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            Introduction

         

         When approaching the life of an actor one is faced with multiplicity from the off: most of us are able to separate ourselves into the working ‘us’ and the one at rest. For an actor that distinction is never so simple. After all, actors are masked at the best of times – it’s what they’ve trained for. They have the interchangeable faces of the characters they create, the face they use to talk to their audience or press, the one they share with their family and friends …
         

         In some cases they even forget which face serves which purpose, becoming lost beneath a stack of peeled personalities. Peter Sellers was once asked to record a religious reading for an album of such things. After agreeing to this, he soon came unstuck. He tried it first in the crusty voice of an archdeacon but that wouldn’t do … Then a soft Welsh lilt – perhaps thoughts of Neddie Seagoon, the Goon Show character, came to mind – then a thick Yiddish accent … No, no, the recording engineer didn’t like that. Couldn’t he just record the piece in his own voice? Sellers crumbled at the thought, utterly lost. ‘There’s no such thing,’ he replied.
         

         Then again some actors, and Leonard Rossiter was one of them, have no such mental frailty: they see acting as a job, as solid and practical as bookkeeping or car mechanics. They can analyse the business of performance unlike the frequently confused folk to whom it comes only too naturally. These performers are often unsung, the sheer technical proficiency of how they approach their work overshadowed by bigger, more eccentric personalities.
         

         When speaking to actor, James Grout in one of the many interviews conducted for this book, he started the conversation by stating: ‘There are some actors who gather amusing anecdotes at every step of their career, one can think of many I’ve worked with over the years … then there are those who simply don’t. Len was one of the latter.’ (And no, this wasn’t the most disheartening thing I heard during an interview: that would have been the actor whose name I shan’t mention for the sake of sparing blushes who, on being asked when they had first met Leonard, replied: ‘Oh … nineteen … erm … nineteen … Oh dear, nineteen something! I couldn’t be more specific, really.’)
         

         So no amusing anecdotes here then? Well no, quite a few actually. But it’s true Leonard was a simple, workmanlike man – which I mean in a complimentary sense – and his home life really no different to anyone else’s. When recalling her father, Camilla Rossiter brings to mind the hardworking man, buried in scripts and learning lines, or the caring father, who took her to the park or local swimming pool. It is not a childhood of glitzy celebrity parties and shocking revelations.
         

         Actress Margaret Courtenay who worked alongside Rossiter as part of the Bristol Old Vic company in the 1960s once observed: ‘Len did not seem like an actor at all. Off-stage, he might have been an accountant or bank clerk.’
         

         So, what makes Leonard Rossiter – a man, when not working, so utterly ‘normal’ that he might have been mistaken for a bank clerk – worthy of a book? Quite simply: his work. Not many actors create such an utterly iconic character that they will forever be remembered, performances repeated and discussed ad nauseam on the ‘100 Best’ shows that certain channels like to fill their schedules with. Leonard did it twice, concurrently, in Rupert Rigsby and Reginald Perrin. Even that frankly astounding achievement underplays the true weight of his career – indeed, it was merely five years’ worth of performances while his career stretched for thirty.
         

         ‘A lot of people think of him purely as a comic actor,’ says Camilla, ‘they will always say, “Oh, I remember your dad, he was so funny … I suppose it’s because of those two series that people particularly remember but of course he did lots of work that wasn’t comic, lots of different roles. I think, like with anyone in that profession, he would have wanted to be remembered as an actor across the board, someone who could play the whole range. But that’s the way it goes, I suppose. Let’s be honest, an actor is glad to be remembered for anything!’
         

         As director, and close friend of Leonard’s, Joe McGrath says: ‘At the end of the day, it’s the work that’s important, nothing else matters at all.’ Certainly, Rossiter always thought so – he had no interest in sharing the details of his home life, nor by all accounts were they, for the most part, unusual enough to be worth sharing; he had the roles that he played, from fascist dictators to seedy landlords, neurotic businessmen to escaped convicts … That is where the story of Leonard Rossiter lies: in his journey to achieve the best work of which he, or for that matter anyone else, was capable.
         

         This book looks at his life through the context of those roles, how he developed the characters and how they, in turn, may have developed him.
         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
 
            
               ‘Things that make me laugh are black jokes, which some people find distasteful. I like the story about Arthur Lucan who was, of course, “Old Mother Riley”. He’d been doing pantomime for about ten weeks, with the audience full of kids screaming his name. He goes off to his dressing room. Then there’s a call for him, and he doesn’t answer. The theatre manager has to go onstage and break the news. And he says, “Please could I have your attention? Kiddies, shush, please! I have some very sad news: Old Mother Riley is dead.’ And someone from the back shouts, “Oh no, she isn’t!”’
               
 
               Leonard Rossiter, ‘Live from Two’, 1980 

            

         
 
         It’s the spring of 1984 and Leonard Rossiter has just finished filming both a new ITV sitcom, Tripper’s Day, and the lead role in The Life and Death of King John, part of the BBC’s ambitious plan to adapt the entire works of Shakespeare for the small screen. The former will receive distinctly mixed reviews, the latter fares better.
         
 
         But that lies in the future. For now, Leonard is back where he is most comfortable: the theatre. While there can be no doubt that it is television that has made him a household name, theatre is where his heart lies. Theatre offers actors the opportunity to refine a performance over an extended period and to feed off the audience as they ply their trade. It is an immediate medium, uncluttered by the complications of camera angles, lighting rigs and a performance broken up into bite-size pieces for shooting. The drama is cleanly and consecutively told – no altering the script to make an easy ‘shooting order’ here, a process rather like asking a pianist to start in the middle and then bash out all the loud notes first, filling in the rest later. In theatre, actors tell their story: it’s as simple, and potentially transcendental, as that.
         
 
         The venue is the Ambassadors Theatre, the intimate London venue that carried Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap for the first 21 years of its record-breaking run. The play is Loot, Joe Orton’s controversial farce. For a couple of hours, the audience will relish the grim adventures of Hal and Dennis, who, after robbing the bank next door to the funeral parlour where Dennis works, keep the cash hidden in the coffin of Hal’s recently deceased mother, her ejected body going on to appear in all manner of awkward places around the house. For this dark comedy of death and corruption the theatre has been decked out in black drapes and funereal wreaths. It looks like a gaudy undertaker’s parlour. In time, this will seem grotesquely appropriate as Rossiter’s leading performance as the corrupt Inspector Truscott will sadly be his last.
         
 
         For what consolation it may later provide – and to Leonard, who disliked the inveterate back-patting that often goes hand in hand with acting, it would be an endorsement that, while gratifying, was not to be dwelt on – the performance was to be met with glowing reviews. Jack Tinker, writing for the Daily Mail, will consider ‘that sinister seediness in which Leonard Rossiter so excels has seldom been seen to better effect’. Michael Billington, that ever-glowing light of theatrical criticism, makes note of Rossiter’s ‘superb comic achievement’ reviewing the play for The Times. It will even win the actor an award nomination, far from the first of his career, for the Best Comedy Performance of the Year in the 1984 Laurence Olivier Awards.
         
 
         Inspector Truscott, Orton’s unpleasant detective, was inspired by Harold Challenor, the police detective so publicly arraigned on charges of police corruption in 1963, who would avoid sentencing, being deemed unfit to plead due to his deteriorating mental health. It was a role Leonard had wanted to play since the first London run of 1966. Orton had written the part for his friend, comic actor Kenneth Williams, who played the role during the premiere production. When casting began for the 1970 film version – adapted by legendary screenwriters Ray Galton and Alan Simpson – Leonard was determined to win the part. Instead it went to Richard Attenborough who, in the opinion of Ray Galton at least, ‘fucked it right up’. This would only sharpen Rossiter’s determination to one day prove his mettle as the character: he was not a man to give up on such things and it is no surprise that he would eventually secure the part and make it his own.
         
 
         He is joined in the cast by Gemma Craven (the young actress who shot to fame in 1976, when she was cast alongside Richard Chamberlain in Bryan Forbes’ Cinderella movie, The Slipper and the Rose), Paul McGann (two years before his ‘breakout’ role in the BBC drama, The Monocled Mutineer and Bruce Robinson’s wonderful tale of two ‘resting’ actors, Withnail and I), Neil Pearson (soon to become a household name himself due to leading TV roles in both Drop the Dead Donkey and Between the Lines), Irish actor and painter Patrick O’Connell (familiar to many audiences for his long-standing role in the BBC drama The Brothers) and John Channell Mills who, as well as playing the part of Meadows was to be Leonard’s understudy.
         
 
         The show is a hit, despite the odd first night hiccup (most memorably, McGann dropping the corpse off the stage to which Leonard casually ad-libbed: ‘Well, go on then boy, ask for it back!’). And later in the year the production transfers to the larger Lyric Theatre, with David John (who had recently appeared alongside Rossiter in the aforementioned Tripper’s Day replacing Paul McGann, who has other commitments). The seats are once again filled and the critics kind.
         
 
         Patrick O’Connell recalls how tightly knit the cast became: ‘Doing a farce like that you get to know people very well as exposure is the name of the game: farce exposes you to your fellow actors and the audience much more than a straight drama. We really were a team and loved working with each other. Leonard was marvellous and kept a close eye on everything. We’d heard he was a bit difficult and a perfectionist – which he was – but we all got on; we worked very hard. He was brilliant in the part: he’d been brilliant when he first turned up for the initial read-through of the play and proceeded to get better and better.’
         
 
         Not that Rossiter was immune to the odd live hiccup: ‘His best moment was when he dried with Gemma,’ O’Connell continues, referring to that nerve-wracking moment when an actor’s mind goes completely blank, leaving them stranded in the midst of a play they don’t know how to get out of. ‘He dried completely, just stood there looking down at Gemma. He strolled across to the prompt corner, put his hands in his pockets and pulled out his magnifying glass, walking off stage. He returned a moment later to exactly where he had been standing with Gemma and then made the sound of a tape being rewound and started the scene from the top again. It was funnier than the script.
         
 
         ‘At one point, I was looking over at him, and thought he was so funny that I forgot I was in the play and just started laughing. He noticed, of course, and I thought, he’s going to bollock me for this, but he just stood there and looked at me, waited until I’d finished laughing and then carried on the play without saying another word. He never mentioned it afterward either.’
         
 
         O’Connell’s concern at the ‘bollocking’ he might have had owing is understandable: Leonard’s reputation as a man who doesn’t respond well to the slightest slip in professional behaviour is well documented. Perhaps it is simply that he is happy and therefore inclined to be forgiving. He is playing a role he loves, in a medium he adores. Even the slight chest pains that send him to Brompton Hospital for a series of tests – which, in Rossiter’s words, prove him to be ‘fit as a fiddle’ – are of little concern. He has never struggled with his health: after all, he’s a voracious sportsman (his main sport being squash), who is rarely ill.
         
 
         On Friday, 5 October 1984, his doctor’s prognosis is proven to be incorrect.
         
 
         Leonard arrives at the theatre early, as is his wont. Walking around backstage to ‘get the feel of the house’, he is settling into it, soaking up the atmosphere and acoustics. He chats with O’Connell, his co-star, at a party given by the Russian Embassy, who attended the production the night before and a group of them have returned. Leonard is particularly pleased by this proof – not that it is really needed – that people are enjoying the production.
         
 
         The curtain lifts and the audience settles in. Truscott first appears in the second scene and Leonard offers his usual, deeply considered performance before exiting to wait in the dressing room for his character’s next appearance. His dressing room has an adjoining door that leads through to Patrick O’Connell’s. If the cast had contained a couple in a relationship, they would have been given these twin rooms as a courtesy. In this case, the adjoining door remains locked but O’Connell and Rossiter can still hear one another as they rehearse their lines or move around. O’Connell is changing his costume, tugging on ragged clothes that will make him look as if he’s been in a car accident. He hears Leonard cough. It’s a short bark of a noise and he thinks nothing of it. In the years to come he won’t be able to stop himself from wondering if this was a noise that meant more than he realised.
         
 
         A few minutes later he hears an announcement go out over the backstage tannoy calling Leonard to the stage, but there is no sound of movement from next door. This he does find strange: Rossiter is not an actor who needs reminding of a forthcoming cue. Often he appears in the wings early, or at the very least is heading out the door and along the corridor the very minute the call is given. A few moments pass. The silence continues until O’Connell hears footsteps in the corridor. He steps outside to meet the assistant stage manager chasing up the call. The ASM is nervous, aware as O’Connell that this is not normal behaviour for his colleague. O’Connell takes pity on the ASM, who is reluctant to knock on Leonard’s door, and does it for him. There is no answer and so they open the door.
         
 
         Onstage the concern is doubly felt. Gemma Craven utters Leonard’s cue to no effect. A small degree of improvisation occurs, the cast desperately playing for time, ad-libbing Orton and hoping Leonard will appear at any moment. But he is nowhere to be seen. Finally, giving up on their attempts, Neil Pearson apologises to the audience and the curtain lowers.
         
 
         O’Connell sees Leonard, slumped in an armchair. He is immediately struck by how pale he looks – in fact, as he will later admit: ‘He looked dead.’ But it’s not long before he’s joined by the rest of the cast. Gemma Craven, appearing as Nurse Fay in the production, lives up to her character’s profession by feeling for Leonard’s pulse: there is none. David John attempts to massage his heart, falsely hopeful of the air passing in and out of Leonard’s mouth as he desperately pumps away on his chest. An appeal for medical help has already been sent over loudspeaker into the auditorium and three doctors run backstage, closely followed by Frances de la Tour, Rossiter’s co-star in Rising  Damp, the show that made him a star. ‘I was going to go backstage at the end of the show to congratulate him,’ she would recall later, ‘instead, I went backstage after only 20 minutes into the show to see him die.’
         
 
         An ambulance arrives to take Leonard to The Middlesex Hospital, though all around can see he is beyond such help. His wife Gillian Raine follows in her car while reporters and photographers gather at the theatre.
         
 
         The remaining cast must now do something that they feel is utterly beyond them. The management insists they conclude the performance with Leonard’s understudy taking over as Truscott. They must go back onstage to complete their tale of cash and corpses. ‘We were running about and playing this farce with tears in our eyes,’ recalls O’Connell, ‘We didn’t know why we were doing it, it was a strange thing to ask us to carry on. I thought it was appalling. I thought it was really dreadful, completely and utterly cynical – they just didn’t want to give the audience their money back.’
         
 
         For them at least, the old adage comes into play: the show must go on. When the curtain finally falls they are told what, in truth, they already knew: their co-star is no more. Leonard Rossiter, aged only 57, has died. It is something that hits them hard, however expected. ‘When you’re in public,’ says O’Connell ‘somehow the shock is greater, you’re spun right out of a public world into this strange murky place that awaits us all: death. It’s incredibly disorientating. An actor’s job is to create a fantasy and they immerse themselves in it. When reality intrudes into that fantasy …’
         
 
         For Leonard Rossiter the fantasy was finally over: a career spanning 35 years and countless, varied performances had ended.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Part I
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            1
 
            A Working-class Hero

         
 
         Leonard Rossiter was born on 21 October 1926 into a British Isles that was just regaining its feet. Coalminers had downed tools on 1 May of that year, with the Trades Union Congress calling a General Strike in support, two days later. Bar certain ‘key’ trades such as transport, workers walked away from all industries – no one wanting the political fall-out caused by bringing the country to a complete standstill. Martial law was declared as the country divided between those condemning the striking workers and their sympathisers. Though the General Strike itself only lasted nine days, the coal miners would fight on until 12 October, when they finally agreed to call an end to the strike action: many of them had no choice but to return to work, with the need to earn money to feed their families driving them back down into the pits.
         
 
         Leonard was the son of John and Elizabeth Rossiter, younger brother to John Junior. The family lived in a small flat above John Rossiter’s barber’s shop in Wavertree, a suburb of Liverpool. Wavertree – famous for its large play area (named ‘The Mystery’ as it was left to the area’s children for use as a sports field and recreational ground by an unknown benefactor) – would also be where George Harrison grew up 20 years later, with John Lennon also not a stone’s throw away. Of course, Liverpool’s geography will be forever marked by the passage of The Beatles.
         
 
         Leonard’s father supplemented the living he earned as a barber by working as an illicit bookmaker (betting shops only started to be legalised in the UK in 1961), offering side bets to customers as he cut their hair. The barbershop was alive to the sound of clipping scissors and the radio’s crackle as his punters held their breath, listening to the matches or races, in the hope of taking home more than the usual ‘something for the weekend’. John Rossiter also provided the family’s only link to the entertainment industry by playing golf with George Formby’s father, something that Leonard would frequently joke about in later life.
         
 
         Leonard attended the local Collegiate Grammar School and soon developed a prodigious talent in both sports and languages. He was made captain of the school football and cricket teams, and was also a member of the Lancashire Colts, a youth cricket team designed to foster rising talent in the sport with a view to a professional future.
         
 
         Tom Farrell remembered his schooldays alongside Leonard to author Robert Tanitch, admitting: ‘Len was a hero at school, he was certainly my hero. [One day] I saw Len walking along Queen’s Drive away from the sports ground where, I learnt later, our first XI had just beaten rivals Holt High School 11-nil and Len, the centre-forward, had scored all 11 goals. The fact that he was literally sauntering despite his superhuman feat was totally in keeping with his god-like image as a soccer supremo. He was a born sportsman, moving about the pitch with all-conquering, loping ease. And he was modest with it.’
         
 
         Whether this was modesty or an early sign of an attitude that he would carry throughout his life – an acceptance of his talents leavened with an utter lack of interest in being praised for them – is impossible to tell. Certainly, Leonard approached everything in life as a task to be tackled with the greatest of effort, perfection the only satisfactory goal. That done, he had little interest in basking in the approval of others: achieving said goal was reward enough.
         
 
         Despite these obvious sporting leanings – rumour even had it within the school that the Everton Football Club had their eyes on him – he also joined the school drama society, though it would be some years before that particular bug truly hit home. For now, his aim was to go on to attend university to pursue degrees in both French and German. Sadly, such hopes would all too soon be dashed, with the outbreak of war in 1939.
         
 
         
                    

         
 
         Liverpool was a target second only to London during the war, due to the strategic importance of the port. It was the main gateway to the US and provided anchorage for many nations’ vessels as well as handling over 90 per cent of all the war material brought into Britain.
         
 
         The bombings hit their peak in the week between 1 and 7 May 1941. Over those seven days, 681 bombers dropped 870 tonnes of high explosives and over 112,000 incendiaries. The strike knocked out half of the Liverpool docks and over 500 roads. On the nights of 3 and 4 May alone, 400 fires were attended by the Fire Department. The government was determined to gloss over the level of damage sustained by the city: to tell the truth would have been to let the German forces know how successful their targeting had been and therefore invite further attacks. Invited or not, the attacks continued over the months that followed, though never to such extremes. Over 4,000 residents would lose their lives during the bombing campaigns: John Rossiter was one of them.
         
 
         John had offered his services as a voluntary ambulance driver. It was exhausting work, crews often working shifts of 48 hours or more, looking after those hurt by the bombings as well as receiving wounded troops from battles overseas. The drivers and their nurses had to wade through the darkness of the blackouts, climbing over the dead and dying in an attempt to assist and bring comfort to those still able to benefit from it. It was a hellish occupation and John was not alone in losing his life in its service.
         
 
         With his father gone, Leonard had no choice but to rethink his future: he would have to help support his mother, the luxury of further education no longer an option as he needed to become a breadwinner. Having reached the conscription age of eighteen, however, Leonard still had time to consider his options as he worked through the obligatory National Service. Despite the surrender of Germany in May 1945 (and the later surrender of Japan in August of that same year), conscription in the UK continued until 1960, with young men expected to spend 18 months as part of the Armed Forces (plus a further four years on the ‘reserve’ list, where they could be called up in the event of war). Leonard was shipped to Germany, where he served in the Army Education Corps, teaching illiterate soldiers to read and write. At the beginning of his tenure, Germany had just surrendered but the Japanese fought on.
         
 
         The task of educating the soldiers was a thankless one, as he recounted in a later interview: ‘Lots of chaps resented it. Most of them were totally hardened to the idea of never needing to read or write and didn’t see why they should start.’ Whether his efforts were resented or not, he saw out his time teaching and helping the soldiers write their letters home before returning to Liverpool himself, eager to get on with his own life. Despite having been offered a place at Liverpool University, he concentrated on finding employment that would help support his family, ultimately joining the Commercial Union Insurance Company in 1948. Working as a clerk in the Claims & Accidents department, he earned a wage of £210 a year.
         
 
         He found the work frustrating but the benefits of a secure livelihood outweighed such matters and he continued as the main breadwinner of the Rossiter household for the next six years. ‘It is amazing how many entertainers started life in insurance,’ he would later joke, ‘and most of them will still try to sell you some, given half a chance.’ Later, Rossiter’s daughter Camilla would admit that her father would never talk about his family or his youth. But perhaps this was part of her desire to keep ‘private life private’ as per her father’s wishes.
         
 
         Leonard was indeed a surprisingly private and shy man: there is an assumption that all actors have an inherent ‘show-off’ streak in them, which Leonard, along with many of his peers, could easily dispel. ‘I remember all those dances at the Rialto, Liverpool,’ he later recounted, ‘where I would spend every Saturday night. Well, I hated it. The whole evening was geared to [the] last half-hour – the last waltz, or whatever. Mostly the whatever.’ He was equally uncertain when invited to social functions. ‘I remember getting very hot under the collar at dinner tables – I was always afraid of being laughed at.’ In the years to come, the laughter of others would be something he would have to get used to, though of course there is a world of difference between being laughed at and making people laugh intentionally. In fact, many of those who lack confidence are drawn towards acting as a profession for the rigidity it offers. After all, you can never be short of something to say when someone’s scripting it for you.
         
 
         Also working at the Commercial Union at that time was Michael Williams, who would go on to become a much-lauded actor in his own right and husband to Dame Judi Dench before his sad death from lung cancer in 2001. As well as working alongside Leonard, he also played football with him as part of an office team, where he learned how seriously Rossiter took his sport. ‘Len was the most competitive man ever,’ he later recalled. ‘Once, he passed me the ball by an open goal: I missed it. Len wouldn’t speak to me for a week, and we sat at opposite desks!’
         
 
         This competitiveness and intolerance of anything but the very best is arguably what finally pushed Leonard towards the career in which he would thrive for most of his life.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            The Amateur Stage

         
 
 
         When later asked what drove him towards acting, Leonard would always tell the same story: his girlfriend was a member of a local amateur dramatics society and after rehearsals, he would drop by to give her a lift home. One night he was early and so he sat at the back of the rehearsal room to watch. What he saw didn’t impress him and driving home, he told her so. Understandably, she was somewhat affronted – for Leonard was far too honest not to include her in his list of criticisms – and suggested that if he was such an expert, why didn’t he try to do better?
         
 
         A challenge like this was never going to pass him by: he simply didn’t work that way. His future colleague and friend Frederick Jaeger would later explain with regard to another of Leonard’s obsessions: ‘When we had all moved to London, another friend of Len’s, Derek Benfield, and I took Len – in plimsolls and with a borrowed racquet – on to a cold squash court at the Grampians Squash Court in Shepherd’s Bush and taught him the rudiments of the game. Within an hour he had mastered the rules, within a week he was playing and within a year, he was far too good for Derek and myself – and subsequently he made himself one of the top players in our business.’
         
 
         Indeed, this was a fact also attested to by his future Rising Damp co-star, Don Warrington (Philip Smith): ‘We both played squash and he asked me if I wanted to play. I agreed and he said: “Well, you’re much, much younger than me.”’ That comment immediately gave Warrington hope that he had found something in which he, the young theatre school graduate, might actually beat his fellow actor (at forty-five, Leonard was more than twice Warrington’s age, though hardly ancient!). ‘I thought, this will be great: I’m going to get my opportunity, I’m going to show him a thing or two! He got changed and we stepped onto the court. He was very casual and relaxed, and we knocked the ball about. I was a young, energetic man: I was nimble and sprinting about.’ Lulled thus into a false sense of security, Leonard suggested they commence a game and he went on to show the young Warrington precisely what he, the ‘old man’ was capable of: ‘It was criminal what he did – he didn’t only beat me, he beat me up – and with such ease! He played me around the court; I ran and ran and ran, and it was a real lesson. He just smiled and quickly I was exhausted. And there you are, you think: here I am, twenty-one years old and I shall show this old man a thing or two. But the “old man” had a couple of tricks I just didn’t know about at all.’
         
 
         Leonard’s determination to excel at everything is just as clear on the rare occasions when he met his match, as his daughter Camilla recalls: ‘I remember once on holiday he tried windsurfing. As with everything, he had to do it perfectly or not at all. He soon decided it wasn’t working and stomped off the beach.’
         
 
         And there we have it in a nutshell: ‘He had to do it perfectly or not at all.’
         
 
         Leonard must have been confident of his potential as an actor: faced with his girlfriend’s challenge, he joined a local drama group, The Adastra Players, in 1949. In fact, so confident was he that, shortly after joining the Adastra Players, he joined a second group, the Centre Players (based in the close-by Wavertree Community Centre in Penny Lane, a street The Beatles would immortalise years later in their song of the same name). Here we see a perfect example of Rossiter’s great ambition – and, indeed, impatience – as an actor. Most people would have joined only one group, felt their way in the new discipline, built up slowly if they found it to their liking … not so Leonard. If he was going to act then he would damn well do it to excess, like a man who fancies learning how to climb mountains making a beeline for the Andes on his very first expedition. Was it the need to challenge himself or simply that, once started, acting immediately got its claws into him? Certainly, he would become obsessive over his new hobby as time went on.
         
 
         A fellow member of the Centre Players – who, like Leonard, would go on to a professional career as an actor – was John Roden: ‘I first met Len Rossiter when he joined the Wavertree Community Centre Drama Group and became an acting member of The Centre Players (annual subscription two shillings!). Our theatre was the [centre] ballroom. The small, permanent stage was augmented with six boxes which gave an acting area of some sixteen feet by ten feet, with two by six feet in the wings and backstage.’ It was a far cry from the voluminous theatres where Leonard was destined to travel in his future.
         
 
         ‘He was a quiet, unassuming person,’ Roden continues, ‘with a wry sense of humour and a dry wit; but although easy-going and popular, Len was a very private person not given to showing his emotions or confiding in others. We got on well together and spent most of our spare time acting, producing or stage-managing. It was apparent then that he was talented, with a feeling for comedy and an aptitude for inventing comic business. On stage his nervous energy drenched him in perspiration at every performance.’
         
 
         Rossiter and Roden would go on to become good friends, though the enthusiasm they shared for the stage was never far away, even when socialising: ‘We spent many holidays together, boating on the Broads, hitch-hiking to the Riviera and once visiting Butlin’s. Scripts were usually part of our luggage and while at Butlin’s we couldn’t resist taking part in the Variety Show, performing black-out sketches [brief comic pieces defined by a sudden conclusion where the lights would go immediately to black to emphasise the punchline] and a mime act.’
         
 
         Like all natural performers, they couldn’t resist any opportunity to perform to an audience: ‘Every year there was an Open Day, with the various groups providing stalls and exhibitions,’ Roden explains. ‘For one of these Open Days I wrote a three-handed melodrama [hero-villain-wife], which ran for about ten minutes and which we performed every three-quarters of an hour. The audience could buy bags of rotten tomatoes and with the boos, hisses and cheers came a barrage of tomatoes from the enthusiastic audience. At the end of the day we were pretty high. Len naturally played the villain.’ And was therefore, presumably, almost invisible beneath the layer of rotten fruit that would come his way. Thankfully, in the years to come it would be swapped for awards and newsprint accolades.
         
 
         Though his reviews in even those early steps were extremely positive. His first-ever production (with the Adastra Players) was in the Terence Rattigan’s Flare Path, later adapted by the author for the big screen as The Way to the Stars, starring such stalwarts of British cinema as Michael Redgrave, John Mills and Stanley Holloway. Leonard played the role of Flight Lieutenant Graham and was deemed an excellent find for the company, though one reviewer criticised his penchant for delivering dialogue at too fast a pace, something he felt Rossiter would have to change, were he to achieve success on the stage. In fact, Leonard never did change the habit: throughout his career, it remained a signature of his performance style and harmed him not one bit.
         
 
         Soon, even membership of two societies was not enough for Leonard as Keith Smith, who also presaged a professional career with a stint as a member of the Centre Players, later recalled: ‘One of the first things that struck me about him was his great sense of fun – and by God he needed it because subsequently we joined four other dramatic societies and seemed to be learning lines and rehearsing every evening and keeping the day jobs going at the same time!’
         
 
         Perhaps due to his natural flair for languages – he spoke three fluently by this time, an act of retention it is hard not to be extremely daunted by – Leonard never seemed to struggle learning lines. It was a constant in his career that he would arrive at rehearsals with the script already word-perfect in his memory. Nonetheless, to be a member of six different societies on top of his full-time position at the Commercial Union, something had to give. Acting had become more than a hobby to Leonard: it was now a skill that he relished, a business he took extremely seriously.
         
 
         ‘One morning,’ Smith continues, ‘he told me that he’d started taking elocution lessons from Mrs Ackerley (a well-known elocutionist in Liverpool) and I knew then that Leonard Rossiter was taking this acting lark all rather seriously.’
         
 
         In the six years during which he balanced work as an insurance clerk with his burgeoning love of the stage, Leonard appeared in over 40 productions. The acting was earning him just under £6 a week compared to the £10 weekly salary that he was now receiving from Commercial Union. Still, whatever common sense might dictate, he wanted – perhaps even needed – to pursue his acting. In 1954, at 27 years of age he gave up the security of his clerk’s desk and auditioned for the Preston Repertory Company. Brave? Not according to Rossiter, who dryly remarked, when interviewed years later: ‘It would have been far more courageous to have stayed in the insurance business, knowing I’d be bored out of my mind for the rest of my life.’
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            Going Pro
 
            
               ‘In August 1954, a nervous man of twenty-seven auditioned for the Preston Repertory Company. He was a leading amateur in Liverpool and his name was Leonard Rossiter. We had to cast a small part in The Gay Dog and he read it pretty badly. Alan Foss, who was to direct the play, thought he was not up to it, but I sensed a talent and persuaded him to read it again; this he did equally badly but very differently, and reluctantly Alan consented to cast him.’
               
 
               Reginald Salberg (quoted in Leonard Rossiter by Robert Tanitch)
               

            

         
 
         Regional repertory theatre as an institution has all but faded from the UK, but for many years it was the backbone of the country’s acting industry; a harrowing factory-floor that kept actors in wages but without sleep. The structure was simple enough: a group of actors and a technical crew would put on seasons of plays, the play changing every week. Most towns possessed a local theatre and they were a popular entertainment venue until film and television began to rob them of their audiences through the sixties and seventies. Many regional theatres closed down and the buildings were turned into cinemas or bingo halls. Now only major cities can support a theatre and they usually play home to touring productions, often supplementing their income with other live shows, touring bands, stand-up comedy or exhibitions.
         
 
         To work in repertory was exhausting but for many it was the baptism of fire that set them up for the rest of their career and a far greater learning experience than a stint at theatre school. The company would usually work on three plays at any given time: making preparations (set design, learning lines) for one, rehearsing and ‘blocking’ (marking out the specific movements of the actors on the stage) on another and performing a third at night (with afternoon matinees on some days). For an actor, it was an act of immense concentration just to keep the mind focused on the play he was working on at any given time (and occasionally stumble onstage and begin reciting speeches from another work entirely).
         
 
         Reginald Salberg would become an extremely influential figure in the world of British theatre, receiving an OBE in 1965 for his work in the medium. The foundation of a repertory company based at the Preston Hippodrome was his second such venture and he would go on to create many other companies: Leonard was by no means the only young actor who had cause to thank Salberg for the opportunity to develop a career on the stage.
         
 
         The Gay Dog revolved around a story of professional dog racing. The dog of the title is owned by Northern coal-miner Jim Gay and is the central hook to a warm, comic romance later filmed with Wilfred Pickles in the lead and a young Petula Clark as his daughter (who is predictably inclined to burst into song at the slightest provocation). The play was written by Joseph H. Colton, a school teacher from Durham who was known for his rather eccentric behaviour, always turning up to a first night of one of his plays in un-matching shoes, one brown and one black. Originally titled A Dog for Delmont, the play was first performed in a Durham dialect by the Sunderland Drama Company in 1948. However, it was following the adaptation into a Yorkshire dialect (allegedly to encourage it to appeal to Southerners) that it became a huge success, running for 276 performances in London’s Piccadilly Theatre.
         
 
         Leonard’s role as Bert Gay was indeed small and perhaps due to how uninspiring director Alan Foss found his audition, he made his professional debut on only a fortnight’s contract – engaged solely for the one production rather than joining the repertory players. This earned him the princely sum of £2.50, quite a drop from his earnings at Commercial Union. He would later recall his mother’s comment on his first professional performance: ‘Very good, Leonard. In your next part see if they’ll let you wear a suit.’ Thankfully, there would be a next part for Salberg, impressed by Leonard’s dedication and attitude, offered him the chance to continue with the company in the role of assistant stage manager, an opportunity he accepted.
         
 
         The ASM was effectively in charge of the backstage area, ensuring all props and costumes were to hand, chasing actors for their cues and ensuring all communication between the auditorium and backstage was maintained. It was common enough that the ASM would feature in small roles in the repertory productions and this was also the case for Leonard, notching up 14 credits between that September and the following spring.
         
 
         When the Preston Repertory Company ceased in the spring of 1955, Leonard had gathered a string of professional credits, including Godfrey Pritchard in R.F. Delderfield’s The Orchard Walls, Winkel in The Perfect Woman by Wallace Geoffrey and Basil Mitchell and Alderman Joseph Helliwell in J.B. Priestley’s When We Are Married, his final role, and two months later managed to secure himself a place with the Wolverhampton Repertory Company. It was here that he would first meet John Barron, future boss of Reginald Perrin and lifelong friend to Rossiter. Barron was then working as a director for the company and quickly recognised Leonard’s abilities, happily casting him in a wide variety of roles. ‘He was a most serious actor,’ Barron would later comment, ‘he was terribly serious about his career: he never bored you with it, never said what a marvellous actor he was – which so many of us, I’m afraid, do from time to time.’
         
 
         The no-nonsense practicality which Leonard brought to the business, coupled as always with a determination to excel in every role he played, proved a great asset to the company. Certainly, the experience continued to hone his talents, as he later explained to journalist Jim Grace in an interview for the Sunday Telegraph: ‘There was no time [in rep] to discuss the finer points of interpretation. You studied your part, you did it, and then you studied the next part. I developed a frightening capacity for learning lines. The plays became like Elastoplast, which you just stuck on and then tore off. It was the perfect preparation for rehearsing situation comedy on television at the rate of one episode a week.’
         
 
         Not that he didn’t take advantage of the small amount of free time such a schedule offered, satisfying his love of sport by watching the first half of local team Wolverhampton Wanderers’ matches at the Molineux Stadium on Saturday afternoons before dashing back to the theatre at half time to prepare for his performances.
         
 
         From Wildean comedy to Agatha Christie’s murder mysteries (including a performance as her iconic detective Hercule Poirot in Alibi, an adaptation of the novel The Murder of Roger Ackroyd), Leonard appeared in over 50 plays in 18 months at the Grand Theatre, Wolverhampton. It was an incredible body of work in such a short time, one that would sharpen any actor’s instincts and techniques when approaching the business. The skills needed to retain a huge amount of dialogue on top of the more ephemeral business of defining a character and then portraying it as a solid, believable creation became perfectly honed. Theatrical creations were shed, like Leonard’s metaphorical Elastoplast, at an alarming rate.
         
 
         John Bowen, a TV director who would work with the actor 10 years down the line, recalls a conversation in which the chaotic world of Rossiter’s early days was brought to life: ‘During his first two years, he said, everything which could happen, did happen: doors stuck, lights wouldn’t come on or go off, scenery fell down, rain dripped through holes in the roof, fellow actors dried or missed their entrances and so did he; the curtain fell when it shouldn’t or refused to rise, the ASM tried to prompt from the text of a different play. By the end of two years nothing could surprise him, nothing could throw him; he already knew that he could cope with it, and had the confidence of that knowledge.’
         
 
         And that knowledge cannot be undersold. All over the world, countless students train at theatre schools, trying to pin down the ‘art’ of acting, taking whatever natural skills they might possess and building on them – all of which prepares them not one jot when they actually start working. It is easy for someone who has never worked in the profession to dismiss the mental and physical fatigue of acting: often it is difficult to convince anyone that a creative job is a job at all, let alone a tiring one. But the exhaustion a performer can experience is extreme. Repertory was the fitness training that enabled many to continue working and its presence is sorely missed in the business.
         
 
         On top of his appearances in Wolverhampton, Leonard also appeared in a short run of plays at the Salisbury Playhouse, home to another Repertory Company created by Reginald Salberg. This included a production of the rarely performed, eighteenth-century comedy, She Would and She Would Not by Colley Cibber. Given the work’s rarity on the English stage at the time, London critics made the trip from the capital to Salisbury to review it, giving Leonard some early exposure in the national press. Indeed, it was excellent exposure, with The Times commenting: ‘The real life of the revival is Mr Leonard Rossiter who, made up to look like a frontispiece to a whole volume of roguery, often gave the plot real animation.’
         
 
         Rossiter’s obsessive drive was noted by a fellow actor in the production, John Graham: ‘I remember that when he was not needed for rehearsal he would sit and observe from the auditorium (unlike the other actors and actresses, who retired to the dressing-rooms to gossip and do the crossword puzzle). We were all in those days committed to the theatre and weekly rep engulfed our lives to the exclusion of all else. But with Len, somehow it was more so. I remember him as a quiet, thinking man who observed and absorbed; I was told by Reggie Salberg that he was the only actor he’d actually encouraged to continue in the profession.’
         
 
         And here we catch a glimpse of that same Leonard who simply couldn’t join just one amateur dramatics society. While the rest of the cast try and snatch a few moments’ rest, he wants to absorb more, studying the business down to the minutest detail, what works and what doesn’t. He analyses the rhythms of the dialogue, tinkering with delivery to see what effect it has on the words, finding the perfect intonation, the perfect timing. Rossiter is like a watchmaker in his approach to the profession. Despite the acting business’s notorious reputation as a career that can at best be described as uncertain, if anyone stood a chance of success – a goal not always achieved through skill, there are countless talented actors who have never made a solid career – it would be him. Aside from clear ability, his obsessive attention and a willingness to put in the necessary hard work gave him everything an actor needs bar that one elusive quality: a steady dose of good luck.
         
 
         In 1956 a small piece of luck was to occur when Leonard was offered a bit part (Leo Borowitz) on the BBC’s Story Conference series. This would be his first time working in the medium that would one day secure his reputation with millions. That brief exception aside, he continued to work hard in the theatre, leaving Wolverhampton to perform a handful of productions back at the Salisbury Repertory Company including The Food of Love, a play written by Christopher Bond, who would go on to revitalise Sweeney Todd in a 1973 production (in turn inspiring Steven Sondheim’s ground-breaking musical). For Leonard, it was the second time in the role: the Wolverhampton Repertory Company having staged a production only three months earlier.
         
 
         During this time he also appeared as Dickens’ famous miser Ebeneezer Scrooge in a production of A Christmas Carol staged at Birmingham’s Alexandra Theatre. ‘He was wonderfully funny,’ recalls actor Timothy West, who also featured in the production and was another of Salberg’s protégés. ‘He had the right style for the piece – a mad kind of vigour. It was the first time I was aware of an actor making a totally unpleasant character charming and yet never leaving you in any doubt of his unpleasantness.’ A trick that might be defined as one of Rossiter’s signature abilities: certainly his future would hold a surfeit of such ‘charmingly’ unpleasant characters.
         
 
         The Birmingham Post was similarly struck by his performance, stating that ‘Leonard Rossiter is young enough and clever enough to do justice to both the young and old Scrooge’. He was to play the part again in 1975 on a national tour directed by Michael Fabian, as well as narrating an abridged version of Dickens’ novella as an audiobook in 1981.
         
 
         Working with the Salisbury Repertory Company, Leonard made a new friend in actor Derek Benfield, who, alongside Frederick Jaeger, would one day introduce him to the joys of squash. Like all who worked with Rossiter, Benfield was struck by the young actor’s abilities but more than that, he was impressed by his qualities as a person, later remarking: ‘The greatest thing about Len – even more than his acting ability – was his enduring loyalty to his friends. Success never changed him. Unlike squash, his friendship was never competitive.’
         
 
         Another member of the company who grew close to Rossiter was the actress Josephine Tewson, later familiar to TV audiences for her role as Hyacinth Bucket’s much put-upon neighbour in the BBC sitcom Keeping Up Appearances. Appearing with Leonard in a number of productions, their friendship grew into romance, which in turn led to a three-year marriage in 1959.
         
 
         Continued work in repertory saw Leonard begin to rise up the ranks, securing bigger and better roles. Indeed, once again involved in a production of Thark – one of playwright Ben Travers’ ‘Aldwych Farces’, filmed in 1932 as Thark: The Haunted House – he found himself promoted from an earlier role as a butler with the Wolverhampton Repertory Company to the lead, Sir Hector Benbow.
         
 
         On every level, things were changing for him.
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            At the Old Vic

         
 
         The last five years have seen Leonard’s life change completely, from the sedentary world of an insurance office in Liverpool to the role of an extremely busy, touring actor. He has racked up countless performances and many positive newspaper reviews; he has even found time to get married, though in truth the relationship between husband and wife is not all it might be. However much Leonard’s life has developed up until this point, the next few years will prove the making of him, though. It is easy for an actor’s life to plateau – in truth, it could also peter out entirely, but he continued to progress: climbing into more established companies, better parts and more security. The risk that he had taken in leaving a steady full-time job to follow his dream of acting professionally finally seemed to be paying off.
         
 
         His next major step was to join the much-lauded company at Bristol’s Old Vic Theatre. Established in 1948 as an offshoot of London’s Old Vic, the company had seen early performances from such luminaries as Peter O’Toole, Timothy West and John Neville. It was with the West End transfer of the Bristol Old Vic’s premiere of the musical Salad Days in 1954 that the company’s reputation was firmly established for it went on to become the West End’s longest-running musical at that time, with over 2,000 performances. In fact, it was seeing a production of Salad Days as a child that inspired Cameron Mackintosh to become a theatrical producer, a decision that would result in some of the most famous musicals of all time: Cats, Les Misérables and The Phantom of the Opera, to name just three. Julian Slade, the co-writer of Salad Days, was an alumnus of the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School, affiliated with the theatre and opened by Sir Laurence Olivier. The school’s reputation has further enhanced the Bristol Old Vic name over the years: other alumni include Jeremy Irons, Daniel Day-Lewis, Ray Stevenson and Patrick Stewart. Leonard Rossiter is in extremely fertile creative territory.
         
 
         John Hale, who became the theatre’s artistic director that year, recalls Leonard’s audition: ‘In the summer of 1959 I was auditioning for my first season at the Bristol Old Vic. Len came on stage with another actor to “feed” him [lines – a common part of auditions, allowing the auditioning actor to play a scene rather than simply recite a monologue]. He was not on the list and I did not know his name. He was quiet, self-effacing and humorous. After three minutes there was no doubt.
         
 
         ‘He joined the company and stayed for my whole time at Bristol. He was a glorious comic and a good deal more besides. Sometimes we fought, sometimes we were helpless with the jokes and situations which are so much a feature of team theatre and which do not translate to the outsider. He was always full of marvellous energy and life.’
         
 
         Leonard’s first role was in George Colman and David Garrick’s eighteenth-century comedy, The Clandestine Marriage. In the story of an ageing, rheumatic fop, Lord Ogleby – played by Newton Blick – Leonard was Canton, his rather silly French companion. It was a role that would bring him more good reviews, with Peter Rodford observing in the Western Daily Press that ‘Leonard Rossiter never fails to raise a chuckle with his ingratiating smile and bundle of twitches. [He and Newton Blick’s] partnership provides some of the best of the evening’s amusement and it is a pity there is not more of it.’ Rodford must have enjoyed his visits to Bristol’s Theatre Royal then: certainly there were plenty more to come.
         
 
         Leonard’s first experience of professional Shakespeare followed, with two small roles in Romeo and Juliet. Then came another comic part in Ben Jonson’s The Silent Woman, about which John Coe, writing for the Bristol Evening Post, would say: ‘Leonard Rossiter’s Sir John Daw was a minutely observed piece of comedy playing that embraced those characteristics of fussy frustration and timorous anxiety associated with Robertson Hare.’ Hare was a comic actor of the time who had established a career in farce, his trademark being the frequent loss of his trousers followed by the utterance ‘Oh calamity!’ Presumably the trousers fell down with ‘timorous anxiety’.
         
 
         Fellow company member Margaret Courtenay recalls: ‘[I] have memories of incredibly inventive comic feet and an electric form of controlled and economic energy which resulted in two small roles in The Silent Woman and The Clandestine Marriage being explosively well played and very, very funny. And what was so extraordinary was their unexpectedness for in those days Len did not seem like an actor at all. Off-stage he might have been an accountant or bank clerk.’
         
 
         Leonard’s observation has paid off, allowing him to develop the precise, controlled style that so impressed Courtenay. It’s easy to play something quiet in a meticulous manner but to take that almost mechanical skill and bring it to the large, loud, expressive roles is clever indeed. This is unquestionably another of Rossiter’s trademark skills: the controlled explosion of comic performance, where every move, however exaggerated it may seem, is planned out to the last detail. It is a skill that will naturally lead to him being cast in more prominent roles, something of a relief, having stepped up the rungs of the theatrical profession to such an illustrious company.
         
 
         Understandably Leonard’s roles have shrunken: he is the new boy in the company, the unknown, and is once again having to work his way up the ranks. As the saying goes, ‘There are no small roles, only small actors’ and while this is true to some degree – all roles are important in telling the story and must be played with the same level of competency – no actor wants to spend the majority of his time sitting backstage, for the bigger the role, the more there is to sink your teeth into.
         
 
         A big jump was to come when the Old Vic decided to stage a production of The Long and the Short and the Tall, a wartime drama by new writer Willis Hall. The play had premiered that year in a production at the Royal Court Theatre in London, directed by Lindsay Anderson – who would work with Leonard over 20 years later, casting him as one of the leads in his bleak, satirical movie Britannia Hospital in 1982.
         
 
         The play concerns a small group of British soldiers holed up in an abandoned tin mine in the Malaysian jungle. Cut off from the rest of their platoon, they first have to deal with a malfunctioning radio before the arrival of a Japanese soldier creates a moral dilemma: should they keep him in captivity or kill him? The soldiers are divided in their opinion with Private Bamforth forming the conscience of the group as he shifts his opinion from being only too willing to kill the Japanese man to defending him at the risk of his own life. Bamforth was played by a young Peter O’Toole in the London production – alongside Robert Shaw, Edward Judd and Gareth Thomas – but was to be Leonard’s role in the Bristol production.
         
 
         The guest director for the production was David Scace, who, like Lindsay Anderson, would later play an important role in Rossiter’s career, casting him as the landlord Rooksby in The Banana Box, the play that would become Rising Damp. He recalls working with Leonard at the Old Vic: ‘As the all-important Bamforth, Leonard Rossiter was perfect casting – he was superb. I’ve directed the play a couple of times since then but it’s his performance that lingers in the mind. As a young, not widely known actor, he had such self-discipline as puts a guest director on his mettle: you had to be ready for him in rehearsal. He was a stimulating actor who made directing fun and his involvement was total. He could be infuriating in rehearsal but on reflection I found his intuitive interruption to be sound. I often felt he would have been a splendid director, being as he was a total professional with a wicked sense of humour.’
         
 
         Leonard’s suitability as a director would one day be tested when he co-directed a revival of one of his favourite plays – Semi-Detached – at Greenwich, an experience he would later recall to Jonathan Lynn, director of Loot, his final play. Lynn remembers: ‘Occasionally he would come to me while I was writing a scene he wasn’t in, and he would say something to me like, “Why can’t they get it right? What’s their bloody problem?” And I would have to say, “Well, not everyone can get it right first time, like you can.” He’d say, “Tell them to do it like this.” And I’d say, “Look, do you want to direct it?” And he’d say no, and I asked him why not and he said: “Because I tried directing once and it was a disaster. I upset everybody because I couldn’t understand why they couldn’t do it!”’
         
 
         So, while he may have seemed perfect to direct on the one hand, Leonard’s insistence on immediate perfection from his colleagues and impatient response when that expectation wasn’t delivered meant he wasn’t so suitable after all.
         
 
         It’s worth noting too that while many actors might be relatively subservient at Leonard’s stage in their career – progressing nicely, but still with some way to climb – he himself had no such gentility. If he didn’t agree with what a director was suggesting then he was only too happy to fight over it. Theatre is as prone to a chain of command as the Military and when your director tells you how something should be done, the general rule is that you do it (and moan about it to your fellow cast members later on if you disagree with the director’s ideas). Not so Leonard: having worked his way through the script, he would have formulated his opinion on how a play should be produced and if the director’s vision didn’t tally then they could expect to have a fight on their hands.
         
 
         After the seriousness of The Long and the Short and the Tall, there would come a change of pace with the Christmas musical Hooray for Daisy, written by Salad Days’ creators Julian Slade and Dorothy Reynolds. They were already familiar with Leonard’s work. ‘In 1956, Angus Mackay, a friend of mine from university days, was playing a season at the Salisbury Playhouse,’ Slade later recalled. ‘The pantomime that year was Babes in the Wood. Salad Days had by then been running for two years, and Dorothy and I were in the process of completing our next show, Free as Air, and we were searching for the right people to appear in it.
         
 
         ‘Angus got in touch with us to say that in his opinion there were two outstanding talents in the Salisbury pantomime: Josephine Tewson and Leonard Rossiter. He advised us to see the show, which we did, and were immediately struck by the Robin Hood and the Good Robber [the parts played by Josephine and Leonard – the former, in true pantomime ‘principal boy’ tradition, playing a man!].’
         
 
         Slade and Reynolds were suitably impressed. Enough so, in fact, to offer the two actors small parts in Free as Air, thereby securing them both their first exposure working in London’s West End. Leonard later commented that ‘our repertory system is the best theatrical training in the world. When my London “break” came eventually, I felt ready for it.’ Given how many roles he had played over the previous two years, one cannot doubt it.
         
 
         While not so successful as Salad Days, Free as Air ran for 417 performances at the Savoy Theatre and an album of songs from the show – on which Leonard featured – was released by Oriole Records.
         
 
          
         ‘So delighted were Dorothy and I,’ continued Slade, ‘with Len’s outstanding presence on the stage (whether it was as a rather individual boatman, or a rather evil reporter) that when we came to write our next musical – a Christmas piece called Hooray for Daisy! – we created a part especially for him. This was Harry, the postman, and (in conjunction with Dorothy as the Lady of the Corner and Angus as the curate), he was hilarious.
         
 
         ‘Indeed, my own personal theatrical memory of him is of a scene that took place in what the characters imagined to be the Giant’s bedroom (actually a suite at the Savoy Hotel), which was played entirely in mime and lasted at least six minutes. I have a[n audio] tape recording of the last night at the Bristol Old Vic and this scene, due mainly to Len’s incomparable clowning and timing, is one continuous roar of laughter.’
         
 
         Slade wasn’t the only one to record the audio of the production: an EP of 12 songs from the play was released on the His Master’s Voice label to coincide with the performances. Leonard’s second ‘musical’ album! Understandably, the silent ‘mime’ section was not deemed worthy of immortalisation on vinyl.
         
 
         Also appearing in the production was actress Annette Crosbie, later renowned for her portrayal of the long-suffering wife of Victor Meldrew in the BBC sitcom One Foot in the Grave. ‘I find it hard to think of Len ever being young and daft,’ she later recalled. ‘He had no patience with any frivolity when I knew him. All his energy, concentration and passion went into his work and he could be a frightening actor to work with because of this – you felt a kind of pressure on you all the time. And yet I remember us both playing Hide and Seek with a kitten backstage at the Theatre Royal, Bristol, and I remember that finding Len at any vast charity gala was like finding a lifebelt.’
         
 
         The sense of intimidation Leonard could engender in his colleagues, conversely coupled with his generosity and warmth outside ‘the office’ would be a constant theme in his life. For some, a willingness to be outspoken about their fellow performers – certainly an insistence that they work as hard as them – comes with the security found in success. For Leonard, it was there from the moment he criticised his then girlfriend’s amateur dramatics group and it never left him. He was never less than a professional, who gave everything he had when working, as a fellow member of the Bristol Old Vic Company, James Cairncross, confirms: ‘He seemed to expend more energy – and certainly sweat more heavily – than any actor I’ve worked with before or since. Playing opposite him in a comic scene was something like trying to act with the fountains at Versailles.’
         
 
         A charming image, and certainly one that speaks volumes about the amount of effort that Leonard put into every performance, one that certainly paid off in his role as Tony Lumpkin in Oliver Goldsmith’s eighteenth-century comedy, She Stoops to Conquer. Tom Stoppard, a West Country journalist just beginning to write plays himself, penned a review for the Bristol Evening World, saying: ‘[Director, Dudley] Jones is fortunate in having Leonard Rossiter whose bucolic Lumpkin is outrageously overplayed. Mr Rossiter, a natural clown, could eat this part before breakfast, and indeed he makes a meal of it. As far as this vital character is concerned, all is well.’
         
 
         In any other performance the accusation of overplaying the part would certainly be seen as a criticism: here, Stoppard clearly believes Leonard’s judgement to be sound.                            
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The season continued to offer a mix of theatrical styles, from Shelagh Delaney’s controversial A Taste of Honey (concerning a working-class mother bringing up a mixed-race baby with her homosexual flatmate, a play almost designed to irritate the censors of the time, or indeed the Daily Mail reader of today) to The Hostage, Brendan Behan’s bawdy mix of comedy and political commentary that allowed Leonard a role he always wished to return to: that of a lodging-house owner (and former IRA commandant). There were also a number of Shakespeare productions: The Tempest, Romeo and Juliet (again) and The Comedy of Errors, the latter receiving yet more praise from the critics: the reviewer ‘G.M.H.’ writing for the Bristol Evening Post offered ‘an extra bouquet for Leonard Rossiter, whose expressions and faster-than-machinegun staccato of lines delivered are superbly accomplished.’
         
 
         That rapid delivery, once criticised by a journalist who felt it had to go, should Leonard ever wish to achieve professional success, was now marked as a favourable quality. No one ever said the opinion of critics was a constant …
         
 
          
         A sure sign of Leonard’s fast-developing reputation came when a young Peter Hall offered him the chance to join The Royal Shakespeare Company, his fledgling theatre company in Stratford-upon-Avon. Established in 1960, the RSC would eventually grow to become possibly the most famous theatre company in the world and net Hall a CBE three years later, as well as a knighthood in 1977. But having now achieved roles he could relish at Bristol, Leonard was unimpressed by the parts being offered to him in Stratford. He turned the offer down, later stating: ‘One of the best pieces of advice I ever received was: Never leave a pond until you are the biggest fish in it.’ And so he stayed at the Bristol Old Vic until he became its leading man, performing in many more successful productions, including: Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons, Richard II, A Passage to India and Arnold Wesker’s Roots.
         
 
         By the time he left the company (in 1961), he had achieved his goal: he was indeed the biggest fish and now all he could do was to find a larger pool to swim in.
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