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‘I do not live in the world of sobriety.’

Oliver Reed
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Pilgrimage

On 2 May, the anniversary of Oliver Reed’s death, the small village cemetery of Churchtown in County Cork, Ireland, is host to a very special pilgrimage. Family and friends congregate beside a small grave, sit on the grass and chat, laugh, drink, and share stories about an extraordinary individual, not forgetting to regularly douse his grave with a gin and tonic; just so the old man doesn’t feel left out.

As the years pass – remarkably it’s almost fifteen since Reed’s death – the number of family members who visit the grave lessens, understandably so, but a few still make the special effort to come over for the anniversary. His son Mark is especially keen to uphold the tradition, so that his dad shouldn’t be alone on that day of all days.

Conveniently situated opposite a pub, the spot is visited by fans and tourists too, who pop in to buy a pint of beer to throw over him. ‘I’m surprised that anything grows on that grave, the amount of alcohol it’s seen,’ observes Ollie’s daughter Sarah. Gifts are also left at the graveside, some weird and wonderful things, like a toy bulldog in honour of Bullseye, Bill Sikes’s loyal companion in Oliver! And money, so much in fact that one year his widow Josephine collected it all and gave it to a local charity.

But if you look closely at the inscription on the headstone you’ll notice a flaw. Oliver liked to think that as a film performer he made the air move, an essential quality in cinema, he always thought. Indeed, Orson Welles once said of him, ‘Oliver was one of those rare fellows who have the ability to make the air move around them.’ There was electricity about him, because you didn’t know what he was going to do next. And not just on the screen but in real life too. He was so strong a personality that you could not deny him, you could not ignore him. When he walked into a room every head turned and he took control, without even trying. ‘He did have this amazing energy around him, which was quite remarkable,’ says Mark. ‘And you can’t teach someone that, they just have it.’

So the family decided they wanted ‘He made the air move’ engraved on his headstone. The night before it was erected, they all went down to have a look, and there it was, this brand-new gravestone in big thick slate:

Robert Oliver Reed

1938–1999

‘He made the earth move.’

It was an awkward moment as they tried to explain to the stonemason that wasn’t quite what they meant. So it was changed. And if you rub your hand over the stone you can still feel the gentle hollow where the stonemason had to sand down the slate to etch in the word ‘air’ rather than ‘earth’.

Oliver Reed died as he lived – in his own unique way. And the fact that he died in a pub has only added to the legend. While a lot of actors have a romantic notion of conking out on stage like Molière, Oliver died drinking. ‘We always said, if he could have picked that for himself he would have been delighted,’ says Josephine.

Of course, his death was a total nonsense. It should never have happened. He’d just done Gladiator and shown that he was still a fine actor and was all set for one of cinema’s greatest comebacks, and then he resorted to drinking copious amounts of rum and arm-wrestling with eighteen-year-old sailors. It was a terrible waste. ‘I remember the shock of his death but realizing that it was perhaps inevitable that it would happen that way,’ recalls Michael York. ‘Because even as Athos in The Three Musketeers he had a line that read, “Life is so much more rosy when seen through the bottom of a glass of ale.”’

Indeed, Oliver’s principal relaxation in life was going to the pub. He always said that you met a better class of person there. It was his drama class, his school, his psychiatrist, his doctor, his everything. Once asked to summarize his career, Ollie replied, with scarcely a hint of exaggeration, ‘Shafting the girlies and downing the sherbie.’


A Village Boy

Back in the early sixties Ollie initiated the now infamous Wimbledon run, a glorified pub crawl that incorporated eight hostelries dotted around the village: the Rose and Crown, the Dog and Fox (where he downed his first ever pint), the Castle (now the Fire Stables), the King of Denmark (long ago demolished), the Swan, the Brewery Tap (now gone), the Hand in Hand, and the Crooked Billet, where Mark shared a pint for the last time with his dad just a few months before he died.

The rules were simple: circumnavigate the course as quickly as possible, downing a pint in each pub, and arrive back at where you started from. ‘It was like a race,’ recalls friend Mick Monks. ‘The last one back got the next round in. It was also an endurance test because by the time you got to the fourth pub you’d have lost three people. And there was no throwing up: that meant disqualification. I think the record for whizzing round was something like an hour and ten minutes. Ollie sometimes went round twice, but he didn’t always win.’

The Wimbledon run remains a tradition carried on to this day by fans and wannabe hell-raisers. Mark has seen them firsthand. ‘It is remarkable how a dozen or more years on from his death there are youngsters who come into the pubs wearing T-shirts with “Ollie Reed died in action” on them. And then they go off to Malta, to Valletta, to drink in the pub where he died. It’s all a bit weird, to be honest.’ At the same time it does prove the continuing significance of Oliver Reed as a cultural figure in our nation’s psyche, although the ultimate tragedy is that here is a man more famous today for getting drunk on television or playing the public fool than as the distinguished actor he unquestionably was. ‘That’s the thing,’ says Mark. ‘You’ve got this new generation who probably don’t know everything that he stood for or what he was about in terms of acting, but they still feel the need to adopt his antics, having fun and drinking, because it’s a good boysie thing to go and do.’

A lot of these people miss the point entirely, that for Ollie it wasn’t always about the booze. Often the drinking was just the social grease that brought people together and lowered the inhibitions. ‘He loved the fact that he had the constitution of an ox,’ says his daughter Sarah. ‘And that he could drink people under the table and then just see the effect. It was a terrific wind-up, that was all part of it, it was all part of the crack.’ It was fun and games and if it wasn’t fun he wouldn’t do it. ‘Like the Wimbledon run,’ says Mark. ‘Yes, he would get arseholed, but it was much more about the fun and the challenge and the endurance of being able to do it. It wasn’t really about the drinking. For him it was the journey, not the destination. So being out of his tree was not what it was about.’

The Swan was among Oliver’s favourite pubs in Wimbledon village: it was where he played darts and met up with his mates for drinks and laughter. His brother Simon remembers popping in one evening – this must have been in the mid-sixties – on the way to the cinema with a date. ‘We went inside and Ollie was there with about six guys. He saw me and said, “Sit down, Sausage.” He always used to call me Sausage. “Can I get you a drink?” I could see they’d been at it all day.’ Everyone was playing a card game called Jacks. Now, Ollie was a sucker for pub games, the more ludicrous the better. There was, for instance, the Slippery Pole Contest, held every year during the seventies at the Royal Oak in Rusper, West Sussex. It featured a piece of old gas pipe supported by a trestle at either end over a load of manure-covered straw. The idea was to edge along the pipe, which was covered in washing-up liquid, and with a heavy cushion try to knock your opponent off. Ollie realized that if he wore an extra pair of jeans the absorbability would be better and so allow him a greater grip on the pipe. Alas, one year the organizers used a very strong detergent. Mark remembers the consequences for Ollie. ‘After the competition he carried on drinking through the night with the same jeans on and the next day he thought, that’s a bit uncomfortable, and basically the corrosive qualities in this soap had taken all the skin off his goolies. At the time he was making The Class of Miss MacMichael (1978) with Glenda Jackson, so when he wasn’t required for a scene he was walking round in a kilt with camomile lotion all over his knackers.’

More bizarre was a contest to see which two men could keep the longest French kiss going, the prize being a case of Scotch. Ollie’s opponent one night made the mistake of divulging to Ollie’s pal Michael Christensen his intention of filling his mouth with Colman’s mustard. Michael recalls, ‘I told Ollie what this bloke was up to, so just before the bout he emptied an ashtray into his own mouth and as they came together mustard and fags squirted everywhere. It lasted about three seconds. It was called a draw.’

Jacks was a particular favourite among the pub games Ollie liked to play. The rules were that you dealt out cards and the first person to draw a Jack had to order a drink, putting into the same glass shots of hard liquor for however many players there were. The second person to draw a Jack sipped the drink, the third Jack downed it in one, and the fourth Jack paid for it. ‘And I don’t know if it was by luck or design,’ says Simon, ‘but I had two of these within about twenty minutes of arriving: that’s fourteen spirits, full on. It soon began to take effect.’ He stumbled over to Ollie to explain that he had to go because his date was waiting. ‘Tell you what, Sausage,’ said Ollie, ‘the best thing you can do is to come outside and get some fresh air.’ The two men went for a stroll on Wimbledon Common and carried on walking towards a large pond. ‘Keep going,’ cried Ollie as Simon walked straight into the murky water. ‘He wanted to see me shit-faced, and now he’d got me wrecked as well because I came out the other side of this pond with bits of twig, mud, and crap all over me, and this girl took one look and said, “That’s it!” and stormed off. Actually, however good it may have turned out with her, it wasn’t as funny as that incident. I laughed all night.’

Most of the pubs Ollie drank in were situated around the village, and he rarely ventured into London’s West End or even down to the pubs in Wimbledon town a short distance away. He felt safe in the village, where everyone knew him and looked out for him, especially when he started to become famous. That was the reason why he loved the place so much, spending the first thirty years of his life there. It was an anchor in an often turbulent existence, and why the great majority of the friends that really lasted all through his life were Wimbledon people.

Ollie was very much a local character in Wimbledon, as was his father. Most people knew Peter Reed. He was unmistakable as he took his afternoon constitutional around the village: distinguished-looking, very upright, and tall, he never left the house without a smart suit on. ‘He was a very refined gentleman,’ is how Joyce Coleman, then the landlady of the Dog and Fox, remembers him. ‘And he was always immaculate, always. He’d walk through the village like he was the local squire.’

A newspaper racing correspondent, Peter Reed had married Marcia Beryl Andrews, the daughter of a London businessman, and they lived modestly in a small cottage in the village of Fetcham in Surrey, a short drive away from Epsom racecourse. Here Marcia had given birth to their first child on 7 February 1936, a boy they christened David Anthony Reed. It was an event that may well have prompted them to move to Wimbledon, so as to be closer to their respective families.

They rented a spacious detached property at 9 Durrington Park Road, near Raynes Park railway station, which sent weary commuters up to Waterloo and the vast metropolis of London. The house was also close to Wimbledon Common and a good, spirited walk from the All England Lawn Tennis Club. In short, this was a suburb about as middle class as they come. And it was into these genteel surroundings that Oliver Reed (‘Robert Oliver’ on his birth certificate) was born on 13 February 1938.

His earliest years Oliver would recall as disconnected images: ‘A burning fire in a grate. A potty overturned on a linoleum floor. The taste of cold urine. A world of legs – table legs, chair legs, sideboard legs, human legs.’ David, a full two years older, is able to remember things a little more clearly, although again these are ‘just little flashes of memories’. He describes, from a distance of over seventy years, a household that might have looked to the casual observer to be residing in an Edwardian time warp. There was a man downstairs who was the family’s dogsbody, gardener, car washer and so on, and upstairs a nanny who looked after both children, to all intents and purposes so that Marcia didn’t have to. At six o’clock every evening David and Oliver would be brought downstairs and presented; ‘and that was the only time we were seen by our parents,’ recalls David.

Moving from Durrington Park, the Reeds rented a house in North View, right on the edge of Wimbledon Common. ‘My first memory of us living as a family was at North View,’ says David. ‘I remember being given a grown-up gas mask and Oliver was given a Mickey Mouse one which had a little nose on the front. The other thing I remember is the house had French windows out on to a garden, and Ollie went out one day and kicked over all these flowerpots and my father went up and gave him a two-shilling bit, saying, “You’re the only person who’d go out and knock over six flowerpots in a row.”’

On the outbreak of war with Germany Peter made a monumental decision that not only had a bearing on his own circumstances but deeply affected Oliver throughout adulthood and right up until the very last moments of his life. The thought of ordinary decent men killing each other, no matter what country they were from, was barbaric, Peter announced, and so he’d registered to become a conscientious objector. It was a laudable point of view, but a tough argument to win in the face of the threat from Hitler and Nazism. Marcia didn’t sympathize in the slightest with the principles behind her husband’s stance: all she saw was a coward and a man for whom all her love had evaporated. Their marriage was effectively over and for months the household crackled with tension.

Ollie and David were blissfully ignorant of what was happening, though keenly aware that outside their home things had definitely changed. With shocking impertinence the war had encroached upon the tranquil urbanity of Wimbledon. Trenches had been dug on the Common, accompanied by anti-aircraft, or ack-ack, gun placements, and sergeants were throwing thunderflashes at soldiers to get them used to explosions. Occasionally the two brothers would forage for pieces of shrapnel or the strange tin foil, black on one side, silver on the other, that the Germans dropped to create a cloud on Britain’s radar screens. ‘I also recall there was a prisoner of war camp at the front of King’s College [School] on the Common,’ says David. ‘And we could go and talk to the prisoners almost daily through the wire.’

While it didn’t get the worst of it by any means, Wimbledon didn’t entirely escape the tyranny of the bombing raids on civilian London. As he was only two it’s doubtful Oliver could later remember the afternoon of 16 August 1940, when a huge tonnage of bombs fell on the area, causing loss of life and damage to property. Or had he gone from the family home by then, snatched away by Marcia and vanishing like a pantomime genie in a puff of smoke? Peter had not the first idea where Marcia had taken him; he was left behind with David to rummage through the wreckage of his marriage and work out alone what had gone wrong. Clearly the couple had been a mismatch almost from the off. ‘My father wasn’t a difficult person,’ says David. ‘He was a very easy-going person, too easy-going perhaps. Juliet, his sister, always used to say that he had no ambition.’ Maybe life in Wimbledon with Peter was just too plain dull for Marcia, who craved excitement and whirlwind affairs. ‘And she had a series of them,’ admits David. ‘My mother was quite theatrical and a bit larger than life, so my father was probably too stable for her.’

Marcia had taken Ollie with her to Bledlow, a quaint village nestled in the Chiltern Hills of Buckinghamshire. Home was a picture-postcard thatched cottage, the sort of emblem of England that people were laying down their lives to preserve. It belonged to a senior RAF officer at a nearby airbase, Marcia’s lover, and came complete with the matronly Morgy, cook and sometimes nanny, who read Winnie the Pooh stories to the young Oliver during air raids as they crouched inside a Morrison shelter in the kitchen. A. A. Milne’s magical creation was a firm favourite of Oliver’s childhood, as was Rupert the Bear, whose adventures in and around the village of Nutwood enchanted him and fed his imagination.

Worried the cottage could take a direct hit, Marcia’s lover built an Anderson shelter, made of corrugated iron, out in the garden and insisted it be used during air raids. Then early one morning Oliver was startled by a brain-piercing metallic scream. A flaming Messerschmitt had skimmed the roof and set the thatch alight, before crashing into a neighbouring field. Oliver was to recall his mother’s beau gallantly legging it up a ladder and everyone passing him buckets of water to douse the flames. Once that show was over, Oliver’s curiosity hastened him to where the wreckage lay. It was an enemy aircraft all right, with a swastika on its side. Already kids were scrambling around it, taking souvenirs. Walking to the front, where the nose lay concertinaed in a grassy bank, Oliver peered through the broken windscreen and saw the pilot slumped over the controls, his face smeared with blood. ‘I was horrified. It was the first time I had seen a dead man and I started to cry.’

This was an altogether rare encounter with the realities of war. For the most part young Oliver enjoyed an idyllic life at Bledlow, his days spent happily playing in woods and fields, buying sweets in the post office, and drinking lemonade outside the village pub. The Red Lion was the heart and soul of the community, ‘always full of reassuring noise and uniforms and the fug of sour beer and tobacco,’ remembered Oliver, whose lifetime love affair with booze and public houses of every description may very well have its roots in the nostalgic glow of these early visits. There was also a heritage of drinking in the Reed family. ‘My mother drank, not to excess, but she did drink,’ says David. ‘And as a treat at Sunday lunch when Ollie and I were very young we would be allowed a glass of beer, not a pint, just a small glass.’

Drink was also a feature of soirées Marcia indulged in at the cottage, attended by her lover’s friends from Bomber Command. From his bedroom Oliver could hear the sound of clinking glasses and laughter, or he’d wander to the top of the stairs to observe things a little better. On special occasions Marcia allowed him to stay up late and serve drinks and sandwiches from a tray to the men, many of whom had seen action, some in the Battle of Britain. ‘They were young and full of extravagance, indulgence, elegance and arrogance,’ remembered Oliver, and they had names like Pip, wore handlebar moustaches and smoked pipes, a stereotypical image later so beloved of British war films. Oliver felt exhilarated by their rowdy bonhomie.

Already exposed to alcohol and a drinking culture, he was still at an impressionable age when sex entered his life. Barely five, he had just pulled down the knickers of an obliging local lass in a game of doctors and nurses when her mother walked into the room. That little girl, whose mother part-owned the Red Lion, grew up to be Samantha Eggar, who went on to enjoy a successful acting career in films including The Collector and Doctor Dolittle. In his autobiography, published in 1979, Oliver claimed that Samantha was ‘my first love’. Today Samantha fondly remembers Oliver as her earliest playmate. ‘Then years later Oliver and I worked together in two films and he was worth every cent of his notorious but endearing self.’

It was around this time that Peter made contact again. Tracking Marcia down was hardly a job for Sherlock Holmes: he’d simply made enquiries at the Ministry of Food and located her through the family’s ration book. Was he still in love with her? Perhaps so, but Peter was no fool and knew she was never coming back, instead he was rather hoping to farm out David to her care. Still refusing to fight, Peter had been working for the Civil Defence driving an ambulance during the Blitz of 1940. ‘This all happened while I was away at school,’ recalls David. ‘I remember he used to drive down in the ambulance to see me sometimes. But when my school was bombed it was decided it was too dangerous for me to stay and so they carted me down to Bledlow.’

It was rather a shock for Oliver when his elder brother turned up at the cottage, since in the few years that had passed he’d forgotten all about him. At first Oliver didn’t react well to the intruder: running upstairs, he picked up his dog, a little mongrel called Fizzy, and hurled him over the banisters. It was an odd statement. ‘I think I wanted to impress him,’ recalled Oliver. Summoned downstairs, the two boys faced each other. David put out his hand. ‘Hello, Ollie.’ Adult faces looked sternly at Oliver. ‘You remember David?’ they asked. No, he didn’t, and there seemed to be no family resemblance at all. In fact, the two brothers couldn’t have been more different in both temperament and looks, and they were chalk and cheese their entire lives.

Anyway, Ollie took his mum’s word for it that they were brothers and for him it was quite a novelty, because most kids got smelly babies for brothers whereas this one was already fairly grown up. Quickly they forged a close bond. In other words, Ollie smashed things, David mended them. ‘My conscious memory of really developing as brothers is from Bledlow on,’ says David. ‘We started going off to school together and became very close in quite a short space of time. I remember one of our first incidents: I was throwing cold water over him in the bathroom and he was jumping and slipped and broke his nose.’

The two brothers romped all over Bledlow, chased cows, waved at land girls in their green pullovers, went scrumping, and dug for victory on allotments. ‘It was an idyllic country existence,’ says David. For him these are memories that are not dimmed by the passing of time but bright and clear and vivid, cherishable too, of an age of innocence and a young brother he loved. ‘I remember we used to go up to the village shop and they had a tame jackdaw that would sit on the handlebars of our cycles. I remember great excitement at the hay making with these large threshing machines. And even though the war was on and everything was rationed, farmers could still breed chickens and pigs, so we were never short of eggs and things like that. It was an idyllic childhood, it really was, and a vanished era. And the funny thing is that both Ollie and I ended up living in the country because instinctively we preferred country life to metropolitan life.’

With the airfield nearby and bombers going off and returning, Ollie and David were conscious of the war but remained largely unaffected by it, having created their own private little world. ‘Because of all the disruption caused by our parents, Ollie and I relied on each other and led our own sort of lives.’

David tells a charming story that seems to sum this up better than anything else. There was a comic strip character both of them loved to read about who had the ability to fly with the aid of two feathers on his ankles. ‘Well, Ollie and I got talking about this and so we put feathers on our ankles and tried to fly, but we couldn’t. “I know what we’ll do,” I said. “We’ll make a parachute.”’ Somewhere they managed to get their hands on a large tent panel with brass rings around the edge. Then they poked string through each of the rings and tied it on to their belts. ‘We decided to give our parachute a trial run and so it was decided, I being the wisest one, that Ollie climb a tree and jump out of it. It was at the point, when Ollie was at the top of this tree about to fling himself off, that our mother came out and saw what was going on and threw a wobbly. “Come down immediately!” We spent hours and hours together.’

Some of that time was spent watching the airmen undergo survival training. This largely entailed throwing themselves off a bridge into the River Thames under the instruction of a squadron leader who, Oliver remembered, ‘had a face like a badger’s bum’. Overawed by the spectacle, little Ollie thought he’d have a go and jumped off the highest parapet, only suddenly realizing he couldn’t swim. After swallowing a mouthful of water he was dragged out by one of the airmen and tipped upside down. This airman went by the strange nickname of Lovely Gravy and he and Oliver saw a lot of each other over the next few months. He taught the youngster how to swim and catch sticklebacks and regaled him with tales of night-time bombing raids on the factories along the Rhine.

Made to feel special by Lovely Gravy, Oliver only later came to the conclusion that the airman was probably trying to ingratiate himself into the affections of Marcia, who by 1943 had acquired a bit of a reputation in the area. Like so many women in wartime, she was dazzled by arriving Yanks, in this case staff officers with the Eighth Air Force, which had established its headquarters at the nearby Abbey School for girls in High Wycombe. Luckily for regional population forecasts, the school had been evacuated of its pupils. Marcia’s popular soirées now took on a distinctly American flavour, with more than one officer paying solo visits. Marcia loved the attention this gave her, and she was often at her best playing the hostess, effortlessly turning on the charm and sophisticated elegance. Oliver, though, was to remember his mother a little differently, as a woman from whom ‘there had never been any hugs and kisses’.

After he spitefully hit a local boy round the head with a hoe as they were planting seedlings, Oliver ran home and, fearing reprisals, collected his few belongings from his bedroom and announced he was leaving home. ‘I’m not stopping you,’ said Marcia, in the middle of her tea, and turned her back on him. The little lad was shell-shocked. ‘I couldn’t believe it. My first great decision ignored.’ He stomped out and sat for a while on top of the Anderson shelter mulling over life in general and whether or not it was worth carrying on if his own mother was going to snub him. It started to get dark and strange rumblings were coming from his tummy. Time to take drastic action. He climbed a tree and threatened to jump, minus even his makeshift parachute. This brought everyone outside and with it pleadings for him to come down safely. It was his first captive audience and Oliver revelled in the attention.

Would he really have jumped, ‘or was I asking my mother to tell everyone she loved me best of all?’ All Oliver remembered was that when he finally came down he chose to run and throw his arms around Morgy rather than Marcia.

After all her fraternizing with the Americans, Marcia’s relationship with her RAF beau was on shaky ground. On hearing he was to be stationed at an airbase in Yorkshire she refused to countenance a move up north. Not only that: she rejected his offer of marriage and pledge to adopt her two sons and returned to Wimbledon. Not to Peter, though, but darling Daddy, who welcomed her back with open arms.

Oliver found 74 Marryat Road a very different household from the one he’d just come from, and his grandfather a very different kind of male influence in his life than the largely anonymous RAF lover. You couldn’t help but notice Lancelot Andrews, especially after he’d had a few drinks, when, Ollie recalled, he would parade around the front room and the garden waving a Union Jack and singing ‘Rule Britannia’. He reserved a particular hatred for the Germans, a hang-up from a rather bad time in the First World War, when he’d had the misfortune to be gassed in the trenches. David lived there too and remembers that at bedtime Lancelot would act like a horse and each boy would take it in turn to sit on him as he carried them upstairs to the bedroom on his back.

Lancelot had done pretty well for himself by climbing the executive ladder at the fruit importers Fyffes, and lived a comfortable life. And there was Granny Olivia, Marcia’s mother, the daughter of a Sussex farmer, whom the boys cherished deeply. Of his father Oliver saw very little: he was persona non grata with Lancelot, who, because his son was suffering as a Japanese POW, didn’t take kindly to ‘bloody conchies’. This antipathy wasn’t hidden from the impressionable Oliver, who was now of an age to believe that his mother must have held his father in similar contempt.


A Fractured Education

Oliver’s education was to follow a convoluted path, beginning at Wimbledon Common Preparatory School, known fondly as ‘Squirrels’ and founded in 1919 as a place of learning for the sons of local gentry. ‘Industry with Cheerfulness’ was the school’s motto and its class sizes were small, but even with the advantage of close tutoring Oliver did not shine in lessons. His only interest, it appeared, was in nature. Walking home after school he always made a point of visiting the home of the headmistress to help feed the multitude of stray cats she’d managed to rescue from local bomb sites.

Years later Ollie enrolled his son Mark at Squirrels and always made an effort to attend sports day, wearing his old school cap and scarf, and never shying from performing in the parents’ race. ‘He was very quick,’ recalls Barry Turner, the school’s former assistant head. ‘But what I remember most about those occasions is that he was always very reverential to my mother, who’d been the school’s principal. He took great pains to be seen to be very polite, bowing and scraping in her presence. Oliver was a most memorable character.’

By the summer of 1944 Hitler had begun upping the ante by launching hundreds of V-1 flying bombs, or Doodlebugs as the press dubbed them. Such indiscriminate bombing, barbaric in the extreme, terrified Londoners. In late July Lancelot was leaving his bank in the centre of Wimbledon when a Doodlebug struck and the force of the explosion hurled him fifty yards, killing him instantly. Within a few weeks David and Oliver were sent to Hoe Place Preparatory School in Woking, some twenty miles away. David isn’t entirely convinced that the bombing was the sole reason for their departure. ‘We were a bit of a problem, I think, for both of our parents. That’s the reason why we both went off to boarding school at what was a very young age.’

The day of their leaving had begun so brightly. Peter arrived at the house and for a fleeting moment he and Marcia were reunited. Oliver recalled it as one of the very few occasions when he saw both of his parents in the same room together. As the boys were driven down to the school it became patently clear to Oliver that their mother and father hadn’t been entirely frank with them. The fact that he’d been told to pack some clothes into a suitcase should have been a clue, but the full extent of the horror to come only emerged after he and David had been deposited on the school’s gravel driveway and introduced to a lot of serious people in flowing gowns. When his parents got back into their car and sped off, Oliver howled like a wounded animal. ‘My screams shattered even the most tearful boys into amazed silence.’ It took several days for the tears to subside, and even though David was there with him, this crushing feeling of loneliness and of being deserted would not go away. ‘I cried in the lavatory and the rhododendron bushes.’ At night Oliver sank his face deep into his pillow to muffle the sobbing. He missed his old life and wanted it back, but even that was already gone when news arrived that Lovely Gravy had been shot down and was dead.

Marcia visited on occasion and David and Oliver would cherish those days. She brought with her sweets and regaled them with stories of her new life as an actress, touring the country in repertory theatre, a career the two boys followed avidly from afar. ‘We’d have a map of England with little pins on it showing us where she was playing,’ remembers David. Peter also visited, sometimes with another woman, who smiled at the children a little too earnestly. Her name was Kathleen Mary Cannon, although she preferred people she liked to call her Kay. She was a widower who worked at the fashion chain Wallis, and Peter had fallen desperately in love with her. His father was always slightly self-reserved, David remembers, and his way of revealing that Kay was someone special in his life was a suggestion that he could get the boys some socks knitted in school colours. ‘That was the first indication Oliver and I ever had that there was someone else on the scene as far as he was concerned.’

Oliver’s memories of Hoe Place are typical of those who had to endure life at boarding school: smelly, soulless dormitories and a ridiculous school uniform, in this case a pink hat. There was also the obligatory monstrous matron, who tended to Oliver when he caught a particularly virulent strain of measles that left one of his eyes permanently damaged with a squint that he did his best to hide. The headmaster, whose breath invariably smelt of malt whisky, was a Mr Sinker, so he inevitably went by the nickname ‘Stinker’. If it were possible, Mr Sinker was even more rabidly patriotic than dear old Lancelot, and the classrooms were festooned with military posters and maps showing in bright red the all-conquering exploits of the British Empire.

As at Squirrels, lessons were a distraction for Oliver. He judged the teachers to be decrepit relics of a bygone age. Often his impatience with them resulted in a smack across the head with a ruler, or he’d be lifted from his desk by one ear and deposited in the corridor. Such antics, realized Ollie, drew the attention and enjoyment of his mates and he began wearing the persona of class clown with pride. ‘No memory of learning clutters my memory of Hoe Place.’

They were out after a few months anyway, because Peter could no longer meet the fees as he was finding work hard to come by, and for a time the boys found themselves allocated to various relatives. David still remembers sitting next to his grandmother’s radio with Ollie listening to the latest instalment of Dick Barton. Sundry aunts and uncles also treated them to Saturday-morning picture shows where they followed the adventures of heroic figures like the Lone Ranger. ‘We lived in very simplistic times,’ says David. ‘It was the days of radio, there was no television. And because it was largely radio your imagination was left to put faces on the voices, you could imagine them as you wished: much better than it is for modern kids, where everything is there in front of them and no imagination is required at all.’

In yet another new school concerns began to be raised that Oliver’s education was suffering perhaps more than David’s. While his brother already knew his alphabet and could spell complicated words like ‘cul-de-sac’, Ollie stuttered with even the simplest words, much to everyone’s exasperation. ‘He’s impossible. What can we do with the boy?’ It was decided to place him back into the care of his father, who had now settled into married bliss with Kay in an apartment in Merton Mansions in Bushey Road, Raynes Park, near Wimbledon.

Suddenly acquiring two sons would be daunting for any new wife, but Kay pretty much took it in her stride. When the boys turned up, Oliver put out his hand and said, ‘Hello. Are you my new mummy?’ With the flat now too small for them all to live in, Peter and Kay rented a farmhouse near the village of Langton Green on the outskirts of Tunbridge Wells in Kent. The day of the move arrived with everyone clambering into Peter’s Austin Seven. For Ollie, the highlight of the journey was making cocoa bombs out of tissue paper which he and David threw at poor cyclists coming the other way. On arriving at the house the family had to knock at a nearby farm to borrow some shears to battle their way through a mass of brambles and stinging nettles to the front door. The house, unlived in for years, was similarly neglected: the front door creaked like the soundtrack of a horror film and the floorboards buckled underfoot. For the children, though, it was an enchanted place and the next morning they set about exploring, especially the cellar, where Peter told them smugglers used to hide their booty from the king’s men.

Because Peter had found a job with a firm of London bookmakers, he and Kay decided to live at Merton Mansions for the week and drive the forty-odd miles each Friday night to stay the weekend with Oliver and David. It was a strange arrangement: they would go on car trips together as a family, but most of the time Peter spent up in an attic room pounding away at his typewriter, trying to resurrect his career as a freelance racing journalist. Then, come Sunday evening, he and Kay would pack up and return to London, leaving Ollie and David with very little discipline or supervision. ‘Over time we had two or three au pair girls looking after us,’ recalls David. ‘But largely we were left alone. We went out scrumping, we camped, we lived an outdoor existence and developed this ability to just lead our own lives. We had total freedom because no one was really there looking after us, so again we really bonded as brothers.’

One of these au pairs was French and went by the name of Monique. One morning the boys were playing up in the attic when Ollie put his foot through the ceiling of the bathroom beneath them and there was poor Monique taking a bath at the time. ‘God knows what we were really doing up there,’ says David. ‘Certainly not with the intent of spying on Monique. But Ollie’s foot did make a very big hole and no doubt he had a splendid view of Monique below in the bath.’

Nineteen forty-seven began with a hellish freeze that broke records and almost brought Britain to a standstill. For Oliver the snow was a mixed blessing: there was no school and he could ride his sledge in the steep cow field at the back of the house, but usually there would be no water for his bath because the pipes were frozen solid. Peter came up with the inspired notion of taking a blowtorch to them, but instead he set the surrounding dry timber ablaze and the two boys put the fire out by lobbing snowballs at it.

The weather remained bitingly cold until well into March. It was a winter Oliver would never forget. Back at school, he failed to impress yet again. ‘I sank to the bottom of the class in a bubblehead of daydreams.’ For a term he and David attended Langton Green Primary while they waited for a place at another boarding school. According to David, this was the only time the Reed boys ever attended a state school. ‘It was also the first time we ever went to a mixed school, and there were girls there!’

What was holding Ollie back at school was his reading and writing; even as an adult he was hopeless at spelling. His inability to get letters or numbers in the right order on the page or even the right way round condemned him to lessons with children a year below him. At first his dunce status was laid at the door of his squint and a specialist in London was consulted, but things did not improve. Eventually he went into hospital for an operation, sharing a ward with grown men, many of them ex-army, really rough types who were forever trying to put their hands up the skirts of the young nurses.

Oliver had noticed that some of the men’s heads were wrapped in bandages and their eyes covered with gauze pads. One day he plucked up enough courage to ask what all this might mean for him. ‘Well, lad,’ one said. ‘They’ll hook back your eyelids, pull out your eyeballs, cut ’em up a bit and shove ’em back in again.’ It sounded barbaric but that’s almost exactly what they did. When Peter and Kay arrived at the hospital and saw poor little Oliver sitting up in bed resembling a panda with a bashed-up nose crusty with dried blood, they both burst into tears. ‘As it was described to me,’ says David, ‘the doctors took the eyeball out and tightened one of the muscles to straighten the eye up. Oliver had a definite cast one side, so he looked straight with one eye and the other always looked askew. And he always had a slight weakness there, and that’s why, if you see him in movies, he very often looks vaguely sideways to cover that. He wasn’t very good at ball games either, in adult life, like tennis or badminton. He’d put the racket right in front of his face and you had to serve it straight at him otherwise you were a rotter.’

Even after the operation, worries persisted about Oliver’s poor grasp of learning, while his teachers’ indifference towards him caused him to have angry outbursts. His school reports reveal a boy who either doesn’t seem to be trying or simply can’t cope. ‘His extremely poor standard of work has been a great disappointment,’ reads one. On the subject of mathematics a teacher wrote: ‘He’s very confused and makes little or no effort to conquer the elementary.’ And, revealingly, this: ‘In class quiet, but dreamy. Out of class quick flashes of temper when things go wrong.’ This wasn’t the only report to make issue of Ollie’s quick temper.

Amid the negative verdicts there were chinks of light. Nearly every child has one or two subjects at which they show at least a little promise and for Oliver these were geography and drawing. One school report reads: ‘Drawing very good, original ideas.’ Perhaps Oliver felt drawing was one of the few subjects in which he could allow his vivid imagination full rein. ‘He was a great cartoonist,’ confirms his widow Josephine. ‘He had this great flair for scribbling cartoon characters, he’d often draw them in his scripts.’

There is also an interesting handwritten letter to Peter from a no doubt exasperated headmaster that more than adequately sums up his younger son’s academic progress: ‘Frankly, I do not think he will profit by remaining . . . I cannot move him down as he is already six months over the average age of his present class.’ David puts it more bluntly. ‘He was asked to leave. That letter was a very polite way of saying, “Take your child away.”’

Ollie was thirty-eight years old and taking a piss in a pub toilet when he saw a piece of graffiti scrawled on the wall in front of him: ‘Dyslexia rules – KO.’ Dyslexia was a word that wasn’t used when he was growing up. Nobody apart from medical people knew anything about it, and if you had dyslexia you were simply considered a bit thick. In the intervening years it had become more widely understood, but it was too late for Oliver. At least he’d found the reason why he’d done so poorly at school, why teachers in the end simply gave up on him, but the damage had already been done. For the whole of his life he was deeply self-conscious about his lack of education. ‘He was nobody’s fool,’ says David. ‘But he always felt intellectually he wasn’t the equal of others, so rather than expose himself to the threat of being discovered he would shout loudly or act loudly.’

To overcome his dyslexia when he became an actor, Oliver would study his scripts carefully and methodically, spending hours memorizing his lines. If he had trouble with a certain word or sentence he’d simply write it down and go over it again and again until it stuck. Oliver was fortunate in that he had a very good memory and over time he learned to live with his dyslexia and to a great extent overcame it.

And what of Marcia during his education, for her absence is thunderous? It seems that David and Ollie were an impediment to her overriding desire to gallivant around and have fun. David’s wife Muriel doesn’t mince her words when she calls Marcia ‘a very self-centred, selfish woman; all she could think about was herself. But she was very beautiful. And she loved men and had an enormous amount of affairs, and the boys got in her way. She adored Ollie, but in actual fact she never really cared for her children. She hardly ever made an effort to go and see them at boarding school. She didn’t have any motherly instincts at all.’

Because Marcia was such a gaping hole in the boys’ lives there was always an attraction in going to see her, even if they had to tell fibs about it to Kay. ‘You didn’t mention Marcia’s name around Kay,’ reveals David. ‘So our visits always had to be done rather surreptitiously.’ Marcia had recently moved in with another man, Bill Sulis, and they lived near Worthing. David remembers one occasion when he and Ollie cycled there from Tunbridge Wells just to see their mother, a round trip of nearly ninety miles. ‘Can you imagine, cycling to Worthing, for two boys, a bloody long way? And Ollie’s bike got a puncture and we didn’t have the means of repairing it, so we stuffed the tyre with grass. We made it in the end, though.’

Kay’s unwillingness to even hear Marcia’s name mentioned was perhaps born of anger at the way she’d treated Peter, but also the fact that she was now expecting his child and felt proprietorial about starting her own family with him. On 5 August 1947 the baby duly arrived and was christened Peter Simon Reed. A proud Peter drove his wife and newborn son from the hospital to their home, where Ollie was waiting at the bottom of the lane and given the task of carrying indoors his new brother, who was asleep in a small wicker basket.

By the time Oliver had reached the age of about ten he was already built like the proverbial brick shithouse, a fearsome sight only slightly offset by the fact he still wore, at his father’s insistence, short trousers. ‘I looked like Charles Bronson dressed up as a Boy Scout.’ Anger at his teachers had also given way to outright rebelliousness, which, while it made him a hero to the other boys, also resulted in harsh punishment and sometimes expulsion. However, Simon, as the youngest boy was always known, believes Oliver’s discipline problem at school ran much deeper. ‘It was plain insecurity. The anti-establishment thing came later on, that’s for sure, but at that stage he was just a troubled boy who was going through a troubled time because of the problems with my dad and his ex-wife, and Ollie took the side of the ex-wife. And there was also something in his nature that was provocative, seeking out confrontation; all that stuff was going on.’

Back in Wimbledon, Peter hoped to enrol Oliver at the prestigious King’s College School and so placed him at a preparatory school in the hope that it might improve him academically. In September 1949 Oliver started at Rokeby School in nearby Kingston upon Thames. Alas, the results were much as before and within six months Peter was informed by the headmaster that basically Oliver hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of making it into King’s. ‘Not up to standard,’ he reported in unequivocal terms. ‘Leaves at my suggestion.’

Peter had no option left now but to send Oliver to a private establishment that specialized in taking boys who had failed to gain the qualifications needed to get into a top-rank public school. Ewell Castle, which Oliver referred to as ‘a school for dunces’, stood in fifteen acres of private land on the edge of the Surrey countryside, just outside London. Built on part of the site of the ruins of Henry VIII’s Nonsuch Palace, the school looked like a boys-only version of St Trinian’s. It was a grand place indeed and Oliver was to enjoy his time there. ‘The secret society of schoolboy ritual appealed to me.’

Ollie came face to face with this on his very first night there, in the form of an initiation test that he recognized as a ‘primitive ordeal – a test of character’. Stripped and blindfolded, he was made to crawl along the corridor and kiss the ‘Blarney Stone’. As he imitated loud snogging noises his head was thrust forward and his nose touched bare flesh, followed by a jet blast of foul air into his mouth. The blindfold was removed and there was the Blarney Stone. ‘It was the bare arse of the fattest boy in the school. He was amazing. He could fart at will.’

Oliver’s stay at Ewell Castle was the longest of any school and also the most rewarding. Initially he and David were boarders, until they moved in with their father and Kay and became day boys, travelling to the school by bus. For two years Oliver made a point of sharing his double desk with a pupil called Charles James, who all these years later is still mystified as to why it was he that Oliver took a special shine to, since Ollie was by nature a secretive and solitary boy. ‘Oliver didn’t have many friends at the school. A lot of the boys went round in groups but he didn’t, he really was a loner. I was one of the few people who were close to him.’ During winter they used to hang out in the corridor together between lessons, huddled round a radiator to extract some warmth from it. In summer they’d wander around the school grounds or go down to the village. On Wednesday afternoons, which were free time since pupils were obliged to come in on Saturday, they might see a film at the local fleapit.

One benefit of being Ollie’s friend was that nobody picked on you. ‘If I was having problems with anybody Ollie would jump into the fray in a threatening manner,’ recalls James. ‘Or if there was trouble brewing he’d give you a penetrating stare.’ At Ewell Castle Oliver learned an important lesson: life was cruel and the strongest succeeded while the weak got abused and ignored. And so he chose to become a bully; the little boy who cried in the rhododendron bush at Hoe Place had been buried for ever. ‘I was bully boy Reed. Jack the Lad. I had swagger.’ Very quickly Ollie forged a reputation at school as someone to whom you showed the utmost respect. ‘You didn’t argue with Ollie,’ says James. ‘He was a powerful chap, everybody was sort of in awe of him. He really was a strange mixture in many ways, he was a cultured boy, very well mannered, as was his brother, but could be very tough: you didn’t cross him.’

Oliver’s own comeuppance arrived one day in the shape of a hard-nosed little Scottish boy who, when Ollie made a disrespectful remark, punched him in the head and sent him reeling. ‘From then on Ollie kept well away from this kid,’ says James. ‘But everybody else was in awe of Oliver.’

Academically things were still tough. It didn’t help that Ollie never bothered to do his homework and every morning grabbed James’s exercise book to quickly copy out his work before class. At home Peter was reaching infuriating heights of exasperation. One of Simon’s earliest memories is of the time his father tried to teach Ollie how to spell the word ‘hippopotamus’, indeed vowing that he would be barred from leaving the house until he got it right. Of course, ‘hippopotamus’ was like a foreign land to Oliver: he hadn’t the first clue where to start. Simon watched all this unfold and, being then what he now describes as ‘a bit of a smart-arse’, retired to his bedroom to have a go at it himself. Having mastered the word he walked triumphantly back into the room and spelt it out perfectly, no doubt to the embarrassment of Ollie. ‘God knows why he didn’t hate me because of that,’ Simon says. ‘It was a pretty disgusting thing to have done.’

Using his physical attributes, Oliver instead began to excel as an athlete. He made the school boxing team but it was on the running track that his strength truly lay, particularly over long distances. He’d pad round the school field on his own, lap after lap, hour after hour, in training. He was incredibly determined and if there was a challenge he would meet it and win. Ewell Castle had a good cross-country team and Ollie was soon its star, taking part in schoolboy championships. ‘That was his major claim at school,’ says James. ‘Athletics.’

The games master, and also Ollie’s housemaster, was Geoff Coles, a Ewell old boy who’d returned to the school after the war from the Fleet Air Arm. As perhaps the first teacher to recognize Ollie’s difficulties, he would play a crucial role in his early development. With Coles’s help and encouragement Ollie developed an aptitude for reading and learning poetry and it wasn’t long before he began to do better at English literature. ‘He was very keen on things like Shakespeare,’ remembers James. ‘We did Twelfth Night at school, and he was always very good at reciting, he put everything into it. The majority of schoolboys at that age aren’t particularly interested in learning Shakespeare but Ollie was. He really threw himself into it.’

Yet if this was the first flowering of Oliver’s acting ambitions, he gave no indication of it. James for one does not recall at any time his friend mentioning a possible career as an actor even though he exhibited some of the skills. ‘He was a very good mimic. He’d stand up in front of the class before a master came in giving impressions of people like Robert Mitchum and James Stewart and the films that he’d seen them in. He had them off to a tee and used to have the whole class in stitches.’

Oliver was never to forget the kindness shown to him by Geoff Coles and remained in touch with him for the rest of his life. Coles was a keen motorcyclist and Ollie later bought him a top-of-the-range bike on which he travelled all over Europe, never failing to send his former pupil postcards from all the places he visited.

Coles wasn’t the only master to take an interest in the young Oliver. Mr Douglas taught him English literature and had been connected in some capacity with the theatre; he was always quoting plays and actors’ names. ‘He favoured and dwelt on Ollie very much,’ says James. ‘He was always very impressed in anything Ollie did at the school. It was a strange relationship.’

James can’t be sure that Mr Douglas wasn’t homosexual but Ewell Castle was not alone among schools of this kind in having its fair share of scandals and masters being forced to leave. The problem was, you never saw a female there, apart from the matron, who didn’t really count, because all the teachers and other staff were men. So, in spite of the copies of Health and Efficiency magazine that circulated about the place until the pages disintegrated, Oliver and his fellow pupils ‘were no wiser about the facts of life than Irish virgins entering a Victorian nunnery’. Certainly Peter didn’t want Oliver’s education sidetracked by urgings going on below the belt, and, like most parents of that generation, believed the thorny subject of the birds and the bees was to be avoided at all costs; ignorance was seen as the best form of contraceptive. When Peter spotted his son out of school one afternoon chatting up some girls, he phoned the headmaster. Another time Ollie was discovered canoodling with a girl on a local bus and severely reprimanded by the headmaster.

Discipline at Ewell Castle was borderline Colditz. Boys would be beaten for getting poor marks. Certainly bad behaviour was swiftly dealt with and Oliver often fell foul of the headmaster and his dreaded bamboo cane. ‘Whenever he got six of the best he wouldn’t flinch,’ says James. ‘That didn’t seem to bother him at all.’ Just as well, since the outrageous prankster and rascal to be was beginning to take shape. ‘He’d do one or two outrageous things from time to time,’ James recalls. ‘On one occasion he took bets off us all that he would not jump into the school’s open-air swimming pool with all his clothes on. We all agreed and he went round collecting the money and then jumped straight into the water. Needless to say, the master came along and all hell broke loose and he was soundly beaten.’ The school also had a strict uniform code, but the teddy boys were all the rage and so Ollie would turn up wearing drainpipe trousers and sporting a DA, or duck’s arse, a hairstyle popularized by Tony Curtis. Both totally against school rules, ‘but Ollie seemed to get away with it,’ says James.

This defiance carried over into the classroom. Ewell had a science laboratory and the headmaster used to take Ollie’s class for both physics and science. ‘I used to sit in the raised seating at the back with Ollie,’ James remembers. ‘And he always used to bring with him a copy of the Reveille, which was a pin-up newspaper with scantily dressed women, and he never listened to what the science master would say, he’d just sit there reading the Reveille under the desk. And he seemed to get away with that too.’

The only thing Oliver seemed to take seriously was athletics. After Ollie came third in the All England Cross Country Championships, Geoff Coles made him captain of athletics in his final year. It was a prestigious appointment in which Ollie took extreme pride. ‘Boys don’t admire the intellectual at school,’ he once said. ‘When a kid reaches puberty it’s physical prowess that’s looked up to – not brains.’ True enough, while Ollie still required fingers to add up, he had few equals on the athletics field and relished each sports day. Indeed, so confident of his abilities was he that in his final year he entered himself for every single event. Such bravado was not welcomed by his father. Peter never understood his son’s obsession with proving himself physically, or ‘what it meant for a non-starter in academics to breast the tape as Victor Ludorum in athletics’, as Ollie described it: all he saw was aggression and rabid ambition, and it turned his stomach. To Peter it was plain showing off, and he refused to attend the event. ‘He wouldn’t go to see it because he didn’t want to applaud this kind of fanaticism,’ says Simon.

One can only imagine the
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