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And that’s that.


Prologue

In 1968 ITV broadcast an episode of the children’s programme Lost in Space in which Will, the young boy of the family marooned on a faraway planet, discovered that the image he saw when he looked into a mirror was not simply a reflection of himself but another ‘him’ entirely, living a separate life on the other side of the glass. I cannot tell you how profound an effect this had on me. It struck me as not only entirely plausible, but just about the most mind-blowing thing I had learned since my brother explained to me that our parents were not related like the rest of us but simply a boy and girl who had got together by chance. That information pole-axed me for days afterwards and similarly, after the space show was over, I sat on the edge of our settee so mentally exploded that I could not quite conjure up the necessary impetus to lift my rear end fully away from the fabric of our three-piece suite. In truth, it always took extra effort to haul oneself away from the sort of deep, heavy sofas favoured by my parents; huge mauve monolithic structures that provided the furniture world’s answer to Al Capone’s bulletproof car.

So for about two minutes I hovered there, bum slightly raised and vacillating above the base cushion like a jockey entering the home stretch still with a chance of third place. My mind was whirling. How could I have gotten to fully ten years old without somebody alerting me to this parallel universe lurking just a veneer away, complete with a parallel me. A twin! I always suspected I was – that must be why so many of my contemporaries struck me as slightly backward misfits. But how to make contact with me/him?

I figured that in order to get this other self to break cover I would need to undertake an extended period of staring deep into my own reflection – and for this, absolute privacy would be paramount. The last thing I needed was my father catching me in the act as I ogled myself, trance-like, nose a half-inch from the full-length glass in his wardrobe door, murmuring, ‘It’s all right, you can come out now.’ That would be as bad as the time he caught me kissing a photo of Dusty Springfield in, coincidentally, the Daily Mirror. On that occasion I had bluffed my way through the trauma by insisting I had dropped a piece of chewing gum on to the paper and was retrieving it, no-hands style. For about two hours afterwards I kept walking into his line of sight while theatrically over-chewing a non-existent Wrigley’s so he would know how much that piece of gum meant to me. I thought I was carrying it off brilliantly until he said, ‘You’re fucking gone, you are! I hope there’s room in the van when it comes round tonight.’ (The ‘van’ was a vehicle the old man often referred to; according to him, lunatic asylums toured the streets looking for new inmates much in the way rag and bone men sought out broken-down gas cookers.)

Finally gathering enough wherewithal to escape the pull of our settee’s mass, I hurried along the short passage that led to the downstairs toilet where a fair-sized mirror hung on the wall behind the cistern. Sliding the toilet door closed behind me, I leaned across the fixture itself and stared into the convex oval glass. And there I was. Or rather, there HE was. For quite some time we regarded each other, neither of us making the slightest move. I figured if I gave it long enough, ‘he’ would eventually crack and by dint of his flickering lip or the infinitesimal raising of an eyebrow, we could begin our secret relationship.

In the programme, Will had crossed into Mirror World right off the bat and gone off with his reflection to have an adventure. Though this was my ultimate aim, I was sensible enough to realize that it would probably require a few more trips to the toilet before we could embark on thrills like that. In fact, even though I tried to communicate telepathically so hard that my eyes were literally bulging out of my head, nothing happened – which was doubly disappointing, seeing as he appeared to be doing the exact same in trying to contact me. In the end I relaxed my stare and, in a soupy tone of voice that I hoped would indicate total empathy with his reticence, I said, ‘I’ll be here if ever you want me to come and play.’

As soon as I said it, I was jolted back into the here and now. All thoughts of a Mirror World shattered in an instant as I literally hauled in my neck and stood, hands clenched in horror. How loud had I said that? The prospect of having been overheard was all too real; not only did this toilet stand a mere two feet from our constantly occupied kitchen, but its frosted-glass window was all that separated any occupant from the communal council estate walkway outside. I often remarked on what a basic design flaw it was that, when we were playing football in the square, should one of the little net curtains on these ‘smallest rooms’ not be fully drawn, it was hard not to notice the fuzzy outline of, say, Lou Brimble at number 13 taking a thundering slash. Understandably, all the women who lived in our block, when seeking to take their ease, would usually wait until the upstairs bathrooms were vacant.

So any stray noises issuing from these frankly exposed fixtures had to be carefully guarded against – doubly so in the case of the wistful bilge I had just broadcast. In those unenlightened days, any passing police officer overhearing the phrase ‘I’ll be here if ever you want me to come and play’ coyly emanating from an open lavatory window was good enough for a couple of years in Pentonville.

One such tragic case lived in a block called Moland Mead at the far end of our estate. A robust and popular part of my father’s set that drank in the cavernous Jolly Gardeners pub on Rotherhithe New Road, he was nevertheless always known as ‘Billy the Bummer’. Appalling, of course, and he had received this distressing epithet long before he was imprisoned merely for being gay. He was addressed thus, if you can imagine such a thing, with little intended malice. Recounting a previous night’s card game at the pub, friends of my dad might say, ‘You missed right out there, Spud. It was a busy table – fuckin’ money going across it! There was George the Fish, Alfie Says, Long John, the Tumble brothers, Billy the Bummer . . .’

The point is, shocking though such casual oppression seems to us now, Billy wasn’t ostracized by the community – only the law. After he was sentenced following a sting at some public toilets near London Bridge, the general reaction was, ‘Silly fucker! How many times he been told he was going to come unstuck if he kept on with that?’ In other words, much the same as it would have been had Billy been a kleptomaniac or an anarchist. When he was released, he came back to his chair in the card school with the usual tales of who he saw in the nick that the others might know and stories of the feuds, fights and fucking about that takes place on any B Wing. Who knows how it really was for him? Like every other aspect of those times and that culture, nobody made an open show of the personal. Besides, in the decades since, the lives and prejudices of the old working class have been so manipulated and inflated by an establishment that seeks to sow division via a guilt that springs chiefly from within, it seems almost irrelevant. Today the demonization is total: all poor people are thick, wicked and ignorant. And they’re to blame.

Little of this fiery polemic was troubling me as I finally broadcast my exit from the downstairs chamber with a smart flush on the chain. I may even have added a superfluous puff on the air freshener to further cement the alibi. In the event, there was no need. Nobody had noted my stay in the bog – it would be many years before I heard anybody use the twee term ‘loo’ – and I slumped back into the reinforced settee cushions resigned to the idea that all portals to alien worlds were closed to me for the time being.

Now here’s the thing. Following that doomed leap of faith in 1968, I found that I couldn’t walk away from any mirror, anywhere, without taking a few seconds to smile broadly into it before making my exit. And when I say smile, I mean a real raised-eyebrow cartoon beam. Often accompanied by a sincere, ‘How’s it going with you?’

On the few occasions I have forgotten to do this, or even suspect I may have, I will go back and correct the oversight. Even in the middle of the night, if I get up and go to the bathroom I will go back immediately if I think I signed off from my reflection without a cheery grin.

On my eventual reappearance after this return trip, my wife will groggily say, ‘Did you forget to smile at yourself?’ When I confirm this, she will sigh. Then we will both lie there, now fully awake and turning over this pointless ritual from different ends of a spectrum that runs from infuriation to embarrassment. In truth, it’s not a spectrum – those are the only two available emotions. I leave you to figure out which of us is feeling what.

I don’t want you to think this is some sort of OCD tic or that I am still waiting for my invite to become the modern-day Alice. I do it chiefly because it’s cheerful and harmless and, if you push me on it, I also think it may have helped shape my fortunes. Had I not smiled into every mirror I have passed since 1968, I genuinely think my life might have turned out very differently. Oh, I know what you’re saying now. You’re saying, ‘Well, how do you like that? This old coot has left it till his third book before letting us in on the fact he’s been as mad as Ajax all along.’

Not so fast! You’ll be relieved to know I did stop grinning at myself in mirrors on 1 October 2010.

Why? Well, as I’ll explain later, it was partly the fault of Spike Milligan. For now though, I think you’ll agree what happened that day was a pretty unequivocal signal to put a stop to the whole vacuous ritual.

It was a few minutes after 1 p.m. on that Friday and I had just put our house phone down following a devastating exchange that had lasted barely thirty seconds. This is how it had played out:

‘Hello!’

‘Is that Mr Baker?’

‘Yes it is . . .’

‘Hello, this is Mr D’Souza’s secretary at Blackheath Hospital.’

‘Oh, right!’

‘You came in this morning for some tests on your neck?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Mr D’Souza has asked if you could come back.’

‘Back? Yes, sure. I mean, when’s good?’

‘Today. As soon as possible really.’

‘Today?’

‘Yes. And could you bring someone with you.’

‘Right. OK. Sure. Right. Bye.’

Could you bring someone with you.

That was the phrase that condemned any hope that the call had been routine. I very slowly put the phone back in the cradle and then stood staring at myself in the circular white-wood framed mirror above it on the wall. I did not smile. I suddenly did not know how to. I didn’t seem to know anything any more. I just stared into my own blank eyes in a way you never have to do in everyday life. Mirrors are for checking hair, make-up, shirt colours and whether your silly expression might pass for sober. Mirrors, it suddenly seemed to me, despite all those decades of my secret service, were there for everything else in your life’s picture other than actually seeing yourself. But now there was nothing else to see. I became transfixed on the very centre of my jet-black pupils, trying to even see beyond them, trying to glimpse inside, trying to see if, whoever I now was, was still in there.

Then Wendy’s voice called, surreally normal, from the kitchen downstairs.

‘Who was that, Dan? Dan? Who was it?’

I didn’t answer.

Could you bring someone with you.

Now I heard Wendy was making her way up to see me. She entered the front room and, like you can, immediately sensed something was not right.

Could you bring someone with you.

‘Dan. Dan? Why you looking like that? Who was it?’


(I’m The) Urban Spaceman

By 1996 I wasn’t a TV star any more. I am aware of course that the very phrase ‘TV star’ now has a wonderfully antiquated grandeur that ranks alongside such boasts as having been a noted pavement photographer or champion Charleston dancer in one’s youth. Yet, may a million long-since recycled copies of Radio and TV Times show that a TV star is indeed what I was for about four years in the early nineties. The previous instalments of these memoirs will have explained how this unlikely sensation came to be and how quickly the general public realized what a horrible mistake they had made. Their panic passed relatively quickly, however, and by 1996, without question, my faded national celebrity had been returned to store. Unlike today when you can drop a water bomb out of any window and soak dozens of content creators making programmes for the Internet, twenty years ago, once your TV heat-index hit a temperature similar to that of the Piltdown Man, there was little else for you to do, nowhere else for you to go.

The truth was that I had become overexposed and old hat. Really old hat. A hat so old it made Clement Attlee’s homburg look like a modern millinery breakthrough. Television was now entering its last great boom, one that would ultimately lead to its final bust, and the main catalyst for this combined revolution and suicide note was my great friend Chris Evans. Chris’s shaking-the-medium-by-the-scruff-of-the-neck approach to live TV on both The Big Breakfast and Don’t Forget Your Toothbrush had made most other mainstream TV look positively arthritic. His trademark copper-coloured coiffure shocked and illuminated the medium and came to signify all that was new and daring. Me? I was literally and metaphorically going bald. Thankfully, I wasn’t going broke, even when the big contracts dried up. The prudent financial system I had lived by since leaving school meant I could still live like a king – providing it was one of those long-exiled Balkan kings sometimes exposed by newspapers as they stand on the pavement in Earls Court selling shoelaces from a tray.

One of the last flickering embers of my onscreen celebrity prior to this time was being asked to deputize for Chris whenever he took a break from The Big Breakfast. I’d like to think this was because of some lingering public demand, but in reality several of the Big Breakfast production team had got their first break in TV a decade previously on the Six O’Clock Show on which I’d been the rising star and their clubbable pal. They knew I was a safe bet to bellow away on live TV for the six weeks until the wonder kid returned without needing any emotional wet-nursing, and I could be trusted not to indulge in some sly personal grandstanding in the hope that the gig would become permanent. I hadn’t actually seen Chris since our days at Greater London Radio in the late eighties. We occasionally spoke on the phone and he had recorded a video message when I was the subject of This Is Your Life, thus avoiding a bullet on what might well be the most drawn-out night in television history.

Here’s the thing about being the subject of This Is Your Life. It is magnificent. Every second of the programme is like supping from the elixir of life justification. Think about it. You sit in a comfortable chair while everyone you ever knew has to queue up to declare to the nation what a benevolent genius you are. Then they all stand and deliver you a standing ovation for minutes on end. This in itself would be a giddy enough experience, but the idea that at least 80 per cent of them – mainly your corralled legions of friends simply there for the free booze – are being FORCED to do this by the television people makes the experience so heightened you never want it to end. As you walk onstage from behind the sliding doors at the top of the show, accompanied by the famous four-note fanfare, all you can see are legions of clenched teeth protruding from the mouths of everyone in your circle, each of them bowing to the orders of the floor manager who has instructed them to treat you like a Living God. And they have no choice. Similar body language can be seen in old footage of Communist Party rallies in the Soviet Union where, if you failed to applaud old Joe Stalin like he was Bruce Springsteen playing the opening bars of ‘Thunder Road’, you immediately had all your mail redirected to Mattress 7, The Gulag, Bleaksville. To make my own enforced ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ even sweeter, everybody had been hanging around waiting for me for over three hours, rounding off months of subterfuge, humbug and farce.

My wife had been the one who let slip that the show was planning to surprise me. One afternoon in our garden in Deptford, Wendy said, ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you! While you were out yesterday I got a call asking me if I would meet up with the This Is Your Life team to talk about doing you on the show. I thought it was a joke, but it wasn’t!’

Now the one thing I knew for sure about TIYL was that if the subject got a whiff of suspicion that they were being lined up for it, that particular episode would be abandoned immediately. Yet here was Wendy, casually deadheading roses, telling me that I better get a suit pressed because in a few weeks I was going to be given what was then still seen as the ultimate show business accolade. She would have known I am not a fan of surprises. This stems from when I was six years old and my mother picked me up from infant school one lunchtime saying that she had a ‘really special surprise’ for me indoors.

In my tiny fevered mind I had a good idea what this surprise was going to be. The previous Saturday, while out shopping with her in Southwark Park Road, I had made it clear that though my young life was, in the main, a full, rich and happy one, it had at its core a terrible sadness. A sadness that could only be assuaged by the purchase of a miniature knight on horseback that, by pure chance, Grant’s Toy Shop had on display in its front window when we last passed it. And, why, wasn’t that Grant’s we were fast approaching now? If anything, Mum quickened her pace as we walked along that stretch of pavement and her rather terse pronouncement, ‘You’ve got plenty of soldiers, you don’t need any more,’ clued me in that here was our old friend the pretend refusal. Plainly she’d either already bought it for me or was planning to return shortly to buy it, because . . . well, that’s the sort of sweet and silly subterfuge mums like to indulge in when presenting gifts to their young ones. So I pretended to understand while inwardly becoming very excited by Sir Percival’s imminent addition to the gleaming ranks of noblemen in the box beneath my bed. And now, barely forty-eight hours later, here it was: a ‘special surprise’ to accompany whatever it was she had knocked up for lunch in the forty-five minutes she had away from the factory floor. I prepared myself to feign the appropriate reaction so as not to spoil Mum’s enjoyment of the big moment.

When we arrived indoors I acted as though I’d completely forgotten her promise of a gift, nonchalantly wolfing down dinner – alphabet soup and buttered roll, as it turned out – and gaily laughing at The Flower Pot Men while using my peripheral vision to see if she was reaching into her bag to suddenly reveal Good Sir Knight.

‘Come on – I better be getting you back to school,’ she then declared. Oh, well played, I thought. If this was brinksmanship, she was taking it right to the wire. Lolling my arms into my anorak I stood distractedly while she knelt before me, attending to the zip. Now was the moment. ‘Oh yes,’ I drawled like Clifton Webb in one of his more distracted performances, ‘didn’t you say something about, what was it now . . . a surprise?’

Mum’s face started in shock. ‘Oh, good boy,’ she said, rising to make her way down the short passage by our front door. ‘Blimey, scatty cow I am, been looking forward to giving you this!’

While she was gone, I decided to change the knight’s name from Sir Percival to Sir Lionheart. Already I was picturing him at the head of an army of fellow knights, leading our long-planned assault on Tommy Hodges’ American Civil War soldiers at the earliest opportunity.

Mum rounded the corner from the kitchen holding what appeared to be a small box; too small a box for my liking. Indeed, it appeared to be a matchbox, and not even one of those that housed the then popular brand of toy cars under that name. This was an actual matchbox.

‘There you are – open that!’ she said.

As I fumbled with it, my mouth was dry, my hands shaking in confusion. What was happening? What had gone wrong? If there was what I hoped in here, then he would have to be the shortest knight of the year. Sir Pee Wee. Sir Lance-a-little.

Sliding the box open, I first saw a sliver of green leaf and then the minute shiny domed body of a sleeping ladybird.

‘See it?’ said Mum brightly. ‘He was on a milk bottle outside this morning and look – it’s black with red dots, not the other way round. You don’t often see them, do ya? I thought, “I’ll save him till Danny gets back.”’

There was no preventing it; hot tears of crashing disappointment welled up behind my disbelieving eyes and, as I blinked to clear my vision, they erupted clear of the sockets, splashing down on to the dormant mini-beast. With reddened cheeks and by now having lost control of my facial muscles, I tried my best to mask the dreadful anticlimax of the moment. To make it worse, Mum began blaming herself.

‘Oh no! Did I build it up too much? Oh, what a shame. Sorry, mate, I thought you’d like it.’

I thought you’d like it. Even now that breaks my heart. I did. I did like it and it was a lovely Mum-type thing to have done. Under any other circumstances a perfectly good ladybird, especially one with reversed markings, would have impressed the hell out of me. But I had allowed myself to get carried away with visions of medieval perfection and, with the best will in the world, you can’t give even the most rugged ladybird a name like Sir Lionheart and expect it to vanquish Tommy Hodges’ crack cavalry division in an ambush at the bomb site this coming Saturday. Then she made it even worse.

‘Oh . . . I wish I hadn’t done it now. What’s the matter with me? Sorry, boy. Oh, I do feel a fool.’

Well that finished me off. I went from my barely contained Stan Laurel-style upset to something that even Lucille Ball at her roaring broadest might have deemed OTT. And, next, wouldn’t you know it, both of us were crying. There we sat, on the bottom of the stairs in the passage, holding each other and trying to articulate who was more sorry for the debacle.

So, as I say, don’t talk to me about surprises.

Back in the garden in Deptford, as Wendy continued the slash-and-burn with her secateurs, it struck me that being ‘surprised’ by the bright lights, adoring fans and the Big Red Book might be just the thing to finally bring closure on the Great Ladybird Trauma of 1963.

‘So when am I being done?’ I asked, now relishing being in on the gag.

‘Done?’ she responded.

‘This Is Your Life! Ha! You know you’ll have to sit there on the night like the Good Wife, patting my hand and saying, “My hero!”’

Wendy blew a few blackfly from a stem. ‘Oh well, it’s not happening now, is it? I told them what you always said I should say: that it’s a corny embarrassment of a programme that should have been buried along with Eamonn Andrews when he went.’

I bristled with rising alarm. ‘I said that?? When did I ever say that?’

‘You say it every time it’s on! You hate This Is Your Life. “How can anyone do that?” is what you say. You’re as bad as your dad with it.’

There was something in this. I had, as the years passed, taken on my father’s characteristic of getting tremendous pleasure in deriding certain popular programmes. Given that a lot of the nation probably did this to most of the vehicles I haunted their houses with, I felt it was fair game. And yes, This Is Your Life was one of the two shows my father particularly targeted. The other was Hughie Green’s Opportunity Knocks.

‘Who watches this? Who could like this?’ was his constant mantra for the entire sixty-minute duration of that cheap and cheerful talent show. Hopeful singers barely got through the opening notes of their number before he was calling for them to ‘Fuck off back to the pub!’ Ventriloquists never got a chance to deliver any repartee; before the dummy’s mouth opened, Spud would be deriding the state of it.

‘Fucking hell’s he got on his arm? That’s a disgrace to go on telly with; must have cost him about eight bob in a junk shop – look at it! He must reckon we’re all backward.’

A troupe of dancing girls would be greeted with: ‘Why have we got to sit through three minutes of this?’ And the obligatory shot of Hughie benevolently looking on as they pranced would have him roaring, ‘Look at him, that dirty old bastard – I know what he’s thinking.’

But it was comedians that tried his – admittedly non-existent – patience the most. Comics didn’t even have time to get to the microphone before Spud would be in full flow.

All acts on Opportunity Knocks had someone, usually a family member, who would be interviewed by Hughie before the turn they were sponsoring arrived onstage. If it was a comedian, here’s how the exchange would be received. Let’s say the sponsor is a woman in her seventies:


Hughie: Tell us who you are and where you’re from, my darling.

Dad: Fucking “darling”!

Woman: I’m Joyce Bartlett from Esher.

Dad: Esher! She must have bundles.

Hughie: And how old are you, my lovely?

Joyce: I’m seventy-one. [Applause.]

Dad: Fuckin’ looks about hundred and two, her.

Hughie: And who have you brought for us to meet tonight, Joyce?

Joyce: My son-in-law, Georgie.

Hughie: And I hear he’s a very funny man, isn’t he?

Dad: Oh no! NO! Oh please, not a comedian, we’re only two acts in. Fuckin’ hell, ain’t there nothing on the other side?

Me: Terry Scott.

Dad: Oh that’s it, we’re trapped. Trapped!



Decades later, the show Gogglebox would become a hit by filming reactions such as this. Spud’s running commentary was every bit as entertaining, giving a terrific vitality to otherwise dull programmes.

It was in the 1990s that British TV began its patronizing obsession with getting audiences ‘more involved’ in its piss-poor product, an abdication of responsibility that has now surely reached its zenith. Modern producers must believe their own lifelong desire to be part of the media is universal and that people really could give two fucks about being ‘part of’ their rotten shows. Dad’s reaction was proof that working-class families had always felt themselves part of the TV theatre, catcalling from the stalls just as they had in music hall, deriding the products of an industry that seemed utterly removed from anything approaching hard graft.

Dad lived long enough to see the rise of today’s pea-brained, deceitful phenomena of ‘audience-led’ shows and summed it up on first sight. As a glib voice-over banged on, ‘We want to hear your voice. Be part of it! You decide! It’s your show!’ Spud growled, ‘Well if it’s our fucking show, how comes you’re the only ponces getting paid for it?’

It perhaps would have startled the old man to learn that the only person I ever met who could out-swear him was, in fact, Hughie Green. To give him his due, Hughie Green is by some distance the foulest-mouthed person I have ever met – and scholars of these journals will know that that is quite some claim. He was also one of the strangest . . .

I know, I know. Do we need another diversion at this juncture to illustrate these facts, or shall we just press on with how I ended up on This Is Your Life? (After all, this is your book, I want you to be part of it.)

OK. The votes are in. Peculiar Hughie Green and his foul mouth it is.

So one day I’m indoors and the phone goes. This was during the period when I was on TV a lot. Immediately I recognize the nasal drawl of Canada’s most divisive export.

‘Danny Baker, I wanna introduce myself: my name is Hughie Green.’

I believe I actually said ‘wow’ in response.

‘Now don’t slam the phone down,’ he continued. ‘I know what you’re thinking: What does this fucking washed-up old cunt want?’

I promise you, that’s exactly what he said. You don’t easily forget a sentence like that, particularly when it turns out Hughie Green has an uncanny ability to read exactly what is running through your mind.

‘Let me get right to it – you’re probably banging two whores at the same time right now, so I won’t keep you from them for long. I’m kidding. Listen, I want ten minutes of your time, face to fuckin’ face. Or ass-to-ass, if that’s your thing. Can you do that for a broken-down old prick like me?’

Perhaps I should point out for any younger readers that Hughie Green was, for much of the fifties through to the eighties, the very personification of decent, upstanding family-values TV. His shows were homespun, sentimental and safe, while he himself was widely lampooned as an unctuous, sanctimonious old cornball whose catchphrase, ‘And I mean that most sincerely’, was mimicked by all and sundry. In short, no one ever mistook Hughie Green for what they now call ‘the original gangsta’. Yet here he was, coming over as one who had verbally schooled Ozzy Osbourne.

After briefly wondering if I was the victim of a hoax call being taped for some zoo-format breakfast radio show, I shakily asked him if he could let me know what was on his mind over the phone.

‘Jesus! If I could tell you over the fucking phone I wouldn’t be asking to pull your dick in person, would I? Fucking Jesus and Mary! They let any cocksucker become a star these fucking days, I see! I’m only kidding again, Dan. Seriously, I have the TV idea of the fucking century for you, all ready to go. So, how about next week, you lucky little shitheel?’

Again, I am not laying this on for effect. I did flag him as the Champion Curser of my lifetime and, if anything, I am missing out a few expletives. His intimidating overtures continued for several minutes, until finally I agreed to meet him at his apartment near Baker Street the following Monday. Who wouldn’t be intrigued by such an invite?

It turned out he lived in a large flat on the third floor of an impressive 1930s block. Hughie answered the door with his familiar grin and pop-eyed countenance that had pretty much been ever present on ITV until around a decade previously. His handshake was crushing. The place was expensively furnished, leaning toward the traditionally masculine with leather-studded sofas, high bookshelves and quite a bit of military paraphernalia. (He had served with great distinction in the Canadian Airforce.)

‘I got in some Special Brew beer because I figured that’s what a cockney son-of-a-bitch like you would drink!’ he beamed.

He was already pulling a can open when I told him that I thought Special Brew tasted like the broth of curdled moose dung – a reference from his homeland that I thought he’d appreciate.

‘Moose? Hey, don’t throw me in with all those other backward maple-leaf motherfuckers, I been here a fuckin’ long time. So whaddya want, you little fag – a glass of milk?’

All of this was being said with nothing but warmth and camaraderie, but I had never heard such relentless machismo outside of a few Jack Nicholson movies. He began pouring the Special Brew, a beer I genuinely dislike.

‘Anyway, shut the fuck up with the whining, because you are going to need a goddamned good stiff drink one way or the other, my friend. This show I have got for you is going to knock you right on your ass – biggest fucking thing ever to hit TV.’

He handed me the vile glassful and sat in a chair directly opposite me, leaning forward until our foreheads were no more than three inches apart. He was smiling broadly yet inscrutably, his head nodding as though he had me exactly where he wanted me. For quite some time he never said a word. I must say I was inwardly wobbling a bit. Then he spoke, this time quieter, like it was a game.

‘Look at you, your stupid fuckin’ face right now. I know that look. You know where I seen this fuckin’ look you’re fuckin’ wearing?’

I barely stopped myself from saying, ‘Was it the last guy you whacked and buried out in the weeds?’

‘On me!’ he giggled. ‘I used to have that look all the time. The fucking hunger to get that next big hit under my belt, that GIVE ME look. And by God, I was ready to kill you, him, that asshole over there, Uncle Tom fucking Cobley and all their fucking mothers for that one fucking hit show. Well, I got it for you, you lucky cocksucker. You’ll remember this day a long fucking time.’

To be fair, he was bang on with that last point.

‘But first, I want to show you something! Follow me, young master motherfucker – and put your beer back down, there are no drinks allowed where we’re going . . .’

He began walking towards a large studded door in the far wall and before setting off after him I took a swig of Special Brew like it was the last swallow before the noose. He stopped outside the room.

‘You know how many people I’ve allowed in here? None. Nobody. Nobody gets to come in this fucking room because their fucking world ends right where I’m standing and my fucking world starts on the other fucking side. But I need you to see this to appreciate where I’m coming from and what we’re getting into. You little prick, come here!’

He was smiling so broadly, displaying such excitement I felt no threat as he put his arm tightly around my shoulder and pulled me to him.

‘Shake my hand!’

I tried to but we were clamped so closely together it was little more than a bizarre arm-wrestle beneath our chins.

Releasing himself, he turned to the door and, without looking, punched a code into the number pad above the handle and swung back the door.

Overhead lights popped into life as he bade me enter. And there it was. Without doubt, still the most complicated, sprawling and complete train set I have seen in my life – and I’ve seen Rod Stewart’s.

Naturally, I did what I always do when men show me their toy railways. I adopt a walk that hesitates between steps as if the very magnificence of what I am absorbing has robbed me of any motor skills. I widen the eyes, I open the jaw, I slowly raise my hands to the top of my head lest my blown mind fly straight out the cranium. I don’t speak, because clearly I have forgotten how to, though I do attempt a few syllables that will fail to form words, so scrambled are my thoughts. Frankly, the shameful pantomime I employ at moments like this would make Lord Carnarvon’s reaction to King Tut’s burial chamber resemble a commuter regarding the men’s room on Chislehurst station. The reality is that silently I am screaming, ‘Oh no! A train set. Why have you still got a train set? I didn’t particularly like train sets when I had a train set – and that was in 1968! Even a ladybird in a matchbox trumps a train set!’

For some reason men insist on showing you their train sets regardless of the fact that you don’t have a train set. That really should tell them something. (Against this, the room in which I keep my collection of ten thousand vinyl albums from the 1970s is a thing of awe and wonder that I insist is visited even by blokes who’ve only come to read the gas meter.)

Hughie then began to flick various switches that caused the little trains to whizz around. This somehow made the exhibition more ridiculous.

‘I know what you wanna do, you bastard,’ he chuckled. ‘You wanna put on the hat and stay here fucking around with this, don’t you? Well we’re not here for that, so fuckin’ forget it!’

The hat?

Hands in his pockets, his eyes never leaving the miniature landscape he had created, Hughie now began to lovingly describe his greatest pleasure in life: imagining that the longest train on his track was a mobile studio and that every weekend a three-hour-long TV variety show would be broadcast live from its carriages, with guests being picked up at stops along the way. I’ve heard worse ideas, though I didn’t want to deflate him by pointing out that several TV shows had already tried it, including both David Letterman and Jonathan Ross. He may have even known this because Live from the Locomotive turned out to be just the curtain raiser on his Big Vision for me.

‘OK, show from a fuckin’ train, cute idea, but today those cocksuckers out there will take your cute and tell you to stick it in your ass. It has to be something un-fuckin’-believable. Stu-fuckin’-pendous!’

(NB: This is Hughie talking, not me.)

‘So I’m in here one night, moving the trains, scratching my balls, and JESUS! I get the idea of the fuckin’ century. I look across to the far side and go, FUCK ME! THAT’S IT! Now what can you see on that far side? Beyond those cable cars – what’s there?’

I looked and there appeared to be a sort of cove with a painted sea beyond, its horizon stretching on to the wall.

‘The seaside,’ I said.

‘The seaside? The sea-fuckin’-side??’ Hughie seemed outraged by my naïvety and for a few moments kept saying ‘Oh, the seaside’ in ever more silly-ass English tones.

‘That’s not the goddamned seaside, you half-witted prick! That is the Atlantic fucking Ocean!’

‘Well, how am I supposed to know that?’ I countered.

‘Because you don’t think big, Danny fuckin’ Baker! Nobody does any more. You’re used to TV pygmies yanking your dick. Not like Uncle Hughie here! That’s why I’ve been in this business for forty-four fucking years and why you will go straight into the toilet unless you go into partnership with me on this. OK, don’t say another fucking word – here’s what we’re gonna do . . .’

I hope you’re ready for this.

‘So we do the first part of the show on a train and that’s all well and good and Mr and Mrs Shit-for-Brains in Bum Fuck Lancashire are eating it up. They’ve had Shirley Bassey, some pop stars, magicians, fuck knows what else, but we haven’t even started yet. We get OFF the train beside the River Thames, huge crowds, and – God this is so astounding, I’m shitting myself with excitement telling you. We get off the fucking train and A SUBMARINE SURFACES OUTA THE FUCKING RIVER THAMES. We get on board this monster and the show continues, on the fucking sub! Then, as the sub goes under again, we say, “See you tomorrow, cocksuckers!” And the next night the show on the submarine carries on and on, climaxing when the whole fucking thing surfaces in New York harbour – bands playing, fireworks, six-gun-fucking-salutes the lot. The rest of TV may as well close down after that, because you can’t follow a show on a submarine – that’s it. Thank you, John Logie Baird, and now you can all just fuck off!’

I was dreading what was coming next.

‘So what do you think?’

That.

Suddenly I was doing the ‘Oh wow, what a train set’ choreography again. Eventually I gathered myself and said the only possible thing a person could say.

‘A submarine, Hughie?’

‘You betcha. And not one of these fuckin’ piss-ant things either. A nuke! Bigger than any fuckin’ TV studio you’ve ever seen. Don’t worry about it, I’ve already got permission.’

Now I have no idea whether Hughie Green really had the means or permission to present Shirley Bassey live from a nuclear submarine chugging towards the Hudson, but there was no doubting he believed he had. Why me, though?

‘Well, I’ll be honest with you, Danny boy, I would love to front up this thing, but I’m no fuckin’ fool. My time’s up. I don’t know a single one of the sons o’ bitches running the stations these days, but you do. I’ll produce the whole thing but I need you to open a few doors. Do that, and you got the gig.’

What gig? What could I possibly do on a two-night, three-hour variety show running silent, running deep one mile beneath the restless spume of the Atlantic? Surely we’d have to leave the periscope up all the time just to get a signal out. And what if that signal went down? How would we know? Wouldn’t it be a tad embarrassing to be thrashing away at hits of the day accompanied by elaborate dance routines down in Davy Jones’ locker, only to be told when we surfaced that not a single person had seen any of it? I mean, what a waste of everyone’s time.

We left the sacred railway room with Hughie going into more detail about the vessel and the route we might adopt on the night. Was he mad? I think not. His idea certainly was, but in those years before his death in 1997 I think anything that made him feel like he was back at the centre of the business again made his pulse race and, if you’re going to indulge a crackpot phantom TV venture, well why not stage it on a nuclear submarine going around the world?

As for the maniacal swearing, it’s possible he added all that extra salt to make me – someone he thought of as ‘of the streets’ – feel at home. Personally, I’d much rather believe he spoke like that all the time and that there are acres of outtakes lying in dusty vaults of Hughie turning to some sweet old man, who’d only come along to introduce his nephew, and saying, ‘This ancient cocksucker is called Barney and he’s here to introduce his prick of a juggling relative who’s called Gary, for fuck’s sake. And I mean that most sincerely.’

So, anyway, back in the garden in Deptford, thanks to Wendy thoughtlessly repeating exactly what I’d always told her to say, it seemed there would be zero chance now I could be further considered as a candidate for This Is Your Life. I even got my agent to call them up and plead that, if I promised to act extra specially shocked when they surprised me, would they reconsider? They said no. The credibility of the central idea of the programme – such as it was – was paramount.

But then some genius producer on the show had another thought. Apparently, he heard about me being scrubbed from the upcoming series’ runners and riders and remarked that, now I was absolutely positively sure that I was never going to be featured, wouldn’t that be the ultimate double bluff? What better cloak of ambush could there be than letting me know about it and then furiously withdrawing the offer? I must admit that as gags go it was a pip. Thus over the upcoming weeks, as I continued to tell the story of the great This Is Your Life balls-up to everyone I knew, these same people were simultaneously receiving calls from the TIYL team saying, ‘Let the bonkers old fat head rant and rave, we’re all soon going to enjoy biting him right on the arse.’

And on the night that denture finally met buttock, I simply didn’t have a clue.

I know I was not in the greatest of moods. There are many aspects of making television shows that I find dull to the point of infuriating. Chief among these is the time immediately after the programme has ‘ended’, where both cast and studio audience have to remain behind though drained, dry and miserable, while various moments are filmed again for editing purposes. God knows, anybody who has ever attended a television taping knows that these evenings are drawn out to the point where in more enlightened societies they would qualify as cruel and unusual punishment. But this unexpected extension never fails to raise an undertow of simmering violence. The audience, who have already endured being herded into their seats long before they needed to be, rightly resent being asked to laugh where they originally failed to laugh at all, applaud where they didn’t applaud, and gaze lovingly toward someone that, as their hollow eyes betray, they would rather feed rat poison. It is a filthy, filthy business. Even much-loved fixtures of the TV schedules such as QI and Have I Got News For You will routinely record for two and a half hours in order to winkle out the necessary twenty-eight minutes to fill their spot. This will not be because the initial half hour was so weak that they must now bludgeon the crowd into submission but simply that this is how TV has evolved and atrophied. If the studio is booked for four hours they will keep you in it for four hours. If the show were live and had to be over in twenty-eight minutes, it would be over in twenty-eight minutes and be none the worse for that.

Of course, most of the vehicles I have delivered down the decades do not even remotely come under the heading ‘much-loved fixtures’, so the mood in the hot airless studio that night as I finished one of my failing chat shows was, as I recall it, spectacularly ugly. Four hundred people who had written in for tickets to Noel’s House Party and instead received entry to this half-arsed festival of muddled hokum were now being commanded to artificially react to me as though I was a fantastic entertainer. It was always going to be a stretch for them. True, I was within a few feet of a bona fide star. Awaiting further instruction from the production gallery, I stood beneath a barely turning disco glitter ball that would soon be returned to its perch in the BBC prop store while to my left was Donna Summer – one of the better guests we had managed to get on to the programme during its run. She had just completed a second re-take of the song she was promoting at the time and now we were being told that, because of a technical problem, she would have to perform it once again. On hearing this, the audience – who had sat through thirty-five minutes of ‘pick-ups’, as they’re called – let out a collective mournful sigh of disappointment. They HATED us now and even poor Donna muttered a quiet, ‘I’m sorry,’ as she saw any potential sales of her disc go flying up the chimney of a Big Flop furnace.

Sullenly we waited for the backing track to start. And we waited. Me in my sweltering velvet jacket, Donna in a dress whose haute couture had long since wilted under the onslaught of repeated performance. By rights, the warm-up man, who even at the best of times is little more than a rodeo clown, would have attempted to raise
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