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For Peter, who missed the start of the movie
but not the end.



Margaret Rutherford (watching Joyce Grenfell thrash 
the school dinner gong): You don’t have to hit it so 
hard, Miss Gossage, you’re not introducing a film.

The Happiest Days of Your Life (1950),
Dir. Frank Launder

Victim (who has come to have her palm read, suddenly 
suspicious): Is there someone else here?

Sheila Keith (clearly mad): Sometimes the little 
woodland animals come to visit me. There’s one 
peeping at you now.

(Victim reacts in shock.)
Sheila Keith (laughing coquettishly): Not really.
(Keith kills girl with flaming poker.)

Frightmare (1974),
Dir. Peter Walker
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Foreword

With the arrival of digital cinema, the first age of film 
came to an end. The projection of fierce light through 
speeding triacetate stock by a chain-smoking technician, 
who was keeping one eye on his audience and the other 
on the two projectors he was required to shuttle between 
every twenty minutes, is over; now there’s just you and the 
computer. 

And the days when a writer could hawk a dog-eared 
filmscript along London’s Wardour Street and get it made 
a few weeks later have also gone. The drive to produce 
purely domestic fare is as strong as ever, but the system 
for making it has vanished, along with the likelihood of 
getting it shown on screens. The majority of popular UK 
films were shot on shoestring budgets for big working-class 
audiences, and this market is now catered for by television. 
‘English’ films are now largely made by and for the middle 
classes, and have become multinational productions: talent 
is lured away by Hollywood and routinely destroyed.* The 
remainder offer nostalgic views of our heritage or provide 

*I always felt that Dudley Moore’s talents were frittered away by 
Hollywood. Thirty years later Russell Brand followed in his footsteps 
with the appalling remake of Arthur.
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arthouse glumfests for international film showcases. 
Popular film is no longer a provincial medium. The time 
is fast approaching when films could be simultaneously 
released in all formats on the same day, all around the 
globe.

What constitutes a British film now? It’s a complex 
equation of finance deals and creative talent. Once, it 
meant anything with Sid James in. I turned up just at the 
beginning of the end for popular English cinema. What 
I got was a glimpse of a world that has now completely 
vanished.* 

While this book is horribly true, a couple of names have 
been changed so that I don’t get beaten up, some events are 
not in chronological sequence (simply because I can’t date 
them exactly) and an awful lot has been left out. Rather, 
it’s an accurate but selective memory, and I subscribe 
to Katherine Whitehorn’s belief that you can remember 
things that didn’t happen to you without lying. Time is a 
great confuser, and an anecdotal memoir does not have a 
logical plot.

I’ve consciously attempted to avoid name-dropping, 
because when you’ve worked in film for a long time you 
become allergic to people who bounce the names of the 
famous about like tennis balls. I could tell you some 
stories about celebrities that would make your hair fall 
out, but that would be another book, and bad behaviour 
is fundamentally predictable. For anyone who is even 
tangentially connected with the film industry, information 
is currency and not easily surrendered. Besides, most stars 
are as interesting as wool.

*Having said that, there’s not a huge difference between Lesbian 
Vampire Killers (2010) and Oooh . . . You Are Awful! (1972), in which 
Dick Emery chases after a bank account number tattooed across four 
sets of buttocks. They both bombed, funnily enough.
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foreword

Throughout the text I’ve mostly used the term ‘English 
film’, because that’s what it was. With the exception of 
the Mancunean Film Company, nearly every studio – 
Amalgamated, Bray, Denham, Ealing, Elstree, Gains- 
borough, Goldhawk, Pinewood, Spitfire, Camberwell, 
Twickenham, Shepperton, Boreham Wood – was based in 
London or its environs.*

The footage that didn’t make the final cut in these pages 
also included lots of scandalous, appalling and hilarious 
stuff about my fellow workers, which would have been 
too much information – but the personal side of the 
journey isn’t complete without them. Mike Devery, Sarah 
Fforde, Martin Butterworth, Mia Matson, David Coultas, 
Graham Humphries and Jim Sturgeon lived it. And they 
watched all the movies, too. As for the rest of you, you 
know who you are. And what you did. 

Finally, a word of warning. This is not a nostalgic 
memoir. It’s about films and friends, the seventies and 
cinema, and is a mirror-maze of mercifully forgotten 
entertainments.

*Many have now gone. Twickenham was the largest studio in the UK. 
It produced now-forgotten films like Sherlock Holmes and the Missing 
Rembrandt (1932). The 1960s saw it involved in many of the world’s 
most popular English movies. Titles such as Alfie, The Italian Job and 
Roman Polanski’s Repulsion went there as well as Help! and A Hard 
Day’s Night. 
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Obsessive

Setting the scene, Victorian values, early 
entertainments, lists, books and talking rabbits

I’m sitting in a run-down, soon-to-be-demolished cinema 
in London’s Wardour Street with a tiny group of paying 
customers, some of whom don’t look very savoury. The 
walls are covered in peeling crimson paint with filigreed 
gilt mouldings. There’s a nostril-stinging smell of mildew. 
The screen is stained and has a rip in it. The ceiling leaks. 
If there is a quiet bit in the film, you can sometimes hear 
the toilet being flushed in the Gents. 

I am desperately trying to follow the on-screen action, 
but I’m so upset that I start crying. In fact I become so noisy 
the handful of punters in the cinema are turning round to 
stare, but it makes no difference. I try to concentrate on the 
screen, but the figures shake and dissolve in front of me.

It seems as if I have been coming to this place for ever, 
but I know this will be the last time. The world moves 
fast, but its changes are incremental. Film records those 
changes, locking them into a specific timeframe. Somehow 
it makes even recent movies look as dated as your nan’s old 
photo albums. 
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The film unspooling in front of me has already become a 
piece of history, and will soon be forgotten. Outside, the old 
Wardour Street – the centre of the British film industry for 
decades, London’s own Hollywood – has gone for good.

Nothing shows the passing of the years quite like a 
favourite film. If I could send the projector into reverse, 
rushing back through time, I would arrive at the terraced 
red-brick house in Greenwich, south London, where I 
grew up, and where my fate was sealed . . .

When my father decided to cut the canary’s toenails, he 
pretty much signed its death warrant. Canaries have veins 
running down into the claws, and he cut them too close. 
After a few minutes of wavering about on its perch it fell 
off and bled to death in its cage, and we guiltily flushed it 
down the toilet. 

Most people bought pets before they had televisions 
because they were something to watch, but we were never 
very good with them. Tropical fish boiled because the 
thermostat was set too high, and tortoises failed to wake 
from hibernation, or were lost somewhere in the garden. 
A ginger tom died in the kitchen and my father forced me, 
at the tender age of seven, to carry out the stiffened corpse 
and bury it in the garden in order to ‘toughen me up’. 

One spring I found a tortoise we had completely forgotten 
about, and realized it had been in the back of the shed for 
a long time because when I looked into its shell I could see 
out through its leg-holes. Cats choked to death on chicken 
bones, gerbils dehydrated because we forgot to put water 
out for them (why did we ever keep them in the greenhouse 
that hot summer?), budgies got stepped on* and dogs were 

*My father had an apocryphal story about a local carpet fitter who 
discovered a lump under the Axminster he’d just laid. After finding his 
cigarettes missing, he hastily hammered the lump flat with a mallet. 
He was confronted by the lady of the house looking for her budgie.
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returned for being faulty, like toasters. Nothing was ever 
thrown away, but was instead half-heartedly repaired. One 
Alsatian was sent to police training school and came back 
with permanently bared teeth.

Unfortunately, this satisfaction-guaranteed-or-your-
money-back deal didn’t cover members of the family. 
My father couldn’t return his wife for belatedly realizing 
that she was unhappily married to the wrong man. The 
warranty had expired, so now they were forced to stay 
together for the sake of the children and communicate via 
a complex series of misunderstandings. It was like sharing 
the house with The Two Ronnies. This was what lower-
middle-class families did in the sixties, respectability being 
more highly prized than airy notions of passion or free 
will. It was very important to present the neighbours with 
a portrait of familial bliss in the front room, even though 
you were throwing dishes at each other in the back.

Perhaps because he descended from a family of Victorian 
Londoners, my father had a distinctly Steptoe-ish attitude 
to life. Despite being a white-collar professional, Bill in-
sisted on doing everything in the most awkward and 
working-class way possible, in some kind of misplaced 
homage to his roots. At Christmas we would never shop in 
department stores to buy gifts for each other – that would 
have been too easy. Instead, we had to trot off up freezing, 
run-down East Lane, behind the Elephant & Castle, to 
buy suspect tat from market stalls. 

My brother Steven and I were made to drink a glass 
of scalding sarsaparilla* to keep out the cold. After this 
we were taken to watch a man stacking dinner plates and 
cups in great fans, elaborately tucking them into each other 
before throwing the whole lot into the air and catching it. 

*A biting sweet drink that had ceased to be popular around the time 
Oliver Twist was first hitting the shelves.
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While he did this, he would keep up an interminable flow 
of patter along the lines of: ‘You’d think this lot would set 
you back at least a carpet* but I’m not asking that, I’m not 
even asking for fifteen nicker, not fourteen, not thirteen, 
not twelve, not eleven but ten sheets, that’s right missus, 
which is less than you’re getting from your old man these 
days, ain’t it? I’m talking about housekeeping, love, you 
want to watch her, sir, she’s got a dirty mind.’ 

At the weekends I was forced to wear scratchy woollen 
short trousers and a school cap, or, if it was raining, a 
gabardine mackintosh. I looked like a street urchin from 
a 1920s novel until I was eleven years old, and this was in 
the sixties; everyone else was in dayglo orange nylon with 
Velcro fastenings. I had to endure a short-back-and-sides 
while they looked like backcombed mops in turtlenecks. 
Seven years before I was born, bankers could still be seen 
wearing top hats in Threadneedle Street. Seven years after, 
hipsters were wearing cowboy hats in Portobello Road. 
What had happened in that schismatic interim? The war-
time baby-boomers had come of age.

Sundays with my father were like being on the set of 
Bedknobs and Broomsticks, all rumpty-tum fake cockney 
bravado as Bill got down with the lads from the ’hood, 
ignoring the fact that he’d not been born within the sound 
of Bow bells. Also, because the markets were like open-air 
auctions, you might scratch your ear and, before you knew 
it, become the proud owner of a ‘Balmoral’ fluted floral 
dinner service that looked as if it belonged on a funfair 
bingo display in Cardiff.

My father had two modes of speech: Mock Posh, a 
clipped, stilted, vaguely army-officer accent he’d adopt 

*£30, as opposed to a monkey, which was £25, supposedly because 
soldiers returned from India with 500-rupee notes, which featured 
monkeys.
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when confronted by anyone he considered to be from the 
Lower Orders, and Mock Common, an uneasy mateyness 
he used to prove that he knew what garage mechanics 
were talking about. Class is a serious and complicated 
issue in England, and the middle classes traditionally do 
most of the soul searching. Alan Clark famously defined 
the bourgeoisie as people who bought their own furniture, 
but it was more than that: it was a schizophrenic status, 
simultaneously aspired to and frowned upon.

It wasn’t Bill’s fault; his generation had been hurled 
through a period of change that went from Edwardian 
prudery to post-Wilson swingers’ parties without an in- 
struction manual on correct behaviour. Like many of his 
contemporaries, he felt confused and short-changed by 
a post-war evolutionary system that had switched from 
advertising ‘Rooms To Let – No Blacks’ to renaming 
streets in Urdu.

He valiantly tried to adapt to changing styles and 
eventually did so, although his experiments with hair 
gel met with limited success. He was a man who used a 
razor strop and got through a jar of Brylcreem every two 
months, so working out what to do with ‘Intense Fibre 
Matt Hair Product’ was the most minor of his adjustment 
problems. And because he was a scientist he broke down 
the component parts of household products to make 
them at home more cheaply, more out of curiosity than 
meanness. He would only belatedly realize that his version 
of Fairy Liquid took the skin off your hands because he 
had combined lethal industrial strengths. 

But at least we went and did things as a family, even 
though my father chose our activities from an incredibly 
limited menu. I hated having to take the obligatory Sunday 
trip to the coast armed with windbreak, mallet, Primus 
stove, sliced Sunblest loaf, hard-boiled eggs, pickled 
onions, gherkins and beetroot (jars), trips which involved 
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endless consultation of the weather forecast via a faulty 
barometer and radio reports of ‘South Cones Being 
Hoisted’, whatever that meant.

Staying in meant reading books or listening to Two Way 
Family Favourites. We went out because our TV never 
worked properly, and even if it had, there was nothing on 
that I wanted to watch apart from A for Andromeda and 
Doctor Who. My maternal grandmother had refused to 
have a television in the house, fearing it would ruin the art 
of conversation, and when she finally succumbed she hung 
a green baize tasselled vase-cloth over it whenever there 
were visitors so that they would be tricked into thinking it 
was some kind of giant ornament.

My mother wasn’t actually ashamed of owning a 
television, she just thought it was common, but she had an 
exaggerated idea of what was common anyway, and said 
she could judge the class of a woman by how she sliced 
her toast: corner to corner was correct, across the middle 
was working class. She wouldn’t watch Coronation Street 
because it revelled in commonness, and featured women 
who wore curlers in public and men in string vests who 
didn’t own their own homes. Like all soap operas, Corrie 
remained stuck in a time-warped alternative universe where 
the English resolved their problems by thrashing them out, 
as opposed to hiding them behind net curtains, fences and 
false cheerfulness. English television, like English theatre, 
is an entertainment that still resists evolution. Almost 
everything on it is at least fifty years old, and is part of a 
government plan to get us to go out more.

What Old Shows Turned Into
Opportunity Knocks – The X Factor
Come Dancing – Strictly Come Dancing 
The Brains Trust – Newsnight
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Watch With Mother – CBeebies
Sunday Night at the London Palladium 

– Britain’s Got Talent
No Hiding Place – Morse
Simon Dee – Jonathan Ross
Fanny Cradock – Nigella Lawson
Dixon of Dock Green – The Bill
Larry Grayson – Graham Norton
Emergency Ward Ten – Casualty
The Archaeology Show – Timewatch
Upstairs, Downstairs – Downton Abbey

The television wasn’t on very often. It took ages to warm 
up and we always turned it off before the Epilogue.* Our 
world was settled, and had space and silence around it. 
People spent a lot of time just thinking. The sound of a 
car horn was enough to bring them out into the street.† 
Even so, the orderly calm of a sixties suburban childhood 
that allowed a child room to flourish and ruminate was 
counterbalanced by an equal number of negatives. 

Childhood Things I Was Happy to Leave Behind
Having to stand up in a cinema while they played the 

National Anthem
Crockery in the shape of thatched-roof cottages
Briar pipes, and all council officials who smoked 

them looking like Arthur Lowe

*A nightly charade nobody watched in which a weak-minded man of 
the cloth trotted out vague, indecisive tosh about being nice to your 
fellow man.
†Cars backfired too. They sounded like gunshots. Now, most kids 
know what a gunshot sounds like, but not a car backfiring.
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Vaccinations that left marks on your arm like 
radiation burns

The idea that every man should know what to do 
with a carburettor cap

Dr Finlay’s Casebook
Simon Dee: foppish, unfunny, self-absorbed TV 

presenter who set the pattern for all chat-show 
presenters to come

The fete being opened at short notice by the Deputy 
Lady Mayoress because Dickie Henderson pulled 
out

Braces under a decent winter overcoat
Amber ceramic storage jars
Wicker
Pink medicine that smelled like sick and came in a 

peculiar 1940s bottle, and was called something 
like ‘Dr Parsnip’s Miracle Dropsy Curative for the 
Elimination of Watery Bowels’

Fuses you had to fix by threading a copper wire 
through a ceramic block

Britain closing down at 10.30 p.m. every night
Thinking that G-Plan chairs and wire fruit baskets 

were the shape of the future
‘Short-back-and-sides’
Not being allowed to get your ears pinned back, like 

the boy down the road who looked like a taxi with 
its doors open

Cilla Black’s high notes
Getting Green Shield Stamp Tongue
Waiting for photos to come back from the chemist
Tomato juice or half a grapefruit as a starter in a 

restaurant
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Classmates who mysteriously vanished halfway 
through term due to whooping cough or polio

Emergency Ward Ten*
The chorus of coughing and expectoration that 

greeted dawn in our street because everyone 
smoked. A lot

Childhood Things I Sensed I Would Miss
Radio Caroline
Getting cocaine and a boiled sweet at the dentist
Being allowed to carry a knife, glue and matches 

because it showed you were practical
Site-specific smells: railway compartments, 

tobacconists, hardware stores, sweet shops and 
cinemas

Free Jet Screamer Inside This Week’s Issue of Buster!
Letters arriving in time to be read over breakfast
Being able to walk down the middle of a street 

knowing you couldn’t get run over because no one 
in the neighbourhood could afford a car

Robot bartender (‘He mixes martinis!’) sold by local 
toy store, on display next to the sweet cigarettes 
and rifles

Unironic hats (i.e. worn to instil dignity and respect)
Model boats! Model planes! ‘Comes With Free Razor 

Blade’

*While the BBC thought of itself as brain tonic – foul-tasting but 
good for you – ATV dumped any pretence of worthiness and targeted 
bored housewives with Britain’s first hospital soap, in which nurses in 
black stockings, funny hats and with cut-glass accents fell in love with 
doctors who disappeared behind pipe-smoke.
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A for Andromeda*
‘Ten Senior Service, please.’ ‘Certainly, young sir.’
Cinema double bills you could sit through as many 

times as you liked
Heinz Kidney Soup
Pubs with smoky children’s rooms
Tubes and post offices without tannoy systems
Dangerous funfairs that always played the Everly 

Brothers on the Waltzer
Singing bus conductors. ‘Hold very tight, please! And 

everybody join in the chorus this time!’
A deckchair on a silent sunny pavement

Finally, like the disappointing weather, the ravens at the 
Tower and cheaply priced ginger nuts, part of our shared 
national past managed to survive the decades, and there 
were living treasures who continued from my childhood, 
including Tony Benn, Stirling Moss, Bobby Charlton, 
Sir Cliff Richard, Michael Caine,† Bruce Forsyth, Vera 
Lynn, Rolf Harris, David Attenborough, Lulu and Alan 
Bennett.

The innocent pleasures of rolling Plasticine and build- 
ing model planes slipped quietly away to be replaced by 

*Brilliant 1961 adult SF TV drama in which aliens instructed us how 
to build a super-computer, which in turn created the stunning Julie 
Christie, causing my flustered father to head for the shed and hammer 
things for a while. Typically, the BBC only has eleven minutes of it left 
in the archives.
†When Sidney Furie made The Ipcress File, deliberately distancing 
Harry Palmer from James Bond, a movie executive told him to dump 
Caine’s spectacles and make his girlfriend do the cooking because 
Caine ‘looked like a faggot’. They didn’t care for Caine’s culinary skill 
of breaking two eggs with one hand, either, which gives you a good 
clue as to why Hollywood gets so much so wrong.
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more sophisticated obsessions. Everyone will tell you 
that they’re unhealthy and irrational* but they can also 
do you good. My mother had warned me that ‘nobody 
loves a good all-rounder’. She felt it was better to have 
one intense passion than to chase a dozen half-heartedly 
until they fizzled out like cheap fireworks on a wet night. 
Her advice was sound; I eventually parlayed mine into a 
career.

My passion had always been stories. I didn’t care what 
form they came in, they just had to be good ones, with 
characters you cared about and surprises and twists and 
terrific endings that made some kind of organic, truthful 
sense, and some kind of a point. When you start work, 
you often have to abandon your passion and concentrate 
on bringing home the coal. I didn’t dare allow myself 
the dream of becoming a writer, so I decided to get into 
film, however obliquely. Unfortunately I should have been 
in Hollywood instead of London, where I emerged at a 
time when the only English film in cinemas was Mutiny 
on the Buses.† This, then, is about my journey through the 
arse-end of the English film industry, of what I found there 
and the peculiar, life-changing friendship I made. 

Sickly children often fall in love with words. I suffered 
regular bouts of pneumonia through my childhood, and 
as a consequence read far more than the average kid. 
If you want to change a young boy’s life, give him Ray 
Bradbury when he’s not feeling well. If he doesn’t fall 
in love with the words, you can safely assume he won’t 

*My pal Martin became obsessed with The Poseidon Adventure and 
repeatedly visited the Leytonstone Odeon with a reel-to-reel tape 
recorder up his jumper to record the soundtrack. The usherettes knew 
what he was doing and indulged him. Now they have night goggles.
†Sample review: ‘Will fail to provoke a smile even with fans, if there 
are such people.’
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ever be much of a reader. Stephen King once admitted 
that he would try to read even when he was peeing; I 
still read when I walk to the shops. This is tricky, as it 
involves cutting through London’s busiest station, so you 
develop a sixth sense about hurtling objects, particularly 
if they’re on fire.

Above all other obsessions were the words, most in 
English, some in French, a few in Latin,* but right at 
the top beside words cunningly arranged into books 
were films, the double bills, triple bills and all-nighters, 
many appalling, many enthralling. It’s no fun going to 
the cinema by yourself (I’d had enough of that in my 
childhood), but when I left home and started work I 
made a friend who shared my fanaticism, someone who 
eventually passed through the screen with me, to emerge 
shocked and delighted in a world far, far removed from the 
placid English suburbia of our childhoods. He became my 
best pal, the other half of my head, and from the day we 
met it was obvious I would lose him.

In the sixties everybody seemed to be reading, partly 
because the end of the war meant the return of cheap paper. 
It was the golden heyday of the Pan paperback, of Puffin 
and Penguin and Picador and Panther, and besides, there 
was nothing on TV before seven o’clock except talking 
rabbits† and elderly gentlemen in armchairs discussing 

*To this day I struggle to use the phrase ad hominem in a sentence, 
although a theatre critic friend of mine casually used it the other 
evening without batting an eyelash. Ponce.
†What was the sixties obsession with puppetry? You couldn’t turn 
on the TV without stumbling across Muffin the Mule, Rag, Tag and 
Bobtail or the Flowerpot Men. Worse still was Tales of the Riverbank, 
in which Hammy the Hamster – a real live one – drove a motorboat. 
Presumably the wranglers glued his little paws to the wheel.
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nuclear disarmament.* I was able to find cheap editions 
of Anthony Burgess, Joseph Heller, Doris Lessing, J. G. 
Ballard, B. S. Johnson and John Fowles.† The 1960s was a 
time of innovative, bravura experimental literature.

Unfortunately I didn’t leave school until the 1970s.

*Now daytime TV is entirely given over to people having vases valued 
and bedrooms badly renovated with chipboard.
†Oddly, all unfilmable authors (although Catch 22 is underrated).
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Dead Novelist

Conformity, being raised conservative, careers advice, 
advertising and being careful not to mention S-E-X

You know me. I’m the boy who carried a briefcase to 
school every day of his academic life. The early riser, the 
fretter in the sweater, the one who always turned in his 
homework slightly ahead of time, who had his hair cut 
in the same style every three weeks for ten years, who 
worried what the teachers thought and never gave them 
any trouble.

The one who got beaten up a lot.
Those ingrained habits never died. Even now, I’m unable 

to miss a meeting and always arrive at airports too early. 
In a child, such traits are attractive. As an adult they’re 
vaguely pathetic, and invoke the same feeling I get when I 
see a grown man struggling to decide which sandwich to 
buy in Pret-A-Manger.

We are who we were at seven. On holiday recently, I put 
a towel on a vacant beach seat and a sclerotic fifty-year-
old Englishman came storming up to me. ‘Look here, you,’ 
he shouted in my face, ‘I just bagsied that chair for my lady 
wife!’ Childhood leaves marks on us all. 
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dead novelist

It seemed that every child raised in the southern half 
of England in the 1960s was a small ‘c’ conservative, and 
that Labour supporters were all from up north. We were 
Janets and Johns, they were Stans and Enas. We were 
private and self-effacing, they were public and abrasive. 
My father read the Daily Express until I went to the 
newsagent and stopped it from being delivered. Being a 
good liberal, I was very keen to halt everything I didn’t 
agree with. 

Even though they were transparently free thinkers, 
my parents insisted that they were conservative, but then 
nothing our family did made any sense. We had inherited 
so many mistaken beliefs that hardly anything my parents 
said ever proved to be correct. Our conversations were 
peppered with catchphrases that were patent gibberish. To 
this day, if I lose something and it turns out to be right in 
front of me, my mother says: ‘What’s that, Scotch mist or 
a packet of Woodbines?’ Other phrases would only have 
worked in a wartime context. She’d say, ‘He’s as dim as 
a Toc-H lamp’, because wartime Nissen hut lamps were 
indeed dim.*

We good grammar-school boys grew up shuttling be- 
tween two institutions: the municipal public library and 
the ABC cinema. The former gave us literacy and the latter 
gave us lurid dreams. The posher West End cinemas had 
liveried staff and sold big glossy programmes for their 
films, aligning the experience with theatre-going; they 
were heading for a rude awakening.

When I was twelve I earnestly believed I was destined 
to write fiction and everyone told me, in the nicest 
possible way, to stop being stupid. At sixteen, my hopeless 

*Toc-H was short for Talbot House, headquarters of the International 
Christian Movement. ‘Toc’ signified the letter T in the signals spelling 
alphabet used by the British army in the First World War.



film freak

30

enthusiasm undimmed, I explained this to my careers 
advisor and he looked at me as if I’d announced that I was 
planning to become a shepherd. 

By the time the 1970s arrived writing had become an 
unusual career choice once more, and when you make an 
unusual choice, people try to be kind to you by completely 
putting you off the idea. But to give up in London is to 
admit that the city has defeated you, so it was a matter 
of pride to keep going. It takes many years to become an 
ingénu. Soon after that you become a veteran, then you 
die, and then they republish your backlist. Writing is a way 
of passing on your knowledge if you’re not going to have 
children.

As a matter of record, my careers advisor was a small, 
bald, rumpled, nicotine-stained man who worked in an 
office off Charing Cross Road without any natural light, 
beside a single window that overlooked a litter-filled open 
stairwell. I can see now that he wasn’t qualified to advise 
me on the purchase of a sardine sandwich, but at the time 
I hung on his every word because I had been indoctrinated 
to believe that every adult’s advice was right, no matter 
how ridiculous it seemed.

I knew my strategy was going to be risky. The plan was 
to train as a copywriter, write some award-winning ad 
campaigns, hone my literary skills and become a successful 
author. I haven’t a clue what inspired this plan of attack. I 
knew that popular writing was considered to be a vaguely 
disreputable pastime unless you were in advertising, where 
it was inexplicably glamorous. I would have to learn to 
type and like the taste of whisky, that’s all.

Advertising looked easy: all you had to do was throw 
away your moral compass, buy an unstructured linen 
jacket and set aside a few hours each day to sell cigarettes 
and dried milk to poor people. To give you an idea of the 
exaggerated esteem in which ad-folk were held in the late 
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sixties, consider this: Michael Winner made a film about 
advertising called I’ll Never Forget What’s ’is Name in 
which no less a personage than Orson Welles* was the 
scheming creative director and Oliver Reed was the hot-
shot account exec applauded for chopping up his desk 
with an axe. Advertising was sex. It was fast cars, sheath 
dresses, pastel cigarettes, shiny suits, jazz, cocktail bars, 
brittle laughter and nervous breakdowns. I was a clueless 
suburban nobody in a Burton’s mackintosh and a Tootal 
shirt that came with a matching top-pocket handkerchief 
that had a piece of cardboard inside to keep it neat. Quite 
how I was going to achieve this leap of cool was not some-
thing I had considered.

The careers advisor looked blankly at me when I 
mentioned advertising. His mind was geared around 
insurance and quantity surveying.† I hit him with Step 
Two: Bestselling Novelist. He could see that there was 
some cachet in being a dead novelist, but I could hardly 
have put Dead Novelist on my Career Choices form. To 
him real writers were Robert Louis Stevenson, Charles 
Dickens or slightly hysterical women with too much 
time on their hands. They weren’t Daphne du Maurier or 
George Orwell (both of whom I admired) and he certainly 
couldn’t see me as the next Georgette Heyer. So he did 
what he’d been trained to do: he dumbly agreed with my 
plan and signed off my form, which he followed up with 

*Welles ended up playing Unicron in the animated version of Trans- 
formers, and was commonly thought to have lived his life back to 
front, although artists are generally best remembered for their early 
work. ‘You were at your peak five years ago. You were very funny in 
those days’ – Kenneth Williams complimenting Tony Hancock. 
†My best mate Simon wanted to design cars, but the careers advisor 
suggested he should join the army. These days he’s a car designer. He 
built the Atom, Top Gear’s highest-rated English car.
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an ancient mimeographed list of contacts before shooing 
me out of his funereal office.

Creativity is nurtured by the right time and place. I 
wasn’t born in either. I had been raised in Greenwich, 
south-east London, which was the furthest our family 
ever managed to get from the city centre. We once had 
an aunt who moved to Reading and we always acted 
as if we were going to Sweden when we visited her. My 
mother: ‘Have you got your scarf and gloves? Because it’s 
going to be cold over there.’ Real Londoners pack food 
when they go to the country, just in case there’s nothing 
to eat. My mother could rustle up a full Sunday dinner on 
the beach, and we were always safely back home before 
nightfall. Perhaps she thought we would be attacked by 
wolves or sold into a gypsy slave ring if we stayed on 
after dark. 

My family fought themselves to a standstill, but I like to 
think I grew up pretty well adjusted. At seventeen, during 
my girl-dating period, I decided I was probably gay.

Me: That’s a very attractive dress.
Girl: Really? No boy has ever said that to me before.
Me (thinks): Uh-oh.

In our house sexuality wasn’t really an issue because no 
one ever expressed much of an interest in the subject. It 
was unmentionable, but so was the word ‘underwear’ – we 
always said ‘nether-garments’. My mother once snogged the 
captain of the royal yacht Britannia by mistake (a long and 
somewhat unlikely story) but all forms of intimacy were 
taboo and anyway, nobody had the energy to think about 
intimacy after they’d finished a day’s work. I can hardly 
remember a time from my childhood when my mother 
didn’t have two jobs, so I imagine sex appeared on her 
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agenda somewhere below rinsing the nets* and repairing 
the Ascot.† We had ‘bachelor’ family friends, and it was 
always assumed that if I didn’t follow in their footsteps I 
would at least help out when they were busy. Your body 
was considered such a private thing that revelations of a 
personal nature from homosexuality to verrucas were all 
regarded with equal horror, thus creating a strangely level 
playing field of acceptability for pretty much everything 
so long as you jolly well kept it to yourself. Sexuality was 
neither very important nor interesting, because we were 
English and therefore above discussions about gusset-
bothering. This ability and the presence of a good navy 
were what made our island great.

The twin taboos of sexuality and career occupied my 
waking mind. I finally decided the former when I snubbed 
my school’s rugby final to go to Die Fledermaus.‡ I couldn’t 
do anything about that, but at least I could continue read-
ing and help advance the latter. 

I was a child of the sixties, a time of intensely original 
London writing that was closely tied to experimentation. 
Some authors experimented so much that they actually 
dropped dead, which made the career choice even sexier. 
Before I could experiment I wanted to understand the city 
of my birth, starting with the London of books, bombs 
and the first baby boom. The London just before me.

*All houses in the sixties had net curtains in case anyone looked in and 
caught you off-guard, enjoying a relaxed moment.
†Scary water heater whose pilot light inexplicably went out sometimes, 
creating panic as everyone rushed around looking for matches before it 
blew us all to Kingdom Come.
‡There’s a litmus test for finding out if your son is gay: did he enjoy 
the ‘Can You Read My Mind’ flying sequence in Richard Donner’s 
Superman?
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