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  INTRODUCTION


  When Les Dawson died on 10 June 1993, it was one of the very few occasions where the great comedians timing deserted him. Changes in television light entertainment had
  meant that he was finding it harder to get the quality and quantity of work that he was used to, and Dawson was wondering if his career was on the wane. His last series of The Les Dawson
  Show for the BBC had been in 1989, and Blankety Blank, the game show that he had made his own after Terry Wogan moved to a thrice-weekly chat show, had come to an end in 1990. Another
  game show, Fast Friends, had lived up to the first half of its title by lasting for only one series in 1991.


  Perhaps surprisingly, though, for a man who mined laughs from a pit of pessimism, he acknowledged the silver lining of his professional cloud: that his declining fortunes as a performer would
  give him more time to write, one of his great passions. Also, drama directors were beginning to recognize his qualities as a straight actor. Dawson was more than just a gag machine, and undoubtedly
  would have used his considerable intelligence to continue his career of creativity one way or another, even if his days as a top-flight comic were numbered.


  Which, of course, they werent. Had Dawson survived even another decade, he would have undergone a renaissance similar to that of Bob Monkhouse  panel games, the Edinburgh Festival,
  younger comedians queuing up to drop his name as an influence. He shared one important quality with Monkhouse: a generosity of spirit, born from a lack of professional insecurity. Like Monkhouse,
  Dawson knew how good he was, and he also realized that if a show got a laugh, it reflected well on everyone involved. Morecambe and Wise had the same attitude. While many top-line performers look
  after number one to the exclusion of all else, and ensure that the pole they clambered up is well greased to prevent others joining them, Dawson always had time for everyone and didnt try to
  keep all of the best lines for himself. Had he lived, he would have been 80 in 2011, the proud father of four children, with the youngest still only in her late teens. Its impossible not to
  conclude that he went far, far too soon.


  Although his shows are rarely repeated, there remains a surprisingly high level of awareness of his work, alongside an unsurprisingly immense reserve of public love and goodwill towards this
  great performer and indisputably genuine man. People barely old enough to remember his TV career refer to pulling a Les Dawson face. Situations are still described as like
  something out of a Les Dawson monologue. Standing only five feet six inches when alive, in the afterlife he casts a long, benign shadow over the nation.


  Looking at Dawsons life, what becomes apparent are the contradictions. His carefulness with money was balanced by a great generosity when it came to giving his time. When at home with his
  family, he favoured tea by the gallon. Away from home, faced with the temptations of the touring life, he could drink anyone under the table. Even though he was always coming up with new comic
  ideas and material, he had a tendency to fall back on old standbys. Physically fearless and willing to do anything in pursuit of a laugh, he could be a coward when faced with confrontation in his
  professional life. In short, he was human, and thats why audiences loved him and continue to love him.


  What follows is the story of a comedian who, perhaps more than any other, spoke for the phlegmatic, resigned, sarcastic, glorious British attitude to life.


  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1


          
            
              Slumps dont bother me. I was a failure during the boom.

            

          

        

      

    

  


  In global terms, 2 February 1931 was just another average Monday in the Great Depression. Over in the US, the House of Representatives and the Senate were in deadlock over
  drought and unemployment relief. In Britain, a weavers union deputation trekked to London to protest to Cabinet ministers about the more looms system, whereby they were
  expected to work harder for less pay, while Winston Churchill used a speech in support of the Tory candidate in the East Toxteth by-election to denounce the Labour Government of the day, led by
  Ramsay MacDonald. There was some good news, though. On the sands of Ormond Beach, Daytona, Captain Malcolm Campbell pushed his car Bluebird to an unofficial speed of 240 mph, beating Sir
  Henry Segraves world land speed record of 231.36 mph.1 Meanwhile, there was derring-do closer to home when a film crew taking aerial footage of
  London had to make a casualty-free emergency landing in a Brixton garden.


  While all this was going on, 203 miles north of Brixton, at 246 Thornton Street, Collyhurst, in the Blackley sub-district of Manchester North, a boy was born to Julia Dawson, formerly Nolan, and
  her bricklayer husband Leslie, after whom the child was named. The two-up, two-down house was home not only to the Dawsons, but also to Julias parents, David and Ellen Nolan, and her
  brother, Tom. In other words, as a result of financial strictures, Leslie Dawson senior was forced to live with his in-laws. Leslie junior never had a middle initial and would never use a
  professional pseudonym, being proud to take his fathers name to the top of the bill at the London Palladium. He would save the fancy stuff for the comic characters he would go on to play,
  among them the myopic lecher Cosmo Smallpiece, a down-at-heel actor known variously as Quentin Sadsack and Rathbone Mole, drunken conjuror Zebediah Twine, and gurning housewife
  Ada Shufflebotham.


  In later life, Dawson made light of the environment in which he grew up. Manchester in the thirties . . . was a depressed decade and most of the people who lived in our area were
  decayed, he wrote in 1983.2 He wasnt exaggerating for comic effect. Writing about a nostalgic programme Dawson made in 1982, Guardian
  TV critic Nancy Banks-Smith observed that Dawsons Mancunian accent had rendered the place of his origin as Colliers, leading her to wonder if he had been perhaps lacking
  a home of his own  as W.C. Fields had, when a boy, lived in a hole in the ground.3 Collyhurst and the cramped room lit by sickly
  gas4 where Dawson entered the world were better than a hole in the ground, but it was a deeply deprived neighbourhood.


  On the day that Dawson was born, the Manchester Guardians front page advertised a free lecture by the Reverend H. Allen Job, FRGS, FZS, at Platt Hall Branch Gallery and Museum on
  The Treasure Island of Tasmania, while the works of L. S. Lowry were on show at the Salon Gallery in Oxford Road. The adult Dawson would devour lectures and trips to art galleries,
  but the item of greatest interest to Collyhurst residents in February 1931 would have been the masthead advertisement for Wood Street Mission, asking for food, clothing and footwear
  to pass on to needy children.5


  In the mid-thirties, Collyhurst was, according to The Times, the largest single area for slum clearance in any clearance area in the country.6 Today, there is still a thoroughfare called Thornton Street, but the back-to-backs of Dawsons youth have been replaced with tidy, low-rise eighties housing. John
  Donnelly, one of Dawsons contemporaries, remembered the old Collyhurst as a place of thousands of shops with everything in  second-hand shops, home-made toffee shops 
  there used to be a barbers with a big gym at the back. He trained a lot of champions, you could have a haircut and watch them train.7 When
  neighbours died, everybody pitched in. They used to lay the bodies out, clean em up, tek the kids in and feed em, Donnelly recalled, admitting that,
  despite the suffering, he enjoyed being a kid in Collyhurst.


  So did Dawson, who, when not revelling in his adult reminiscences of squalor and deprivation, tended to romanticize slightly the place and era of his birth. In 1985, looking disdainfully at
  cities that are dying for the want of a community more interested in people than possessions, he recalled a time when nobody locked their doors, old citizens never died for
  want of caring, no child ever lacked supervision. Every street was a commune. Each one had its amateur midwife, undertaker, judge and medical advisor . . . If two men fought, it was with fists and
  fair play, and all the policemen were beefy Sons of Erin, who corrected an offender with a judicial clout, not a charge sheet.8


  Its a lovely, evocative piece of writing, and Dawson had a point about materialism, with credit now accessible, however temporarily, to those who all too often cant afford the
  items they covet. But had anyone said to his childhood neighbours that they didnt know how lucky they were, they would likely have been given a robust response. In 1959, pioneering
  documentary maker Denis Mitchell recorded the sights and sounds of the back-to-backs in Liverpool and Manchester, as well as the thoughts of the residents, in his BBC Television film Morning in
  the Streets. One of the men interviewed by Mitchell declared Oh no, its a better world than it was. Im sure of that, while one of the women provided greater
  detail:


  
    
      
        Oh, youve no idea how we lived. Fancy five of us in one bed. Five of us, and my mother used to be trying to cover us, and shed have old coats on us, you
        know. And the night men would come and knock at the door, and if that man found three of us in that bed, my mother was brought to the court and fined five shillings. And youd have to
        go out in the back yard in the shivering cold and sit in the lavatory until he went. The good old days? There were no good old days. Were cursed.9

      

    

  


  The grinding poverty and lack of hope in the thirties led some to be seduced by far-right politics, and the large Jewish community in Manchester made the city a potential
  target for fascists. In 1934, with support for his British Union of Fascists declining in the south of England, Sir Oswald Mosley, who had strong family links with the city, considered moving his
  political headquarters there. On 29 September of that year, Mosley addressed a thousand of his black-shirted supporters at a rally in Belle Vue Gardens; another seven hundred people also attended,
  many of them dead set on drowning him out with shouts of Down with the blackshirt thugs and We want Mosley alive or dead. Aided by amplification, Mosley was able to
  retort that his taunters were sweepings of the continental ghettoes, hired by Jewish financiers and an alien gang imported from all corners of Britain by Jewish money to
  prevent Englishmen putting their case.10 Years later, Dawson claimed that Leslie senior was one of the working-class Mancunians who joined
  Mosleys blackshirts, but for one reason only: he needed a shirt no matter what the colour.11 Its a superb line, but it may be
  merely that, a line. If true, its unlikely that the cash-strapped Dawson senior attended the rally, for, as The Times noted, Belle Vue Gardens was a pleasure resort to which
  admission was obtainable only on payment.12


  Employment in the building trade was hard physical work. Dawson remembered his fathers calloused and angry red hands,13 and Julia
  rubbing oil into his back because he was a hod-carrier . . . He was in terrible pain with his back and I always remember that and the sense of despair.14 There was also precious little job security, with the work being mostly casual and requiring him to be peripatetic. When times were good, a builder could go from one site to the
  next without a break. In the slump, Leslie senior had to take whatever work he could when he wasnt needed on the sites, and some of his money-making schemes were of dubious legality, raising
  funds as a card sharp . . . a back-street gambler, a billiard hall marker.15


  Living with Julias family was only ever meant to be a temporary situation, but it was one that lasted several years. By the mid-thirties, a major programme of building work was underway
  in Thornton Street itself, with Corporation flats being erected, but by then Julia and both her Leslies were at last able to move. Their first home was a terraced house at 168
  Moston Lane, Blackley, where they lived until the early years of the Second World War.16 With Leslie senior serving overseas, Julia and young Leslie then
  moved to Lightbowne Road, New Moston. The familys final settling place was a smart semi-detached house at 21 Keston Avenue, Blackley, into which the Dawsons moved in 1945.


  At some point in the late thirties, Julia became pregnant a second time, but the child died. From Dawsons different accounts of this tragic event its unclear what exactly happened.
  In his autobiography, his younger brother, named Terry, is referred to as stillborn, but when recounting the incident to Anthony Clare in 1993, Dawson said I had a brother but
  he died, he died when he was very young.17 No new infant Dawsons appear on the Manchester North births register in that period, so the stillbirth
  is likely to be the true version.18 Certainly that would fit with Dawsons recollection of people rushing in the house and, you know, holding
  my mother down and all the rest of the house in a turmoil . . . Everybody was there to dance attendance on the pregnancy, suggesting that the aforementioned Collyhurst community spirit had
  as much to do with nosiness as caring.19 Theres little doubt that Cissie and Ada, the gossips who became a major part of Dawsons act forty
  years later, would have been in that room on that awful day.


  On Dawsons mothers side the blood was Irish, and his grandmother was given to singing the rebel song The Wearing of the Green when in her cups, as well as settling
  arguments with a flat iron secreted in her handbag. Her son, Tom Nolan, Julias brother, might have been a street fighter, but old Mrs Nolan ruled the roost. Julia herself had, in her
  sons words, the dark beauty found only in a slum child.20 Unbelievable as it may seem, when considering his later physiognomy, the
  young Dawson took very much after his mother in looks. Beer, beef and boxing would turn the striking dark-eyed child into the rotund, gurning Les of adulthood.


  One story of the Dawsons poverty came up in Less first appearance on This Is Your Life in 1971, concerning a trip to Morecambe with the 56th Manchester
  Scouts. Dawson had to get there by whatever means he could, as his friend Ken Cowx remembered: I was lucky enough to be treated to the train fare, but Les had to follow on an old bike . . .
  Les and I, I think, had the distinction of being the hardest-up scouts in the troop, and that bike of his, where he got it from or how he made it, I dont know. I think it had tyres patched
  up with pieces of wellington boot.21 That week in Morecambe was, Dawson said, the only holiday the boy ever had. With no spending
  money, he won the other scouts respect by being able to get pennies out of machines by poking thin wire into the slots.22 The main
  pleasure of the excursion was, however, free, it being the first time the young Dawson had ever seen the sea.


  The familys dire financial straits were made up for by kindness, decency and a great deal of affection from both parents, Julia in particular. She cried and laughed a lot . . . and
  she cushioned me with love.23 Dawson remained unashamedly sentimental for the rest of his life, and while the impression left by the lack of
  financial security lasted to his death, so did the emotional security and stability of his youth. In a business where needy performers are the norm, Dawson never became one, having known real
  genuine need. He was very generous with praise, recalls friend and scriptwriter David Nobbs. Not necessarily verbal praise, [but] just laughing at your jokes and not thinking
  Wait a minute, Im the man who makes the jokes around here. Les was uncontrollable with delight at the comedy of life. Les slapping his thigh when you topped him with a gag.
  Thats the generosity.24


  Children from Collyhurst were never expected to amount to much, and Dawson recalled the limited scope of the education he received at Moston Lane Infants Elementary
  School.25 The one glimmer of hope was the eleven-plus, with the prospect of a place at North Manchester High School for Boys on Chain Bar in Moston.
  Dawson failed the exam and spent his secondary school years at Moston Lane Elementary, where he did not distinguish himself academically or athletically. One event at Moston Lane, however, would
  become part of the Dawson mythology.


  
    
      
        [T]here was one teacher who breathed life into the lessons . . . tall, grey, spare man . . . Bill Hetherington was at heart an actor . . . he
        inspired and gave confidence. One day, Bill had me in front of the whole form and he took me to task about my maths and geography, two subjects about which even he could not enthuse me. I had
        been bent over and given six of the best, and it was hard for me not to sob openly with pain and humiliation. Before Dawson goes back to his seat, Id like to say a word about
        his essay from yesterday . . . Bill began to read my essay . . . A Winters Day.26

      

    

  


  Dawson recalled that the essay began Mantles of white gentleness caress a sullen earth, suggesting that the florid tone and love of overegged prose that would later serve him so
  well comedically was in place from an early age. In Dawsons version, as Hetheringtons reading went on, both Dawson and the rest of the class expected that ridicule and scorn would
  soon follow. Instead, Hetherington declared the essay superb and stated that Dawson had the talent to be a fine writer. As we shall see, Dawson wasnt averse to
  improving anecdotes, but almost always from a base of truth. So we can be reasonably sure that, even if the details were polished retrospectively, Dawson did receive a morsel of praise from an
  admired teacher, and cherished that praise to his dying day. And Dawson made another important discovery at Moston Lane: his writing talent was matched by his ability to make his classmates laugh.
  I was small and chubby, I could pull sidesplitting faces, and I had a gift for mimicry, he recalled fifty years later. I made my entrance on the stage of
  existence.27


  Dawson took his cue from a combination of variety performers and film comedians. It has become tempting to view all of this old-school comedy as a barrage of rotten gags and worse catchphrases.
  The whole attitude was encapsulated brilliantly in the nineties by The Fast Show, with the character Arthur Atkinson, played by Paul Whitehouse. The unlovely Atkinson trotted out
  impenetrable nonsense; lines that sounded like jokes because of the speed and rhythm of their delivery, but which, on closer inspection, contained not a single atom of humour
  or sense. The quick-fire merchants undoubtedly existed. A listen to any of the surviving recordings of Tommy Handleys cross-talk-heavy forties radio series ITMA (Its That Man
  Again) will prove as much  while not as humourless as Atkinsons shtick, the rattling pace of the delivery accounts for around 90 per cent of the entertainment value. The settings
  of the Atkinson sketches and the characters nasal voice also bear a slight resemblance to the surviving footage of Max Miller on stage, but there the similarity ends  if anything,
  Atkinson was an unfunny version of the hilarious Miller.


  The best of the variety comedians were, however, cleverer and more subtle than is usually acknowledged now, particularly the northern contingent, many of whom were gentle and eloquent, rather
  than relentless. Although known nationally to radio audiences, Robb Wilton was purest Lancashire, and a lover of words. Mike Craig, a respected comedy writer and later historian, called Wilton one
  of the phrase makers. Theres a particularly fine example of Wiltons phrase-making at the start of one of his best known sketches, where he plays a hapless, hopeless
  police constable:


  
    
      
        They dont give you much to work on. Description of man wanted. Dressed in brown suit, all except blue serge coat and trousers. Hair, just turning grey. May
        have turned, by the time you catch him. Believed to be lurking in some passage, between Yarmouth and Aberdeen. Oh well, I mean, you cant work on a thing like
        that.28

      

    

  


  The care taken in the choice of words only becomes obvious if you try to substitute alternatives. Lurking in some passage is funnier than hiding in an
  alley. Yarmouth and Aberdeen are not intrinsically funny place names, unlike, say, Kettering or Penge, but used in conjunction they work splendidly, as Great Yarmouth is 530 miles from
  Aberdeen. A brown suit with blue serge trousers isnt a brown suit, its just a brown jacket. Also, the fact that the culprit is wearing blue serge raises the faint possibility that he
  stole his clothes from one of Wiltons constabulary colleagues. When asked by Michael Parkinson in 1974 about his influences, Dawson cited Robb Wilton without a seconds hesitation, explaining that he reflected the experiences of privation shared by many in the north at the time:


  
    
      
        Humour in the north . . . was based on adversity more than anything else . . . and people like Robb Wilton and all the other great comics were steeped in this. There was
        a great warmth and depth. One of his lovely things was where he said Things were very bad. A friend of mine said, Lets buy a greyhound and win a few bob at White
        City. So we bought a greyhound called Flash. I wouldnt say it was slow, but on its first race, the hare bit its leg. I said to this friend of mine, I said, This is
        ridiculous, its costing a fortune in fodder. Lets get rid of it. My pal said, Youre quite right, Ill tell you what well do, well throw
        it in the canal. Oh, I said, theres no need to do that. Well just run away from it. Thats the sort of humour that transcends the
        so-called generation gap. Its a funny remark with a lot of heart in it.29

      

    

  


  Another phrase-maker was the notorious Wigan-born funnyman Frank Randle, a subversive soul who specialized in lecherous characters onstage and biting the hand that fed him
  offstage. Facing a ban from the Moss Empires circuit for using the word bastard in his act, he claimed he was telling an over-enthusiastic audience to pipe down in Italian:
  Basta! Basta!. Meanwhile, a disagreement over a bar bill caused Randle to smash every fitting in his dressing room at the Hulme Hippodrome. Randle claimed that nobody could drink
  96 worth of alcohol in a week, and that the bar managers were trying to fleece him. The truth was that Randle probably could drink that much, even when 96 was a sizeable down-payment
  on a house. This was, after all, a man who slept with a crate of Guinness under his bed and a bottle opener on a string around his neck.


  Randle had entered show business by accident; he was working out at an Accrington gym when a representative from an acrobatic troupe that had arrived at the local Hippodrome for the week came
  looking for someone to stand in for their indisposed catcher. Having the required strength to catch flying performers, Randle took the job and found the stage life to his taste.
  However, despite being a robust man, he came to be best known for his decrepit grotesques, characters who were all stoop and libido, not least of which was a creation called
  the Old Hiker:


  
    
      
        Eighty-two and Im as full of vim as a butchers dog. Im as lively as a cricket . . . I attributes me excellent health to moderation, exercise and
        plenty of fresh air . . . just look at these for a pair of legs. I tossed a sparrow for these and lost.30

      

    

  


  Norman Evans was another performer who was regarded as a demigod in the north. Equally at home sat at a piano in an evening suit or in drag, his best-known characters included the pessimistic
  Auntie Doleful, bringing misery to all around her, and particularly those she visited in their sickbeds:


  
    
      
        Youre not looking too well, are you? I brought some flowers. I thought if I was too late theyd come in handy, but I see youre still here. I tell you
        what, its a very awkward bend at the top of tstairs here to get a coffin down, isnt it? Scrape twallpaper a bit, wont they . . . You want a drink of water?
        Yes, youre looking a lot worse than when I just come in.31

      

    

  


  Auntie Doleful is less well remembered now than Evanss other great creation, the toothless gossip conducting a one-sided conversation over a garden wall. Evans was also a proficient
  pianist, a skill that he put to comic use with versions of the same tune played by musicians of varying ability, from a naughty schoolboy forced to take piano lessons to a stuffy, pompous church
  organist. Over thirty years later, Dawson would take elements of Wiltons, Randles and Evanss styles and develop them in his own image. Evanss influence would be the most
  obvious, but Wilton made his presence felt in a more subtle manner. One of his comic tics was to place his little finger in his mouth to give himself a contemplative air. It was a bit of business
  that Dawson lapsed into many times on television, later on, when Wilton was far less well known than he had once been. Dawson knew that a proportion of his audience would appreciate the homage.


  One other comedian who represented a less obvious, but no less important, influence on Dawson was Jimmy James, regarded in the profession as the comedians
  comedian, the one they all admired and watched. Even performers who were not known for their modesty bowed down to the great Jimmy James, as his son James Casey explains:


  
    
      
        Tommy Trinder, who was the biggest thing in show business at the time, walked into the caf where all of the pros used to go, for coffee, and said in a loud voice
         well of course, everything with him was in a loud voice  he said, Have you seen Jimmy James? Have you been to the Palladium? Well, if you havent, get there as
        soon as you can and learn what comedy timing is all about, because he is the master.32

      

    

  


  A teetotaller who did the best drunk act in the business, James had been born James Casey in Stockton-on-Tees in 1892. He had begun in variety aged 12, having run away from home
  to fulfil his ambition. In his early days, he worked as part of a singing group, but eventually switched to comedy, relying less on jokes than on incongruities and a bemused, laconic, deadpan
  delivery. Timing was important, but Jamess material was endlessly inventive and whimsical. Usually taking the stage to the strains of Liszts Liebestraum, he was assisted, or
  rather hindered, by a buffoon in a hat and long coat going by the unlikely name of Hutton Conyers, and a stammering overgrown schoolboy in a deerstalker, who had been given the name of Bretton
  Woods.33 James fielded Conyers ludicrous claims and conspired with Woods to get rid of the lunatic interloper, to little avail. Jamess
  best-known routine concerned Conyers approaching James with the question Is it you thats putting it about that Im barmy?, before proving himself to be so by claiming to
  have, variously, a giraffe, an elephant and two man-eating lions in a box stowed under his arm. James begins by thinking himself a beacon of sense and reason, but Conyers relentless abuse of
  logic begins to make him wonder whether hes not a madman too. Woods makes some valiant attempts to rationalize the absurd situation, but gets only a withering response from James:
  Ill stop you going to those youth clubs.


  Slightly less well remembered, but no less funny, was the Chipster routine, which became a favourite of young Les Dawsons. It begins with a complaint
  that the band is playing the wrong music for Woods (also known as Eli), who is now a pop singer. That was ballet, James tells the musical director. He doesnt do the
  ballet now, not since he had the accident doing the Nutcracker Suite. That brought the tears to your eyes, didnt it?34 This was a
  staple of Jamess act, putting words into Elis mouth, partly out of necessity, given Woodss genuine stammer. On walks Conyers, to whom James replies that hes not looking
  for any trouble, having given up a good job to put Eli on the stage:


  
    
      
        
          
            JAMES: I was the head chipster at my uncle Joes fried-fish shop. Youre not talking to a mug. Youre talking to the champion chipster of Europe. Eight
            years running, chipping champion . . . Mind you, I used to cheat in the championships. I used to use King Edwards. Youre not supposed to. Now you see, King Edward potatoes have got
            no eyes. They cant see the chopper coming down and you get more chips. Keep that to yourself . . . Youre not interested, are you? You dont care about anything. You
            dont care about the Government. Are they in or out? Was it you who put them in?


            CONYERS: No.


            JAMES: Are you sure?


            CONYERS: Yes.


            JAMES: It was somebody like you, then . . . Theres a knack in this chipping. I know I can tell you and you wont let it go any further. You get hold of the
            potato on the block and you get hold of the handle, and its on-pull-chop, on-pull-chop. Only, get your fingers out quick, or youll think youve got more chips than
            youve chopped. You can see them, bad chipsters, hundreds of them all over the country walking about . . . You can always tell a bad chipster. He walks into a pub and says
            Four pints. [Holds up index finger and little finger]35

          

        

      

    

  


  Other occupational hazards proliferate, most memorably chippers wink and batterers elbow. However, of all Jamess lines, Dawson was most enamoured of the
  revelation that a good chipster puts the potato on the block sideways. Your chips are shorter, but theres more of em, ran the logic.36 Another favourite was the price charged by Elis mum when she took in lodgers to make ends meet: She charged them a pound all in, use of
  cruet.37


  Jamess flow of comic invention was not confined to working hours. Even when his chronic gambling addiction caught up with him and bankrupted him for the third time, he emerged from the
  courtroom and told the waiting press that this verdict meant he had won the Official Receiver outright. Then there was the day when he took advantage of the old music-hall rule that the first
  person to place their band parts on the stage each Monday morning could lay claim to a particular song. Appearing on the same bill as Petula Clark, he connived with the musical director to claim
  her latest hit as part of his act. He had her going with it for a whole afternoon, Barry Cryer relates. He was wicked. They sang it terribly, and shes standing there:
  Theyre doing my song. Sorry, love, were doing this. We close the act with it, it goes down very well, and shes standing there.
  Wicked.38 Jim Casey recalls another incident where an elaborate joke was woven solely for the benefit of a young television floor manager:


  
    
      
        Wed been hanging about for a long time when this studio manager came up and said, Ah, Mr James, glad Ive caught you. Now what exactly do you
        do? I would have probably said underwater paper-tearing or something, but he said, Im glad you asked because Elis been worried about it. Ive
        told him not to worry. You know what youre doing, you fellows. Now, when we open on the trapezes in Chinese costumes, singing By the blue lagoon shes waiting in
        three-part harmony, itll be all right because the camera doesnt have to move. But when we finish, with a bowl of goldfish in our teeth, spinning them, will it be wide enough for
        all of us? Thats what hes been worrying about. Ive told him that youve got it all worked out, you lads. This fella just ran to the producer and then I was
        able to laugh. I said to my father, Three Chinese singing By a blue lagoon shes waiting? He said, Its a great song. Dont you know
        it? Where did that come from? Instead of coming back with one line, he created this wonderful picture of three Chinese hanging upside down spinning bowls of
        goldfish. Thats what he always used to do. He was the greatest ad-libber I ever knew, in all my experience, but he didnt just ad-lib a line. What he did was he created a
        picture.39

      

    

  


  A certain young Mancunian would later do the same, and also become a close friend of Jim Caseys.


  In his formative years, Dawson was also, like most cinema-goers of his generation, looking to the other side of the Atlantic for inspiration and escapism. However, while most had Clark Gable and
  Betty Grable in their sights, Dawson was discovering a profound love of the great American comedian W.C. Fields. In later life, it didnt take much for Dawson to lapse into a pitch-perfect
  impersonation of his hero, but there would be other similarities. Both liked a drink. Both wrote a lot of their own material. Both loved wordplay and silly names: one of Fieldss regular
  noms-de-plume was Mahatma Kane Jeeves, while, in The Bank Dick, he bestowed on a drunk and incapable film director character the glorious monicker of J. Pismo Clam.


  Later on, in the fifties, when many young men were glued to the wireless each week for The Goon Show, Dawson was out playing the pubs and clubs of Manchester. He cant have been
  unaware of Spike Milligans comedy revolution, but it didnt reach him in the same way as it would some of his generation. When he finally came to prominence, the mature Dawsons
  comedy remained more in the spirit of those film comics and earthy northern variety surrealists than much British comedy, providing a link back to a previous era.


  Rationing seemed to have the least effect on those who were used to poverty and want. In some ways, it levelled the playing field and gave the less needy an idea of what it was
  like to go without. Julia made ends meet with various jobs, while Leslie senior was away serving with the Eighth Army. All through the war, the Hall Orchestra played on, under various
  conductors including Malcolm Sargent and Sir Henry Wood, giving concerts at the Paramount cinema on Oxford Street (which became the Odeon in April 1940) and the Opera House.
  Pubs did a brisk trade too, as Mancunians tried to keep calm and carry on. Money being short, some pleasures were still free, including books from the public library, a welcome resource for a lad
  who had taken away from his limited education the beginnings of a love of words and their application.


  During the early part of the war, the city got away lightly in the various bombing raids, but with so much vital heavy industry based in the area, it was unsurprising that Manchester would take
  a hefty beating eventually. The worst damage came on the nights of 22 and 23 December 1940, an event that became known as the Manchester Blitz. Among the casualties of those two
  nights were Manchester Cathedral, the Royal Exchange and the Free Trade Hall in the city centre, and numerous houses were also hit. Dawson later remembered telling his children about seeing
  corpses lying twisted in burning debris.40 As a result, for boys and girls of Dawsons vintage lucky enough to escape unscathed 
  Dawson having spent some time in Blackpool as an evacuee  there were bomb sites to explore, and other distractions, like hanging around on street corners, brawling, looking at girls
  as the sex drive meshed into gear; delivering newspapers in order to supplement the family income, and . . . petty pilfering on the side.41


  The brawling did not come naturally to Dawson, despite his physique and the Nolans having a pugnacious streak. In an ideal world, he would have used his love of the English language to avoid
  violence, but it wasnt at all an ideal world, and eloquence was treated with suspicion. [T]o talk about poetry in the area I was brought up in meant of course you were wearing nylon
  stockings and a blouse. You didnt talk about things like that . . . you had to appear hard, you see, he explained in 1993.42 Declaring
  himself, unashamedly, to be a coward, he tried to avoid confrontation where possible. When it proved impossible, he took little pride in a successful outcome:


  
    
      
        I remember fighting one kid who was at the top of the school and for a week I was physically sick; then, when we had a fight he hit me and a red mist came down and I knocked and the next thing, hes on the floor . . . [T]hat horrified me that I could do that, you see.43

      

    

  


  There was one notable benefit to having a reputation as a handy fighter. It increased the chances of being left alone. Although outwardly sociable and full of cheer, Dawson liked to maintain a
  little distance between himself and most others. He was self-contained and self-sufficient, traits that remained until the end of his life. Many would come to regard him as a friend, but very few
  outside his family felt they ever truly got close to him. What Dawson called cowardice can perhaps be interpreted more as self-preservation. With the extreme poverty of his upbringing, he was a
  survivor. He could have walked around Collyhurst foppishly with a slim volume of T.S. Eliot sticking out of his pocket, but that would have invited trouble. The result was that he could switch from
  being a sensitive, eloquent, deep-thinking young man to one of the lads very easily. This adaptability was later at the heart of his bathetic comedy.


  Dawson never regarded his contemporaries as beneath him, but he realized early on that he was cut from a different cloth. Almost from birth, he took equal delight in the highbrow and the
  lowbrow. Until 1946, radios cultural treats could be found on the Home Service, nestling between mainstream programmes like ITMA, Happidrome and Monday Night at Eight. When the
  Forces Programme became the entertainment-led Light Programme, and the opera and classical side of radio got its own network  the BBC Third Programme  many bemoaned the move and
  feared ghettoization, preferring a world where the mass audience could chance upon great art. Moving it to its own network meant theyd have to seek it out. Dawsons radio-listening
  habits in these formative years are undocumented, but, as an adult comic, his points of reference were equal parts Home, Light and Third, with a sudden retuning from Third to Light having the
  greatest comic effect.


  In all Dawsons reminiscences of his youth, his mother is the dominant figure. She, he believed, was responsible for his wit, being a great mimic and
  full of good humour.44 His fathers influence was diminished greatly by his absence during the Second World War. Until Leslie senior
  was called up, father and son had been close. The absence of paternal guidance was all too apparent to Dawson as an adult. Reflecting on his youth in 1985, he observed that we were a lost
  generation, the discipline wasnt there, either at home or at school.45 Compared to some of his associates, though, Dawson was an angel. One
  notorious urchin was always in trouble with authority [and] finished up doing many years in prison, as many of my contemporaries did.46 The
  delinquent in question came to Dawsons attention when he joined a boxing club, he says, to fight my innate cowardice. The red mist descended again, Dawson flattened the hard
  man and achieved acceptance.


  It was a boxing injury that gave Dawson the mobility of jaw that would serve him so well professionally, providing the basis for Ada Shufflebothams gurn and Cosmo Smallpieces leer,
  two of the characters that would feature most prominently in Dawsons later career. Dawsons experiences in the boxing ring also inspired some of his early writing. In an essay entitled
  My First Fight, featured in a 2004 television documentary about Dawsons diaries, the comedian recalled: Friends all around the ring  the lights shining
  brilliantly down . . . We touch gloves  my heart pounds within me; my blood surges madly in my temples; my stomach trembles; thoughts run wildly through my head  will I lose? Will I
  win? Sweat, grunts, the thud of gloves against flesh and the quickening of ones breath. It is then the end  what is the verdict  I lose on points. Dejected, I leave the ring.
  My friends say Hard luck and so forth, but tis of no avail. I have lost.47 The style is a little overwrought, a cross
  between a newspaper report and a hard-boiled crime story, but it shows distinct promise in terms of pacing. In any case, it seems very unlikely that Dawsons opponent went home and wrote up
  the experience at all. No, Les was definitely different.


  Looking at Dawsons self-assessments, the word cowardice is a recurring theme. Its true that Dawson grew to hate confrontation. In later life, his colleagues noted a
  tendency to take the least satisfactory option in any dilemma if it was the one that guaranteed short-term peace. However, cowardice and pragmatism are two different things,
  and, in other ways, Dawson was anything but yellow. He was physically robust, and writers and directors knew that whatever they wanted him to do, hed do it, as long as it was funny. I
  think Les was pretty fearless, generally, says Andy Hamilton, who worked with Dawson at the start of his own long and distinguished comedy-writing career.48


  By the time the VE Day celebrations got underway, Dawson had turned 14, and his education was at an end. It was time for him to go out to work. Had he been born ten years later, improved
  educational opportunities might have enabled him to capitalize on his wayward brightness rather more than he had, being undoubtedly intelligent, but lacking application. However, the Education Act
  of 1944 arrived too late to make any difference to his choices. With a father still awaiting demob and nothing on the curriculum to engage his interest, it made sense for Leslie junior to go out
  and bring some money into the house. When his father finally came back from service in North Africa, the returning hero was, to young Leslies eyes, a diminished creature compared to the man
  who had left the family home years before. He was a taller man that went and a much younger man, a vibrant man, Dawson recalled in 1993, adding that he thought This isnt
  the dad I had. The adult Dawson realized that the child had been fooled by an illusion created by his own development. It was the same dad, but of course, Id grown
  up.49 Indeed he had.


  Dawsons first job was as a dogsbody in the drapery department at the Co-operative Wholesale Societys headquarters in Balloon Street, Manchester. It entailed dragging
  basketwork skips through winding labyrinths from one underground vault to another for 21 shillings a week.50 He regarded the job as
  soul-destroying, but Julia approved, for one simple reason. [My] mothers idea of a successful life was security at all costs and the only thing that ever seemed secure
  to our very small and limited lives was the Co-op, he told Anthony Clare in 1993.51


  After the privation she had been through, her gratitude and caution were understandable and, given its high ethical standards, the Co-op was just about the best employer an
  unskilled worker could hope to have. The prospects were good for those who kept their heads down and did their jobs well. The young Les Dawson was not one of them. When he threatened to jack in his
  safe but back-breaking job, a compromise was reached with Julia, and it was agreed that he would seek alternative employment within the CWS. An apprentice electricians job came up, and
  Dawson applied successfully. It was, he said years later, to prove a grave error of judgement: I was to that employ what the Pope is to brothel management.52 In adulthood, Dawson admitted that he couldnt look at a fuse without bursting into tears, such was his technical ineptitude.53 Working on complicated installations in commercial premises, his lack of skill was, at best, a hindrance. At worst, it was a serious safety hazard. Somehow, though,
  he kept his job.


  When he wasnt putting the lives of his colleagues in danger with his wiring skills, his meagre earnings went mostly into the tills of the pubs of Collyhurst, Blackley and Moston. Rochdale
  Road was a popular crawl for Dawson and chums, bounded by the Derby Arms at 500 Rochdale Road, known to all as the Bottom Derby, and the Derby Inn at number 935, referred to locally
  as the Top Derby, later taking the name officially. In between was the Milan, while just off Rochdale Road was what would later become Bernard Mannings Embassy Club.


  There was also the matter of sex. He spent his late teens constantly trying for it but largely failing.54 He claimed that he was relieved
  of his virginity at the age of 17 on the vandalized back seat of a number 61 bus by, of all people, the conductress, a formidable matron of generous proportion. His rather brutal
  experience with this uniformed harridan left him feeling utterly dirty and disgusted.55


  Dawsons progression from boy to man was completed by his conscription into the army in the summer of 1949. He went to Catterick Camp in North Yorkshire for his basic training, and had his
  initial cockiness knocked out of him by a drill sergeant, the whole experience adding greatly to his understanding of self-preservation. I began to learn the art of surviving in a military
  jungle, he recalled in his first volume of memoirs, A Clown Too Many. When my kit was stolen I went out and stole somebody elses. When any NCO
  appeared, I made myself look busy. I learnt never to volunteer for anything, and older hands taught me how to creep out of camp for a nights booze in Richmond.56 After the six-week training period, Dawson went to Dale Barracks near Chester to join the Queens Bays (2nd Dragoon Guards) as a trooper. On 19 October 1949, during
  his short stay there before the Queens Bays were posted to Bad Fallingbostel in Lower Saxony, West Germany, the Queen herself came as commander-in-chief to inspect her troops and unveil a
  new war memorial.


  Out of necessity, Dawson picked up a smattering of conversational German in his National Service years. Something he didnt pick up at this time was venereal disease, although he claims to
  have had a narrow escape with a whore when interrupted by Military Police looking for soldiers fraternizing with the locals. Caught in the headlights of their truck, he said he saw the sores on her
  body and ran. He reluctantly continued boxing through his army days, which, along with his sense of humour, doubtless helped his reputation with his fellow squaddies. There was something that made
  him a favourite of the officers too, and meant that they were willing to overlook his occasional transgressions against military discipline: Dawson could play the piano. His elementary education
  hadnt included tuition in any musical instrument, and Dawson only discovered his musical ability during his army service. One day, at a loose end, he sat at a mess piano and began to pick
  out tunes by ear. Soon he was proficient enough to entertain his associates. The talent came into its own on Cambrai Day, celebrated in tank regiments on 20 November each year to mark the Battle of
  Cambrai in 1917, the first time that tanks were used seriously in warfare. It was Cambrai Day 1950 when Dawson was hauled into the officers mess at Fallingbostel and instructed to play
  drinking songs for the officers. His playing passed muster and from then on . . . life became quite tolerable.57


  The limits of his tolerance were, however, tested by global events. When Dawson began his military service, the standard period of conscription was eighteen months. In June
  1950, just as Dawsons intake was reaching the home straight and looking forward to demob, North Korea invaded South Korea, an action that resulted in intervention from UN forces, including
  the British. Three months later, Prime Minister Clement Attlee responded by extending the National Service period to two years. So, not only did Dawson have to endure six further months of military
  service, there was the realistic prospect of being sent to fight in a real war, with all of the risks that entailed. Hardly the ideal outcome for a self-confessed coward. Fortunately, the call
  never came, and Dawson merely spent a few extra months in Germany as a reluctant boxer but an enthusiastic mess-room entertainer, finally being demobbed in the summer of 1951. The regulated nature
  of military life appealed to some directionless young men, but not Dawson. The burden of regimentation was a manacle to my soul, he observed in 1985, and I unshackled it with a
  burning relief.58


  He went back to his old job as a Co-op apprentice electrician, until his ineptitude finally caught up with him and he was sacked. Fortunately, menial work that paid just enough for a lads
  beer was easy to come by, but Dawson was convinced that he was cut out for something different, something better. He just didnt quite know what. His diary entries for this interim period,
  some of which were featured in a 2004 television documentary about his early life, are not what might be expected from a failed Co-op apprentice. Long-haired, with a pronounced leaning
  towards philosophy, I find myself a complete rebel to conformity; a rebel against progress: in fact most everything. I am alone  utterly alone . . . I am determined to break away from this
  life  a life of absolute dreariness and try to rise from the mire.59


  Eventually, seizing on his old teachers prediction, he decided to become a writer. From his childhood, he had been a voracious reader, developing a particularly great love of the novels
  of Nevil Shute, whose Trustee from the Toolroom he chose as his book on Desert Island Discs in 1978. Many years later, he gave his friend Bob Monkhouse some insight into his reading
  habits. I love to read Sherlock Holmes because Conan Doyle hated the character and put things in there so ridiculous, he told Monkhouse.60 Unfortunately, the example he gave  Watson being unable to comprehend that a musician could also be a murderer, with Holmes pointing out that Moriarty was a virtuoso
  bassoonist  appeared not in any of Conan Doyles original stories, but in the 1945 film Pursuit to Algiers.61 When Alan Plater was
  asked to adapt Anthony Trollopes Barsetshire novels for television, he accepted, having not yet read them himself, but having had glowing reports from Dawson. I remembered Les saying
  they were good, so I said yes, Plater was reported as saying in a 1989 Observer profile of the comedian, adding that I read the lot with Less voice in the
  background.62


  The means by which Dawson aimed to become an author has become part of his mythology, repeated in books and on chat shows. In his own version, he went to live in Paris, and ended up paying his
  keep by working as a pianist in a brothel, playing only the Charlie Chaplin composition Limelight from the film of the same name. He talks of surviving on dry bread and wine so
  cheap, it was probably fermented for a shilling a gallon,63 and of growing an existentialist beard. The length of his stay varies,
  but is always recounted as having lasted for months rather than weeks or days.


  In fact, as C. P. Lee pointed out in the television documentary Les Dawsons Lost Diaries, the Parisian sojourn lasted a mere ten days, and was, from the outset, planned as a
  holiday, or, more accurately, a jolly boys outing. Dawson claimed to have made the trip alone, but closer inspection of the diary entries reveals that Dawson went to Paris with friends from
  Manchester, named in his diary as Roy and Joe. Travelling on the midnight train to London on Monday 6 July 1953, they then caught another train to Newhaven for the Dieppe ferry, reaching Paris on
  Wednesday, 8 July. Paris at last! cries Dawsons journal. The wines: the food: the women! Oh la! la! We go on the Eiffel Tower: boozing in cabarets to hot music 
  the life of a lord.64 The phrase hot music recurs in Dawsons diary entries for the entire trip, as do references to
  lovely prostitute[s], lovely whore[s], hot carresses [sic], and the lads dwindling supply of money, as we gorge ourselves on steaks
  and wine. It wasnt all bacchanalian, though. There are also enthusiastic references to museum and exhibition visits. In the official version of the story, the
  initial heady fun of being in Paris is replaced by a stark descent into extreme hardship. She is magnificent: if you have money, Dawson observed.65 As Dawson and pals were able to borrow money from their landlady, on a strict promise of paying her back once theyd returned to Manchester,66 they experienced only the magnificence of the French capital, and the diary entries make it clear that they had a ball. The tales of poverty are merely Dawson extrapolating what
  probably would have happened had he stayed on any longer.


  Dawson almost certainly did find himself playing piano in a Parisian brothel, but only for a couple of nights, and then unpaid. In the official version, he refers to an intoxicating affair with
  a black prostitute called Emerald, and as the diaries refer to a night spent play[ing] the piano in a nightclub again mauling the negress,67
  this element of the tale seems to be based in fact. From these kernels of truth grew a seductive and far from implausible fiction that outlived its creator. In a 1974 interview, Michael Parkinson
  seems to nail the inspiration for the expanded, embroidered brothel story, when he points out to Dawson that W.C. Fields also worked as a bordello pianist. From boyhood visits to the cinema right
  up to his death, Dawson venerated Bill Fields, and adopting the brothel story as his own seems likely to have been an act of homage. So, Les Dawsons great Paris story is, at best, only
  half-true. Far from being the profound philosophical interlude that he later claimed, it seems to have been business as usual, only in a foreign city. However, while the details were
  improved, both the real course of events and the mythical version show the deep impression left by Paris on the young man.


  After this, Manchester seems to have been an anti-climax. Dawson refers to the dreary trip home and how dead they [his regular run of pubs] seem. Compared to Paris,
  Manchester may have felt dreary, but compared to the rest of the British Isles in those days of austerity and rationing, Manchester was a hive of fun. Indeed, although Dawsons contemporary
  reaction to his home city was one of disappointment, viewed from a distance of thirty years, he seemed more inclined to see the excitement. Writing in 1983, he mentioned the
  three hundred nightclubs . . . within a seven-mile radius of Piccadilly where for the price you would pay for a pint in an ordinary pub, you could see all the top stars of the
  day.68 Places like Dinos, the Northern Sporting Club, the Garden of Eden, the Stork Room, the Stage and Radio, the Square Wheel and Foo Foo
  La Mars (which was owned by noted Mancunian drag artiste Frank Foo Foo Lammar) were all bursting with vitality and entertainment, as Royston Mayoh, later a producer at ABC
  Television in Manchester, but then just a teenage show business fan, recalls:


  
    
      
        It was wonderful. The whole place was jumping with clubs. Im living in Levenshulme now. Just behind me here, theres a big restaurant called Al
        Waalis. That was the Southern Sporting Club when I was a lad. The Yew Tree pub in Wythenshawe was the best pub in town with acts. The acts queued up at seven oclock to go on,
        just rolling acts all night. Frank Tansey was the pub owner at the Yew Tree, and he notoriously went out every now and again: Will somebody buy some focking beer? It was packed,
        wonderful.


        There was a Catholic club called Our Lady Queen of Sorrow. Theres a wonderful story about Jimmy Tarbuck, there. He went on and halfway through his act,
        everybody stood up and went down on their knees. He thought What the hells going on? and the priest was there, because the priest always did the prayer at nine
        oclock. Right in the middle of his act.


        The clubs were electric. There was Mr Smiths in Manchester, the Cabaret Club, Wiltons, the Ponderosa in Chorlton. There were thousands of them. I used
        to go out every night, not drinking, just walking from club to club, because Id hear The Delmonts are on at such and such. A wonderful duo. Oh Christ, youve
        just missed . . . A trapeze artist in a pub.69

      

    

  


  Having learned to play the piano during his National Service years, after demob he began to ply his skills in the pubs of north Manchester and, emboldened by his success, he wrote to BBC
  Norths variety department at Broadcasting House on Manchesters Piccadilly in June 1953, asking for an audition. Comedy was not yet part of the repertoire, as he
  billed himself as a singer with a tenor/baritone range and jazz pianist. The verdict when he auditioned on 17 August 1954 was blunt. Producer John Ammondss report read: Popular
  baritone. Badly out of tune. Quality of voice unpleasant, while a colleague called Dawson a typical club singer. Very harsh, and declared him no use for
  broadcasting.70 When Dawson asked for feedback, Ammonds mentioned the tuning issue and suggested that Dawson wait six months before re-auditioning,
  during which time he should work on the faults.


  One audition he did pass was for a show called Pick of the Town at the Hippodrome in the Manchester district of Hulme, a bill put together by Liverpool-based variety agent Jack Billings,
  in October 1955.71 Comedy was starting to creep into Dawsons act, for which he wore a ginger wig and imitated Quasimodo.72 In Dawsons version of events, Billings was caught trying to abscond with the shows meagre takings, which were re-appropriated by the cast and spent
  communally in the pub. At this time, Dawson was still living with his parents in the semi-detached council house at 21 Keston Avenue, Blackley, and he claimed that on the night of the Hulme show
  his mother pulled him indoors quickly, in case anyone saw him. Both Leslie senior and Julia had been in the audience, and their critical notice for their boy was simply You were bloody
  awful.73 With such successes, Dawson was unlikely to be earning a living from entertainment any time soon, so he kept up a succession of day jobs.
  Briefly a salesman for the Liverpool Victoria insurance company, he went on to a more enduring berth with Hoover, spending a total of nine years on and off selling vacuum cleaners and washing
  machines. He was lucky enough to have an understanding and accommodating manager called George Walker, who gave him time off for theatrical engagements when he could.


  It was this post-demob period of daily drudgery and night-time novelty that shaped the Les Dawson a nation would come to love. Although a bright child, he had lacked focus. When he went out to
  work, he found his first job at the Co-operative Wholesale Society mind-numbing and back-breaking, but had scant concept of how to break out of a seemingly inevitable lifetime
  of menial work and penury. Like so many of his generation, his period of National Service was the turning point. The experience of submitting mindlessly and completely to authority sat badly with
  him, and the question became how to avoid authority figures or at least minimize their impact on his life. National Service showed him in no uncertain terms what he didnt want to do, and it
  also gave him a clue about what he did want to do, having been responsible for his real beginning as an entertainer. Once away from military strictures, the apparently free and easy life of the
  performer appealed.


  Although he continued to harbour dreams of becoming a serious writer, slowly Dawson came to realize that his growing grasp of vocabulary could be put to excellent comic use. What I tried
  to do, before I started to get recognized, was to try and make a word picture, he told Professor Anthony Clare in 1993. For instance, I used to use a thing in the opening of the act .
  . . The ashen-faced mourners hunched closer together as a cold grey fog embraced its clammy shroud, the wind howled like a lost soul in torment and from beyond the dark, brooding,
  rain-sodden hills, a demented dwarf strangled his pet raccoon  one two three  On a wonderful day like today  which, looking back, its a wonder I got
  out of these clubs alive.74 There were two reasons Dawson was allowed to survive. For one thing, he was distinctive, or, to put it as the punters
  might have done, a funny little bugger. One incident he related many years later illustrates his situation. Appearing on a radio show recorded at a Blackpool theatre with Liverpudlian comic Jimmy
  Gay, Irish comic Harry Bailey and singer Rosemary Squires, Dawson reported that he had received no more than polite applause, while Gay was rewarded with roars and
  Bailey had them in the palm of his hand. Coming off after his act, and sensing that the younger performer was upset, Gay told Dawson that he had no reason to be depressed, as he was
  very good and very different. Gay then led him to a spot near the pass doors by which the audience left the theatre, where they could hear the mutterings while remaining
  unseen. All talked about the jokes Jimmy and Harry had told, but never mentioned them by name, but all of them, despite not liking me very much, knew my name, Dawson related in
  1985.75 The wise and kind Gay pointed out that they had all remembered Dawson rather than what he had said, and that personality not material was what
  made a performer a star. It seems likely that this is, like Paris, an example of Dawson misremembering or even embroidering a story. The only radio billing where Dawson is listed with Gay is for
  the 5 August 1962 edition of Blackpool Night. Rosemary Squires and Harry Bailey were not on that show.


  The other thing that would endear Dawson to audiences was his lack of airs and graces. While many big names viewed fellow professionals as us and the audience as
  them, to Dawson there was only ever one big us. Even when he was in full flow with the mother-in-law and nagging wife jokes that would form the backbone of his future
  act, mothers-in-law and wives could laugh along, secure in the knowledge that they were nowhere near as bad as the proto-Fascist gorgons in the gags. Dawson always sought out good conversation,
  finding plenty in the clubs and pubs where he performed. People is [sic] what lifes about, he explained to Anthony Clare, outlining a theoretical situation where he and
  the psychiatrist were to go on to OConnell Street [in Dublin] to a pub which wed both enjoy enormously, just the two of us, and wed talk about the world, wed talk
  about psychiatry, wed talk about philosophy, reincarnation, whatever you like. I wouldnt want that night to end, so I will keep you there as long as possible, till the whole of the
  Liffey and OConnell Street is empty and dawns rising.76 Dawson was intelligent and inquisitive, and only ever resorted to
  pretentiousness as a comic device, debunking it almost instantly. He was always listening, always picking up on what people were saying. Partly because he knew that some of it would make good
  material, but mostly because he was genuinely interested in his fellow men, and what they had to say.


  He was also very interested in his fellow women. Despite being brutal about his physical shortcomings, never being the stuff of a young girls dreams,
  but rather short and wide across the shoulders and with a tendency to run to fat, he doesnt seem to have wanted for female company in his twenties. There were the girls from
  the shows he worked in, including a stripper from a nude revue, to say nothing of the women from the audience who hung around afterwards to get to know the comic a little better. At one point, he
  claims he was ready to elope with the daughter of an Italian ice cream manufacturer, but when she failed to turn up at the rendezvous, he went to a pub, got drunk, picked up a red-haired
  girl and made love to her in a cemetery.77


  Elements of Dawsons early life resemble the plot of Billy Liar. Apart from the al fresco fumbling and the desire to break into comedy, Dawsons professional ineptitude seems
  to have rivalled Billy Fishers antics at the undertakers office. Hoover had posted Dawson to an area of tight slumland called Moss Side. He was sent there, he claimed,
  because the area needed to be covered, though the company never expected to receive any orders  an ideal sinecure for a salesman of his self-confessed incompetence. However, while the work
  was merely something he did to meet his financial commitments, it furthered his insight into people and the way life was lived. It may seem incongruous that my mundane job . . . should be a
  veritable fount of experience, he said years later, but going into divers homes was just that.78 Although Moss Side was to become
  notorious as the citys drugs, guns and gangland centre in the eighties, it was merely poor and rough in the fifties, when it teemed with a rich polyglot stream of humanity, from Irish
  to Dyak head-hunters.79 Whatever he thought of the rest of the work, Dawson enjoyed meeting and talking to people, and doubtless several of the
  sales he managed to close were achieved with the help of his sense of humour. There was repair work to be undertaken too, the simpler the better given Dawsons technical ineptitude. The
  repair job he remembered best was just before Christmas at a household where the husband had managed to mislay his whole weeks wages. The festive season was looking grim until Dawson found
  that the small brown envelope had become sucked into the vacuum. Apart from life-enhancing moments like that, he viewed the day job as a necessary evil, with a professional
  performing career as his ideal, but the two jobs were similar in many ways, the main difference being one of scale and product. When Dawson traversed the north of England in his company van to make
  his appearances as a comedian and singer, he was still acting as a travelling salesman, only this time he was selling his personality and his material.


  Dawson was to remain in Hoovers employ for most of the fifties, but not continuously. One substantial break in his Hoover service on Moss Side came when he moved from his home city to
  London. As 1955 turned into 1956, Dawson saw that variety star Max Wall was auditioning talent at the Hippodrome in Ardwick, Manchester, and decided to chance his arm. Wall saw something he liked
  in the rough and ready young Mancunian and suggested that he move to the capital for the sake of his career. Wall, at that time, was at the top of the tree; he had his own regular BBC Television
  show and was also appearing as time-and-motion man Vernon Hines in the musical The Pajama Game at the London Coliseum on St Martins Lane. Dawson needed little persuasion to follow
  Walls advice. Although Wall could not offer him any regular work, he could offer guidance and opportunities, in addition to paying for Dawson to have singing lessons with a teacher in Leeds
  named Madam Styles Allen. Dawson handed in his notice at Hoover and, after a wild night out with the lads on Friday, 3 February 1956, headed south.


  Very soon after he arrived, it seemed that Dawson was in the right place at the right time. Musicians Union members were on strike, refusing to take part in BBC Television shows, and
  Equity members were encouraged to come out in sympathy. As a result, the edition of The Max Wall Show scheduled to go out on BBC TV on Sunday, 19 February, was suddenly without an orchestra
  or a guest star, as Walls Pajama Game colleague, the Canadian singer Edmund Hockridge, had been instructed not to appear by Equity. The orchestra was to be replaced by a pianist
  called Roma Clarke and an organist by the name of Lloyd Thomas, while Hockridges place would be taken by Walls young northern protg. Any nerves
  at the prospect of the live transmission were swept aside by the excitement. I was walking on air, Dawson recalled later. People pumped my hand and London, dear old London was
  Disneyland after all. He also claimed that all the newspapers carried the story about my big break into show business . . . I recall one such banner line:
  Non-Union Unknown Les Dawson Gets Big Show Biz Chance.80 If such a headline appeared, it wasnt in the Daily Express,
  the front page of which reported dutifully on the strike and Hockridges absence, adding at the end, almost as an afterthought: Hockridge will be replaced by 24-year-old Les Dawson,
  who is unknown  and non-union.81 Nor was it in the Daily Mirror, which included a line about non-unionist
  Dawsons involvement midway down its page seven report of the Hockridge withdrawal. Dawson wasnt mentioned at all in the Daily Sketchs story on the strike, while the
  Daily Mail didnt touch the story either.


  In the end, Dawson didnt get his moment of glory. He attended rehearsals at the BBC Television Theatre on Shepherds Bush Green on Friday, 17 February, but Hockridge then returned,
  announcing that he would defy union orders. Dawson went back to his digs in Battersea, watching the show in a pub, where he also drowned his sorrows in booze. The 10 guineas the BBC paid him for
  his non-appearance, which would have been welcome under any other circumstances, came as cold comfort to the dejected Dawson.


  He also had the misfortune to be associated with a falling star. It was at this time that Wall faced the moral outrage of the press after leaving his first wife for a beauty queen called
  Jennifer Chimes. The matter became a public issue on Tuesday, 15 May, with press reports of Walls wife Maria being granted a decree nisi. Two days later, on 17 May, the newspapers reported
  Chimess intention to wed Wall when her own divorce had come through. Divorce was a big issue in the fifties, especially when it involved an entertainer leaving his wife for a younger woman,
  and Wall soon found it hard to get the prestige bookings to which he had become accustomed. In many ways, he was being castigated for his openness and honesty. Affairs were
  common in show business, and journalists knew of many situations that they couldnt or wouldnt report. By doing the right thing rather than carrying on with Chimes in secret, Wall
  became a pariah.


  In April, clearly aware of the moral outrage that was about to be directed at him, Wall had been telling Dawson to go back home to Manchester, there being little more he could do for the young
  mans career. Wall had enough problems of his own without trying to bat for an unknown comic, but there was also the risk that Dawson could be tainted by association. Wall was being cruel to
  be kind, but that was, naturally enough, not how Dawson saw it. On 13 April, Dawson noted in his diary that it was the date which marks the finish of any ambition I may have conceived would
  happen. Max Wall, after all his promises, and hopes for me, turned to me in his dressing room and said he thought it would be better if I gave the whole idea up of trying to
  sing.82 Wall had a point. As a straight singer, Dawson was distinctly average. His comic skills, as he later acknowledged, were not yet all they
  could be, either. I used to play the piano and sing, tell a few gags, he told Roy Plomley in a 1985 TV documentary. The act in those days was dreadful. It really was
  bad.83 The act he demonstrated for Plomley involved a mid-Atlantic accent, a terrible grimace  all the fillings showing, and a
  great deal of pointing. And Id go, Hi there, I just love being here, ladies and gentlemen, Im going to play you a little song, and I hope you like it, upon
  which he would launch into some barely decipherable rock and roll. The net result was that he was paid off regularly.


  Nonetheless, the experience with Wall was valuable, even if the direct influence seems hard to trace. So much of Walls comic appeal was physical, with the oversized boots, the bald head,
  the tailcoat, the independent legs and a routine in which he appeared to lengthen or shorten his arms by pulling or pushing them, that he seems an odd mentor for a comic as verbal as
  Dawson was to become. In fact, while Wall said few words, they were always impeccably chosen and enunciated. In a surviving recording of his Professor Wallofski
  stage act, he describes his tuning fork and, in doing so, imbues the word chromium with heaps of lecherous meaning, in a manner that Cosmo Smallpiece would have admired. Another
  similarity between Wall and Dawson is that they both used a piano as a regular prop.


  In the long term, he never forgot Walls kindness and early faith in him. In the short term, however, Dawson was understandably angry and bitter about his bad luck. What shall I do?
  Where can I go? he asked his diary. My philosophy of life is now clearly etched, namely I dont give a damn whatever happens  Ill never bother about anything again
  . . . What does a man do when his dreams crash around him? I who have just experienced it  go on the beer  lost  degraded and absolutely fed up . . . Am I indeed destined for
  failiure [sic]?  no chance  Wall has no confidence in me at all. All is indeed lost now . . . wasted and I could willingly die.84


  Nevertheless, before cutting Dawson adrift and tending to his own parlous situation, Wall had introduced his protg to Betty Lawrence, a pianist who worked regularly at the
  Players Theatre, a music-hall revival venue beneath Charing Cross station. She and her husband Jack befriended Dawson at a time when he needed friends desperately, and provided him with
  food, kindness and professional guidance, as well as employing him occasionally as a babysitter. Lawrence also helped Dawson make an amateur recording of a song called I Lie and
  Dream, which became his sign-off in his letters to the Lawrences.


  Rather than admit defeat and return to his home city, Dawson stayed on in London for several months, working as a dish washer in restaurant kitchens while hoping for another chance at show
  business. It didnt come. By August, he was still trudg[ing] around the streets of this hostile city banging on agents doors to no avail, leading him to conclude, in a
  drunken diary entry, at 25 my life is over: its been a good one and Im thankful for those precious years.85 The one glimmer of
  hope that came from the wearying, grinding months spent in London was a booking from an agent called Al Heath, following an audition at the Max Rivers Rehearsal Rooms on Great Newport Street.
  Admittedly, it was only for a weeks engagement in Hull much later in the year, working the fishermens clubs, but it was an actual booking. Accepting this
  consolation prize, Dawson bade London a temporary farewell and promised myself that one day Id retrace my steps back to this indifferent city, and Id win
  through.86


  On his return to Manchester, Dawson resumed his normal social round: pub-crawling with mates and consorting with unsuitable women, funded by occasional paid work as an
  entertainer in the same drinking haunts. The relative infrequency of his semi-professional engagements can be gauged from the glee with which he recorded, on Sunday 28 October, that he was a
  paid artiste at the White House. The publicans of North Manchester certainly got their moneys worth, notwithstanding the certainty that hed put most of his earnings
  behind the bar before the night was out. On that night, the punters saw a man sing; play the piano; yell rock an roll and pound the ivorys [sic] with jazz; I drink heavy, sweat
  a lot and have a time with the crowd.87


  That Sunday gig was the opener of what was to prove a pivotal week in Dawsons life and career. However, on the Monday morning, there was one bit of business to be despatched before the
  journey to Hull, in the form of an audition at the ABC Television studios in the former Capitol cinema in the Manchester suburb of Didsbury. Independent television had reached the north-west in May
  that year, while Dawson had been struggling in London, with Granada providing the weekday programmes and ABC overseeing the weekend output. At the time, the audition would probably have seemed far
  more important to a fledgling performer than a week playing fishermens clubs in East Yorkshire, particularly for someone who had come so near to getting national TV exposure not long before.
  Nothing, however, came of it at that stage, although it was Dawsons first visit to a studio that he would later return to in triumph.


  Dawson drove from Didsbury to Hull on the afternoon of 29 October, thrilled to be on his way to do the work that he loved most. He nearly didnt get there: a sudden
  puncture caused his van to spin around in the road. He recorded in his diary that the incident was a narrow escape from death, and he seems not to have been exaggerating.88 On arrival, the slightly shaken young performer was greeted by the fellow professionals who were sharing the digs that week. One of them, a female singer called
  Jessie Jewel, was booked for the same round of venues as Dawson, while another, the music-hall star Randolph Sutton, was working at the Palace Theatre in a nostalgia show called Thanks for the
  Memory with the comedian Billy Danvers, male impersonator Hetty King89 and G.H. Elliott, always billed as The Chocolate Coloured Coon.
  Both Jewel and Sutton were experienced entertainers compared with the Mancunian. The Brixton-based Jewel, often billed as the perfect cheer-up girl had been active since
  the thirties, mostly in pantomimes and summer seasons, while Sutton was a big name from the past, best known for popularizing the sentimental song On Mother Kellys Doorstep.
  Jewel lived up to her cheery billing, befriending Dawson instantly, and joining him for drinks throughout the run, but Sutton was less welcoming. Frankly, throughout that week, he was to
  treat me like a lump of canine excrement, Dawson recalled nearly thirty years later.90


  To begin with, the hard-bitten Hull audiences shared Suttons view of Dawson. In 1974, he recounted the experience on Michael Parkinsons BBC chat show:


  
    
      
        They virtually came straight from the trawler, with barbs, and salt caked on their faces, with a sockful of money, and they sat down and they drank to oblivion. An act
        was just superfluous. They didnt need an act. I died the death of deaths night after night. In those days, I used to sing, play the piano and get a few laughs. Particularly when I
        played and sang. One terrible night, they were letting bottles go, and pennies were being thrown. [Parkinson asks, What do you mean letting bottles go?] Well, they used to shake
        them and take the cork off.91

      

    

  


  Dawson described the overall effect as a sort of alcoholic El Alamein.


  Alan Plater, who later wrote the scripts for Dawsons first foray into television drama, knew those Hull audiences well, having grown up in the city, and remembered a
  far more deadly way of giving duff acts the bird:


  
    
      
        Its a tough, warm city. They were lovely people, but tough people. We started our theatre in Hull in Spring Street in 1970, whats now become the Hull Truck
        Theatre. We shopped around for fund-raising and Ronnie Hilton was doing pantomime at the New Theatre. He said, Look, Ill do a late-night show at one of the clubs for you.
        Bless him, we did a late-night show at the Stevedores and Dockers Club. A dockers club, ergo a tough gig. The club were terrific. They said well give you the gate money,
        well take the bar. They raised a lot of money for us. Theyd booked a comedian for the early part of the evening. He was from Doncaster and he wasnt very good. They
        didnt barrack him, the audience just started talking amongst themselves, and getting louder and louder and louder. This guy just gave up and walked off. Thats tough.
        Full-frontal heckling is one thing, but to be totally ignored is something else.92

      

    

  


  To perform to such indifference is disastrous for an entertainer, but Dawsons week wasnt an unbroken run of failure. Tuesday nights show was at the St Andrews Club,
  with a real tough audience. Dawsons coping strategy was to sup stacks of ale, but he and Jewel flopped miserably in front of the skippers and their families.
  However, on Wednesday, there were two gigs. The first, in the afternoon, was a show for pensioners, who proved appreciative. Meanwhile, in the evening, Dawson reported to his diary: I bring
  the house down  dancing and drinking! Thursday at the Albert Club was a return to Tuesdays form: bad audience . . . Jessie dies a death and I fare little
  better.93 So Wednesday went well, but was the exception.


  The breakthrough, which entered Dawsons mythology through repetition on chat shows and in his autobiography, came on the Saturday night at the Empress Club on Hessle High Road. Once
  again, Dawson prepared with his customary skinful, finding a pub in a street called the Land of Green Ginger. This time, however, rather than steeling him to carry on with business as usual, the
  drink emboldened him to try something out of the ordinary. When my money had evaporated, I lurched to the club in truculent mood, he explained, prepared
  to be humiliated once more but ready to curse back, and to hell with the consequences.94 Taking the stage, Dawson found that the drink had impaired
  his ability to stand or focus on the piano keyboard. The exact wording of what followed is lost in the mists of time, but the spirit of the material is consistent in all of Dawsons
  retellings of that nights events. Describing the venue as either a superbly decorated kipper factory or a renovated fish crate and giving them his low opinion of
  Hull, Dawson looked that audience in the eye and told them tales of woe firmly based in the reality of his everyday life. I dont do this for a living, oh no, he explained to
  the Humbersiders, just for the luxuries in life . . . like bread and shoes.


  To his utter amazement, they lapped it up. The knocking of their home town; the disparaging description of the club, which had recently been refurbished at considerable expense; the
  too-close-for-comfort jokes about poverty and failure. Suddenly, Dawson was getting big laughs, largely because a performer was meeting them on their own level. Instead of peddling show business
  schmaltz about how wonderful they were and everything was, a comedian was being honest with them and saying that everything was bloody awful. Unwittingly, Dawson had discovered that his own droll,
  sardonic personality, or a slightly exaggerated version of it, appealed to audiences. Worried it was a fluke, he tried the style at subsequent bookings and found that it had an amazing effect every
  time. He had found his voice. Bob Monkhouse later mused on the difference between sparse weeknight audiences95 and the weekend crowd, but
  the act that Dawson gave the punters that night was crucial. The weeknighters got what Dawson thought they wanted to hear, with a modicum of success, whereas the Empress audience got what Dawson
  wanted them to hear.


  Its about telling the truth, said Alan Plater. This thing of any kind of creative artist, finding out who you are, sharing the essence of you with the audience. It
  doesnt work if what youre offering is a kind of made-up essence, a made-up persona. What you got from Les was Les. You got the real thing. It takes all of us
  time to figure out who that is. Certainly when youre younger, insecure, desperate to make a name. Such early scripts of mine that have survived are just full of page upon page of me showing
  off.96


  While many comedians kept notebooks mainly to jot down existing jokes that theyd heard other comedians use, Dawsons jottings tended to be original creations. Lines that he noted
  down as they came to him in the mid-fifties would continue to serve him well until his death, and were rarely stolen by other comedians because only Dawson himself had the required delivery. A
  favourite joke formula of Dawsons throughout his career was the x is so y that z happens/happened. Using the word formula seems unfair, because its what
  the writer/comedian puts in the places x, y and z that make the jokes. Most of them revolve around poverty, discomfort and disappointment, such as The house is so cold we put the milk in the
  fridge to stop it freezing.97 As a quick-fire gag, its funny enough, but it becomes funnier and more absurd if you have more time to devote
  to it. If the house is so cold, why does it need a fridge? If the house is freezing, and the fridge is warmer, the pity seems to be that the fridge isnt big enough to sit in.


  In Hull, Dawson learned the value of self-deprecation, with lines like What you are about to see is an act that has given a whole new meaning to the word
  crap,98 and Im the only one on this bill Ive never heard of.99
  However, the crucial thing is to use such material to get the audience on side, without them actually agreeing with your own low self-opinion. With many comedians relying on schmaltz or painting
  someone else as the victim, a comic who put himself down was a novelty, particularly one who did it eloquently. The self-deprecation would prove vital to the success of Dawsons act over the
  years. It gave him a licence to knock the audience, the venue and the town in which it stood, for example: Not the first time Ive been in Hull, but last time I was here, it was
  shut, and I didnt believe you were a Yorkshire crowd, after all, you walk upright.100 Lines like that, without any leavening
  humility, would be likely to turn an audience against a performer. By laying into himself with equal fervour, Dawson would disarm the punters and get them laughing at the
  shortcomings of both their home town and their own lives. It was comedy that reached out to an audience and conspired with them, telling them that the man on the stage was one of
  us.


  Dawson also claimed, in his autobiography, that his flush of success in the closing days of the Hull engagement suddenly made him attractive to women who had dismissed him before. In particular,
  he claimed that he was set upon by his conical-shaped landlady, a woman with a face like a tin of condemned veal whose legs were merely a trellis work for
  varicose veins and whose bottom was so big, when she sat down she was taller than when she stood up.101 Curiously, however, his
  diary for the week contains no note of the conquests. He mentions flirting with the conical landladys daughter, but thats as far as it goes. Perhaps it made a better story for the
  new-look Dawsons first groupie to be an ugly old dear rather than her relatively nubile offspring.


  Dawsons new-found comic persona and his boosted confidence meant a steady improvement in the quality of his bookings when he returned to Manchester, moving up from pubs to the burgeoning
  club scene, and the round of dinner-dances thrown by employers, trades unions and social clubs. He also got his feet on the lower rungs of the variety theatre ladder. The less salubrious halls
  couldnt afford big-name acts, but they could afford naked women, so most of those that survived closure had given themselves over to striptease shows. In between the nude tableaux, while the
  scenes were being reset, comedians and singers struggled to entertain an audience to whom they were merely an unwelcome distraction. Among the halls taking this kind of programme was the Hippodrome
  in the tough Manchester district of Hulme, part of a small north-western circuit run by an impresario called James Brennan. Brennan and a Hippodrome sink had been the recipients of Frank
  Randles ire over the infamous bar bill incident, and Dawson had already performed there once in 1955 as part of Pick of the Town. One of the promoters filling Brennans halls
  with nudity was Arthur Fox of International Attractions Ltd, 168 Corporation Street, Manchester. Fox advertised regularly for male production vocalists to appear
  in his shows, and Dawson auditioned successfully for the Penny Peep Show, a nude revue starring one of the most popular striptease performers of the day, Pauline Penny. Dawsons name
  appears in no contemporary billings, but it seems likely that he worked with Penny and her company when the show hit Hulme for the week beginning Monday, 12 May 1958. As Dawsons Hoover boss
  George Walker recalled in 1971:


  
    
      
        He asked me if he could go on the Hulme Hippodrome to appear in the Pauline Penny show, which was a nude revue, as a lead singer. I agreed, providing he got all his work
        done for me. There was no question about that. The morning after the first night, I was called into the office by my boss, who said, I went to see a show in Manchester last night, and
        Im sure there was one of your representatives on that stage. I said, That cant be so. He said, Well, youd better go along tonight and find out
        for yourself. I had to go along, and, sure enough, there was Leslie, surrounded by naked girls, singing Autumn Leaves.102

      

    

  


  At his managers behest, Walker had attended the performance, knowing full well what he would see and hear, but any fallout seems to have been contained.


  Competition among comics on the Mancunian scene was pretty stiff, and certain aspects of one gag-peddlers career had mirrored those of Dawsons progress thus far, albeit with
  greater success. Following his National Service, part of which was spent guarding Rudolf Hess and the other inmates of Spandau Prison, Bernard Manning had returned to Civvy Street as a singer,
  working with Oscar Rabin, a popular post-war bandleader. He had then settled back in his home city, and established a club in a derelict former Temperance billiard hall in Harpurhey, just off
  Dawsons favoured pub-crawl route, dubbing it the Embassy Club. So, while Dawson was still scuffling around, taking what gigs he could get, Manning  his senior by just six months
   was in a position to offer bookings to other comedians. It helped that Manning came from a relatively prosperous family, his father being a greengrocer, while
  Dawsons father was still very much a council wage slave. Nevertheless, Manning would not come to national prominence until the early seventies, a few years after Dawsons big break. In
  Dawsons case, the delay was due to bad luck; in Mannings case, it was down to having found a lucrative niche as a blue comedian, with material utterly unsuited to radio or television.
  Dawson sometimes tried more ribald material when he felt that the audience would lynch him if he kept his patter too clean. He recalled one night at a social club in south Manchester where the high
  point of his act was a smutty limerick:


  
    
	 
    
      
        There was a young woman of Hitchin


        Who was scratching her arse in the kitchen


        Her mother said Rose,


        Its the crabs, I suppose.


        She said, Bollocks, get on with your knitting.103

		

    

      

    

  


  However, while such vulgar material might have amused Dawson privately, he regarded it as a last resort in professional terms, and a mere survival tactic when faced with a
  rough, unruly crowd.


  For Dawson, even with material as clean as a whistle, a break into broadcasting still proved elusive throughout the late fifties. He kept auditioning for the BBC in Manchester, apparently to no
  avail. After the frank feedback from producer John Ammonds following his unsuccessful 1954 audition, Dawson tried again on 13 September 1956. Ammondss fellow auditioner Lelliott was in
  attendance once again, this time joined by Ammondss fellow producer Eric Miller, both of them failing Dawson yet again on tuning and harsh tone.


  When Dawson next wrote for an audition in July 1958, he changed his emphasis, billing himself as a comedian rather than a singer. At the ensuing audition, on 21 August 1958, no comment was made
  by producer Billy Scott-Coomber about Dawsons tuning, the criticisms centring instead on his projection, piano-playing and patter. Once again, the verdict was no, but Dawson was gaining
  valuable experience of the auditioning process, and getting to know the staff of the BBC North regions variety department, not least Scott-Coomber, an Irishman who had
  been a singer with Jack Paynes dance band in the thirties.


  True love also seemed as far from Dawsons grasp as a radio spot, as he grappled with a succession of women who were less than ideal for one reason or another. One had a voyeuristic mother
  who liked to watch her daughters sexual antics, unknown to the male partner in the exchange. As most of the liaisons took place in the back of Dawsons works van, this involved the old
  dear standing in the street peering through the steamed-up windows. Another of Dawsons lovers had more teeth in her mouth than a basking shark.104


  Julia would not have approved of the company her son was keeping. For all of the anguish and concern he put her through, Dawson was devoted to his mother. When she died in 1957, it had hit him
  and Leslie senior very hard. Leslie junior wept for that little woman whod gone through so much. In particular, he rued the nights Id caused her heartache with my
  drinking; my neglect of her through the lonely war years when my father had been away; the way I had taken her for granted.105 The loss
  didnt bring an end to Dawsons waywardness. While many of his contemporaries had married young and were already raising families, Dawson seemed determined to prolong his adolescence
  for as long as possible. It took a chance encounter at a gig in 1959 to make him modify his ways and his outlook.
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