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			Dedication

			Dedicated to everyone who gave me a chance. To everyone who laughed. To the people who inspired me: my wife and children; Mum, Dad and Sis; and my friends.

			Big cheers to you, for reading and listening to my book.

		

		
			Introduction

			So, yesterday I had a good meeting about doing a book. (Possibly this book. If you’re reading this then, yes, it’s this book.) It’s funny that I went into a meeting about doing such a project when I’m actually dyslexic. One of my friends questioned me about the notion. ‘You’re doing a book …?’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ I replied.

			‘What, is someone writing it for you?’

			‘No, I’m writing it. It’s my book, about me,’ I said.

			‘But what about the spelling and the whole dyslexia thing?’ she said.

			‘I’m sure the people who publish the book will check all of that,’ I said. So, from the get-go I apologise if there are any typos or spelling mistakes. There shouldn’t be, as I’m sure the book-making fairy has checked through it all. Big cheers to the book-making fairy. Hurrraaaah!

			I’ve written books before – seven, if I’m blowing my own trumpet – but never about me, Leigh Francis. Not many people in public actually know me. They know me as Keith Lemon, Avid Merrion, the Bear, possibly as Amanda Holden’s gran Myrtle.

			No, this book is about me. Not in character. Many people still don’t get that Keith Lemon is not my actual name; he’s just a made-up persona, his backstory all written, based on a collection of people I know. His name is taken from a lifelong friend I’ve known since I was about three or four, so, yes, Keith Lemon is a real person, but he’s my mate in real life, and nothing like the TV character I portray. Well – maybe a few traits here and there. The blond hair and ’tache was a look that I saw on a random man in a bar on holiday.

			It was the late Nineties the first time I became Keith Lemon – maybe ’97? God, that seems like a lifetime ago. Back then I actually used to wear a brown curly wig, very reminiscent of Bobby Ball from Eighties comedy duo Cannon & Ball, who I used to watch on telly when I was a kid. Then I got my hands on a more realistic wig: blond, with a lace front! If you’re not familiar with wigs (and I expect you’re not), a lace-front wig is basically like mesh with hair woven into it, so it looks real, I guess. When I say woven, I don’t think that’s the actual term. Because that makes it sound like I had a basket on my head. It’s just a more realistic wig than the clown wig I’d previously worn. But, let’s face it, that’s what Mr Lemon was, a clown! The whole nature of the character is just about fun. The look of Keith changed again when I did a show called Keith Lemon’s Very Brilliant World Tour in 2008 – a spoof travel show, in which I had to convince people that Keith Lemon was a real person as I travelled the world ‘in character’. That’s when I dyed my ginger locks blond and grew a real ’tache rather than wear a stick-on. I lived the character. Just as I did with celebrity-obsessed Avid Merrion. That haircut was his, not mine. I went to so many meetings, spoke to so many people in real life, in character as Avid. The Bear character started off as a human, too. His name was Barry Gibson, inspired by a kid I went to school with. Myrtle, Amanda Holden’s gran, is a mash-up of my mum and my mother-in-law. None of them are me, none of them are real, but they all come from real life somehow – all inspired by people I’ve seen, met or know.

			Most of the characters I’ve played have had something in common. They’re odd bods, in some way quite socially inept. I don’t think I’m odd in any way. I don’t think I’m socially inept in any way either. I think I’m quite a friendly man who has an addiction to shopping for toys and clothes. Yep, toys. Mostly movie toys and things from the past. I saw a poster in a gift shop the other day that said, ‘Don’t grow up, it’s a trap.’ That rang so true for me. I don’t want to grow up. It basically means: act a certain way, look a certain way, don’t be silly. But I love being silly and pretending to be other people. A critic in a newspaper once called Keith Lemon a ‘pretend person’. I think he meant it as an insult, but being a pretend person has done me very well and I’ve had a great time pretending, which I guess is what acting is, isn’t it? Maybe that’s what the critic meant – that I was just pretending, not acting. But who cares? I bet I can pretend better than him. Maybe I’m pretending to be a writer right now. We all pretend; I just made it a job. But because it’s silly pretending, critics look down on it as not acting. I wonder when pretending becomes acting …

			I felt I was acting when I played Myrtle in the show I did with Amanda Holden in 2021 called The Holden Girls: Mandy & Myrtle. Three hours of getting into make-up every day, one hour to get out of it. I felt like I was acting my granny pants off. Out of all my characters, Myrtle was the furthest away from me –

			Hold on, my wife is shouting at me now …

			I’ve shouted at her back, but she’s not replied … Hold on …

			OK, I’m back. She wanted me to pick up a parcel from 17a. It was a pair of leopard-print heels. They’re nice. Not for me, for her. She did a little fashion show in them; she’s still got her workout clothes on and no make-up. That’s the thing about Jill, she’d look ace in a bin bag. I love my wife so much. I am often told I’m punching above my weight, and I am.

			Anyway, where was I? Rather than being sat at a desk, I’m leaning on a bean bag typing on my wife’s laptop. I’m wearing glasses, cos I’m old and have to wear glasses now to read and such. Speaking of which, I can’t believe I’m fifty. God, life goes so quick. So far, I can’t complain, though; I’ve had a pretty good time. On the surface I always like to project that I’m happy, but I’m not always happy. If I do get a bit down, I just try to look on the bright side of things and have a word with myself. Remind myself that I own a sofa, that there’s a tree in my garden, that I have a garden. I can remember when I was a kid thinking, Wow, my mum and dad own these things. Imagine owning a sofa and a tree and a garden. And a house! How the hell do you make enough money to buy a house? Madness.

			So, yep, if I’ve had a pretty rough time in the press and online or something, I can get a bit down. You see, I create characters, and the telly landscape changes all the time, and I don’t think anyone sets out to upset anyone when they’re making a TV show. Why would you? Generally, jokes are intended to make you smile, and hopefully laugh. The end.

			Of course, there’s many different styles of comedy: satire, political, slapstick, lampoon, etc. I guess I come under lampoon. I don’t really do impressions as such, though. I generally look at the world and flip it on its head. Everything I do, or have done in the past, has been skewed or ‘daftified’. I’m extremely daft, but daft these days seems to be taken very seriously. That’s OK, though; it’s part of why we’re all here, to get better, to learn and do other things differently, to be more mindful. But it can sometimes feel like it’s the worst thing you could ever do, to try to make someone laugh.

			You’ve just gotta learn the new landscape. It’s not too difficult. I do hate it, though, when people say, ‘Have you gone woke?’ I’m not even sure what ‘woke’ means. I’m just doing what I’ve always done, but now things are done differently, which is good. I changed my mind about what I thought was funny when I had kids. I can remember being asked by people – punters, people online, on Twitter and Instagram and stuff – if I was told to water things down. I wasn’t at all. I just changed. When I was a kid I wouldn’t think twice about jumping a ramp on a BMX, but I wouldn’t do it now. I still haven’t grown up, though, and I don’t want to. It’s just good manners to say thank you, please and sorry.

			So, first off, this book is going to be a positive one, OK? I’m not gonna write about people who are horrible or whatever, even though that’s a question I often get asked. ‘Who have you met who’s really been up themselves or rude?’ It’s strange that people are obsessed with the negatives. The truth is, most people I’ve met in the world of ‘showbiz’ have been nice or as expected. That’s about as negative as I’m going to get. It’s said all the time that entertainment is a small industry, but it really is. You always hear rumours about people, and you don’t know what’s actually true until you meet them. Also, you don’t want to judge someone on just one meeting. I’ve met people who weren’t that fussed about meeting me and the next time I’ve seen them they’ve been really pleasant. Maybe they were just sussing me out at first. Maybe they’d heard something about me and had preconceived ideas – which is understandable, but I’m really not any of the characters I’ve been in the public eye; there are plenty of things I’ve said in character that I wouldn’t say as me.

			The other question I get asked a lot is: ‘Where’s Holly?’ How would I know in that instant where exactly Holly Willoughby might be?! But I do see her every now and then. I read some story in 2023 that we’d fallen out, because I was at the National Television Awards and so was Holly, but I’d publicly said I’d not seen her since my birthday. So, for the record, I have seen her, she’s doing well, and she is lovely. We had what I call a ‘Davina McCall hug’ (it’s when Davina hugs you for a long time). I’m now sat in my kitchen, aware that soon I’m going to have to take my new dog, Olive, for a walk. She’s a cavapoochon and looks like a tiny dog in a ginger bear suit.

			I’ve spoken to a few people who have written memoirs and they all talk about how emotional it is, looking back at their lives. I can imagine it. But also, how much do you share with people and how much dirt do you dish? As I said, I don’t really have any dirt on anyone, although I’m not very good at keeping secrets, so if I did, I would dish it. I’m just gonna tell you what I can remember – no slurring. This is not a book about ‘C**ts I have known’. That’s the title of a friend of mine’s memoir if it ever happens. But that’s not me. If I have any negative thoughts about anyone, I throw them away in my mental negative-thoughts bin. My mum always said, ‘If you haven’t got anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.’ Never a truer word spoken.

			But when you’re on the telly people say this and that about you, and treat you just like a pair of jeans, a product, rather than a human being. Whether it’s trolls saying, ‘When did you wake up and realise you weren’t funny any more?’ or, ‘I thought you were funny till you turned woke and apologised,’ or, ‘I wish you were dead,’ or, ‘I’m planning your demise,’ or it’s the press saying all kinds of things that just aren’t true, it’s not a nice feeling at all. I guess it’s all part and parcel of doing this job – you put yourself out there to be scrutinised – but up until a few years ago I’d avoided any kind of public flogging. I often think now, Is it worth it? Should I just get back in my cave? What effect does it have on my kids? Especially as they’re older now. That stuff is out there for ever. People used to say, ‘Today’s news, tomorrow’s fish-’n’-chip paper,’ but if it’s online that means it’s there for ever. Whatever the platform, it’s probably best not to respond because it just fuels the fire, and the press love the idea of another celebrity feud. For the record, then, on my side anyway, I’ve never had a feud with anyone. They might have had a feud with me, but not me with them.

			So I guess this memoir is almost like being in a reality show in book form, but I’m the producer, so hopefully I’m not just editing bits together to be the panto villain. I can’t imagine that anyone who hates me or wishes I was dead will be reading this. There’ll definitely be a book critic who writes a long paragraph saying this book is shit, though. There’s always someone who thinks you’re shit. We all have our opinion of people and sometimes that opinion isn’t positive and definitely isn’t kind. It’s crazy when people hate on the likes of Taylor Swift. I’ve never met her, but she seems nice, and she’s incredibly talented, yet she gets hate. My late good friend Caroline Flack knew about this all too well. Caroline was savaged by social media and the press. I always just knew her as Little Flack. She was a lovely sprite of joy. Whenever I walked into a room and heard her laughter, it would bring a lovely sense of familiarity and glee. I knew the evening was going to be fun; I had a friend there. She was always laughing and dancing. Always excited to find love. She would often tell me she had a new boyfriend, and I would always hope this was the one for her. I never thought what happened would happen. It’s so strange. It’s also weird that Caroline left us with one of the most profound hashtags ever: #Bekind.

			I always try to be kind. My job is mostly being silly. I pretend to be other people in order to make people laugh. I play dress-up. I wear masks and wigs. I don’t have a real job. I don’t clock in or clock off. I have irregular work hours. It’s the same job but different all the time. Luckily, I don’t feel like I always have to be ‘on’. But as soon as I leave the house, I have to be nice. I’d hate anyone to say that they met me and I was rude. Which is the same as any other job, I guess, except that mine is so public. We all project different versions of ourselves at work. It’s only at home when you’re 100 per cent your real self, where hopefully you’re surrounded by people who love you.

			I don’t even take myself seriously enough to call myself a comedian – I never have. I’ve always just called myself … a telly wanker most of the time, depending on who I’m speaking to. Sometimes I say I’m a telly dingbat rather than a wanker. God knows what my wife thinks when she reads any horrible shit about me. She’s the one who knows me the best and I bet she could write a better book. Or maybe not? Just like with everything I’ve done in the past, I’m just gonna wing it and see where it takes me. I’ll be honest (not nasty) and straight, not in character, just being me. Someone said online the other day that I’m boring as me, but how do they know if I’m boring as me? I’ve never been me on anything. Not many things, anyway. They don’t know me—

			Oh no, I’ve just had a thought. What if that was one of my mates who does know me and was just being honest about me, and I am actually boring? I don’t think I’m boring. I think I’m pretty normal. Especially compared to some of the people you might see on telly, who come across normal, but behind closed doors they’re as normal as the Incredible Hulk in heels with a northern accent buying an A-Team van with chocolate coins from Michael Knight, who didn’t actually have an A-Team van because what he actually had was a black 1982 Pontiac Trans Am car called Kitt. Which could talk! With a posh accent! But in this world of comparative abnormality, Kitt doesn’t talk with a posh accent. He has the voice of a Disney dog and he’s got a mouth full of sprouts … See? I’m normal!

			Obviously, none of what I just said was normal. But I am normal. I’m as normal as a cuppa tea and biscuits, me. I just sometimes choose not to be straightforward.

			Anyway, so, here’s everything I can remember up to the present day. I was going to call this book LAF, or Life as Francis – that’s what they called me at school: Francis, Franny, Eyes (my middle name is Izaak, hence Eyes, I guess. Leigh Izaak Francis). Oh, and I’ve been called Ginger Bollox many times, too. Ginger C**t, Ginger Bastard, Fat Ginger Bastard – all the ginger stuff. But I ain’t moaning about that. I am ginger. Ginger and proud. It’s nothing to be not proud about. It’s just a hair colour. So, anyway, let’s start with my first memory: being circumcised when I was three.

		

		
			1

			The Chop (Not to Be Mistaken for the Snip)

			So, here’s the first chapter. Obviously, they said yes to the book, cos here you are reading it.

			Life began being born, obviously, back in 1973 in Leeds General Infirmary. I can’t remember being born – imagine how weird that would be if you could remember being born. Being pushed out of your mum, being slapped on the back so you start crying and they know all’s good with your vocal cords, having your umbilical cord cut – that life tube where you get all your food … Aarrrrrgh … That’d panic ya. Then not being able to see properly, because it’s all blurry. You can’t see it, but you know that you’re covered in white sap all over your body cos it’s all so sticky. Then the panic of doing your first poo, which is black like tar, and a total stranger cleaning it up for ya. I remember doing that with my first daughter. Never seen anything like it – it’s like lumps of oil. Arrrrrrgh, I’m leaking oil!

			I hope my daughter wasn’t crying when she first saw me because her dad was ginger. Apparently, my mum cried at the fact that I was ginger. That’s not a good start, is it? Perhaps she was instinctively preparing me for future ginger abuse later in life. Both my daughters have been hit with the ginger gene – one more than the other – and the teasing has already begun. Told them they’ve just got to wing it. For a while in the public eye, I called my kids Jeff and Bob, but it’s out there now that I have two daughters, Matilda and Dolly – both a bit like me and both a bit like their mum. Pretty obvious, I guess.

			So, yeah, it’s a pretty traumatic experience being born, isn’t it? No wonder we have no memory of it. It’s just blocked out against our own will. Or maybe you can remember it? But to be honest my first memory isn’t much less traumatic. It’s a hospital adventure. I was in there, aged three, having the chop. Not the snip, the chop. The eradication of your willy sleeve, your hood, your foreskin. That’s right, that’s my first memory. Why was I having the chop? Well, I didn’t know for many years, in fact, why I was circumcised. I just knew that a lot of other boys in my year were also circumcised. My mum, Pat, who I love dearly, always said it was just the trend back in the early Seventies. Plus, apparently, according to my mum, I couldn’t keep my hands off it, which meant I had a lot of infections, so here I am telling you, I have no foreskin. And that is my first ever memory.

			I remember lying in a sink full of blood. God knows what they used to take it off with back then – a spoon? There must’ve been complications because I can remember being on the sofa for a while, like weeks, wrapped up in a multicoloured crocheted blanket – a blanket I’d later discover was the same one as Roseanne’s from the sitcom Roseanne. In the show she used to have it laid over the back of her sofa, and it used to blow my mind that we had the same blanket as her. I just couldn’t get my head around it. I also remember my older sister, Shamain, having the same jumper as Sarah Greene from the Saturday-morning TV show Going Live! It puzzled me. How has my sister got the same jumper as someone from the telly???

			In my little head, anyone from the telly was some sort of superior human. They didn’t wear the same clothes as us mere mortals, us regular working-class people, so how did my sister get her hands on the same jumper as Sarah Greene on the telly (who, as a kid, I also fancied)? I can still remember the jumper. It was like an oversized, woolly, cream-coloured, high-neck jumper, with a picture of a blonde lady’s face on it with a high ponytail and the ribbon around her ponytail was an actual ribbon sewn onto the jumper. The telly was a magical thing, filled with magical people – telly people. It seemed so far out of reach, a completely different world. At that point it never crossed my mind that one day I might be a ‘telly person’ myself.

			Going back to ‘the chop’, yes, there must’ve been some complications, because when I got to the age of nineteen my mum asked me if everything was OK downstairs. I was helping her unpack her shopping from the car. The car boot was open, and I was leaning in trying to carry as many ASDA bags as I could. The heaviest ones, obviously. The overfilled bags were all ripping like they were made out of chewing gum. People were walking past smiling to say hello when suddenly, out of the blue, Mum said, ‘Is everything all right down there?’

			‘Where?’

			She gestured to my faculties.

			‘Your tail.’ She always called it a tail. Yes, a tail, like a dog or a cat has. That’s possibly where I got the term, ‘My tail’s popped out,’ when I was the Bear in Bo’ Selecta!

			She continued: ‘Because when you had your operation the doctor said you might have problems with your projection – ya know, when you’re peeing.’

			We’d never had this sort of chat, but I’m not easily embarrassed. When we had the birds and the bees chat, she just said, ‘Do you know what happens?’ And I just said the quickest yes of my life.

			So, there I was, holding about five carrier bags, and I said to my mum, ‘Have you waited till I was nineteen to ask me if I could pee properly? No, I can’t pee – all these years I’ve just been peeing down my leg.’ Mum looked concerned. She’s never been a great detector of sarcasm. ‘Of course I can pee!’ I said, and then we had a good laugh about it.

			My mum was always laughing; she still is. I remember us once laughing so hard we were all rolling about on the floor – I can’t remember what at, but I always feel lucky that I had a good childhood. There’s a bunch of old photos of me and my sister in a street of terraced houses. We originally lived in Armley in Leeds, on a road called Albany Street, up until I was about two or three. There’s a couple of blurry old photos in my mum’s photograph album of me naked in the street. I recall my mum saying that as a little kid I would often get naked and, sure enough, in the photographs I’ve got my hands on my ‘tail’ – hence the frequent infections, hence the chop. Not the snip, of course. The snip is a vasectomy, not a circumcision in which you could possibly end up on the sofa wrapped in the same blanket that Roseanne from the telly had on the back of her sofa …

		

		
			2

			A World Before Star Wars

			So, I grew up in Leeds with my mum, Pat Ann Francis, my dad, Thomas Spencer Francis (everyone just called him Spen), and my big sis, Shamain Gwendolyn Francis. We always had a dog – Suzy, a white Jack Russell with a black patch on her eye. I loved that dog. Unfortunately, one day she ran out of the house and got run over. That’s my first memory of any kind of loss. We then had Mitsy, another Jack Russell, that used to bite everyone, and soon after Tilly. I’m not sure what breed she was, but she was a ginger dog, very placid, with really bad breath.

			From Armley – which never had a reputation for being a desirable place to live, but things may have changed now – we moved to Old Farnley. I live in London and have done for twenty-eight years, but people often think I’m from Morley. Not sure why; up until a while ago, when I was filming there, I’d never even been there before.

			My dad was a dustbin man in Morley. He would leave for work very early in the morning, looking like he was in costume as a dustbin man – flat cap and everything. He went through a period of always wearing a flat cap, almost like a stereotypical Yorkshireman, then one day he stopped wearing it. Likewise, I can’t remember him wearing denim that often, then suddenly he wore jeans and a denim jacket. My dad liked clothes, and he was really good-looking. He wasn’t a tall man. In fact, he would often say he was five foot eight, but I was (and still am) five foot seven and I was a bit taller than my dad. He had light brown hair in a side parting, and for years he had a moustache. I think that went when he became more stylish. He loved a good pair of boots, too, and a brogue shoe. How about a brogue boot? Now we’re talking.

			My dad had the hands of a man who worked hard. His fingers were stained yellow from smoking, something I don’t think he liked – the yellow fingers it gave you, I mean, not the smoking, which he did quite like. He also had tattoos, which I don’t think he liked. It’s funny because he didn’t look old at all – I’m older than him now – but my dad had the appearance of a ‘dad’. Like it was a badge. He had a dad belly, which I would tease him about. But he was a proud man, well liked, and funny. When I was a teenager my dad and I would clash, but all in all I had a really fun childhood. Both my parents were wonderful. I’m so grateful for them.

			And then there are my lovely friends, who I’m still friends with today – the real Keith Lemon being one of them. Again, the character I created of Keith Lemon wasn’t much like the real Keith Lemon, it was just a shout-out to him. But his mum did always say to me when I left their house after playing there, ‘If I don’t see you through the week, I’ll see you through the window.’ I don’t actually know what that meant but I borrowed that phrase, too.

			Back then in the Seventies fashion was of no interest to me at all. I had a Superman sweater that I loved and an Action Man T-shirt. I have a picture of myself with Keith and my mate Daniel and another friend, Nicola; we all look like we’ve got homemade trousers on. I actually did. My mum made my trousers, with elastic backs. Keith always had a unique style and would regularly wear a bow tie. I also remember a badge he always had pinned to his jumper, with a character on it from The Beano or The Dandy. I used to say that Keith looked like Kenneth Williams from the Carry On films, and he would proceed with his Kenneth Williams impression: ‘Oooh, matron.’ Keith was always funny. All my friends were funny. I just had the balls to be funny in front of an audience. Ha.

			I went to nursery in Wortley, near an ASDA where we’d do the weekly ‘big shop’ on a Thursday. Thursday was also fish-’n’-chip night in our house; it was never fish-’n’-chip Friday, it was always on a Thursday. I don’t know why. So, after buying loads of food for the week, we’d go and buy more food in the form of fish ’n’ chips.

			I can’t remember too much about nursery if I’m honest, apart from not being so happy about being there first thing in the morning, then gradually I’d start to enjoy it, then my mum would pick me up. I can remember her picking me up as plain as day, the big double doors of the nursery flinging open, and my mum standing there like an angel in a beige raincoat, with yellowy-blonde short hair, smelling of the cold fresh air as she picked me up. At last, she’d come to save me.

			It wasn’t the first or the last time she’d come to my rescue. One bonfire night, I was wearing a bear suit (ironic, really). It was like some kind of brown furry onesie with ears. We always had a bonfire on the grass verge at the side of the green when we lived on a street called Bawn Avenue. From the beginning of time, we’d all go collecting wood with friends and neighbours. This was something called ‘chumping’. I don’t know if it’s a term known anywhere else but that’s what we called it. It’s a nice word, I think, ‘chumping’. We’d eat baked potatoes and parsnips. Everyone would bring their own fireworks, all controlled by the dads. So the fire was lit, mostly made up from wooden pallets, then the fireworks began. Everyone was ‘ooooing’ and ‘aaaaahing’ at the fireworks purchased from the local SPAR shop. You’d write your name with the sparklers, slightly scared. I always enjoyed the Catherine wheel that was nailed to a plank of wood hammered into the ground. A rocket shot into the sky with a whooooooosh. That’s the noise they make, isn’t it? Then suddenly, my pocket was on fire. A random rocket had shot into my pocket! Bizarre that, isn’t it? A rocket in my pocket – standard. Literally Standard. The box said Standard fireworks on it. That was the brand that we always got. Not sure it still exists. We’d get a Standard selection box that came with a couple of fountains, a Catherine wheel and a couple of sparklers. Anyway, my right leg was now on fire and my mum came to the rescue and threw me to the ground and shook me about till the flames had disappeared. See, she was exactly like an angel. I was very lucky I didn’t have any burns or anything. All I did was cry a bit and decided that that year’s bonfire night had come to an end. That’s after I’d eaten a bit more of my flapjack.

			I remember a kid at nursery having a Captain America figure that I was quite envious of, as I was really into superheroes. Spider-Man was my all-time favourite, and he still is. My mum always tells people that she once found me climbing a high wall opposite our house. She shouted to tell me to get down and I replied, ‘Don’t worry, Mum, I’ve got my Spider-Man suit on.’

			I had quite a lot of superhero figures when I was a kid – again, I still do. I haven’t really grown up. If I couldn’t get a new toy when I was a kid, I often had a tantrum and threw myself on the floor. My mum says I was quite a handful until I was about four. I can remember going shopping with her and she’d often treat me to a little toy of some kind, normally in the form of an action figure, but not when we’d first get into town, because as soon as I’d got a toy I’d often just want to go straight home to play with it, and I’d complain as my mum took me around Leeds Kirkgate Market.

			I actually quite liked walking around Leeds Market, though. It felt vast. It was quite grand and gothic, both on the inside and outside. This was years ago, but even back then it felt really old, like you’d time-travelled to Victorian times. It felt quite like Mary Poppins’s carpet bag on the inside. There were quaint stalls that sold flowers, fruit and veg. The sounds of people selling their goods. The bellowing of, ‘Pound of mush! Pound of mush! Come and get your mushrooms!’ From the outside as you entered, you’d hear a man selling the Leeds Weekly News, shouting, ‘Leeds Final!’ in a voice that could well belong to a goblin. Passing through the haberdashery section where my mum would buy cottons and fabrics, there was the section that sold confectionary. We’d often buy half-price Easter eggs, which they sold when Easter had finished. Then there was the meat market, which smelt like the inside of a hamster cage. At the back there were clothes stalls. I remember seeing a shop that sold a replica Michael Jackson ‘Thriller’ jacket for £99. It hung there like an iconic magical piece of wonderment among the other random nondescript jackets, all shiny red with black accents. There was also a black version with red accents. It was like it was calling to me. Buy me. Buy me. One day that will be mine, I thought. Oh yes, it will be mine. Or most likely the grey bootleg Michael Jackson ‘Thriller’ sweatshirt with a picture of him transforming into a werewolf that looked more like a cat will be mine. Priced only £4.99. Oh, and I’ll have that grey bootleg E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial sweatshirt, please, Mum, which I’ll never take off and wish I still had, and those A-Team tracksuit bottoms. I wore those grey A-Team jogging bottoms the first time I got into breakdancing (more on that later), and before I got my first Adidas tracksuit.

			In the centre of the market there was a café where we all used to get a giant chip butty, chips all falling out of the side of the bread cake – or bread bun or bap. Back then it was called a bread bun. It was always busy in there, so you were lucky to get a seat inside what looked like a wooden cabin. We’d rush in and get a seat and Mum would go to the front and order for us. When the big floury bap arrived, it looked like it would feed the whole family – it was huge – but we’d each have our own. I would smother mine with ketchup. Not Heinz, but cheap, vinegary, pissy ketchup from one of those red squeezy bottles with the white lids. Lovely times. After that it was time to go home. Just one more look at that Michael Jackson jacket …

			Apparently after four years old I just turned; I was no longer a handful, I was a good kid. Maybe it was the threat of being locked in the toilet … This one time when I was having a particularly bad tantrum my aunty Josie told my mum to lock me in the toilet. She only ever did it the once, or maybe twice. I guess she felt guilty about it, but once or twice was all it took. Or it could be that I discovered Star Wars and became totally obsessed. (Again, I still am. There isn’t much from my childhood that I’m not still into. I still buy tiny plastic men; I still play dress-up but now do it for a living; I’m still mates with my school friends.)

			I first saw Star Wars when I was four. Funnily enough, it wasn’t the first film I ever saw at the cinema, though. We started going to the cinema when I was around that age, and we only ever went on a Friday. Fish ’n’ chips on Thursday, cinema on Friday. The local cinema that we went to was called the Lyric. It was in Armley and had the nickname ‘the flea pit’. It was really old. As well as the smell of popcorn, it also had a pissy smell to it, and there’d be a cloud of smoke hovering above you, as you could smoke in the cinema back then. Isn’t that crazy? There was a tiny booth that sold sweets and snacks and a little window display showing stills (lobby cards) of whatever film was playing.

			So the first Friday film I saw was Bambi, quite a dark film about a deer that has problems walking on ice and hangs out with a rabbit called Thumper. It was a double bill – it felt like we were at the cinema for ages. The film before Bambi was called The Life and Times of Grizzly Adams, loosely based on the real life of a nineteenth-century frontiersman called James Capen Adams played by Dan Haggerty. Basically, it was about this guy who looked like Santa and lived in the woods with a bear and was falsely accused of murder. Weren’t things dark back then for kids? I also remember seeing Watership Down around that time and being a bit disturbed by that. If you’re not aware of it, it’s an animated film about rabbits. It’s a bit sad. But I loved the cinema, everything about it: the smell of the popcorn, the carpet, the hollow air.

			So, it’s 1977, I’m four years old and I’m going to see Star Wars with my mum, dad and sister. Star Wars was everywhere. When I say everywhere, I’d seen the trailer and there were posters and ads in the newspapers. That was everywhere back then. I didn’t really know what it was, but in the same way that the Michael Jackson jacket called to me, so did Star Wars. I’d already loved the experience of seeing Bambi at the cinema, my introduction to the wonderful world of the big screen, but Star Wars was something completely different. I wasn’t particularly into baby deer learning to walk and falling about on ice, but I was into space. That was the question kids my age asked back then: what do you like most, space or dinosaurs? I just couldn’t wait. It was like a real event. It was reported on the news that people were queuing around the block for it. That happened a lot back then, people queuing up for the cinema, but not at our local, as they always got the new films a bit later – and late we were. We got there after the start time and missed the beginning, but you could just sit there and watch the film again without buying another ticket! If you wanted, you could stay in there all day but pay for just one ticket! I was already disgruntled that we’d arrived late, but my dad said, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll just watch the next showing up to what we’ve already seen, son.’ Wow. I’m going to get to see Star Wars twice. But always true to his word, as soon as we’d got to the bit we’d already seen, my dad said, ‘Right, that’s it, we’ve seen up to here. Let’s get off.’ What? What? No way was I leaving. This was the best thing I’d ever seen. So what followed was probably my last ever tantrum. I clung on tight to the seat in front of me as my dad grappled to pull me out of the cinema. Then I got the stare and stopped. That might also have been the first time I got the stare. My dad rarely raised his voice and I never got smacked, but that stare … Oooo, you knew about it if you got the stare. If I pushed my dad too much, he would give me the stare and then just not talk to me. He’d say, ‘Go speak to your mum, we’re not friends.’ That killed me. I hated not being friends with him. I’d just do all I could to win him over so we could be friends again – be as good as I could be, not ask for anything, and everything would be OK again. But that day was it: I became a Star Wars kid. I think being so focused on Star Wars took up all my energy. I got so much joy from it that I just stopped being a little shite.

			The whole of my dad’s side of the family lived in Stockton-on-Tees. There was my gran and grandad and my three aunties, Nancy, Honna and Paula. My grandad was of Romany gypsy descent; I never knew him to live in a caravan, although there were pictures of him from when he did live in a caravan on my grandma’s kitchen wall. It was one of those old ones with the curved canvas roof, with ornate flowers and swirls painted on it. The kind they have in the old black-and-white 1940s Universal Monsters Wolf Man films where he goes to see the old gypsy fortune teller and she sees the pentagram on his hand, the sign of the beast, and tells him whoever is bitten by a werewolf becomes a werewolf themselves, and that he has the curse of the werewolf.

			It might be a romantic notion for some people now, but as a kid I was a bit embarrassed about the whole gypsy thing. My dad had another sister who lived in Leeds, my aunty Gloria, who loved the idea of the gypsy lifestyle and left her house to live in a caravan, but as a kid I was always worried what people might think. Anything that wasn’t the norm back then, you were slated for it. If you wore a certain item of clothing, maybe a jacket, it could be deemed as gay – ‘Ha ha, your jacket is gay!’ A gay jacket? Your bike could be gay if you had BMX pads on it. It often made me wonder how an inanimate object could have any sexuality at all. If you had inexpensive trainers on, they could be branded ‘gypo trainers’. These terms were thrown around a lot, but back then it was like Lord of the Flies and there was little in the way of any political correctness. We were just kids, and you were ripped for anything and everything. I guess nowadays it’d be called ‘banter’. But if anyone back then knew that my aunty lived in a caravan I’d have had it! I’m sure I’d have been called ‘gypsy rose Leigh’ or something. If gypsies or travellers ever pulled up near where we lived, there were always worries that it would cause trouble – I guess that was the prejudice against the gypsy community. I think as kids we feared them, maybe? We’d play chicken, seeing who dared get the closest to the gypsy site. I was worried I was going to get asked in for a cuppa and then everyone would know my family secret. It’s not an issue for me now, but I used to be very secretive about the connection. I think around the time Celebrity Juice exploded, one of my aunties tried to sell a story about it to the press. That’s when I told my mates. They didn’t care, I guess because they were adults by then, but when you’re a kid, other kids will rip the shit out of you for anything, and I was already ginger; I didn’t need the gypsy name-calling as well. ‘Francis, ya ginger gypsy!’ It wouldn’t bother me at all now. I’m very happy with who I am and what I look like, my background and everything. I have a lovely family and friends. And as for taking the piss and name-calling and stuff, it means nothing when it’s from the people who you love, because you know they love you really.

			Anyway, I’m going off track. So, we’d visit family in Stockton and there was this amazing toy shop there called Leslie Brown’s. I don’t know who Leslie was but that’s what the shop was called, and it sold every toy you could think of – it was wonderful. It was often quite busy. It was a bit like a smaller version of that toy store in Home Alone 2. Maybe I’m blowing it out of proportion, but I have very fond memories of it and that’s where I bought my first ever Star Wars figure.

			It was C-3PO. I got him because I thought he was actually made out of gold. He looked like it. And if he’s made out of gold, how come he’s the same price as the rest of the Star Wars figures that are just plastic? I want him. Although I did stare at the whole display for ages. All these amazing figures straight out of the movie. I marvelled at them. I think Star Wars may have dictated future friendships at school too. If you collected Star Wars figures then that was it, we were buds. I loved toys so much as a kid, and I still waste too much money on them. I keep them in my room of shame, where I keep all my toys.

			Sometimes I think, Why have I collected all this shit? But that room is full of memories. I still have that C-3PO figure. And I still have my Worzel Gummidge figure with changeable heads. (Worzel Gummidge was a TV show about a talking scarecrow that would get up to all kinds of mischief.) My mum was a cleaner at school, so she would set off in the mornings before me, leaving the house clear. When it was coming up to Christmas I’d run upstairs and look under her bed to see if there were any Christmas presents hidden there. I played with that Worzel Gummidge toy for weeks before Christmas morning. On the TV show, Worzel was played by Jon Pertwee, father of Sean, who I’d later work with on the Channel 4 show A Bear’s Tail. I remember showing Sean that I had a doll of his dad. He seemed a bit stunned … Not sure if ‘stunned’ is the right word, actually. ‘Perturbed’? He was a little freaked out about it, but then said, ‘I get it, I get it now.’ He realised that a lot of what I do on telly is inspired by my childhood. I’m just a big kid who’s lucky enough to play on TV.

			Anyway, I would play with that Worzel Gummidge toy, then pop it back into the packaging before my mum came home from her cleaning job. Then I would get off to school.
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			Leigh T. The Extra Testicle

			So, it’s still the Seventies and I’m still a little ginger kid who likes Star Wars, superheroes, The Muppet Show, Elvis – oh, and of course Worzel Gummidge. I’m at Old Farnley primary school. It’s a short walk from home at the top of the hill. My main group of friends consisted of Keith, who you’ve already met, Robbo, Daniel, Danby and Smitty. There was also Dalesy, John Dickinson and Mark Ather. I can’t actually remember a time when we weren’t all friends. I can’t remember how we all became friends, but friendships happen fast when you’re a kid. They don’t always last a lifetime, but luckily, in my case, they have.

			Dalesy and Ather lived close by on a street up from ours; I think it was Whincover Road. Keith lived at the top of the hill, right by the school. Daniel, Danby and Smitty lived a bike ride away on Water Lane, and Robbo lived near those guys a bike ride away on the Tong estate, which, if you were on your bike, you’d ride through at the speed of light, as it wasn’t the friendliest estate by any stretch. The point is that we all lived near each other. Keith would miss out on the chat on the way home as he lived right near the school. So, we’d drop him off first. I think John lived on Cobden Road, and he would just wander
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