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Introduction

‘We must enjoy life for as long as the adventure lasts’

Paul O’Grady

Paul O’Grady often told me that writing a book isn’t easy. And he would know: he’d published bestsellers for adults and children, a guide to life in the Kent countryside and another bursting with tips, courtesy of Miss Lily Savage.

And if you’ve read them, you might think you would know all there is to know about Paul O’Grady. But you’d be wrong.

I worked with Paul for 20 years, usually producing his popular, long-running BBC Radio 2 show. The Paul O’Grady I knew was not only a versatile presenter, broadcaster and entertainer, he was a campaigner, a political advocate and a trailblazer. He was also a son, a father and a grandfather. But most of all he was a friend.

And I’d like to share that person with you.

At his core, Paul was a talented and complicated individual, an incredible and mercurial man, and one who fiercely protected his privacy – in many an interview, he would deftly deflect a personal question with an amusing anecdote. So some might say I’m setting out to do the impossible, especially because his radio programme presented a carefully curated ‘version’ of the man. But I like a challenge.

That task began 6 months after Paul died, when I received a phone call from his husband André. He had a proposition for me: would I be interested in helping him write a book about his life with Paul? I agreed to a meeting, but it quickly became clear to me that the story of their intimate relationship wasn’t mine to tell; fortunately, soon after that book was abandoned.

I wanted to write about the Paul O’Grady who was my work colleague, my sparring partner and my trusty friend.

This is Paul’s story, as I discovered it.

In so doing, the important milestones are here, nearly all of which he told me about in detail, from Birkenhead to Battersea. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s warts and all, and while I have been careful not to break his confidence, I have attempted to complete the story of his career and friendships his autobiographies only partly told.

It’s also a journey through a life, if you will. In simple terms, Paul travelled from the northwest of England of the 1950s and 1960s, ending up in the southeast 50 or so years later; but there was nothing straightforward about it. It’s a convoluted and astonishing tale which took in outrageous and seedy bars and nightclubs, the finest theatres in the land, millions of front rooms and even a royal palace.

The time we spent working together at the BBC was Paul’s longest regular gig, but his job as a host of a weekly radio show often took third place behind his TV shows and appearances in panto. And that’s fine. But now it’s time to reveal the story we shared.

To help me, I have spoken with numerous friends and colleagues, and visited the places that helped create the Paul O’Grady so many of us loved. I’ve also had the good fortune to talk to Paul’s daughter and grandchildren. Their insights have been invaluable and revealing, and provide different facets of the man we knew. As a result, this book, just like him, is heartfelt, candid – and even has a little bit of bite.

Loyal fans will know that Paul wrote four accomplished and successful volumes of autobiography, a process he enjoyed – eventually. Those books are rich in memories, anecdotes and detail about his formative days, and if you haven’t read them, I wholeheartedly recommend you seek them out. As ever, no, I’m not on commission and as Paul once said on his radio show: ‘Other autobiographies are available – but they’re nowhere near as funny or as good.’

For various reasons, however, he decided against writing about his later years, so this book – in part – takes up the mantle, and I have charted some of the many highs and occasional lows which Paul O’Grady experienced after he had retired Lilian Maeve Veronica Savage in the early 2000s. But this is really a story about friendship, drawn from years of work and worries, regular rants and countless hearty doses of laughter.

When he died in March 2023, many of Paul’s ‘loyal listeners’ contacted me to tell me of their heartache. He might have been embarrassed by public displays of affection, but he was aware that people held him in high regard; he also knew that most of them, if not all, considered him as their friend. The affection his listeners held for him, and indeed the connection many believed they had with him, was there thanks to the mediums in which he worked. When he appeared on television, Paul O’Grady was in your living room, while on the radio, you could hear him while you were in the bath, driving a car or, as was often the case on a Sunday evening between 5 p.m. and 7 p.m., doing your ironing. Fundamentally, he had an intimate relationship with his fans.

The last song Paul played on his BBC radio show was by Bette Midler. Released as a single back in 1973, Bette first performed ‘Friends’ during one of her now legendary ‘intimate’ shows in front of hundreds of gay men – who would have been wearing nothing but a towel – at the Continental Baths in New York. Paul and I both loved Bette (although I should add neither of us saw her perform in a gay sauna). I chose the track because I had produced two radio specials with the star, while Paul had enjoyed her company on his ITV chat show in 2010, so I hoped something by her was a fitting way to bow out. And ‘Friends’, or ‘You’ve Got To Have Friends’ as some people call it, was the perfect choice. Despite its melancholic undertones, the number is both rousing and heartfelt, and emphasises the importance of human connection; it represented the ethos of Paul’s radio show.

The song was originally the first choice as the theme for the American sitcom The Golden Girls although, ultimately, that honour went to Andrew Gold’s ‘Thank You For Being A Friend’ – another one we sometimes featured on the radio show. Looking back, I can see that Paul’s programme had a lot in common with the Miami-based comedy. The Golden Girls changed mainstream television by showing that four independent older women could be interesting, funny and wise. And, most of all, friends. The same was true of Paul’s Sunday show. Yes, he and I were pals, and we both certainly knew what made each other tick, but he was also a friend to his listener at home. And it is because of his special relationships – with you and me – that I’ve written this book.

Friendships were important to Paul, and he worked hard to maintain them. I have discovered, researching this project, there was an inner circle of pals who protected Paul O’Grady, or ‘Savage’ as they knew him, throughout his life. They continue to do so and I am grateful many of them have supported this project. He loved people and was constantly fascinated – and sometimes rattled – by them. And it says a lot about him that some, like Vera, were there from almost the beginning to the end of Paul’s life. Yes, Vera was a real person! But more on her later.

Much has been chronicled about the decade or more during which Paul O’Grady perfected his alter ego’s character and act in gay pubs and clubs across the country: his hard work during the 1980s and 1990s ultimately led to Lily Savage becoming part of the entertainment establishment, with her own shows on mainstream prime-time television. She had, to quote one of Paul’s idols, Gypsy Rose Lee, ‘descended from a long line her mother listened to’. Lily was, as he explained, ‘a hard-bitten hooker from Birkenhead, with her roots showing, ripped tights and a big handbag’. For a very long time, Paul was hidden by Lily, a character who allowed him to break down boundaries and, as Sir Elton John commented, go ‘places nobody had gone before’. Miss Savage was part of a transformation in Britain – perhaps for a time she led it – and her journey is a good measure of how far LGBTQ+ people have come in the last 50 years or so: from the downtrodden and hidden to the shining stars of popular entertainment.

But as Lily became part of British show business royalty, it was her manager and Paul’s life partner Brendan Murphy who helped ‘the man behind the lippy’ realise the only way he could go to the next level was to be himself. As Paul later explained to me, Lily Savage became a financial means to an end.

The screenwriter and television executive Russell T Davies was ‘heartbroken’ to hear Paul was retiring Lily: ‘I actually couldn’t believe it. I cynically rolled my eyes and thought, “Two years, give him two years and Lily will be back.” I thought, “How bold is that?”’ Comedian and broadcaster Alan Carr was equally shocked by the move: ‘I thought it was madness. I was, like, “What?!” and naively thought, “Well, that’s the last we’ll hear of him!”’ But for Paul’s close pal, comedian and author Julian Clary, retiring Lily was a ‘genius thing to do, extremely brave, it opened a whole new world for him. And as it turned out it was a brilliant thing to do.’ Broadcaster and author Graham Norton agrees: ‘I totally understood why he wanted to “become Paul”. Was I sure he could do it? No, I wasn’t. But when you saw him, you realised it was simply Lily without lipstick – there wasn’t much method acting when he was her. So, yes, it was a bold thing to do, a big decision, but not irreversible, and there wasn’t a bonfire of wigs out back. And if people hadn’t warmed to Paul in the same way, it would have been, “Hello! Here’s Lily again.”’

But Paul’s decision to say goodbye to Lily Savage did work – and after spending time in a convent in Brittany, Lily finally relocated to Amsterdam where she was last seen running a home for young ladies.

I never ‘knew’ Lily Savage as such. I began working with Paul just after he had semi-retired her in the early 2000s, and even though I loved watching Lily on telly, with her forthright ‘Bet Lynch brass’, I think I was lucky. Bear with me here. You see, I’m not so sure I could have survived working with the demonic Blonde Bombsite (Paul’s description, not mine) because her quick wit would have exhausted me; simply put, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up with her. Back in the nineties and early noughties, Paul and I were poles apart – I was never a party animal and I’m a life-long teetotaller, and, as I often reminded him, I was much younger.

But as time’s gone by since we lost him, I’ve realised those differences were the very reason we became such good friends years later.

The man I knew and worked with for two decades was fiercely loyal and supportive, constantly witty, and uncompromisingly fascinating – he was never short of a story, an anecdote or a juicy piece of gossip. He was well-read but never lecturing. He was opinionated and a champion of the underdog – both two- and four-legged – moody and unpredictable, and yet so easy to read. And even though he was a highly successful star, he was extremely down-to-earth and always the first to acknowledge his modest background. He was excellent company and, as I write this introduction, I still can’t believe I’ll never receive another phone call from him: ‘Hiya, Malcolm!’

Oh, how I miss him: our conversations and all the drama that always seemed to follow him around. I’d never met anyone quite like Paul O’Grady, and don’t think I will again.

Throughout the years I worked with him, Paul remained creatively ambitious while giving the impression that he was always about to give it all up. He was genuinely proud of the programmes he presented, the books he had written and the stage performances he had given, but he seldom boasted of his achievements. And while he appreciated his huge and diverse fan base, Paul loved nothing more than being at home, feeding his pigs, talking to his chickens and walking his ever-growing family of dogs – but he wasn’t a saint, as all his friends will tell you.

I have continued to be inundated with funny and outrageous messages and stories about him. It’s no surprise really, given the huge audiences who tuned into ‘the dog show’ on ITV, or who listened to his weekly radio programme. So many people really felt that they knew him. And they did, or at least a part of him. And that was just one of the many remarkable attributes that he had: Paul O’Grady made us all feel we were his best friend, whether we knew him intimately, directly or hardly at all.

It’s said, ‘A man is known by the company he keeps’, and in Paul’s case, there were millions of us. There were those who knew him on the gay circuit as Lily Savage, and her later incarnation as a TV hostess. Some people knew him as the man who loved dogs, elephants and orangutans; while, for others, he was Miss Hannigan, or the wicked attraction of a spectacular pantomime.

For me, the Paul O’Grady I knew was first and foremost a radio presenter. The Radio Times contacted me the day after he died, asking if I’d be willing to talk about him. After checking with Joan Marshrons, Paul’s long-serving and long-suffering agent, I agreed and spoke about the years I had spent working with Paul. You never know how such things will turn out, but the article seemed to be well received, and nor was I surprised when the magazine highlighted one quote out of my conversation: ‘I was paid to laugh.’ It was true, and what a job it was! I know I was very lucky.

Paul’s wit, which was his superpower, was an instrument that he had mastered in the pubs and clubs where he held court as Lily Savage. In the radio studio, he would riff stories and I’d despair, thinking, ‘This isn’t in the script, he’s gone rogue. How am I going to get him back on track to play Dollar?’

For 14 years and across 500 or more TeamPOG radio shows, Paul created a safe place, one where, as the Guardian wrote, ‘He was both acerbically funny – Lily without the wig – and incredibly warm, the kind of warmth you can’t fake without sounding oily. And O’Grady never sounded oily … The fact that a lot of people who wrote in [to the show] seemed to be of advanced years … said a great deal about the breadth of his appeal. Pensioners seemed to adore him.’ And they did. And so did young mums and their children, animal-loving middle-aged couples, and those of all ages with a lonely heart. We were all friends together, and no matter who you were, or where you were, it was his ‘loyal listener’ who was at the heart of every programme.

Around the time of our 300th show, and without help from BBC Marketing or an audience focus group, we adopted a motto, a mission statement if you will, and I featured it in all our posts on social media, and later on air. It was intended to make the listener aware that we knew the programme was not only for them, but that it also wouldn’t be a show without them. One guest presenter – a professional funny man brought in to hold the fort while Paul was on a short break – took offence at the strapline, which he felt was a criticism directed at him, telling his agent to complain to Radio 2 management. Fearing they might lose the support of said comedian, I was told to stop using the strapline while Paul was away. Annoyed, I complied.

I can laugh about it now, however, because that line has given me the title of this book, and those few short words remain as pertinent as ever, even though today they have an added and more poignant meaning.

Paul, it truly is … not the same without you.






1.

Are You Sitting Comfortably?

‘I have a high pain threshold, no need for anaesthetic’

Paul O’Grady

It was Broadcasting House in London where I first encountered Paul O’Grady. I can remember that meeting as if it were yesterday, even though it was decades ago now.

‘BH’, as it’s often referred to, is the main headquarters of the BBC. It’s located in Portland Place, just north of Oxford Circus in London’s West End and has been home to the Corporation in one guise or another since the early 1930s. BBC Radio’s stations 1 and 2 launched in 1967. They were part of a major change for the Corporation as it responded to the emergence of pirate radio and a demand for programmes from a younger, ‘pop-loving’ audience. Radio 2 focused initially on ‘light’ entertainment and music, much like its rather frumpy predecessor, the Light Programme. During the next 20 years or so, it became home to such broadcasting legends as Jimmy Young, Pete Murray, Ray Moore and John Dunn.

Everything changed in the mid 1990s with the arrival of new management in the guise of a former head of light entertainment at the BBC, James Moir, and his managing editor, Lesley Douglas. Jim’s tenure saw significant modernisation as he repositioned the network. And within 5 years his plans had succeeded, as BBC Radio 2 replaced BBC Radio 1 as the most listened-to station in the UK.

It was in BH that Paul and I first began making programmes for Radio 2. Paul was no stranger to the medium as he’d been a regular guest on many shows ever since the early days of Lily Savage. In 1996 he had hosted an edition of the network’s clip-show Talking Comedy in which he explained what made him laugh, while also admitting that he wasn’t a fan of comics and comedians, ‘in fact, I hate comedy’ he disclosed. And a few months before I first began working with him in 2003, Paul had sat in for Jonathan Ross on his Saturday morning radio show, where he was joined by Lily Savage’s ‘daughter’ Bunty, aka the singer Sonia. But Paul O’Grady’s appearance on the station some months later, purely as the presenter of a music documentary, was perhaps a more unexpected one and it was all because of Cilla Black.

I began producing programmes for the station in 1998 and had made numerous documentaries for them about singers and songwriters. Five years later, Cilla Black was celebrating her fortieth anniversary in show business. She had signed with The Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein in September 1963, going on to enjoy huge success in the music industry with her UK number ones, ‘Anyone Who Had A Heart’ and ‘You’re My World’. To commemorate her ruby anniversary in the business, and her sixtieth birthday, Radio 2 commissioned me to produce a two-part documentary which would boast a new 3-hour interview with Cilla – conducted by me at her holiday home in Estepona, Spain. It also featured guest contributions from her friends and peers, including Cliff Richard, Burt Bacharach, Lulu, Michael Winner, Terry Wogan and Tim Rice.

As with all of Radio 2’s documentaries back then, the network wanted an equally starry name as presenter. Cilla suggested her pal, Paul O’Grady. Since the death of her husband Bobby in 1999, the two stars had become firm friends. A call was made to Paul’s manager, and the response was an immediate ‘yes’.

I was thrilled and worried. To be honest, I was wary of Paul O’Grady. I had never met him before, and all I had to go on was the Paul I’d seen on television and the Lily Savage I’d witnessed in gay clubs. Let’s not beat around the bush here: Paul O’Grady had a bit of a reputation back then. ‘The stories when he was Lily Savage were that he was an absolute nightmare’, says theatre impresario, Michael Harrison. ‘Wigs being thrown in the dressing room, bottles of champagne being chucked out the window, so his reputation back in those days was that he was tough to work with.’

Dressed in a smart suit, he arrived at studio 1H to record the script for the Cilla documentary a little worse for wear: he had just had significant dental surgery, and I remember thinking, ‘How on earth will he be able to speak properly?’ As though reading my mind, Paul had said: ‘Don’t worry, Malcolm’, going on to explain the dental treatment had been completed without any anaesthetic. I began to feel queasy at the thought of it. Realising I was a bit squeamish, or ‘nesh’ as he called it, Paul proceeded to go into great detail about the invasive procedure he had just endured, laughing as I began to turn pale. Unpacking his WH Smith’s carrier bag, he produced his copy of the script, and a bottle of Lucozade, and settled into the familiar surroundings. He relished working in such iconic studios, with their aged mixing desks, dusty furniture and Bakelite fixtures.

The job of a radio producer depends on the programme you’re working on – and the station you’re working for too, come to think of it. In the main, though, it’s about organisation, preparation and, in the case of a documentary, storytelling. The challenge when making these radio documentaries is that often the producer doesn’t get the chance to meet their presenter before recording their links or ‘narration’. If you’re lucky, you might have a quick phone call, but all I’d had was an email from Paul’s manager confirming the date and location of the recording session. I had no idea what Paul would be like to work with – to produce – and I had no inkling what he even thought about my work.

Much to my relief, Paul told me he was happy with the script and was impressed with the list of contributors and my choice of Cilla’s music. But, most of all, he was interested to know what she’d said during our intimate interview. While it was obvious that Paul O’Grady was a huge fan of Cilla, it should be noted that, as Lily Savage, he had said some derogatory things about her while he’d been working the nation’s pubs and clubs, and often sent her up, especially when it came to the wannabe-star deserting the north to find success down south.

Thankfully, by 2003, Cilla had forgiven Lily.

One of the contributors I had interviewed was the broadcaster, writer and musicologist Russell Davies (not to be confused with the television writer Russell T Davies). When Paul discovered I also produced Russell’s weekly Radio 2 show, he went off on a rant in which he delivered a scathing review of the series, the presenter and the choice of music. Paul’s condemnation surprised me, but it was hilarious nonetheless, especially as it happened so spontaneously. This impromptu tirade – the first of many I would witness in the years that we worked together – was four-and-a-half minutes of pure, unfiltered O’Grady, and all of it totally unsuitable for broadcast. I now realise he was also testing me.

Words on paper need some magic to make them into a compelling listen on radio, and Paul O’Grady was undoubtedly a magician. He not only brought the script to life, but he also improved it by adding small but subtle ad libs here and there. For example, introducing a rare Cilla performance, while sharing the date and location of the appearance, he gently sent up his friend’s age: ‘Buried in the bowels of the BBC’s archives for nearly forty years,’ he began, ‘here’s Cilla’s interpretation of “The In-Crowd”, originally broadcast from Blackpool’s Jubilee Theatre in August 1966 … I was five!’ Typical Paul, always one to exaggerate to make an anecdote work – he would actually have been 11.

Another link detailed some of the products Cilla advertised or promoted in the 1970s, which included chocolate, fresh cream cakes, tea bags and baked beans. ‘I bet her pantry was full!’ he quipped.

As a producer, there’s nothing more frustrating or alarming than to discover the presenter doesn’t know how to interpret the written word or isn’t engaged with the subject in hand. Thankfully, with Paul O’Grady there was no need to worry. His personal and intimate knowledge of the places I’d written about, and his huge affection for its central subject, gave the two programmes added gravitas.

An hour or so later, and with everything I needed safely recorded onto quarter-inch tape – it was 2003 and the BBC hadn’t fully embraced the digital age – Paul thanked me and left the studio. I hurried back to my office over the road in Western House to begin mixing the programmes. I was thrilled: Paul’s words combined with Cilla’s story and music made for a compelling listen.

The next day, Paul phoned me. ‘Hiya, Malcolm … remember that ad lib I did about fleas? Could you cut it out, please? If Cilla hears it, she’ll have my guts for garters.’ During the recording session, in a reference to growing up in Vauxhall, Liverpool, Paul had joked, ‘By the time Cilla was twenty-five, the girl from Scottie Road, with great legs, a load of flea bites and dyed red hair, was a millionaire.’ I had thought at the time: ‘I hope she’s OK with that,’ but Paul had obviously been mulling it over ever since he had left the studio. I’d assumed recording the script for my documentary was just another job to him, and that he would quickly be on to the next, but I was wrong. He cared about the programme and his pal, and he wanted it to be right. The reference to fleas never made it to the final broadcast, and Cilla was none the wiser.

Sadly, the studio in BH where Paul and I recorded his links is long gone, as it was demolished along with the whole extension to Broadcasting House soon after we worked there (the two events were unrelated, before you ask). The space it occupied is now part of what is known as New Broadcasting House, home to the BBC’s news operation. BBC Radio 2 relocated across the road to Western House – later renamed in honour of Sir Terry Wogan – until early 2024. But Paul often spoke of the old studios in BH – he joked about the state of them: the random pianos and ill-matching chairs, the haunting smell of nicotine from a time when smoking was allowed at the BBC, gram players and record racks, and ill-fitting headphones with cables that Paul always managed to tangle up into a knot. His comments about those old studios were made with great affection. He loved ‘Auntie Beeb’ or ‘Auntie’, as the broadcaster was commonly referred to by those of Paul’s generation. The familial nickname was most likely inspired by the likes of Uncle Arthur, Auntie Violet and Uncle Caractacus who read stories on Children’s Hour. And like millions of others, Paul had fond childhood memories of sitting on his mum’s knee while tuning in to Listen With Mother on the BBC’s Light Programme, and decades later admitted he would very happily host the record request show Housewives’ Choice – if it was ever resurrected. Yes, Paul O’Grady was very proud to be associated with the British Broadcasting Corporation.

I didn’t know it at the time, but interviewing Miss Black on the Costa del Sol for that radio documentary would change my life. I would go on to work with her again on other radio shows, and we would often bump into each other at the opening of a West End musical or similar production. And it was because of her that I met the man who is the subject of this book.

Recorded in late November 2003, and first broadcast a few weeks later, Cilla – What’s It All About? was a documentary Paul and I were both proud of. The Radio Times agreed, selecting the programme as a ‘Radio Choice’, adding that Miss Black was ‘in fine form’ and that Paul was an ‘impeccable host’. That project was also the start of our radio partnership, which would last until the day he died. Those years were filled with lots of laughs, countless rants and an abundance of drama.

The same could be said for all of Paul O’Grady’s life.






2.

A Quaint Little Fishing Village

‘23, Holly Grove … I loved that little house … It’s in my blood’

Paul O’Grady

For the years I knew him, Paul O’Grady lived ‘down south’ in Kent, but his story began not far from the west bank of the River Mersey, near the Woodside Ferry Terminal in Birkenhead.

If you make the pilgrimage there, you’ll find an impressive piece of spray-paint art by the Wallasey-based artist Adam Brezaux. Commissioned in 2023, the mural is one of a series that reflects the area’s history, culture and notable figures along the historic waterfront. Using a heightened realism that is both striking and sympathetic, the piece of art captures an avuncular man in his later years, opposite his former larger-than-life alter ego. Paul would have probably been both embarrassed and delighted by the artistic tribute, but its striking likeness to its subject is just part of the work’s appeal. Equally important is its location: Birkenhead on the Wirral, where Paul was born in 1955.

In the many tributes and articles written about him, some refer to Paul as a Liverpudlian, but they are mistaken; he came from the other side of the Mersey, and he was proud of that and wouldn’t hold back in correcting anyone who got it wrong.

He was born in the suburb of Higher Tranmere and grew up in a modest, rented house on a small road called Holly Grove. Paul compared the property to being ‘like a doll’s house inside’ and ‘always cold … No, not cold – freezing. You could’ve hung meat in the bedrooms during the winter months.’ Situated in an elevated position, the family home offered views to the front over the river and Liverpool city skyline. ‘It was the view I got to see every morning taking the “ferry cross the Mersey” on my way to work in the Cunard Shipping Office. The train over from Birkenhead to Liverpool was much quicker but I loved taking the ferry,’ he once noted. Paul later described his first home: ‘It was just an ordinary two-up, two-down house.’ Today, there’s no blue plaque and, without wishing to offend its current inhabitants, for anyone making a trip there the property is somewhat underwhelming given the person who spent his formative years inside. But it’s a significant location in the story of Paul O’Grady.

Two of his four volumes of autobiography chronicled, in blistering detail, the time he spent growing up in the northwest. When his mother died in 1988, Paul considered buying his family home in Holly Grove because ‘to let it go,’ he later wrote, would be ‘akin to an act of betrayal … [that house] meant so much to me.’ Ultimately, however, he returned the keys to the landlord, taking as much of the contents of his childhood bedroom that he could carry back with him to London.

In essence, he had enjoyed a very happy upbringing, one that was full of affection. Like many in the area, Paul’s parents were of Irish descent. His father, Paddy Grady (the ‘O’ was added in error to a form when he later joined the RAF), hailed from Galway and Ballincurry, County Roscommon; while Paul’s mother, Mary ‘Molly’ Savage, had links to County Louth, where her parents grew up. Paul would often speak about his fondness of the Emerald Isle: ‘I loved it as a kid … we’d go for the summer holidays,’ and told RTÉ radio in 2015: ‘I remember me dad when we were kids, he used to say, “We’re related to Irish royalty!” We all just used to laugh at him. I quite fancy being Irish royalty. [But] I know with my luck I’ll be in the kitchens, scrubbing the floors.’

Paul had a brother, Brendan, who was 14 years older than he was, and a sister, Sheila, who was 11 years older than Paul. The brothers weren’t that close, but Sheila was another matter. Many years later, when Paul had become a household name, he would ring her most Sunday evenings for a catch-up. ‘I was born late – what my mother called the last kick of a dying horse,’ he explained in his 2009 autobiography At My Mother’s Knee … And Other Low Joints. It’s no accident his mother received top billing; he chose her maiden name for Lily after all.

‘I was an indulged child and completely protected from anything bad,’ he wrote. Even so, Paul recalled his mother was always threatening to put him in an orphanage if he didn’t behave, something that filled him with dread: ‘I didn’t want to eat bread and dripping and be beaten with a belt by nuns so I’d be on my best behaviour for a while, making my mother instantly suspicious.’ The sassy women of his youth, including his aunties Chrissie and Annie, and the neighbours who lived nearby, were all an influence on him. During one of the rare occasions we ventured out onto London’s gay scene many years later, he told me: ‘Lily owed a lot to the women I encountered in my childhood.’

His Aunty Chrissie had been a ‘clippie’ (a bus conductor) on the local 79 bus route. She was also a single parent and was, he said ‘as hard as nails and very glamourous, she was the captain of the darts team in the pub and she liked a drink and she smoked, and she swore like a trooper. This woman to me was like a goddess,’ adding, ‘There was a whiff of Marlene Dietrich about her, and she couldn’t resist the odd smart one-liner … but some of her stories were full of it, full of rubbish.’ A typical example: ‘When I was little, she told me, “Some fella shoved something down my bra today and said ‘Have a drink on me.’ I asked her what it was, and she replied, “A teabag.”’

Characteristics that were observed, embellished and ultimately employed by Lily.

His Aunty Annie told the young Paul to, ‘Think of the past, but don’t dwell on it’ – advice he observed. Nevertheless, he later admitted: ‘For me, everything seems rosier in retrospect.’

Growing up in the 1960s, the women in the north were a completely different breed to those anywhere else in the world, according to Paul. ‘My Aunty Chrissie [later] got a job as a manageress of an off-licence. Two fellas came in: “This is a stick-up.” She said, “I’ll just open the safe for you, love,” went out the back, got a brush and battered them. This is who they were … [These women] were all very resilient.’

And none more so than his mother, Molly. Paul described her as ‘very cynical and very dry,’ she was, he explained, ‘a mistress of the one liner’. He told me, ‘I knew she wasn’t what you’d call normal. She’d love to kick off.’ Apparently, Molly was the sort of woman who would pop into a shop and ask if the ham on sale was fresh, just to get a reaction from the shopkeeper. ‘That was the woman she was, Malcolm. You can see where I got it from,’ adding, ‘Your funny bone is forged in childhood.’ He would say the same to many a journalist – as Paul told the Big Issue in 2022: ‘A lot of the stuff I used to say as Lily stemmed from those days. [Those women] were all funny. I didn’t realise at the time.’

But one thing he didn’t tell his mum was the fact he was gay. He skirted around the issue, and she turned a blind eye. ‘Taboos were swept under the carpet.’

As writer and playwright Jonathan Harvey explains, ‘Telling his mother he was working in catering up and down the country rather than as a drag queen still tickles me, but they were such different days. She was worried he was a drifter who wouldn’t settle down.’ Indeed, Paul was the first to admit that, as a young man, he sought excitement and would go out of his way to find it: ‘I just wanted to get on with my life.’ There’s often a kernel of truth in a joke, and Paul said his mother wouldn’t have cared if he was running a brothel in Amsterdam – as long as he had a pension.

He failed his eleven-plus exam but eventually left school with four ‘O’ levels and a handful of CSEs to his name. Speaking to the Big Issue in 2022, Paul reminisced about his teenage years. ‘I had no ambition, I floated from job to job to job. As a young kid, I had a paper round and used to go around the hospital selling newspapers and ciggies, would you believe – on maternity as well. I was always quite self-sufficient. I worked in every single shipping office in Liverpool … you name it, I did it. I’d do any old job, me, as long as it paid enough money for me to go out, [and] buy new clothes.’

Aged 17, he found work at Liverpool Magistrates’ Court where he met Diane Jansen, who was working in the same office. He was 9 years her junior and was, according to her, ‘A catch, very handsome.’ He described her as ‘a bit of a party animal’. In fact, the two became such a pairing that their mutual employers had to keep them apart because Paul and Diane used to laugh and talk too much in the workplace. And, for a short while, the couple became a bit of an item. Some 50 years later, in 2024, Diane spoke to me at her home in Liverpool. She says she always knew that Paul liked both men and women: ‘We didn’t think of it as being gay or straight back then.’ Paul was always acting out films and musicals, and he loved to dress up. ‘You could see the talent was there,’ remembers Diane. ‘It wasn’t organised and ordered … but I knew he was very clever and intelligent … It was just a part of him, dressing up, drag, it’s what he did. I never suggested he did it professionally, though. He was just flamboyant. I got annoyed with him once, as I was sick of going to gay bars, so we went to a straight bar and I made him dance. He hated dancing, but he did it because I wanted him to … We did have a laugh. He’d say and do wicked things, but it was all for effect. We had a good time together.’

Those good times came to a shattering halt when his father died, at which point the 17-year-old Paul also discovered he was to become a dad himself.

I’m sure I wasn’t the only one to be surprised when I heard Paul had a child, and I asked him about it many years later. He simply explained, with a wink, ‘I put it about a bit, Malcolm.’

Contrary to the stories that appeared in the Sun in August 1995, Paul, who was then a rising star, didn’t try to hide the fact he had a daughter, Sharyn. The front-page headline announced, ‘Dad Lily meets his long-lost lovechild’ and, inside, a further two pages were devoted to the ‘revelations’ that the two had met up recently in London. They had only agreed to appear in the paper because another tabloid was threatening to run their own version of Paul’s private life, and he wanted to scupper their plans with his ‘official’, approved account.

Years later, with more time to reflect on the events of his youth, Paul wrote about discovering he was going to be a father, describing the news as, ‘Life over. The end of my world as I knew it.’

As far as Diane was concerned, that response was characteristically over-dramatic because it was going to be she, and not he, who would be bringing up their child. She remembers that Paul ‘did say he would stand by me’ – something she took with a pinch of salt. ‘He also said he would marry me, but I knew it was just words. He didn’t mean it.’

Paul was never, as he later suggested, a single father. ‘I knew what he was like,’ Diane recalls. ‘But it was quite hard for me. I remember my grandma saying there was an article in the Woman’s Own if you wanted to get rid [of the baby], but that never entered my head.’ The same was true for Paul.

Sharyn was born in May 1974, when Paul was 18 years old. Diane stopped working at the courts to bring their daughter up; her own parents, though nearby, couldn’t support her financially. Money was tight, and sometimes Diane would try to visit her mum and dad at teatime just so she and Sharyn would have something to eat.

Soon after the birth of his daughter, Paul left his hometown, with £100 in cash given to him by Diane. ‘I wasn’t surprised he left Birkenhead as soon as he could.’ He headed for London and for many years continued to drift in and out of their lives, staying in touch by phone and through letters and cards – many of which featured his talented doodles and drawings. From time to time, he returned to Birkenhead, often staying with his mum, and would visit Sharyn and Diane, both of whom remember him as being a constant in their lives in those years, just not a physical one. ‘He was there,’ recalls Sharyn, ‘maybe not daily, or weekly, but he was around. My mum would dress me, and sometimes he wouldn’t turn up. But there are photographs of my birthday parties and he was there. And there were loads of phone calls, loads of letters, he would write to me all the time, and I would write to him at Holly Grove.’

Later on, Paul’s mother would occasionally stop by the stall in Birkenhead Market where Diane was working with £1 for Sharyn – possibly offered out of Catholic guilt – but there was very little other contact between Grandmother O’Grady and grandchild. ‘She was just a woman in a head scarf, I didn’t know who she was, and she didn’t want to be in my life,’ notes Sharyn. Her early recollections of her father were more memorable: ‘He took me to the cinema to see Disney films, and we saw Snow White. And he later bought me a Lady Di doll from the toy shop near the market. He also gave me a little Pluto toy when I went to see him at Holly Grove. And he would always send cards and presents at Christmas. He was like an uncle. I called him Paul, and when I was a teenager, I occasionally used to visit him in London. I’d go to Vauxhall, but I wasn’t living with him.’

In Open the Cage, Murphy, the final volume of his autobiography, Paul explained that he looked forward to Sharyn’s detailed and ‘charming’ letters – written on Hello Kitty notepaper – in which she expressed no sign of anger towards her ‘excuse for a father’.

Diane never hid the fact from Sharyn that her dad was the hard-bitten hooker character, Lily Savage, though because of her young age Sharyn didn’t witness Paul perform for many years. Even so, she grew up with drag. ‘It wasn’t a secret,’ Sharyn told me. ‘It was just something he had done, it was ordinary. I thought nothing of it. I was just proud of him.’ There was one memorable occasion when the teenage Sharyn, accompanied by her mother, went to see ‘the dragon’ (as Diane called Lily) at the Empire Theatre in Liverpool. As they exited the building after the performance, Diane recalls Sharyn telling a departing audience member, ‘That’s my dad,’ as she pointed to a poster outside the theatre.

The live performance would also prove a significant one because two worlds of Paul O’Grady’s life collided that night. ‘We went backstage to see him,’ recounts Sharyn. ‘We walked into his dressing room and Sheila, Paul’s sister, was there with her husband. I didn’t know who she was and asked her. She had no idea who we were, either. Paul just said, “Oh my god” and went into the bathroom.’ Not for the first time, Paul O’Grady had tried to keep two sides of his personal life apart. ‘Paul liked to keep everything separate then, it must have been exhausting for him.’ Following the 1995 article in the Sun, Sheila and Sharyn connected properly and have remained in contact ever since.

Sharyn tried to maintain a meaningful relationship with her father. In 2001, she took her partner Phil Mousley to see Paul at his home in Kent; it was Phil’s first meeting with his future father-in-law. ‘He told us to get a cab from Ashford and we were dropped off at the gate to the house,’ recalls Phil. ‘We were walking down the long path in the dark as the lights were broken, and I was expecting the house to be imposing, flamboyant, with marble floors and chandeliers everywhere … but when we walked inside, it wasn’t like that; it was like a single man’s flat: there were open jam jars and butter trays in the kitchen, it was unkempt but homely. And Paul came down the stairs in a pair of chinos, a jumper with what looked like jam or egg on it, he didn’t look like he’d had a shave in a couple of days, and he was belching and laughing. And I just thought, “He’s not what I was expecting.” He was making spaghetti Bolognese, and he asked me, “Where do you want it, at the table?” and I said, “No, in our laps, in front of the TV,” and he replied, “You’ll do me.” We hit it off straight away.’ Sharyn recalls after dinner that night: ‘Paul played the piano in the living room and Phil was impressed, not knowing it was an automated piano and the music played itself.’

When Paul was the castaway on Desert Island Discs in 2003, he told presenter Sue Lawley: ‘I love the bones of (Sharyn). It’s a really happy-ending story. We got used to each other, and it’s true that what’s in the dog comes out in the pup because I’ll have a go at her and she’ll have a go back at me and I can’t answer her back, I can’t top her … and I’m really proud to say now that I love her dearly.’ Father and daughter may have bonded, but Diane decided against maintaining a relationship with Sharyn’s dad. ‘Paul did invite me and a load of others down to Kent, but I thought, “No, I have my own life.”’ Paul was equally happy not to persevere.

In July 2005, he was given an honorary fellowship to Liverpool John Moores University, for services to television and entertainment. During the oration, he was described as ‘a magnificent Merseysider’. Eight days later, Paul gave his daughter away in a lavish ceremony at the city’s town hall.

Sharyn remembers when he arrived at Diane’s flat, where they were all getting ready: ‘And then Paul O’Grady walks in, larger than life; that’s when sometimes you’d think, “Oh god, don’t be so loud
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