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PREFATORY NOTES

1. When I mentioned to my friend Grub that I was thinking of
 writing a memoir he encouraged me grandly: 'You must, Arthur.
 It is time to erect your monument.' My nephew James's comment
 was, 'Oh God, that's just what the world needs – another celebrity
 autobiography.' I have tried to bear in mind both these reactions.

2. There are numerous bouts of heavy-duty name-dropping
 throughout the book and for those readers with a low tolerance
 for this activity I have signalled their approach with the letters
 NdA (Name-dropping ahead).

3. I have noticed in other books of this ilk that there is a lot of
 talk about 'setting the record straight'. Such record as exists of
 my own activities I do not consider to be especially wonky so
 there will be none of that here.

4. Having sent the relevant sections to some of those I have
 written about, I have learned that people can be extremely touchy.
 A few names have, accordingly, been changed and a couple of
 characters excised completely.

5. There are four chapter ones and here is the first . . .







CHAPTER 1. FACTS ABOUT MYSELF

My full name is Brian Arthur John Smith. I am 4ft 11¾ins tall and
 weigh about six stone. I have curly hair, glasses but nothing else unusual.
 I have dark brown hair and hazel eyes. I have scars on both my kneecaps.
 I am slightly above average height. I am skinny and wiry.

There is an agreeable solidity about the procession of biographical
 details, the 'facts about myself ' which march by in my
 first autobiography, a school project undertaken at the age of
 twelve. It is the literary equivalent of an establishing shot.

Let me then record all this now, forty-two years on. My full
 name is Brian Arthur John Smith but, as you will learn if you
 continue reading, and as the title of this book suggests, I have
 other names too. I am six feet and a quarter of an inch tall,
 although you wouldn't think so as I am a lifelong sloucher, noted
 in print for my 'simian gait'. I weigh about eleven stone. I am
 above average height. I am skinny and might be called 'wiry' by
 someone trying to avoid using the word 'skinny'. The little hair
 I have is grey and, in my own mind at least, has a provocative
 hint of the curly mass it once was.

Following an operation for cataracts in my eyes, I am now
 long- rather than short-sighted, so I use reading glasses. I have
 hazel eyes, although, as I write this, I realise I have never been
 entirely sure what colour hazel is – is it the same as a hazelnut?
 I cannot recall the last time I was asked the colour of my eyes
 but, if ever I am, I will surely say hazel, because now, as then, it

 makes me think of Hazel, my mother. Beth says I have green
 eyes, 'like two big olives'.

One of those scars on my kneecap is still visible and has been
 supplemented by another permanent triangular blemish on my
 elbow, sustained in a misguided attempt to carry a large woman
 across a gravel car park while drunk.

I live with my two brothers and two parents. The younger, Nicholas (7),
 goes to Kidbrooke Park School. The oldest, Richard (14), goes to this school
 (Roan). My father is a policeman. My mother is training to be a teacher,
 at Avery Hill. My house is semi-detached and has a garden. It is about
 the right size. I take size four in shoes.

The age difference between my brothers and myself remains
 the same. The younger, Nick (49), works for the Charity
 Commission as a civil servant. Richard (56) was the editor of the
 British Medical Journal and now works part-time for an American
 medical company. Both are married with three children. My father,
 known to all, including his sons and grandchildren, as Syd, is
 dead, and my mother lives alone in Tonbridge. My house, now
 our house, known technically as a maisonette, is on the ground
 floor of a huge block of 1930s flats and has a tiny garden. It is
 about the right size, although Beth would like an additional toilet,
 especially since the one we have is in the bathroom. I take size
 nine on my left foot and ten on my right. Or possibly it's the
 other way round.

I do not share a bedroom but I did until two weeks ago when I swapped
 with my elder brother. My father has an ancient black crock of a car.
 I have between 2s 6d and 3s 6d.

I had not shared a bed on a full-time basis for fifteen years
 until five years ago when Beth moved in with me. I remember
 that 'black crock', and if I were the type of man who had any

 interest in cars I would no doubt remember the make. It broke
 down less often than previous models but, despite vigorous
 scrubbing, stank of petrol and had a back seat that was wet the
 day Syd bought it and, inexplicably, never dried. I became
 accustomed to the sensation of arriving in places with a damp
 patch on the back of my shorts. I have about forty thousand
 pounds – more if we sold the house.*1 When I hit sixty my pension
 will provide me with about ten pounds a week.

I live about one and a quarter miles from school and walk there and
 back every day. The journey takes me about thirty minutes. It takes me
 about an hour from getting up to setting off. I have a medium-sized breakfast
 but often a big one. Overall I like school but I don't like getting up at
 the ridiculous hour of 7.15.

I am currently writing this at home, so the journey to work is
 a few seconds, but it still seems to take me about an hour and a
 half from getting up to starting work. I have a medium-sized
 breakfast but often a big one. Since I now have diabetes I try to
 go easy on the sugar. I still don't like getting up at the ridiculous
 hour of 7.15. Avoiding early starts was one of my big early
 ambitions, one that I have, by and large, fulfilled.

I am left half for the school football team and I also like running,
 swimming, cricket and putting. I am a big head. My favourite hobbies
 are stamp collecting, reading, writing and many other things.

I continued to play football until I got into my forties, when
 ninety minutes became longer and longer until, one knackered
 evening, I deposited my football boots in a plastic bag outside a
 charity shop on the way to the pub. I hike in the country, run a little

 and go swimming in the sea or Tooting Lido if it's hot. In my
 capacity as captain of the Dusty Fleming International Hair Stylists
 XI, I still play the odd game of cricket in summer but I no longer
 putt and, if asked, quote Barry Cryer: 'I don't play golf – I like
 women.' Sometimes I am a stand-up comic and you don't get
 much more big-headed than that. My stamp album is lost but my
 favourite hobbies are reading, writing and many other things.

My father is a big man with a big nose. He is a policeman. At work,
 I think he is considered 'a bit of a laugh'. He's practically held together
 by cups of tea.

The end of this opening chapter of my first memoir returns
 to Syd, as shall I throughout this sequel. Since I mention twice
 that he is a policeman I must have been proud of his standing,
 although not for a second did I ever consider joining the police
 myself. I remember walking with him, one afternoon when he
 was off duty, along Borough High Street, his regular beat, when
 suddenly I was alarmed to see two drunks shouting and running
 at us. But they ran to my dad and slapped him on the back, crying
 'Good to see you, Syd! Is this your nipper?' Their affection spoke
 of the kindness he must have shown them at Kennington nick.
 If ever there was a 'nice bobby', then he was it. When people
 who knew him have said to me that I am like Syd, I am pleased
 and flattered. Big nose, a bit of a laugh, a love of tea – I am, as
 best I can be, my father's son.






CHAPTER 1. I AM BORN

Once upon a time in a land far away,*2 in an era only dimly recalled,
 a child was born. It was me.

My father recorded the occasion in the memoir he wrote forty
 years later:

On the 27th November Hazel gave birth to our second
 son at 4 a.m. Fortunately, Hazel's sister Stella had arrived
 to look after Richard the night before as I was on night
 duty. It was a night of extreme weather. The South
 Goodwin lightship went aground. An ambulance was called
 at 2 a.m. to take her to King's College hospital. All went
 very well and Brian Arthur John Smith was born quickly
 and trouble free and weighing in at six and three quarter
 pounds. I wasn't aware of this until I came home after
 night duty. I visited that evening and it was a very moving
 sight to see Hazel sitting up in bed with Brian sucking
 lustily at her breast. We were both delighted to have a
 second healthy son. There was one hitch I forgot to
 mention; we could have had a girl instead of a boy. The
 nurse gave Hazel the baby for feeding and quick as a flash
 she noticed it had black hair and was female, whereas
 Brian was bald as a coot and definitely male. Apparently

 there were two babies tagged Smith. I'm glad we got the
 right one.

I am too. And so, like everyone else, I was born.
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Baby – not me






CHAPTER 1. MY NAME. WHAT IS IT?

'My name is Arthur Smith – unless there's anybody here from
 Streatham tax office, in which case I'm Daphne Fairfax.' This is
 the first joke I have done at a thousand stand-up comedy gigs
 (and to anyone reading this from the Inland Revenue, may I repeat
 that it is a joke). I tried to give it up for a while but people kept
 asking for it; these days I follow up with, 'and that line has now
 gone into sheltered accommodation.' I have a well-earned
 reputation among comics for beating material to death over many
 years.

But I am neither Arthur nor Daphne. My name among members
 of my family, old friends and quite a few colleagues, is Brian.
 Since the death of Brian Boru, king of Ireland, in 1014, there
 has been a paucity of great Brians but, apart from a camping
 holiday with the Scouts when, for two weeks, I became Rufus, I
 have never fretted about the naffness of my given first name.
 Sometimes Brian and Arthur confuse people. I have compèred
 shows where the comic on stage has said, 'As Brian was just
 saying . . .' and the audience have been baffled. Did they miss an
 act called Brian while they were in the toilet? Friends studying
 amateur psychology have theorised that the dichotomy between
 private Brian and public Arthur is the key to my character but I
 think of Arthur merely as the Brian who gets paid.

When I meet someone for the first time now I am Arthur,
 since introducing myself as Brian will likely prompt the question

 'Why do you have two names?', thus obliging me to go through
 the explanation that I have delivered more times even than the
 Daphne Fairfax gag. Here is why Arthur is the name on the front
 of this book, and yet it is Brian who is sucking lustily at his
 mother's breast.

I was Brian Smith until the age of twenty-eight when, after
 several years of trying, I was accepted as a provisional member
 of Equity, the Actors' Union, a prerequisite then for working
 professionally. The Union has a ruling that there cannot be two
 members with the same name, presumably to prevent unscrupulous
 young actors from exploiting the public by changing their names
 by deed poll to Judi Dench or Ewan McGregor before sending
 in their applications. ('Have you seen, dear, Tom Cruise is in
 Mother Goose at the Arts Centre?'). There already was a Brian
 Smith in Equity – although I am not familiar with his work.
 Because of him, I sat down one afternoon in the South London
 hovel where I lived and looked at the space on the form reserved
 for my new name. Whatever I chose would be my professional
 moniker, the name by which I would be known by the public
 and by my peers.

I wrote down 'Captain Wanker'.

It was, I reasoned, noticeable, subversive and funny. The downright
 stupidity of the name would surely make it leap out from
 the roster of other comedians featured in the listings magazines:
 Paul Merton, Jeremy Hardy, Mark Steel, Clive Anderson, Dave
 Cohen – dull names indeed – nearly as dull as Brian Smith. One
 could be certain that, whatever his act was like, Captain Wanker
 was committed to his comedy. The instant I posted the form I
 had doubts. What about my aspirations beyond stand-up? How
 seriously would an audience take an anti-war play written by the

 Captain? What if I ever played King Lear? How would my billing
 affect ticket sales? Fortunately the Equity person processing my
 application had similar reservations, or perhaps there already was
 a Captain Wanker. My new membership card, at any rate, bore
 my second-choice name.

Arthur was an easy and obvious alternative to Brian. It has the
 central position among my Christian names and had been my
 nickname during my first three years at secondary school –
 although rendered in South London mouths as 'Arfur'. In the
 class newspaper I wrote a column entitled 'The Arfur Corner'.
 Then, as now, Arthur had an old-fashioned, comical quality
 (though I note a recent spate of young middle-class Arthurs),
 which was why my schoolmates had chosen it over the limp
 'Brian'. Fellow Arthurs included the three old comics Askey,
 Mullard and English; the great American playwright Miller; 1960s
 one-hit wonder Brown (The Crazy World of), all-round intellectual
 Koestler, and the mythical King. Yes – Arthur, that would do. I
 became Arthur Smith.

Unless, of course, there is anybody reading this from Streatham
 tax office, in which case I became Daphne Fairfax.






CHAPTER 1. NEARLY DEAD

One Wednesday night, about half an hour after going to bed,
 I am woken by a stomach-ache. Downstairs I sit on the settee
 next to my friend Gary, who is staying with me and idly
 watching television. He sympathises and agrees with me that
 it's probably the pâté – I take two paracetamol and return
 to bed.

But I can't sleep because the pain is getting worse with every
 minute. I come down again and this time Gary asks, 'Do you
 need professional help?'

'Yes, yes – I think I do.'

He calls a taxi and, by the time it arrives five minutes later, I
 am doubled up in agony. The driver looks at me and says to Gary,
 'You should have called an ambulance.'

At A and E my gasping and sweating see me promoted rapidly
 from the waiting room into a holding area. Gary helps me onto
 a bed and waits, as the pain continues to worsen. Suddenly I
 have to stagger to a toilet, where I vomit what looks like a large,
 black, glistening turd. Still there is no relief. Finally a doctor
 appears, the first of many I will see over the next thirty-six
 hours, and the first of them to ask the question: 'How much
 do you drink?'

Dispatched for an X-ray, I am shouting the pain now. It feels
 exactly like a mad rodent is trying to burrow its way out of my

 abdomen. I think, 'I would rather die than endure this much
 longer.'

'How much do you drink?'

It seems I may have an ulcer, which would mean an emergency
 operation. I am given pethidine, a painkiller something like
 morphine and, at last, although the agony is still intense, it is
 shocking me a beat less. No, I do not have an ulcer; it is something
 else that does not require surgery. Can I have some
 morphine? Not yet.

'How much do you drink?'

Now I am on a drip and connected to several machines. It is
 four a.m. Poor Gary is spent. I tell him to go home, make a
 couple of calls on my behalf and go to sleep. After he leaves I
 am wheeled on my bed into a corridor. I prefer it here; it seems
 a little calmer, airier, or maybe it's the pethidine. I still have not
 been able to consider this experience; it has been so violent it
 has blocked out any thought that is not of immediate use in
 dealing with it.

Ceilings start to roll across my eyes. Then a lift and more
 ceiling before I come to rest in a room bathed in hush. I am
 attached to more machines, administered more – but not enough
 – pethidine . . . is that Richard here? It is. I tell him that I've had
 the baby now, by which I mean that the super-pain has subsided,
 but must have sounded to my older brother like raving, and probably
 was. This is the first night I have spent in hospital since my
 birth but I have started at the top. I have joined the sad congregation
 in the Intensive Care Unit of Saint George's Hospital,
 Tooting.

Late the next morning, after some hours of confused, skithery

 dreaming, I come round enough to see that a large semicircle of
 people has formed around my bed: my mother and father, both
 my brothers and several of my closest friends. My father, Syd, is
 trying not to cry, but failing. 'This, then,' I think, 'is my deathbed
 scene.' Blimey, how did it come to this?






CHAPTER 2. A BOMB-SITE IN BERMONDSEY

It ended nine years before I was born but the War pervaded my
 childhood. Even before I knew what a war was I realised that this
 had been the Big Thing in the lives of the tall people who looked
 after me. They divided time into three: before, after and during
 the War. It was in stories, films, the news, everywhere. 'What did
 your dad do in the War?' was the question that little boys, whose
 own dads had done well, asked other little boys almost as soon
 as they could speak. Some poor kids' dads hadn't been in the War
 at all. They were to be pitied. I soon understood that my own
 answer to the question was a winner; my father had fought in
 North Africa and had been captured at El Alamein, ending the
 War as a prisoner in Colditz Castle, a place so glamorous that in
 the year of my birth they had made a feature film about it.
 Whenever I told people that my father had been a prisoner in
 Colditz they always asked me, 'Did he escape?' They still do.

Me and my mates might occasionally get involved with Martians
 or pirates but our most persistent enemy was the German Army.
 We had seen pictures in comics of these block-jawed, humourless
 Nazis; they were baddies whom our dads had beaten so we
 wanted to beat them too. When I was, at last, allowed to go out
 without mum or dad, I joined the other boys in ferocious military
 campaigns, shooting scores of Jerries and Japs with machine
 guns made of fingers and mortars wrenched from our vocal
 chords. We had the perfect arena for these battles. London was

 still Luftwaffe-pock-marked and a big, beautiful bomb-site sat
 conveniently within the confines of Landale House, the small
 block of flats where I lived with my mum, dad and another boy
 called Richard, who turned out to be my older brother. It was a
 patch of tussocky wasteland, grubby with rubbish, but I have
 never since found a more exciting place. Adults rarely ventured
 onto the bomb-site – they called us in from open windows – so
 it belonged gloriously to us alone. Some days I would arrive there
 to find that the ever–changing detritus smeared across the encrusted
 mud contained half a rusty old pram or a sliver of shrapnel.
 Raymond, the toughest of the boys, told me that he had dug up
 a hand grenade and was keeping it in a secret place at home, which
 he could not yet reveal. I begged him, but he was as resolute as
 an English spy tortured by the Gestapo. At the centre of the bombsite,
 this repository of martial dreams, stood a lonely, withered
 grey tree which it cost me two trips to Casualty to finally climb.

As the youngest, and therefore smallest, of the Landale House
 boys I was obliged to participate in adventures which could turn
 out to be beyond my physical capabilities. One afternoon Raymond
 had acquired a ladder and dictated that we must all climb up onto
 the roof of the dustbin shed and jump off, or face excommunication
 from the gang. Ollie was too scared and was duly bashed
 with a stick, made to cry and sent home in disgrace. We others
 walked gingerly across the roof and lined up to take our turn.
 Raymond led the way, sustaining only a small cut and a hurt wrist.
 Bobby escaped with a twisted ankle. Blimey, it was a really long
 way down, especially for a five-year-old. Richard was next and if
 he was going to do it then so was I. Five minutes later my mother
 opened the door to an image that she has never forgotten: my
 limp and bloodied body draped over the outstretched arms of

 Mrs Lightwing from the flat below. 'Hello again, Brian,' said the
 nurse at Casualty.

Raymond's dad was a copper – all our dads were; Landale House
 was built to house policemen with children. My mum and dad and
 various other families had all moved in to the brand new block on
 the same day, not long before I was born. It was a big occasion
 for my mother who was thrilled by the freshly painted walls, the
 white modconnery of the kitchen and, above all, the fantastic luxury
 of unlimited hot water. We even had a tiny balcony, out of bounds
 to me and Richard but the fatal precipice over which our neighbours'
 hamster plunged while under my parents' care.

One of my friends in Landale House differed from all the
 others in three respects: Paddy Moxom was younger than me,
 smaller than me and female to boot. Being the oldest kid was a
 new experience but one whose benefits I soon saw. I ordered
 Paddy around as we made our frequent sweeps of the patch of
 grass by the flats in search of insects and worms to imprison in
 a jam jar. 'Bring me that earwig, Paddy.' 'Paddy, get me a glass of
 water.' One day I instructed her to eat a worm and she shrank
 back in fright. Poor Paddy, she was small and a bit sickly. I felt
 the new sentiment of tenderness and, by way of apology, held
 the worm up myself and bit off the bottom end although I, unlike
 Raymond who had introduced me to this stunt, spat it out. I met
 a second creature younger than myself when Richard and I were
 called in from downstairs one day to be introduced to another
 brother who had appeared while we were out. I was delighted to
 meet Nicholas but he seemed a bit of a cry-baby bunting and
 didn't have much to say so I returned to my important military duties.

  On one side of Landale House stood an imposing fence, so high 
    that it was insurmountable – even by Raymond. Behind this imposing barrier 
    lay Surrey Docks, although it would be hard to imagine anywhere that looked 
    less like Surrey. From our kitchen on the third floor we could see across 
    to the tops of great ships being loaded and unloaded by towering cranes. It 
    was the deep midwinter of the Cold War yet many of these boats flew the hammer 
    and sickle and at night the streets of Bermondsey might reverberate with the 
    singing of drunken Russian sailors. On Saturday afternoons, a few Russians 
    were among the burly dockers marching along the Lower Road to watch Millwall 
    play at the Den. The River Thames brought these men here. The city's river, 
    its oily smell, its surging tides, its bed lined with history, forms a part 
    of the mental topography of every Londoner. Aged five, I was taken to Cherry 
    Garden pier where I gazed up the river to Tower Bridge. What lay beyond there? 
    Whatever it might be, I knew it was not yet time to find out; there was plenty 
    still to discover about my own little universe.

  

  Southwark Park, up the road from the flats, could not compete with the independent 
    terrain of the bomb-site but it did offer the excellent possibility of a skirmish 
    with one of the 'Parkies' – blue-uniformed men who patrolled the park 
    holding pointy sticks designed to impale bits of litter and small boys. My 
    greatest victory over their superior forces came when I evaded a Parkie by 
    hiding inside a large pile of dead leaves, a trick inspired by the celebrated 
    (failed) escape attempt made by one of my dad's colleagues in Colditz. The 
    park had an open-air swimming pool, the Lido, in whose silver cold waters 
    I learnt not to sink. On starting at Southwark Park 
    Primary School*3 
    I traversed the park every morning and afternoon with Richard and my mother 
    pushing Nick in a pram. Rich had not enjoyed his first day in full-time education, 
    but was consoled by the thought that at least he had now been to school. On 
    learning that he had to go the next day too, and the day after that, he demanded 
    that our mother write to the headmaster saying thank you very much but he 
    wouldn't be showing up again. I was pleased with myself that I didn't cry 
    on my first day at school although I felt pretty choked up when my mother 
    abandoned me and I made the long walk across the unforgiving asphalt playground 
    towards the classes. After a day or two I fought against my shyness and soon 
    found a social circle when I became a founder member of the 'mischief gang'. 
    I did well in class at Southwark Park and by the age of six and a half had 
    a reading age of seven. Reading was a marvellous trick to learn, far more 
    interesting than tying my shoe laces. It became a regular part of my life 
    such that I would plead every night at bedtime, 'One more chapter, please!'*4

  

Six. On my sixth birthday I ate a fruit sundae that gave me an enduring taste 
    for the golden flesh of tinned pineapple chunks. At six, I scored centuries 
    and took hat-tricks on our patch of grass and rampaged around the bomb-site 
    wearing my sheriff 's badge, slicing Nazis with my wooden sword fashioned 
    by my father. Aged six, I was commended by Raymond for my heroic rôle 
    in the big battle against the ginger kids from the estate and won a knobbly-knees 
    competition at a party at which I also picked up the award for dirtiest hands 
    (a bar of soap). At school that year I planted the stone from my plum in the 
    thin stripe of garden in the playground, expecting a plum tree to grow by 
    the next morning, played David to critical acclaim in the school nativity 
    play and discovered the infinite possibilities of marbles. In Southwark Park 
    the mischief gang was a thriving concern, having shoved a dead weed up the 
    exhaust pipe of a Parkie's car. That summer our family went on holiday to 
    Devon where for the first time I swam in the breathtaking seas of England. 
    Every day of being six seems now to have been full of incident and emotion 
    and intriguing possibilities. There were unpredictabilities but the world 
    was essentially benign, constant, eternal and organised around me. The War, 
    whatever it was, was over and I was here, God was in his heaven, all was right 
    with the world. And I want to be six for ever and ever.

On our return from Devon, an interminable journey that, as
 usual, entailed a long spell by the side of the road waiting for an
 AA man, I rejoined the gang on the bomb-site for some late-summer
 adventures. The next day I wondered why Paddy was
 not around; she had been ill when we set off but that was ages
 ago. I found out later when my mum called me in and told me,
 in an unfamiliar, serious tone, that Paddy had died.


This was a shock, the biggest of all my life. Poor Paddy. She
 was only five. Such a little life she had.

That night I lay in bed next to my sleeping brother and looked
 up at where the street lamp outside shone a pattern on the ceiling,
 a pattern that danced to the headlights of every passing car. I
 would not see Paddy Moxom again. Ever. (And what did 'ever'
 mean then?) And I was like Paddy, so I would die too. My mum
 and dad would die and so would Richard and Nick and Raymond
 and Mrs Gomm at school – yes, even 'Gomm Gomm, the atom
 bomb' – even she would die. And when it came it would be . . .
 be what? It would be black, dark, an absence. I wouldn't be there
 any more and the world would not care. It would continue as it
 had continued long before me. This could happen at any moment
 – unexpectedly, like it did with Paddy. And the gang would still
 play on the bomb-site without me, just as I had been playing
 without Paddy.

I think it is these elementary revelations and the questions they
 throw up that signal the end of the first stage of life; any subsequent
 happiness becomes compromised in a way it is not when
 you are thrillingly poised on the top of the dustbin shed waiting
 to jump. Back at school one morning after my seventh birthday,
 I fell into conflict with Lyn Blewer and, as an act of aggression,
 told her to think about death before she went to sleep that night.
 I forgot about this but the next day she came up to me, her face
 drained and drawn like an old lady's. Mournfully, she informed
 me that she had indeed contemplated death, and I realised from
 her expression that her infancy too, like mine, was now over.

Perhaps it was these intimations of mortality that launched me
 into my pre-pubescent showbiz career. My form teacher was now
 Miss Marshall, a young Canadian on an exchange scheme. What

 she made of bashed-up post-war Bermondsey I cannot know but
 I flourished under her tutelage; she excited my imagination with
 tales of the great St Lawrence River and she comforted me when
 I arrived self-consciously in class one morning wearing a pair of
 round, pink-framed National Health glasses (later made iconic by
 the Milky Bar Kid). She read us the story of Johnny Apple-seed,
 a mythical figure in American children's literature, who toured
 the United States planting apple trees and singing. The Johnny
 Apple-seed song became my first party piece – sung indiscriminately
 for my parents, their friends, my uncles and aunts, in front
 of the school in assembly and at any gig where I could get a
 booking.

The Lord is good to me

 And so I thank the Lord

 For giving me the birds and bees

 The sun and rain and the apple trees

 The Lord is good to me

It was the jaunty tune and the opportunity it gave me to show
 off that attracted me to the song, not its religious content. I did
 not consider that the Lord had been good to, for example, Paddy
 Moxom. Well, if he had, it was a funny sort of 'good'. We were
 told a lot about God and I loved the biblical parables narrated
 each morning at assembly by Mr Hughs, the headmaster. God,
 he said, was everywhere, in everyone, and not only knew everything
 but had created it all as well. Although God was presented
 in books as an old white man with a beard, we were told he was
 not a person, not like Lyn Blewer or Richard or Mrs Atom Bomb.
 You could imagine him, it seemed, in any guise and I chose to

 think of him as a kind of Captain Pugwash (who now had his
 own show on our new television set). Like the Captain he was
 well-meaning, vain but incompetent. And fictional. Syd and Hazel
 paid lip service to the Church of England but we never attended
 church. God may have been everywhere but I never saw him
 round much after school.

Johnny Apple-seed had been a useful vehicle for my performing
 début but my greatest theatrical moment at Southwark Park
 Primary came in December when Miss Marshall announced that
 our class was to do a production of Peter Pan in front of the
 pupils and parents at Christmas. Inspired, I went home that
 evening and wrote the show. Next morning I presented the script
 proudly to Miss Marshall who proclaimed its brilliance. God knows
 what I wrote (of course He does – He knows everything) but it
 was certainly unperformable. Miss Marshall told me this gently
 but deflected any disappointment by offering me whichever part
 I wished. Rejecting the eponymous hero on the grounds that he
 was too effete, I chose the rôle of macho baddy Captain Hook.
 My big entrance, snarling and brandishing my coat-hanger hook,
 frightened the fairy girls and squaws on stage but produced big
 laughs in the audience. As the girls cowered and the boys looked
 confused, the laughter grew louder. On a roll now, I left the stage
 and began to terrorise individual spectators. More laughs. Now
 I was laughing and so were the squaws, the fairies, Peter, the Lost
 Boys and Miss Marshall – everyone was laughing, and it felt very
 fine indeed. No doubt I had distracted from the thrust of the
 narrative with my self-indulgent antics but the people gathered
 in that hall were happy, however briefly, because of something I
 had done. I observed how the sound of shared laughter united
 people in a loud, visceral moment. I have sought it out ever since.


  But maybe, like God and Captain Pugwash, I delude myself; maybe 
    my real showbiz epiphany was not the grand Hook exploit at centre stage in 
    the school hall, but rather the week after, when I was sitting at the back 
    of the classroom during playtime and accepted a threepenny bit to show my 
    willy to two girls. It was certainly my first professional engagement.

  

I had just turned nine when my mum told us boys that we were
 moving to a place called Kidbrooke, just a few miles away, near
 Greenwich and Blackheath; it might as well have been in Scotland
 since it meant changing schools and friends. As we pulled out of
 the flats, my father's decrepit old crock of a car sputtering and
 groaning with bags and children, I looked forlornly at Landale
 House. Raymond, Olly, Bobbie Lightwing and the lads, whose
 faces I no longer recall, came to say goodbye. We had fought our
 last battle. Our war, like the grown-up one, was now over. Behind
 the waving boys stood the new fence that had been erected to
 keep us kids off the bomb-site while it awaited its transition to
 building site and then to what it is today, Rotherhithe Police
 Station. I knew this was the end of an episode and wept softly
 when the car lurched left along the Lower Road. I looked back
 but the gang had turned to resume their play.

I never did find out where Raymond kept his hand grenade.







End of sample
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