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In this age, the mere example of non-conformity, the mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service. Precisely because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through that tyranny, that people should be eccentric. Eccentricity has always abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally been proportional to the amount of genius, mental vigour, and moral courage which it contained. That so few now dare to be eccentric marks the chief danger of the time.

John Stuart Mill



They say that the only way to find truth is to deny oneself, but I would rather have a bash at finding it the luxury way. Wouldn’t you? You see, one’s hope of finding it is so small that it seems silly to go after it the hard way, doesn’t it?

Terry-Thomas
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Prologue


The point I am trying to make is that you must give the ruddy thing a chance …



THERE HE IS, out on the tennis court, ready to play the first game of his match against a frightfully nice, terribly well-brought-up, but rather gullible sort of young fellow. Thwack! The frightfully nice young fellow, blinded by the sunlight, hits his first serve straight into the net. He tries again: Thwack! Double fault: Love-fifteen (‘Hard cheese!’). Thwack! Another limp serve droops straight down into the net (‘Hard cheese!’), followed by a second that actually manages to make it over the net – at last – and deep into the other side of the court. ‘Out!’ cries the young fellow’s crafty opponent – ‘but I’ll take it!’ Thwack-whizz! Love-thirty (‘Hard cheese!’). The next serve also ends up in the net (‘Hard cheese!’). The next one fails to materialise at all (‘Oh! Hard cheese!’). Love-forty. The frightfully nice young fellow takes a deep breath, tosses up the ball and tries his very best to save the game: Thwack! ‘Out! Hard cheese!’ The second serve flies off sideways and ends up rattling into the wire fence. Thwack-ping! ‘Oh, I say!’ crows his tormentor. ‘Smashing cricket stroke! Well, that’s, ah, one-love. Sure you wouldn’t like that handicap?’

This is School For Scoundrels’ Raymond Delauney, otherwise known, mutatis mutandis, as The Naked Truth’s Lord Mayley, otherwise known as I’m All Right, Jack’s Major Hitchcock, otherwise known as Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines’ Sir Percy Ware-Armitage, Bart, otherwise known as It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World’s Lt-Col. J. Algernon Hawthorne – but always known, to his watching audience, as the one and only Terry-Thomas.

Terry-Thomas was – and remains – British cinema’s favourite fake. With his sly little moustache, his broad gap-toothed grin, his garish waistcoats, his ostentatious cigarette holders and his bright-eyed, gleefully ‘up-to-something’ way of saying ‘Hell-o!’, he was blatantly all form and no content, a comically inverted image of the conventional English gent. He was, in short, an absolute bounder.

What is a bounder? A bounder is not quite the same kind of character as a cad, a wastrel, an arriviste or a parvenu. Unlike his tougher cousin the cad, the bounder is not the type of person who is wilfully callous and cruel. Unlike the wastrel, the bounder is no hopeless slave to aimless profligacy. Unlike the arriviste – who is desperate to get somewhere – or the parvenu – who is desperate to stay there – the bounder is content just to nip in and out of there and elsewhere without ever being called on to pay the full price of admission.

A bounder is, in short, a crafty tall story – a distinctively English kind of free rider. He is a man who is prepared, in order to ensure that he gets his own way, to bend the rules of whatever is considered to be the proper type of adult behaviour, and slip a shiny shoe or two beyond the bounds of gentlemanly good grace. He is neither good nor bad, but merely childishly self-obsessed: a chronically mischievous, uncomplicatedly flawed and unashamedly sybaritic old rascal.

There have been plenty of bounders – half-baked and full-blown – in real life. Take B.J.T. ‘Bosie’ Bosanquet, for example: a very well-connected sporting Old Etonian and Oxford Blue, with a weakness for billiards, banking and long leisurely lunches, who popularised that most bounderish of cricketing actions, the notorious ‘wrong’un’, or, as it also came to be known, the googly – a ball delivered with an orthodox leg-break action which, with a deviously unorthodox twist of the wrist at the moment of release, bounces towards the batsman from an impertinently unexpected off-break angle. ‘Bad form!’ gasped the watching gentlemen. ‘Ding-dong!’ giggled the watching bounders.

Take, as another example, none other than Bosie’s very own son, Reginald Bosanquet, who read the news on British television for ITN during the 1970s. Dubbed ‘Reggie Beaujolais’ by a grateful Private Eye, this thrice-married soft-cheeked sybarite with the lop-sided grin became notorious for the tipsiness of his delivery, the woozy look of his wig and the louche nature of his on-screen exchanges with a succession of attractive young female colleagues. During bulletins he would disregard most of the urgent instructions that reached him via his earpiece, sniggered while reporting on an elderly lady’s kitten that was rescued by the Army from high up a tree only to then be accidentally run over by their own truck, and sometimes hiccuped in the middle of sober political stories (thus inspiring the euphemism ‘completely newscastered’). Away from the screen, he socialised with undisguised relish, demanding plenty of chilled white wine ‘drunk from a pewter or silver goblet’,1 and was once discovered looking tired and emotional alongside a similarly worse-for-wear Oliver Reed deep in the bowels of the Royal Albert Hall (when both men should have been upstairs in the audience for a major television industry event), studying – so they claimed – ‘the inner workings of the heating system’.2 Late on in his broadcasting career, Bosanquet even had the nerve to slur his saucy way through a ‘funky’ pop record called ‘Dance With Me’: ‘Dance, now, ladies … Let me see you all dance … There, that’s it, that’s good … I feel rather splendid at present …’3 ‘Unprofessional!’ snapped the gentlemen. ‘Unmissable!’ sniggered the bounders.

Then there was the writer, musician, painter, raconteur and cofounder of the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, Vivian Stanshall – a sly young wag from Oxfordshire who kept his wit uncorrupted by commerce, fled from every job that threatened to become even remotely ‘proper’, and dedicated himself unreservedly to a lush life of imaginative and elaborate larks. On one celebrated occasion (which was then reprised at irregular intervals), he wandered into an unsuspecting London tailor’s shop and started admiring a particular pair of sturdy-looking woollen trousers; his accomplice arrived, posing as another customer, and insisted that he wanted to purchase the very same item of clothing. The two men contested the issue fiercely by pulling at one leg each until, much to the watching tailor’s horror, the trousers tore in half – at which point a one-legged actor (hired by Stanshall) hopped into the shop and exclaimed excitedly, ‘Ah – just what I’ve been looking for!’4 ‘Juvenile!’ moaned the gentlemen. ‘Delightful!’ cheered the bounders.

It was the same sort of thing, on the screen, with Terry-Thomas – only more so. He was never, in truth, a particularly good on-screen bounder, in the sense that his bounding was so easily bated, but his obvious incompetence – in addition to his unashamed incorrigibility – only served to make him all the more endearing.

In School for Scoundrels, for example, he tries to charm his way into the affections of his chum’s new girlfriend (‘Oh, hel-lo, hell-oh, hell-ohhh! Where did you find this lovely creature?’) – first by showing off at his regular posh restaurant (‘It’s an honest little wine, especially if it’s allowed to breathe for a while. Unless, of course, the grapes have had too much of the Dordogne wind – in which case they have a tendency to sulk. I think you’ll like it!’), and then by cheating his way to a win over his fair-minded rival at tennis (‘Hard cheese, old boy!’) – but he still ends up being beaten by, of all things, a simple show of sincerity (‘Just a minute! Something’s gone wrong! Stop that I say!’).

Similarly, in the rather harsher context of Too Many Crooks, he sets out to stash a tidy sum far away from the prying eyes of the men at Her Majesty’s Treasury, and tries his best to appear blithely unconcerned when informed that his kidnapped wife will be cut into little pieces unless he coughs up the lion’s share of the cash (‘Start slicing, old fruit!’). By the close of the movie, however, he finds himself outwitted by a bunch of incompetent blackmailers (‘I fell for it!’), and stuck not only firmly under the thumb of his defiantly uncut wife but also sharply in the sights of his newly acquired son-in-law (whose profession turns out to be none other than that of the deeply dreaded tax inspector).

Sometimes, such as in Carlton-Browne of the F.O., he gets to play the kind of dim-witted and repressed English character for whom the business of bounding, though it undoubtedly holds some appeal, ends up being deemed a dare or two too far. Even when portraying such craven and quietly frustrated poor coves as these, however, he still manages to provide us with at least the odd tantalising glimpse of the corruptible old rogue who lurks within. Licking his lips and knocking back another strong glass of something-or-other as he watches a scantily clad table-dancer have her pert little bottom smacked, ‘CB’ allows himself to sit back and reveal the giveaway gap-toothed grin: ‘Good show!’ he whispers gratefully as the woman jumps down nearby and scampers off into the night.

Terry-Thomas would not have objected to being styled a bounder off the screen as well as on it – indeed, he often seemed to actively encourage such a patently one-dimensional portrayal – but, in truth, he was a far more admirable, interesting and complicated creature than that. No one, it seemed, was ever entirely sure who, essentially, he really was – even his own family was puzzled by how and why he came to seem so dazzlingly sui generis – but ‘T-T’ was the kind of enigma who engaged far more than he enraged. Whatever he was up to, it was fascinating for the rest of us to watch him go about it.

He contained contradictions, but in the kind of way that seemed, somehow, to make sense. Terry-Thomas was a self-made toff, a class-bound critic of the class system, a deft filleter of dubious privilege who took out all of the spiky conceit and left in only the fleshy fun. He was drawn not to the haughtiness (which is why he regarded the likes of the ‘extremely snooty’ Rex Harrison, who would ignore you if ‘he didn’t think that you were in his class’, with a fair amount of disdain)5 but rather to the hedonism. The promise of pleasure was what drove him on.

Born into a relatively unexceptional lower-middle-class English family from darkest Barnet, he began transforming himself at a very early age into a defiantly dandified kind of young gadabout. Like an anglicised version of West Egg’s Jay Gatsby, the man who became ‘T-T’ would seem to have sprung ‘from his Platonic conception of himself’.6 He was not, he later acknowledged, the first Teddy Boy, but he did actually become, he declared proudly, ‘the first Terry Boy’.7

It was from staid conventions that he went on to bound so determinedly beyond – all of those grim, fatalistic and class-based attitudes and outlooks that were suffocating so many once-bright British lives. ‘I shall not be cowed’ was always his motto,8 and he really meant it, ignoring all of the snorts of derision at his knowingly faux way of speaking, dressing and behaving, and simply pushing ahead with his pursuit of a singularly pleasurable style of life.

He did more than just have fun, however, beyond the various boundaries over which he breezed. In addition to the crucial contribution he made in the movies to the Boulting Brothers’ smart little post-war social satires, he also brought an impressively innovative wit and spirit to the fledgling era of British television. How Do You View? – his pioneering debut series from the late 1940s and early 1950s – was the first small-screen comedy show to really acknowledge, explore and exploit the medium that conveyed it, attempting everything from sharp comic close-ups to surprise shots of the cameras and crew. It was not Michael Bentine (with It’s a Square World), Spike Milligan (with Q) or the Monty Python team who first taught television how to trick and twist and tease – it was actually Terry-Thomas.

Then he blazed a trail for other British comic actors in America, where he carved out a long and lucrative career for himself (not by mocking his compatriots, but rather by celebrating their splendid capacity for self-mockery). Appearing on US television alongside the likes of Judy Garland, Bing Crosby, Danny Kaye, Don Rickles and Lucille Ball, and in Hollywood movies with such stars as Jack Lemmon, Spencer Tracy, Jayne Mansfield, Rock Hudson, Doris Day and Jerry Lewis, he became every American’s idea of how a mischievous English gent should look, sound and behave.

Although he was never given to remorseless self-analysis, he none the less always knew, on some conscious and comfortably workable level, what he was really up to, and why he was bothering to do it. Form became his content, and style his substance, as an ironic response to the heavy-lidded banalities of his time. As the critic D’Aurevilly once observed, ‘Dandyism is the product of a bored society’,9 and Terry-Thomas, with his own inimitable brand of sartorial frivolity, cocked a snook at the chronically dull sobriety of post-war Britain (‘If I chose to spend my bus fares on a carnation,’ he once said defiantly, ‘that, I considered, was my business’10). Even in plain old black-and-white, he was always the incorrigibly ‘colourful’ character, sending up the pretensions of the many ‘temporary’ gentlemen of the era while still appreciating the sheer rebelliousness of their cheek. Acknowledging ‘how absurd’ his public persona was, he said that it was his ‘good luck’ that he was ‘able to earn a great deal of money by sending up pompous Englishmen, the sort of people to whom I had been exposed a lot as a young man. But I wasn’t one of them. I suppose really I’ve cashed in on playing the lower-middle-class pretending to be upper-class.’11

That was Terry-Thomas: the actor who was so good at acting like an actor – not a stage or screen actor, but rather the kind of social actor who we all, to varying extents, are: a prosaic self-publicist, a show-off of (what we like to think of as) our best and most appealing self. Whenever we see him do it, we laugh at the persistence of our own childish vanity, and we warm to the memory of our own childish cheek and joie de vivre.

He may have died in 1990, but, in various ways, his influence has continued right through to this day. A role model for the urbane and worldly wise raconteur, an inspiration to the classier kind of ironist, a shining example for the budding individualist and an excellent guide for those who dream of being wittily silly, the spirit of T-T still engages with a wide range of tastes, attitudes, ambitions and ages. The children’s television glove puppet, Basil Brush, for example, is an acknowledged terylene tribute to the spirit of Terry-Thomas (as are both Dustin Hoffman’s depiction of the eponymous anti-hero in Hook, and, at least in vocal terms, Rupert Everett’s portrayal of the devious and vainglorious Prince Charming in Shrek 2).12 Ronnie Corbett’s enduringly popular rambling anecdotes on BBC1’s The Two Ronnies and elsewhere are another happy hommage to T-T. Similarly, successive generations of light-hearted iconoclasts have warmed to his indomitable addiction to fun, citing him as a kindred irreverent spirit. When, for instance, the British comedian Vic Reeves was invited by the makers of a television commercial for a mobile phone company to select his ideal recipient of a casual call, he had no hesitation in choosing Terry-Thomas: ‘If I had a One-2-One with Terry-Thomas,’ Reeves revealed, ‘I’d find out if he really was a bounder … I hope he was!’13

In London during March 1999, a National Film Theatre season of Terry-Thomas movies attracted not only lovers of old English cinema, 1950s comedies and Boulting Brothers social satire, but also a surprising number of young T-T fanatics. ‘People have been turning up in evening dress,’ said a delighted NFT spokesperson, ‘with false moustaches and carrying cigarettes in long holders. And everyone has been trying to steal the cardboard cut-outs of Terry which are dotted around the foyer. We’ve never had a response like it.’14 Traces of T-T have turned up in some of the most unlikely places: in 1998, for example, the big beat band Propellerheads featured a sample of his voice in the single named after one of his catchphrases, ‘Bang On!’,15 and when the former middleweight and super-middleweight world champion boxer Chris Eubank was asked how on earth a black British sportsman from East Dulwich ended up wearing a bowler hat, a monocle, a cravat, a brightly coloured waistcoat, jodhpurs and spats on a regular basis, he explained that his role model had been none other than Terry-Thomas.16 More predictably, the comedian Paul Whitehouse was another performer who tipped his hat at the memory of T-T by modelling one of The Fast Show’s resident characters, the 13th Duke of Wybourne, on the enduring image of Terry-Thomas: with his slightly rumpled dinner jacket, an opened bottle of champagne and a wicked glint in his eye, the raffish 13th Duke would always turn up, as if by accident, at various halls of residence, dormitories and French maids’ finishing schools, and, standing in the middle of a room full of sleeping girls, would grin lasciviously at the camera and whisper, ‘What? Me? Here? With my reputation?’

Terry-Thomas’s own reputation, however, though still reasonably sound and secure, could actually do with another, much closer, look. It currently rests solely on the lustre of the shiny surface, and discourages us from exploring the hidden depths that lurked beneath. Here, however, was far more than a mere gap-toothed grin and a glinting eye. Here was also a delightfully shrewd actor, a strikingly clever comedian and a deceptively complicated human being. What follows, therefore, while celebrating the appeal of the familiar icon, will also seek to appreciate the achievement of the relatively unfamiliar figure who brought the bounder to life.



CHAPTER ONE

Hell-o!


I shall not be cowed.



THE PERSON WHO would one day become known to the world as Terry-Thomas was born on 10 July 1911, tiny, plain and unhyphenated, as Thomas Terry Hoar Stevens in what in those days was the relatively humdrum London suburb of North Finchley.1 He would always claim to have come into the world on 14 July 1911 inside a house called ‘Glenfern’ in Nether Street, but, as his birth certificate confirms, the erroneous coincidence with Bastille Day seems merely to have served a subsequent humorous purpose (‘The French, you may have noticed, celebrate my birthday by dancing in the streets’2). He actually emerged inside a smart little Victorian maisonette situated a couple of streets away from Nether Street, on the other side of what is now Finchley Central tube station, at 53 Lichfield Grove, Church End.

It is not clear why he ever felt moved to attempt such a modest deception, because, by his own admission, he always believed that he should have been born in a far better class of borough, and not merely a fractionally more fashionable sort of street. Apparently an out-and-out snob ‘even as a nipper’, the fledgling Thomas Stevens felt that he was the victim of some kind of frightful genetic mix-up: instead of growing up in a golden, glamorous, glorious part of England – which was where, more or less right from the start, he felt that he had been pre-programmed to pop up – this brown-haired and hazel-eyed little boy found himself stuck in the mundane, mediocre, lower-middle-class milieu of Finchley. It did not seem fair. It did not seem right.

It was not just dull old Finchley, however, that bothered young Thomas Stevens; it was his family, too. His father, Ernest Frederick Stevens, certainly struck him as something of a disappointment. Although Ernest’s own parents, Frederick and Julia, had been a ‘jolly well-off’ couple who had settled in Shepherd’s Hill (which in those days was regarded as one of the smartest streets in Highgate), he was himself always struggling to live up to such lofty social and material standards.3 A bowler-hatted butcher (or, as he might have preferred to be called, a ‘provision merchant’) at Smithfield Market, the lean and neat Ernest Stevens was (his son would grudgingly acknowledge) ‘a stylish person up to a point’, in the sense that he sported a conservative but ‘immaculate’ dress sense and invariably smelled ‘like a first-class railway carriage’, but, alas, the hoped-for haute bourgeois effect was forever compromised by a ‘flat, toneless, London accent with very little character’.4

The precociously snobbish young Tom (as most of his family would always call him) was slightly more positive about his gregarious, gap-toothed and ‘voluptuous’ mother, Ellen Elizabeth (née Hoar), who, as one of the twelve doted-upon children of a fairly well-respected Islington horse dealer, always did her best to look and sound like ‘a well-behaved duchess’.5 He very much liked the fact that, in this respect, she did her best – her best, however, still left him distinctly unimpressed.

He suspected, in fact, that the feeling was probably mutual. Having already produced three lusty sons (John, Richard and William) since their marriage began in 1903, it seems that Ernest and Ellen had then gone and ‘done their nut’ trying for a daughter, and so the gender of baby number four had caused, supposedly, ‘a general feeling of disappointment’.6 Even the belated arrival (four years later in 1915) of the longed-for baby girl, Mary, failed to convince young Tom that he was really, truly wanted.

He was wrong. Both of his parents loved him. It was just that, as time went on and his nascent personality began to take shape, they found him a little odd.

Thomas Terry Hoar Stevens was indeed a little odd. Even he thought that he was a little odd. If, however, ‘not being odd’ meant fitting in with Finchley, then, as far as he was concerned, his oddity was not the problem.

Normality was the problem, and he was having none of it. Tom Stevens was adamant that he did not belong in such an ‘extraordinarily rough’ environment, living among such ‘positively coarse’ people who spoke in such ‘nondescript’ accents. He belonged, he reasoned, somewhere nicer, somewhere brighter, somewhere smarter: somewhere posh.7

The desire to be ‘posh’ certainly played a key role in the rise of his sense of restlessness, but so too (and perhaps even more so) did the need to be really happy. It seems that hardly anyone within the Stevens household, deep down, was genuinely happy with his or her little lot.

The quietly dapper and dutiful Ernest, for example, was a repressed extrovert with slicked-down hair, a severe side-parting and dark little eyes that seemed full of doubt and suspicion, and his true ‘sportive’ personality only really crept out when he took part, as an occasional supporting dancer, singer and actor, in the various productions of his local amateur theatrical company.8 His wife Ellen, on the other hand, was a far more immediately engaging kind of character (‘with a gift’, according to her son, ‘for getting on intimate terms with total strangers in under ten seconds’9), but she too had grown frustrated by how far what was real still fell short of her own ideal, forever hiding herself, as a consequence, behind a façade made up of the manners and accent of the ‘grander’ sort of person whom she knew she could never really become.

Even Tom, young and naïve though he was, could sense that something was going seriously wrong with his parents’ marriage, and, as the years went by, he watched the two of them with secret feelings of sadness as they drifted slowly but inexorably further apart. Father had his interests; and mother had her interests; and seldom did they overlap and find a common cause. Neither seemed particularly content with the way that things were going, but both appeared more or less resigned to the drift of their discreetly unhappy fate.

Both of them, for example, had begun to drink a relatively excessive amount of alcohol on an increasingly regular basis, but more often than not they did so separately rather than together, and more to deaden the pain than to lift the spirits. Ernest, who was ‘exclusively a whisky-and-soda man’, struck his youngest son as someone who simply ‘liked getting sloshed’.10 Ellen, on the other hand, appeared less selective: ‘She drank anything. Regularly. But I never once saw her anywhere near intoxicated. Well-behaved duchesses naturally took great care never to be seen to be tiddly.’11

Religious differences, among other things, had contributed to the tensions that had risen up between them. Whereas Ernest remained a decidedly earthbound ‘non-practising agnostic’ for whom a game of golf at the North Middlesex was about as close as he ever came to communing with non-material matters, Ellen was an increasingly committed convert to Roman Catholicism (and, much to Ernest’s irritation, she was becoming financially ‘very lavish to Rome’12). Rarely, on a spiritual, moral or practically any other kind of parental issue, did the two of them see eye-to-eye.13

Young Tom did his best to link them back together through laughter, acting the gap-toothed ‘giddy goat’ whenever he sensed it was most likely to achieve the intended cheerful effect. He danced and sang, did impressions, told jokes, recited comic monologues, invented ‘frightfully clever’ bits of slapstick and generally played the fool. More often than not it worked – ‘My family thought I was the funniest person in the world’14 – but what light relief it provided proved disappointingly shallow and short-lived. Although his father would respond to Tom’s clowning with the odd indulgent chuckle, he remained ‘a somewhat remote figure’ to his son,15 and the impact on Ellen seemed only marginally less superficial.

The mood only lightened slightly during the holiday season because such occasions were treated more like ‘getaways’ than ‘get-togethers’. Every summer, Ernest would rent a house (and a limousine with which to get there) for a two-month family holiday at the cosy old seaside village of Combe Martin in North Devon, but, on each occasion when his wife and children departed, he always stayed behind at their home in Finchley and carried on clocking-in at work. Motions were gone through, appearances were kept up, but no more than half of either heart was actually invested in the relationship. The marriage was clearly destined to end, eventually, in divorce, but not before young Tom and the others had become accustomed to the kind of harsh familial coldness that hovered above and around them.

It was from this domestic melancholy, as well as from the supposed social mediocrity, that Tom came to crave an escape. Acting like an ‘only child’ in spite of the fact that he was living with four siblings – ‘I don’t recall joining in my brothers’ games or ever going out with them,’ he would later admit. ‘While they liked to do things together I tended to be a loner’16 – his young life seemed defined by what it lacked. He thought of the hall door of his own home, through whose mosaic of multi-coloured glass he could glimpse a strange world of mauve skies, scarlet trees and blue lawns (which, if he moved his head a fraction to one side or the other, would suddenly become a world of green skies, golden trees and auburn lawns), and wished that the transparent reality outside would become so instantly and exotically beguiling.

There was simply not enough coloured glass about in Finchley to keep young Tom contented. He had tried being a loner, but just being alone failed to spirit him away from the flat sights and sounds of Finchley, and he wanted to do so much more than merely exist in misanthropic isolation. He wanted the freedom to find a fresh life.

Such a life ought to be, he felt, much more like the kind of lives that leapt out from the pages of short stories by P.G. Wodehouse: light, bright, playful souls in spats who flitted gaily back and forth from metro-politan clubs to country estates, moving briskly on from one memorable adventure to the next. The more that he read about it, and thought about it, the more Thomas was sure that he would be far more at home as a denizen of a place like the Drones, swapping gossip with the likes of Tuppy Glossop, dispensing romantic advice to Bingo Little and playing sly little pranks on the pompous Oofy Prosser. The fact that such a place was fictional, he reasoned, was relatively inconsequential; he believed in it enough to think of it as real. The course of his own life, he hoped, would supply its confirmation.

Like some stubborn short-trousered existentialist, therefore, he resolved to recreate himself in accordance with his own nascent tastes and fast-budding ambitions, shunning anything that threatened to thwart his crafty self-completion. Even when his mother, with a spectacular lack of tact, warned him that he lacked the kind of looks that were most likely to attract a truly desirable wife, he merely shrugged his shoulders, rolled his tongue over the gap in his teeth and kept on hoping that nurture would improve on nature.17 When he was about ten, for example, he started changing the way that he spoke (‘I realized that good speech automatically suggested that you were well-educated and made people look up to you’18), modelling his delivery initially on the crisply modulated tones he associated with the Berkshire-born stage and cinema actor Owen Nares.

The somewhat frail, long-faced and wavy-haired Nares – one of England’s most popular matinee idols of the time – sounded as though he had spent all of his adult life ensconced inside one of London’s snootiest gentlemen’s clubs, and this was precisely the kind of ‘exclusive’ metro-politan sound that young Thomas was now so keen to acquire – even if his early attempts to do so were more likely to elicit ridicule than respect. ‘Tom,’ one of his startled aunts exclaimed at the start of an unsolicited family visit, ‘why do you have such a peculiar way of talking?’19 ‘That intrigued me,’ he later said of her knowingly barbed remark, ‘because I thought that she had.’20 This was the first of many little shockwaves set off by his sudden and seemingly inexplicable transformation. His second cousin Richard Briers, for example, who was born in 1934, would recall growing up in an extended family that continued to wonder from where on earth this extraordinary ‘T-T’ creature had actually come:


The odd thing was that he really was just a middle-class boy from Barnet. Exactly the same background as me except his family had money and mine didn’t. His father was in the butchery trade, and had a perfectly ordinary, natural, standard English accent – as everyone else in our family did – and yet Terry, for some unknown reason, developed this sort of P.G. Wodehouse, Bertie Wooster, kind of character and way of speech. And what was even odder was: he never dropped it. Because other actors often put on different kinds of voices, and put on different dialects, but when the curtain comes down they become themselves again. But in Terry’s case it stayed with him. He always spoke like that!21



He was, as all of the rest of those around him soon discovered, virtually unembarrassable, so sure was he of the wisdom of his audacious reinvention. While most of the rest of Finchley conformed to all of the standard class conventions, the teenaged Tom Stevens skipped, strolled and swanned along to an unorthodox range of paradiddled sounds emanating from a very different, and, in his opinion, a vastly superior, kind of drum.

He was always prepping up on the various ‘posh’ toffs and show-offs who appeared willing to put themselves up on public view. He went to nearby Golders Green to see the new shows that were staged at the Hippodrome, and took in the latest Hollywood movies at the local Odeon; sometimes, when he had enough pocket money, he would catch a tram to the West End to sample some of the latest plays and musicals at the Coliseum. Always, wherever he went, he would be studying each performer and learning to mimic whatever they did, wore or said that struck him as suitably urbane, bright and elegantly apt.

One of the earliest sartorial stimulants, both on and off the cinema screen, was the debonair swashbuckler Douglas Fairbanks Snr – an American star renowned for his devotion to bespoke London tailoring (evening clothes from Hawes & Curtis of Jermyn Street; suits from Anderson & Sheppard of Savile Row; shirts from Beale & Inman of New Bond Street; shoes from John Lobb of St James’s Street; and monogrammed velvet slippers from Peal & Co. of Burlington Arcade). Young Tom Stevens – who loathed the plain old clothes that he kept being given (‘As a fourth child, everything I had was fourth-hand’22) – yearned to look as smart and as suave as the very famous Fairbanks (‘an infallible way of attracting attention in England’, he reasoned23).

He also fancied getting himself a pair of suede shoes, like those he spotted the English actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier wearing; and a daring midnight blue dinner coat, like those he heard that the then Prince of Wales, the future Edward VIII, was now starting to champion; and, while he was at it, one of those exotic-looking monocles, just like the one the self-mockingly severe Austrian movie director and actor Erich von Stroheim was known to sport. He could afford none of these things at present, but he was already dreaming of the day when he would be able to.

School came only belatedly, and proved to be no match for such a determined individualist. Although he exhibited an early aptitude for memorising any lines or lyrics that aided his efforts as an infant entertainer (William Makepeace Thackeray’s light-hearted seafaring saga ‘Little Billee’ was one such childhood favourite24), he had remained unusually resistant to his parents’ notion of ‘knuckling down’ and learning something for his general ‘betterment’, let alone studying something seemingly just for its own sake. An initial ‘attempt’ was made to educate him at a small local co-ed prep school, situated at the back of an enticingly pretty little garden stuffed full of loganberries, and run by a vivacious young woman named Norah Pratt, who ‘loved kids and knew how to handle them’.25 She took to Tom right from the start, indulging him in his oddity and encouraging him to cultivate his own peculiar act. He, in turn, loved her, but still loathed learning, and so his more formal academic work continued to fail to impress.26

He was soon moved, as a consequence, to a more ‘organised’ institution nearby (Fernbank School in Hendon Lane), and then, at the age of thirteen, he was sent on (thanks to some deep digging into the parental coffers) to a public school: Ardingly College, near Haywards Heath, in West Sussex. This red-bricked, three-storey and fairly austere Victorian educational establishment (whose motto is ‘Beati Mundo Corde’ – ‘Blessed are the pure in heart’) was, his family felt, a far more impressive, imposing and ‘ceremonious’ sort of place, as well as a far better bet to shape young Tom into a slightly more ‘sensible’ sort of pupil, primed more reliably for a conventional adult life.

Ardingly, Tom would later confess, certainly came as ‘something of a shock’ to his still relatively delicate system.27 It was a proper school. It had rules. It had blackboards. It had regular lessons. It had a set of stern-looking, gown-wearing tutors. It also had more than its fair share of bona fide swots and toffs.

Faced with this intimidating context and challenge, Tom Stevens decided, after a brief but intense period of callow panic, to respond with a bold, undiluted and sustained show of chutzpah. Instead of fading away meekly into grey, therefore, he resolved to explode into the full spectrum of colours. He found artful little ways to embellish his drab house uniform, caught the ear with his accent and the eye with his antics and generally did his very best to be found out playing the fool. Consenting only to be ‘just exposed’ to such edifying subjects as Latin, History, Geography ‘and things’, and soon dropping out of the school’s sober little drama group (where his addiction to ad-libbing had caused a certain amount of friction), he devoted the vast majority of the rest of his waking hours to the school jazz band – initially as the boy who ‘plonked the ukulele’, then as an unpredictable comedy dancer and percussionist, and ultimately as a conductor.28 Sport was fairly acceptable, he declared, so long as the weather remained suitably clement (catching trench foot playing cricket on a sodden pitch at kindergarten had left him, he explained, ‘allergic’ to the rain29). Only what struck him as fun was taken remotely seriously. ‘My stay there,’ he would go on to say of his unorthodox Ardingly years, ‘was distinguished only by the time I spent marching up and down the fine court as a defaulter in the Officers’ Training Corps, and by my revolutionary dress sense.’30

It was, none the less, a fairly inspirational place for an impressionable and upwardly mobile young show-off to start mastering his characterful art. The school’s surroundings struck him as ‘beautiful’,31 the many double-barrelled surnames as exciting and the rich mix of well-bred eccentrics as very endearing. He also took great pleasure in studying the array of crusty old eccentrics among the academic and administrative staffs, and paid particular attention to the many clipped and flat-lipped exclamations that came from his own house master, Major Plum-Craw-ford. ‘Boy,’ Plum-Crawford would bark in any real or imaginary crisis, ‘go and get your garse masque.’32 All of this, he felt sure, was edging him ever closer to the reality of his longed-for Wodehousian world.

He was enjoying his unorthodox education. Although the sum total of his formal academic achievements at Ardingly would not amount to more than one ‘best in school’ performance in an Officers’ Training Corps exam (unless one also counts the solitary time when he managed to come top of his Carpentry class), there were plenty of extra-curricular highlights for him to savour elsewhere. The chief reason for this was the fact that his peers among the student jazz fraternity had picked him out as a special kind of ‘character’. ‘I would do anything to attract attention,’ he later admitted. ‘The satisfaction I got when I made people laugh was indescribably potent.’33 The more that he larked about, he noticed, the louder and longer that those who watched him appeared to cheer. They even honoured him with his first bit of ‘bill-matter’, dubbing him ‘The funny chap with the gift of the gap’.34

Such a reaction was just the sort of thing that he was after, and, for the remainder of his stay at Ardingly, he devoted himself to ‘skylarking around’. Emboldened even further by a clandestine romance he had recently started back in Finchley with his family’s new housekeeper – a slim-hipped, raven-haired and very confident young Cornish woman called Miss Kate Dixon, who would go on to sneak away his virginity one sultry but silent summer night in 192735 – he began to act more like a carefree man than a dutiful boy, and, rather than bow and scrape in the presence of his supposed superiors, he took undisguised pleasure in straining their patience. Most members of staff were definitely not impressed – especially when, at the end of a school concert in the presence of a fair number of very important parents, he conducted the national anthem to a syncopated tempo while pulling a succession of silly faces over his shoulder (Ardingly’s ‘peeved’ headmaster made it eminently clear that he considered such antics to have been in ‘very bad taste’36) – but they let him get away with it, and his fellow students kept urging him on.

He departed, branded an academic ‘duffer’,37 shortly before his seventeenth birthday in the summer of 1928. Stuffing his belongings into the boot of his father’s smart-looking hired car, he brushed back his brilliantined hair, flashed a gap-toothed grin at the block of rust-red sharp-arched buildings and bid his venerable old school a breezy little ‘Pip-Pip!’ That period of his life, as far as he was concerned, was now, without the slightest delay, well and truly over, and he sat back and relaxed as the motor chugged its way back to London. School was out, nothing else was planned and, regardless of whatever anyone else might have been thinking or hoping, the future was still most definitely on hold. There were certainly no regrets on his part about the apparent waste of an expensive education, and he duly ‘loafed around contentedly’ in the sunshine for the next month or two ‘while [his] family held earnest discussions’.38

All kinds of potential solutions were sketched out for young Tom by various anxious relations. One scenario would have seen him dispatched to a Brazilian coffee plantation. Another suggestion was to send him away to a sheep station in Australia. A third, more obviously perfunctory, proposal was for him to make himself available for some sort of expedition to the Antarctic. The general consensus certainly seemed to favour him going somewhere a very long way away and then staying there for a good number of years.

It was probably in defiance of this desire that he agreed instead to accept his father’s far more pragmatic advice and join him at Smithfield Market in London as a fifteen-shillings-a-week junior transport clerk with the Union Cold Storage Company. He knew that he would almost certainly hate every minute of it, but at least it struck him as better than, or not quite as bad as, counting beans in Brazil or shearing sheep in Australia.

In submitting to his father’s prosaic advice, however, he feared that he might also be in danger of submitting to his father’s plain and methodical style of life (whose only spot of excitement seemed to come at the moment each year when the sound made by the hanging of his hat on the stand in the hall changed from the ‘donk’ of a bowler to the ‘plonk’ of a boater), and so he duly did his best to make the prospect of a long-term career at Smithfield seem almost comically far-fetched. He made no attempt to blend in. In fact, he did all that he possibly could to stand out from the common crowd.

From his very first day in Smithfield Market (an environment best known in those days for its grubby white blood-stained smocks and cheap grey ash-flecked suits), he turned up for work, straight-backed and six foot tall, sporting an olive-green pork-pie hat, a taupe double-breasted suit decorated with a clove carnation, a multi-coloured tie and yellow washleather gloves, twiddling a long cigarette holder with one hand and twirling a silver-topped malacca cane with the other (the overall effect, he would later declare proudly, marked the ‘first, fine, florid rapture’ of his adult dandyism39). His bemused clerical colleagues – stooped in sober shades of grey, black or brown – called him ‘the man with the carpet slippers’, because, like Sir Gerald du Maurier before him, he now sported a pair of those ‘revolutionary’ brown suede shoes. His austere managing director, more sternly, informed him that he looked ‘like a juvenile lead in a musical comedy’ – to which Tom replied (with an exaggerated arch of the eyebrows and a sly little gap-toothed grin), ‘Oh, how awful!’40

Undeterred by the less than positive reaction, he carried on regardless: ‘I never stopped farting around.’41 He did impersonations of the Hunchback of Notre Dame ‘at the drop of a hat’, strutted around like Erich von Stroheim (using as a prop the monocle he had made from a watchglass ‘lost’ by his father), mocked his superiors behind their backs and seized on every other opportunity to make ‘the chaps chuckle’.42 He started telling strangely compelling little stories about a set of characters who existed only within his own imagination, such as Colonel Feather-stonehaugh-Bumleigh (‘a charming fellow but an awful ass’) and Cora Chessington-Crabbe (‘a frightfully flirtatious little filly’), and used them more and more to make the ‘boring office days bearable’.43 He also joined the firm’s amateur dramatic society, and immediately became one of its keenest members, volunteering for anything he could and making all kinds of bold and hopeful suggestions. He made his debut playing the portly, pompous and irascible Lord Trench in The Dover Road at London’s little Fortune Theatre in Russell Street, and revelled in the applause his performance brought. ‘The buffoon in me was released,’ he would declare, and, from this point on, there was no hope of curbing his clowning.

He started clocking-in whenever it suited him – ‘I felt that my impeccable appearance more than compensated for my habitual late arrival at the office’44 – and relied on his bosses, many of whom were involved in producing the shows in which he now starred, to continue turning a blind eye: ‘[My chief] told me, one day, that he really ought to sack me for incompetence,’ Tom later admitted. ‘But he could not afford to lose me from his cast.’45 Rather than sack him, in fact, his immediate superior chose instead to promote him (from docile office clerk to mobile meat seller) and make much better use of his crafty charm.

The unlikely elevation worked – after a fashion. Freed from the oppressive confines of the dozy office, he was able to flit around and about town as an engagingly exotic individual, as well as slip off whenever seemed necessary to place a bet or two, play a spot of poker or pontoon and plot his next evening performance. A fair amount of meat was sold, but, more importantly, one big ham was handed some invaluable local exposure.

His first professional engagement, as an entertainer, arrived on 11 April 1930 when, at the age of eighteen, he appeared (billed as ‘Thos Stevens’) as a ‘cheerer-upper’ at a social evening organised by the Union of Electric Railwaymen’s Dining Club in South Kensington. He was paid thirty shillings for his efforts, but received precious few laughs from his boozy audience. After repairing his ‘damaged ego’ by playing a couple of small but noticeable parts in rehearsals of a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta produced by the Edgware Operatic Society, followed by a succession of week-long runs at the Scala Theatre, he devoted an increasing amount of his time to the serious business of being a show-off. ‘He was an extraordinary creature,’ Richard Briers reflected. ‘He was never trained to act. He was never trained to sing. He was never trained to do anything. He just did it!’46

Upon reaching the age of twenty-two in the summer of 1933, Tom Stevens finally found something that he had in common with his employers at Smithfield Market: he came to the conclusion that selling meat was never going to be his metier, and they agreed with him completely. He was thus brusquely ‘booted out’ – after being given a decidedly limp golden handshake – and then redeployed as an electrical engineer in a shop run by a good friend of one of his older brothers.

True to form, he made no attempt to ‘become’ an electrical engineer. As usual, he just posed. The pose, on this occasion, was not good enough – or at least not safe enough – to allow him to pass for a proper engineer, but it proved good enough to get him another role as a travelling electrical salesman. Putting on his best hat and jacket and his cheekiest smile, he duly sauntered from door to door, trying to sell ‘electrical instalments’ to people whose homes were fitted only for gas, and radio plugs to people who did not yet own a wireless. Few of the potential customers upon whom he called were won over by his sales patter to the extent that they reached for their wallets or purses, but it seems that many of them were still thoroughly charmed by his extraordinary chutzpah: ‘Your salesman is quite a card, isn’t he?’ wrote one highly amused (female) consumer. ‘He even sang songs at the piano for me, played down at the bottom end, too. Just like a professional he was!’47

Prosaic electrical talk, however, soon began to eat into his valuable entertaining time, and so he moved on to what he hoped would prove more amenable forms of employment while continuing to moonlight playing the ukulele for a local jazz band called the Rhythm Maniacs. He tried his hand at being an insurance agent for the Norwich Union, but left after little more than a week (‘my heart wasn’t in it’48). Turning, rather more logically, to dancing as an approximation of a proper profession, he brushed up on his technique and began giving ‘exhibitions’ in partnership with the vivacious sister of the musical star Jessie Matthews, as well as attending weekly tea dances at his local Dickins & Jones department store and sometimes helping out at the popular Ada Foster School of Dance in nearby Golders Green. What little cash came his way went straight on embellishing his image. ‘He’d get a bus into town and then he’d stroll down Park Lane,’ Richard Briers would recall. ‘Everyone knew him because of the way he dressed – you couldn’t miss him! And the odd taxi driver used to say: “’Allo, Terry, do you wanna lift?” And Terry would say: “No, thank you – it’s such a lovely day, I’ll walk!” He hadn’t got a bob in the world! The money was all spent on the clothes.’49

The closest that the dandy came to forging a full-time career in this particular field was a spell as a professional ballroom (or ‘adagio’) dancer at the Cricklewood Palais de Danse, but, in spite of the lure of all the slim-hipped and long-legged women in their stockings and posh frocks (and the daydream of becoming a gigolo), he failed to summon up the requisite degree of effort and dedication. There were too many rules, he realised, and no real room for improvisation (let alone the bounder’s anarchic antics), and so, yet again, he gave up and tried something else.

The thing that he tried next was to find work as a film extra. Now in his mid-twenties, he finally fled from Finchley and moved in with a friend of his named John Barnes, who had a smart little mews flat over-looking Lord’s cricket ground in the far more upmarket area of St John’s Wood. Barnes was a fellow dandy, ‘cough-drop’ and ‘a bit of a card’, and so he (with his bowler hat and brolly, Velázquez moustache and ‘an Oxford accent that you could cut with a knife’) and his new flatmate (who at this stage was turning himself out in a black homburg hat, black coat, houndstooth trousers, pearl-grey waistcoat and the obligatory clove carnation) soon became one of the most eye-catching double-acts about town.50

Barnes was already on call as a film extra, earning a guinea a day for his modest efforts, or thirty shillings if required to don a dinner jacket or tails. When, therefore, he found that an invitation to appear on set clashed with a rather more enticing offer of a long weekend in the country, his flatmate was only too happy to pop down to Pinewood and step in to take his place.

Right from the start, Tom felt entirely at home in the film environment. ‘It wasn’t really like work to me,’ he later reflected. ‘I got an enormous kick out of it: playing poker, drinking Champagne-and-Guinness for elevenses and telling the crowd funny stories during the long waits between takes.’51 His father, upon hearing of this latest attempt to forge yet another new career, was appalled – ‘If you think because you’ve played a ukulele and spent a few years fooling around on the amateur stage you can now earn your living in show business,’ Stevens Snr warned his son, ‘you must be crazy’52 – but, as usual, young Tom remained totally undeterred. Spurred on by ‘a lot of cocky faith in myself’, he kept going back for more of the same, responding to whatever task was up for grabs by nodding excitedly and claiming: ‘Yes, I’m frightfully good at it.’53

He stood around in crowds. He listened to other people talking. He picked things up and then put them back down, and sometimes put things down and then picked them back up. He even stood off camera and provided the sound of a cow.54 In contrast to all of his previous jobs, in the movies he was happy to start at the bottom, accept everything that was on offer and wait patiently for the chance to make a mark. He knew where he was going, and was ready to enjoy the journey.

His first – uncredited – speaking part came late in 1935, in a movie (to be released the following year) called Once in a Million, when he was heard to shout ‘A thousand!’ during an auction scene (he promptly had some publicity cards made, describing himself as the man who had said “A thousand!”’55). He was also glimpsed during 1936 being stabbed to death by an angry Saxon (essayed by his fellow extra and future star Michael Wilding) in the Jack Buchanan period comedy When Knights Were Bold; tumbling head-first into a water tank (permanently damaging his hearing as a consequence) in the musical This’ll Make You Whistle; dancing in both the Jessie Matthews vehicle It’s Love Again (he was the one sashaying past the star while casting an indignant look in her direction) and the Stanley Lupino vehicle Cheer Up (in which he got the chance to share the screen, albeit fleetingly, with the leading lady, Jean Colin); getting drunk in Vic Oliver’s variety revue Rhythm in the Air; and cropping up (uncredited as usual) later that same year in the film adaptation of the H.G. Wells science-fiction novel The Shape of Things to Come.

More bits and pieces followed, as well as the odd credited appearance in such low-budget movies as the comedy short Sam Goes Shopping (in which he played a dapper but callow beau about town) and the patriotic drama For Freedom (which saw him pop up in the distinctly undemanding part of a newsreader).56 He also tried his hand – by way of a hobby – at writing a young man’s guide to modern sexual etiquette, and managed to produce several pages of pertinently practical axioms (e.g. ‘Always have an extra pillow handy. This can be slipped under the lady’s bottom at the appropriate moment and will permit even closer contact’57) before deciding that much more empirical research would be needed (especially on the subject of ‘deep-bosomed women’) before the project could have any hope of being completed.58 John Barnes (craving a slightly quieter life than the one now being enjoyed by his increasingly concupiscent friend) moved out of the St John’s Wood flat, and a succession of ‘jolly eager girls’ – most of them budding starlets from Elstree, Denham, Pinewood and various sets elsewhere – moved in. Things were looking up, and, as he had always planned, he was having fun.

Always appreciative of the importance of a distinctive image, and increasingly eager to accelerate the pace of his progress, he decided that the time was now right to acquire a somewhat ‘snappier’ and more stylish-sounding name. ‘Thomas Stevens’ was, he reasoned to himself, far too stiff and stuffily suburban, whereas ‘Tom’ or ‘Thos’ sounded more suitable for a member of the supporting cast than it did for a would-be leading man. ‘A name is awfully important,’ he would reflect, ‘and I had lots of struggle before I eventually found the right one.’59 He tried for a short time – presumably out of desperation – the extraordinary sobriquet of ‘Mot Snevets’ (‘Tom Stevens’ spelt backwards) before returning rapidly to his senses. He then tried on for size the stage name of ‘Thomas Terry’ (the adoption of which, he feared, might be misinterpreted as an attempt to pass himself off as a relation of the illustrious thespian Ellen Terry) before settling, for the time being, on ‘Terry Thomas’ (the defining hyphen would take another nine years to arrive).60

The most eventful year so far for the newly named Terry Thomas occurred in 1938, when, in addition to his labours as a movie extra, he not only made his debut on radio but also married the woman who had recently come into his life. The radio debut took place on 6 June, when (for a fee of four guineas) he contributed a twee little turn to the BBC’s afternoon tea dance programme called Friends To Tea; it was, he would later exaggerate, ‘a dismal failure’, but it led, none the less, to further occasional engagements at Broadcasting House.61 The wedding occurred a little earlier in the year, when, following the proverbial whirlwind romance, he married a tall, thin, dark-haired and vivacious South African ballet dancer and choreographer named Ida Florence (or, as she preferred to be called, ‘Pat’) Patlanski.62

Patlanski, who had only recently arrived in London from her home-town of Johannesburg (where her father, Philip, owned an hotel and she had run a small ballet school), first encountered Terry Thomas in the autumn of 1937, when she was looking for someone to partner her in her Spanish-style dancing act. ‘Look, I don’t think I’ll do for you because I can’t really dance flamenco,’ he confessed. ‘My style is capering around in Cricklewood.’63 She assured him, however, that what she needed was someone who could be funny rather than technically adept at flamenco, and so the two of them agreed to form a new cabaret double-act called ‘Terri and Patlanski’.

Terri and Patlanski were in demand right from the start. They were lively, they were funny, they were different and they were good. ‘Terri’ would stride on to the stage, and, speaking with a cod-Spanish accent, he would say: ‘Ladeez and gentlemen. The dance you just see is the tango. When a Spaniard make loff he is a caballero. A gentleman. But when a Mexican make loff he takes his partnerrrr and tearrrrs her to pieces. One minute, I show you …’64 ‘Patlanski’ would then come on and be torn to pieces by the passionate Terri.

It was only a matter of weeks before the two of them were tearing each other to pieces, in a far more affectionate sort of way, in private. Pat struck Terry as ‘a very neat, vibrant, well-read and enthusiastic little female’, whose greater experience and worldly wisdom slightly unnerved but also excited him.65 Terry struck Pat (who was almost nine years his senior and already twice-divorced66) as one of the most amusing, self-mocking and dapper-looking young men in London. Early in 1938, as a consequence, they decided to formalise their union, on the morning of 3 February, by marrying in a Marylebone register office (where, curiously, both of them lied about their age – he claiming, perhaps rather gallantly, to be thirty-one – when he was actually twenty-six – and she thirty-two – when she was really thirty-five). The couple eschewed going off on a conventional honeymoon in favour of ‘a legal, Mexican-style romp’ in the former bachelor flat at St John’s Wood.67

The stage act lasted only a couple of months, but the marriage proved a little more enduring. After moving into their first home of their own (at 29 Bronwen Court, off Grove End Road, again in St John’s Wood), the couple took whatever work cropped up on the cabaret circuit, while Terry sometimes supplemented, and sometimes diminished, their meagre finances by playing regular late-night sessions of roulette, pontoon and poker in various London clubs. A greater degree of stability was attained at the end of the summer, when Don Rico, the male leader of a women’s touring orchestra, took on Pat as a pianist and then added Terry to act as a compère.

It soon became evident, however, that one or two cracks had already begun to appear on the surface of this still-infant marriage. The arguments – which had initially been rare and insignificant – were now far more frequent and unpleasantly intense (‘There had been no screaming matches before we were married,’ Terry would recall, but afterwards, he reflected ruefully, his wife took to flying ‘into the most shocking rages’68), and in place of the love that had drawn the pair of them so quickly together came a hatred that would drive them just as rapidly apart.

Pat, Terry discovered, had been having casual affairs since the earliest days of their marriage, so now he too began to think relatively little of being unfaithful (‘Talk about tit for tat,’ he later lamented69). The problem with Pat, he felt, was that she distinguished far too neatly and conveniently between casual extra-marital sex and committed intramarital love and affection. The problem with Terry, she felt, was that he had an immature – almost adolescent – attitude toward sexual relationships (his undisguised excitement at being invited to preside over the El Morocco Club’s saucy ‘striptease auctions’, for example, left her distinctly unimpressed70), and so he struggled to come to terms with the fact that he was now living with a woman who, besides being his wife, was also an individual in her own right, with her own needs, passions and passing fancies.

The two of them were, in truth, ill-matched as long-term lovers, even though they were suited to each other in many other ways both as close friends and trusted colleagues, but neither was inclined to analyse the roots of their mutual problems, and the tension was allowed to worsen. They continued to work together, more often than not, in the same shows (and sometimes in the same double-act), but, backstage and behind the scenes, the extent of their mutual suspicion, resentment and animosity was well on its way to seeming spectacularly and perilously acute. ‘How such a lot of noise could be made by such a tiny person,’ Terry would recall with a shudder, ‘was incredible,’ whereas Pat, more than a little disingenuously, would later complain that many of her worst rages were provoked by her husband’s apparent indifference to the future of their union.71

Their bitter but relatively trivial domestic battle reached a precarious truce in the autumn of 1939, when Britain declared war on Germany, and they seized on the chance to secure some work touring home and abroad in support of the troops. A brand new body called ENSA (the Entertainments National Service Association) was in the process of being set up by the film producer Basil Dean in order to provide a more organised form of entertainment for Britain’s military personnel, and among the first wave of amateur and professional performers to sign up were Terry Thomas and Pat Patlanski.

The pair’s first ENSA engagement – a cabaret in northern France – followed soon after, but, far from the booking breathing new life into their ailing alliance, it merely confirmed its imminent demise. The truth was that Terry had ‘wangled’ the assignment for him and his wife because he knew that his latest mistress, a young singer called Marilyn Miller, was already ensconced in the company. Miller (the daughter of a well-known dancer of the time, also named Marilyn) had, he would recall with relish, ‘long legs, deep bosoms, a beautiful classic face and a stunning complexion’ (she could also, he noted almost as an after-thought, sing ‘reasonably well’).72 Once he had arrived, however, the presence of Pat proved something of a problem, and so, rather callously, he quietly arranged for her to be dispatched back to Britain and placed in another touring company. Predictably, the timing and order of subsequent shows became increasingly unpredictable, owing (Terry later confessed) to the fact that ‘Marilyn and I were “rehearsing new numbers” upstairs in my room’.73

For a while, the relationship was on the verge of being blissful, with the pair of them dividing their off-stage time between lengthy sessions locked together in bed (a testimony, he would claim, both to the beauty of his lover and ‘the endurance of the chap with the gift of the gap’74) and many bitter-sweet hours spent sipping champagne outside local cafés, as the night skies often flashed and fizzed with the violent lights that revealed glimpses of the brutal dog-fights high above. They thus made the most of each other while they could, but they knew deep down that the union was unlikely to last: no one was sure where the whole world was heading, let alone where each love was leading, and so each day was treated as something special, and every memory considered a treasure.

The relative calm and quiet that characterised the so-called ‘Phoney War’, they accepted, was destined not to go on, and, by the arrival of the spring of 1940, it became painfully obvious that it was not going to go on any further: ‘Hitler marched through and round the Maginot Line,’ Terry would recall, ‘and in no time was doing his mad gig opposite the white cliffs of Dover.’75 The two lovers returned promptly to London, went sadly their separate ways, and then continued working for ENSA.

Terry Thomas kept himself busy working on his new solo act, while also attending to his various duties as the newly appointed head of the cabaret section of ENSA at its London base at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. He soon acquired a reputation as a very polished and popular performer, as well as a surprisingly firm and feisty organiser (‘Look,’ he would bark at Sir Seymour Hicks, his far more experienced opposite number at ENSA’s drama division, whenever the latter attempted to challenge him over any particular issue, ‘there’s no point in farting at thunder!’76), and it seemed that he was at last starting to settle inside his very own safe and fairly secure little niche. Then, in 1942, he received a rather abrupt and unwelcome surprise: ‘a cunningly worded invitation to join the Army’.77

Fearing that it would seem somewhat ‘rude and ungrateful to refuse’, even though he felt that he was already gainfully engaged in the war effort with ENSA, he accepted the invitation ‘with dignity, if not enthusiasm’, and prepared to report for duty.78 It was time for the rule-breaker to follow some rules.




CHAPTER TWO

I Say!


My job is to make people laugh,

not put the world right.



THE SECOND WORLD WAR started for Terry Thomas in the north of England, when, on 23 April 1942,1 he was instructed to join the Royal Corps of Signals at its training depot at Ossett in West Yorkshire. Arriving in a large silver-coloured hire car, and laden with masses of personal luggage (containing everything from a wide range of ‘fine raiment’ to a large collection of costumes, scripts, wigs and false noses), he swanned into the guardroom with a fancy Spanish guitar under his arm and the faint smell of vintage Pol Roger champagne on his breath. This war, for him, was destined not only to be against Germany; it was bound to be against his own so-called superiors, too.

‘What’s your number?’ barked the tall, square-jawed, squinty-eyed sergeant-major, who could see that he had a ‘theatrical type’ on his hands. Terry Thomas smiled benignly, revealing the crafty old gap-toothed grin, and answered brightly: ‘Kensington 0736.’ The sergeant-major stifled a sudden gasp of indignation, thrust out his chest, stuck out his chin, and stuffed a slip of paper into this troublesome young wag’s hand. ‘You ain’t Terry Thomas any more,’ he crowed. ‘You are now just an effing number!’ What happened next, however, shook up the sergeant-major far more than he could ever bear to admit. ‘Yes mate,’ grinned Thomas with a charmingly defiant but vaguely unnerving sort of semi-growl: ‘Number One!’2

What followed, as a result of this initial show of insolence, was an ‘awful’ five weeks for Terry Thomas.3 He was made to run several times more often than anyone else every day, over distances that grew longer and at a pace that grew faster, and was rarely given more than the minimum amount of time to recover. He gasped, coughed and retched, and the sergeant-major stood by and smiled. Predictably, his feet (traumatised by such a brusque transition from light suede shoes to heavy leather boots) were a cause of agony from dawn until dusk, and he felt ‘stiff inside as well as out’. He also started suffering from a chronically nervous stomach: ‘A duodenal ulcer was prodded into activity.’4

For once, however, the sergeant-major’s bullying tactics backfired when it came to humbling an unorthodox spirit. ‘The Army brought out in me my two strongest characteristics,’ he would recall: ‘I hated to be under-estimated and I was extremely competitive.’5 Far from appearing close to being crushed, therefore, he began to give every impression of being ‘frightfully keen’.6 He worked hard, hid the pain, ‘saluted almost everything that moved’ and did his very best to stand out and impress (and, just to show his sergeant-major that the performer inside the soldier would never, ever be cowed, he hired Ossett Town Hall and staged a Sunday night concert).7 His efforts paid off: at the end of the preliminary training period, he was awarded the Senior Soldier Flash ‘A’ for being the best recruit, and promoted to the rank of corporal.

He was duly posted to a base of (in his words) ‘Cromwellian austerity’ at Huddersfield, where he was assigned linesman duties (which mainly involved climbing up and down, and sometimes perching on the tops of, telegraph poles twenty feet high – a daunting task for someone who felt dizzy ‘at no greater height than a cocktail bar stool’8), and – ever the fan of higher status and better costumes – he began to set his heart on earning a commission.9 By the time, however, that he had endured two further postings elsewhere in West Yorkshire (first to Dewsbury, where it nearly always seemed to snow, and then on to Shepley, where it nearly always seemed either to snow or rain), his hopes had been dashed by a significant decline in his health. In addition to the physical problems that had persisted since his first few traumatic weeks of training, his hearing difficulties (caused initially by that injudicious water stunt during his days as an extra on movie sets) were now deemed to be in genuine danger of growing worse. ‘You don’t stand a hope in hell of getting a commission,’ an Army doctor told him, and, following a meeting of the medical board, it was decided that he should be down-graded from A1 to B1 at the start of 1943.10

He was not too disappointed by this news because, shortly before the decision was made, he had been offered a place in one of the newly formed services-sponsored touring revues called, collectively, Stars in Battledress. Drawing on the best talents to be found among the whole of Britain’s armed forces (rather than being limited, as the original concert parties had been, to whatever was on offer in a local division), Stars in Battledress therefore carried a considerable cachet and promised one or two rather pleasant little perks for any potential member, and so the invitation held huge appeal.

Captain George Black, one of the officers in charge of the tour’s ‘Central Pool of Artistes’, had been in the audience for a Sunday concert at the Astoria Cinema in York when Terry Thomas strolled on to the stage and performed one of his tried and tested sketches (focussing, on this occasion, on a range of improbable treatments for a soldier’s aching feet: ‘everything from Epsom Salts and vinegar to methylated spirits and a mustard poultice’11). Black (whose impresario father, George Black Snr, had been responsible at the end of the 1920s for turning the London Palladium into a profitable theatre, as well as for founding the enduringly popular Crazy Gang comedy troupe) was a shrewd judge of nascent talent, and so, more or less immediately, he saw something in this droll young dandy that made him eager to sign the man up. The military downgrading, therefore, merely made it even easier for Terry Thomas to re-embrace the world of entertainment, and so he accepted Black’s offer with undisguised relish.

His first official contribution to the troupe took place about a month into 1943 in London at an Army show based at Olympia. It took the form of a routine (inspired by the plight of a well-known newsreader of the time called Bruce Belfrage, who, one evening shortly after the start of the London Blitz, had been obliged to stay on air, while being showered in plaster and soot, straight after Broadcasting House had been bombed12) that he had devised a couple of years or so earlier, on an ENSA tour, while sitting in a run-down Norwich pub ‘drinking the worst beer I had ever tasted in my life’.13 Entitled ‘Technical Hitch’, the sketch (which featured him as a similarly harassed BBC announcer) began with him rushing on to the stage, shouting at someone in the wings to ‘pay off the taxi’, and then searching desperately for the missing records that were due to be played next on air. After being beaten by the red light, he proceeded, somewhat breathlessly, to introduce himself to the listening audience as ‘their old friend’, Freddie Featherstonehaugh-Bumleigh (which, he pointed out, should be pronounced ‘Freddie Feston-Hay’), and then announced that the first ‘simply spiffing’ gramophone record he was set to play was of Al Jolson singing ‘Sonny Boy’ – which, in the absence of the actual recording, he had no choice but to sing himself while waving his jazz hands hopefully at the microphone. At the end of this spirited impersonation, he mouthed hysterically at his pianist, ‘Where are the records?’ When his equally hysterical pianist mouthed back words to the effect that he had no idea where any of the wretched records were, and suggested, sotto voce, that Freddie ‘should go and get stuffed’, he twitched, grimaced, and then launched into further, and increasingly mannered, impersonations of Britain’s clipped crooner Noël Coward, the African-American bass-baritone Paul Robeson, the Peruvian songbird Yma Sumac, the Austrian tenor Richard Tauber and – positively the last straw – the entire Luton Girls Choir. Finally, after one more frantic search for the missing discs, he signalled the breaking down of the turntable by making squeaking noises and clicking his thumb against his front teeth. ‘I’m sorry,’ he announced apologetically. ‘We seem to have a technical hitch.’14

Even though it lasted an epic twenty-six minutes, the routine (brightened by all kinds of topical references, lively slapstick sequences, sophis-ticated one-liners and the odd ‘racy’ allusion) appears to have struck those who saw it as refreshingly novel and well-observed.15 ‘The audience lapped it up,’ he later claimed, ‘and I was “made” overnight.’16

He then joined a number of other performers – including the violinist Eugene Pini, the tenor John Duncan and a ‘light classical’ string sextet – for a Stars in Battledress national tour, overseen by the Cockney stand-up comic Charlie Chester. The venues were generally large and long-established, the shows (compared to the run-of-the-mill divisional concert parties) were fairly rich and well-presented, and the captive military audiences (grateful for the distraction) were noisily enthusiastic. Working on a regular basis in front of these live and attentive audiences, Terry Thomas soon improved as a crowd-pleasing performer and compère, not only by making the most of his ‘turn’ as the all-purpose pompous-ass character ‘Corporal Stevens’, but also by tightening up and refining his ‘Technical Hitch’ routine to such an extent that, by the end of the tour, it was running for a far more disciplined twelve-and-a-half minutes.

He never looked back, and spent the rest of the war as one of the most prominent and influential members of Stars in Battledress, taking his own unit (as a newly promoted sergeant17) all over Britain and most parts of occupied Europe. He also managed – like a number of other canny performers – to sneak away every now and then to make an unbilled appearance, quite illegally, at various clubs on the West End cabaret circuit (where a more sophisticated style of material could be attempted, and a better quality of brandy imbibed).

Making the most of the unofficial licence he now enjoyed as a ‘special’ sort of soldier, he seized on every opportunity to erase any trace of regimentation from his appearance: growing his hair a little longer than would normally have been allowed, re-adopting his old cigarette holder and persuading the wardrobe department to help him create his very own bespoke form of battledress. Even his commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Basil Brown, was secretly impressed by such striking sartorial impudence: ‘Terry managed to get hold of one of those leather jackets issued to drivers,’ Brown recalled. ‘He also got a great big fur collar which he had put on it and a service cap which he succeeded in pulling back so that it looked like an officer’s in peacetime. He looked very smooth and wherever he went he was saluted by the troops, left, right and centre.’18

It was not as though he was in any way oblivious to the plight of the ‘proper’ soldiers; on the contrary, like the rest of his fellow performers, he took the task of being a military ‘cheerer-upper’ very seriously indeed – particularly when it came to lifting the spirits of those young men who were far from home and unsure of their future. It was just that he had no time for what he called ‘Army “bull”’, and his artful irreverence was his way of keeping the worst of it at bay.19

After D-Day, he took another Stars in Battledress show to Europe, travelling through France and Belgium as they were liberated, and reaching Germany in May 1945. He was, by this stage, back in more or less full ‘TT’ mode: wearing a ‘wonderful uniform’ that had been specially made for him by one of Winston Churchill’s favourite tailors, waving around a new malacca cane and dispensing Wodehousian phrases as if they were freshly cut flowers, he did his best to remind everyone that colourful eccentricity was no longer expressly forbidden. His attitude also matched the mood of the military’s rank-and-file, because, for all of his quaint Edwardian airs and graces, he, like them, was clearly keen to see the end of the pointless deference. His targets, in his comedy, were the kind of parade ground bullies, bumptious bureaucrats and bemedalled buffoons who had made so many ordinary soldiers’ lives a misery over the course of the past few years, and so the sight of each punctured pretension set in motion another large wave of laughs.

It did not matter when he appeared (sometimes it would be early in the day and sometimes unusually late at night) or where (a conventional theatre, a pungent-smelling shed, a hastily assembled stage somewhere out in the open air, the top of a dusty hillock or a ledge on the back of a truck); he kept on growing in confidence, expertise and enthusiasm as each new test was passed. ‘I picked up an enormous amount of experience,’ he would say of these days in SIB, ‘because, in the open market, one wouldn’t be working fifty-two weeks a year, doing shows in all kinds of circumstances. If you can be funny at eight in the morning you can be funny anywhere.’20

Colleagues were particularly impressed, and somewhat intimidated, by how driven and determined he seemed to be when it came to conjuring up comedy: ‘The only time old Terry is really serious,’ said one coperformer at the time, ‘is when he is putting on a show. I thought working with him would be a lark, but in the theatre he is worse than any sergeant-major.’21 They were merely the first in a very long line of people to be unnerved: as frivolous and carefree as he often aspired to appear, Terry Thomas would always be, when at work, as tough, as testy and as meticulous as any other unrepentant perfectionist. He really did want to put on the most memorable show that was possible.

When the time finally came for him to return to England, he was dispatched to join the staff of the Central Pool of Artistes (now re-christened ‘Combined Services Entertainment’22) at its elegant London HQ on Upper Grosvenor Street, W1. It was here that he started to witness what soon came to seem like an endless succession of his fellow young and up-and-coming entertainers – including Benny Hill, Bryan Forbes, Ian Carmichael, Frankie Howerd, Norman Vaughan, Kenneth Connor, Janet Brown, Arthur Haynes, Michael Denison, Peter Sellers, Reg Varney, Terry Scott, Billy Dainty, Bill Pertwee, Wilfrid Hyde-White, Spike Milligan, Graham Stark, Peter Ustinov and the budding actor Ivan Owen (who would later find success, if not quite fame, for himself as the unseen co-creator, voice and manipulator of an eighteen-inch puppet fox – called Basil Brush – whom he modelled on none other than his old friend T-T23) – passing through on their way back to find work in the post-war civilian world.

Thomas, now tired and somewhat unwell after his hectic year on tour abroad, suddenly felt that he was in danger of being left behind, and so, with a mounting sense of panic, he started to seek a quick means of release. ‘I’d told thousands of troops all over Europe that they’d see me in a West End show after the war,’ he would recall, ‘and I wanted to keep my promise.’24 Fortunately for him, however, one of his colleagues intervened before he could be tempted into doing something rash. ‘Why on earth do you want to get out?’ a sympathetic entertainments officer exclaimed. ‘I can tell you a way to stay in and be out at the same time.’ Thomas was intrigued. ‘How?’ he asked. ‘Go up to your colonel,’ explained the officer, ‘and ask him for twenty-eight days’ compassionate leave. At the end of it, you report back and he gives you another twenty-eight. You can get in some variety dates and you’ll be getting Army pay as well.’ Thomas’s eyes sprang open wide and the gap-toothed grin flew back into view: ‘Goodness gracious me! Well, thank you very much. Cheers!’25

Thrilled to have been alerted to such a lucrative loophole, he lost no time in making the most of it, getting in contact again with his old captain, George Black (who was now back in civilian life and working alongside his brother, Alfred, for their father’s Stoll Moss Theatres Group), and putting his name forward for any bookings that might be available on the variety circuit. Black was delighted to have Thomas back on his roster, and found him work more or less immediately at some of the best theatres and clubs in the country. Accompanied by his pianist, the recently demobbed Harry Sutcliffe, Thomas duly reprised all of his old Army routines (with ‘Technical Hitch’, of course, as his pièce de résistance), and also began to develop one or two new ones as he moved from one venue to the next. Interrupted only once a month by the need to travel back to London to ‘wangle more leave’ from HQ (‘What a wheeze!’), the nationwide tour provided him with invaluable experience, as well as plenty of priceless exposure, and set him up very nicely indeed for his imminent return to civilian life.26

Another potentially influential old friend whom he re-encountered during this period was the producer Philip Hindin (one of whose later claims to fame would be adapting the American show Call My Bluff for the BBC). The two of them had known each other since the mid-1930s, when TT was doing crowd work as an extra at movie studios and Hindin was working for the casting office Wielands. When Hindin bumped into the performer again just after the war, he was delighted to resume his friendship with someone whom he regarded not only as ‘a real nice guy’ but also a serious prospect for a successful career in show business:


He reminded me that just prior to our joining up I had booked him ten link-up broadcasts for Radio Luxembourg at £5 a time and that he’d never paid me commission! He offered me a fiver which I refused. I said he was going to be a big star and I wanted to be able to walk down Charing Cross Road and get a laugh out of telling the pros that ‘Terry-Thomas still owes me a fiver!’27



At the start of 1946, while Thomas was still officially attached to the armed services, he came to an arrangement with Jack Adams – of the theatrical agency Archie Parnell and Company in Soho’s Golden Square – to represent him as a professional performer, and Adams was soon alerting a wide range of potential employers to the likely appeal of his new client.28 Early in March, Thomas himself – aiming his sights high as usual – wrote to Eric Spear, an eminent BBC producer, with a proposal for him to star in a radio show all of his own (and Spear, in turn, was sufficiently intrigued by his audacity to consider helping him shape a sample script).29 By the middle of March, the perpetually-on-leave Sergeant Terry Thomas let it be known (mainly by those who did not yet know him) that he would from now on be managed by the newly established International Artistes organisation in High Holborn (run by a famously redoubtable young woman called Phyllis Rounce), as well as being assisted by Jack Adams at the Archie Parnell agency. He was clearly champing at the bit.

Relief came at last on 1 April 1946, when he was formally demobbed and was free to ‘come out’ as a professional entertainer. Appalled at both the style and the standard of the demob suit that he had been given (an ill-fitting double-breasted, dark blue, twill-weave woollen item churned out cheaply by Britain’s so-called ‘tailor of taste’, Montague Burton), he promptly sold it for £10 and went shopping for a few new colourful waist-coats. Back came the cigarette holder, the clove carnation, the silk ties, the white gloves, the fancy jackets and the suede shoes. He was ready to resume the bright life of ‘TT’.

He could not do so immediately as far as his living arrangements were concerned, because both he and his semi-estranged wife Pat (who was currently on tour – with her latest lover in tow – in another concert party-style revue) had been made homeless by a German bomb during the war. He therefore decided, for the short term, to make the best of a bad situation, and converted a derelict wooden barn behind one of the large houses in London’s Old Brompton Road. Dubbing it ‘Ye Cowshed’, he crammed it full of exotic souvenirs from his Stars in Battledress tours, placed a couple of flower displays outside and swanned on regardless. He then found a suitable centre of daytime operations: Daddy Allen’s Club – a modest first-floor bar and restaurant above a shop in Great Windmill Street. One of the most appealing things about Daddy Allen’s was its ideal position for meeting prospective collaborators or employers from either nearby Archer Street (where the Musicians’ Union had its HQ) or the Windmill Theatre itself; among other positive features was the fact that the club had a licence to sell alcohol throughout the afternoon, served roast lamb with two veg for the tiny sum of one shilling and ninepence, and employed a young waitress called Jenny Bell whom T-T described admiringly as having ‘knockers like Bentley head lamps’.30 It was here that he could stand at the bar, have a few drinks and swap gossip and tips with the likes of such other budding entertainers as Harry Secombe, Tony Hancock, Peter Sellers, Michael Bentine, Jimmy Edwards and Spike Milligan, as well as up-and-coming writers such as Frank Muir, Denis Norden and Eric Sykes. The networking duly commenced in earnest.

His agents began knocking on doors at the BBC. Jack Adams wrote to the bookings department on 26 April, pointing out what Thomas could do, what shows he would suit and at what venues he could be seen. On 30 April, one of Adams’ colleagues, L.M. Barry, followed up this letter with an enthusiastic recommendation of their client to any prospective producer, describing him as ‘one of the best of the new post war Acts that I have seen and should be terrific for broadcasting’.31 The agency also bombarded the offices of all the major impresarios, inviting them to take in one of Thomas’s forthcoming appearances on tour. Such hustling ended up paying off, because a fair number of prominent movers and shakers did take the trouble to have a look at the performer for themselves, but the first one to act on his interest turned out to be none other than George Black, who signed Thomas up for a role in a new production that he and his brother were planning for the West End.

Entitled Piccadilly Hayride, it was to be the first major theatrical production overseen by George and Alfred Black following the recent death of their father, and it was designed as a showcase for the prodigious comic talents of Sid Field. Probably the most original and inspired British comic actor of the immediate post-war period, Field drew on a repertory of peculiar characters (including a cockney spiv called ‘Slasher Green’; an effeminate, velvet-coated portrait photographer; a pompous professor of music; and a camply dim-witted novice golfer) to amuse his broad audience. Having shot belatedly to national fame in 1943 as the star of the revue Strike a New Note (‘No comic’, wrote J.B. Priestley, ‘can ever have had greater immediate success, going up like a rocket that exploded its gold and silver in the darkness of wartime London’32), and earning the admiration even of the most competitive of his local rivals (Arthur Askey would recall fondly that, when an extra matinée was added to the run, ‘every pro in London booked seats to see this wonderful new comedian’33), Field was now being fêted by the likes of Cary Grant, Bob Hope, Jack Benny, William Powell, Groucho Marx, Danny Kaye, Stan Laurel and Charlie Chaplin, as well as celebrated by the critics as Britain’s new ‘clown prince’.34 He was, in short, the big comedy star of the moment, and Terry Thomas – who was already a firm admirer – could not have been more thrilled to be made part of his cast.

Opening at the Prince of Wales Theatre on 11 October 1946, the twice-nightly show was an immense success right from the start (so much so that the management took the unheard-of step of shutting down the booking office for several days to allow the staff to deal with the exceptional rush of advance bookings), and it would go on to run for no fewer than 778 performances (attracting more than a million paying customers and taking over £350,000 at the box office – thus winning praise in theatrical circles for being the West End’s biggest money-spinner in years). Thomas’s role was primarily that of compère, which made him, in effect, the second comic lead. Apart from providing brief but witty introductions for such supporting acts as the French-born ven-triloquist Robert Lamouret and his ‘talking’ puppet duck Dudule, Thomas also performed an updated version of his ‘Technical Hitch’ routine, and, most memorably, appeared alongside Sid Field in an opening sketch that purported to be about a day in the life of King John. Playing the part of the effete cook Lambert Simnel, he was first seen carrying a cup of tea on a silver tray into the apartment of the king (played by Field in the style of Slasher Green):


SIMNEL: [Enters stage left] Good morning.

KING: Mornin’ Brighteyes – how are yer?

SIMNEL: Nicely thanks.

KING: Where’s me tea?

SIMNEL: [Pointing to tray] Thy tray is ici.

KING: [Suspiciously] How do you mean, ‘It’s easy’?

SIMNEL: No, no, I said ‘ici’. It’s all right – I’ve gone all French.

[He gives a high-pitched falsetto laugh]

KING: [Irritably] Shut up doin’ that first thing in the morning!

SIMNEL: What do you want for breakfast?

KING: I’ll ’ave some kippers.

SIMNEL: Kippers? Good gracious, you have them every morning – you’ll turn into one, one day!

KING: Well? It don’t matter to yew, dew it? Don’t stand there lookin’ at me as if you’ve never seen me before. Git out and get me breakfast worked in ’ere or I’ll break your wickets!

SIMNEL: You are beastly! [Crossing to a door on the right] You are unkind! Sometimes I think you take pleasure in upsetting me! I know you think I’m ugly!

KING: GIT AHT OF IT!35



The playful, quick-witted and comically elegant Field dazzled Thomas as this sketch progressed: ‘Sometimes it took me five minutes to compose myself enough to say my line because Sid made me laugh so much,’ he would recall. ‘He never stopped ad-libbing. You had no idea what he would come out with. One night he looked at me and said, “You iron!” This was a cockney rhyming slang abbreviation for “iron hoof”. In other words – he was calling me a poof!’36 Field made Thomas ‘corpse’ so often in another sketch, in which he was meant to spring up in the stalls in the middle of a Slasher Green spot and start heckling the character, that it started ruining the running time and ended up being dropped from the show.

It was by raising his game in order to survive on the same stage as this clever, inventive and – mercifully – generous performer that Thomas was assisted to come of age as a comedy actor: ‘[Sid] was easy to get on with; a marvellous person to have around, very friendly and warm. Even though he was the star of the show, he seemed not to mind that the newspapers gave such a lot of coverage to me [as well as to him]. I even had a two-page article in Punch.’37 In truth, Sid Field was on such fine form that nothing – and no one – could have shaken his own sense of personal and professional satisfaction, but there was no doubt either that the huge success of Piccadilly Hayride also helped to make Terry Thomas, within a matter of a handful of days, into a genuine show-business ‘name’. A mere three weeks into the show’s run, for example, the newspapers – several of which had already been predicting a wide range of positive things for him – revealed that he had been added to the bill of the forthcoming Royal Variety Performance. Thomas, contemplating taking his first bow before the King and Queen on the stage of the London Palladium, was ecstatic: ‘I’d arrived.’38

Now on a basic wage of £200 a week (more than £18,000 by today’s values), supplemented by the payments he was earning from a string of lucrative one-off cabaret engagements (he would go out on a lorry with a piano and a pianist and play at various clubs, private parties and Masonic functions in and around the West End), he felt that the time was right to start living in the high style to which he had always longed to become accustomed. He therefore found a smarter place to live (an elegant, upmarket property at 11 Queen’s Gate Mews, a short stroll away from the Royal Albert Hall in South Kensington39), hired a housekeeper, Doris Cooper (the sister of Gladys, the well-known actor), to fuss over his food and furniture, iron his morning newspaper and ‘ensure that I would always be immaculate’, and a secretary, Joan Haigh (who was later replaced by the much longer-serving Helene Moody), to keep an eye on his increasingly busy schedule. He also bought the first of his many much-loved sporty ‘spin-arounds’ – a smart new bull-nosed Morris motor car (‘open, of course, with a wonderful little dicky-seat and a Hotchkiss engine’) and ‘borrowed’ a butler/chauffeur called Harrup (‘an extraordinary fellow who out-Jeeved Jeeves’) from a well-to-do friend named Geoffrey Marriott.40 Then, of course, there was a large wardrobe to restock.

He bought most of his formal clothes from Cyril Castle and his riding gear from Huntsman – both of them based in Savile Row. Mr Castle made him twenty-four suits to be worn on a rotating basis, and every special requirement was incorporated into each of his designs: a breast pocket seven inches deep to accommodate a cigarette holder; an extra-tight, straight-cut lapel buttonhole guaranteed to hold a fresh flower snugly in place throughout the day (pins were simply out of the question); various shades of coloured silk coat linings; gold or silver side-grips (in addition to brace buttons) on the trouser waistbands; and carefully weighted stays at the trouser cuffs to protect them from rubbing against the heel of either shoe.41 Ever the perfectionist with an obsessive attention to detail, he even went so far as to start ordering a range of tailor-made underpants.42

Ties, too, were always very important to Terry Thomas, who could often, he admitted, be ‘terribly temperamental’ about them.43 Masses of the things, therefore, started tumbling in from Jermyn Street: silk ones, woollen ones, plain ones, patterned ones, patriotic red-white-and-blue ones and the odd ‘jocular’ one – the more, and the more varied, the merrier as far as he was concerned. Then there were the waistcoats, which he liked to design as well as purchase off the better class of peg. He had the most chi-chi of them specially made for him by a firm called Wings in Piccadilly at a cost of around £25 a throw (about £700 in today’s prices), and, in 1952, he would even help establish the Waistcoat Club to promote such products as essential items for a gent to wear.44 ‘I had waistcoats made of silk, satin, suede, bearskin, velvet [and] wool,’ he would recall fondly, ‘and there was even one made of white mink.’45 His all-time favourite among the more than a hundred he would accumulate would be the one he had made out of soft black velvet decorated with coloured flowers embroidered in silk, but he was also very proud of his little black moiré number that boasted some eye-catching gold fern embroidery, because it caught the eye of King George VI (one of his old role models) when he performed at a Christmas party for the royal household at Windsor Castle.

His addiction to cigarette holders had begun back at the moment, soon after he took up smoking as a teenager, when he decided that he had ‘classic hands’: ‘I have always hated nicotine-stained fingers,’ he would explain; ‘a holder prevents your fingernails looking like nutmeg.’46 He had given up his dozen-a-day smoking habit in 1945 (after experiencing certain niggling health problems during the war), but decided to hang on to the old holders as an elegant personal prop. Now that he had a public image to promote, however, he wanted something a little more distinctive, and he found it – ‘the most irresistible holder’ – in the window of Dunhill’s: ‘It was slightly outré because it was made of lacquered, black whangee (a type of bamboo) with a gold band twisting neatly round it,’ he said. Acknowledging that, at seven inches in length, it was over-long by most people’s standards, he admitted: ‘I would go for walks near my home while smoking with it, just to get my eye in. It wanted a bit of nerve to use a holder of that shape and size in real life.’47

The finishing touch to the Terry Thomas look was always a fresh clove carnation every day, which he bought from a florist in Old Brompton Road. ‘The carnation had to be clove,’ he insisted. ‘Wherever I went, a clove carnation adorned me. Even if I only slipped out to the pub, I always dressed as if I was going to a stage or a cabaret floor.’48 When quizzed about his extraordinary image and extravagant tastes, he would inform reporters: ‘I am a dandy. Or rather, a dam-dy. I don’t dress conventionally and I’m damned if I ever will.’49

Such an ostentatiously devil-may-care attitude certainly did help to get him noticed, but, as an unintended consequence, it would also help get him into a spot of trouble on a number of unhappy occasions. Early in 1960, for example, he came off stage after giving a midnight charity performance at the Odeon cinema in Liverpool and discovered that someone had stolen his most expensive custom-made cigarette holder – a spectacularly flashy little item (valued at £2000 at the time) decorated with forty-two diamonds and a gold spiral band – from a table inside his dressing room. The police soon tracked down two of the diamonds in the possession of a twenty-eight-year-old local man named Alan David Williams, later described in court as an ‘unemployed salesman’ and ‘variety artist’. They found the other forty, along with gold parts of the holder, hidden inside a roll of carpet at the Queen’s Drive home of a twenty-year-old unemployed comedian called James Joseph Tarbuck – a young man who, ironically enough, was destined for great fame and a fair-sized fortune from the mid-1960s onwards as the mop-topped, smart suited and booted, ‘boom-boom’-ing stand-up comic Jimmy Tarbuck, one of the resident hosts of Sunday Night at the London Palladium.

Tarbuck was charged with theft and Williams with being an accessory after the fact, and both were committed for trial at Liverpool Magistrates’ Court in April 1960. It transpired at the trial that the desperately ambitious Tarbuck had sought out T-T on several occasions both before and during the course of the midnight charity concert, asking him for the chance to make an appearance and perform some of his own material. The star, however, had replied to each of these repeated requests by ‘pointing out to him that we had too many artistes already [and therefore] it would be madness to put anybody else on’.50 Feeling hugely frustrated (and depressed by the fact that he was beginning to slip deeper into debt), Tarbuck responded to the perceived snub by slipping into Terry-Thomas’s unoccupied dressing room and making off with the cigarette holder in what the defence claimed was ‘a moment of pique rather than dishonest intent’.51 After keeping it hidden at home for a week, he proceeded to break it up and then sold a couple of the diamonds to Williams for £3 in order to ease one or two of his most pressing financial problems.

Once in court, both young men pleaded guilty and were duly sentenced (Tarbuck was placed on probation for two years and Williams was given a twelve-month conditional discharge), but Terry-Thomas was left feeling angry and somewhat demeaned – not so much by the theft (which he later dismissed as a ‘silly jape’ by a ‘completely and utterly unknown’ comedian), but more as a consequence of having had to endure what he considered to be the envious, resentful and cynically sniping remarks of certain barristers who were acting on behalf of the defence. Mr Harry Livermore, in particular, had infuriated the star by accusing him repeatedly of inflating the value of the cigarette holder in order to create a ‘publicity stunt’. ‘How could you say such a thing?’ shrieked an outraged T-T. ‘Of course it is not. If it had been a publicity stunt surely it would have been easier to have had it made from gilt and glass.’52 The performer eventually got the better of the barrister, tweaking a few raw nerves of his own – such as when, in response to the accusation that he had been ‘silly and overtrusting’ to have left such a highly prized possession unattended, he looked Livermore coldly in the eye and observed, ‘You have your collar on the wrong way round,’ thus provoking the visibly rattled barrister to bark back, ‘You will not insult me. I have no aspirations to be a clergyman, if you want to know!’53 – but he remained resentful of all the supposed condescension he had encountered in the courtroom. As for the expensive cigarette holders: he was waving another one around as he left the building and passed by the waiting reporters, thus making sure that he was seen to live up to his motto – ‘I shall not be cowed’.

It was a heady, hectic and very lucrative time for him back in the late 1940s, and he certainly made the most of it (‘Money is solid applause,’ he remarked. ‘I like it’54). For all of the hedonistic aspects of his image, however, he did little, in reality, other than work: on top of his formidable West End theatre and cabaret workload, he also started broadcasting on a regular basis on the radio (appearing as a guest star on such popular BBC programmes as Variety Bandbox, Workers’ Playtime, Happidrome and The Carroll Levis Show), and he continued to find it hard to turn down the odd additional booking (provided the price was right) on the provincial variety circuit. By the time that Piccadilly Hayride finally came to the end of its sixteen-month run, on 17 January 1948, he was well-known, well-liked, widely sought-after – and absolutely shattered.

Suffering from ‘a resurrected stomach ulcer and a bad case of nervous exhaustion’, he staggered off to see a specialist in Harley Street, who, after examining him, recommended a month of rest and recuperation at Champneys ‘nature cure’ health farm in Tring. Run in those days by its founder, an eccentric Latvian naturopath by the name of Stanley Lief, Champneys – the first stately home health retreat in Britain – sounded tolerable to Thomas (whose friend, the novelist and playwright Algernon Blackwood, had often sung its praises) until he actually got there. Lief startled him straight away by announcing that, far from being pampered with regular massages, manicures, pedicures, rounds of smoked salmon sandwiches and tall flutes of chilled champagne, he would be expected to survive each day on little more than three oranges, a small portion of watercress and plenty of water. Thomas startled Lief by admitting rather sweetly that, fond as he was of watercress, oranges and water, he was much, much fonder of ‘steaks, chops, liver and kidneys, bacon and sausages, chicken, and duck, and partridge, and pheasant, and grouse, and veal, and pork’.55 He added that his plan was to take a brisk walk out every morning through the surrounding fields, carrying a brand new Boss & Co shotgun, and make it a rule ‘to stay out until I had shot a rabbit’.56

One of Lief’s assistants hurried Thomas off to his small and rather Spartan-looking room before he could cause any further offence, handed him an orange and a jug of water, and ordered him to start ‘cleansing’ himself internally. The next few days were, as a consequence, ‘unbearable’, and he doubted that he would last beyond the first week. Then, as luck would have it, ‘salvation’ came in the somewhat bulbous form of Sir Bernard Docker (the flamboyant chairman of the Daimler Motor Company) and his similarly ‘larger than life’ wife, Lady Norah, who were also staying and suffering at Champneys. After comparing notes on their respective hunger pangs, the threesome readily agreed to become committed co-conspirators: ‘While taking our recommended afternoon walks in the fresh air,’ Thomas later admitted, ‘we used to slip away in the famous gold-plated Daimler for the odd clandestine scone.’57

It could have been down to Lief, or it could have been down to the cheats, but, for one reason or another, Thomas returned to London feeling fit and fully refreshed. Eager to make up for lost time, he went straight back to work, touring the halls, acting as compère at the London Palladium and making his breakthrough on radio in October 1948, at the age of thirty-seven, as the star of his first series on the BBC’s Home Service, the variety showcase To Town with Terry. This was the project that first made people within the BBC realise just what a talented, determined and, on occasion, difficult and outspoken performer Terry Thomas could be.

Featuring a fairly familiar mixture of sketches, solo routines, musical interludes and a range of popular and topical star guests, the show – which was scheduled to go out on the air every Tuesday evening at 7 p.m. for forty-five minutes – was intended to serve as a suitably flexible context for the man whom the BBC was now billing as one of its bright new stars,58 but Terry Thomas was far from being immediately impressed. While the first intended set of guests (which included the very popular singers Anne Shelton and Vera Lynn, and, as unexpected ‘straight men’, the British Movietone News narrator Lionel Gamlin and the greatly respected BBC broadcaster Richard Dimbleby) was deemed to be broadly acceptable, the star was decidedly uneasy about the range of names proposed for subsequent editions. The choices struck him as having far more to do with availability and low rates of pay than with suitability or high quality. He was similarly unhappy about the limited amount of time that was being put aside for the preparation of each new script and its subsequent rehearsal. Acting like the strong and strict organiser he had been back in his old Stars in Battledress days, he started questioning most of his producer’s ideas, made all kinds of technical and artistic suggestions and demanded a greater degree of commitment from the rest of the team. This was his show, he reasoned, and how it fared would affect his reputation, so he was determined to make it as good as it could possibly be.

The debut edition, which was broadcast on 12 October, was deemed a great success by the BBC’s powers-that-be (who were happy to see it set off on a lengthy run), but Terry Thomas struggled to think about anything other than all of the real and imagined faults. He criticised others and he criticised himself. Lists were written, memos distributed and editorial sessions commenced. The basic message to all was: ‘We must do better’. Not long after the series had started its run, therefore, he demanded a meeting with the Corporation’s Head of Variety, Michael Standing, to discuss possible ways to ‘tighten-up’ the format, improve the quality and, ideally, boost the budget of his new show. Although it was not the sort of thing that a ‘mere’ artiste was supposed to do, he marched off to the executive’s office in the BBC’s Aeolian Hall in Bond Street and, over a cup of tea and a spongy bun, made his opinions eminently clear:


I had quite a row with him. I remember banging his desk violently when he said that he didn’t see anything wrong with the programme. That goaded me into saying something that I believe has a great deal of truth in it. ‘You only think this programme is good because it isn’t bad! That is the BBC’s attitude, but it isn’t mine, I can’t afford it. For that matter, it isn’t any artist’s. No artist can afford to do anything that isn’t really jolly good. But I suppose the BBC can afford to put out mediocre stuff; in any case, it is generally agreed that they constantly do!’59



Comedy, he insisted, was no joke: it was a serious business. He was adamant that his work on the wireless was going to be of the kind of high quality that would render it genuinely memorable. A standard, he said, had to be set.

To his credit, he proceeded to lead by example, straining each day and each week to come up with a funnier, livelier and more varied kind of show, and, although there were plenty of grunts and grumbles in the background along the way, the rest of the team followed suit. ‘You peg away,’ he would say, ‘and you must keep pegging away with complete faith that you will succeed until, suddenly, you find that you’re getting somewhere.’60 The result would be a six-month-long series that went somewhere, building up a large audience and receiving a fair amount of critical praise. Although there would never be anything particularly novel about the programme, it would at least improve steadily enough and develop into a relatively polished and entertaining affair, and its star (who would audibly grow in confidence as the series progressed) stood out as a performer of real promise. The effort (and the arguments) would come to seem to have been worth it: he helped To Town with Terry, and it, in turn, went on to help his career move smartly along.

It was also at this propitious stage that Terry Thomas made one final, small but significant revision to his on-stage identity: to coincide with the launch of his own show, he inserted a hyphen between the ‘Terry’ and the ‘Thomas’ in his name. He would later claim that it was not for ‘snob’ reasons that he decided to make the change, but rather ‘to tie the two names together’: ‘They didn’t mean much apart,’ he argued; ‘together they made a trade name.’61 A letter from his management to the BBC (dated 28 April 1948), however, provided a supplementary explanation:


Would you be kind enough to notify all concerned that Terry-Thomas has instructed us that a hyphen shall be inserted between his two names. The reason is, I understand, that he hopes to discourage people from addressing him as ‘Mr Thomas,’ to which he has apparently a strong objection!! There is no Christian name before it.62



He did it, therefore, both for snobbish and pragmatic reasons, but, most of all, he did it because it felt right. From this moment on, he believed that he truly was Terry-Thomas: the metropolitan toff, dandy and artiste known to all, affectionately and indubitably, as ‘T-T’.
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