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The things a man has heard and seen are threads of life, and if he pull them carefully from the confused distaff of memory, any who will can weave them into whatever garments of belief please them best.

W. B. Yeats

Best trust the happy moments. What they gave Makes man less fearful of the certain grave, And gives his work compassion and new eyes. The days that make us happy make us wise.

John Masefield, ‘Biography’

It is curious to look back over life, over all the varying incidents and scenes – such a multitude of odds and ends. Out of them all what has mattered? What lies behind the selection the memory has made? What makes us choose the things that we have remembered? It is as though one went to a great trunk full of junk in an attic and plunged one’s hands into it and said, ‘I will have this – and this – and this.’

Agatha Christie, An Autobiography
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Prologue: Permission to speak

‘What are you up to?’

My wife popped her head around my study door. She never knocks. She likes to keep me on my toes.

‘I’m writing a book,’ I said.

‘A book?’ Her face fell. (She’s reached the age when quite often she looks more severe than I think she means to – like the Queen who, when she isn’t actively smiling, can look positively grumpy.) ‘A book? Another one?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, Gyles, does the world really need another book by you?’

‘Well, er –’

She had come into the room now. She was looking down at me bent over my laptop. ‘Sit up,’ she said automatically. ‘Come on, straight back.’

I lifted my head.

She sighed. ‘I don’t know why I bother. I’ve been saying it for fifty years. You don’t take a blind bit of notice. Look at you, you bent old thing. It’s like being married to Methuselah.’ She picked up the cold mug of tea from my desk. (I make about ten cups of tea a day, but I only drink about an inch out of any of them.) ‘Why on earth do you want to write another book?’

I had an answer to that. ‘We need the money,’ I said. ‘We have three children and seven grandchildren and haven’t we discovered over the years that money is the one thing keeping us in touch with them?’

She gave a wan smile. ‘And what’s this book going to be about, then?’

‘Me,’ I said.

‘Oh no,’ she cried, ‘not again. Me, me, me, that’s the story of your life.’

‘Perhaps that should be the title?’ I countered brightly.

‘No one’s interested in you, Gyles – they really aren’t. We know you’ve got an ego the size of the planet and, bless, you think everything revolves around you, but it doesn’t, it really doesn’t. Nobody’s interested. Nobody cares. They don’t even know who you are.’

‘A few people do,’ I bleated.

‘Not that many,’ she said crisply. ‘Often they don’t even get your name right. “Charles Branston – was he the jumper man? Countdown? Gogglebox? Teddy bears? Wasn’t he an MP for a while?” They’ve sort of heard of you, but they’re not sure why.’ She was warming to her theme now. ‘Come on, Gyles, why would anyone want to read your memoirs?’

‘Not memoirs,’ I said quickly. ‘More … memories. Growing up, leaving home, that sort of thing. We all have memories, don’t we? And never mind whether they know me or not, some of my memories might chime with theirs. That might interest them.’

She paused. She put the mug of cold tea back on my desk. ‘Mm, memories.’ She looked at me, not unkindly. ‘And what’s your very first memory, then?’

Her question startled me. I don’t believe she had ever asked me that before – and we have known one another a very long time. We met at 3.00 p.m. on Thursday, 6 June 1968. I wanted her in that very moment, at that instant. I pursued her from that afternoon onwards, relentlessly. She is still here because she is immensely tolerant. I’m still here because I haven’t caught her yet.

‘My first memory?’ I said. I hesitated. ‘The coronation, I suppose. June, 1953. I sort of remember being on my father’s shoulders, in the streets, in a crowd, waving a flag. It was raining. And I remember our television. We got it specially for the coronation – hired from Radio Rentals. I remember standing close to the television set, right up against the screen, pointing my finger at the Queen – and my sisters telling me to get out of the way.’

‘Oh,’ said my wife, chuckling, ‘we’re going to get the Queen on page one, are we? You and the Queen together, in fact.’

‘People are fascinated by the Queen. Who was at Buckingham Palace on coronation day to do the Queen’s make-up?’

‘Remind me. You have told me. More than once.’

‘Oscar Wilde’s daughter-in-law.’

‘Of course.’

‘People are fascinated by the Queen. A lot of people dream about the Queen. At least I’ve met her.’

‘Don’t overdo the name-dropping, Gyles. It’s irritating. And don’t go too heavy on the Oscar Wilde stuff. We all know how you love the 1880s, but we’re in the 2020s now – you could do with a few readers under eighty.’ She sighed and picked up the mug again. ‘How long’s it going to take?’

‘A hundred and twenty days – at a thousand words a day.’

‘If you must, you must. But try not to bang on too much. Remember: less is more.’

‘I’ll do my best.’fn1

‘And avoid being too predictable. You always fall back on the same old things, Gyles – Winnie-the-Pooh and woolly jumpers, how you love words and poetry. If you’re going to do this, surprise yourself. Dig a bit deeper than usual.’

‘Really? Should I write about you, then?’

‘For God’s sake, no. Keep me out of it. This is about you. Who are you? An egomaniac who can’t stop talking. We know that – but why? That’s the question.’ She smiled. ‘Good luck.’

As she left the room, I looked down to the screen, this screen – the screen that was blank until ten minutes ago. A moment later, her head reappeared briefly around the door. ‘You could begin with your favourite story about the Queen, I suppose. It’s quite funny.’

In the run-up to one of her jubilees, I found myself in the Royal Box with the Queen – and the Duke of Edinburgh – at the Royal Variety Performance. I was writing a book about them, and because, for a few years, I had been the chairman of one of Prince Philip’s pet charities – the National Playing Fields Association (he was president, the Queen was patron) – I managed to get privileged access to the royal couple. For several months I was allowed to walk with them, to talk with them, as they went about their official duties.

Sitting next to Prince Philip at the Royal Variety Performance and listening to his banter was rather like being caught in the commentary box at the Eurovision Song Contest with Graham Norton on speed. You got two hours of non-stop caustic quipping. Most of it was Greek to me, but I got the gist. In this particular year the show’s finale featured an excerpt from The Full Monty, the stage musical based on the movie about a group of unemployed steelworkers from Sheffield who form a male striptease group, like the Chippendales. The musical comes to a climax with the lads doing a full striptease – everything comes off. But as they complete the strip, as their gold lamé thongs finally hit the stage floor, there’s a blinding lighting effect: bright lights are shone from the stage straight into the audience’s eyes to dazzle them and spare their blushes. Bizarrely, this male striptease show was what the organisers of the Royal Variety Performance reckoned the elderly sovereign and her consort (then in their eighties) would really enjoy.

Prince Philip glanced down at his programme and saw the word ‘Finale’. His spirits soared. Below the word ‘Finale’ he read the title of the final item: ‘The Full Monty’. He turned to the Queen and said, ‘Look, cabbage, we’ve reached the finale and do you see what they’re doing? “The Full Monty”. I think we’re going to enjoy the finale, for a change. “The Full Monty” – I imagine it’s going to be a tribute to Field Marshal Montgomery and the battle of El Alamein.’

His Royal Highness and Her Majesty were quickly, sorely and rudely disabused, as on to the stage strutted eighteen strapping lads, waxed, tanned, oiled, and wearing nothing but a shimmying codpiece and a couple of golden tassels apiece. They marched centre stage and performed a ludicrous dance to ghastly music, culminating in the full strip-off.

Suddenly they were all stark bollock naked.

Fortunately, on cue, as their thongs bit the dust, there was the blinding lighting effect – so you could not see a thing … if you were seated in the Stalls.

However, if you were seated immediately adjacent to the stage, in the Royal Box, you could see it all – and, as we know, the problem with naked dancing is that not everything stops when the music stops.

The Queen did not flinch. Elizabeth II gazed steadily at the hideous jingling-jangling sight, without a flicker of an eyelid or a furrowing of the brow.

I sat in the corner of the Royal Box, ashen-faced and aghast.

The Duke of Edinburgh leant towards me and murmured reassuringly, ‘You needn’t worry. She’s been to Papua New Guinea, she’s seen it all before.’
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Part One



GROWING UP


When you were just a little boy somebody ought to have said ‘hush’, just once.

Mrs Patrick Campbell






1. What’s in a name?

They say everyone has a secret. What’s yours? We will come to mine in due course. My hero, Oscar Wilde, had several. He reckoned the secret of his success lay in his name. Oscar Wilde had a thing about names. He believed that to live in the imagination and memory of the public you needed to have a name of just five letters – like Jesus or Plato. Or Oscar. Or Gyles.

Or Jumbo.

P. T. Barnum, the great American showman (and friend of my great-great-grandfather), bought Jumbo the Circus Elephant from London Zoo in 1881. In 1882, Oscar Wilde was in New York on one of his lecture tours and was introduced to Jumbo at Barnum and Bailey’s Circus. ‘His name will live for a hundred years,’ said the flamboyant Irish playwright of the mighty African elephant. Oscar was right. He was right, too, when he noted that the five-letter people the public have a soft spot for are usually known by their first names (like Elvis or Cilla – or Boris, even) while those the public don’t, aren’t (like Trump – or Putin).

‘A century from now,’ predicted Oscar, ‘my friends will call me Oscar and my enemies will call me Wilde.’

As you read this, I hope you will think of me as Gyles.

In Ancient Rome the predictive power of a person’s name was summed up in the Latin tag ‘nomen est omen’, meaning ‘the name is a sign’. I am as I am, in part, because of what I’m called. Gyles isn’t a bad name (I quite like it), but why is mine spelled with a ‘y’? It’s the most ridiculous affectation. What were my parents thinking? (Of course, it could have been worse. At school there was a girl in my class whose surname was Balls. Her first name was Ophelia. I kid you not.)

My full name is Gyles Daubeney Brandreth because my father claimed family kinship with Sir Gyles Daubeney (1451–1508), first Baron Daubeney, Knight of the Garter, soldier, diplomat, courtier, politician. This Gyles (whose tomb you can visit in Westminster Abbey) knew Edward IV. He attended the coronation of Richard III. He was Master of the Mint and Lord Chamberlain to Henry VII. His son, Henry Daubeney, was present at the Field of the Cloth of Gold, the celebrated summit that took place in 1520 between King Henry VIII of England and King François I of France. In 1538, Henry Daubeney became first Earl of Bridgewater, but despite having two top-drawer wives (one, Elizabeth Neville, kinswoman to Edward IV; the other, Katherine Howard, daughter of Thomas Howard, 2nd Duke of Norfolk), he failed to have any children. His titles died with him.

My father, Charles Daubeney Brandreth (1910–81), never produced proof of this illustrious connection, but he reckoned there must be something in it because his acknowledged forebears (and therefore mine) included, over many generations, a good number of people named either Gyles or Henry Daubeney. In my late pre-adolescence (around the time I was also devoting many happy hours to perfecting a rather stylish autograph) I spent a good deal of time at the local library poring over copies of Burke’s Dormant and Extinct Peerages, working out how I might establish my right to reclaim the family titles.

When he was about the same age, the young Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson was asked what he hoped to be when he grew up, and replied, ‘King of the World.’ My aspirations were less exalted. I simply felt I should be Gyles, 3rd Baron Daubeney, 2nd Earl of Bridgewater.

I had other childhood fantasies, of course. At six or seven, I had a Peter Pan fixation. My parents played along with it: at some expense my father hired an authentic Captain Hook costume from Berman’s, the theatrical costumiers. (You can see us dressed to kill on the back cover.) In 1958, when I was ten, Pope Pius XII died, and I decided my destiny was one day to succeed St Peter as Bishop of Rome. When my father pointed out that we were Anglicans not Catholics, I settled for being Archbishop of Canterbury. With an eiderdown for a chasuble, one of my father’s ties as a stole, and a woollen tea cosy (knitted by Auntie Ida) as my mitre, I conducted regular church services in my bedroom, using the liturgy as set out in the Book of Common Prayer, with my large collection of string and glove puppets serving as my congregation. I realise now that when I married my Sooty to my Sweep, it was probably the Church of England’s first gay wedding.

A little later, when I was eleven or twelve, I spent many afternoons on my own, trolling up and down the side streets of Marylebone – the part of London that was then home to the wholesale rag trade. There, a tad furtively, I studied the mannequins in the shop windows, thinking how good I’d look as a well-shaped woman, imagining the gorgeous figure I’d cut on the catwalk. This was at the end of the 1950s, when the French model and actress Brigitte Bardot was reckoned to be the most beautiful girl in the world. I reckoned I would look exactly like her.

By the time I was fourteen I had moved on in my fantasies, to lead a make-believe double life: working by day as a tail-coated waiter in a grand hotel in the south of France and, by night, as an effortlessly charming, and deadly efficient, confidence trickster. A few hearts were broken, but other than that, no physical harm was done as I pursued my secret life of crime.

In real life, there have been a number of lawyers in the Brandreth family (my father and grandfather were both barristers and solicitors in their time; my son, Benet, is a QC and part-time judge) but, so far as I know, no convicted criminals. In 1817 Jeremiah Brandreth was the last man to be beheaded in England, but that was for treason.

Jeremiah was an unemployed stocking-maker and political activist from Sutton-in-Ashfield in Nottinghamshire. He was a Luddite, opposed to the mechanisation of the textile industry, and bent on revolution. He was nothing if not ambitious. On 9 June 1817 he led a small band of men from The White Horse pub in Pentrich along the road to Nottingham. The plan was first to take Nottingham Castle and then to move on to London to join 50,000 more men, capture the Tower of London, overthrow the government, cancel the national debt and ‘end poverty for ever’. Unfortunately for the ‘Nottingham Captain’, as he was known, the Pentrich rebels counted a spy among their number. They were barely three miles down the road when they were surprised by twenty mounted troops from the 15th Regiment of Light Dragoons. The rebellion was routed and Brandreth and his co-conspirators were sent for trial at the Old Bailey.

With two others, Jeremiah was convicted of High Treason and sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered. The quartering – which involved the dissecting of the condemned individual while they were still alive – was commuted by a merciful Prince Regent. Jeremiah was hanged outside Derby Gaol on 7 November 1817; then his head was cut off with an axe.

Two hundred years after Jeremiah’s death, I travelled to Pentrich and retraced his footsteps. I handled the block on which he was beheaded. I even found what is believed to be his unmarked grave. I keep a portrait of him on the wall at home, a print of a picture painted at the time of his arrest: ‘Jeremiah Brandreth, the Nottingham Captain, a correct likeness’. He is wearing white trousers, a blue tunic and a black stovepipe hat; he has wistful brown eyes, a full dark beard, and a clay pipe in his mouth; his hands and feet are manacled. He was known as ‘the hopeless radical’. I feel he had a good heart.

Jeremiah was a working man. The original Gyles Daubeney was an aristocrat. I am middle class, as most of my family have been for the past two hundred years. Not upper middle class (none of my sisters were debutantes), not lower middle class (we never called a napkin a serviette), just bang-in-the-middle middle class. I have a detailed family tree going back to 1767 and, on my father’s side, the branches hang heavy with professional men (solicitors, doctors, accountants, stockbrokers, bank managers, civil servants) and their wives – all housewives, of course.

My only granddaughter, Isolde, born in 2007, finds this difficult to believe, but up until the early 1960s to be a housewife and mother was the accepted lot of the middle-class woman. Even in the mid-1980s, when Isolde’s mother (my daughter Aphra, destined to be an environmental economist and politician) was a little girl, there were mothers who brought their offspring to nursery school having already cooked and served their husbands a full English breakfast. I remember one of these young mums always had a glass of dry sherry ready poured, alongside a dish of home-made cheese straws, waiting on the hall side table for her husband when he came home from his hard day at the office. When we went to dinner parties with these people, the men were expected to wear black tie and, after pudding, the ladies would withdraw to chat in the hostess’s bedroom or the drawing room, while their menfolk stayed at table, enjoying their port, brandy and cigars. Amazingly, that was less than forty years ago.

Not every female in the family tree was a housewife. Eugénie de Montijo (1826–1920, née Kirkpatrick, my father’s grandfather’s second cousin) was the last Empress of France, as the wife of Napoléon III. She ended her days in exile, in Farnborough. As a little boy, just after the First World War, my father was taken to see her there. (By appointment, you can visit her tomb in the crypt of St Michael’s Abbey, Farnborough. It’s magnificent. I’m hoping for something along the same lines myself.)

Dame Louisa Brandreth Aldrich-Blake (1865–1925) was one of the first British women to enter the world of medicine and the very first to obtain the degree of Master of Surgery. You will find a bust of her in a corner of Tavistock Square, not far from the London hospital where she spent most of her working life.

My father’s first cousin, Beryl Dean (1911–2001), was an artist, costume designer and ecclesiastical embroiderer. Sometime head of the Royal School of Needlework, you can find her remarkable creations (part Modernist, part Byzantine) in churches (St George’s Chapel, Windsor), museums (the V&A) – and our kitchen. She had a round face like a pale full moon, which she covered with a heavy dusting of white powder. She was resolutely minded but softly spoken, and a bit of a genius – possibly the only member of the family whose work will stand the test of time.

Sometimes I imagine my life as a movie from the 1950s, with Cousin Beryl played by Margaret Rutherford. Beryl’s best friend in real life was Auntie Hope, my father’s sister – to be played by Peggy Mount. Auntie Hope’s husband, Uncle Wilfrid, was an actuary (whatever that is), and for him I’d cast either Raymond Huntley or Richard Wattis. My father (because I loved him) has to be played by John Le Mesurier with a touch of Terry-Thomas. My mother (I loved her, too) can be Hattie Jacques.

In the 1970s when Auntie Hope was dying of cancer (this is for real now), she did not know it. In those days, because the outcome for cancer patients was so poor, they were often not told their diagnosis. At home, the disease, if mentioned at all, was referred to, in hushed tones, as ‘you-know-what’ or ‘the big C’. Auntie Hope was growing thinner and weaker by the day. My father (who to the end of his days said his nightly prayers kneeling by his bedside) prayed for a miracle. The local vicar suggested my parents take matters into their own hands by joining him on the parish pilgrimage to Lourdes. My parents spent money they hadn’t got, and went. And there, in the little market town in the foothills of the Pyrenees, where in the 1850s the Virgin Mary was said to have appeared to the young St Bernadette, they found the shrine, pushed past the other pilgrims, many on crutches and in wheelchairs, and successfully collected a phial of holy water from the grotto’s spring and brought it back home in triumph.

Many miracles have been credited to Bernadette, and my parents returned to Auntie Hope’s bedside full of hope. Their plan was to administer the holy water to the dying woman and await the miracle. Their challenge was that they couldn’t tell Auntie Hope what they were doing, or why. Their solution was to give her a cup of coffee made with the Lourdes water.

When Auntie Hope died a few hours later, my father took up the matter with the vicar.

‘How did you get her to drink the holy water?’ asked the vicar.

‘We boiled it and mixed it with her Nescafé.’

‘You boiled it?’ wailed the clergyman. ‘You boiled it! You boiled away its efficacy, you fool. Of course, the poor lady died.’

Not long after Auntie Hope’s death, her widowed husband, Uncle Wilfrid, proposed to Beryl, his late wife’s first cousin and also her lifelong best friend. Cousin Beryl accepted. At the wedding reception my father – Hope’s brother, Wilfrid’s brother-in-law, Beryl’s cousin – was invited to propose a toast to the happy couple.

He did so, with a flourish, inviting the assembled guests to raise their glasses: ‘To Wilfrid and Beryl – and the triumph of experience over Hope!’

My father’s little jokes didn’t always quite come off. If Uncle Wilfrid didn’t appreciate this one, he did not show it. Wilfrid had a dry sense of humour, but did not give much away. As well as having a second wife called Beryl, he had a younger sister called Beryl, too. She had been a dancer and was married to the actor Arnold Peters, who starred in the TV ads for Werther’s Original Toffees and played Jack Woolley in The Archers for thirty-one years. They were a lovely couple – and totally straightforward. Uncle Wilfrid was straightforward, too, and sensible, and solvent. I think that’s why my father may have resented him. My father was straightforward (decent and honest), but he wasn’t always sensible, and I now realise that he was never solvent.

His life was ruined by money worries.

It’s a mistake to think that the middle classes are always well off. They aren’t. My father, a good man and a successful solicitor, died when he did – in 1981, aged seventy-one – because he had run out of funds. There were other reasons (that we will come to) but, essentially, he died when he did because he had reached the end of his rope and couldn’t hang on.

I got my first glimmer of his money worries when I was about eight. My mother’s mother had just died and my father took me with him to the undertakers to make the arrangements for her funeral.

‘We’re going to Kenyon’s,’ he announced, almost gleefully. ‘They did Queen Victoria’s funeral. They’re the biggest and the best – and they’re family.’

And they were. My father’s grandfather’s first cousin had married Etta Kenyon, granddaughter of the founder of the firm.

‘We’ll get a special price,’ said my father.

And we did. I remember the experience because it was both amusing and embarrassing at the same time.

The first thing my father said to the undertaker was, ‘We’re family, don’t you know? We get the family rate.’

The undertaker was baffled, but obliging.

My father then told one of his favourite jokes – the one about the preacher at the funeral who promised the congregation that on the Day of Judgement there would be a fearful reckoning, leading to much ‘weeping and gnashing of teeth’. From the back of the church, one of the congregation called out, ‘What about them that’s got no teeth?’ The preacher thundered back, ‘Teeth will be provided!’

My father had false teeth. He belonged to the generation that did. One summer holiday, I remember, he lost them swimming off the beach in Dinard. They were washed out of his mouth by a wave. Two German girls, holidaymakers, joined us in the search for them and, miraculously, after an hour of frantic paddling and diving, one of them found them. My father was overjoyed. ‘The Fräulein’s found my fangs!’ he cried, jubilantly waving them in the air for all to see. He was an odd mixture of stoic stiff-upper-lip and eccentric exuberance.

The undertaker at Kenyon’s chuckled at the jokes as he and my father leafed through the catalogue of coffins on offer, my dad joshing cheerily that – ‘at no extra cost, please – we’re family’ – we’d need one that was extra-large and possibly reinforced – because his mother-in-law had been ‘a big girl and heavy with it’ – and then, after much humming and hawing, like an awkward young man with a wine list, choosing the second-cheapest casket on the menu.

When my father died and I organised his funeral, I went to Kenyon’s, of course. I wanted to ask for the family rate, but I was young at the time and hadn’t the nerve. Now I’d be bolder. Now, too, I reckon I’d get a discount without flaunting my family connections.

These days, I earn much of my living on the public-speaking circuit, giving motivational talks and hosting awards ceremonies. For three years running, I am proud to say that I have hosted the British Funeral Directors Awards. It’s a surprisingly jolly event, usually held at the Royal Lancaster Hotel, off Lancaster Gate. It’s a little different from other awards ceremonies, because at the BFDA, when you come up to the stage to collect your prize you don’t then return to your seat with it. No. When you have been handed your trophy, you are expected to shuffle backwards to the rear of the stage, where the curtains part briefly and you disappear behind them. The organisers know what they’re doing. There are two big prizes at the end of the evening. One is for the Crematorium of the Year, known as the Crème de la Crem. The other is the Lifetime Achievement Award – for thinking outside the box.

My father only ever asserted his kinship with the Kenyons when death was in the air. At other times, he was much prouder of another, more prominent if less useful, member of the family: his grandmother’s nephew, George R. Sims. You have probably never heard of him, but only a century ago his was a household name.

George R. Sims (1847–1922) was a celebrated journalist (the thinking man’s Piers Morgan), a popular poet (the Pam Ayres of his day), a successful playwright (as prolific as Alan Ayckbourn – at one time he had four shows running in the West End simultaneously), a novelist (he wrote best-selling detective stories), a breeder of bulldogs, a lover of boxing, a devotee of the turf, a bon vivant and a gambler. He made a fortune (earning £150,000 in royalties and fees in a good year – the equivalent of several million in today’s money) and lost much of it on the gaming tables and at the racing track. He also lived in high style (a mansion in Regent’s Park; his own coach and six horses) and gave away a great deal of cash to charity.

He was a good man. He wrote extensively about the plight of the London poor and came up with practical projects to help improve hygiene and housing in the East End. His campaign to secure the pardon and release of a Norwegian, Alfred Beck, who had twice been imprisoned because of mistaken identity, led to the establishment, in 1907, of the Court of Criminal Appeal.

For forty-five years, without missing a single Sunday, he wrote his weekly newspaper column, called ‘Mustard and Cress’. According to the Times obituarist:


… so attractive and original was the personality revealed in his abundant output—for he was a wonderfully hard worker—that no other journalist has ever occupied quite the same place in the affections not only of the great public but also of people of more discriminating taste.



In London, Paris and New York, the great public flocked to the theatre to see his melodramas, comedies and romances. He wrote Christmas pantomimes for Drury Lane, and his dramatic and sentimental ballads were performed in music halls and domestic parlours across the Empire. His most famous was the one that begins:


It is Christmas Day in the Workhouse,

And the cold bare walls are bright

With garlands of green and holly,

And the place is a pleasant sight …



If you have heard of him at all it is probably because of that one line: ‘It is Christmas Day in the Workhouse’. It was because of the poem’s success that he was nominated to succeed Alfred, Lord Tennyson as Poet Laureate in 1892.

Fame is fickle. Today, almost nobody knows George R. Sims. When my father was a boy, everybody knew George R. Sims. And George R. Sims knew everybody – from the Prince of Wales to London’s most notorious criminals (he had a fascination bordering on obsession with the identity of Jack the Ripper), from Gilbert and Sullivan to Oscar Wilde. He was especially happy to have a friendship with the American writer Ambrose Bierce. GRS collected several of Bierce’s ‘diabolical’ definitions before they appeared in print.


Acquaintance (n.) A person whom we know well enough to borrow from, but not well enough to lend to.

Bore (n.) A person who talks when you wish him to listen.

Love (n.) A temporary insanity curable by marriage.



Sims collected witty people. He also collected actresses. He was married three times and widowed twice. He was twenty-eight when he married Sarah Collis; she was twenty-six. He was forty-one when he married Annie Harris; she was twenty-eight. He was fifty-four when he married Florence Wykes; she was twenty-seven. GRS met Birmingham-born Florrie (‘this charming young brunette’, a ‘dashing little damsel’, according to The Sketch of 23 October 1901) when she was playing the principal soubrette in a Sims musical, El Capitan, ‘around the suburbs’. Their marriage lasted until his death in 1922.

Between marriages, GRS had an affair with another of his leading ladies, one of the most celebrated actresses of the age: Mrs Patrick Campbell – the original Eliza Doolittle in Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion and the lady who described marriage as ‘the deep, deep peace of the double bed after the hurly-burly of the chaise longue’. Mrs Pat (as she was known – her real name was Stella) had a way with words. Famously, when GRS introduced her to some of his homosexual friends, she remarked, ‘My dear, I don’t care what they do, so long as they don’t do it in the street and frighten the horses.’

My father delighted in telling me tales of our celebrated cousin – his life, his loves, his many triumphs, and the occasional disaster. Sims invented a hair tonic he claimed could cure baldness. He called it Tatcho (an anagram of Chatto – the name of his publisher) and marketed it big time.


Mr Geo R. Sims’ TATCHO for the hair and lack of hair

Tatcho is a brilliant, spiritous tonic, the colour of whisky, free from all grease

In bottles, 1/-, 2/9d, and 4/6d, at Chemists and Stores around the world



Around the world, alas, despite endorsements from the likes of Lady Collins, Lady Sykes, and the US Consul General in Tangiers, the public did not respond as hoped, and Sims and his business partners lost a lot of money on the venture.

To mark my sixty-fifth birthday, in 2013, at considerable cost, my darling wife managed to procure me a vintage shilling bottle of Tatcho, ‘Mr George R. Sims’ miracle hair restorer’.

If you know what I look like, you will know it doesn’t work.




2. The Pill Man

George R. Sims – the man you’ve never heard of – has coloured my whole life. In some ways, I think my life has ended up being a paler version of his.

The man who coloured my father’s whole life is someone you’ve never heard of either – but he, too, was once a household name. Better than that, he was one of the richest men in the world.

Benjamin Daubeney was born on 23 June 1809 in the English village of Newtown in Derbyshire, just down the road from the home of the soon-to-be-beheaded Jeremiah Brandreth in Sutton-in-Ashfield. Benjamin was the son of William Daubeney and Ann Brandreth. According to family legend, the Catholic Daubeneys did not approve of the union between their William and a daughter of the renegade Protestant Quaker Brandreth family and refused to recognise it. As a consequence, William Daubeney quickly disappeared from the scene. Ann Brandreth found a new partner, by the humbler name of Holmes; and young Benjamin came to be brought up between the Holmes household in the Midlands and his maternal grandparents’ home in the North-West.

Benjamin’s maternal grandfather was one Dr William Brandreth, a physician from Liverpool with a large practice in the poorer parts of the city and a reputation as something of a miracle-working medicine man. Since the 1770s this Dr Brandreth had been mixing his own special preparation of herbs and vegetable substances that produced remarkable results when taken for severe cases of constipation, biliousness, and almost every other ailment known to man, woman or child. These were Brandreth’s Pills – containing aloes, gamboge, colocynth and sarsaparilla, apparently ‘among the most powerful cathartic cannon in the botanical armoury’ – and the foundation of the family fortune.

From the age of nine, young Benjamin was assisting his old grandfather in the mixing of the potent medicine. At thirteen, Benjamin was out and about selling Dr Brandreth’s pills to local apothecaries and grocery stores. At sixteen, he was as good as running the family business. At eighteen, on Christmas Eve 1827 (I mention the date because I think it will make an affecting snow-filled scene when the film comes to be made), he married his first wife, Harriet Smallpage. At nineteen, in 1828, he abandoned his stepfather’s name of Holmes, put his Daubeney name on the back burner, and became ‘Benjamin Brandreth’ and, by agreement with the rest of the family, the sole proprietor of all rights in Dr Brandreth’s pills.

He was a young man in a hurry and on a mission. He established offices in London and Liverpool and began to market his medicine throughout the British Isles and, by mail order, across the British Empire. By the time he was twenty-five, he was ready to take on the New World. On Thursday, 26 March 1835, Benjamin Brandreth, accompanied by his wife Harriet, their four small children and one servant, set sail from Liverpool for New York on the good ship President. The crossing took a fortnight. They arrived at Ellis Island on 9 April. Just twelve weeks later, on Wednesday, 1 July 1835, the following advertisement appeared on the front page of the New York Sun.


Notice. Dr Brandreth, MD VPL VS, shortly arrived from London, respectfully announces that he may be consulted on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays from 9 in the morning until 8 in the evening, at his office 187 Hudson Street, New York by all persons requiring medical aid particularly those suffering from Dyspepsia or Indigestion, nervous complaints, gout or rheumatism … consumption and all affections from the lungs, asthma … dropsy, loss of appetite, languor, tremor, headache, costiveness, worms of all kinds, hysteric diseases, restlessness and frightful dreams and all complaints to which females are subject. The sufferers of these diseases may, on application to Dr Brandreth, be certain of speedy relief and in most cases an effectual cure.



Isn’t that wonderful? Where were Dr Brandreth’s pills when the coronavirus struck? The pills were a virtual cure-all and, more than that, as Dr Brandreth explained on the side of the box they came in: ‘The great advantage of using Brandreth’s Pills in sickness is that they never make any mistakes, often prolonging, never shortening life.’ That was the point: they were harmless and they might be helpful – especially when it came to dealing with worms. By way of proof, in a large bottle on display in his office, Brandreth kept a fourteen-inch worm that had been evacuated by a grateful patient.

Admittedly, when he arrived in America, Benjamin was not actually a doctor entitled to the initials listed after his name, but he soon put matters right. In December 1835, the Reformed Medical Society of New York granted him a diploma based on his prior experience. In January 1836, the New York Eclectic Medical College made him a Doctor of Medicine on the same basis.

The first year in America was not easy. Benjamin was making the pills himself, mixing the ingredients in his rooms in Hudson Street, with Harriet pasting the labels on to the boxes, while their eldest, George, not yet nine, counted out the pills. Soon after their arrival in New York, their baby, Jane, died of the croup – a respiratory infection usually caused by a virus. And on 23 May 1836, Harriet died in childbirth. She was not yet thirty.

Despite these tragedies – perhaps spurred on by them – Benjamin kept growing his business. In his second year of trading he sold 400,000 boxes of his pills at 25 cents a box – around $10 in today’s money. He had outgrown his premises in Hudson Street and looked to move to somewhere where he could grow the herbs and vegetable ingredients he needed and harness water power to grind them into compounds for pill production. He settled on the village of Sing Sing, thirty miles north of New York City, and built a factory on the banks of the River Hudson, not far from the Sing Sing penitentiary. (In the 1960s, during my gap year, I visited both. The prison survives. Despite being listed on the National Register of Historical Places in 1980, the factory, alas, has not. Developers. Bastards.)

Sixteen months after Harriet’s death, in September 1837, the young entrepreneur married his second wife, Susan Frances Leeds of New York. We know little about the union other than the fact it was not a success. The couple were together for no more than a fortnight, and the marriage ended in an acrimonious divorce. In February 1840, Benjamin found his third wife, a girl from Sing Sing, Virginia Graham, destined to be my great-great-grandmother. Benjamin was thirty. Virginia was half his age. According to family legend she was actually fourteen. That’s what Auntie Carlie told my mother many years later when they were sharing family secrets. Benjamin, apparently, would return from a hard day in the pill factory to find his child bride playing with her dolls. Later records state that she was born in 1822, which would make her rising eighteen at the time of the marriage. (We’ll stick with that version when we make the movie. You can’t be too careful nowadays.)

Over the years, Virginia bore Benjamin twelve children, ten of whom survived to adulthood. As his family grew, so did his business. Soon he was producing more than a million boxes of pills a year – and diversifying. He bought Allcock’s Porous Plasters, medicated adhesives ‘for muscular aches and pains’, ‘used and preferred by all’. He founded a bank. And then another. He became a New York State Senator. He ran for Congress.

He was a figure to reckon with and his pills were everywhere. Herman Melville featured them in Moby Dick. Edgar Allan Poe wrote a story in which the characters pondered what the pills’ ingredients might be. Phineas Taylor Barnum, the circus king, took Dr Brandreth’s pills, he said, ‘morning, noon and night’ and valued them so much that he sought out their progenitor to salute him in person. ‘Dr Brandreth is a liberal man,’ Barnum later wrote, ‘and a pleasant, entertaining and edifying companion. He deserves all the success he has ever received. Long may he wave!’

Barnum began taking the pills in 1836, in his early days as a showman, travelling through the states of Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana. He had not been feeling well. ‘I became convinced by reading Dr Brandreth’s advertisements that I needed his pills.’ He bought some. ‘The effect was miraculous!’ He went on taking them his whole life long, even after he discovered from Dr Brandreth that the pills he first bought on that tour of the Deep South may not have been the genuine article, but counterfeit pills produced by profiteering bootleggers. That didn’t matter to Barnum. As far as he was concerned, so long as Dr Brandreth’s name was on the box, the pills would work their magic. It was the Brandreth brand that did the trick.

At universities where they teach the history of marketing, Dr Brandreth is credited as the inventor of ‘brand’ management. (He is also credited as the inventor of the advertising hoarding. The giant signs promoting Brandreth’s pills that he put up across New York were the first of their kind.) Notwithstanding Barnum devoting a chapter of his book Humbugs of the World to him, I don’t think Brandreth was a huckster. He believed in his medicine, and he believed in the power of advertising. He taught Barnum his philosophy:


Advertising is like learning – a little is a dangerous thing. The reader of a newspaper does not see the first insertion of an ordinary advertisement; the second insertion he sees, but does not read; the third insertion he reads; the fourth insertion he looks at the price; the fifth insertion, he speaks of it to his wife; the sixth insertion he is ready to purchase; and the seventh insertion he purchases.



The insertions for Brandreth’s pills appeared not once, but tens of thousands of times. Brandreth spent more, far more, on newspaper advertising than anyone had ever done before. He reaped the rewards. In 1848, he built himself a mansion that boasted thirty rooms and ten bathrooms. In 1851, he bought 24,000 acres of forest in the Adirondacks and founded Brandreth Park – to this day the largest private park in America. In 1857, he built the Brandreth Hotel, near Canal and Broadway in New York City – the Trump Tower of its day. When he died – in 1880, aged seventy-one – he was reckoned to be one of the richest men on earth.

What happened to the money? None of it ever trickled down to me.

Of course, when he died he had a dozen surviving children and, some more, some less, they all got a slice. The daughters married well: they came with a handsome inheritance. The sons did their best to carry on the family business. The sixth son, Henry Daubeney Brandreth (1845–1915), my great-grandfather, was sent back to England to run the European end of the business empire. He does not appear to have done so very well. Henry was interested in family, faith, philanthropy, animals and practical jokes, but not, it seems, in business.

Henry had a wife, Adelaide, and nine children, the eldest being my grandfather, Benjamin Daubeney Brandreth, born in 1872 and named in honour of both his illustrious grandfather, the Pill Man, and his Daubeney forebears, the friends of Henry VII.

The European pill business was headquartered in Birkenhead, on the Wirral peninsula, along the west bank of the River Mersey, opposite the city of Liverpool. Henry’s family settled into a handsome three-storeyed house looking out over the golf links at Hoylake nearby. They lived well, with plenty of servants (outdoor, indoor, gardeners, coachmen, ladies’ maids, kitchen maids, one valet, one laundress, one cook, one butler, one waitress, one page boy); a wing for the younger children (who had nursemaids, a tutor and governesses, both a French mademoiselle and a German Fräulein); stables for the horses (to pull the four-wheel landau and the governesses’ carriage) and the fat pony (who pulled the two-wheel dog cart); and a small menagerie (dogs, cats, and an enclosed veranda that served as an aviary for Adelaide’s many canaries). The smaller children spent much of their lives in the nursery. The older ones were sent away to boarding schools.

The family went up to London occasionally – the London offices for the pill business were in the Strand, so they had ringside seats to view the parades for Queen Victoria’s jubilees, for her funeral, and for the coronation of Edward VII – and they set off to Wales for three months every summer. For several years, they rented an old stone farmhouse at Betwys-y-Coed and then, in 1897, Henry acquired a 99-year lease from Lord Penrhyn on a 9,000-acre shooting estate at Pont-y-Pant, five miles up the Lledr Valley from Betws-y-Coed. Around the main house were formal gardens (including a large rose garden, bordered by beds of pansies of all colours) and tier upon tier of planted terraces rising up the hillside. Beyond were two lakes teeming with brown and speckled trout, a five-mile salmon river, streams, woods, moors covered with purple heather, peat moss, ferns and bracken, and towering over it all, snow-capped Snowdon in the distance and Moel Siabod nearby, whose 2,500-ft summit marked the estate’s boundary line.

Henry acquired the estate for the shooting and the fishing but, according to Annie, his youngest, his chief delights were the glass-covered hothouses that produced huge grapes, and his self-styled ‘Animalarium’ that housed the dogs and the cats, the guinea pigs and the rabbits, the white rats and the Japanese mice, the white pig, the canaries, the doves and the parrot – as well as the odd stray lamb in springtime.

Looking at formal photographs taken of Henry in the 1890s, he has the appearance of a stern Victorian paterfamilias. According to little Annie, he was nothing of the sort: ‘Father was short, inclined to be stout, and very jolly. He would come to the nursery and play bear, getting down on all fours while we children climbed on his back.’ Henry’s wife, Adelaide, always known as Addie, was the solemn one: ‘Mother had a reserved nature; she was stately, dignified, very fastidious.’ In later life, apparently, Addie greatly admired, and somewhat resembled, Queen Mary.

Her lot was not easy. Her husband had acquired the estate to hold shooting parties and to entertain – which he did, in some style. Night after night – sometimes six nights a week – thirty people would sit down to a formal seven-course dinner. The gentlemen were in white tie, the ladies were in evening gowns, the guests included the local aristocracy, political and military figures, and notables from the world of commerce – but Henry, intriguingly, did not stand on ceremony.

Henry liked to tell a story and had an ‘an endless supply of Scottish and Irish tales’ with which he regaled his guests. They were funny. According to Annie, James, the butler, standing erect and motionless behind her father’s chair, would regularly be obliged to clap his white-gloved hand over his mouth and make a rush for the door so as not to be seen laughing out loud. ‘Father loved a practical joke – especially if a particularly celebrated guest was present. At such times Mother showed distinct signs of uneasiness, but Father was irrepressible.’

His favourite party piece involved a length of rubber tubing, with a small round rubber bulb at one end and a small round rubber disc at the other. Henry would hide the disc under the guest of honour’s plate and then, at intervals, squeeze the bulb hidden in his hand beneath the table, causing the guest’s plate to tilt ever so slightly. Some guests were disconcerted, some were annoyed, others were amused; Adelaide was always embarrassed.

What infuriated her most was that Henry was happy to have the dogs in the dining room, even at the grandest dinners. Mostly the animals lay quietly under the table at their master’s feet, but occasionally the mischievous Scottish terrier would pick a fight with the Airedale and the red setter would decide to join the fray. Once jaws were locked, the master’s commands were of no avail. Henry would resort to the soda syphon on the sideboard and douse the fighting dogs with sharp jets of water.

Henry found all this vastly entertaining. Poor Addie did not. She was also aware, painfully so, that the grand guests at her table were there because of the shooting and the fishing and her husband’s wealth, not because they were proper friends. Addie moved in the best society but she knew that the best society did not regard her as ‘one of us’. The Brandreth fortune came from Brandreth’s Pills. The Brandreths were ‘in trade’. And they were American.

With fellow Americans, of course, they were people of some standing. They were friends, for example, of Andrew Carnegie, one of the richest men (and greatest philanthropists) in history. He had them over to stay at Skibo Castle, his Scottish home. He introduced them to Woodrow Wilson, the future US President. But knowing the right people is not the same as being the right people. Henry’s heritage might have included the first Earl of Bridgewater, but that was a long time ago. Addie was a small-town American of Irish and Dutch descent. As Henry explained to his daughter, Annie, ‘You, my child, are a thoroughbred little mongrel.’

That, of course, is why, when Annie fell in love with Wilfred – the son of General Sir Hugh Gough and grandson of Viscount Gough – and the handsome young man held the eighteen-year-old girl in his arms, kissing her forehead, kissing her eyes, and whispering, ‘You are all the world and more than all the world to me,’ both of them knew that marriage was impossible.

Many years later, an interviewer famously asked the romantic novelist Dame Barbara Cartland whether she thought class barriers had disappeared and was told that of course they had – otherwise, why on earth did she find herself sitting there being interviewed by him? The barriers may have disappeared, but class consciousness is still part and parcel of British life – hence the success of Downtown Abbey, the popularity of Keeping Up Appearances, and our ongoing fascination with every aspect of royalty.

None of this troubled my great-grandfather, Henry Brandreth – and for a reason. He had found God. Around the year 1882, Henry had a wonderful dream in which the Lord showed him the futility of worldly things. In this dream, Henry and the Almighty found themselves alone together in a huge amphitheatre watching the most magnificent firework display. It was extraordinarily beautiful, according to Henry, but no sooner had the fireworks flared up into the sky than they burned bright and disappeared. In the darkness that followed, the Lord took Henry by the hand and repeated I John 2: 17, ‘And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God abideth for ever.’

When he woke from his dream, Henry was a changed man. His father’s pill business and his wife’s social aspirations now meant nothing to him. ‘Ye cannot serve God and Mammon,’ he declared, with feeling. While continuing to maintain his estate in his customary style, he gave away money to missionaries, built chapels where he could, and spread the word of the Lord with zeal and humility. The household gathered every morning in the hallway for prayer, and every Sunday, fifty or sixty people (the family, the guests, the servants, the gamekeepers and their wives) were expected in the dining room for an hour or more of Henry’s heartfelt home-spun evangelism.

Poor Addie put up with this. She did not like it – she tended not to emerge from her bedroom until lunchtime, letting her daughter Annie approve the day’s menus with Cook – but she accepted her lot and lived out her life, as women did (and do), with forbearance and fortitude. And she loved the part of North Wales in which she and her family lived – a part of the world, so her gregarious and God-loving husband told her, that had been described in Deuteronomy 11: 11–12: ‘But the land … is a land of hills and valleys, and drinketh water of the rain of heaven: a land which the Lord thy God careth for: the eyes of the Lord thy God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year even unto the end of the year.’

Henry was a happy man, neglectful of business, but busy with the work of the Lord – while still finding time for fishing and shooting, for walking the dogs and playing practical jokes. And then a new century dawned and his world changed.

On Wednesday, 15 August 1900, three days into the grouse-shooting season, Henry and his guests and their guns set off early for their shoot. Addie and all the children who were still living at home – Adeline, Eugénie, Virgie, Carlotta and the youngest two, Harry and Annie – decided it was so warm it was a perfect day for a swim, or at least a paddle. The River Lledr – no more than a wide stream – ran through the estate, no further than a hundred feet from the main house. The sun was high and hot: the fast-running water in the river proved to be very cold. The river bed was shallow on one side, but deepened rapidly on the other. While the others sat on the bank, Virgie and Eugénie, the only two who could swim, dived in. Suddenly, from the far side of water, there was a scream – Eugénie had cramp. Virgie went to help her and both girls disappeared in a moment, drowned in the running water.

The rest of the party stood helpless on the riverbank, shrieking.

Harry, sixteen but no swimmer, began to wade into the river.

His mother ran to pull him back. ‘No, no,’ she wailed. ‘I can’t lose more of my children – no, Harry, don’t go.’

Harry pulled back and stood with his mother and sisters watching the dreadful scene.

All the men of the house were on the moors shooting. Eventually, Huws, an old man who worked on the estate, heard the cries and came to help. He brought an extension ladder, stretched it out across the neck of the pool, and with a gaff managed somehow to pull both girls’ bodies to the shore.

When Henry and his guests finally arrived on the scene, there lay Eugénie and Virgie on the riverbank, side by side, lifeless. Eugénie was twenty-four, Virgie twenty-two.

Fifty years later, Annie wrote:


Never, never so long as I live will I forget that scene. Even at this present moment I can hear Mother sobbing and Father repeating in a firm unfaltering voice, though rung through with anguish, ‘The Lord gave and the Lord hath taken away – blessed be the name of the Lord.’



According to Annie, Henry’s faith was wonderful. ‘He never for an instant doubted the goodness and love of God. I never heard him ask “Why?” For him it was enough that his Heavenly Father had permitted this to happen.’

Though all this occurred more than a hundred and twenty years ago, I think of those poor drowned girls every day. On the table in front of me now is the small memorial card, printed in silver on cream, and sent to those who could not attend their burial in the little cemetery on the steep hillside in the shadow of Moel Siabod in North Wales. In the room next door to where I am writing this, I have large, framed formal photographs of each of them hanging on the wall. I see them every day and see in their eyes a look of my own daughters.

I can imagine no greater horror than losing a child before their time. It happens, of course. It has happened to at least five of my school and university contemporaries – Libby Purves and Michael Rosen among them. With time and fortitude, and because, if you have other children, you have no choice, they have battled on with courage, grace and good humour. One does. You do. But seeing the portraits of Virgie and Eugénie on the wall every day, I feel for them. And, irrational though it is, whenever the doorbell rings unexpectedly, my heart jumps and I look through the spyhole, fearful that there will be police officers waiting there with terrible news.

These days, everyone feels they have the right to be happy. It was different in my great-grandparents’ day. They read the Book of Psalms and were taught that life is ‘a vale of tears’: happiness is not for this world, but for the next.

In time of travail, faith helps, I am sure. Towards the end of his life, Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology, looked back on the case histories of his many patients and concluded that those with a faith had been happier than those without.

I come from a family of religious zealots (on both my father’s and my mother’s sides) and I like going to church. Church-going was central to my childhood and I still attend Holy Communion at 8.00 a.m. most Sunday mornings at my local church. I go because it’s a habit and it’s comforting, and because it’s an old church where people have been worshipping for a thousand years and I like to feel part of that continuity; I go because I love the language of the Book of Common Prayer; I go, too, because we are blessed with a group of intelligent and good-humoured clergy whose preaching is worth listening to. I am not sure how much I believe, but I enjoy the discipline and the experience – and it seems sensible to keep your options open.

Faith helps, but it’s not essential. I have a lot of actor friends for whom the Bible means little, but Shakespeare means everything. From childhood onwards, I was lucky enough to know the actor Donald Sinden. Remembered for his fruity voice and for starring in sitcoms like Never the Twain and Two’s Company, he was also a great classical actor.

Donald had two sons and, in 1996, the elder of them, Jeremy, died of lung cancer, aged forty-five. A year or two later, visiting Donald in his dressing room one afternoon between performances, we talked about death and it became clear to me that Shakespeare was as important to him as the Bible had been to my great-grandfather.

I asked Donald if he brooded much about Jeremy.

‘No, no, not at all,’ he replied, scooping the ash from his cigarette off the dressing table. He looked at me with shining eyes and quoted Hamlet: ‘If it be now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be now; if it be not now, yet it will come: the readiness is all.’

Since I have mentioned him, I must just tell you what fun Donald Sinden was. Do forgive the occasional aside. I’ll try not to overdo it, but since this is an autobiography I feel I should tell you about my heroes and role models as well as my forebears.

I first saw Donald Sinden onstage on 2 January 1964 in a very funny Royal Shakespeare Company production of The Comedy of Errors. (I can be precise about the date because I keep a diary. I kept the programme, too. And the ticket, 10s. 6d. in the Stalls.) I first met him on 9 May 1965. He was thinking of sending his sons to my school and I was charged with showing the family around. I felt I knew him anyway because the father of my best friend at school was a theatrical agent and Donald Sinden was his star client. From then until he died in September 2014, aged ninety, I spent many of my happiest hours in Sir Donald’s company. He always made me laugh – even at his funeral, when he arrived in a coffin painted in wide stripes of salmon pink and cucumber green, the colours of the Garrick Club tie.

He was at his happiest at the Garrick, the Covent Garden club for actors, artists, writers, lawyers and the like. Founded in 1831, its early members included Charles Kean, Henry Irving and Herbert Beerbohm Tree.

‘You know, W. S. Gilbert, another Garrick man, described Tree’s Hamlet as “funny without being vulgar”. Isn’t that wonderful?’ Donald gossiped about these men as though they had been personal friends.

He loved the heritage of the theatre and he taught me to love it – and respect it, too. When Sir John Gielgud died, Donald inherited much of the great man’s personal wardrobe and, knowing I had known Gielgud and had written his biography, Donald kindly came over to our house with one of Gielgud’s dress shirts as a present for me.

‘Did I ever tell you about the television programme I did, years ago, with Edith Evans and John Gielgud?’ he asked conspiratorially, lips puckering, twinkling eyes narrowing. ‘We were shown film clips of the great players of yesteryear and invited to give our reactions. During the bit of Ellen Terry, Edith nodded off – nodded off during Ellen Terry! And when they showed a bit of Olivier’s Othello and asked Gielgud what he made of it, John didn’t know what to do: “Oh, no, no, no, no, no, no.” That was all he could say.’ Donald wheezed with delight at the recollection.

I once asked him how his love of theatrical stories began.

‘My first job,’ he told me, ‘in the early 1940s, when I was still in my teens, was entertaining the troops with an outfit called MESA [Mobile Entertainments, Southern Area] run by a fellow named Charles F. Smith, one of the unsung heroes of the British stage. He’d started going to the theatre in the days of Henry Irving, the great Victorian actor-manager, and he knew everybody. During the war, most of the London theatres were closed, so actors were continuously on tour and they’d all come through Brighton, where we were. Every Sunday, Charles would have a party in his flat and we young ones were invited to meet these astonishing luminaries of an earlier era. John Martin-Harvey, Marie Tempest, Irene Vanbrugh – I sat at their feet and heard them talk about the people they had seen. I fell under their spell. And I learnt so much.’

‘Who taught you the most?’

‘The first master comedian I learnt from was Lawrence O’Madden – forgotten now, but, oh, his timing!’ Sir Donald’s bright eyes filled with tears. ‘He’d be beside me onstage and under his breath he’d say, “Wait for it, w-a-i-t for it, wait – for – it … Now!” A laugh is like the roof of a house. It starts under the eaves and works its way to the top and then rolls down the other side. You wait till it’s halfway down the far side before you move on. I am fascinated by the craft, by how it works. It was Ralph [Richardson] who told me, “You’ve got to have a least five consonants in a tag line. You can’t get a laugh on a vowel.”

‘I once asked John Gielgud, “What are the most essential things about acting?” With hardly a pause he replied, “Feeling and timing,” and then, head erect, his eyes twinkled to the side, as he added, “I understand it is the same in many walks of life.”’

When I was quite young, I asked Donald to define the difference between actors and the rest of the world – the people the actors call ‘civilians’.

‘Oh,’ he chuckled, drawing even more deeply than usual on his cigarette. ‘Actors are more open, freer, more accepting of one another, more immediately intimate. We share our vulnerability. In what other business are you invited to kiss a perfect stranger full on the lips?’ He stubbed out his cigarette and smacked his lips. ‘You know the story of the young actor who was set to play Hamlet for the first time and, wanting to understand the full psychology of the part, asked an older actor in the company if he thought that Hamlet had actually slept with Ophelia? The old actor pondered for a moment. “I don’t know about the West End, laddie,” he said, “but we always did on tour.”’

It was said of Laurence Olivier that he was only himself onstage. I do not think that was true of Donald Sinden. He may have been most alive, most intensely happy, when he was onstage, but he was not acting when he was off it. He was stagey, fruity, over the top, but not as a pose or a mask or as a cop-out. That’s how he was. Just because he loved an anecdote, and lived and breathed the theatre, that does not make him shallow. He was theatrical, but profoundly so. The way to his heart was through his stories.

‘Stop me if I’ve told you this one before,’ he’d say.

‘I want to hear it again,’ I’d reply – and I always meant it.

‘You like my stories?’

‘I love your stories. I think I like the inkwell story best.’

‘Ah, ah, yes, yes … A young actor in weekly rep hated his leading man – loathed and despised him. The young actor kept a diary and in it he confided the details of his obsession. “Tonight, he killed my exit.” “Tonight, he ruined my finest scene.”

‘Then came, “Monday, 6.15 p.m. Dear Diary, tonight I believe I am going to get the better of him. We open a new play and I have a speech ten minutes long. Downstage. In the light. Facing out front. And he is upstage, seated at a desk, with his back to the audience. I think I must win …”

‘Later, a slightly drunken hand added, “11.45 p.m. HE DRANK THE INK!”’




3. My father’s stories

Where were we?

Oh, yes … on a hillside in North Wales in the summer of 1900, with my great-grandparents, burying two of their daughters.

The deaths of Virgie and Eugénie changed everything. Henry and Addie, with Annie and her governess, went away for the winter, travelling through Belgium and France, horse-riding in the bois outside Brussels, taking long walks along the banks of the Seine, where, in those days, the peasant women still congregated to wash their linen. When the family returned to North Wales, life went on, but it was not the same. Apart from the shadow of the tragedy, Henry now had money worries. In Britain and across the Continent the Brandreth Pills business was falling off (Henry had paid it scant attention), and his elder brothers running the still-successful American end of the empire back in New York were wearying of providing him with ever-greater subsidies. Even as his responsibilities lessened when his children began to leave home, he still found himself unable to make ends meet.

As Annie put it, many years later, ‘Poor Father never could live within his income, no matter how large; a trait handed down to his daughter, I regret to say.’

And to his grandson, as we shall see.

Henry and Addie’s eldest son, Benjamin, my grandfather, had – as soon as he was able – got out of trade and into a profession. His parents were unashamedly American, but Ben had been brought up in England and chose to become a























































	a miniature portrait of the original Dr Brandreth, the man who first created Brandreth’s Pills in 1770

	a large oil portrait of the Pill Man himself, painted (not very well) around 1870

	the carriage clock the Pill Man gave to his son when Henry married Addie

	a wonderful painting of Prince, my great-grandfather’s favourite dog, a huge white-and-black Newfoundland, described by Annie in her memoir as ‘the guardian of all us children’

	the framed photographs of Virgie and Eugénie

	my great-grandparents’ dining-room table – yes, the one at which they entertained their thirty guests at those seven-course dinners in the 1880s and 1890s.









































[image: ]The tomb of Sir Gyles Daubeney at Westminster Abbey
[image: ]Jeremiah Brandreth, executed 1817
[image: ]Cousin Eugénie de Montijo, wife of Napoleon III and last Empress of France
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[image: ]The founder of the family fortune: Benjamin Brandreth, 1809-1880
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[image: ]GB’s mother, Alice, with her older brother, John, and their mother, Mary Addison, in Rawalpindi in 1915
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[image: ]With Julian Fellowes, 1953
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[image: ]GB and Ma, Broadstairs, 1956
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[image: ]GB, trying to look angelic, in the choir at Holy Trinity Brompton, London, 1957
[image: ]GB giving his all on stage at the Pavilion on the Sands, Broadstairs, 1958, with Cecil Barker
[image: ]Betteshanger School choir, summer 1959: GB front row centre; standing left, Major Douch and Mr Stocks; standing right, Mr Gargiulo and Mr Glading
[image: ]GB at Betteshanger, the first summer, 1959, photographed by Mr Glading
[image: ]GB with Ma, Pa and Ben on holiday in France, 1961
[image: ]In Mr Glading’s room at Betteshanger, summer 1961
[image: ]GB photographed by his girlfriend Jackie, 1963
[image: ]GB as Malvolio in Twelfth Night, Bedales, 1963
[image: ]GB losing the 1964 General Election, Bedales, 1964
[image: ]GB on stage at Bedales, 1965
[image: ]GB at New College, Oxford, 1968
[image: ]GB with Pa and brother Ben, New College, 1969
[image: ]GB’s 21st birthday at 5H Portman Mansions, London, 1969
[image: ]Michèle Brown in the summer GB met her, 1968
[image: ]The first Zuleika Dobson competition with the winner, Lady Annunziata Asquith, June 1968. Michèle Brown is sitting third from the left
[image: ]Making a splash, GB’s first centre spread, Daily Mirror, 13th June 1968
[image: ]Cinderella, Oxford Playhouse, 1968, with Eliza Manningham-Buller as the Fairy Queen and Caroline Bennitt as Cinderella
[image: ]Opening night: from left to right: Diana Quick, first female President of the Oxford University Dramatic Society; Sir Michael Redgrave, who performed the Prologue; Archie Harradine, who wrote the pantomime; and GB, who produced it
[image: ]GB and Michèle, Christmas 1969
[image: ]GB interviewing the Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, 1970
[image: ]Created in Captivity: GB with his collection of prisoners’ art, holding a painting by double murderer Donald Hume, 1971
[image: ]Woman magazine, 1972: ‘Modern as tomorrow, he still has a lot of time for yesterday …’
[image: ]Ralph Steadman cartoon, Nova, 1970
[image: ]Terry Pratchett cartoon, 1972
[image: ]GB at a Yorkshire Post Literary Lunch in Leeds, 1972
[image: ]GB as Snoopy, Butlin’s, Minehead, 1974
[image: ]GB first met …
… Julian Fellowes in 1953 – here they are, with actor Hugh Bonneville, celebrating Downton Abbey at the British Film Institute sixty years later
[image: ]… Donald Sinden in 1965 – here they are with actor Geoffrey Palmer in 2005
[image: ]… Jeffrey Archer in 1960 – here they are signing their books together at Hatchards in Piccadilly sixty years on
[image: ]… Nicholas Parsons in 1969 – here they are after doing their last show together, the year before Nicholas died in 2020
[image: ]… Joanna Lumley in 1969 – here they are in 2021
[image: ]GB at the Tower of London in 1951
[image: ]– and at Chester Cathedral, as Chancellor of the University of Chester, in 2018
[image: ]Roger Moore and Major Douch in the army in the 1940s
[image: ]Sir Roger Moore with GB in the 2010s
[image: ]GB on the box: in the television department of Selfridges in 1956
[image: ]– and duetting with Debbie Reynolds on BBC TV’s The One Show in 2010
[image: ]GB at his desk at New College, Oxford, in 1969 (with Noël Coward and Lenin looking on)
[image: ]GB at Noël Coward’s desk at Firefly in Jamaica in 2017
[image: ]GB addressing the Oxford Union in 1968
[image: ]– and hosting the Air Cargo Awards in 2012
[image: ]HRH The Duke of Edinburgh meeting GB’s children, Aphra, Benet and Saethryd, in the 1980s
[image: ]HRH The Duchess of Cornwall with Saethryd’s son, Rory, in 2015
[image: ]Manchester Evening News, 1971
[image: ]Cinderella, Wimbledon Theatre, 1989
[image: ]Looking for Happiness, Edinburgh, 2013
[image: ]Hamlet, Park Theatre, 2017
[image: ]GB in Zipp! 2002 (Photograph by Murdo MacLeod)
[image: ]GB as Dorothy in Zipp! 2002
[image: ]GB as Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest at the Riverside Studios, 2011
[image: ]GB as Widow Twankey in the This Morning pantomime, ITV, 2020
[image: ]With Ringo Starr and Harold Wilson, 1985
[image: ]With Christopher Robin Milne, 1986
[image: ]With Merlin Holland, Oscar Wilde’s grandson, 2016
[image: ]With Cressida Dick and Stephen Fry at GB’s annual Oscar Wilde Party, 2017
[image: ]With Dame Sheila Hancock at the Theatre Royal, Stratford East, where GB first saw her on stage in 1958
[image: ]With Dame June Whitfield on the day her DBE was announced in 2017, sixty-four years after GB first heard her on the radio in 1953
[image: ]Elbow to elbow with Dame Maureen Lipman
[image: ]Side by side with Dame Judi Dench
[image: ]GB and Michèle on their wedding day, 8 June 1973
[image: ]GB and Michèle at another family wedding, forty-five years later, 2018
[image: ]2017 family photograph: children, grandchildren and partners. Bottom row left to right: Kiyo, Cassian, GB, Isolde, Michèle, Atticus, Cornelius, Rory. Top row left to right: Ian, Aphra, Benet, Kosha, Saethryd, Mark, Kitt, Jason
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He's twenty-four years old and has already made his mark as a writer and broadcaster
on such vastly differing subjects as pornography and pantomime.
| He's got a keen eye open for all that's amusing or touching, lovable or deplorable.
‘ Modern as tomorrow, he still has a lot of time for yesterday. His idea:
are wide-ranging; the words in which he expresses them are thought provoking; and
we are pleased that every week he's going to be expressing them for us.
»
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