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‘Reads like one long stand-up routine’

Heat

‘Frank Skinner is up there with Tristram Shandy as a brilliantly effective book... hilariously honest and deeply moving’

Independent

‘Honest and revealing... rags-to-riches account of a Brummie who’s become one of the most successful entertainers on TV’

Mirror

‘Funny? Yes, very.’

Evening Standard

‘Funny and... well-crafted. [Skinner] has... an enormous care for words’

Daily Telegraph


About the Author

Frank Skinner performed his first stand-up gig in December 1987, and four years later went on to win the prestigious Perrier Award. Frank has established himself as a major name in entertainment – both in live comedy and on television. Frank has created and starred in a succession of hit comedy shows, including The Frank Skinner Show, Fantasy Football and Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned. Frank has attained three number one hits with the iconic football anthem Three Lions alongside David Baddiel and the Lightning Seeds. He has starred in the West End in both Art and Lee Hall’s Cooking with Elvis; and his critically acclaimed first book Frank Skinner was the bestselling autobiography of 2002, spending a total of 46 weeks in the Sunday Times bestsellers’ list. In 2007 Frank Skinner returned to stand-up with another sell-out tour of the UK.


IF I’M CONSIDERING buying a book, I always take it off the shelf and read the first paragraph. This, I think, gives you a pretty fair inkling as to whether you’ll like it or not. So, imagine the pressure I’m feeling at the moment. I suppose this has ended up in the Biography section and you are probably already eyeing up my competition: stuff like ‘My Life in Music’ by David Hasselhof or ‘Fish in my rear-view mirror’ by Teddy Kennedy. So, I know I have to work fast. I’ve never written a book before. In fact I’ve barely written a letter in the last ten years and even e-mails have become a bit irksome. I quite like text-messaging on my mobile phone, but it’s not much of a warm-up for a 120,000-word autobiography. I even had text-message sex on one occasion. It was a long-winded but ultimately rewarding experience. At one stage in the proceedings I asked my fellow texter what was under her pants. The answer took the form of a vivid portrait in words that was three parts Jackie Collins and two parts Gray’s Anatomy. I hadn’t really expected such a wealth of detailed information. In short, I could almost smell it. Her message ended: ‘What’s under YOUR pants?’ I replied, in all honesty, ‘My knees.’

According to my own methods of purchase, if you are still with me at this stage, then the book is bought. Don’t imagine this will lead to any falling away of standards. As far as I’m concerned, your outlay has forged a bond between us and I’m going to spend the rest of these pages telling you more about myself than I’ve ever told a best friend. You see, what I really like about the text-message story is that it’s true. I really like true stuff. This is why I never read novels. I’m constantly plagued by the knowledge that they aren’t true. If a novel begins, ‘Martin lit a cigarette and considered the situation’, I’m thinking to myself, no, he didn’t. There is no Martin. So, I’m offering you the truth. The story of my life. This throws up a couple of problems.

Firstly, and I am not inclined to false modesty, I find it hard to imagine the kind of person who would be even slightly interested in my life story. I never stood toe-to-toe with Saddam or struck a power-chord at a stadium gig. I’m a nondescript bloke from a working-class family in West Bromwich, who got lucky. I’ve always been lucky. A friend of mine used to say that if I fell off John Lewis’s roof, I’d drop into a new suit, and I know what he meant. On my thirtieth birthday, a mate’s girlfriend asked me what it was like to be thirty and ‘on the scrapheap’. Ten years later, I was doing a stand-up gig in front of five and a half thousand people, had my own chat show, and was at the core of a national phenomenon when me and two other blokes decided that football was coming home. How did all that happen?

This leads to the other problem. I’ve read the odd biography and I usually give up after about fifty pages because we’re on chapter four and he’s still at school. I hate all that early-life stuff. Who wants to know where his grandad was born and that his earliest memory was of staring at a stained-glass window at his auntie’s house in Sudbury? By this stage I’m shouting, ‘Hurry up and get famous, you bastard, or I’m switching to Hasselhof.’ But, as Wordsworth said, ‘The child is father to the man’, so I feel I need to stick in a bit of relevant stuff from my pre-shaving years, just not in a big lump at the front. In fact, I don’t see why the story needs to be in any particular order. We’re mates now. You’ll have to take me as you find me.

I also like books with lots of short little sections, bite-sized to suit the busy lifestyle common to so many people in this, the twenty-first century.

Can I just make a brief point about modesty? I really like modesty. I respect it. Modesty in others draws me to them. A lot of people would regard me as a winner but, for the first thirty years of my life, as my mate’s girlfriend instinctively recognised, I was a loser. Thirty years is a long time. I still think like a loser. I still move like one. I’m OK with that. Losers are often very nice people, well, compared to winners.

Unfortunately, the nature of autobiography means I have to talk about myself, at length. I’ll have to say ‘I did this’ and ‘I said that’. Sorry. Worst of all, as with the text-message story, I’m going to have to quote my own jokes. Now, as much as I love hearing them quoted by others, it is impossible to quote your own gags without sounding like a tosser. What can I do? I’m stuck with it.

The closest I’ve previously got to being ‘biographed’ was getting done by This is Your Life. It was a strange dream-like experience. I was doing a gig at the London Palladium. It had been a bit of a stormer and, as I took my bows at the end after an hour and a half of fairly tasty stand-up, I was feeling pretty good. Happily, there was a lot of really loud cheering but then, in the midst of all this, there was a sort of secondary cheer which went up, even louder than the first one. Wow, I thought, they REALLY love me! Turned out the much louder secondary cheer was for Michael Aspel, sneaking on behind me. To be honest, I was a bit startled when, out the corner of my eye, I caught sight of him. Michael and I exchanged pleasantries before I was dragged off to my dressing room and locked in so I didn’t accidentally bump into any surprise guests. Meanwhile, they prepared the Palladium stage for This is Your Life and, to my amazement, the crowd hung around till 1.00 a.m. to witness the event.

It occurs to me now that this is quite a nice way to structure a biography: the comedian locked alone in his dressing room, waiting to be ‘This is Your Lifed’, and naturally he begins to reminisce until, 120,000 words later, he is awakened from his nostalgic meanderings by a knock on the door, ‘Mr Skinner, we’re ready for you now.’ And he strides out into the bright light to be greeted by a deafening roar that is less about admiration and more about love. Thus, I tell my tale like the old gal who used to be Kate Winslet does in Titanic. As I say, it’s a nice way to structure an autobiography. But... I don’t fancy it.

Something struck me as I sat locked in my dressing room that night. My big surprise shouldn’t have been a surprise at all. I had had a phone message in the early hours of that morning telling me that Michael Aspel was going to be at the Palladium that night, and that I was his victim-to-be. It never occurred to me for one second that it might be true. It had, after all, been a strange week on the crazed messages front. On the previous Monday night, I did a gig in Oxford. When I left the building at around midnight, a female fan had written a lewd message in lipstick on my windscreen. It offered me ‘anal sex with no complications’ if I cared to visit her that night. There was a phone number but the woman was clearly a nutter. I mean, you should have seen the state of her lounge.

Anyway, I barely noticed the phone-message. It never occurred to me that I might be This is Your Life material. Why would they be interested in me? (I sense you’re already getting fed-up with the modesty thing.) The words ‘scraping’ and ‘barrel’ should have come to mind but they didn’t. I discovered a few days later that the phone-call had come from a couple of former colleagues from my comedy-club days, Malcolm Hardee and Jim Tavare. Malcolm knew about my special night because he was due to be a guest on the show. He was dropped when the producer heard about the phone-call. Malcolm actually had the cheek to turn up to the after-show party, but he completely redeemed himself in my eyes by performing a commando nerve-grip on Michael Aspel, causing the much-loved broadcaster to drop helplessly to his knees. I have the greatest respect for Mr Aspel but that is what I call comedy. If This is Your Life was a live, late-night show it would be the best thing on television. Imagine a long line of ex-lovers, debtors, and discarded ex-friends coming on and haranguing the victim. Or friends and relatives cheerily striding on to talk openly of his surly manner and his various brushes with sexually transmitted disease. As it is, much wonderful stuff was lost in the final edit of my own TIYL. I can still see the incredibly professional way in which Michael Aspel smiled and nodded when Jonathan Ross and his wife, Jane, came on and thanked me for introducing them to anal sex.

I should point out that this was a reference to a stand-up routine of mine. Neither Jonathan nor Jane were with me in the untidy lounge. For some reason, anal sex has become something of a leitmotif in my life. Many’s the time that I have eschewed the easy pleasures of the main auditorium and, instead, sought out the smaller, more challenging, and ultimately more rewarding charms of the adjoining Studio Theatre. Even if the experience is essentially the same, the mere knowledge that you are in the more exclusive smaller venue seems to make the whole thing more exciting. Many would consider this a private matter but, like the ancient mariner, I feel a strange need to tell my tale.

In fact, I have spent so much time going on and on about the subject on stage and screen that The Guardian once described me as the ‘Billy Graham of anal sex’. That may be stretching it a bit (to the anal sex enthusiast, something of an occupational hazard) but once, during a stand-up tour, I received a postcard from a man who told me that my lengthy sermon on anal sex at a gig he had attended had triggered a conversation between him and his wife on the way home. While still on the bus, they had resolved to ‘give it a bash’ when they got back to the house and, after twenty-two years of marriage, they had anal sex for the first time. The experiment was, it seems, a tremendous success. I felt like I imagine a pop star must feel when he hears from grateful relatives that his music has aroused a loved one from a long coma. I have never quite worked out the significance, if any, but on the other side of the postcard was a very formal portrait of Major Yuri Gagarin.

People ask me why I became a comedian. Well, I’ve been making jokes for as long as I can remember. Not necessarily good jokes but jokes nevertheless. I get endless joy from this process. Whether it’s on telly being watched by ten million viewers or small-talking to a stranger in a lift, my greatest joy is to crack a good gag and get the right response. When I still lived in Birmingham, I dated a stunningly attractive woman. I had been seeing her for about three weeks when I finally asked her where she lived. It turns out she dwelt in what was, at the time, a very rough block of flats called Bath Court. I said, in what I felt was a slightly Wildean tone, ‘The trouble with Bath Court is that the residents spend a good deal more time in the latter than they do in the former.’

‘Where’s “The Latter”?’ she asked. I knew then that our love could never flourish.

On another occasion, I was wandering around Speakers’ Corner with a mate one Sunday morning and we stopped to listen to a bearded man singing the praises of the Muslim religion. Soon he switched to a pretty aggressive attack on Christianity. During this, a black man in a yellow cagoule arrived on a mountain bike. He dismounted and stayed at the rear of the crowd, leaning on the bike. Then he began heckling the Muslim speaker, correcting Biblical misquotations and challenging theological points. The Muslim kept beckoning the heckler forward but he was clearly quite comfortable where he was. Eventually, the exasperated Muslim stepped down from the stage and walked towards the heckler to continue the debate. ‘There you are,’ I said to my mate, ‘if the mountain bike won’t go to Mohammed...’ If a son of mine had played football for England, I don’t think I could have been more proud. My mate actually applauded.

This is why I became a comedian. And yes, these two stories show why I love that mate more than I ever could have loved that stunningly attractive woman.

I’m still trying to work out the best approach to this book. I thought I might try mixing the present with the past, so I can tell you what I did today and then chuck in a lump of golden memories. I was out shopping with my girlfriend, Caroline, this morning. When we got back to my flat, there was a man standing in the pouring rain with a big bunch of flowers and an even bigger camera. ‘I’d just like to congratulate you on your engagement,’ he said. She took the flowers and he started snapping. Caroline is, I think, a very beautiful twenty-three-year-old. This, generally speaking, is a very good thing in a girlfriend. However, I am forty-four, so whenever we are photographed together, I always think of those pictures of Anna-Nicole Smith and her ninety-year-old billionaire husband, J. Marshall Howard: a terrible before-and-after nightmare of what goes wrong with the human face. (Incidentally, I once did a gag about Anna-Nicole, claiming that the film Tomb Raider was her life story.) So, any picture of me with Caroline is bound to make me look a bit wrecked. And, I suppose, make her look even prettier.

This, of course, is why prettyish girls often hang around with ugly girls. I remember seeing such a pairing in Samantha’s nightclub in Birmingham, back in the seventies. I chatted to the Mr Hyde half of the combo and, after a while, she asked me why blokes always tossed a coin before approaching them. I hadn’t got the heart to tell her. Well, not till after breakfast anyway.

Caroline and me have been together for just over six months. She is tall and green-eyed with short blonde hair and a smile that makes me forget to do stuff, like breathe, for example. Sometimes, when she’s asleep, I lie and look at her face for ages without getting bored. But she’s not willowy, and wet like some pretty girls; she’s loud, funny and inclined to argue, especially with me.

By the way, I’m not engaged to Caroline, but I bought her a ring that she wears on that finger so I suppose tongues were bound to wag. Still, there we stood, saying ‘cheese’ in the pouring rain, and me with my hood up looking, in my mind’s eye, like the mummified head of Mary Magdalene I once saw in a glass case in a museum in Provence.

I didn’t begin my comedy career until I was thirty. People had been telling me I should be a comic since I was about six but, in a way, I already was a comic. I used to perform in the classroom, then in the pub, the factory and now on telly. It’s all the same thing: showing off and endlessly pursuing that holy grail, the laugh. You don’t need a microphone or a camera. All you need is an audience. Mates, girlfriends, people on buses, anyone will do. It’s like an addiction.

Just after my dad died, me and my two brothers had the task of clearing out his house: all his clothes and little trinkets, a lock of my mom’s hair, his rosary beads, photographs, the lot. We were being brave about it, but it was a desperately sad process, all three of us frightened we might find the thing that would, without much warning, leave us broken and sobbing. My eldest brother, Terry, was clearing out a cupboard and took out the remains of a cheap ornament that my dad had had an affection for. Originally, it was a bird perched on a branch, but it had got broken and the piece that Terry held up consisted of only the base, a branch, and a pair of bird’s feet still clinging on. No doubt, somewhere deep in the cupboard was the footless bird, both pieces put there by my dad with the intention of mending them one day. One of the thousands of loose ends left behind when somebody dies suddenly. I took the broken ornament from my brother, the little feet severed just above the ankle, if birds have ankles. He looked at me but didn’t speak. Neither did my other brother, Keith. They looked but they didn’t speak. I did. ‘Lot 16: Who killed Cock Robin?’ I said. We laughed like we used to when we were kids sharing the same bedroom.

Those of you not familiar with the old song, ‘Who killed Cock Robin?’, will just have to trust me on this one. I always think footnotes are a bit grand.

Anyway, though I feel I have always been a comic, I didn’t actually make my stage debut till I was thirty. So, after putting it off for so long, what gave me the kick up the arse that finally made me do it?

If I’m not mistaken, that was this book’s second rhetorical question and I’m not sure I enjoyed either of them. They’ve given the whole piece an ‘Anglican sermon’ feeling, that I don’t much care for. Those of you who enjoy a rhetorical question would be well-advised to make the most of that one. It could be the last. Nevertheless, I’m going to answer it.

It suddenly occurred to me one day that it would be a terrible thing to be a seventy-year-old man and wonder if I could have made it as a comic. To have tried and failed would be bearable, but to have not tried. To lie there, pondering what it would have been like, and to know that the chance had gone forever. Horrible! After having these thoughts, I had no choice but to give it a go. Ever since that day, I do a lot of my decision-making with the help of the ‘looking back when I’m seventy’ test. This has led me to doing my first West End play, taking part in a completely improvised live TV series, and to contracting a venereal disease from a woman I met in a nightclub in Moseley in the late 1980s.

I won an award today. The Variety Club of Great Britain gave me its Comedy Award for 2000. This is fairly amazing because I’ve been nominated for, I think, fourteen awards in the last twelve years, but never won till now. Well, I won the Perrier Award in 1991, but more of that later. I was once nominated for a National Television Award, for Best Chat Show Host, but I was filming in Cardiff so I sat alone in my hotel room watching it live on telly. In short, I lost to Michael Parkinson. This, of course, is no disgrace. As a child, whenever I sat on the toilet, I would fill the time, not by reading comics or wiping bogeys on the wall, but by pretending I was being interviewed by Parkinson. ‘Of course,’ Michael would say, ‘shortly afterwards you captained England to win the World Cup.’

‘Well, yes,’ I’d reply with a chuckle, ‘but don’t ask me about the three Brazilian girls in the jacuzzi.’ (Audience laughter mingles with sound of toilet flushing.)

You’ll notice I say ‘as a child’, thus giving you the completely false impression that I don’t do it any more.

Anyway, I hate to admit it, but I got really pissed off about not winning the chat show award. That’s the trouble with being nominated. You start wanting it. I’d rather they just left me alone. So, in a fit of luvvie petulance, I turned the telly off and had a bit of a brisk walk around and around the hotel room. When I’d calmed a little, I put the telly back on. As I rejoined the broadcast, they’d moved on to Best Sitcom and were showing a really hilarious clip from Friends. Brilliant. Then they cut back to the host, who said, ‘And the winner is, Last of the Summer Wine.’ Suddenly, I felt a lot better.

Being an un-nominated neutral observer at an awards ceremony can be a bit of a laugh, though. I was at the Brits once when Eva Herzigova was presenting the award for Best New Band. She strode onstage in a fantastic low-cut dress and opened the envelope. ‘Smashing Pumpkins’, she said. ‘Hear! Hear!’ I shouted. I liked to think that somewhere in the far reaches of eternity, Benny Hill smiled.

Presenting awards can also be interesting. Once, at the British Comedy Awards, in a hall packed with top comics, comedy-writers and producers, I presented the prize for Best New Comedy Show. I was taken aback by the size of the laugh I got from the line, ‘I never watch new comedy shows because I hate that part of me that wants them to be shit.’ I believe this is known as the laughter of recognition.

Anyway, the Variety Award for Comedy is just, well, awarded, without any of the nomination nonsense, so I knew I’d won before I turned up. I accepted the award from Dale Winton and explained to the crowd that people once thought me and Dale were engaged, but only because it said so on the door. I felt obliged to do at least one engagement joke because the story about Caroline and me, including photo, was on the front page of this morning’s Daily Express.

When the show was broadcast on BBC1 the next day, they followed each of my gags with a close-up of Caroline laughing uproariously. It reminded me that a journalist from Loaded once asked me to describe my perfect girlfriend. ‘A good audience with nice tits,’ I rather laddishly replied. It’s a funny old world.

Those photographs in the rain appeared again the following day, this time on the cover of OK magazine. I didn’t look quite as bad as I thought. Nevertheless, there was still more than a suggestion of Princess Diana being hugged by W.H. Auden.

Here goes with a bit of autobiographical information. I was born Christopher Graham Collins, on the 28th January 1957 at 5.15 in the afternoon. My mother, Doris Elizabeth Collins, a slight, dark-eyed teetotaller from nearby Oldbury, gave birth to me in what was then called Hallam Hospital in West Bromwich, Staffordshire, about five miles north-west of Birmingham. My birth certificate says I was born in the town of West Bromwich, in the area of West Bromwich, in the County Borough of West Bromwich. So when people ask me why I support West Bromwich Albion Football Club, I explain that my decision was based on the only criterion anyone should ever use when choosing a football club – geography. You sit with a pencil, a ruler, and a map, identify the nearest professional football club to your place of birth, you buy a scarf with their name on it and that’s that.

My dad was John Francis Collins, a heavy-drinking, sports-mad amateur pub singer, with a big chest and a bald head, who came from West Cornforth, County Durham. My dad always told me that he came down to West Bromwich to play for the non-leaguers, Spennymoor United, in the third round of the FA Cup in 1937, when he was nineteen. I’m not sure he actually made the final eleven that day but West Brom managed to win 7–1. That night my dad and some of the other Spennymoor boys sought out a local pub and got invited to a party by a bunch of Oldbury boys. My dad-to-be decided that these boys were a bit dodgy so decided to give them a false name, Len. At the party, he saw this pretty dark-eyed girl and asked one of the Oldbury boys if he knew her. ‘Yeah, it’s my sister,’ he said. ‘I’ll introduce you.’ And my mom called my dad Len till her dying day.

Of course, the upshot of this story is, if it wasn’t for West Bromwich Albion, I would never have been born.

When my dad approached that eighteen-year-old girl at that Saturday night party, he couldn’t possibly have known the effect his appearance would have had on her. A few years earlier, as my mom maintained to her death, she had had a dream. She was in her bedroom when she heard heavenly music and opened the windows to hear more clearly. As the sun streamed in, she began to make out a group of angels in the distant sky. They seemed to be carrying a young man. As they got nearer, she could clearly see the man’s face. It was no one she knew, no one she’d ever met, well, not until a slightly drunk amateur footballer said hello to her at a party a few years later. Shortly after they married my mom sent this story into a newspaper and won two shillings for the Letter of the Week.

Who’d have thought that sixty-odd years later her little boy would still be milking the same story for financial reward?

My dad was what used to be called a man’s man. He was sturdy and short-tempered but also very funny, with loads of stories and anecdotes. He would tell me how his uncle, Tom Shanks, had carried a horse across the town square for a bet, and how my grandad, after a disagreement, had hanged a man in a Newcastle pub. He finally allowed regulars to cut the man down when he started to go purple. Apparently, it had been suggested they might cut him down when the man was still only blue, but my grandad insisted they wait till the man had a head like an aubergine.

My grandmother was also a formidable north-easterner. I remember my mom telling me about the shock she experienced when she first met my dad’s parents and they were both smoking pipes.

My mom’s dad died just as the 1957 FA Cup Final between Man Utd and Aston Villa kicked off. His wife, whose maiden name was, I’m happy to say, Polly Stocking, was the only grandparent I remember. She was a game old bird who lived into her nineties and regularly breakfasted on shepherd’s pie and Guinness in her later years. I remember she was rushed into hospital in her late eighties and we all thought this was the end. She survived, and before she left the ward they decided to perm and set her hair as a bit of a treat. After lots of teasing and spraying, they took out the curlers and my gran’s hair returned immediately to its natural, Don King-like, I’ve-been-electrified look. ‘It’s like me,’ my gran explained. ‘It’s dead but it won’t lie down.’

I was driving to the West Brom-Crewe game today when my mobile went. It was a conference call, with my sometime double-act partner David Baddiel, and our manager, Jon Thoday, on the line.

Jon Thoday is a chunky, dark-haired man, who looks like I imagine Michael Winner looked when he was in his thirties. He is the boss of Avalon, a company that manages and promotes comedians, and has the reputation, rightly or wrongly, for being tough, ruthless, and downright rude in its dealings with broadcasters, theatre managers, and other employers of comics. I like Jon, though. He is, with me at least, funny and charming, and inclined to giggle in a high-pitched way that belies his scary reputation. I’ve been with Avalon nearly ten years. A few months after I joined, I walked into their then tiny offices in Litchfield Street, London W1, and found Jon on the phone. ‘Fuck you and your fucking attitude,’ he was shouting, and then he slammed down the phone with such force that it broke into about six pieces. ‘Ah, Frank,’ he said, suddenly mellowing, ‘I don’t think you’ll be doing that radio show.’ There was a pause, and then we both pissed ourselves laughing.

David Baddiel tells me that the first time he became aware of my existence was when we were both working as stand-up comics on the London comedy club circuit in 1989. I was on stage at the Comedy Store, at that time a basement club in the corner of Leicester Square, and Dave was with a bunch of comics watching the show. I was still fairly raw. I’d been doing stand-up for about a year and a half and was only just starting to get gigs at this much-respected comedy club. It was about 1.15 in the early hours of Sunday morning when I walked on. The crowd were often a bit drunk and mouthy by this stage, but I was having a good time. There was some heckling but, after being a bit scared of hecklers in my very early days, I was now almost encouraging their intervention. It got me thinking on my feet.

There is something of a myth about heckling. It’s often suggested that every comedy club has a throng of hecklers making clever, witty remarks that the poor comic is scarcely able to compete with. In fact, I’ve been doing and watching stand-up comedy for fourteen years and in that time I might have heard three or four funny heckles. Mostly it’s drunks shouting ‘Fuck off’ or just making incomprehensible noises and then falling over.

Perhaps the best heckle I ever received was at a club called the Red Rose in Finsbury Park, North London. There was a blind man, a regular punter, who was in one night just as I was beginning a twenty-minute set. About two minutes in, the blind man shouted, ‘Get off, you Brummie bastard. (Pause) Has he gone yet?’ I prided myself on being pretty quick with hecklers but a blind man is a tricky opponent. I considered engaging him in friendly conversation for a few minutes whilst, at the same time, holding my hands in double V-signs about six inches from his face, but I wasn’t sure the crowd would go with me on this. I decided against shouting, ‘Well, at least I can fucking see’, for the same reason. In the end I silenced him by trumping his ‘You can’t attack me because I’m disabled’ card by suggesting to him that he was only against me because I was Pakistani. He looked genuinely ashamed.

Verbal jousting with the disabled is, generally speaking, thin ice for a stand-up. I once did a gig at a theatre in Cambridge and had cause, in an improvised moment, to start talking about those people you see who are bent over double with hunched backs and walk along staring at the ground. A man at the back shouted, ‘It’s called ankylotic spondylitis.’ Well, nobody likes a smart-Alec so I asked him how come he knew so much about it. ‘I’ve got it,’ he shouted in reply. An uneasy murmur started in the crowd. ‘Well... ,’ I began, fumbling for a way out of this comedy cul-de-sac, ‘ermm... well at least you’ll probably never stand in dog shit again.’ The crowd took a second or two to consider this and then, thank God, applauded. I’m not really sure why. Were they being heartless in taking my side against the woefully stooped heckler just because I’d bounced back with a cheeky response, or did they honestly feel that I had shown true compassion by identifying, for the man, a silver lining in his dark, dark cloud?

I have to admit I don’t always find a happy way through these dark patches that sometimes occur during audience banter. I was performing at a club in Manchester and casually asked a guy if he had any kids. ‘Not alive,’ he said. I never like to just ignore an audience remark but this one floored me so I just carried on as if it hadn’t happened. Even Homer nods.

So, it’s very late at the Comedy Store, I’m on stage, the crowd is lively and David Baddiel, still a stranger to me, is in the audience. Then came the heckle. Now, a lot of comics have set responses to heckles. These, as I’m sure you know, are called put-down lines. It’s not really an activity I approve of because the same put-down lines get shared around and I think it’s really important that a comic treats each heckle as an individual case. Otherwise every turn is doing ‘Don’t drink on an empty head’, ‘Isn’t it a shame when cousins marry?’ or ‘Do your gums bleed once a month?’ regardless of the heckle, and the spontaneity, the challenge of dealing with the unexpected, is lost. So, I’m still on stage at the Comedy Store and the heckle comes: ‘Don’t I remember you from medical school?’

Now, as heckles go, this one was quite tricky. Firstly, it didn’t follow the normal heckle-structure of insult from audience, followed by better insult from comic. It was more of a polite enquiry, but still potentially destructive and probably still motivated by bad intent. It sounded friendly but it was designed to throw me. Secondly, you’ll be surprised to hear, it was not a heckle I’d had before, so I couldn’t even fall back, if stuck, on my own personal heckle-response back-catalogue. If someone says they remember you from medical school, there isn’t much logic in suggesting that, as a result of this, they’ll never stand in dog shit again. Thirdly, I never went to medical school. Anyway, the exchange went like this,


Heckler: Don’t I remember you from medical school?

Me: Oh, yeah. You were the one in the jar.



Dave tells me he joined in with the applause. We didn’t actually speak that night, though. Dave was already established on the London circuit and I was just breaking through. There was a fairly rigid pecking-order on the circuit, the general rule being that established comics sat at one end of the dressing room, sharing in-jokes and ignoring the new boys, and people like me sat on their own, giggling nervously at overheard gags they didn’t quite get but which the established boys thought were hilarious. I made a vow that if I ever got established on the circuit, I’d always make an effort to make the new boys feel at home. You know, go over and ask their name and so on, maybe even introduce them to the closely knit in-crowd I was now part of. Of course, when the day came that I did get established and accepted, I thought, ‘Oh, fuck it. Let someone else sit in “Twats’ Corner”.’ Human nature, eh?

Dave and me (yes, I know it should be ‘Dave and I’ but I’m trying to find my real voice. I just read what I’ve written so far and I thought some bits sounded a bit grand) had our first proper conversation in a dressing room at a club called Jongleurs in Battersea. It was during the 1990 World Cup and there was a telly in the dressing room so we could watch that night’s Republic of Ireland game. Being of Irish Catholic stock, I was supporting the Republic. I’d said hello to Dave on a couple of occasions but we hadn’t had anything like a proper conversation. He was doing pretty well at the time. He was getting a lot of radio work and doing gigs at all the best clubs. I was sort of world famous in Birmingham and getting on OK in London, but the differences didn’t stop there. Dave, or David as everyone called him. Hold it. I found a difference already. In my whole life up till then, I had never met anyone called David who people called David. In Oldbury, he would have been Dave, no messing. And he was Jewish.

I don’t think I’d met a Jewish person before. If I had they’d certainly kept it under their hat. Which seems unlikely when you consider how small those hats are. (I’m not totally happy with this gag because although Jews do wear those little hats clipped to their heads, they also wear those big trilby-cum-stetsons which, I imagine, have loads of storage-room for secrets.) I may have sort of known a Jew back in Oldbury. There was a bearded, East-European-sounding local nutter who everyone called Jacob the Jew. I have no idea if Jacob was a Jew (I mean Jacob the nutter, of course, not Jacob, the brother of Esau and the son of Isaac. He was definitely a Jew). The rumour that Oldbury’s Jacob was Jewish was definitely beefed up a bit when my mate Ogga saw him on. Crosswells Road shouting, ‘The Suez Canal: what for?’ over and over. None of us really understood the significance of the Suez Canal at the time, but it certainly sounded Jewish to me. I’m not even sure if he was a nutter. This is not always easy to judge. I find, as a general rule of thumb, if you see someone wearing more than two badges, they’re a nutter. But that’s a personal viewpoint. I went along with the theory that he was a nutter mainly because it enabled me to pun on the popular foodstuff, Jacob’s Crackers.

On a darker note, my dad told me a story of how a Jewish money-lender he knew of, back in the north-east, had driven a poor woman to put her head in the gas oven because of his cruel interest rates. My dad was not a man to hold back when it came to enforcing a racial sterotype.

Anyway, I know now that Dave is nothing like the nasty Jew that my dad spoke of. For a start, there is no way in the world that he would ever lend anyone money. But he was a bit scary at first. He was more successful, richer, better-looking, trendier and brainier than me, and when he first shook my hand I sensed he knew this as well as I did. In fact, I half-expected him to bring it up, but he didn’t. He was dressed in blacks and greys, the way fashionable London people did in 1990. His hair was long on top and short at the sides and he wore little round specs. I didn’t know if he actually needed them but I suppose they were easier to maintain than a large flashing sign that said ‘I’ve got a degree’, and served the same purpose.

We shook hands in the dressing room and he joined me in watching the Ireland game. At first I thought that at any time he might ask if he could turn over to watch a Fellini movie on Channel Four (I presumed there was one) but he didn’t. In fact, he seemed genuinely interested in the game, to the point where he started slagging off Ireland’s use of the long ball game and explaining why the Italian and Brazilian systems were, in fact, more efficient as well as more entertaining. This pissed me off. I was prepared to play the newcomer comic role if I had to, but no toffee-nosed, four-eyed Cockney... (In those days, everyone from London and its environs was a Cockney in my eyes.) So we had a row about football. And, although we didn’t agree, it slowly dawned on me that this trendy Jewish intellectual knew about, and really cared about, the game. I was well impressed. My dad had always told me that I should never trust a man who didn’t like football. But if they did, they were alright, you could even forgive them the odd housewife on an unlit Gas Mark 9.

The next time I met Dave was at the Central TV studios in Nottingham. I was doing an Amnesty International comedy special called the Big 30. Dave was doing the same show with his then comedy partner, Rob Newman. When I bumped into them they were standing among their scary-looking management team from the Avalon agency. Rob had a photocopy of the blurb for the back of their new live video and was sitting with a pen, crossing out every ‘Baddiel and Newman’ and writing in ‘Newman and Baddiel’. Dave sat nearby looking depressed. The Avalon team, including their big boss man, Jon Thoday, gazed about them like it was all in a day’s work. I said hello and made small talk.

As the day went on, me and Dave got more and more chatty. It’s a weird thing when a bloke makes a new male friend. Men of my generation spend about, I would say, forty per cent of their waking hours demonstrating that they’re not homosexual. The amount of time I spend talking about football and big tits may be related to this, it’s all a bit too chicken-and-egg to work out. Anyway, I sensed I was making a new mate. And a trendy, successful, sophisticated, highly intelligent one at that. And he liked football and big tits. And still no urge to put my head in the gas oven.

The next day I gave Dave a lift to Birmingham in my Citroen AXGT that I’d bought off Steve Coogan. So there’s me and Dave driving down the A38 in the thickest fog you could imagine. The sort of fog I thought smokeless fuels had seen off for good. The sort of fog you only usually see in black and white films about Jack the Ripper. The sort that is all around when James Stewart gets into that aeroplane in The Glenn Miller Story and says ‘It’s a little soupy, ain’t it.’ As we crawled through the gloom past bashed-up cars abandoned on the hard shoulder and distant police sirens, we just talked and talked. The literary merits of John Updike (his favourite) and Samuel Johnson (mine); The Smiths, The Ramones, being Jewish, being Catholic, American comedians, the films of Woody Allen, Kathy Lloyd, the London comedy clubs, Winona Ryder, Dave’s parents, having a girlfriend, marriage, Kathy Lloyd (we talked about her twice), all imaginable aspects of football, the Marx Brothers, Steve Wright in the Afternoon, Monty Python’s Flying Circus – and fog, in all its manifestations. Get on, that’s what we did. But I never thought that, in the not-too-distant future, we’d spend five years as flatmates. I was married, for goodness’ sake.

Anyway, that conference call. You know, the one I mentioned at the beginning of this section. It turns out that me and Dave are going to be doing our ITV show, Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned, live in London’s West End. That could be interesting.

Apparently, my mom was told she shouldn’t have any more babies. She had lost twins a couple of years before she had me and once told me that she spent weeks having to sit with her legs raised to combat haemorrhaging. Anyway, she had me against doctors’ orders. There’s a picture of me aged one, sitting on our front lawn in a knitted all-in-one thing. Chubby and smiling with a shock of yellow hair and my hand on my private parts, although as a child, I don’t recall them being particularly ‘private’. Hey, that’s a thought. Do porn stars still refer to their genitals as their ‘private parts’ long after they’ve ceased to be in any way ‘private’. There could be stand-up material in there somewhere. Mmm... maybe not.

That smiling child with his hand on his nob, is he trying to say to the world, ‘I find genitals funny, and thus shall I make my living’? I think so. The die was cast. By the way, my hair was yellow because they didn’t really have colour photography then – well not in Oldbury – so they’d take the picture in black and white and then the photographer would colour it in. I look like a fucking Andy Warhol painting.

My first memory is... actually, one thing that particularly pisses me off about autobiographies is the ‘my first memory’ bit so I’ll keep it brief. My first memory was of me sitting on the edge of my bed saying, ‘Well, I’m four today.’ Now, unusually for a first memory, the nature of the utterance makes this one fairly easy to put a date on. All the evidence points to it being the 28th of January 1961. Unless, of course, it wasn’t my birthday at all, and I was saying it as a gag, just to throw my parents.

My sister’s husband, Frank, tells a story of me as a little kid. He was invited to my mom and dad’s house by my sister, Nora, so that he could go through one of those nerve-racking meet-the-girlfriend’s-parents experiences that all boyfriends must eventually face. He turned up at our little council house in Oldbury, drank tea, and was quizzed by my parents, chiefly my old man. Then I appeared, aged about four or five, wearing a full cowboy oufit and carrying a small plastic guitar. Six Elvis songs later, my future brother-in-law was starting to get a little bored. I couldn’t play the guitar, and it wasn’t tuned and it wasn’t what you’d really call a guitar. My brother Keith had a really nice acoustic guitar with a little photo of Elvis in a sort of circular picture-frame on the front, but I wasn’t allowed to touch this. Also, my voice was a little kid’s voice, y’know, too high and with a big, audible breath between each line. Apparently, my ‘Old Shep’, an Elvis song that tells the tale of a dying dog, was particularly mournful. And, worse still, if anyone spoke or even looked away mid-song I cut them down with a look that would stop a charging elephant. Eventually, I allowed a short interval. My brother-in-law moved on to that safest of working-class male subjects, football.

Football was, at that time, an almost exclusively working-class male thing. The terraces, when I was a kid, were all about bad language, the smell of Woodbine cigarettes, a blind passion for your team, and for football in general, in that order. I remember a bloke standing next to me calling one of our defenders a lazy fucker at fairly high volume. Another chap, just in front of us, turned and asked him to curtail his language because he had his young son with him. The swearing man said, ‘Look mate. I work in a fuckin’ factory five days a fuckin’ week, havin’ to bite me fuckin’ tongue all the fuckin’ time in case I say too fuckin’ much and get meself into fuckin’ trouble. I come here to watch me fuckin’ team and be meself and say whatever I fuckin’ like so fuck off.’ I only remember this speech so well because I’ve been quoting it ever since, originally because, like most eleven-year-olds, I thought swearing was really funny, but in more recent times because I think it says more about what football means to real football fans than any beautifully written hardback with a weeping Gazza on the cover. The father of the small child didn’t look frightened or insulted. He just nodded as if he understood, and carried on watching the game.

So, anyway, my brother-in-law pointed at me, sitting in my cowboy suit, guitar at my side, easing my thirst with a dandelion and burdock before I bounced back for another three or four numbers. ‘Is he gonna be a footballer?’ he asked.

‘No,’ said the old man. He slapped the top of our ten-inch black-and-white telly. ‘He’s gonna be on this.’

England are playing Spain at Villa Park tonight. In aid of Comic Relief, a handful of celebrities are taking a penalty each at half time. Each scorer gets a grand for the charity. I am one of these celebrities. Dave Baddiel is another. Tonight is Sven-Göran Eriksson’s first game as England manager, and there’s a full house of 42,000. As half time draws near we, the penalty-takers, are gathered behind the cluster of police in one of the corners of the ground. We wear the blue and white kits of the Comic Relief football team, The Sporting Noses.

I did a tour of West Africa with the Noses back in 1996. It was an amazing trip. I was shitting myself before we set off. I just thought I’d get malaria or go mad because of the side-effects of the anti-malarial tablets, or die of sunstroke or get taken hostage by guerillas or indeed by gorillas. I didn’t want to go but I just kept walking until I was on a plane. I once read that Bruce Lee, when he was scared, would say to himself, over and over again, ‘Walk on, Bruce’, and he would just keep going despite his fear. I walked on. It was worth it, if only for the fact that we all sat in the Sahara Desert one night, gathered around a birthday cake and sang ‘Hold me Close’ to celebrate David Essex’s forty-ninth birthday. David Essex didn’t join in, he just smiled his cheeky smile. We played against a series of local teams from Burkina Faso and Ghana, culminating in a thrilling 4–3 victory in Ghana’s national stadium in Accra, against the Ghanaian Post Office Ladies Team.

In all of these games, I was shit. In fact, it has always been one of the great regrets of my life that, despite the fact that I love football as much as anyone I’ve ever met, I have always been shit at it. I was my dad’s last chance to produce an England international and I couldn’t even get in the school team. In Africa, the locals were clearly insulted by my inclusion in the side. There were even some attempts to return rice and flour, but in the end I was substituted. As I stormed off, my retort to the crowd’s catcalls, ‘Well, at least I haven’t got flies on my face’, earned me an official rebuke from Comic Relief.

Oh, shut up, I made up the last bit. But I was shit. That much is true. So at the end of the tour I hung up my boots for the final time. Until tonight.

As the half-time whistle blew, comedian Nick Hancock walked out with a hand-mike to explain the penalty competition to the crowd. He was loudly booed and a chant of ‘Who the fuckin’ hell are you?’ went up. There was a time when people who did stuff for charity were applauded, but this is a cynical age. Besides which, the average fan must be pretty pissed off with celebrities who jump on the football bandwagon and start going on and on about the team they love so much and never fucking watch. Unfortunately, this night, they chose Nick, a truly obsessive Stoke City fan, as their target. Maybe it was just a blanket ‘We hate anyone who earns more than us’ approach. Fair enough, I suppose. When Dave Baddiel stepped up to take the first penalty, the booing, if anything, increased. Dave looked a bit edgy. He had confided to me as we stood behind the police that he was nervous. I, for some reason, wasn’t. Despite a lifetime of evidence to the contrary, I was totally convinced I would score. So, as the jeering got louder, Dave edged forward and put the ball over the bar. He put his hands to his face and the crowd switched to ‘You’re shit and you know you are’. Merciless.

Then it was my turn. I swaggered towards the penalty spot, and I mean swaggered. I ran the risk of dislocating both shoulders, such was the extent of my swaggering. The crowd had gone through the boo-ceiling. Not only a rich tosser off the telly but also a West Brom fan at the home of local rivals, Aston Villa. I threw back my head and held out my arms with upturned palms like I was in a warm, soothing shower. They booed even more. I pointed at the left-hand corner of the net to signify where the ball was going. I don’t know where this arrogance came from. I just knew I couldn’t miss. As I walked back to begin my run-up, I could actually see the ‘Skinner’, on the back of my shirt, on the big screen in the corner of the ground. It was moving with my swaggering shoulders. I turned and began a short series of stretching exercises, just to wind the crowd up a bit more. It worked. The booing and abuse was really, really loud now. I jogged forward and stuck the ball exactly where I said I would. The crowd shut up very quickly. I ran with arms outstretched and stopped in a pose that was less football and more modern ballet.

All my life, I’ve been a bit of a wimp, really, always worrying about silly things and fretting about what might or might not happen. Strangely, this wimpishness has always been shot through with a mega-self-confidence, verging on cockiness, that gets me through. It’s all a bit of a mystery, really. Anyway, this night, the cockiness rose to the surface. How can someone who’s always been shit at football suddenly become a can’t-miss penalty-ace? After all my shenanigans, if I’d missed that penalty, that crowd would have crucified me. So, I didn’t.

When I was still a baby in a pushchair, my mom and dad took me and my brother Keith to Dudley Zoo for a bit of an outing. I sat in my pushchair, gazing wide-mouthed at all the wondrous new sensory experiences that surrounded me. I had on a pale blue cardigan and matching bobble-hat knitted by my mom. Keith, who was about seven at the time, was having a few ice-cream problems so my mom put my brake on to attend to his dirty face. The moment she left me, a chimpanzee bounded towards the bars of his cage, held himself tightly against them and stretched out like a big furry starfish. He quickly fixed himself in this position and then, with teeth slightly clenched in concentration, he pissed all over me. My mom suddenly became aware of the sound of ape-urine against hand-knitted cardigan and turned in horror. At first, apparently, I just gazed around me in confusion, looking, I suppose, to find where this sudden torrent was coming from, but then I began to cry. Either I had spotted the spreadeagled simian and become alarmed by the apparently personal nature of his attack, or perhaps it was just that my eyes had begun to react to the acidity of the steam. Either way, Mom came to the rescue, and although her horror was already turning into not-very-suppressed giggling, she released the brake and wheeled me out of range. She was too busy calming me down to take note of the chimp’s reaction. I wonder if he just hung there, watching and dripping, watching and dripping.

Forty years later, I drove David Baddiel and his then girlfriend to Wool in Dorset to visit a monkey sanctuary called Monkey World. Dave likes monkeys and it was part of a birthday-treat weekend for him. The sanctuary takes in a lot of chimps who have been mistreated by Spanish photographers. I don’t mean door-stepping and telephoto lens shots of them sunbathing. I mean tourists pay to get their picture taken with the funny monkey and the photographer keeps his little pet in check by burning him with a cigarette and other acts of cruelty.

New inmates of the sanctuary have to spend some time in a separate section with large windows until they get used to the idea of being with other chimps. When we three turned up we began our tour by peering into this new-inmates section at the slightly edgy-looking new boys. You could actually see the cigarette-burn scars on some of them.

Then one of the chimps began to stare at me. I mean REALLY stare at me. He moved closer towards the glass until we stood only inches apart, gazing into each other’s eyes. It was so weird that I could hear other visitors comment on it but I didn’t want to look away. Deeper and deeper into the chimp’s eyes I peered. It was like gazing into the dark, echoing pit of evolution. Could this really be what my relatives looked like? It was certainly what some of them smelt like, but that didn’t seem relevant at such a profound moment. And what was the chimp thinking? What instinct drew him towards me like this? I don’t know how long chimpanzees live, but in a perfect world this story would end with me recognising the expression of gritted-teeth concentration on the face of the chimp and the whole tale would take on a Daniel-in-the-lions’-den-like feel and would eventually dose with me crying once more, for my lost youth, for my lost mother, for my lost innocence, as the piss streamed down the glass pane only inches from my anguished face.

In reality, I have no evidence that this was the chimp from Dudley Zoo. And let’s face it, if it had been him, he would have had his own method for putting out the cigarettes.

I was flicking through the Official Elvis Presley Fan Club magazine today when I saw a fantastic advert. There’s a book called Paradise, Suzanna Style, which has been written by the actress Suzanna Leigh about the one film she made with Elvis. I say ‘the actress Suzanna Leigh’ but I don’t know if she’s still working. How long can actors be out of work and still call themselves actors? (I’m getting a lot more relaxed about the rhetorical question thing.) I met Sylvia Kristel, the star of all those 1970s soft porn Emmanuelle films, in the summer of 1998. She was a bit full of herself and said to me, ‘Hello, I’m a film actress, what are you?’

‘Well, by that logic, I’m a schoolboy,’ I replied. Happily, she didn’t get it.

Anyway Ms Leigh, apparently, tells the tale of filming Paradise, Hawaiian Style with King El, or, as the blurb puts it, ‘A behind the scenes look at the 60s movie industry by icon actress Suzanna Leigh and the effect that Elvis Presley had on both her career and her outlook on life. A charming, thoughtful text acclaimed by the media.’

Now, being in the memoir business myself, I was very interested by all this. Especially since the book had been ‘acclaimed by the media’. I wish they’d supplied more details of this. I’d like to have known who said what on the acclaim front. But best of all, there is a thing on the cover of the book which really made my day. In the top right-hand corner it says, ‘Warning! This is not a novel.’

Well, what’s all that about? Someone seems genuinely concerned about the possibility of the book being mistaken for a novel and all the ensuing chaos that might trigger. I might persuade my publisher to put something similar on the cover of this. Frank Skinner by Frank Skinner. Warning! This is not an A to Z of Leeds.

We lived in a council house in Oldbury. 181 Bristnall Hall Road. Oldbury, as I remember it from my childhood, was a game of two halves. It had a lot of factories. You could smell industry in the air, from the acrid, eye-stinging vapours of the Albright and Wilson’s chemical plant, to the seductive, sugary scent of Parkes’ sweet factory. In the shadow of these factories lived the workforce, often in council housing, or in poky little terraces that the family had lived in for generations. But Oldbury also had some nicer spots with private houses and cars and caravans in the drive, the homes of the clerk and the middle manager. Bristnall Hall Road managed to combine both. Our side of the road, the council-house side, had barely a car parked on it; there was the odd motorbike and side-car and Mr Feraday’s massive lorry, but that was it. The opposite side was all private houses, with cars parked on the street, and in the driveways, where people had had their front gardens tarmacked over for that specific purpose. My dad couldn’t drive. He couldn’t afford a car so what was the point? I lived in Bristnall Hall Road into my late teens and I can barely remember even walking on that side of the road. I knew my place.

My dad painted a big 181 on the wall of our house that is still there. The house had three bedrooms: my mom and dad’s room, my sister Nora’s room, and the room that me and my two brothers, Terry and Keith, slept in.

Nora was the eldest, the big sister. She was seventeen when I was born and some of the neighbours thought I might be hers. She was a wild one in her teens, a hairdresser who went in for beehive hair-dos and tight skirts. I remember her practising the twist in the kitchen and getting told off by my dad for staying out too late at jazz nights at the Locarno Ballroom. She had long fingernails and would put a flannel over one and use it to clean my ears. It really hurt and it gave me a life-long aversion to ear-cleaning. I still have dirty ears now. When Nora married, in her early twenties, her husband, Frank, had a car, and they bought their own house. We all felt a bit intimidated. Now she is a member of Halesowen Conservative Party and is always telling me stuff like how she met that nice William Hague and that he was a real gentleman.

Terry is my oldest brother. As a kid he loved drawing, and collecting birds’ eggs. He was a good-looking lad with a bit of the early Cliff Richard about him, and soon developed an eye for the girls. He would listen to Elvis and Roy Orbison and Jim Reeves, and worked on building sites as a carpenter. Nowadays, he’s a handsome bloke in his fifties. He doesn’t draw or go birdnesting anymore, but does impressive DIY and watches endless wildlife programmes. He also likes a drink, and has an endless supply of stories to tell.

Keith is seven years older than me. He was a fat schoolboy and a lean teenager. I remember he caused quite a stir at my confirmation ceremony when he turned up with his long blonde hair and his swinging sixties suit. I once went on a trip from my mom’s work to see Danny La Rue in Coventry, and Keith and his friends got some real stares when they refused to stand for the National Anthem. Now he is a chubby, roll-up-smoking angler who has, as he always had, a funny line for almost every occasion.

For the first five or six years of my life, Keith and me shared a double bed while Terry had a single. Thirty years later, when I got Keith a walk-on part in a sitcom I’d written, another extra, an elderly woman whose career highlight had been a stair-lift ad, asked Keith how he got the job. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I used to sleep with the writer.’

With Keith seven years older than me and Terry five years older than Keith, I think the age-range kept us fairly separate. When I was six, I remember telling Keith that I’d fallen in love with a girl in my class at Moat Farm Infants. She was called Annette and looked a bit like a mousy Shirley Temple. I explained I thought about her all the time, and even mentioned her in my prayers in a ‘Make-Annette-fall-in-love-with-me’ kind of way. Keith was thirteen and I thought he could offer me some advice, sort of man-to-man. He said, ‘Don’t be so stupid,’ rolled over, and went to sleep. So I never told Annette how I felt about her. She could have been my soul-mate and made me truly happy. As it was, she seemed to develop a crush on Christopher, another classmate, who wore glasses for goodness’ sake. Wearing glasses is quite trendy now but in those days it was very shit. Often, a kid who wore glasses would have to wear sticking-plaster over one lens to encourage his weak eye to pull its weight. This seems very primitive now, as if the eyes were seen as riders on a tandem.

Christopher would sometimes, with the teacher’s full approval, entertain the class by doing Freddie and the Dreamers impressions, with himself as the lead man Freddie Garrity, and his stupid, puffy friends as the Dreamers. Freddie was about the only pop star I knew who wore glasses. Annette would gaze adoringly at the speccy git jumping about at the front of the classroom and singing ‘You Were Made for Me’ or ‘Who Wears Short Shorts?’. Whatever happened to the old saying, ‘Freddie Garrity breeds contempt’?

Number 181 had garden front and back and we all lived in the kitchen so that the ‘front room’ could be kept for ‘best’. It was empty ninety-nine per cent of the time. I remember it being used on one occasion when Keith brought a girl back. I don’t remember her name but Linda rings a bell. She had long dark hair and, most excitingly, wore a see-through blouse which revealed a white bra underneath. My mom, the kindest and most sweet-natured woman I ever met, wrote her off as a slut within about fifteen minutes, an opinion confirmed when she asked the girl what time she had to be home and was told, ‘Oh, any time really.’ Mistake. She might as well have added, ‘because I work quite late as a common prostitute’. But I really liked the white bra. I studied the straps with their metal adjuster-bits, the delicate cut of the cups, the tantalising shadow of her cleavage.

I was about eight at the time. In fact, I was so impressed by Linda’s bra and its contents that I was beginning to wish I hadn’t carefully taken out the twisted-up newspaper that had been placed in the fire-grate in anticipation of a coal-fire, and mixed in a few fireworks that had been left over from Bonfire Night. (Incidentally, I never celebrate Bonfire Night any more because, with the benefit of education, I have come to recognise the whole thing as a celebration of British anti-Catholic bigotry. Still, more weird religious stuff later.) Keith came out of the front room looking a bit flushed, having lit the fire. Apparently, the effects of the fireworks were, in the context of a council house front room, quite spectacular. I remember him turning on me and snarling, ‘Someone could have been blinded.’ I must admit I hadn’t considered that, but surely it would almost have been worth the pain to have spent the rest of one’s life being referred to as Linda ‘who lost an eye in a courting-accident’.

The bathroom was next to the kitchen on the ground floor and, for some reason I never worked out, contained not only the bath but also the gas cooker. This wasn’t quite the problem you might expect because bathing was not really a big deal in our family. It was certainly not a daily, and for most of us not even a weekly, occurrence. Most of the time the bath was just full of old newspapers and clothes waiting to be ironed. My mom and dad bathed about three times a year. Having a good old wash in the sink was the order of the day. My old man would stand at the sink with the washing-up bowl full of hot water from the kettle. (We had to light the coal-fire to get hot water from the taps. Always a pain-in-the-arse if not in the eye.) He would also have a mug of boiling water for sterilising his old army-issue t-bar razor. He would rub his shaving brush on his little block of shaving soap and then get stuck in. All this was done in a strange sumo-like stance that stopped his trousers falling down, because he had slipped his braces off his shoulders so he could have a good go at his armpits. I’m not sure whether deodorant existed in those days but, if it did, we didn’t have any. My dad’s only concession to men’s toiletries, or ‘puff-juice’ as most local males called it, was his use of Old Spice after-shave. To be honest, he was actually quite dapper by local standards, my dad. We weren’t rich, but he always had a couple of made-to-measure suits on the go. A man called Sammy would come round the house and measure him up and then, after the suit was delivered, Sammy or his son, Sammy (yes, Sammy), would turn up every Friday tea-time for his five bob a week repayment.

Everything was bought by this method, except food. Mom got stuff out of the catalogue, or would buy stuff from a shop and be given a card which the shopkeeper filled in as she made each payment, or she’d use the Provident cheque method. Certain shops accepted Provident cheques, a sort of voucher that you paid for by regular instalments to the Provident man, who also came on a Friday to collect his five bob.

There used to be a fashion for finely detailed ornamental china human heads. They were usually things like old sailors or evil-looking Arabs but my mom bought me a pair of these heads which were representations of Laurel and Hardy, and very good ones at that. This was many years later when I was fourteen. I still have the little dub card, as they were called, that the shop supplied her with to keep the record of her weekly instalments. The heads cost £1.50 and she bought them over a space of six weeks at twenty-five pence a week. When I think of her making the journey, about six stops on the bus, to that shop, every week, to pay her twenty-five pence, it makes me feel like crying.

When things got a bit desperate, we had to resort to the money lender. He was a fat bloke with a pig-like face, thick glasses and a trilby. His name was Butler. I don’t know much more about him than that. But I do know that in the bad weeks, when for some reason or other the money was short, the others got missed but Butler always got paid. Maybe my old man was worried that mom would end up with her head in the gas oven. Imagine the headlines, and having to read them every time you walked past the bath.

All this is true, although I worry that my honesty about my upbringing won’t go down too good with my brothers and sister. It’s all very well some well-off celebrity going on about how he’s risen from rags to riches, but his family might feel all that stuff should be kept quiet. I know our Nora will say I shouldn’t be telling everyone our business and ‘showing us up’. When I was on This is Your Life, my brother Terry got cajoled into telling the story of how, on those occasions when we got the electricity cut off due to non-payment, we managed with candles. My dad would shout at us if we went anywhere near the window because, if the neighbours saw candlelight, they’d guess we’d had the ‘electric’ cut off and we’d get talked about. Now I live in a posh area of London where everything happens by bloody candlelight and the neighbours take it as a sign of sophistication!

Anyway, Terry told the story and my sister and her husband got upset with me about it, even though I had no idea how the story came out in the first place. I know Nora felt embarrassed, but I was innocent. Her husband, Frank, said I should keep quiet about the poverty thing because I never went short and my mom would have gone without food in her mouth to buy me some silly toy or other. All this is true but, at the same time, working in television and theatre has shown me that most of the people who get on in these professions are middle class and from the south-east. Now I can’t help noticing that I had mates who worked as dustbin men or lathe-operators who, as far as I could tell, had much more natural intelligence and common sense than a lot of these privileged southerners. I know from my own experience that it’s very easy if you’re a working-class person from the provinces to write yourself off as far as achieving anything a bit unusual is concerned. Showbiz and all that stuff seems like another planet, something that ‘other people’ do. It isn’t. If you’re running a mile, starting fifty yards behind a lot of the competitors makes it harder but not impossible. My point is, I don’t want to shame my family, but I think it’s important that people realise that any half-soaked fucker with a bit of luck can end up strolling down red carpets at film premieres and doing TV shows with his name on the titles. You don’t have to have a nice accent and a background that involves Enid Blyton, fish knives and rugby union.

So, piss-buckets in the bedroom. Shortly before he became Prime Minister, I interviewed Tony Blair on my chat show. We were discussing working classness and I explained my theory that, of course, when it came to criteria for identifying someone as working class, profession, accent, education, and leisure interests were all important, but the best rule-of-thumb definition is, if you grew up with a bucket in your bedroom, you’re working class. Mr Blair looked puzzled. ‘Bucket in the bedroom? What for?’ I explained that as most council houses had an outside toilet, people slept with a bucket or similar receptacle in their bedroom to piss in during the night, rather than have to go downstairs and outside. I wasn’t trying to cast doubt on his socialist credentials but he seemed a bit edgy about this.

Afterwards, Mr Blair’s public relations man, Alastair Campbell, asked if we’d take that bit out but we refused. Fair play to Mr Blair. He didn’t ask for any veto before he did the interview, and when he turned up, he was accompanied only by Mr Campbell. No fancy entourage, minders or starry demands. I really liked him, and I’d still vote for him, piss-bucket or not. 181 Bristnall Hall Road has an inside toilet now but I remember when the idea to install one, as part of a local council modernisation programme, was first mooted. I suppose it was the late seventies. I remember the bloke from the council sitting my dad down and explaining to him that they were going to put the toilet inside the house. A very serious look came over my dad’s face. ‘Isn’t that a bit unhygienic?’ he asked.

It’s not a bad question. The bucket-in-the-bedroom method was ‘a bit unhygienic’ for all sorts of reasons. For a start, sleeping in the same room as an uncovered bucket of piss does tend to get on your chest a bit, and this isn’t helped when your two elder brothers go through their ‘discovering alcohol’ phase.

The most common problem of sharing a piss-bucket with a drunk is that, more often than not, they can’t be bothered to pick the bucket up, thus making it a much more difficult target. The end result is a wet carpet, not ideal in a room where you spend a lot of time walking around in bare feet (a phenomenon that could be described as ‘beyond the pail’), and, more problematically, a wet bucket-handle, which, it has to be said, is not a pleasant start to the day.

On one occasion when I was about ten, I picked up the bucket to have a nocturnal piss. One of my brothers had been on the beer and the bucket was heavy with about four or five pints of urine. I picked it up, essential in the circumstances unless you have a night-sight fitted, but the handle was soaked. A five-pint-wet-handle combo is deadly, and no sooner had I raised the bucket to waist height when it slipped out of my grasp. Obviously, the spillage potential was enormous but, by what seemed at first a stroke of good fortune, the bucket landed firmly on its base and remained upright. Then came the second tremor. The impact of the bucket landing with such a thud caused the liquid to surge up into a sort of tidal wave and fire a ball of piss full into my unsuspecting, ten-year-old face. Meanwhile, almost certainly at that same moment, some unknown chappie who was born in the right place to the right class of family was using exactly the same principle to create a tequila slammer in a Soho bar.

When I was about five, Terry got very drunk one night and was violently sick into the bucket. The smell of this caused Keith to vomit into the bucket, and the combined smell caused me to vomit into my pillow. I believe scientists call this the domino effect. Sadly, none of us were familiar with the phrase or we could have had quite a lively seminar about the evening’s events.

Today is Good Friday. The day we remember that Jesus Christ died a slow, painful death, nailed to a wooden cross so that people like me can gain forgiveness for my endless catalogue of weaknesses, ingratitude and malicious misdemeanours. As a Roman Catholic, I am encouraged by the church to treat this day as one of abstinence and meditative prayer. I must also fast, or at least refrain from eating meat until tomorrow.

This morning, a man from the Bentley car company delivered a midnight blue giant of a car that does seventeen miles to the gallon and retails at £149,000 brand new. I’m not buying the car, or even hiring it. Bentley just wrote to me and asked if I’d like to borrow a Bentley for a few days. It goes back on Tuesday. The idea is that I won’t be able to bear parting with it and so they’ll make a sale. Essentially, it’s what some people call ‘a freebie’. In the last few weeks I’ve had a free video recorder, a free pair of shoes, about a dozen pairs of tickets to music gigs, four free CDs, three free books, and an all-expenses-paid free trip to the UEFA Champions League Final in Milan. A national newspaper even offered me a free holiday to Barbados with my girlfriend on the understanding that their photographer would be allowed to take photos of us in beach-wear and then claim that they had snapped us unawares. That was a bit of an eye-opener. Call me stupid, but I said no. Anyway, such is the life of a celebrity. I lived my first thirty-odd years on the poverty line and no one ever gave me a free anything. Now that, according to the Sunday Times, I’m number thirty-six on the list of the country’s highest showbiz earners, people are falling over themselves to give me stuff.

I picked up my twenty-three-year-old girlfriend from her job at the BBC and we drove down to Brighton for the weekend. The Bentley handled like a dream and pretty soon we were checking in to our £700-a-night suite at The Grand Hotel. (I had to pay for that.) The room had a very nice bathroom. It was en suite. It’s the rich person’s version of the bucket-in-the-bedroom.

Maybe I should feel guilty that this is the kind of lifestyle I have now. I don’t. I just feel lucky.

Anyway, I didn’t eat any meat today.

When Keith was eleven he went to ‘big school’, as they called it: Bishop Milner’s Roman Catholic School in Dudley. I would have been pushing five when he walked up to the end of the garden to show me his new school uniform. My mom and dad had coaxed him into the full outfit to see how it would look on his first day. It being the summer holidays, I was messing about in the garden. There was a big metal bowl-like thing that my dad used to catch rain-water. He always said that rain-water was much better for the garden than tap-water. However, as we lived close to several factories that pumped out all manner of poison, I’m not sure, on reflection, if he was right. Anyway, at the bottom of the big metal bowl-like thing was a thick, black, unpleasant-smelling silt. The ingredients of the story are starting to come together, aren’t they? And guess what. When Keith arrived to show off his new gear, I had just scooped out some of the smelliest, blackest stuff with my little rubber multicoloured bucket. Before me, in pristine blazer, white shirt, cap, tie, grey trousers, the lot, was my brother. In my hand, a bucket of smelly, black nasty stuff. All these years later, I still have a sense of that moment when I became aware I had a decision to make. I didn’t realise till quite recently how big a decision it actually was. The choice was only superficially about whether to tip the bucket over Keith or not. It seems to me now that I stood at the end of that garden at 181 Bristnall Hall Road and, for the first time in my life, I made the choice between comedy and the rest. I could have said I liked the uniform and carried on playing. Or I could have said I didn’t like it, or virtually ignored Keith and grunted something non-committal. Compassion, unpleasantness, indifference were all on offer, but somewhere in my head a little light had come on. I looked at this chubby schoolboy in his smart uniform. I saw how proud he was. And I thought, wouldn’t it be funny to tip the bucket of nasty stuff over his head.

The trouble with the comedy light is that it blocks out other things, like the consequences light, for example. It’s the same light that came on when Sylvia Kristel told me she was a film actress. It’s the same light that came on when I had a deep discussion with a close friend about the fact that he was twenty stone and smoking and drinking vast amounts. The conversation became heated and he snapped at me, ‘So what if I died of a heart attack? Would anyone really care?’ ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Especially if you fell on them.’ It was the same light that came on when a radical feminist woman that I actually quite liked came up to me at a party and launched an attack on my stand-up act. Parts of it, she said, were ‘verging on the offensive’. I should have tried to calm her. Instead I said, ‘There’s only one virgin on the offensive in this room...’ She never forgave me. Anyway, I stood there, and I made my choice.

Keith started crying and ran back towards the house. My laughter died down fairly quickly when I remembered that my dad was inside that same house. I stood like a statue and stared at the door that led into the garden. Half of me was thinking that maybe my dad would take the whole thing in the spirit it was intended and not come racing out of the house in a wild temper. The other half of me was toying with the idea of weeing myself with sheer terror. Still no movement at the door. I needed Jesus to appear to me in a vision and say, ‘Don’t worry. That comic impulse may get you into trouble this time but before you know where you are, you’ll be driving to a posh Brighton hotel with a dishy blonde draped over the passenger seat of your Bentley because of it. Oh, and don’t eat meat on Good Friday.’ Still no movement at the door. Perhaps Jesus had spoken to my dad and told him not to rein in my blossoming comic spirit. Perhaps he had cleansed Keith’s uniform, as he did the poor leper after the sermon on the mount. Then there was movement at the door. And my dad came racing out of the house in a wild temper. I stood still like a statue as he came closer. Come on, Jesus. What are you waiting for? My God, my God, why hast though forsa... ugh! My dad had surprised me by swooping low at the last moment and grabbing me by the ankle. When he returned to his full height, this turned me upside down and dad was able to return to the house, smacking my legs and arse as he went, without being slowed down by me stumbling and dragging my feet on the floor. It was like a hawk falling upon a sparrow. All down the garden, he smacked and I just hung there. Truly, my world had been turned upside down. From laughter to tears in an instant. I don’t know if being upside down does something to your lungs or vocal cords but I was very disappointed with my crying. It sounded breathless and strangled, not at all plaintive, so there was no chance of awakening his fatherly compassion with it. As we reached the house, he flung me through the open door and I landed with a horrible cracking sound... on Keith’s guitar. You remember, the one with the circular picture of Elvis in the little frame? It snapped like a carrot and Keith’s crying went up another couple of octaves. There is a habit, not necessarily a nice habit, that some comedians have. If you make a joke, no matter how funny, they’ll try and top it with a slightly better one. I even catch myself doing it sometimes.

I was too young to know it, but this was a sign that God and me had something in common. Despite the fact that there is virtually no laughter in the Bible, God must like a gag. I had done the bucket-over-Keith joke and He had topped it with the guitar.

Tonight, Dave and me opened at the Shaftesbury Theatre in the West End of London. I say the West End of London because some readers may not know the Shaftesbury. Or there may be another Shaftesbury Theatre in another town. My point is that too many people in London think that everyone knows about London or, at least, wants to know about London. I live in London now and I really love it. I get a tingle when I drive over Westminster Bridge at night or stroll through Hampstead on a sunny day, but when I lived in the West Midlands I thought London was an over-priced cesspit full of mouthy tossers trying to sell you fruit or unsatisfactory beer. When I hosted a comedy club in Bearwood, just outside Birmingham, I saw a crowd turn very nasty when a comic began by saying, ‘Y’know when you’re on the tube...’

‘No, we fuckin’ don’t,’ some bloke shouted. The comic never really got over it.

Anyway, we opened at the Shaftesbury in the live version of Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned. (I think alphabetical order is the safest bet.) This show has a strange history. In 1998 Dave and me went to see the film Boogie Nights at the Odeon, Swiss Cottage (yes, in London). The movie was OK but me and Dave got far too many of the writer’s in-jokes about pornography and had several moments when we were the only people laughing in the cinema. We soon became identified as not the sort of people you want to share your popcorn with. After the movie we went for a drink in a nearby bar. The most notable feature of this place is that it used to be a Barclays Bank and they’ve sort of crossed out the ‘clay’s Bank’ bit to make the transformation absolutely clear. So we were in this bar talking about the Edinburgh Festival. The room was crammed with the bright young things of North London nightlife. We were going on to each other about how we loved a lot of the things about appearing at the Festival – the performing, the socialising, the girls – but how we hated some of the other stuff, well, just writing the show, really.

So Dave said why don’t we do a show that isn’t written. Just turn up and do forty minutes, with us sitting on a sofa chatting to each other, and to the audience, about anything that crops up. We could do it at lunchtime, when not much else is happening and expectations are low, and also charge only two quid. Most Edinburgh shows are between eight and ten quid. That way, if it failed horribly, we’d still have ‘Well, sorry, but it was only two quid’ to fall back on. We both got very excited about the idea.

When you’re a stand-up, you inevitably end up doing the same gags over and over. On a bad night this can seem like a long, over-familiar road stretched out before you. Sometimes it’s hard to let a routine go, especially one that’s at the top end of the laughter-volume scale. A really strong bit will serve a comic for years but you have to fight this temptation to hold on. It’s like children when they reach a certain stage – you have to let them go. If you hold on to a gag too long, you start to forget how to tell it; to forget why it’s funny. It becomes stale. The words feel awkward in your mouth. This is the great skill of the stage actor: to say the same words night after night and make them feel fresh every time. There were people doing the Alternative circuit who did the same twenty-minute act, year after year. I’d hear them in the dressing room, complaining about how they’d got bored with stand-up. To the slightly over-excited new boy, it sounded like blasphemy.

I was, at the time, regularly hosting in Bearwood, and other places like the Fleece and Firkin in Bristol and Cheltenham Town Hall. London dubs tend to have quite a large turnover of audience because there are so many places to choose from, but out-of-London comedy clubs get the same crowd in every week so I had to write about twenty-five minutes of new material for each weekly show, otherwise there’d be cries of ‘Heard it’ after each familiar punchline. This is why it’s much easier to be a singer than a comedian. Frank Sinatra never walked on stage to the ‘My Way’ intro, sang ‘And now...’ only to be cut short by someone calling out ‘Heard it’. I remember one comedy club in North London where the regular host never changed his act. After each gag, people would shout ‘Again’. I couldn’t be having that.

Obviously, some of my weekly twenty-five minutes was piss-poor, but it also threw up some really good stuff. Law of averages and all that. My only problem was cowardice. After a few months doing the London clubs I had put together twenty minutes of stand-up that worked. So why risk taking some of that material out and replacing it with stuff that might not get laughs? It was just asking for trouble. One night I was on at the Comedy Store and Eddie Izzard had just watched my act. He had played Bearwood a few weeks earlier and asked me why I hadn’t done some of the stuff at the Comedy Store that had previously stormed it in Bearwood. I explained my fears and he gave me a bit of a speech about risk-taking in comedy.

The thing I admired most about Eddie, apart from the fact he was really funny, was his bravery. I had seen him as a regular host at gigs and his method seemed to be based on composing gags on stage. Just stand there and something will happen. So I started changing my act, sticking in new material, topical references, improvising, and chatting to the London audiences just like I did in the Midlands. I improved about five hundred per cent in just a few months. Good old Eddie.

On a stand-up tour, when I do about an hour and a half, of course ninety per cent of what I do most nights is set material. I can cope with the repetition for a few months, mainly because the buzz I get from the new or improvised stuff gets me through the rest. Not that it’s a chore. If it gets stale, I chuck it. It hurts, but it’s gotta be done.

What’s great about Unplanned from a performance point of view is that there is no set material to get through. Dave and I made a rule in that bar never to repeat a gag we’d done in a previous show (that’s why we get someone on stage to keep a note of the stuff we talk about. ‘The Secretary’, we call them), and that bits from our respective stand-up routines are not allowed. Only very rarely do we stray from these rules.

At the same time, from an audience point of view, I sometimes worry about the quality control in these circumstances. Virtually every performance of Unplanned has shit bits, those sections that one journalist described as ‘the moments between the trapeze’. When I look back on an Unplanned show, no matter how well-received, these seem to be the only bits I can remember.

So we decided to try Unplanned at Edinburgh 98. Not that it was called Unplanned then. The show was listed in the Edinburgh Fringe Programme as ‘Baddiel and Skinner return to the original spirit of the Edinburgh Fringe’. I had seriously wanted to call it This Might be Shit but Dave felt this was a bit too negative. Incredibly, the shows, on at lunchtime in the 300-capacity Pleasance Cabaret Bar, were stormers. We just turned up and chatted about any old bollocks and people liked it. One day, Dave announced he was off for a session in a flotation tank after the show. He explained that this meant floating in water in a closed container for about an hour. He said this worried him because he could not be in a confined space for an hour without ‘having a wank’. This, I explained to the audience, was why the show only lasted for forty minutes. We even had the cheek to dose with a song, chosen by a member of the audience from one of the song books we bought on arrival in Edinburgh. Dave sight-read at the piano and I sang. All I needed was my cowboy outfit.

The show sold out every day but, at two quid a ticket, we didn’t get too bigheaded. After a few days, various TV executives started appearing in the audience. The next thing we knew, there was talk of Unplanned becoming a TV series. I’ve never been sure if we made the right decision when we said yes.

The Edinburgh show had been a real lark. Now, suddenly, we were having meetings about set designs and which was the optimum size sofa for a wide-screen TV audience. It wasn’t really what we’d got excited about that night in the bar in London. To do a completely improvised show was one thing, to do it on national television, LIVE, was something else.

I remember the first show very well. This was it. Live TV and no script. Not even a general idea about topic-areas. Nothing. Dave and me were sitting around backstage and I explained to him that I was feeling a weird sort of stiffness in my joints, and I had a bit of an unsettled stomach. Dave explained to me that this was known as ‘nerves’. I hadn’t really had pre-show nerves since my very early days-as a stand-up. I’d forgotten what they felt like.

It was a twenty-five-minute show with a commercial break. I’ve never watched it back, I just couldn’t, but I remember the first half as one of the worst pieces of television I’ve ever been involved with. We sat like rabbits in the headlights, trying to remember what funny meant. It was essentially eleven and a half minutes of nothing. And this was the beginning of a twelve-part series. The show was to go out Sunday to Wednesday for three weeks. When, after what felt like about a day and a half, the commercial break finally arrived, I could sense out of the corner of my eye that Dave was looking at me. I didn’t look back. I started messing around with the audience; taking the piss out of people, flirting, cracking one-liners, the works. I had one minute ten seconds to remind myself of what it felt like to be funny. Dave sat still and let his usually invulnerable self-confidence raise itself up again to its full height. I did what I needed to do – show off. When the second half started, we were alright. We said funny things, they laughed. The chemistry was there again.

We’ve done two series of Unplanned. It just recently has been nominated for the Rose D’Or and the BAFTA for Best Comedy. Now we’re opening in the West End. But if the second half of that first show had been as bad as the first, ITV might have pulled it on the spot, or we might have lost our nerve. Thank God for that commercial break. I knew I was right to move to ITV.

Autobiographies of performers always mention a stage debut, usually with the future classical actor playing a sunflower in a school dramatisation of The Tales of Beatrix Potter. My own stage debut was so disastrous that it didn’t even take place. I was playing a shepherd in the Moat Farm Infants nativity play. Better still, on the morning of the dress rehearsal, the teacher who was directing the production made me Head Shepherd. When you’re five that’s quite a big deal. Especially when Annette, the mousy Shirley Temple, was playing the Virgin Mary. This was a real chance to impress her.

The dress rehearsal was going pretty well. I saw to it that my boys watched their flocks like there was no tomorrow. And when the angel turned up we were genuinely taken aback, partly because, in a childlike way, we were aware of her profound religious significance, but also because she knocked a tree over.

Then the scene switched to the stable. Mary and Joseph were sitting by the manger and we were to march on and do a bit of adoring. As head shepherd, I was to lead the other shepherds. The teacher whispered in my ear, ‘Go on, and kneel around the baby Jesus.’ I passed this on to the boys and then gestured to them to follow me on with a little turn of my head. This is where it started to go wrong. The baby Jesus wasn’t actually in the manger for the dress rehearsal. He had just got haloed-up with a bit of wire and some crepe paper and was letting his glue dry in a big crisps box at the back of the set. Lots of people wouldn’t have even noticed him back there, but I did. I headed towards him like a homing pigeon, my fellow shepherds following my lead straight past a confused Mary and Joseph until we reached the back of the set and knelt in adoration around the crisps box.

It was an easy mistake to make but the teacher went ballistic. Strangely, she used an identical line of attack to the one my dad had employed after the bucket-of-slime incident. She grabbed me by my ankle and swung me upside down, causing my tea-towel to fall off. However, she had badly misjudged the arc of my swing. As I spun upside down, my outstretched right hand went right up her skirt and touched an area of warm clamminess that can only have been her gusset. The panty-hose was still in its infancy, so inevitably, she was wearing stockings. I could actually feel the springiness of her pubis pressing against her knickers. It was all over in a second but she became scarily upset and began smacking my legs and calling me stupid, over and over again. In a fit of what I realise now was chronic embarrassment, she dumped me down on the floor, told me I was no longer in the play, and then walked out of the rehearsal looking close to tears. Before you ask, this is not where the phrase Shepherd’s Pie comes from.

I was confused and upset as I sat on that floor. I could understand why she took my captain’s armband, but to kick me out of the play felt harsh. Also, Annette was looking at me as if I was vermin. If I ever had a chance with her, it had gone. But, most confusing of all, I had handled my first-ever female genitals. I had an awareness, fuelled partly by the teacher’s reaction, that this was significant but I wasn’t sure why.

This, then, was my first sexual experience – upside down with a woman forty years my senior, and me close to tears because my tea-towel had fallen off. You know, that last sentence wouldn’t be a bad quote for the cover of the book. I believe it could be what they call ‘a teaser’.

Anyway, forty years later I was interviewed by a journalist about the fact that I was acting in a West End play for the first time. He asked if I’d made a mistake on stage, how I’d felt about it and how the rest of the cast had reacted. I said they’d looked confused and I’d felt a bit of a cunt. I then cracked up at my own in-joke but decided it was best not to explain.

I had a difficult phone conversation with our Nora today. She told me she was ‘worried sick about the book’ and felt sure I would bring disgrace on the family when I talked about our upbringing. This problem just isn’t going to go away, is it? I mean, she’s sixty. What if she died of embarrassment and it was all my fault? Or there was a terrible family feud that lasted forever. Now I was getting hysterical as well. Nora lives in a very nice road in a nice part of the West Midlands and I know she’s very proud of my achievements, but I’m sure she’d rather my success had come without quite so many nob-jokes and swear-words. But it makes me happy that she’s still proud. If her neighbours see anything about me in a newspaper or magazine, they cut it out and pop it through her letter-box. Nora keeps all these clippings of my career. I never keep anything, apart from a crisp packet with Dave and me on it from a promotion we did for the 98 World Cup.

I think it’s really sweet that Nora’s neighbours go to all this trouble, but the system went a bit wrong when it was in the Sun that Frank Skinner’s brother, Keith, had head-butted his common-law wife and she’d had to have stitches in the wound. Nora’s neighbours dutifully popped this through the letter-box as well. Poor old Nora was mortified, bless her.

Since it was in the press that I was writing my autobiography, I’ve heard from three ex-girlfriends asking me what I was planning to write about them. Like I knew. When I agreed to write this book I had no idea that people in my life would get so edgy about it. I can cope with ex-girlfriends, but I am worried about our Nora. What are my options here? (Yes, I spotted the rhetorical question.) I suppose if I was the perfect brother, I would give the publishers their advance back and abandon the whole project rather than risk hurting my sister’s feelings. Mmmm... y’know, generally speaking, I tend to see myself as two people, Frank and Super Frank. Frank is who I am and Super Frank is who I’d like to be. For example, we had a technical rehearsal for Unplanned at the Shaftesbury, and at one point I snapped at the woman who is producing the stage show because I felt the rehearsal was a bit chaotic. She looked a little shaken by my behaviour. That was Frank. The next day I sent her an e-mail to say that I thought she was a very nice person and I was very sorry for being so arsey with her. That was Super Frank. Surely Super Frank would feel that Nora’s self-respect was more important than any book. Then again, Frank might decide an easy compromise would be to produce a sanitised version of my life. Maybe I could take a few degrees off my swing and have my hand just brush against the teacher’s stocking-top rather than thump into her red-hot dodge. If push came to shove, I could airbrush out the piss-buckets altogether. This way I still get the money and mass adulation (my dream is a life-size cardboard cut-out of me gesturing towards a special display case full of Frank Skinners by Frank Skinner, in all major bookstores), and a book that doesn’t upset any of my friends, family, or former teachers. But what would Super Frank make of that? The old-school rappers used to have a saying, ‘Keep it real’. My motives are probably a weird mix of greed, selfishness, pride, meticulousness, honesty and vanity, but I’m sticking with it. Walk on, Bruce.

My dad liked to bet on horse-racing. My dad liked a drink. My dad had a bad temper. I really loved my dad. My dad always said there wasn’t one working class, there was two. And we should see ourselves as being in Working Class Division One. Consequently, he believed in keeping up appearances. He was never a man to wander the streets in his working clothes, unless he was going to or from work. Therefore, if he wanted to have a bet on the horses, he would usually get someone else to put it on. Otherwise he would have to put a suit and tie on and once he’d done that he might as well go to the pub and get arseholed. This would almost certainly involve him spending more money in the pub than he was likely to win at the bookies, with his ten five-pence doubles, ten five-pence trebles, and a tenpenny roll-up.

So it was when, one Saturday morning in 1963, he asked my mom to put a bet on for him. Mom said she was too busy and he should ask Terry. Terry claimed he was too busy as well. My dad was slowly inching towards the end of his tether. The bet was never placed. The first horse ran. It won. The second horse ran. It won. My dad’s thirst took a turn for the worse and he decided to go to the pub after all.

Even as a small child, I could smell trouble. When Dad returned at about 3.30 that afternoon, he had sorted out the thirst problem, but his anger at the unplaced bet had grown out of all proportion. Apparently, some of his other unbacked horses had also done quite well. He didn’t say much. He took off his jacket and walked into the garden. Keith, my mother, and me decided against following him, but watched him through the window. He stood, centre stage, and took a deep breath. Clearly, he had set himself a task but we had no idea what it might be. Then he sprang into action. The first part of his task seemed to involve pulling down the garden shed with his bare hands. He was holding the bottom of the shed and apparently trying to drag it off its foundations. Bear in mind that the shed contained a work bench complete with vice, plus garden and work tools and, as Keith pointed out, his school cricket bat. Incredibly, the shed slowly began to move. My dad, legs braced and head pulled back till he was looking at the sky, dragged the whole thing into the middle of the garden. We looked at each other in some confusion. I think my mom put her arms around us. Dad’s temper took many forms but never before had it manifested itself in landscape gardening. There was another shed, a little smaller than the first. Working-class men in the West Midlands loved a shed. There always seemed to be trucks knocking around the neighbourhood, carrying sheds, sometimes a greenhouse, but usually a shed. My dad was very good with his hands and he had built this second shed from scratch.

He was a great builder of sheds, cucumber frames, chicken houses, chicken runs, goalpost-type structures for runner beans or sweet peas, all sorts, but I never ever knew him to buy any wood, or timber as he always called it. Thus, he was always on the lookout for free stuff. My old man’s endless quest for timber lasted for most of his life. Doors and floorboards from derelict houses, wooden fixtures and fittings in skips, any timber he could find. He would wait till it was dark and then tap one of his sons on the shoulder, mutter something about timber, and off we’d go to help him carry it back home.

Anyway, the second shed, which contained other garden tools including the lawnmower, was now making its way to join the big shed in the middle of the garden. I don’t think Keith, my mom, or me actually said ‘Not the pigeon loft’ but I’m pretty sure we were all thinking it. The pigeons, thankfully, were not in the loft; they spent most of the day flying in a close formation which included a strange tumbling movement when, for a second or two, they looked like they were falling out of the sky, then resumed flying normally as if nothing had happened. These pigeons were known as ‘tumblers’, I presume because they appeared to tumble as they flew.

Once the pigeon loft had joined its fellow wooden structures in the middle of the garden, Dad actually stepped inside the second shed. Surely now he’d finished his re-arranging of the garden the effort had used up his temper, and when, after some calming deep breaths, he emerged from the shed, he’d be ready for a couple of cheese and onion sandwiches and an afternoon nap? Yes. So why had he now emerged carrying a large tank of paraffin? We watched in frozen silence as he prepared the sheds and pigeon loft for cremation. Within a few minutes, all I could hear was the crackling of flames and a child’s voice, muffled by tears, saying ‘cricket bat’.

My old man stood back and watched what was, it has to be said, a fairly impressive sight. The flames were reaching, I would say, about twenty-five feet and our next-door neighbour, Mrs Weston, said the next day that her lace curtains had singed in the windows. I’ll never know at what stage in the afternoon, or how many pints of mild it took, before my dad thought to himself, ‘I’ve lost money because neither my wife nor my son would place a bet for me. What should I do? Oh, I know, I’ll make an enormous bonfire of all the wooden structures in my garden. Sorted.’

Coincidentally, it was carnival day in Oldbury, and as my dad purposefully strode past on his way home from the pub families were lining the pavement to see all the colourful floats and people in giant papier-mâché heads. As it turned out, those families who lined the pavement in our road were a bit disappointed because the carnival had to re-route to avoid the two fire-engines parked outside our house. We had a carnival of our own right there in the back garden.

I’m not sure that gambling on the horses really brought out the best in my dad. On another Saturday afternoon, we were watching a very exciting end to a race on the telly. My dad’s chosen horse was neck-and-neck with another with only a couple of furlongs to go. Then the TV reception started to go a bit wonky and the picture was replaced by loud interference. At this point, my dad decided to add a bit of loud interference of his own. He picked up the telly and gave it a good yank to rip the plug out of the wall. We all sat looking at the space where the telly had been. It was a warm day and the kitchen door that led into the garden was open. My dad, the ex-footballer, after a short run-up, took a throw-in from the back step and the telly ended up about ten feet up the garden. We all heard the sound of it land and then implode, but no one looked. Dad went to bed. The telly, of course, was rented. My mom phoned the shop on the Monday and explained that Keith and I had been ill in bed, and while she was bravely struggling up the stairs with the telly so we could have some entertainment to take the edge off our terrible illness, she had fallen and the telly had been irreparably damaged. The TV shop, God bless ’em, took pity on the brave mother and sent a replacement telly the next day.

Unplanned live at the Shaftesbury seems to be going pretty well, but we had a bit of a hiccup just before the second show. Dave and me got picked up at 7.15 for the show at 8. I sat in the front with our regular driver, Gerry, and Dave sat in the back. When we got in, Gerry chucked Dave the London Evening Standard I don’t read in cars. It makes me feel sick. So I was chatting to Gerry about West Brom’s promotion hopes while Dave devoured the newspaper. I say ‘devoured’ because Dave has a flair for speed-reading that, I think, could always get him a job in the circus if the comedy work dries up. I once showed him a very long and complimentary article about me in the Independent. After about fifteen seconds, he handed it back. I was pissed off that he couldn’t be bothered to read the whole piece and told him so. He got me to ask him loads of detailed questions about the article. He hadn’t missed a thing. He’ll read a novel in a day, no problem. As I’ve explained, I don’t read novels but, on average, a book takes me about four to six months. In fact, just about the same period I have to WRITE this one.

Anyway, even though Dave was sitting behind me in silence, I suddenly became aware that he was upset. Don’t ask me how this works. I was once talking to the Jordanaires, Elvis’s backing group for the first half of his career, and one of them said that there was a door at the back of the studio in Nashville which was completely silent. Elvis would occasionally come in through this door, and even though no one heard him enter, the Jordanaires would feel his presence and all turn to greet him. Singing together for all those years must have opened up a few spiritual doors between them. The whole nature of harmonising seems to be about tuning in to another person, and not just musically.

I sang a song with the Jordanaires myself, and it really felt like being gently lifted up and held aloft. We did a song called ‘Peace in the Valley’ and I never sang it that well before or since. It was as if their voices wouldn’t let me go wrong; like those old stories of ghost dogs escorting strangers through dangerous places. The Jordanaires had sung together so many times that their voices had become one. I found myself in the middle of that special place their voices created. Maybe years of doing comedy together has a similar effect. Dave is the ghost dog who’s led me through many a nob-joke minefield. Unplanned is a very particular bonding process and our previous series, Fantasy, Football, was another. So, whatever the method, I knew he was upset. An emergency light went off in my head and, as it flashed, it said BAD REVIEW. BAD REVIEW. BAD REVIEW.

My own policy is that I never read reviews until after a project is over. I think good ones make you complacent and bad ones just drag you down. I don’t get hung up about reviewers and want them all to get cancer, but one thing that does get me about a bad review is the urge to read it about seventeen times. To be honest, I’ve been pretty lucky on the reviews front. Dave, certainly during his Newman and Baddiel days, had some really nasty ones. He and Rob were just too cocky and too successful. The critics, especially the broadsheet ones, couldn’t forgive them for it. As time has gone by, I’ve become less bothered by reviews and Dave has, I think, become more bothered. I knew he wasn’t enjoying this one. I would tell you what was in it but I won’t let myself read it until after the run. When we got to the dressing room Dave was a bit quiet, except when he wanted to read me a couple of bits from the review. I wouldn’t let him. I started messing about. Doing silly gags and showing off, just like in that commercial break in the first TV Unplanned. Only, this time I was trying to do a Lazarus-job on Dave’s confidence.

Dave is an incredibly gifted comic. In fact, ‘comic’ doesn’t really seem a sufficiently all-encompassing term. I’m a comic. I make jokes. So does Dave, but he does a lot more than that. When we write together he has a comic understanding, a comic overview that’s exciting to be in the presence of. He just knows what comedy is about. Whenever he made directorial points about sketches or other set-pieces on Fantasy Football, which he did often, they were always on the button. If he fancied it, he could be a big-time comedy director, no problem. Anyway, all this gives Dave massive self-belief in regard to comedy, but on those rare occasions when he sinks downward, it can take a lot to raise him up again. Eventually, I got a couple of laughs out of him and then he started to join in a bit. By the time the show went up he was ready to rumble. Teamwork.

That night’s show was particularly interesting in that there was a bloke in the audience who knew a woman I’d had a one-night stand with several years before. She was a pretty girl and, apparently, a very good footballer. I believe a trial for England was mentioned. Anyway, she stayed the night in my hotel room and we had a long post-coital chat about the merits of playing 4-4-2 and the decline of the orthodox winger. The next day I dropped her off at the station and that was that. But the bloke in the audience was now telling me that two months later she became a lesbian. Of course, I suggested that her thoughts must have been, ‘Well, nothing’s gonna top that’, but, in truth, it was a strange tale. Needless to say, the audience and Dave liked it a lot. I said I should have guessed she was on that road, firstly because she was a lady footballer, and secondly because while I was having a cigarette after, she smoked a pipe.

On the way home that night, I remembered she had told me she was hoping to become a marine biologist. Looking back, it was probably a euphemism.

When I was five years old, I developed the urge to shout as loud as I possibly could; to really roar and scream and holler until I couldn’t roar and scream and holler anymore. I can still remember the feeling of wanting to do it but knowing that my parents, understandably, would go crazy if I did. This was where having an outside toilet became a distinct advantage. Our kitchen, which operated as a living room, was at the back of the house, with a door leading into the back yard and garden. Just across the yard was the outside toilet. It had no light, so going at night involved a good deal of guesswork. In the winter it was bitterly cold. In the summer, spiders. In the early hours, it was a long scary journey to have a mere wee. Hence the piss-buckets. On a good day there was toilet paper, on a bad day there was newspaper. My dad had, with the aid of some acquired timber, of course, built a sort of lean-to between the toilet and the wall of the house, which housed my mother’s ‘maid’ and tub.

David Baddiel always says that when I talk about my childhood, he becomes convinced that I grew up in the nineteenth century. Here goes. In my early childhood, my mom would wash our clothes with a maid and tub. This tub was a metal barrel about forty inches high with a diameter of about two feet. Mom would fill the tub with water from the kettle and several saucepans, add soap-powder and then stick in the dirty clothes. The ‘maid’ worked like a pestle in a pestle and mortar. It was basically a broom-handle with a big lump of wood at one end that my mom would grind into the clothes to clean them.

Outside toilets with newspaper, clothes washed outside in a big pestle and mortar. Y’know, I can see what Dave means.

Anyway, about my urge to shout as loud as I possibly could. One night, I went to the kitchen door as if I was off to the toilet. It was dark outside. The air smelt sweet. One wall of the outside toilet was hugged by an enormous honeysuckle bush. I never really noticed the scent during the day, but at night it was intoxicating. To a five-year-old, it made the back yard a magical place. I walked through that back yard and into the garden. The only light source was from the kitchen window. I could still hear the sound of the telly and the voices of my family. As I walked further and further into the garden, both grew dimmer. It was dark at the end of the garden. I stood still and listened to the night. Distant mumble from our kitchen, almost inaudible traffic sounds. I waited, and even these sounds seem to fade like the stage was being cleared for me. It spooks me out a bit that I can still remember it so clearly. I stood very still. I mean, weirdly still. And then I started. Not with a big breath and an equivalent roar, but with an increasing murmur, slowly reassuring myself that it was OK to interfere with the silence. The sound developed from an ‘Urrrrrrrrrnnnn... ,’ to an ‘Aaaaarrrrrrrgh...’ This was the sound I was searching for. Once I’d found it, I let it get louder and louder. I stopped for breath. And then went again with the ‘Aaaaaarrrrrrgh...’, thrilled at how loud it was. I spread my arms and leaned my head backwards into the darkness. I repeated my call about five or six times, then I stopped, very still again, and listened to remind myself what the night sounded like without me. Then I went back into the house. They’d heard nothing over the sound of the television.

The next night I repeated the ritual. It became something I looked forward to and told no one about. Then, after about three weeks, the man who lived next door turned up at our house and explained to my parents that, the previous evening, he had let his dog out ‘to do his business’ and had heard shouting. In the gloom, he could make out a small figure, with arms outstretched, standing at the top of our garden. My dad asked me about it. I said I just felt like shouting that night. He told me not to do it again. And I didn’t. So every night, the neighbour’s dog was encouraged to go out into the garden, to stand still in the dark and slowly empty himself while I sat indoors and watched the telly.

I had a meeting with my publishers about the cover-photo for the book. Someone said that, rather than funny, we should go for sexy. I said, ‘No. It should definitely be a picture of me.’ This, to my disappointment, seemed to be taken as a serious comment. Worse still, I told this story to a colleague and they said, with no detectable irony, ‘If you have a long photo session, there’s bound to be something useable.’ Thanks. I hear that Robbie Williams is currently doing a book. I wonder if anyone said, ‘Let’s go for unsexy,’ and then sweated over the results of that photo session in case there was nothing ‘useable’. Perhaps I should have held out for ‘funny’. When I see the cover now, I can’t help feeling we fell between two stools. The picture, I think, begs the caption, ‘My life selling novelty slippers’.

However, I very much like the photo-booth pics on the back. These were taken in September 1973, after I had been to see the Rolling Stones at the Birmingham Odeon. I queued with three mates for eighteen hours in the rain to get those concert tickets. We lay on the pavement in New Street and played pontoon with soaking wet playing cards, and laughed a lot about us deciding earlier that sleeping bags and waterproofs would be a waste of time. At 10.00 a.m. the box office opened and it was all worth it. We were going to see the Stones. They were still cool then. When those pictures were taken, minutes after the gig, I still had concert-ears (you know, that post-gig hissing sound) and, safely tucked into my wallet, the rose petals that Mick Jagger had scattered over the crowd towards the end of the show. I kept those petals for about twenty years, in the same box as the light ale bottle that Ray Davies of the Kinks gave to me at Birmingham Town Hall.

As a symbol of how my life has changed, those photo-booth pics are very apposite. Nearly thirty years after that rainy night on the New Street pavement, I was with Caroline at a charity do for the Peter Cook Foundation. The guests included former Stones bassist Bill Wyman, and Stones guitarist Ronnie Wood. Ronnie’s son’s band provided the entertainment. The main event ended at about eleven but the band played on.

Meanwhile, Caroline and I, hand-in-hand, went into the ladies’ toilets and had fantastic bang-bang sex in one of the cubicles. When we returned, hand-in-hand, there were only about twenty guests and a handful of waiters left in the room, at which point, two Rolling Stones decided to get up and jam. People began getting that I’ll-tell-my-grandkids-about-this look in their eyes. Then, even better, they started to play a Stones classic, ‘It’s All Over Now’. Ronnie Wood was on vocals, but halfway through admitted he didn’t know the words and asked if anyone did. When I was fifteen, I sang in a band that played a set which was about eighty per cent Rolling Stones. Of course I knew the words, but I couldn’t get up and jam with Bill Wyman and Ronnie Wood. I just couldn’t. Then, despite my fear, I could feel myself rising from my seat. It wasn’t a sudden burst of confidence, it was Caroline, literally pushing me to my feet. ‘Come on, Frank,’ called Ronnie. Suddenly, I couldn’t even remember what reticence meant. I did ‘It’s All Over Now’, ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’, and ‘Not Fade Away’, by which time I was sharing a mike with Ronnie for choruses and holding up fingers to let my fellow performers know when we were going to end, bring in a solo or whatever. We did ‘You Really Got Me’ and ‘Johnny B. Goode’ to add a bit of variety. If only I’d had some rose petals! Yeah, it was a special night. I’d have queued eighteen hours in the rain for that, anytime. And jamming with Bill and Ron was pretty good as well.

Incidentally, going back to Robbie Williams, I recently took Caroline to see him in concert. Like all other women in Britain, Caroline fancies Robbie Williams. He is, I have to admit it, an excessively good-looking man. I’m not. I am, on a good day, of very average appearance. I have convinced myself over the years that appearance is only part of the package, and that I can make up a lot of the shortfall with charm and wit, or, in later years, with money and celebrity. The charm and wit supplement has been, at best, a bit hit-and-miss. I have often heard it said that it’s possible to laugh a woman into bed, like laughter was some sort of morally acceptable date-rape drug. It just isn’t true. Before I started doing comedy professionally, the normal process was I’d meet a girl, make her laugh until she was doubled-up and breathless, and then, when she had composed herself again, she’d say, ‘Well, I’ve had a fantastic evening, now I’m going home with this physically attractive bloke.’ The whole ‘laugh them into bed’ thing is a myth invented by ugly blokes who think they’re funny and women who want to pretend that they can see beyond mere physical attraction.

When I was at university, I knew a guy called Mike. He was a really remarkable human being. He was very funny, and so intelligent that other universities were trying to poach him to do a Ph.D at their place. He was a rare combination of very clever and really nice, and not unpleasant in appearance. I once watched him chatting to a girl on a bench in the university grounds. He was turning on the charm to the point where I was nearly falling for him myself. Behind where they sat, there was a bloke digging a hole. He was wearing those jeans and boots that workmen wear. The ones that look as if cement was part of the original design. I mean, he was digging a hole, for fuck’s sake. In soil. There was no cement, except on his jeans and boots.

Workmen wear this cement-chic so they can walk into pubs and sandwich bars and greasy-spoon cafes, or sit on the side of the pavement, or buy a can of Coke and a tabloid, and say to everyone there, ‘I’m a workman. I am strong, fearless and uncomplicated. Men should fear me and women should worship my muscular lower abdomen.’

The man digging the hole had no shirt on. The man digging the hole had tattoos, largely of the Rule Britannia variety. But the girl on the bench was clearly not swayed by Dr Johnson’s contention that ‘Patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel’. As Mike became more and more interesting, she became more and more transfixed by cement-chic man. She just wasn’t listening. Why be laughed into bed when you can be shagged behind a greenhouse by a man who owns every Roy ‘Chubby’ Brown video? I watched as Mike lost heart. After he’d done his ‘Anyway, I’ll see you around’, and wandered off, the workman began his monosyllabic courtship. Now she laughed. I didn’t stay till the end. I imagine they had quick, insensitive sex half a dozen times over the space of a week, he wouldn’t use a condom because he considered it unmanly, she fell pregnant, he said it wasn’t his problem, her promising academic career was cruelly cut short and her life wholly fucked over. Well, I hope so anyway. And before you ask, yes, of course I was ‘Mike’.

The money and celebrity supplement has been much more successful. Back in Birmingham when I was still Chris Collins, I saw myself as being in the top half of what would now be Nationwide League Division One as far as fanciability was concerned. Maybe even in one of the play-off positions on a good-hair day. But certainly not Premier League. Consequently, I sought out women who I felt were in a similar league position. But since the arrival of wealth and fame, I got promoted and I’m holding my own in the top flight. In truth, I don’t really need to hold my own anymore. And, incredibly, there are still people who think I’m in show business for the money! The only slight drawback is that I think every woman is just after me because I’m on the telly. I despise them for their shallowness and lack of self-respect and rant at them because they have sold their heart for the dubious rewards of the mercenary. Then I forgive them and we have sex.

Oh, shut up. I’m joking. No, really.

Robbie Williams gives very good concert. Caroline gazes at the big screen with a wistful look and I console myself with the thought that good looks are a positive disadvantage to a comedian. The comedy writer and excellent performance-poet Henry Normal once said to me that he felt my act was greatly enhanced by the fact that I looked like ‘I’d been kicked about a bit’. Very good-looking people can never really be funny. Their life is too charmed for them to ever need to develop that wry outlook so crucial to the comedian. If Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy had looked like Paul Newman and Robert Redford they would have been shit. When good looks come through the door, comedy goes out the window. I turned to Caroline to explain this theory but she didn’t hear me because she was laughing so uproariously at Robbie’s between-song banter.

It was a good gig, there’s no getting round it. Handsome as he is, it’s hard not to like Robbie. There’s a brilliant song by Jacques Brel, called ‘Jackie’. In it, the singer goes on about all the fun he’d have if, for one hour a day, he could be ‘cute, in a stupid-ass way’. People who look like me and Jacques can appreciate what a gift that would be, but most people who are ‘cute in a stupid-ass way’ are too thick to know what they’ve got. Robbie knows what he’s got and he’s got it twenty-four hours a day.

When I first met him he was in Take That. We were on the same bill at the Royal Variety Performance. Robbie was friendly and likeable and, even then, it seemed to me, totally aware that he was on a lucky streak and determined to make the most of it. I know because I have similar thoughts. I once gate-crashed a wedding do at a pub in Birmingham and ended up drinking free champagne with a couple of mates. Free drink was rare in those days so I should have been ecstatic. And I did have a great time, but it was ever so slightly spoiled by the fact that the bouncers occasionally looked over at us and I felt sure they were going to ask us for our invites to the party and we’d be in shit. So I drank quicker and quicker while I still had the chance. Ever since I got lucky in show business, I’ve had a very similar feeling.

I remember giving Robbie a bit of a speech along those lines and telling him to ‘just enjoy it’. I suppose I thought the Royal Variety Performance was the perfect place to start talking like an old-school showbiz twat. God forgive me if I, at any time, referred to ‘the business’. That would be it. Next stop, the fuckin’ Water Rats.

Robbie seemed to take it all in good heart, but if he’d placed any value on my opinion at all, it would have been all spoiled when he saw my performance. I died on my arse. I spent ten minutes cracking jokes to an audience that seemed to be mainly ageing gangsters and their wives. You’d think us nouveau riche would stick together but they hated me. Afterwards, I was in the line-up backstage to meet Prince Charles. As he made his way down the line, shaking hands with Shirley Bassey, Larry Grayson, Tony Bennett, I was thinking, ‘What the hell is he going to say to me? I died on my arse.’ Eventually, he reached me. As he shook my hand, he said, ‘Where do you normally work? Is it in the north?’ He said ‘the north’ with a pained grimace, as if it tasted like dog shit on his lips. I tried to defend my reputation but he’d already moved on to Billy Pearce.

Anyway, like I say, it was a good gig, and then Robbie came on for his encore – and sang ‘My Way’! I mean, for goodness’ sake. I told Caroline that this was ridiculous; that you have to be a seasoned old campaigner to be able to sing ‘My Way’. She just shushed me but I was on a roll. Robbie had finally put a foot wrong and I owed it to ugly blokes everywhere to point this out. And I would have quite liked Caroline to take this opportunity to admit that Robbie wasn’t perfect after all, but she was too busy waving her arms in the air and getting the words of the song wrong. So I said to myself, not ‘My Way’. You really have to earn the right. What does Robbie think he’s playing at? Then, at the end of the song Robbie announced, ‘And I’d like to dedicate that song to Frank Skinner, who’s here tonight.’ I felt so guilty.

I saw him backstage after the gig. We embraced. ‘Did you hear the dedication?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘and what a brilliant version of “My Way”.’

Owls, as you may know, are nocturnal creatures. So it was a strange decision by my brother Terry, firstly to get a pet owl, secondly to keep it in a cage that would have been a tight squeeze for the average canary, and thirdly to keep that cage on top of the wardrobe in our bedroom. The owl almost certainly came from a bloke in the pub. In the West Midlands in those days almost everything could be got from a bloke in the pub. My dad’s favourites were trays of seedlings. These were the unofficial currency of the shed/greenhouse underworld: trays of soil with little green things growing out of them. He’d bring one home most Saturday afternoons in Spring. On Saturday afternoons, the streets of Oldbury were full of half-pissed blokes carrying trays of seedlings covered in newspaper or plastic bags. And, of course, on this occasion, Terry, with a big fucking owl.

So that was that. Every night, local owls would come and perch on the telegraph pole outside our house and screech stuff to our owl, tucked in his little cage-cum-corset. This would make our owl uneasy and inclined to flutter, had there been room to flutter, which was a little unnerving to a small child. I used to worry that he might escape from his cage, an unlikely event, a bit like someone getting a ship out of a bottle, and swoop down on me in my bed. I had nightmares about being carried out, like a small vole, for a midnight feast atop the telegraph pole.

The owl was a dark mystery to me. Every day, Terry would go to the butcher and buy what was known as ‘lights’. These were some sort of unpleasant animal innards that even the local people, who were happy with brains, hearts and faggots, wouldn’t eat. The owl gobbled them down like there was no tomorrow. For any pet of ours, this was not a particularly far-fetched assumption.

Eventually, fluttering wasn’t enough and the owl started to screech back to his friends on the telegraph pole, so Dad insisted that Terry release him. The cage door was flung open and, with wings close at his sides, the owl slowly squeezed out to freedom.

It said in today’s Daily Mirror that I’m the highest-paid man on British television. Apparently I get three million a year from television appearances. When I read this, I laughed out loud for about twenty seconds. Not because it isn’t true. I mean, it isn’t true, but so what? If the people in the chart are all exaggerated at the same rate, that still makes me the winner. I laughed because there was something exhilarating about being top of the table. I still feel in my heart of hearts that no one’s got a bloody clue who I am, and yet, there I am, top of the raking-it-in league. They say that when the great British actor Sir Donald Wolfit heard that he’d been knighted, the normally sedate man sat on his garden swing with his legs in the air and said, in a cod Midlands accent, ‘Ooo! If me mom and dad could see me now.’

I know it’s terribly un-English to be excited by money but sometimes it catches you unawares. I was on the dole in 1985, earning £24.70 a week. This works out at just under £1,300 a year. Five years later, I made my first Des O’Connor Show appearance and got two grand for eight minutes. Progress, or what?

In fact, I’ve never really been the materialistic type, but of course it’s nice to have a few bob in your pocket. I’ll admit that I’d much rather be known as the funniest man on television than the richest, but you can’t have everything in life. Sometimes, though, the money-thing isn’t so funny.

In the Autumn of 1999, my manager, Jon Thoday, was in negotiation with the BBC about renewing my contract with them. I had just completed the third series of my chat show, The Frank Skinner Show, and was keen to sign a contract that would give me a bit more long-term security. ITV were aware that my contractual obligations to the BBC were up and were also sounding keen. My initial inclination was to stay with the BBC, but ITV’s offer was well tempting. Part of this allure was financial but, more importantly, ITV’s contract offered a variety of projects as well as three series of the chat show, whereas the BBC would only commit to two. So, I was thinking it over. Then something happened which I never would have imagined affecting my career. Des Lynam defected to ITV. The papers started saying the BBC couldn’t hold on to their talent and were becoming outdated and unappealing employers. Then the rumour started that I was about to ‘follow Des’ to ITV. In fact, I was still undecided.

Then the BBC seemed to hit upon a very good face-saving idea. They suggested in a press release that, rather than losing talent because of cheapness or lack of commitment, they were being held to ransom by greedy egomaniac performers. It was a clever switch, and perhaps not wholly inaccurate, but unfortunately they chose me as the scapegoat. Meanwhile, unaware of all this, I was sitting in a cafe next to Wyndham’s Theatre in Charing Cross Road, London. I’d just finished a Sunday performance of the play Art and was having an iced coffee with some of the company when my mobile went. I stepped outside to take the call. It was Jon Thoday. The BBC had announced that it had broken off negotiations with my management because of their outrageous financial demands. A figure of twenty million pounds was being mentioned. Jon told me he had no idea where that figure had come from. I believed him. I went back and finished my iced coffee, wondering what all this really meant. The next day I found out.

The story ran in every national newspaper. They all had me marked down as a cynical chancer who had got too big for his boots. The twenty million, already an inflated figure, was now being seen, certainly by the tabloids, as all for my pocket rather than as funds to cover the cost of making the programmes. The story led the Daily Mirror to run a feature under the heading ‘The Pig Issue – you decide’ in which they ruminated on who was the greediest person in the world. I won, with a ‘Snout Rating’ of ten out of ten. Imelda Marcos only scored six. To accompany the feature, the Mirror had mocked up a picture of me as Monty Python’s mega-fat, mega-greedy Mr Creosote. The article began, ‘Is TV comic Frank Skinner the greediest person in the world? That’s the question on everyone’s lips. after the BBC refused his demands for a massive £20 million pay deal.’ Within three days, I saw Chris Tarrant, Clive Anderson and Jack Dee all doing ‘greedy Frank’ gags on telly.

Mind you, I could hardly complain. I was topical, and newspapers and comics do topical stuff. Look at me, I live on topical stuff, especially on my chat show. When Richard Desmond, the owner of such soft-porn classics as Big Ones and Asian Babes, bought the Express Newspapers Group, I was quick to claim that he now wished to be known as Lord Beaver-book. For all I know, he may have found this extremely undermining. To me, it seemed acceptable. I can only go on my own judgement, and the subject of the gag doesn’t always agree. I was at a party once when Posh Spice came over to me and started complaining about how I’d done a gag on Fantasy Football about her having anal sex. She also said she was fed-up with me, as she put it, ‘caning’ her husband on the chat show. I argued my case by saying that her and David were big news and I didn’t feel I’d overdone it. I also pointed out that, while David Beckham effigies were being hanged at Upton Park as part of a national hate campaign against him because he’d been sent off against Argentina, I was defending him on Fantasy World Cup with a speech that described Becks, unironically, as England’s future. She wouldn’t have it. Fair enough. I like to see a woman defending her bloke. Even if she’s wrong.

I met Becks at a party not long ago. I had just recently played him in a sketch on the chat show. He walked up, looked at me, grinned, and said, ‘You must have a bloody good make-up department if they can make you look like me.’

Anyway, now it was the biter bit. And, of course, I felt hard done by. Comedy is my life. Before I walked on stage on December 9th 1987,1 had been a drifter. Like a lot of people, I just didn’t know what I wanted to do. Most of us, the great undecided, never find out. I got lucky. If anyone could be in my shoes when I’m doing stand-up, or when I’m duetting with Kylie Minogue or Eric Clapton, or riffing on some obscure theme during Unplanned, or leading 76,000 people in a chorus of ‘Three Lions’ at Wembley, they’d know why I’m in it. And it’s not for the money. I was an unemployed drunk going nowhere, and then comedy turned up. Here goes, I’ll actually say it. Comedy saved my life. Don’t tell anyone but I’d have done it all for nothing if I had to.

I didn’t even bother to find out what my manager was asking from the BBC because the cash really wasn’t a priority. He’s a good negotiator and I knew he’d get the best deal. He was very upset, felt he’d been totally misrepresented and was talking about taking legal action against the BBC. I wasn’t keen. I thought it was best to say nothing and let it blow over. The following night I went to Teatro, a club on Shaftesbury Avenue owned by actress Lesley Ash and her ex-footballer husband, Lee Chapman.

On the way there, walking up Charing Cross Road, some drunken bloke shouted, ‘Hey, Skinner, you asked for all that money and now you’ve got nothing.’ Not so much an insult, more a news report. Anyway, I just smiled. As soon as I got into the club a woman approached me. I recognised her from various media events but couldn’t put a name to the face. She went straight into it. ‘So, what are you going to do?’ she said. ‘You’ve got a PR mountain to climb. Everyone hates you.’ I suddenly felt a tremendous clarity come upon me. Now was the time for me to finally speak out on the matter. ‘Oh, fuck off,’ I said.

I had a couple of cranberry juices and mulled it over. It was the opinions of the quality papers that had really pissed me off. These sneering, toffee-nosed, modern-novel-reading arse-wipes, who’d got where they were by having a family friend at the Guardian or wearing a significant tie at the interview. How long would they last at a fucking comedy club? It’s no good quoting Proust and pretending to like football when two hundred people are screaming ‘Get off, you cunt’. It’s all very well them getting on their moral high horse about money when they’ve had it all their lives and never got their fingers dirty unless they were playing rugger. Fuck them. Yeah, fuck them. They could mind their own business, or lick my helmet.

These were the calm, reasoned thoughts that went through my mind, sitting in the dark club as the chattering classes chattered on around me. Cranberry juice always makes me tetchy and inclined to generalise. Nevertheless, I felt better when I left. As I crossed Shaftesbury Avenue, two black blokes recognised me. ‘Hey, Frank,’ one of them shouted. ‘Go for that twenty million, man. Make them bastards pay.’

‘Yeah. Do it. Do it,’ the other one said. I really laughed as we shook hands. I hope they read this and realise how much they cheered me up that night. I think theirs was a very black attitude. I suppose it’s why successful rappers wear loads of gold and drive incredibly flash cars. Their black fans seem to love them for it. There’s a fantastic LL Cool J track called ‘Rock the Bells’, with a lyric that goes, ‘Some suckers don’t like me but I’m not concerned. Six G’s for twenty minutes is what I earn.’ Here was me feeling guilty about doing well, and there’s LL writing rhymes that positively celebrate his high wages. Respect.

I once heard an interview with an American baseball coach. The interviewer said to him, ‘You’re not a very popular man at the moment, are you?’ The coach thought this over, before his reply:

‘Y’know, you can spend your whole life trying to be popular but, at the end of the day, the size of the crowd at your funeral will still be largely dictated by the weather.’

Even when I try to mould my behaviour to please others, I often get it wrong. I used to drive a Volkswagen Polo and I remember turning up one day at my brother Terry’s house. I always made a point of not talking about doing TV shows or meeting celebs, unless I was asked. I don’t want my family to think I’ve gone all flash. I was chatting about not much and Terry was staring out of the window with something clearly on his mind. ‘Have you ever thought about getting another car?’ he asked. I looked at him, waiting for the pay-off. ‘It’d be really good if you turned up in something like a Cadillac,’ he said. And then the piece de resistance, and I swear this is true. ‘And maybe you could wear one of them silky cowboy shirts.’ I’d still blown it. Not flash enough!

At Unplanned tonight, someone asked how I could possibly justify getting three million a year. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you can’t put a price on laughter.’ They laughed. I think they found the whole thing as ridiculous as I did.

It was a wild night tonight. Someone asked a question about a recent, very grim news story about a man who was ritually sodomised by a bunch of blokes and then murdered. Not an obvious source of comedy, but we went for it. Someone in the audience went on about how many men had shagged him. ‘Yes, apparently,’ I lied, ‘when they opened up the body, he was like a Chicken Kiev.’ The laugh began as a scream of horror but then became the sound of people rejoicing in the sheer extremity of the image. I hate comics who try to shock. That’s easy, but to say funny stuff that is also shocking, I sometimes like that. It was the I-can’t-believe-you-said-that moment. And while the laugh was only just beginning to fade I stood up defiantly, punched the air and shouted, ‘That’s three million quid’s worth, right there!’ White-heat laughter.

What joy.

As a young kid, I was completely obsessed with Westerns. As I’ve already explained, I was no stranger to a cowboy outfit, but that was just the tip of the iceberg. There seemed to be about twenty different Western TV series at the time: Bonanza, Have Gun Will Travel, Rawhide, Wagon Train, Cheyenne, Gunsmoke, and the rest. I watched them all. This was another strange aspect of my childhood. I never remember any pressure from my parents to go to bed early. It was with some surprise that I discovered at school that the other kids were all in bed for about 7.30. I was stopping up till about eleven on a regular basis. I wasn’t being disobedient. Disobedience wasn’t really an option with my old man. Nor was it, I think, a case of neglect. It was just that news hadn’t reached us that little kids went to bed early. I don’t think it’s had any real effect on me, except I’m the only person of my age group who remembers Legends of the West and The Braden Beat.

Anyway, in my Cowboy religion, these Western shows were my daily worship. And I had a Bible too. It was called Buffalo Bill’s Western Annual I read it every day. We didn’t have too many books in the house but I read like a wild thing. I started school at five and seemed to learn to read almost immediately. It is one of my few acquired skills. I can’t ride a bike, ice-skate or ski, and I’ve only just learned to swim and won’t go out of my depth, which also takes out water skiing and scuba diving. I’m a real funboy on holidays. But reading I could do.

I remember my dad relaxing with the News of the World once and I started reading out loud over his shoulder, a story of how sex cinemas were becoming more and more widespread, which included a description of one or two of the films doing the rounds. I was halfway through a synopsis of Sex in the Park before my dad realised where the voice was coming from. He’d had a drink and I think he’d assumed it was him who was reading out loud. When he finally worked it out, the combination of lewd detail in an innocent child’s voice must have been quite scary.

Buffalo Bill’s Western Annual, with its colour plates of Daniel Boone killing a bear at point-blank range with an old musket, and a bowler-hatted Bat Masterson gambling on a Mississippi riverboat, was much more appropriate. I quote these examples, but I lost my Buffalo Bill many years ago and am relying totally on memory. It’s surprising what lingers in the memory, though. Writing this book has opened doors in my subconscious that would otherwise have probably stayed locked forever. Writing the description of my garden-screaming, for example, was quite harrowing. It was like I could actually feel now what I felt then.

I remember the first time I tried magic mushrooms. I guess I was about twenty-five. I was at a friend’s house in Edgbaston, Birmingham, and had already been drinking cider and smoking dope all day, which gave me the courage to try the mushrooms. Their effect manifested itself in two specific ways. Firstly, in my head I got a very clear image of an old black-and-white photo from a children’s encyclopedia that was knocking around the house when I was a kid. That night, twenty years later, I could see it before me in all its detail. It was a photograph of some sort of microbe-type thing, all circular and emanating light. Up until that point I had forgotten the existence of the encyclopedia, let alone the microbe picture, but I sat on my friend’s bed and tried to describe this vision to my mates. For some reason, they were absolutely fascinated. I’ve been in show business for thirteen years, but I’ve never had an audience as captivated as they were that night. I believe someone actually said ‘Wow!’

The second effect was that my friend played a Fripp and Eno album, and I decided it was the best thing I’d ever heard. I stayed the night at the flat and made the major mistake of listening to it again the next morning. Let’s just say I revised my opinion. It is for this same reason that one-night stands are always better if you know the number of an early-hours cab firm.

About five years after that mushroom-crazed night, I came across a copy of the children’s encyclopedia in a second-hand bookshop in Quinton. This was remarkable, not just because it involved the re-discovery of a very old, out-of-print book, but also because the merest idea of being in a second-hand bookshop nowadays fills me with horror. For some reason, second-hand bookshops, classical music and Radio 4 all make me think of death. Anyway, there I was. I opened the book, and, after flicking through a few pages, there was the microbe, almost exactly as I had remembered it. Except that it was a picture of the solar system. The circles, the light, all there but scaled down rather than up. I thought this mis-remembrance was really interesting but I never got round to buying the book. The reason for this was even stranger.

As I stood looking at the ex-microbe, I heard a man’s voice from the other side of the bookcase. He was chatting to the shop’s owner about Nazi war atrocities. He said he had a massive collection of books on this and related subjects, and went on to say that he had been at a party at someone’s house recently and their collection was even ‘better’ than his own. However, he explained to the attentive shop-owner, this ‘better’ collection was very much enriched by books about Vietnamese war atrocities. He had now resolved to move his collecting in this direction and told the shop-owner to keep back any such books and he would buy them. I was starting to feel a bit uneasy when the conversation was suddenly interrupted by a distorted man’s voice, clearly coming out of some sort of radio or walkie-talkie. No, it couldn’t be. I peered through a gap in the books. It was true. The war-atrocities book collector was a fucking copper.
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