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  About the Book


  Quite possibly the best book about stand-up ever written…it’s a staggeringly honest account of the last two years of his life during which time he fell in love and decided to hit the road with a stand-up show some ten years after his last performance. Detailing the intricate way in which a stand-up tries and tests material to create a winning set, it’s even more informative than Seinfeld’s seminal documentary Comedian…You’re worth every penny, Frank.’


  James Mullinger, GQ


  ‘I cannot recall a book that so entertainingly lays bare the neediness, self-consciousness and weirdness of the professional comic’s life.’


  Andy Miller, Daily Telegraph


  ‘If you want to know how a celebrity stand-up gets himself back in the swing, it’s even better than Comedian, the documentary about Jerry Seinfeld’s painstaking return to the night job.’


  Dominic Maxwell, The Times


  ‘One of the most frank (excuse the pun), funny and best written books ever about being a comedian. Surprisingly brilliant.’


  Tim Arthur, Time Out


  ‘Skinner is insightful, erudite and, naturally, funny when dissecting the craft of writing and performing successful stand-up comedy.’


  Miranda Collinge, Esquire


  [Great Quote to come]


  Jimmy Carr


  ‘It’s f**king brilliant. The best book about stand-up I’ve ever read, hands-down. So, f**king well done, I didn’t want it to end. Thank you and f**k you and congratulations. Great great great great.’


  Dennis Leary


  Possible extra quote (if there’s room):


  ‘A fascinating insight into the world, and the insecure mind, of a stand-up comedian’


  Steve Bennett, Chortle


  About the Author


  Frank Skinner performed his first stand-up gig in December 1987, and four years later went on to win the prestigious Perrier Award. During the 1990s, Frank established himself as a major name in entertainment – both in live comedy and on television. In 1994 and 1997 he sold-out two UK tours, the second of which culminated in a performance at London’s Battersea Power Station – what was then the largest ever audience for stand-up comedy in the UK. On television, Frank has created and starred in a succession of hit comedy shows, including nine series of The Frank Skinner Show, from 1995 to 2005; and with his comedy partner David Baddiel Fantasy Football (1994–2004) and Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned (2000–2005).


  As well as live stand-up and television, Frank has attained three number one hits with the iconic football anthem Three Lions alongside David Baddiel and the Lightning Seeds. He has starred in the West End in both Art and Lee Hall’s Cooking with Elvis; and his critically acclaimed first book Frank Skinner was the bestselling autobiography of 2002, spending a total of 46 weeks in the Sunday Times bestsellers’ list. In 2006, Baddiel and Skinner’s World Cup Podcasts caused an online sensation with over one million downloads, leading to yet another Number One chart hit.


  In 2007 Frank Skinner returned to stand-up with another sell-out tour of the UK.


  Frank currently splits his time between London and Birmingham – and of course, his beloved West Bromwich Albion.


  Also by Frank Skinner


  Frank Skinner
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  PART ONE


  EDINBURGH


  SUNDAY 12 AUGUST 2007


  I’M SITTING ON the midday train from London to Edinburgh. Tomorrow night I start a two-week run at the Pleasance Cabaret Bar. It’s the first time I’ve done stand-up comedy at the Festival for ten years. In truth, apart from the odd corporate gig – with an audience of business-people whooping at jokes about Paul from Marketing’s dodgy haircut – and a cluster of hit-and-miss warm-up shows earlier this year, it’s the first time I’ve done stand-up anywhere for a decade.


  It’s fitting that my official return to this job should be at the Edinburgh Festival. I was onstage there, one night in 1988, when I first found my comedy voice; first felt at home with a microphone in my hand, bantering with a mouthy crowd and spitting out punchlines that hit and hit and kept hitting till I, at last, goodnighted them into one big roar. Over the next nine years, there were many nights like that in Edinburgh. I won awards, got knockout reviews and played to packed houses, night after night. But then ten years of television caused me to put stand-up on the back burner. All through that period, people would come up to me in bars, at football matches or just in the street, and say, ‘When you gonna do stand-up again?’ and they’d follow the question with reminiscences from a show they saw in the nineties, in Worthing, Wolverhampton or Hull. ‘It was brilliant,’ they’d say. And now I’m back to either reinforce that opinion or piss all over it. And I really don’t know if I’m good enough, if I can do it any more, if I’ve lost it.


  The train is busy. I’m scribbling in my journal, cautiously shielding the page with my left hand. I like writing in public; fresh and hot. Thoughts are liable to go cold if you leave them sitting on the work surface. These last few years, I’ve very much taken to keeping a journal. Each year I buy a bigger book, keen to note ever more detail. I’m not sure why, but a day doesn’t seem to have happened until I’ve written it up.


  All around me, English voices are charged with expectation. There are a lot of English voices at the Festival, onstage and off. Sometimes, in an audience of two hundred, there’ll be just three or four Scots. I was thinking of a line I might try:


  I probably speak to more Scottish people in London than I do in Edinburgh. Sadly, I don’t always HAVE spare change.


  I scribble it in my notebook, with additional thoughts: ‘Emphasis on “have”’ and then, in brackets, ‘not too early’. This latter note is based on the old comedy rule that an audience will tolerate all sorts of dark subjects, bad language and downright abuse as long as it’s a) funny, and b) not too early in the act. a) is impossible to guarantee, but all b) needs is a wristwatch. The idea is that you take time to establish the audience’s love before you put that love to the test.


  I like train journeys. In the past, when everyone FLEW to Edinburgh, I always got the train. My carbon footprint was like that delicate scratch a sparrow might leave on a snowbank. Of course, back then I didn’t know I was saving the planet. In those days the only news the weather made was ‘Phew! What a scorcher’, accompanied by shots of bikini blondes on beach towels in Torquay. That headline has lost a lot of its zing since it started appearing above pictures of dead polar bears.


  I like to hear a train at night, as I lie in the darkness of my room. I know it’s not everyone’s cup of tea. I got a text from a friend in Melbourne, Australia, last night, asking me if I was already at the Festival. I’m getting the train from King’s Cross tomorrow, I texted back.


  The train? How Harry Potter! she replied.


  Now what did she mean by that? Do Australians see trains as old-fashioned and quirky? She, I think, envisioned a mighty steam engine, thundering through the glens; her imagination cutting to the interior of an oak-panelled carriage, where my right hand reached around an enormous newspaper to grope for a buttered crumpet. Mind you, just as the Hogwarts Express is crammed with wand-wavers and mystics of all levels – a fat kid, desperately searching a top hat for a missing rabbit, might sit next to a gaunt and grey-haired man who has duelled with Lucifer – this train too, this COMEDY Express, is carrying passengers with a whole range of experience. Jon Plowman, Head of Comedy at the BBC, just said hello as he headed for his seat. I once read an interview with him where he said that comedy is about character, not jokes. To me, that’s like saying a cup of tea is about hot water, not tea. This opinion might be influenced by the fact that I have a list of 226 jokes in my bag. Plus a paedophile routine that I’ve only tried a couple of times and am still unsure about. (Definitely not too early.) I consider discussing this definition of what constitutes comedy with Mr Plowman, but my thoughts are halted by a woman who comes over to tell me we were on the same bill at the King’s Head Comedy Club in Crouch End one Thursday night, a few months back. As Thursday is essentially a new comedians’ night, with the odd veteran feeling his way back into the spotlight, I would say she probably has her hand on the rabbit but it’s still hatbound at the moment.


  I don’t remember meeting her at the King’s Head so I say, ‘Oh … right. Right. Yeah.’ This is what I always say when I can’t remember people. It might not look much on the page, but when I accompany it with a range of expressions from ‘I’m completely baffled’ through to ‘Oh, wait a minute’ and then follow up with a slowly emerging smile that could possibly suggest actual remembrance-stroke-recognition, the overall effect is pretty good.


  I’m not sure she falls for it, but she goes on to say that she runs a little comedy club in Leytonstone. Such statements are usually followed by an invitation to perform. When a well-known comic is doing little clubs, trying out new material, he is usually unpaid. The comic gets the benefit of learning whether his new stuff is funny or not, and the club gets a free booking and a few more bums on seats because people like to see a ‘name’.


  But being a name will only get you so far. There’s a great documentary about Jerry Seinfeld called Comedian. When I was doing those warm-up gigs earlier in the year, a club owner said to me, ‘There’s a film about Jerry Seinfeld doing new-material gigs in clubs and dying on his arse. I think you should watch it.’ It was a comment I felt like workshopping but I decided to let it go. I also decided to watch the film. In it, Seinfeld says that being well-known will help you for the first few minutes of a gig but the magic soon wears off and, if you’re not funny, you’re dead; just like everyone else. I think this is generally true, but being the well-known comic on the bill can actually have disadvantages. I did one warm-up gig where a guy in the crowd shouted, ‘You’re not on telly any more.’ It was a generalisation but I knew what he meant. It wasn’t a response to the new material because, by that stage, I’d only used ‘Thank you very much’ and ‘Good evening’ – two old standbys that never get big laughs anyway.


  I completely respected his right to say what he said. There are many ways to enjoy a comedy gig. When I walked out in front of an audience of fifty people – some drunk, some still returning from the toilet – to do ten minutes, unpaid, he decided to enjoy it in the way one enjoys watching King Lear on the heath, or Teddy Sheringham playing for Colchester United – the mighty have fallen; let’s watch them struggle. The heckler didn’t qualify his remark in any way; he didn’t offer any explicit value judgement; he just stated the facts, baldly. Nevertheless, I felt an obligation to comment.


  ‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘whereas my television career does, indeed, seem to be in the doldrums, you, as far as I can tell, have never had a television career at all. Therefore, in a game of Human Being Top Trumps, I still win.’ It didn’t get an enormous laugh but I enjoyed it. The old gunslinger was back in the saddle; hand still steady, eye still true.


  Of course, those who generally do like to see a name in a little club might not always like the name in question. While browsing myself on MySpace (always a risky business and also perhaps a little vain), I read a bit where a woman was saying to a friend that she’d gone to a comedy club because there was a ‘special guest’ billed and she’d heard it was the Scottish comic Frankie Boyle. ‘Imagine my disappointment,’ she wrote, ‘when it turned out to be Frank Skinner.’ I decided against imagining her disappointment and decided, instead, to imagine her brutal murder.


  Anyway, the woman on the train doesn’t ask me to do her club in Leytonstone. We are interrupted by the man with the complimentary newspapers. In truth, newspapers are rarely complimentary so I decide to avoid the Edinburgh Highlights page. Nor will I be reading stuff about my show while I’m up there. There are two things I always try and avoid at the Edinburgh Festival: reviews and revues. Neither is as easy to sidestep as you might think. Revues, especially if they aren’t selling well, have a habit of going alfresco. Groups of students will roam the streets in full costume and make-up, shouting stuff and handing out leaflets. In those circumstances, you can always be sure of one thing. Regardless of the show’s theme, be it Charles Dickens, ancient Rome or The Tibetan Book of the Dead, there will always be girls in stockings and suspenders. That, in Edinburgh at least, is the way to market a revue. How many men who should know better have sat through an hour of tedious songs and sketches in a draughty Presbyterian Church hall, lured much too close to revue’s ragged rocks by six inches of white thigh?


  Avoiding reviews is even harder. People just love to tell you about them, especially bad ones. Earlier this year I did a corporate gig for Birmingham City Council. For some reason, it was in Cannes, in the South of France. This combination of moonlit beaches and mushy peas proved irresistible. Six weeks before the gig, and many miles from Cannes, as I sat in my usual seat at The Hawthorns, home of West Bromwich Albion Football Club, a nearby Albion fan leaned across and said, ‘I read, in the Birmingham Post, you’re doing a show in Cannes. They described you as “the ghastly Frank Skinner”.’ It was, I felt, about time we revised the accepted wisdom on shootings and messengers.


  The gig wasn’t open to the public. It wasn’t even in the United Kingdom. What’s more, I hadn’t actually done it yet. There could be no review, only an unpleasant aside, but duly noted and passed on. Still, it only nagged at me for a week or so. I must be getting more resilient.


  The Sunday Times’ Culture supplement recently had a big feature on Edinburgh. I couldn’t resist a peek. I flick back through my journal to see what I wrote in it that day. ‘The Culture had a Top One Hundred Edinburgh Shows. I wasn’t in it. It bothered me for about fifteen minutes.’ That was two weeks ago and I’m still talking about it. One could argue, I suppose, that there’s a difference between remembering and being bothered.


  So, no Edinburgh Highlights page for me. I arrive at five o’clock and I intend spending the rest of the day avoiding anything that might put a dampener on tomorrow night’s opening. It’s positive vibes all the way.


  I’m met off the train by Adam, who’ll be looking after me in Edinburgh and on the sixty-odd date national tour that follows. He was a late replacement – my original tour manager, Steve, pulled out at the last minute, to tour with Morrissey instead. I imagine Steve, when he was still undecided, standing before the masks of tragedy and comedy, about to flip a coin.


  Adam has tour-managed other comics – Russell Brand, Reeves and Mortimer – but he usually does music, from Motörhead to James Blunt. We’ve only met twice before and conversation is still a bit pedestrian. During the course of our last meeting, he used the phrase ‘suited and booted’. I took this to be a very bad sign.


  We are going to be spending many hours, and many miles, together over the next four months, often in quite stressful situations; just him and me in a car. No support act. No sound or lighting man travelling with us. What if we don’t get on? It will be a nightmare.


  Anyway, this same Adam, six feet tall, with short, dark, greying hair and a countenance that suggests he’s spent a lot of his life walking across a barren landscape into a raging hailstorm, sticks my bag across his broad shoulders and, with his slightly staggering gait, heads off towards Frederick Street to show me the flat that’s my home for the next two weeks. I follow on, clutching my banjo in its slightly battered black carrying case. It is raining. I can actually hear a piper in the distance.


  It’s a twenty-minute walk to the flat, up along Princes Street, Edinburgh’s main thoroughfare – shops on one side, park and castle on the other – and I haven’t seen a single stocking top. I guess all that was ten years ago. I’m out of touch.


  As we turn into Frederick Street, I see an approaching couple; she, I’d guess, in her late thirties and quite attractive, he a little older and grumpy-looking. As we pass, she says, ‘Oooo! Hello, Frank.’ I make it my business to be polite and friendly in these situations, even when I’m carrying a banjo and it’s raining. I smile, say hello and move on towards my new front door.


  ‘Why should I know you?’ asks the grumpy guy, suddenly enraged. ‘Why should I know you if you don’t know me?’


  I turn. ‘She said hello; I said hello back,’ I explain, in a ‘what’s the problem?’ tone.


  ‘Yes, but why should I know you, if you don’t know me?’ he says again, his accent getting more Scottish with each repetition.


  ‘Mate, I don’t need you to know …’ I begin, but am soon interrupted.


  ‘But why should I know you if you don’t know me?’ he growls, by now sounding like an extra from Whisky Galore.


  The woman is telling him to hush. As we are about fifteen feet apart and he isn’t advancing, I smile and turn away. Adam just looks fed up with carrying the bag. I check my watch. I’ve been in Edinburgh seventeen minutes.


  Sylvester Stallone should be glad they didn’t film Rocky at this house in Frederick Street; if he’d run to the top of these fucking stairs there would not have been a sequel. As we approach my top-floor flat, Adam is looking like the hailstorm has whipped up into a hurricane. But when we finally arrive, it’s a nice place; what I’d call a typical Edinburgh flat – sort of stately, with high ceilings that you feel must have absorbed the intellectual energy of generations of early-hours, undergraduate philosophers; wild-eyed young men with moustaches who would occasionally walk to the sash window to shout, ‘Leave it by the bins’ to Burke and Hare. What’s more, there’s a roof terrace with a hot tub.


  Adam leaves and I decide to unpack before heading out. My former personal assistant, Sarah, now lives with her partner in Royal Crescent and I’ve been invited round for dinner. I thought it would be a nice, relaxing way to spend my only non-gig night in Edinburgh. I’ll have a shave, watch a bit of telly and then stroll across town to Sarah’s. My current PA, Jenny, is down in London, likewise my cleaner, and I’m thinking it will do me good to be up here, shopping at the supermarket, doing the ironing, generally fending for myself. Within fifteen minutes I’m on the phone to Adam, telling him there’s no Sky Sports and I can’t get the plug out of the sink. He calms me down and says he’ll sort things out tomorrow.


  Sarah lives in a beautiful big house with a beautiful big garden that has a sort of communal swing which seats six. I share the swing with her and her partner Fran and two sweet old guys, one a relative of Sarah’s, the other an old army friend of Fran’s dad. It’s stopped raining now and the evening is cool but pleasant. Good food, good company and beautiful surroundings, but, three hours later, as I stand, post-ascent, gasping for breath at the door of my flat, I can’t help thinking I wasn’t really funny enough tonight. For me, four other people constitute an audience, and I don’t think I went that well. There were a couple of old anecdotes that worked, but I feel my improvising was a bit flat. The swingers joke just seemed a bit inappropriate. It’s not a BIG deal, but it is a deal. I can imagine the reviews: ‘He’s a nice enough chap, but you’d never guess he was a comedian.’ Oh, the horror.


  This is the lot of the performer. I’m not as bad as I used to be but … No, actually, I AM as bad as I used to be. About a year ago, I read a bedtime story for a five-year-old girl called Dolly, the daughter of my sometime comedy partner, David Baddiel. I’d never read anyone a bedtime story before and, though I was, no kidding, a bit nervous beforehand, I quite enjoyed it and left Dolly’s bedroom feeling it had gone pretty well. A couple of months later, I was round Dave’s again and I did another bedtime story. Later, Dave’s partner, Morwenna, asked me how it had gone. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘not that good, to be honest. I’m not sure the story itself was as strong as the last one and I … Oh, I don’t know, I felt a bit flat. It was OK; it just wasn’t quite what I’d hoped for.’ Many mothers would have laughed me out of the house, but Morwenna, who is a performer herself, put her hand on my shoulder and seemed to understand.


  I still can’t get this fuckin’ plug out.


  MONDAY 13 AUGUST 2007


  I HAD A restless night. I tell myself it was the unfamiliar bed, but it probably had something to do with tonight’s show. I’ve always thought of myself as a very un-nervous performer. No pre-show shakes or vomiting; just focussed and ready to go. Then, about three months ago, I got myself a new watch. It’s got a button on the front which, if held down for a few seconds, tells you your current heart-rate in beats per minute (bpm). The average male heartbeat, at rest, is 70 bpm. Anything over a 100, at rest, is a worry. Your maximum heart-rate (come on – stick with it) give or take 10 bpm, is 220 minus your age. In other words, as a fifty-year-old man, my maximum heart-rate is between 160 and 180 bpm. Anything higher than that and I’m liable to start getting dizzy and eventually black out. Obviously, the heart-rate is increased by physical effort and/or anxiety. Well, now, my stand-up is not terribly energetic. It basically involves walking, talking and holding a microphone that weighs around ten ounces. Some comedians use a microphone stand but, hey, I like to work that upper body. My point is: any increase in my heart-rate during a gig is going to be largely down to anxiety. If that anxiety takes me over 180 bpm … well, we could be talking Tommy Cooper.


  Shit, in the old days, my only gig-based worries were, in order of importance, will they laugh and will I get a shag afterwards? Now, at fifty, it’s will they laugh and will I have a heart attack? And yes, that’s still in order of importance.


  A few days after I got the watch I had a warm-up gig in Windsor. Just before I went onstage I measured my heart-rate at 73 bpm. The gig lasted about an hour and a quarter. Immediately afterwards my heart-rate was 81. I figured that was pretty good for a new-material gig. Two days after Windsor, I did a similar-length gig in Aldershot. Pre-gig, Mr Consistency, my bpm was a smooth 74. Post gig? 170!


  So what happened? Well, my set was different but not drastically different. It’s just that Windsor was a good gig and Aldershot was a bad one. In Windsor, I knew it was going to be good as soon as I walked onstage. The applause was warm and welcoming; they were ready to laugh should I give them the opportunity to do so. There was love in the room and it brought out the best in me. In Aldershot, the opening applause sounded like half-a-dozen unsynchronised dripping taps. They laughed like Hitler laughed: not very often and for all the wrong reasons.


  Even so, 170, that’s scary; and, presumably, a worse gig than Aldershot will push it even higher. I have eighty-three gigs till the end of the tour. I’m playing the heart-attack lottery. And I’ve just remembered those fucking stairs. They’ve got to count as a bonus ball.


  Just to round off all these cardiac calculations, I now recall that I actually have quite a slow average heartbeat, about 58, at rest. That means I was a bit more anxious before both those gigs than I thought. Also, my watch tells me that as I lie in this unfamiliar bed, ten and a half hours before tonight’s show, my heart-rate is 63; 5 bpm above my usual average. Not much of an increase, but just enough to make me feel marginally different. Right down in the depths of me, a small fire is burning – small, but the crackle of it, the smell of the smoke, lets me know it’s a gig-day.


  I’m off to the Pleasance Cabaret Bar, about thirty minutes’ walk from my flat. It’s raining again, but only lightly, and Princes Street is bustling in a very Festival kind of a way. I can hear the piper playing ‘Scotland the Brave’, a fat, bare-chested man sits between shops, playing a didgeridoo and, next to the statue of the Duke of Wellington, Native Americans (you know, feathers, tepees and tomahawks) dance and sing to the primal rhythm of rattle-type-things on sticks.


  I arrive at the Pleasance theatre complex – every lean-to, lobby and walk-in wardrobe seems to constitute a venue – just before eleven and am greeted by a slightly damp Adam. He shuffles towards the Cabaret Bar and I follow, smiling at old memories. My Perrier Award-winning show was in the Pleasance Cabaret Bar, but it’s changed a lot since then, refurbishment making it bigger and squarer. Now, it’s a black box of a room with a piano on a low stage in one corner, and a bar, to be closed during the performance, in the corner opposite. It’s still pretty cosy, with a capacity of 175, and smells, inevitably, of stale beer. When it’s sold out, which it is for these coming two weeks, the doors at the back of the room are slammed shut, and the air get hot and syrupy.


  ‘If it gets too hot,’ says Aaron, the chunky, black-bearded venue manager, ‘you can switch that fan on.’ He gestures towards a small electric fan at the rear of the stage. I make a mental note to somehow incorporate all this into tonight’s performance. This mid-morning trip to the venue is what they call a technical rehearsal. As my show is essentially one man and a microphone, it doesn’t take very long. The soundman plays my walk-on music, ‘The Container Drivers’ by The Fall, and I walk on and talk into the microphone. I’m not a big fan of one-two, one-two, so I generally recite William Wordsworth’s ‘She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways’. This morning it’s the first two stanzas into the stage mic, and the third and final one into the reserve mic that stands in the wings. I generally find if a sound system will take a Lucy poem, it’ll take most stuff. Then the soundman plays my post-gig music, ‘Back in the Saddle Again’ by Gene Autry, and I tell everyone I’ll see them at 7.45.


  The tech, as they call it, seems to have given me a confidence boost; probably because the Cabaret Bar crew laughed at most of my impromptu comic asides. Crew members, in theatres and television studios; sound engineers, lighting people, camera people – basically anyone in a headset – are usually, it seems to me, grimly determined not to be impressed, amused or even mildly distracted by anyone who’s standing on a stage. This, of course, may just be my own paranoia. Reassuring producers and tour managers, over the years, have suggested to me that I shouldn’t expect a crew to behave like an audience because they are busy doing their jobs and concentrating on a dozen different things. The thing is, they never LOOK very busy. They just look bored, and riddled with hatred.


  Of course, it’s possible that I might not be funny or entertaining enough to actually make a crew laugh; that a proper audience, who generally have bought a seat, hired a babysitter, paid for a parking space and are, all in all, making a night of it, might be laughing because they have invested time and money and are going to damn well laugh whether it’s funny or not; or because they are slightly hysterical with the sheer excitement of getting out of the house. Maybe all those theatre and TV crews represent an HONEST assessment of my work and I should thank each one of them, individually, for making me aware of my utter worthlessness, for making me feel humble and small. Perhaps I should turn to that unshaven chap in the Men Behaving Badly fleece, or that fat woman wearing red spectacles and a Mamma Mia! tour t-shirt and say, ‘You’re right, I’m shit, and thanks for acknowledging that fact in all your dealings with me.’


  Anyway, as I say, the Pleasance Cabaret Bar crew seem rather nice. Their crumbs of encouragement have made me feel suddenly confident, invincible even. In fact, I feel so invincible I tell Adam that I’ll deal with the sink plug myself. I march back to Frederick Street with a spring in my step that almost upgrades into dancing when I pass the Native Americans.


  I decide to have a restful afternoon at the flat, going through my set for tonight, playing the banjo, nice and relaxed; but first I have to deal with this plug. It’s one of those that are anchored to the plug hole. There’ll be a lever somewhere, a thing to pull or turn; it’s about staying calm and thinking logically. There’s probably a manual in one of the drawers.


  One and a half hours later, I’m watching last night’s shaving water slowly disappear. I stand, hands on hips, head held high, as Isambard Kingdom Brunel must have stood when watching one of his mighty steamships slide down the ramp. I’ve prised the plug upward with a spoon and wedged the small gap open with the plastic cover from a disposable razor. I rub my hands together, gleefully. ‘Lunchtime, I think.’


  Sooner than seems right, show-time looms. Still, even allowing for a certain amount of trepidation, it’s always nice to be able to walk to work. I close the front door behind me and step out into the early evening Edinburgh air. I look at my watch. Its digital display says 18.15. How apt, I think. It’s 18.15 and I’m heading to my Waterloo.


  Stand-up comics are often inclined towards melodramatic analogies with other, much more hazardous professions. I’m an explorer crossing an arid desert, a wizened old gunslinger strapping on his six-guns after a ten-year break or, tonight, Napoleon, the haemorrhoidal emperor, marching towards humiliation and exile. I’ve sat in dressing rooms and heard the turns comparing themselves to a boxer entering a ring to take on a brutal opponent, a test batsman striding out, mid innings-collapse, to face a barrage of bouncers, and even a gladiator, hiding his terror behind a devil-may-care exterior and trying to avoid the lion shit as he pouts and poses his way into the arena of death. My journal for 28 August 2006 tells how, that day, I bought a small notebook – the same one I used on the train yesterday – and, scribbling excitedly, blasted out my first stand-up routine for years. That night I watched a documentary about Scott of the Antarctic. Afterwards I wrote, ‘Seems like I’m off on a bit of an expedition myself. Hope it’s an Amundsen and not a Scott.’ All I’d done was written nine gags about having sex from behind. I mean, even if it didn’t get laughs I was never going to have to eat my dogs.


  Sometimes, I’ll deliberately avoid these historical analogies, and adopt a topical approach. Thus, I’ve recently taken to likening my arrival onstage to a middle-aged man, stepping edgily from his front door to remonstrate with a group of hooded youths. There’ll be plenty more melodramatic analogies to come, I’m sure. But tonight it’s Napoleon and I give Princes Street’s statue of the Duke of Wellington a Gallic sneer as I pass.


  The didgeridoo bloke has moved to the other side of the road. Do people actually play tunes on didgeridoos? If I leaned over him and asked, raising my voice above the aboriginal vibrations, ‘Do you know “All by Myself” by Eric Carmen?’ would he be able to knock up a recognisable version? Or would it just be ‘arum-rumrummmmm-arum’ like it always is?


  By the time I reach the Pleasance that small fire in the depths of me is beginning to swirl and spit a little. However, I’ve resolved to stop checking my heart-rate at gigs. It only adds to the anxiety. There is a big queue outside, stretching across the courtyard. Some of them smile as I pass. Hands in pockets, eyes forward, I smile back but don’t really want to speak. What if I said something that wasn’t funny? They’d be soiled with doubt before they’d even crossed the threshold. It’d be an uphill struggle from the start.


  Then I smile to myself as I remember the last Celebrity Big Brother series. The stars were arriving, one after the other, in their limos, and Dirk Benedict, the former A-Team star, appeared. The previous celebrities had all given it large, hands raised in celebration, keen to co-ordinate their own welcome. Benedict instead moved edgily forward, grabbed the upper arm of a random young woman from the crowd, and said, bleakly, ‘Pray for me.’ I decide against doing that. I wouldn’t want the person I grab to realise I’m not joking.


  Adam, wearing a smart black dress-shirt for opening night, is at the door and ushers me into the venue. There is a tiny dressing room, separated from the stage by only a thick black curtain. There’s no room for pacing. I sit amidst the racks of costumes and boxes of props from a dozen other shows that are on before or after me. The walls are covered in old posters and publicity shots, including a fat-faced me from sixteen years ago.


  Adam comes in to see if I need anything. ‘Only a very funny hour of stand-up comedy,’ I say.


  ‘No,’ he says, ‘you’ve already got one of those.’


  ‘Well, we’ll soon find out,’ I say.


  ‘It’s gonna be great,’ he says, sitting down. ‘Did you fix the sink?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And have you got Sky Sports now? I phoned the …’


  ‘Look, Adam,’ I say, ‘I’m not very good at conversation just before a gig. I don’t mean to be …’


  ‘No. No problem. I’ll go and er …’ He leaves. Poor Adam. I wonder if Marshal Ney had to endure similar tetchiness from Napoleon, pre-battle.


  ‘Emperor, how are zee piles?’


  ‘Oh, not trop bad.’


  ‘By the way, your fringe … it eez not as pointy as you usually …’


  ‘Look, Michel, I’ve got Blucher on one side and Wellington on zee other. I just don’t feel chatty.’


  I can hear the buzz of the audience, from the other side of the curtain. What are they thinking? Ten years is a long time. Some will have seen me in the old days, that same cheeky chappie that grins from the wall above me. Will they be expecting more of the same, another big dollop of bawdy Birmingham, Jack-the-Lad fuck-fuck-fuck ’em all and fucking football fuckness? Does that work with a fifty-year-old man? Is that what I’ve got for them tonight? Am I out of date? What do modern comedy fans like? Is it too late to get a catchphrase? ‘Container Drivers’ suddenly kicks in. That’s my cue.


  I push the curtain and I’m out there. Big cheer. Music fades. ‘Thank you very much. It’s great to be back in Edinburgh.’ Another big cheer. ‘Oh, have we got some Edinburgh people in?’ Even bigger cheer. They all seem to be from Edinburgh. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. I usually speak to more Scottish people in London than I do in Edinburgh. Sadly, I don’t always HAVE spare …’ Way too fucking early but they laughed anyway. I got brave.


  It’s hot in here, isn’t it? I did a gig at a big music festival in the summer. It was so hot I saw a dog loosening its neckerchief.


  Small laugh. This is a gag I’ve now tried about six times and it’s never really worked. I don’t normally give a gag that many chances, but I seem to have a misplaced affection for this one. Anyway, now that the second gag of the night has died, or, at least, sustained a life-threatening injury, I need to hit them with a sure-fire winner, get their confidence back, let them know they’re in safe hands. But while I’m thinking this I’ve already started the next bit. I’m like a kid running down a hill. I just keep going: ‘… and I said to him, “Do you know ‘All by Myself’ by Eric Carmen?”’


  In that Jerry Seinfeld movie, he talks about the dangers of doing new material at the top of the set. The comedy rule is: save the new stuff until they’ve already laughed a lot, till they trust you, till you’re on a roll and they’re enjoying the ride. But the temptations are terrible. A new joke is like a new child: Daddy wants everyone to know about it as soon as possible. But, as I said before, you have to break them in gently, at the start of the show; nothing new and nothing too rude. Shit. Where am I going now?


  … he said, ‘if it gets too hot you can put that electric fan on!’ I used to be quite big, you know. Now I’m doing my own ventilation. Then I thought, ‘Maybe I could do a prop-joke.’ And I was gonna put a little plate of chopped, raw liver behind the fan, and when I switched it on, with my back to you, I was gonna put my hand near the fan, scream and make a grating noise, and throw the chopped liver over my shoulder, all over the front three rows. And you’d have thought … (I TRAIL OFF INTO A FARAWAY LOOK AND A SIGH.) But I decided against it. I just didn’t want a headline in tomorrow’s paper that said, ‘Frank Skinner puts three fingers in a fan’. (BIG LAUGH) It’s an image I’m trying to shrug off.


  That last sentence added post-punchline, delivered as a throw-away line, barely discernible above the laugh, is a technique I rarely employ. It’s a thing that Jay Leno, the American stand-up and chat-show host, uses a lot. He’ll do a punchline like ‘Maybe someone should tell George Bush’ and then, during the laugh, he’ll mumble, ‘Give him a call. He’s always home.’ I think Leno’s trying to suggest that his punchline wasn’t actually a punchline. It’s a sort of anti-vaudeville approach; like he’s saying, ‘Hey, I’m just chewing the fat here. If you happen to find something funny, that’s OK, but there’s no joke-pause-joke-pause thing going on. I’m just talking.’


  The technique itself certainly pre-dates Leno. I suspect it came about as a result of some old comic trying to disguise failed gags. If you fill the post-punchline silence with more talk, the audience might not notice that the punchline happened at all. Suddenly you’re not a comic with some shit jokes and some good jokes, you’re a comic who chats quite a lot in between his good jokes.


  Is that why I used this technique tonight? Was it a safety net in case the laugh didn’t come? I’m not sure. Stand-up comedy, like all human discourse, is part-deliberate and part-mystery. If I had to guess, I’d say I hid the punchline in this way because I was slightly ashamed of the joke, thought it was a bit too easy. Still, maybe I should save the analysis till after the gig.


  I move on to material that I’ve done a few times before, material that I’ve worked a little, material that I’ve started to find my way around. They laugh. In fact, they laugh quite a lot. I’m happy in the black box.


  At one point, in the midst of a routine about patriotic songs, I start talking to a teenager in the front row. ‘Have you heard of Vera Lynn?’ I ask.


  ‘Yeah, of course,’ he replies. I’m pleased. One worry for me as a fifty-year-old comic is that I’m likely to refer to people and things that half my audience have never heard of. ‘She’s that abortion woman,’ he adds. He’s thinking Vera Drake.


  ‘No,’ I say, ‘Vera Lynn was the Forces’ sweetheart! I don’t mean she was a slut; I mean she was much-admired by soldiers and stuff, in the war.’ He shakes his head. I only brought her up because when she was ninety I heard her being interviewed on daytime telly, discussing her career. She talked about her big hits, ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and ‘White Cliffs of Dover’, and then she said, ‘A modern singer wouldn’t be able to have a career like mine because wars nowadays … they’re just not long enough.’ The presenters nodded at this wisdom. You have to admit; it’s not a sentiment you hear expressed every day.


  These lines and fragments in isolation don’t sound rip-roaring, but it was good; I rocked and I felt that post-good-gig glow that is the best feeling in the world. The courtyard was still busy, despite the fact it was raining again. I saw Sarah. She’d told me last night that she’d bought four tickets for the opening show. She smiled as the departing audience members filed past her, and said, ‘You’re going to have a lot of fun on tour.’ With this she dashed off to the other three in her party, who waited for her under a distant awning. They included one of the sweet old guys from last night. I may have imagined it, it may have been the rain or my own near-sightedness, but it looked to me like there was great disappointment in his face; maybe a sense of having been let down.


  This is the cross that the dirty comic must bear. Some of my stuff is quite near the knuckle; not too near, but near. But at the same time, I’ve been worried that I’m cleaner nowadays and my old fans will feel I’ve gone soft. Anyway, some people, probably most people, don’t even want to be in the same postcode as the knuckle. They’re embarrassed and disgusted to hear things like masturbation and granny porn discussed anywhere, let alone as a form of public entertainment. I’ve always defended this stuff in a freedom-of-speech kind of a way. Dirty jokes, good dirty jokes, make me laugh. They always have done. They make a lot of people laugh – heartily. The granny porn stuff stormed it tonight:


  The video starts. I see a woman in her late seventies, lying on her sofa wearing only stockings and suspenders, and I think to myself, ‘How marvellous; how marvellous that an old-age pensioner can afford to have her heating on that high.’


  There are all sorts of plusses in granny porn that you’d never expect. For example, in normal pornography, it’s almost impossible to get a close-up shot that includes the vagina AND nipples. (AND THEN, THROUGH THE LAUGH, IN A JAY LENO MUMBLE) In granny porn they’re much more adjacent.


  ‘Much more adjacent’ … that’s what I love, when a routine becomes a sort of filth-poem. Like the bit where I talk about an actual incident from one of these movies: a young guy getting oral sex from a very old lady. The contrasting ages of the two protagonists gives me the opportunity to consider how we view sex differently as we get older: him deadly serious; her light-hearted. I tell how the old lady, mid blow-job, suddenly puffs out her cheeks, runs her fingers up and down his penis and makes like she’s playing a clarinet, even reproducing its sound.


  And what I loved was that I actually recognised the tune she was playing. It was ‘American Patrol’ by the Glenn Miller Orchestra. At that moment, I had an image of her as a beautiful young girl, jitterbugging with a handsome GI who never came back from the war.


  The routine, having soared upwards; a moment of golden nostalgia amidst the clammy smell of sex; then dives back down to earth again.


  The young guy didn’t even smile at her musical interlude. He was too worried about how he was gonna get the smell of mint humbugs off his helmet.


  You know, if they’d let me write my own reviews, I’d read them avidly. Anyway, I accept that this dirty-mouth material isn’t everyone’s cup of tea, but I do come with a warning. ‘Not for the faint-hearted,’ it says on the poster; not a phrase I would’ve chosen myself; it’s only knob-jokes, not Alton Towers. Still, the old guy did look disappointed, maybe even contaminated. In normal circumstances that would have nagged at me for the rest of the evening, but it got superseded.


  What did Sarah mean, ‘You’re going to have a lot of fun on tour’? I hate it when post-gig remarks are slightly cryptic; just ‘slightly’, but enough to keep me awake for the rest of the week. I’d just seen Carol Sarler, the newspaper columnist. She nipped backstage and said, ‘Frank, I loved it!’ and that was that. She’s an experienced journalist; she knows a lot of performers and she knows what they need.


  A friend of mine was in a show at the National Theatre in London. It was a big production with a large cast. I’d arranged to see him in the bar afterwards. Twenty minutes before the show began, he sent me a text that said Don’t forget to say I’m best. It’s not often an audience member gets their own prompt. I knew it was a joke but he wasn’t joking. I saw him after the show and said, ‘It’s ironic that you sent me that text message because you actually WERE best.’ He grinned, proudly. My job was done.


  I’m back at Frederick Street, gazing up at my moonlit bedroom ceiling. You’ll have a lot of fun trying to turn that pile of shit into a decent tour show … is THAT what she meant?


  TUESDAY 14 AUGUST 2007


  IT’S NEARLY LUNCHTIME and I’m sitting on the settee, playing the banjo. When I say ‘playing’, I mean ‘learning to play’. I could leave it vague and have you imagining me with my fingers a bluegrass blur; but that would be inaccurate. I’m playing ‘Shortnin’ Bread’ over and over, badly. I did a documentary for the BBC last year in which I learnt the banjo; or, at least, began learning it. It culminated in me playing in the National Banjo Championships in Kansas, up against an array of brilliant banjo-men (they WERE all men. I don’t know why). Many of them had been playing for twenty years or more. I’d been playing for three months. I was profoundly out of my depth. I didn’t even get the sympathy vote because the audience were never told I was a beginner. When I walked onstage, they were expecting to hear genius; instead they heard only nervous, fumbling shitness. They would have realised I was new to the instrument a few seconds into my performance had I not confused the issue by injecting my stage presence with a hint of stroke victim. Whereas a beginner would have just got a ‘Why are you wasting our time?’ glare, I think the vague suggestion that I was a once-great picker, reduced to this state by cruel circumstance, slightly softened their response.


  At the time, it seemed to be a valuable experience. It came only a few months before I started doing stand-up again and it made me feel thick-skinned and empowered. If I could face that humiliation, that pathetic failure, and come out smiling, any stand-up gig would be a stroll. Utter bollocks, of course. The reason I coped with Kansas was that I knew I was shit, I had every right to be shit, and the thing I was shit at was a new hobby not a long-time obsession that I used to be fucking good at. If the stand-up proved to be shit, I’d be that fumbling embarrassment of a once-great banjo player without the stroke for an excuse.


  And that is still a real possibility. The eight months of try-out gigs leading up to last night were not without their disappointments. I’d say they were about 70 per cent good and 30 per cent shit. It’s the kind of average I’d happily accept in any other area of life except my work. Sorry, I’m saying ‘shit’ a lot. So would you if you could hear my version of ‘Shortnin’ Bread’.


  Maybe I should give you a few facts. As preparation for these Edinburgh shows and the impending tour, I did thirty-four new-material slots, varying in length between ten minutes to half an hour, at various small comedy clubs all over London. I wrote all the stuff myself and, after each gig, I went through the night’s set ticking the jokes that worked, crossing the jokes that failed and question-marking the ones that did neither. Sometimes, a bit of re-jigging promotes these latter gags into the ticks column, but they don’t get many chances. They are on a yellow card. I would say that 80 per cent of question marks end up taking an early bath. On the plus-side, my post-gig analysis usually reminds me of a few ad-libs that went well and which now can be added to the list. These jokes arrive with the tick already attached.


  Oh, and if you want maths, I’ll give you maths. I reckon that, according to my own experience, twelve ticks (i.e. punchlines that get a good laugh) constitute about five minutes of material. The Edinburgh shows are an hour in duration so that’s 144 ticks required. I’m planning on the tour show being ninety minutes in duration. That’s 216 ticks.


  I started writing, in earnest, last October. By 19 January I had 285 jokes. At this stage they were all untried. The little egomaniac comedian on my right shoulder whispered that they were all solid gold and all I had to do now was soak up the adulation. The insecure little comedian on my left shoulder told me there wasn’t a decent laugh in there and this whole return-to-stand-up thing would turn out to be a terrible error.


  My first gig was 22 January. By the time I’d completed my check-list after the thirty-fourth try-out gig, on 19 April, I was left with 340 ticks; nearly two and a half hours of material. Yeah, I wrote a lot of gags along the way. I was still worried. Stand-up ticks are rarely written in stone. Sometimes a whole routine will just collapse under you like Devon Loch. (Oh, fucking Google it!)


  For each of the thirty-four gigs, I appeared on a normal club-night, as a surprise guest, sharing the bill with anything from four to fifteen other comics. Then, at the beginning of May, I set out on a series of twelve one-hour gigs in arts centres across the country. There were no other comics to soften the blow. These performances were billed as warm-up gigs and the tickets were a fiver each, but my name was on the poster. They knew who they were getting.


  After these twelve gigs, the 340 ticks had shrunk to 226. And that includes the dog’s neckerchief. As I say, I need 216 for the tour. It’s tight.


  Then a thought strikes me that causes me to stop ‘Shortnin’ Bread’ mid-verse: I’m sure it’s still possible to have a lot of fun on tour, even though your show is clearly unsalvageable. Is THAT what she meant?


  On the toilet, I browse the Fringe Programme; seeing if there are any interesting shows I might check out. I concentrate on the Pleasance venues because, if you’re doing a show at the Pleasance, you can usually get into their other offerings for free. When I was a drinking man, my social life didn’t involve a lot of decision-making other than, Shall I get pissed or shall I get very pissed? Nowadays, I cram the void that alcohol left behind with movies, exhibitions, music gigs, sports events, lectures, theatre shows; my thirst for booze has been replaced by a thirst for endless stimulation. I live in Central London because, if you keep a regular eye on the What’s Ons and newspaper preview pages, London can be like a giant Fisher-Price activity centre. Edinburgh, at Festival time, is another box of delights.


  There’s a one-man show about Charlie Chaplin, at the Pleasance Dome at three o’clock. I’d be out at four so I’d still have plenty of time to chill before my own show. I figure a play about a great comedian might be inspirational, might help me to see myself in heroic terms. One of the things that keep me going as a comic is the romance of it. When you’ve done a crap gig, all your new material has fallen on stony ground and you’re heading home alone, you can feel pretty empty. This happened to me back in February, when I did twenty minutes at a club on a boat, called the Tattershall Castle, permanently moored near Waterloo Bridge. As I wrote in my journal, ‘I felt like there was a lot of hate in the room.’ I walked back home along the dark river, hands in pockets, with my overcoat-collar turned up against the icy wind. A dark overcoat is a boon for any struggling creative type. It conjures up those black-and-white pictures of James Dean in a New York winter, looking troubled but cool. Mind you, aged fifty, even with my imagination fired up by a traumatic gig, I struggle to see myself as James Dean any more, so I’ve switched to Samuel Beckett. He was another dark-overcoat man.


  Anyway, I was walking along the Embankment, trying to feel angst-ridden and misunderstood instead of just feeling like a shit comic. Why didn’t they laugh?


  When we got back to the hotel, it turned out she had anal warts; or, as I call them, speed-bumps.


  It was, if nothing else, accessible.


  By now, I was absolutely wallowing in it but I hadn’t quite got the balance right. I was still more shit comic that tragic hero. Then, just as my self-dramatisation looked like it was failing, I plucked an obscure quote from the past that made the whole Tattershall Castle experience seem suddenly glorious: ‘There’s a certain beauty in defeat.’ Yes, the pain, the humiliation, was strangely beautiful. I savoured it, bathed in its cruel radiance. ‘A certain beauty in defeat’; it’s what Terry Griffiths said when he got knocked out in the first round of the World Snooker Championships in 1980. I’ll take my tragic consolation wherever I can get it.


  When it got too warm for the overcoat, I had to start smoking again. The cigarette is another classic prop in my post-crap-gig romanticising. I hold it right down where my index and middle fingers join. When I take a drag, the whole hand wraps around my jaw. It’s how Dean Martin used to smoke. I’m mysterious in tobacco clouds; the wounded veteran, just trying to get along.


  Anyway, back in the toilet, I’m thinking a play about Chaplin is likely to throw up a few images I can replay when I’m trying to see myself as part of a great British comic tradition, stretching right back to the court jesters and wandering minstrels. This is another of my aides-de-self-esteem.


  I once went to see a Chaplin double-bill, The Rink and Modern Times, with live accompaniment by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Carl Davis. At the end, Davis came out to take his applause and then gestured towards the now-empty screen. A still image of Charlie Chaplin appeared there. The crowd clapped and cheered, not only with admiration, but also with real love. I was very moved by it. To be honest, it’s hard to imagine a similar response to a picture of me, after a double bill of granny porn and the anal warts joke, but I do sometimes feel real affection – love, even – from an audience. You don’t have to be a legend; you just need to have been around for a bit, be associated with happy times, nights-out or nights-in. It’s a beautiful feeling and it keeps you going back for more or, at least, the chance of more.


  At the Pleasance Dome, Chaplin is being played by an actor called Pip Utton. He seems to specialise in one-man biographical plays, because he’s also doing one earlier in the day at another venue. That one is called Adolf. I start to wonder how Hitler’s picture would’ve gone down after a Dad’s Army/ ’Allo ’Allo double bill. Oh, maybe I’ll just play some more banjo.


  I meet Adam for dinner at six. We’re still struggling with each other a bit, but he likes football so that keeps our restaurant conversation ticking over. I notice a new, up-and-coming comic I met during my recent club try-out period at a nearby table, so I nip over to say hello. He is doing a late-night show here and his whole family have come up to see him perform. There’s about seven of them at the table. Seven, to me, easily constitutes an audience, so I start fooling around, riffing on themes; I’m on fire. It’s like a hot ten-minute warm-up for tonight’s show. The new comic seems alarmed. I sense he is thinking, ‘Oh, no. My act isn’t anywhere near as funny as this. My family have come all the way to Edinburgh to see a show I have been writing and rewriting, pruning and polishing for months, and they will go home with only one lasting memory, one glorious anecdote to thrill


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Frank Skinner on the Road

Frank Skinner






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
FRANK
SKINNER

ON THE ROAD





