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The Clown Prince

eric idle

Marty was on my first honeymoon. That’s bizarre, isn’t it? But I recommend having a comedian on honeymoon as it gives you something to do in the daytime. Especially somebody as funny as Marty. We lay by the sea in the South of France and laughed and laughed and laughed. That was July 1969 and Monty Python was just beginning, due in no small part to him.

For a long time the two of us had talked about mounting a comedy tour of Australia, and though we spent that snowy Christmas in Marty and Lauretta’s house in Hampstead, drinking and laughing the nights away, our lives were to go in different directions as he rocketed to international fame and we began the obscure late-night TV show we expected no one to see.

I had first met Marty three years earlier, in 1966, when I was a new and very young writer on The Frost Report. He was exceptionally kind and supportive to all of us – Michael Palin, Terry Jones, John Cleese, Graham Chapman and Tim Brooke-Taylor, young writers scooped up into the world of David Frost – and we soon became pals, sharing a love of white wine, jazz, Italian food, flared pants and football. We played ‘soccer’ together on Sundays in Hyde Park and occasionally in charity matches. I remember one such at Ford Open Prison: after it was in the papers that Marty had been burgled and lost lots of clothes, the inmates solemnly presented him with a prison suit. He was very touched. That day, on the way home, we stopped at a random Italian restaurant in the middle of nowhere and Marty talked the owner into turning on the telly. There, on a flickering set, we watched the first live pictures of the moon landing.

Back in the early days when we first met, Marty was ‘only’ a writer, but what a writer! He would take us to the recordings of the extremely naughty and sublimely successful Round the Horne: we would howl at the cleverness of his and Barry Took’s writing for Kenneth Williams and Hugh Paddick, as they camped about speaking Palare, the gay lingo Marty himself spoke all the time with Lauretta.

‘Oo varda the lallies on that omey!’ he’d shriek. ‘Varda the eek!’ (‘Oo, look at the legs on that man! And look at that face’) followed by Lauretta’s frequently used warning, ‘Schtum, nante the palare, fingers earwigging.’ (‘Shush, keep quiet, there’s somebody listening.’)

In 1966 Marty was an unknown face to the public, but what a face. Mischievous, ironic, iconic, he used his quizzical physiognomy to his advantage, playing tricks publicly on all of us. ‘No, I will not come back to your place, you filthy man,’ he yelled at a packed Chelsea ground, striding away from a blushing Tim Brooke-Taylor. I saw him play the same gag on John Cleese on a Tube escalator. He loved crowds and felt completely safe in them, and his looks gave him the excuse to behave outrageously long before he was famous for them. In a crowded London restaurant he would taste the proffered wine, savour it, roll it around in his mouth, then suddenly clutch his throat, howl and throw himself to the floor, to the consternation of the waiter and the other diners. Then he’d pick himself up, sit down, nod at the waiter and say, ‘Yes, that’s fine.’ Sadly, after he became famous, he could no longer play these tricks – his face had outed him as a comedian – but right from the first he dressed and behaved extravagantly and was utterly generous with his time and money. ‘All you need is love, luv,’ he said to me once, declining cash, when I hit him up for a lump of hash.

I think he liked us Oxbridge crowd because he could see he had missed nothing in not going to college, and we loved him for his advice, helping us navigate the strange world of showbiz we were all entering. It was the age of the Beatles, it was the age of the Stones, and there was a new world happening out there.

In 1967 John Cleese was putting together a TV show called At Last the 1948 Show, and insisted that Marty be in it, against the express doubts of the producer, David Frost, who was worried that Marty’s looks would scare the audience. Fortunately John got his way and the rest is history: a star was born, and within a couple of years he had become the biggest TV star in the UK with Marty.

After an extremely fast rise to the top, Marty went into the movies and eventually to Hollywood where, thanks to Gene Wilder, he joined the circus of the amazing Mel Brooks. He had tremendous success there, followed, inevitably in showbiz, by some failures. In Hollywood failure is seen as a contagious disease – and there is a legendary story that after a second film flopped he threw a party and nobody came. I can’t really believe that. He can’t have invited anybody real, because no one sensible would ever have opted out of his company. When we, by now famous, Pythons arrived to play the Hollywood Bowl in 1980 there were parties galore for us with Steve Martin, Martin Scorsese, Harry Nilsson, Ringo Starr and George. Marty relished our success and was proud of us. There was no envy or jealousy. It was as if we were younger family members who had made it too.

Flash forward to autumn 1982 and Marty came into our kitchen in Carlton Hill, London. He was thin as a wraith and pale, chain-smoking, talking non-stop, but grinning as always and thrilled to be back in the UK to work with Graham Chapman, Peter Cook, John and me on Yellowbeard. It really felt like a homecoming to him, to be back in England to make a dumb film about pirates with all his old pals. The best thing was that after two weeks in Rye, Sussex, we got to go on location in Mexico, and what a great trip that was. Peter Cook was sober and in the best form of his life, and there were hilarious people, like Peter Boyle, Kenneth Mars, Madeline Kahn and Cheech and Chong, to play with. Marty appeared healthier and was having a blast busily stealing the picture. He is certainly the funniest thing in it.

After a few weeks by the sea we all moved to Mexico City, where I finished my work on the film in early November and went off to Australia. It was a month later, while I was in Sydney, that I heard Marty had died.

He would have hated being portrayed as the sad clown. He was a very happy clown: indeed, the clown prince. He lived a very full life doing what he loved doing, making people laugh, with the love of his life beside him, except, tragically, at the end. It was an absence for which Lauretta never forgave herself, although there was nothing she could possibly have done to prevent it. Mexican traffic is notoriously awful and the ambulance could not get through to save him from the heart attack he would most likely have survived in LA. He was only forty-eight.



Life’s a piece of shit 

When you look at it.



This autobiography, mercifully rescued from an attic by the generous and thoughtful ‘Flanny’ Flanagan, reveals the writer that Marty was, warts and all. Funny, provocative, occasionally ridiculous, there is no attempt here to settle old scores or wound others or justify himself. He was a compassionate man who loved people. I’m really thrilled that he can finally tell, in his own words, the strange and hilarious world that he illuminated with his kindness and his gifts.

I just went to the web to ask how many people remembered him and loved him after thirty years. I was inundated with thousands of replies, a real outpouring of love and affection. ‘Genius’; ‘Loved him’; ‘Can we ever forget?’; ‘One of the funniest men to walk the earth’ . . . I was swamped by all the responses and thrilled to see there is no possibility that my friend will soon be forgotten.

Say no more.

Eric Idle, January 2013
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Editor’s Note 

mark flanagan

Lauretta Eleanor Sullivan knew from the moment she met Martin Alan Feldman that he would be the love of her life and that they would spend the rest of their lives together till death did they part. She described her husband Marty as her ‘old man’. He was her soulmate and best friend, and the funniest, smartest, sexiest person she had ever met. 

Marty died on location for a film on 2 December 1982, at the age of forty-eight. Having completed shooting all of his scenes, he was staying an extra day or two in case they needed additional shots. The film was Yellowbeard.

His good friend Graham Chapman had talked him into doing the film even though he knew that Marty was desperately trying to get back into a career as a writer. Marty wasn’t sure but because Graham was asking he agreed: he felt he owed him. Marty was an actor and director and loved both, but writing was his true passion and a profession he felt he had more control in. He had been a very successful and influential writer in England before shooting into stardom as an actor. Now his creative writing juices were flowing again.

It was Graham who, with his then flatmates Tim Brooke-Taylor and John Cleese, persuaded Marty to step in front of the camera in At Last the 1948 Show, and Marty always felt indebted to his friends for this, much to the chagrin of the show’s producer: David Frost was convinced that Marty’s looks were too grotesque and that the public would be turned off by his strange eyEs. That, of course, was not the case and Marty became an overnight sensation in Britain.

The film was not just going to be a good paying gig but was to feature many of Marty’s friends, including Graham, John Cleese, Eric Idle, Peter Cook, Madeline Kahn, Peter Boyle, David Bowie, Marty’s pal Harry Nilsson, and his hero and friend Spike Milligan. It would be a working holiday for him and Lauretta.

From the moment of their first meeting until the day he died, Lauretta and Marty had rarely been apart for more than a few days, mostly when Lauretta went home early to get the house in shape for his return.

The day Marty shot his final scene, Graham received a frantic call from him: ‘Please come quickly – I think I’m dying.’

Graham, who was not just a great friend but also a trained doctor, rushed to Marty’s room, knowing from the tone of his voice that this was not a prank. The door was locked and he needed help to force it open. Marty was still alive but labouring, and Graham asked someone to call an ambulance and retrieve the hotel’s emergency equipment. It was not enough to save him. The ambulance arrived long after he had died and the oxygen tank was empty. Peter Cook pleaded with all who witnessed Marty’s passing that it must remain a secret until someone could tell Lauretta, who was at home waiting for her husband to return.

John Cleese, who was co-starring in the film and had been a great friend to them both, tried in vain to reach her. He also contacted mutual friends in LA and asked them to find her.

Marty was being treated for a severe back problem and had told Lauretta that it was worsening. She had set up an appointment for him to see a specialist when he got home. She was very worried. They spoke on the phone every day, often several times. On the day of his death she went shopping, and planned an early dinner with friends, as she had told Marty on the phone. Otherwise no one knew where she was. Eventually someone contacted her close friends Stanley Schneider, Georgia Brown and Stanley Dorfman, among others. 

When Lauretta arrived home and saw cars in her drive, she had no idea what was going on. Maybe her housekeeper was throwing a party. She had passed many houses on her way home with Christmas decorations on display and wondered if it had something to do with that.

She went in through the back door, as she always did, to find her friends gathered in the kitchen. She was delighted but confused. Then she experienced a sudden chill, which ran through her entire body. Stanley tried to tell her what had happened, but failed. Finally Georgia held her face with both hands, looked her in the eyes and said, ‘Lauretta, Marty is gone.’ 

I met Lauretta ten years after Marty had died, and we became friends.

When she first told me the story of his death she expressed anger towards the director and producers for pushing Marty too hard, when they knew he was suffering from a severe medical condition. She also knew, and would say, that Marty was a maniac and always insisted on doing his own stunts, no matter what, much to the horror of his directors, who pleaded with her over the years to make him stop. Mel Brooks drove her crazy, insisting that she talk Marty out of it. 

Lauretta frequently talked about Marty’s writing and thought it was sad that, after his death, no one would care any more about that aspect of his career. She told me that all of his writings were safely stored in the attic and joked, ‘There’s gold in them there hills.’ She never wanted to see or read them after he had gone because she would find it too difficult. Photographs were less of a challenge: the house was full of them.

She knew he had been working for years on an autobiography and remembered him writing with more urgency in the six months leading up to his death. He would constantly run into the kitchen to ask her for somebody’s name or if such-and-such had happened before or after something else.

On 10 March 2010 Lauretta passed away at home after a short battle with brain cancer. She looked as beautiful as always and was clasping a poem that Marty had written for her, with birds chirping in her garden.

A month or so beforehand I had moved into her house to keep her company and help her. We both knew the end was near. She became very concerned that all of Marty’s boxes were safe and, thankfully, they were. She felt his story should be published somewhere – maybe I could put it on the internet? Many articles and documentaries had come and gone, but Lauretta hadn’t liked any of them: she said they always tried to peg Marty as another clichéd sad clown.

She had been asked several times to write her own autobiography, but had always felt the publishers were after his story, not hers. She might have been wrong. Years before, when my mother died, Lauretta told me that I would get past it but never over it, and that she would be with me always.

She was right. It took me a long while to get past Lauretta’s death. A year after she had gone, I started going through the boxes she had kept in her attic. One was marked ‘eyE Marty’. Inside, I found Marty’s small typewriter, plus clippings and photographs, with meticulous notes, such as ‘insert Lauretta on bike photo’ or ‘include Sperm poem’. They were attached to a script with ‘eyE Marty’ on the first page. It was Marty’s autobiography, his story, with all its twists and turns. None of his writing has been changed and all of his attachments have been included. The photographs on the front and back covers of the book were Lauretta’s favourites, and were taken a few days before his death. He looks vibrant, full of life and mischief.

His life was short but it packed a punch. Above all, his love for his old lady prevails throughout.
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For Lauretta and Marty





Goodbye

I remember holdin’ on to you

All them long lonely nights I put you through 

Somewhere in there I’m sure I made you cry 

But I can’t remember if we said 

Goodbye

But I recall all of them nights down in Mexico 

One place I may never go in my life again 

Was I off somewhere or just too high

But I can’t remember if we said goodbye 

I only miss you every now and then

Like the soft breeze blowin’ up from the Caribbean 

Most Novembers I break down and cry

’cause I can’t remember if we said goodbye



Steve Earle
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Note from the author

eYe forward . . .

Everything that one writes must be a result of what has happened to these nine holes. That being said, recently I did an audit of my personal books and I now know I have certain limitations. I will never play football for Chelsea, and I won’t ever be a tightrope walker. These are things that I can’t do physically because of my age, my parents, that sort of thing. My face reflects the disasters of my life so far. My eyEs are the by-product of a thyroid condition, perhaps brought on by an accident when a boy stuck a pencil in my eyE at school or the result of a boating mishap, when I almost drowned, that left one eyE rather lazy. My nose was broken and bent by not catching cricket balls or by poorly arranged fights, and my height is slight at best.

My looks are my comic equipment, and they are the right packaging for my job. Not the right packaging for a brain surgeon or the pilot of a 747, but I have the right packaging for a clown.

I need comedy and there’s nothing degrading about playing the fool. When the looks fade I will still have the writing to fall back on!

Extreme youth and old age have much in common. At both ends of life there is a sense of diminished responsibility: neither the very young nor the very old are involved with the business of day-to-day living. The young have not reached the point where the affairs of the world and the struggle to succeed in life are their concern, and the old are beyond the battle. Here, then, a brief excursion down Memory Lane, with side trips into cul-de-sacs.

But first! Why me and poor you? I’ve been picking away at this life story of mine on and mostly off for years. I should give all credit to my wife and other half, Lauretta, whose screams of ‘Write, Mart! It’s what you do!’ echo around our house whenever she hears me rant about not working or when she sees me staring at the wall like a loon.

I first had the idea of a collection of short stories, some autobiographical and others fictional with fun photos and stuff. It morphed into my life story, or body map, if you will, and this is my third draft.

I have luckily kept busy working and living, so this exercise of thinking about myself, all that I have done and been through, hasn’t completely consumed me and turned me into a monster.

I am just a being with monster parts.

I’ve grown to think of myself as a writer first and everything else afterwards, but the truth is I have only ever written well with other people. So, I set myself this task, this autobiographical rant, with my career-self as co-pilot.

I left school way too young and could never be described as educated. Having said that, I have read and continue to read every book I can get my hands on. My career success could easily be credited to what I have read about other performers. My shelves are filled with books. Most are biographies with no particular genre – sports people, entertainers, all inspiring because of the obstacles they have overcome. So, the hope is that someone will find something in here to move them along on their path, like Buster Keaton, Miles Davis and so many others have with me. Narcissism is defined as self-infatuation. In my case it is not infatuation but the real thing!

It’s just as lonely at the bottom as it is at the top, but it is terribly crowded in the middle, so I am ruthlessly clawing my way to the bottom.

Now done with looking backwards – or, with my eyEs, kind of backwards but also a bit to the side – I have come to terms with certain facts as I edge into the age Wayne Shorter refers to as intermediate-elderly.

I have made it my primary task to be dedicated and determined to translate the complete speeches of Ronald Reagan into English.

For Lauretta: You are a seasoned woman, a woman not perhaps for all seasons, for your season is spring. Happy Wednesday, I do love you.
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The pen is mightier than the sword and considerably easier to write with!
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How honest can you get?
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Sperm

Just like you, just like me

We began as a little drop of sperm 

So don’t forget where you came from

And here’s a thought to make you squirm

So no matter who you are 

Just remember where you were 

You began as a little drop of sperm

Einstein, Muhammad Ali, you and me
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Begin

My head is like a dusty attic full of everything I ever thought, tasted, felt, smelt, lived and loved. It’s all stuffed up there.

When I write, I go wandering around this attic, stumbling over things, banging my shins on ideas, and I don’t always know where to find them. Some writers have minds like filing cabinets; mine is not.

How far back can nostalgia go? Nostalgia isn’t what it was and the great thing about the future is that it can’t catch up on you. By the time I finish saying this . . .

I was born and named Martin Alan Feldman on 8 July 1934, at University College Hospital, London. I was discharged a day later, only to find that my university and college days were now behind me and never to return.
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At one time I wanted to be a pilot. In fact, I told my parents that I was a pilot at only four years of age. I also told them that I was not their son: I was Bing Crosby’s brother, and had been dropped into England as a spy. I thought Bing was going to come and reclaim me.

I was never going to be an actor or a comedian because I didn’t think those were things people became. I thought comedians in particular were always here, born like that. Perhaps because I really was a pretty boy who became an odd-looking teenager and an odder-looking adult, I was born later.

If only we could redesign ourselves for the function we need. Maybe all we need is a top and a pair of legs to carry it around and an eyE set in it. So, I am constantly told, the body is a marvellous machine. That may be so, but it is in fact a lousy package – the almighty architect could easily have been outdone by a second-year art student in designing a more functional human being. Let’s rethink the whole thing from the beginning, like Darwin. Very simply, our nose is in the wrong place. Anybody who realises that the main function of the nose is to smell what you eat would place the nose where it would not get in the way of the mouth. I would put my cock at the end of my finger. It would make shaking hands a lot more fun. Even pointing out a direction would be more interesting. Think of a crowded train station with a cock on your shoulder. Very friendly indeed! I do think the cock is in the wrong place. It is badly placed for the way we stand. We stand on two legs, and in order to use our cocks more effectively we have to sort of crouch in an undignified position, but if we had it on our finger it would be quite useful: we could spear things with it. The eyEs, too, are in the wrong place. I am probably more aware of this than most because I have an eyE that looks the opposite way from the other.

But why should we not have an eyE that can see all around us? Well, we are what we are but we could be so much more.
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My earliest memory is probably of Laurel and Hardy in a film, which I saw when I was about five. I think it was at the Granada Cinema in Canning Town. I remember that film very well – I saw it again recently on telly and it was exactly as I remembered it.

The East End of London and Canning Town had not changed in hundreds of years. They built the first council houses there in an attempt to provide better homes for the area’s inhabitants. Charles Dickens described it better than most so go and get his books after you have enjoyed mine. Some people who were born into an impoverished environment are able to look back fondly and say they didn’t know they were impoverished because of the love of their family and friends. I had that love aplenty and still look back in horror at the conditions my parents had to cope with.

Canning Town was reeling from the First World War and another war was on the way. The area didn’t need those events to make life grim: it was just more hardship for people who were living in rubble already. It was always dark and damp. It was docklands, and we always felt submerged.

Most of the people who lived there were of immigrant stock and, as in most slums worldwide, lived in the shadow of wealthy neighbours. There was a sense of community but there was also anger, resentment and danger at every turn. I really admire my parents for pulling through it all. We did get out of the area as soon as we could afford it, and they tried hard to let us have some sort of normal childhood by taking us on seaside trips and letting us see a film at the cinema. But mostly they were trying to save and escape.
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Cinema for me, and most kids, offered a temporary escape. Laurel and Hardy had a tremendous influence on my childhood, as did music, jazz in particular. I was conscious of and collected jazz records at a very early age. At four or five I knew who Benny Goodman and Gene Krupa were. Couldn’t get enough of them. I can’t think of any good reason why at that age I was so into jazz music. It was the late thirties and it was all around me. Friends and cousins would scrape the pennies together and we would beg, borrow or more often steal to get our hands on records. My uncle was the only one in the area who had a record player: he had stolen it after being fired from Woolworths. We would gather on Sundays and blast our latest finds.

My father came from a family of twelve kids, ten of whom were boys, and all played instruments. I wanted to be a musician but again I thought that this was something you were especially born to be, a prodigy type of thing, which nobody chose to call me so therefore I wasn’t one. The trouble is that, all these years later, I still think this way.

I thought if I were to pick up an alto sax that, within an hour or so, I would be able to play like Charlie Parker, so I will never pick one up, and thus will always have potential. This thing inhibits me from walking on a tightrope: as long as I never do it I might be the best in the world.

I have never thought about falling or how I am going to land until I see the ground rising up to meet me. As a result of this, I have had broken arms, concussion and worse from doing stunts, all because I did not think about them in advance.

When I was young I never had a plan for anything except getting out of school or trying to acquire more records to listen to. I do envy people who can work out a plan for life and stick to it until they are sixty-five. They believe every move is planned by a higher power and that they always intended to be where they are in life. Not this klutz.

I am not in any sense an intellectual. I am intuitive or instinctive or both. I do not believe in pure animal intuition – I think we have lost all of that – but I am still liable to think that if you were to offer me one of two choices I would make one without wondering why, then twenty minutes later question whether it was a good choice, and ask myself why I made it.

Everything I have done has been a result of what seem to be rather random acts and I have learned to capitalise on them. I have learned to be quick when I have landed and just as quick to see where I have landed. A moving target is harder to hit.

I was a small kid and didn’t grow quickly, then stop, like most kids do. I have always been relatively small. I was a fast runner because I was no good at fighting. Big people are usually not fast runners because they do not need to be: they are rarely picked on or challenged. They can go fast but not too far. It’s the little buggers who are the fast ones and often have to run great distances to escape. As a kid I used to run alongside my mates when they were walking down the street. This appears to have conditioned my approach to life. I still tend to trail people when walking and never seem to catch up. I was a Jewish kid in places where most people were not.

They thought a bar mitzvah was a pub my dad worked in. I became the exotic-looking person who would try to keep up with the rest.

I went to eleven or twelve schools. We shifted from Canning Town to Forest Gate, on to Highbury, then to Holly Road. By the time the war came I had been slung out of three schools and run away from another two. I now realise that the standard of schooling for kids is a lot higher than we were up against. And I mean ‘up against’ because we seemed to be up against it all. Because of the war, we ended up with all the reject teachers. Either they were too old, and should have retired, or they were not fit enough to make the forces. I only ever had one good teacher in all my schooling and this was at boarding school. He was a bloke called Atkinson, who had been a pilot and had been invalided out of the RAF. He was also a painter, which later influenced me. He was in ENSA – Entertainments National Service Association – as a comic, and he used to put on school shows, very strange shows with eleven-year-olds doing mature musical shtick. I somehow responded to all of this. He was also a big football fan, so all my interests come from him because he encouraged me. I owe a lot to the guy. I hope all kids have a figure like
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