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FOREWORD

THE MOMENT I fell for actor Colin Firth was not, as it was with most fervent fans, the iconic scene when he emerged dripping and indignant from the pond in Pride and Prejudice. It was when he proved his heroic worth by coming to my rescue, in real life, and being every inch the gentleman off the screen as he was on.

The occasion was a press junket for St. Trinian’s at a posh London hotel, where Colin was paired up with the executive producer and co-star Rupert Everett for all interviews. Despite the boarding school remake being his own project, Rupert appeared, looking unshaven and grumpy, in a shell suit, and slumped in his seat with little more than a glare in my direction. By contrast, Colin, casually dressed in a black jumper and smart jeans, greeted me with a winning smile and a warm welcome.

Throughout the interview, every time Rupert responded to my questions with a monosyllabic and sullen tone, his charming co-star jumped in with chatty, frank and downright witty replies.

As the interview drew to a close I felt an overwhelming rush of gratitude for this self-effacing star, who laughs off his ‘sex-god’ image and greets plaudits and awards with a look of slight embarrassment. And I was smitten.

We have met many times, before and since, and he is never less than enthralling. A devoted family man with a deep-seated perspective and a strong sense of injustice when it comes to political matters, Colin is intelligent, articulate and friendly. While writing this biography, and in talking to many actors and directors who have worked with Colin throughout the years, a picture emerges of a hugely likeable man who commands both respect and affection from everyone he meets.

Despite fame, fortune and female adulation he remains a truly charming man.


INTRODUCTION

‘DARCY? BUT ISN’T he supposed to be sexy?’ This damning indictment was Jonathan Firth’s reaction to brother Colin’s casting in Pride and Prejudice.

Yet in 1995 his taciturn romantic hero made TV history when he emerged from an impromptu dip in the lake, with the merest glimpse of flesh showing through his soaking-wet white shirt. Half the nation swooned and the thirty-five-year-old actor became the thinking woman’s sex symbol, taking on a persona that was to prove both a blessing and a curse in the years to come.

Now the Oscar-winning star of The King’s Speech, Colin’s life has been one of contradictions. He is the quintessential Englishman who spent his early life in Nigeria and a year in the States, has an Italian wife and a Canadian son. He is perceived as a public school toff, even though he went to a secondary modern in Hampshire. He is the romantic lead who has had only three serious girlfriends and is devoted to his wife; the rom-com star who prefers dark, twisted characters to comedy.

A nomadic childhood in Nigeria, Missouri, Essex and Winchester left Colin feeling like an outsider and yet, by forcing him to change in order to blend in, steered him towards his chosen career. Before he had finished drama school, Colin had been cast in a hit West End play, which resulted in a film role, and he hasn’t stopped working since. Picking up his Oscar for The King’s Speech in 2011, he joked, ‘I have a feeling my career just peaked.’ In fact it was the highest pinnacle of the many he conquered throughout his career, which had often seen him reach the verge of greatness, only for him to come across another trough.

‘I have this weird thing where I keep getting discovered,’ he says. ‘Another Country was a break for me, then Tumbledown was another break. Everyone talked about the fact that nobody knew me until then, then Darcy came along and the same was said again. Then Bridget Jones – and still no one knew me.’

When offered the part of the dashing Mr Darcy in Pride and Prejudice, Colin was thirty-four, and considered himself past the age of the romantic lead. But his smouldering performance – and that iconic lake scene – set him on a path that would take him from heart-throb to national treasure, through roles as Renée Zellweger’s suitor in Bridget Jones’s Diary, one of three potential fathers in Mamma Mia! and grieving university professor in A Single Man.

But it was his portrayal of stammering monarch George VI in The King’s Speech that would bring Colin out of the shadow cast by Jane Austen’s hero. At fifty, Colin is happier than he’s ever been. He has a beautiful wife and three sons, whom he adores, his career is soaring and his mantelpiece is groaning with awards. And the aristocratic Mr Darcy has finally been trumped by a king.

This book traces the highs and lows of the esteemed actor’s life and career, from his unconventional childhood and unhappy schooldays, the college days that turned him around and his early career. We trace the inside story of his rift with Rupert Everett, his playful rivalry with Hugh Grant, his years in the wilderness with Meg Tilly and the moment he fell in love with his stunning Italian wife, Livia. Find out about the causes that move him to direct action and the family that keep him grounded.

The first ever biography traces the route from Hampshire to Hollywood, via stately homes and sumptuous palaces, and gives a true insight into one of Britain’s greatest actors.



CHAPTER 1

Out of Africa

ON A WARM, sunny day in 1995, Colin Firth stood by a cool, clear lake in the grounds of Cheshire’s beautiful Lyme Hall. As the cameras started to roll he slowly stripped off his jacket and waistcoat for the scene that would change his life for ever.

Yet, ringing in his ears were the words of his younger brother and one or two female friends who had expressed amazement at his casting as the ‘dashing and handsome’ Mr Darcy in the BBC’s production of Pride and Prejudice. Secretly, the thirty-four-year-old agreed with their harsh assessment.

‘I am totally unlike him,’ he told the Daily Express some years later. ‘He was this taciturn, dark, sexy guy and that is just not me. He rode horses and owned a wonderful home in Derbyshire. I ride a bike, talk a lot and do not live in luxury.

‘I nearly turned it down because I could not have been more wrong for the role. And that one decision, had I gone ahead with it, would have changed my life.’

Mr Darcy’s impromptu dip, and subsequent stilted conversation with Elizabeth Bennet as he stood, dripping and abashed, in a white shirt and breeches, would become one of the most iconic scenes in TV history. But it was to prove a double-edged sword. While launching a career which most fledgling actors can only dream of, Darcy was to become a ‘part-time burden’ which would stay with him for the next fifteen years. Journalists would raise the name of Austen’s surly hero in every interview, casting directors would struggle to see beyond the curly mop and white breeches, and even his wife Livia would tease him when he clambered out of bed looking less than perfect with a cheeky, ‘Oh look, it’s Mr Darcy!’

‘It got my name recognized but it also put me in a box,’ he told The Times in 2007. ‘Things were going well; I was building a diverse working life. Twelve years on it feels like a school nickname you can’t shake. It occurred to me the other day to change my name to Mr Darcy and be done with it.’

The part had him pigeonholed as ‘posh totty’, the strong, silent type. He was the quintessentially English heart-throb with the cut-glass accent and, many assumed, a wealthy family and public school upbringing. In fact, the public perception of Colin Firth was way off the mark. The future star had a nomadic childhood in Africa, England and America and a chequered education in a variety of state schools. A search back into the Firth line shows no links to landed gentry and no Jane Austen-style fortune. As Colin himself asserts, ‘I don’t own a horse or acres of property. I’m a secondary-modern school kid with no links to nobility. Yet I played this taciturn, dark, sexy guy and everyone remembers it.’

• • • 



Colin’s parents, David Norman Lewis Firth and Shirley Jean Rolles, were both born in India where their own parents were missionaries. His paternal grandfather, Cyril Bruce, was an ordained minister and the son of a wool merchant from Huddersfield. Shortly after graduating from Cambridge in 1930, he moved to the Indian province of Bellary, where he would preach for nineteen years.

Shirley’s father, who went by the rather grand name of Montague John Rolles, was the son of a Bournemouth butcher named Montague Rolles Rolles and descended from farming stock. Montague Jr and wife Helen were Congregationalist ministers when they arrived in India, during the rule of the British Raj, and they soon became involved in the Church of South India, of which Cyril was a founding member. Shirley and David met through the organization when they were three and five respectively. However, after a disagreement with the Church, Montague decided to divert his energy from religion to medicine and become an osteopath. To qualify, he moved his family to Iowa in the United States, where he would study for seven years before returning to India to set up a practice there.

Although Colin’s four grandparents were missionaries, and his paternal grandfather an ordained minister, he insists that ‘they weren’t the sort of missionaries who went around converting the natives and bashing people over the head with Christianity’.

For their part, Colin’s parents chose academic careers, with David joining the RAF as a student teacher, with the rank of flight officer, before becoming a history lecturer and Shirley, perhaps as a result of her devout background, choosing the specialist field of alternative comparative religions. They wed in 1958 at the Congregational Church in Battersea, where Shirley was living while studying for her degree. She went on to become a university lecturer but continued to study, publishing a PhD on death and bereavement in the Gujarati community in Southampton, for which she learned Hindi, in 1997.

Colin was the eldest of three, born in 1960 in Grayshott, Hampshire. Within two weeks his transient lifestyle began with a long journey to Africa. David had taken a teaching post in Nigeria and the family were to move there for four years. Colin’s younger sister Kate was born in the West African country two years later.

Being a very young boy when the family returned to England, Colin has sketchy memories of his time in Nigeria, but he can recall feeling miffed as he watched his dad travelling to the local high school to work. ‘I remember very clearly my father driving to work in a Beetle,’ he told The Guardian in 2001. ‘There was a dirt road that went perpendicular to the house and I would watch him go. I could still see him when he parked the car outside the school – it wasn’t far, but an unpleasant walk in the African sun. He was a little dot. And I remember thinking: “What’s he got to do there that’s better than hanging around with me?”’

He was not without his friends, however, and spent much of his time playing with an African boy called Godfrey. To his embarrassment, Colin later recalled ‘him trying to persuade me to come round to his place, and me being scared to go’.

While memories of those African years are few, the time spent there laid an important foundation stone in the building of Colin’s character. It taught him awareness of other cultures and sympathy for less affluent lifestyles which spilled over into his adult life when he became a passionate advocate of human rights and champion of asylum seekers.

‘It did make an impression on me, not least because people we’d known there continued to be in our lives as visitors,’ he said. ‘And there were constantly people from India so there was an immense cultural diversity under my own roof throughout my entire upbringing, and I consider that to be absolutely nothing but a privilege.’

On their return to England, the family moved to Chelmsford in Essex, and four-year-old Colin was sent to the local primary school. After the freedom he had learned to love in Africa, the rules and regulations of an English state school seemed stifling and somewhat baffling to the new pupil. ‘I didn’t take kindly to being sent to school, to this rather cold place where you’re given lots of instructions and nobody loves you,’ he said on Desert Island Discs. ‘You’re sort of on your own. I couldn’t believe I had to go back again the next day, I remember that. I thought, “My first day of a school is over, thank God for that. Now I can get on with my childhood.” And day two was a horrible shock.’

Colin’s dislike of school would dog him throughout his education, but it didn’t take him long to discover the one activity into which he could put his heart and soul. The revelation came when he was cast as Jack Frost in the school pantomime, at the age of five. The acting bug had bitten and the future Mr Darcy was getting a taste of great things to come. ‘I was in a pair of silver satin pants, a blue satin sash and, portentously, a billowing white shirt,’ he recalls. ‘I was a hit. I don’t know that I’ve been as much of a hit since, and I thought, “That is where the love and attention lies.” There was nothing else that gave me that level of praise and approval.’

As a mediocre student, the lure of the lights, the potential to impress and the need to relieve the boredom of everyday lessons appealed to the young Colin. He eagerly auditioned for any production open to him and would take any role, no matter how small. ‘I had tiny parts in all the stuff I did, but I loved it,’ he says. ‘That’s what made me apply to drama school and want to become an actor.’

The new-found love of acting also helped him settle into school and get along better with his peers. Having spent his first four years in Africa, learning his precise English accent from his parents and their friends, he was a stranger to the more common elements of Essex dialect and found it shocking. His first real job as an aspiring actor was to emulate his classmates.

‘Accents were an issue,’ he told The Times in 2007. ‘It was a shock to hear aitches being dropped. I felt like a freak speaking with the accent I had. So I changed it and only started to speak like this when I was in the sixth form.’

The birth of second sibling Jonathan, in April 1967, completed the family. Although the brothers are the best of pals today, an age gap of over six years meant that Colin was closer to sister Kate as they grew up. ‘Colin left home when I was eleven, so it was a big gap,’ says Jonathan. ‘It’s only as we’ve got older that we’ve become closer.’

As the oldest sibling, he was a protective big brother who looked after the little ones and loved to amuse them. ‘We were competitive but also protective of one another,’ remembers Kate. ‘At infant school he gave me instructions not to leave until he collected me from the classroom. At break he always made sure I had enough money to buy a Thunderbirds chocolate bar.’

Although they both held good academic posts, David and Shirley were thrifty and instilled in Colin a sense of frugality that would see him shun the trappings of obvious or ostentatious wealth in later years. He is still, he reveals, ‘conditioned to save silver foil because it used to be expensive’. But he admits their prudence was often irritating to him as a child. ‘It annoyed me sometimes that they weren’t more avaricious. I would like to have had more gadgets in the house, more expensive toys.’

They encouraged their children to think and read and they were rarely allowed to watch television at home. Instead, Colin spent his Saturday mornings learning to play the piano and would entertain Jonathan and Kate with jokes, shows and impressions. ‘He loved acting out from the time he was at school,’ says mum Shirley. ‘The big thing then was Batman, so Colin was Batman all the time and I had to make him a costume.’

Kate would join in the dressing-up games and make up little stories with her brother. ‘I was the princess in jumble-sale ballgowns, he was the prince in cloak and breeches.’

A rare treat would be permission to watch Top of the Pops, and one particular performance by Marc Bolan, singing ‘Hot Love’, left a lasting impression on the wide-eyed ten-year-old. ‘I loved all the glitter and corkscrew hair,’ he said. ‘I wanted to be rock and roll and not to grow up and wear a suit.’

After moving around Essex for four years the Firths returned to Hampshire, the county of Colin’s birth, when he was eight. His father took a job as a lecturer at King Alfred’s College in Winchester and the family settled in Alresford, a picturesque Georgian town on the banks of the River Arle, just outside the city, which was voted Country Life’s favourite market town in 2007. Shy Colin had another first day at school to get through, at the local Dean Primary School, and this time he would be going into an established class. Yet again, Colin would turn chameleon to fit in.

‘It had been astonishing to me in my first ever school in Essex that the kids didn’t talk as my parents did, in BBC “received pronunciation”,’ he said later. ‘Just when I thought I’d mastered the Essex accent, I was in a Hampshire school. And later America. So, strangely enough, I became an actor.’

Still a reluctant student, he did find inspiration at school in the form of teacher Chris Pines, who went on to become the mayor of Winchester. Taking on the ‘generally disgruntled pupil’ at the age of ten, the young form tutor, only in his twenties himself, managed to engage Colin in a way none of his predecessors had.

‘He’s the most wonderful teacher I ever had,’ Colin told the Hampshire Chronicle. ‘He loved the kids. He loved teaching. He inspired my interest in education. He made teaching and learning exciting and I remained friends with him for many years afterwards.’

While other teachers in the school used threats and punishments, including the cane, Chris used encouragement and humour. ‘He was incredibly approachable,’ said Colin in the Times Educational Supplement. ‘He maintained discipline through wit rather than any sort of rod or threat of detention. I was quite porous to new ideas at that age. He taught, and I soaked up, everything to do with grammar, writing, dinosaurs and the prehistoric age.

‘We had corporal punishment at the school: usually a whack on the hand with a ruler or cane. I remember in one art class Chris was cutting paper at the front and he called me up because I talked too much. He told me to hold out my hand and I thought, “This isn’t like him.” I was really quite scared for a moment. I held out my hand and he told me to hold out the other one as well. He then put a bin bag in my hands and poured his rubbish in.’

Chris, who was reunited with his former pupil in 2007 when Colin was presented with an honorary degree from the University of Winchester, remembers an animated and sociable lad.

‘He was an exuberant, lively, interested child,’ he says. ‘He wanted to know everything that was going on around him and he was keen, but not necessarily academically minded. He enjoyed his social life.’

One thing Colin didn’t enjoy was the school dinners. The stodgy meals of the sixties put him off meat and he objected to the dinner ladies making him sit at the table until he had eaten every last morsel. ‘We were always being reminded of “the starving people in Africa”,’ he told The Observer. ‘I remember thinking at the time that even they wouldn’t eat this. I’d leave the dining hall with a pocketful of sausages and tinned peas. I preferred it being there than in my stomach.’

In spite of Mr Pine’s best efforts, and his academic background, Colin failed his eleven-plus, meaning a grammar school place was out of the question. And before he could settle into a secondary school the Firths were on the move again. In 1972, when Colin was eleven, David accepted an exchange year, teaching at a college in St. Louis, Missouri. The family packed up their things and flew to America, along with a large group of fellow teachers embarking on a similar adventure. For Colin, the year in Missouri was to prove the best and worst of times. At the local high school he was moved up a year because the education system in the UK began a year earlier than the US. However, the leap meant he was the least mature in the year group and he felt awkward around the older boys. In a class of boys with long hair and earrings who would bring drugs to school on a regular basis, Colin was an outsider, seen as an English geek. ‘I was still into train sets,’ says Colin. He struggled once more to fit in but he is the first to admit that his tendency to get lippy didn’t help matters.

‘American kids were a hell of a lot more sophisticated,’ he told The Observer. ‘I was barely out of grey shorts. I’d come out of primary school, where my classmates had grass-stained knees and collected football cards. They were more like something out of Woodstock. I was like something out of Just William. They had slogans on their backs that were to do with the Vietnam War. I felt like a geek. I made up for it with a false cockiness. Before I got rejected, I would tell someone to fuck off. Someone would say, “What’s your name?” and I’d say, “Mind your own business.”’

The ‘subtle isolating behaviour’ of two or three members of his class had a surprising effect on his grades. Despite his unhappiness, the struggling student was suddenly A-grade material thanks to some fantastic teachers and a lot of time spent on his own. Colin’s former teacher Carol Welstahoff remembered him as a studious child who always had his head in a book.

‘The others kids didn’t take to him because he was different. To them, he was your stereotypical English schoolboy. I think it was a lonely time, but he spent a lot of it reading. He was a very conscientious, top-of-the-class student.’

Away from school, however, things were more interesting for the curious lad. In the extended school holidays, David and Shirley took the children on long trips around the United States in an old Volkswagen camper van. On their first trip, over the Christmas break, they travelled south, through Mississippi and Tennessee, stopping at Memphis, and then on to Baton Rouge in Louisiana. Another journey saw them heading east to Arizona, through Kansas and New Mexico. Colin adored the trips and marvelled at the many different landscapes the old bus trundled through.

‘There are so many versions of the planet on one continent,’ he says. ‘Everything from the landscape to the vegetation to the people blew me away. Americans are bursting with warmth and friendliness. When our old Volkswagen broke down – which it did frequently – people fixed our car and offered us hospitality with no expectations. It’s something Europeans don’t realize unless they’ve travelled the real small-town America.’

Shirley remembered the seven years she had spent growing up in Iowa, so felt at home in the States. Being firm believers that travel broadened the mind, she and David were determined to show their children as much of the country as they could squeeze into a year’s visit.

‘They were extremely keen to expose us to those sorts of experiences and to open up the world to us, and not just be focused on one’s own postal district,’ remembers Colin.

They were happy family times, sharing the wide-open spaces of the American countryside and sleeping at night in the cramped interior of the VW camper. But Shirley remembers one hairy moment when Colin’s adventurous streak left her panic-stricken. ‘I have a memory of Colin walking along the edge of a wall, obviously testing us out, because the amount of adrenalin I used up in that moment was colossal. We were all petrified because it was a mile down if he had fallen, but this was somebody who was very daring.’

Colin’s time in America was, he says, a ‘decisive year’ but much of it, especially the school days, remains a ‘hideous memory’. Twenty years on, he would return to his old high school in St. Louis where he was somewhat relieved to find it was ‘pretty nasty. The place was horrible and had the atmosphere of a reform school. It made me realize that it wasn’t all me.’

By the age of thirteen, when the Firth family finally settled in Hampshire for good, Colin was a well-travelled boy. But from the perspective of a teenager, desperate to fit in somewhere, that didn’t always feel like an advantage. ‘People always feel alone at some point in their lives, definitely,’ he told the Daily Express.

‘Childhood can be pretty grim in that way. We travelled a lot and though I consider the travelling to be the single most enriching feature of my childhood, the down side is that there is an element of loneliness.’

But Colin had picked up more than a slightly cocky attitude during his time in the States, 	and his return to his homeland was not going to be easy.


CHAPTER 2

Acting Up

AFTER THEIR AMERICAN adventure, Colin’s family arrived back in Winchester in 1973, the year of glam rock. David Bowie was the biggest-selling artist since the Beatles, Mick Jagger was voted Best Dressed Man and Slade were rocking the charts. Colin’s first rock heroes, T-Rex, were enjoying hits with ‘20th Century Boy’ and ‘The Groover’ and stars were wearing more make-up than their female fans. On the fashion scene, platforms and flares were everywhere and big hair was bang on trend.

At the difficult age of thirteen, with so many other distractions, the last thing Colin wanted to be doing was joining yet another new school. And his attempts to blend in at St. Louis had left an unwelcomed legacy. His new classmates at Montgomery of Alamein school in Winchester immediately dubbed him ‘the Yank’ because of his Missouri twang and Colin chastised himself for being ‘feeble minded’ enough to have picked up an accent in the year away.

The image of Colin as a posh pupil at a top public school, which many in the past have inferred from the cut-glass accent he now uses, is miles from the truth. Montgomery of Alamein may have been a boys’ school but it was also a secondary modern state school with some fairly rough inhabitants. The accents were rural Hampshire and the language far from the world of Jane Austen. ‘It was “Firthy, come and get a smack in the mouth” and “Who you fucking looking at?” he told The Times. ‘I wouldn’t have survived sounding as I do now.’

The isolation was not helped by Colin’s ignorance of popular culture. His parents refused to let him watch commercial television, allowing only BBC programmes into the home. As a result he was excluded from playground conversations on the most popular shows, such as Crossroads, Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased), and even Magpie. As well as a difficult time with the pupils, the actor maintains that most of the teachers at the school despised him and were convinced he would amount to nothing. His form tutor once informed him he would be lucky if he ended up working in a shoe shop.

On another occasion he scored three per cent in a chemistry test, being awarded two points for writing his name and two points for the teacher’s name – then losing one for spelling Sir’s name incorrectly!

Added to the mix was the fact that Colin was going through puberty in a boys’ school, something that had not escaped him at the time. ‘I was not crazy about being at an all boys’ school,’ he told the Daily Express in 2007. ‘Girls, to me, looked fantastic but out of reach. So I think that added to the general mood of being an awkward adolescent.’

While intelligent, he found school didn’t teach the subjects he was interested in. For example, while they were studying Thomas Hardy and Jane Austen, he was more interested in Existentialist writers such as Albert Camus. When he asked if he could learn guitar at school, he was told that wasn’t a ‘serious instrument’ and offered the baritone euphonium instead.

‘My education was deeply stifling,’ he says. ‘Nothing that I had experienced in the classroom has had anything to do with life. At that age your entire being is invaded by your sexual consciousness, and all you’re getting is algebra and French. I’m delightfully happy as an adult, but I was not very happy as a child. I’m very suspicious of people who romanticize their childhood.’

Dad David recalls, ‘He would have found it difficult fitting in at any school – partly because of moving and partly because he wanted to go off and follow his own interests.’

School pal Arron Reilly remembers Colin was much happier out of school, experiencing the outdoors: ‘We used to go camping together, get a tent and go walking,’ he revealed. ‘We would talk about girls but we weren’t brilliantly successful with them. I think we were both a bit scared of them.’

Colin’s reaction to the rigid education he so despised was a quiet rebellion, starting with the occasional day bunking off with Arron. ‘We would sneak off to the fields and have a fag,’ says his old friend. ‘Colin didn’t like school. He didn’t get into a lot of trouble, although he did bunk off.’

Colin admits he was ‘quietly resistant’, choosing to opt out and pay little attention rather than openly challenge authority. He was, he says, ‘neither an identifiable wild rebel nor someone who toed the line in a meaningful way. I didn’t really like the system, I didn’t like the education. I didn’t fight it very courageously. I just didn’t go along with it very much. ‘My rebellions were sneaky, passive. I didn’t smash windows or get into fights: if I did I was strictly on the receiving end.’

The late headmaster, Dennis Beacham, ran a tight ship at the school and told the pupils, ‘Don’t whinge, don’t moan, don’t tell me you’re tired. I’m tired too.’ Colin’s passive protest made little impression on Dennis, who pointed out, a tad spikily. ‘He was a somewhat quiet, withdrawn boy, academically moderate,’ he said. ‘By and large, he passed through school without any colour at all. He made no impact on the school.’

As in primary school, however, Colin remembers one special teacher who did manage to spark his interest in a subject, and had faith in his ability to make something of his life. Angela Kirby, who has since passed away, taught English language and used humour and drama to grab her pupils’ attention.

‘She was a creature of the theatre,’ recalled Colin in the Times Educational Supplement. ‘She had quite a camp, wicked wit, with a shock of bright white hair and flowing velvet dresses. She didn’t suffer fools gladly and would use humour and gentle teasing on us pupils.’

In a class full of sexually maturing boys in a single-sex school, the flamboyant teacher caused quite a stir, despite her advanced age. ‘It was strange to fancy her – she must have been at least fifty and she was no beauty – but we all did,’ says Colin. ‘I think it was her friskiness and sophistication we liked.’

Most importantly, however, she ignited a spark of interest in the disgruntled pupil and, when other teachers wrote him off, she was convinced he was university material. She would nurture the young enthusiastic reader to an A at O level.

Despite his lack of academic prowess in other departments, young Colin harboured ambitions to become a doctor. All that changed when a bout of illness in his early teens fired up Colin’s thirst for literature. While no doubt revelling in the opportunity to skip school, he was also devouring all the books in the house, including Homer’s notoriously difficult tomes The Iliad and The Odyssey, a precis of which he had first come across in Look and Learn magazine. ‘I felt it was something that should be capitalized on and he did one of his O levels in English literature early,’ says mum Shirley. ‘He was reading everything that we had. He got very interested in Greek mythology.’ With the help of another passionate teacher, Stanley Payne, he took the early exam and passed with flying colours.

While his new-found passion for reading was a genuine escape for the budding actor, he also had a less angelic motive and later admitted, ‘I took refuge in books with the hope of getting laid by name-checking Dostoevsky.’

Throughout his schooling, Colin maintained his love of acting but even that left him in a dilemma within the confines of the school. While he loved performing in school plays he felt foolish in front of his peers and explains that ‘it wasn’t exactly the cool thing to do’. He threw his energies, instead, into extracurricular drama and swapped his Saturday morning piano lessons for acting classes. Writer and actress Freda Kelsall, a friend of Shirley’s, was in the process of setting up a weekend acting school in the local community centre and encouraged all three Firth children to join.

‘We had no idea that for each of them it was to help decide their future careers,’ says Freda. ‘Colin was fourteen then, energetic, committed and inventive. As the eldest, he needed to decide sooner what he wanted to do with his life, and I began coaching him for drama school external exams. I always believed he’d do well.’

Freda, who still writes and performs in Hebden Bridge, Yorkshire, was to coach the lad throughout his teens and has remained friends with him. The loyal star is quick to credit her contribution to his success and remains grateful for her tutelage. ‘He doesn’t court celebrity, but tries to use it to the advantage of others,’ she comments in the Hebden Times. ‘He’s good company, honest and generous, an acute observer, very funny, yet deeply thoughtful, as he was as a teenager.

‘He often credits his Saturday morning classes and early coaching in interviews, and surprises me sometimes. He says I taught him “the reality of the inner world”, and when I saw The King’s Speech I understood what he may have meant by it.’

Best pal Arron Reilly also shared his enthusiasm for amateur dramatics and together they appeared regularly in plays in the village hall at Ropley, near Alresford.

‘Colin had bigger roles than me but he didn’t give me any idea he wanted to be an actor,’ says his childhood friend in The Sun. ‘He was interested in the arts, and we would mimic things like Monty Python.’

Again, the reason for throwing himself into am-dram was in part motivated by a desire to mingle with the opposite sex.

‘I have a feeling that part of the reason for me doing amateur dramatics was to meet girls,’ admits Colin. ‘The girls were good-looking and it was a way, quite frankly, to get laid. I joined a band, I acted and I read books with fancy names.’

Despite his ulterior motives, Colin was beginning to think of acting as a future career. And one particular actor, the late, great Paul Scofield, was to cement his decision. Colin watched his Oscar-winning performance as Thomas More in A Man For All Seasons at the age of fourteen and was blown away.

‘It made me reassess what acting was,’ he told Sue Lawley on Desert Island Discs. ‘It was nothing to do with demonstration, it was nothing to do with anything I was conscious of in body language; it was just an expression of integrity and there was a such a paradox in that because acting by its very nature is false. So how can this man, through doing very little, exude truth and humanity and intelligence? I was so fascinated by that and that’s basically what I’ve tried to pursue ever since.’

In a blinding moment of clarity, aged fourteen, Colin Firth knew what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. He made ‘an announcement to himself’ that he was going to be an actor, no matter how much the odds were stacked against him. ‘That was a slightly euphoric moment, really and I felt very liberated from the drudgeries,’ he revealed to the Irish Times. ‘It made me feel very grand.’

Having let the delicious idea sink in, Colin delighted in telling his school friends his new ambition and admits that it allowed him an excuse to shirk his detested schoolwork. But the more he repeated his goal, the more serious he got about it and finally he steeled himself to break the news to his parents. As two academics who placed high value on the importance of education, he was prepared for some resistance and knew they would be disappointed that he wasn’t following a more traditional university route.

‘They were frightened because that was the only route they knew,’ he said, talking on Desert Island Discs ‘They weren’t being snobbish about my desire to be an actor, I really believe that. They were just concerned about the first member of the family ever going on that completely unknown route.’	

But Colin’s obvious enthusiasm for treading the boards swayed his parents and they were soon backing his ambition. ‘I think my feeling was, well, if this is what he wants to do, and he’s got some enthusiasm, then thank God he’s found something he’s interested in,’ remembers David.

Shirley agrees. ‘We both felt that it really was important that children should follow their dream,’ she says. ‘This was his dream – and he was very committed right from the start.’

Because of his hatred of formal education, as he knew it, Colin was keen to distance himself from the academic world of his mum and dad. Like every teenager, he was finding his own identity and eager to make his own mark. He grew his hair long, pierced his ears, bought himself some flared jeans and joined the last throes of the hippy movement.

Past guitar lessons, which had proved a disappointment because the teacher chose folk and classic tunes rather than the latest Jimi Hendrix track, still proved useful when Colin decided to form a band with his mates, playing and singing on covers from rock groups such as The Doors. He and pal Arron listened to prog rock groups in Colin’s bedroom and were big fans of King Crimson, Yes and Pink Floyd. Used to being an outsider, Colin stuck to his guns when the punk movement began to engulf the youth of Britain in the mid-seventies although he does admit that, having grown his hair and become a latter-day hippy, he felt ‘slightly stranded’ by the irreverent new trend.

‘Progressive rock had become so pompous, and that pompousness suited me, because I had become so well acquainted with it,’ he told The Observer. ‘There was so much snobbery. It was my sanctuary from the laddishness that I didn’t fit in with.’

At home, things were often fiery between the difficult youth and his parents, but his behaviour was hardly off the scale of teenage rebellion. He tried drinking and smoking and hung out at music festivals with his pals. He got into one or two fights, usually with friends or classmates, rather than strangers. However the family rows were the usual small frictions between a sullen teenager and a parent. ‘It was a whole series of things and was as much as to do with what he suspected. It wasn’t one incident.’ The majority of the squabbles, he says, ‘were about washing dishes and homework. There wasn’t a massive meltdown.’

Colin’s father put the minor misdemeanours down to the same headstrong nature that often got Colin into scrapes with his peers at school. His self-confessed tendency to mouth off when others would back down was often the cause of his woes. ‘He showed that he did have a strong personality and stood out for the wrong reasons,’ David says. ‘Nevertheless, I do think that kids who show they can hold an audience are sometimes troublesome and should perhaps try for acting.’

Leaving Montgomery school with average O-level results, Colin went on to Barton Peveril Sixth Form College in Eastleigh, six miles outside Winchester, to study for his English literature, religious studies and drama A levels. His two years there, from 1977 to 1979, were to turn his life around. For the first time in his school career, he discovered learning could be fun, thanks once again to an inspirational tutor.

In 2010 English teacher Penny Edwards was to accompany her star pupil to the House of Commons where he was presented with a Gold Award from the Association of Colleges in recognition of his achievements since leaving the college. But for now, Penny was the catalyst that spurred him on to greater things.

‘I really value what college did for me,’ he said at the ceremony. ‘Barton Peveril College saved me. I’ve always felt very grateful for the extraordinary level of faith they managed to maintain in me.

‘It’s left me with a belief that everybody deserves a second chance. My two years at Barton Peveril were among the two happiest years of my life. I must have been paying some attention as I can still quote randomly from Thomas Hardy and Lord Byron.’

Colin arrived at the college with long hair, an earring, and a penchant for flares and lairy waistcoats. Penny, whose career at the establishment spanned thirty-six years until her retirement in 2010, remembers Colin as an intelligent, focused and determined lad.

‘Colin was very sensitive to literature and had this stage presence,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t surprised he did so well. Underneath the laddish exterior was quite a shrewd character who knew exactly what he wanted to do.’

The tutors soon picked up on his natural talent for drama and those who saw him starring in the college productions of Sweeney Todd and Molière’s Scapino and were bowled over.

‘He was a lively and laid-back teenager who had an ability to dominate the stage,’ reveals Penny. ‘In those days I think he will admit he was not that interested in the academic side but very keen on learning as much as he could about practical acting.’

With his love of rock music and his eclectic reading material, Colin found this was the first time he ‘slotted in very nicely with the in-crowd’ although he admits to a dodgy fashion sense. ‘I used to wear Rupert trousers,’ Colin cringed some time later. ‘Big flared tartan trousers. Revolting. And, God, my seventies hair’s enough to spend my life apologizing for. Vermeer hair. I burned a lot of my photos from the time.’

English Literature classmate John Harrison remembers a Genesis fan ‘with long hair and an army or air force greatcoat and desert boots with an album under his arm – somewhat different to his suave presence now’.

After years of waiting to get close to the opposite sex, the sixteen-year-old Colin was now mixing with girls on a day-to-day basis for the first time and, despite his lack of suaveness, their reaction was a taste of things to come.

Fiona Ackroyd, who studied English literature alongside the future Mr Darcy, was one of the female students who was clearly impressed with her chiselled classmate.

‘He was an absolute sweetheart,’ she says. ‘He was drop-dead gorgeous even then, in the 1979 uniform of army greatcoat and desert boots.’

Faced with this female attention, Colin, perhaps due to spending his teenage years in a boys’ school, was a little nonplussed. While friendly and outgoing around the young women, he was a little backward in coming forward when it came to romance.

‘He was very sociable and a lot of the girls liked him,’ says Penny. ‘This really beautiful girl had a terrible crush on him, but they never got together. It became a running joke.’

While the drama and English had improved his attitude to education in general, he still had his moments of rebellion. On one occasion, when he was supposed to be resitting an A level, he decided instead to go back to bed because ‘it felt like a treadmill I didn’t want to be on’.

Colin was offered university courses conditional on his results, but that decision to stay in bed rather than resit the A level cost him the chance of a place. He admits he has often had fleeting regrets about the missed opportunity.

‘For quite a while I felt there was something missing. Somewhere within what I think I would always declare has been my contempt for that, has been a sneaking envy,’ he told The Independent on Sunday. ‘I think I romanticized great seats of learning. I’d read a novel years ago which made me yearn to have gone to either Oxford or Cambridge, preferably in the twenties. You realize the experiences you’re getting are more to be cherished than dreams. I do think as one gets older that fantasies, certainly from my point of view, stop outweighing your actual realistic objectives.’

Years later, the question of whether he had disappointed his father by not going to university still weighed on his mind, despite his considerable success.

‘My father was worried when I decided not to go to university,’ he told The Independent. ‘But only because he wanted me to be able to find something that was stimulating from which I could make a living. I lit on acting because there really wasn’t anything else that seemed feasible.

‘I did say to my dad later that I felt like I hadn’t fulfilled the family tradition and that I had missed something by not going to university, by not following that path.’ His father quickly assuaged his worries. ‘He told me that, considering all the things I’ve learnt for various roles, I haven’t missed out on much.’

Looking back, he sees his youthful insurrection as typical teenage idleness but then, he says, it felt like a principled choice.

‘I would have gone to university had I not allowed myself to be derailed into moody adolescent laziness,’ he maintains to The Times. ‘I liked to characterize it then as a defiant decision to resist the system. But I was just resistant to schoolwork. If someone wanted me to read Shakespeare, I wanted to read Thomas Mann. If someone tried to make me listen to Brahms, I had to listen to Hendrix.’

While at college, Colin earned some cash as a paperboy and part-time dustman. But when school was done, he felt there was only one place for an aspiring actor to be, and he headed for the bright lights of London.


CHAPTER 3

The Past is Another Country

FOUR YEARS AFTER setting his heart on a career in acting, Colin’s college days were over and crunch time had come. He was determined to follow his dream and, in an effort to be close to theatres, Colin left the family home shortly before his nineteenth birthday and travelled to the capital. He had little idea of what a struggling actor’s life might entail and he travelled optimistically, ‘like Dick Whittington’.

The year was 1979, the dawn of the Thatcherite era and a time of deep unrest for the country’s trade unions. One of Colin’s favourite bands, Pink Floyd, has just released The Wall and Meryl Streep had won the Best Actress Oscar for Kramer vs Kramer. Even the most ambitious of eighteen-year-olds wouldn’t have dared to predict he would one day co-star with this most fêted of Hollywood actresses.

In a bid to tread the boards, Colin joined the National Youth Theatre where, according to him, he rose to the dizzy heights of ‘third fairy on the left’. He found a poorly paid job as stage door keeper at the Shaw Theatre in London’s Euston Road where he whiled away the time in his cramped cubbyhole reading Kafka and ‘staring into the abyss’.

From there he moved on to the National Theatre, helping out in the wardrobe department and making tea. He would stay behind at night and says he was ‘alone in the building, alone in London’. It was a miserable time but Colin managed to stay focused, knowing that being inside theatres gave him the chance to learn about his chosen profession, get to know people involved and, perhaps, open the right doors.

His opportunity came in a conversation with an art director at the theatre, who urged Colin to apply for the Drama Centre, on Prince of Wales Road, Chalk Farm. To his delight, he was accepted. ‘It was a salutary moment when I actually went to drama school and realized that this was what I always said I was going to do. No more fall-back,’ he told the Irish Times in 2003.

The drama school, set up by a breakaway group from the London School of Speech and Drama, specialized in the Stanislavski method of acting, which the creator, Constantin Stanislavski, believed was the key to ‘theatrical truth’.

Former principal Christopher Fettes explains: ‘The approach, which is Russian, is based on using your inner demons to express the emotions of your character; you turn your own frustration into someone else’s.’ Colin, he recalls, was a natural receptacle for the system.

The method ‘simply doesn’t suit the Anglo-Saxon temperament in many, many cases,’ Christopher says. ‘But he responded to the training on every level, right from the early stages.’ The ability to communicate inner struggle without merely using words, previously seen in such greats as Robert De Niro and Dustin Hoffman, would become the basis for his most famous taciturn and ‘brooding’ characters in the future. It was a logical step on from the ‘reality of the inner world’ that Freda Kelsall had already instilled in him, but this drama school was no easy ride. The prospectus for the centre, whose other alumni include Pierce Brosnan, Frances de la Tour, Paul Bettany and Tara Fitzgerald, emphasized hard work and dedication.

While he had been an unwilling worker throughout his school career, Colin chose the course because of this very toughness. Now he had his sights set on a successful career, he was prepared to put all his energy into making it happen. At last he understood the power of learning, and of striving to achieve his goal.

‘I chose the Drama Centre because it had a reputation as a hard school, and I thought my resolve should be tested,’ he said. ‘Either you bend under pressure or you respond to the challenge. I can be very lazy and complacent unless I’m pushed so I knew I’d be weeded out very quickly if I was making a mistake.’

Study was six days a week and covered all the aspects of acting, from psychology of movement to the Stanislavski mix of ‘Russian emotional freedom and Jewish introspection’.

It was, he admits, ‘very unconventional in English terms. It was very much motivated by the extraordinary personalities of the men who ran it; they were hugely charismatic and very powerful, and rather frightening teachers. It certainly galvanized a lot of us into taking our energies to a different level.’

One tutor, Yat Malmgren, had himself been a student of Rudolf Laban, who had revolutionized dance teaching by formalizing its notation. Yat translated his teachings into acting, using it to explain movement. ‘We studied movement psychology and its notation,’ Colin told actors’ mag Backstage West. ‘We didn’t use the notation particularly, but the notation is based on principles of putting psychological concepts into space, into action, into the physical world.

‘It all sounds terribly alienating and full of shit, really, to people who don’t subscribe to it. I found that after a couple of years of it, it started to make an enormous amount of sense; it came as close as anything anybody really can to teaching acting. I think it’s very hard to teach acting. You certainly can’t teach talent. It made sense to me, and I still use it.’

And Colin certainly had talent. Unlike many of his schoolteachers, his tutors recognized his abilities and gave him leading roles in many of the centre’s productions, including Molière’s Tartuffe and Shakespeare’s King Lear.

‘As a boy and a young man, Colin was a person of conspicuous intelligence. Real intelligence,’ said Christopher Fettes in a statement that might have surprised Colin’s old headmaster. ‘It is very rare to have the privilege of training people for the theatre who are by nature poets. And Colin is.’ None the less, the exacting tutor wasn’t going to give the golden boy an easy ride. ‘It was an incredibly vigorous process, where you’d get rather pleased with yourself about what you were doing, and he would challenge you. He would give you cowardice,’ recalls Colin. ‘He would tell you to throw it all away.’ On one occasion, after weeks of rehearsal, the student actor was convinced the dark spin he had put on the lead in Tartuffe was going to blow his audience away. Christopher instructed him to start all over again and come back the following Monday with a completely different approach. ‘It was a torturous weekend. I just risked a completely different physicality. He was a healthy dose of a mixture of fear and respect that he engendered. He still has it over people even now.’

Away from classes, Colin was living the typical student lifestyle, hanging out in friends’ flats and drinking cheap booze. But even now he found his middle-class background was getting in the way of his fitting in with some of his trendier peers. ‘The inverted snobbery was very aspirant, the alternative culture was riding high and I wanted to be a part of that. But my street cred certainly wasn’t going to be competing with the kids in that class: I wasn’t a smack addict and didn’t develop a criminal record.’

He still flirted with the idea of a rock star lifestyle and, like many creative teenagers, fantasized about a hedonistic way of life and a downward spiral into self-destruction. His own sanity and stable middle-class upbringing, coupled with the dedication to his future career, kept him from going off the rails.

‘I romanticized the idea of artistically deranging oneself, whether it was a rock star fucking himself up with drugs or Rimbaud’s conscious disordering of the senses,’ he says. ‘Being sane was a tedious, suburban thing to be. Unfortunately it’s not the brilliance, but rather the screwing up, that’s easy to achieve.’

His parents’ habitual frugality had also stood him in good stead for student life. The meagre grant, he was finding, didn’t stretch far in central London and he struggled to find enough money for food and lodgings.

‘I’ve slept in railway stations,’ he recalls. ‘As a student, there was little pride and some grim places, grimy squats. It was just the sort of thing that students do.’

Choosing Nick Cave’s ‘Heart Attack Line’ on Desert Island Discs in 2005, he said the track was reminiscent of his years in a student squat in Chalk Farm ‘when one was quite happy to live in squalor.

‘This was a period when I was homeless, not on the street but on other people’s floors. You’d come home starving and try to find something in the fridge, and it wouldn’t be there, so you check behind the sofa!’

Former acting coach Freda Kelsall was still in touch with Colin and remembers a visit to one grotty north London bedsit. ‘I went to see him and he didn’t have much money,’ she said. ‘He had holes in his shoes and was going to walk two miles to a play. But he was determined. I thought: “This boy is going somewhere.”’

But it was a means to an end, and another turning point in the star’s life. ‘This is when I got my act together,’ he says. ‘To the immense relief of everyone around me, I suddenly wanted to do what was expected of me.’

Impressed with his good-looking protégé, who had cut his hair and adopted a less hippy look, Christopher Fettes paid Colin the ultimate compliment. If he could avoid being cast for his movie star looks, he said, he could become the next Paul Scofield. The comparison to his ultimate hero spurred Colin to work even harder. After years of teaching aspiring actors, Christopher had found his Hamlet and in Colin’s final year he was cast in the lead role of his mentor’s professional production. Colin disputes the general perception that the play was put on as a vehicle for him, although the college had never staged it before or since. ‘He was engaged in a professional production of Hamlet and he had to teach us as well and it was more than he could do,’ Colin concludes modestly.

Whatever the truth, Colin’s troubled Dane was a sensation, described by one member of the audience as ‘incredibly dark and glamorous’. And casting directors sat up and took notice. In early 1983 Colin was drafted in to play public school boy Guy Bennett in the West End production of Julian Mitchell’s Another Country and he had some pretty big shoes to fill. Rupert Everett had made the role famous in its out-of-town run at Greenwich Theatre and had transferred to the West End with Kenneth Branagh playing the opposite role of Tommy Judd. When Colin was asked to audition, he was competing to replace Daniel Day-Lewis, but he wasn’t the only one. The advert had been in The Stage, thousands had turned up and competition was stiff.

‘There were guys dressed up,’ he says. ‘They tried to put the costume on, which doesn’t sell, I don’t think. And it’s a really superbly bad idea; it’s far too keen-looking. If you were to sit before the director and were a bit sceptical about your own chances for the role, they tended to like that. Anyway, I got past first base. It was a classic thing. I don’t know if it happens any more, but it was the darkened auditorium and the light on the stage.’

Typically modest, however, he claims it was his looks that clinched the audition. ‘Others were far better than me,’ he says. ‘But they weren’t looking for a short fat guy with a slight Scandinavian accent. They wanted someone who walked and talked and looked like me.’

The play, loosely based on the life of Cambridge spy Guy Burgess, centres on the friendship of two public schoolboys. Guy is openly gay and Tommy is a Marxist. Both are shunned and despised by their peers and their masters. While public school was far from his own childhood environment, Colin immediately identified with both characters because of his experiences as an outsider. He accepted a salary of £150 a week and dropped out of drama school early. Even so, he was surprised that casting directors were already seeing him as one of the English upper-class set. ‘To my astonishment I was identified immediately as silver-spooned, plummy.’

Lifelong friend Kenneth Branagh remembers the buzz around the play and the succession of brilliant actors who made their name in it, including Colin.

‘When I was just about to leave Another Country, which was the first play I’d done when I was twenty-one, I remember coming in at the end of the run and downstairs rehearsing were Daniel Day-Lewis and Colin Firth, who was getting ready to take over,’ he says. ‘Also we used to go for a drink after the show with Gary Oldman, who was in a play next door, and Tim Roth, who was across the street in a play. It was one of those moments when you aware of a whole group of actors who were all starting at the same time and really going places so it’s pretty nice when you bump into them these days, and we’re still here, as it were.’

The play won Colin rave reviews and resulted in a moody poster of his young, good-looking face being plastered all over London. ‘To me, it felt like megastardom,’ he said. ‘I made no distinction between that and a Hollywood role. I’d only been in London three years.’

Another Country launched the careers of Branagh, Everett and Day-Lewis as well as future Merchant Ivory star James Wilby. Colin couldn’t believe his luck. With his first West End role came an agent and an Equity card, crucial for an acting career but incredibly hard to obtain. There also came the feeling that he had taken the right path, after all, and the happy knowledge that he had already shown his family that he could follow it through. ‘That fairy godmother never appears again. It dwarfs what Pride and Prejudice felt like. I went from nobody knowing who I was and everyone doubting me to my dad taking photos of the poster on Finsbury Avenue.’

Indeed David couldn’t have been more proud and was, no doubt, a little relieved. ‘We never dreamt he would be straight on to the West End stage. It was about rebels against the system, so it was quite appropriate. Seeing him on stage was amazing, but the thing that made the biggest impact was going down the road past the Shaftesbury Theatre and seeing his portrait, huge, outside.’

As he was heading straight to the West End stage, in a leading role, without finishing his course, his peers naturally assumed he would soon be getting too big for his boots. But, as he has demonstrated to great effect ever since, Colin is resolutely down to earth. ‘In the end I bought the drinks for a long time,’ he says. ‘I had to be humble.’

Others’ perception of him did concern him, however. ‘For a while I felt I had to be excessively modest so people didn’t think I was above them,’ he admitted to The Guardian in 1996. ‘I forgot to return a phone call and now it was because I was thought arrogant, not because I was scatty and always had been. Then I realized nothing had changed. I was working, that’s all there was to it.’

Two months into the run, Colin had another extraordinary stroke of luck. Director Marek Kanievska was planning a movie based on the Mitchell play and had cast Rupert Everett, the original Guy Bennett, in the lead role. The obvious choice for Tommy Judd might have been Kenneth Branagh, whose West End performance in the play had won prestigious awards, but his career had taken off and he was busy in Australia filming Boy in the Bush. Legend has it that Colin was asked to do a screen test in his place and that Marek was suitably impressed. Kenneth has a different recollection. ‘The issue may have been that I wasn’t available but I couldn’t tell you whether they didn’t just want Colin anyway,’ he insists. ‘I was in Australia doing the television series and to be honest I don’t know the truth of that but he did a fantastic job in the film. Of course, I’d have been thrilled to do it but he was great.’

Whatever the truth behind the casting choice, Colin considered himself lucky to be landing his first film role so early in his career. ‘I never even expected to work,’ he recalls. ‘When I left, I’d have been euphoric to get a spear-carrier in repertory. Films seemed like another world.’

With only his second acting job, Colin was about to become a film star. While he had cause for celebration, he sometimes seemed less euphoric than confused. ‘I don’t know what to expect next because I’ve lost my bearings,’ he said during the filming of the movie. ‘My sense of ambition has been numbed completely. When I got the part in the film, I already had a job and I didn’t know how to react. On stage, you function on adrenalin, but the medium of film is very bizarre. The energy is different because the work is so detailed, so subtle. All I know is that I have to cope with what comes next in a very sober way and give myself a breathing space to sort things out.’

Some six years later he reflected that this wonderful opportunity had terrified him at the time. ‘I wasn’t nearly as concerned about the change of roles as the change in medium,’ he said. ‘It was not knowing if there was anything specific I should be doing that was so frightening.’

And co-star Rupert wasn’t about to make the experience any easier.
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