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  FOREWORD


  On the Isle of Man, where I am lucky enough to live, we have a saying: The Light’s on at Signpost. Ill explain it presently; sufficient for the moment to say that its a catchphrase about the islands famous TT (Tourist Trophy) race, the blue riband of world motor-cycling, and the nearest thing to the Roman circus since the hermit Telemachus got the shutters put up at the Colosseum. Riders come from the ends of the earth every June to compete on the thirty-seven-mile course, hurtling their machines over mountain, through town and village, round hairpin bends, along narrow, twisting stone-walled roads where the slightest misjudgment means death at 150 m.p.h., and on straights where they dice for position with each other and the Grim Reaper.


  Inevitably there are deaths. Never a year passes but the TT or its companion races claim their victims, but still they keep coming, for it is the ultimate test of the road racers skill and daring, and the man who wins it, be he an Italian six-times victor with a mighty organisation behind him, or a humble garage mechanic, has nothing more to prove. He is the best in the world, and needs his head examined. But there it is: the TT will last as long as there are crazy men on machines  Germans, Italians, Irish, Swedes, Japanese, and every variety of Briton, including of course the Manx themselves.


  That the race was world famous I had always known, but I was astonished when the late Steve McQueen, of Hollywood fame, who had never been to the island, talked of the TT course with the familiarity of old acquaintance. He was motor-cycle daft, to be sure, and even kept a bike, an old Indian, in the living-room of his penthouse in the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, and at some time, somehow, he had plainly informed himself about the course and its more celebrated features and hazards  the Verandah, Ramsey hairpin, Creg-ny-Baa, the Highlander where the bikes touch 190 m.p.h., and the rest  and I was properly impressed. He must come to the island, I said, and ride the course for himself: thirty-seven miles in less than twenty minutes.


  He considered this in that calculating blue-eyed silence which captivated audiences round the world, smiled his famous tightlipped smile, and shook his head. Im forty-eight, remember. You can drive me round.


  I never had the chance. The light was already on for him at Signpost  and it is time to explain the saying. The TT is six circuits of the course, and each time a rider passes Signpost Corner, about a mile from the end of the circuit, a light flashes on at his slot on the grandstand scoreboard, to let spectators know he has almost finished a lap; when it lights up on his last lap, they know he is nearly home, the end is in sight, as it was for McQueen that afternoon when I said good-bye to him in Beverly Hills. Not long after, he was dead, and the movie in which he was to star, and which I had written, was never made. But whenever I hear that saying, which the Manx, with their Viking sense of humour, apply to life as well as to the TT, I think of him, chewing tobacco and spitting neatly into a china mug, making notes in his small, precise writing as we went through the script.


  But thats by the way for the moment, and I have dropped McQueens name at this point because I know that nothing grips the public, reading or viewing, like a film star  and we shall meet him again, and many others, later on. And another reason for introducing that fine Manx saying is that it applies to me, too; at seventy-seven, my light is on at Signpost  mind you, I hope to take my time over the last mile, metaphorically pushing my bike like those riders who run out of fuel within sight of the finish.


  So Im turning aside from the stories with which Ive been earning a living for more than thirty years, to tell something of my own. In itself it may not interest more than a few people (those kind readers of my books and viewers of my screenplays who have written to me, perhaps), but apart from telling a bit of my own tale there is something else I want to do, not just for myself, but for all those others whose lights are on at Signpost, that huge majority of a generation who think as I do, but whose voices, on the rare occasions when they are raised, are lost in the clamour of the new millennium.


  We are the old people (not the senior citizens or the timeously challenged, but the old people), and if I am accused of lunatic delusions of grandeur for presuming to speak for a generation, I can only retort that someones got to, because nobody has yet, not in full, and if were not careful well all have gone down the pipe without todays generation (or any other) getting a chance not just to hear our point of view, but perhaps to understand how and why we came to hold it. (Very well, my point of view, but I know that countless older people, and not a few younger ones, share it, for whenever Ive had the chance to express it, in has come the tide of letters*, their purport being: Thank God somebodys said it at last!)


  Its not a view that will find much favour with what are called the chattering classes, or the politically correct, or the self-appointed leaders of fashionable opinion, or so-called progressives, or liberals in general. (Actually, Im a liberal myself, as well as a reactionary. Im often surprised at just how liberal I can be; Ill have to watch it.) It is a view that would have seemed perfectly normal and middle-of-the-road in my childhood, which makes it anathema today, when mis-called Victorian values are derided, and the permissive society has turned a scornful back on so many things that my generation respected and even venerated.


  Such elderly hand-wringing is not new. Old folk in every generation since the Stone Age have seen huge changes, for better or worse, but none in Britain has seen the country so altered, so turned upside down, as we children born in the twenty years between the great world wars. In our adult lives Britains entire national spirit, its philosophy, its values and standards, have changed beyond belief, and probably no country on earth has experienced such a revolution in thought and outlook and behaviour in so short a space. Other lands have known what might seem to be greater upheavals, the result of wars and revolutions and invasions, but these do not compare with the experience of a country which passes in less than a lifetime from being the mightiest empire in history, governing a quarter of mankind, to being a feeble little offshore island whose so-called leaders have lost the will and the courage, indeed the ability, to govern at all.


  This is not a lament for past imperial glory, although I can regret its inevitable passing, nor is it the raging of a die-hard Conservative. I loathe all political parties, which I regard as inventions of the devil, and if I inclined to vote Tory thirty years ago it was out of no admiration for them but simply to keep the incompetent wreckers out. We have no real political parties in the Isle of Man, thank heaven. Having had a parliament from a time when Westminster was a mere geographical swamp and had not yet become a moral one, we know what democracy is, which unfortunates in mainland Britain and the United States most certainly do not. It follows that we regard Westminster and Washington politics with revulsion and contempt.


  But I am deeply concerned for the United Kingdom and its future. I can view the Signpost light with fair equanimity, Ive looked death in the eye before, and now I have only a past, a little future, and no great care on my own account. But England and Scotland are my countries still, they are the lands where my children and grandchildren live, and I care most damnably about what lies ahead for them.


  I look at the old country as it was in my youth, and as it is today, and frankly, to use a fine Scots word, Im scunnered. I dont despair altogether, because I have studied enough history to know that nothing is forever, but I and my generation have to shake our heads in disbelief, ask ourselves how it happened, and wonder if it can ever be repaired.


  Who would have believed, fifty years ago, that by the end of the century it would have been deemed permissible, by the BBC of all people, to call the Queen a bitch, or that the foulest language and vilest pornography would be commonplace on television, or that we would have a government legislating to break up the United Kingdom, barely bothering to conceal their republican bent, guilty of atrocious war crimes, rashly declaring war on Muslim terrorism which did not threaten us, while crawling abjectly to the IRA and even assisting it by releasing murderers from prison, making a criminal out of an honest shopkeeper because he sold in pounds and ounces, and jailing for life a decent householder who dared to defend his home by shooting a burglar, refusing to take any effective action against violent crime, encouraging sexual perversion by lowering the age of consent and drug abuse by relaxing the law on cannabis, legislating for women to serve in the front line (while the gallant warriors of Westminster sit snug and safe), showing themselves dead to any notion of patriotism and even discouraging the use of the word British, falling over themselves to destroy our institutions simply because they are frightened of offending hostile aliens, seeking to deny the right of habeas corpus, pandering to the bigotry of black racists and encouraging racial strife by their timid stupidity, letting foreign interests wreck our farming and fishing industries, and allowing the children of those wonderful people who gave us Belsen and Dachau a vital say in making our law and undermining our constitution 


  Thats what we fought two world wars for? What millions of precious British lives were lost for? Thats a land fit for heroes and their families?


  This, of course, can all be patronisingly dismissed as the raving of a blimpish Right-wing* dinosaur. Not denied, though, because it is all patently true, and therefore poison to the politically correct. The very core of their philosophy is a refusal to accept truth, to look it squarely in the face, unpalatable as it may be. Political correctness is about denial, usually in the weasel circumlocutory jargon which distorts and evades and seldom stands up to honest analysis.


  You conclude that I do not care for political correctness, but before they bury me under a tide of enlightened derision, there is a question which even a Liberal Democrat or Guardian reader might care to consider. It is this: why do I, and millions of my contemporaries, think the way we do? It doesnt profit us. If all the wrongs that I have listed were righted tomorrow, it would bring us no material advantage, put nothing in our pockets, serve no ulterior purpose. Setting aside our care for our descendants, we are as disinterested as it is possible for people to be: we dont seek election, or power, or wealth, we have no great personal ambitions left to realise or any compulsion to trample on our fellows fingers in a mad scramble up the ladder. For we are yesterdays people, the over-the-hill gang, the light is really blazing for us at Signpost, and we seek no more than what we believe to be our countrys good.


  Perhaps we have it closer to heart than younger folk do. Perhaps we value Britain more because we had to fight for it tooth and nail, and saved it and the world from evil and slavery and a new Dark Age, whereas later generations have had it handed to them on a plate, welfare-insulated and (sorry to have to say it) rather spoiled and not knowing how well off they are. But whatever of that, please believe that our motives are respectable, and our convictions honestly held. We are not without understanding; we know, from hard experience, that every generation thinks itself the repository of all wisdom, and imagines that the progress of mankind is one of continuous improvement, and that whatever may be wrong with today, things are still a hell of a lot better than they were.


  They are not. They are worse, and like to get worse still. Some things, indeed, are wonderfully better: the new miracles of surgery (which have kept me alive who would otherwise have handed in my dinner-pail), public attitudes to the disabled, the health and wellbeing of children (how wonderful they look), intelligent concern for the environment (hideous word, but necessary), the massive strides in science and technology (though I hate to think what Thomas Carlyle would have made of the internet and the mobile phone). Yes, there are material blessings and benefits innumerable which were unknown in our youth.


  But much has deteriorated. To one of my generation, who remembers pre-war, war-time, and post-war (as most of the present population and their governors do not) and who has travelled widely and now lives, in a real sense, overseas, the United Kingdom begins to look more and more like a Third World country, shabby, littered, ugly, running down, without purpose or direction, misruled by a typical Third World government, corrupt, incompetent and undemocratic. My generation has seen the decay of ordinary morality, standards of decency, sportsmanship, politeness, respect for the law, the law itself, family values, politics and education and religion, the very character of the British  oh, how blimpish this must sound to modern ears, how out of date, how blind to the need for change in the new millennium!


  Well, perhaps it is. We elderly pessimists may be wrong. God knows, if we had a pound for every mistake weve made, you could keep the pension. But, if we are old, we are experienced, we have been about, and seen things, and perhaps learned lessons that our juniors do not know  yet. In comparing past and present we have an advantage denied the young: we were there then, and we are here now.


  Certainly we tend to be resistant to change, on the whole, but that is because we have learned the hard way that change for its own sake is not a good idea,* and that if something works more or less satisfactorily, it is best not to alter it without long and careful thought. Above all, we have learned Cromwells wisdom:


  In the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.


  Oh, we were young once, and just as cocksure and clueless as younger people today  but we were luckier then than they are now because the means of self-destruction in our time were much more limited, and we laboured under fewer disadvantages.


  It follows that I am sorry for the present generation, with their permissive society, their anything-goes philosophy, and their generally laid-back, in-yer-face attitude (sorry, attichood). They regard themselves as a completely liberated society, when the fact is that they are less free than any generation before them since the Middle Ages. Indeed, there may never have been such an enslaved generation, in thrall to hang-ups, taboos, restrictions, and oppressions unknown to their ancestors. (To say nothing of being neck-deep in debt, thanks to a money-lenders economy.)


  They wont believe, of course, that they dont know what freedom is, and that we were freer by far fifty years ago  yes, with conscription, censorship, direction of labour, rationing, and shortages of practically everything that nowadays is regarded as essential to enjoyment, we still had a liberty beyond modern understanding. How so? Because we had other freedoms, the really important ones, that are denied the youth of today.


  We could say what we liked; they cant. We were not subject to the aggressive pressure of special-interest minority groups; they are. We had no worries about race or sexual orientation; they have (boy, do they ever!) We could, and did, differ from fashionable opinion with impunity, and would have laughed political correctness to scorn (had our society been weak and stupid enough to let it exist); they darent. We had available to us an education system, public and private, which was the envy of the world; we had little reason to fear being mugged or raped (killed in war, maybe, but that was an acceptable hazard); our children could play in street and country in safety; we had not been brainwashed into displays of bogus grief in the face of tragedy, or into a compensation culture that insists on scapegoats and huge pay-outs for non-existent wrongs; we had few problems with bullies because society knew how to deal with bullying, and was not afraid to punish it in ways which would send todays progressives into hysterics; we did not know the stifling tyranny of a liberal establishment determined to impose its views, and more and more beginning to resemble Orwells Ministry of Truth.


  And we didnt know what an Ecstasy tablet was. God, we were lucky. But above all, perhaps, we knew who we were, and we lived in the knowledge that certain values and standards held true, and that our country, with all its faults and need for reforms, was sound at heart.


  Not any more, and we wonder where it went wrong. Speaking from a fairish knowledge of British history and governance, I find it difficult to identify a time when the country was as badly governed as it has been in the last fifty years. I know about Addington and the Cabal and Aberdeen and North but they really look a pretty decent and competent lot when compared with the trash that has infested Westminster since 1945. Of course there have been honourable exceptions; I speak of the generality, and I am almost as disenchanted with Conservative as I am with Labour. Between them they have produced the two worst Prime Ministers in our history (and what bad luck it has been that they have both fallen within the last thirty years). They are, of course, Heath and Blair. The harm that these two have done to Britain is incalculable, and almost certainly irreparable.


  Whether the public can be blamed for letting them pursue their ruinous policies is debatable; short of assassination there is little that people can do when their political masters have forgotten the true meaning of the democracy of which they are forever prating, are determined to have their way at all costs, and hold public opinion in contempt.


  Does it matter whether todays and future generations know what the overwhelming majority of their parents and grandparents believed and valued? Probably not; it is a fact of life that after a certain age no one is taken seriously, and an era in which the official wisdom is that history is bunk is not going to pay much heed to a reactionary eccentric like me. But Ive written it anyway, for the reason that Ive written all my books: simply because I want to. Its the best of reasons. Dr Johnson, who said many wise things, could talk tripe with the best of them on occasion, as when he said that no man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.


  What follows is not one long die-hard bellyache, however. It contains some autobiography of one who has been a newspaperman, soldier, encyclopedia salesman (briefly), novelist, and historian, and because, as I said earlier, I know the fascination the film world exerts, my reminiscences of almost thirty years, on and off, as a writer in the movie business. These last will not be sensational or denigratory; I liked, almost without exception, the great ones of the cinema whom I met and worked with, actors, actresses, directors, producers, moguls, and that great legion of technicians, experts, and fixers without whom films wouldnt get made.


  But if I have no exposs, no juicy scandals, it may be that film buffs will still find some interest in Rex Harrisons enthusiasm for lemonade, Arnold Schwarzeneggers technique with head-waiters, Federico Fellinis inability to master his office burglar alarm, Burt Lancasters knack of losing car keys (and his possible descent from John of Gaunt), Guy Hamiltons system for assessing the rough-cut of a picture, Alex Salkinds consideration of Muhammad Ali for the role of Superman (its a fact, I was there), and Oliver Reeds unique method of crossing the Danube  as well as his thoughts on Steve McQueen, and vice versa.


  And other phenomena and personalities. Looking back on Hollywood, Pinewood, Cinecitt, and various other studios and locations from Culver City to the mountaintops of Yugoslavia, I find some of it hard to believe, but I wouldnt have missed it for anything.


  That, then, is the purport of this book, some of which was written as long as twenty-odd years ago, and has been waiting until I had time to finish it and arrange it in some sort of order; its fairly random and haphazard, but at least its true. It wont please everyone, I know, but those of ultra-liberal views can console themselves with the thought that my kind wont be around much longer, and then they can get on with wrecking civilisation in peace; in the meantime (assuming theyve read this far) they should stick this volume back on the bookshop shelves and turn to recipes about aubergines or shrub cultivation or political memoirs.


  For the rest of you, I hope I strike a chord, and that you find the movie stuff as much fun as I did.


  * I am taking this opportunity to thank any readers who may be kind enough to write to me about this book, whether in approval or deep damnation, because I doubt if Ill have the energy to reply to their letters. Im not being churlish, but lifes too short, honestly, and the postage costs a fortune.


  *Just for interest, there is a mistaken belief that the terms Left and Right in politics originated in the French National Assembly during the Revolution. In fact, Edward Gibbon, writing before the Revolution, used the words to indicate the radical and conservative sides in Church politics, as the following quotation from his Decline and Fall makes clear: The bishops  were attached to the faith of Cyril, but in the face of the synod, in the heat of the battle, the leaders  passed from the right to the left wing, and decided the victory by this seasonable desertion.


  * To quote the wise old judge: Reform? Reform? Are things not bad enough as they are?


  EPIGRAPH


  What all the wise men promised has not happened, and what all the damned fools said would happen has come to pass.


  LORD MELBOURNE


  It is most expedient for the preservation of the state that the rights of sovereignty should never be granted out to a subject, still less to a foreigner, for to do so is to provide a stepping-stone whereby the grantee becomes himself the sovereign.


  JEAN BODIN, Six Books of the Commonwealth, 1576


  Any writer or journalist who wants to retain his integrity finds himself thwarted by the general drift of society rather than by active persecution.


  GEORGE ORWELL


  Oh, Ill keep it to myself  until the water reaches my lower lip, and then Im going to mention it to somebody!


  Jack Lemmon as Professor Fate in

  The Great Race, screenplay by Arthur Ross


  SHOOTING SCRIPT 1
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  One For All, and All for Fun


  MY CAR, an ageing Vauxhall Cresta, broke down within a few yards of the Sizzler Restaurant, Onchan, Isle of Man, where Richard Lester and I had been discussing my possible participation in a new film version of The Three Musketeers, which left us facing a walk of about a mile along Douglas Promenade to his hotel. No way to treat an eminent film director, and I wondered if he might be offended to the extent of getting another writer  I didnt know him in those days, or realise that to a man whod made two movies with the Beatles, a mile walk along a surf-lashed coast in the middle of the night in late December was a mere bagatelle.


  All I could suggest was that we push the rotten vehicle to the top of a nearby slope, and then leap in, free-wheeling downhill to a point reasonably close to his destination; he sportingly agreed, we heaved and strained and sprang aboard at the psychological moment, coasting down and fetching up, with Richard sitting patiently and me crying: Roll, you bastard! not far from home.


  That was when I asked him (eager to know if he was still talking to me): How dyou want the Musketeers  straight, or sent up? I knew his reputation for offbeat comedy, and was by no means sure that I could give him what he wanted. He responded with perhaps the nicest reply a screenwriter ever received: I want it written by the man who wrote Flashman.


  I didnt know, then, just how astonishingly lucky I was. It was the week between Christmas and New Year, 1972, I had three novels, a history, and a short-story collection to my name, but my only experience of film writing was a script which Id done from my short stories at the request of a rather eccentric Scots-American entrepreneur; like so many projects, it had died some distance short of pre-production.


  Then Lesters offer came out of the blue. I knew him not only by reputation but because he had been engaged to direct a movie of my first novel, Flashman, but that, too, had been stillborn. I hadnt been involved in the script, so Lesters fastening on me, on the strength of my fiction alone, to write what promised to be a mammoth star-studded blockbuster, was a considerable leap of faith. I thought he was crazy; when I think of the chance he was taking, I still do, but I thank God he took it.


  He flew across to the Isle of Man, we talked for about four hours, and while I cant remember anything of our discussion, I know that one thing, the vital thing, became clear: we were on the same wavelength, and that, from a writers point of view, is something beyond price.


  My first thought on meeting him was Pied Piper, for he was tall and slim and restless and mercurial and


  his sharp eyes twinkled

  like a candle flame where salt is sprinkled.


  I was to discover in the ensuing weeks that he thought like lightning, always questing for the joke, jumping from idea to idea at speed, imagining, improvising, full of enthusiasm, listening eagerly; eventually it would become like a game of ping-pong in which we batted notions to and fro, many of them well over the top  but its a great truth of the film business that if you never go over the top you never get anywhere.


  There are limits, of course. The original notion of a remake of the Musketeers had come, I believe, from Ilya Salkind, son of the great Alex, and one of the shrewdest ideas men in the business; he later came up with Superman, and frankly, if Ilya suggested a movie based on the Book of Job Id think hard about it. Whether it was he who floated the notion of the Beatles as Dumass band of adventurers, I cant say, but I imagine that was how Lester, as the Beatles director, had come to be involved in the project. Fortunately (at least from my point of view) the casting of John, George, Paul, and Ringo went no further, and Lester was commissioned to come up with a more orthodox version.


  At all events, he left me on the Isle of Man with a remit like a pipe-dream: one of the great classic adventures to adapt into four hours of film, the assurance that it was going to be a big-budget spectacular, a free hand to write as I wanted, and one hint about the quality of cast he was looking for: he wanted Richard Chamberlain for Aramis. That told me a lot; in most Musketeer movies the trio tend to blend into each other, three jolly swordsmen all for one and one for all, but Richard had hit on a man who was ideal for Dumass priestly killer, cold, urbane, supercilious, and cruel. In doing the script I wrote little separate character studies for the actors, and I remember describing Aramis as quite the least likeable of the Musketeers.


  The first half of the script, up to the Intermission, took me three weeks; Richard was enthusiastic, and then we went into heavy sessions in his office at Twickenham Studios, changing, editing, discarding, re-casting, and going through that long, painful and ultimately rewarding process which eventually transforms the first draft into the finished article. (But always, said Billy Wilder, keep that original draft by you, because youre sure as hell going to go back to it.)


  There were occasions when our drama became a crisis: at one stage another writer, a household name, was asked to rewrite an early scene, but to my delight Lester flung it into the bin. Again, when my suggestions seemed to be falling on stony ground, I lost patience and offered to quit, at which he sighed and said: Youre being hysterical, George, in your own quiet way. Looking back, Id say he was the ideal director for a novice screenwriter to work with, always encouraging, always optimistic, convincing me that I, and only I, could do his script for him.


  We gradually developed a close harmony, with a kind of shorthand in which one had to speak only a few words for the other to latch on and elaborate; some scenes we had to discuss in detail, others hardly needed more than a few words. Its a strange process of cross-fertilisation, and I can only describe it by examples.


  Dick wanted the Musketeers to be rather less stainless than they are usually portrayed; could they be seen stealing, say, in some novel way which would take the hard edge off the crime, perhaps diverting wine along a gutter by some ingenious device? I suggested a tavern fight in which their brawling would hide the fact that they were lifting all the food in sight  that was enough; we kicked around various ways of pinching comestibles, I sketched the scene out in script form, and Dick arranged and choreographed the whole thing as only he could.


  The same thing happened when we were looking for a new way to stage a sword fight which would give opportunity for some knockabout action; I suggested staging it on a frozen pond, and Dick gave what I can only call a hungry grin and said: Say no more! And beyond writing a line or two for Porthos to bellow, and devising a piece of sadism for Aramis, I didnt need to.


  It was fascinating, in writing a scene, to see what he would do with it. I had a perfectly tranquil meeting between the Queen of France and Buckingham which, for sheer noveltys sake, I set in the palace laundry  Lester doesnt miss chances like that, and concluded the lovers meeting with the most colossal turn-up among the soap suds between the Musketeers and the palace guards. I had what I thought was another cute idea, with the King and Cardinal Richelieu eating canaps from a line of gold plates; pull back, and lo! each plate is on the head of a dwarf. A nice little visual effect, which Dick embellished by having the little buggers talking.


  My technique then, and I followed it in later films, was to describe every shot in detail, the idea being to let the director and actors know exactly how I saw the thing. If they liked it, fine; if they didnt, it could be done another way. Some directors regard this as an intrusion on their territory; the best ones, the Lesters and the Fleischers and the Hamiltons, are all for it, because as experienced professionals they are always open to suggestions  which is not to say that they will always follow them. They have forgotten more about composition and camera angles and various kinds of shot than I will ever know, but theres no harm in giving them your ideas.


  It could be very rewarding with Lester, because when the movie was shot and I saw the rough-cut, I realised a strange thing  he and I had very much the same visual sense, in that we saw things the same way. Time after time I would have envisaged a scene in my head  and there it was on the screen, realised, as the French say, by Lester. One instance sticks in my mind: when DArtagnan arrives at the Hotel Treville and becomes embroiled with one Musketeer after another, the overall scene is one of tremendous bustle and activity, with people jostling and hurrying and a fine confusion reigning. Dick approved my final draft (probably my fifth or sixth) and then suddenly asked: What does it look like? Off the top of my head I said: Like a Breughel painted by Rembrandt. He smiled, nodded, said nothing  and shot it gloriously.


  I cant be sure how long it took before the four-hour script was finished, but I know that Kathy and I were on holiday in Borneo in March, and Dick was phoning via Australia about something or other  I rather think it was to do with the scene in which the Musketeers rescue Christopher Lee from a firing squad commanded by Bob Todd, but Im not sure. By that time the casting was coming together, and I was going about in a state of euphoric disbelief that I had written a movie for Heston, Dunaway, Welch, Reed, Finlay, Chamberlain, Lee, York, and a supporting cast which included the likes of Roy Kinnear, Geraldine Chaplin, Simon Ward, and Spike Milligan. (Someone remarked to me that I had managed to get Spike into bed with Raquel Welch, to which Spike retorted: Its in the script, mate, not in my contract.)


  I was at home working on a novel while Dick shot the picture, mostly in Spain, and did it in some incredibly short time  Im not sure how long, but I know that as the weeks went by and his schedule shortened he was going at high speed, for he told me afterwards that with the second half he was shooting the script, which I took to mean that he was not hanging about worrying about different ways of doing things.


  The rough-cut of the first half was shown at Twickenham Studios on a bleak morning of early autumn, and I found myself sitting in the front row of the little viewing theatre with Michel Legrand, who was to do the music, while Dick and Ilya and Pierre Spengler, that prince of executive producers, sat behind. Michel had the devil of a cold, and made frequent forays into his attach case, which contained, as he explained to me apologetically, les medications.


  He was plainly feeling awful, poor soul, and from time to time would give a deep groan, which was disconcerting at first because I wasnt sure whether it arose from his condition or what he was seeing on the screen. It didnt worry me long; I got lost in the magic.


  Seeing a film that youve written is a weird experience, and one of the most thrilling I know. Id hate to have to choose between it and holding the first copy of your first novel in your hand. I think the film probably has it by a nose  there they are, up there, the biggest names in the business, speaking the lines youve written, enacting the scenes youve constructed, and doing it far, far better than youd imagined it could be done. You sit lost in admiration of Olly Reeds first glowering look and rasping opening line, of Faye Dunaways gorgeous languor, of Christopher Lees splendid nonchalance, and of Michael Yorks bumbling heroics  and thats only the start. Forgive me if I warm still at the thought of them, and of the superb director who made it all happen.


  You can even forgive the occasional lines changed or added during shooting, or the recast scenes, or the total surprise of something you just dont recognise, like the laundry fight, or those voice-over ad-libs which Dick so dearly loves (talking dwarves yet!)  if its for the good of the movie, your only regret is that you didnt think of it yourself. From what Ive heard, Ive been lucky in having my stuff left pretty well alone, especially in the Musketeer movies; before that first screening Dick told me: Its 8590 per cent you, which in view of some of the horror stories about writers finding themselves entirely rewritten, was vastly reassuring.


  I learned for the first time that morning that we might have not one movie with an intermission, but two separate films. My contract, when I came to look at it (I didnt sign until the job was half-done, which happens more often than youd imagine, or used to) specified a film or films. I had written the thing as one complete picture with an interval, and the entire script was there, all four hours of it, before shooting began.


  I emphasise this because all kinds of garbled rumours get about in the film industry, and one of these was enshrined in Alex Salkinds obituary in a quality newspaper in 1997. It said, without qualification, that


  halfway through the filming, Salkind realised that the director Richard Lester had shot twice as much film as he needed. Without telling the actors, he asked the writer George MacDonald Fraser to string together the spare scenes, with a few new ones thrown in, and so make a sequel.


  Twaddle. Likewise tripe. As I said in a letter to the editor, I never discussed the screenplay with Alex at all, and certainly never strung together spare scenes with a few new ones thrown in, to make a sequel. The decision to split the picture into two, The Three Musketeers and The Four Musketeers (or, as they became known to the production team, the M3 and M4) was taken long after the script had been written, and for all I know, possibly after the whole thing was shot.


  That not all the actors knew about this I didnt discover until the Paris premiere, which began with a dinner for the company at Fouquets and concluded in the small hours with a deafening concert in what appeared to be the cellar of some ancient Parisian structure (the Hotel de Ville, I think). Charlton Heston knew, for when we discussed it before the dinner he shrugged philosophically and remarked: Two for the price of one. Roy Kinnear did not, for Kathy and I shared a table with him and his wife, and Roy, a hearty trencherman, said earnestly that we had best get something inside us, as the film lasted four hours.


  I assured him that only the first half was being shown, and he shook his head in admiration and said: They dont care, do they?


  Alexs obituary was marginally nearer the truth when it said that a host of law suits had been brought against him by the actors, but that he had easily been able to settle out of the films profits. In fact, I was told that only four of the cast complained, and that a settlement was reached; if there were more than four, then I was misinformed.


  What was never in doubt was that the profits would be substantial. We knew we had a hit when the Paris audience gave a great roar of delight as the end titles came up with a caption reading: Soon  The Four Musketeers over a montage of shots from the second half, and they realised that they were going to get a sequel, the same show all over again, only different  which is what the ideal sequel should be. Time magazine called the M3 a truly terrific movie, and this was confirmed when it was chosen as the Royal Command Film, with the Queen Mother attending the London premiere.


  Kathy and I must have arrived early, for the only people in the reception room were Spike and Mrs Milligan, he visibly chafing at the wait ahead. This, he cried, is living! Lets go to Kettners. We didnt, and presently he cheered up and was soon autographing waiters jackets, to their immense delight. We stood in a great horseshoe to be presented to the Queen Mother, and the show was stolen spectacularly by Raquel Welch. I had met her for the first time at a press reception in the morning, and had been taken aback to be confronted by a small lady neatly attired in a sensible skirt and jacket and flat shoes, her hair severely dressed, who conversed soberly about the script; for the premiere she was transformed in a gown that appeared to have been sprayed on her, last in the presentation line and performing the most astonishing curtsey in the history of obeisance, sinking all the way down to floor level before the Queen Mother, and up again in one graceful movement. How that dress stood the strain, only her couturier knows.


  It was a night to remember, but as usual my memories are fleeting: dancing with Kathy to the music of Joe Loss and almost colliding with Les Dawson; Milligan singing Viva Espaa! Christopher Lee complacently indicating a rave review in one of the papers; Michael York smiling contentedly and pushing his hair back in a characteristic gesture; having dinner at a table with Frank Finlay, Mr and Mrs Simon Ward (whose London garden had been invaded by foxes), and Mrs Bertha Salkind, Alexs wife. You will gather that I have an erratic memory, and am incurably star struck, and always will be. Who isnt?


  A year later the M4 did good box-office, but less than the M3, and the pundits were correspondingly less enthusiastic. It was certainly a darker film than the M3, largely because I had stuck to Dumas in Miladys murder of DArtagnans mistress, and the subsequent execution of Milady at the hands of the Musketeers. The sight of Faye Dunaway in a nuns habit strangling Raquel Welch with a rosary was strong stuff after the knockabout cheerfulness of the first film; so was her beheading, and whereas in the M3 the fights had been mostly light-hearted affairs, the final duel of the M4, fought in a church, and ending with Michael York transfixing Christopher Lee against a Bible open on a lectern, was stark and grim beyond the norm for a swashbuckler.


  For what its worth, I still like it better than the M3, because I do love to jolt an audience, or a reader, and the direction was Dick at his inspired best  I did not take seriously his remark after wed watched the rough-cut on the little Moviola machine at Twickenham: One of these days youre going to have to tell me what this film is about. He knew, all right, but it wasnt a conventional costume melodrama by any means. I value it for Oliver Reeds superb Athos, and the splendid playing of Faye Dunaway against him and Heston and Michael Gothard  the sequence in which Michael is turned from Miladys Puritan jailer into her lover is one of the best in the two pictures; it did in a few minutes what took Dumas a few chapters, thanks to the expertise of Faye and Michael and Dick. But they were all terrific, and as I once wrote in another book, no screenwriter was ever so fortunate, or more grateful.


  One interesting exercise arose from the splitting of the production into two films: I had to write a prologue to the M4, for the benefit of anyone who hadnt seen the M3. This was done by having a Musketeer voice the prologue over clips from the end of the first film, and worked very well. What intrigued me was that I had to do two prologues, worded slightly differently, one spoken by Porthos (Frank Finlay) for British audiences, the other by Aramis (Richard Chamberlain) for the American market. Dont ask me why this was necessary, or why it was thought advisable to have Jean-Pierre Cassels excellent King Louis dubbed by another actor. There is much about the movie business that I still dont understand  and that includes such controversial things as percentages which you think are going to accrue, but dont. Im not complaining; I was incredibly lucky to be asked to write the M3 and the M4, and Id have done them for nothing. Well, almost nothing.


  Time magazine, like the other journals, was less rhapsodic about the M4, but still complimentary, reflecting that it would be nice to see DArtagnan and Co. just one more time. I thought privately that two Musketeer movies were about as much as the market would bear at the moment, but that it would be fun to do Twenty Years After, Dumass sequel to the first book, one of these days  perhaps twenty years after. In fact, it was only fifteen years later that Pierre Spengler, who had been executive in charge of production on the first two films, suggested that we get together again and continue the saga with the Musketeers coming out of retirement to rescue King Charles I from Cromwells executioners and face the wrath of Miladys vengeful offspring.


  In the intervening years I had worked with Dick on Royal Flash, with Pierre on Superman, and with both on various other projects which (like so many productions) hadnt got the length of photography. I was elated at the thought of reprising all the fun of the first movies, and the three of us had the kind of good script meetings that you get only with old friends.


  There were two hurdles to get over at the start, the first being that this was Pierres production, the Salkinds werent involved, and we werent going to be able to use any footage from the M3 and M4, which would have been useful for scene-setting, though not vital. I fell back on the old stand-by beloved by scriptwriters and directors in pre-war days: an extended caption on the screen giving the historical background, which is never a happy device, plus a voice-over commentary from Michael York, which helped considerably.


  The other problem was a blessing in disguise. Dumas having inconsiderately disposed of heroine and villainess in the first book, there is a decided shortage of interesting femininity in Twenty Years After. I solved this by turning Miladys avenging son into a daughter, a blonde and beautiful seductress who would also be a dab hand with rapiers, explosives, and miniature crossbows. That done, Dumass main plot was straightforward, and needed only the usual cutting and embroidery.


  It was fascinating to see the original cast in musketeer uniform again. Oliver Reed and Frank Finlay were showing grey, but Chamberlain was Chamberlain still, and Michael York looked so ridiculously young that a rumour arose suggesting that somewhere in an attic there was a Dorian Grey portrait of him showing the ageing process. Roy Kinnear was as portly a Planchet as ever, Christopher Lee stalked the screen as a formidable Rochefort, and Jean-Pierre Cassel ranted splendidly as Cyrano de Bergerac (with his own voice this time).


  In addition to the old hands, Pierre had assembled a first-rate cast of newcomers to the musketeer canon: Bill Paterson was a fine lookalike King Charles and Alan Howard an imposing Cromwell, Kim Cattrall sneered and swaggered it up a storm as the lovely villainess, Philippe Noiret was an urbane, devious Cardinal Mazarin, and C. Thomas Howell a properly stiff-necked and explosive son of Athos. Bill Hobbs was again the fight arranger, and the production wouldnt have been complete without Eddie Fowlie in charge of props. This was the team that set off for Spain with such high hopes.


  It is an excellent rule, and one which Ive tried to follow with only moderate success, that the farther a scriptwriter can stay away from the actual shooting, the better. For one thing, theyll just make you work; for another, you have to restrain a mad impulse to get into the act and show them how it should be done. Fortunately, Ive always been able to master it, and watch the proceedings deadpan  so much so that Lester was once heard to exclaim: Look at him, standing there in his steel-rimmed spectacles  hes hating it! In fact, I wasnt; its just my normal expression.


  However, I broke my rule this time. I wanted to watch the old gang at work again, and also to see one particular scene being shot. King Charles I, like most of the Stuarts, was a golfer, and Id decided it would be nice to see him slashing away in the rough, and wrote a scene to that effect. Dick had the inspired idea of getting Billy Connolly to play the caddy, and the result was quite my favourite sequence in the movie  so, naturally, most of it ended up on the cutting-room floor; theres a malign destiny that causes that sort of thing to happen. But at least I saw it, and have the whole thing on tape.


  I flew home again full of optimism. It was a happy shoot, they were plainly enjoying it, and everything was looking good.


  Then the blow fell. Pierre phoned me at home one night, and I remember exactly what he said: Our old friend Roy Kinnear passed away today. I couldnt believe it; when Id last seen Roy hed been in splendid form, lying contentedly under a Spanish oak making remarks as Oliver Reed and Bill Paterson rehearsed a scene; now suddenly that jolly, witty, lively man whom everyone had loved, was dead, literally in the prime of life.


  It had been a ghastly accident, a fall from a horse in which he suffered internal injuries which proved fatal. It put the production into shock from which it never recovered.


  My first reaction was the human one: shocked misery. My second was the professional: what happens to the picture? How much of Roys part is in the can? Can the remainder be fixed somehow? Pierre answered these questions: the production would continue, and I was needed immediately in Spain to doctor the script; would I fly out next morning?*


  In this kind of crisis theres only one thing to do: get on with it. Shooting had been suspended for one day, then it continued while I scrounged a typewriter and paper and a copy of the script and retired first to a corner of the production office and then to a trailer beside the outdoor set where I could get at Dick or Pierre or whoever else I might want to consult. Then I read through to see what remained to do.


  It could have been worse. Roys final scene, fortunately, was done  the grand finale, in which virtually the whole cast rode past in parade. Most of the other scenes could be fixed by using Roys double, judiciously shot, and voicing over his lines. We might get Rory Bremner, said Dick. I dont know if he did, but whoever voiced in the lines did a perfect impersonation.


  One scene looked impossible  the meeting between Planchet and DArtagnan near the start of the film, which was absolutely necessary, and just too long to be played with the doubles back to camera. But, think hard enough and it comes: Planchet was in flight from an angry pursuer when he encountered DArtagnan, who was having his boots polished in the street  so let DArtagnan hide him under a cloak and use him as a foot-rest while the polishing continues, the pursuer is foiled, and DArtagnan and the concealed Planchet can exchange their chat in peace. It worked, I typed it up, and spent the rest of the day talking with Christopher Lee on the battlements of the castle where the daring escape of the Duc de Somewhere-which-escapes-me was taking place.


  Christopher was in full seventeenth-century fig, rapier, eye-patch, and all, and in no time a crowd of tourists, and sightseers who had come to watch the shooting, were clustering around to stare at him. It struck me then (and still does) that this man was the ultimate film star; he must have made more pictures than John Wayne, even, and the whole world knows him. Beauties and matinee idols may come and go unrecognised, but Christopher Lee is familiar from Indian village to Eskimo igloo, an instant magnet to admiring fans, and it couldnt happen to a nicer man. When a Spanish lady approached and asked timidly if she might have a picture taken with him, he consented at once, and was immediately surrounded by her family, all beaming for the camera, with Christopher towering over them.


  I never know quite what to do on occasions like this, he said, while the lady sidled closer, preening. Tactful Fraser suggested he bite her on the neck, at which he sighed heavily and said: Dont you start  I gave that up long ago. Which was true. The camera clicked, he swept the delighted senora a bow, and off they all went, fans for life.


  Guy Hamilton told me a story which illustrates the kind of admiration which Christopher attracts. Guy was directing him in the Bond movie, The Man with the Golden Gun, and the set was visited by Muhammad Ali, professing himself a devoted Lee fan, and requesting an audience. They were introduced, Ali assuring Christopher that he was his favourite movie star, and then he had added: And Im gonna dedicate my next fight to you, too!


  This was taken as an extravagant compliment, no more  but sure enough, when Ali won his next fight (Ive an idea it was the Rumble in the Jungle) and the ring was awash with fans, handlers, and journalists, the champion fought his way to the nearest TV camera and roared into the lens: I won that fight for Christopher Lee! Which, as Guy remarked, was not only a tribute to Christopher, but proved Ali a man of his word.


  I didnt stay in Spain, since my job was done, and despite the professionalism with which everyone carried on, you could feel the cloud over the proceedings. My next contact with the film was a press screening in Salford for French journalists (so help me, its true), and then there was the London premiere, attended by the Duke and Duchess of York, and the reviews, which were pretty unanimously unfavourable.


  I wasnt surprised. Roys death had overshadowed the making of the picture, and the aftermath of recrimination and litigation was no encouragement to the viewing public. But there were other reasons why the film wasnt a success. Dick had fallen seriously ill before shooting began, and while he made an excellent recovery, the pre-production had been affected, not least because he and I had not been able to go over the script as meticulously as wed done with the earlier films, and Im sure the picture suffered in consequence; we never got our usual happy ping-pong of ideas. Talking it over years later we agreed that we could have done better  with hindsight, I should have strengthened Christopher Lees part and put more venom into his father  daughter relationship with Kim Cattrall; that would have worked well. And there were other areas I could have improved, too.


  Yet I wonder if the concept itself wasnt the chief flaw. Do people want to see heroes grown old? One can be sentimental about comebacks, but theyre seldom joyous affairs; the contrast with the youthful zest of the past is all too evident, and it could not be said of the third movie, as it was of the M3 and the M4, that they were one for all, and all for fun.


  Well, you cant win em all, and its enough to have done what I believe we did, and make the definitive version of Dumass story with the first two pictures. Im probably biased, but they seem to me to be the last of the swashbucklers in the old Fairbanks  Flynn tradition, and Id sooner have my credit on them than on Citizen Kane.


  
    * Inevitably there was a third reaction, but not until much later, when I found myself wondering if the scene in which Roy had been killed (a link in which he and the Musketeers had to ride through an archway) had been strictly necessary. Could I have omitted it from the script, or done it a different way? Yes, probably; on the other hand, it had been a perfectly proper scene to write, and the script called for it. Heart-searchings of the if only kind are pointless  which doesnt stop them from crossing your mind, of course.

  


  ANGRY OLD MAN 1
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  Fourth Afghan


  THE ATTACK ON THE WORLD TRADE CENTER on September 11 was a hideous atrocity, but once the first stunned horror had receded, I confess I was puzzled, dismayed, and at last appalled by some of the reactions to it. These have been discussed and analysed ad nauseam over the past months, and many of the points I made and the questions I raised in a public address before the Fourth Afghan War had been declared, somewhat rashly, by Mr Bush, have since come to be taken for granted, although they were far from being accepted at the time. My views may still be out of step with majority opinion, but since Im writing for a personal record I dont hesitate to repeat them, somewhat at random, as they struck me at the time, and still do.


  Was I alone, shortly after the tragedy, in finding something tasteless about a three-minute silence which seemed to imply that the victims of a mere terrorist crime, however horrific, were worth more respect and mourning than the dead of two world wars? A trivial point, no doubt, yet it offended me almost as much as the hypocrisy of Bush and Blair in their refusal to explain why the Taliban, for shielding Bin Laden, could be treated as an enemy and targeted with the utmost ferocity, while the Irish Republic, which has given refuge and sympathy to the IRA, could not. We know why, of course: Bush presumably wants to get re-elected some day, and Blair wouldnt dream of disturbing his ill-named peace process, but the fact remains that the intent of those maniacs who flew the aircraft into the twin towers was no more evil than the intent of the heroes who planted the bombs at Enniskillen and Omagh and tried to butcher the British Government at Brighton. Only the scale of atrocity was different, and scale matters nothing to the dead.


  I am not suggesting that Dublin should have been treated like Kabul, merely noting the double standard, which has its roots partly in naked racism  just like the dropping on Japan of the atomic bombs, weapons which by no stretch of the imagination could have been used on Berlin or Vienna.


  I was certainly not alone in noting that while a generation of terrorism in Britain (a terrorism largely financed from the United States which expected our help last September), and other terrorisms in Spain and Ceylon and elsewhere, barely merited a mention in the American press, it was a very different story when the US was hit by terrorism  suddenly it was an attack on the whole world, on freedom, on demaahcracy, etc., etc., and everyone was expected to fall in loyally behind American leadership.


  It was not, of course, an attack on the world, or on anyone except America, and whatever the wisdom of Mr Bushs war, Britain should have had no part in it. It was simply no affair of ours; we had not been attacked, nor was there any likelihood of an attack until Blair, with extraordinary impudence and stupidity, thrust us willy-nilly into the firing-line, with the patently irrational claim that action was less dangerous than inaction. The propaganda that it was everyones fight, trumpeted in Washington and echoed in London, was a necessary lie to coerce Europeans, especially the British, into Americas quarrel  and to give Blair the chance to strut the world stage in a parody of statesmanship, bask in ludicrous comparisons with Churchill while acting as Bushs gofer, and distract attention from the mess New Labour had made at home.


  Why Blair rushed with such indecent haste to stand shoulder to shoulder with America may be obvious; what was incredible was that a spineless Parliament let him get away with it, abusing his position and betraying his trust by railroading us into armed conflict without seeking a mandate from the nations elected representatives. What, one may ask, is Parliament for?


  Wrong though he was, it was not surprising that Blairs rash and unconstitutional behaviour was widely if thoughtlessly approved. The British are a loyal, belligerent, and rather sentimental people, and it was pointed out that America was a staunch friend and ally who had stood by us in the Second World War, so were we not bound to support her now? By all means, and it would have been right and proper to stand by America in 2001 exactly as she stood by us from 1939 to 1942: with moral support, intelligence assistance, boundless good will, and all the material aid we could muster  at a price  but stopping short of joining the fight. God knows the threat to the world now does not compare to that posed by Hitler in 1940; talk of how the world changed forever on September 11 is so much twaddle, and Bushs bone-headed claim that whoever was not with America was against her was simply contemptible, as though he had the right to deny the option of neutrality to anyone who chose it.


  The dictatorial dragooning of my country into war seemed to me to be quite as important as the moral question of blitzing hapless Afghans; British constitutional liberties were my first concern, not the follies and heedless brutalities of Americas present leaders. I might deplore the apparent mistreatment of prisoners of war and the continued killing of Afghan civilians by unnecessary bombing, but I consoled myself that this lapse from the standards of civilised behaviour was a temporary thing resulting from the unprecedented shock of September 11, when it was brought home to the American people that their country was no longer the impregnable fortress of their imagination. They were stunned, and infuriated into an understandable thirst for revenge  never mind silly excuses about self-defence, they wanted to kick ass, and since Bin Ladens was not available, and the worlds greatest superpower was incapable of finding and seizing him, which would have been the sensible and proper course, the bemused Bush had to find another ass to kick, and homed in on Afghanistans Taliban government with demented slogans about crusades and just causes.


  Meanwhile Blair was alarming Britons with deranged rhetoric about British leadership, and sorting out various parts of Africa, and generally creating a new heaven and a new earth, in a speech reminiscent of Palmerstons fictitious comic address to the Improvement Club.* This, when everyone knew that Britain hadnt the muscle for even another Falklands campaign.


  Now, after all this  my disgust and anger at the risking of British lives in Bushs war; my indignation that millions urgently needed at home should be squandered in rebuilding the country which America had devastated; my conviction that the end being sought in Afghanistan (whatever it was) did not justify the means; my despair at the sheer ignorance of Islam displayed by Western leaders; my doubt whether disposing of the Taliban and Bin Laden would advance the campaign against terrorism very far; my fear that Americas blind belligerence might really let the terrorist genie out of the bottle; my impatience at their inability to understand (not just in Washington but in Little Rock and Shaker Heights) that by ill-treating captives and committing the crowning folly of photographing their cruelty for all the world to see, they were creating a public relations disaster, reinforcing their enemies hatred, and setting an example for other ruthless regimes to follow; my total lack of confidence in the leadership of the US and Britain  after all this, it will surely be concluded that I am disloyal
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