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		This book is dedicated to
Bill Kenwright,
a piece of gold in showbusiness1

	
		Introduction

		‘A sort of autobiography.’ Yes, Spike would have liked that. I can hear him saying, ‘Yes, well, I suppose I’ve had a sort of life.’ The concept of this book was to tell Spike’s life story through his writings, using extracts not just from his many memoirs, scripts, sketches and works of fiction but incorporating letters that he wrote to the world, complaining or campaigning about his many causes, and his poetry, which in many cases shows a different side of the man. His many followers will, no doubt, find gaps, but it wasn’t my intention to give a complete account – rather, an impressionistic journey. I did my best, but as Spike used to say to me: ‘That’s what worries me.’

		Spike was born into a loving, wonderfully eccentric family. His grandfather, Sergeant Trumpeter Kettleband, fought in the Boer War and was awarded the South African medal with Johannesburg Orange Free State Cape Colony clasp as well as a long service medal. Spike was proud of his military background and told anybody who would listen that he came from a long line of ‘military men’.

		His father, Leo Alphonso, was an original, extremely talented Irish romantic. His parents had chosen the name Percy Marmaduke for him, but just before the baptism at Sligo Cathedral the priest said, ‘Why not name him after the dear Pope?’ And so it was. His mother, equally talented, was a strong-willed, powerful woman. The first time I met Grandma Milligan I remarked to Spike, ‘If you had a vision of one woman that built the British Empire it would be your mother.’

		Spike inherited their talent and more. Author of over eighty books, a musician who played four instruments professionally, a scriptwriter of twelve television series and, memorably, of radio’s The Goon Show. An artist of many paintings, he had his own exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery. One of his paintings was hung in a summer exhibition at the Royal Academy. Illustrator – well, not really. A cartoonist – not really! A quirky drawer? Yes! His drawings have been turned into greetings cards that have sold over one and a quarter million, calendars and also a line of stationery.

		The man with all this talent was a very complex character; mean, generous, lovable, hateful, kind, hurtful, calm, mercurial, and all on the same day. He was anti-violence, yet he shot a boy in his garden. An explanation? Vandals had damaged his garden quite considerably on several occasions. Each time, Spike telephoned the police to make a complaint and have it logged. Finally the vandals did unspeakable things in his daughter Jane’s Wendy house. That was it. According to Spike the police did nothing, so he decided he would catch the offenders. He did, and with his air rifle shot the boy in the shoulder. This from a man who was anti-violence. The case went to court. I offered to get him a good barrister. ‘No thank you, I’ll defend myself.’ I thought, ‘God help us all.’ But the magistrate at Highgate Crown Court lived in the area, was aware of the vandalism and Spike was given a twelve-month
			conditional discharge. The luck of the Irish!

		Spike had been in court before. It was 1937. He was desperate for money to buy a new trumpet. He was working for the Spiers & Pond tobacco company in the stockroom, packing cigarettes for delivery to local shops. He figured no one would miss a few packs, so he loaded them into his overcoat pockets. Now the new trumpet was in sight, but what was also in sight was the senior stockman, Mr Ripler, and his sidekick, Mr Leighy, who caught Spike in the act. Another trip to the local court, but this time he was to be defended by a romantic, theatrical Irishman who had kissed the Blarney Stone. His father!

		Leo spent several days rehearsing at home the defence he would deliver for his unfortunate son. ‘Look at him, a young lad. His crime was his love of music. He needed the money to buy a violin and study classical music, but he was so poor he could never – you hear, N-E-V-E-R – afford one. His only way was to pilfer stockroom goods and sell them. This has afforded him a second-hand violin, which even now he is learning to play. Have pity on this boy because, as a result of this action, he could become a virtuoso!’ He did, on the trumpet, playing in the Harlem Club Band in Lewisham, and the case was dismissed. Yet again, the luck of the Irish!

		Like father like son. Spike was amoral. He would tell you a story you knew wasn’t the truth, and when you questioned him he would say, ‘There, but it made you laugh, didn’t it?’ This all stems from the first lie his father told him, when Spike was eight years old. His father was relating a story to him of how he had shot a tiger. Spike said to him, ‘Father, that’s a lie,’ to which his father replied, ‘Now, son, would you rather have an exciting lie or the boring truth?’ And so it was for the rest of Spike’s life. By the way, he repeated that story all his life.

		The 1970s and 1980s was Spike’s prolific period: his television shows and his books; a tireless campaigner to save the planet and for animal rights. But it was in the early 1970s that he also fell in love with pantomime. Up until this time he had only performed Treasure Island, as a pantomime at the Mermaid Theatre. He had a ball. He turned his dressing room into a cave and filled it with ‘treasure’, including hundreds of gold coin chocolates. He invited children backstage to ‘enter the treasure cave’. He loved it. The rest of the cast thought it was a nightmare, dozens of little horrors running around backstage. And so it was ‘Get me a pantomime for next year!’ for many, many years.

		Then, suddenly, ‘I’m not doing any more pantos. I can’t do thirteen performances a week. What do you think I am? You are killing me!’ So for a couple of years I stopped killing him – until … ‘Everyone is working at Christmas. You never get me a pantomime. You are keeping me unemployed!’ And so the killing game started once more, and continued until 1989, when he appeared in Snow White at the Assembly Hall, Tunbridge Wells, an hour’s drive from his home in Rye. (His love of panto didn’t stop his ‘conditions’, and one condition was, ‘If I’m going to do thirteen performances a week, I need to get home every night and sleep in my own bed.’)

		In the early 1990s Spike’s health started to deteriorate. I had already completed negotiations for the 1990 pantomime, posters had been printed, contracts signed and exchanged, but he became ill, and it had to be cancelled. This was a severe ‘black dog’. His mother had died on 3 July 1990. It left him devastated. He had been depressed before her death; not getting out of bed, totally lacklustre in his voice. It was as though all the emotion had been sucked out of him, and for the first time in about twenty years he asked for ECT (electro-convulsive therapy). I begged him not to have it. ‘Please, Spike, it’s not good for you. It fries your brain.’ He wouldn’t listen. He became obsessed with having it, and in October 1990 he went into the Godden Green Clinic and had ECT for the last time. Later he confessed to me that he knew it was damaging but it was the only thing that got
			him out of the depths that he was in. ‘Norm,’ he said, ‘it’s terrible to be your own murderer.’ I’ve never forgotten that despairing look in his eyes as he said it.

		In 1993 he had a triple heart bypass that didn’t go according to plan. Twelve hours after the operation a valve failed and he had to have a second operation. Two doses of anaesthetic left him very weak and his recuperation took many months. He was getting low – not depressed but low because the recuperation wasn’t quick enough for him. I was desperate for him to continue his writing and encouraged him to write some poetry. He wasn’t having any of it and became quite grumpy, and I told him so. Then what a put-down: ‘I’m not grumpy, I’m going to rewrite the Bible.’

		‘Of course you are, Spike, just get on with it.’ I thought it was a joke.

		But that year saw the publication of The Bible According to Spike Milligan, and several classics followed which became the ‘According to’ series. Even so, 1993 was a depressing time for him. In November that year his two great friends Jack Hobbs and Alan Clare died within a week of each other.

		The next year, 1994, was a better one for him, and as it drew to a close the spark was ignited again when he was given a Lifetime Achievement Award at the British Comedy Awards. Over the years different versions have been recounted of what happened that night. I was there, so let me put the record straight. Prince Charles had sent a tribute to be read out at the ceremony. It did go on a bit, and Spike became impatient. He interrupted the reading with ‘The grovelling little bastard.’ The whole room erupted with laughter.

		The next day Spike and I were laughing about it when he said, ‘I’ll send him a telegram.’ It read: ‘I suppose now a knighthood is out of the question.’ Prince Charles’s equerry rang that afternoon to say they had been watching it together and it was one of the funniest things they had seen. The true version, folks.

		That same year, I got a call from a dear friend of mine, Malcolm Morris, who was a producer and director of This Is Your Life for over twenty-five years. He rang me to arrange a dinner. ‘It’s part business, but please bring Jack [my partner], and we’ll have food, wine, nostalgia and a few laughs along the way.’ Jack and Malcolm had worked together for many years at Tyne Tees Television. Of course, it was to tell me he wanted to do a second This Is Your Life on Spike. He had already done one in 1973, and he thought Milligan warranted another. I was delighted and promised to give him all the help he needed, but there was one condition: he must invite Toni Pontani from Rome to be on the show.

		I told him the story of Spike and Toni, whom he had met and fallen in love with in Italy in 1944, so it was Malcolm’s turn to be delighted. When Toni appeared I don’t think I’d ever seen Spike so stunned and lost for words. Did I really write that? Spike Milligan lost for words! Well, he was when, on 24 January 1995, Michael Aspel announced ‘Toni Pontani’.

		Several years later, in 1999, I went down to Rye, where Spike was living, to show him the cover of Spike Milligan: The Family Album. We were discussing some of the photographs he had chosen for the book. He stopped talking, looked up from a photograph and said, ‘Toni was the love of my life.’ She hadn’t been mentioned. We hadn’t even been talking about the army or Italy. It came from his soul unaided.

		The Eurostar was a bonus for Spike. Although Toni lived in Rome, her daughter lived in Paris. Until two years before he died he would take the Eurostar to Paris to have lunch with Toni, whenever she was visiting. I don’t know why but it always made me smile when he told me he was having lunch with her in Paris. I’m smiling now as I write this.

		For me 1998 was possibly the last year that he had that wonderful sparkle. After nagging ‘Can we have a poetry book?’ for months, he rang me to say he had finished it. He hadn’t bothered to tell me he had started one in the first place! It was A Mad Medley of Milligan. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you had started a poetry book?’ I asked. He said, ‘You like to nag, so I thought I’d let you get on with it.’ Spike at his best.

		Spike loved to tell everyone he was Irish. He wasn’t and had never lived there, but he loved the Irish and wanted to be one of them. So to him he was Irish. So when I suggested to him it was time he returned to Dublin with his one-man show, it was the best idea I’d ever had! When I suggested the Gaiety Theatre: ‘You really are my sunshine girl.’

		On 14 June 1998 he performed at the Gaiety to a sell-out. He pulled out all the stops; he was at his best. The standing ovation lasted for what seemed forever, and they wouldn’t let him leave the stage. He knew he had ‘gone okay’ – his comment when he had been a great success. I had arranged dinner after the show. Everyone was in high spirits – although only Champagne and wine were consumed. Jack said he had never seen Spike so happy. Spike’s reply: ‘Oh Jack, it’s because I’ve come home!’

		I thought his performance there was worthy of a night at the London Palladium and arranged one for 20 December 1998, but a very different Spike appeared at the theatre. He looked tired, but I wasn’t too concerned because, after years of experience, I knew when he went on stage the tiredness would disappear and he would deliver. He did – but it wasn’t the anarchic, cheeky, mischievous Milligan. I stood in the wings and watched. A sadness came over me. I knew it was the beginning of the end of his one-man shows.

		He did, in fact, perform again – at Hull and Chichester – reading his poetry and telling anecdotes. But his timing had gone. On reflection I should never have arranged these performances. He persuaded me he could do it. I shouldn’t have listened.

		Again he turned to his writing. The result: A Children’s Treasury of Milligan, a compilation of his wonderful poetry for children and one of his most successful poetry books.

		I forgot to mention, in 1999 he was voted funniest person of the millennium in a BBC News online survey. And in 2000 his poem ‘On the Ning Nang Nong’ was voted the Nation’s Favourite Poem. In September 2000 the BBC released Volume 19 of the Goon Shows on CD, and still the same reaction from Spike: ‘When I die they’ll say, “He wrote the Goon Shows and died!”’ How many times did I hear that. (To date the BBC have released nine more volumes. Currently I’m working on Volume 29 and the fifth compilation.)

		But that month Spike was admitted to the Conquest Hospital in Hastings. He had developed septicaemia after some injections, and went in as an emergency patient. Jack and I visited him on 23 September. He looked frail and tired, but as Jack I were leaving he got hold of my hand and said, ‘Norm, remember, life is one long hell. I know you won’t, but don’t let the bastards grind you down.’ Jack looked at me and said, ‘His fighting spirit is still there,’ and I was happy to leave him knowing Jack was right. As I kissed him goodbye he said very quietly, ‘Norm, look after Eric. He’s very special.’ I thought it must have occurred to him he was not going to see Eric Sykes again. A friendship that had lasted nearly sixty years.

		A sad year for Spike was 2001. ‘My mate’ Harry Secombe died, and it broke his heart. He was too ill to attend the memorial service for Harry, which took place on 26 October 2001 in Westminster Abbey. He sent his tribute: ‘Harry was the sweetness of Wales.’

		Four months later, on 26 February 2002, he joined his mates Pete and Harry. I remember Eric writing, ‘On 26 February 2002 one of the jewels fell from the comedy crown. It was the day Spike Milligan, with whom I’d shared an office for over fifty years, passed away. I use the phrase “passed away”, for that is exactly what he did. Spike will never die in the hearts of millions of us who were uplifted by his works. For me and Norma, his manager, he still prowls the building in unguarded moments. He will always be welcome. As Hattie was my sister, so he was my brother. Rest in peace, Spike, and say hello to Peter and Harry.’

		I wonder if they are causing havoc up there, with Pete, as always, asking Spike to write another Goon Show ‘just so we can have some laughs’.

		I would like to think so.

		
			Norma Farnes
May 2011
		

	
		I am the pen, without me this paper cannot live.

		
			– Open Heart University
		

		‘It’s a small world,’ he said.
‘Yes, I nearly fell off.’

		
			– ‘Spike on Spike’, Memories of Milligan
		

	
		1

		Beginnings

		My father had a profound influence on me – he was a lunatic.

		
			– ‘Spike on Spike’, Memories of Milligan
		

		Spike’s mother, Florence Mary Winifred Kettleband, was born in Woolwich in 1893. Her father, Alfred, had been born in Agra, India, and enlisted as a boy soldier in the Royal Artillery. Her mother, Margaret, had been born at Gosport, England, the daughter of a Regimental Sergeant Major in the Royal Artillery. The family were interested in music, theatre and music hall, so it followed that they visited Woolwich Empire to see Alfred’s favourite acts, G. H. Elliott, Eugene Stratton and Dan Leno. At the end of the Boer War, Alfred was sent to a military depot in Ahmednagar, India, where Florence and Margaret joined him. In 1903 they moved to Alfred’s new posting in Kirkee.

		Spike’s father, Leo Alphonso, was born in Sligo, Ireland, in 1890. Leo’s father William was also in the Royal Artillery. In 1896 the family moved to Poplar, London. William was captivated by the theatre and got an evening job as a stage hand at the Poplar Hippodrome, which led to his appearing as an extra, eventually taking on major roles at the Queen’s Theatre in Poplar. He enrolled Leo into the Steadman School of Dancing and encouraged him to play the trumpet. He then forced him to join the army as a boy soldier in 1904, enlisting him in the Royal Artillery at Shrapnel Barracks, Woolwich. In 1906, Leo was promoted to trumpeter and took part in army concerts, dancing and singing, and became a champion at the soft-shoe shuffle. He adopted the stage name Leo Gann after he had won several talent contests. On 14 December 1911 he sailed on the SS Plassey, having been posted to India. He arrived in Bombay and
			travelled to Kirkee.

		So Kirkee became the meeting point for Spike’s parents. There Florence and Leo fell in love, eloped and were married by registrar in Room 13 of the Poona Hotel. Florence’s family were appalled, and when Leo returned from Mesopotamia a year later they insisted on a church wedding at St Patrick’s Church in Poona. This took place on 19 August 1915. By then Florence had become an accomplished organist and trained contralto. Leo was appearing in army concerts and together they formed a duo entertaining the troops.

		In 1917 Leo was posted to Ahmednagar, and there, on 16 April 1918, Florence gave birth to Terence Alan Milligan.

		Spike looked back on his boyhood in India with great fondness: ‘It was an ideal childhood. I loved the lakes, the beautiful colours and the gentle people.’

		It was here, too, that Spike got his taste for the military. Spike loved the army life, as he would, as the fourth generation of Royal Artillery soldiers.

		In 1924 Leo Milligan was posted to Rangoon in Burma, and the following year, on 3 December, Spike’s brother, Desmond Patrick, was born.

		In 1926 Leo gave Spike a birthday present of his first gun-belt, and in 1930, at the age of twelve, Spike started his own ‘army’. It consisted of five soldiers: himself, his brother Desmond, Sergeant Taylor’s son, the Havaldar’s son and their servant’s son, whose name, truly, was Hari Krishna. Spike named his army the ‘Lamanian Army’ and wrote an anthem, ‘Fun in the Sun’.

		That same year he joined the 14th Machine Gun Company. According to his brother, Spike could dismantle a Vickers .303 machine gun and reassemble it. After practising it a hundred times he drove everybody mad, so to take his mind off the gun his father bought him a banjo, which he practised a hundred times, driving everybody mad. It was the beginning of his love of music.

		His ‘ideal childhood’ continued. Leo gave Spike and Desmond a pair of old muskets, with which they pretended to shoot birds, cats, dogs, lions and tigers. In fact, the whole family were interested in guns: the boys had their muskets, Leo had three or four pistols and Florence had her .44 Winchester rifle. As late as 1967, when Spike visited his parents in Woy Woy, Australia, one of the highlights of his visit was to spend time with his father in his gun room.
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		from The Bible According to Spike Milligan



		The Creation According to the Trade Unions

		In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

		2.   And darkness was upon the face of the deep; this was due to a malfunction at Lots Road Power Station.

		3.   And God said, Let there be light; and there was light, but Eastern Electricity Board said He would have to wait until Thursday to be connected.

		4.   And God saw the light and it was good; He saw the quarterly bill and that was not good.

		5.   And God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night, and so passed His GCSE.

		6.   And God said, Let there be a firmament and God called the firmament heaven, Freephone 999.

		7.   And God said, Let the waters be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land appear, and in London it went on the market at six hundred pounds a square foot.

		8.   And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass, and the earth brought forth grass and the Rastafarians smoked it.

		9.   And God said, Let there be lights in heaven to give light to the earth, and it was so, except over England where there was heavy cloud and snow on high ground.

		10.   And God said, Let the seas bring forth that that hath life, flooding the market with fish fingers, fishburgers and grade-three salmon.

		11.   And God blessed them, saying, Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the sea, and let fowl multiply on earth where Prince Charles and Prince Philip would shoot them.

		12.   And God said, Let the earth bring forth cattle and creeping things, and there came cows, and the BBC Board of Governors.

		13.   And God said, Let us make man in our own image, but woe many came out like Spitting Image.

		14.   And He said, Let man have dominion over fish, fowl, cattle and every creepy thing that creepeth upon the earth.

		15.   And God said, Behold, I have given you the first of free yielding seed, to you this shall be meat, but to the EC it will be a Beef Mountain.
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		from It Ends with Magic



		Bombardier Leo Sparrow was a very smart soldier in the Royal Regiment of Artillery. He was also a talented amateur stage performer; he could do the American Negro ‘buck and wing’ dance, and would black up to do coon songs like ‘Lily of Laguna’. He was a good comic and clown and he had a pleasant singing voice. He had joined the Artillery when the family moved from Holborn Street, Sligo, in Ireland, at the time his father Sergeant William Sparrow was posted to Woolwich. Leo wrote in his journal:

		
			My early recollections are of life in London. We settled into a flat in Grosvenor Buildings, 426 Manisty Street, Poplar, overlooking the Blackwall Tunnel, which was just being started. From our second-storey window, we watched the workmen in the street below cooking their eggs and bacon for breakfast on shovels over coke braziers and, from time to time, we would see a man who worked in compressed air conditions being carried on a stretcher from the tunnel to the Poplar Hospital.

			By day my father was a gunnery wheelwright instructor at the RA Barracks. He obtained weekend employment as a janitor on the maintenance staff of the Grosvenor Buildings; he also worked part time, hauling up scenery in the flies of the Queen’s Palace of Varieties in High Street, Poplar. The stage door was in Manisty Street and we youngsters were intrigued watching the artists arrive and depart in horse-drawn carriages. Such performers as Kate Carney, Marie Lloyd and Esta Stella were favourites, as also were Alec Hurley, Eugene Stratton, Chirgwin the White-eyed Kaffir, Pat Rafferty, Tom Leamore, Bob Hutt and numerous others of that day.

			It seems only yesterday that we went to Wade Street School run by headmaster McGynty and, in the evenings, we became lamplighters and galloped up and down the stairs of Grosvenor Buildings with a perforated brass lamplighter igniting the gas jets, as Dad Sparrow turned on the gas in the basement. We used to delight in this job and would race a bloke named Mickey who did the other half. There was a friendly rivalry between us as to who could finish first. We never got paid for this job; I can’t remember ever getting a penny.

		

		Despite his extra janitor’s wage it was hard going trying to support a family of four unruly Irish boys and their sister; so, Leo, the eldest, now fourteen, was forced by his father to join the Royal Artillery. He was heart-broken, for he had set his heart on being a variety performer. The back door to the Sparrows’ family home was dead opposite the stage door of the Queen’s Palace of Varieties. At night, arriving in their carriages, young Leo watched the performers adoringly, yearning to be like them. He had a moment of glory when the theatre manager sought out local boys to play the part of ‘supers’ in some of the visiting acts.

		
			I remember too, our various jobs as supers: one bloke I remember used to sing ‘Playing the Game of Soldiers’ as we all marched round with our paper hats and toy guns. Then there was Arthur Bright with his ‘Susie’s Band’ when we played the Star Music Hall in Bermondsey, or some such place. We all played old brass instruments. I remember also Kate Carney when we were among her costermongers in ‘Liza Johnson, You Are My Donah’. I can also remember playing the lame kid with a crutch with Loonar Mortimer in ‘Paying the Penalty’.

		

		But alas, no further; one chill winter’s day in 1881 his father took him to the RA enlisting office at Shrapnel Barracks, Number One Depot, Woolwich.



		*

		
			Everything was done to a trumpet call. You were awakened by the trumpeter sounding the reveille which was followed by the quarter, and then the five minutes and finally the fall-in. There was the warning for parade (‘boots and saddles’ as it was called) sounded by the trumpeter half an hour before. There was even a trumpet call to bring up the urine tubs at 0900 hrs.

		

		Despite his yearning for the stage, he became a very good soldier. He passed his Third-Class Certificate of Education, was promoted trumpeter and, though initially frightened of horses, became a first-class horseman specializing in dressage; but all the while he organized entertainment for his comrades and their families. He even got leave from his commanding officer, Major Sheppard, to appear in an amateur talent concert at the Imperial Palace, Canning Town, which he won! On the strength of this he was offered a week’s contract to appear for the incredible sum of £5.00. For this he was again given permission by his Officer Commanding. For his appearance on the bill he called himself Leo Gann. ‘Sparrow looks too silly,’ he said.

		From then on, as is usual with the British Army, he was posted to various parts of the British Isles. In time he was promoted to Bombardier, all the while keeping up his troop entertainments. It was in the course of these postings that he arrived at Fermoy in Ulster; there he put on a show at the New Barracks. For one of his song presentations he needed a lady to help, he put up a notice to this effect. It was answered by a Miss Florence Kettleband. Kettleband? What a funny name, he thought. She turned out to be the daughter of Trumpet-Sergeant-Major Alfred Kettleband, who brought his daughter along.
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			CHILD SONGS



			There is a song in man

			There is a song in woman

			And that is the child’s song

			When that song comes

			There will be no words

			Do not ask where they are

			Just listen to the song

			Listen to it –

			Learn it –

			It is the greatest song of all.

			London
12 April 1973
0200 hours
			

			– from Open Heart University
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		from It Ends with Magic



		Now wedding bells! Ex-Trumpet-Sergeant-Major Alfred Kettleband announced that his daughter, Florence Winifred, was to be married to Bombardier Leo Alphonso Sparrow at St John’s Church, New Road, Woolwich.1 It was a real Artillery wedding with members from Bombardier Sparrow’s 76th Battery and from Alfred Kettleband’s regiment, 18th Royal Field Artillery. The groom arrived in full dress-uniform, riding on a spit and polished gun-carriage; he stood nervously adjusting his blue Melton jacket with its polished brass buttons and his gold chevron stripes. His best man was his brother, Trooper William Sparrow of the North Irish Horse. Alas, Leo’s father Sergeant William Sparrow couldn’t attend as he and his battery were stationed in South Africa because the colony was still unsettled, so Leo’s mother Elizabeth attended, so they hid all the
			bottles.

		St John’s Church (built by Pugin) was packed with relatives, all in their best Sunday clothes – the ladies wearing big, wide-brimmed hats with ostrich feathers and spotted lace veils. Bombardier Sparrow and his best man sat in the front pew nervously awaiting the arrival of the bride; there were hushed whispers and giggles from young girls as the verger lit the long, yellow candles on the main altar. Suddenly, at a signal from Father Rudden, the organist, Miss Eileen Breech, started to pedal the pump organ furiously and play ‘The Wedding March’. All the congregation stood up as Florence, on her father’s arm, came slowly down the aisle. She was in a stunning white satin and silk gown, and he wasn’t; over her head was a white veil held in place by a crown of small, embroidered wild flowers. Her father was in his service dress, complete with his gold trumpet-major badges, his gold service stripes,
			along with his medals from the Indian Mutiny; on one was an oak leaf which meant he had been mentioned in despatches for gallantry.2 Bombardier Sparrow arose and took his place beside his bride at the Caen stone altar. They sneaked each other a glance, he smiled, she giggled, putting her hand over her mouth; the Reverend Father Rudden called them forward and commenced the ceremony; in a castrated-adenoidal voice the priest droned on, and the couple made their replies.

		‘If any man see why they should not be joined in holy matrimony will he now speak or for ever hold his peace.’ Whoever it was, didn’t speak up and for ever held his peace. The ring: the best man handed it over, the bridegroom dropped it, it bounced across the floor down a heating grille. There followed the small ceremony of lifting up half a ton of iron grille and rupture; lots of giggling accompanied the efforts. Finally, the ring in place, and ‘I pronounce you and the heating system man and wife,’ Leo kissed his wife through her veil, bringing it back on his teeth.

		The reception was held in the Sergeants’ Mess at Woolwich Garrison Headquarters (why are there never any Hindquarters?). Army trestle tables covered in clean, white cloths were laid out for the thirty guests, with gunner mess waiters in attendance. It was a plain but wholesome meal: roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, roast potatoes and Brussels sprouts; followed by a Mrs Beeton-style trifle nearly a foot high, then the wedding cake with a small icing sugar model of a bride and a gunner bridegroom mounted on the top surrounded by lots of silver cashew nuts.



		*

		Back in London the newlyweds rented a house at 22 Gabriel Street – a Victorian terraced house in Honor Oak Park, London, SE26. Florence Sparrow kept the little home lovely and clean: the doorstep was always white – the brass knocker and letterbox on the front door were polished every morning with Brasso – the fireplace was black-leaded with Zebo every day and the brass coal scuttle shone like the sun. The lace window curtains were washed once a week with Sunlight soap and rinsed in Reckitts blue.

		Every morning Mrs Sparrow got up at half past five to stoke up the iron stove in the kitchen and put the big black iron kettle on the hob to boil. In wintertime, when it was a dark morning, she’d light the gas mantle while she cooked Leo Sparrow’s breakfast of porridge and toast, and he shaved with his cut-throat razor in the kitchen sink; in those days, there were no bathrooms and the toilet was outside in the garden, so in cold weather nobody stayed in there very long!

		Mrs Sparrow was a very good Catholic, so before they ate breakfast she would always say grace. ‘Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts, which we are about to receive.’

		After breakfast Sparrow would get out of his nightshirt and put on his khaki Royal Artillery uniform. He had two bombardier chevrons in gold braid on each sleeve, a round wheelwright’s badge, and shiny brass buttons down the front of his jacket, each button stamped with a cannon. Then he put on his big blue Melton overcoat with a red flannel lining so he was nice and warm and would kiss Florence goodbye. He would walk down the street, to the main road, and catch a horse-drawn tram to Woolwich. He would go upstairs – it was cheaper because it was an open top, if it rained you got wet. Bombardier Sparrow worked as a wheelwright in the farriers’ shop at the Woolwich Garrison. His job was to mend gun-carriage wheels – in those days, the guns were towed by six horses, and the streets of London were cobbled – so the wheels used to get lots of wear and tear. Bombardier Sparrow’s friend was Bombardier
			Alan Mills – he was the blacksmith who shoed the horses. Bombardier Sparrow was teaching young recruits how to maintain wheeled vehicles.

		In those days the British Army was very big, with regiments and garrisons all around the world – India, Burma, Africa, China, Belize, Malta, Gibraltar, Aden – and soon these young recruits would be posted there. One day Bombardier Sparrow was called in by his Commanding Officer, Major Skipton Climo. ‘At ease, Sparrow,’ he said as the Bombardier saluted. ‘Look, how would you like to go to India?’

		‘By boat, sir,’ he said.

		The Major groaned and repeated the question.

		Bombardier Sparrow’s heart missed a beat – India, he thought, how marvellous! In his life he’d never been further than Southend. India! He’d never been to an India. Sparrow was lost for words.

		‘Well, Sparrow,’ said the Major, ‘lost yer tongue, man?’

		‘No, sir, just the words. Yes, I’d love to go to India.’

		The Major smiled. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you’ll leave on …’ he flicked through his diary ‘Ah, here we are, you sail from Tilbury on 14 December, so you’ve a month to get ready.’

		Sparrow saluted, and knocked his hat off.

		When Bombardier Sparrow went home that night, it was very, very foggy; the tram was very, very slow and Bombardier Sparrow, on the top deck, was freezing.

		‘My, you’re late tonight, Leo,’ said Mrs Sparrow. ‘I was getting worried.’

		‘While you were getting worried, I was getting cold,’ he said as he took his greatcoat off. ‘Terrible fog – had a man with a brand walking in front of the tram half the way.’

		Leo opened the stove’s fire-box, showing a red glow – he held his hands in front and rubbed them together. He faced Florence, who was doing something in the sink. ‘How’d you like to go to India, Kiddy?’

		She turned with a bemused smile on her face. ‘India,’ she said. ‘India?’

		‘India,’ he repeated, then told her.

		‘Well, blow me down,’ she said.

		Bombardier Sparrow didn’t try to blow her down as he knew she was too heavy. Over their supper of boiled halibut, potatoes and spinach they talked and planned their new adventure. ‘It’ll be hot out there,’ said Leo, who right then was cold in here.

		So they prepared for their great trip. They stored all their furniture with Florence’s brother, Bertram, who owned a warehouse.

		‘How long are we going to be out there?’ said Florence.

		Leo shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I’d say about two years, that’s about the normal time – unless you ask to stay longer.’

		‘We’ll have to see if we like it out there.’

		The weeks that followed saw the first snow in November. Florence spent the days packing for the trip. At weekends they went and said goodbye to friends and relatives.

		‘You’ll like it in India,’ said Alfred Kettleband. ‘Nice sunshine but it can get hot.’

		Mrs Kettleband poured the tea from the big brown stoneware teapot.

		‘And you can get servants cheap.’

		Mrs Sparrow smiled. ‘Servants?’ she said. ‘What – like to look after things?’

		‘Oh yes,’ said Alfred Kettleband, sipping tea from a moustache cup. ‘We had two when I was stationed in Kirkee. Did everything – cooking, washing, stealing.’

		‘House cleaning as well,’ added Mrs Kettleband, handing round the home-made fruit cake.

		‘Can you trust ’em?’ said Bombardier Sparrow.

		‘Well,’ said Mr Kettleband, ‘you have to watch ’em.’ He emptied his cup into the white slops bowl, then held his cup out.

		‘A drop more, Mother,’ he said.

		‘Is it expensive out there?’ said Florence.

		‘No. Oh no,’ said Mrs Kettleband, ‘a lot cheaper.’

		‘And,’ added Alfred Kettleband, ‘you’ll be getting an overseas allowance.’

		At that Bombardier Sparrow laughed. ‘Sounds better before we even get there.’

		There was a pause in the conversation as Alfred shovelled more coal on the fire; what a pity, setting fire to that lovely coal, he thought. Florence Sparrow admired the coloured tile slips on the burnished iron fireplace, green with white magnolias.

		‘Mind you, it’s not all milk and honey out there,’ Alfred was saying. ‘You got to look out for mosquitoes, always put yer mossy net up before sunset and,’ here he sipped his tea, then squeezed the drops from his moustache back into the cup, ‘never drink the milk or water without boiling it.’

		Mrs Kettleband chipped in, ‘Oh yes, and you must keep food under cover – the flies are terrible.’

		The tea finished with the Kettlebands concluding all the remaining advice on India. It was getting dark, Mrs Kettleband lit a taper and ignited the bracket gas lamps each side of the over-mantel mirror as Alfred lowered the wooden slatted blind, then drew the blue velvet curtains. He didn’t want people looking in at his moustache.

		‘Well,’ said Bombardier Sparrow, standing up, ‘time we were going, Flo.’ They entered the brown lino-covered hall with its smell of Mansion polish.

		‘You need every bit of that,’ said Mr Kettleband as he helped his daughter on with her heavy Paisley shawl, while Bombardier Sparrow tightened his web belt and adjusted his pillbox hat at a jaunty angle.

		Alfred opened the door on to the cold gaslit street. ‘Oh, it’s ’taters out there,’ he said. Leo looked but couldn’t see any potatoes. Alfred Kettleband must be imagining. Bidding their good-nights, the Sparrows left with Florence fastening her bonnet ribbon. As the 74 tram trundled them along, the Sparrows debated what future lay for them in that distant, mysterious land.

		The Voyage

		Early on 14 December the Sparrows loaded their three suitcases and hand baggage on to a Hackney carriage drawn by a black horse.

		‘Where to, sir?’ said the driver.

		‘Well,’ said Leo, ‘eventually India. Right now, Waterloo Station will do.’

		‘You sure?’ said the driver. The Sparrows climbed into the cosy, upholstered, buttoned interior.

		Through the roof hatch the driver said, ‘What time you got to be there?’

		‘We have to catch the nine-fifteen boat train to Tilbury.’

		The driver shook his reins, cracked his whip and the horse started to trot – down Brockley Rise he trotted past the Brockley Jack – down New Cross past the Marquis of Granby. The morning mixture of horse-drawn and early motor traffic was getting heavier – by the time they drove over Waterloo Bridge the rush hour was at its peak. At Waterloo a policeman was controlling the traffic and his temper. Through the window Bombardier Sparrow saw a porter and called him over; the porter said his name wasn’t ‘Over’, it was Sebastian.

		‘Which platform, sir?’ said Sebastian.

		‘Tilbury boat train,’ said Bombardier Sparrow springing open his fob watch; the Roman numerals on its enamelled face said eight-forty-six. The driver handed down the luggage.

		‘How much, driver?’ said Sparrow.

		‘Six and threepence, sir.’

		Bombardier Sparrow dipped into his pocket and handed the driver two half crowns, a shilling and a threepenny bit. The driver took it, raised his top hat, displacing the hackle which fell into the street.

		‘You dropped something,’ said Bombardier Sparrow grinning and handing it back to him.

		‘I’m coming to pieces,’ laughed the driver. What he meant to say was what about a bloody tip.

		‘This way,’ said Sebastian trundling his iron trolley. ‘Mind yer backs,’ he shouted, killing people as he went.

		The station was crowded with commuters hurrying to work and men from Her Majesty’s Services catching the boat train – among them Bombardier Sparrow recognized Bombardier George Millington and his wife, Sophie.

		‘Hi, George,’ called Sparrow.

		‘Oh, Leo! Don’t tell me you’re on the same draft!’

		‘All right,’ joked Bombardier Sparrow, ‘I won’t tell you!’

		He turned to Florence. ‘Look who’s here, Flo,’ he said, so she looked who was here. Florence threw her hands up in surprise and caught them as they came down. ‘Fancy, you two and your daughter, Saria.’ The little girl, all embarrassed, hid behind her mother.

		They jostled through the crowd carrying hand luggage with the big P&O labels ‘WANTED ON VOYAGE’. They passed through the barrier, the inspector scanned each green ticket, then clipped a ‘V’ in them with his clippers. At the platform, the Great Southern Railway train stood shining in its green, yellow and black livery. They searched for the third-class compartment marked ‘RESERVED FOR RA PERSONNEL.’.

		‘Here we are,’ shouted Bombardier Millington, opening the carriage door. As they entered the carriage with its black leather seats, they felt the warmth of the steam heating coming from under the seats. They piled their luggage on to the racks above.

		‘Well,’ said Bombardier Sparrow, plonking himself down on the seat, ‘so far so good.’ He loosened his belt and slipped his pillbox hat off.

		‘Paper – morning paper!’ a Cockney news vendor was walking rapidly along the platform.

		‘Here, son,’ shouted Bombardier Millington out the window. ‘The Morning Post. What would you like, Leo?’ he said back through the window.

		‘Oh, I’ll have – I’ll have – er – what would you like, Flo?’ Flo would like the Family Herald.

		‘The Family Herald and Tit-bits, son,’ said Millington.

		With expertise the lad withdrew the two papers from under his arm and with a flick handed them up. ‘Oh,’ said the lad taking the two-shilling piece, ‘’aven’t you got anything smaller, it’s tuppence?’

		Millington fingered through the loose change in his hand. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘I’ve only got a threepenny bit, keep the change.’

		The lad did a pretend spit on it. ‘Oh, good luck, guvnor,’ he said.

		As he did a porter ran along the platform slamming the open doors – the guard at the end was looking at his big chrome watch, a green flag in his hand, ready to go.

		‘We’re nearly off,’ informed Bombardier Millington.

		There followed a shrill whistle from the guard – the carriage lurched forward as the driver eased the throttle forward, the great train, hissing gouts and gushes of steam from its burnished sides, pluming throats of black smoke from its tall brass funnel, eased forward.

		‘We’re on our way,’ said Florence with an excited upward inflection; all faces in the carriage were radiant with expectation.

		Slowly they pulled from the busy station; the great journey had started.
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			RACHMANINOV’S 3RD PIANO CONCERTO



			We are drinking cupped Sonatas like wine,

			The red glow, the cut throat of Sunset.

			Like a tungsten locked Icarus

			I charge my mind with heaven fermented grape

			that grow to Caesar’s Royal Purple in my brain,

			Trim my logic as I may

			The tyrant Onos unbraids my thoughts

			like maidens’ tresses at eve

			I am wafting across mindless heavens

			‘Where am I,’ I ask the Lotus maiden,

			She says ‘Singapore Air Lines –

			Economy Class’.

			– from Open Heart University
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		from It Ends with Magic



		Voyage of the SS Plassey

		On board the SS Plassey, Florence kept a diary which her mother and father gave to her as a going-away present; inside they had written ‘To our fond daughter, Florence’.

		
			14 December 1885

			Boarded SS Plassey at Tilbury, lots and lots of noisy soldiers and their wives boarding as well, Leo was glad to see some friends from his battery sailing with us. We have a nice, clean cabin. We are sharing it with Bombardier Bill Eggit and his wife Emily. The women will sleep in the lower bunks and the men in the upper. Our Cabin B111 is one deck below the main deck – it is an outside cabin so we have a porthole. To start with it was very confusing with everyone looking for the right cabin. At six o’clock a man went round shouting ‘All visitors ashore’, at six-thirty they took in the gang plank, then they let go the hawsers and two black tugs started to push the Plassey into midstream. Then the gong went and a steward went round saying, ‘First sitting for tea.’ That meant us so we eventually found the dining room, it was very crowded. We had bread, butter, apricot jam and
				tea. Surprise, at our table was George Millington and his wife.

		

		As the night closed in, the Plassey moved slowly downstream; past Canvey Island, Southend-on-Sea and Shoeburyness, passengers stood on deck watching the black shapes and lights ashore as they slid past, the ship was vibrating now as the engines went slow ahead, everyone seemed excited at the coming trip. Up on the bridge the Captain, Donald Chaterjack, called, ‘Steady as you go’; the leading seaman shouted down the speaking tube to the engine room, ‘Steady ahead.’

		‘Steady ahead it is,’ came the reply. At first the ship travelled very smoothly down river, but then it started to roll a little as they reached the open sea.

		‘We’re in the Channel, I think,’ said Leo to Flo as he peered down at the black foam-topped waves. It was getting chilly so most people went down to the lounge, which just had long wooden tables with benches, but it was lit by the new electric lights. Some passengers were standing close to them examining the new-fangled bulbs and puzzling out how they worked; some of the men played cards or dominoes, while the women talked or knitted. At eight-thirty the gong went. ‘First sitting for dinner,’ shouted the steward as he walked briskly around the ship’s corridors.

			
			
				
						
						SS Plassey
					
						
						14 December 1885
					
				

			

			  Menu





			
				Potato Soup
			

			
				and Mutton Stew
			

			
				Boiled Potatoes
			

			
				Carrots – Peas
			

			
				and
			

			
				Roly Poly Pudding
			

			
				Tea – Coffee
			

			

		The sleeping arrangements were pretty hysterical. So that the ladies could prepare themselves for bed, the men had to wait outside in the corridor, looking very silly to passing passengers, to whom Leo said, ‘We’re – we’re waiting, aren’t we, Bill?’ The man was a fool.

		Indeed, when George Millington came by, he said, ‘What in God’s name are you doing?’

		Sure enough, Leo said, ‘We’re waiting, aren’t we, Bill?’ The man was a fool.

		When the ladies were in their night-clothes the men had to undress. For this they turned the lights off; in the dark there were thuds and groans as the two men collided while taking off their trousers, accompanied by stifled laughs from the ladies. ‘Go on, laugh,’ said frustrated Leo, and so they went on and laughed. In the middle of the night, when Bombardier Sparrow fell from the top berth, they had another good laugh.
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			TEETH



			English Teeth, English Teeth!

			Shining in the sun

			A part of British heritage

			Aye, each and every one.

			English Teeth, Happy Teeth!

			Always having fun

			Clamping down on bits of fish

			And sausages half done.

			English Teeth! HEROES’ Teeth!

			Hear them click! and clack!

			Let’s sing a song of praise to them –

			Three Cheers for the Brown Grey and Black.

			– from Silly Verse for Kids
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		from It Ends with Magic



		Just then the dark lady arrived with a tray on which was a big, brown Worcester-ware teapot and two of the blue and white teacups. In a silver-plated rack were six slices of hot toast, a pat of butter and another pink pot containing strawberry jam. ‘Just the job,’ said Leo rubbing his hands together.

		‘I’ll be mother,’ said Florence, pouring the tea through a large mesh strainer.

		‘That must be quite a strain,’ said that fool of a man.

		‘Oh, I forget the milk,’ said the dark lady, hurrying off. She returned with a little white fluted milk jug. ‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Anything else,’ she said, ‘you call me.’ What they should call her, she never said. Leo and Florence sipped their tea and talked about their day on the rock.

		‘How did those monkeys get there?’ said Florence.

		‘Well,’ said Leo, ‘there’s a story that they were brought here when the Moors invaded; then, there’s another story, that they came from Africa in a tunnel that runs under the sea and comes out in the big caves in the rock.’

		‘Big caves?’ said Florence.

		‘Yes, big,’ said Leo and for some reason spread his arms. ‘There’s big caves on the rock, it says here,’ and he turned the pages of his P&O guidebook. ‘Look,’ he said showing a page with illustrations.

		‘Oh, they do look interesting,’ she said.

		‘Yes, the illustrations look interesting,’ he repeated. Why?

		Leo there and then decided that the caves would be more interesting than the illustrations. It was the place to visit, Leo said. ‘The only way to see them is go there.’

		He’s getting worse, thought Florence.

		They finished up their tea and toast; Leo paid the bill. ‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘one and sixpence.’

		Outside they caught another landau. ‘Ah, you like the caves,’ said the driver. His horse was done up in a straw hat, coloured ribbons, and lots of decorations on his harness. Unlike the last landau, all the brass and harness were brightly polished and the driver wore a crisp, white, well-ironed jacket.

		‘You have a very smart turnout here,’ said Bombardier Sparrow admiringly.

		‘Yes, I first class,’ said the driver with a Spanish accent. ‘I like keep my horse and carriage very clean.’ At that point, unfortunately, the horse did a steaming wee.

		‘Oh, dear,’ said Leo. ‘I’m sorry.’

		‘Why,’ said Flo, ‘you’re not doing it.’ Leo was embarrassed. That horse! ‘The poor thing can’t help it,’ said Flo.

		‘Oh, he doesn’t need any help, he can do it on his own,’ said Leo.

		The incident over, the horse plodded on to the great caves. The driver gave them some more information.

		‘This place first called by Arabs, Djbel Altar, that mean, tall mountain. But now not Djbel Altar, Gibraltar, English call Gi-bral-tar.’ He laughed as though it was a great joke, which, of course, it wasn’t – ask any Spaniard.

		Arriving at the cave mouth the landau pulled over. ‘Shall I wait for you for some anything, you bloody fool?’ said the driver raising his top hat and letting out the steam.

		Bloody fool? Where did he learn that? He had learned that from soldiers who had told him it meant ‘sir’.

		‘Yes, I think we better keep you,’ said Leo.

		‘Thank you – you bloody fool,’ said the driver.

		A military guide was at the entrance to the cave, a fellow gunner, it was admission free but, ‘If you want a guide,’ said the gunner, ‘it’s sixpence for half an hour.’ Actually, the guide was free, but we all have to make a living; all right, they’d have a guide.

		‘Raymondo,’ the gunner called over to three guides sitting on a bench.

		One stood up and came across. He smiled and said, ‘Yes, I am Raymondo, you bloody fool.’ He’d met the soldiers too. He was a small man aged about forty-five with a black moustache hung under his nose like a coat hanger; he wore a Panama with a band that had the letters ‘Girl Guide’. Into a long, rocky passage he led them along some duck boards over a deep gorge. ‘However did ducks get over these?’ said Leo. The inside of the cave was lit by gas with tinfoil reflectors behind each of the quadruple mantles; it cast a fitting, eerie glow. The guide carried a brand which he lit with a box of Captain Webb matches. As they went deeper in, the cave opened out into a huge size with great stalactites hanging from the roof, like stone organ pipes; water dripped slowly from them to the floor.

		Raymondo pointed to them. ‘It take million years for them to form,’ he said. How the hell did he know? He was only forty-five. At one point in the cave he stopped and said ‘Listen’ and shouted out ‘Helloooo … !’ There was a pause and then his voice echoed back ten times, ‘Helloooo … helloooo … helloooo,’ each one getting fainter and fainter. ‘You try,’ he said. Leo tried and he became fainter and fainter. Florence cupped her hands to her mouth. ‘Hellooo!’ she said, back came the amazing echo.

		‘Let me try again,’ said Leo; he shouted ‘hello’, then ‘stand easy’, then he called his name, his inside leg measurement, a receipt for jelly. Finally, Florence sang a few notes – all came floating back; it was a new experience for them. Deep in the cave they reached a railed-off gallery, from which the great cave descended hundreds of feet into total darkness.

		‘Here we don’t know how deep, people go in there many years ago – never come back.’ It was like Brixton. ‘Very dangerous, now government say no one allowed.’ He held up his lighted brand as the Sparrows peered into the great unknown depths. ‘They say,’ said Raymondo, ‘that through here come the apes from Africa.’

		‘They must have been trying to avoid customs.’

		In half an hour the tour was over; it was cold in there and they were glad to get out into the warm evening sunshine where their landau awaited, albeit with the driver asleep in the back. Leo gave him a light poke in the belly. He stayed asleep, so Leo gave him a heavy poke in the belly, then the knee, then the chest, the buttock, the spine, the pelvis etc. … The man finally screamed.

		‘Sorry, I asleep. Sun very hot, make you tired,’ he said. ‘Ayeuppahh!’ he shouted to his horse, cracked his whip vigorously. Suddenly, with a terrible noise, the horse broke wind, reducing Florence and Leo into helpless laughter.

		
			5 Climo Road
Old Sappers Lines
Poona
India
			

			May 1892
			

			
				My dear Mum and Dad,
			

			
				Well, by now you know that you’re both going to become grandparents, I hope you don’t mind! I’m now on a sergeant’s rhino, so that will help with the extra mouth to feed, though I must say, life out here is so much better than serving in England.3 The Indian Army are very lenient about working conditions. I get quite a bit of time off to do gaffs, otherwise we start work at the dufta early mornings while it’s cool, then we have the afternoon off when it’s hot, then do a few hours in the evening.
				
					4
				
			

			
				As a sergeant I am allowed a horse and a syce. Every morning my syce, Pushram, brings me my horse Kitty, she is an Australian whaler, a horse they breed in Queensland especially for the Indian Army, so before work I have a lovely gallop to Ganishkind, then ride to the Southern Command Offices where another syce stables my horse. These days we have a most pleasant social life, we have tennis courts, a racecourse, polo, hockey and football matches, hockey seems to be the favourite game among the Indians. The current champions are the Poona Rifles, formed from Anglo-Indians with British Officers. My only sport is boxing where exercise consists of getting your face punched in, then waiting for it to come out again. When I arrived here my fame had gone ahead of me, it must have travelled on a faster boat, yes, they knew I had boxed for the Artillery back in Wonderful Woolwich. Last month they asked me to enter the Southern Command championships where for three months men
					clout each other and whoever is left alive wins. By ducking frequently I survived the preliminaries, then came the semi-finals. This was open to those left alive. Now I weigh ten stone six pounds, I stand five foot eight, my God when my opponent got in the ring he was six foot and weighed thirteen stone. For three rounds I ran backward screaming help, then he caught me with a right cross. When I regained consciousness the lights were out and everybody had gone home. Well that’s about all for now.
			

			
				Love to all
				

				     Leo
			

			
				PS. I’m thinking of becoming a Mason!
			

		

		‘Ah, Mrs Sparrow,’ said Doctor Tookram in that sing-song Indian accent, wagging his head like it was on a spring. ‘With the baby coming, I am thinking you are too thin with thinness. Oh dear, no, you must building yourself up, now. I am knowing that from what soldiers say that the drinking of the Guinness is good for you, so if you are finding some, you must be taking it into your body, like that!’ He charged Florence five rupees. So, for many evenings to come, Florence sat with Leo in front of their house and drank ‘the Guinness into your body, like that’. She went on for a month drinking the stuff, she never got any fatter just drunker and drunker as the Guinness ‘went into the body like that’.

		‘Look,’ said Leo, ‘you’ll drown the bloody baby, I can’t let you go on, you’re becoming an alcoholic.’

		‘It’s all right, dear,’ said Florence, staggering naked around the front garden. ‘I confessed it to the priest.’

		‘What does he say?’ said Leo.

		‘He said where can he get it.’

		The RAMC doctor, Captain Parkinson, had a different cure for Florence’s thinness. ‘Arrowroot,’ he said. ‘Have some at bedtime.’ So at night, while Leo sipped his shandy, Florence was eating cold arrowroot. One evening they were visited by friends. It was dark when they arrived. Florence said, ‘What would you like?’

		They said, ‘Oh, whatever you’re having’, so they had cold arrowroot – they never came again.
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			ME



			Born screaming small into this world –

			Living I am

			Occupational therapy twixt birth and death –

			What was I before?

			What will I be next?

			What am I now?

			Cruel answer carried in the jesting mind of a careless God.

			   I will not bend and grovel

			   When I die. If He says my sins are myriad

			   I will ask why He made me so imperfect

			   And he will say ‘My chisels were blunt’.

			   I will say ‘Then why did you make so

			         many of me’.

			Bethlehem Hospital
Highgate 1966

			– from Small Dreams of a Scorpion
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			BAD REPORT – GOOD MANNERS



			My daddy said, ‘My son, my son,

			This school report is bad.’

			I said, ‘I did my best I did,

			My dad my dad my dad.’

			‘Explain, my son, my son,’ he said,

			‘Why bottom of the class?’

			‘I stood aside, my dad my dad,

			To let the others pass.’

			– from Unspun Socks from a Chicken’s Laundry
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			THE ABC



			T’was midnight in the schoolroom

			And every desk was shut,

			When suddenly from the alphabet

			Was heard a loud ‘Tut-tut!’

			Said A to B, ‘I don’t like C;

			His manners are a lack.

			For all I ever see of C

			Is a semi-circular back!’

			‘I disagree,’ said D to B,

			‘I’ve never found C so.

			From where I stand, he seems to be

			An uncompleted O.’

			C was vexed, ‘I’m much perplexed,

			You criticize my shape.

			I’m made like that, to help spell Cat

			And Cow and Cool and Cape.’

			‘He’s right,’ said E; said F, ‘Whoopee!’

			Said G, ‘’Ip, ’ip, ’ooray!’

			‘You’re dropping me,’ roared H to G.

			‘Don’t do it please I pray!’

			‘Out of my way,’ LL said to K.

			‘I’ll make poor I look ILL.’

			To stop this stunt, J stood in front,

			And presto! ILL was JILL.

			‘U know,’ said V, ‘that W

			Is twice the age of me,

			For as a Roman V is five

			I’m half as young as he.’

			X and Y yawned sleepily,

			‘Look at the time!’ they said.

			‘Let’s all get off to beddy byes.’

			They did, then, ‘Z-z-z.’

		

		or

		alternative last verse

		
			X and Y yawned sleepily,

			‘Look at the time!’ they said.

			They all jumped in to beddy byes

			And the last one in was Z!

			– from Silly Verse for Kids
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		from Indefinite Articles and Scunthorpe



		Eccentrics

		According to Cassell’s three-page dictionary for computerized idiots, the word eccentric means: ‘Deviating from the centre; an oddity; a mechanical contrivance for converting circular into reciprocating rectilinear motion, especially that operating the side valve of a steam engine.’ Having been accused by the Boulting Brothers of being an eccentric, I am puzzled as to why they didn’t give me my correct title, i.e. a mechanical contrivance for converting circular into reciprocating etc. etc. etc.…

		So … when Willy Davis said, ‘Milligan, kneel down, I the God of Punch dub thee Writer, go, write something about Eccentrics,’ I began to wonder just why I was one and had never noticed it. I mean, when I read Oliver St John Gogarty’s description of a gentleman waiting to cross Sackville Street dressed in a top hat, a football jersey, evening dress jacket, cricket pads, a girdled cavalry sword and holding a red guard’s van flag, I thought that was an eccentric – but no, apparently nobody even noticed him, so who were the eccentrics – him, or the passing pedestrians? It’s difficult to say; however, racing back through my boyhood I realized that my whole family were, as I said, mechanical contrivances for converting circular into etc. etc.…

		Let’s start with my father. For a start I thought every football fan who listened to his team (Arsenal) on the wireless, like my father wore a red and white football jersey, and carried a football rattle and took swigs from a beer bottle. When TV started and he could see the game, he added a referee’s whistle. Even on that he had a variant; he would turn off the TV sound, blindfold himself and listen to the radio commentary, every now and then stealing a glance at the screen to see if the commentary tied up with the game.

		The night before the match he would unroll a small plan of a football pitch, and, using sugar lumps dipped in red ink for Arsenal, he would lock himself in the parlour. We could hear him shouting out instructions. ‘It’s the long ball down the middle that will do it … forget flank penetration, there’s too many in the goalmouth, it’s the headed ball over the defence … 3 goals and you’re on to a bonus of 10 shillings a man … you can live it up …’ and so on. For economy’s sake my mother had to use the inked sugar cubes, and all through the soccer season I drank red tea.

		My mother’s side, the Kettlebands, were also mechanical contrivances etc., especially my late Uncle Hughie, who would try and see how far he could walk without opening his eyes. He once managed three-quarters of a mile. For this he chose a large, barren, treeless plain in Hyderabadsind, but it took him so long he was stricken with sunstroke. He moved to London where there were no large treeless plains; trying to break his record he was knocked down by a tram in Catford, SE6. When he was discharged from Lewisham Hospital, he took up another test of self-control, holding his breath underwater. He calculated the less pressure on the body the less exertion and therefore a longer duration of breath retention, so he would lie on his bed face down, his head hanging over the foot of the bed. He also believed that cold water absorbed body energy (true), consequently the water had to be at body temperature, 98.4 degrees. So that he
			could time it to perfection, he bought a waterproof stop-watch that he placed at the bottom of the bucket; this was so that no time was lost in having to take head from water to look at stop-watch. He managed up to two minutes but this brought on nosebleeds and terminated his attempts.

		He then settled for seeing if it was possible to sleep in the upright position, and many’s the night I awoke to see him standing on his bed at three in the morning. After two weeks he still hadn’t managed it. He persisted and then one night, in the early hours, I heard a terrible THUD and a groan; he had fallen asleep, his legs had collapsed and he had been catapulted to the concrete floor which split his head open. ‘Must have lost control,’ he said as we bandaged his head.

		This, dear reader, is not all. His mother, the late Margaret Burnside-Kettleband (my grandmother), who looked the epitome of normality, left behind her a trail of yellow powder. She swore she had never had arthritis in her legs because every morning she poured two ounces of sulphur into her socks. When she and grandpa did the Lancers at the gallop at the Governor’s Ball (Poona) they were soon swirling in a knee-high yellow dust. My grandpa, Trumpet-Major Alfred Henry Kettleband MM, was all in the same mould.

		A respectable, rich Hindu lad, one Percy Lalkaka (Urdu translation: ‘Red Dung’) fell madly in love with my Auntie Eileen, but he was frightened off. My grandfather would frequently appear in his wife’s floral nightgown. Holding a boiled egg in a spoon, he would glide past them, grinning and saying. ‘There’s going to be frost tonight in Quetta,’ and disappear into the bathroom where he could be heard pouring buckets of water into the WD bath. A pause, then he would reappear, clad in shorts, now holding a spoonful of curry powder: ‘But … it’s going to be damned hot tonight.’ It terminated the romance.

		All that I have told you I accepted as normal. I was five at the time. I became personally involved in eccentricity (that’s off-peak electricity), when my father, owing to his strange behaviour in India, was posted to Rangoon as a Sergeant in the Port Defence. One day he came to me. ‘Son,’ he said, ‘the jungles are full of Dacoits, you must learn to defend yourself, come with me.’ He placed me behind a rock and gave me an old Lee-Enfield filled with blanks, while he, wearing a dragon mask, plunged into the undergrowth. ‘When you see me, fire, and I will judge if you have scored a hit.’ As he ran hither and thither I blazed away. Occasionally he would shout, ‘A hit, a hit,’ and then stick a red adhesive spot on his body or face.

		Came three o’clock, he was a mass of red spots and exhausted, but worse was to come. A nursing mother kite-hawk (wing span five feet) dove on him and clawed off his wig and flew away. It was a puzzled coolie who saw a man covered in red spots, with a bald and bleeding head, shouting up at the sky and throwing rocks in the air. The next day my father decided not to be the target, so he got several puzzled coolies to surround him holding lathis (police sticks) and, wielding two blank cartridge pistols, he blazed away, forcing the victims to stick on red spots when ‘hit’.

		Many of you may think that all I tell you is lies, but a picture was taken of the last incident. I leave you now to return to my life as a mechanical contrivance for converting circular etc. etc. Oh yes, the caption on the back of the photo, which is my father’s own, reads, ‘Picture taken in Burma in 1930 shows Captain Leo Milligan practising “Custer’s Last Stand”, which he learnt in New Mexico as a boy, using his own Lascars as the enemy and shooting soap bullets with a reduced charge.’ Any questions?
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			INDIA! INDIA!



			As a boy

			I watched India through fresh Empirical eyes.

			Inside my young khaki head

			I grew not knowing any other world.

			My father was a great warrior

			My mother was beautiful

			     and never washed dishes,

			     other people did that,

			I was only 4, I remember

			     they cleaned my shoes,

			     made my bed.

			‘Ither ow’

			‘Kom Kurrow’

			Yet, in time I found them gentler

			     than the khaki people

			They smiled in their poverty

			After dark, when the khaki people

			     were drunk in the mess

			I could hear Minnima and

			     her family praying in their godown.

			In the bazaar the khaki men

			     are brawling

			No wonder they asked us to leave.

			– from Open Heart University
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			I ONCE - AS A CHILD



			I once – as a child – saw Mahatma Ghandi

			Walk past the Old Sappers Lines, Climo Road –

			He was on his way to Yeroda Gaol. ‘He’s not

			As black as he’s painted’ said my kind Grandmother –

			But I found out he was not painted –

			It was his real colour.

			– from Small Dreams of a Scorpion
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			GROWING UP I



			Even tho’ they are my tomorrows

			Do they know my yesterdays

			are wrapped up in them?

			Those golden yesterdays.

			Was there ever a sound

			like child laughter,

			Was there ever such talk

			as theirs,

			That lily pure truth on their lips?

			Grown you are, yet I only see

			the child in you.

			It is past reality, it is a haunting,

			I cannot live without the

			memory of it.

			At the going of those yesterdays

			my todays ended.

			– from The Mirror Running
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		from Depression and How to Survive It



		My father and mother loved theatricals. They were given time in the army in those days. But they rowed – the sound of rows always upset me. I can remember my mother and father having a row in Rangoon which upset me. I can still hear it ringing in my ears, this terrible screaming and shouting. I have always been hypersensitive to noise. We had just come from Poona to Rangoon, where my father had already been posted in advance of us, and I think he had been having an affair with an Anglo-Indian girl, a slant-eyed temple maiden of Kipling, and he was saying ‘I only took her out dancing’ and this screaming match went on which frightened me very much.

		[Mother] was always either hugging me close and loving me to death or hating me and screaming at me. I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t understand the extremes of temperament. I couldn’t cope with it at all.

		When I stopped going to Church – I was eighteen at the time – she started an unending attack on me every Sunday as to why I wouldn’t go to Church such that eventually I left home and went to stay with Harold Fagg [a friend]. She could be very demanding.

		I was about six and a picnic was going on. She was very beautiful and I remember one of the chaps who was with her pulled her head right back and it upset me so much that I ran inside the house and cried, I don’t know why. Did I love her? Was she my girlfriend deep down? I was jealous.

		She seemed to fuss over me all the time. In fact I wasn’t able to take responsibility. She did it all, everything. She used to make my bed in the morning, clean my shoes, make my breakfast and I used to take it as normal.

		[Father] was a soldier and he was away a lot from home. My mother was very highly strung and not cruel but used to beat me sometimes quite violently, and I think there was this resentment that I didn’t have anybody to go to. I thought when you got beaten by your mother you went to your father and vice versa. I don’t know – it’s a mystery. I’d like to be put to sleep one day and asked about it.

		I don’t know what it was all about. I believe I wished my father was with me more. I think I wanted some extra attention. I remember it was very awful lying there all wet. And then I remember being picked up and dried and powder being put on and clean pyjamas, and then being tucked up again in fresh sheets, and it was a very wonderful thing indeed to be put back to sleep again, clean and dry and warm.

		He would come back and we would all have a jolly time shooting deer. Actually I didn’t like that. I remember one was pregnant and it was like an arrow in my head. I think that is why I am a vegetarian.

		I suppose I was four or five. I remember being given a chota bazri – the Indian for small breakfast – on a tennis court where our beds had been taken out at night because of the great heat. And I remember the toys my father gave me, he had them carved out of wood for me by his Indian carpenter – but I had one toy I really loved, he was called Mickey, a huge donkey – a caricature of a donkey – who used to sit up at the front whenever we all went for a ride in a gharry or a Victoria or a tonga. I don’t know what happened to him. My parents always threw everything out, gave everything away. I’m surprised they never threw me away. That’s why I’ve always kept my children’s things. My parents had no feelings for belongings.

		I remember leaving Rangoon, I was fourteen, and I stood on the deck of the ship and I burst into tears but my mother never knew nor my father, nobody ever knew. I didn’t let on. I kept that sort of thing to myself. Odd thing but the only other time I remember crying like that was when I was on the boat that was going to take us on the invasion of North Africa. It was late night in Liverpool and all the soldiers had gone down below deck to their hammocks and I stayed on deck looking at the water and I burst into uncontrollable fits of crying. Perhaps I recalled the previous trip. I am not very good at leaving things.
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		from Scunthorpe Revisited, Added Articles and Instant Relatives



		Christmas in India 1923

		My own particular memory of Christmas was more fragrant: it had curry smells. My first recollection was when I was four and living in the Cantonment of Poona, a well-known wog-beating area. In the baking heat of 120 degrees in the shade I observed my parents sticking little blobs of white cotton wool on the windows. Never having seen any, I never knew it was meant to be snow. On reflection, how much more appropriate to have dotted the windows with curry paste and slicked banana portions.

		My little questioning mind asked my parents how Father Christmas came and was told ‘Down the chimney’. When I pointed out we hadn’t any they changed tack. Ah yes, no, this Father Christmas would come via the back door. That’s why they left the back door open, and that, dear reader, is why we were burgled. Alas, the thief, being a Hindu, had no idea that in the early hours my parents would be actively placing the presents at the bed end. They both collided in the parlour, my father grabbed the thief, naked except for a loincloth, while my mother phoned the police. Hearing the noise, I and my brother arose from our beds to see turbaned policemen manacling and hitting the unfortunate Hindu with their fists until he apparently told them he was a Harijan (Untouchable). When they reverted to sticks, the Hindu fell to his knees clutching my father’s legs.

		My little brother said to me, ‘Is that Father Kwismus?’ I didn’t know.

		Seeing us, my mother shushed us back to our beds with the story that a naughty man had tried to steal all Father Christmas’s toys, and on that we went to sleep again.

		I tell this story because the following year, by which time the family were in Rangoon (The Rangoon Show), come Christmas my little brother said, ‘Are the hitting men coming tonight?’

		My mother, who had forgotten the incident, said, ‘What hitting men, dear?’

		‘You know, Mummy, the hitting men and the man with no clothes on who cried!’

		Should she take him to a child psychiatrist? No, no hitting men came that year. Instead, at five minutes to midnight on Christmas Eve, the earthquake came. My parents leapt from their beds and rushed us into the garden as the crows, disturbed from the trees, sent up a great cawing. Yes, that was another Merry Christmas.

		
			[image: Image Missing]
		

		from Indefinite Articles and Scunthorpe



		Some Like It Hot

		There are many ways of keeping warm. It all depends on how much money you have. Let’s start at the bottom, that is the bottom of the social scale. There are those gentlemen of the road who at midnight can be seen sleeping peacefully on the embankment in cold weather. The secret is the English Newspaper, which is wrapped around the inside of the outergarments, the Financial Times being a favourite; as one tramp said, ‘Like bein’ wrapped in dreams.’

		I myself was working-class and keeping warm was different in each room. The outside WC in winter was a formidable affair, so when I saw my father putting on long underwear, a heavy sweater, overcoat, muffler and gloves I knew what his next function was. My brother had his own method: he would do vigorous exercises until he was boiling hot, then rush to the WC, abort at speed and get back before he grew cold. The only room with heat was the kitchen where a great iron stove glowed red, fed with all the rubbish in the house; on its hot plate kettles steamed and whistled, pots boiled, conkers hardened, chestnuts popped and socks and underwear steamed in the scarlet heat, and grandma’s shins scorched in the inferno. No, there was no heating problem for the poor in the kitchen, but the rest of the home was clutched in Stygian ice.

		The habit of staying up late only came into being when people stopped sleeping in the kitchen or, to be exact, in pre-industrial times the kitchen, bedroom and living-room were all one room. But came the age of the separate bedroom and late nights started. My own family would start to disrobe in the kitchen, start putting on flannelette nightshirts, pyjamas, bed socks, etc., and finally, each one clutching a hot water bottle, we would get on our marks and at a signal run screaming to our freezing beds, from where we would all groan and scream, ‘O Christ I’m freezin’, cor stone a crow, Brrrrrrrrr, etc., etc.,’ until the bed became warm. Winter mornings were agony; the thought of getting out of bed was as pleasant as hara-kiri. So I would pull my suit into bed and, when it was warm, undress and dress under the bedclothes; mind you my suit looked like a concertina, but I was warm.

		Now the article is about keeping warm, so let’s bring it into the present. I give up. I don’t know how to keep warm. Keeping warm with central heating is very difficult, because most of the time is spent roasting. As a result one spends the evening adjusting the thermostat, opening and closing windows, taking off jackets or pullovers, so there is as much difficulty keeping warm with central heating as if you were in a freezing room. If it were up to me, I would abolish all central heating; it destroys furniture, floors, walls, and your respiratory system. No, a big cosy armchair, a pair of thick woollen socks, carpet slippers and a roaring coal fire (or logs) are the answer. In the street, people only get cold if they walk like cripples (as most of the English do). I walk very fast; as a result I arrive at work warm as toast and exhausted for the day.

	


End of sample
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