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PROLOGUE

It was a cold, bright day in November and the clock was striking thirteen.

‘You prat!’ I shouted.

‘No one’ll notice,’ came the reply.

‘Really?’ I said, ‘Every single kid in the world knows the clock strikes twelve times!’

I was directing a pantomime, Cinderella, and the drummer was imitating the chimes of the Palace Ballroom clock. Pantomime has been an obsession of mine since I sat with my Gran in the gallery of the Croydon Empire watching my first. It must have been Dick Whittington, because the Cat made a huge impression on me. In fact, for the following fortnight I asked Gran to serve all my food – and saucers of milk – on the floor. Just how important this lady was in my life you can guess from her not batting an eyelid at this request. She plonked the plates on the floor and carried on singing and cleaning up the house. ‘It’s just a phase,’ she said to amazed aunties watching me trying to lick my backside. Little did she realize that it’s a phase I am still going through … not the backside bit, but wanting to be something I’m not.

All my life I have been, and still am, looking for things new, different ways of escaping being stereotyped. I didn’t want to be the child who was a swot, a goodie-goodie, but I didn’t want to be a complete tearaway either. Perhaps a child who swotted up on how to be a tearaway! I didn’t want to be a rebellious teenager but I didn’t want to be in the Scouts or the Church Lads’ Brigade either. I wanted to be an actor, but I wanted to be a stand-up comic, a researcher, a singer and a variety turn too. Still do. I wanted to be married but play the field an’ all. I want to be a dear, lovable old grandad and a rakish roué as well.

Those are the reasons why this book is called A Fart in a Colander. The phrase was just one of many memorable ones used by my Gran, Alice Mary Barham. She was the lady who was lumbered with bringing me up, for all sorts of reasons. No one could have had a better bringing up, and I have to say, given the choice, everyone should be brought up by their grans. She knew exactly when to quote from her years of experience, when to defend me and when to give me a real ear’ole bashing and she had the unique ability to make her point and then, without even pausing, make you laugh. I do love women who make me laugh.

From the earliest days of our relationship I was always trying different routes out of the mundane, always noisily enthusiastic, animated and never sitting still. One evening, after a particular burst of exhibitionism, she said, ‘For Gawd’s sake stop it. You’re like a fart in a colander!’

This did stop me. I’d never heard her say ‘fart’ before and, even today, it is the one word guaranteed to get a laugh out of most children – from two to ninety-two. It got a laugh out of me, but it did nothing to cure my constant search for a different way out.

The following words will, I hope, chart in an amusing and entertaining way, my adventures in the colander.


CHAPTER ONE

‘I’m writing this letter slow because I know you can’t read fast …’

I remember hearing a radio programme about memory and the person who could go back the furthest was Sir Compton Mackenzie, who had memories of his life when he was one year old. I thought, ‘I can top that.’ My earliest memory was of being held up above my aunt’s head – à la Roots – and being told, ‘Now look at this – it’s something you’ll never forget.’ Then being taken to the bedroom window, at 5 Neville Road in Croydon, Surrey, to see a huge red glow in the sky. It was November 1936, and the red glow was the Crystal Palace burning down. I was six months old and I’ve never forgotten it.

But do I remember it actually happening, or do I just remember being told about it? The event certainly always comes back to me whenever I play in Cinderella. There’s an obligatory line in the scene where the Ugly Sisters are trying on the slipper. One of them shouts, ‘Me! Me! I’ll get my foot into the crystal slipper!’ To which her sister replies, ‘You couldn’t get your foot into the Crystal Palace!’ So many directors, quite correctly, insist that gag is included. Today’s kids haven’t a clue what it means, nor have many of the grown-ups, but it was a great topical gag in the 1850s.

I do like the pantomimes that obey these old traditions: never speak the last two lines of the goodnight doggerel until the first performance; always ensure that the goodie enters from stage right (God’s right hand) and the baddie from the opposite side.

But back to World War Two. I definitely do remember it breaking out, and the first air raids. I had a little three-wheeler Mickey Mouse tricycle and I remember my Mum calling me back home – I could hear her from two streets away, even with the siren going full blast! I pedalled furiously homeward and turned the corner of our road so fast I rounded it on just one wheel. I loved it. So much so that I went back and did it again, while Mum shouted even louder, ‘Roy! Come and get down the shelter!’

We had an Anderson shelter in our garden and this was a magical place to me. To be in there, in the candlelit gloom, with the sirens wailing as Evalina, my mum, tried to calm me while at the same time frightening Gran with gory ghost stories, is a very special memory. How all kids love to be frightened – and how they love to see old ’uns frightened. The first stirrings of acting, I suppose, made me pretend to Gran that I wasn’t the least bit scared and that I would see she came to no harm. I was four.

Dad, Harry Hudd, was a carpenter and joiner, but we didn’t see that much of him. It was rumoured that he spent most of his time at the billiard hall in Katherine Street in Croydon.

My Mum was always called Evie by her sisters and family, and it was only recently that I found out her name was Evalina. Where did Gran find that one? Probably the same place she found her youngest girl’s name: Snowdrop! I always used to say to her that Grandad must have been sloshed when the vicar asked the child’s name.

‘I dunno, do I? Lovely flowers in the churchyard … Oops, I must wipe my nose. Dewdrop! No, we can’t call her that … I know – yes that’s it – Snowdrop! That’ll do.’

Gran used to enjoy me doing that routine – as a five-year-old drunk.

Mum has always been a bit of a mystery to me. She died when I was seven, and why and under what circumstances I only learned when I started to write this book. I will tell all at the right time. She was, according to aunts, uncles and chums, a character. She was a good impressionist. I wish I’d inherited that. But most of her impressions were, apparently, like those of my wife, Debbie. Debbie’s are brilliant, deadly accurate take-offs of people no one knows – except us. Evie was good at doing managers, shopkeepers and friends.

When my brother, Peter, was born in 1942, Gran and I walked to the maternity hospital to bring Evie and the new arrival home. The closer we got to the hospital, the more jealous I became: jealous of the new baby who, I thought, had supplanted me in Mum’s affections. I can see her now, pushing the pushchair full of Peter through the hospital gate. I let go of Gran’s hand and dashed towards my Mum. Evie was as clever as Gran, and left the pram-pushing to Gran while she gathered me up and sang to me our favourite song, ‘You Are My Sunshine’. Ah! I was still number one.

Number two – aka Peter – shouldn’t really be with us now. Thankfully he is. The old cliché is you can choose your friends but not your relatives. If my brother hadn’t been a relative I’d have chosen him as a friend anyway.

Mum shared a bed with baby Peter in the front room. Mum was a fatalist and always believed she and Peter were leading a charmed life – to which Gran would say, ‘You may believe so, Evie, but nobody’s told Hitler!’ So when the sirens wailed and we really should have been running for the shelter, she’d stay in bed until Gran and me dragged her and Peter down there. One particular night we’d all just got to safety when a terrific wallop sounded outside. The closest we ever came to a direct hit. When the all-clear came, we went back into the house. The front room wall had disappeared completely and embedded in the headboard of Mum and Peter’s bed were great long shards of glass from the broken windows.

While Mum risked life and limb sleeping with Peter, I shared a bed with Gran. This suited me well as she would tell me stories of when she was a girl and, best of all, sing and teach me the songs of her childhood. Of course they were mostly music hall songs. Other kids had cheesy pop songs to send them to sleep, but I had ‘The Hole in the Elephant’s Bottom’. About forty years later I recorded it on an LP (oops, CD now) – and it was that song that sold more copies of the record than anything else. And still does.

When Mum complained that our laughing and singing was keeping her and my brother awake, Gran and I had to think of something musical yet silent. I solved this by patting out the rhythm of a song on Gran’s arm. Once she’d guessed what it was, she would do the same thing to me. It worked beautifully, until she patted the rhythm of ‘The Hole in the Elephant’s Bottom’ on my arm and the pair of us burst out laughing. Mum was not amused – simply because she wasn’t in on the joke. Once she knew what we were up to she’d make sure Peter was asleep and then join us. Her ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’ was a sensation. I finished up black and blue.

Gran would also tell me stories of her early life. Her father was a railway signalman, and I still have a letter from the company he worked for enclosing a guinea for ‘Saving many lives by thinking quickly’. Apparently he managed to change the points just in time to divert an engine that was heading for a commuter train. I can’t find the guinea though.

Gran also told me of her husband, Tom Barham, the grandad I never met. He went off to Canada to make a new life for Gran and their four daughters – Ivy, Elsa, Snowdrop and Evalina. Before she had even met Tom, Gran had had a son who, from the sketchy details my aunties gave me, was illegitimate. I never found out who his dad was. Ernie (another railwayman) was a big, jolly man, a smashing bloke. Anyone who pressed a half-crown into my hand when saying goodbye was a smashing bloke to me.

Gran had a few letters from her husband in Canada. She read some of them to me. They were full of hope of a new life for the family over there. It never happened. The letters stopped and not even all the resources of the Salvation Army who were, in those days, the great missing-person-finders, could trace him.

So, Gran was left to raise my aunts and my mum on her own. And then, just when she’d finally married off the quartet, she got lumbered with yours truly – yet again, with no support from anywhere.

How ever she managed to raise the four girls and hold down all sorts of jobs I’ll never know – but she did. She worked in the household of Derek McCulloch (Uncle Mac of radio’s Children’s Hour: ‘Goodnight children – everywhere’), and she was the manageress of Wilson’s Tea Shop in Croydon (where she got three of her girls jobs as waitresses). Auntie Ivy told me of the time when Gran was about to hand in her notice because one of the customers had called her a donkey. She withdrew it after the boss had explained the customer was German and was saying thank you – danke.

We had a photograph, sadly gone, of Gran as a waitress, at the opening of the Davis Theatre in Croydon, which was the largest cinema in the UK for a while. She was standing next to Rudolph Valentino, of whom she said, ‘He was only a little squirt.’

By the time I started going to the pictures, the Davis Theatre was a shadow of its thirties splendour. The restaurant was still there but the shops in the foyer had all closed and its two thousand seats were rarely more than two per cent full. Only the Sunday concerts filled the place – big band shows from Ted Heath, Vic Lewis and Stan Kenton and occasional ballet and opera. The first time I ever saw Max Wall was at the Davis. He compèred a show headlined by Eartha Kitt. Max did the rudest bit of business I’d ever seen – up till then. He held a felt hat in his left hand and with a swipe of his right hand put a vertical crease in the hat. His comment: ‘Not very clever, but some people like it.’

I do recall being ejected from the Davis during a production of La bohème. It was an Italian Opera Company and Mimi was a huge lady. I started to titter when ‘Your Tiny Hand is Frozen’ was sung to her, but when she rose from her deathbed to sing an encore I was gone – and slung out.

Gran used to dread Jack Hylton’s Band working at the Davis. They would come into the restaurant for tea and then, over the heads of the arriving audience, skim silver trays across the foyer. They all flirted with her and I’m just sorry she didn’t take up with one of them. I might have got my band parts for nothing.

My first school was the little infants’ school in Maidford, Northamptonshire, the village to which we were evacuated as soon as Gran and I could get away from Croydon. I loved village life: the fields and the folk. Long hot summer days and short frosty winter ones. I loved them all – doing nowt but living the life of a dog. Going where I wanted, doing what I wanted with whoever I wanted to be with.

Our home throughout the war was one of a row of four already condemned dwellings. Gran and I were in one, Auntie Snowie, Uncle Len and Peter in another, and Auntie Elsa and my cousins Pat, Mavis, Dennis, Valerie and the youngest, Alma in the last two. They were all in just one room downstairs, on the flat earth with a wooden ladder to the one room upstairs. The village blacksmith and his missus were supposed to have raised thirteen kids in our two rooms – so we had bags of room.

My cousins were a lovely lot. Sadly Pat and Mavis are no longer with us, and we hardly knew poor Valerie as she spent most of her early years in and out of hospital. Dennis married a Canadian lass and lives out there now (in fact we met up again when I played Fagin in Oliver! in Toronto, of which more later). Whisper it, but Alma was my favourite – and still is. She makes me laugh and that’ll do for me.

Then came the day I dreaded: education commence! Gran marched me along to school to meet Miss Chambers, the only teacher, from what I can remember (who, I might add, was still alive a couple of years ago). Miss C looked me up and down in a, quite rightly, suspicious manner (well, I was from down south). As soon as the lady turned her back I was gone! I galloped home, passing Gran on the way.

She, of course, dragged me back, and that’s about all I can remember of my first academy. I do recall nicknaming her ‘Potty’ Chambers. It took a long time for some of them to work that one out.

The school was next door to the church, a place I frequented every Sunday for Sunday school and sometimes the morning and evening services too – depending on whether Gran and I were getting along. If we weren’t, I got a snappy ‘Get off to church, you!’

The big thrill at church was working the bellows for the organ. You sat in an extremely narrow cubby hole – nose practically wedged against the wall you were facing. The pumping was done with a big wooden lever and you knew when to pump by watching a little lead weight, which had to be kept between two pencil lines, one above it, one below. I loved this and was always the first to put up my hand when volunteer pumpers were required. In my usual crafty manner the first few times I did the job I did it immaculately. ‘What a dear little evacuee,’ the village ladies thought. I was, of course, lulling them into a false sense of security: I’d discovered that if the lead weight fell below the bottom pencil line, the organ would make the strangest wheezes and groans. I rehearsed this and, after a few minor weird sounds from the instrument, which I explained away with tearful countenance as ‘The weight just wouldn’t respond,’ I was set for the big one.

As the organ thundered ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, I let the weight fall – then rapidly pumped it up to the top – and beyond. I happily hurled myself around the cubby hole, as the organist gave an unintended, and never heard before (or since), Stockhausen recital. I was so carried away with my creativity I didn’t hear the cubby hole door being flung open. I only knew that the vicar didn’t approve as he dragged me, by the ear, out of the pump room, down the aisle and into the graveyard. I was never asked to pump again but I didn’t mind – for weeks villagers pointed me out in the street. I started to realize how much I liked being recognized.

I eventually became a regular at the village school, but it was the freedom once we were out that I loved the most. I enjoyed listening to my country classmates as we sat with our backs against the baker’s oven wall. That lovely smell of baking bread, and the not so lovely one of sweaty shirts drying out. They were a shy lot, but us townies showed them how to run amok and they taught us how to hide quietly to watch deer, rabbits, badgers and courting couples.

What I liked best of all was ‘helping’ on the Thomas family farm, just down the road. There were two big horses, Rose and Star, to pull carts and ploughs. The first time I was told to lead Star around the field was a big day indeed. I had to hold her still every few yards while the pickers threw potatoes into the cart. Just like I am today, I was very anxious to appear part of the scene, to look as if I knew what I was doing and wasn’t an evacuee. Every time Star stopped she stood on my foot. The pain was excruciating. Of course I didn’t say a word: I couldn’t let them know what a twit I was. The field was eventually shorn of spuds and I could give Star a butch smack on the rump before I limped behind the barn and cried my eyes out. Even today, when we have new potatoes, the right foot gives me a twinge.

My aunts, Elsa and Snowie, had a ball. Particularly Snowie. She learned to drive a tractor, milk a cow and do everything that was required on the Thomases’ farm. Whether she had a bit of a do with the farmer, Eugene Thomas, I never found out, but she was a real stunner and Gene was always very nice to me. The Thomases had an Italian prisoner of war working on their farm and he would show us all much-thumbed photographs of his wife and children, a tear trickling down his cheek. I, the man who still cries at Bambi, was the only one to cry with him.

At harvest time I used to love sitting in the hedge with Gene, the weepy Italian and my beautiful suntanned aunt, as she shared her cheese sandwiches and tea from a metal jug with me. I think she liked it too. For many years after we’d all come back to the smoke, she would drift off into her very own Cider With Snowie world. Her husband, my Uncle Len, was there with us. He was a butcher and so he was exempt from military service.

Later on he and Auntie Snowie adopted my brother Peter, and a great job they made of raising him. I have a photograph of Peter and me outside the cottage that Gran and I lived in. I’m looking smug and know-all, and he is looking jolly and carefree in a pram. It’s a photograph with a tale. Directly after Uncle Len had taken the picture I pushed Peter and the pram into the cottage. Suddenly a great roaring sound followed us in and a vile smelling, dust-clouded pile of mice (alive and dead), old birds’ nests and rotting straw covered the spot where we had posed. The entire thatched roof had slid off its rafters. It was the second time Peter had missed death by a hairsbreadth.

Gran wasn’t a great frequenter of pubs, though one of the first ‘jokes’ I remember her telling me, was on a trip into Croydon High Street.

‘Do you know where the nearest boozer is?’

‘No.’

‘You’re looking at her!’

I still use it …

The only drink I ever saw her tackle during those years in Maidford was a Guinness. But not an ordinary one. She’d fill her glass with the stuff and then plunge a red-hot poker into it. This strange warmish mixture was her number one tipple.

She couldn’t bear mice and you can imagine our condemned old cottage was a positive Hilton hotel for them. She managed to keep most of them out of the room we lived in by setting dozens of traps. To me, upstairs in bed, the sound of them being set off was like being on the front line. She’d call me down to unload the victims and set the traps again: ‘Only use the rind – not the proper cheese!’

There was a hole by the side of the fireplace and it was used by a supermouse who was never daft enough to go for second-rate cheese rind. The war between Gran and that mouse went on all through the evacuation years. She would prepare her noxious brew – the warm Guinness – and seat herself by the fire. She would then drink and knit. At one side of the mouse hole was a big flat iron. This was stopped from falling flat by being attached to a piece of string, which was kept taut by being under Gran’s foot. She would sit perfectly still and quiet, save for the soft clicking of her knitting needles. Eventually, the daring fella would emerge from his hole and then, with a cry of triumph, Gran would take her foot off the string and down would come the iron. Never once, in dozens of attempts, did she even catch his tail, and she always blamed me for frightening him away. ‘I didn’t make a sound!’ I used to say. ‘He saw the look in your eyes,’ she’d say, as she loaded the futile ambush yet again.

I was about five or six when I had my first sexual experience – in a disused pigsty. Sorry, but it was no Far From the Madding Crowd moment. Myself and a chubby little village maiden – an older woman, six and a half – had crawled into the porker’s retreat to play – yes you’re right – Mothers and Fathers. We had, according to music hall tradition, a bit of a fight, a few rows, and some kisses to make up. Suddenly the lady said, ‘I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours.’

‘My what?’ asked the innocent townie.

‘Your winkie,’ she said.

‘My what?’

‘Your winkie,’ she repeated, eyeing the middle of my grey flannel shorts.

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘My willie!’

‘Yes,’ she giggled. I duly undid the fifteen buttons and showed her. She, the rotten cow, laughed out loud and ran home. I wish I had a pound for every time it’s happened to me since.

Harvest time was exciting. All us lads stood around the edge of the field as the combine harvester ate away at the corn and the area of the crop got smaller. Once a square of about twenty feet by twenty was left, we tightened our grips on our wooden clubs. This was when the rabbits ran out of the corn. To much shouting and whooping and barking of dogs, we chased them everywhere. Throughout the whole of the war I never saw a single rabbit clubbed.

The slaughtering of the pig was another big deal. Nowadays, I start to feel queasy if I see an uncooked kidney but back then … I suppose after a couple of months in the country you realized it was all part of country life. You could hear the ghastly porcine screams half a mile away, and that was our cue to get to the slaughtering place double quick. The eventually dead pig was hung on a hook and the slaughterer got to work. We were only waiting, as surely country children had waited for hundreds of years, for the pig’s bladder. Inflated it was a unique plaything. It was the only balloon any of us saw until VE Day.

Talking of ghastly screams, I heard some human ones too. They were from my cousin Dennis who was pushed, by a local lad, into a phone box. The glass shattered and left Den with bad cuts. So deep were the wounds that they had to be repaired with stitches, a job the local doctor did on the kitchen table – without anaesthetic. Dennis’s sisters and I ran into the next field and we could still hear him shouting and crying.

We did hear the occasional plane on its way to bomb my mum back in Croydon, and though us townies pooh-poohed the bombing terrors – seen it all before, hadn’t we? – we nevertheless made sure we were under the table when the ominous engine sound came within earshot. When you’re that scared a laugh is often a great salver and we had a sure-fire way of getting one. As soon as the trouble started we would, with shouts of ‘We’ll get her!’ and ‘Poor old soul!’, run down to Mary Billingham’s cottage. Miss Billingham was a tiny ancient villager who seemed to us to have been spun by a spider. She seemed all hair, from her cottage loaf-shaped topknot, to her chin, to her shawl and skirt, down to her fraying bedroom slippers. Poor Mary would collapse into a gibbering heap at almost any sound – but particularly at that of the Jerry bombers. We’d drag her back to our place and sit her in a chair, and Gran would give her a cup of sweet tea. Mary would get so upset. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking and the sound of the cup rattling in the saucer would start us off. This, coupled with the animated behaviour of her bristly chin and the anti-Hitler curses she spat out, really made our day. We used to look forward to the bombers coming over.

Away from the raids, Mary would often shout for me, ‘Oi! Townie!’, and I’d be given a list of stuff to get from the village shop. When I returned, without fail she would give me a farthing. A farthing was a quarter of an old penny.

Mary was someone we all liked, but there was one old boy we didn’t. He treated us Londoners as if we were all members of Fagin’s gang, as if we’d make off with his cows, wife and daughters while he wasn’t looking. He called us ‘damned furriners’ – even my Gran, who told him, as only she could, ‘We are on the same side you know!’ He wore a deaf aid and I suppose he had every right to hate us because we never stopped doing the same gag on him. We would start by miming a few words to him. He’d turn up the hearing aid, we’d mime a few more, and he’d turn it up some more. This continued till the receiver could be turned up no further. The next few words weren’t mimed. They were shouted into the hearing aid. The poor old sod would be practically blown over. When he came round from this terrifying ear’ole bashing, he’d get to his feet, shake his fist and give us a right mouthful – but we were gone.

My mum wasn’t there with us. I remember when we all first moved into the cottages I did get letters from her. They were smashing letters, always printed so I could stagger through them. They were full of fun and jokes. Of course she included the old gag – ‘I’m writing this letter slow because I know you can’t read fast.’ Jimmy Cricket is still using it! The letter I really liked was one included in a parcel that contained my overcoat. The letter read:



‘I’m sending you your best coat. The postage was rather a lot as it’s a heavy winter one. To save money I have cut the buttons off.

Lots of love,

Mum.

PS: You’ll find the buttons in the right-hand pocket of the coat.’



The other side of the letter had no words on it, just row after row of kisses.

How I longed for her to join us in Maidford, but Gran always told me, ‘She’ll come when she can. She’s very busy in London.’ I did sometimes see Gran blow her nose after she’d told me that, but I didn’t suspect a thing.


CHAPTER TWO

‘Oi, Harry! You forgot the piss pot!’

When Spike Milligan finally caused Hitler’s downfall, it was time for all the family to return to town. I cried for three days. The country life was so perfect and it’s only now, nearly seventy years later, that I’m getting the same feelings. My wife Debbie and I moved to a village in Suffolk about six years back and it is a bit good to hear the birds singing in the morning instead of coughing. For years Percy Edwards, the naturalist and bird and animal impersonator, used to look at me in his funny old country way and say, ‘You’ve got to move to Suffolk, boy. It’s made for you.’ He was right. But more of the Suffolk idyll later. Right now I’ve just made my tearful return to Croydon.

Over the years we’d been in Northamptonshire, the letters from Mum had dried up and to be honest I’d almost forgotten her. The house where I had last seen her was 5 Neville Road in Croydon, to where Gran and I returned. I was knocked out to see the Anderson shelter was still in the garden and it was memories of the fun we had in there that made me enquire vaguely as to where Mum was living. But my enquiries were always brushed aside.

Then, one afternoon, Gran was taken unawares. She was pottering about her garden – the four feet all round the Anderson shelter – when I asked outright, ‘When am I going to see Mum?’

‘Your Mum’s dead,’ Gran replied, in a totally untypical short way, adding the oddest postscript ever, ‘and there’s no Father Christmas.’ A terrible double whammy. I fled into the house, threw myself onto my bed and bawled my eyes out. I’m ashamed to say I’m still not sure what upset me most – losing Mum or losing a Christmas stocking.

It was many years later – recently in fact – that I found out just how sad my Mum’s death was. Neither my gran or any of my aunties ever mentioned it and I was too scared to enquire – in case I might hear something awful. There was definitely something a bit dodgy about it. Coming back to Croydon after the War, some of the kids in the street would shout out, ‘Your mum – put her head in the gas oven, didn’t she?’ I would run away – I didn’t want to think she had.

My brother Peter knew no more than me, though Auntie Snowie did once say to him, ‘Your mum used to get headaches’, and then, before he could ask, ‘Why?’, she shut up like a clam.

When I began to write this book I had to find out more about the lady whose jokes and love I do, just, remember.

I went to the British Newspaper Library at Colindale, and the staff there found a copy of the Croydon Advertiser for 15 October 1943, which included a report headlined: WOMAN’S DELUSION.

It told a sad story. My gran had found my mum, dead in a gas-filled bedroom. On going to bed the night before, Mum had jammed the gas tap so that it couldn’t be turned off. The report went on to say that Mum was convinced she was pregnant, although local doctors had assured her she wasn’t. She had been a voluntary patient at the Warlingham Park Hospital (for mental problems). The ‘headaches’ she herself had described to a neighbour as ‘a living death’ could have been a brain tumour and, if so, I think what she did was perfectly understandable.

I also understood why the family were so tight-lipped about the whole affair. They all came from a generation in which suicide was considered an unforgivable and disgraceful act, even for someone who was obviously suffering great pain and was in the deepest despair.



Gran, obviously thinking she had been a bit too bald with the information, did what she felt would make me feel better – she bought me a hamster.

This hamster, the first of many, wasn’t with us for long. I kept it in a cardboard box, and by the next morning it had chewed its way out and was gone.

The second, Herbert, housed in an adapted biscuit tin, I discovered a couple of weeks after its arrival lying on its back, legs in the air, stiff as a board and cold as yesterday’s rice pudden. Peter was visiting us with his adopted parents, Auntie Snowie and Uncle Len, and was honoured by being appointed chief mourner at Herbert’s funeral. I, of course, was the funeral director. An elaborate ritual involving a Typhoo tea packet coffin, a wreath of one of Gran’s alyssum plants, and a kazoo version of ‘Ain’t It Grand To Be Bloomin’ Well Dead’, ended in the rigid rodent being lowered into his grave and buried. A few pebbles were scattered on top and ‘RIP Herbert’ captioned on two ice lolly sticks formed a cross at its head. It was, I have to say, almost as good a job as when I did a bit of burying years later as Archie Shuttleworth in Coronation Street. Peter was greatly moved.

The next morning I went into the garden shed to feed my pet mice and there, sitting outside his biscuit-tin home, was Herbert. I ran indoors and, pulling Gran towards the shed, I whispered, ‘The ghost of Herbert is in the shed!’ She was used to my fantastical imaginings but still, sighingly, came with me. Sure enough, there was the phantom, cleaning his whiskers and longing to get back into his wheel.

‘You sure it’s him?’ Gran asked.

I reached towards him and he returned my concern with his usual vicious bite. ‘It’s definitely Herbert,’ I said, and hustled him back into his cage.

That morning I found out, from a pet-loving schoolmate, that hamsters could actually sort of hibernate, go into a death-like trance but then come round. No wonder Herbert bit me – I’d buried him alive. He lived for more than a year after he’d survived his Edgar Allan Poe nightmare.

The return from Northamptonshire wasn’t the great homecoming I’d imagined. I’d picked up a real country accent over the preceding four years, so much so that my school friends and our neighbours christened me ‘Swede’.

‘Count up to ten for us, Swede!’ they’d say and I’d try: ‘Wun, too, feree, forwar, foive.’ Long before I’d got to ‘foive’ they be cackling away and doing cow and sheep impersonations. I hated them for it. All you want at eight years of age is to be just like everyone else, and I wasn’t.

But I soon set about changing that. Within a month ‘Swede’ was no more. I really worked on the accent and tried out all sorts. I could have been called anything from ‘Taffy’ to ‘Mick’ to ‘Jock’, to any of the characters in Tommy Handley’s radio show, ITMA (It’s That Man Again). Gran used to enjoy my Colonel Chinstrap and my Chief Bigga Banga.

One big lad didn’t enjoy my voices at all. He insisted on still calling me ‘Swede’. I’ve never been very good at any form of sport that involves throwing, but I have one great memory of doing it right. The big lad had just clouted me round the ear’ole and run off, shouting back, ‘Go and dig us some spuds – Swede!’

I’d had enough and reaching into the gutter I found a quarter brick – I threw it, hard, at his disappearing back. I couldn’t believe it. It landed smack on the back of his head and he practically somersaulted backwards. What a shot! But, oh dear! He didn’t get up. I ran over to him and would have given him the kiss of life if he hadn’t been so ugly. Thankfully he opened his eyes – and spat into mine. He ran off, promising what he’d do to me the next time we met. We did meet lots more times, but he never called me ‘Swede’ again.

After the War I only remember my Dad coming back to Neville Road once. He came to collect all sorts of bits and pieces of furniture that he and my Mum had shared, but now he took it away with him. I remember that day well: it makes me smile to think of it even now. As he loaded all the swag into a car, Gran, who never had a single good word to say to or about him, opened a bedroom window and, waving a chamber, yelled, ‘Oi, Harry! You forgot the piss pot!’

He drove off double quick, while the neighbours gave a round of applause and I, who loved every minute of it, got a clip round the ear’ole for laughing.

Gran, as I never tire of telling people, looked after the both of us on her Old Age Pension. Just how the following adventure came about I don’t really know, but I suspect that someone had told Gran she ought to have a few bob off my Dad towards my keep. Anyway, in the summer of 1947 I was sent to stay in Birchington, Kent, with Dad (Harry), his new wife, Dorothy, and her two girls from a previous marriage. I thought I was there for a bit of a holiday and that was OK.

Then one day, while going to the shop on an errand for Dorothy, I noticed in my ration book that my Croydon address had been crossed out and a new permanent address written in: Quex View Road, Birchington. This hit me like a thunderbolt. I stopped in the middle of the road and realized I wouldn’t be going back to Gran. I worked out that Harry, rather than pay for my upkeep, had taken me into his new family. Fair enough, I suppose, but at ten years of age I was heartbroken. Not see Gran again, nor Peter nor Auntie Snowie nor Uncle Len? No way.

I wrote dozens of over-the-top letters to Gran explaining how I was being kept against my will and pouring out my love and longing for the company of her, Peter, Auntie and Uncle and the people who lived next door – even their cats and dogs. I can’t now believe I was such an unloved, ill-treated prisoner, but my letters, which I found in my Gran’s papers after she died, are so melodramatic and real – perhaps I should have been a writer full time.

The outcome was that one glorious day my family arrived in Kent, mob handed. Led by the Good Gran, they returned to London with yours truly. Whatever they sorted out, I was blissfully happy to be back.

I did hear from Harry again in 1950 – he sent me five bob – but it was many years before I actually saw him again. The story of our bizarre reunion is well worth reading – and later in the book, you will.

All I knew was that, once again, it was great to be back home in Neville Road and to resume normal life. Strange for someone like me, who later really did become the life and soul of the party, that my years from about the age of seven until I discovered the concert party, were spent inventing worlds of my own. I needed no one else when I was in those worlds. The hangover from my days as an evacuee in Northamptonshire was that I created my own farmyard. I would spend hours on the living-room carpet, laying out fields and shifting toy animals from one field to another.

One or two trips to Selhurst Park, the home of Crystal Palace FC turned me on to football. Not playing it. No – managing was my thing. Managing a whole world of football. I found a board game (where it came from I don’t know). It was a pitch laid out on card with dots for the playing positions. It was all brought to life by the throwing of a dice, which determined where the ‘ball’, a simple tiddly wink counter, would go next. Again, like my obsession with the farmyard, I would spend hours in my new world. I invented teams, players and leagues. I produced my own football newspaper with portraits of the stars and all the results of the matches that I had played – against myself! I had favourites and would go to sleep some nights totally ashamed because I had cheated to allow them to score. I remember that board game was a good one: I’d love to find another copy but I can’t remember what it was called. It was nowhere near as physically exhausting as Subbuteo – all that finger flicking, not for me.

The final lone hobby was writing and drawing strip cartoon versions of favourite films. I still have my version of the Ealing comedy The Lavender Hill Mob and it’s not bad. It led me away from what I suppose I should have done – technical drawing.

I was a strange little lad. Nervy, myopic, dead skinny and totally unathletic. I was quite good at drawing and, looking through my papers, I found some worthy essays in a couple of old exercise books.

I read everything I could lay my eyes on. Gran used to complain, ‘When he sits down to eat he even has to read the labels on the sauce bottles.’ I remember making up an involved story based on the Camp Coffee bottle. I’d noticed that the illustration on the label showed an Indian servant holding a tray, about to serve coffee to a British army officer. On the tray, of course, was a bottle of Camp Coffee. And on the bottle of Camp Coffee in the drawing was a drawing of the previous drawing. I tried to weave a story round this. Gran’s comment? ‘You know, you worry me sometimes. You really do.’

I was a bit of an odd ’un. I kept a diary and searched some out when I was writing this book. It always makes me laugh to see how a kid’s mind works. My entry for Wednesday, 6 February 1952 reads ‘It was announced at school today that King George VI died early this morning.’ Followed by, ‘Cleaned out my mice.’ The entry for Thursday, 4 September 1952 was ‘Went to the Earl’s Court Radio Show. Had voice recorded. Saw myself on TV – urgh!’

I was always looking for something, apart from books, to spark my imagination. Then one day, something wonderful happened.

Exactly when Gran first took me to the Croydon Empire I can’t recall but oh did I want to go again. I never tired of the whole experience. The ritual began as we took our seats in the gallery for the 6.15 show. I remember the almost sexual thrill as the house lights went slowly out, leaving just the footlights shining onto the bottom of the front curtains and the little lights on the musicians’ music stands; the conductor entering to desultory applause; the start of the overture … Now we were in for some fun.

How she managed to afford an almost weekly visit I never knew. But now I understand her values better and, of course, she thought two hours with pretty, handsome, graceful, smiling people doing amazing things, singing songs she liked and, very best of all, making her laugh, was well worth missing a meal for. She was so right.

I can never remember her and me sitting anywhere except right up in the gallery, just under the roof, the ‘gods’. An oft-repeated line of hers, as we climbed up the (to me) hundreds of stairs to our destination, was, ‘Gawd! Any higher and I’ll get a nosebleed!’ She liked it when fellow gallery-ites heard her and laughed.

Exactly how it happened I don’t know, but I always came out at the end of the show with whitewash marks on the back of my shoes. So did all the kids who went up there. Just before we got into the street at the end of the show Gran would make me stand still and turn round. She’d get out her handkerchief, spit on it and wipe the chalk marks off the back of my shoes. ‘That’s it,’ she’d say. ‘I don’t want people thinking I can only afford the gods!’

When she couldn’t even afford the gods, she’d say ‘Never mind. Let’s go down to the theatre and see them come out.’ Yes, she was stage-struck and she made me so too. We’d stand at the end of the alley and watch the procession of beautiful, heavily made-up ladies and handsome camel-hair overcoated, brown trilby-hatted men come out of the stage door and nip across to the pub.

We always liked the ‘lads’ from the drag shows. ‘He always wears lovely clothes,’ Gran would say, as ‘he’ and his pals would argue their way to the boozer for a between-houses drink.

When we were able to get into the theatre, Gran was in her element and her favourites were those who made her laugh. She was a good judge of comics and good at spotting embryo talent. She told me (and whoever was sitting near us) that Max Bygraves, Frankie Howerd and Harry Secombe would make it. Her greatest praise for a performer who made her laugh was: ‘Oh he’s a silly bugger!’

The one singer she was mad about was the Irish tenor Josef Locke (for younger readers there was a smashing, fairly recent, film about him called Hear My Song). Gran wasn’t an autograph collector, but Josef Locke was the only person she ever wanted a signature from. As I write this, I am looking at a tiny photograph of the man, which I gave to my gran. Let me explain.

She dragged me to the stage door to get an autograph. There was a fair crowd there. Josef Locke didn’t come out but suddenly a window was opened and there he was: a larger-than-life, real showman. He gave us a burst of one of his hits, ‘Hear My Song Violetta’, and then as he sang another, ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’, he threw these little photographs out to his fans. Gran had her hand trodden on trying to get one and came away disappointed. As we walked home, I handed her the signed picture. I was a damn sight quicker than most of his middle-aged fans. She stopped in the middle of crossing the road and gave me a big kiss. I wasn’t mad about the kiss but the two penn’orth of chips’ reward was well worth having.

My Saturdays then were terrific. Saturday morning pictures at the Croydon Hippodrome. The preliminaries before the actual films were a pain in the neck. An old bloke with a bald head would ‘uncle’ on before the screen and lead us all in community singing. They weren’t the songs my gran sang, but dreary parodies of things like ‘Men of Harlech’. No laughs, they were full of good, sound, sensible advice about crossing the road and helping people. The roar from us kids when he scarpered, the lights went down and we heard the notes of that piping little tune, must have told him we didn’t like singing his soppy songs. The roar doubled when onto the screen came those two bowler hats – bugger helping people now we were in for some fun with Laurel and Hardy. Oddly enough, in those days Ollie was the one who made me laugh the most. I think it was him addressing the camera that turned me on. Although, as I learned more about what made people laugh, Stan became my favourite. He was a comedy craftsman par excellence.

Looking through childhood diaries I’m amazed how much time I spent at the cinema or how I managed to afford it. A favourite bug hutch (as we called the tatty old picture houses) was in Thornton Heath. I remember sitting at the back there with just half a dozen others. On the very front row, just two seats were occupied – one at each end of the row. Suddenly there was a loud bang and the exit door next to the screen was kicked open, from inside. Silhouetted in front of the screen were the two occupants of the front row carrying the entire row of seats! The manager came running down the aisle but too late. The seats, and their new owners, were way down the high street and into a waiting lorry.

Years later, in 1981, I told that story on a film programme I did for Anglia TV called Movie Memories. A couple of days after transmission a letter arrived at the studio from one of the two seat nickers. He confessed but didn’t give his name or address.

The Croydon Hippodrome had been, before my time, a theatre. Gran had seen the famous Tod Slaughter there in many of his lurid melodramas: Maria Martin, Spring Heeled Jack, and The Grip of Iron. In this one, so Gran said, ‘He ground his teeth and you could hear it at the back of the gallery!’

Tod Slaughter’s most famous role was Sweeney Todd in The Demon Barber of Fleet Street. I saw him play the part at the Croydon Empire. It was yet another occasion that only ‘live’ theatre can give you.

Tod had a great opening to the play. Down the centre aisle would run a girl, screaming, being pursued by the Demon Barber who, in turn, was being chased by a gaggle of Bow Street Runners. On this evening someone in an aisle seat stuck out his foot as the Runners ran after Tod. The police force collapsed in a heap – to the audience’s delight and Tod’s fury. He came running back and enquired, ‘Who did that?’ Such was his command that quite a few people pointed towards the tripper. Tod yanked the culprit out of his seat and propelled him to the back of the hall and out. Wiping his hands on his apron he advised us, ‘Now we’ll get on with the play!’ and exited backstage to a generous round of applause.

Neighbours told me that, between entrances, he would nip across to the pub wearing the bloodstained apron. Having spotted the gory prop, after he’d left the pub all the customers would ask who he was. That’s what you call publicity.

I was now a pupil at Tavistock Secondary Modern School in Croydon, where I met and made friends with a lad who was quite an influence on my life: Ron Thoroughgood. He was the son of a market trader – and a son of a gun, too. His offbeat flights of fancy made me laugh. I spent all my spare time with Ron.

Saturdays in Croydon never varied. First the children’s film show at the Hippodrome and then a trip to the library with Ron who, believe it or not, at the age of thirteen introduced me to Evelyn Waugh, George Orwell, J.D. Salinger, F. Scott Fitzgerald and, not in the library, the naughty writings of Mickey Spillane (all full of gangsters and their molls – ‘she wore a dress so tight I could hardly breathe!’).

In the afternoon, we ‘helped’ Ron’s dad on his stall in Surrey Street Market. The market was a magical place for a kid, apart from all the fruit and veg stalls, which held no interest at all. There was a stall that sold sweets; a fabulous pet stall that even sold monkeys and parrots; and one that dealt in 78s – no LPs or CDs then. A list of the top twenty records was chalked up on a blackboard and the lady who ran the stall was the epitome of ‘hip’ to me, even though she kept her money in a leather apron just like the fruit and veg sellers did. I fancied her.

The smell of naphtha lamps and paregoric and the sound of Frankie Laine, Teresa Brewer and David Whitfield – ah, lovely.

Several stalls were owned by the Hart family. Mark Hart was a well-known boxer and we’d hide behind his stall just to get a glimpse of the great man. At one end of the market were the Scarbrook Baths, and I’d try and sneak in to stand at the back whenever boxing was on. It was there I first saw the legendary ‘Nosher’ Powell. Nosher, I’m told, was usually last on the bill and, if the previous fights finished too early, boxing promoter Jack Solomons relied on him to give the customers value for money.

I remember one night Nosher was getting a bit of a seeing to and was ready to quit. Mr Solomons banged his fists on the ring floor, pointed at his watch and said, ‘Come on, Nosh! They haven’t had their money’s worth!’ Nosher pulled himself together and went another three rounds.

Nosher was a big Joe Palooka-like figure, and was one of my first heroes. Even in the boxing ring he’d get laughs and I longed to get to know him. Much, much later – in the mid-1960s – he did stunts and played parts in my TV series, The Illustrated Weekly Hudd. An ambition realized.

Ron Thoroughgood’s dad was a character. He sold only tomatoes and cucumbers, with plastic pegs pushed into them saying ‘Worthing grown’ and ‘We lead others follow’. A gambler on the horses, he was always called Charlie because of his resemblance to a well-known jockey, Charlie Smirke. What his real name was I never knew – I don’t think Ron did either. His other nickname was ‘Wagger’ – I didn’t pry. He always gave us a couple of bob at the end of the day before he repaired to The Drum and Monkey for an evening of boozing and post-mortems re dead certs that had let him down.

Both Ron and I were interested in theatre, and I found a booklet I had put together when I was eleven entitled, ‘The Double R Theatre Notebook by Roy Hudd. Illustrated by the author’. This set out exactly how we were going to start our own company. One page, headed ‘How it Began’, told how we were inspired to think about our own theatre through listening to a radio serial (I think it was Noel Streatfeild’s The Swish of the Curtain on Children’s Hour). It went on to say that we started making our ‘temporary’ theatre on Wednesday, 28 January 1948, and, ‘a show followed the next day. The show consisted of a song, two comedians and a play. The End.’

The notebook must have been written before we produced our first play because it was rapidly forgotten after that one performance. We were both fans of the Arthur Ransome books: Swallows and Amazons, Picts and Martyrs, The Coot Club. All these and Evelyn Waugh! We were an odd pair.

I remember that first show very well. Not for the content but for the ‘scenery’. The ‘temporary’ theatre was our spare bedroom, which accommodated a row of three seats containing Gran, Auntie Snowie and brother Peter. They faced a curtain we had somehow rigged up. The ‘two comedians’, me and Ron, did our stuff in front of the curtain. Then came the play – a total rip-off of a scene from an Arthur Ransome, ‘written by R. Thoroughgood. Produced by R. Hudd.’ Behind the curtains was our big spectacular backcloth: on board a ship against an azure sky, flocks of seagulls and assorted other ships. As the curtains opened to reveal ‘The Swallow’ sailing ship, Gran gave a howl and said, ‘Gawd help us! What have you done?’ We didn’t have a backcloth so I’d painted the scene directly on to the bedroom wall. Peter and Auntie Snowie laughed and Gran chased us downstairs.

That was the Double R Theatre Company’s opening and farewell performance.

My next venture into production was a much more modest affair: puppets. I’d read a book from the library, The Peep Show, a true story, by Walter Wilkinson (who, years later, I played in a Channel 4 series The Puppet Man). It was basically about the author’s escape from the rat race by building a puppet show and walking across the West Country, living on what he could collect from customers. It was the only book I could find that told you how to make glove puppets and a Punch and Judy type booth. I made the booth and the complete cast of Treasure Island, inspired, I would guess, by the Disney film and Robert Newton’s Long John Silver. I don’t remember actually ever giving a show. Being in charge of the theatre and all the actors was enough for me.

But that wasn’t my first brush with show business. Oh no. I only heard this story a few years back when I was in a TV series called As Common as Muck. It was about a gang of dustbin men and starred Edward Woodward. One day during a break in filming, Ted called me into his caravan for a cup of tea.

‘You come from Croydon, don’t you?’ he asked. ‘Well, so do I. You were brought up by your Gran, Alice?’

‘Yes,’ said I.

‘And she had a mate called Daisy?’

‘Yes, I used to call her Aunt Daisy.’

‘Well, she was my real Aunt Daisy and when Alice and Daisy went shopping I used to babysit you!’

It was all true. I’ve dined out many a time since on having The Equalizer as a babysitter.

Around this period I remember finding out people could actually die, especially old grans. So, at the end of an afternoon on Ron’s dad’s stall, I just had time to get to Woolworths (how I mourned its passing, like so many others of my vintage) to buy something for Gran. I tried to show her how much I loved her – and make amends for my bad behaviour – by lashing out on little presents for her, like a pencil, a ball of string or, once, a couple of sticks of liquorice wood.

‘What!’ said she, ‘With my teeth?’

I hope by now you’re beginning to see just exactly why she meant so much to me. From the age of seven to seventeen she was my guide, mentor, explainer of what, to her, was justice, what was of value and what wasn’t, teacher of songs and disperser of the blues. She fed and clothed me, paid the rent and introduced me to the love of my life – show business. She did all this on an Old Age Pension. How she did it I’ll never know, but she had had good practice raising her four daughters in even worse circumstances. I never, ever, felt deprived, only gratitude that she liked me enough to let me stay with her.


CHAPTER THREE

‘You silly bugger!’

I passed the eleven plus and, how I’ve regretted it, didn’t take up the offer of a place at a grammar school. It would have been so useful to have had that sort of education and perhaps have gone to university. I know I would have enjoyed the atmosphere and made friends and I’m sure the whole experience would have served me well in later life. When I first worked in BBC Radio nearly everyone involved with light entertainment was from Oxford or Cambridge – the comics I knew called them the Oxbridge Mafia.

I settled for staying on at Tavistock till I could go to Croydon Secondary Technical School – the School of Building. Nearly all the lads of my vintage were advised to ‘get a trade’, and that’s what I, and Gran, thought would be best for me. At the School of Building we were taught terrific (to other people) things: bricklaying, carpentry, plumbing and technical drawing. I wasn’t bad at any of these, but none of them set me alight. Maybe technical drawing was a touch more appealing than Dutch bond, Queen closures and bossing lead, but I soon lost the trust of the specialist teachers. I was quickly bored. Boredom is still fatal for me. I always start looking for something to distract me, and anyone else I’m with – certainly I’ve lost quite a few jobs by being a distraction. Even all those years ago, the saving grace for me was being able to make people laugh. Maybe that was the start of it all.

I was a disappointment to most of my teachers. I disappointed Mr Sheridan by arranging walls and arches that, with the removal of just one brick, were reduced to debris. I disappointed Mr Griffin by producing a beautiful pair of drumsticks instead of a useful mortice and tenon joint. I infuriated Mr Quirk by coming top in the plumbing written exam. He knew I knew nothing about the subject and hated getting my hands dirty handling pipes and spanners. The night before the written exam I looked through the theory exercise books. There was just one detailed diagram: the cross-section of a hot water system. I convinced myself it would be asked for the next day and so I practised drawing every detail of it. Well, what d’you know, came the exam and it was the first question! My effort was a masterpiece, immaculately drawn, in colour, complete with all the un-understood figures and measurements, which I’d learned parrot fashion. I came top. Which proved how right I was, and still am, to dismiss one-off examinations. Surely being judged by work over a period of time has got to be better? I came top and both I, and Mr Quirk and every single one of my classmates, knew I was a lousy, ill-educated, uninterested plumber.

Mr Macadam liked me. I was a fair draughtsman – and keen.

Alas my designing posters for my favourite films in technical drawing classes soon disillusioned him.

We had a history teacher, Mr Smith, who could have been cast as the archetypal teacher: corduroy jacket with the leather elbows, top pocket full of pens, and a barely controlled crop of red hair. His one distinguishing difference? He spoke very beautifully – and very carefully. He was the very meaning of Received Pronunciation (BBC spoken English). All our class were very impressed with his posh delivery but I was sure I could spot a slightly north of Watford accent in there. I took bets that I could get him to speak in his native tongue.

At his next class I did my distracting worse. I started by simply, and constantly, dropping pens, rulers, etc. I then questioned every fact he gave us and even illustrated some of my aggravating enquiries with bursts of ‘I’m ’Enery the Eighth I Am’ and ‘One of the Ruins That Cromwell Knocked About a Bit’. Finally, after a couple of missile-like bits of chalk had headed my way, ‘Smudger’ Smith could stand it no longer. His face changed colour so you couldn’t see where the skin finished and the hair began.

Throwing down his blackboard cleaner, he roared at me, ‘Hood! Wun more peep out of thee and you’ll measure thy length ont floo-er!’ I won a few bob and Mr Smith stopped ‘putting it on’ from that moment onwards.

I’m convinced that good teachers are the people who shape your life, and I had one good ’un at the School of Building. Our English teacher was Tom Gibson, a chunky, fairly old (to us), one-off. On a Friday afternoon, we’d have ‘free reading’ periods. They were a pain as the teacher would supply the books to read and they were never the ones we liked. Tom’s free periods were different. He made it clear that he didn’t mind what we read and told us to bring our own reading matter. This was heaven to the lads, and the desks were littered with issues of Wizard, Hotspur American super-hero comics, even The Beano and The Dandy.

Tom would wander round the classroom, looking over shoulders and, his masterstroke, ask what it was in what we were reading that we liked. He would follow this by saying he had a book like that. He’d then produce it and read us scenes. He was good. He could have made the Telephone Directory exciting. I still remember him doing the arrival of Blind Pew at Treasure Island’s Admiral Benbow Inn. Within two terms he’d turned us all on to good stuff. Clever.

Tom was a Communist and, indeed, was a football correspondent for the Daily Worker. Yet again, my distraction techniques bore fruit. Whenever he attempted to get heavy with us and started on syntax and iambic pentameter, my classmates would give me the nod and I’d put my hand up.

‘Excuse me, sir, but I was reading the Daily Mail this morning and I do think that, as far as the unions are concerned, the Conservatives have got it right.’ That was all that was needed. The rules of grammar were immediately forgotten as Tom steamed into a violent dismissal of the Tories and an explanation of the absolute joy of following Karl Marx.

All it required was the occasional, ‘Could you explain, sir?’ or, even better, ‘I don’t agree, sir!’ and we’d escaped.

So many silly people these days kick up a fuss about teachers being able to brainwash their pupils. I don’t believe it. Kids today are surely just as sharp as we were all those years ago. We knew exactly what we were up to. And I think Tom did too. He was an enthusiast, an inspirer, a larger-than-life entertainer and an informer par excellence. He had, though we’d never heard of the word at the time, true charisma.

I wrote a piece for an article on ‘Teachers I remember’, and raved about Tom Gibson. I wasn’t his only fan. I had dozens of letters from ex-pupils on whom he’d worked his magic, and four from folk who became teachers themselves because of the effect he’d had on them.

I’ve said I was unathletic, which is true, but there was one sport I fancied: table tennis. I’d seen it on television and it didn’t look too energy sapping – and I could see myself in the T-shirt and shorts. In a shop window, on a Roneo’d sheet of A4, was the message: ‘If you’d like to play table tennis, come and join us at The Sir Philip Game Boys’ Club.’

In the early 1950s, Croydon was a trouble spot. The front page of one national newspaper had a photograph of a group of Teddy boys, most of whom I knew, looking hard as they walked down Croydon High Street under a headline, ‘THE MOST DANGEROUS TOWN IN ENGLAND’. The police were doing their best to get the lads interested in something other than trouble by starting a club. Sir Philip Game himself was an ex-commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.

So I went to the club that same evening with my pal, Ron, and we happily signed up for the sport. However, the crafty coppers insisted you also signed up for another activity – an ‘improving’ one. I looked down a list that, to me, was just boring: metalwork, woodwork, car maintenance, judo. ‘You’ve got to do one,’ I was told. The very last activity on the list was concert party.

‘What’s that?’ I asked the man who was signing us on.

‘It’s a group who put on shows, pantomimes and that. Amateur dramatics.’

‘That should be all right,’ said Ron. ‘They won’t be trying to teach us anything.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed, and ticked the concert party box.

The best day’s work I ever did.

Ron and I turned up for the meeting of the concert party to be greeted by the producer of the shows, Tom Cooper. Quite a few others joined with us and Tom put us all in a line and went along it, casting as he went.

Ron was down for sketches and my destiny was sealed with five unforgettable words: ‘You can be a comic.’ Years later, Tom told me it was my having a funny face that made him catapult me into what I’ve been doing ever since.

Talk about falling on your feet. Tom Cooper was an ex-performer and ex-‘Sand Rat’ (the name for those who had been in concert parties at the seaside, who played directly on the beach). These groups didn’t charge you to watch them. At the end of their show they took a collection, which was shared between the performers. This collecting was called ‘bottling’. All the team had to do it, and a really good bottler was worth his weight in gold. I eventually found out, from another old performer, why it was called that. Some members of the concert party were not only ace at getting money out of their audience, they were just as good at helping themselves to a bit of it. The solution was to issue each of the collectors with a bottle. The money, once put into the bottle, was safe from any would-be syphoners: they couldn’t get their hands in. The bottles were solemnly broken open and the contents equally shared in full view of the entire company.

Tom, a light comedian and dancer, had done all this and married a girl who could play the piano, Doris. When he finally became too long in the tooth to keep his legs moving (that must be the strangest sentence I’ve ever written!) he became a commercial traveller, and a good one. Well, he had all the old patter, didn’t he?

He was the perfect example of show business being like a drug. His love of it was still in his bloodstream and at the club he was passing on what he knew to youngsters. He was the dealer who turned me into a show business junkie.

Doris got the content of the shows together and Tom put in the comedy and directed.

The first show I did was a pantomime, Aladdin, in 1952. I played, in drag, Fatima, an elbowed-in part, the friend of Widow Twankey. The Widow was someone who soon became a friend – out of drag – Eddie Cunningham. Eddie was a terrific dame and I would watch him like a hawk. I still can’t take my eyes off anyone who is good at the job.

Eddie and I had one scene together – a sort of Les Dawson and Roy Barraclough ‘Sissy and Ada’-type chat at a tea table. I had an idea. If I could somehow have a bottomless teacup on the table, Eddie could pour the entire contents of a huge teapot into the cup, while we were talking.

‘Good idea!’ said Tom. ‘Can you make the prop?’

‘Of course,’ I said, desperate to please the master.

I had no idea how I could make it work, but I tried and tried. I knew nothing about drilling holes in crockery but I managed, after a stack of failures, to make a tiny hole through the bottom of the mug we were going to use. My next Heath Robinson-inspired bit of magic was to fit a bit of garden hose into the bottom of the mug, which would direct the ‘tea’ into a bucket under the table. Making the tiny hole big enough to accept the hose was the problem, and I spent weeks with a series of round files enlarging the hole. I spent my every spare minute filing away.

Finally it was done – and it worked! Came the first night of the show and Eddie and I took our places either side of Twankey’s tea table. The patter was going quite well and the never-ending pouring laugh got bigger the longer it went on. At the end of the piece, Eddie gave me a wink and I was on cloud nine. Even Tom, desperately trying to get everyone onstage at the right time, gave me the thumbs up. We ran for a week and the patter improved every night.

Oh, the sound of those laughs. I’m sure I’ve heard bigger ones, but none sweeter. The night before the last, I dragged Gran along.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘A pantomime, and I’m in it.’

‘Git out of it!’

‘It’s good.’

‘Really,’ said she who had seen it all. ‘I’ll let you know!’

The scene went great, as did the whole panto, and as we walked home her chuckling told me she’d had a good time.

‘What did you think, Gran?’ I asked her.

‘It was all right,’ she said.

‘Did you like my bit?’

She smiled a big smile and said, ‘I did – you silly bugger!’ That was the moment – the rockets shot into the sky, the orchestra swelled, and waves crashed onto the rocks. ‘SILLY BUGGER!’ She had given me her greatest compliment and I skipped the rest of the way home. Never mind about not ever forgetting where you were when Kennedy was assassinated or Obama was made president. I know exactly where I was when I thought show business was for me: on the corner of Morland Avenue and Whitehorse Road, Croydon.

I made lots of friends through the Boys’ Club concert party – lads and lasses I’m still in touch with now. Ray and Veronica Jones-Davies, Tim and Marion Attewell and, of course, Eddie. Most of them still have their interest in concert party and drama – inspired and nurtured by Tom and Doris.

Every year, at the Streatham Hill Theatre, the Croydon police put together a big charity show to raise funds for the club. Our concert party used to kick off the show with a snappy ten minutes of gags and songs. One year I had a little solo bit to do and, as we came off, the next turn on grabbed my arm. He said, ‘That was funny. You ought to do it for a living.’ He was Michael Bentine. Years later I told him this story and he said, ‘Oh yes, well, keep it to yourself. I don’t want thousands and thousands of people blaming me!’



I was all set, on leaving the School of Building in March 1952, to become a draughtsman and then, at the last minute, I thought I’d like commercial art. Yes, my love of illustrating my favourite films had won the day. I got a job in a little advertising agency on The Strand. They took me on because of my lettering. I thought I’d be used in their studio for that, but no. I was mostly employed as a messenger, delivering artwork to the newspaper offices along Fleet Street.

In the early fifties, Fleet Street was still the hub of the newspaper business. There were dozens of ‘London offices’ up little alleyways and courts. They were the London offices of provincial newspapers like The Black Country Bugle and The Redruth Packet. I climbed so many narrow staircases to attic rooms where, straight from Dickens, old boys still sat on tall stools and, if I’d have really looked, were probably doing their business with real ink and quill pens. The agency allowed me bus fares, so I supplemented my two pounds fifteen shillings (£2.75) wage by walking everywhere.

I can’t begin to describe the feeling of bringing home my first week’s wages. I remember sitting at the kitchen table with Gran and letting her open my wage packet. She took a pound and gave me the rest. ‘Right!’ she said, ‘That’ll do.’ The next day’s lunch was two big steak and chips with all the trimmings. I’m sure it cost her more than a quid.

When I wasn’t marching all over the City, and pocketing at least a shilling (5p) a day, I was back in the studio, being encouraged by our studio manager, John Morton, to be a proper lettering and layout artist.

There were two, to me, very sophisticated lady artists working with John.

Gill Pickles, sister of the actress Vivienne, and Phyllida Legge, a very offbeat, likeable and funny girl. Though never spoken, I did carry a torch for her: yet another witty girl who turned me on.

Someone else who was far too far above me was the telephone operator, Yvonne. She, when a little girl, had been a dancer in an amateur children’s show and I still remember her singing to me their signature tune (to ‘Happy Days are Here Again’):

HAPPY DAYS ARE HERE AGAIN

THE MORGAN JUVENILES ARE HERE AGAIN…



Yvonne and another would-be advertising giant, Peter Newsome, would occasionally join me for a lunchtime session of jazz at the Fleet Street Jazz Club. Some of the very best bands and soloists in the world were blackmailed into playing there. The jazz club organizers made it known that if they played Fleet Street they were ensured good publicity for upcoming tours, etc. If they didn’t, well …

It was there, one Friday lunchtime, that the hugely popular New Orleans revival trad band of Chris Barber were the attraction. To break up the concerted items, he introduced his banjo player to sing what he called a skiffle number. The number was ‘Rock Island Line’ and the singer was Lonnie Donegan. He paralysed that tough, know-all crowd, and his one number became a recital of dozens of American folk songs that Lonnie knew. How long he went on for I can’t guess, but no one left and, when we did get back to the office, the boss gave us a hell of a telling-off. Unusual for him as he rarely came out of his office.

He was a chubby rogue who chased all the girls in his employ around his desk. I think he caught some, as so many would emerge from his inner sanctum with red faces and slightly perspiring brows. The boss’s partner was a lovely bloke, Ken Curtis. He was on my side and arranged for me to have time off to go to the London School of Printing and Graphic Arts. He also organized for me to go to the Regent Street Poly for an evening class. And there I was again lucky enough to have an inspiring teacher. A big, gentle man with a sense of humour who talked sense – especially as far as graphic design was concerned. His name was Harry Beck. He was, wait for this, the man who designed the London Underground map in 1932. Since then, all sorts of changes were tried but Harry’s original has won through every time. They always go back to the best.

When you think of the brief he was given – to simplify an existing map where all the stations were placed geographically – where did he start? The use of different colours for the different lines was a masterstroke, as was the laying-out of the network in a simple form. Totally unrealistic, but so easy to follow. Mr Beck’s map is accepted as a masterpiece of design all over the world. His name, H. C. Beck, was dropped from the bottom right-hand corner of the map for a few years, but now, quite rightly, it is back again. Have a look.

Harry Beck knew the illustrator, sculptor and designer of alphabets, the notorious Eric Gill. Gill designed and sculpted the figures of Prospero and Ariel above the entrance to BBC Broadcasting House. Harry remembered that Gill had done most of the work on the figures in his studio but finished the job with them in situ. As was his wont, Gill sculpted wearing a sort of cassock that didn’t in the slightest hide his meat and two veg. Harry said, ‘We’d never seen so many secretaries going in and out of Broadcasting House, constantly checking cloud formations!’ Harry Beck: yet another master craftsman I had the pleasure of being taught by.

Things couldn’t have been better. A proper job that I enjoyed, shows at the Boy’s Club and a few bob on the kitchen table that Gran and I could squander on a couple of ice creams at the Empire on Carnival Night. We were in clover.

Sadly, as happens so often – as one door opens, another swings back and smacks you in the whatsits. Our good fortune came to a devastating halt.

I’d only been at work a few weeks when, on a Monday evening – and looking forward to Carnival Night on the Tuesday – I came home and, noisily, let myself into the house. It was silent. No ‘What Ho, Huddy!’ No ‘Picasso’s back!’ No burst of a music hall song. No note of explanation. I really did feel the cold sweat of fear as I went upstairs.

She was in my bedroom, lying on the floor next to an upturned chair with a chamois leather in her hand. She was very still, but not dead. ‘God,’ I thought. ‘How long has she been lying there?’ She’d said she was going to clean the windows when I’d left for work that morning, about half past seven.

I carried her to her bedroom and there she stayed for another two days. I sat by the side of the bed and only once did she say anything. At the end of the second day she suddenly jumped out of bed and, with a shout of, ‘Come on, love! You’ll miss the train!’ started getting dressed. My heart leapt, but there was no miraculous recovery. She died within an hour.

I was desolate. I could rely no longer on someone who’d been not only my gran but my mum and dad as well.

Whatever sort of discussion took place as to which of my aunts would get lumbered with yours truly I have no idea, but there was really only one who had room, Auntie Ivy. Auntie Elsa and Uncle Jim already had five kids and Auntie Snow and Uncle Len had brother Peter. I honestly didn’t care where I went. I was totally devastated. I did have the Boys’ Club concert party to think about and, through that, what should have been a treasured moment in my teenage life – but wasn’t.

We did have a few girls in the shows and one of them, feeling sorry for me losing Gran I suppose, forced me to desert my virginal couch. It was completely unromantic and not nice at all. I was told exactly what to do and, shaking like a leaf, did my best to comply. I didn’t know whether either of us liked it very much.

I did know that this was a huge turning point in my life and, in effect, it was the much-maligned National Service that pointed me in a new direction. I’d had a year’s deferment to complete my art training but now, at nineteen, it was time to join up.

In 1955, National Service meant two years’ compulsory service in the Army, Navy or Air Force. I plumped for the RAF, mainly because I liked the colour of the uniform and it did seem a bit more dashing and devil-may-care than the other two. They did ask you what trade you would like to follow once you were in. I, on advice from Boys’ Club chums who were already in, put down PBX operator, which meant manning the telephone switchboard. Apparently, no one ever actually chose this job, so you stood a good chance of getting it. The attraction was it took about half an hour to learn the job and promotion came very quickly. As you got a few more bob for being a senior aircraftman (SAC) rather than an aircraftman (AC) it was a good choice.

After being kitted out and given my service number (which you never forget: mine was 2765225 and I still use it if I have to quote a telephone number in a play), I was sent to West Kirby for six weeks’ square-bashing. This was the part all of us dreaded. For most, it was the first time they’d been away from home: ‘But my mum always cleans my shoes!’ It was interesting to me that all the hard men, the ones who swore they’d sort out the Air Force, were the ones who cried themselves to sleep.

Our sergeant was a big Irishman, ex-army, with a face like the bulldog friend of Tom and Jerry. Terrifying? No. He was coming to the end of his career and just wanted peace and an easy ride to retirement. He was alone among the NCOs in quite liking the National Servicemen. The corporals were very different. They strutted about doing what they were supposed to do, shouting, never speaking, and being ludicrously horrible to us all. They used to put chains in their trousers, just above the boots, to make them hang beautifully. I still jump if I ever hear anything like the quiet chinking sound they made as they approached.

I quite liked the National Service life. I didn’t miss home at all – there was nothing to go back for. I liked sharing a billet with twenty-nine others too. I’d never been much of a gang member before, and now I was. We were all in it together and there were a few laughs to be had.

There was one chore that no one enjoyed: kitchen duty. This meant reporting to the cookhouse at about 06.30 – to do whatever the cooks wanted you to do. One of the lads in our billet was a great sleeper. In bed hours before everyone else and asleep as soon as his head touched the bolster. Came the day when our lad was down for this duty the following morning, so he was tucked up and away with the fairies by 21.00. My friend, Terry Key, had an idea and, after whispered instructions, we went into action. The plan was to act as if it was the next morning and send the sleeper off to the cookhouse.

I did my bit, changing his watch to 07.00, while the rest of the lads gave an exhibition of some of the very worst ‘I’ve-just-woken-up-and-am-getting-ready-to-start-the-day’ acting imaginable. Some came from the showers with their towels and washbags; some dressed for parade; and some walked about with shaving cream on their faces.

In the midst of this scene from Carry On National Servicemen, someone shook the sleeper awake.

‘Come on, mate! You’re on cookhouse duty and it’s seven o’clock!’

‘Shit!’ cried the sleeper, checking his watch as he struggled into his shirt, tie, trousers, tunic, socks and boots. As he dashed into the night, someone thoughtfully threw his beret after him.

‘Don’t turn up unsuitably dressed!’

Then we all, very quietly, turned out all the lights and got back into our beds. I lay there practically bursting. I’m never any good in those sort of situations – I always laugh.

We all heard the sound of boots hurrying across the gravel outside and then the door was thrown open to a shout of ‘You bastards!’

The howl of laughter that greeted this was music to my ears. On went the lights and the sleeper ran through the billet tipping people out of bed, kicking boots, socks and uniforms everywhere while we all, helpless with laughter, could only cling to each other.

The sleeper had gone across to the cookhouse, which, of course, was deserted, and only a very unfriendly patrolling RAF policeman had told him to, ‘Get back to your billet. It’s ten o’clock at night – you poxy little freak!’

But even the sleeper had to admit it was a good ’un – until he was put on a charge for being out of bounds in the middle of the night!

He also missed the infamous VD film. Everyone thought this would be a naughty treat, but no. It was shown in order to put us all off sex. It was a real Mr Cholmondley-Warner job, with highly coloured close-ups of all sorts of revolting, rotting things. I lasted about four minutes before I joined the other sensitive souls who were throwing up outside the cinema.

Our sergeant, in former times, would have roasted us all for the slightest misdemeanour but, as we were his last lot, he was quite laid back about our behaviour.

My leaves during National Service were mostly spent at my Auntie Ivy and Uncle Bill’s place in Coulsdon. Well, I had a bed there. But the Boys’ Club shows still took precedence and I was always either at the club or with my pal Eddie. Ivy and Bill were good enough to let me have a room with them, but they weren’t very happy about it. Who can blame them? Being lumbered with a troublesome, didn’t know what the hell he wanted to do, just beginning to feel his oats, nineteen-year-old.

If I wasn’t with the Boys’ Club gang or with Eddie, I could be found with my first girlfriend, Ann Conroy, the sister of a club member. Ann was in our shows and lived just round the corner from the club. Very handy. She put up with all my hopes and dreams and encouraged me. Well, encouraged the hopes and dreams, but not much else. Ann and her family were staunch Catholics, so there was no chance of the ultimate naughtiness. Kissing? Yes – but a hand on a knee brought a swift smack round the ear.

We eventually broke up after seeing Audrey Hepburn in The Nun’s Story. I couldn’t bear the thought of the beautiful Audrey being subjected to life in a Catholic nunnery and we had a stand-up row in the street outside the cinema. Ann later married my mate Eddie and they had two smashing kids. He always was a lucky boy.

I would often get back to Coulsdon lateish, but Ivy and Bill, who never let me have a key, would go to bed, locking the back door from the inside. I spent many an uncomfortable night sleeping on the back doorstep. Actually, although I didn’t enjoy it, I did feel a bit like Chaplin – and that I did like.

Ivy was a fairly jolly white-haired lady, but she was nothing like her mum. I guess that all those years with Bill had made her as uptight as he was.

I quite liked Uncle Bill. He was a hairdresser and a bit of a know-all. He would insist we watched anything vaguely classical on the telly – especially Shakespeare. He would look very interested and knowing for the first half-hour, and then fall asleep. When he woke up he’d always insist he’d closed his eyes to appreciate ‘the golden words’ – oh yeah!

In his spare time he was a football referee, which probably accounts for his pedantic approach to everything. He was a great fan of Crystal Palace Football Club, as was I. The times Uncle Bill and I spent watching our team were the best things we did together. It was always just us two – Ivy would never come. I kept on trying to persuade her how different it was ‘live’, how exciting it was being in the crowd, not knowing just how it was going to develop and all that.

Finally, one Saturday she gave in and agreed to come with us. We stood in what was called the ‘enclosure’. The standing wasn’t a good start. At the kick-off our centre forward passed the ball back to Alfie Noakes and, with the rest of the forward line, belted up the field into the opponents’ penalty box. It was one of our classic moves. Alfie stopped the ball and whacked it upfield. Alas, as so often happened, the ball came off the side of his boot and whistled towards the enclosure. It hit Ivy right in the moosh and knocked her out. With the help of the St John’s Ambulance men we carried her back to the car – Uncle Bill looking over his shoulder towards the pitch all the way.

Once home, Ivy moaned her way up to bed, while Bill and I complained about missing the match. He did come out with the occasional one-liner and this time he had a good ’un: ‘They should be thankful she wasn’t talking at the time or they’d never have got the ball back!’

From upstairs came a swollen-lipped, ‘I ’eard that!’

When leave was over, it was back to square-bashing, which, believe it or not, I enjoyed. Because I had a loud voice as well, it was suggested I went on to be an instructor. This interest was never shown again after the rehearsal for our passing-out parade. The order was ‘tallest on the right – shortest on the left – form threes!’ I, in front of the entire camp, formed a fourth. That was it. I was sent off the parade ground and ordered not to take part in the passing-out ceremony.

The RAF beret was the garment we all wrestled with to make look trendy. The usual method was to soak it in water and, as it shrank, mould it into a streamlined head-hugging shape. Mine wouldn’t shrink and remained this big flat thing that extended out sideways and downwards over one eye. Our sergeant was obviously a film fan and those of a certain vintage will get the perfect picture of just how the beret looked when I tell you the first time he saw me in it he did a double take and growled, ‘Cor, dear – fuckin’ Veronica Lake!’

Despite the constant threats of being reflighted (sent back to begin the whole six-week course from the beginning) we, without exception, finished at West Kirby and were posted to wherever we could do the least damage.

So, in late 1955, I was sent to RAF Waterbeach in Cambridgeshire, where I spent the rest of my two years. I loved it. Waterbeach was a small village with an RAF station containing three squadrons of Hawker Hunter aircraft and three thousand blokes to keep them flying.

I started work in the telephone exchange. It took our corporal, Pete Godfrey, about an hour and a half to teach me all I needed to know. Then I, naturally as always, started to look for distractions.

I found a few like-minded souls: Frank Jervois, an ex-public schoolboy who introduced me to two of my favourite humorists, James Thurber and Stephen Leacock; Alan Mills, a Geordie who had done the working-men’s clubs up there; Derek Gray, who had done a bit of amateur comicking; and Mick Pickering a left-wing rogue who I worshipped. We put together a revue, The Rafter Show, and played it in the NAAFI. The lads liked it – especially my impression, in drag, of Lita Rosa (a popular vocalist with the Ted Heath Orchestra).

I knew no fear in those days. During the song I naturally went into the audience and sat on the lap of fiery old Wing Commander Morris. The day after the show I was walking from the canteen when, coming towards me, was the Wing Commander himself. Half hiding my face I threw him a salute. He called me back and, as I stood stock still he walked all round me and observed, ‘Yes. Hudd. Hmm. Funny bugger!’

‘Funny’ now, as well as Gran’s ‘Silly’ – I was getting there.

We started to put together another show and I noticed a lad called Bernie Fountain going into a back room of the NAAFI with a trumpet case. He was joined by another lad, Geoff Hull, with a trombone, and a third, Dave Layfield, with a clarinet. Ever on the lookout for new items, I tackled Bernie about doing a spot in the next revue. He explained there were only the three of them. A drummer came along from my billet, Les Wilkinson, and we were almost there. Bernie said they needed a banjo player – and I immediately volunteered. I’d never even picked up a banjo, but Bernie wrote out a few basic chord shapes for me and I borrowed, and eventually was given, the padre’s banjo. We had a band.

The three front men were fine, Les was OK, while I, hiding at the back, my face buried in the book of chords, plonked away and tried to keep the balls in the air. We did The Rafter Show and played local RAF camps. I have a receipt dated 4 March 1957 from the Newmarket Jazz Club, for £7.10s. It was the first time I ever got paid for entertaining. We played for four hours. I didn’t have a plectrum and at the end of the evening the fingers on my right hand were just blood-soaked sausages. We got just over a quid each.

By now, the man I first saw at the Fleet Street Jazz Club had become a top-of-the-bill performer and I sang all Lonnie’s hits and more. The ‘mores’ came about in a special way.

When I went back to Auntie Ivy and Uncle Bill’s on days off, I’d catch a late train back to camp and share a compartment with, mostly American, airmen who were based at one of the many airfields around Cambridge. They’d spot the banjo on the luggage rack (I never left it at Waterbeach) and would play and sing me songs Lonnie didn’t do. Songs that I still sing if I’m not stopped: ‘Cakewalkin’ Babies Back Home’, ‘Ace in the Hole’, ‘Hand me Down my Walkin’ Cane’, ‘Blues My Naughty Sweetie Gives to Me’, ‘Take This Hammer’, ‘Goodnight Irene’ and ‘Huggin’ and Chalkin”.

My pal Eddie from the Boys’ Club used to come up to Waterbeach, where we honed a double act for future use.

I know it’s a cliché but I really do think lads miss a lot by not doing National Service. I don’t mean in the usual, ‘Damn good thing. Give ’em a bit of discipline’, way. I remember it as a time when you really had no responsibilities, a few bob in your pocket, somewhere to sleep, clothes to wear, a chance to make lots of friends, and plenty of good grub (we certainly did at Waterbeach – our catering bloke regularly won the Fighter Command Award for his food and we wouldn’t let any other station get near him).

Apart from the band and the shows, I still looked around for more distractions. One of the tasks the on-duty telephone operator had to do was broadcast the early morning call to the whole camp. Oh yes. Too good to miss. I started by broadcasting the time in various tentative accents, Scots, Irish, Welsh – and once in a German one. These seemed to amuse the lads, so I went further. Following a chord on the banjo, the lads were treated to my sexy Lita Rosa-type voice announcing: ‘Good morning boys. It’s now 06.30 hours. Half past six to you. Please stop that and get out of bed!’

Of course, going too far over the top – always a fault of mine. My first seven days’ jankers. And certainly not the last.

Night-time on the PBX was a bore. All night in the exchange with hardly a call to answer, sitting on a hard-bottomed straight-backed chair. We needed something more comfortable to while away the hours on. I came up with a great idea. I smuggled a mattress into the office and, with the help of a couple of other telephone operators, fitted it into a cupboard, which we fixed against a door. Undetectable. The lads did appreciate it: it worked. But then came my chance to use my invention. I locked the exchange door, got the mattress out of its cupboard and horizontally relaxed. Disaster. I still fall asleep like lightning, and once I am I do take some shifting. I eventually awoke to lots of banging on the steel outer door to the PBX. Pretending to be awake I asked, ‘Who is it?’

‘Flight Sergeant Barkus!’ came the reply.

‘Oh really?’ I said, unbelievingly, thinking it was one of the other operators. ‘Put your 1250 (identity card) under the door, please.’

The card slowly came under the door to reveal the unpleasant, red face of Barkus. My second seven days’ jankers. I was constantly late presenting myself at the guardroom, which meant the seven days extended to thirty-five – a camp record for one offence. It was worth it. My constant quest to be recognized was nearing fruition. First Lita Rosa and now a jankers record holder.

Everyone has strange stories to tell of their service careers, and here’s one that could have been a scene from a film. It was during a Christmas break and I, still on jankers, had to stay on the camp and run the telephone exchange with one other naughty airman. I was walking from my billet to work with an armful of 78rpm records.

I’d managed to get a Dancette record player and my evening would go much easier listening to Johnny Dodds, Louis Armstrong, George Lewis, Bessie Smith and Leadbelly. The route from billet to PBX was a straight road about half a mile long. As I started to walk I saw at the other end of the road Corporal ‘Kit’ Carson’s Baby Austin coming, very slowly, towards me. We got closer and closer until I moved over to avoid the car. Kit’s car did the same, the same way. A bit closer and we both moved the other way. We were now very close and did it again. Finally, very, very slowly, the car knocked me over. The whole business must have taken a good four minutes. It was like a scene from a Jacques Tati movie. Kit and I couldn’t stop laughing as we picked up all the records. Not one was broken. Weird.

The fire station, next to the place where we, the signals staff, were housed, produced one glorious slapstick moment. One morning the lads there told us they’d just been delivered a state-of-the-art fire-fighting engine, which they were going to put through its paces later in the afternoon. At the appointed time we all lined up outside to see the great vehicle. The doors of the fire station were, with great ceremony, pushed open and the magnificent machine gently came into view. It was a large, spectacular, gleaming masterpiece of the military vehicle-maker’s art. It came towards us and almost immediately took a sharp turn left. It fell over. It lay there like a dead elephant. Red-faced firemen rushed out from the garage, while we all rolled around with helpless laughter. Warrant Officer Sloane, who had laughed louder than anyone, chased us all back to work, and the giant fire engine was never seen again.

I mentioned Mick Pickering, my fellow show deviser, earlier. He was a great big bloke, always arguing with anyone who dared to disagree with anything he said. He was a boozer and, like so many others I’ve known, highly intelligent. I thought he was wonderful. I can see him now full of Worthington E, his huge black overcoat flying out behind him, careering through the streets of Cambridge looking for fun – and trouble. I would run along behind him knowing something was going to happen. It usually did.

One Friday night we’d both had a few and were weaving our wobbly way to the bus that would take us back to the camp. Mick suddenly spotted an illuminated sign over a door that said, ‘The King-Slocombe School of Dance’. Without a word, he burst through the entrance. Half a dozen rather nice couples were staggering their way through a waltz. They stopped and stared in total bewilderment as Pickering, with a terrifying roar, stood in the middle of the dance floor, threw out his arms and declared, in a deep African voice, ‘I am de King Slocombe!’ Two burly Cambridgeshire heavies threw him out, and me. I met Mick again years later on the front at Brighton where I was filming a scene for a sitcom. He’d become a teacher and I bet he was a damn good ’un.

Yet again, it was being in trouble that led me to my most unforgettable Christmas in the RAF. Because I was confined to camp over the festive season I, with the help of another naughty boy, had to run the telephone exchange. The place was practically deserted as I started my Christmas Eve all-night shift. I sat there dreaming of the stockings Gran used to fill for me and of having a tin of condensed milk all to myself (I was mad about condensed milk at the time). Eventually, I nodded off, only to be woken by a tap, tap, tap on the exchange window. Never the Richard Todd of Waterbeach, I was petrified. It was about two in the morning and I hid behind the switchboard shouting shakily, but loudly, ‘Okay, Hudd. You stay where you are. I, Flight Sergeant Barkus, will deal with this!’

The tapping continued, so I carefully peeped over the top of the board, and there, looking in, was Father Christmas.

It couldn’t be him: Gran had told me there wasn’t one.

‘Can I help you?’ I enquired politely.

‘Huddy 2765225?’ the bringer of goodwill whispered.

‘Er, yes.’

‘Open the window!’

I did – just six inches – and it caught him on the elbow. From his comment I knew he was an imposter.

‘Ho bloody ho!’ he cried. ‘Do you think I’d forget an ’orrible little hairy man like you? Me and my elves in the guardroom have brought you this.’ He passed me what looked like a holly paper-wrapped hand grenade and wended his wobbly way towards the guardroom. I knew him. It was one of the RAF Regiment Corporals in an outfit he’d borrowed from the sergeant’s mess. ‘Merry Christmas, you poxy little National Serviceman,’ he called over his shoulder.

I unwrapped my present. It was a tin of condensed milk.

Who said that RAF police had no hearts?

Despite all the jankers, I became happier the longer I stayed at Waterbeach. I was doing the shows, playing with the band, even contributing to the station newspaper with cartoons and articles. After the sadness of losing Gran, I really felt the RAF were my family. So, just before I was due to be demobbed, I put it about that I might sign on as a regular.

‘Tod’ Sloane, our kindly, one-of-the-lads Warrant Officer, called me into his office. He liked me. He knew, of course, of the so-called shame I brought onto the signals section, and didn’t mind. It amused him to ask me just how I managed to keep getting into trouble, and he enjoyed my explanations.

‘Now then, Hudd,’ he said. ‘Sit down. I hear you’re thinking of joining up full time?’ I nodded shyly and he carried on. ‘Don’t, please. We did all right in the War without you, so please don’t go and spoil things.’

After I laughed, he told me how different things could be for a regular airman. ‘You like it here. Don’t we all. Cambridge just down the road. The only concern is the exciting one of keeping the aircraft flying. No bullshit. No dreary regimented routines. Morale is good and, my son, some of that is down to you. You make the lads laugh. But how will you feel if you’re posted away from here to some dangerous arsehole spot? It can happen overnight. Why don’t you try show business?’

First Michael Bentine and now W/O Sloane: I took his advice. A couple of months later W/O Sloane was posted to Cyprus and shortly afterwards he and his wife were killed coming out of church.

On 13 November 1957 I made a Chaplin-esque exit from the scene of so much action. I’d learned a terrific lot and, most importantly for someone who is basically a shy person (honestly!), I learned, by sharing a bedroom with twenty-nine other blokes, how to get on with all sorts. It has stood me in good stead in show business ever since.

As I walked out of the camp, past the real Spitfire that stood at the gate, I remember wondering, ‘Where the hell am I going?’

I’m still wondering.

Debbie and I went back to see the place a few years ago. The Spitfire was still there, but the army, the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME), were running what was left of the place. Luckily, the guardroom sergeant was a bit of a fan and he let one of his lads show us around. My billet was still there, as was the NAAFI canteen, where I helped kill the trad jazz revival and got a few laughs. Station Headquarters, which included the telephone exchange, was where it always was – the place where my buggering about got me so many days on jankers.

Was it worth it? YES!
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