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About the Book

For more than twenty-five years Frank Muir, in partnership with Denis Norden, produced some of the most sparkling and original comedy ever written for radio and television. Later, working at the BBC and then at London Weekend Television, he produced some of the most popular television comedy of 1960s and 70s.

From his very first joke at the age of six, Frank Muir knew that his destiny was to make people laugh. He also know from an early age that he wanted to write, but it took a childhood illness for him to discover that humour and writing could be combined. The death of his father forced him to leave school at the age of fourteen and work in a factory making carbon paper.

But it was during the Second World War, as an air photographer in the RAF, that he really began his career as scriptwriter and performer. At his demob in 1945 he moved naturally to London and the Windmill Theatre, before joining the BBC, the legendary partnership with Denis Norden, and half a century of fulfilling the boyhood ambition of that Kentish lad.
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Chapter 1

SMALL PLEASURES

GOOD HOLIDAYS STICK in the memory and I have complete recall of one trip which turned out to be quite perfect. I was travelling alone and I packed fussily with care and precision, emptying out my case and beginning again until all my holiday things lay in neat, unruffled order.

When the day of departure came at last I bade farewell to my loved ones, picked up my heavy case and off I went. I had three days of good food, late nights, sing-songs, games and laughter and then returned home with happy memories.

I was aged six. I had spent the holiday at the Derby Arms Hotel, Ramsgate, Kent, the pub in which I was born, which was 100 yards down the road and kept by my granny.

A pub is an excellent place for a holiday when you are young and impressionable. The Derby Arms was excitingly crowded and noisy on Friday and Saturday nights with a penny-in-the-slot mechanical piano plonking away and a great deal of loud singing of sad songs; the favourites in the public bar were ‘Way Down Upon the Swanee River’ and ‘There’s a Long, Long Trail A-Winding’, both sung slowly and sorrowfully with deep feeling. The favourite tipples were pints of mild and bitter (a mixture of the two draught beers), stout, and, for ladies in funds, port and lemon (a tot of tawny port topped up with fizzy lemonade).

My brother Chas and I were not supposed to go into the bar, but we could see in and we would sneak in whenever possible to be nearer the action.

At weekends the bars were packed with sailors from the boarding houses up the hill and miners from Chislet colliery and Irish navvies working on the new railway line; there must have been some outbreaks of rowdyism and violent behaviour but I cannot remember seeing or hearing any in the years when I grew up there. Perhaps because the working man had just survived a war and was not taking his pleasure in a fight but in a bit of fun; the local pub was his equivalent of radio, TV, theatre, music hall and bingo – and his wife was usually with him. Another factor was that our granny had a glittering eye like the ancient mariner and a very powerful, indeed awesome personality when provoked.

The Derby Arms Hotel was well positioned for a pub, being on the outskirts of Ramsgate on the main road to Margate. Just along the road, McAlpine’s built a huge brick viaduct to carry the express trains from London over the Margate road to the new Ramsgate station and my brother Chas and I watched it being built.

Better still, we watched when the viaduct was tested by a convoy of six enormous railway engines which, like a family of elephants, huffed and puffed backwards and forwards across the viaduct, hissing steam and blowing their whistles triumphantly. For two small boys – very heaven.

On the far side of the road to the pub stood a grey, granite horse trough, much appreciated in summertime by the huge shire-horses in the brewer’s dray when the pub’s beer was delivered. It was a long pull from the town. In the granite on the front of the trough a message was chiselled saying that it had been donated by a local resident, the creator of The Scarlet Pimpernel, Baroness Orczy.

To my delight, a beer delivery took place on the Saturday morning of my perfect holiday. The dray was backed up to the front of the pub and two enormous draymen, not so much born as drawn by Beryl Cooke, jumped down and hooked back the huge trapdoors in the pavement. A special squat and very strong ladder was then lowered into the cellar; this ladder did not have normal wooden rungs but curved iron bars, which allowed the heavy wooden barrels to be safely slid down.

In the cellar where I crouched, overexcited and probably half drunk from the heavy fumes of beer which permanently hung in the cellar air, all was cobwebs, bent lead piping running from the barrels to holes in the ceiling, wooden spigots and mallets, and a lot of dust.

The massive draymen rolled a barrel off their dray and slid it down the ladder where it thudded onto a sandbag at the bottom. Granny’s cellarman Fred then manhandled the barrel up a little ramp onto its rack. Four full barrels were delivered and then the four empties were pulled up the ladder by Spanish windlass (a rope looped round the barrel’s tummy with one of its ends fastened to the top of the ladder and the other hauled upon).

During my holiday the weather was warm and sunny and I was taken for walks. Facing the Derby Arms was an old sunken country lane which was my favourite walk. It led through cornfields gashed with scarlet poppies (‘Don’t lie down and fall asleep near the poppies or you’ll be drugged by opium and never wake up’), past St Lawrence College, Ramsgate’s public school, eventually coming out on the main road near the Brown Jug pub, Dumpton Park, nearly at Broadstairs. The lane had the ancient and melodious name of Hollicondane.

At the side of the Derby Arms was a road leading uphill to where the new railway station was being built with the help of my father, who had a little wooden hut all to himself and was putting up a mile stretch of iron railings alongside the station’s approach road. The hilly road up which my father walked to work every morning went past what was, in the last century, a rough and quite dangerous conglomeration of lowly boarding houses, slop shops and grocers called the Blue Mountains – a nickname almost certainly bestowed by Australian seamen from Sydney, which has a range of hills behind the city known as the Blue Mountains.

Until recently most pubs were called hotels and years ago they probably did provide accommodation of a modest ‘commercial gentleman’ nature. The Derby Arms Hotel could well have been built for that kind of trade.

Upstairs on the first floor there was a penny-in-the-slot loo for ladies, and my brother Chas and I, on our way up to bed or bath, grew used to making our way up the stairs alongside cheery ladies breathing out fumes of Mackeson’s milk stout and hauling themselves up by the bannisters towards comfort.

One afternoon I crept into the ladies’ loo – utterly forbidden territory – to find out what mysteries lurked there, and managed to lock myself in. As the pub was closed and my granny was resting, I had to cry myself hoarse before rescue arrived.

On the floor above were some small chill bedrooms where commercial gentlemen might once have been thriftily accommodated. At the age of six I thought there were about fifty bedrooms up there, but as I grew older the number shrank to more realistic estimates, until one day I counted them and found that there were three bedrooms, plus a couple of tinier rooms which had a bath and a loo.

In these bathrooms, above each enamelled iron bath crouched a Ewart’s ‘Victor’ geyser, a gas-fired engine of copper and brass which had to be operated with caution and bravery.

The lighting operation was an act of faith. It required a good supply of matches and an iron nerve. An arm had to be swung out from the belly of the machine and the pilot light on the end of it lit. It was reluctant to go ‘plop’ and produce its tiny blue flame and often had to be warmed up first, which might take half a box of Union Jack matches, though there was some compensation in that the matchbox had a joke on the back. (Sample joke on the back of a Union Jack matchbox: ‘Mummy, mummy! Johnny’s swallowed a sixpence!’ Mother: ‘That’s all right, it’s his dinner money.’)

Then the lit pilot light had to be swung back into the stomach of the engine. This action opened up all the main gas jets which hissed threateningly for a moment and then, touched by the pilot flame, exploded with a great ‘WHOOSH!’ If you swung the arm in too slowly or – and I’ve never understood the scientific reason for this – if you swung the arm in too swiftly there could be an explosion which charred the eyebrows. Ever since those days I have never been happy putting a match to gas.

After a few minutes of gestation the geyser’s nozzle began to deliver a thin trickle of steamy water at a temperature of about 2,000 degrees centigrade.

A huge room which must once have been the function room of the ‘hotel’ took up most of the first floor. It had a faintly Far Eastern smell to it, probably from the Chinese bits and pieces of furniture with which the room was stuffed: brass gong-like tables on fretworked teak folding legs; huge black-lacquered screens with mother-of-pearl cockatoos flying across them; faded little framed watercolours of junks on the Yellow River and distant mountains capped with snow. The oriental smell probably lasted because the windows seemed to be kept tightly shut even in mid-summer. During the ten years or so when I more or less lived in the Derby Arms I had the feeling that I was the only person who ever went into that room.

I loved the place. When I walked across the floor the joists creaked and the floorboards floated up and down beneath me like a stiffish trampoline. I found all sorts of treasures stacked away in cupboards. There was a fine large musical box which still worked beautifully. It was cranked up by a ratchet handle and offered six tunes, changeable by working a lever which urged the cylinder sideways a tenth of an inch so that a differently arranged set of pins was presented to the musical teeth.

One of the machine’s sophisticated extras was a set of large graduated bells. When I had forgotten all about the bells and the box was delicately tinkling away delineating a waltz, a pin on the revolving cylinder would lift a bar of heavy clappers and drop them down onto the bells with a terrific jangle.

I found four enormous volumes of A Pictorial History of the Great War. Terribly gripping photographs of Somme trenches and howitzers and mud and early tanks shaped like rectangles squashed sideways.

I unearthed several albums of cigarette-card collections, depicting such excitements as famous British footballers with haircuts like Dr Crippen and long shorts down to mid-shin, and British racing cars painted racing green with spare cans of petrol clamped to their ample running-boards and bonnets buckled down with leather straps.

I came upon albums of early picture postcards, each card held in place by having its corners tucked into oblique slits in the album’s black pages. The favourite subjects for the photographers and watercolourists seem to have been pretty girls with their hair piled high, Canterbury Cathedral, cottages with heavily floral front gardens and sailing ships crowded together in Ramsgate’s inner harbour, their bare masts and complicated rigging making patterns as delicate as spiders’ webs.

It was a mystery how Granny came to amass this odd collection of oriental oddments and local semi-collectibles and I suggested to my mother that they were bestowed by sailors in lieu of bar debts. For some reason my mother was horrified by this and pointed out that Granny’s then current husband, known as Pop, was the engineer of a trading vessel plying the China Seas, and Pop had probably brought the Chinese bits home. Seemed a long way to transport furniture.

Pop turned up once or twice when he was a widower and my mother looked after him. He was a very fat man in a pale and crumpled tropical suit. I was greatly impressed by his revelation that he sweated so much in the Mystic East that an expensive leather watch strap rotted on his wrist in a few weeks, so he switched to knicker elastic.

He looked like the American movie villain Sidney Greenstreet, but I did not find him at all sinister. Like so many salts when ashore he flung money around freely, behaviour guaranteed to win the affection of any normally venal small boy.

If the character and shape of a growing lad is determined by a mixture of heredity and environment, then heredity from the maternal side of my family could have played only a small part. I am tall. I was once, some years ago, before I began to acquire a literary stoop, 6 feet 6 inches tall, and my son Jamie is even taller, and my daughter Sal is a good height, whereas my mother’s side of the family were (except for my mother) shortish and on the plump side.

Granny was a splendid lady of great character but she was small and stout and she waddled. She had a remarkable goitre like a small dumpling poised on her shoulder, so impressive that it took considerable will-power not to keep looking at it. Granny was not a great eater or drinker but every evening she sipped a half-pint glass of fresh milk – only one – which she had previously spiked with an unspecified quantity of whisky.

Granny was a Cowie from Peterhead in Scotland. The Cowies had always been connected with the sea and sea-going folk. Granny’s mother had kept a kind of up-market boarding house in Barking High Street, East London, where she accepted as guests only ships’ captains and chief engineers, and our granny continued the maritime tradition, although the life of a sailor was frequently brief in those days. Granny’s father, a ship’s carpenter, was drowned when the Union Castle went down in May 1896. He left six Cowie children, four of them girls. Besides Granny, whose name was Elizabeth Jane, there was her sister Susan, also short and stout, who stayed with Granny most of her life and helped her run the Derby Arms.

During the First World War Susan became engaged to a Canadian who then took himself off to live in Tiverton, Devon. He exchanged letters with Susan regularly for many years, but Mr Green behaved more like a pen pal than an ardent suitor, which was probably just as well as after forty years of correspondence it emerged that he had been married all the time.

Then there was Vera, charmingly bulky, who married a chap with the splendid name of Captain Helmer Augustus Dilner and went off with him to make a home in New Zealand.

And finally there was Adelaide, known as Addie, a jolly lady and nice to have for a great-aunt. Like her bulky sisters, Addie was not avoirdupois-deprived; indeed she was immensely proportioned, with a one-piece bosom which was a cross between a French provincial hotel bolster and a sandbag. In the garden she would lie back in her deckchair and park her cup of tea on nature’s shelf; no hands. Addie married Jack Turnage, an Anglo-Indian who was a foreman in a gun and shell factory in Calcutta and they went off to live in India.

Jack Turnage was amiable and kind and Chas and I were fascinated by his ear lobes, which were long and dangly like an elephant’s. When I was grown up, Addie and Jack retired from India to a modest house they had built on Ramsgate’s West Cliff and here Jack was able to go quietly doolally in comfort (when we called, he would take us aside and whisper that they were coming up through the cavity walls to get him).

Our granny, when aged twenty-one, married a ship’s carpenter, aged twenty-four, named Harry Harding, who was a breakaway member of an ancient West Country family which had farmed at Cranmore, Somerset, since before the Norman invasion. The union produced my mother, Margaret (Madge), and then poor Harry Harding, like Granny’s father, was lost at sea.

Granny did not languish long as a young widow. She soon married the son of an inspector of lighthouses for Trinity House, Frank Herbert Webber, after whom I was christened (I could have done without the Herbert). In fact Granny and Frank Herbert could not have been legally married as poor Harry Harding’s whereabouts and death could never be established. But in 1909 the Webbers moved to Ramsgate and Frank Herbert became the licensee of the Derby Arms Hotel, and there they produced a half-sister and two half-brothers for my mother: my Aunt Mary, Uncle Jack and Uncle Alex (my favourite of them all). All went well for ten years until in 1919, in the middle of the Spanish flu epidemic, Frank Herbert rather unwisely tried to shovel snow whilst wearing only trousers, shoes and a singlet. He caught flu and died.

Granny persuaded the magistrates that she, widow of the ex-licensee, was quite capable of running a decent, law-abiding public house by herself and she took over the Derby Arms and ran it trouble-free for twenty-two years, assisted in the bars by my mother, Margaret – known as Madge – my great-aunt Susan, and two employees, a French slave-of-all-works named Eugenie and, for the heavy work, a newly demobbed naval petty officer named Fred Pearce.

Meanwhile, in the superior boarding-house in Barking High Street, a young marine engineer from New Zealand booked in. His name was Charles James Muir and he was my father. He and his sister Rose had been orphaned in New Zealand when they were quite young and had to strike out for themselves. My father went to sea as a ship’s engineer (a profession which at that time seemed to have consisted almost entirely of Scotsmen), and my Aunt Rose went to work in Christchurch Hospital in a lowly capacity, probably heaving a bumper across the ward lino to bring up a polish. She ended up Superintendent of the Hospital MBE, remembered by the Rose Muir Society for Nurses, which she founded, and a stained-glass window in the hospital chapel celebrating her contribution to nursing in New Zealand.

In the boarding house in Barking, young C. J. Muir caught a glimpse of the landlady’s granddaughter, Margaret Harding, and that was that. He pursued her to the Derby Arms in Ramsgate, wooed her between voyages to and from New Zealand and they were married in St Luke’s Church, Ramsgate, in 1916. Chas was born in 1918 and I in 1920.

Dad was tall. He was a lean 6 feet 1½ inches and he was gifted with accomplishments that were dazzlingly impressive to a small son: he could cut hair, repair socks, name the stars, do a little tap-dancing and he never lost his temper or shouted or complained. He was also rather good-looking, as was my mother. I am allowed to say this because physical traits notoriously jump a generation.

Dad found that life with his family was infinitely preferable to life on the ocean wave and he left the sea.

The Muir family moved out of the Derby Arms and along the road into Thanet Lodge, a pleasant but elderly and inconvenient little house, though with a garden. My mother had to cook on a neurotic kitchen range of great age which needed frequent stoking, and there was an old-fashioned ‘copper’ in a corner which had to be filled by saucepans and was heated from beneath by a small bonfire. On laundry days, or when a pudding needed a boil-up, a match was put to the bonfire. About an hour later the water began to hubble and bubble, all the windows steamed up and the whole house dripped with condensation.

On the opposite corner of the road to the Derby Arms stood a tiny sweetshop which was owned by my mother, bought with help from Granny. This yielded a small but steady income, very welcome as the depression of the Thirties built up.

It was a bad time for my father to have made his move away from the sea. Jobs on land were increasingly difficult to find and the only work available to him was in unskilled occupations like working on Ramsgate’s new railway extension or loading stores onto naval vessels lying off-shore from the First World War ‘mystery port’ of Richborough. It was called the ‘mystery port’ (a military secret known to everyone in Ramsgate) because it was the main port from which ammunition, guns and tanks were shipped to France.

For Chas and me those were happy days. One of our occasional pleasant chores was to walk up the hill past the Blue Mountains to the railway site where Dad was putting up his railings and take him his tea makings. This was a spill of greaseproof paper containing a stiffish, unlovely-looking pudding of tea leaves, sugar and condensed milk. In his little hut Dad would boil up an enormous iron kettle, scrape the mixture into a large mug, add boiling water from the kettle and stir the brew into fragrant life.

I have never drunk tea since.

Mother was busy working in the pub and the sweetshop, so she would occasionally hire a very sweet, plump, young local girl named Edie Budd as a minder for Chas and me. Edie would take us for walks along Hollicondane (‘I keep telling you, don’t lie down near the poppies’) or a splash about in the sea from a bathing machine on Ramsgate sands. It was all a bit Dickensian – a family with hardly any money hiring a girl for a few coppers who had no money at all, but it worked amiably.

Edie was a member of a fervent Pentecostal sect in Ramsgate and asked Mother whether she could take Chas and me to a service one Sunday morning. Mother was delighted to get us out of the house so that she could get on with cooking Sunday lunch, so off we went with Edie.

The vocal enthusiasm of the congregation and the charismatic nature of the service made a deep impression on Chas and me. So much so that back home, halfway through lunch, Chas suddenly leaped to his feet and declaimed very loudly, ‘Alleluia!’ Then he sat down leaving our two stunned parents looking at each other.

Not to be outdone and now well in the mood of the meeting, a few minutes later I too leaped to my feet, eyes shining with zeal. ‘God be praised!’ I announced ringingly. ‘Can I have another potato?’

On non-Edie days the railway construction depot up the hill provided excellent play facilities; there were tall heaps of sand to run up and down and flatten, bags of cement to jump on and kick into grey clouds, heavy nuts and bolts to hurl at the watchman’s hut, and, best of all, an old, slow-moving and bad-tempered watchman to provoke.

One evening Mother asked us what plans we had for the morning. We said, ‘We’re going to the builders’ depot to play with the Bugger-Off Man.’

So much for the influence of heredity. Not much influence, really, or I should be walking with a waddle, sporting a goitre, or at least be able to break into a tap-dance, but all these accomplishments are alien, so perhaps the stronger influence on me when a toddler was environmental; it was being a Kentish lad growing up in Ramsgate and Broadstairs which did the damage.

Towns, like strangers, often seem dull and unattractive at first but become interesting the more one learns about them. Ramsgate is like that. Nowadays one thinks of it as vaguely seaside, something to do with cross-Channel ferries and hovercraft, with a good harbour (some may perhaps even remember that this was a rallying point for the Dunkirk ‘little ship’ armada), on the whole not a very exciting place. But it was quite a town in its day.

In Tudor times it was a humble fishing village of about two dozen hovels clustered, as with most of the East Kent towns, round the sea end of a natural cleft in the chalk cliffs. This cleft was enlarged to allow carts first to haul catches of fish inland and later to carry into the hinterland much more lucrative goods.

By the eighteenth century the town was beginning to grow and to prosper modestly, due to the development of trade with the Baltic, Europe and Russia, to good fishing, but mostly to the most profitable trade of all – smuggling.

Everybody seemed to be in on smuggling. The gentry, farmers, professionals and tradesmen put up the working capital and they (with the clergy) were the customers. It was a good investment; it has been said that almost every house of any size built along the coast of Thanet in those days was paid for with the profits of smuggling. The actual heavy work on the beach at night – loading the casks and cases onto packhorses, avoiding the occasional officer of the Preventive Service, leading the train of horses up the steep cleft and on to an inland hiding place – was done by farm labourers only too happy to oblige at the going rate of three times their day wage.

A kind of highly profitable reverse smuggling also went on around Ramsgate and the Romney Marshes area in which high-quality, raw English wool, a carefully controlled export much sought after by continental weavers, was smuggled out by specialist wool smugglers known as ‘owlers’.

There were two extraordinary things about this nationwide criminal activity; firstly it seemed to carry with it no pangs of guilt; almost everybody who could afford to drink tea, which was heavily taxed in England, bought smuggled tea. And secondly, although smuggling was losing the government enormous sums in revenue, the politicians of the day never bothered to tackle the problem seriously. In the eighteenth century there were only fifty mounted revenue officers to patrol the whole length of the Kent coast, ludicrously few when the smugglers could assemble pony trains of 200 armed men.

In the eighteenth century the business of smuggling was called, without irony, ‘free trade’. A rather more legitimate source of prosperity enjoyed by Ramsgate in the middle of the eighteenth century came with the invention of the British seaside holiday.

Until the middle 1700s, waves and mountains were not regarded as objects of natural beauty but as dangerous and boring obstructions which the traveller had to endure to get where he wanted to go. Then all this changed. The grand tourists began to enjoy the ‘picturesque view’ and the medical profession invented the seaside.

Up to the 1750s, citizens suffering from scrofula and various other unsightly diseases were prescribed a course of the waters, which meant taking rooms at a fashionable spa such as Bath or Royal Tunbridge Wells and enjoying a regime of dunking the unsightly body in a public bath of hot spring water claimed to be ‘chalybeate’ (not a word which passes the lips daily, meaning ‘containing iron’) and reeking of sulphurous salts, and then drinking a pint or so of the revolting stuff from a fountain.

The trouble with going to a fashionable spa for treatment was that it was like going to a modern health farm: far too expensive for the average citizen with a spotty back. But the sea was free and much more hygienic than cruising around in a hot bath with a batch of other skin diseases.

So wallowing in the briny, which began at Brighton as remedial treatment for the afflicted, became fun for the whole family. The great British seaside holiday was born.

The Isle of Thanet became London’s seaside; its three key resorts being Margate, Broadstairs and Ramsgate. The pioneer town of the three was Margate, England’s first seaside resort of any consequence. It was the nearest of the three towns to London, so it appealed to rich Londoners travelling by coach and to the poorer East Enders who arrived by the cheapest form of transport, boat. Margate was on the Thames estuary side of the North Foreland and so holidaymakers did not have to endure the boisterous seas which visitors sailing round the headland to Broadstairs and Ramsgate had to endure.

Large, pleasant houses were built at Margate for the ton, the town had (and still has) England’s second oldest theatre, and bookshops and concert halls abounded. It had a long sandy beach, a sea-bathing infirmary, and it was a Margate Quaker, Benjamin Beale, who invented the ‘modesty hood’ to fit onto bathing machines. Bathing machines were a breakthrough in seaside decorum, consisting of a horse-drawn changing hut on wheels with Mr Beale’s canvas hood at the back. The thing was towed by its horse into the shallows, enabling the lady within to change into her bathing costume, climb down a short ladder and cavort discreetly beneath Mr Beale’s canopy in her own little bit of sea without the embarrassment of her wet flannel costume clinging to her form and revealing her intimate bumps and dents.

Gentlemen bathed stark naked further along the beach.

By the early nineteenth century Margate had changed considerably, moving firmly downmarket; perhaps because the new railways were demonstrating that the big profits came not from milord in his own coach strapped to a wagon, but in the masses crammed onto wooden benches in trucks. Much cheaper accommodation was built and Margate became the seaside success story for the working man and his family.

East End Londoners mostly travelled to Margate by the cheapest and most uncomfortable of small packet-boats, the common hoy (hoy polloi?).

Charles Lamb, aged fifteen, went for a happy week’s holiday to Margate with his cousin and later recalled the humble voyage (fare – 2 shillings 6 pence) in his essay, ‘The Old Margate Hoy’ (‘Can I forget thee, thou old Margate Hoy, with thy weather-beaten, sun-burnt captain, and his rough accommodations – ill-exchanged for the foppery and fresh-water niceness of the modern steam packet? … Not many rich, not many wise, or learned, composed at that time the common stowage of a Margate packet’).

Broadstairs was the permanently genteel town of the three Thanet resorts, appealing strongly to the middle classes and those who wanted to be thought of as middle class, like Mr Pooter who referred affectionately to the town in Diary of a Nobody as ‘good old Broadstairs’.

It was hardly a resort – no fairground with big dipper, or on the other social level no golf links either – but it did have a Grand Hotel and a pleasant, curved bay and a bandstand and a bit of a pier and a minstrel show on the beach, and it developed a reputation for its healthy sea air so it became a popular site for convalescent homes and expensive preparatory schools; many a union leader recovered his voice in his union’s red-brick, neo-Gothic convalescent home on a Broadstairs cliff top, and many a minor royal and future duke began his schooling being walloped in a Broadstairs prep school.

Further lustre was added to the town’s reputation when Charles Dickens found it a placid place in which to write. He frequently stayed and worked at the Royal Albion Hotel (still going strong) and at Bleak House, an odd building like a small Scottish baronial castle which overlooked the harbour. At the time it was called Fort House but the name was changed to Bleak House when the novel became successful. It is now a Dickens museum.

Of the three Thanet resorts serving London it was Ramsgate which managed to be the most comprehensive socially, offering an Upstairs, Downstairs arrangement of suitable holidays for both the rich and the non-rich.

The less well-off were tempted with a long, safe, free beach, an army of bathing machines, Punch and Judy shows, donkeys for children to ride, lots of pubs, bracing sea air, inexpensive boarding houses and a view of sailing ships constantly beating up and down the busy Downs (the slightly sheltered waters between the seashore and Goodwin Sands). And early in the century the uncomfortable voyage by hoy was superseded by the railway. Trains from London emerged dramatically from a tunnel cut in the chalk cliffs and disgorged their holidaymakers a few yards from the seafront. Later a new station was built on the edge of the town and the old seashore terminus became a funfair, Merrie England.

Unlike Margate, Ramsgate kept its hold on the affections of the wealthy. Elegant Georgian terraces were built on the East Cliff top, Nelson Crescent, Albion Place, Paragon Place, and well-to-do London merchants took to wintering in fashionable Ramsgate. And during the summer season their good ladies, after a discreet dip from their bathing machine, could drink their (smuggled) tea, tuck up their (smuggled) lace cuffs and enjoy their game of whist far away from both the citizens of Ramsgate, described by a lady visitor from London in a letter home as ‘the smelly inhabitants’, and the seething crowd of holidaymaking ’Arry and ’Arriets on the beach below, a busy scene captured by Frith in his hugely popular painting of 1853, Ramsgate Sands.

It was claimed that King George IV actually deserted his beloved Brighton one summer for a holiday at Ramsgate but I can find no proof of that; however, the monarch did graciously condescend to visit Ramsgate in 1821 when he disembarked from a visit to Hanover. The town fathers, in ecstasies, had 100 tons of Dublin granite fashioned into a copy of a classical obelisk and erected to commemorate this widely unpopular king’s gouty foot touching down on Ramsgate soil. Local townspeople referred to the obelisk as the ‘Royal Toothpick’.

During my childhood, trams used to grind noisily up and clatter noisily down Madeira Walk, the steep winding hill which descended rapidly from the rich terraces of the East Cliff through an ornamental chine to the harbour. I remember when very young being shown the sharp corner where, I was told, a tram had once jumped the tramlines, tipped over the edge and plunged down into somebody’s back garden. I could never pass that corner again without an enjoyable little frisson.

Other frisson-inducers in my early years included the unhygienic-looking iron mug chained to the drinking fountain in Ellington Park, from which, I was informed, a boy of my age had recently caught the Black Death; a synagogue – actually a Jewish seminary and college set up by the Montefiore family – lying behind high walls on the road to Broadstairs where, my brother Chas told me, Jews used to be flogged until they agreed to give all their money to the roller-skating rink along the road and become Christians; and being christened at the age of seven, the ceremony having been postponed because my father was at sea when I was born. I was a bit old to be christened, but queuing up with the babies at the font was not so embarrassing in retrospect as was my appearance. The solemn ceremony marked the first occasion on which I faced the world with my hair stiff and glossy from a generous handful of Field’s Lavender Solidified Brilliantine.

King George IV was not the only person of high consequence to enjoy the pleasures of Ramsgate. In AD 449, Hengist and Horsa (their names translate as ‘The Horse Brothers’) led the first Teutonic invasion of the island, setting sail from Jutland and landing on a beach, Ebbsfleet, to the west of Ramsgate. The Horse Brothers were followed in AD 597 by Augustine (later St Augustine), sent by Pope Gregory to bring Christianity and Latin verbs to our Isles. Augustine and forty monks managed to achieve this peacefully and he became the first Archbishop of Canterbury.

Princess Victoria, before becoming Queen Victoria, enjoyed a number of visits to Ramsgate, staying at many of the fine houses and meeting everyone of substance. The town also had its odd eccentric resident, such as Sir William Curtis, Bt, who built his estate, Cliff House, on Sion Hill, a splendid site overlooking the harbour. Sir William, a ‘very badly educated Tory’, made a huge fortune from manufacturing sea biscuits in Wapping. He became Lord Mayor of London and was famous in his day, rather like Lord and Lady Docker were in the 1960s, for his conspicuous wealth. His sumptuously fitted yacht was particularly marked out for mockery by Whig wits. King George IV, though, enjoyed many a luxurious cruise with his rich friend and stayed at Cliff House, Ramsgate, in 1821 when he returned from Hanover.

Another resident, less noble and rich, who made his mark on Ramsgate was the great Gothic revival architect and designer, Augustus Pugin, perhaps most famous for working with Barry as designer of decorations and statues for the Houses of Parliament. Pugin built himself a Gothic house in Ramsgate with its own little church. He was converted to Roman Catholicism in 1833 and made his church into a kind of abbey. His house and the church – St Augustine’s, Ramsgate’s first Roman Catholic church – are still there, faced with glistening black flints. Pugin died at his house in Ramsgate, insane.

And then there was young Vincent Van Gogh. In 1876 the somewhat muddled young Dutchman, aged twenty-three, recovering from unrequited love for his London landlady’s daughter and uncertain whether to become a pastor like his father or an evangelist amongst the working classes, moved to Ramsgate and was taken on as a teacher in a small impoverished school with twenty-eight pupils, run by a Mr Stokes. For four months Van Gogh taught some of the young of Ramsgate their mathematics, French and geography.

My friend Michael Meyer pointed out to me that Mr Stokes almost certainly could not have afforded atlases for the geography lessons, so somewhere in Ramsgate there is probably an old gentleman whose father tucked away in the attic a sketch map of Mesopotamia drawn by Vincent Van Gogh.

Before he left England and went back to Holland leaving school-teaching for more creative pursuits, Van Gogh drew a charming little pen-and-ink sketch entitled Vue de la fenêtre de l’École. Ramsgate, 31 mai 1876.

The first school my brother and I went to was not unlike Mr Stokes’s academy. Ours was about the same size, was called Thyra House School and its proprietor, headmaster and 50 per cent of its staff was a Mr Rule. Mr Rule, a heavily built man with a Bavarian accent, had a look about him of Field Marshal von Hindenburg, so when the First World War broke out he prudently changed the spelling of his name from Ruhl to Rule.

Chas and I used to walk to school, and a fair way away it was, too, for a couple of ex-toddlers. We would toil up the hill from the Derby Arms to what was the flour mill at the top and down the other side to South Eastern Road where Thyra House was, pausing to hurl a potato in a desultory sort of way at the front door of an old lady who lived in a row of houses on the left pavement. If we scored a hit the lady would hurtle out of her door shaking her fist at us and screeching. It was the kind of mindless bad behaviour which most children seem to enjoy for a while. Perhaps she, too, came to enjoy it as part of life’s rich pattern because she never seriously tried to catch us.

The other 50 per cent of Thyra House School’s staff was a thin, almost transparent lady who pedalled the harmonium with spirit and taught us to sing hymns, her favourite being ‘You in Your Small Corner and I in Mine’. Chas was good at hymns and was nominated Best Singer. I was nominated Best Opener (opening the mouth wide was a much-esteemed virtue in Thyra House hymn-singing). Years later I was delighted to find that the French for ‘small corner’, petit coin, was a popular euphemism in France for the lavatory.

It was in the middle of an arithmetic lesson at Thyra House, taken by the headmaster himself, that I discovered the enormous satisfaction that came from creating laughter and it became the main aim of my working life.

I was sitting at a double desk with a plump fellow scholar who was almost asleep with boredom. To cheer him up I made a humorous remark. He sniggered and whispered what I had said to the boy behind him and he sniggered too.

Mr Rule’s fat hairy forefinger bent in a beckoning movement and I slid out from my desk and stood next to him, clutching my pencil, knuckles white with fear.

‘Muir, you were talking in class again. That is not permitted, heh? Vill you kindly repeat aloud vat you said to Leatherbarrow? It is fair, is it not, that you share your vit vith all of us?’

‘Please, sir,’ I mumbled, ‘I said, “This pencil top is sir’s bum.”’

The roomful of children erupted in joyful mirth. It was an intoxicating moment. I had made the whole school laugh.

It might be thought that it was not really much of a joke on which to base a career. It was not even remotely witty, and it was hardly comedy of observation; my pencil top was only half a centimetre in diameter and held one of those useless pink rubbers which smear pencil marks without erasing them, whilst sir was what Americans call a ‘lardbutt’; his behind was about a metre wide. But the roomful of children laughed at what I had said and my destiny was fixed.


Chapter 2

BEACH BOY

THE PARENTS SUDDENLY upped sticks from Ramsgate and moved to Broadstairs, settling into a pleasant rented house named Fernbank. The move probably came about because Dad had been offered a reasonably good job with McAlpine’s, helping to build a factory up in Selby, Yorkshire.

Then things began to go wrong. My father caught pneumonia rather seriously and my mother went up to Yorkshire to nurse him. My brother and I were looked after by Mother’s sister Mary and her husband Len (Chas and I were pages in daffodil-coloured satin at their wedding. Yellow Pages?).

Mother was away for months and when she and Dad returned to Broadstairs their savings had all gone and Dad was none too strong. Uncle Len came to the rescue. He had opened a shop near Broadstairs railway station selling electrical goods and was building a business based on the new craze – listening to the wireless.

Dad became an installer of sets and aerials for Uncle Len. He rode around Broadstairs on a curious vehicle called a ‘Ner-a-Car’, not unlike the outcome of a liaison between a motor scooter and a sway-backed motorbike. Its main feature was a large storage box under the rider’s legs, large enough to hold tools and bits of wireless sets.

Wireless was a growth industry and for years things went well for Uncle Len and Dad. One weekend Dad brought home the makings of a crystal set and put it together. I remember moveable coils like a pair of ears, glowing valves, the ‘cat’s whisker’ (very important component), which was a piece of fine wire moved about by a little lever, and the ‘mighty atom’, a tiny lump of quartz glinting in the light. The quartz was probed by the ‘cat’s whisker’ until a station was located and we could listen to it through the heavy black earphones (two members of the family per headset).

The excitement when Dad first tuned in and we heard sounds coming to us through the air without wires was terrific. Never mind that we knew perfectly well the transmission came from the North Foreland Lighthouse a mile up the road and was only a few dots and dashes of morse code – it was magic to us.

We moved to a newish rented bungalow, Adstone, on Linden Avenue, where Mother was able to take in lodgers during the summer season. Chas and I much enjoyed our lodgers, who made a change to our routine. We particularly liked a Mr Sumner and family who were most amiable and came year after year.

With the extra money coming in from the guests, Mother was able to cover the bungalow’s floors (almost but not quite wall to wall) with grey haircord, an inexpensive form of carpet which was attractive enough to look at and hard-wearing. Walking on it in bare feet was like strolling across Brillo pads, but the carpet was my mother’s pride: people like us – I suppose lower middle class hoping to become middle middle class – did not have carpets in those days, we had bare floorboards, varnished, or lino and rugs.

In keeping with my new role as the family jester, Chas gave me for my birthday a joke ink blot, a piece of metal pressed into the shape of a large shiny blot of Stephen’s blue-black ink and suitably coloured. It was startlingly realistic.

Sniggering with excitement I laid it on Mother’s new carpet, put an empty ink bottle on its side beside the blot and called out, ‘Quick, Mother! I’ve had an accident!’

Mother shot in from the kitchen, took in the sight of the ink bottle on its side and the large blot on her beautiful new carpet and gave me a whack round the back of my head with her wedding-ring finger which sent me ricocheting off three walls.

This would probably have won her fourteen days hard labour in Holloway Prison in these enlightened times but it was exactly the right treatment then. I have hated the lurking sadism of practical joking ever since.

Adstone had a brick shed at the end of the garden where we could make things. I built a writing desk from plywood with a sloping front, but I was never able to use it: I unthinkingly painted it with a particularly pungent creosote and nobody was ever able to get closer than 6 feet to it.

Our real life was the beach. Or rather ‘the sands’; it was rarely called ‘the beach’ in those days. When we were not at school we were playing on the sands, and swimming. Well-off visitors hired tents for changing and we soon knew which tents were not hired and could be used free by us, though they were hardly luxury accommodation; the green canvas tents were, whatever the weather, oddly airless and smelled heavily of linseed oil and pee.

Swimming costumes were not chic in the late 1920s. Chaps wore a black affair or one with a horizontally striped upper half and a black lower half with an imitation belt with a rusty buckle in between. A semi-exciting design innovation was large decorative holes below the normal armholes. In those days it was the chaps, not the girls, who wore a tiny modesty skirt on the front of their costumes. Made more sense, really.

Swimming caps were definitely de rigueur. If you were a swift swimmer, played water polo and were proud of your crawl, you wore a brightly coloured rubber skullcap like half a football bladder. If you were a distance man you wore a heavy black rubber helmet, about a quarter of an inch thick, which had black rubber earpieces vulcanized on. The difficulty was that you really had to be fitted for these. I occasionally found such a helmet abandoned in the sand, but the earpieces never quite coincided with my ears and agony ensued.

The quality of the bathing was hardly Cap Ferrat standard, not that we minded or even noticed (or had even heard of Cap Ferrat). The water normally had a healthy English Channel chill to it and was grey and semi-opaque with bits of dead seaweed and grains of sand swirling about in it.

If you were unlucky enough to be swimming when the Perseverence, a large, open, ex-fishing boat, moved away from the jetty in a wide sweep taking visitors on a shilling sick-round-the-bay, for the rest of the morning you swam in and swallowed petrol-flavoured sea water.

I was never a fast swimmer. I developed a labour-saving technique based on an ancient stroke called the ‘trudgeon’ which seems to have disappeared from the seaside swimmer’s repertoire. In my version I lay floating on top of the water face down, occasionally giving little frog-like twitches of the legs as in the breaststroke whilst performing a lazy arm movement on my side as in the sidestroke. These dabs at propulsion through the water occurred only every few minutes and then in as gentle and energy-conserving a manner as possible. Although not yet in my teens, and thin with it, I could swim like this non-stop for an impressive three or four hours at a go. Unless there was a current running I hardly moved from the same spot.

I had lots of friends on the sands and after a swim we would dry off, throw ourselves face down on our towels in a star formation, heads together, and natter away for hours. I would try to make the others laugh, not with comical voices and jokes but with comical notions. I cannot remember these being very successful but neither can I remember any of my friends actually hitting me.

A large proportion of our chat was concerned with sex. We all knew with rough accuracy what happened in the process which Alan Bennett described in a play as ‘the docking manoeuvre’, but like most boys of our age we spoke out on all the more intricate and subtle nuances of lovemaking with the bold authority assumed by those anxious to hide their pig-ignorance.

One cherished fragment of sex-lore amongst our group was that any Belgian or French girl student who wore a gold cross on a chain was easy game. Easy game for what was not clear to us younger members of the group, but we cried, ‘Yes, aren’t they!’ and leered along with the big boys.

The only one of us who achieved an, as it were, ‘hands on’ experience with a girl student was a senior member of our group. He had taken a French girl to the concert party at the Bohemia theatre in the High Street, which must have been a baffling enough experience for her, during which he established some sort of fleshly contact. He started out telling us the story of his achievement with a kind of boastful enthusiasm, but then this tailed off into a slightly embarrassed mumbling. He had become fond of the girl.

One chilly morning I rose enormously in my group’s estimation by becoming the first of us to see a female nipple. Both of the pair, what is more, and only inches away from my nose.

Speculation as to what a girl’s bosom actually looked like has fascinated growing lads all over the world, it seems. A few years ago I was on a plane to Mauritius with my wife Polly, who was born there, when an elderly American leaped to his feet, his brow knotted with worry, and shouted above the engines, ‘Does anybody here know the lines which follow ‘’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves …’?

I did know (‘Did gyre and gimble in the wabe; All mimsy were the borogoves, And the mome raths outgrabe’). So I bawled the rest of Lewis Carroll’s extremely odd little verse to him and he sank back in his seat, at peace with the world again. I met him later on a beach in Mauritius and learned that his name was Dillon Ripley and he was Secretary Emeritus of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington and probably America’s most distinguished ornithologist.

At the time Mr Ripley and I were sitting under one of those thatched parasols on a Mauritian beach, contemplating with aesthetic pleasure a very pretty Italian girl bouncing and jiggling along the beach, dressed entirely in what appeared to be a short piece of string.

‘When I was a schoolboy at the beginning of this century,’ Mr Ripley said reflectively, ‘the entire boyhood of America thought that female breasts were brown.’

‘Brown?’ I ventured.

‘Dark brown,’ said Mr Ripley. ‘You see, the only breasts American boys ever got to look at in those days were photographs of Far-Eastern tribes in the dentist’s waiting-room copy of the National Geographic magazine.’

My own first glimpse of the erotic zones happened at Broadstairs when I was busy saving their owner’s life.

There were two life-saving measures in force at that time for the preservation of Broadstairs bathers. Somewhere in the bay a small ancient rowing boat was anchored, with a retired salt of great age slumped asleep over the oars. This was known as the safety boat. There was also an anchored raft in the middle of the bay which not only provided a useful resting place for tired swimmers, but also gave purpose to a quick dip; one swam out to the raft, dragged oneself aboard, got one’s breath back and then dived off again and swam back to the shore.

On that fateful morning there was a cool breeze blowing across the bay and the water was choppy and chilly. The rest of our group did not fancy swimming so wandered off and busied themselves with another healthy boyish activity on dry land, namely filling empty Andrews Liver Salts tins with thin strips of cordite, used during the war for projecting naval shells and still being washed up on the sands, and sealing the tins to make bombs which exploded most satisfactorily when thrown on somebody else’s bonfire.

I was gazing vaguely at the horizon, the way you do when you are at the seaside and cannot think of anything better to do, when I noticed the head of a swimmer bobbing up and down in the choppy water. The bobbing head was making for the raft and seemed to be at the end of a long swim round the jetty. I heard a faint feminine cry for help in a foreign tongue and the head disappeared for a moment or two.

I swiftly removed my shirt and shorts, and now clad only in my swimming costume with the chic four armholes and the rusty buckle, I sprinted to the water’s edge. I then sprinted back, took off my wristwatch and laid it on my towel. I went through the same routine with my leather sandals and then I plunged into the cold water and made for the struggling swimmer. In no time at all I had reached the raft. This speed through the water was not because I had up-graded my style from the trudgeon to the crawl, but because the tide was out, the raft was only in 4 feet of water and I could wade to it.

The swimmer was a girl and she really was a bit distressed, gasping for breath, uttering little foreign whimpers and clearly tired. Quite pretty.

‘It’s all right, madame,’ I said, speaking very loudly because I thought she was probably French, ‘you’re safe now, I’ve got you.’ I swivelled her face-up in the water and held her under the armpits as I had seen the Sea Scouts do in life-saving practice. ‘Upsy-daisy!’ I cried, trying to get her up onto the raft.

I don’t know exactly what happened, but in the course of trying to pull and push her across the edge of the raft her swimming costume was rolled down to her waist.

I stared, goggle-eyed, I am afraid, at this revelation of secret feminine anatomy. My knowledge of what a nipple looked like had been until then largely conjectural, based on saucy stories in furtive American collegiate magazines (‘Greg took off his catcher’s mitt and slid his hand inside Fran’s bra. Her erect nipple bored into the palm of his hand like a flint arrowhead. “Greg, no!” she hissed urgently …’). Suddenly I was unexpectedly face to face with the naked reality.

Her breasts (smallish, both about the same size) were not brown like those in the National Geographic, but extremely white with a touch of blue due to the cold, and they were slightly puckered from being too long in the water. Her nipples were, rather surprisingly, not brown either but a bluish-greenish colour and wrinkled by the cold water. They were not unlike dried olives.

Teeth chattering but rested, she thanked me charmingly in French for helping her (at least I think she did), pulled up her costume without any self-consciousness, slipped back into the water and swam competently towards the shore.

I waded to the shore, mind spinning, determined not to share with the others my warm and wonderful, very personal experience. Though I eventually gave them an edited version.

One thing about growing up at the seaside in Broadstairs was that come summertime there was little point in going elsewhere for a holiday. I did not ‘go away’ for a holiday until I was married; up until then there seemed no better place to be on holiday than Broadstairs sands.

Early on in my years as a beach boy I was wrenched away from the sands and taken into the countryside for a day’s outing; it was my first close encounter with nature and I was not happy with it.

The occasion was part of a money-making scheme I had going. Our local parish church needed choirboys; it seems they were constantly defecting or metamorphosing into baritones, and the going rate for the job was 5s. a quarter (£1 a year!) so I rushed to join. I have no singing voice as listeners to radio’s My Music will sympathetically agree, but my proven skill at opening impressed the organist and I was taken on. I turned up religiously (an entirely inappropriate adverb) and hung on to my financial bonanza by lurking in the shadows a lot in church and, during hymn and anthem singing, miming.

But nobody warned me that there was an annual choir outing into the countryside.

For this the vicar traditionally hired a brake, an ancient, Edwardian, horse-drawn, bus-like vehicle which had plodded along for many years between Ramsgate and Pegwell Bay, carrying passengers who were in no hurry, until it became so unroadworthy that no horse could be persuaded to pull it on a regular basis. I sat on a plank seat on the uncovered top deck, well away from authority, happy to be lumbering slowly towards the Kent village of Pluck’s Gutter (what magical names these old hamlets have, to be sure).

We arrived late at the meadow where we were to have our picnic lunch because the elderly horse turned bolshie just north of Deal and slowed down to about 1 m.p.h., but the vicar soon had us debussed and sitting in a circle round him on the meadow grass, clutching our official-issue brawn sandwiches.

‘Choir!’ he cried, ringingly, revolving slowly like a lighthouse so that his words would reach us all in turn. ‘Most of your days are spent in the town or playing about on ugly sand. Today is your holiday from all that. Today, Choir, you are in the heart of Beautiful Nature!’ In which case, one fake chorister’s unspoken thought was, the sooner the holiday is over and we are back to ugly sand the better.

If you are uncomfortable sitting on sand you just wiggle a bit and the sand adjusts itself to the shape of your bottom. Nature does not do this. You sit on a tussock in a Pluck’s Gutter meadow and what happens? You wiggle a bit and a needle-sharp piece of long grass goes up the leg of your shorts. You shift sideways to assuage the agony and the suspiciously warm patch on which you are now sitting is a reminder that this is a pasture on which sheep have safely grazed.

Nature, of which the countryside unfortunately has a lot, is not only carpeted with needle-sharp grass and prickly flora which scratches your ankles and becomes lodged in the buckles of your sandals, but is also full of dangerous fauna. The seaside has its little bits of fauna too, but these are harmless and frequently edible, e.g., shrimps.

At the seaside insect life is benign, just a few little hopping things in the sand. Nature, on the other hand, harbours whole regiments of malevolent predators whose teeth cause damage and pain far in excess of the tiny beasts’ size and fighting weight.

For anybody collecting this kind of scientific data I am able to report that during about seventy minutes spent in a Kent meadow (the Garden of England) sitting unknowingly on firmish sheep droppings, the following occurred: a very large and shiny black bug, seemingly in drink, flew erratically backwards and forwards in front of me and then thudded into my forehead. A weal arose. A colony of ants invaded my lower legs and scurried about, biting; about 200,000 very small red marks appeared. A cricket levitated in front of me and dropped down the front of my shirt, causing me to utter a thin girlish scream. A squadron of large horseflies with hairy legs and metallic-blue tummies settled on my lunch. I threw away my brawn sandwich.

Soon after that hapless outing, to prevent recurrences I sought out the vicar and resigned from the choir, which came as a surprise to the vicar as he had no idea that I was in it. I did not sever all my connections with the church, though. I contributed ‘The Mystery of the Tree Trunk, an Exciting Adventure Serial’, to the parish magazine. Like all parish magazines of those days it had a properly printed section dealing with Christian issues, and another inserted section of local interest produced in purple ink on a jellygraph by a churchwarden. This latter section was where my serial appeared, although ‘appeared’ is hardly the word, as in most issues, due to hot weather hardening the jelly, my contribution was partly or wholly illegible.

It was all rather sad because I much enjoyed writing the serial. It was an ordinary kind of story; some children fell down a hole in a hollow tree trunk and happened upon some Chinese airmen who were villainous dope-smugglers (to me ‘dope’ meant the pungent spirit which the RAF used to spray on their Sopwith fighter planes to tighten the fabric). I did not plan the story ahead, it just lurched from episode to episode. Unfortunately I never found out how it ended. Owing to lack of support in the parish, the magazine went out of business after four issues, the only time I have ever heard of a parish magazine going bust.

My interest in both reading and trying to write was awakened back in the Ramsgate days when I did well in an exam at Thyra House School and my granny gave me a book prize, the first book I had ever wholly owned. It was a highly popular volume in its day with well-drawn, sensitive illustrations: The Story of a Red Deer (1897) by the Hon. Sir John Fortescue KCVO.

As the title suggests, it was the story of a red deer. I read it very slowly, almost learning it by heart as I went, savouring every twist of the story, every description, and believing totally in the reality of the animal. Unfortunately Sir John did a Walt Disney and killed off the deer at the end. I did not actually blub because I was getting on a bit by then, rising seven, but I had a painful lump in my throat for about three weeks afterwards whenever I remembered the noble beast’s sad end.

Two or three years later, when we moved to Broadstairs, I was given pocket money lavish enough to buy a weekly comic (3d.). The importance of this step to this young reader cannot be exaggerated. A comic once a week gave me entry into a syndicate of eight other comic-fanciers at school, each of whom bought a different comic. Then once a week we all swapped comics on a carefully worked-out rota system. So for threepence I enjoyed eight new comics a week.

I quite liked the Champion, which had stirring war stories such as the exploits of His Majesty’s torpedo boat, HMTB Battler, but my favourite by a mile was the Magnet, stories set in a public school, Greyfriars, and featuring Billy Bunter the Fat Owl of the Remove, the peerless Bob Cherry and a cast of a hundred other regulars.

The weekly Magnet, usually about 20,000 words, was almost wholly written by Charles St John Hamilton under the pseudonym Frank Richards. Hamilton is in the Guinness Book of Records as the world’s most prolific author, with a total output of boy’s magazine prose equal to a thousand novels. And he lived just up the road from us in a large villa at Kingsgate, a frail old bachelor in his eighties, occasionally to be glimpsed through the front gate pottering about his garden dressed in a skullcap, dressing gown, pyjamas and bicycle clips.

Another local author was Countess Barcynska, a writer of fragrantly romantic novels (Pretty Dear, 1920; Love’s Last Reward, 1921; He Married His Parlourmaid, 1929; and many more). The countess, originally from Poland, wintered in the south of France but summered in a modest house on the front at Broadstairs which was proudly pointed out to visitors. She was a sad-looking, rouged old lady in a large and floppy straw hat. I saw her from time to time doing unPolish, non-literary things like buying a dressed crab in the fish shop opposite Marchesi’s restaurant in Albion Street.

It was the closest I had ever been to a real writer and I desperately wanted to talk to the countess and seek her advice on professional problems of authorship, like did she happen to know a publisher who might be interested in buying four episodes of a serial about dope-smuggling Chinese airmen who lived under a tree, and would a really good publisher print my work on a jellygraph efficient enough to deliver at least part of it in a legible state. But (thank God) I never plucked up enough courage to approach Countess Barcynska with my problems and she died in 1930.

The family move from Ramsgate meant, of course, that Chas and I had to bid farewell to Mr Rule and Thyra House School and start again at a school in Broadstairs. It has always been a matter of wonder to me (and profound gratitude) that Mother and Dad, neither of whom had much formal education, were absolutely committed to giving Chas and me the best education they could afford. They could not really afford any, but somehow each term they managed to save and scrape enough pounds and shillings together to pay the fees and keep us at one of the small private schools which existed (rather than prospered) in Thanet. I think they probably managed to do some sort of deal with the depression-hit proprietors but I have no idea what sort of deal it could have been.

In Broadstairs we became pupils of Stone House School, Stone Road. This was one up from Thyra House School because it took in a few boarders. I cannot think that it was a very agreeable place to board because Chas and I stayed there for just one night when our parents had to go away and we found the food most peculiar. For dinner we had liver which was overcooked to the point of being bone dry. Cutting into the liver was like sawing away at a leather purse, and when I finally made an incision the inside poured out onto the plate like sawdust.

We had several teachers, all faintly odd. One was a rather nervous old man who instituted weekly tests. To avoid mutiny he gave a penny to any boy who answered a question correctly.

Another unlikely pedagogue was Mr Murphy, a teenager who was not really a teacher at all. He had been accepted as a potential steward on the Ramsgate cross-Channel ferry and was filling in his time at Stone House School until a vacancy on the ferry occurred.

Mr Murphy was a cheerful young man and we all liked him, but the learning he imparted to us was mostly off-the-top-of-the-head rubbish. For instance, he taught us in a geography lesson that the west coast of Ireland was rough and rocky because it had been pounded for centuries by Atlantic waves. A moment’s reflection might have reminded him that pounding waves tend to smooth out knobbly coastlines rather than roughen them, wearing away the headlands and silting up the inlets.

But we were all sad when Mr Murphy’s job as a ferry steward came through and he departed to richer pickings, if only because he was young and amiable and most teachers in our sort of school were old and sarcastic.

Besides French and Belgian girls (with or without gold crosses round their necks) Broadstairs schools attracted children from further afield, particularly from rich Middle-Eastern families who wanted their sons to be able to speak conversational English.

Latterly I had a friend at the school who was Persian (now Iranian, I suppose) whose name I never saw written down so I can only guess at its spelling; it sounded like ‘Mossen Sadri’. He had a great sense of humour and we got along very well. I thought I owed it to him to spell his name correctly in these pages so I telephoned a very nice jolly man at an Iranian translation bureau in London and asked him how my friend’s name should be spelled. He told me that a man of that name was well known in Iran and the name was spelled Musa Sadr. He was the leader of a Shiite faction but had been kidnapped a few years ago and had not been heard of since. I can only hope that Musa Sadr is a common name in Iran.

By the time the young Musa Sadr arrived from Persia to join the school, Stone House School had moved to a new home, a large house like a boarding house right on Broadstairs front and near the bandstand. A huge noticeboard on the front of the house proclaimed it to be BRADSTOWE COLLEGE (Bradstowe was the ancient name of Broadstairs). It was a more convenient building for a small boarding and day school, with a brick annexe at the back housing a couple of classrooms, but Chas and I were only there for a short while before our parents moved us on to greater things.

So the few marvellous sand-and-sandals years were beginning to come to an end; it had been a period of steady change and improvement for small boys.

One magnificent advance in our living standards was the arrival in our lives of the Mars bar. Before the launch of this rich and superb orchestration of chocolate, soft toffee and creamy whip, sweets were more basic. Chocolate usually came in a thin rectangle, like a thickish credit card.

Uncle William’s Toffee was offered in many flavours (my favourite was banana) and was not wrapped in chew-sized pieces but came in a 6 by 4 by ½-inch slab which the shopkeeper held in the palm of his hand and smote with a hammer. He picked up the shattered shards of toffee from the floor, wiped them on his pullover, weighed them on worn brass scales and handed them over in a screw of paper. The first fragment you popped into your mouth was usually the biggest piece, triangular with sharp points almost piercing your cheeks. When you tried to talk to somebody you sprayed them with a fine jet of toffee juice.

Liquorice was a favourite, sometimes called Spanish. It came in all manner of shapes including bootlaces, pipes, All-Sorts, and batons, and when stamped into the shape of document seals was known as Pontefract cakes. Although the blackness of liquorice stained small faces and clothes, on the whole parents did not mind children chewing the stuff as, unknown to the children, it was a mild but effective laxative.

Boiled sweets, be they acid drops tasting of car batteries or pear drops tasting of nail-varnish remover, came loose in a jar, but they seldom stayed loose very long as they tended to coagulate into a hard mass which the shopkeeper had to hack viciously with an ice pick (sweetshops were much more labour-intensive in those days). The result was that, to our delight, most sweetshops had a jar filled with clumps of broken boiled sweets which they sold off cheaply.

Another favourite, i.e. inexpensive, chew which has now virtually disappeared was the tiger nut. This fibrous morsel could be described as resembling an owl pellet dropped by a constipated bird which had been feeding solely on the insides of horsehair mattresses and the tufts on top of coconuts, with perhaps a beakful of haircord carpet for pud. You chewed and chewed your tiger nut but it yielded little flavour and did not diminish as the hours went by. I cannot say I miss it.

The chap in the park who sold tiger nuts from a tricycle also sold inexpensive nougat with peanuts in it like gravel, candy twist (a rock-hard spiral of translucent boiled sweet tasting of cloves and therefore associated in the young mind with toothache), and sparkling Fanta, another cheap treat in those days, which came in many flavours and in bright colours not to be found in nature. The chap dispensed this stuff by filling a mug with water, adding concentrated Fanta in the flavour of your choice and tickling it up into bubbles with a huge cylinder of some sort of gas.

Another item which has all but disappeared from present-day young people’s balanced diet is sherbet. This sweet fizzing powder used to come in two forms, the sherbet fountain – a graspable cylinder of yellow cardboard with a liquorice tube sticking out of the top; sherbet was sucked up the tube and when it hit saliva, fizzed and tickled the tongue. The other form was the sherbet dab, a triangular paper packet of sherbet with a toffee-based mini-lollipop sticking out of one corner. The technique was to take out the lollipop, lick it until it was tacky and then dab it back in the sherbet and swiftly convey the toffee-flavoured dab to the mouth whilst still fizzing. Delicious.

When we first went to Broadstairs neither Chas nor I had been in a motor car; we did not even know anybody who owned one. The streets were busy with horse-drawn carts, errand boys delivering groceries on bikes which had huge baskets on top of the small front wheel, and horse-drawn milk floats from which the milkman ladled milk into your jug from a churn.

In dairies the produce was also ‘loose’. Cream stood on the counter in a wide brown bowl, guarded from air attack by a squadron of wasps. Butter was a huge yellow lump on a marble slab. A half-pound block was shaped up by the shopkeeper by hacking off a suitably sized piece and patting and slapping it very loudly into a rectangle with two grooved paddles. This was the job we all wanted to do when we grew up.

The first motor car Chas and I actually touched belonged to the girlfriend of our nice Uncle Alex. Uncle Alex was only a few years older than Chas and me but he was a very good cricketer and altogether a bit of a goer. It was unnerving for him when cutting a dash on the sands at Broadstairs in his pearl-grey flannel bags and cricket blazer, chatting up a likely lass, suddenly to be addressed by two largish lads as ‘Uncle’. He had a threatening word with us.

Alex’s permanent girlfriend was Tilly, an archetypal flapper, lean, bony and fascinating, with a tulip haircut and Clara Bow lips. She was an unconventional girl who was, rather surprisingly, a good long-distance swimmer. But unpredictable. She eventually married Uncle Alex’s best friend.

Tilly’s father was a successful Ramsgate greengrocer, and for her twenty-first birthday he gave her a new Austin Seven Ruby saloon car. This was the late 1920s. Chas and I were not only allowed to run our hands along the Austin Seven’s beautiful flanks, but for five wonderful minutes sweet Tilly let us sit in it. The colour scheme was chocolate brown and beige and a little silver vase was mounted on a windscreen pillar with a dead flower in it. There was a ring which the driver pulled steadily and a roller blind rolled upwards over the rear window, shielding the driver from the glare of headlights from the car behind.

During the last of our years in Broadstairs there were noticeably more private cars on the road than there had been when we arrived, and horse-drawn delivery carts had begun to give way to square, sit-up-and-beg vans and lorries like the Foden, with its exterior gate-change gears and solid tyres perforated with big horizontal holes to give the hard rubber some illusion of springiness.

Happily, our Sunday mornings were still occasionally enlivened by a distant cry of ‘Hottttttt Rollllls!’ and either Chas or I was deputed to dress swiftly and track down the Hot Roll Man by following his shout. The baker carried the fresh warm rolls on a tray covered by a cloth.

When you are very young anything is possible and your personal limitations, if any, have yet to make themselves known. One of the evil effects of growing older is to become progressively aware of the activities in life which you are simply not equipped ever to be any good at.

During my early days at Broadstairs I realized that becoming an architect was not on as a career. What happened was that Mackintosh, the toffee-makers, decided to promote their new wrapped toffees by a series of sandcastle competitions at holiday resorts round the coast. There were glittering money prizes to be won; a whole £1 note for the winner, 10s. and 5s. for the runners-up.

I worked hard on my castle; it had a moat and turrets, a castellated keep and a cardboard drawbridge. I had most intelligently carted damp malleable sand from the edge of the sea, but I had forgotten the sun. By eleven o’clock my entry, bone dry, was crumbling away at the edges. Then as the judging party began its tour of inspection I stepped back to see how far they had got and trod on my castle. And that was that, though some good did come from it: every competitor was given a small scarlet pail of about twelve Mackintosh toffees, by then warm and soft from the sun and most welcome as a mid-morning snack.

In those early days I trod the boards for the first time. Broadstairs’ popular beach entertainment for many years was Uncle Mack’s Minstrels, a wondrously politically incorrect alfresco concert party which performed on a white wooden stage on the sands. The cast, dressed in spangly romper suits and black mortarboards, sweated behind a faceful of burned cork in the last flutterings of the tradition of ‘nigger minstrel’ shows. Uncle Mack’s Minstrels was an innocent display of what is now looked upon as being offensively racist (among my books I have a collection of classic jokes and sketches taken from those original nineteenth-century minstrel shows entitled, if you please, Niggerosities).

Every Wednesday morning Uncle Mack conducted a talent competition for young hopefuls; the winner got 5s. At the time there was a play doing the rounds of the repertory companies called White Cargo, which then became a popular film. It was a throbbing story of sex in the jungle, a bit like the work of Somerset Maugham. A young British planter is tempted by the ravishing, dusky beauty Tondelayo into joining her in a spot of ‘mammypalava’ (we all knew what that meant), but she catches a social disease or is poisoned or something and at the end staggers off into the jungle, clearly not feeling at all well, leaving our hero to smile devilishly at the audience and declaim (splendid curtain line), ‘If she lives – she lives with ME!’

I decided that I would sing the audience the theme song from the film version of White Cargo, accompanied by Uncle Mack on his banjo.

I have a snapshot of myself at the time of what turned out to be my tragic stage début. I was short of two front teeth and the pockets of my short trousers were bulging with such boyhood necessities as a tobacco tin full of worms gathered from the foreshore for use as bait, some pebbles for skimming through the waves, a bottle of iodine in case I cut myself, some useful string and an orange.

Now the song was a steamy, very sexy ballad, written by, of all people, Noel Gay, who wrote ‘Me and My Girl’, ‘Let’s Have a Tiddley at the Milk Bar’, ‘Run Rabbit Run’, and about a thousand other popular hits, and it described the singer’s longing for more mammypalava with the seductive Tondelayo. With an introductory twang from Uncle Mack’s banjo I launched into song.

Sadly, it was not my audience. I had hardly piped out the first few lines when the punters became restive. I think perhaps I put a bit too much passion into it because well before I had got to ‘nights of madness’ Uncle Mack had taken me by the elbow and propelled me firmly off-stage, murmuring, ‘Have another go when you’re a bit older, sonny.’

It was a pity because I needed the five-bob prize. I had developed an interest in photography. This was a new thing for families, following a brilliant breakthrough by the Kodak company in making cameras cheap enough for everybody to own and simple enough for anybody to use. Instead of a camera being like an expensive piece of laboratory equipment, all shiny mahogany and brass, the Kodak Box Brownie was made of what seemed to be dimpled black cardboard. It had a tiny reflex viewfinder, which you had to shield from the light with a hand otherwise you could not see anything, and when you pressed the lever to take a photograph a large safety pin moved across the lens opening, followed reluctantly by a sheet of metal with a hole in it. And that is all there was to it.

The film was an eight-exposure strip of celluloid backed by paper and wound on a spool. After taking a snap you turned the Brownie upside down, peered into a little window at the back and wound on for the next snap, being guided by a pointing hand, dots and the number of the next exposure.

I have no idea how much the Brownie cost because Dad got it by saving up cigarette coupons. Tobacconists’ shelves were stocked with different names then. Craven A was still going strong with the new cork tip (originally paper printed to look like cork) but there were lots of other popular brands, now rarely seen, such as the cheapest of them all and a great favourite during the First World War, Woodbines, sold five at a time in a flat, green, open paper packet. When we did A Midsummer Night’s Dream at school, a titter was enjoyed by all during Puck’s big speech: ‘I know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows’ when he got to ‘luscious woodbine’.

There was also the modestly priced Turf, Park Drive and Black Cat to choose from, and at the upper end of the market De Reske, Du Maurier and Passing Cloud. This last brand, quite expensive, came in a pink packet with a picture on it of a toff puffing out smoke with a dreamy look, like a deb’s delight at a party enjoying a modern-day exotic substance. The cigarettes were oval, as though somebody had sat on the packet.

Black Cat was one of the earliest brands to issue gift coupons to be collected and exchanged for items from a catalogue. Dad was not a heavy smoker so heaven knows how long it took him to puff through enough Black Cat fags to provide us with a Kodak Box Brownie, but he managed it.

I became deeply interested in photography, but there was not enough spare money for the parents to waste on films and processing so I had to be more or less self-financing, hence going in for competitions with cash prizes. The chemicals needed were quite cheap and I taught myself developing and printing, developing my films in a cupboard, see-sawing the film in darkness through a soup plate of developer and then through another of hypo. I adapted an old picture frame to make contact prints.

A good source of money for photography was programme- selling at the annual Broadstairs Water Sports. This was an exciting event in itself. Narrow boardwalks were run out into the bay for the swimming-race contestants to dive from, and there were dinghy races and water-polo matches while a regimental band played marches and ‘Gems from The Merry Widow’. The high spot of the day was a sea battle between boatloads of white-clad bakers and boatloads of black-clad chimney sweeps. For ammunition the bakers hurled paper bags of flour at the black sweeps and the sweeps hurled paper bags of soot at the white-clad bakers. It ended up as a tremendously satisfying mess, with all the whitened sweeps and blackened bakers swimming around in the water trying to scrape themselves clean enough for their wives to allow them into the house when they got home.

An ambitious young programme-seller, remorselessly aggressive and prepared to trudge all day up and down the esplanade and the sands accosting holiday makers, could earn himself a cool 2 or 3s. commission.

Life for Chas and me was soon to change radically and the good days of slopping about on the sands most of the time and acquiring the minimum of learning were about to change. The parents had decided that we were old enough to go to a real school and they managed to have us accepted for Chatham House School, Ramsgate.

About that time I went through a strange rite-of-passage experience, perhaps preparing me for the rather more earnest existence I was due to face in a more grown-up world.

My love for my mother had never been obsessive; it was the normal warm trust, respect and love of son for mother and vice versa, and I had the same kind of relationship with Dad. But Mother did stand in a slightly different light in that, unlike Dad, who used to be away for long periods, Mother had always been there, a permanent source of comfort and safety in a world often difficult to understand.

Then, lying in bed one night, it occurred to me that Mother would not always be there. One day she would die and I would never see her again. This was much too enormous a concept for my tiny split-pea brain to cope with calmly and I simply gave way to inconsolable misery, sobbing into the pillow far into the night, with Chas eventually having to come in and say, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, shut up!’

But I could not shut up. Night after night for about two weeks, as I lay in bed, the dread black thought crept back that one day Mother would not be there; it was like a medieval nightmare crouching over me. I just did not know what to do but to howl as quietly as possible and hope that sleep would soon bring oblivion.

Mother chose a good moment and gave me a gentle talking-to, explaining that I was quite right about her having to leave us all one day (she actually lived way into her late seventies), but that was how it all worked and I must learn to accept death as a fact that none of us could do much about.

Suddenly, a few days later, as if the sun had emerged from behind a cloud, everything became all right again and life returned to being warm and secure, dread evaporated and my strange emotional and irrational experience was over; it never returned.

For Chas and me life entered a new phase and we cycled off to Chatham House every morning with a packed lunch which we ate from its greaseproof paper in company with lots of other boys in the school dining hall, which smelled of the previous day’s in-house meals.

Chatham House was, at last, a real school with properly qualified teachers and opportunities to act and write things and play cricket and rugby and make music; a senior pupil when we were there was a boy from nearby Dumpton Gap, a very good organist named Edward Heath; I understand he later went into politics.

My good friend Uncle Alex had been there and had played cricket for the school. Chatham House was and remains an excellent grammar school by any standards.

But then, a year afterwards, our lives suddenly changed yet again and the Muirs moved away from the sands and the sea for ever and went to live in London.

It was a happy move for Dad. A firm of machinery manufacturers named Belliss and Morcom Ltd, which made turbines and reciprocating engines, had equipped an engine room for a firm named Caribonum which made high-grade typewriter ribbons, carbon paper, and Field’s ink. The factory was in a somewhat far-flung London suburb, Leyton, E10. The installation was giving trouble which proved difficult to fix and somebody at Belliss and Morcom remembered Dad, who had worked successfully with their equipment when he was a marine engineer in New Zealand. They traced Dad to Thanet and recommended him for the job of looking after Caribonum’s generating machinery.

I went up to London with Dad for his interview. We sailed on the paddle steamer Royal Sovereign. A fine way to go. The ship was somehow proud and broad, and the thunder and splashing of the paddles was both exciting and comforting. Dad took me down to the engine room where steam hissed and shiny things went in and out and it was, I remember, very hot.

Dad fixed the trouble with Caribonum’s engine, was offered the permanent job of Caribonum’s deputy factory engineer and, of course, took it. So quite suddenly it was farewell to swimming in sea water tasting of petrol, and Chatham House School, and lying on the beach with friends listening to a portable gramophone with the Rexine peeling off the lid and the gramophone needle ploughing sand out of the record’s groove as the Tiger Ragamuffins, Ivor Moreton and Dave Kaye, played ‘Tiger Rag’ at hectic speed on two pianos. And the almost erotic luxury of being pink and hot from lying in the sun all day, and then at night sliding between cool, crisp sheets with a new story from the Robin Hood Library (4d.).

Could life in London possibly match such delights?
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