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Foreword

Here is the story of some of my life. I start on the day I was born and stop thirty-five years later at the end of the year 2000, the point at which I finally had the first sniff of the ‘success’ I had been so doggedly searching for. Within this timescale I occasionally jump forward into the new millennium when I feel the stories will add to the reader’s enjoyment, and also because I’ve always been fascinated by our inability to know what lies ahead.

By the time this success arrived, I had married and had three beautiful children. As I sit here at my desk and write these words in the summer of 2011, I find I am the proud father of five children, and married – to my second wife, Claire.

This book makes no mention of my divorce and its accompanying sadness. My children are of an age where reading about the intimate details of their parents’ lives holds little appeal and great potential for social embarrassment. Coupled with this, their mother – my first wife, Martina – shares none of my desire for attention, nor my willingness to parade around for the amusement of strangers. It is for this reason, and this reason alone, that she features less in these pages than her major role in my life surely warrants.

In not meeting me until 2002 Claire has ensured that she features even less, making a grand total of zero appearances in the autobiography of her husband – something that feels very wrong but, having structured the book in the way that I have, is, I’m afraid, inevitable. We have been together now for nearly ten years and, were it not for her, I doubt very much that I would have reached a position where I was asked to write an autobiography.

If that is indeed the case, then should you find the book is not to your taste, it’s really her fault, not mine.


PART ONE

‘Born in the USA’ (The Uplands of Swansea, actually …)

1

I was born on Monday the 3rd of May 1965 at a maternity home in Swansea, South Wales, which was called, rather prophetically, The Bryn. I have often wondered how differently my life might have turned out if my parents had instead chosen the nearby James Bond Home For Expectant Mothers. Bryn, as you may know, means ‘hill’ in Welsh, and the home sat on top of one such hill in Killay, the Uplands area of Swansea. Mum and Dad – Joy and Howard – were just twenty and twenty-one years old at the time and had arrived there the previous evening after the contractions began while they were at home watching the television. These were the dark days before Sky+ and so on Mum’s insistence, and despite the lengthening and by now rather painful contractions, they waited until The Fugitive had finished before making a move.

Just like Dr Richard Kimble, I was keen to escape and by the time the programme was over I could wait no longer. Mum waddled out of the house, and squeezed into the car, which Dad then steered over to Swansea. On arrival at The Bryn, Mum’s waters had still not broken; they did so as the midwife was examining her. My mother was the midwife’s first delivery after a lengthy period of maternity leave, and the time away from the job had softened the poor woman sufficiently that when the moment arrived and the levee finally broke, on witnessing the deluge, she promptly passed out. That’s right, a midwife passing out at the sight of someone’s waters breaking. Not wishing to appear rude my father followed suit. Bang, down he went, leaving my mother staring at the two of them in a heap on the floor. The delivery doctor – an older and, in my mother’s recollection, quite stern gentleman – had to administer to both the fainters before he could turn his attention to the job at hand. He guided Dad out to another room, where he might regain his composure, and then two hours later, shortly after twenty past five in the morning, returned with the words, ‘It’s a boy, and it works …’ This last part of his news a reference to the fact that I had urinated on him in a most enthusiastic fashion as soon as I was out and into the world. On leaving the room he turned back to my dad and, in a glorious example of the politically incorrect 1960s, gave the following advice with regard to my mother, ‘Keep them pregnant and barefoot; they won’t go very far.’

After coming in to meet his son and check on the well-being of his wife, Dad returned home to Baglan to spread the news, full of pride at having passed out only once. Mum stayed at the home for a whole week, in her own little room, surrounded by flowers and cards, her only disturbance being the sound of one baby in particular who could be heard screaming at the top of its lungs night and day from the nursery where all the newborns were herded together to give their novice parents a break. From the comfort of her bed she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the mother of this noisy little child who was surely in for a rough ride once she got home. On her departure Mum received the splendid news that the child in question was my good self, her little cherub, her firstborn. It was decided that I was suffering from colic, and as mother and child left the home we did so with the advice that I would benefit, even at this young age, from mashed-up Farley’s Rusks to settle my poor little stomach.
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As a baby, shortly after stumbling across my dad’s merkin.

The pattern was set, and Mum swears I didn’t sleep for the next five years. She and my poor sleep-deprived father would take it in turns to walk me around the bedroom on their shoulder while they sang in what Dylan Thomas described as the slow, black, crowblack darkness of the Welsh night, waiting for my body to go limp and my breathing to slide into the telltale rhythm of sleep. Mum’s repertoire consisted of ‘Lili Marlene’, ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and the now-forgotten song that sounded like the set-up to a Jackie Mason gag, ‘The Three Jews’ (‘Once upon a time there were three Jews / Once upon a time there were three Jews / Juh-ewuh, Jew, Jew, Jew / Juh-ewuh, Jew, Jew, Jew / Once upon a time there were three Jews …’), all the while patting my back in rhythm with the song. Dad opened his set with the first verse of ‘We Plough the Fields and Scatter’ repeated ad infinitum before moving on to ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’. There he was, circling the room in the gloom, a lone desperate voice in the wilderness.


There is a green hill far away,

Without a city wall,

Where the dear Lord was crucified,

Who died to save us all.



Crucifixion, while an extreme and (one would hope) last resort, must surely have crossed his mind.

We lived at Woodside, a large manor house in Baglan, just next to Port Talbot in South Wales. It belonged to my maternal grandparents – Bob and Margaret – who had bought the place, kept the best bit for themselves and converted the rest into flats to provide an income. Nan and Grandpa had one side of the ground floor; Mum, Dad and I occupied the other, while the upper floors were taken by a variety of tenants. Most of my memories are of being in my grandparents’ part of the house or in the large sloping garden, which wrapped round one side of it. It was a magnificent, imposing house with a long winding driveway and grand steps sweeping up to a veranda and large central door. Mature rhododendron bushes in which I would climb and play at Robin Hood and Tarzan bordered the driveway; there was also a haystack along the way in which I would leap from one bale to another and slide down the gaps in between. Behind and around the house were fields, with a small farm just off to the side, and the whole thing sat high up on a mountain from which it was possible to see the coast at Aberavon, while beyond and off to the right lay the shimmering excitement of Swansea.

[image: image]

With Nan and Grandpa at Woodside.

If it seems as though I am painting a picture of a bucolic idyll, it is because that is how it now appears in my mind. The rhododendron bushes, perfect for small arms and legs to climb through, seemed identical to the surroundings that Hawkeye found himself in each week on the BBC’s Last of the Mohicans (which I would watch wide-eyed and then re-enact the following day). Even now, all these years later, if I see a rhododendron bush at close quarters, perhaps while walking through a park, I will have to suppress a strong urge to climb in and dangle from a branch.

My memories of those early years at Woodside (we lived here on and off for some time) are all late sixties film stock colour-soaked loveliness. Cosy winter evenings with hot buttered toast and Ivor the Engine parping away on the television as he puffed around his imaginary North Wales. Long summer days with the French windows open and the net curtains blowing in the breeze as Mum and Nan sat glued for interminable hours to the BBC’s coverage of Wimbledon and I’d wander in and out of the room wondering what all the fuss was about and when it would end.
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A young Brando. (Marlon Brando.) (… the actor.)

The television was contained within its own lacquered wooden cabinet, the doors rolling back to reveal the screen, and it was here that I would sit and worship at the altar of entertainment. Pinky and Perky, Bill and Ben and The Herbs as a small child, before my tastes matured and I was able to appreciate the more complex plots of Marine Boy, Champion the Wonder Horse, Robinson Crusoe and Skippy. We were able, thanks to the house being high on a hill, to pick up the English local ITV provider Westward. The station had a fluffy puppet of a rabbit that would sit with the presenter as he read out the birthdays at teatime. When the age of the child was revealed, Gus Honeybun, for it was he, would perform the requisite number of bunny hops in celebration. Perhaps my earliest memory is of my second birthday party and the television being surrounded by aunts and mothers of friends, who all erupted in celebration as my name was read out and Gus began to bust some moves. A chorus of Welsh ladies’ voices rang out, a shrill clarion call of, ‘It’s Robert!’ They rose to their feet in collective triumph: ‘It’s doing it, it’s doing it! The rabbit is hopping for Robert!’ In the process, blocking my view of the screen and rather scaring me.

I wasn’t having much luck with birthdays. Twelve months earlier, on my very first one, I’m told I had been applauding myself for having blown out my solitary candle when the cat stepped up and quite deliberately scratched my face, as if to tell me off for attracting attention to myself.

If he was hoping to quell any ambitions in that area, he didn’t succeed.

Great swathes of my childhood come back to me in vivid colour, with a decidedly American flavour or tone. The Americanization of my memories may be attributed to several factors, in no particular order. My maternal grandfather was Canadian. Robert Arthur Brydon (I was named after him, Robert Brydon Jones) spoke with a Canadian accent, which to my young ears sounded American and therefore rather exotic and exciting. He came to Britain during the war and met my grandmother, Margaret Thomas, in London in 1942. They were at the United Services Library and were both writing letters home. Years later, once I was around and old enough to notice, I’d hear him call up the stairs to his wife, ‘Maaarg!’ I wonder if having this unusual accent in such close proximity contributed to my being able to mimic different voices. Probably not – I suspect it’s a lucky trick, more to do with the make-up of your ear and how it relates to your mouth. It must also tie in with an inbuilt desire to perform, something I certainly had from a young age and was never shy to express.
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‘I declare this meeting of the Junior Book Club open.’
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Riot!

Grandpa was a builder. He built houses. He built the one that frames my strongest memories of him, Hawthorn Cottage on the edge of Baglan as it becomes Briton Ferry. This was the house that we moved into in 1981 when Dad’s business became a victim of the recession, a year or so after Grandpa had passed away. He died not long after going into hospital with a complaint that the doctors failed to cure. I only have one fleeting memory of him in his final days, sitting at home on his reclining chair. This was perhaps the only time I saw him unshaven.
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Dad, Grandpa, Nan, Just William, Mum, Cousin David, Aunty Ann, Uncle Peter.

The bulk of my memories are of a strong man, eating sausage and mash on a Saturday lunchtime with just one hand. I should make it clear that he held a fork in the one hand. He wasn’t an animal – nor, for that matter, an amputee – but he liked to cut up his meal first and then allow the knife to rest while he slowly and methodically picked out morsels of food one by one, like hostages being selected for death. These lunches would follow a Saturday morning when he’d take me, his first grandchild, to Swansea Bay Golf Club where he was twice champion. If you pop in while you’re passing on your way to Swansea, you’ll see his name, R. Brydon, still there on the champions’ board. Every Saturday we would drive over and stroll to a practice tee where we’d hit a bag of balls with a 7-iron. Let’s be clear about this: we would take the balls out of the bag first and hit them each individually. I wasn’t standing there hitting a cloth bag full of balls in a peculiarly Welsh and golf-centric premonition of The Karate Kid. Although we would go to the course once a week, I didn’t really develop a love of the game until many years later when I hit my forties and it seemed rude not to.

Memories of Grandpa also include trips to the timber merchant in Briton Ferry where selected the materials needed for his current projects, which at one point included a pair of semi-detached houses on Old Road in Baglan into which Mum, Dad and I were to move. Our house had a small spare room in which I one day became trapped when the door handle came off on the inside and I shouted and shouted until I lost my voice. It was also where we lived during my Basil Brush phase, a curious time of my life when I was equally drawn to and terrified of the cheeky little waistcoat-wearing fox. I clearly remember my father reassuring me that in the unlikely event of a visit from Basil, he would throw him over the garden wall. Given that we lived on the edge of a fairly high drop, this would surely act as a deterrent.

Many years later, while working as a radio presenter for the BBC in Cardiff, I would finally come face to face – or, at least, voice to voice – with Basil, now long past his heyday, in a phone interview. I was surprisingly nervous, but delighted, when he ended our exchange with one of his poems.


The girl stood on the burning bridge,

Her leg was all a-quiver.

She gave a cough,

Her leg fell off,

And floated down the river …

Boom, boom!



While this house was being built I would spend time with Grandpa ‘helping’ him. I was three years old at the time and I dare say my help was indispensable. After a suitable period of hard toil, we would break and Grandpa would take out a glass bottle of Corona lemonade, or ‘pop’ as we called it. I don’t recall how much he would drink but I would have mine served from the cap – he would fill the cap of the bottle with lemonade, and I would drink the contents.

Mum and Dad met in 1961. Mum had finished her O levels and was at the Corner House Café, opposite the Plaza cinema in Port Talbot with a friend. Dad worked at the Blue Star Garage, next to the café, fitting tyres and batteries. The owner of the café was a friend and would loan Dad his brand-new Ford Zephyr, with leopardskin seat covers, in which he would then try to impress the girls. Mum walked over to Dad on this fateful evening and asked if he’d take her friend out for a spin in his car. Dad declined the invitation but said that he’d gladly take Mum; he’s still driving her around today.
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Mum and Dad in 1964, event unknown.

As a young boy, I would go with my family to church on a Sunday, to St Catharine’s in Baglan. It was where Mum and Dad were married and I had been christened. Our vicar was Islwyn Lewis, a lovely man who would encourage me to get up on the steps of the pulpit and perform to the congregation. My signature act was to hide deep inside Vicar Lewis’s flowing robes and then spring out with a song or a funny face. I dare say that nowadays encouraging young boys to hide in your ecclesiastical robes is frowned upon, but these were more innocent times and services at St Catharine’s were considered to have been something of a disappointment if I hadn’t popped in and out at least once. I took centre stage too when Vicar Lewis officiated at the wedding of Mum’s sister, my Aunty Ann. I was a pageboy and kept trying to pull focus by bowing at every opportunity during the service.

On Sunday afternoons we would go for a run in the car, perhaps east to the seaside at Ogmore or west to Oxwich. When it came to holidays we travelled to spots in Britain and beyond into Europe, where on a trip to Italy I caught mumps and the hotel owner encouraged us to leave earlier than planned. Closer to home we stayed at Mullion Cove in Cornwall with Uncle Colin, Aunty Dilys and my cousin Kim, all travelling down in Grandpa’s metallic-blue Mark IX Jaguar. Once at the hotel Dad became known to the other guests, most of whom were English, as Jones the Jag. Fittingly enough, for a child who would go on to find a career in comedy, we once stayed at the Gleneagles Hotel in Torquay, famously the inspiration for Fawlty Towers. My parents remember being in the bar one night at around ten o’clock, enjoying a drink with the other guests, when the owner suddenly pulled down the grille, switched out all the lights and went to bed, leaving his guests in the dark. Perhaps someone had mentioned the war.

Nan and Grandpa would often take me to stay with Aunty Ann and Uncle Peter, who lived now in England. My first ever memory of London is of being driven by Uncle Peter along the Embankment and having Cleopatra’s Needle pointed out to me. I wasn’t especially impressed.

I was a happy little boy, sociable, stoical and keen to entertain, whether it was at home, popping out from behind the long wine-coloured curtains in the living room, or at the little preschool nursery I attended at the age of three, run by Mrs Salvage. I had a group of friends here; we would dress up in a variety of outfits and I would entertain them with songs and jokes. Dressing up was a big part of my life in those early days. Each Christmas I would receive a new outfit and wear it that afternoon when we visited my Aunty Margaret, Uncle Tom and my cousin Jayne who lived further up the hill in Baglan. I would knock on the door, then hide out of sight until Uncle Tom came and expressed shock at the vacant doorstep. This was my cue to leap into view and blast him with my ray gun or pistol (depending on whether I was a spaceman or cowboy), at which point he would feign injury – or sometimes, if I’d been a particularly good shot, death.

[image: image]

My Napolean complex often led to sudden outbursts of anti-social behaviour.


Mum and Dad made those early Christmases truly magical. The excitement at the prospect of a visit from Father Christmas was almost as difficult to bear then as it is to comprehend now. The house would fill with satsumas, nuts and tinsel; lights of red, green, gold and blue would be hung on the tree. Like the shopkeeper in Mr Benn, my presents would always appear, as if by magic, at the foot of my bed. I can still remember waking in the early hours and glimpsing their shadowy outline in the darkness, pillowcases stuffed full of surprises and delights. One year I received a Dansette record player in red with a cream-coloured lid and sat cross-legged on my bedroom floor at five o’clock in the morning, playing a Rupert Bear record again and again, marvelling at the sound coming out of the little mono speaker hidden away in the housing of the machine.

Throughout my childhood I always had all the toys of the moment: Spirograph, Flight Deck, Ker-Plunk, Cluedo, Mastermind, Mouse Trap, Operation, The K-Tel Record Selector. They all came into the house in pristine condition and then left piece by piece, slowly and mysteriously, over the coming years, like British soldiers slipping quietly out of Colditz – oddly enough, the one game I didn’t own.
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I place my mind elsewhere as Santa reaches his own conclusion.
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I’d be happier if I could see his other hand.
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Please do what he says or he will kill me.

[image: image]

Finally, a Santa I can trust.


2

By 1970, just after my fifth birthday, it was time to start school proper. I went to a private school in the nearby coastal town of Porthcawl. St John’s, an idyllic-looking prep school for boys, was set at the end of a tree-lined driveway and had as its motto Virtus, Sapientia, Humilitas (Virtue, Wisdom, Humility). As luck would have it, very much my own watchwords at the time.

My first day at St John’s was a rather traumatic one. I cried bitterly as my mother tried to extricate herself from my soggy clutches. As she struggled to leave, another boy came over and, straight from the pages of a novel, said, ‘Don’t worry, ma’am, I’ll look after your little boy.’ Such kindness. The school, though in Newton, Porthcawl (on the South Wales coast), is forever frozen in my memory as a minor English public school; it seemed very precise and just so. Dad remembers hearing a teacher once shouting at a pupil from some distance, ‘Wackerbath! Get orf the grass!’

They were very strict about uniform, not just with the pupils but also with the parents. I don’t mean that fathers had to drop off their sons wearing shorts and a cap, but that the school was especially particular with regard to where the uniform had been purchased. We duly set off for the prescribed outfitter, Evan Roberts on Queen Street in Cardiff, a rather imposing store, from which every item on the long list of garments had to be bought – even the grey V-neck jumpers, which would surely have looked no different if they’d been picked up for a fraction of the price at the Port Talbot Peacock’s. I was kitted out with all the necessary uniform and equipment. Unfeasibly long shorts and socks, along with a still stiff new shirt for rugby (a game that terrified me), all contained in a soft brown cloth drawstring bag. We wore shorts in the summer as part of our uniform along with a blazer and cap. Everything was new, not a hand-me-down in sight, one of the advantages of being the first child. I had a brand-new leather satchel for my first day, a wonderful, robust and shiny vessel that smelled of leather in a way that nothing has smelled of leather before or since. This glorious smell has stayed with me all these years and now, on receiving a gift of a leather diary or perhaps a wallet, I’ll immediately plunge my nose in and stay there for a minute or so. I’m back at St John’s and everything is new and unknown; it’s all to play for.

It was very much an old-fashioned school inasmuch as competitive sports were encouraged and the food was appalling. Beetroot appeared on the menu with frightening regularity, as did rice pudding, both dishes way too exotic for my limited palate. The competitive sports took place mainly on a large field to the left of the driveway as you approached the school, or on the dreaded rugby pitch over on the other side. I have a collection of Polaroid photographs taken on a bright summer’s Sports Day; in one of them I’m competing in the sack race and still hopping along in my hessian prison while the rest of the course is clear, the other boys all having finished the race, completed the random drugs test and set about preparing themselves mentally for the next event. People often ask if my work is autobiographical, and I’ll typically say no, cleverly throwing them off the scent. In fact, this photo appears in the first episode of Human Remains as an example of my character Peter’s ineptitude at sport.

It could just as easily be me.

I remember very little of the actual lessons at St John’s – in fact, try as I might, I can only conjure up two classroom-based memories from my whole time there. The school taught maths in a very peculiar way involving small coloured pieces of wood, each colour corresponding to a particular length of wood and representing a number. There is a name for this method but it escapes me, as did the ability to gain even the most basic understanding of its workings. I remember the colours, though, and the feel of the little wooden sticks, which I would use to build tiny houses while the teacher had turned to face the blackboard. It is in this classroom that my other, far more specific memory is found. It is a sunny day (I have no memories of St John’s where the sky is not clear blue and the sun is not shining), the teacher is talking, it’s maths again and my mind is wandering out through the window and up into the trees from where I can survey the fields and the roofs of the buildings. I have a compass in my hand, the sort used for drawing circles rather than for finding true north. I’m attempting, unsuccessfully, to harpoon the top of the pencil with the point of the compass. Try as I might, it won’t go in. And so I give it one last big push, and in it goes – into my thumb. I look down and see the instrument buried deep in the fleshy pad of my fattest digit and want to say something, ‘Ouch!’ ideally, but know that this would attract attention. So, instead, I calmly remove the compass, wrap my thumb in my handkerchief and carry on as if nothing had happened.

And that’s about it as far as memories of St John’s go.

After a couple of years at St John’s I switched schools. Following a bout of measles when I was three I had by now paid a couple of visits to hospital for operations on my ears, and my hearing was far from perfect. Mum was concerned that this was holding me back in class; I was struggling in maths, especially. She remembers the school not being entirely sympathetic or willing to hold my poor hearing solely responsible for my academic shortcomings. They may have had a point. This, and the fact that the promised introduction of a minibus service from Port Talbot to Porthcawl never materialized, was enough to prompt a change. I headed west to Swansea and Dumbarton House School, another private establishment, though this time co-ed.

It was 1972, I was seven and I remember going with my mother to visit the school for the first time. It was in the Uplands area of Swansea, not a million miles away from The Bryn, where I had made my entrance seven years earlier. We approached the school from the rear, driving down a spectacularly steep hill and stopping at the back entrance, a tiny wooden door lost in the centre of a huge red-brick wall. The bottom of the door didn’t quite reach the ground; visitors had to step up and over perhaps ten inches of red bricks, and for some reason this struck me as very exciting indeed. It gave the place a Narnian, other-worldly quality that remained on entering the school grounds.

The buildings were spread out over perhaps three levels, the main, rather grand Victorian house being the lowest, then up a little for more classrooms and the gymnasium/hall, before going a little higher again for the library and the canteen-cum-art room. The main house possessed a grand central staircase and a smaller side staircase, which had originally been solely for servants. There was also, at one end of a narrow playground on the lowest level, a most remarkable construction that I can only describe as a multi-storey graveyard for desks. Under a corrugated roof, but open on two sides, were piled desk upon desk, stretching upwards far higher than the average child could reach. Again, like the little door in the red-brick wall, this gave the school an air of mystery. What lay inside this labyrinth of old wooden work stations, beyond the empty crisp packets and the variety of balls (tennis and foot) that remained tantalizingly out of reach? Had any pupils ever dared to crawl through the twisting tunnels that lay inside? I was an avid reader of Alfred Hitchcock’s series of books The Three Investigators, and the desk cemetery seemed reminiscent of the headquarters described in the books – a large trailer hidden in a junkyard behind and beneath piles of scrap iron and waste from where Jupiter, Pete and Bob would solve many a mystery.

The school was full of higgledy-piggledy bits of architecture, from the home-made table-tennis tables where the bigger boys would congregate at lunch and break times, making the balls spin and hover in the air, to the appallingly Heath Robinson toilet facilities. These were a curious indoor/outdoor affair consisting of an intermittent corrugated-iron sloping roof, a few rickety cubicles and a trough at which we boys would stand while trying not to breathe; the poorly plumbed system and the partly alfresco nature of the arrangement creating a heady aroma of cold damp Swansea air married with stale and fresh urine. While our own sanitary arrangements at home were second to none, I spent enough time at the school to think that this was how all toilets smelled, and over time actually became quite fond of the stench – to the extent that if I now find myself in close contact with shoddy drainage (on, say, a farm or using the external facilities at a very old pub), I’ll be transported back to my schooldays and lost for a while in my happy memories. There must be men and women of my age all over Britain who secretly yearn for an occasional whiff of this acrid perfume. I can’t help wondering if Jo Malone and the boffins at Molton Brown are missing a trick.

The school had been started in 1923 by the head master Elmer Thomas and his brother. When I arrived in the seventies, Mr Thomas’s son and daughter, Aled and Judith, were also teachers there. Both Mr Thomas and his son (known as Mr Aled) were kind men and wonderful teachers, though you wouldn’t have wanted to get on the wrong side of Mr Thomas. In my memory he is strolling around the school, his black gown flapping in the breeze like the Dark Knight, his head a neat blanket of snow-white hair, dropping in on lessons unannounced, or filling in when teachers were taken ill. He would be used as a stick to wave at an unruly class, especially by Mrs Mosford, our Welsh teacher, who in the face of pupil disruption would tilt her ear towards the door in an almost pantomime fashion, her eyes widening as she screamed in a stage whisper, ‘He’s coming! Mr Thomas is coming! Mr Thomas is coming!’ He had a way of opening a textbook which, I now realize from my lofty position as a mature and especially wise adult, conveyed a love of and a respect for knowledge. He would open the pages with relish, as though setting off on an adventure, using his thumb to drive a crease down the inside of the spine and ensure that the book remained open and able to do its job.

Each morning we would have an assembly, headed by Mr Thomas, when hymns would be sung to the accompaniment of an upright piano, played with delightful flamboyance by Mr Croote, our history teacher. His favourite appeared to be ‘It Fell Upon a Summer Day’, which he would begin with a positively Liberacean zeal and perform in a rhythm and style reminiscent of the theme tune to the popular seventies BBC sitcom It Ain’t Half Hot Mum: ‘Meet the gang ’cause the boys are here / The boys to entertain you!’ That was what I and, I’m sure, many of the other children had in mind as we sang:


It fell upon a summer day,

When Jesus walked in Galilee,

The mothers from a village brought

Their children to His knee.



Mr Croote’s history lessons were held on the top floor of the main building. There was a large double window in the classroom, which looked out on to a mature tree in which could be found a family of wood pigeons who would provide a cooing accompaniment to our studies. I would gaze out at them and imagine myself living in the tree with the birds, or flying off to Swansea Bay, and all the while Mr Croote’s sonorous and soothing voice would be humming and bubbling away in the background.

‘In 1536 Henry the Eighth ordered the dissolution of the monasteries …’

His lessons seemed to feature a lot of dictation; we would sit there in rows, hanging on and writing down his every word.

‘New paragraph … However, Thomas Cromwell began to …’

This was one of Mr Croote’s signature moves. He seemed unable to begin a new paragraph with any word other than ‘however’; he had a screenwriter’s instinct for conflict. He would stand at the front of the class, beside a ream of paper, and gently rub his fingers over the top sheet in a circular fashion, causing the pages to fan out symmetrically in such a magical fashion that he wouldn’t have been out of place at Hogwarts. With his colourful rings, slightly powdery face and frequent use of cologne, Mr Croote’s home life was the subject of some conjecture among the pupils and, looking back now, I suspect he was ahead of his time in many ways. He was popular with the children and once referred to me as a ‘little sirocco’; I didn’t know what it meant at the time but now I suspect he was spot on.

March 1st is an important day in Wales; it is St David’s Day, the festival of our patron saint, and tradition dictates that schools across the land put on an eisteddfod, a little festival of music, poetry and performance. Each year we would leave the school en masse and walk two abreast in a slowly snaking crocodile of children, travelling the short distance to the nearby Henrietta Street Chapel. Our joint national symbols, the daffodil and the leek, would be worn on the lapels of our blazers – sometimes little cloth representations, but often the real thing – with some of the rowdier boys competing to see who could attach the largest flower or vegetable to their chest. Once at the chapel we would file into the pews and wait for the proceedings to commence, the air heavy with the scent of leeks and daffodils. It was the one day of the year that we all felt like greengrocers.

When it came time to perform we would gather in small groups for songs, and for our attempts at choral speaking. This was the reciting of a poem as a group, and the poem always seemed to be T. Llew Jones’s ‘Y Wiwer’, Welsh for ‘The Squirrel’. As the morning wore on, some of the rowdier boys – those with less regard for authority than me – would crane their necks to one side and begin to chew at their leeks. A few tentative nibbles would soon be followed by full-on unbridled chomping, which would then be complemented by a chorus of belching. Once the eisteddfod was completed, with the air of the small chapel now heavy with the aroma of vegetables and the gaseous emissions of young children, we would return to the school, from where we would disperse for a much-anticipated afternoon off.

These were happy, carefree days at Dumbarton and it was here that I made the first significant relationship of my life, my first best friend. David Williams was three months younger than me; his birthday was in August, a month he would spend much of in Majorca where his family had an apartment in the seaside resort of C’an Pastilla and from where he would return each year with a stomach tanned to mahogany. His father Gwynfa owned a chemist’s shop in Port Talbot, several in other parts of Wales and one in Hounslow, just outside London. He had a debenture in the North Upper Stand at Cardiff Arms Park and I would often go as David’s guest to see Wales play, although my interest in rugby was not especially keen. We would drive up in the family Jaguar with the personalized number plate and park on Cathedral Road where David’s Uncle Em(lyn) had a house, then we would walk down to the ground, stopping at the Beverley for a pre-match drink where David would have a pint and I would have a lemonade. I had no interest in drinking as a child, a youth or indeed as a young man. I had tried beer and found it a most unpleasant taste, so would spend the hour or so in the pub like a Nonconformist minister sent to the Valleys to save the men from themselves.

[image: image]

My best friend David Williams on a school trip to Bristol Zoo.

On leaving the pub we would join a growing throng of men, women and children as it moved slowly down Cathedral Road, over the Castle Street Bridge and onto the ground. The security in those days was not what it is now and it was quite common at this stage of the journey to see opportunistic enthusiasts trying to gain entrance to the ground via the banks of the River Taff, clambering up the slopes, legs wet to the knee, pint precariously balanced in one hand, flag in the other.

There was, and still is, a hell of an atmosphere in Cardiff on match day. We would buy a programme – a modest, far simpler publication than today’s glossy sporting pornography that costs a fortune – then squeeze our way past the scarf and flag sellers, the hot dog and rosette (whatever happened to them?) stands before entering what seemed to me to be the largest man-made structure in the world, Cardiff Arms Park. These were the glory days of Welsh rugby, with Gareth Edwards, Phil Bennett and J. P. R. Williams on the field and Max Boyce at the top of the charts, but it was all rather lost on me then. Having said that, my lack of interest didn’t stop me from following David for a triumphant trot onto the pitch after Wales’s Grand Slam triumph against France in 1978.

David was a huge sports fan, and his dad also had access to tickets for football matches at Wembley. We went on more than one occasion to see the FA Cup Final, staying at the flat above the chemist shop in Hounslow and getting the tube into central London on the Saturday morning. On one such visit we made a detour into Soho so that David’s brother John, eight years older and about to get married to Sian, could visit the tailor responsible for his morning suit. David and I shuffled along behind the grown-ups, sneakily glancing into the doorways and shopfronts of ill repute. It wasn’t like Swansea.

With his chain of chemist’s shops, David’s father was a very successful and canny businessman, but he took great delight in playing the innocent; perhaps it wrong-footed business adversaries. He came to our house once, shortly after we’d taken delivery of one of the first video recorders in the area, and pretended to be utterly baffled at how the machine could send out pictures when it wasn’t pointing at the screen, like a projector.

This faux naivety masked a sterner side, glimpsed one stormy night in Majorca when David and I returned later than promised to the apartment after an evening spent playing pool in a bar. We tiptoed in an hour later than expected, hoping to find Mr and Mrs Williams tucked up in bed, only to be greeted by the furious silhouette of David’s dad as he stood in front of the double glass doors that led to the balcony. He exploded at David, ‘Where the hell have you been?’ As he laid down the law in a most forceful manner, he was beautifully backlit by the lightning as it flashed angrily outside in the stormy night, swiftly followed by deafening claps of thunder. He directed not one word of his dressing-down at me, but nonetheless I was terrified. In a few minutes the ordeal was over and we shuffled off to the bedroom with our tails between our legs. I had never witnessed anything like this from my dad and was in shock as I sat down on my bed. I turned to David to ask if he was all right; he must surely be shocked and upset too, but he just laughed. He’d seen it all before. At breakfast the next day it was as though it had never happened.

I went out to the apartment a few times with David and his parents, and once (when we were in our late teens) just with David, to decorate the flat and have a little holiday at the same time. We had strict instructions as to the colour of paint and trekked off to the local paint shop, returning fully equipped and ready for action. In accordance with my desire to always be at the cutting edge of alternative culture, we worked to the soundtrack of Wham’s album Make It Big, their much-anticipated follow-up to Fantastic, on vinyl of course, and had the whole place done in a week. We had arrived on the island as boys but now returned home as men; not just any men, but painting and decorating men. It wasn’t until David’s mother went out for a short stay a few months later that it was discovered her cut-price painters and decorators had done the whole place in gloss.

I began at Dumbarton a couple of weeks before David, and on the day of his arrival he was told to sit next to me as my regular deskmate was away. It was Miss Leahy’s class and she was reading to us from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, appropriately enough, given my initial reaction to entering the school via the tiny door at the back. Talking to David I discovered that he lived just a few streets away from me in Baglan and would therefore be travelling to school with me every morning on the bus. This was as long and tortuous a route as it is possible to plot from Baglan to Swansea. Every morning I would board the bus outside a row of shops a few streets away from home and we’d trundle along through Baglan, picking up David en route, then through Briton Ferry, past the Metal Box factory in Neath, along to Birchgrove, through Llansamlet and then finally, an hour after I’d got on, we’d arrive at school.

David says that it was on these interminable journeys that he first saw me perform, entertaining a captive audience desperate for any form of diversion from the monotony of the transit. Apparently my repertoire included Hartley Hare (a puppet from the children’s programme Pipkins whose voice I found I was able to replicate), characters from the Welsh comedian Ryan Davies’s television programme, Kermit the Frog and a creature of my own making, the Wild Mandango, who specialized in smelling people. I had forgotten all about these bus journeys to and from school but, talking again to David, my little flights of fancy stood out in his memory as being an important stage in my early development as a performer.

I can certainly remember being the one at school who would want to make people laugh, whether it was simply impersonating the teachers or by pulling more elaborate stunts such as the time I hid in the box during PE. In a chilling premonition of the Small Man in a Box I decided that it would be fun to hide in the box – the piece of apparatus made up of sections, all leading to a leather top, over which we would vault – and stay there for the whole of the class. The gym teacher, Mr Jones, was unaware of my presence, but the other boys knew I was there. David remembers seeing a pair of eyes peeping out from the hand-hold holes at the side while Gareth Morris, never the most coordinated of boys (he once put his school trousers on over his wet swimming trunks and then smashed a window with his hand while attempting to kill a wasp), delighted in running head first into the box in an effort to unnerve me and give the game away. I hadn’t factored in getting back out of my little box and when I finally did, the other boys had gone, and with them my clothes.

I took an almost Dadaist pleasure in walking into the next class in my underwear and enquiring in a calm and perfectly reasonable voice, ‘Excuse me, sir, I wonder has anyone seen my trousers?’

The kids all laughed but the teacher, Mr Cope, took a very dim view.

‘You think you’re very funny, don’t you? Well, you’re not and you’re not going to amount to anything until you stop playing the fool.’

He wasn’t happy.

Autobiographies are typically full of tales where the protagonist is suffering verbal or physical abuse at the hands of an unkind or insensitive teacher, but I have only this minor altercation with Mr Cope to offer up. This and the time he called me ‘short-arse’ in front of the class. Not the crime of the century but, at the risk of sounding like a teacher myself, I have to say it was his own time he was wasting.
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