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  Prologue
Lights in the Dark


  The lamp-lighter started at the far end of the road. I’d peer from my window as dusk deepened on the tiny mansions of Alexander Avenue in the North London suburb of Willesden. He’d stop and reach up from his bicycle with a long pole to ignite the gas-jet on the lamp-post. The first light would flicker in the gloom.


  It was my earliest memory. I suppose I was three years old. He went slowly up the hill, turning the little street into a pin-point beauty of wavering flame. When he got to one end he crossed the road and went down the other side. By the time he’d finished the bijou mansions were illuminated by the lights in the dark.


  We moved south to an apartment in Lancaster Gate, a road of Victorian houses interspersed with 1930s flats. Now the street lights were electric. But there was a war. So they weren’t turned on. The traffic lights went from red to red and yellow, and then to green. Then in reverse order. I’d lean out of the window at night and watch for hours. There were no other lights, because windows were blacked out. When the enemy came, new lights were an incredible display. First the sound of the siren, rising and falling. Then the piercing beams of the searchlights in nearby Hyde Park as they reached into the sky. Barrage balloons, like fat pigs, floated on theirlong wires to ensnare low-flying invaders. Then the drone of unseen enemy aircraft followed by an enormous roar as the anti-aircraft guns opened up. Marvellous explosions rocked our street! Great flashes in the air! Sometimes I saw a plane caught in the spotlight. The sound of falling shrapnel. Then the bombs! A piercing whistle that descended, darkening in tone. What a bang as they landed! The red glow of fires added to the display. I stayed at the window until I was dragged inside.


  Then the most magical light of all. It came from a small hole in the wall casting images on a white screen. I sat bewitched in the smelly stalls. We’d moved to Letchworth in Hertfordshire.


  When I wasn’t in the old Palace cinema I was in the art deco majesty of the Broadway. Or in the Regal or any of the other picture palaces. These lights revealed an incredible world of action and sophistication. Of laughter and tragedy. Then there were the yellow street lights of Cambridge. Illuminated reflections on the rain-soaked pavements that led between ancient college walls and crowded cafés. I walked under them to cinemas where fellow undergraduates stood in line for the latest European masterpiece or the Technicolor delights of Hollywood.


  Then the lights were mine. First I carried them on the bus with a single cameraman as we made our short films. I pushed their thin cables with exposed wires into the round wall sockets and fixed them with matchsticks. Even the electric shocks when it went wrong couldn’t take away the pleasure of the work. The lights got bigger. Brawny men carried them on their backs or pushed them into place on wheeled tripods. I controlled them! They lit up the slums of New York, the peasant villages of Mexico, the stately homes of England. They illuminated the greatest talents of the twentieth century. There was Marlon Brando rising from his canvas chair, there Sophia Loren, Charles Bronson, Anthony Hopkins . . . they were lights used to create the magic of cinema.


  One day the lights will go out. No lamp-lighter will be there to turn them on. The searchlights will have dimmed. Movie lights will shine on. But not for me. The lights gripped me from the beginning and they will until the end. I’ve spent my life among them. They’ve lightened the dark.
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    My grandfather’s naturalisation papers were personally signed by Winston Churchill, then a Secretary of State. Grandpa was born in Russia in 1874 at Gorod Dovinsk. His name was Davis Winner. The neat handwriting of a civil servant described him as ‘a trimming and hosiery merchant’ living in Portobello Road in the County of London. On 28th May 1910 Churchill signed his ‘Memorial praying for a Certificate of Naturalization’.



    Davis Winner had a menswear shop in Notting Hill Gate. Until a few years ago, across the pavement fronting two houses, a mosaic spelled ‘Winner’s’ in Edwardian script. I sat on the cracked tiles one Sunday and a girlfriend took my photograph. I returned when we were filming nearby, intending to buy the tiny squares and lay them on my garden path. But the Council had concreted them over.



    Davis Winner had a family of eight. One of the boys was my father George. He, like each of the children, ran a branch of the Winner’s clothing chain. One was in Lime Grove where film technicians worked with Alfred Hitchcock at the old Gainsborough Film Studios. Film-crew members used to tell me they bought shirts there. Family legend has it grandfather was known as the King of Notting Hill. He travelled Europe regularly. It was said he had amistress in every capital city. He died in 1933, two years before I was born.


    My mother, Helen, was born in Praszka in Poland in 1906. She came to England with her parents and a brother when she was sixteen. She’d seen terrible persecution of the Jews and the trauma of it affected her forever, causing a highly strung nature that resulted in her losing eight million pounds at the Cannes Casino in the 1970s. She was a congenital gambler who was to take the furniture and paintings left to me and sell them from the back of taxis all over the South of France to pay her gaming debts. In an attempt to acquire more money to lose she instructed ten firms of solicitors to sue me for cash over a period of six years. As I’d done nothing wrong, they refused. She was a character, was Mumsy. My father was an angel. They married in 1934 and acquired an Irish setter called Roger. I arrived a year later.


    After the death of my grandfather, George (as I called him) went into property. He wasn’t rich. The house at 12 Alexander Avenue was modest. The two little girls next door, Jill and Valerie, were my age so they probably didn’t have the large bosoms they were later to acquire. But I always think of them as well formed. I remember setting fire to the waste-paper basket. The fire brigade was called and I was sent next door to be with Jill and Valerie. Our family photo album shows me, beautifully dressed, sitting in the garden on a large tartan rug with a teddy bear and a toy rabbit dressed in long spotted trousers, with Roger. Other photos show me in a toy car, posing with a rubber ball and sitting on my mother, who was very beautiful and spoke like a duchess.


    When the Second World War arrived it was assumed London would be devastated by German bombs. In spring 1940 I was at a school at Middleton-on-Sea where the Form Mistress, Miss Murchland, reported it was a pleasure to teach anyone so keen on learning! We re-located to Cheltenham. My parents put me down for Cheltenham College. They were told the Jewish quota was full. ‘I thought that was what we were fighting a war about,’ Mumsy said. She always had a good turn of phrase. It made no impression on Cheltenham College. We left for Hitchin, a Hertfordshire market town. There I was to attend, for eleven years, a co-educational Quaker boarding school in nearby Letchworth. St Christopher School had outrageously modern ideas for 1941. It adopted the principles of the educational pioneer Madame Montessori who spoke about ‘not working a youngster too hard’. In theory it was governed by the students. It was vegetarian, Quaker and ludicrous. During the war they fed us on grass from the cricket pitch to help the war effort! We all became ill. But we produced the best milk in Hertfordshire.


    Letchworth was a Bernard Shaw-type idealistic, socialist town. No pubs were allowed. I was sent to St Christopher because my parents thought the children looked happy. Since co-educational boarding schools were unheard of in the early forties, well they might. A Women’s Congress decided at the time ‘It would be better if only girls went to co-educational schools.’ Aged five, I entered a pleasant house smelling of floor polish where kids were painting. I went up to one of them. ‘Why have your cows got no legs?’ I asked. ‘Because there’s a mist,’ was the reply. The boy’s name was William. He played Macbeth to my Macduff in a horrific school presentation. He was with me at Cambridge University. He later committed suicide.


    I started as a day pupil and my parents moved to a small house in Letchworth. They re-located to London when I was six and I became a boarder. On my letters I drew birds and boats. ‘Dear Mummy and Daddy,’ I wrote, ‘I don’t like being a boarder very much. Are you still allowed to go fishing in London now? Will you bring chocolates and sweets for all of us please. Love from Michael.’ We’re told childhood is the happiest time of our lives. It’s difficult to grade as one thing or another. Just keeping going was a full-time job. Survival and remaining amused was everything. I remember neither joy nor sadness, but practicality. Being certain you got the best food or a good seat. Keeping warm. Curiosity. It was wartime so sweets and chocolates were rationed. We were fed on salads and hard brown- bread rusks. We sat on the branch of a tree and peed on people below. We looked with interest at each other’s genitalia.


    Bombs were falling. A favourite game in the dormitory was to tell a child his mother had been killed in an explosion. ‘She was in that blue dress she wore when she came to see you last weekend. It was all covered in blood. Her head was lying a few feet away. Her arms were blown off.’ The child victim would protest: ‘You’re making it up!’ ‘It really is true this time,’ we’d say. ‘Miss Homfray was told on the phone. We listened in.’ When they tried it on me I’d sob uncontrollably. Then gleefully join in the following night to torture someone else.


    It was then I decided to be a film director. Was it Snow White or Bambi? Probably one of those, with the genius of Disney showing good and evil so vividly. I was hooked. At seven I’d make elaborate drawings of a city, cut out the windows of the buildings and paste coloured sweet paper behind them. I’d hold a torch behind, so the colours glowed with the light coming through. I told a story to go with my ‘slides’. I was on the toilet after one show. A little girl was on a potty next to me. ‘Did you like my film?’ I asked. ‘I hated it,’ she replied. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘I hate films,’ she answered. ‘They frighten me.’ My first critic, aged six!


    I also wrote plays. There was a large window ledge by a bay window on the first floor. There I directed my drama. A boy, Robert, was behind the window curtain waiting to act. I pushed at the curtain. ‘Come on, Robert,’ I said. But I’d pushed him out of the window! He fell to the gravel drive below. For some time after, he walked around with his left arm in a sling. That was my first memory of directing.


    St Christopher School being vegetarian, most of what we ate wasn’t affected by rationing. Powdered eggs, milk and cheese were rationed, but we seemed to have enough. Most of the egg dishes were a lumpy concoction made from the powder. Sweet rationing hurt! Sweets were currency, like tobacco or drugs in prison. We weren’t allowed meat, so we’d buy meat or fish paste in little glass jars, scoop it out and eat it from our fingers.


    My school reports varied. Aged six: ‘Michael has suddenly become very noisy and rather fancies himself as a humorist.’ The next term I was writing ‘excellent and original stories’ but was still ‘disturbing in class’. I was seven when the nicest thing ever was written about me: ‘Michael has a great sense of fairness, and not only where he himself is concerned. He spontaneously interferes on behalf of any child whom he thinks is unable to stand up for itself. He is much respected and listened to by the other children in consequence.’


    I remember the lemonade and orangeade at special do’s. The sandwiches at the dances. The thrill of a first erection. The occasional bullying. The academic standard at St Christopher’s was poor. There was a rag-bag group of teachers, some pleasant, some not. The pretence of the children running the place through School Councils was a sham. Whenever we passed a motion allowing us to go to the cinema more than twice a term, the Headmaster over-ruled it. We did a great deal of cleaning because ‘It teaches you community spirit.’ It was to save the school money. The Geography teacher took boys on holiday, photographed them stark naked by rocks and pools, then displayed the pictures in his room. The Latin teacher walked hand in hand with pubescent girls along the lanes of Hertfordshire, and sat for hours with them in classrooms at night. We’d peep through the keyhole as he kissed them. Whenever you went into the Maths teacher’s bed-sitting room in the evening, there’d be a young girl sitting with him on the carpet. We found it entertaining.


    Nice Miss Hobbs who taught French rather well had a close friend, Miss Mouncey. They’d spend hours locked in the bathroom. They were nicknamed Hobbsy-wobbsy and her wobbsy-knobsies and Mouncey-wouncey and her bouncey-wouncies. They went to live in Wales. The English teacher, an attractive lady, gave special diction lessons to a lad from North London. He’d describe in detail how he screwed her. His parents paid for the lessons! I felt disconnected. My fellow pupils were dull. The surroundings were pretty but we slept in rusty, leaky caravans. There were rats galore.


    The limited vegetarian diet wasn’t healthy. Any disease going, we got. Infantile paralysis struck more than once.


    I spent most of my time visiting the cinema, ignoring the twice-a- term rule. In the Broadway I saw The Third Man eleven times and Olivier’s Henry V nine. The Palace was older. It smelt of dirt and food. I was watching Cecil B. De Mille’s epic Unconquered in the Regal at Hitchin. Gary Cooper and Paulette Goddard were battling all odds, when I felt a hand on my thigh. I was twelve and so innocent I’d no idea what this could mean. The hand moved further up towards my groin. ‘Poor chap,’ I thought, ‘he must be excited by the movie.’ I removed his hand. ‘Have you got a big one?’ asked the man. This was too much! In the middle of Paramount’s best! I moved.


    In London our block of flats was hit by incendiary bombs. The main damage was from gallons of water poured on by the firemen, which cascaded three floors below. It drenched Mrs Louvain’s furniture in the flat above. We got off without blemish. My father kept volunteering for the Army but he had some medical failing. So he ran a building firm that was called in to prop up bomb-damaged buildings. Mumsy invited soldiers round to dinner. British people were asked to entertain soldiers coming to London from abroad. So there’d be Americans, Poles, French – a whole bevy of different, uniformed men sitting at the dinner table. My mother enjoyed this. Her smile sparkled and her eyes twinkled.


    Then came the German rockets. There was a droning overhead, followed by silence as the missile stopped in mid-air. We’d throw ourselves on the ground. A pause as the rocket started its fall to earth. Its speed increased, a whistle, high-pitched and fading. Finally an enormous explosion! We got up and carried on. Suddenly it was Victory in Europe, VE Day! May 1945. I was nine. George drove us to Trafalgar Square. People danced, sung, shouted, waved Union Jacks. Soldiers climbed on to the running board and pushed money through the open window to me at the back. I gazed out at this great explosion of excitement. I’ve never seen such a mass of joy. We’d survived. We’d fought a common cause. We started out a country alone, fearful citizens facing a monster enemy. We won against a terrible evil. We’d been party to the last unifying crusade the nation will ever know. A grand new world would emerge from the killing and the chaos. That’s what we thought.
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    I started writing for the public on a lavatory wall. I was ten. There were two toilets outside the school’s back door. Each day I’d summarise the news. Children stood in line to read my version of events. Then I started a film notice board, reviewing films, few of which I’d seen. I’d put up photos to accompany the text. It got me free tickets for the local cinemas. Later I ran a second wall notice board on general events. In 1947 when I was twelve my school report said, ‘He has the reputation of being Movie Mad and should try to take up some more creative hobby.’ H. Lyn Harris, our Headmaster, continually spoke of the terrible influence of cinema. How the now- classic Warner Brothers gangster films would turn me into a criminal. They glorified slaughter and violence, like that dreadful John Wayne shooting Indians and Japanese. We shot at each other with imaginary guns, falling down fake-dead all over. It didn’t mean we grew up killers, any more than it does now. Although people say today’s films go further and are more realistic, the ones we saw were very realistic to us.


    I felt out of place among the smartly dressed Jewish crowd I met on holiday in London. The girls were so over-made-up and confident that they frightened me. I retired to the movies and collectingautographs. I’d look up the stars’ addresses (many of them were in the phone book) and go there. Or I’d leave my autograph book at the stage door. I still have it. A grand affair with cut-out photographs stuck around a space for the stars to sign. Some of them, like Orson Welles and Terry-Thomas, I’d later employ.



    At school I paid a boy from the class above to do my washing-up and clean my room. When they called ‘P to Z’ to stand at the cold, exterior, wooden basins and wash the plates, studious John Fraser would be my stand-in for sixpence. He got two shillings a week to clean my room and make my bed. ‘It’s wrong,’ the Headmaster said, facing Fraser, ‘it’s the power of the purse.’ ‘What do you want to do, John?’ I asked. ‘I’d like the money,’ he said. He’s worked for me ever since.



    My school reports continued; ‘If there is anything to be done, Michael is usually missing’ – this when I was ten. Two years later: ‘Michael seems to lack a community feeling.’ In contrast other reports describe me as ‘considerate’, ‘reasonable’ and ‘prone to using bad language’. The Headmaster was a tall, scoutmaster-like figure with a desperately fat wife called Elinore. She proudly told us she took all her clothes off and stood in front of her open window for an air bath every morning.


    A serious, red-haired boy, Jim, ran the Young Farmers’ Club. This was three rabbits and six chickens in huts. I hated games and the alternative, which was a ‘run’ round the countryside. A member of staff checked you at the furthest point. Once I hired a taxi, drove past the other ‘runners’, rolled up to the master, smiled, and drove off. This was so outrageous for a twelve-year-old that they let it go. If you joined the Young Farmers’ Club you were excused games and the run. I got a triangular lapel badge with YFC on it. Jim and I were the only members. ‘We clean out the rabbit hutches, feed the rabbits and chickens, and collect the eggs,’ explained Jim. ‘What happens to the eggs?’ I asked. ‘I give them to the school kitchen,’ said Jim. ‘How many eggs are there?’ ‘About twenty a week,’ he replied. ‘Jim,’ I said, ‘we’ll give the school kitchen five, and sell the rest.’ ‘Good idea,’ said Jim.


    The staff bought our eggs. The people who were meant to be leading us upwards in the cause of Shavian socialism. A serious boycalled Tony, who was forever in the lab, took my eggs, cooked them on a Bunsen burner and walked through assembled children eating a breakfast of powdered-egg rubbish. He’d place my eggs with a flourish in front of me on the communal table. He and his family were devout Communists.


    I got most of the money to pay for all this by stealing. It was very wrong. Today I’m so finickity that I fired one of my staff for nicking twenty-pence worth of curtain hangers from Barkers because he couldn’t be bothered to wait at the till queue. I sent someone else back with the twenty pence. My staff member had been my teacher at St Christopher School! As a kid I went shoplifting at Woolworths. I was furious when a packet of foreign stamps had two slightly torn. I got a cash refund. Years later I sent the Chairman of Woolworths five hundred pounds.


    At games time, boys left money in their pockets in the changing room. It was disappointing when someone got there before me. With their money I’d buy the kids’ sweet-ration cards. A boy called Clotworthy had received ten shillings from his parents. A lot of money in 1948. Fifty pence now. ‘I should put this in the Headmaster’s office,’ he said. ‘You must, Patrick,’ I admonished. But the lure of the football field was too much for Clotworthy. He trooped out with the others. I nicked his ten shillings.


    Thirty-five years later I was sitting in my office with Mr Fraser, the man who’d made my bed at school. ‘I feel terrible I stole things,’ I said. ‘I’d like to give the money back.’ I hadn’t seen or spoken to Clotworthy for thirty years, but I could see his handwriting in bright blue ink on his envelopes addressed to 75 Knoll Drive, Styvechale, Coventry. I rang directory enquiries. I phoned. Patrick answered. ‘Hello,’ I said, ‘it’s Michael Winner.’ Clotworthy went into paroxysms of delight. ‘I’ve seen you on television . . . It’s him,’ he told his wife. I revealed my crime. ‘What’s Charles Bronson like?’ Patrick asked. I promised to give him the money plus compound interest and a bonus. I sent an apology and a cheque for a hundred pounds. I invited him to my next film premiere, all expenses paid, hotel, travel, meals, the lot. Later I wrote an article inviting any Christophians to contact me for money back, no questions asked. A few did.


    I was devoted to Enid Blyton. ‘I’ll never read anything else,’ I told my parents. I always referred to my parents by their first names, George and Helen. That’s what they wanted me to do. It bemused their adult friends.


    I adored sausages and chips. Not only did I eat them continually; when I grew up, I’d live in a small semi-detached, save money, and work as a pavement artist on Sundays.


    Dad’s business was doing well. We started to go abroad. Unusual in 1946. We chose Switzerland, the only country in Europe not ravaged by war. At the Palace Hotel Lucerne I walked on to the balcony overlooking the great lake with the towering mountains beyond. I stopped and drew back, gasping at the beauty of it. The next year we went to Alassio on the Italian Riveria where ragged kids with no shoes begged and ran along the cobbled streets like a scene from a post-war Italian film.


    I was thirteen when I was summoned to the Headmaster’s office. There was H. Lyn Harris, the benign, grey-haired Headmaster, running a Quaker school renowned for its racial tolerance and religious freedom, and two boys of my age. One of them a Jewish boy called Kissin, the other a Christian called Carr. According to the Headmaster I’d threatened to have Carr run out of the school. That was nonsense. ‘You’re so popular,’ said the Headmaster (news to me!), ‘your gang could make his life so awful that Carr here would have to leave.’ This was ridiculous! I had no gang! I had no desire to dispose of Carr!


    ‘I remember,’ said the Headmaster, ‘when the Jews came to Letchworth.’ It was getting dark outside and I wondered why he didn’t turn the lights on. ‘We didn’t have any here until the outbreak of war,’ he went on. Carr and Kissin sat silent. ‘The Jews came down with their money and bought up all the good houses.’ This didn’t concern me. I just wanted to get out of his dimly lit study and back to normality. ‘They used their money, you see,’ said Mr Harris, warming to his theme. ‘Of course,’ he added, ‘not all Jews are bad. There are some very talented ones. There’s Danny Kaye and Yehudi Menuhin. I don’t think you understand the principles of St Christopher’s,’ Mr Harris said. He was right. I didn’t! ‘I don’t like the way you spend your money getting boys to do things that youshould be doing. It’s the power of the purse.’ I knew that was coming. Though what it had to do with getting poor old Carr thrown out, or Danny Kaye, I couldn’t make out. Mr Harris droned on. It was getting even darker. Then we got up and left. It was never referred to again. In my eleven years at school that was the oddest moment. A few months later I went to the St James’s Theatre to see Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh in their double bill of Caesar and Cleopatra and Antony and Cleopatra. In the interval Dad and I went to the bar. There was Mr Harris, our Headmaster, with a gin and tonic in one hand and a blonde lady who was not his wife by the other. And he was so proud of the fact he didn’t drink!


    I struggled through my Barmitzvah Ceremony. My party was in a flat in the grand mansion we’d moved to near Holland Park. My mother spent her life playing poker, gin rummy and bridge with great skill and devotion. Most nights she could be found at Crockford’s, an upper-crust gaming club in St James’s. When she wasn’t there she’d organise games at home. I changed into my dark blue suit. The dinner went smoothly. There were the usual speeches. Then a bevy of staff appeared carrying green-baize card tables. Everyone divided into groups and played poker. I retired to my bedroom, which was being used as a cloakroom. I sat on my bed, made some two feet higher by layer upon layer of mink coats. Occasionally I peeped through the door into the lounge and saw cakes and tea being wheeled round on trolleys. Where did I fit in? I didn’t relate to the slick young men and women, the offspring of my parents’ card- playing Jewish friends. I wasn’t a blond cricket and football player or a well-meaning do-gooder like others at St Christopher’s. My happiest times there were walking with a girlfriend, platonic as I was too shy to try anything. I carried my childhood soft blue blanket trimmed with silk on to the school playing field so we could lie in the sun. An eccentric Hungarian boy called Erdeyli would leap from his room bowing like an unctuous head waiter and cry in his thick accent, ‘Is everything all right, sir? Can we have lunch served for you in the garden? Will you be in to dinner, tonight, sir?’ Then he would double over in peals of laughter. As I lay in my bedroom, the minks having swayed off on the backs of their proud owners, I didn’t know salvation was coming.


    A thin young man with a blonde girl walked around at the St Christopher School old students’ reunion. I was now fourteen. The man had been a student named Hamburger. He changed it to Hamlyn because the kids called him ‘Sausage’. He later became Lord Hamlyn and gave three million pounds to the Labour Party and many millions more to charity. Then he worked for a publisher, World Film Publications. He’d once sold books from a barrow outside the London Palladium. He became a legend in the world of publishing. ‘Excuse me,’ I said to him, ‘could I have all your books free?’ Paul Hamlyn looked down at me, ‘Er, yes,’ he said. He now knew coming to Old Scholars’ day was a mistake. A few days later I rang Hamlyn, reversing the charges. ‘I never got the books,’ I said. A large, brown parcel arrived! I now knew a man actively engaged in something to do with films. I had my father ask him to dinner.


    I was a loner. I preferred cinema to social activities. I had a girl- friend at school, but I was too scared to suggest sex. Another pretty girl who insisted on wearing make-up, which put me off, chased me up the concrete walkway to the boys’ changing room – ‘If you’ll meet me in the room tonight, I’ll do everything,’ she said. I muttered an excuse and fled. When I did take a girl to a small unoccupied bedroom which you could lock, on the first floor, we just kissed and held hands. But I was capable of hyping myself up, to be a braver, less shy person. I phoned a small studio at Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire. I asked for the publicity department. I said, ‘My name’s Michael Winner. I’m writing a book for Paul Hamlyn’s World Film Publications on film-making from the children’s angle. I’d like to come down.’ In 1952, children of fourteen didn’t behave like this. Now every child of fourteen has a band, has written music, has sex, is on dope, is glue sniffing, has been in rehab, has a life of their own, is pregnant or about to be pregnant, drinks, dresses up, is a real mess. In 1952, children of fourteen were an adjunct of adults. They were an ancillary. They didn’t phone film studios and pretend to be writing a book. But a great many films were being made. People were employed to encourage people to write about them. It was a case of supply and demand. They needed visiting journalists. I could provide one.


    The film was a part of a British series called The Huggetts. It starred Jack Warner, Kathleen Harrison, Petula Clark, Jimmy Hanley and Joan Dowling. A thick sound-proof door opened and I was inside my first studio. The smell of scenery and of must and dust; the darkness, the back of the sets – and beyond them, arc lights. A murmur of voices. I was paralysed with fear and excitement. I inched forward until I could see the camera, the set and the actors. A tea trolley appeared with big, sticky cakes! Heaven! I took a large eclair and a cup of tea. Joan Dowling, a well-known gamine cockney actress, came over. I was standing close to an actress! I stared, unable to speak. A movie star was about to talk to me. ‘You’ve got cream all over your mouth,’ she said. My hand shot up to wipe it away. I was shaking. I’ve since met many of the most famous actresses in the world. Some of them I’ve made love to. I’ve lived my life among actresses at work and during the times in between. When I meet a legendary star I still sometimes see the face of Joan Dowling standing in the darkness by the tea trolley in Welwyn Studios. Not many years after our meeting she married an actor, was unhappy and committed suicide.


    There are in our business great highs and great lows. If you can’t learn to deal with them, and many can’t, there enter disillusion, drink, drugs, loneliness and death. They go hand in hand for nearly all of us. They lurk in the shadows, just beyond the lights. They devour some of us every year. The lights shine on most people for a comparatively short time. Then they splutter and dim. Suddenly the offers don’t come in. The sycophants are gone. The famous and almost famous are re-graded, re-aligned, reduced. It happens to directors, producers and writers as well as to actors and actresses. I’ve seen them arrive and bathe in the brilliance of the lights. I’ve seen the lights swing away to a new attraction. I’ve seen the desperation as the light moves on. It happened to the young cockney sparrow with her smile and her sweet haircut who was the first to greet me when I entered the world of movies. Few people remember her now. But for a short time the lights shone on Joan Dowling. She was photographed in the magazines, interviewed, talked about. Her parents were proud. She was a rising talent. What rises, falls. In her case rather early. That, as the saying goes, is show business. You shouldn’t join it if you can’t take a joke.
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    In September 1950 I went to Denham village where the movie Tom Brown’s Schooldays was shooting. It starred John Howard Davies, who was eleven. He’d come to fame as Oliver Twist in David Lean’s film of the Dickens classic. I was three years older. He lived near me. I asked how he was getting to work the next day. ‘In the studio limousine,’ he said. I responded, ‘Could you give me a lift?’ The next morning John and I got into his Daimler. When I alighted at Denham, the publicity man was apoplectic. ‘It took me two hours to get here,’ he spluttered. ‘I had to take a tube to King’s Cross, then a train, then a taxi from Denham station to the set. You walk out of the star’s limousine!’ ‘We did it in forty minutes,’ I explained.


    In September 1950 I went to Denham village where the movie Tom Brown’s Schooldays was shooting. It starred John Howard Davies, who was eleven. He’d come to fame as Oliver Twist in David Lean’s film of the Dickens classic. I was three years older. He lived near me. I asked how he was getting to work the next day. ‘In the studio limousine,’ he said. I responded, ‘Could you give me a lift?’ The next morning John and I got into his Daimler. When I alighted at Denham, the publicity man was apoplectic. ‘It took me two hours to get here,’ he spluttered. ‘I had to take a tube to King’s Cross, then a train, then a taxi from Denham station to the set. You walk out of the star’s limousine!’ ‘We did it in forty minutes,’ I explained.


    John Howard Davies became a top TV director, then Head of Comedy for the BBC and later Thames TV. His father would write my first feature film in 1962. It was thirty years before I saw John again. A group of diners entered a local restaurant in morning suits. One came over. ‘I’m John Howard Davies,’ he said. ‘You’re responsible for my being a director; I thought, “If he can do it, so can I.”’ He sent me a bottle of Dom Perignon as a thank you for introducing his career. A couple of days after my journey to Denham the phone rang. It was Paul Hamlyn. ‘Michael,’ he said, ‘I’m gettingcomplaints about you going to studios saying you’re writing a book for us. Give it a rest, will you.’ My door to the world of movies had closed! ‘You’ve just met a star who lives in Kensington,’ my father said. ‘Why not write an article for the local paper about John Howard Davies?’ I took the bus to Exhibition Road where a thin office housed the Kensington Post. A weary, moustached man with red hair took my article. Three days later, on 8th September 1950, the article appeared complete with a photo of John Howard Davies I’d got from the publicity man. At the bottom was my name! I was fourteen years old. I’d gone from schoolboy to genuine journalist. I wrote for the paper every week for four years. They never paid me. When I mentioned money they gave me a cup of tea. But I had my own column, ‘Michael Winner’s Show Gossip’. The paper was part of a group. It appeared in seventeen local papers all over London.


    I wrote under many different names. My TV reviews were hindered by the fact I never saw TV. Mother didn’t want a distraction to her gambling. Occasionally I wrote for the rival Kensington paper, the News. Their show-business writer was the young Barry Norman! The first money I got was five shillings (twenty-five pence) from the Hornsey Journal for an article about Max Bygraves. I took tea with the sculptor Sir Jacob Epstein. There was his wife, a strange woman with long, lank hair, and his son, a rather loutish young man who read comics. We had a marzipan cake with four coloured sponge squares inside. Later I was in the office of the Kensington Post. The phone rang. It was Epstein. ‘Can I speak to the Editor?’ he asked in his thick German accent. I sensed trouble. ‘You’re speaking to him,’ I said, hoping he wouldn’t recognise my voice. ‘The young boy you sent to interview me,’ said Epstein, ‘was he a trainee?’ ‘Oh no,’ I said, ‘a very experienced member of staff.’ ‘Well,’ said Epstein, ‘he knew nothing about my work, nothing at all.’ ‘He was one of our best men . . .’ I started. Epstein slammed the phone down. The next day the photographer had an appointment at his studio. Epstein threw a chisel at him through the window.


    I met nice new people. Sir Malcolm Sargent to Sir Ralph Richardson, James Stewart to Marlene Dietrich. I interviewed all the American stars who came to the London Palladium. I got a letter from Douglas Fairbanks Jnr, KBE, saying he wasn’t really entitledto be called ‘Sir’ as he was American, even though he’d been knighted. But would I call him ‘Sir’ anyway. Another from Joyce Grenfell when I wrote to her as ‘Joyce Grenfell’ in the King’s Road. She objected to my not putting ‘Miss’. ‘I’m not a shop,’ she wrote.


    The London Palladium public relations chief, John Carlsen, had an enormous moustache. The Palladium was home to top American stars coming to Europe for two-week variety stints. It was a time of glamour after the privation of combat. ‘You’re terrific,’ Mr Carlsen said as he walked me to yet another legend. ‘You come on Monday, and on Thursday the press cuttings service sends me your column in seventeen different papers. The star doesn’t know they’re little London locals. He thinks it’s like America and you’re a syndicated columnist!’ I met Sophie Tucker, Bob Hope, Chico and Harpo Marx, Debbie Reynolds and Eddie Fisher, Guy Mitchell, Les Paul and Mary Ford, Nat King Cole and more. One act particularly took London by storm. The American singer Johnnie Ray, a handsome, gangling, blond with immense vitality. Almost into rock and roll before rock and roll had arrived. In his dressing room, I wondered who those men in mackintoshes were. ‘Would you like to come out the front with us?’ said Johnnie. We walked through the vast empty- seated Palladium to the front lobby to avoid the girl fans at the back. ‘Can we give you a ride?’ asked Johnnie. ‘No thanks,’ I said, not realising what he meant. I watched confused as Johnnie, the blond beauty, got into a modest grey car with three dowdy men and drove off. Johnnie was later engulfed by homosexual scandals. I saw him in 1969 in Australia. Still a terrific performer. He died quite young, by then working in tacky clubs in America.


    Eddie Fisher played the Palladium before he married Debbie Reynolds. She sang a duet with him. My photo with them shows Debbie wearing a crucifix necklace, Eddie Star of David cufflinks. Years later I employed their daughter, Carrie Fisher. I told her I’d met her parents before they were wed. ‘You should have stopped the marriage,’ she said. Another great hero was Nat King Cole. In my many visits to the Palladium dressing room there was only one when nobody else was there but me and the star. That was with Nat King Cole. The normal group of hangers-on and fans were absent. This was the 1950s. Anti-black prejudice was rampant. The only two ofmy heroes I never met were Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis. With typical English snottiness the press murdered their terrific act. They refused to see anyone.


    I kept visiting film studios. A big star then was a handsome Irish actor, Maxwell Reed. He became Joan Collins’s first husband and one of the first men to sue his wife for alimony. Maxwell had black silk sheets and his white Jaguar convertible was ‘it’. He was making a movie called The Dark Man. It starred two girls, so pretty I was transfixed: Natasha Parry and Barbara Murray. Maxwell Reed had all the self-assurance and glamour I lacked. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I get a lot of begging letters. I don’t open them.’ ‘If you don’t open them,’ I said nervously, ‘how do you know they’re begging letters?’ Maxwell thought about that. ‘I can smell them,’ he said. He then declined to give me a lift back to town.


    My father was impressed with my press cuttings and the people I met. The kids at school weren’t interested. My mother remained besotted with her gambling. My junior triumphs were dismissed. The only other thing my mother was devoted to, other than gambling, was Tweetie Pie. Tweetie Pie was a canary who resided in a large cage hanging in front of the French windows. Unfortunately, on one memorable morning, I came downstairs to find Tweetie Pie lying on his or her back (I never knew its gender) with its legs in the air. The bird was assuredly dead. This caused my mother great consternation. Tweetie Pie was never replaced.


    A few of the stars I met became friends. Terry-Thomas visited our house from time to time. Dad and I used to go down to Alexandra Palace where Terry did his live BBC show in black and white. The fifties were marvellously different. You’d go to a restaurant for lunch and there’d be a twenty-piece string orchestra playing in full evening dress. At the Empire cinema in Leicester Square there was a revue with twenty dancing girls and an enormous orchestra before the movie. Hardly anyone had cars so you could park anywhere. There were no yellow lines or parking meters. It was unheard of to go to a theatrical first night without being in evening dress. At the 400 Club in Leicester Square you had to wear evening dress just to get in. After every big event stars would gather in The Caprice. I’d sit on the red plush banquettes in black tie with Noël Coward on oneside and Ivor Novello or Laurence Olivier on the other. In the mid- fifties you could get a top-class meal with wine for two for £1.50 in today’s money.


    The Croisette that ran along the front in Cannes was a narrow two- lane road and many of the buildings were still villas with red wavy- tiled roofs and large gardens. At the Carlton Hotel the largely Jewish clientele sat on wicker chairs by the front wall facing the entrance driveway. It was called the Wailing Wall because they were always complaining. We spent New Year’s Eve at the Cannes Casino. A vast 1900s ballroom with a thirty-piece orchestra. Uniformed attendants took your car and parked it under the palm trees in grounds that led to the sea. As midnight chimed all the picture windows were alive with the showering sparks from Catherine wheels positioned above. In the high-ceilinged, chandeliered and marble gaming rooms people sat in evening dress around the roulette and chemin de fer tables. Darryl Zanuck and King Farouk of Egypt played for hundreds of thousands. There would be Yul Brynner, Noël Coward, Grace Kelly and Cary Grant.


    We stayed up late at school to listen to Donald Peers singing ‘By a Babbling Brook . . .’ in evening dress in a BBC radio studio. For excitement there was radio’s Dick Barton, Special Agent. In those days very daring. Irate parents wrote to say a thriller in the early evening was demeaning the morals of the nation. Melbury Road, the street where we now lived, was lined with vast mansions built for the famous artists of the Victorian era. Holman Hunt, Lord Leighton and, in our house, Sir Luke Fildes, whose studio was described by Edward VII ‘as one of the finest rooms in London’. It’s now my bedroom. Holland Park wasn’t open to the public. It had a bombed- out Jacobean mansion in the middle. We’d climb into woodland so vast you’d think you were in the middle of the country. David Lean lived behind me and Michael Powell, another legendary film director, opposite. Two doors down I stood and watched as Moira Shearer, the beautiful red-haired ballerina star of The Red Shoes, set off to marry Ludovic Kennedy. It was an enchanted world where you needed no bars on the windows to stop burglars. No alarms. No terrorists. No tower blocks stood ugly against the sky. There were fields and ponds where now are housing estates. The solar systemwas a mysterious landscape where strange beings surely lived. You could look at a tree and not worry if acid rain was affecting it. A river was a wild and natural thing: not smothered by pollution. We believed it would be like that forever.


    In the summer holiday we went to the Palace Hotel, Torquay. Once a week the guests did cabaret. I befriended two brothers from Liverpool. Brian and Clive Epstein. Brian and I were rehearsing our impersonation of a group called The Ink Spots. Brian said, ‘You can’t sing at all, can you?’ Brian later discovered and managed the Beatles. I discovered that the Fleet Street papers hired extra reporters on Saturday to prepare for the Sunday editions. I was taken on by the Sunday Express. On my first outing I was sent off with Dudley Smith, who was later knighted and became a Tory MP. I transferred to the Sunday Pictorial (now the Sunday Mirror). The News Editor, Fred Redman, sent me to a hospital in Hammersmith where Captain Carlsen had been helicoptered from his ship to attend the bedside of his sick daughter. Carlsen had become famous a year earlier for staying on board his ship The Flying Enterprise, refusing to leave until seconds before it sunk. Journalists waited for a statement. I got bored with hanging about so I walked into the hospital and asked for his daughter’s room. I knocked. ‘Come in,’ said a voice. I opened the door. There, sitting forlorn and grieving, stooped on a chair by the bed of his dying daughter, sat Captain Carlsen. I was appalled at what I’d done. Captain Carlsen looked up; there were tears rolling down his cheeks. I mumbled and left. Not realising I was meant to wait for the hospital report, I phoned the News Editor and told him I’d seen Captain Carlsen and no one else had. He instructed me to return to the office and write my story. In the excitement I forgot I didn’t have one!


    At school I was fed up with chasing rats round the rotting caravans where they had us sleep. I wanted education. I knew I wasn’t getting it. It was the year of the General Certificate of Education exam. GCE, it was called. A girl in the class above me had left to go to a tutorial establishment in London. Miss K. M. Hobbs MA (Oxon) of Guildford and Buckingham Gate. A stone’s throw from Buckingham Palace. I phoned Miss Hobbs and asked if she’d take me. She was surprised. Parents usually called. But yes, if I passed her interview. Iwrote a letter to my father on why I thought St Christopher’s stank. I said I was going to leave.


    Miss Hobbs was an imposing lady of the old school. She looked at my schoolwork. ‘You’re illiterate,’ she announced. ‘You cannot write, you cannot punctuate. Academically you are non-existent.’ This woman I liked. In my final report at St Christopher School the Headmaster wrote, ‘Michael has an influential personality, what he undertakes he does well. He has very great possibilities, but at his present stage of development he has experienced a difficult clash with some of his own standards and some of the school’s. This has created some conflict in his mind and it may be as well that he should work it out somewhere else.’ I used a wire recorder for exam passing. Early recording devices used wire. They were the size of three briefcases piled on top of one another. Later they recorded on grey paper tape which broke easily. The wire ran from one spool to another. I’d record essential information and play it under my bed at night until the whoosh of the tape running loose woke me up. When the exam results came I’d passed three O levels and one higher level, OA in Economics. I’d failed Latin, which I needed to get to Oxford or Cambridge. I wasn’t going to university anyway. The film industry was waiting! Following on from my childhood triumphs in journalism, I’d become a director at once! I told my parents as we drove along the South Carriageway of Hyde Park. They stopped the car and leaned over from the Rover’s front seats to scream at me in the back. ‘You will get in to Cambridge! If you do not you will be cut off, abandoned to fate, thrown out into the streets.’ I’ve never seen two people so determined to influence another. Perhaps I knew they were right. Perhaps I was scared. I decided to go to Cambridge.


    On 30th September 1952, Miss Hobbs wrote to my father saying, ‘After seeing something of Michael’s work and receiving tutors’ considered reports it is only fair to tell you that if you imagined he was almost up to entrance standard for university, this is far from being the case.’


    Less than a year later I’d passed the entrance exams and at seventeen was up at Cambridge. At Miss Hobbs’s establishment there were only three pupils to a class. The teachers were brilliant. The few students were interesting and cheerful. I could live at home,go to the movies and the theatre and carry on my show-business column. After my second term my report said, ‘Few students have tried so hard as Michael to re-adjust. He is lively, vigorous and ambitious.’ At the end of the summer term, I was to take my Advanced Level exams which, if I passed, would get me to Cambridge. I took an interview at Downing College, Cambridge. I learned that the colleges themselves set exams. If you passed you got into that particular college. You couldn’t use the exam, like the General Certificate of Education Advanced exam, to get anywhere else. So why bother with A level? The Downing College exam was three weeks earlier. They gave you the results in a few days.


    Cambridge was a beautiful place and Downing was its only Georgian college. I sat in the exam room looking on to the large central court. Policemen were everywhere! A column of limousines was driving to the Master’s Lodge. It was President Tito of Yugoslavia visiting the Master of Downing, Sir Lionel Whitby, who was Vice-Chancellor of the University. Then I looked round the room at the other boys. I said to myself, ‘Someone in this room has to pass. If these dull-looking people can do it, so can I!’ A few days later I learned I’d passed. I’d also passed my second attempt at O level Latin.


    My joy at academic triumphs was somewhat abated by the fact that Great Britain still had National Service and I was due to enter the Army for two years before going to Cambridge. I considered this a complete waste of time. We were carrying an enormous standing army of National Servicemen and regulars which MPs said was draining the resources of the country. It was bound soon to be abolished. In those days there were some medical examining boards in London where you could buy your way out of the Army for five hundred pounds. I put this to my father as a reasonable proposition! I suggested he lend me the money. He said, ‘Of course you’ve got to go in the Army!’ So I went to Shepherd’s Bush, took my medical, and passed. Now I stared in disbelief at the card telling me to report to Catterick Camp. I was to become a soldier!


    I had an idea. National Service was bound to be abolished in the next three years. If I went to Cambridge immediately I’d stand a chance of avoiding it. It was July. I telephoned the Bursar ofDowning College and said, ‘Could I come up in October this year?’ The Bursar replied, ‘We’ve had a cancellation from an African student. We do have a place available.’ I said, ‘I’d like a room overlooking the main courtyard, because I thought it very attractive when I came . . .’ The Bursar interrupted, ‘This is not a hotel, Mr Winner, you can’t select your room. The college will allocate you one.’


    That left three months with nothing to do before going to Cambridge. I don’t know why I was in the National Union of Students building, but on their notice board I saw that a pastor was organising cheap trips to show students the American Way of life. America was not a place people went to in 1953. Very few people travelled in Europe, let alone across the Atlantic. Here was an opportunity to visit the place I’d only seen in the movies.

  


  4
America, Here I Come


  
    


    The flight to New York by propeller plane took sixteen and a half hours! The jet hadn’t been invented. We stopped in Iceland to refuel. I was met in New York by a bespectacled, pudgy young man, Irving Slomowitz. We were to stay with assorted people all over America. Irving and his friend Jack drove me past the amazing New York skyline at sunset, and on to Ossining, a dormitory town famous for housing Sing Sing prison. There, in the Fuller Gardens apartment block, Irving showed me his one-room pad and lowered his bed from the wall. It had been a long time since I’d shared a room. I’d never shared a bed! But in his infinite wisdom God had decided my first night in America was to be the first night I slept with another human being and that was to be Irving Slomowitz. Sometime during the night, Irving’s hand, not deliberately, landed on my thigh. With as much grace as I could muster, because he was asleep, snoring and my host, I removed it. Then I found somewhere else to stay.


    Thirty years later I spotted Peter Falk, of Columbo fame, at a restaurant in London. We’d met briefly in Los Angeles. I asked him out to dinner the next night. Like many stars Peter is extremely shy. I drove through Hyde Park with him and his wife Shera, searching for something to say. ‘Where were you brought up, Peter?’ I asked. ‘In Ossining,’ he replied. ‘Oh,’ I said, immediately regretting the silliness of it, ‘did you know Irving Slomowitz?’ ‘I lived in the same apartment block!’ said Peter. ‘Not the Fuller Gardens?’ I said. ‘How did you know?’ said Peter. ‘I spent my first night in America there,’ I answered. ‘I shared a bed with Irving Slomowitz. He turned over while asleep and his hand ended up on my thigh.’ ‘I stayed with Irving Slomowitz in New York,’ said Peter, ‘in the same bed!’ Peter and I became blood brothers! We’d both slept with Irving Slomowitz!


    The train from Ossining into New York had straw seats. Near the local railway station there was a soda fountain with a creaking outer door covered with mesh to keep flies out and a counter with high stools. Just like in the movies. In New York I worked the phone. ‘I’m Michael Winner from the British press,’ I said. Tickets to theatres, movies and TV shows showered upon me. I went to Eddie Fisher’s TV show and met his guest, Duke Ellington. I attended the Ticker Tape parade for golfer Ben Hogan and stood with the press photographers as Mayor Impelliteri of New York handed Hogan a scroll of honour. I saw Cinerama, the new film experience, where three screens joined together to produce an enormous image featuring a roller-coaster ride which had the audience screaming at its reality. The other cinema gimmick was 3-D. You wore red and green spectacles. In The Charge at Feather River the Indians flew off their horses into your lap. Accompanying the movie were Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis in their stage act. ‘They won’t see English people,’ their PR man said. ‘The press there gave them a terrible time.’


    But Howard Johnson’s had endless flavours of ice-cream and at Gallaghers, New York’s famous steak house, I saw Marilyn Monroe dining with Joe Di Maggio. Then I set off with nine other students from assorted countries on our trip round America. Various do- gooders, local church groups, Rotary Clubs and others put us up. In Philadelphia, an Isaac Stern concert was rained out after half an hour. In Baltimore, we walked down narrow alleys between rotting wooden fences in the black slum area, with howling dogs and ramshackle shacks made of wood. At the Johns Hopkins Hospital, the President of the Philippines was wheeled past us from the operating theatre. In Washington, we visited the Senate and theHouse of Representatives, and more slums, again housing African Americans. We went on to Pittsburgh where, in order to get into the YMCA, I signed a form saying I wished to propagate Christ and all his teachings. Outside Columbus, Ohio, I stayed with a poor farmer who gave me a dollar when I left to buy myself a present. We did a lot of broadcasts taking questions such as ‘In England do they still have oxen pulling the plough?’ It was before travel and TV had informed different countries of the world how we all lived.


    The Illinois State Fair had an exhibit labelled ‘Korean War Atrocities – See The Commie War Crimes’. If you looked closely you could see that ‘North Korean tortures’ with American soldiers being clubbed were touched-up pictures of German war crimes. All the ‘Communists’ wore German uniforms. The next exhibit was ‘The Lobster Family’, a display of human freaks. In the evening there was a concert by Guy Lombardo and his Orchestra. One of our travelling students was a marvellous black man from Zanzibar, Omar Abdullah. I nicknamed him Reggie. At the Rotary Club, our hosts in Lexington Kentucky, a speaker boasted of the message of tolerance the Rotary Clubs offered the world. He pointed out with pride that Reggie was the first Negro ever to be allowed to dine there! In Georgia, we had picnics. No restaurant would allow Reggie in. So Reggie and I decided to de-segregate a restaurant. It was in mid-town Atlanta, called the SF Cafeteria. Junior executives and women shoppers went there for lunch. We didn’t understand the risk, but we knew what was going on was wrong. Reggie was a classical African with completely Negroid features. Together we entered the whites-only restaurant and stood in line for the self-service counter. Heads turned, but no one tried to stop us. This was 1953. For a black man to eat in a white restaurant was unheard of! It was so unheard of that diners didn’t believe it was happening! We sat down and ate. People turned and looked. They talked. But they were so amazed that they did nothing. As we left we passed two women. One turned to the other. ‘He must be Spanish,’ she said.


    At Nashville, where my host’s son spoke of the inferiority of black people, adding the poor were no better, I visited The Grand Ole’ Opry, a legendary Country and Western venue televised on the network each week. At nearby Evansville I went to my first drive-inmovie. Later, on our way to Monmouth, Illinois, my diary entry read, ‘We were turned out of a pokey restaurant because the owner wouldn’t serve Reggie. I was stung by a bee.’ In the afternoon I went to my first ball game where the visiting team, from Philadephia, were booed on every possible occasion while the home team were cheered to the rafters. Then on to Detroit and Niagara Falls where I thought the long promenade of balconied hotels facing them made it look like the Falls had been put in a museum.


    Back in New York, America was in the grip of anti-Communist fervour. ‘In the event of enemy attack please remain in your seats and await further instructions’ was printed in heavy black type at the top of my theatre programme. Every skyscraper had a sign on it: ‘Air Raid Shelter This Way’. On roads leading into the city huge hoardings read ‘In the event of an enemy attack this highway will be closed to public transport.’ My white-haired Quaker host in Philadelphia, a sweet lady, had told me, ‘I think we should kill all the Communists, it would be so much simpler.’ The pleasure-boat going round Manhattan Island glided past a thin, rectangular skyscraper. ‘On your left, the United Nations building,’ bawled the guide, ‘built by America to protect the rest of the world from Communism.’ ‘That’s where we meet the foreigners,’ explained a hot-dog-eating parent to his offspring. ‘Don’t they owe us a lot of money?’ replied his son.


    I was not to return to America for fourteen years. Then, instead of a student charter plane with earnest young men playing guitars, it would be first class paid for by Universal Pictures. Instead of being met by Irving Slomowitz, my Hollywood agent would escort me to a studio limousine. Instead of sharing a bed in a small apartment, I’d be in a suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Instead of travelling in old cars and greyhound buses organised by earnest do-gooders, it was a first-class flight to Los Angeles because Steve McQueen wanted to do a movie with me. The journeys of youth, through countries and a life which seem so permanent, fade into photos in an album. Events hung together by the fragile thread of memory. When you’re young you want to pass through it quickly and join the grown-ups. You don’t realise adulthood creeps up on you and stays for an eternity. The thin and fresh-faced adventurer turns into a figure only looselyconnected to what you were. Was it really you? Or did some other person play the role in Act One, to be pushed off-stage after the intermission? And was there an intermission at all between childhood and after-life? There was. It was called Cambridge.
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Superstudent


  
    

    

    

    

    I went up to Cambridge, aged seventeen, in October 1953. I had a bedroom and a sitting room in Downing College overlooking the gardens, the wrought-iron entrance gates and the Porter’s Lodge. There was a butler who brought hot water in an earthenware jug in the morning and poured it into a bowl so I could wash. On my first evening an undergraduate came towards me with an apple impaled on the end of his umbrella. ‘Why have you got an apple on the end of your umbrella?’ I asked. ‘I’m walking up and down to see how many people ask that,’ was the reply. Everyone was wearing thick, tweed, herringbone jackets. We ate in the vast, cold College Hall. At my first dinner I met a lot of earnest young men who talked endlessly about poetry and novels. After coffee in my rooms they sang dirty songs into my tape recorder for five hours.


    Although undergraduates were aged up to thirty and many of them had been in the Army fighting in Malaya, no one was allowed to leave their college after ten o’clock at night. We had to be in by midnight. If you came in after ten you were fined a penny and if you came in between eleven and midnight you were fined two pennies! Undergraduates would climb out of their colleges after hours. They often fell, breaking legs or arms. The front-page leader of the University newspaper, Varsity, read ‘Curfew Remains’. College landladies (we all spent our last two years in lodgings) had voted by a large majority in favour of maintaining the curfew, because they feared if students were allowed to bring friends in till 11 p.m., ‘they would have to stay up more often until midnight to make coffee for them’. To enforce this rule a Proctor, a member of the University staff in full formal dress with wing collar, would walk the Cambridge streets with two ‘Bulldogs’ – college porters in black suits and bowler hats. Undergraduates had to wear their gown after dark. This was a black, academic cloak.


    The Bulldogs would run up and ask, ‘Excuse me sir, are you a member of the University?’ If you weren’t wearing a gown there was a fine of thirty-three pence. If you were out after hours you could be heavily fined or ‘rusticated’ – which meant being sent away from the University for a week or more.


    There were only two girls’ colleges. Girls weren’t allowed to join men’s colleges. Men outnumbered girls ten to one. Since I’d not yet dared do much with girls, this didn’t bother me! I was reading Economics, but this was not a full-time occupation. I sought out the small, cluttered offices of the student newspaper, Varsity. My columns from the Kensington Post impressed the Editor and I was accepted. The paper was a well-produced twelve-page tabloid, crammed with advertising. It made a healthy profit selling seven thousand copies a week. My first job was to go to a theatre to interview escapologist Alan Alan. He told me hanging upside-down helped him do crossword puzzles. In the same issue of Varsity I was pictured surrounded by knives which had been thrown at me by Denver, another act on the bill. I became a life member of the Union (the debating society). I joined both the Labour Club and the Conservative Club! Fellow-student Cecil (now Lord) Parkinson was a leading light of the Labour Club. He later became Chairman of the Tory Party. Tam Dalyell, the venerable left-wing MP, was active in the Conservative Party! Cambridge was great fun. I was glad my parents forced me to go. Each day I’d cycle to the Varsity office where I was soon promoted to edit one of the sections. I acquired fancy waistcoats, cowboy-type bow-ties with long hanging strands and a black sword-stick with an ivory dog’s-head handle. I learnedto hypnotise people and became Director of Hypnotism for the Cambridge Psychic Research Society.


    After my first year at Cambridge I decided attending academic functions was a waste of time. I’d passed Part One in Economics and switched to Law. There were long, tedious textbooks, but you could buy a precis of them in short-form books. Cambridge education consisted of lectures, often by the people who had written the textbooks. The lectures were basically spoken versions of the books. Then there were tutorials where Professors would take small groups in their rooms. All


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  


  
    
      
        Stars on Winner

      


      
        

      


      
        MARLON BRANDO
      


      
        ‘Another picture I enjoyed making was The Nightcomers, a 1971 thriller based on Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw, directed by Michael Winner, an Englishman who, like David Niven, had an arch sense of humour as well as a stout characteristically British sense ofclass.’
      


      
        In Marlon Brando’s autobiography, Songs My Mother Taught Me,1994.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
        Written on a best-seller about ecology Brando gave to Michael Winner – ‘Dear Michael, this may be the butt end of our days if we cannot embrace the spirit of this book. At least it is a comfort to know that you will contribute to the laughter as we exit. Warmest remembrances. Marlon.’
      


      
        Interview with Peter Noble, What’s On in London, 14th June 1974.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
        ‘I never knew you could make films like this. It’s so fast. No one troubles you. You can keep the flow of what you are doing. I’m really enjoying it.’
      


      
        Interview with Tom Parkinson, Oldham Evening Chronicle, 7th August 1971.
      


      
        

      


      
        CHARLES BRONSON
      


      
        ‘He’s the only European director I know who ranks with the best of Hollywood. He cuts the film as he shoots it. That takes greatconcentration and he has it.’
      


      
        Photoplay, London, March 1972.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
        ‘It’s all simpatico, we get on well together. I admire particularly the way he gets things done. He’s intelligent and he’s cheerful. A lot of people find it difficult to understand him, but . . .’
      


      
        Interview with Des Wilson, Observer, London, 7th July 1974.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
        ‘Winner is an intelligent man and I like him. I don’t ever talk to him about the philosophy of a picture. It has never come up. I don’t like to over-talk things.’
      


      
        Interview with Roger Ebert, Esquire, August 1974.
      


      
        

      


      
        ORSON WELLES
      


      
        ‘Most films I’ve been in have been bad. I don’t think this one is [I’ll Never Forget What’s’isname]. It’s very funny. Michael is a verytalented young man with a big future ahead of him.’
      


      
        Interview with Hunter Davies, Sunday Times, London,27th February 1967.
      


      
        

      


      
        BURT LANCASTER
      


      
        ‘He’s sharp, bold, without respect for convention. Lawman could beone hell of a Western.’
      


      
        Interview with William Hall, Evening News, London,22nd May 1970.
      


      
        

      


      
        

      


      
        ‘Michael Winner is a very fast and intelligent director, always in command.’
      


      
        Interview with John Williams, Films Illustrated, London, October 1972.
      

    


    
      

    


    
      SOPHIA LOREN
    


    
      ‘Michael Winner is very stimulating, very easy to work with, because he always knows what he wants. He creates the rightatmosphere for the actor. He allows the actor to get on with it and does not stop until he gets what he wants.’
    


    
      Interview with Albert Watson, Edinburgh Evening News, 30th September 1978.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      ‘Michael is so sweetie, a little noisy, OK! But I can forgive anything if he is funny.’

    


    
      Interview with Tina Brown, Sunday Telegraph Magazine, 12th November 1978.
    


    
      

    


    
      FAYE DUNAWAY
    


    
      ‘Michael’s got wonderful taste. I think the production of The Wicked Lady is beautiful – it has merriment. He’s a wonderfully pleasant man with a great sense of humour. I never expected to enjoy myself so much. This is the only film I’ve ever truly enjoyed making. Everything in the past has been so full of anguish. Anguish. That’s partly my fault. It’s been years since I really had a good time making a film. Michael Winner made the whole thing seem like fun. So I wasvery relaxed throughout the picture. That hasn’t happened before.’
    


    
      Interview with Roderick Mann, Los Angeles Times, 26th October 1982.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      ‘Making The Wicked Lady was a lot of laughs. People say tension is necessary to make a good film, but I disagree. I think the happier you are the better you work.
    


    
      Interview in the News of the World Magazine, 5th December 1982.
    


    
      

    


    
      SIR ANTHONY HOPKINS
    


    
      ‘It was a huge change coming from long Shakespearean speeches for The National Theatre to Michael Winner’s short, sharp shooting in fragments. I’ve rarely worked this way before and I find it exciting, because I don’t really know where I’m going to end up in any scene. I don’t need to build up to a line any more. And if I want I say, ‘Let’stake it back to so and so’ and no one objects.’
    


    
      Anthony Hopkins interviewed in Bradford Telegraph & Argus,7th May 1988.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      ‘My character in A Chorus of Disapproval has no sense of humour; that’s his problem. But Michael Winner has.’

    


    
      Interview with Sheila Johnston, Independent, 5th May 1988.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      ‘If you start looking for meaning in the part you are dead. Fortunately Winner just shoots it. He’s brisk and I like his speed.’
    


    
      Interview in the Yorkshire Post, 10th May 1988.
    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      ‘Winner’s rough and ready approach to film making suited my temperament because it was fast. This endless talking in the theatre – I can’t stand it. Michael cuts through all the nonsense. He’s a great showman. A lot of Alan Ayckbourn’s characters are not very subtle. They are like cartoon, Gogol-esque – and Michael directs accordingly.’
    


    
      Interview with James Rampton, Independent, 27th October 1989.
    


    
      

    


    
      SIR MICHAEL CAINE
    


    
      ‘Michael, you’ve been a friend to me for a long long time. But whenever I read a newspaper I never recognise the person who is my friend. So I am here to tell everybody you are a complete and utter fraud. You come on like this bombastic, ill-tempered monster. It’s not the side of you I see. I see a man who has a tremendous artistic eye, you have one of the greatest collections of illustrations from children’s books that I have ever seen. You are an incredible legal brain. Before I even go to my own lawyer I talk to you first. You are extremely funny, very sensitive, very kind and very generous. I hope everyone believes me when I say you are a kind, gentle, wonderfulperson. And I’m not kidding.’
    


    
      Michael Caine on Winner’s This Is Your Life, Thames TV,17th October 2001.
    


    
      

    


    
      ROBERT MITCHUM
    


    
      ‘I saw The Big Sleep in San Diego and liked it. It’s the perfect movie equivalent of Raymond Chandler’s literary technique. Things pop out all over each other. You just have to forget about the plot and examine the characters and the dialogue. Michael Winner isconsistent, although he considers himself superior to the rest of humanity and fancies himself a ninetenth-century rake.’
    


    
      Interview with Philip Wuntch, Dallas Morning News, 19th March 1978.
    


    
      

    


    
      JEREMY IRONS
    


    
      ‘I like Michael Winner. He makes me laugh a lot. As a director he works in a very specific way, very fast, very short takes, always moving the camera around. I’m not sure it’s my favourite way of working, but it is the way he works and as an actor you have toadapt.’
    


    
      Interviewed in Photoplay, August 1988.
    


    
      

    


    
      ALAIN DELON
    


    
      ‘I can’t say for certain why we got on so well, perhaps it’s because we’re both Scorpios. Or whether it’s because we have respect for each other’s work and person – maybe it’s a bit of both. Certainly Ienjoyed making Scorpio and I enjoy the people I’m working with.’
    


    
      Interview with Gilda Archer, Your Stars Weekly, London, 4th November 1972.
    


    
      

    


    
      ROBERT RYAN
    


    
      ‘I’m kind of an authority on westerns. I’ve killed or been killed inmore than I can remember. But this is the first time I’ve ever been called “Love” by the director. I guess that’s the English . . .’
    


    
      Interview with William Hall, Evening News, London, 22nd May 1970.
    


    
      

    


    
      ‘I am enormously impressed by several things about Winner. His technical knowledge is considerable. He knows what he’s doing. He knows what he wants. Also Winner creates really electric atmos- phere on the set because he’s an unpredictable man. That’s good because the repetition and boredom of making movies can have its effect on the whole picture, and nothing like that happens when Winner’s around.’
    


    
      Interview in Films and Filming, London, March 1971.
    


    
      

    


    
      MICHAEL CRAWFORD
    


    
      ‘It seems to me that a producer/director like Michael Winner is a very good idea. There can’t be all those daily rows and at least they see rushes at the same time that way. You work with a man like thatnot for him.’
    


    
      Interview with David Castell, Films in London, 5th April 1970.
    


    
      

    


    
      CHARLES AZNAVOUR
    


    
      ‘Michael Winner is a very thrilling director because he lets the actor play, he lets you absolutely free, and he has a great sense of humour. He’s young in every way and you also feel absolutely comfortable.’
    


    
      Interview with Tony Bilbow on BBC Late Night Line Up, London, 12th July 1970.
    


    
      

    


    
      PAUL SCOFIELD
    


    
      ‘I’ve had plenty of opportunity to admire Michael Winner as a director from the audience point of view, that is with myself sitting in the audience watching his films. I found them to be extraordinarily outgoing and sympathetic. Full of the kind of energy which I findvery exciting in a director.’
    


    
      Interview in Photoplay, London, May 1973.
    


    
      

    


    
      OLIVER REED
    


    
      ‘I think Michael has a reputation for being difficult. I like him because he’s very honest and there’s nothing phoney about him. As long as you’re honest and straightforward and don’t cower around and you’re honest to him, I’ve always found he’s OK. I’ve worked with him many times and had no trouble. We’ve always got on very well. Michael and I joke around a lot because he’s got a good sense of humour. Behind Winner’s megaphone, voice, cigar and chair
    


    
      there beats a heart of gold – sort of!’
    


    
      Interview with Robin Bean, Films and Filming, London, June 1967.
    


    
      

    


    
      SARAH MILES
    


    
      ‘Now there’s my friend! I love Michael Winner. He’s surrounded in shit with a heart of gold – true! Always been a friend of mine,Michael.’
    


    
      Interview with Barry Norman on BBC television, 15th September 1977.
    


    
      

    


    
      SIR STANLEY BAKER
    


    
      ‘Michael Winner has impressed me as much as any director I’ve ever worked with. Some directors I regard as directors: some as film- makers. Michael Winner I regard as a film-maker. The difference being that he is more than capable and very adept at forcing a production along. Michael Winner makes things happen on the floor in all stages of production. When it comes to directing, he knows exactly what he wants. It’s very rare to find a director like that. I’mterribly impressed by him.’
    


    
      Interview with Kevin Gough Yates and Margaret Tarratt, Filmsand Filming, London, August 1970.
    


    
      

    


    
      SIR JOHN GIELGUD
    


    
      ‘The Wicked Lady is great nonsense, directed by a mad nut called Michael Winner, a foul-mouthed director with a certain charm – at least very respectful to me, though most unpleasant to underlings – a restless maniac mixture of George Cukor, Harpo Marx and LionelBart.’
    


    
      Quoted in Gielgud’s Letters, edited by Richard Mangan, 2004.
    


    
      

    


    
      SIR ALAN AYCKBOURN
    


    
      ‘Michael Winner’s a nice man, very honest, sort of Yorkshire in the sense that he doesn’t pussyfoot around. He just says it withsometimes brutal frankness.’
    


    
      Quoted in the Yorkshire Post, 10th May 1988.
    


    
      

    


    
      RICHARD BRIERS
    


    
      ‘Michael is unique. He’s a great professional – rather like Hitchcock, he’s worked everything out in advance, and if you don’t co-operate and do what he wants he gets very annoyed! He has of course a veryclever mind. You know he did a law degree. And he’s totally star struck. I find him delightful.’
    


    
      Interview with Victor Olliver, Woman’s Journal, December 1989.
    


    
      

    


    
      JENNY SEAGROVE
    


    
      ‘Michael Winner behaves like a three-year-old. I remember him once wearing a yellow and black shirt and doing an extraordinary bee impersonation. I thought anyone who can do that is worth gettingto know better.’
    


    
      Quoted in the Independent, 14th September 2000.
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