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Introduction

Hey! How are you doing, readers? Adam Buxton here with another collection of rambles about my ludicrous life.

I’m writing this introduction in late 2024, almost five years after I finished Ramble Book. It’s a beautiful, bright wintry day out here in the East Anglian countryside, and a little gang of pissed-looking pheasants is strutting around on the grass outside my window. They’re craning their rubbery necks and looking at me as if to say, ‘You’re not still writing that book, are you?’ Fair enough; for a book that is essentially a collection of reminiscences, it does seem to have taken a very long time to get done, but other things kept getting in the way. So, to get the pheasants off my back and to remind you of the kind of person you’re dealing with here, I’m going to start this book with some excuses for why it’s taken me so long to write this book.

In my professional life, I have a podcast for which I record rambling conversations with comedian friends and other interesting people. Though I take more breaks than the average podcaster, the process of researching, recording, editing and jingle-making for the podcast continues to take up most of my time. Over the last few years, I’ve also been gradually putting together an album of original music, which I’ll tell you about later on, but that’s also taken longer than it should have. In addition to all that, I do the odd live comedy show, and very occasionally I’m on TV.

The other day, for example, I was asked to appear on the celebrity version of The Great British Bake Off for the charity Stand Up to Cancer. Having never baked anything before, I paused my book-writing duties to do all I could to prepare for what was, for me, an unusually high-profile booking.

In case any of you have made it to this point in your life without becoming familiar with The Great British Bake Off, it’s a televised baking contest that takes place over three rounds. Round one is the Signature Bake, in which each contestant chooses a recipe to impress the judges, currently celebrity chef Paul Hollywood and restaurateur Prue Leith. Round two is the Technical Challenge, which involves following a recipe. And finally there’s the Showstopper Challenge, perhaps the most important round, in which the creativity of the bakers is put to the test.

For our Signature Bake we’d been asked to make crumpets. As a tribute to Sir Paul McCartney, a former guest on my podcast who had told me of his fondness for bagels with Marmite and hummus, I chose to make Marmite-flavoured crumpets topped with hummus made from edamame beans (I love edamame beans, and I thought it was a good bet that Macca would, too). This choice of recipe also gave me an excuse to over-prepare, which, as you’ll see in this book, is something I do a lot. In this case, more book-writing time was spent recording a song in the style of ‘Blackbird’, in which I impersonated Sir Paul singing of his fondness for crumpets:


Paul McCartney Crumpet Song

I like crumpets

Gimme some crumpets

Stuff the doughy holes in my holey hole

Get some hummus in those holes

With Marmite, alright.

Everybody jump, it’s time for crumpets

I’m a crumpet-baking strumpet

If you don’t like crumpets

you can lump it

Hummus and Marmite are oozing from crumpet holes

As I stuff the crumpets in my gob

I like them light but chewy

Fluffy but gluey

Dense but airy

Tiny bit scary

Munching crumpets is my favourite job

For the Showstopper Challenge, we’d been asked to create a tribute to a favourite celebrity in the form of a pie. My first thought was to do something Bowie-related, but that seemed a bit obvious; I’m always going on about my relationship with David Bowie and his music, so I tried to think of other ways to interpret the brief.

Then, a week before the Bake Off recording, I was out walking with my dog friend Rosie when I was struck by one of the only flashes of inspiration I’ve ever had. There in the blue sky above a field of gently undulating Norfolk wheat, I clearly envisioned a cherry pie with a phallic, juice-spattered creature erupting from the centre, and I knew then that my Bake Off Showstopper would be a tribute to a notorious scene in one of my favourite films (Alien, that is, not American Pie).

I knew my idea would be difficult for someone with my lack of baking skills to pull off, so in the days that followed, with guidance from Christine, a family friend and baking genius, I made several attempts at constructing a pastry baby alien that resembled the bitey little dildo creature from Ridley Scott’s masterpiece. (If you’re reading this book, Christine, I’m sorry your name is in the same sentence as the phrase ‘bitey little dildo creature’.) Each pastry alien looked great in its uncooked form, but after a few minutes in the oven, they all fell apart. Then I hit on the idea of modelling the alien around a rigid, unripe banana stuck into an empty glass spice jar to help it stand upright in the oven.

This time, with the help of some wooden barbecue skewers, the ribbed alien sections stayed in place around the banana and baked nicely. Once the alien was drizzled with cherry juice and standing in the exploded central flaps of the pie, I marvelled at how successfully I’d been able to realise my vision. I felt sure that upon seeing the finished Alien pie, not only would Paul Hollywood want to shake my hand, as he does whenever a Bake Off contestant has impressed him, the brilliance of my creation would move him so deeply that he’d hug and kiss me too, as Noel Fielding, Prue Leith and Alison Hammond looked on and clapped, and then joined in with the hugging and kissing, though not in a way that made me feel unsafe. Once the programme was broadcast, the internet would unite in its unequivocal appreciation for me and the Alien pie; Ridley Scott would get in touch, begging to appear on the podcast and offering me a role in an underwhelming Alien franchise movie. And maybe at long last, I’d even get the call from Taskmaster.

All I had to do to turn this dream into reality in the Bake Off tent was to make the Alien pie in exactly the same way I’d made it in our kitchen at home.

It all started well enough. On the first day of the two-day shoot, my crumpets were decent, if a little too salty, and Alison and Noel enjoyed my Paul McCartney tribute song. Despite a sudden bout of hay fever brought on by the exotic plants growing near the tent, I was feeling chipper and not significantly threatened in the competitive stakes by my fellow bakers, comedian Tommy Tiernan and singer Rebecca Lucy Taylor, also known by her stage name Self Esteem. Actor Meera Syal was more of a problem, as she evidently knew what she was doing and produced crumpets that everyone agreed were beautiful and delicious. Still, none of that mattered because I had an alien in my pocket.

The Technical Challenge on the afternoon of day one was to make a Lambeth cake, a three-tiered sponge construction with a filling of homemade lemon curd and buttercream icing that needed to be just the right thickness and consistency to hold the sponge and the filling in place and prevent catastrophic subsidence. How hard could it be? I just needed to follow the instructions. But after a couple of lapses in concentration, I ended up with a lopsided mound that looked like Norman Foster’s London City Hall ‘Snail’ building plastered with yellow Polyfilla.

The thing that none of us contestants had properly appreciated was how much time during each challenge would be taken up with talking to the camera crews that roamed between the workstations. One of these followed Alison Hammond and Noel Fielding as they bantered with the bakers about what they were up to in their professional lives. At the same time, another crew, led by the Bake Off ‘Story Producer’, checked on how each contestant was progressing with the challenges. Following a recipe while chatting to a TV crew might not sound like the ultimate test of human ability, but for me, a ball of self-conscious angst at the best of times, it felt like walking a tightrope over a pit of metal spikes while being tickled with a feather duster. While making a cake.

Day two was given over to the four-hour Showstopper Challenge, and I arrived at the tent feeling confident, reminding myself not to lose perspective. We were here to help raise funds for cancer research; everything else was just a bit of fun. Oh, who was I kidding? This was an opportunity for baking immortality, and for the sake of my career and my self-respect, I couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.

Not even 20 minutes into the challenge, my pastry dough was feeling weirdly sticky, and when Paul Hollywood passed my workstation, stuck his finger in the lump disdainfully and moved on without comment, I was rattled. I added flour, kneaded for a while, then stopped, worried I was overdoing it. The last thing I wanted was to be too kneady.

By the end of the first hour, I was calmer. The rest of the pie had come together as I had hoped, and I was sculpting the baby alien when the story crew returned. I waffled to them and then to Alison Hammond about my love for the first Alien movie, name-checking the entire cast and eulogising over the brilliance of Ridley Scott’s direction and H.R. Giger’s creature and set designs, before going into detail about the impact it all had on me as an impressionable 13-year-old. Alison and the crew smiled and nodded as if to say, ‘None of that’s making the edit.’

With pie and alien finally in the oven, I excused myself to walk briskly over to the mobile toilets outside the tent. There, I looked in the mirror as I washed my hands and was alarmed by the state of my puffy, hay-feverish eyes. However, I still felt confident that the disappointment of the Technical Challenge would soon be erased by the sight of a pastry xenomorph bursting from the centre of a beautiful cherry pie.

I was only gone a few minutes, but when I returned to the tent and saw the story crew hovering by my station, I knew all was not well. ‘I think you’d better take a look in the oven, Adam,’ said the story producer with an expression somewhere between amusement and concern. Bending down, I saw through the oven glass that the alien had pitched forward in its jar, and the thinly rolled pipes of dough that formed the details of the design were sagging or had fallen off, while the thicker cylindrical base section was in the process of sliding away from the banana to join the bubbling goo on the oven bottom. Had the dough been too thick? Was the oven the wrong temperature? Was the banana too ripe?

‘Can you tell us what’s happening, Adam? What are you going to do? Can you tell us what you’re thinking?’ said the story producer as the camera moved in for a close-up of my puffy face. ‘Fuck’ is what I was thinking as my dreams of a Hollywood handshake, Ridley Scott casting call and Taskmaster booking began to disintegrate. I struggled to keep my expression fun.

With time running out, the next few minutes were spent trying frantically to salvage a few parts of the alien and attach them to a new banana, but each piece of pastry crumbled, and soon all the intricate sculpting that I’d hoped would so impress the judges lay strewn around my workstation as the camera crews watched from a respectful distance. Noel sauntered over at one point, but on seeing my pained expression he ushered the crew away, saying, ‘He’s gone. He’s in the Herzog zone. We’ve lost him.’

Time was up. We were told to step away from our creations. I lifted what remained of the alien carcass, by now just a baked banana with a curved pastry headpiece, and stuck it in the middle of the pie, where it stood for a moment before wilting slowly until prone. The crew filmed as I watched, apparently weeping. I explained that it was the hay fever. ‘Sure it is,’ said Rebecca, who came over and put a sympathetic arm around me. At that point, she represented the last of my Self Esteem.

So anyway, that was another couple of weeks when I didn’t get much book writing done.

* * *

In Ramble Book, I wrote about growing up in the 1980s, becoming friends with Joe Cornish and Louis Theroux at school, watching a lot of 80s movies and getting into David Bowie. I wrote about how Rosie changed my life, the challenges of being a parent and a husband, and I wrote about my dad, Nigel, aka BaaadDad, who died a few weeks before Bowie in late 2015, and the determination he grew up with to climb the social ladder and give his children every opportunity in life, even if it came at the expense of his own financial security and ultimately his marriage.

My mother never got to read Ramble Book, the audio version of which was released in those early lockdown days of April 2020, but I think she realised there would be a lot of stuff about Dad in there, and maybe she felt a bit sidelined or disappointed by my patriarchal bias. A month after the audio-book was released, Mum died, which seemed a bit much. If she’d wanted me to write more about her, she could have just asked.

Mum didn’t die of Covid; her health was deteriorating before the pandemic took hold, but lockdown didn’t help. And if it weren’t for the lockdown, would I have spent so long marinating in grief as I sorted through all of Mum’s belongings in isolation back in Norfolk? I even managed to extend the process by digitising and archiving not only the many boxes of photographs my parents left behind, but also the thousands of hours of video I’ve shot over the years, sending me on a rollercoaster of reminiscence that weaves throughout this book.

My relationship with home video started in the early 1980s when, in his capacity as travel editor of the Sunday Telegraph, Dad was lent a portable VCR and video camera, and as a 12-year-old TV junky, I pounced on it. To begin with, I mainly used the VCR to record my favourite comedy programmes: The Young Ones, The Comic Strip Presents, Not the Nine O’Clock News and Monty Python. Then, when I became friends with Joe Cornish, we used the camera to record ourselves imitating many of those shows and then experimenting with our own spoofs and sketches.

Joe and I filmed each other clowning around right the way through school and on into our twenties, when home video led us into an unorthodox showbiz career that blossomed in the late 1990s. That was when we made The Adam and Joe Show, British television’s first homemade entertainment programme, though don’t bother googling that claim; you’ll just get a load of hits for shows about DIY.

Google might also inform you that another frequently asked question on the same topic is: ‘Are Adam and Joe still friends?’ Well, I hope so, although I don’t know how he’ll feel about some of the stuff in this book, in which I describe how two foolish 20-somethings with a fondness for taking the piss out of pop culture came to turn their friendship into a job, which, as well as happy times and wonderful opportunities, brought painful tensions that, having watched Wayne’s World, we really ought to have seen coming.

It wasn’t all competitive stress and wobbly voices, though. As you’ll read, Joe and I made valuable contributions to the field of pissing about over the years, not just on television but on the radio and, before most people even knew what they were, in podcasts. I’ve also written about meeting and even becoming friends with some of my musical heroes, and how my mum’s death and the ongoing adventure of marriage and fatherhood have encouraged me to try putting away at least some childish things in the hope of becoming a slightly less mediocre person.

Who needs self-help books when you’ve got Buckles? Here we go …
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Chapter 1

Haunted Boxes

[image: An illustration of a pig figurine and a conch shell]




A couple of years ago, a listener sent me some T-shirts they’d made with some podcast-related phrases printed on them, like ‘Let’s Have a Ramble Chat’, ‘MYWIFE’ and ‘Shall We Go for a Walk, Rosie?’ My favourite was the even more prosaic ‘I’m Still in the Process of Sorting Through My Parents’ Belongings’. As the T-shirt maker correctly identified, over the last decade I’ve probably used that phrase more than Rick Astley has said ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’.

At least when my dad came to live with us we’d sorted through some of his stuff before he arrived. When Mum died in 2020, the lockdown made it harder to travel to her place and figure out what to get rid of and what to keep, so I just got everything boxed up and sent to us in Norfolk, where I could go through it all when I was ready. By that point, Dad had been dead for five years, and I still hadn’t finished going through all his shit. Now I was adding another lifetime’s worth of shit to the pile.

Sarah suggested I hire one of the professional house clearance companies that claim to remove the belongings of a departed loved one ‘sensitively’. They set aside anything they’ve been specifically instructed to keep, recycling and donating to charity where possible. As for all the non-recyclable stuff, which presumably would be the vast majority of Mum’s belongings, that would be ‘insensitively’ shoved into bin bags, which would then be dumped in another part of the planet with all the other rubbish we don’t want to think about anymore so everyone can move on with their lives.

After a parent dies, getting someone else to deal with as much of the clearance as possible is sensible advice, but as with a lot of sensible advice I’ve received over the years, I decided to ignore it. It wasn’t that I hoped to discover valuable collector’s items or priceless jewellery in among Mum’s stuff, it was more that I couldn’t bear the idea of letting go of something she would have wanted to pass on, something she felt would brighten our lives as it had brightened hers, something she hoped would help keep her memory alive. But mainly, I suppose, I couldn’t bear the idea of letting go.

Her house in the pretty Berkshire village of Sonning on Thames was small and usually uncluttered, so I was shocked when the removal van arrived and I saw how much was inside. I guess she’d stuffed a lot of things in the attic.


Stuff

There were mountains of clothes. Dresses I remember her wearing on family holidays, the outfit she wore when I got married, the soft sweaters of her grandmother years, smart jackets for the Conservative Association all still smelling of her perfume. There were boxes and boxes of books – a more entertaining and varied selection than Pa’s – and also a few dozen classical and jazz CDs, along with all the compilations I’d made Mum as Christmas presents over the years.

Then there was all the furniture. We made room for the big white Welsh dresser in the kitchen, and a couple of chests of drawers made their way to the hall despite Sarah’s concerns that the house was beginning to look like an antiques shop, but there was no room for the rest. So I dragged as much as I could into the flat to join the few non-skip pieces Dad brought with him when he had moved in with us, feeling as I did so some comfort in reuniting items that I remembered being part of the family house when we lived in Earl’s Court.

There was the corner cupboard that had once stood in Dad’s family home in Cowfold before making the trip to Earl’s Court, then to Clapham where, to Mum’s horror, debts forced us to downsize. There, in heavy boxes, were the bound copies of early twentieth-century editions of Punch magazine that lived on the lower shelf of the corner cupboard. As I put them back where they belonged, I leafed through a couple for the first time since I was a toddler, when those weird cartoons and that tiny text had mystified me so thoroughly. They hadn’t got funnier. I dragged in the chest of drawers that used to be in Mum’s bedroom, the one I used to poke about in when Mum was out, hoping to find Christmas or birthday presents, finding instead The Joy of Sex wrapped in some Laura Ashley curtain material.

Box after box reminded me how much Mum had appreciated anything decorative. The brightly coloured dresses, the jazzy handbags, the flowery flip-flops, the gaudy bangles, earrings and necklaces, all of them made the trip. If anyone out there is involved with a theatrical production about flamboyant upper-middle-class women in the Seventies, get in touch. I can sort out costumes and jewellery for the entire cast.

It was important to Mum that the space she lived in looked good. I think that’s where I got the urge to decorate every room I ever had and why the set of The Adam and Joe Show looked the way it did. Dad’s interior design instincts were more practical, as was evident from the place he moved into in Newhaven after the split. His philosophy was, why spend money on furniture when you can find everything you need in a skip? Mum found that depressing. When we moved to the semi in Clapham, there was no money to get professional decorators in, so Mum did what she could herself, stripping away textured wallpaper and repainting, removing the tatty hardboard panels that ran up the sides of the stairs, then sprucing up the bannisters beneath and fixing up the old mantlepiece in the living room. But there was only so much she could do, especially with Dad so indifferent to her efforts. When she moved into her place in Sonning, she relished the freedom to make each room in the little house and every inch of the tiny garden delightful.

Several boxes were filled with the many decorative trinkets, or objets, that Mum had collected over the years. A good proportion of these were themselves little boxes. Silver boxes, ceramic boxes, wooden boxes and enamel boxes. A couple contained picture hooks, buttons and screws. Another contained the sixpences Mum used to put in the Christmas pudding, but most were empty. Also there, wrapped in packing paper, were several marble eggs and a bunch of marble grapes, presumably bought on holiday after a boozy lunch, because when else does a sane person think, I simply must have those eggs made of marble! Now if only I could find some marble grapes?

I don’t mean to mock Mum’s objets. After all, what kind of mystifyingly pointless shit will I leave behind? An inflatable Flintstones movie Bam Bam club. Framed Adam and Joe photos and magazine covers (so many that the people at the framers in Norwich started giving me looks). Broken iPods. Hundreds of every kind of USB cable. Hard drives filled with files for my YouTube videos. CDs, DVDs and cassette compilations. A framed paper plate signed by Harry Hill (with a very flattering message about one of my live shows written on it, although he only wrote the initials ‘HH’, so at the framers I was forced to say, ‘Oh, the paper plate, yeah, it’s a silly thing a comedian gave me. Do you like Harry Hill?’).

Another packing box was full of pig figurines and conch shells wrapped in newspaper. Back when Mum and Dad loved each other, her pet name for him was ‘Chancho’, Spanish slang for ‘Dirty Pig’. She would buy little pig figurines for him as love tokens. Dad’s pet name for Mum was ‘Conchita’, from the Spanish word for ‘seashell’, hence the collection of conches. At Mum’s memorial service, an old friend of hers, slightly pissed, asked with a lopsided grin, ‘Do you know why your father called her Conchita?’

‘It means shell, doesn’t it?’ I replied.

‘Yes, but it’s a conch shell, which, if you look at it, is actually rather rude!’

Great. Thanks for that. Now every time I see a conch shell, I’m going to think of my mum’s fanny.

When I got around to looking through Mum’s boxes of admin I felt like a burglar at first, but that gave way to a strange sense of stepping into her mind in a slightly Being John Malkovich way, and I spent several hours poring over the files where she’d stored her bills, bank statements, hospital appointments, minutes from meetings of her local Conservative Association, every Christmas card she ever received (thousands), letters from her mum, letters of sympathy after her sister Heather was killed in a road accident soon after Mum moved to Sonning to be near her, letters from other bereaved people thanking Mum for her condolences, filled with the set phrases everyone uses to get beyond not knowing what to say. Now and then, someone goes off-piste. ‘I can’t imagine ever being happy again,’ says one letter.

Two large boxes were filled with stacks of embroideries that Mum had done – she took the hobby up after she and Dad separated. There wasn’t much freestyle work, but they were beautiful, evidence of hundreds of hours of labour, much of it undertaken, I imagined, in front of the TV with a glass of white wine on the go. The Christmas after Mum died, Sarah had some of the embroideries made into cushion covers, which are now piled on the kitchen sofa where Rosie currently reclines in comfortable splendour. The best, most thoughtful present. 



Get Back in the Moment!

The boxes that took by far the most time to sort through were those that contained photographs in the form of slides, packets of negatives and plastic shopping bags filled with prints.

There were slides from before she met Dad – a part of her life I knew nothing about. There were cake tins filled with very old photographs of relations, some dating back to the 1890s, including several of my grandfather, whom I’d never actually seen a picture of before. There were photos from our childhood that hadn’t made it into the family albums that Mum put together. Some were blurry, some too dark, many featured sitting room walls with a few heads ranged along the bottom of the frame, as if Mum hadn’t bothered looking through the viewfinder. She could be very artistic and always encouraged my efforts in that area, but she was not a gifted photographer.

I bought a good scanner and some professional software and started digitising in earnest, dabbing each slide and negative strip with a cotton bud dipped in cleaning fluid before loading them into the scanner in batches of 12 at a time. As the light bar clicked and groaned across the slides, I was jonesing for my next time-travel fix. Sometimes, I was presented with scenes from Mum’s life before she had children, a world of beehive hairdos, groovy dresses and unfamiliar men. Other times, I’d be blasted back to weekend outings from boarding school in the early Eighties, brown cords, red sweatshirt, Brighton in the rain, melancholy picnics on the South Downs before being returned to the ‘reformatory’. Then, a photo of Mum holding me, maybe a year old, outside a Winnebago on the Texas border, and I thought of her saying to me and my brother and sister after Dad died, ‘When you were little, they were the happiest days of my life.’

A few weeks into my photo archiving mission, Sarah came and visited me in my Nutty Room, and seeing me hunched over the light box I’d bought, squinting at another set of negatives and looking mournful, she asked if I might be in danger of wasting time in the present by spending so long combing through the past. I said she should tell that to historians. ‘You’re not a historian, though, love.’

‘We’re all historians,’ I said. ‘Whether we like it or not. The present is all about the past.’

Sarah blew on her tea, probably wondering how she was going to deal with the incredibly heavy slab of truth I’d just dropped on her.

‘Anyway, I don’t have a choice,’ I said. ‘These photographs are little pieces of Mum’s life. I can’t just throw them out without even looking at them.’

‘Well, you can,’ said Sarah, before telling me that her mum once cleared out the attic and then put most of what she found there on a bonfire, including several boxes of photographic slides that were decades old. She hadn’t even looked through them. I pictured the transparencies buckling and contracting in the flames and felt a bit faint. How could someone incinerate all those captured moments and deny themselves so many opportunities to find meaning in the past, even if it did come at the expense of living in the present?

Perhaps amnesia is preferable to constantly tripping up on old times? As I searched through Mum’s haunted photo boxes, I kept thinking of Doug Coughlin, the gruff Aussie bartender and mentor to Tom Cruise’s character Brian Flanagan in a film that has taught me many valuable lessons: Cocktail. Coughlin delivers a series of no-nonsense aphorisms that he calls ‘Coughlin’s Laws’ for his protege to live by, and his last is ‘Bury the dead, they stink up the joint’.

Still, the thought of throwing out the rest of Mum’s photos sight unseen felt wrong. Though some had provoked painful nostalgia, I’d also had a few moments in which I’d squinted through a magnifying glass at a sepia-toned print, and on meeting the gaze of one of Mum’s relatives staring out at me from 50, 100 or even 150 years ago, I’d felt charged with a sense of connection, a feeling that we live on in each other, and that photographs are a big part of that immortality. Doug Coughlin would have scoffed, but he was a self-confessed ‘logical negativist’. I’m more of a deluded hopefulist.



A Sweet Ghost

Along with the photos Mum had taken were all the pictures I’d sent her of my children over the years, including a few I hadn’t seen for a while, and off I went down more memory tunnels. I stared for a long time at one of my eldest son, Frank, then aged eight, pressing the button at a pedestrian crossing in Anaheim, California. His hair was a tousled mop, and he was wearing a green Vampire Weekend hoodie, which I’d given him the previous Christmas, keen to encourage his interest after he’d said he liked a couple of their songs.

It was just after dawn on the first morning of a family trip to Disneyland. Sarah hadn’t been keen on the idea of holidaying out there, but I’d pushed for it, determined to recreate memories of family trips from when I was little; Dad’s travel journalism had got us to Disneyland on several deliriously happy occasions.

Jet-lagged, I’d woken at three that morning, and when I found that Frank was also up, we decided to go on a supermarket supply mission while the others were still sleeping. There was a Food 4 Less about a half-hour walk from the hotel, so we set off down one of Anaheim’s soulless highways with Frank skipping ahead in the early morning gloom, pirouetting about like Michael Palin’s ex-leper from Life of Brian.

In the vast, harshly lit supermarket, we located nappies for his baby sister, then tossed the pack between us in the empty aisle. When it hit the back of my head, Frank’s gap-toothed laugh warmed up the place. By the time we got outside, it was light.

On the walk back to the hotel, we passed a Dunkin’ Donuts and bought a selection. Back on the pavement, between mouthfuls of doughnut, Frank said he could recite the track listing for Back in Black by AC/DC, which he proceeded to do, with only a slight, shy hesitation when he got to ‘Let Me Put My Love into You’. Every moment of that morning mission had been a joy.

I thought of Mum holding the photograph in her well-manicured hands and staring at it the way I was now, then tucked it back into the stack.



Exotic Mum

In more cancer-friendly times, I always tanned quickly, and in Mum’s photos from our family holidays my skin is sometimes dark enough for me to pass as Mexican. ‘You’re brown as a berry,’ Dad would say with a smile, then nodding in Mum’s direction, ‘It’s because you’ve got a touch of the tar brush.’ Dad was fond of the notion that Mum’s Latin American heritage made her ‘exotic’. I should have cancelled Dad immediately for peddling racist tropes, but as a boy, I too relished the possibility that Mum’s Chilean identity made me a little more ‘exotic’ than most of the white, middle-class Brits I grew up around.

But if you’d ever bumped into my mum in her heyday, with her twinset and pearls and an English accent like Margo, the posh neighbour in one her favourite TV sitcoms, The Good Life, then you’d probably have come away thinking she was the whitest, most middle-class (sorry, Mum, upper-middle-class) British woman you’d ever met. You might also think she was ‘glamorous’ – when people sent me condolences after she died, that was the word most often used to describe her – but you probably wouldn’t go for ‘exotic’, and not just because you wanted to avoid sounding creepy and racist.

To creepy little racist me, Mum was at her most exotic when she and her similarly glamorous older sister Heather got together, drank wine and gabbled in expressive Spanish, punctuated by peals of laughter and, in the old days, the occasional drag on a ciggie. Mum had stopped speaking to me in Spanish when I was two, after English friends suggested it would hinder her young son’s development, so I never understood much of what she and Heather were saying, but that only added to the exoticism. In truth, however much Dad and I enjoyed her superficial foreignness, there had always been a big part of Mum that was more British than the average Brit.

She was born in 1939 in the Pacific coastal city of Viña del Mar, which translates as ‘Vineyard of the Sea’, appropriate given her lifelong fondness for wine. Several of the plotters of the 1973 Chilean coup d’état are said to have come from Viña, though I doubt they hung out with my mum’s family, the Birrells. They were part of an exclusive community, many of whom had British parents and grandparents, and in the Birrell house, where English was spoken as much as Spanish, the kids grew up thinking of themselves as ‘bi-national’.

In among Mum’s boxes, I found a handful of sepia-toned photos of my grandmother, Gladys, as a young woman. In every shot, Granny wears a sad smile. She even looks a little worried in her wedding portraits, though that may have had more to do with trying to support the weight of a dress and headgear that look like a design collaboration between RuPaul and H.R. Giger.

I only have vague impressions of Granny. There were a couple of trips to Chile to visit her and my uncle Clive (no local names for the Birrell family, thank you so much), and then there were a few weeks towards the end of the 1970s when, wheelchair-bound, quiet and delicate, Granny stayed with us in London. She seems to have spent most of her time writing long letters on thin paper in a precise, only slightly spidery hand, all of which I found in rubber-banded bundles in one of Mum’s boxes.

My grandfather, George (known by his middle name Adam or ‘Addy’), died years before I was born. On the rare occasions that Mum talked about her family, she described Grandpa Addy as far more confident and carefree than Gladys. Studying the stiffly posed portraits of Grandpa’s wealthy-looking family in the late 1800s, I can see something fun and mischievous in his expression. ‘You’d have loved him,’ Ma would say of her dad. ‘You’re very similar in many ways.’

According to Mum, Grandpa Addy made a lot of home movies with his Super 8 camera, then screened the results for the kids on his projector. I, too, am a home video enthusiast and have also forced family and friends to view the results on many occasions. Grandpa was also well known for having a great sense of humour, which I do too, and I have several awards to prove it, though admittedly I haven’t been given one in a while. One of Mum’s old friends also told me that Grandpa Addy had been known to amuse the kids by putting on make-up and women’s clothes and pretending to be his sister. I’ve been asked to stop doing that.

Grandpa also loved music, which I do too, though he was a jazz nut. As a younger man in the 1920s, he and a couple of friends played in a band that would perform at local events and parties in Viña. They called themselves the Synthetic Syncopators, a self-deprecating name that acknowledged they were, in every sense, pale imitations of the contemporary artists they revered: Louis Armstrong, Sidney Bechet and Duke Ellington. I like to think that at a time when racial segregation was still the norm, Grandpa’s appreciation of jazz indicated that he was more liberally inclined than many of his contemporaries. He was, after all, broad-minded and confident enough in his youngest daughter’s intelligence to let Valerie drop out of school at 15 when she complained she wasn’t learning anything. That doesn’t seem typical of most conservative fathers in the 1950s.

As I was having this thought, I came across a photo of Grandfather Addy from 1927 posing with his bandmates at what looked like a children’s party in Chile. ‘Synthetic Syncopators’ was painted on the bass drum, and all the band, including Grandfather, were wearing blackface. On the back of the photo, Grandma had written, ‘George in his negro band’. On the news that night in June 2020, protesters were pulling down statues, and I wondered if I should burn the picture of the Synthetic Syncopators or, at the very least, write something on the back to put the photo in historical context and enable future generations to see Grandfather Addy as something more than just a terrible racist. But then what do I do with the video of me pretending to be Michael Jackson when I was 14, having darkened my skin with burnt cork as per Mum’s suggestion? Don’t mention it in this book, that’s for sure.

So did Mum go and grab life by the throat when her racist dad let her drop out of school? Well, she was hired as a secretary in a large British tobacco company in nearby Valparaíso, which probably meant she got some free ciggies, but it was a few years before she landed the job that would change her life and lead to the beginning of mine.

At the age of 20, with help and encouragement from her sister Heather, Mum became one of the first Chilean ‘stewardesses’ for the state-owned British Overseas Airways Corporation, or BOAC, which later merged with British European Airways (BEA) to become British Airways. Many of Mum’s flight attendant years, between 1960 and 1966, were spent in a De Havilland DH.106 Comet 4 flying the route from London Heathrow down to South America, but it was on the inaugural flight of BOAC’s new Far East route in the early 1960s that she met my dad. In Tokyo, they bumped into each other at an embassy party, and Dad was smitten.



Glamour Girl

One of Mum’s old friends once said that by her flight attendant years, ‘Valerie had emerged as a very attractive woman despite having been a little overweight in her adolescence.’ Mum’s friend wasn’t trying to be mean. Valerie hadn’t been made to feel bad about being ‘a little overweight’ as a young teen; it was simply a fact that she was. But I’m sure Mum did feel bad, especially in the 1950s, when a woman’s physical appearance was even more central to how they would be treated by most of society than today. Even I felt bad when I was at boarding school in 1981 and beautiful Tamsin Tucker told me I’d be quite good-looking if I slimmed down. For some people, those moments can mark the arrival of a self-consciousness that will whine like tinnitus with varying intensity for the rest of their lives. Perhaps I should sue Tamsin Tucker for historical infliction of anxiety? Or at least start a petition to get her fired? On the other hand, would I want to be sued for all the things I’ve said over the years that inadvertently hurt people?

Mum’s life certainly wasn’t ruined by her body consciousness, but it was an aspect of her personality I was aware of from a young age, and it was certainly one that I absorbed myself.

For most of the 1970s, going to the gym and talking about ‘nutrition’ was something only weirdos and Californians did, so Mum tried to stay slim and maintain her looks by following faddy advice from women’s magazines and the Daily Mail. Later on, she relied on Weight Watchers, diet shakes, lunches of crisp bread and lettuce leaves and a variety of skin-toning strategies. On days when Dad was away, as he usually was, I remember Mum in the basement kitchen of our house in Earl’s Court repeatedly patting the underside of her jaw and holding out her arms at right angles, describing little circles with her hands. In the evenings, as a special treat, she might watch TV with a glass of wine as a small electric current pulsed through the muscles in her tummy, thighs and underarms, delivered from pads connected to a big battery pack that she wore on a belt, like a kinky commando. These and other weight-loss gadgets were in her boxes, carefully wrapped in plastic bags should one of her children or grandchildren ever feel the need to gently electrocute themselves in the pursuit of hotness.



Luv

A stack of more recent photographs included several snaps of Mum in her






Oh God, More Photos
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