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Fanny the Dog

‘Hello. I’m Nigel? Can I put my bike in your hall?’

There’s a pause while the woman who’s just opened the door stares at me slightly too long. ‘I’ve come about the room to let?’

‘Oh, yes of course. Sorry.’ She smiles. ‘Come in.’

I’ve cycled to Wandsworth Bridge Road after the evening performance.

It’s number thirteen – lucky for some. A four-storeyed, terraced house with two stone lions mounted at the top of the parapet wall. Most of these ‘lion houses’ have long been divided into flats, but this one has only one doorbell. Roberta shows me the large room on the first floor – looking onto the busy road at the traffic-light intersection with the New King’s Road. Then she shows me round the rest of the house. The ancient floorboards are ill aligned, with nails protruding dangerously at intervals. Some bannisters are missing, others rattle. The walls are a patchwork of scraped-off wallpaper and decomposing plaster. The old enamel bath has several blackened ulcers, and there are no lampshades on the bare bulbs.

Roberta is appropriately dressed for the late 1970s – tight jeans and a fluffy mohair sweater. With dark, red-dyed hair and deep green eyes. She has a cute, smiley manner, warm and reassuring like Una Stubbs, with a voice like the tones of a viola that she uses with such delicious precision I’m not surprised to discover she is a speech therapist.

She offers me soup; I accept. She leads me into the back room through a tiny kitchen which it would be kind to describe as unmodernised – uneven terracotta tiling on the floor, a square sink with clanking pipes coming off it, mismatched brass taps. The window looks onto a gravelly yard which has a few uncleared dog poos in it. A massive Airedale barks at our entrance, as loud as a Harley Davidson starting up.

‘Fanny! Quiet! Go to your basket,’ says Roberta, but the dog comes over and noses sloppily around my hand.

‘Is she really called Fanny?’

‘Yes, she’s not actually mine. My husband, well, ex-husband, left her behind, so now we’re stuck with her.’

I have to walk sideways around the circular wooden table, which takes up almost all the room, to sit down. There is not much light, but I can just see a cat enter from the slit of a side window, white and tortoiseshell. It curls itself around my ankles then hops up onto my lap. I’m allergic to cats, but I don’t say anything. The table tips as I Iean on it; it is only loosely connected to its central shaft.

‘I’ll take the room, if it’s still available,’ I say. There’s magic in the air.

 

Roberta told me later that she had already promised the room to someone else that day. But after Che Guevara came to her that evening, on his bicycle, she rang them back to say that it had gone. I did look like Che Guevara at the time; I had grown and trimmed a beard to match his and grown my hair to a suitably revolutionary length. All for a job of course. As one of the chorus of the original production of the musical Evita, I was understudy to the role of Che, being played at that time by David Essex.

My new room was full of the yellow light from the lamp-post directly the other side of the wide sash window. It was a large, empty space, bigger than I was used to, and the shadows of the plane trees in the road dappled across the ceiling. The bus stop was just outside, and the number 295 buses thrummed directly below while picking up and dropping off passengers. The bed was a peculiar piece of abandoned carpentry: one side rose up like the running board of a vintage car; the other side was where you got in. The whole construction stood about four inches from the bare floor. An attempt at 1970s style, but it had never been painted, and if you rolled over in the night you felt as if stacked on a shelf in a timber yard. The perpetrator was Roberta’s ex-husband. He had given up bed construction at around the same time he had given up her, the dog, the cats and the house. And Roberta’s two children from her previous marriage. But I loved my spacious, echoey room. Having been brought up in the polite suburbs, I imagined that now I could start living the wild, Bohemian lifestyle I craved, in groovy Chelsea. Or at least in Fulham, Chelsea’s less hip understudy.

The night I moved in we sat on her wonky sofa in the carpetless front room – after a supper eaten on mismatched crockery with an assemblage of cutlery which seemed to come from the 1930s. And we talked and talked. The conversation we started that Sunday night is still going on today. Roberta was thirty-eight, which seemed incredibly old to me then, at twenty-five. A thirteen-year age gap. A gap which seems to have shrunk over the intervening years. When you’re both ancient, who’s counting? Despite the age difference, we fit. But because of it, there have been some ups and downs.

It’s easy to imagine, when the undertow pulls you, that the things you have in common with someone have drawn you to each other – ‘You like chips, I like chips. Same!’ ‘I have a denim shirt, you have a denim shirt! It must be fate, we were made for each other!’ But that night we found so much that was shared it was uncanny. Food, theatre, books, jokes, the ability to talk and talk.

That first conversation went on past five a.m., when we decided to take a walk around Eel Brook Common, the stretch of green on the other side of the New King’s Road. ‘Fanny! Fanny! Over here!’ shouted Roberta. Of course, the moment the wire-haired Airedale was let off the lead, she had run off into the alleyway which led to the road and Fulham Broadway station beyond. Poor beast had only a small patch of city green to run around in and made the most of every opportunity. We walked briskly in pursuit. Under the plane trees, two men shuffled awkwardly apart and away into the shadows. This little common was a well-known haunt for gay men to meet, Roberta explained. It was 1978, and AIDS was just around the next corner.

November 1978; as long ago from today as the start of the Second World War was from then. The dance troupe Hot Gossip were at their peak, the BBC’s Black and White Minstrel Show had finally closed just four months previously. Hair was big, platform heels were chunky, Boney M. were in the charts, Butterflies was on the telly, Mrs Thatcher was leader of the opposition, and coffee was something you got out of a jar with a teaspoon, not from a barista. The Goodbye Girl, a romcom about a young actor who starts a love affair with his landlady, had been released in the UK that April. Ok, I thought, why not? ‘Keep on using me ’til you use me up,’ sang Bill Withers in my head.

After a very short while, I moved out of my room at the front and into Roberta’s at the back. It was a full house. Alongside us were Anna and Rupert, her children from her first marriage, then fourteen and twelve respectively, and her two other lodgers and, soon, Roberta’s half-sister Kim and her beardy boyfriend moved in. Even before that, things were never quiet. One lodger, Alex, an eccentric young guy in a Victorian cape with a cane, played his favourite songs – barbershop quartets from the 1920s – very loudly on repeat. ‘Little man you’re crying/ I know why you’re blue/ Someone took your kiddy car awayeeee.’ Competing with that was the newly released prog-rock version of The War of the Worlds coming out from Rupert, the pre-teen’s, room, Richard Burton’s majestic voice intoning, ‘No one would have believed, in the last years of the nineteenth century, that human affairs were being watched from the timeless worlds of space,’ with the added extra of the frequent barking of Fanny, set off constantly by the neighbour’s two dogs. The neighbour was a rock musician who practised with his amp turned up full. At night, the neighbours on the other side started up with their shouting. Or rather, she shouted in a high-pitched wail, while he mumbled resentful excuses. ‘Go to her! Be with her!’ the poor woman would scream, ‘Fuck her!’ then the sound of something being smashed against a wall, ‘And don’t come back here!’ But unfortunately, he did, often.

One of the ‘sames’ Roberta and I had discovered about each other during that first conversation was that we’d both had a chaotic recent past. After the end of her first marriage, Roberta had managed to buy this dilapidated house and put the children in it, but she had perhaps rushed too quickly into a second marriage. Her new husband seems to have been a little on the controlling side, insisting she wear certain clothes, and, on one occasion, locking her in her room for a few hours for hennaing her hair when he’d told her not to. He was not popular with the children either; once when he caught them reading in the night, he punished them by making them throw all of their books into the dustbin. Roberta had found herself fearful and none of them were sad when he’d moved out a few months prior to my arrival. He now lived directly opposite, on the other side of the busy main road, with his boyfriend. I neither knew nor asked whether he had recently come out or had been openly gay all along. He was a designer, and his new partner was a collector of objets d’art. The flat over the road where he now lived was fully equipped with matching everything: antique mirrors, minimalist sofas, leather and steel-rimmed chairs and angled downlights.

The first time I met him was a month or two after I moved in. I came home one day to find him sitting on a pile of Roberta’s pictures, rugs and cutlery in the downstairs front room, waiting for a friend to come and help him take it away. He’d sneaked in while Roberta was at work and the kids were at school. ‘Who are you?’ he said, bristling with aggression from atop his castle of furniture as I entered.

He was a large man, as tall as me, but more muscular. He had a squared-off moustache and was wearing a green bomber jacket, checked shirt, jeans and Kicker boots. It took only two seconds for me to consider it best not to say, ‘Roberta’s lover.’ I told him I was one of the lodgers. Fanny the dog completely ignored him. She rolled over in her creaky basket and turned her face to the wall. Perhaps she was afraid that he might remember she was meant to be his dog and add her to the furniture pile. But he seemed to have forgotten her.

I went upstairs to ‘my’ room and waited tensely for him to leave with all his stuff and go back to his new partner. I contemplated asking him to take the wooden coffin bed too while he was at it, but I figured that might wind him up further. I wondered what the real Che Guevara would have done – challenged him to a gunfight?

 

I was now spending all the money I had to try to keep the house from falling down around us. In the side passage outside, someone had left building rubbish, three bags high, piled against the side wall, blocking drains and causing damp in the back room where I’d had that cup of soup. The first job was to remove them, heavy lifting required. Then there was the dry rot which I discovered in the low-ceilinged cellar, where piles and piles of old papers and cardboard had been rammed up against the ventilation bricks. Cutting out and treating that was an expensive job, especially when the builder, in order to reassure us that the floor in the front hall was now secure, stamped on it with his boot and fell through to the cellar, taking all of the floorboards with him. Luckily he was unhurt, but we had to walk around the large hole he left for some weeks.

At one point, all the floorboards in the bathroom also had to be removed – ‘So if you don’t aim properly when you’re going for a piss, it goes straight down into washing-up in the kitchen below,’ I said in a later stand-up monologue. The audience laughed, imagining this was dramatic licence.

That initial connection Roberta and I had made remained strong, and we soon found ourselves inseparable, consulting each other on everything. I became part of her household, but it was still hard to make sure Fanny the dog got enough exercise; I was doing eight shows a week in Evita, and Roberta worked as a speech therapist and head of department for the NHS. She had to use her battered Citroën to drive to various outer reaches of London. We’d go to Wimbledon Common whenever we could, but Fanny mostly only saw the small patch of green opposite where we’d walked that first night.

Roberta was with me through the chaotic years that followed, the comedy years when everything I had expected might happen in my life didn’t – and a whole load of other stuff did. It helped that she could make up her own jokes and was a comedy fan with strong opinions on all of the acts and all of the programmes we made. Warm and funny, she became friends with all the gang and understood the rivalries and allegiances of our dysfunctional group. I’m sure people must have thought, Contrary to how he comes across, he must somehow be ok if he’s with her. There are some people who make more sense when you meet their partners, when you see them in tandem. I reckon I’m one of those.

 

‘So what exactly seems to be the problem, Mr Planer?’

‘Very stiff neck, can’t move my head more than an inch. Very painful all down my shoulder and arm.’

‘Yes, I see. So, what happened?’

‘A giant, twenty-foot chocolate éclair fell on my head.’

‘I see.’ Coughs. Looks around nervously to see if there’s an exit he can use if necessary. ‘Are you sure about that?’

It was made of foam. Not the sort that wraps things, not a soft top layer, no – it was the hard stuff you’d find at the core of a large foam mattress. It was about twenty feet wide by four feet deep and three feet across. And because I’m the tallest, I took the full weight of it on my head when they dropped it on us. Which they did without warning, by the way, in the rehearsal, so I hadn’t had time to adopt the ‘brace’ position. When you hear the word ‘éclair’, brace. Brace.

‘I see,’ says the osteopath, again not seeing.

This was just one of the many injuries we all sustained when filming The Young Ones, the anarchic TV series whose twelve short episodes – with their random éclair bombs and crazy cartoon violence – gave comedy culture a bit of a stir and a shake, resulting in a rather pongy cocktail. Ok, the cricket bats were made of rubber and sound effects were dubbed on to make the fighting seem more dangerous, but behaving like characters from an animation had its risks. Such as Rik (Mayall) and Ade (Edmondson) dropping from high up in the lighting rig and slamming onto the floor while fighting on a wooden platform that had been chained up over the set. I think the size of the impact frightened everyone that day. Or the time when the exploding oven had been packed with explosives twice, by mistake – once before the lunch break and once after – so that when Rik triggered the special effect he was blown backwards halfway across the room. It was the early Eighties, and Health and Safety hadn’t been invented yet. Nor had the idea that lunch should not include a beer or two.

But that was all to come. It’s hard to believe how quickly things changed. Looking back now at the 1970s, it can seem like a different era, but there were less than three years between my arriving at Wandsworth Bridge Road and the peak of what became known as the 1980s comedy boom.

I read recently that memory is a muscle. It’s not a filing cabinet where everything is put away in chronological order: it’s a string of associations, of triggers. If true, then I suppose, like all muscles, it can occasionally need physio when overworked. Organising my random recollections into some kind of coherent narrative has been like lying face-down for a deep-tissue massage and looking at the floor through that little hole on the table. Having Roberta nearby has been helpful; in later years she trained as a group analytic psychotherapist. She is used to remembering the minutiae of other people’s lives, the names of their children and where they went on holiday.
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Turn On, Tune In, Drop Out

What we had aimed at, at school, was to get away with hair that was over our collars and came down over our ears, even by a centimetre. By 1967, most teachers were ok with that; in fact some of the cooler ones – English, History, French – themselves had hair that dared to descend beyond the top of the shirt and even touched the tweedy sports jackets below. But there was one, an eccentric and disciplinarian Physics teacher who refused to lower standards or hairlines. He dressed and spoke like Jacob Rees-Mogg but burned with a far more terrifying energy. He rode his bicycle furiously as if he were in a chariot race and conducted lessons with an unstinting demand for neatness of presentation. He would have made a good commander in the Spartan army. I had stressful panics the night before Double Physics. Would my workbook be considered sloppy? Would my recent haircut be considered sufficient? Once, he threw me out of class for having a quarter-inch more hair than he deemed appropriate. He told me to go and have another haircut immediately. I went home in a sulk instead and moaned to my parents. The strange thing was that it was only under him that I ever achieved anything like a pass grade in a science subject. In fact, for two terms I came second in the class in Physics. Unprecedented and never repeated.

There were pupils at school who didn’t care about hair length or smoking cigarettes, or the fact that the Rolling Stones had just released Between the Buttons. They didn’t care who Number One might be in The Prisoner, or that there was a local cinema where you could get in to see Bonnie and Clyde even though you were obviously under sixteen. On the whole, those pupils were the ones who were doing well academically and in sports, while the rest of us loitered at the bottom of the class and were not picked for teams. Bunking off without being found out – that was the skill we tried to perfect. On a school cross-country run, my mate Dave developed sudden asthma, just at the right junction in the road so he could stop there and catch his breath by a large bush while they all went past. He then hid behind the bush and had a cigarette and half an hour’s lie-down, until a sufficient number had passed by on the return journey so he could join in again, panting, as the last stragglers staggered in. I know, because I did it with him. We didn’t come in last – that would’ve been too obvious. We stumbled in with a few hopeless cases behind us. And got a ‘well done for trying, lads’ from an earnest supply teacher.

I mention all this to try and identify an attitude. A bad attitude towards whatever was expected of us. A lame sense of rebellion without a cause. There was something rather British about the not-joining-in fuck-offness of it. The only area where I shook off this attitude was in acting and putting on plays. As with the sports teams, I wasn’t picked to be in the official school plays. However, there was an alternative space – a classroom off the main hall – where we put on our own productions. A sort of fringe theatre developed amongst a group of us. In terms of my academic work, they were probably right not to cast me in the main school plays, because at one point we were mounting two or more alternative productions a term. Once I co-wrote and produced a searing and too-big-for-its-boots satire with aspiring playwright Stephen Poliakoff, from the year above. Our comedy was all set to bring down the system. School reports would regularly say, ‘Could do better. If he stopped doing all that theatre.’

Just once, I did get a teeny part in a school production – two lines as the priest in As You Like It – and this was only because, seeing how pissed off I was not to be cast at all, Stephen generously offered me his part. He’s never offered me a part since. I made sure those two lines took up a good few minutes of stage time with shameless comedy business. And a lot of comedy props: a wonky sextant, a walking stick, a silly hat, a limp. I was merciless in pursuit of cheap laughs. The head of English, Mr Field, was not pleased, and I was never invited back to shine.

Rather like the so-called alternative comedians of the 1980s, who quickly became members of the Establishment, most of the long-haired rebels and ‘alternative’ types at my privileged school went on to mainstream careers. Among their number were those who are now a famous TV director, an award-winning animation director, a movie designer, a theatre impresario and a world-renowned rock ’n’ roll record producer. People often turn out differently from the expected. I was shocked to hear, for instance, a few years later, that our dynamic Physics teacher had met a tragic end in a pub at the hands of a London rent boy.

But by the time I got to Sussex university and the School of African and Asian Studies, I had forsaken my theatrical first love. I vowed not even to enter the Gardner Arts Centre, which housed the theatre there, and I was being what I thought was pretty cool: playing my guitar, writing songs about pollution and blending in as much as I could as a typical student. In the months leading up to my first term at Sussex, I changed my reading habits. Swept off the shelf were Peter Brook’s The Empty Space and Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares, to be replaced by Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha and Alan Watts’s The Way of Zen.

I had managed to get a room in a large student residence in Holland Road, Hove, which was owned – and heated – by the university. There were shared kitchens on every floor, where the fridges would be full of bottles of milk which people had dyed different colours in order to identify ownership and stop thievery. My girlfriend, Beth, from London, had been offered a place at Sussex and was intending to join me the following year. In the meantime she was going to visit her brother in South America and then go travelling for six months.

When, at the end of my first term as a fresher, my mates in nearby First Avenue mentioned that they would be one person short the following term, I gave in my notice at Holland Road. I hadn’t thought to ask how many other people the First Avenue guys had mentioned the spare place to, and when I came back at the beginning of the next term at least two other blokes who had also been offered the room showed up with their knapsacks. It was overcrowded and freezing. There was a large, street-facing front room with a high, corniced ceiling. There were no carpets and no heating. Only a small fireplace which we all huddled around smoking and drinking, on the kind of wartime sofa you might see abandoned in a street. To find your way to the sink in the minute kitchen down the corridor, you would have to forage through nasty aluminium saucepans with weeks’ old crusts on them. I tried to make sense of the kitchen so we could eat and got quite good at putting a load of onions in the oven then handing them out for supper. But when there was money, we went for a curry. I suppose you could call this my research period for making a BBC sitcom ten years later.

Three weeks into Beth’s Latin American adventure, she gave up and came home. She had decided she would like to live with me after all, so I invited her to come and join me in my now overcrowded accommodation. All in all, there must have been seven or eight of us living in a two-bedroom flat. Understandably, she didn’t fancy sleeping in a room full of boys on a mattress on the floor, so she and I took over the massive, freezing front room. I think she lasted until mid February before moving back to London, and I don’t blame her. Her London friends were by now going out with posh boys destined for Oxford or Cambridge, visiting galleries, having witty, ironic conversations and wafting around in flowery dresses with Pre-Raphaelite hair. Perhaps this is when my unreasonable chip against Oxford, Cambridge and all Russell Group universities was born. Irrational, begrudging and not even warranted, considering my own school background.

 

In those days there was no such thing as student loans – there was no such thing as student fees. So dropping out was easier than it might be nowadays. Somewhere in a folder in a box in a cupboard, I still have my student registration card of the time. I had taken four passport photos at a photo booth, cut them all into shards and then reassembled them into one horror-vortex face, which I pasted into the space on the registration card. When I was asked by my tutor why I wanted to leave the university, I took out this card and showed him the photo, thinking it would explain everything. I thought that was a pretty cool thing to do. He nodded sagely, or was it sadly, as if to say, Another one bites the dust, and agreed that it was probably best if I didn’t come back the following term. Perhaps my collage would have gone down better at art school. Yes, should have gone to art school. Damn.

Beth was disappointed, because she was about to start at the same university and had thought she’d be joining me when I’d sorted out some proper accommodation. Now she’d be starting alone. The following September, we did make a last go of living together in a village, in Sussex, while she went to university and I took a part-time job in the gardens of a local stately home. But most of the time I loafed around writing songs in the style of Leonard Cohen, getting out of my head and wishing I’d gone to art school.

I tried to be a country guy, I really did. I walked around on the downs. I visited a local hippy commune where children ran around naked among the chickens and there was always an enormous stewing pot of lentils spluttering on the stove. I tried unsuccessfully to grow a marijuana plant from seeds. I wore wellies and a poncho. I listened to The Incredible String Band. But this was all blown out of the water by Beth’s northern flatmate, Sara, who brought down south with her Curtis Mayfield and Stevie Wonder and Otis Redding albums, which it was impossible not to thrill to. I started trying to make ‘wukka-wukka’ sounds on my twelve-string folk guitar and singing in a higher, more energised voice. Paradigms were shifting, and it was not to last with Beth. One night I decided to leave her and her flatmate Sara to it. I had an old Ford Anglia car which I’d needed to get to work. I drove it back up to London, parked it and sneaked on foot into Richmond Park, lit a fire and stayed the night there, considering my next move.

The next day I turned up at the squat in Grosvenor Road, Twickenham, where Dave was living, and he agreed to let me stay in his room. But he’d changed quite a lot since our days at school. He had hardened, and, as I was to learn, had become acquainted with harder drugs. Sharing a room with Dave meant being introduced to some of his evening visitors and being witness to addicts who had run out of veins in their arms and had to search their ankles, or even once, an eyeball. But despite his dabbling in the heavy stuff, Dave had not become addicted himself. I don’t know how or why. He seemed to have a stronger will than most and knew when to stop himself. And as far as I know, he was not dealing. He was fastidious and clean, sweeping, making beds and tidying every day. Above the basin on the open landing, there was a hole in the ceiling rafters where Dave kept his toothbrush and soap.

Others were not so self-sufficient. Charlie the Lion, a magnificent-looking guy with a lion’s mane of hair and beard, succumbed to the heroin cravings and was arrested for robbing a supermarket to feed his habit. But Dave seemed to keep it together. On my first day as a Grosvenor Road resident, I accompanied Dave to the cash and carry in Teddington, where we loaded up my Ford Anglia with a bulk food shop for the community café he ran on the corner of the street. No lentils there. There was no hippy food among the real hippies. This community wanted English breakfasts, mugs of strong tea and toad-in-the-hole. Dangerously yang.

I helped out in the café, but in a fairly diffident way, like most of them, apart from Dave, who strove to make it a going concern, bringing in customers – not only the hippies from the squatted street but also British Rail workers from Twickenham Station, across the road.

 

To put it mildly, my dad did not think that dropping out of university was the smartest move. He tried to persuade me, from every angle he could think of, not to do it. Delay it. Change courses. Find quieter accommodation. As an immigrant, having bust a gut to provide an education and home, the idea of his son chucking it away was catastrophic to him. But he was a smart and patient fellow and never cut me off or put his foot down. He did not fall prey to futile authoritarianism and stuck with me. He always came to the shows I was in, even the ones he didn’t like, which tended to be the musicals and more mainstream stuff. His tastes were for the avant-garde, the off-the-wall and bizarre.

When I visited Vienna for the first time recently, I was surprised to find in every café the kind of food my dad would have felt at home with: goulash, frankfurters and potatoes, followed by pastries and hot chocolate with whipped cream. I think Viennese culture was aspirational for him, as it must have been for many Europeans before the war. The Austrian Empire fell two years before he was born, but Vienna was still seen by many as the ultimate peak of Western civilisation.

I can’t imagine what my dad thought of the new, macrobiotic food trends that were emerging at the end of the Sixties. At uni in Sussex there was a macrobiotic restaurant on campus, in a crypt, which was where anyone arty went to chew on a garlic-free diet which consisted mostly of brown rice and turnips.

Once, my dad came to visit the squat in Twickenham. He parked his car, a Rover, a couple of streets away and came alone on foot. I always used to think how considerate of him not to embarrass me with his swanky car, but more likely he didn’t want it damaged by . . . who knows what he’d find at the squat? Mad crazies from an R. Crumb cartoon? Furry Freak brothers with screwdrivers just waiting to start the revolution with a bit of suburban vehicle vandalism? But although the inhabitants of Grosvenor Road did look like Furry Freaks in their Afghan waistcoats and Loons, we were in Twickenham, not San Francisco.

I wasn’t there when he called by: I had gone, with a group from the street, to Glastonbury Tor, to watch the summer solstice. We missed it, saw no druids and came straight back. On my return, the girls who had been running the community café that day were full of stories of my dad and how he’d hung around chatting to them for hours. It seemed he was utterly charming, and now everyone wished they had a dad like him. This was not what I wanted to hear when I was in the midst of a hostile stand-off with him over my dropping out. But it cannot have been so hostile on his side, because there he was, paying me a visit. He taught me staying power. Never letting go when it comes to family.

 

The last time I ever see Dave is on a Zoom call in 2022 when he’s at home, on the hospital bed Sonja has managed to get brought there for him. It’s in the downstairs kitchen area, with Sonja and his grown-up kids coming in and out, making a meal, watching telly. He apologises for not having read the manuscript of my time-travel fantasy book, Jeremiah Bourne in Time, which is about to be released. ‘Pity,’ he says, in a fair bit of pain now, ‘would have been right up my street, that one.’
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Dr God the Divine

‘If you wear these beads at all times, you will be free. What is your name?’ asked the Bhagwan, with a voice like molasses, while gently placing a string of wooden beads over my head. On the end of the beads was a photo of himself embedded in a chunk of transparent Perspex.

I told him my name, and he continued, ‘From now on you will be called Swami Prabhu Deva, and all of your past life, your family, your old name, all will slip away.’ I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that, but there was no time to question him. ‘Next!’ he said, and I was ushered out of his presence. My meeting with the great guru Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh had lasted about forty seconds.

When a stage hypnotist calls people up on-stage, he or she goes through a selection process, gradually narrowing down the number of volunteers to a few who they sense will be susceptible. The others are either sent straight back to their seats or allowed to sit around on-stage until, bored, they return of their own accord, while the hypnotist performs pyrotechnics with the selected few. I’ve never been a good candidate for hypnosis: too cerebral, too narky, no doubt. Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh had practised hypnotism from an early age, finding himself naturally blessed with the skill, and was often in trouble as a youth for persuading classmates into dangerous acts of daring. He was an exceptionally strong swimmer himself, but others were not so fortunate when carrying out his will across the river of his hometown in Madhya Pradesh, which, amazingly enough, is called Drug.

My forty-second enlightenment session came after an hour’s wait in a queue of the Bhagwan’s hysterical followers, known as sanyassins, mostly dressed in reds and oranges and working themselves into tearful frenzies like Swifties or early Beatles fans. Some of them took a lot longer in there than my brief encounter. (It has been suggested in later years that Rajneesh took full advantage of his God-like status with some of his female acolytes.) Among the queuing hopefuls were two of my old friends, Mark, who was now Prabhu Prem, and his girlfriend Jackie, now Jyoti. They were total converts to the movement, and it was Mark, from Staines, who had persuaded me to visit the Bhagwan’s summer meditation camp in Mount Abu, on the border of Rajasthan and Gujarat. Prabhu and Jyoti, as I must now call them, had given up their jobs and come to India a couple of years before and were now immersed in the eclectic mix of Eastern religion and Western permissiveness that Rajneesh preached.

My journey had taken less time than expected, so I had arrived in Mount Abu two weeks early and was quickly befriended by the man who ran the Bata shoe store in the middle of the bazaar. Areean’s House of Foot Collection was one of the few open-fronted booth-shops in which the proprietor and his customers could sit on stools rather than cross-legged on the floor. Mr Areean called me over as I was passing on my first day and offered me a cup of sweet tea. He was a wiry man, dressed in a sleeveless knit and slacks. He chewed betel leaf, nuts and spices, and when finished, spat the purple remains into the gutter outside his shop.

After a few days I noticed the town preparing for the influx of privileged young Westerners, followers of the Bhagwan, who started to fill all the boarding houses and cafés like a gaggle of over-excited seven-year-olds on a school trip. Mount Abu is host-town to all kinds of religious groups, and when I arrived, it was between festivals. Photos of last week’s guru were turned over on walls to reveal the familiar portrait of Bhagwan Rajneesh: a well-fed face with long, salt-and-pepper beard and a thick woollen hat pulled over his forehead.

Since the Beatles had been to see the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, kids in England had been joining mystic orders of the East. Excited by the possibilities of takeaway-style nirvanas, mostly middle-class children had been seeking new authority figures among these self-appointed spiritual leaders. Another friend had already taken ‘The Knowledge’ from Prem Rawat, the fourteen-year-old son of the movement’s founder, Guru Maharaji, and become a devotee of the Divine Light Mission, which involved him cutting his hair, wearing a suit, becoming part of Rawat’s security team, the World Peace Corps, and donating all of his earnings to the Mission, or the Divine Cash Machine, as the rest of us called it. It also involved him becoming a religious fanatic, unable to hear my cheeky claim that ‘The Knowledge’ could be found on page 121 of the Penguin Book of Meditation. A couple of times I had even been along to Chalk Farm to hear satsang, a sort of consciousness-raising meeting to enlist new members, but for me the earth never moved.

But, Mark – now Prabhu – told me that Rajneesh was different, Rajneesh told everyone to wear orange clothes, yes, but a yellow T-shirt and magenta Levi’s would do. The meditation Rajneesh preached was an active one which involved a lot of jumping, shouting and wild, freaky dancing. Sounded fun. For a replacement authority figure, Rajneesh seemed pretty loose on the authority side of things. He did not preach marriage or monogamy, rather the opposite. Mark/Prabhu told me Rajneesh had been spurned and banned in India for holding his Saturnalia meditation groups in the nude. ‘Whatever you want,’ he seemed to be saying to confused Western youth, from the little photograph on Mark/Prabhu’s plastic medallion necklace. A benign, laissez-faire daddy with a voice like molasses.

In his early career, Rajneesh had been a professor of theology at the University of Mumbai (then Bombay), until one day, so the story has it, he perceived a shaft of light emanating from his stomach to the heavens and realised he was the enlightened one. He then began to publish books and tapes and started to enlist a following.

In later years, he was guarded constantly by a crack troop of bodyguards toting sub-machine guns. He had to flee from India in one of his private jets due to charges of tax evasion and immoral behaviour. His career took a rather nasty turn in the 1980s when he faced accusations of wiretapping, bugging, attempted murder and a bioterror attack and was then arrested in Oregon for evasion of immigration laws. Soon after he fled the United States in another of his personal jets. He ended up back in Pune, outside Mumbai, and died there in 1990.
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Who Are We? Why Are We Here? What Am I Doing?

I had hatched the plan to go east on an impulse when I was on what was supposed to be a holiday, busking in the south of France with my mate Rob Manzoli. Guitar-wise I was out of my league with Rob – he was a funk maestro who went on to play with George Clinton, Funkadelic, Outkast and Sly Stone before, strangely, becoming part of the band Right Said Fred. We were soon joined by a Klaus Kinski lookalike from Germany who was actually called Klaus. He could strum a few chords, looked fantastic and sang with a gravelly German accent. I started to feel redundant. Klaus and Rob’s hats were being filled with coins faster than the bowler I’d bought from a junk shop on the way out of England.

In my duffle bag, I had a letter from Mark, now Prabhu, with the date and address of the Mount Abu meditation camp, and I decided to set off in that direction. In other words, eastwards, via Italy, Greece, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. Since dropping out, I had been plagued by self-doubts: where was I going? What was I doing? Why? Now I had the answer; I was going east to meet Mark/Prabhu, perhaps do a bit of sanyassing with him and then, who knows, on round the world, travelling ever eastwards, to Southeast Asia, Japan, America, Canada, picking up work as I went, to return home, gnarled and wise, in several years’ time, a much travelled man of experience. In Italy, I bought a child’s colour map of the world and studied it every night, dreaming of circumnavigation. In fact, I thought, I mustn’t return home until I’d grasped this prize or at least made a snatch at it.

There were a few difficulties, of course. Only having a couple of hundred quid in the bank was the major one; the bank being nearly a thousand miles away was another. No internet, no internet banking, just international long-distance calls which had to be booked a few days in advance. But to attempt and fail was better than to be sensible and return home in order to plan, save money and make a more successful journey later on. No, now was the time. The impracticalities merely served to increase the romance. To set out alone with an overnight duffle bag and one pair of trousers, a chest infection, an Italian child’s map and a little packet of needles and thread – this was my great destiny, even if it meant getting repatriated from Bulgaria or wherever and having my passport confiscated. In a hotel bathroom I took a pair of nail scissors and cut my hair very short.

Months later, in a café in Mount Abu, I was eating a spinach curry with my right hand, keeping my left under the table as I had learnt to do, because the left hand is to be used for toilet hygiene, when a noisy crowd of European people in orange sat down and began to order their meal. Left hand, right hand, it didn’t matter to them. They gabbled and guffawed and touched each other like a group of drama students on a lunch break. Among them were Mark/Prabhu and Jackie/Jyoti from Staines. I did not make my presence known to them. I had been in Mount Abu for two weeks and had been travelling solo for the last few months. I was not feeling sociable; I was an outsider, the man with no name. I had watched the town fill with Europeans and Americans in yellows, reds and oranges over the past week and had noticed the attitude of the local population towards them. As the orange people multiplied in their pseudo-Indian clothes with their cameras and modern suitcases, it was easy for me to see them as just this month’s tourist population, looking for personal-development thrills.

I bumped into my friends the next day, when the Bhagwan himself was due to arrive and the main street of the town had become a surging mass of people, crazy for a glimpse of him. When the Bhagwan’s Rolls-Royce – one of his fleet – crawled into sight, the crowd became hysterical, literally throwing themselves at the car. I lost sight of Mark/Prabhu in the crowd, only to catch him later screaming and hanging on to the side of the car, obviously a gesture of some status to be bragged about later among other sanyassins. The Roller would have had a long winding drive up the side of the mountain on a road swarming with dirty silver-haired monkeys; Mount Abu is a ‘hill resort’, once used by the civil servants of the British Raj and their families to stay cool during the super-hot summers. It’s a pretty town with a boating lake and extraordinary views down over the baking plains below, where eagles circle over the wiggly and dried-up river. After the Bhagwan arrived, I had to vacate the room I’d been staying in because of the influx of pre-booked sanyassins, but I was lucky to be offered a space to bed down on the outside landing of a boarding house where Prabhu and Jyoti and some Canadians were lodging, four to a room.

Before my speed-dating non-enlightenment moment with the guru, I did attend a couple of days of the meditation camp, which took place in an old colonial building and its grounds. And the ‘dynamic meditation’ prescribed by Rajneesh was invigorating: leaping up and down with your arms above your head, shouting ‘hoo’ until you hyperventilated. It left you in a state of adrenaline-saturated excitement. But after that short and disappointing one-on-one encounter, I determined to move on, forego the rest of the camp and go back down the mountain to continue my journey. I packed up my things and took the bus back down past the monkeys into the scorching heat below. But where exactly was I heading? Self-doubts returned. The string of beads given me by the Bhagwan was at the bottom of my bag, emanating vibes. The Bhagwan knew I was having these doubts, the Baghwan knew I was not joining in the rest of the meditations and if I would only wear the Perspex chunk with his photo in it at all times, I would feel the protection of the Baghwan’s eyes on me, and all my doubts would disappear. If I would only wear orange I could be ecstatic, like Prabhu and Jyoti. I could leave all thoughts of my past life and my family behind and . . . bollocks. I felt so weak and drained and incapable that I took the bus back up the mountain, resolving to sit out the rest of the camp and wait for the cult followers to leave. I liked the town and could revisit Mr Areean, the Bata shoe-store owner who had given me so much of his time in the weeks before the frenzy. On the morning Rajneesh left town, I woke to find that my pals Prabhu and Jyoti, along with their bags and bedrolls, had already gone. I haven’t seen them since.
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The God of Travel

One thing Mr Areean had persuaded me to do when I first arrived in Mount Abu, thin and exhausted from months of travelling and sickness, was to write an airmail letter to my parents and let them know where I was. He was shocked, disgusted even, that a British youth could treat his parents so disrespectfully as to wander off halfway round the world with no regard for their peace of mind. I did write and, before the Rajneesh camp drew to a close, received a letter back from them on the same thin blue airmail paper. It was full of mundanities: the dog had fleas, the price of petrol had gone up because of OPEC, a local shop had closed. It stung me deeply as I lay in my crappy sleeping bag on the landing, listening to the noise of the chattering sanyassins exchanging stories in the dark about the inner exercises that the Bhagwan had personally given to them and how their whole lives were being enhanced. Evidently, he had asked one of the Canadians to stay behind with him by herself, for ‘special attention’, which shunted her several rungs up the pecking order. Sanyassins were encouraged by the Baghwan to sleep with other sanyassins, but personal attachments and couples were not smiled upon.

I got to know the town quite well thanks to Mr Areean, who showed me Mount Abu’s sites of touristic interest and explained to me the stories behind many of the Hindu gods and their avatars: Krishna, Hanuman the monkey god, Ganesha the elephant, and Rama and Sita, the ultimate Indian romcom couple. We visited the beautiful Jain temples at Dilwara. He also walked me past the cantonment, now the graveyard of the British officers who died during the Indian War of Independence of 1857 – known as the Indian Mutiny in many Western history books.

On one of our walks, he stopped at a small recess in a wall by Nakki Lake where, on the opposite shore, tough women in bright turquoises and pinks were vigorously slapping their laundry against the rocks. In the recess was a statue of Ganesha, a garishly painted plaster statue of the pot-bellied god with the head of an elephant. Under its left foot was a sorry-looking plaster rat. Ganesha is the god of new beginnings, of overcoming obstacles, but also, Mr Areean assured me, he is the god of travel.

‘When Shiva was giving out the godheads to his sons, he tried to make it fair, so there would be no fighting . . . isn’t it?’

A team of green parakeets crossed the sky above us and joined the rest of their noisy colony in the trees next to the holiday bungalows.

‘But there was one godhead still going, you see. One that Shiva hadn’t given out yet. And they all wanted it, all the sons: the god of travel. “Let me be the god of travel,” said one son, “because I have a beautiful fast horse.”

‘ “No, let me,” said another. “I have a fleet of ships.”

‘So Shiva said to all his sons, “Whoever can go the whole way round the world and come back to me and Parvati here, the first one back, he can be the god of travel! And off they went, all the sons. Some went on horses and boats, some were very good at running. And there was a cloud of dust where they had been. But Ganesha, he was left behind. He was too fat from all the sweets and cakes he liked.’

Mr Areean gave me a dark smile, displaying the brown teeth and the purple interior of his mouth where the sweet betel leaf had been chewed. Ganesha, it turned out, is also the god of sweets and cakes.

‘And Ganesha thought, “How am I going to go around the world? All fast animals and methods of transport have been taken by my brothers. All there is left is this old rat . . .” ’ Mr Areean indicated the rat squashed under the foot of the plaster statue.

‘So Ganesha, he got on this rat, which was difficult because the rat was small and Ganesha was a pretty damn big guy. And he told the rat to walk around in a circle, right around Shiva and Parvati. And he did that. He went around in a circle, all round his parents. And then he got off the rat, and he went to Shiva and he said, “I’m back.” And Shiva said to him, “But you have only gone in a circle around me and your mother here; I told you to go round the world.” And Ganesha looked at Shiva with a steady look and said, “My mother and father are the world to me.”’

Mr Areean paused for effect and, fixing me with his yellowing eyes, he continued. ‘And Shiva said, “Nice answer. You can be the god of travel.” And that is how Ganesha became the god of travel.’

I’ve searched several books and sites, and although Ganesha is indeed the god of travel, I can’t find this version of the story anywhere. On the way back to the centre of town, Mr Areean pointed out an empty field that he said he’d always wanted to buy, that would make a perfect spot for grazing cows. ‘Do you think your father might be interested in investing in a dairy business?’ he asked.
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Be Here Now!

These days, my attitude to recreational drugs is negative. It has been for many decades. I’ve seen the harm they’ve done to too many people to feel their habitual use is cool or radical or anything other than a blight. And that’s before you consider the environmental and societal damage that keeping an avaricious West in supplies is causing. The arguments for legalising and licensing are above my pay grade, although I can see a benefit to some kind of regulatory system, as we have with alcohol. But attitudes, including mine, were very different in the late Sixties and early Seventies. Drug use was often conflated with spiritual awakening, with alternative lifestyles, new-wave politics, freedom, shaking off crusty Establishment imperialism. So, to disapprove of drugs in, say, 1968, meant that you must be a Tory fascist nob. The Beatles were off to India that year having released the psychedelic Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band the year before. All you needed was Love – a quarter ounce of red Leb and a tab of blue microdot acid.

‘What have you done to your father?’ My mum burst into my bedroom without knocking in the middle of the night and shouted at me. She was in her winceyette nightdress, and her face was ashen with worry. On her head was a hairnet, and on her feet, sensible slippers. Startled, I pulled myself up in bed. I had to gather my thoughts as quickly as I could.

Earlier that evening, I had had a long conversation with my dad about the use of cannabis, what, if any, were its benefits and what the disadvantages. He wanted to understand why it was catching on so much and whether the claims made for it could be scientifically true. As a father, he explained, he disapproved of it. But how could he forbid or discourage something of which he knew so little? He had a proposal to make. He didn’t smoke, so couldn’t easily inhale, but he had read recently that you could put cannabis in cookies or in tea. He suggested that if I had any, I should make us a tea and he would try it for himself.

As it happens, I did have some and so I made us some tea. I crumbled it into the boiling water in the teapot and poured us both a cup. I told him that with tea it might take a while to have an effect, and because of that it was difficult to gauge the dose. We waited around an hour or so. I was aware of mildly soporific effects, nothing earth-shattering. At about eleven that evening, he came back to my room to say that he was feeling absolutely nothing at all and perhaps he should have some more. He insisted on emptying the teapot and swallowed most of the dregs. An hour later he still complained of feeling nothing at all, so we all went to bed.

I must have been asleep for a couple of hours when my mum came in. She reported that after getting into his pyjamas, he had gone into the bathroom for an hour and came out having discovered the secret of the universe. ‘It all makes sense!’ he had said. ‘I can see clearly now that everything is in fact one thing, and it is good and colourful and spinning round.’ Then he lay on the bed and realised that this one thing that was everything was actually spinning directly towards him and would swallow him up if he didn’t fly off on the bed to escape it. It sounded more like he had been taking hallucinogens than just a bit of hashish, but that second cup of tea must have tipped his psyche into psychedelic overdrive. From nought to the cover of a Doors album in sixty minutes. My mum was understandably frightened and more than a little cross with me. She expected me, as chief hippy in the family, to know what to do.

I didn’t. But I came up with the idea of ringing the 24-hour drug-line of an organisation called Release, a charity set up in 1967 to provide a free drugs advice service, legal help and bail to people who had been arrested for drugs offences. They suggested I try and sit my dad up and give him a lot of orange juice. Which I did, to no effect. He was sweating and ranting
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