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  INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS IT ABOUT MEMORY?


  What is it about memory? How the bloody hell does it work? How come there are bits you remember as clear as day and other bits that are seemingly gone for ever, until a key
  word or name is mentioned and then  Bosh!  youre back in the thick of it? Some people have the ability to recall anything from their past: places, dates, names. What they were
  wearing, eating, thinking. How they felt, what they felt, who they felt. Others  thatll be me, then  can only ever remember stupid things, like what they were drinking. OK,
  thats not strictly true but I do, for instance, have total recall when it comes to my tipple of choice going as far back as my early teens. When I say teens I must add here
  that my counting, as a kid, wasnt great: I am dyslexic, left-handed and word-blind  some say I have the full set of ailments in that department. After the numbers seven, eight and
  nine came the double figures, so I was straight off with tenteen, eleventeen, twelveteen, then thirteen and so on.


  Anyway, I would race home in time to get comfy in front of the telly for my weekly fix of BBC TVs flagship (quite literally) kids show, Blue Peter. From the cut-glass
  ships decanter on the antique marching drum, which doubled nicely as a side table in our compact lounge, a largish Harveys Bristol Cream Sherry would be poured and, together with a
  smallish bowl of salted peanuts, thoroughly enjoyed. Dont worry, I never overdid it; one bowl was always enough. Pissed? Maybe. Fat? Never.


  Yesterday, in my early fifties, I had a very palatable Welsh cream liqueur going by the name of Merlyn, after the mighty wizard of Wales according to the blurb on the back of the
  bottle. See what I mean? Total recall. Of course, I have no idea where I was. And I see what theyve done there  very clever. Substitute the i for a y and
  suddenly youve got a very convenient Welsh wizard that an advertising team can muck about with.


  I dont think Im alone here but its fair to say that over the last thirty-five years my career has been both helped and hindered by the bottle, in what
  Id like to think panned out as an even fifty-fifty split. Some of the people I caught up with to help me put this book together see it differently. More like seventy-thirty, some said . . .
  or as much as ninety-tenteen. But in which sides favour, the helped or the hindered?


  In writing this book, I have attempted to piece together the shards of my memory, like some medieval craftsman painstakingly repairing a shattered stained-glass window. To help me with the very
  tricky task of recollecting what on earth I was doing most of the time, I have invited a series of old friends Out to Lunch with Rowland Rivron. (Clever title, eh?) They have reminded
  me what I was really like and their recollections are scattered throughout the book. What picture emerges of me? Ill leave that for you to decide . . .


  


  1: THE CALL OF THE DRUMS


  Our school was different from most. Rather than run an achingly awful classical orchestra with children scratching badly on violins while they struggled with Schubert,
  Abbotsfield Secondary Comprehensive School in Hilling-don, Middlesex, had a big band. A big swing band.


  We had a very charismatic French teacher called  no word of a lie  Mr Bean. This was a good thirty years before the name was hijacked by the talented Rowan Atkinson, a man to whom
  well come back later. Out of nothing and virtually single-handedly, Bean, as he was known, created an eighteen-piece school jazz orchestra. And from that grew my passion for
  performing. I got the itch as an eleven-year-old  and Ive been scratching it, one way or another, ever since.


  My older brother of three years, Raymond, already played saxophone in the band, so when I joined the school, being a lazy bastard, I said Id play drums because drummers didnt have
  to read music  or so I thought. I took to it immediately. When it comes to learning an instrument, theres no point trying to force kids of that age to do something 
  theyve got to want to do it. And, very quickly, drumming was all I wanted to do. We lived in what was laughably called a three-bedroomed house, in which the third bedroom was referred to as
  the box room, to give you some idea of its size.


  I used to practise endlessly in that box-room facing onto the road, initially drumming along to The Good, the Bad and the Ugly  arguably the easiest thing to play on a kit cobbled
  together from second-hand bits and bobs. Id recorded the soundtrack on to a reel-to-reel tape machine and would sit for hours banging away and driving everyone in the house and street mad.
  Theres always one old dear whos the exception to the rule. She lived a little way down the road from us and on her way to the shops would stop outside our house to listen to me
  thrashing away. She loved it in that odd way old people take to the strangest things  skydiving springs to mind. She was, technically, my first fan. I was soon to learn the ladies love a
  drummer. What a pity she was easily in her early eighties.


  The school big band had been up and running for six years when, aged fourteen, I inherited the drum seat. I was the youngest in the band  being the youngest of three brothers Id
  pretty much always hung out with older people, so this wasnt quite as daunting as one might imagine. In fact, I forged stronger friendships with the older guys in the band than I ever did
  with anyone in my year group, the downside being I never really bonded with anyone in that best mate kind of way. I honestly dont think I ever had a best mate.
  Dont get the hankie out yet, although it might come in handy later.


  There was a natural turnover in the members of the band, as once theyd done their A levels they had effectively left school and werent eligible to play any more. It was quite a
  juggling act for Bean. He had to make sure the band was never short of players, so he would actively steer new kids starting school towards whatever instruments were played by those he knew would
  be leaving in the near future. I loved being in a band  the teamwork, the camaraderie, the showing off. As soon as I joined, I thought: This is it. Thisll do me!


  Academia? Erm . . . how are you spelling that?


  As a fourteen-year-old kid it never occurred to me, but what was amazing about the band was that it was completely self-sufficient  it didnt rely on anything from the school. We
  generated our own income, performing at paid functions all over London. The band even played in Paris, but that was with a chap by the name of Ian Mosley on drums, the bloke I was to replace. After
  leaving school, Ian promptly turned his back on jazz and eventually joined the progressive rock band Marillion, the band hes with to this day. Before joining forces with the great Fish, Ian
  worked in a drum shop on Shaftesbury Avenue, and naturally that would be my shop of choice whenever I wanted anything relating to drums. He would invite me out on to the street so a deal  at
  cost, basically  could be done on whatever it was I was after. Thanks for that, Ian. You were not only a family friend but also a very generous man, and Im sure you had nothing to do
  with the shop eventually falling into receivership.


  Fish appeared on my Radio 2 show, Jammin, a few years back and was a joy. The compulsory pre-show tea and biscuits in the Marlborough Arms, a pub round the corner
  from the Drill Hall, the gay and lesbian theatre in London where the show was recorded, was interesting. Theres no hiding Fish. Hes a big man, so it wasnt long before attention
  was drawn. Several drinkers, or possibly drunks, began calling out the word Fish for no apparent reason other than to create a scene. This was water off a ducks back for Fish
  (what?). Apparently it happened wherever he went and was recognized. He sympathetically referred to these people as his Fish Heads and thought nothing of it. As his proper name was
  William Dick, it occurred to me these Fish Heads looked much more like Dick Heads to me, but hey, never knock your fan-base. I did get to play in Paris eventually, but
  much later on and under laughably different circumstances, which well get to in good time.


  All schools try to raise money. They have to, and its usually a half-hearted pain in the arse. At Abbotsfield, school functions put on to raise money became major local events. They held
  dinner dances where people actually danced to an eighteen-piece orchestra. One year the Maynard Ferguson Orchestra (an international big band with a be-kaftanned, ear-splitting, rotund trumpeter at
  the helm) played, with the school band doing the first half and Maynard blowing us away in the second half. God knows how Bean did it, but on another occasion Dudley Moore turned up with Chris
  Karan on drums and Pete Morgan on bass and entertained a packed school hall. Not bad for suburban comp PTA fundraiser!


  Around this time, Bean entered the band for a talent competition sponsored by a brewery. Think X Factor  but in a shitty pub. It did have its own Simon Cowell, however, in the
  shape of Tony Hatch, a composer best known for the Crossroads theme tune and a whole bunch of annoyingly catchy but slightly wet pop songs. Take a look at any picture of him from the
  seventies and, even without listening to any of his music, youd have to agree with me.


  We didnt win the talent show but we suspected the whole thing was rigged! Thirty-three years before phone vote fixing became the norm, the art of cheating in talent competitions seemed to
  be alive and kicking and happening in a cavernous pub in Harrow-on-the-Hill. The Abbotsfield School Jazz Orchestra came second to Londons Liberace!, a fresh-faced pianist
  called Bobby Crush. The winner was assured a bunch of prestigious gigs and a recording contract. After all, we reasoned, if you were holding the brewerys purse strings, who would you rather
  go with? An eighteen-piece orchestra of children or a bloke who can play the piano, any piano, anywhere, on his own? We suspected economics had won out, although to be fair Bobby Crush did win
  Opportunity Knocks (6 times!) and went on to fame as the UKs favourite piano entertainer (. . . surely thats a man who entertains pianos  Ed.) and, no word
  of a lie, has recently finished a limited run at Londons Leicester Square Theatre playing Liberace in Liberace  Live from Heaven! Staying power or what?


  Our Big Break came, rather incongruously, in December 1975, on the anniversary of Glenn Millers death. For some reason, in-between making rubbish toys out of household items with
  sticky-back plastic and telling a far from funky dog, Shep, to get down, Blue Peter thought it would be a good idea to draw to the attention of twelve million kids the death of
  the great Second World War band leader Glenn Miller. The tribute would take the form of a big band, similar to Glenn Millers, performing his most famous tune, In the Mood,
  which topped the US charts for a staggering fourteen weeks. That was, of course, in 1940 and probably the only record one could buy at the time. But what would be better than getting a kids
  band to recreate that really old and outdated sound?


  It occurred to me some time later that rather than play In the Mood (a tune, apparently, about getting ready to have sex, for Christs sake!), we should have played the very
  little-known tune In the Channel, as thats where he was at the time, his plane having gone down on 15 December 1944, somewhere over the English Channel. His official status as
  missing leaves his sad fate open to suspicion. Some are convinced he died in a Parisian brothel; in which case, In the Mood is easily the better choice of song.


  This was a time when television really was king, and as far as kids TV was concerned my top three were Blue Peter, Animal Magic and The Flintstones. They were the
  staple diet of conversation in every school playground. I would sometimes sneak a peek at the much trendier Magpie over on ITV, which was frowned upon in our house.


  Its hard to believe now, but Magpie was very racy. On Blue Peter, you just knew that good old spinster Valerie Singleton could always be relied upon to be sporting an
  everything to the imagination Platex bra and a girly slip under a frilly blouse and a neutral-coloured, unisex cardigan. I was convinced that Sue Stranks, the sexy woman fronting
  Magpie, wore absolutely nothing under that jumpsuit. The Blue Peter presenters all had nice, respectable hair  no hint of rebellion there  while on Magpie
  they boasted much wilder and more anarchic hairstyles. One of the two male presenters, Mick Robertson, was sporting long curly hair and clogs way before Brian May made the combo really
  unfashionable. There was also a great contrast between the shows signature tunes. One was a staid, traditional old sea shanty, the other a rocking contemporary number oozing sex and . . .
  magpies. Blue Peter was just altogether worthier, always saving the planet, while Magpie didnt appear to give a monkeys, teaching us how to tie-dye or make stink bombs.


  Even so, I loved Blue Peter, and when we heard we were to appear on the show, everyone at school was over the moon. Everyone in the band, that is  everyone else was, obviously,
  insanely jealous and I was on the first bus to Coventry.


  Television back then was a magical place, located far, far away. It seemed way out of reach for the likes of us. I thought, Blimey, Im going to get a Blue Peter badge
  without having to pay for a Seeing Eye dog or bring a sparrow back to life. A Blue Peter badge was a very big deal back then, and for children today it may still be. Im not too
  sure about their exclusivity, though. A BBC wardrobe lady I once knew had a fishbowl full of them in her flat. I think the idea was you could help yourself to one whenever you were there. Then
  again, maybe you did have to earn one, in which case I am profusely sorry that I nicked a bunch from her.


  The short journey to the BBC Television Centre up the A40 from Hillingdon remains a blur, but I do remember the feeling of nausea and the urge to go home the minute I got into the studio. The
  way theyd set the band up was a little odd, to say the least. Traditionally, the drum kit is right in the middle or to the side of the rest of the players and always within inches of the
  bass player and pianist. It makes for a more cohesive sound, as eye-contact between the piano, bass and drums is always a good thing.


  For a reason that was never really explained, the drum kit in the Blue Peter studio was set up on a round podium about fifteen feet in front of the orchestra. I was completely cut off
  from the rest of the guys, unable to see anyone, communicate or have anything to do with them. It was as if Id done something wrong and had been banished from the band, but was still
  required to provide the rhythm. Paranoia quickly set in, as I figured I wasnt even going to be seen playing on the bloody show  maybe Biddy Baxter, the shows producer, had been
  involved in some weird altercation with a drummer in her youth and consequently wanted nothing to do with them. As I said, I never got to the bottom of it.


  A clip of our appearance on Blue Peter cropped up the other day on some TV show, and you can actually see me squinting off to one side at a monitor on the studio floor, trying desperately
  to see if anyone was pointing a camera at the kit. They were, and frequently, as it happened, so no harm done.


  Random memories from that day have lodged in my mind. I remember the great John Noakes had a fag on the go the whole time in the studio. Over one or other of his shoulders there was always a
  No Smoking sign to be read, but John had no truck with that and would only put the fag out when he was required to be in front of the camera. Odd that it was the complete opposite
  with me. In the very same studio, fifteen years later, while working with Dawn French and Jennifer Saunders as Duane, the pissed, bongo-playing younger half of the father and stepson
  duo Raw Sex, I would have a fag on the go the whole time he was in shot and then immediately spit it out as soon as the little red light on the camera went out.


  The Blue Peter pets were kept in big cages and released at the last minute. As viewers, we always had the impression that the animals were allowed to roam around as if at home in the
  Noakes rambling farmhouse. Thinking about it, though, there are a lot of electrical cables lying about in a TV studio. You only needed one of the animals, busting for a piss, to slip away
  and make a puddle in the wrong place  before you knew it they would be dropping the item on easy-to-make gift ideas for Fathers Day and relocating for a bit of live
  outside broadcast in the Blue Peter garden to bury either Petra, Patch, Shep, Goldie, Bonnie, Mabel, Lucy, Meg or Barney. And thats just the dogs! By the last count, theyd also
  got through nine cats, five tortoises and two parrots. Is it just me, or is that a bit excessive? Suddenly Im seeing the show from a different angle: Im looking at a bunch of kids
  playing a forty-year-old song about sex, dedicated to a dead bloke, while animals are being sacrificed left, right and centre for the sake of vanity and the ratings.


  What made the experience completely surreal was that we recorded the programme at about one oclock in the afternoon, on the same Thursday that it was to be broadcast. This meant there was
  a frantic dash to get home in time to watch it on telly at five oclock. This was way before VHS machines, so we really did only have one crack at watching ourselves on telly, which of course
  made the whole thing that much more imperative. To us, anyway.


  Television, especially the BBC, fascinated me. I loved it, couldnt get enough of it. Ten years later, one chilly Christmas night, the BBC would find theyd had more than enough of
  me . . .


  


  2: HOB-KNOBBING AT THE BEEB


  To a restaurant in Soho, the heart of Londons heady West End, to begin the Out to Lunch with Rowland Rivron series of meals with old friends in order to
  piece together my splintered memories. Its probably best I dont mention the name of the restaurant, as the person I was to have lunch with had a slight misunderstanding there, years
  ago. A meal for two that came to a very reasonable 70 cropped up on his credit card bill later as 700. It seemed neither the card company nor the restaurant could help. Had this
  happened to me back then it would have been tantamount to financial ruin or would have resulted in imprisonment due to the ham-fisted torching of said restaurant. But thats John Lloyd all
  over: Dont make a fuss, dear boy. Its only money.


  After several false starts I managed to corner John The News Quiz, To The Manor . . . , Not the Nine . . . , Blackadder, Hitchhikers . . ., QI
  Lloyd for a bowl of pasta and a bottle of Limoncello. He complained, I know what youre like, youre like David Frost. Whenever I have dinner with him its the same.
  Im going to say things Im going to regret and dont want my children knowing about . . .


  Hed grown a beard since wed last met. The beard, the watery David Essex cow eyes and the receding blond hair made him vaguely resemble a dashing German U-boat
  commander. A big, thick, white woolly roll-neck would have clinched it, but hes always been a shirt-and-tie man. Over the twenty-five years Ive known John, unlike many, he
  doesnt seem to have developed a bitter and twisted view of the business. Obviously, his renowned dogged persistence with much-cherished projects has paid off. Dogged persistence? I must give
  that a try some time.


  I was keen to talk to him, as I distinctly remember it was he who managed to talk Jasper Carrott out of punching the crap out of me years ago in the lounge bar of the Hilton Hotel in Holland
  Park. A whole bunch of people ended up there after the 1983 BBC Light Entertainment Christmas party, held just up the road at TV Centre earlier that evening. Everybody who was anybody in light
  entertainment and comedy at the BBC attended the Christmas party  an invitation to the event signalled youd arrived and were part of the corporation. The invite wasnt one to
  pop on the mantelpiece and promptly forget.


  John was there in the Not the Nine Oclock News camp, as he produced the show. I was there in The Young Ones camp, completely fraudulently of course, as I had absolutely
  nothing to do with the programme. Alexei Sayle, Nigel Planer, Ade Edmondson, Ben Elton, Rik Mayall and Lise Mayer comprised The Young Ones camp that night; I just happened to live with Rik
  and Lise, his girlfriend and co-writer, at the time so was invited along for the ride. It happened quite a bit in those days. I think I was playing the Jimmy Five Bellies role to
  Riks slightly more abstemious Paul Gascoigne. Lise found it easier and safer to have me standing at the bar with Rik, matching him pint for pint, and as long as we stayed on
  the beer and didnt move on to the spirits, she knew thered be few tears . . .


  John was originally first choice to produce The Young Ones and fondly remembers the script turning up on his desk, stained with semen and Marmite, and covered in scribble
  (the script, not his desk; I dont think John likes Marmite . . .). All very anarchic, of course, which was how everyone regarded the show.


  He didnt take the show because, as he freely admits, back in the day he was genuinely scared of the new alternative comedians when they arrived on the scene. I think the die was cast when
  he showed up at one of the early Comedy Store nights. Originally, the Store was above a dodgy strip club in a poky side street in Soho, and access to the venue was by way of a small, rickety old
  lift. Curiously, it was considered by many as the birthplace of alternative comedy and yet  no sexist jokes here  I remember, for a time, the barmaids being topless, a legacy of the
  buildings former strip club status . . . John had gone along to see Clive Anderson, who I think was a friend of his. By day Clive was a fully paid-up barrister and by night an aspiring
  comedian. He bounced on stage and promptly announced that the ex-Oxbridge, very important BBC Radio 4 producer of comedy, John Lloyd, was in the audience. Not a good move, especially the Oxbridge
  reference. Things were shouted  not very nice things  but John did the three-quarter stand, nodded, sat back down and tried as best he could to blend in and become invisible.


  The evening moved on very agreeably until it was time for the poor man to leave. He quickly found himself trapped, alone, in the rickety old lift, the only means of escape from the club. The
  main perpetrator of the barracking John had received that night, Keith Allen, had deftly torn a knackered old radiator off the wall and, somehow, wedged it in the lift gates so that the whole thing
  ground, quite dangerously, to a halt. In most films when something like that happens, you can put money on the baying crowd, in this case the alternative comedians, carting the captive off,
  parading him around on a stick for a bit and eventually eating him alive. That didnt happen because he was now sat opposite me tucking into lobster pasta, and anyway alternative comedians
  are all big softies, even the professional heckler and self-appointed Godfather of alternative comedy, Tony Allen (no relation to Keith).


  At the Light Entertainment Christmas party, John was surprised at how glamorous The Young Ones camp looked. Hed expected the new comedy anarchists to arrive on ropes, crashing
  through windows dressed in army fatigues, with shaved eyebrows and laughing manically. As it was, Lise always looked good, but Rik and I had pushed the boat out with a couple of Moss Bros
  finest for the occasion. Some people didnt initially recognize Rik, to which Rik, being Rik, didnt take too kindly. Something had to be done and, unfortunately, Rik left it up to me,
  as usual. On my return from the gentlemans lavatory, Gareth Gwenlan, the head of comedy for the BBC, was the first one to spot the small oversight. We were all standing in a circle giggling
  when Gareth joined us. This was the man who okayed all the comedy on the BBC at the time, so the giggling stopped and the pleasantries came thick and fast.


  John claims it was a good minute or so before Gareth clocked the old man hanging out of my very sharp tux. Wow! You got it! Anarchy or what!? Looking for an exit from this
  embarrassing and quite frankly childish situation, Gareth asked if anyone wanted a drink. Not waiting for a reply, he turned on his heels and disappeared, and I followed him muttering something
  about me having a large one . . . (It pains me to recount this story but I really think its better out than in, fnarr fnarr.) Luckily, I was virtually wrestled to the ground by Rik and Lise,
  who were looking forward to a long and illustrious career with the BBC and didnt want to nip it in the bud quite yet. Me? I just fancied another free drink.


  Fully refreshed and with the old man back in bed, I attempted to circulate, only getting as far as Ronnie Cor-betts wife, whom I very nearly talked into buying a painting I
  had removed from the wall minutes earlier. I was getting into my stride. There were two huge televisions, one either side of the impressive Christmas tree, both showing clips from the BBC comedy
  archive. All very good but just a bit predictable  so after a little fiddling about we were soon enjoying The Sweeney on ITV and whatever was happening on the fledgling Channel Four
  (at that time of night, probably a test card and a continuous, electronically produced E sharp).


  My parents were big fans of it, and so were the BBC. No, not proper English  vinyl wallpaper. When it was first launched, the adverts for it on TV were bonkers. A happy, smiley couple
  bounded into their drab living room with an armful of wallpaper. Seconds later, the rooms had been wallpapered and looked, to their mind, fantastic! A few seconds on, the same couple were
  effortlessly removing the wallpaper with one simple tug. The big selling point for vinyl wallpaper was that you could remove each drop in one go: Its vinyl! Its
  simple! Its, quite literally, off the wall! Basically, buy some wallpaper you have so little confidence in that youll want to remove it the minute its up.


  Even if you half-liked the look of it once it was on the wall, the temptation to have it off the wall in one easy tug! never went away. In the very swanky executive boardroom where
  the BBC party was being held, I managed to remove one-and-a-half drops before I was moved on. I offered to Sellotape it back on to the wall, but this fell on deaf ears as the person
  who had moved me on was now desperately trying to re-tune the two giant TVs either side of the Christmas tree.


  John seems to think Leslie Ash was there as the then girlfriend of Rowan Atkinson. Im not so sure as she went to leave the party, not with Rowan, but with a girlfriend neither of us can
  place. Much like the original Comedy Store, it seemed the only way to come and go from the fifth-floor party was via a lift that opened straight into the room and didnt stop at any other
  floors. It was a bona-fide executive lift, the type you only saw in American films. By now, I couldnt be held responsible for my actions. As the two women entered the lift, I pleaded with
  them not to go, but they were insistent that theyd had enough and anyway it was really boring. Boring? Right! As the two inner doors of the lift began to close, out came the old
  man again, which I offered up and positioned between the two outer doors as they too began to slide shut. Lesley and her friend, realizing what was about to happen, began screaming just
  before the inner doors of the lift closed. A second later, I began screaming as the outer doors came, silently, together. Ill never forget the sound of those two gorgeous women getting
  fainter and fainter as the lift descended directly to the ground floor.


  I have to say, every moment, every minute Ive been in your company, its been an exquisite pleasure. Im struggling to think of anyone else Ive ever met that I
  can say that of. Weve never had a cross word, says John Lloyd (Limoncellod).


  If you were a big enough name, the Hilton Hotel at Holland Park was where the BBC put you up as long as your journey home after a bash was more than sixtytwo-and-a-quarter miles  they
  were sticklers like that. Having, justifiably, been kicked out of the party, I found myself along with a group of others in the lounge bar of the Hilton. This was where Birminghams finest,
  Jasper Carrott, had been put up as London to Birmingham is 101.5 miles. Not so for myself, Rik and Lise  London to Islington is nothing, so sod off home!
  Technically, we were in the bar as Jaspers guests, as it was the middle of the night, and we all had a drink in our hand. This was a very magnanimous gesture from a man I only knew as the
  bloke responsible for the annoying, 1975 novelty top-five single, Funky Moped. What better way of expressing my thanks for his generosity than by offering him a cigarette from the
  solid silver cigarette box I had nicked from the party? I lunged towards Jasper who was sitting next to John on a huge sofa. I opened the box and offered it to Jasper, completely forgetting that I
  had soaked all the fags in brandy while still at the party  I was convinced Id invented a way of smoking and drinking at the same time. The contents of the beautiful, mahogany-lined,
  solid silver cigarette box were now a stinking, syrupy fag-goo that dripped on to Jaspers sofa, dangerously near to the arm of his immaculate, cream dinner suit.


  With good reason, Mr Carrott threatened to punch me full in the face if I came any nearer with my gooey cigarette box, and it was only the intervention by John that averted a horrible end to
  what was a very happy evening, I thought.


  The meal over, the wrong side of two bottles of wine and a bottle of Limoncello, John made his impeccably polite excuses and was gone within a matter of seconds. I got the impression Id
  been very privileged to have spent nearly two hours with a man who was a force to be reckoned with in the business. It took a while for the penny to drop. Seduced by his natural charm, I had failed
  to spot that because of his experiences in the very same restaurant all those years ago, he obviously has no intention of ever paying for a meal again in his life. And who can blame him? When
  youre as lovely as John Lloyd, surely its almost a God-given right to have someone else pick up the tab. So I was left to settle the bill. Note to self: must buy a good magnifying
  glass to scrutinize the next credit card statement.


  


  3: SCHOOL AFFAIRS


  If I was prostrate on the psychiatrists couch, hed be steering me back to my childhood and blaming my desire to trap my knob in an executive lift on something
  that happened when I was a toddler. I remember once mentioning to someone I was fond of a ladys high shoe and they came straight back with, Thatll be because you used to play
  around with your mothers high heels when you were a little boy. But then, I used to play around with my mums fags as a kid and Im not fond of women who smoke
  particularly. Having said that, something did happen when I was about four years old and it was to do with my mums fags . . . Shit, there might be something in this.


  Mum and Dad, Pete and Ruth to you, were smokers. But then again everyone was when I was a kid. We won the World Cup in 1966, and Im sure I remember watching the game on our grainy
  twenty-one-inch black and white television set and seeing the England goalkeeper having a crafty fag whenever the ball was down the German end. My mun and dad were sucking on forty a day when I was
  a kid, so cigarettes were part of the scenery. We had an Austin A40, hand-painted black by my father with a two-inch brush. Whenever we went anywhere in it, the heady combo of Mums Elnett
  LOral hairspray, Dads Old Spice aftershave and the fag smoke that quickly built up in the cramped confines of that little car was incredible. You could have flushed out the
  most persistent of Taliban rebels with what was happening in that car. Nobody thought smoke was dangerous  on cold mornings, my Dad would go out and start the car to let the engine warm up
  before heading off to work. We kids would follow him out and have a whale of a time playing in the exhaust fog the Austin belched out  wed think it was just like
  floating around on a cloud up in heaven. Playing out there on those frosty mornings, none of us realized how close we were to actually ending up in heaven. Not only were we allowed to go and
  play in the cars exhaust fumes, kids, but go and play in the road, in the exhaust fumes.


  So, back to my mums fags. Im the youngest of three brothers, and were all three years apart in age. Our names all start with an R, end with a D
  and have seven letters. Our parents maintain it was not engineered, but I have my doubts. They were always cagey about it when questioned and would quickly throw the focus to other names. Suddenly,
  theyd be talking about the bloke who lived next door to us and how odd it was that he was Scottish and his second name happened to be Bruce. And how even odder it was that his
  first name  wait for this  was Jock, for Christs sake. The thing was that Mum and Dad were dead right. It was true; we did live next door to a Scotsman who
  answered to the name Jock Bruce  uncle Jock as I remember. He wasnt any relation, of course, but anyone Pete and Ruth were close to and had known for a long time
  automatically became an honorary uncle or aunt to us three kids. It wasnt as if we were short of them, either; my dad was one of eleven brothers and sisters, every one a smoker and most of
  them barking mad, in the nicest possible way. Whenever we visited my aunty Ida, she would always sport a bandage on one or other of her perfectly healthy legs  as she would say, just
  in case . . .


  So there we were, Richard, Raymond and Rowland (aah, of course . . .) all playing happily at home when I decided to show off to my brothers  Im told it happened quite often. Much
  like a rat in London today, in the sixties at 19 Keith Park Road, you were never more than nine feet from a packet of fags. I started mucking about with Mums fags, pretending to smoke one,
  probably in a very camp way  it never really worked if you tried to do the moody, James Dean look. Id managed to command their attention flouncing about with a fag in my hand when Mum
  came into the room, not best pleased at my antics. Suddenly it was a case of if you want a cigarette, youre going to have a cigarette. Out came the lighter and before I had
  time to scream social services!, I was puffing on a John Player King Size. Even though I was turning green, she made me smoke all of it in front of Rich and Ray who were crying their
  eyes out and screaming, Mummy, make it stop!


  Apart from actually having me, I can honestly say making me smoke that cigarette was the best thing my mother could have done because, try as I might, I have never been able to get the hang of
  smoking since. The one addictive drug you can buy in a sweet shop and I snap shut like a book every time I take a drag. Raw Sex toured for a year with French and Saunders and as Duane, the
  fag-smoking piss head, I would regularly get through fifteen fags a night but, like Bill Clinton, I never inhaled.


  I really thought I would get the taste for them. I played for a while with the brilliant jazz pianist, Simon Wallace, and remember being envious of the effect Simons first fag of the day
  had on him. I would ask him to describe the feeling and try to equate it with something I had experienced  a warm bath, sex, a pint  but he couldnt, or wouldnt for fear
  of being held responsible for my eventual lung cancer. I know what youre thinking, You dont know how lucky you are, not being a slave to the death sticks, but he did
  look cool playing the piano with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. A cigarette is the only thing Ive ever turned down  and that was when I was four!


  Apart from the fag incident, life at 19 Keith Park Road was pretty idyllic. We lived in married quarters on a sprawling Royal Air Force base in Uxbridge, Middlesex. The camp, as we
  called it, was home to the grand-sounding Central Band of the Royal Air Force. My dad was in it, playing the clarinet.


  My kids are babysat by a sixteen-year-old girl from up the road, but when I was a child the only babysitters I can remember were members of the band Dad was in, obviously looking for a few extra
  bob. One of them, Herbie Flowers, then playing tuba for the Central Band, went on to provide the iconic bass line for Lou Reeds Walk on the Wild Side, amongst other things.
  Forty-two years later, when he kindly appeared as a guest muso on my Radio 2 programme, Jammin, he pretty much stole the show with embarrassing anecdotes about my time in nappies.


  The Central Band was where Pete and Ruth met, my mother being in the Womens Royal Air Force Band. She played the cornet and marching drum, but never at the same time  that would be
  showing off. They married in their lunch break at the registry office in Uxbridge and rented a flat a couple of hundred yards from the band headquarters where they worked. That just doesnt
  happen these days, does it? Once we kids started coming thick and fast, not literally, they set up home in the married quarters within Uxbridge RAF Camp. From a small, loo-in-the-garden, dingy
  house in the aptly named Grays Road, they moved up in the world and settled in Keith Park Road where I spent the first ten years of my life.


  I use the word idyllic because life in married quarters on an RAF camp wasnt like living in the real world. For a start, I dont think I saw, smelt or came into
  contact with a granny or a granddad until I was about seven. This was at my first play date with a friend after school and his grandmother lived with the family. She sat motionless in
  a high-backed chair in the corner of the living room, latching on to fragments of conversation, fruitlessly trying to keep up with what was going on around the house. Because of dear old
  grans frail, confused state, the family didnt have a lock on the loo door, and while it was bad enough actually going to the toilet in someone elses house when you are a shy
  seven-year-old, to attempt it in a loo with no lock on the door? Per-lease!


  The RAF camp didnt do old people. All the grownups were in their thirties or forties, roughly the same age as my mum and dad. Most of the dads worked alongside
  each other as bandsmen. We had a different, no lock policy in the married quarters thanks to the nine-foot perimeter fence we lived behind and the security checks on the gates we came
  and went through. No one locked anything, no one had need to, as we were completely protected from the outside world. This also meant there was no through traffic, so we didnt have the worry
  of big lorries or buses hurtling past our front garden, which, I suppose, goes part of the way to explaining Mum and Dads relaxed attitude with the Austin A40 toxic fog
  fun.


  Maybe its the way everyone looks back at their early schooldays and Im being mind-numbingly predictable, but St Andrews Primary School was something straight out of a
  fifties feel-good British movie. True, I was there in the early sixties, but Richard, my eldest brother, started there in 1955 and, to the best of my knowledge, nothing had changed by the
  time I was old enough to attend eight years later. There was the kindly, white-haired, old and almost unnaturally small first-year infant teacher called Mrs Bees, whom youd hug all morning
  until Mum arrived to pick you up and take you back to sights, sounds and smells you were more comfortable with.


  By the fourth-year juniors, there was the classic, tall, spindly, pointy-nosed dragon  her name? Mrs Cutter. Talk about names painting a picture. I was hopeless at reading, but dyslexia
  didnt exist in the sixties. So she just had me down as thick, and Mrs Cutter didnt like thick people, people who couldnt read out loud in front of the class from a Janet
  and John book. Each morning before school, while Dad was downstairs making a cup of tea, Id climb into bed with Mum for a bit of hot-house reading in the hope I could go
  unnoticed in class later that day. Id read the same page over and over again until Id almost learnt it off by heart  to this day, I can still remember the opening lines of that
  bastard Janet and John book: My brother John can ride a pony, said Janet . . . Gripping stuff.


  The caretaker was straight out of Central Casting with his broad grin, shuffly gait and tweedy woollen trousers held up by a thick leather strap that had no use for belt loops. Even on the
  coldest days his collarless shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, would suffice. For the nicest, kindest old bloke you could ever wish to meet to fit perfectly into my feel-good British movie, the
  caretakers name would have to be something contrary like Mr Savage  which it bloody was! It must be a killer, being a teacher with an odd sir name. Mrs Ouching,
  theres another one  the head mistress at St Andrews; lovely lady, crazy name.


  St Andrews Primary School and the adjacent St Andrews Church were both built in 1864. The church was an impressive building that survives to this day, unlike the school buildings,
  which were ruthlessly knocked down in the early seventies to make way for a better road system. As youd expect from the tactless march of time, I think the church is now located in the
  middle of an impenetrable five-lane roundabout. The school was rebuilt in a field nearby, all continuity with the church, sadly, gone forever. Well done, guys.


  Im not a religious man, but I have spent a fair amount of time in church, having married into a Catholic family with more than its fair share of nuns and priests. My first brush with the
  Lords house, however, was at primary school where every Friday assembly was held in St Andrews Church adjacent to the infants playground. I quickly sussed that it was possible
  to miss most of the first lesson after the Friday church assembly if you had a job helping the vicar during the service. You could string out the tidying, putting stuff away and hanging cassocks
  up, before eventually ambling back to class. I got the gig as one of the two processional candle-bearers. We wandered around with huge burning candles fixed into even bigger brushed-chrome
  candlesticks, which were nearly as big as us. My mate Richard Penny and I were easily the macho element of the whole show. No poncing about holding books or fetching things for the vicar for us
   we were in charge of the big fiery things. If there was any trouble, I got the impression it would be us people would come to for help. The vicar eventually had to let me go;
  he was a stickler for getting things right  which is fair enough  and was never keen on spontaneous laughter in church.


  No two Friday assemblies seemed to be the same (he supposed with sibilance); there was always a new angle to each service. One week, a special candle was set up in
  the pulpit, which had to be lit at a given moment  all very symbolic. Seeing as I was the candle-bearer nearest the elevated pulpit, accessed by some wooden spiral stairs, I was going to do
  the lighting. This had to be done with what was basically a small taper candle, wedged at an angle on the end of a wooden pole. It was the same pole used to snuff the candles out, so I could see
  the logic in using that. What I couldnt get the hang of was when to get up and light the bloody thing. The first time I got up off my knees, I lit the taper and headed for the pulpit.
  Thankfully, the vicar was able to intercept me, merely with his eyes, and let me know that this was not the time and that I should go back and kneel down. The natural reaction to cover embarrassing
  situations like this is to break out a little smile or maybe a fleeting giggle  I was only ten.


  The second time I got up to go, I fired up the small taper and made it as far as the bottom of the spiral stairs so, unfortunately, had lost eye contact, momentarily, with the vicar. Just as my
  head appeared over the banister of the pulpit, I spotted the vicar shaking his head furiously and waving me back. Not now? I muttered. I then caught a glimpse of the kids in the pews
  below me and tutted to the audience  a mistake. I headed back down the spiral stairs and emerged only to be confronted by the whole of the first row giggling uncontrollably, shoulders going
  nineteen to the dozen. Third time lucky, and this time with the blessing of the vicar waving me towards the pulpit, I headed up the spiral stairs to light the special candle. Sadly, it wasnt
  to be  the taper on the end of the stick had finally burnt down to its base and gone out. I sheepishly re-emerged at the bottom of the spiral stairs and pointed to the smoking taper. There
  was now audible laughter from the congregation. The vicar handed me a box of matches and, stepping out of the reverential moment, barked, Use these, boy!


  The vicar didnt bear a grudge. Later that year, he invited all the boys who were going on to secondary school and had helped in church down into the vicarage cellar. He was in the process
  of bottling his homemade sherry and very kindly let us give him a hand. And very good sherry it was, too.


  Moving on to secondary school coincided with the family moving off the RAF camp and into Civvy Street, to 47 Merton Avenue, to be precise. This was a semi-detached
  forties house in a sprawling estate adjacent to Abbotsfield Secondary Comprehensive Boys School. On a good day it was a twenty-minute walk to school, and on a bad day, four minutes in
  Dads British racing green Triumph 1300 Toledo. Unlike his first motor, the Austin A40, Dad was obviously happy with the paint-job British Leyland had done on the car, as there was no need
  for the two-inch, natural bristle brush and pot of all-weather paint.


  I was quite fortunate in that my two brothers had attended the same school. By the time I got there, I pretty much knew everyone which, rather embarrassingly, meant pretty much everyone knew me.
  Richard had left with flying colours the year I joined. After a false start with an apprenticeship at a professional football club, he was training to become a teacher. He had quickly become
  disillusioned with the world of professional football. Although he spent a brief time in the England Amateur Youth Squad, he wasnt too happy about some of the things they were being taught
  at the club where he regularly played  how to commit fouls without the referee noticing certainly rubbed him up the wrong way. The amount of daytime the players spent in the bookies or bingo
  halls when not training also got to him, so he changed tack and headed for Loughborough College and academia, emerging a few years later a PE teacher. (OK, he became a PE teacher.)


  Raymond was still at Abbotsfield being a genius at everything as long as it was indoors. Unlike Rich, sport eluded our Ray. You name it and he could turn his hand to it. Art, music, languages
   he even made a gun once that actually worked! The house he lives in today, in the shadow of Castle Coch in Wales, is an astonishing shrine to his DIY aptitude and imagination. It
  wouldnt surprise me if, one weekend, he razed it to the ground and then simply rebuilt it again, in time for Monday, on a slightly different angle, this time so the living room got less
  sunlight. A pallid man despite his name, Ray was never good with sunshine. Rich and I were always slaves to the tan, but Rays got all the wide-brimmed hats and takes the ribbing in good
  spirits, probably because he knows full well hell have the last laugh.


  Before I had time to misbehave at Abbotsfield, Raymond had become head boy, which meant any plans I had for mucking about at school went straight out the window  brother of the head boy
  getting into trouble? No chance. Getting the shit kicked out of me? No problem. I think the kickers name was Dennis. Everyone knew him as the schools trouble-making nightmare. He set
  about my face with his hands in a similar way a top chef at Benihana would set about a raw prawn with a pair of sharp knives.


  Teachers didnt know what to do with him and he didnt know what to do with himself, so he would regularly go bonkers and lash out. As with the yet to be diagnosed dyslexia I
  suffered from, this poor chap probably had something that, today, would be succinctly classified and comprehensively understood, and have generated its own cabinet full of concoctions and tablets
  to alleviate the problem. In 1975, he was just a nutter  who happily kicked the living daylights out of me for no better reason than the fact that my brother was the Perfect
  Peter head boy.


  Once, as I left the last lesson of the day, someone approached me and calmly said there was going to be a big fight in the quiet playground  schools dont have them
  nowadays for health and safety reasons, as its the ideal place for someone to get a surreptitious kicking  and that I was going to be one of the people fighting. Naturally, I thought
  he was pulling my leg. He wasnt. Dennis was more than ready to push my face in. When I got there, the young, psyched-up Dennis was being very quiet in the quiet playground; it
  was the other fifty kids that were making the noise I could hear yards before I turned the final corner into the now heaving playground.


  It didnt take long. To be honest, I dont think I really
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