtains?”

				We’ve stayed in touch with Jane and Gwyn Arch, he now ‘retired’ to a busy life in music, composing and conducting.

				 

				 

				Never Young

				 

				Andy still sings powerfully and demandingly, via the riveting taped voice of David Watson.

				At audition, this slender youth (a classically trained and gifted pianist) sight-read the score and SANG - boom! - with astounding, commanding resonance, dominating, on a bare stage.

				We became friends. He was in Hollywood, trying his luck, when we arrived. We rejoiced with him when he sang Candide in Los Angeles and starred as Strauss Jr, in The Great Waltz at Drury Lane (not far from the Fortune Theatre …)

				David is now a top agent in London - top because he’s been through it all and knows all the jokes and the pitfalls, from deep personal experience: the vivid extremes of standing, auditioning, alone and unknown on an empty stage - and, alone again, but accepting a standing ovation and a typically impulsive hug from Leonard Bernstein.

				Abiding memory: we were driving along 26th Street, Santa Monica, one evening. We saw an entwined and entranced couple strolling.

				A stab of regret, reliving my smug Hudisian chastity. 

				“I was never that young, David.”

				David Watson said: “I still am.”

				 

				 

				The Prolific One

				 

				Talbot Rothwell, Carry On writer after I left, was a police officer turned pilot turned writer - the last when he was a prisoner of war in Germany.

				His line, in Cleo -

				“Infamy! Infamy! They’ve all got it in for me!”

				- could not be more English if it were printed in red, white and blue and served with a complimentary Yorkshire pudding.

				It’s been voted the funniest line ever in a British comedy. This was reported, among many other places, in a British expatriate newspaper in Los Angeles and I sent the clipping to Peter, for Tolly’s family, to assure them that, wherever Britons were scattered, he and the Carry Ons were not forgotten.

				I only met him once - for barely a minute. I tremble to claim parity, but, to a small extent, the encounter matched the immortal moment when Wilde and Beerbohm crossed each other’s paths on a morning walk in Covent Garden. Onlookers held their breaths for an unforgettable exchange of wit. This is what they heard: “Hello, Oscar.”

				“Hello, Max.”

				In our case, by utter accident, and cornily fitting, I was leaving the Carry On office as he was approaching it.

				“Hi. I’m Norman Hudis. You must be …?” “Talbot Rothwell.”

				“Good luck.” “You too.”

				I can’t vouch for it fully, but have been told that, towards the end, he was too ill to attend at the studios and all script conferences took place at his home.

				He retired from writing because of ill-health and died on 28 February 1981.

				 

				

				

				 

				The Price

				 

				Earlier, I told of Gerry’s wistful reading of my Columbus opening scene. He asked, quietly: 

				“Why didn’t you send it to us?”

				“Because,” I said, equally gently, “you once chided me for being too eager to please.”

				(A sensitivity which, as related above, compelled me to make notes for possible Carry Ons but, God forbid, never offer them to P-G after the break.)

				Then, on an impulse from nowhere, I asked him the major question.

				 “Gerry. Tell me. During all that time on the Carry Ons, were you ever at ease?”

				“Never. Not for five minutes.”

				Gerald Thomas died on 9 November 1993. Massive attack. Heart.
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