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  About the Book


  Two radio classics, I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again and I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue, form a body of work stretching across five decades, from Cambridge in 1960 to today’s world-beating Antidote to Panel Games, a laughter-bringer which has inspired unparalleled adoration in millions over fifty–two series and counting.


  The Clue Bible tells the whole story, from Footlights to Broadway to the ferret-filled madness of Radio Prune – comedy’s answer to the rock and roll revolution of the Sixties. Offering a complete guide to the comedy world that brought us Mornington Crescent, the Bible takes the story right up to the present day, celebrating the lives of Willie Rushton, Sir David Hatch and, of course, the irreplaceable Humphrey Lyttelton. With exclusive input from the Teams, plus Bill Oddie, Stephen Fry and many more, this is the long-overdue, authoritative, entertaining – and above all very silly – lasting celebration of an unsung comic legacy.


  About the Author


  Jem Robers was bom in Ludlow in the summer of 1978, just as the first ever round of Mornington Crescent was being played on Clue. He began writing for games magazines at a laughably young age, and his work on comedy fanzines Kettering and Publish & Bedazzled have led to this, his first work of comedy history. Jem lives in Bath where he is the Daddy of local comedy troupe The Unrelated Family. He plays the ukulele very badly.


  The Fully Authorised History of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue


  The Clue Bible from Footlights to Mornington Crescent


  Jem Roberts
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  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


  ‘Ooh, What A Give Away!’


  THIS BOOK WASN’T supposed to be like this. In the wake of the mirth-shattering loss of Humph, anyone spotting this Bible on the bookshelves would be forgiven for sniffing the aroma of ‘cash-in’, but it’s been a long time since this project began, as a light-hearted celebration of the nation’s favourite ongoing comedy phenomenon. And now here we are.


  Like so many comedy stories, it all begins with Peter Cook. Rediscovering his genius as an adult, it became a source of great pleasure for me to get a regular gig writing about his work for the Official Peter Cook Appreciation Society fagazine, Publish & Bedazzled. When that folded in favour of Kettering: The Magazine of Elderly British Comedy, I was given carte blanche to write about any old show that took my fancy – and there was only one (or rather two) I could possibly envisage investigating, my favourite radio creation since discovering the tapes at the age of twelve – I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again and, of course, Clue. So initial thanks must go to Peter Gordon and the whole Kettering mob for providing the first impetus; plus Joe Champniss for his original illustrations. However, in terms of importance and support, I must primarily thank the Teams themselves. When Clue came to Bristol in 2006, the joyous occasion inspired me to write first about the Antidote to Panel Games, and so began a long period of shivering around stage doors, daring to approach Graeme, Tim, Barry, Colin, Jon, Samantha and Humph. Of course, they were, and have remained, wonderful patrons, amiably handling endless missives, with Jon kindly liaising with Iain and being on hand for advice at all turns.


  For the original two articles, I managed to get hold of Graeme and Tim via email only at first, but Barry – being e-sceptic – gave me plenty of phone time. Similarly, it was a joy to have a long chat with Sir David Hatch about the old days, and between them all, I put together pieces which elicited surprisingly glowing feedback from all quarters. A random call from Barry was a nice added extra, saying how much he enjoyed my Clue article, and it was with that chat that the idea of extending the Kettering pieces to a full-blown book first took root. Keeping to a strict word count had been so difficult, and the injustice of the way that Radio Prune had become nothing but a footnote in the Monty Python story was reason enough to celebrate it, loud and clear. To that end, I contacted Sir David and was delighted to receive my very own ‘Hatchlet’ in reply – ‘Dear Jem, Thanks for a sight of the article – I enjoyed it. I’m happy to waffle about the old days anytime, you only have to ask. I’ll Read That Again book sounds very possible... A lot lot more about me next time and I’ll enjoy it even more!’ The pleasure of receiving this message was still keenly felt and the opening words of this book remained to be written when word came through that he had died.


  Agonising reappraisal number one. Could the book go on? I’d had a long chat with Hatch for the article, but we had a lot to cover in the planned chats later in the year. Ultimately his loss made the need to preach about the importance of ISIRTA all the more crucial, so the book would now be a tribute to the greatest champion of BBC Radio there had ever been. And so work progressed... Humphrey Barclay gave many hours of memories, and some of the greatest images contained herein. Jo Kendall explained to me over a few phone calls that her past was a closed book, that she was happy to chat, but not to be quoted. Her friend, Barclay’s ex-secretary Liz Lord, was more comfortable with nostalgia however, and the interviews continued – including the real coup, a whole hour with Stephen Fry, set up by his kind sister and PA, Jo Crocker. Thanks to her, the fact that a man as busy as Fry had taken part gave this book the real stamp of authority.


  Not that even Fry’s support gave me much hope of getting sight of the lesser-spotted Bill Oddie, and anyone who heard that I planned to interview him gazed at me with astonishment and not a little pity, knowing that he views comedy anoraks with disdain. Ultimately, after a false start and a little pleading via the wonderful Laura Beaumont, I was invited to Oddie Towers for the afternoon where he made tea and happily humoured me until it was pitch black outside, an honour and a pleasure I will always remember. Further chats with Simon Brett, John Lloyd and the late great Geoffrey Perkins were further honours; Toby Rushton offered his aid, and representing the Clue guests (despite all of them being preternaturally busy), Tony Hawks, Jeremy Hardy and Rob Brydon kindly found the time, and Neil Innes and Phill Jupitus were close calls. All of the main Clue gang were constant sources of support of course, both in sharing memories and inviting me behind the scenes of the Hammersmith show – but having Humph on board was the dream. A friendly chat at the stage door didn’t seem to pique the great man’s interest, surrounded as he was with adoring fans, but at the very least, his blessing was crucial.


  And so the phone call that came one afternoon while busy at the office was quite a shock. Humph was full of apologies, working through his backlog – what was this book all about then? There was some quiet rumination on the end of the line as I ran through the pitch once again, but when the ‘Bible’ concept was explained, Humph’s giggle became contagious. Of course he’d be delighted to be interviewed, and indeed he’d happily sit down when he could and write the foreword. My colleagues had no idea why I was jumping up and down at my desk, but I didn’t care – the last part of the puzzle was in place!


  Agonising reappraisal number two should need no explanation. Besides our chats, my proper interview with the Chairman had not taken place, to my eternal regret – but such concerns meant nothing compared to the pain of his loss, and the question mark now hanging over my favourite comedy show. Having finalised the book’s publication with Trevor Dolby, the official Clue publisher, there was no question of giving up now, but the book would have to be a double tribute. Or was it triple? Or quadruple? Any which way, I realised, this Bible had to be finished before its curse struck again.


  Its completion, of course, is due in many small ways to a whole host of other helpers and well-wishers, all due respect. My original agent, Peter Buckman, provided initial support which led to Trevor’s involvement, also thanks to Graeme’s kind intervention. The Giddies were a great source of comfort and goodwill, with Peej Harding, Carrie Yarrow and Jess Pickles especially offering practical help, in that order. I’m especially indebted to them for allowing me access to their fresh Q&A material. Alison Bean of The Goodies fan club provided the right amount of honest feedback untainted by familiarity, suggesting I was on the right path; ISIRTA fans Colin Day, Bruce Goatly, Gary C, John Lucas and Giles Wood kindly shared their memories; early encouragement came from Michael Stevens at BBC Audiobooks; the patron saint of comedy historians, Roger Wilmut, gave me sound advice, and then there was famous archivist Andrew Pixley. Our initial fears that we had overlapping projects soon gave way to comradely support that, along with his partner Julie, also got us closer to the Holy Grail of a complete Clue episode guide. Well, we tried. Other archive help was offered by the brilliant Walter Dunlop (who first sent me the treasury of I’m Sorry that kick-started the whole project), plus Jonathan Tennet, Andy Walmsley, Ian Gutteridge, Tony Eddie and others – there’s still some way to go, but if anyone has any clues to the missing shows, please visit www.missingepisodes.com and join the hunt.


  Otherwise, it would be churlish not to thank my family, my employers and colleagues at Future Publishing, Jeff Walden at the BBC Written Archives, all the unnamed PAs and agents who helped me out, Lisa Manekofsky and everyone who helped provide images, the knowledgeable Louis Barfe, Neil Kennedy for collaring Armando lannucci, and indeed all sparring partners on the website Cookdandbombd, who helped shape my approach to nattering about comedy. Oh, and John Davidson. (Who?)


  But final thanks must go to Trevor Dolby, Nicola Taplin, Katherine Fry and the wonderful team at Preface, who had the impossible task of cutting this Bible dramatically down to size, in order for it to stand any chance of fitting on the bookshelves. If this Bible misses any of your favourite gags, games or references, they were probably there originally, but would have required two volumes to get to print – it’s down to the team’s good taste and judgement that it’s in your hands at all. But, like I say, this book wasn’t supposed to be like this.


  Jem Roberts


  April 2009


  FOREWORDS


  ‘SO, TEAMS, IN the smallest number of words, can you try and sum up a 400-page history of fifty years of radio comedy? Graeme, you can start...’


  It’s an alarming experience to find yourself featured heavily in a history book. Even more so to find you’re in a Bible. However, personal feelings aside, I have to admit that, as Bibles go, I reckon this is among the top two.


  Jem Roberts has gone to extraordinary lengths to track down and interview everyone who has taken part in the I’m Sorry shows, and apparently most of the people who have listened to them as well.


  The result is a book jam-packed full of facts, anecdotes, quotes and quips illustrating the history of I’m Sorry I Haven’t A Clue and its antecedents from its Genesis right through to its Apocrypha.


  I can’t wait to read it.


  Graeme Garden


  Thirty-seven years having to endure Tim Brooke-Taylor’s cunning duplicity, Graeme Garden’s Machiavellian machinations, the ‘charming’ Colin Sell’s odious sycophancy and don’t get me started on Samantha – we all know how she got the job. You think it’s been easy?


  Or, to put it another way, thirty-seven years of fun and laughter with old friends, now warmed by the afterglow of Humph. Lucky or what?


  Barry Cryer


  The Priory, Milton Keynes


  This is what I was going to write. That’s right, ‘this’. But I’d got it wrong. I was actually asked, ‘Would I write one of the forewords’ not ‘one of the four words’. So I’ll now go for all four words: ‘This book is great.’


  Jem Roberts has gone to great lengths to make this an accurate bible. But it’s not just accurate, it’s also fun as well. I hope you agree.


  Tim Brooke-Taylor


  PROLOGUE


  Last Night a Jazzman Saved My Life...


  MONDAY NIGHTS CAN be a bastard. Reintroduced to the world of drudgery with the whole week spread out before you, you wouldn’t think that laughter would be one of the prominent features of a Monday evening. But this is the story of that rarest of rare breeds – a comedy show that somehow manages to deliver the required effect, time after time, with a regularity entirely unchallenged by any other long-running show in the world. The ultimate aural antidepressant. The Antidote to Panel Games.


  Collapsing exhausted into your meagre accommodation after the first day of a stressful week, soaked from the rain, sour whispers of bills to be paid and debts to be dealt with playing at the back of your mind, the four days until the next weekend seeming like an untraversable desert of obligation and denial, you don’t need to be certified bipolar to feel that there’s nothing to be done to redress the balance of light and shade required to live to a ripe old age... And then, 6.30 p.m., you turn on Radio 4. And you realise that all you needed was the sound of an octogenarian trumpet player reciting a crêpe-paper-thin suggestion that the Light Entertainer Lionel Blair is a sex maniac, and for half an hour there’s nothing left to do but give yourself up to the complete amnesia of gut-aching hysteria. You’re not alone – millions of others around the British Isles are laughing with you, whether they’re at the dinner table, out on the streets, or listening in the car, swerving dangerously as the tears cloud their view of the road ahead. And by the time the jazzman has bid his farewell and the seven o’clock news and The Archers have rolled around, you realise that, while such widespread giggly abandon is still possible, things can’t be all bad.


  With the loss of Humphrey Lyttelton, many lovers of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue would demand that the book was closed on the show and all its traditions and running gags, after thirty-six years. But what version of I’m Sorry did these abolitionists want to preserve? The current model, which probably went back no further than the mid-to-late nineties? The Naismith years, starting from 1991? Everything post-Mornington Crescent, which first appeared in 1978, or the whole show stretching back to 1972? Or did they have the depth of knowledge or long-term memory to recall the Radio Prune days which first gave birth to Clue? Was it the whole I’m Sorry saga stretching back to 1963 on which they wanted to finally call time?


  To the Teams’ chagrin, there has been a lot of speculation as to the future of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue since the end of the triumphant fiftieth series. But you can’t pass judgement on the future of the show unless you know where its roots lie and what exactly the high points of this uniquely long-running tradition may be, throughout the last five decades. This Bible is here to try and offer some kind of explanation as to where the astounding phenomenon of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue comes from, what makes it tick, and where it may go from here.


  And, having set out our stall, our search for the Genesis of Clue takes us to another stall, the Footlights stall at the 1960 Freshers’ Fair at Cambridge University, where a personable young student called David Frost is awaiting a new influx of talent with a large cheesy smile on his face...


  THE PRUNE TESTAMENT
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  1


  Running Away with the Circus


  WHEN IT COMES to beginnings, there are only two kinds of comedy story that are worth telling: the traditional hard-luck tale of overcoming difficulties to achieve fame (little Richard Pryor playing in brothels, poor wee Dudley Moore all alone in his hospital bed); and the less endearing, extraordinarily easy ride – such as Fry and Laurie and their Cellar Tapes friends stepping out of Cambridge to be decanted into the flash car of a cigar-chomping agent, determined to make (most of) them big. The story of the I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again alumni belongs firmly to the latter camp.


  True, the backgrounds of each individual in the group don’t conform to the usual prejudices against Oxbridge comedians, being, if not exactly grammar-school types, then certainly from solid, parochial middle-middle-class backgrounds. But it would be fair to say that, from the first time that the cast we are celebrating moved their belongings into their Cambridge digs and breathed in the last gasps of Peter Cook exhalation that famously lingered in the air, their route to comedy stardom was not a difficult or especially demanding one.


  This is not merely a moan, however, but potentially the very root of the free-wheeling, anything-goes atmosphere for which their radio masterpiece is remembered.


  Freshers and Footlights


  Not that getting their first foothold in Cambridge comedy proved a walkover for the 1960 freshers. The success of Jonathan Miller and Peter Cook made one grand difference to many of this generation of Cambridge undergraduates; they, like Cook and co. before them, had grown up with the dizzying pleasures of The Goon Show, but the wild success of Beyond the Fringe, just at the time that they were coming to the end of their school careers and facing their futures, gave a very different reason for wanting to get into one of the world’s greatest universities. Promising lawyers and doctors had obviously seen Cambridge as the ultimate establishment at which to train for centuries, but Graham Chapman must surely have been one of the first students to freely admit that the real allure of Cambridge lay not in the chance to graduate from one of the greatest ancient academies in the world, but in joining the Footlights.


  The Cambridge Footlights was founded in 1883 – or at least that was the first time that the name had been used for the practice of undergraduates, largely from Trinity College, performing amateur entertainments for the local populace. In the intervening eighty-odd years, it had inspired its fair share of careers – the comic actor Jack Hulbert was perhaps the first pre-war ‘name’ to emerge from the Footlights, achieving movie fame alongside his wife Cicely Courtneidge. The list of graduates for the next few decades includes the Australian dancer (and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang’s Child Catcher) Robert Helpmann and the significantly moustachioed comic legend Jimmy Edwards, alongside Richard Murdoch and Cecil Beaton. Next came the mid-fifties generation which featured Miller, Michael Frayn, Leslie Bricusse and Joe Melia, followed in 1958 by Cook’s coterie, comprising John Bird, John Wood (or Fortune, as he became in time), and non-member-because-she-was-a-girl Eleanor Bron, bringing the fifties to a close with the highest standard of revue the club had ever known.


  The epicentre of Footlights activity was always the final revue in May Week, which was often hurriedly put together when members should really have been concentrating on their exams. Since Jonathan Miller’s time at Cambridge these celebrated shows had begun to be more widely circulated than a short run at Cambridge or London, and were usually broadcast on radio and even television. Chapman always claimed it was a 1958 TV broadcast that caught his eye back at the family home in Melton Mowbray – and it obviously inspired that alumnus’s immediate successors, in the year that included David Frost, and a young classics student called Humphrey Barclay.


  
    Humphrey Barclay


    Born: 24 March 1941, Dorking


    Educated: The Old Malthouse, Swanage; Harrow Public School


    Humphrey Barclay’s only contender for poshest person in this book may well be the other Humphrey, Lyttelton. ‘The Barclays arrived with William the Conqueror in that crowded ferry boat,’ he confirms, ‘and over the ensuing 950 years founded Barclays Bank, Barclays Beers and Humphrey Barclay Productions. We helped abolish the slave trade and reform prisons, and at one time owned one twenty-fourth of New Jersey. We also include a cannibal among our forebears, but that’s another story.’


    Being of such distinguished stock, descended from the Scottish lairds of Mather and Urie, wee Humphrey’s entry into Harrow was no shock, and neither was his rise to becoming Head Boy. However, an early passion for comedy suggested a very unusual career path for the young Barclay, and he names influences such as The Goons, Deryck Guyler in Just Fancy, Noël Coward, ‘Albert and the Lion’, Nat Jackley, Laurel & Hardy and ‘my uncle Podge’ as early comic heroes, as well as his cousin Julian Slade.


    Few producers have affected British comedy quite like Humphrey Barclay, whose work at the BBC and in independent television has influenced millions, although he lists the Maureen Lipman sitcom Agony, A Fine Romance and Desmond’s as among his most prized productions. Now mostly retired, he lives ‘in London, contentment, and solitude’.


    Humphrey Barclay has no OBE but he is, however, an adopted member of the Royal Family – of the African village of Tafo. He explains, ‘In 2000, at the funeral in Ghana of my friend the actor Gyearbuor Asante, the Chief of his ancestral town asked me to take on his (unfulfilled) role of development chief. So I now run a charity to enable progress in the small impoverished community of Kwahu-Tafo – friendsoftafo.org.’

  


  Another Footlights graduate made good, Julian Slade, the creator of the hit musical of the fifties, Salad Days, was Barclay’s real inspiration for joining Footlights. He was already headed for Cambridge, but as he recalls: ‘I wouldn’t have thought of going anywhere near comedy were it not for the fact that my two cousins, Julian and Adrian Slade, had been members of the Footlights. We all got on very well together, and they used to perform a lot of comedy songs for us at home around the piano, and I do remember probably Adrian saying, “Of course when you get to Cambridge you’ll get into the Footlights.” And that surprised me, because I had no idea that I’d get involved with anything so grand...’ Barclay rather thought, like Cook before him, that a job in the Foreign Office would be his final destination, but the flytrap nature of the Footlights would put paid to that.


  From this distance, it’s quite confusing to try to chart the comings and goings of so many future stars of British comedy at Cambridge University nearly half a century ago – generally speaking, of course, they all studied for three years and ordinarily each year group would be easily separable. But the Footlights demolished these distinctions, which is why as a fresher David Frost could gawp at his hero Peter Cook, that urbane near-graduate, all he liked. Subsequently, Frost would be almost ready to leave university himself when he would see the new gang we are celebrating enter the Footlights clubroom, and they in turn would work alongside later undergraduates such as Eric Idle. It’s no surprise that a continuous relay of inspiration and comic taste is apparent through these years.


  But perhaps it wasn’t quite the allure of stardom that fuelled the popularity of Footlights. According to Barclay, ‘We were very lucky to have this place called the Footlights Clubroom, in an area called Petty Cury... it was just a long room, with a stage at one end and a bar at the other; you could go there for a beer and a bun at lunchtime, and hang around there for the afternoon because a sketch needed to be written for such-and-such a smoker, which was a better idea than going away and doing some work, or going for a row on the river or whatever. So we used to hang around together, but – and it’s not false modesty – they were the ones reinventing comedy, and I was the affable one hanging around, really.’


  These Falcon Yard premises were brand new to the club in 1960, and continued to be the site for this mingling of undergraduates – whether it was to further the artistry of British comedy or to avoid proper study or even to get a drink after-hours – until its demolition in 1972.


  I Thought I Saw It Move


  Of course, in later years joining the Footlights was almost invariably seen as a career move – the first time for privileged undergraduate buttocks to settle on the greasy pole that led to a nice job at the BBC. But for those funny freshers whose parents bid them goodbye at the gates to their college in 1960, this was an exciting new move. Perhaps even then the desire to step into Cook’s shoes could suggest ambition, but if so, it was an ambition to be funny, and to be with funny people. What lay beyond that was impossible to tell, but in the meantime, getting into Footlights was all that mattered.


  
    Timothy Julian Brooke-Taylor


    Born: 17 July 1940, Buxton


    Educated: Winchester College, Hampshire


    Tim would be the first to tell you that he isn’t anything like as posh as his name suggests, although his family background is not undistinguished, at least in sport – his mother was an international lacrosse player, and his grandfather played football for England in the 1890s. Sport would continue to be a passion for Tim, as a devoted golfer and honorary vice president of the Derby County team. The baby of the family, with several years separating him from his elder brother and sister, Tim was still expected to eventually follow his father and brother into the family firm of solicitors.


    But Tim was inspired to follow another path from a very early age, entranced by Norman Evans’ dame on a visit to panto in Manchester, and eagerly soaking up all the radio comedy he could, from Much Binding in the Marsh to Take It From Here. At just five, he was expelled from his all-girls school (no, honestly) for teasing Brownies, but this setback didn’t prevent him from graduating to Winchester at thirteen, only a year after the death of his father. It was here that his own comic propensities began to be aired, when an intended magic act went hideously wrong, but gained barrels of laughs as a result. Despite this early promise, theatricality was not encouraged at Winchester, and it was only in a panic when being grilled by the Derbyshire Education Board about his reasons for going up to Cambridge that he mentioned the Footlights. Luckily, they still gave him a much-needed grant, allowing young Tim to enrol at Pembroke, like his brother before him, and begin his route towards a career in law.


    Outside of Clue and The Goodies, Tim Brooke-Taylor has continued to be a much-loved presenter and comic and character actor on stage and screen, popping up in Heartbeat, TLC, One Foot In The Grave, Marple and more. Married to Christine for over forty years with two grown-up sons, Ben and Edward, Tim has not retired to Berkshire, where he co-owns the village pub. And he has no OBE.

  


  In fact, it clearly mattered a hell of a lot – Tim Brooke-Taylor admits that he never slept a wink in the lead-up to his audition for fear of not being able to follow his brother’s footsteps into the club’s exclusive premises. ‘I went to Cambridge to study law,’ he recalls, ‘because that’s what my family all do, and I could earn a crust... In my case, it was the Education Committee of Derbyshire, God bless them, who gave me the grant, and they asked this question, “What are you going to do when you’re not working?” Now I’d prepared a pretty good answer of how hard I was going to work, but I hadn’t prepared what I was going to do when I wasn’t working. So I blurted out “The Footlights!” because my brother had been there.’


  Come the time of the freshers’ arrival, besides Brooke-Taylor showing an interest in joining up, if you had happened to be loitering around the door of the Guildhall on the day of the University Societies Fair in October 1960, you may have been knocked down by the extraordinary figure of the 21-year-old John Cleese, literally pelting up the street in embarrassed consternation, having admitted to the Footlights secretary (one David Frost) that he could neither sing nor dance. When asked what he could do, the lofty youngster murmured ‘I try to make people laugh,’ and fled. He needn’t have feared, judging from Chapman’s recollection of the day, on approaching the beaming Secretary at the Footlights stall. ‘Frost told me that I couldn’t join. I had to be invited to audition. I asked what was the point of having a stall then. He said, “None whatsoever.”’


  Despite the whisper of change in British society that the early stirrings of the satire boom suggested, Footlights was still a very staid establishment at the time, just as comic revue hadn’t quite evolved from the genteel smokers performed from the very start of the club’s existence. The ability – and will – to sing and dance were still seen as a crucial part of being a member (Cook had famously been in possession of bucketloads of the will, it was the ability that foxed him), and women would not be fully welcomed into Footlights until Eric Idle’s time as president in 1964, for all that artists such as Miriam Margolyes and Eleanor Bron have been retrospectively included in the club’s success story.


  Brooke-Taylor passed the song-and-dance test, but for those less keen on fitting in with the Footlights’ cheesy dogma, like Cleese and Chapman, more stealth was required to join the team. Each member of Footlights generally spent two years with the club – first as nervous new boys and then, inevitably, committee members. To gain entrance, this new generation in 1960 had to impress the Frost committee. Cleese knew someone called Alan Hutchison who knew someone called something else, who got him in (his audition piece being imaginary hamster-trampling), but Chapman had to be slightly more wily, staging an independent smoker in his own college, inviting the committee, and plying them with claret. Once both students gained entry, Chapman recalled, ‘It became a mission of John Cleese and myself to oust all singing and dancing, which we largely achieved.’


  Fundamentally of course, Footlights was only a hobby, and of no greater importance at this stage than the members’ other pursuits, such as Cleese’s playing football for his college or Humphrey Barclay’s cartooning. None of these young people had any great career plan – and it’s worth noting that they were especially young for undergraduates, most of them going up to Cambridge fresh out of school now that national service had been made obsolete.


  Two of these youngsters – the freakishly tall, bearded elder Cleese, fresh from two years of teaching, and his slighter, blonder, less bearded fellow law student Brooke-Taylor – instantly clicked as comedy fans and indeed comedians, which Brooke-Taylor puts down in many ways to their chosen subject. ‘John Cleese I met, funnily enough, through law. We got to know each other partly through the Footlights, but we’d go to law lectures together, and giggle away at the back. John wasn’t anything to do with the Pembroke smoking concerts, but he was around at the time. Outside the college I got on with him and Graham Chapman, we were very good friends at that stage.’


  Sitting in lectures listening to endless hours of not only pompous rhetoric but tales of hideous misfortune, which translated into hilarity for them (following the law of comedy being pain plus time), gave Tim and John’s comedy a certain sick edge even at this early stage. It’s easy to imagine the young students reading a legal textbook full of the harshest misfortunes and disasters – road accidents, GBH, manslaughter – and laughing fit to burst.


  
    John Marwood Cleese


    Born: 27 October 1939, Weston-super-Mare


    Educated: St Peter’s Preparatory School, Weston-super-Mare;


    Clifton College, Bristol


    By rights, the name would be Jack Cheese, were it not for his father Reginald’s fears of being teased in the trenches when he enrolled to fight in 1915. Facing German machine guns was one thing, but putting up with cheese jokes was obviously beyond the pale. When John was born in the Somerset seaside town of Weston in 1939, his parents Reginald and Muriel were both in their forties, which must have contributed to a notably cosseted childhood. Despite a built-in reserve that wasn’t alleviated by his physical appearance, becoming a six-footer by the age of twelve, Cleese was a popular figure at St Peter’s. It wasn’t until he attended Clifton College in Bristol that his passion for sport was joined by a similar fascination for comedy – notably George Burns & Gracie Allen, and Jimmy Jewel & Ben Warris, who inspired Cleese to write pages of comic dialogue in their style one day when he was too ill to get stuck into any sport. Eventually he developed a habit of collecting jokes, notably from The Goon Show, in the same way that other boys collected stamps, or scabs. Cleese’s stature had led him to develop a keen sense of humour, being an easy target for low-level bullying, but any inklings of comic genius in his early life were faint. He sneers at the memory of an early turn as Malvolio, but has always proudly recalled his participation in school concerts, one of which boasted a Cleese send-up of one of the masters so biting that another teacher literally fell off his chair laughing.


    John did well academically at Clifton, and was offered a place at Cambridge to study law in 1958. However, the end of national service meant that there were simply too many undergraduates for the university to cope with, so he spent two years teaching at his beloved old prep school, gaining an intimate knowledge of the eccentricities of the public school system, as well as, it’s fair to presume, a certain patrician tone, both of which would see him in good stead in his eventual career.


    Cleese’s career has not been unchequered by any means, but his successes have been of such unparalleled quality and importance – between his Python work on TV, stage and in film, as well as cocreating Fawlty Towers with then wife (then not wife) Connie Booth, bagging awards alongside Charles Crichton with A Fish Called Wanda and setting up Video Arts – that his place as one of the greatest icons of twentieth-century comedy is inarguable, and history will probably place him on a par with Cook, Milligan, Hancock and Chaplin. In later years he rediscovered his comic voice thanks to his online community at thejohncleese.com.


    Cleese has been married three times to date, to three different Americans, and has two daughters, Cynthia and Camilla. He declined the offer of a CBE and a peerage, and has no OBE.

  


  So in time Brooke-Taylor, Cleese and Chapman joined the club, but none of them managed to pass the audition to be one of the team for the 1961 revue. Within their own college smokers, at Pembroke College and elsewhere (Cleese was actually at Downing College but as his fellow law-student friend Brooke-Taylor was a Pembroke man, Cleese had his meals there and generally hung around, being as good as accepted as one of the locals), all of them were beginning to flex their laughter-generating muscles, but the only new blood to scrape into David Frost’s final revue, I Thought I Saw It Move, was Barclay. He had joined the amateur dramatic society at Cambridge, at first with a view to being a designer, but after auditioning by mistake, ended up ‘usually playing sanctimonious vicars’. He continues, ‘Because I had fallen into doing comedy parts in plays, they noticed me, whereas they hadn’t noticed the lurking Cleeses and Chapmans of this world. So, quite bizarrely, they were passed over and I was asked by David Frost to audition.’


  I Thought I Saw It Move has gone down in history as Cook-lite, with Frost channelling his hero in a Mr Boylett/E. L. Wisty-style monologue and only minor parts for Barclay. But one item written by Cleese and his pal Hutchison (about a family dog whose rescue from a disused mine had so far claimed the life of three members of its family) did get into the show. As performed by Barclay as a sober newsreader, it is a tantalising seed of what became the central tradition of ISIRTA – the silliest and sickest jokes, delivered in news form. Barclay had the staid BBC pronunciation to a T, and it proved a standout item in the revue.


  Barclay insists the level of Cook-aping in the rest of the show and elsewhere was perfectly natural: ‘I think anybody in any generation is prey to imitating their comedy heroes, and it’s certainly true that voices that Peter invented became what you did if you were trying to be funny... just as, in a previous generation, we did The Goons...’ And indeed, as subsequent comedians have unwittingly aped the fatuous cadence of Alan Partridge’s voice or produced a zany portmanteau which could have been coined by Chris Morris. But there’s no denying the density of debt owed to Cook’s spirit for that 1961 revue. ‘Peter’s style and comedy was all-pervasive because he was a towering genius, and we were still in his shadow. We just about emerged from his shadow with Cambridge Circus.’


  In between Footlights revues and the occasional bout of studying, the ‘smoker’ evenings at individual colleges during Michaelmas and Lent terms kept performers’ skills sharp. It was a great testing ground for material, as the rowdy audiences were often voluble in their abuse if it didn’t come up to scratch, making them more akin to a comedy club than a theatre. The Pembroke Smokers were especially infamous thanks to old boy Peter Cook, who would breeze in through his old college on occasion to take to the stage and wipe out all comers with a near-private performance of his incessant wit, as Tim recalls: ‘When I got there, he’d just left the term before (Timing, it’s all timing!) and Beyond the Fringe came through Cambridge when I was there. It’s still the funniest thing I’ve ever seen – hit my head on the seat in front, I mean it was so funny.’ These smokers were inevitably even more cliquey events than Footlights shows and there was a great tradition for drag, owing to women only being allowed for certain ‘Ladies’ Nights’, and a general air of inescapable privilege and pomposity that made one undergraduate’s blood boil, both then and now.


  ‘We used to do smoking concerts which were appallingly sexist... That annoyed me very much. It was only men – and they had a sort of “Ladies’ Night” like the bloody Masons...’


  
    William Edgar Oddie


    Born: 7 July 1941, Rochdale


    Educated: King Edward’s School, Birmingham


    Bill was actually the third or fourth child to be born to Lilian and Harry Oddie, but the first to survive, and it’s likely that the postnatal depression suffered by his mother before and after he came along contributed to her being taken away to a mental institution when he was only very young, leaving the young lad to be brought up by his mild-mannered father and imperious grandmother, in the leafy suburbs of Birmingham. It was here that Bill’s passion for sport was joined by his greatest hobby of all, ornithology, after an accidental suck on a bad pheasant’s egg caused him to vomit wildly over his impressive collection of birds’ eggs, ending that unfortunate hobby once and for all, but igniting his passion for caring for birds, rather than robbing them.


    Harry worked hard to send his boy to the best schools, and by the time Bill was in long trousers two more passions had joined his little list – an adoration of comedy from Educating Archie to the Crazy Gang and, of course, a burgeoning fascination with music. Making up new lyrics to rugby songs at school soon gave way to penning the entire score for King Edward’s School’s 1959 revue, a tradition Bill took over from classmate Nat Joseph, who would go on to be the head of Transatlantic Records. Between sporting pursuits and his skiffle band, Bill had no distinct career ambitions when he got his place at Cambridge University, but he wasn’t going to be short of activities to keep him busy while he decided.


    Of course, when The Goodies went their separate ways, Bill’s experience as a TV presenter was eventually allied with his passion for birds, wildlife and conservation to great acclaim, making him the nation’s favourite cuddly Natural History presenter, with each instalment of Springwatch, or its seasonal equivalent, uniting the country in the pursuit of naughty badgers. Despite his cheery persona, he has also been open about his past struggles with a bipolar disorder, and attempts to avoid a relapse. Perhaps his greatest source of protection from this happening is the love of his family, with two daughters from his first marriage to Jean Hart – Bonnie, a choreographer, and actress and director Kate Hardie – and rock star Rosie, from his second marriage, to Laura Beaumont. He also has three grandchildren, and counting.


    Bill Oddie has an OBE for services to Wildlife Conservation.

  


  . . . The views of a then twenty-year-old English student called Bill Oddie. Although he continues, ‘It wasn’t just Pembroke, the whole bloody place was sexist. I wasn’t that angry about it, but I did think it was a bit much. I mean, I was in no position to be representing the girls or anything like that, except I thought there should be more of them.’


  By far the Footlights star with the humblest heritage, Oddie must have cut an extraordinary figure among his peer group. In many ways the polar opposite of his tall, buttoned-up well-to-do law-student friends, the diminutive Oddie made little attempt, Dudley Moore style, to cover up his parochial accent, maintaining a Brummie/northern burr of his own. He was studying English at Pembroke, but despite his equal talents for music, art and performing, he had no knowledge of Footlights when he first arrived, and certainly never applied to the university with joining the club in mind. But his passion for rock ’n’ roll (which had joined his lifelong devotion to ornithology as a significant preoccupation) gave him that one quality which eluded so many others in that environment – cool. Even at this early stage, the chiselled diminutive Mickey Rooney-ish firebrand was something to behold. As Humphrey Barclay recalls from when he first set eyes on Oddie at a Pembroke smoker, Oddie was ‘an absolute knock-out. He was a ballsy, bouncy modern performer... just fantastic.’


  ‘Bill was in the same college,’ recalls Tim, ‘so I met him first. It was a sort of charity day, and we were both doing bits and pieces – I was still fairly scared of performing at that stage – but we got on very quickly, and worked in the smokers together. Peter Cook had just left, and we inherited these brilliant revues, so people were going to come to it. And that’s the best thing that ever happened, as far as I was concerned – here was a college that had what were bizarrely called smoking concerts, all that meant was a sketch show, in a cellar, with people buying drinks, which is possibly the best way to do comedy. And to work with great people like Bill, and there was a great guy in our first year called Geoffrey Paxton, who really passed on the Peter Cook enthusiasm and brilliance.’ But although Oddie’s music started to find its way into the main revues, he himself would have to stick to Pembroke Smokers until his final year. He agrees with Tim about the sheer fortuitousness of landing in Pembroke though. ‘The Pembroke Smoker was already accepted as being a cut above the others... And that, to me, has been the good fortune I’ve had, and frankly I think, most of my contemporaries too – there was a context for us to fall into and be encouraged by, in a very supportive group... If you had an idea, you could do it right then, and nobody was going to boo you off or anything, it wasn’t like paying your dues at the open-mic night. You were up next if you were in the audience, so you encouraged them, and they encouraged you. And I’m absolutely certain that that’s why people took risks on the type of comedy that they did, because nobody was going to judge them, really.’


  Cleese, Brooke-Taylor, Chapman and Oddie were a pretty intimidating quartet of young comics by this time, as well as being good friends. Despite being the looniest of the lot, Graham’s rugby-playing machismo made him seem perhaps the most affably normal, whereas the unfathomably tall John was a bizarre sight alongside the tiny but hip Bill, with cock-of-the-walk-to-be Tim completing the set. Cleese recalls today: ‘Tim was an almost perfect example of a fairly confident public-school chap. And he was funny, fairly conventional in his thinking, and very easy company. Bill was more eccentric, he didn’t give a damn about his dress, which always endeared him to me... he and a comb or brush were virtual strangers. He was the only one of us who was really talented, musically.’ And as for John himself? ‘I think I automatically fell into playing sort of bland middle-class people, you know what I mean, the professionals – the accountants and the lawyers and the architects... I think I fell into that because of the public-school background.’


  Double Take


  With I Thought I Saw It Move over, the Footlights committee found that a minor crisis was looming, as Barclay attests. ‘They realised in that year, ’60–61, that everybody who was anybody in Footlights would be leaving, and they decided that they must – whether they liked it or not – get some new blood in... It was David who put me forward, so I owe him a great deal.’ With Frost’s generation entering the wide world, a brand-new committee had to be formed, and quick. Therefore, the new boys who had really only just begun to find their way around the university suddenly found themselves virtually in charge of the club that they had worked so hard to join in the first place. Barclay took Frost’s place as secretary, Brooke-Taylor was junior treasurer, and Cleese became, rather dully, the registrar. It was all part of the process of becoming the big boys, and in the meantime it was back to the smokers, in preparation for the main show for 1962 – the Trevor Nunn-directed offering Double Take, with Tim, Graham and John alongside (among others) Miriam Margolyes, National Lampoon and Spitting Image co-founder Tony Hendra and reluctant performer Humphrey Barclay.


  The show was a poor relation to Nunn’s other project of that year, Much Ado About Nothing. The only way he could afford the play’s elaborate wrought-iron set was to use a significant proportion of the revue’s budget – which lent a rather random air to the proceedings as the sketches played out against a backdrop of what looked like garden furniture. But there were many important firsts in Double Take, which are belied by its cast only recalling embarrassing elements such as a laugh-free musical number featuring them all in animal skins singing ‘We are a most important caveman...’


  Not only would Double Take be the very first Footlights revue to play at the ever growing Edinburgh Fringe Festival (which was the brainwave of cast member and then president Robert Atkins, and is now a tradition it would be unthinkable to abandon) but there was also a distinct air of Music Hall nostalgia to the show, again thanks to Atkins and the new boy Brooke-Taylor. With the changes in Footlights personnel, there was an inevitable evolution of style from revue to revue, and between Bill’s rocking Adam Faith parody (as performed by Atkins), Humphrey’s BBC deadpanning, and the extremes of logical and illogical humour creeping in from Cleese and Chapman, Double Take became in many ways the penultimate precursor to I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again.


  This Edinburgh debut for the Footlights was a formative time for all the cast, but John Cleese learned his greatest lesson in show business, thanks to an unexpected side venture. One entrepreneur had found a small venue not far from the Double Take theatre where he decided to set up a nightclub – and with the Cambridge lot having plenty of time to fill before their late-night Curtain Up, Cleese, Chapman and their colleague Alan George were invited to provide twenty minutes of ‘light humorous entertainment’ at instalments throughout the evening, for a little cash in hand. They pieced together a cabaret act, and were all poised to strut their stuff on the first night when they noticed that not only did their audience consist of just one poor unsuspecting young couple, but also that the female of the two had been so overcome with the embarrassment of the situation that she was sobbing, as her beau comforted her and glared at the trio accusingly. The show stumbled through to its conclusion until the young lovers could finally flee, but it gave Cleese a lifelong superstition, that it is genuinely bad luck for a show’s cast to outnumber the audience. It’s a fate which befalls enough poor performers at the Fringe even today – but at least John, Graham and Alan had the success of the main show to fall back on.


  The show did well for everyone at that year’s festival, but with the younger performers only just beginning to get into their stride, the correct recipe wasn’t quite there for a hit of Beyond the Fringe proportions, or anything like it.


  Humphrey Barclay ponders the right recipe. ‘I think really the three influences that came in were Bill’s music... a wit came with John that perhaps hadn’t been there before, and then the Music Hall fondness which came with Tim and Robert... those were the new elements, and by the time we’d got to Cambridge Circus, of course, John had come into his forte, Bill was very strong, and the Music Hall influence had kind of evolved from soft tribute to parody... there’s a kind of evolution between the shows, I would say, culminating in the very strong gathering which I was lucky enough to be in charge of in my third year.’


  But, like many a good student before him, despite many plaudits for his efforts, Barclay never saw himself as a performer and decided to hang up his performing shoes for good as he entered his third and most important year of study. He recalls making a grand gesture of giving away his theatrical make-up. Entering the clubroom, where all the gang were hiding from their homework, he solemnly announced his retirement. ‘I wasn’t a great performer – I got the straight parts, the poker-faced, posh stuff... so I announced that I would not be putting myself up to be in the 1963 revue. Nobody murmured a single word of protest.’


  The Fab... Seven?


  In retracing the ISIRTA team’s journey from cliquey undergraduates to hot young bucks (plus one doe) of the airwaves, it’s irresistible to note parallels with another band of young people who also rose to fame in the early sixties, known as ‘The Beatles’. Considering that this comedy movement was taking place at precisely the same time as a similarly culture-changing musical movement, many of the parallels are striking – a gang of kids freed from the oppression of national service who began to hone their craft in their own ad hoc way at home before really putting their talents to the test abroad, who then went on to cause a sensation with their live shows, to the point that the audience’s domination began to have a detrimental effect on both their performance, and their will to continue as a group.


  Brooke-Taylor (no small Fabs fan himself) agrees that there are parallels. ‘I always said how lucky we were to be around at that time, ’62–63 specifically; when suddenly we were allowed to do lots of things we weren’t before. Everything was looked at in a new way – it wasn’t the dreary fifties, you were actually allowed to wear coloured clothes and listen to music that was different, and that was exactly the same with comedy as with music. My theory was that England was actually entering a pretty good state, and education was so much better so you didn’t have to play down to the audience, you actually could do what you thought was funny and hoped everyone would go along with it, whereas before – I loved mother-in-law jokes, don’t get me wrong – but they always implied that the audience didn’t know anything at all, which in the sixties they did! So you could take big leaps... Certainly, in ISIRTA, you could go into new areas, and presume people knew history and things like that...’


  So this was The Young Generation, doing for comedy what The Beatles and their lesser contemporaries were doing for music. And, to those comedy fans for whom a classic show can inspire all the awe and wonder of a classic album or rock gig, it’s the wild genesis of ISIRTA that captures the same magic as The Beatles playing at the Cavern – which doesn’t just mean the Footlights revue or even the Pembroke smokers, but the less rigidly structured gigging around Cambridge and elsewhere. These extra-curricular shows were mainly perpetrated by the Cambridge University Light Entertainment Society (CULES), but every comic was open to trying out material if it would earn them a bob or two. Back in the days of male-dominated claret-chugging and obligatory E. L. Wisty voices, it seems that only the medical contingent of the Cambridge in-crowd took their studies at all seriously, the emphasis rather being on making each other laugh, and bolstering grants with cabaret performances in Cambridge, London and anywhere else that fancied a slice of the kind of wit that those frightfully clever ‘Fringe’ boys were taking from the West End to Broadway. One of the 1961 freshers, Graeme Garden, recalls: ‘One of the advantages of being in the Footlights, as opposed to one of the other clubs like CULES, was that the Footlights had the cachet and got booked for May Balls to do cabarets, and slightly more upmarket gigs. So you’d get a bit of cash in hand for going along and doing a few sketches to a load of extremely wealthy students in fancy dresses sitting on the floor at your feet.’


  The catch was, of course, that the cloying, Cook-worshipping tenure of David Frost’s presidency of the Footlights had necessitated a subsequent surge away from satire – this was a whole new generation of ambitious wags and, for them, silliness was the way forward. Robert Atkins’ tenure as president had seen a whiff of vaudeville creeping in, but now the influence became more apparent. ‘The movement, if it was called anything, was “Back to Music Hall”,’ admits Garden. ‘That was the subtext – or, in fact, I think it was a strapline on some of the advertising they did. Satire had really sort of hit the big time with That Was The Week That Was (TW3), which was going on at about the same time, and people thought, well, we like doing things that are just funny, and we weren’t necessarily going to follow the political satire route, which was where it was heading. You know, TW3 was the first time they’d actually portrayed prime ministers on screen and things like that. The group that was a year ahead of me were very much all about Back to Basics, and funny baggy trousers.’


  It’s generally accepted that the central instigator of this Music Hall direction, after Robert Atkins’ graduation, was Tim Brooke-Taylor who, due to his generally small credit in every Goodies titles sequence and lack of involvement in later ISIRTA scripts, is often overlooked as an originator of material. His friend Graeme Garden agrees. ‘Tim probably knew more about Music Hall than anybody did, and also he had a passion for Buster Keaton and silent comedy as well, and introduced some of that. And certainly he played a lot of the Music Hall comedian roles that turned up in sketches.’


  Tim himself puts it down to his childhood love of comedy. ‘The only things we had, certainly on radio, were Variety shows – probably when I was very young, seven or eight, I remember being allowed to stay up to listen to things on a Saturday night and you’d get the comics of the time (it was only later that we got more sophisticated, sort of Round the Horne and Much Binding in the Marsh) and that was where one discovered comedy. I loved it, I had a real adoration for comedians and comedy. I used to go to pantomimes – Norman Evans was the first dame I saw, really part of the tradition, and it was brilliantly funny. And because of my early years I suppose I had this affection for the people who made me laugh. The fact that the sixties had moved into something more sophisticated didn’t mean that I didn’t revere the people that had gone before. Bill Oddie was pretty into Music Hall as well, to be honest, but I do remember at school in my particular little group we used to do a revue thing, and I remember doing a Music Hall comedian piece. And we were parodying them, but showing affection at the same time. So I was trying to have it both ways I think, sending up what they were doing in Variety, but at the same time thinking “Actually, mate, you’re wonderful”. That’s what Morecambe & Wise were basically, Variety, and I enjoyed everything they ever did.’


  Oddie continues the theme, ‘We admired the Satire Boom, particularly Beyond the Fringe enormously... What we meant by “Back to Music Hall” was a recognition that there was some very clever, rather grown-up comedy going on, and we were going to take it back to silliness, really.’ Such cheeky, old-fashioned humour and cries of ‘I Say, I Say, I Say!’ were the last comedic devices that were expected in the wake of Beyond the Fringe. But whether the posh punters at each privileged party expected satire or silliness, the random gigging around Cambridge was obviously a popular pastime, with different groups pinching material left, right and centre to pad out an evening’s entertainment and make a few quid – and, of course, it was great practice for the main event, a training ground for that year’s Footlights revue, destined (by now inevitably) for Edinburgh and from there – who knew?


  When the time came for the 1963 revue to be put together, it was Brooke-Taylor’s job, having inherited the position of president, to get the ball rolling. Naturally, all the old gang were incredibly busy, and John Cleese had even made the decision to skip that year’s show, and concentrate on his work. He put this down partly to falling in love – after which, nothing seemed to matter quite so much, as of course it never does when your heart is broken for the first time. He was also sidetracked, inevitably, by playing football. If a long run of bad weather hadn’t fouled up his university football career, that may have been the end of Cleese the performer, which is a terrifying thought.


  Having publicly taken his last bow, club secretary Humphrey Barclay was also planning on concentrating on his studies when Brooke-Taylor turned to him to head up the 1963 revue. ‘It took me totally by surprise, because I hadn’t directed anything at all at Cambridge, but I had worked very closely with Trevor Nunn, who directed Double Take. We just got on, and did a lot of the donkey work. You can collect all the smoker sketches that you want, but sooner or later someone has to choose a number to close the first half with, and that kind of thing... Trevor and I spent several nights staying up very late in his room at Downing hammering out pathetic lyrics that would just be good enough to make some sort of number, which we then forced everybody to do. When he did the same thing for Cats, he became a multimillionaire...’ The fact was that, having been involved in two shows already, and been a perfect sounding board for all the new sketches and jokes thrown up by the smokers, Barclay was a safe pair of hands. Although he doubts his name was on the top of the list, he ‘couldn’t say no’, even though he didn’t have the slightest idea what to do.


  Obviously, the first part of the process was to form a team. There were three shoo-ins for the show, of course – Brooke-Taylor, Oddie and Cleese – around whom a team would be built. With Graham Chapman already having left for Bart’s hospital to continue his medical training, the core group was then supplemented by Pembroke man Chris Stuart-Clark, who had written material for Double Take, and Tony Buffery, who had been in it. But there were still two ingredients missing.


  ‘One of the people who wasn’t particularly obvious was David,’ admits Barclay, recalling the time when David Hatch was sent for to audition – even though he was actually teaching in Oxford as part of his fourth-year training at the time. ‘I have this image of him in a sheepskin coat... not a shaggy Afghan thing, more a sort of Home Counties thing... and he just had a particular brand of poker-faced, bossy comedy that was very funny, and we needed that. Unfortunately one of the notices for our revue A Clump of Plinths said that “Hatch was too often an imitation Barclay...” He was a bit nettled by that! But he did tend to play the sort of roles that I had played.’


  
    David Edwin Hatch


    Born: 7 May 1939, Surrey


    Educated: St John’s School, Leatherhead


    The youngest of four boys born to a Yorkshire vicar, little David Hatch was turned on to the comedy world via many of the same wireless comedies as his contemporaries at Footlights – The Goons and Much Binding in the Marsh being prevalent among his favourites. Despite the comedy bug biting him, his rural education saw him tracing the same path as his father, right up to 1959, when he landed a place studying theology at Cambridge, like one of his brothers before him. Deciding while at the university that a secular life might be more to his taste (and besides, he couldn’t do the Hebrew), he switched to history, and remained at Queen’s College to accept his MA and a teaching diploma, before the Footlights revue caught him in its net.


    Graduating from ISIRTA to managing director of Network Radio, David finally left broadcasting in 1995. Among many public services, he became chair of the National Consumer Council and a justice of the peace, receiving a CBE and a knighthood for his work in the criminal justice system. His marriage to Ann Martin lasted from 1964 until her death in 1997, and together they had two sons and one daughter. Having been introduced by his great friend Terry Wogan and his wife Helen, David eventually tied the knot with Mary Clancy in 1999. Sadly, David Hatch died of cancer at his home in Chalfont St Giles in June 2007.

  


  Hatch would go on to be deservedly lionised for many reasons, but the one main talent he had which has never truly been appreciated is his ability as a comic performer – which was the first thing that struck a comic performer as legendary as Cleese himself. ‘I vaguely remember a Footlights concert in which I saw him perform for the first time. And I was very struck that he had some quality that no one else seemed to have, and there was a very strange sketch which started with him, with a very deep voice that he could call up, just saying “Amuse me!” to someone who then sang a song. And at the end, one had totally forgotten the beginning of the sketch, and the guy finished the song, and then David just said, “You amused me.”’


  After Hatch’s entrance came the traditional ‘We’d better have a girl in the cast, hadn’t we?’ moment. Dragging up had thankfully become less prevalent since the early days of Footlights – although Tim Brooke-Taylor’s name often gets bandied around when the subject of cross-dressing in college smokers is brought up, and indeed his terrifying feminine side would eventually become a large, wobbly part of ISIRTA’s success. But, as the Pythons attest, sometimes, just sometimes, screeching in a badly fitting wig won’t do and a real woman (with naughty bits and everything) is the only option.


  It would be a severe waste of trees to argue against the suggestion that this group were fundamentally sexist at this point in time. Not, it has to be said, misogynist or chauvinist through any genuine sense of superiority, but the continuing ban on females in Footlights rather seems to be based on a slight fear of the unknown, with a single-sex public-school background generating a prejudice against a certain kind of theatrical female. Tim Brooke-Taylor, whose ultimate responsibility it was to decide how the Footlights functioned, insists to this day that it was more a detestation of ‘luvviness’ and a desire to keep the club entirely silly that led to the unreconstructed rejection of actresses as official members. ‘Bollocks!’ says Bill Oddie. ‘I remember feeling quite narked for people who clearly were very talented, like Miriam Margolyes, and maybe Germaine Greer after her... there was that basic, untrue cliche that women can’t be funny. I remember hearing people say it. And I think I heard people I know say it. And I think I heard people who are in this book say it...’


  While it’s impossible for any real comedy fan not to sympathise with the apparent desire in this Footlights
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