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‘A lovingly detailed, and long overdue, portrait of a much loved entertainer who had a remarkable career that spanned over sixty years.’



Dick Fiddy, media historian



 



‘Robert Fairclough’s book on Ian Carmichael has all the hallmarks of excellent biography – it’s independent-minded, thoroughly researched and brings into vivid focus the inner and outer life of a significant player who has previously only inhabited the shadows of film and television histories. What’s particularly impressive is the way he sheds light on the post-war significance of the ‘silly ass’ types Ian Carmichael played so well, and the larger social importance of the British comedies which were his early stock in trade. A remarkable, poignant, sharply written and fascinating tome populated with fresh tales involving co-stars and cult greats from Terry-Thomas to Arthur Lowe to Patrick Macnee. Ripping stuff.’



Pat Gilbert, music journalist and author of Shut It! – The Inside Story of The Sweeney
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Foreword

This Charming Man is an apt title for a biography of Ian Carmichael. If ever an actor epitomised that particular adjective it was Ian. He was the embodiment of those qualities that one associates with the typical, courteous Englishman, and this is the character he played so well on stage and particularly in films. He looked very English and he loved those things which are always associated with England: cricket and our beautiful countryside. Latterly, when he was no longer driven to prove himself as an actor, he settled in Whitby, in his beloved Yorkshire, away from the show business pressures he experienced when living in London close to the heart of the theatre and film industry.

I first met Ian when I took over one of the principal roles for a month in a new revue that was staged in 1951 by the major theatrical management at the time, H.M. Tennant, called the Lyric Revue. The title was taken from the name of the small theatre in Hammersmith where it was staged and starred all the young emerging talent of that period: Dora Bryan, Joan Heal, Graham Payne and, of course, Ian Carmichael. I owned a small car at the time, my pride and joy, and I drove Ian back to his flat every night after the show as I passed his home on my way to Hampstead where I was still living with my parents. I came to know him well and warmed to his very genuine and naturally charming personality. In the Revue, Ian was outstanding, and I believe it was his performance in the various sketches in which he took part that launched him on to the career that followed. He had the opportunity to display his ability as an actor and comedian, and slowly offers followed until he established himself as the country’s most promising and popular leading man and, what is termed in show business, light comedian. A ridiculous phrase really. What is a heavy comedian? It is intended to convey that you are a comedian with a light, sophisticated touch as opposed to a broad stand-up variety performer.

In show business there is often one performance or little cameo that stands out in an actor’s career and propels them forward and upward. In the follow-on show, The Globe Revue, named after the theatre in the West End in which it was staged, Ian had a solo sketch about which he was very nervous. It had no jokes or obvious funny business. In fact he was nervous to undertake it but was persuaded by Billie Chappell, the Producer of the show, to accept the challenge. It was quite simply about a shy, timid individual who attempts to undress and put on his bathing costume on the beach while wearing his mackintosh. Ian applied his creative talents to this task and with the meticulous attention to detail that he brought to every professional job, he made the sketch one of the highlights of the Revue and was probably remembered for his comic inventiveness in that one sketch to the exclusion of much of his other professional work at that time.

Following his success in these revues, Ian suffered from what a lot of versatile performers experience in this country: he became labelled as a revue artist or light entertainer, the fact that he was giving a fine acting performance in whatever sketch he was appearing was overlooked. He was rescued from this labelling when the Boulting Brothers, the dynamic film producing duo, put him under contract and he achieved incredible success in their films Privates’ Progress and Lucky Jim,

He was now a leading man and was being offered a great deal of excellent work but Ian had his standards. If he did not approve of the work or script, he would turn it down or endeavour subtly to change the approach. One classic example of this was the play Boeing-Boeing, in which I starred in the West End. The play had been a huge success with David Tomlinson in the lead and then Leslie Phillips. The management, John Gale, took the show to Broadway with Ian Carmichael, whom one would have assumed was ideal casting. Jack Minster, who directed the production in this country and America, told me Ian was reluctant to take the comedy into the realms of farce, he wished to keep it as a straightforward light comedy. The play failed on Broadway and the producers blamed Ian. Ian was an intelligent actor who had high standards in his performance from which he would not deviate. Perhaps America just did not respond to the very European setting of the play.

Ian certainly did not embrace the broader comedy which was creeping into our entertainment, particularly on television: he was in the tradition of the stylish comedy that had been pioneered by Noel Coward and Terence Rattigan. The last performance I saw Ian give was in a brilliant play by Keith Waterhouse and Willis Hall, Say Who You Are, at Her Majesty’s Theatre. He was superb and at the height of his powers. I had the good fortune to follow him in the role when the play transferred to the Vaudeville Theatre. I remember the charming note he wrote when I assumed the role wishing me good luck. Most actors are not so caring and thoughtful to their fellow thespians.

Another area in which our paths crossed was in the world of cricket. We were both members of The Lord’s Taverners charity, which began in the Tavern at Lord’s, where a number of actors who enjoyed watching the sport decided to put something back into the game they loved and help raise money for disadvantaged and under-privileged children. The charity was also a club. Ian and one or two others wanted to keep it small and beautiful, a club of cricketing-loving enthusiasts, while most of us felt if we were going to give up our spare time to play cricket and attend functions we wanted to raise as much money as possible. We needed to be more business-like. Our point of view prevailed and we now give away up to £3m a year to the causes we support. Ian was a man of principle, and instead of accepting the will of the majority, he resigned. That was Ian. If he believed in something he did not deviate or compromise.

Ian embodied all that was best in the traditional English way of life and he was unhappy with the more vulgar and cruder attitudes that have crept into our society in recent years. He understood the British character and portrayed this in many memorable performances on film and in the theatre. He epitomised all that we associate with the formal English gentleman in his appearance, speech and natural courtesy. To the public he was a versatile actor; in private life he came across as a typical English gentleman. He was a joy to know and it was a pleasure working with him. What a charming man!



INTRODUCTION

‘Hello, Old Lad’


‘I’ve been fortunate to work with a lot of very charming people. I could count the bastards on one hand.’

– On-stage interview with Ian at the National Film Theatre, 8 December 2002



IAN GILLETT CARMICHAEL once commented that interviewers always wanted to know about Terry-Thomas and Peter Sellers, with whom he made several films for the Boulting brothers, but never him. It was endearing of him to be self-deprecating, and his statement in many ways encapsulates the man: amiable and winningly modest about a career that the better-known Sellers and Thomas should have envied. A victim of lazy journalism that stuck him with the patronising tag of the ‘silly ass’ almost from the moment he first stepped into a spotlight, and which he constantly had to battle against, this charming man was the very definition of a Yorkshire renaissance gentleman. In a remarkable career that spanned a quarter of a century, he was a musician, actor, military commander, talent scout, dancer, singer, writer, director, producer and broadcaster.

Characteristically, he accomplished it all with the minimum of fuss, a lack of conceit and very often a handwritten note dropped into a fellow actor’s dressing room thanking them for making him look good. In his personal life, he stood for resolutely good, solid and stylish English things: a happy marriage, cricket, an open-topped white Rolls-Royce, bespoke tailoring and country living. It says a lot that he outlived the Hollywood-feted Thomas and Sellers by nearly twenty and thirty years respectively.

His story is also, in many ways, the story of popular entertainment and the development of ‘Englishness’ since the Second World War. He was a humble innovator in the early days of BBC Television, on the cutting edge of 1950s film satire with the Boultings, Frank Launder and Sidney Gilliatt and, ten years later, even placed an immaculately polished shoe into the Swinging Sixties with the modish London movie Smashing Time. By contrast, he remained in the mainstream with his theatre work, championing comedies, farces and musicals, the kind of conservative but entertaining fare that Lindsay Anderson arrogantly dismissed as ‘the middlebrow, middle-class vacuum of the West End.’1 As British humour waxed and waned, from the style and wit of Noël Coward and Terence Rattigan to the low farce of the Carry On films, Ian took a discreet step back from the bawdy direction in which comedy was heading to bring P.G. Wodehouse’s dim-witted dandy Bertie Wooster to an appreciative audience old, and, gratifyingly, new.

Towards the end of his life in the 2000s, he was content to star in the warm period nostalgia of the Heartbeat spin-off The Royal, set in 1969, perhaps the cut-off point for a mythical vision of a merry England. In a modern world of 24-hour shopping, bland urbanisation and the elevation of the mediocre by the internet, perhaps more than ever Britain needed to be reminded of a better time, a past when it seemed the sun always shone on the village green and people were just terribly nice to each other. Ian Gillett Carmichael always fulfilled that role admirably and, in the end, uniquely.

He still does.

Robert Fairclough

July 2011



CHAPTER 1

The Clan Carmichael


‘At first the infant, Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.’

–William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7



IAN GILLETT CARMICHAEL first graced the world with his presence on 18 June 1920 in Kingston upon Hull in Yorkshire, England. Appropriately for a man who in future would always be considered reliable and composed, he was born almost exactly in the middle of the year. Fittingly, too, for a man who would also make a lot of people laugh during his lifetime, he arrived in the same month that the American postal service finally made it illegal to send children through the US mail.

At the beginning of the third decade of the twentieth century, the world was still in shock after the Great War of 1914–18, a global conflict that had turned Flanders fields into a nightmare of mud, barbed wire and trench warfare. The armistice in November 1918 had seen the resources of the European powers – the British, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires – vastly depleted, and the United States, which had stayed out of the conflict until its final stages, emerging as the new, world-leading economic superpower. In Russia, a successful Bolshevik revolution in October 1917 had brought to an end the dynasty of the Tsars and established the world’s first Communist state, a landmark political change that in 1920 was still sending shockwaves throughout the rest of the world.

Kingston upon Hull, like its namesake on the banks of the River Thames near London, was a town that somehow remained insulated from these world-changing events. For several generations, the local economy had been a stable and prosperous one, due primarily to the town’s status as a coastal port. Hull had played a major part in the journey of northern European settlers to the New World (America) in the sixteenth century, and in the nineteenth the Wilson Line of Hull had grown to monopolise the North Sea passenger routes to become, by 1920, the largest privately owned shipping company in the world. Latterly, the Wilson Line had been sold to the Ellerman Line owned by Sir John Ellerman, a Hull-born entrepreneur who was at that time the richest man in Great Britain. To add to the town’s stature, just before the First World War, Hull had been granted city status.

However, Ian’s roots lay further north. His paternal grandfather, Michael Carmichael, was born in Greenock in Scotland, the youngest of five children. He was lucky to be the product of a stable, educated, upper-middle-class environment, and by his twenties had become superintendent for the Scottish Legal Life Assurance Society. In the 1880s, Michael, together with his wife Mary and daughter, was sent to the north of England to establish a new branch of the insurance company, finally settling in Hull in ‘a modest street’1 (now demolished). Once settled in Yorkshire, Mary bore three more children, and one of them, Arthur – born in 1883 – would be Ian’s father.

One of Ian’s earliest memories was visiting Grandpa Michael’s next, grander house on Beverley Road at Christmas, where he would play in the roomy cellars where Michael kept a record of all the heights of his grandchildren, an experience he recalled disarmingly as ‘all very Robert Louis Stevenson’.2 Master Ian also remembered an eccentric family ritual that took place underneath the large dining-room table at Vesper Lodge in the village of Kirk Ella, Grandpa Michael’s subsequent impressive detached abode: ‘Come pudding time, at family gatherings, all the children would get on the floor and crawl through the tunnel made by the legs of the chairs from the bottom end of the table to the top. There they would emerge to receive a spoonful of blancmange from Grandfather, who presided at the head.’3

Ian’s early years were a privileged, pampered existence, a far cry from the harsh realities of life on the breadline in working-class or rural communities in England. He remembered being well provided for on Christmas Day with a train, stamp album and chemistry set, and for the Christmas meal enjoyed the luxury of goose, a taste that stayed with him throughout his life. His scattershot memories of visits to Vesper Lodge included the housekeeper Miss Ransome’s home-made toffee, an orchard of plum trees and the church bells pealing on Sunday for evensong. His early life was the epitome of an idyllic childhood and helped shape his confident, unhurried attitude to life.

‘I have nothing but happy memories of my paternal grandfather,’ the grown-up Master Ian would recall. ‘He died when I was eighteen in a way that all golfers would wish to go: he sustained a heart attack on the eighteenth green from which he never recovered. He was 83 … He had a splendid bonhomie. His house was always so full of sunshine and fresh air.’4



The father of Ian’s mother, Henry Meads Gillett, came from the same professional class as Michael and was an established tradesman in Hull, owning the firm T.B. Morley and Co. Ltd, who (according to their office stationery) were merchants in ‘lead, glass, zinc, tinplate, oil, paint, colour, varnish’. The firm held offices in Jameson Street and, as late as 1979, was still being run profitably by two of Ian’s cousins under the name Morco Products Ltd. (Ian’s memories of the company warehouse were a jumble of lavatory furniture, boilers and electric light fitments.) Unusually for the times he lived in and his social class, Henry married twice. His first wife bore him a son and daughter, and his second spouse repeated the compliment, duly delivering Kate, Ian’s mother, on 5 April 1883.

In common with a lot of men of his time, Henry sported an H.G. Wells-style moustache (a fashion also adopted by Michael Carmichael) but his personality was more sullen than the genial character of the celebrated author of scientific romances. Living in a house called ‘Ardlui’ on Davenport Avenue in Hessle, a small village on the banks of the River Humber, Henry Gillett was a lay preacher and devout churchgoer, and Ian remembered that ‘his homes … were heavier and darker in furniture and décor and exuded a distinct Victorian atmosphere.’5 Fear of burglary made Henry move to a terraced house on a Victorian street in Hull, and by the time he relocated to an even larger house just around the corner on Princes Avenue, his home was, to Master Ian’s relief, considerably ‘larger and sunnier.’6

Wealth, religion and artistic leanings combined in the Grandparents Gillett, helping to determine Ian’s formative character and social ambitions. The family had two maids who were obliged to join in with prayers, and Ian recalled, ‘If the milkman was delivering he was invited in too.’7 In later life, Ian’s mother would tell him that Grandfather Gillett had been tempted to be a professional actor – somewhat surprising, given his puritanical nature – and showed a gentler side to his austere demeanour in the long, ‘loving’8 letters he wrote to her at Harrogate Ladies’ College, which would always be signed ‘Your loving dear old Dad, H.M. Gillett.’9 The missive dated 4 April 1909, written entirely in verse, was amusingly philosophical, if a little chauvinistic to modern eyes:


You can talk of by-gone heroes

And can tell off-hand their names,

But could you clean a bedroom out

And wash the window panes?



You can tell of styles and fashions

At a mile a minute rate,

But if you tried to trim a hat

Would you spoil it ‘sure as fate’?



Now, whilst going in for dancing

Elocution and the like,

Try and learn a house to manage

Some day maids will go on strike!10



Master Ian himself would often be the recipient of these jocular notes, which would always be ‘written in a neat, firm hand [and] were full of humour and loving kindness.’11 One day, after Ian had been playing enthusiastically in the garden, he took delivery of the following rhyme on his return to Grandpa Gillett’s house:


Apple pie is very nice,

And so is apple pastry,

But if you eat it with dirty hands

I’m sure it’s very nasty!12



Unlike her extrovert husband, Grandmother Gillett remained a shadowy figure in Ian’s recollections. He couldn’t recall her personality at all, and the most distinctive things he could remember about her were that she always used a walking stick and would be absent from Hull for long periods for the good of her health at Harrogate or Matlock, where there were health spas. As far as her spouse was concerned, however, Ian felt that if he hadn’t died when Ian was fourteen, ‘I am sure Grandfather Gillett and I would have been great pals.’13



Ian’s father Arthur (known to his friends as Mike) was cast from the same mould as his father and elder brothers Robert, James and Herbert. All of them were motivated and independent men, striking out to build businesses and self-employed careers of their own in Hull. (Ian clearly inherited their entrepreneurial spirit, even if it was channelled in a different direction). With some initial help from his father, Robert began his professional life as a premium collector for the Scottish Legal Life Assurance Society but developed a sideline buying and selling wristwatches. With the sideline becoming more and more profitable, Robert took on a loan to buy a small jewellers’ shop, and Herbert joined him after a brief stint as an office boy at a timber merchants. Perhaps even more independent than his brothers, Arthur ‘decided that he would have some specialist knowledge unallied to commerce so that he could be self-reliant’14, and trained as an optician at the University of London, qualifying in October 1914, just after the outbreak of the Great War. A dedicated man and something of a perfectionist, at only twenty-one he was awarded the Freedom of the City on 8 December with a certificate that described him as ‘Citizen and Spectacle Maker’. Returning to Hull, Arthur opened an optician’s practice on the premises in George Street of his brothers’ family firm, now with the grand title R.P. Carmichael and Co. Ltd, Jewellers and Silversmiths.

Herbert had become the Carmichaels’ expert in gems and jewellery but the firm did not remain restricted to high street trade; it also dealt in commodities such as coal, and owned two railway trucks with Herbert and Robert’s names emblazoned on the side to advertise the brothers’ industrial interests. R.P. Carmichael and Co. Ltd became something of an institution in Hull; the shop eventually moved to the other side of the street and, even though it no longer bore the Carmichael name, was still trading in 1979. Writing about his family’s business in later life, Ian was clearly proud of their commercial achievements in making ‘the name Carmichael a synonym for distinction and class among Hull retailers.’15

With the arrival of a world war in August 1914, Arthur enlisted in the East Riding Royal Garrison Artillery, initially manning anti-aircraft guns in the Humber estuary before he was posted to the Western front in France. Reflecting on a man who was a resourceful businessman and committed patriot, Ian had nothing but love for his father, describing him as ‘kind, thoughtful towards others, generous, forgiving and, if nothing else, a perfect gentleman … I know full well that he inwardly admired my decision to branch out and do my own thing. I can remember him on more than one occasion saying to me that he envied me the independent life I had made for myself and that he wished he had had the courage to do the same thing when he was younger … He was the most courageous, patient, painstaking, industrious man and made a success of everything he set his hand to in the commercial world.’16



‘She was petite, uncomplicated, very feminine and slightly old-world,’17 Ian would recall of his mother Kate Gillett. Rather like her son in later life she was interested in times past and collected old-fashioned china figurines and pictures of bygone days, poring over ladies in crinolines and bonnets, thatched cottages and Old English gardens. Bearing an astonishing likeness to her son, she rarely weighed more than seven stone and ‘her figure was sylphlike and her complexion as per peaches and cream, the latter quality being inherited by all her children and grandchildren.’18 The only slight blemish on her character was a selfish streak, a deficiency that to some extent would be inherited by Ian.

Kate’s artistic interests were a great influence on Ian. She possessed a talent for drawing and painting and had a great love of poetry, which she shared with Ian’s father. Their courtship was highly romantic and literary, as they gave each other pocket books of verse, bound in covers of coloured suede, containing poetry as diverse as Alfred Tennyson’s ‘Morte d’Arthur’ and Matthew Arnold’s ‘Sohrab and Rustum’. They had met in 1915 when Kate was nursing with the St John’s Ambulance Brigade. At first, Kate’s father had opposed any permanent union, worried that his daughter would quickly become ‘a penniless widow when she was barely 22.’19 Arthur’s parents had insisted on marriage, and Henry Gillett finally acquiesced after the couple threatened to marry without his permission, exhibiting the characteristic strong will and singlemindedness that their son would inherit.

On 14 May 1918, Arthur Carmichael and Kate Gillett were married in the Presbyterian church on Hull’s Prospect Street, a venue where their three children would all be subsequently christened. The ten-day honeymoon took place at the Royal Marine Hotel in Ventnor on the Isle of Wight, then at Arthur’s rented rooms in Carisbrooke near where he was stationed. Writing to his parents at the end of the honeymoon, Arthur was ecstatic, saying, ‘we have never been so happy in our lives as we have during the last ten days, in fact we never knew what real happiness was until we got married.’20 Kate, in an equally euphoric mood, described ‘ten days of absolute bliss and happiness.’21

The harmonious union of the newlyweds was shattered ten days after the honeymoon ended by the news that Arthur’s unit was being posted to France and the Western Front. Despite being involved in some of the fiercest fighting of the war, Arthur survived and returned to reopen his optician’s practice and, most importantly, make a home for himself and Kate in the exclusive Sunnybank district of Hull. The patter of tiny feet wouldn’t be far behind.



CHAPTER 2

Hurry On, Boys


Early schooldays and the emergence of young Ian



AS MASTER IAN, aged two, was enjoying the lavish family home at 32 Westbourne Avenue in Hull’s Sunnybank district in 1922, in Italy the new, disturbing doctrine of Fascism, which preached the need for nothing less than dictatorship to regenerate a country politically, Benito Mussolini’s bully-boy Blackshirts were marching on Rome. In the leafy lanes of Marlborough Park, Victoria Avenue and Salisbury Street, the first born of Arthur and Kate Carmichael was oblivious to a new, despotic poison seeping into the national wounds caused by the Great War that would ultimately dictate the path Ian’s life would take.

The streets of Sunnybank fomed a rectangle similar to the grid system used in American cities, creating an ordered, agreeable and wealthy environment. ‘If you were a professional man, were self-employed, or were an executive white-collar worker in the middle-income bracket and had to live in Hull, “the Avenues” were the place to drop anchor,’1 Ian would recall much later in life. Number 32 was semi-detached and, typically, on the sunny side of the street, with a household that boasted assorted maids and a cook. On 4 December 1923 at 5.30 a.m., Ian was joined by Mary, the first of twin daughters, with Margaret born twenty minutes later. The always delicate Kate was exhausted by the birth and had to recuperate in Torquay for three months.

Like many wealthy children of the time, Ian’s tonsils were removed when he was five, by one Dr Richie Rogers. He was terrified by the experience and, ever after, would have a wariness of hospitals. Afterwards, a maid hired for a special dinner at his parents’ house, and dressed very formally, upset him so much he asked, ‘I’m not going to have another operation, am I?’2 When he underwent a severe growing pain when his heart swelled to ‘half-an-inch on one side and three-quarters of an inch on the other’,3 he was told to stay in bed for six weeks – not even getting up to go to the toilet. His bedroom was over the front door of the house so he was able to observe the comings and goings in the street below. Showing signs of initiative at a very early age, he devised a rudimentary pulley system to the front gate, where a basket would collect the post and could be hauled back to his room; kindly neighbours also sometimes supplied chocolates and sweets.

This enjoyably permissive lifestyle came to an end when Ian was enrolled at his first school, Froebel House School on nearby Marlborough Avenue. He was removed after one term because of the alarmingly foul language he began bringing home. His education improved with his attendance at The Lodge School in Pearson’s Park. Demonstrating early theatrical leanings, Ian helped to build the scale model of a set for the musical Hiawatha, winning a mauve bulb-bowl for growing the best hyacinths. While at The Lodge, he discovered a love for cricket as well as an early fondness for the (very) young ladies of his acquaintance. On one memorable occasion, Ian deliberately got himself out on the first bowl when he was in to bat so he could return to the boundary and continue to enjoy the company of two young women he had been sitting with.

Perhaps predictably for a cosseted child, Ian was precocious, and before he could even read or write, a party piece of his was the ability to select the records asked for by his father and play them on the family gramophone. Delighted with his son’s performance, Arthur would then play along to the memorable tunes of the day on his ukulele.

Ian’s slightly concerning, premature interest in the opposite sex continued when, on a family holiday in Hornsea, he ‘married’ Maureen, the daughter of family friends, in the front garden of her family’s rented house, wearing a bucket as a top hat. He would lose touch with his early love when he left Hull. A more mature woman who also made an impression on Ian when he was a boy was the aviator Amy Johnson, who became famous when she flew solo from Britain to Australia and was honoured with a celebratory motorcade through Hull.

The 1920s were exhilarating times, and a decade that would define Ian’s developing personality. The particular character of the Jazz Age, with its Oxford bags, plus fours, cloche hats, two-tone shoes, gin-and-limes, the Charleston dance and George Gershwin’s languid, sweeping instrumental symphony Rhapsody in Blue, would later indelibly colour both Ian’s personal and professional life.



Ian didn’t like the austere and authoritarian regime he was forced to endure at the boarding school Scarborough College on the Filey Road in Hull from the age of seven. His father enrolled him there in 1928, from which time he spent only a third of the year at home with his parents. Surprisingly for an establishment which cost his father several hundred pounds per term, there was no hot water and no electricity in the prep school – austerity plainly going hand in hand with wealth in the private schools of the 1920s. Corporal punishment was common: usually slippering with a heavy shoe. Pupils were also made to sit on the floor facing the wall of a master’s study for long periods with their hands clasped behind them. Scarborough College made such an impression on Ian, good and bad, that he was able to recall its layout in forensic detail:


The main buildings of Scarborough College … were two in number. The original imposing structure, very scholastic in style with colonnade-type cloisters against its front elevation and a clock-tower over its front door, looked south over its own playing-fields and comprised classrooms, dormitories, dining-hall, library, a few studies for the senior boys, accommodation for the headmaster – and it was illuminated by gas.

The second building, which was referred to as the New Building, had three extra classrooms and an excellent modern gymnasium. This, as its name implied, was a more recent addition and was equipped with new-fangled electricity. The hall and corridors of the main building were festooned with almost as many glass cases containing specimens of stuffed wildlife as the National History Museum. The dining-hall displayed a similar number of silver cups, each under its own glass dome, and the library more wildlife, including mounted swordfish snouts and some positively horrific First World War bayonets.4



The college was run by two brothers: Percy Armstrong was fat, jolly and a good cricketer, only dealing in sixes to the boundary, while Laurence was tall, unsmiling and austere, and had a disturbing relish for administering corporal punishment. The uniform was all white, with Eton-style starched collars that caused boils on the neck. When pupils graduated to ‘big school’5 at Scarborough’s Holbeck House when they were eight, thankfully normal collars could then be worn.

It’s easy to see why the already easygoing Ian was repelled by the college; like a lot of bright children, he got by on his natural academic talent without excelling at any particular subject. The boys would be given only the occasional day’s holiday, to celebrate a senior boy’s success in a university examination, with visits from parents restricted to ‘every third Sunday.’6 The school also came with the requisite sneering bully, in this case a red-haired tyrant who would urinate in the bed of a boy at lights out, forcing him to sleep in the soiled bed clothes and be punished in the morning for bedwetting while his tormentor sniggered in safety.

An altogether happier event was the college’s annual summer picnic, which took place every year at Goathland in North Yorkshire. On that happy day, the boys would be allowed to roam freely along Scarborough’s coast, beach and cliffs. One day in 1934, Ian saw a German Graf Zeppelin floating across ‘a clear blue sky’7, a huge Nazi swastika emblazoned across its tail fins. Headed by decorated veteran of the First World War, Adolf Hitler, Germany’s Nationalist Socialist (Nazi) Party had transformed the country’s Weimar Republic into the Third Reich when Hitler became chancellor in 1933, largely on a Fascist doctrine of racism, warmongering and resentment at the way Germany had floundered economically after the Great War because of the crippling reparations demanded by the victorious powers. That summer day when Ian saw the Graf Zeppelin in the blue skies over England, the Nazi flagship was casting a shadow of impending tragedy across Europe.

Back in Scarborough College, Ian and his classmates were subjected to boring ‘lantern-lectures’8 in the evenings at Holbeck House, amateur slide-shows ineptly presented by one of the masters. More enjoyably, there were also amatuer theatricals, but Ian was not allowed to participate as he was too young. Music master Mr Littlewood always took the leading role, relying amusingly on prompt lines pasted rather conspicuously all over the stage. Apart from the welcome diversions of Mr Littlewood’s theatrical antics, the boys were allowed to listen to the radio during the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race and on Armistice Day – commemorating the end of the First World War – on 11 November, when the deeply respectful Cenotaph service was always transmitted.

Ian wasn’t sorry to see the back of Scarborough College. He left when he was thirteen.



CHAPTER 3

All the World’s a Stage


‘And all the men and women merely players.

They have their exits and their entrances

And one man in his time plays many parts.’

–William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7



BY THE END of the 1920s, the personal prosperity of Arthur Carmichael had increased to the point where Ian’s father could give up ophthalmology and concentrate on the cut-glass wholesale business he had been cultivating. At the same time, the Carmichael retail empire continued to expand, acquiring a fully stocked sweet shop – much to Ian and his sisters’ delight – and an off-licence, greatly increasing the shop frontage of R.P. Carmichael’s. To celebrate his ever-increasing wealth, Arthur moved the family to an even more exclusive location. The new Carmichael homestead was a 500-year-old stone-built house called Elloughton Garth, nestling in two-and-three-quarter acres of countryside, complete with one of the largest pigeon cotes in England. Costing Arthur the prodigious price of £1,800 in the 1920s, Elloughton Garth nevertheless needed an extensive amount of renovation to make it habitable. The building work overran so much that Arthur had to move the family into a rented house for six weeks until the repairs were finally done, a situation that Ian decided contributed to his father going ‘thin on top quite early in life.’1

Long spells at boarding school weren’t conducive to many lasting local friendships, but Ian shared an obsession with both football and cricket on the Paddock, one of Elloughton Garth’s extensive lawns, with two good friends: Bobby Saunders, stepson of his ‘uncle Bob’,2 and Peter Kidd, a neighbour from Westbourne Grove. Bicycles were also used incessantly by the trio for their adventures in collecting birds’ eggs or butterflies. Whenever Bobby or Peter weren’t around, Ian’s long-suffering sisters would be cajoled into playing cricket (with a soft ball for the girls) or tennis, Ian fantasising about being the next Herbert Sutcliffe or Dixie Dean.

As Ian’s age entered double figures, his artistic leanings became more evident as he became obsessed with the big-band dance music of the 1930s and begged his father for lessons in playing the drums. Advertising for a suitable tutor in the Hull Daily Mail to placate his son, a young ‘gigster’ with the colourful name of Laddie Moses was eventually engaged. Ian’s thumping accompaniment to Moses’s rendition of ‘I Can’t Give You Anything But Love’ was a life-changing moment for the eager young musician. ‘I’m rather square, I suppose,’ Ian would admit later in life. ‘I have never actually experienced an LSD trip, but had I done so I cannot believe that it would have turned me on any more than those two choruses did, accompanying a piano and not a gramophone record on a real set of skins and not some cheap toy.’3

This burgeoning interest in the performing arts developed into a passion for attending the concerts of the Herman Darewski orchestra, which featured a lively and instinctive drummer, in the Spa Ballroom at Bridlington during the school summer holidays. Another fixture of the concert hall was a troupe of pierrot clowns, whose act included a rather shaky tenor rendition of ‘The Road to the Isles’.

By now, the cinema was also in Ian’s blood. Like many boys, he went through a cowboy phase, dragging his parents and relations to the local cinemas to see Ken Maynard, Tim McCoy, Buck Jones and ‘Hoot’ Gibson. The magazine Boys’ Cinema was a constant companion. Sport, too, had become a touchstone in Ian’s life, with regular visits to Hull City Football Club’s Anlaby Road ground. Standing below the window of Hull City’s dressing room, Ian and his friends increased their rude-word power as they listened to their soccer heroes lark around in their post-match communal bath.

Perhaps uniquely among many of his later peers in the entertainment business, Ian’s family life was a contented and happy one, his parents’ loving devotion to each other suff using their home and their relationship with Ian and his identical twin sisters. Only Ian and his parents could tell Mary and Peggy apart, a knack Ian would use when he could to irritate the girls’ authoritarian and very humourless governess Miss Airey.



‘As always in my youth, the sun was shining and the air was balmy,’4 Ian wrote of the time when, at the age of 13 in 1933, he was sent to Bromsgrove School in Worcestershire, 160 miles from Hull, in a land where the people spoke with a fascinatingly different accent. Recalling this period later in his life, he commented,


I was educated for five years in Scarborough … and then I was moved to a school near Birmingham … where I spent another five years. When I got there, my leg was pulled mercilessly because all the boys said that I had an appalling Yorkshire accent. After my period at Bromsgrove, I was sent to the RADA [Royal Academy of Dramatic Art], and the elocution master there said, ‘Where did you get that terrible Birmingham accent from?’ So, I can only assume I can pick up accents that are around me.5



Bromsgrove was a far more convivial establishment than Scarborough had been, bar the new boys’ initial tormenting at the hands of the senior pupils. Situated near the High Street, it was built on high ground that gave the impression of entering ‘another world, totally isolanted from any outside influences. The whole area, including the playing fields, [covered] about fifty acres. The buildings [were] at the summit of the high ground and [were] dispersed around two large, well-tended lawns which themselves [were] partially surrounded by a row of magnificent chestnut trees, between a plethora of yellow, mauve and white crocuses [grown] in the spring.’6

In an atmosphere that was a refreshing contrast to the austerity of Scarborough, Ian felt, ‘the new curriculum was not arduous.’7 On the sports field, rugby and athletics failed to ignite his interest, but cricket certainly did, and he represented Bromsgrove in local tournaments, playing for the junior and senior colts. By this time, however, he knew that a lifetime of greasepaint and spotlights was what he aspired to; he longed to follow in the distinguished footsteps of the entertainers Noël Coward, Jack Buchanan and Fred Astaire, whom he could at last listen to on the radio, stare wide-eyed at in the cinema or, very occasionally, see in all their glory on the stage.

In such a regimented environment as an English public school in the 1930s, the pro- and anti-authoritarian sympathies of the pupil soon became apparent. Ian was very definitely of the latter persuasion, confronting first ‘mediaeval bullying’8 by some older boys and later the frustration and exasperation of his masters, who recognised a talented student who, by his own admission, had a ‘natural inclination to be bone idle.’9 By the end of Ian’s time at Bromsgrove, he was in the contradictory position of being the elder statesman of loafing, a senior boy to be deferred to who otherwise set no discernible good example for the lower school. This curious mixture of rebelliousness and laziness, defined in the halls and classrooms of Bromsgrove, would colour his whole life.



Away from his dull academic studies, a passion for entertainment of all kinds now consumed the teenage Ian. ‘I always had a bit of a buzz to do some performing,’ he remembered. ‘For a long time I wanted to be a musician and run a dance band, then I realised I didn’t know anything about music, and I thought it’d be easier to become an actor.’10 Ian had an encyclopaedic knowledge of his obsessions, in his case the British dance bands of the 1930s. The Palace Theatre in Hull became his second home in the school holidays, and as his father knew the theatre’s manager, Ian’s autograph book was accorded a privileged position in the dressing rooms of his favourite touring musicians.

On his twice-weekly visits into Bromsgrove during term time, Ian would make straight for Mr Watton’s record shop. The thin, stooping pensioner regularly had to contend with an enthusiastic Ian rifling through the latest releases and huddling with his friends over a radiogram to sample the latest sounds. The soundtrack to Ian’s adolescence was provided by ‘My Kid’s a Crooner’, ‘Boo-Hoo’, ‘It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie’ and ‘Is It True What They Say About Dixie?’ among many others. The names of bands and singers that decorated his school notebooks included Harry Roy, Nat Gonella, Joe Daniels and His Hot Shots, and Fats Waller.

Possessing an impatient nature, Ian went through phases of trying to learn the piano and then the alto-saxophone. Inevitably, his extracurricular pursuits also began to impact on his schoolwork, as one of his end-of-term reports sourly and shockingly reported: ‘Ian will never make any progress with his scholastic studies until he learns to concentrate on lessons and abandons his craving for Negroid music.’11 One thing Ian did excel at during his time at Bromsgrove was his drumming in the OTC band, a local military cadet troupe whose performances were exemplary models of martial precision.

Luckily for Ian, his artistic gifts were recognised and nurtured by a young, interested games master called Peter Hordern (brother of the famous actor Michael), who sponsored the formation of a Junior Literary and Dramatic Society for younger pupils who were too enthusiastic to wait until the fifth form, the point when they could appear in an official school play. During Ian’s last year at Bromsgrove (when he scraped a pass in geography in the School Certificate at the third attempt), he was cast in his first stage role as the maid in Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer (Bromsgrove being an all-male school). Regrettably, his feet never touched the stage, as on the morning of his first appearance, he woke up with chicken pox and was ordered to stay in bed. Indeed, Bromsgrove would never witness his nascent acting ability at all.

The world Ian wanted so desperately to be a part of offered him solace in upsetting times such as the debacle of his She Stoops to Conquer debut. The cinema dazzled him, from Westerns to historical epics, to musicals starring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, to comedies with Laurel and Hardy and Chester Conklin, and the home-grown output of film-makers like Alexander Korda. Regular nightly reading for Ian before lights out at Bromsgrove were the movie periodicals Picturegoer, Picture Show and Film Weekly.

A sign of how hard the entertainment bug had bitten Ian was his construction of an improvised stage in his playroom at Elloughton Garth, and his press-ganging of his sisters into performing with him. In 1936, his passionate hobby finally went professional. He placed an advert in the Hull Daily Mail that read:


WANTED – anyone under seventeen join new juvenile amateur dramatic dance band during school holidays – Ian Carmichael, Elloughton Garth, Brough.12



With his old companion Bobby Saunders in tow as ‘a budding percussionist’13, the ensemble of drums, accordion and saxophone that eventually resulted from Ian’s optimistic advertisement bashed through ‘Goody, Goody’, ‘Alone’, ‘Did I Remember’ and the theme to the Marx Brothers’ film A Night at the Opera (1935) until, after several months rehearsing behind closed doors, the band went public at such venues as Hull’s Victorian Hospital for Sick Children. The Hull Daily Mail reported, ‘The band rendered a varied selection of popular melodies, played in a bright and snappy way,’14 with, bizarrely, ‘conjuring tricks by Ian Carmichael, leader and drummer of the band, who also arranged and produced the entire show, [producing] another high note.’15

A combination of his rising reputation as Hull’s answer to Bing Crosby and volatile hormones resulted in Ian’s first romantic experiences around this time. Cultivating a working relationship through a variety of duets with a strawberry-blonde named Hazel Rowe, Ian would escort the young lady to her bus stop behind the Regal cinema in Hull after the band’s concerts. On the way, young love would take its course and the couple would repair to a convenient secluded telephone box for some gauche romantic interludes. ‘Hazel Rowe was, I think, the first girl I ever kissed in hot blood,’16 Ian recalled, ‘and such was the surprise at my initial assault that she promptly spilt the entire contents of her powder compact down my overcoat when attempting to repair the damage.’17

Despite these romantic distractions, Ian Carmichael and His Band continued to improve, playing their first professional engagement for the NSPCC at Hull’s workhouse around Christmas 1937. In the same year, Ian showed himself to be years ahead of his time, striking out into independent film-making with his debut feature What Happened at the Gables, written and directed by the budding cinéaste using his father’s prized 16mm camera. Typically for a young man obsessed with going to the ‘flicks’, the film was a crime drama that climaxed in a car chase involving the Morris Ten owned by his mother. His enthusiastically edited minor masterpiece fell to pieces every time it was shown.

‘I can’t remember the actual moment when I announced to my parents that I wanted to become an actor,’18 Ian reflected in 1979. ‘In fact, I’m not even sure there ever was such a moment. After all that had been going on during the past few years, I think it was just taken for granted. Nevertheless, since we had, as a family, no connections whatsoever with the theatrical profession, some fairly positive decisions had to be made concerning how I should go about it, so I have no doubt that at some time or other I must have made a specific declaration of my intention.’19 Despite feeling that his decision to tread the boards must have been an ‘enormous disappointment’20 to a father hopeful of welcoming his son into a thriving family business, particularly as the two sons of his father’s brothers had also decided to pursue careers away from the family firm, Ian was resolute: ‘For myself, I’m ashamed to say, I never for a moment considered any other course of action. The glittering prize of a [family] inheritance tempted me not one jot or tittle. The impetuosity of youth, plus an unbelievable confidence, was my Sword of Excalibur.’21

Despite having no love for William Shakespeare due to his lassitude in English lessons, Ian for once took his housemaster’s advice concerning his audition for the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London – ‘admission to which did not appear to be over-selective at the time’22 – and with Peter Hordern’s help perfected the ‘Is this a dagger I see before me?’ speech from Macbeth as his audition piece. Typically, his last-minute conversion to the Bard worked, and the stultifying atmosphere of Bromsgrove fell away as Ian left Hull for RADA in January 1939, a year that would be significant for both the tyro actor and the rest of the world in more ways than one.



CHAPTER 4

Blood and (Foreign) Soil


‘Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum, Come and watch old Hitler run’

–Graffiti, 1939



AT THE END of the 1930s, only twenty years after the devastation of the First World War, all of Europe knew, with a sickening dread, that another, possibly even more destructive war was inevitable. The Third Reich, led by its indomitable Führer Adolf Hitler, had taken advantage of the European nations’ terror of another war on the continent and had reunited Germany with Austria by marching its armies into Vienna on 14 March 1938. By operating a policy of appeasement, which Hitler took full advantage of, the democratic European countries stood by and watched helplessly as the modern, seemingly unstoppable German army – the fearsome Wehrmacht – occupied the German-speaking Sudetenland area of Czechoslovakia in October 1938, a clear statement that Hitler intended to expand his empire across Europe. As Ian walked through the doors of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art on London’s Gower Street in January 1939, it was a question of when, not if, like his father before him, he would be drafted by the British armed services for active military service against a belligerent Germany.

Ian remembered the first month of 1939 as one of the most important turning points in his life, as it preceded twenty-one months of:


unconfined joy, occasioned by my finally shaking off the shackles of school discipline and being able to mix daily with young men and young women who shared my interests and enthusiasms. This joy was, nevertheless, being tempered by the worsening European situation. The fear that now, just as I was standing on the threshold of a future that I had dreamed about for years, the whole thing might be snuffed out like a candle was too unbearable to contemplate.1



During his first, frugal months at RADA, Ian roomed on the Adelaide Road in Chalk Farm, in an establishment recommended in the RADA brochure that was run by an easygoing character actor called Christopher Steele. The proprietor of the ‘semi-hostel’2 was assisted by his cheerful housekeeper Miss Thorburn, whose prominent auburn hair earned her the nickname ‘Carrot Top’ from her cheeky charges. Other tenants at Adelaide Road when Ian arrived included ‘a friendly Scotsman called, if you don’t mind, Scottie,’3 a serious, dedicated actor called David, an unnamed ‘likeable young Lancastrian’4 and an Australian named Bill Bennett, with whom Ian struck up an instant friendship ‘probably because we both enjoyed our tipple.’5

RADA itself was a rather relaxed theatrical college in the late 1930s, but to Ian’s delight the male students were outnumbered five to one by the girls. Coming from an all-male school background that had prohibited any contact with the opposite sex, ‘to be transferred suddenly, at the age of eighteen, into a co-ed establishment in which the dice were so disproportionately loaded in one’s favour was heady stuff .’6 Despite having limited funds, Ian made the most of the economical opportunities afforded by the Lyons Corner House teashops, and cinemas like the Swiss Cottage and Haverstock Hill Odeons, to entertain a succession of pretty female companions.

During his first term, Ian’s eyes were opened to the realities of acting in productions of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Richard Brinsley’s Restoration comedy The School for Scandal (which, by some curious twist of theatrical fate, would be the last stage play Ian ever performed in, during the twilight of his career), the Greek tragedy Iphigenia in Tauris, J.B. Priestley’s Time and the Conways and Thornton Wilder’s Bertolt Brecht-style modern play Our Town. As was the penchant of many a student, actor or no, Ian would often be in the pub at lunchtime, before the afternoon performance. On one particular day, he shared one too many pints with the always alcohol-inclined Bill Bennett and a fellow student drinker called William Squire. As the 3 p.m. matinee of Iphigenia in Tauris approached, the tipsy trio left the pub for the Academy Little Theatre and Ian’s by now very gregarious associates insisted on making him up and preparing his costume for his role as King Thoas.

As Ian recalled:


They then pointed me in the general direction of the stage and went round to watch the result of their handiwork from the gallery. I was too sloshed to know precisely the impression I intended to make on the unsuspecting audience. The procession commenced, all the participant characters – soldiers, prisoners, handmaidens, you name them – being spaced correctly about a yard apart. I was somewhere about the middle of it all, and when it was my turn to enter I let those preceding me carry out the complete manoeuvre until they were all in position and static. Momentarily the stage was still, everyone looking up at the rostrum to see what had happened. At this point, I made the most impressive of entrances on my own. I wore a heavy black beard, a hat which resembled a peacock-blue tea-cosy and a tiger-skin cloak. Hilarity invaded the ladies of the chorus as I shakily negotiated the steps and finally took up a position on a stone bench for the rest of the act, from which I proceeded to tickle the feet of the chorus with my tiger-skin. Hilarity too, I might add, emanated from the majority of the audience, which was always rather sparse for Greek tragedy, and which was made up almost entirely of fellow students who had been apprised of an impending disaster and had been herded into the gallery by my friends, the two Bills. All quite unforgivable, of course, but it was, I suppose, all part of my effervescent irresponsibility and new-found freedom.’7



Even if Ian’s drunken improvisation rather spoiled the intended atmosphere of Greek doom and gloom, it was nevertheless an early indication of the comic gift that was natural to him.

In his second term, Ian made his first professional stage appearance. This auspicious event took place in a production of the Czech writers Josef and Karel [image: images]apek’s science fiction play RUR (Rossum’s Universal Robots), a modern fable about humanoid robots who finally rebel against their human creators. In a play that was a variation on Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein story with a theme that would become a staple of twentieth-century science fiction, Ian was cast for the key rebellion scene with seven other RADA students. For one week in the evenings, Ian made his way to the modest environs of the People’s Palace Theatre on the Mile End Road in Stepney where he would ‘dress up in a suit of brown dungarees, a tall tubular hat made of brown linoleum, and for the second time in my career I made up my own face, this time as instructed, with green and mauve greasepaint.’8 Ian’s one-week-only stint as a 1930s forerunner of Doctor Who’s Cybermen earned him ‘10 shillings. When I left on Saturday night, I had to change trains at Charing Cross and went into the Strand Corner House, ate a knickerbocker glory and my entire salary went.’9

While Ian found the promising scenario of RUR ‘totally unmemorable’10, in his second term he was fired up with enthusiasm when he was cast as Flute in a prestigious student production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, staged by the respected director Neil Porter. Ian assessed the status his new, prize role gave him in a way typical of the competitive and hormonal adolescent male: ‘The men’s reaction seemed to be a mixture of envy and awe, and the effect on the girls was all I could have wished.’11

A Midsummer Night’s Dream opened at the Vanburgh Theatre on 1 September 1939, the day Hitler’s blitzkrieg (‘lightning war’) began on Poland, an act which brought the United Kingdom into direct military conflict with Nazi Germany on behalf of the besieged Poles. As soon as the curtain fell, Ian and the rest of the cast were told that the play was now closed after only two performances. With RADA itself also closed, and mindful of the havoc being wrought on Poland’s towns and cities by the Nazi hordes, Ian decided to leave London there and then and return to his family at Elloughton Garth to seek counsel from his parents and, with Britain now committed to what looked like another long and bloody war, try and decide what to do next.

While he was relatively safe in the bosom of a family deeply concerned about his inevitable call up to the armed forces, Ian received a letter from RADA informing him that the college would not be reopening on 29 September, as per the pre-war arrangement. Deciding to face the unavoidable and enlist voluntarily, Ian applied to the Officer Cadet Reserve – having acquired the relevant qualifications during his time in the OTC at Bromsgrove – in the hope of securing a commission in the army as an officer. While he waited for confirmation one way or the other, Ian kept himself fit and distracted from the war by helping to bring in the harvest on a neighbouring farm. On 2 October, he was summoned to an army interview in Leeds, enrolled and told that once he turned twenty years of age he would be conscripted to the ranks, where his suitability as officer material would be assessed during his training. Ian now had a few months’ grace before the army took him.



After two months, it became apparent that the feared onslaught on the United Kingdom from the Nazi war machine wasn’t coming – at least, not yet. England entered a period known as the ‘phoney war’, when everyday life returned to a nervous normality. As this strange, tense atmosphere permeated the country, Ian was informed that after ‘a reappraisal of the situation’12, RADA would now be reopening after all.

The sobering knowledge that a lot of his student contemporaries had already been called up was tempered for Ian by a move to Number 12 Roland Gardens in South Kensington with his old friend from Hull Geoffrey Hibbert, the pianist in the Ian Carmichael Band, now a student at the Webber Douglas School of Singing and Dramatic Art in Kensington. The warm friendship between the two young men was soon further enhanced by some of Geoffrey’s other friends from Webber Douglas moving into Roland Gardens. One of them was a young man two years younger than Ian called Patrick Macnee. He was the product of a bizarre aristocratic upbringing, which had involved his mother moving her lesbian lover ‘Uncle Evelyn’13 into the family home and insisting that Master Patrick only wear kilts. Initially seeking out Ian’s advice on an engagement ring, he and Macnee would over time become close friends, sharing a love of stylish haute couture and cricket.

During the Christmas holidays of 1939, Ian left the capital to become assistant stage manager on a production of Noël Coward’s Charley’s Aunt at the Palace Court Theatre in Bournemouth, taking on the small role of the college scout in the play and understudying the three male leads, valuable work experience so early in his nascent career as an actor. In early 1940, Ian began his last term at RADA, eventually bidding farewell to his student days in productions of Henry V and Twelfth Night. On 29 February 1940, he received his first ever mention in the Stage, the weekly newspaper of the theatrical profession, when it reported that he had been successfully awarded his diploma.

Ian wasn’t out of work for long after leaving RADA. Following more assistant stage manager duties, this time on the Phillip King comedy Without the Prince at the Whitehall Theatre in the West End (his first experience of working in London’s theatreland), Ian took the initiative and contacted the theatrical renaissance man Herbert Farjeon (born in 1887), a respected critic, librettist, theatre manager, playwright and researcher. Ian had always admired revue’s combination of separate sketches, songs and dance routines, and in 1940 when Ian boldly approached him, Farjeon was preparing a touring revue called Nine Sharp. Securing an audition at London’s Little Theatre a week after he first approached Farjeon, Ian chose a popular song from another revue running at Webber Douglas and, careful to make sure of his material’s suitability, tried it out on an older, more experienced actor with whom Geoffrey had become friendly, one John Le Mesurier.

After Ian had finished singing, Le Mesurier said in his endearingly languid manner:

‘Very nice, but why are you singing it in that dreadful American accent?’

‘I wasn’t aware that I was,’ Ian replied, rather taken aback.

‘You are,’ Le Mesurier affirmed calmly but firmly, ‘and it’s dreadful. It’s a Bobby Howes-type number and it’s English. Sing it in English.’

The future film and TV comedy genius’s advice did the trick and Ian passed the audition for Nine Sharp with flying colours.

Contracted on the incredibly generous salary of £4 10s. per week as both a performer and assistant stage manager, Ian’s feet barely touched the ground as he ran most of the way home. Turning the corner from the Old Brompton Road into Roland Gardens, he saw most of his friends sitting on the steps of the house, enjoying some unusually warm sunshine. As he ran up to their jubilant, welcoming embrace, he kept bellowing one statement over and over again: ‘I’ve got it! I’ve got it! I’VE GOT IT!’


To a man (and woman) they belted down the pavement towards me in wild, abandoned enthusiasm, and I was kissed and embraced in a manner usually only accorded to a striker who has just rammed home a perfectly poised centre from Kevin Keegan. In those early days the unconfined joys experienced by any one of us when getting a job were shared by all. It was a wonderful camaraderie; the exuberance of youth is incomparable.14



Nine Sharp’s ten-week tour opened at the Arts Theatre in Cambridge in June, and Ian’s personal nirvana was complete when the play’s six-day residency was blessed with the most glorious summer sunshine which he and the rest of the cast and crew duly made the most of, bathing in the sun’s warm, invigorating glow from the bottom of punts on the river Cam.

The Nine Sharp tour was also emotionally significant for Ian as he experienced the deep, uninhibited joys and pain of first love, falling for a young soprano and actress called Dilys Rees:


I had been very attracted to her during rehearsals. She was of medium height, as pretty as a picture with a trim little figure and had a head of dark tumbling locks. She was kind. She was friendly, always an attraction to a newcomer who feels a bit shy and out of things, and she had an engaging sense of humour. Very soon indeed I fell in love with Dilys hook, line and sinker. This was a love much more complete and overwhelming than anything I had ever experienced before, and it exploded inside me bringing an ecstasy of happiness. A few months later it was to bring a despair and pain that was almost disembowelling … The fact that she was seven years my senior meant nothing; the fact that she was happily married to a young doctor was earth-shattering.15



While Ian wrestled with the rawness of first love, Britain’s security was becoming more and more precarious. Belgium and Holland and, unbelievably, France had fallen to the Nazis by June 1940 – the month of Ian’s twentieth birthday – while the British Expeditionary Force had been routed on the beaches of Dunkirk and only saved by the heroism of an ad hoc fleet of small English and French boats, nearly all unarmed. For Ian, the time had come for him to join the army. Although he could have deferred his training because Nine Sharp had transferred to the West End under the new title of In Town Again, he chose to do his duty for king and country instead, and said an emotionally fraught goodbye to Dilys at the same time:


I was to spend my last night (and penny) buying orchids for my love and escorting her to the Café de Paris where we dined and danced to Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson, the West Indian band-leader who was later to die in a direct hit on the building. I clung to her so tightly on the dance floor and sang ‘I can’t love you any more, Any more than I do,’ into her ear. Around one in the morning, at the table, the conversation finally ground to a halt, held tight in the vicelike grip of emotion. I could hardly see through eyes that were awash with tears.16



Arriving for training in a haze of depression at Catterick Camp, North Yorkshire, on 12 September 1940 as part of the 51st Training Regiment felt like starting again for Ian. His comfortable, upper-middle-class home life, wild RADA adolescence and the ‘blissfully care-free life of the professional theatre’17 were gone, replaced by the serried ranks of a battered army the War Office was slowly but surely starting to rebuild after the debacle of Dunkirk. Ian found the monotony and fatigue of basic training a welcome distraction from his turbulent personal feelings and, for the first time, discovered he had the ability to relate convivially to people from all walks of life, regardless of class.

For the first month of training, Ian and the rest of the recruits were confined to camp until, after repeated marching exercises – the infamous ‘square bashing’ – he knew how to carry himself as a soldier. For this formative stage of his army life Ian was under the command of two fiercely authoritarian non-commissioned officers: ‘If Sergeant Slade was our father during that period, Lance-Corporal Bottomley was our mother, and both were ramrod straight in deportment and discipline.’18

Even with military obedience being drilled into him every hour of every day, Ian’s yearning for the theatre never left him. After a few weeks he joined the regimental concert party, but the rather ramshackle (to his eyes) ensemble only put on one show during his stay at Catterick.

After ten weeks, Ian moved up the army class structure by being posted to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst to begin training as an officer. Here, the cadets were allowed the luxury of sleeping two to a room and were waited on by civilian batmen (servants). A major eye-opener for Ian in this more rarefied military atmosphere was the colourful, if always deferential, language of the Brigade of Guards drill sergeants who conducted the officer cadets through yet more square bashing: ‘MISTER Carmichael – you ’orrible little man! You aren’t in the fuckin’ Desert Song now! Put yer ’at on straight and try to look like a fuckin’ soldier, SIR!’19

As well as the omnipresent drill exercises, the officer cadets learned driving and maintenance, gunnery, how to use and repair a wireless set, and map reading. Ian also had to grit his teeth for a return to the classroom to learn army law and the King’s Regulations. Keen to follow his father into a regiment comparable with the East Riding Royal Garrison Artillery, his father’s unit, Ian was posted to the 22nd Dragoons on completion of his training. He emerged from Sandhurst in March 1941 as 2nd Lieutenant I.G. Carmichael, Royal Armoured Corps.

The Dragoons’ hometown was Whitby, which sat at the mouth of the River Esk, with Teeside to the west, Scarborough to the east and York to the south-west. The sleepy town’s principal distinguishing features were and are two defunct lighthouses built on pier extensions at the mouth of the harbour and the ruin of the sixth-century abbey high above the town on a cliff edge, made world-famous by its inclusion in Bram Stoker’s classic vampire novel Dracula. Ian’s new posting felt like coming home: ‘For me, from the moment of my arrival, Whitby and its people have always spelt pure enchantment.’20

The 22nd Dragoons’ commanding officer came across to the young, newly qualified officer as a pompous Colonel Blimp-like figure:


Lieutenant-Colonel G.L. Craig … was in his early forties, of medium height, dapper, possessed sandy hair which was slightly receding, walked with a suggestion of a limp and he sported a spruce little cavalry moustache … In wartime, when everyone wore battledress throughout the daytime hours, he was, except on military exercises, always seen in service dress. He was, by his own admission, lazy. He always had a lie down on his bed after lunch – but he was also astute enough to realise that if he didn’t work too hard, to retain his rank and regiment, someone else was going to have to. Consequently he developed decentralisation into an art form … ‘Cragie’ and I had nothing whatever in common; yet for some quite unaccountable reason he took to me. He also bullied me, derided me, belittled and, at times, humiliated me – though to give him the benefit of the doubt, he may not have realised he was humiliating me – but one thing he never did was ignore me.21



With ‘Craigie’ unsure of what duties would suit Ian best, to begin with he was allocated to ‘C’ Squadron, one of the regiment’s three fighting units.

The wry, humorous undertone present in army life manifested itself during Ian’s time at Whitby in the friendship he struck up with one Second Lieutenant Haddock, ‘known fairly obviously as “Fish”.’22 Together they attended the Spa dance hall in Whitby, which hosted all-ranks parties, and during one evening Ian met ‘a sensationally pretty’23 blonde local girl named Pym McClean wearing a startling salmon-pink dress, while Fish dallied with her friend who, it transpired, was her cousin:


‘An interesting evening,’ Fish said as we had a final nightcap. ‘What was yours like?’ And with an arrogance that has embarrassed me throughout every one of the thirty-eight years since, I replied, ‘I intend to marry mine.’

And I did.24



After that first momentous date, Ian spent all of his off-duty hours with Pym. Putting the heartbreak of his relationship with Dilys firmly behind him, Ian had taken to his new amour ‘immediately. She was young and fresh, blue-eyed … [and] was born and bred in the Yorkshire area … She was warm, she was “game”, she was genuine. There was an innocence about her, an unsophistication that disarmed even the most worldly … She was also patient, considerate, tolerant, totally unselfish and, fortunately for me, a good listener.’25 As well as having found his soul-mate in Pym, Ian had also found his ideal home: ‘The area was peppered with innumerable little country pubs where one could go into the back room and have the most delicious ham-and-eggs with real Yorkshire ham. Where it all came from in 1941 heaven knows, but there it was. That summer I fell in love, not only with Pym, but with the whole area.’26

Later in 1941, the time came when the 22nd Dragoons had to move on to the Helmsley training area for more advanced, battle-ready manoeuvres. With an impressive display of emotional discipline, Ian and Pym agreed that after saying their tearful goodbyes the night before, she wouldn’t come to see him off at the allotted time of noon the following day. Come the day itself, however, even though Ian noticed Pym continually driving around the meeting point where the Dragoons’ vehicles were assembled in her mother’s Morris Eight, he was too much of a gentleman to let on that he ever knew.



Helmsley is a small market town and just around the corner from its market place is Duncombe Park. In 1941 its eighteenth-century mansion had been leased to a girls’ school that was now deserted due to the evacuation of the pupils. Instead of occupying the vacant and inviting stately home, the 22nd Dragoons were billeted in a camp of new Nissen huts, flimsy structures that did little to keep out the cold of the bitter winter of 1941–42. On the plus side, Pym had an uncle in Helmsley whom she could stay with on her evening or weekend trips to see Ian, so the freezing Lieutenant Carmichael took as much warm comfort as he could from her visits.

Ian’s army career continued in the ascendant: he was appointed (unofficially) assistant adjutant, the leader of the HQ troop of four tanks. At the same time, an incident occurred that, however much he protested to the contrary, proved that Ian possessed the mettle that real soldiers were made of. In the second week of the Dragoons’ stay at Duncombe Park, after some routine maintenance, Ian and his troops were ‘sheeting up’ – covering the vehicles with tarpaulin – when, while he was on top of his tank and trying to close the hatch of the turret, the heavy metal lid suddenly snapped shut with unexpected force and severed the top of the second finger on Ian’s left hand. The picture of calm and control in a crisis, Ian simply said ‘Christ! I’ve lost a finger’ and confidently brushed off the concern of his men:


‘Come on,’ I said, with an air of command and authority that had always escaped me before, ‘I’m all right. Get them sheeted up.’ I stuck my wounded fist into the top of my overalls and looking for all the world like the traditional pictures of Naploeon, as solicitous as a mother hen, I ensured that every last detail was completed before finally dismissing the troop.

Then my sergeant suggested that he should walk me back to the mess. ‘I’m perfectly all right,’ I lied. ‘Don’t worry, I can manage.’ However, he insisted. We walked the half-mile or so back. He wanted to hand me over personally to the [medical officer] but I refused his offer graciously, bade him goodnight, opened the front door, closed the door behind me and fainted on the mat.27



The intense cold of the winter gave way to an equally extreme heatwave and drought in the summer of 1942, and Ian and his men found themselves fighting brush fires, as well as the boredom of inaction at the indecisiveness of the high command on what the role of the 22nd Dragoon’s motorised units would be in the invasion of Europe. In May it was finally decided that Ian’s HQ squadron would be a Recce (reconnaissance) Troop at the same time as Pym decided that she and her beau should become engaged, which was duly and happily announced by the couple on 30 May.

Meeting Captain Nigel Patrick of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, the brigade entertainments officer, inspired Ian to mount a theatrical production to help relieve the tedium of the 22nd’s posting and, hopefully, raise the spirits of the men. A new garrison theatre had just been built in Duncombe Park, and with the support of Craigie, Ben Levy’s comedy Springtime for Henry was granted four performances which played to capacity houses. The actresses Anne Bibby and Benita Booth joined Ian and Nigel in the four-role cast, an unexpected bonus for the all-male audiences. The opportunity to host another production was denied Ian when at the end of February 1943 the regiment was moved again, this time further south, to Warminster in Wiltshire. This relocation and more subsequent inaction gave Ian the opportunity he’d been denied at Duncombe Park, and he put on the revue Acting Unpaid, which proved to be another high point on his growing CV as a proactive army entertainments organiser.



‘We were married in Sleighs village church on 6 October [1943],’28 Ian remembered later in life, proudly and affectionately recalling the day that he said ‘I do’ to Pym McClean, the love of his life. ‘It was a white wedding, sparsely attended on a very grey day that had austerity stamped all over it. All clothing at that time was rationed and our respective mothers and various aunts rallied round, unselfishly sacrificial, to equip the bride and her three bridesmaids.’29

Ian returned from a brief honeymoon spent in Scarborough and London to discover that in the regiment’s new home in Banbury, action was at last imminent. In 1943 the tide of the Second World War had indeed been slowly turned: the German army in Russia had been beaten back outside the city of Stalingrad and in Africa, thanks to the innovative command decisions of General ‘Monty’ Montgomery, the Afrika Korps was on the point of destruction and surrender. The planning of the attack on Hitler’s ‘Fortress Europe’ was well under way and the 22nd were to join a new, secret armoured division nicknamed ‘Hobart’s Funnies’ after its commander Major-General Percy ‘Hobo’ Hobart. The 9th Armoured Division, directly under the overall control of the legendary Montgomery himself, was charged with the use of experimental equipment that would be instrumental in establishing a bridgehead during the allied invasion. Its member regiments were stationed as far apart as Cumberland, Suffolk, the Kyles of Bute in Scotland and Stokes Bay near Gosport in Hampshire.

The secret weapons of the 9th Armoured used a variety of innovative and extraordinary vehicles: DD tanks, amphibious Sherman tanks that could be launched at sea; CDL tanks, which were mobile searchlights; AVREs, multi-purpose Churchill tanks equipped with an assortment of accessories for filling in or spanning anti-tank obstacles and destroying concrete barricades; CROCODILES, flame-throwing Churchill tanks; KANGAROOS and BUFFALOS, amphibious, tracked troop carriers, and CRABS, which destroyed minefields. The latter machines were Sherman tanks fitted with a projecting boom that held a revolving drum that rotated at high speed, beating the ground in front of the vehicle with heavy chains to explode all the mines in its path. Ian’s brigade was to be equipped with CRABS.

By spring 1944, the whole of the Allied invasion force gradually moved south in preparation for the commencement of Operation Overlord, the assault on strategically selected Normandy beaches in France. Ian’s Brigade HQ moved to a large house called Corbie Wood in Weybridge and, with training now complete, had little left to do but wait. Pym was able to secure another compassionate posting in her role as a driver for the army and was now billeted in London and, as trains ran from Corbie Wood every half an hour into Waterloo, the couple ‘grabbed as many days and nights together as we could, each one of which we imagined would be our last.’30



On D-Day – 6 June 1944 – Ian heard about the landings of the 22nd Dragoons and Westminster Dragoons in Normandy ‘on a magnificent midsummer morning’31 over breakfast at Corbie Wood. The commanding brigadier immediately briefed his officers about a battle plan that had been so secret that only he, and possibly his chief of staff, knew the exact details. As part of the command structure of the 9th Armoured, Ian, among several others of his fellow officers, was required as a liaison between units of the attacking forces that required squadrons of ‘Funnies’ to assist in their assault.

Ian’s first sight of a foreign country was when his own country was invading it. On 16 June – D + 10 – Tactical Brigade HQ crossed the English channel in an American landing craft, its two huge doors crashing into the surf as the troop carrier delivered a Humber scout car onto the shores of France, a vehicle that was to be Ian’s personal transport throughout the remainder of the European campaign. As the Humber negotiated the battle-scarred landscape around Courseulles-sur-Mer, Ian was two days short of his twenty-fourth birthday. By his own admission inclined to be idle, the invasion inspired Lieutenant Carmichael to previously untapped levels of endeavour as the ‘Funnies’ were constantly in action. ‘Our specialist machines, techniques and knowledge were immediately required for a new offensive elsewhere. And so it was to be throughout the entire campaign in north-west Europe.’32

One unofficial duty Ian took part in during the initial assault was curbing the enthusiasm of his commanding brigadier for suicidally close visits to the front line. This involved the collusion of his fellow liaison officers at Brigade HQ in marking the position of the German front line on the operations room maps a good three-quarters of a mile nearer to Allied territory than was actually the case, a daring piece of subterfuge that protected the lives of both the reckless brigadier and his secretly relieved fellow officers.

Ian’s most harrowing experience of the war occurred on a visit to a part of the British sector where a new ‘push’ was being prepared with the aid of Ian’s old nemesis Craigie, now promoted to a full colonel. As heavy artillery shelled the German positions ahead and they retaliated by sending over aerial bombers at night, Ian and his colonel dug in as best they could:


On our third sleepless night one of the German bombers was hit by ack-ack fire and crashed but twenty yards from our temporary accommodation. The approaching hysterical scream of its twin engines as it hurtled earthwards had, I was convinced, my number written all over it. It erupted with a mighty roar as it hit the ground, bursting into a raging inferno which lit up the entire area, thus providing a king-sized flare for the following waves [of bombers]. It wasn’t long before a remaining stick of bombs still housed in its belly exploded and the small-arms ammunition destined for its machine guns started to go off like firecrackers on 5 November. My bed-roll, barely dried out after torrential rain during our first day, was, by the time the last flame flickered out from that burning aircraft, sopping wet again. The following morning two charred corpses were removed from the machine and buried respectfully slap next door to our ‘bedrooms’.33



Dealing with such experiences was a fact of every day life for the young British soldier and Ian, like so many of his countrymen, dealt with them in a matter-of-fact, level-headed way, a remarkably calm and mature state of mind for men in their early twenties.

The relentless Allied assault continued until the Germans had been pushed back to Holland and northern Belgium, where the retreating Wehrmacht’s position became temporarily entrenched. In this brief lull in hostilities, for the first time since the Second World War began, Ian had time to consider his future.


Until I had joined the army I had spent my entire life day-dreaming about a successful future for myself somewhere in the realm of show business. From the age of about seventeen this had crystallised itself into an unwavering resolution to become an actor, and never, since then, had I considered any other career. Between the ages of eighteen and twenty I had had practical experience of the life which confirmed that my decision had been the right one. I could conceive of no other way of earning my living. I adored it. I lived and breathed ‘theatre’.34



However, Ian’s success in rising through the ranks in the army to a commanding and responsible position, not to mention the prospect of a regular, if not overly generous wage now he was married, made him question, as the bitter Dutch winter of 1944 began to bite, whether his future now lay with the British army instead of its antithesis, the British theatre.

In 1945, Ian’s military star continued in the ascendant as he was promoted to the rank of captain, with the ominous prospect that by the end of the war in Europe – which by now the Germans were clearly losing – he would be posted to Burma in the Far East to continue the fight against the Japanese. On 4 May, acting as duty officer at Brigade HQ, Ian sent out the communiqué to all the units he was responsible for that the German forces’ surrender was confirmed. ‘It is difficult to describe to anyone who has not lived through six years of total war the immediate feelings of euphoria that burst when the news arrives that the final whistle has been blown,’35 Ian observed with his characteristic understatement.


A tight cork exploding from a bottle of champagne would produce nothing in comparison with such effervescence. For six long years the people of Europe had never seen a light of any sort or description in the streets after dusk unless it had been either a blue one, the slim pencil-light of a masked-down torch carried by a pedestrian, or the narrow – extremely narrow – letter-box slits to which the lights on all vehicles had been reduced. The fact that the maiming and killing had stopped; the fact that one had come through unscathed; the fact that that night every light in the [nearby] town could be put on and the curtains left open, were all causes for unconfined ecstasy.’36



Ian saw a way out of being posted to the Far East, and a way out of his dilemma over his professional future, when General Brian Horrocks, the senior welfare officer of 30 Corps, arrived one day at Brigade HQ and announced that now the fighting was over, the welfare and entertainment of the occupying forces was to be a priority. A corps repertory company was to be auditioned and assembled who would mount concert parties for the troops. ‘A little over a week later,’37 Ian was summoned to an audition at the garrison theatre at Nienburg, thirty miles north-west of Hanover. As Ian prepared to sing ‘Moonlight on the Waterfall’, he realised with a start that he knew the major in charge of auditions. Richard Stone had been a fellow student at RADA.

‘Richard was a driving force,’38 Ian recalled with evident admiration.


That was and always has been his forte. The whole ‘30 Corps Theatrical Pool’ project, as it eventually came to be known, was his. He was a human dynamo. Though good company, he was at times exhausting to be with. He lived and breathed his job and consequently assumed that all his minions did the same. He never relaxed; he was on the go the whole time. His plan was always the grand one, the broad strategy, and like so many other men with similar abilities he found it difficult to consider detail; that was for someone else to take care of – and for another year that someone was destined to be me. There and then he told me … that he would definitely give me a job in the Pool and that eventually a posting order would be sent out for me, which in ten days it was.39



One of the first auditions Ian sat in was from ‘a doleful-looking corporal’40 who was an aspiring comedian:


He came back after lunch and sang ‘A-Tisket, A-Tasket, I’ve Lost My Yellow Basket’, did a few intervening jokes and smoked a fag which he kept laying down on the end of a chair … and I thought he was death-defyingly unfunny. And my chum Richard Stone said, ‘You’re quite wrong, you’re quite wrong, I’m going to book him into such-and-such concert party as principal comedian,’ and indeed that’s what we did.41



The melancholy looking corporal was Frankie Howerd. For the rest of his life, Ian claimed that his initial dismissal of Howerd’s show business potential was ‘the cross I have to bear.’42 However, the two men became friends to the point where the unconventional funny man sought out Ian’s advice:


He gave me a terrible job to do just before I was demobbed. By that time I was his CO and he came up and said, ‘Look, I’ve been playing these shows now for a year, and I want to continue with this in Civvy Street when I get out. I’m really in a quandary about what to do, because I’ve no money really, apart from what I got as a soldier; I have an invalid mother dependent on me; I have no experience; I just don’t know what to do. Should I get out and try and shine in the big parts of Civvy Street, or should I stay on for a few more months in the army and get more experience here?’ He was asking me – I was only about 25 myself at this time – but I did say, ‘I think you should go out, because you’d get more experience out in the big world than you will staying in the army.’43



The rest, as the cliché goes, is history.

Ian’s initial duties involved travelling hundreds of miles across Germany seeking out indigenous civilian entertainers to complement those being assembled from the Allied forces. At the beginning of his third week with the Pool, Stone asked Ian to become his staff captain, an immediate vacancy that needed to be filled. Although Ian had initially wanted to perform as part of one of the touring companies, the twin attractions of more money and a chance to develop the organisational skills he had first shown at Duncombe Park won him over.

In July 1945, Pym Carmichael was demobilised ‘on the grounds that she was pregnant.’44 With the soon-to-be-parents having no home of their own, Pym went to stay with her mother while Ian planned his return to the stage with Stone in a new production of Springtime for Henry at Nienburg. Ian delighted in his return to the spotlight, and a few months later his enthusiasm for the profession he loved was fully restored when he played Romeo in Romeo and Juliet ‘in a powder-blue ensemble which had perhaps better be forgotten.’45

The following April, Ian was promoted to major, the highest rank he would achieve in the British army. On 8 July, he was back in England being demobbed in Leeds. He was given a cardboard box containing a demob suit, a hat, a mackintosh, a pair of brown shoes and one shirt with three detachable collars. As he sat on the train bound for Brough and a reunion with his wife and first child, Lee, who had been born on 2 April and whom he had yet to see in the flesh, Ian reflected on the five years and ten months he had spent away from England:


Like thousands of others – I make no claim to being unique – I have never known what it is like to be between twenty and twenty-six years of age in a normal peacetime atmosphere. Have I missed anything? I don’t know – I think, perhaps, I became a man quicker. But now the test was to come. It was a great feeling to be out – there was no denying that; but I was frightened. In fact, I think I was very frightened indeed.’46
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