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FOREWORD
Jo Brand, comedian and writer

Dear old Linda.

Since Linda’s sad and unfair death, she has been eulogised in so many ways, by those who knew her and those who didn’t, that it seems an impossible task to pick my way through without repeating or paraphrasing others. So I won’t try. I’ll just say what I feel.

Linda has been deemed a ‘radical’, a ‘wit’ and ‘unique’, words that are often liberally sprinkled by those left behind when someone is lost so young. But the words don’t really seem adequate, sat there on the page. They are not really enough to describe the essence of Linda and her spirit. Because Linda really was unique. If you travel the length and breadth of this self-deprecating, weird, conservative, unpredictable nation of ours, she seemed to be the one and only genuinely funny, female, political comic. Well, think about it. Who else is there?

As women stand-ups still struggle against the irritating ubiquity of media articles about the scarcity of female comics, the lack of talent of female comics and a waterfall of spiteful bilge about their looks, from the (mainly female) nasty tabloid-press types, Linda seemed to stand above these attacks, I suspect because many of these old bags hadn’t any idea what she was talking about or what she stood for. I always envied the ease with which Linda turned weighty and unfathomable political topics into something warm, funny and fit for consumption by Joe Public, who didn’t have to have a degree in PPE from Oxbridge to know what she was on about. Linda had that knack which very few people possess, of taking the piss out of our political landscape in an entirely palatable and female way, but with an extremely low knob-joke count. She wasn’t prissy in any way, she was just funny. Her material seemed effortless in its easy-on-the-ear-ness, but it was clever, perceptive, politically sharp and above all very funny. Why wasn’t she on the telly more then, I hear you ask. Well, the simple answer is I don’t know. She was on the radio all the time and the listeners adored her. I think that perhaps TV viewers, with their insatiable appetite for easily consumed middle-of-the-road stuff, might have found Linda an uneasy companion. Certainly audiences on the comedy circuit found her an amiable and entertaining mate to spend time with.

The early comedy circuit was pure joy for me. I found it hard to wake up every morning and actually believe that was what I did. That I went on stage and people laughed and I got money for it. Linda struck me as similarly pleased about this, but one would never have known it from her sardonic dismissal of any pretensions to an art form for her comedy. She just got up and talked about things that she was interested in.

She was not what I would call a Hattie Jacquesian matron of comedy who looked after everyone, referred them to analysis, listened to their problems, made tea and took a back seat. Linda liked to be at the heart of sociable things; she liked to have a drink, she had a hard heart when one was required, and could often be heard slagging off promoters, acts, TV producers, anyone who deserved her wrath – and believe you me, there were a few.

Linda was so kind too. Today, kindness is a virtue not often acknowledged. Let’s be honest, how many very left-wing people do you meet who are horribly unpleasant? And who are not practising what they preach? Linda did not suffer fools gladly. But she did not suffer fools gladly in a nice way.

The early comedy circuit for women was in some ways easy and in other ways hard. Audiences varied from the vegan, hemp-clad lovelies of the only comedy club that was a veggie restaurant to the Neanderthal city boys bathed in sick who came alive at the late show and killed you, mainly with their breath. And we all had to deal with them, man and boy (and about fifteen women).

Linda didn’t say ‘Fuck off’ every two seconds like myself, Jenny Eclair and some others did. And her natural home wasn’t the Comedy Store late show and its gladiatorial atmosphere, fuelled with alcohol, testosterone and the sort of pre-menstrual, male irritability you get on a Friday night after a swaggering, shouty week at work. I always thought Linda’s material was far too intelligent to be thrown to the swine that snuffled into the late show because what Linda produced were little comedy pearls … jokes imbued with some knowledge and some wisdom and much wit. Why waste those on a pissed-up arsehole whose command of the English language normally only extends to ordering beer, heckling someone or commenting on the size of certain breasts with the very imaginative lexicon of swear words available in the English vernacular?

Politically speaking, I envied the clarity with which Linda was able to organise her thoughts. She seemed very sure of herself, well informed and faithful to her own ideology. Sadly, some of us aren’t quite so grown-up, and I felt I could never live up to Linda’s standards. However, she wasn’t one of those far-lefters you suspected were condemning you to death in a secret kangaroo court made up of your closest mates while you were at the bar getting them all a beer. We didn’t really argue about politics much because we broadly felt the same, except I was slightly more weedily liberal and populist. I appreciated Linda laying off me.

I often wonder how people who write autobiographies, or who speak about incidents in their lives that occurred years ago, manage to remember minor events which couldn’t possibly be called to mind by a normal brain. Do they have detailed egocentrically constructed diaries which describe every waking minute? Do they cobble it together with some help from friends? Or do they just make it up? Well, you would, wouldn’t you? Faced with a blank page and a sense of rising panic, it’s a reasonable step to take, because, apart from a few people who were there, who might quibble with some of the detail, very few people are going to gainsay their version of history.

But perhaps I’m judging everyone by my own standards. I am the woman whose memory erases faster than a speeding bullet or doesn’t even work in the first place. My head is and always has been so crowded with stuff that I have to offload events and facts almost as soon as I have heard them. Or I have to not listen to things that are being said to me, in an attempt to retain some current idea I am wrestling with or remember something I have to do later.

All this is a very roundabout way of telling you that I do not have chapter and verse on every single encounter I have ever had with the lovely Linda. So my memories of her follow a rather random scatter-gun path. I am however loath to get someone with a proper brain to fill in the gaps because then it wouldn’t be a fair representation of Linda and me.

I first met Linda when she was living in Sheffield at the end of the eighties, running and performing at a working men’s club comedy night, and I know that I immediately warmed to her because she was the sort of woman I like. First of all she was a really good laugh, her humour sharp and sardonic and laced with strong opinions and much what I can only call piss-taking, because she was a piss-taker, and I liked that. I remember (vaguely of course) doing a night there with her. I think John Shuttleworth was on and I remember being surprised that Linda put up with what I considered in my London hoity-toity feminist way to be the rather misogynist rules of the club. But Linda was more accepting and grown-up about it than I was, I suppose.

Over the next few years Linda moved down to London and we saw slightly more of each other. We both worked on the circuit and as we women were a scarce resource and had to be divided evenly around comedy club bills along with the other minority groups, we very rarely worked on the same bill as each other. The only time we all worked together was on all-women bills or International Women’s Day gigs. City Limits, that erstwhile opponent of Time Out which I loved, because it was so much less slick and contained loads of misprints (yes, this is a sad attempt at a joke), once listed an all-women night as starring Hattie Hayridge, Donna McPhail, Linda Smith and Bernard Gilhooley. (Brenda, of course.)

I do have an enormous amount of regret that I let many meet-ups with Linda slip through my fingers due to laziness, forgetfulness, pressure of work, domestic issues, the distance between our homes, the temperature, menstrual issues … now I’m being silly, but you know what I mean. Much of the time we never saw each other and when we did, we compared notes, got drunk, had a laugh and retired back to our individual lives in different areas of London.

The best times I had with Linda were not what an editor wants to read because they weren’t that entertaining. We didn’t snort cocaine off fourteen-year-old boys’ backs or have lazy drunken fivesomes behind the stage in an Assembly Rooms venue in Edinburgh. We just had a laugh and a nice time together. We compared notes about our careers, talked about people on the circuit and what they were up to, sat in the garden in Linda and Warren’s house on long sunny days and drank tea and smelled the flowers. We said brief, drunken hellos in Edinburgh bars, knowing that arrangements to meet for coffee would be overtaken by hangovers; we wished each other luck as one strolled on stage at a show, as the other left for the next gig, and we kept in touch pathetically seldom.

Many years ago I met Kirsty MacColl at a benefit show in London and we got talking in the green room after the show. I really liked her and I identified with a lot of what she said. She was a laugh and seemed so relaxed and friendly. She gave me her number. Time moved along and before I knew it, six months had elapsed and I wondered if she would remember me. The upshot of this is I never called her. She died a tragic death at such a young age and I was filled with sadness and regret for having been so apathetically lazy.

This was how it was with Linda too, except that I knew Linda much better. I liked seeing her. She made me laugh. She was ordinary (and yet of course extraordinary), so normal to be with, and she swore brilliantly.

We were very different too. I’ve always thought of Linda as travelling along that political road that Billy Bragg sums up so beautifully in ‘Waiting for the Great Leap Forward’. Linda was unflinching in her dedication to her political beliefs and changed not a jot over all the years I knew her. Her idealism, even though she was such a cynic at times, didn’t seem to desert her, whereas many of us are pragmatists at best and at worst … well, let’s say we allow life to pull us politically out of shape, like an old jumper.

Much of Linda’s career was separate from mine and we swam in different ponds. I marvelled at her ability to do shows like the News Quiz because they terrified me to bloody death. And then when I heard she had been voted the wittiest person in the world by Radio 4 listeners I was so pleased for her because it finally meant – and this doesn’t happen very often – that a democratically conducted survey had crowned her Queen of Wit; which was so apt as Radio 4 listeners are very intelligent and they know what they are talking about, Linda would have told me to say.

Linda was a quiet comedy genius, getting on with it and thrilling a perfectly formed band of fans. She was a lovable person with a warm, cheeky smile and a great brain. The Linda-shaped hole is a very big one indeed. She left behind some lovely witty work for us to remind ourselves of her. In this book you’ll find some reminiscences from Linda’s friends and colleagues but mostly you will find Linda in her own words – from her earliest appearances on stage in the early eighties to her dazzling appearances on TV and radio. I would like to think that reading this might make you want to look up some old friends you haven’t seen for a while, because you don’t really know how long everyone is going to be here.

Jo Brand, 2006.


PART ONE

‘My Real Name is Wanda Starbright’

1984–1988


THE SHEFFIELD YEARS
Ann Lavelle, television producer

I first met Linda at Sheffield University in 1980 when we were both studying English and Drama. Linda was in the year above me. She had a striking personality and really stood out from the crowd. Sheffield was a bit of a cultural hot spot at the time and the now famous film and theatre director Stephen Daldry was in the same year as Linda. We both went up to the Edinburgh Festival to appear in one of his productions – The Diggers. That was our first time performing together but not the last.

The early eighties’ burgeoning comedy scene had by now spread to the North, and for some reason I got up and did a try-out at a Sheffield pub. I managed to stay on stage for about three minutes and somehow got a few laughs. A few days later I was walking past a famous Sheffield landmark, the second-hand bookshop Rare and Racy. I bumped into Linda and told her about my three minutes of fame. Linda said that she had always fancied the idea of being a comedian and there and then we agreed to have a go together, to give each other moral support.

If only we’d looked up at the name of the bookshop, Rare and Racy, we might have had a decent name, but instead we called ourselves Token Women. This truly awful name, which we thought ironic, didn’t stick. Fortunately Linda’s love of jazz and blues, especially her passion for fifties’ singers such as Etta James, led to us changing our name to Tuff Lovers, the title of an Etta James song. We used to play ourselves on to this track at the start of the set to get us in the mood.

We weren’t really a double act. We would come on stage together for about thirty seconds. I would say that I wasn’t feeling well and go off again! Then Linda would do about ten minutes, then I’d come back on to do my bit and we’d finish together with a song. It was a really terrible piss-take of ‘Goodbye, Norma Jean’. I have no idea now why we thought Elton John was a fitting target for our vitriol, but we did and it seemed to go down well.

In truth, I don’t remember that much about our act – it’s over twenty years ago now. When I think of my own part I find it incredibly cringe-worthy and I am so glad that I retreated into the world of TV production. But for Linda it was different and it was clear from the start that she had a raw talent and a duck-to-water flair for cutting-edge comedy.

Despite the fact that I certainly wasn’t a natural talent, we took to our new careers with gusto. We went on to the legendary Enterprise Allowance Scheme that meant we didn’t have to sign on any more and got £40 a week paid into our bank accounts. We were in showbiz, official! We played anywhere and everywhere, with many scrapes along the way. I remember a particularly scary gig in Leeds where we fell foul of the local militant lesbian-feminists. ‘Try women,’ they heckled. At the end of the night we had to make a run for the safety of Warren’s van. We drove off at high speed. Not that tuff really.

Then there was the TUC Women’s Conference where our swearing caused great offence. That time we got chased by tabloid photographers shouting, ‘Ann, Linda, this way, this way.’ Surreal. The next day there was a report on page three of the Sun, beside that day’s ‘Page Three Stunna’ with the headline ‘Blue Sisters Are No Joke’. We were very proud of that.

And then, significantly for us, the miners’ strike happened and suddenly there were ‘Coal Not Dole’ yellow stickers all over Sheffield. Warren came up with the idea of the Pit Stop Tour, which gave Linda and myself the chance to perform at miners’ welfare clubs throughout the Yorkshire coalfields. It was an extraordinary experience.

We would turn up on a midweek evening and take over the miners’ clubs with our strange alternative bill. There was the socialist magician Ian Saville, George Faux the folk singer, comedian Mark Hurst (or Mark Miwurdz as he was then known) and us. I really don’t know what the bemused miners and their families thought of us. We were certainly not the kind of acts they were used to. I’m sure they’d have preferred the usual pub singers and bingo but they gave us the benefit of the doubt because we were supporting their strike in our own way.

Linda and Warren became very close to some of the families in the villages. I remember we all went to Cortonwood on the day the miners went back to work. All the men went up to the gates, then turned their backs, stood in silence and then walked away. They actually went back to work the next day, but it was a gesture of how they felt.

And so I think the Pit Stop Tour was a great opportunity for Linda to cut her political comedy teeth. I was lucky enough to have been around to see that first flush of Linda’s huge talent and it did not surprise me that she went on to become such a brilliant stand-up and broadcaster.

It was impossible not to have fun being with Linda. She was so very kind, supportive, and clever, but above all – bloody funny.

Ann Lavelle, 2006.

TOKEN WOMEN (Linda)
Walkley and Hallam Ward Labour Parties Christmas Party, December 1984

(Striking miners in the audience). Clive and Gulliver Guilt-merchant – his best mate – are at the vanguard of the NALGO dispute. It’s been so dreadful I’m glad it was over by Christmas. I thought, bang goes our crystallised fruits this Christmas if this dispute isn’t over. You can’t afford it when you are engaged in the struggle with management. There’s a distinct cloud over that second holiday, the cultural tour of Cuba, the rum distilleries. I’ve got to go now to see Clive and his friend Gulliver at the railway station, they’re going to their men’s remedial life skills weekend workshop. I’ve got a lentil chasseur on and I want to give it a stir.

TOKEN WOMEN (LINDA)
Beighton Miners’ Welfare, South Yorkshire, February/March 1985 – Pit Stop Tour

Something I’ve noticed round here, it’s great, they live in Sheffield and they come from Sheffield. Where I live in Hunters Bar, which is Hallam, no one comes from Sheffield, they all come from somewhere else. Actually, now I come to think of it, there is one family down the end of my road who are a Sheffield family. I think their house is going to be opened up to the public as a working museum – there’s not that many of them. I feel really at home in Hallam, I feel more at home since the strike started because half the bloody Metropolitan Police are up in Sheffield so it’s just a little home from home for me. It’s terrible, the crime figures in the South have just rocketed since the miners’ strike ’cos police from all over the country are coming up to the South Yorks coalfield. You may not know this but the Burglars’ Union, the NUB, the National Union of Burglars – such is the state of crime in London – is putting forward this ‘nick’ closure plan. All round Islington, twenty uneconomic nicks are going to be closed down, don’t need them any more – all the Met are up here.

It’s a terrible business, the police. I thought they’d done the worst they could till I saw this – you won’t believe this. Saw this in my newsagent’s window the other day – it says, ‘Your Community Constable is PC Jeanette Scargill’ – it’s true, I swear. I thought, this is a bit below the belt. I know you’ve had police impersonating striking miners on the picket line but impersonating members of the Royal Family … (big laughs and applause) It’s a very serious business really, then I thought that perhaps this Jeanette Scargill actually is a member of the Scargill family. You’re not responsible for your family; she could be his niece, or a long-lost daughter from some little escapade early in his life – could be anyone. I thought, we’ve all got our skeletons in the cupboard. I know I’ve got mine.

As you probably gathered, I don’t actually come from Sheffield. I come from South-East London, or Souf-East London as we would say. I don’t think they know much about the recession. Things are pretty good down in South-East London. People don’t support Margaret Thatcher – they think she should stand down for a stronger leader. And kids are all fully paid up members of the ‘Thatcher Youth’. They go to schools like the Oswald Mosley Comprehensive. Their uniform is designer sportswear, gold chains, Lacoste underpants and Aramis perfume … furry dice on the skateboard.

As I say, I go down South and it’s like another world. If people actually knew the miners’ strike was going on they’d be furious. But they don’t tend to watch a lot of news, which is a shame really because you can see some really good things on the news. There’s this wonderful new game you can play, a new game show, it’s much more popular than The Price Is Right. It’s actually called The Return to Work Figures Are Wrong! It’s that much more fun because you can play it every time the news comes on. They give you some absurd figure like ‘The numbers returning to work at Ninnington pit are actually greater than the population of the United Kingdom.’ Incredible things like this and you can write in with the real figures and you can win a night out with Chief Inspector Nesbitt1 (lots of laughter). Really popular game show that one.

None of this can actually compare with the big news of last year – the real biggie, which was of course the Brighton bomb. That’s everyone’s favourite. I’ll never forget that day. I came home, switched on the telly – I wanted to watch Brookside – and across the screen there was this newsflash which said ‘Newsflash … Newsflash … Newsflash…’

‘Entire Tory Cabinet buried under a pile of shit’. I thought, is that news? You’ve interrupted Brookside to tell me that? Tell me something I don’t know. Then I thought, no. This is a cover-up. This isn’t a bomb at all. This is actually a cover-up. What it actually was, was Willie Whitelaw with one of his toy guns going (imitates gun shots), hit a gas pipe in the hotel. The funniest thing of the whole Brighton bomb was Denis Thatcher staggering out of the ruins. Didn’t know what was going on, didn’t know what day it was. He’s probably still trying to recapture the recipe for that pink gin he was drinking at the time: ‘Gosh, that packs a punch.’ You can just imagine him, can’t you? The frustration of it all, they didn’t get her, they didn’t get her. She was just two minutes from death. If only she was into the high-fibre diet, if Thatcher had had the All Bran at breakfast she’d have been on the khazi that vital two minutes and they’d have got her (much laughter and applause).

Be serious – this is just a fantasy, because if she were killed would it actually make any difference, would things get any better? ’Course they wouldn’t. Don’t kid yourself. They’d get worse because she would become a martyr. This monetarist martyr – a cult figure like Eva Peron. Can you imagine the televised funeral? There she’d be laid out in a glass coffin – in the blue gear, the hairdo and all the rest of it. She’d be laying there just really life-like. Just like she was in life … a bit warmer (laughs). It would be on the telly. You thought Winston Churchill was bad – you can imagine what this would be like. And then of course it wouldn’t stop at that. There would be films: The Night Brighton Rocked; there’d be musicals. Tim Rice would be churning out the musicals about her life – Magita. There’d be Elaine Page belting out the big numbers: ‘Don’t Cry for Me, Barnet Finchley’. I couldn’t handle it, I’d rather she lived, quite frankly. You can’t win, can you? I know one thing. I know a lot of people who are going to win and that’s the miners. Victory to the miners! Goodnight, comrades (much applause).

TOKEN WOMEN
Sheffield Trades and Labour Club, 1985

Princess Margaret – I’m sick of that woman – every time you turn on it’s fag-ash Mag (gasps and wheezes like heavy smoker). It was bad enough when she actually had the operation – you know, she had that serious operation and all the news flashes about it – she had a really tiny, tiny piece of her removed – a tiny little growth – the only non-malignant part of Princess Margaret was removed … amazing!

*

Do you remember Molesworth? – you know, the siege of Molesworth – they went in – those few, the brave five thousand – they went in to take Molesworth from the peace protestors … peace protestors? – you’ve got to watch those peace protestors – perverts, freaks and child-molesters – terrible people … you go in there – you’ve got to watch it … if you say a wrong word to them, you’re likely to get a right bit of plimsoll, you really are – and if you give another wrong word … you might get a cup of tea with soya milk in it or something like that.

… Michael Heseltine’s life must have been hanging on a thread. They should give that man a medal.

TUFF LOVERS
Live at Loughborough, 1985

(Ann introduces Linda.)


ANN: Hello, Linda! This is Linda, my friend and partner, how’s it been going?

LINDA: Hello, everyone. Well, it’s OK actually. We are working through a few things there, I don’t think those women are going to be seeing any more of those patriarchal penguins (laughs).
     Heard a little male aggressive noise there. (laughs) Oorr! From the solar plexus, that hunter-gatherer noise. Oorr! (laughs).




ANN: Are you feeling all right, Linda?

LINDA: Don’t get the impression that I’m some sort of mad castrating feminist, because I’m not. I think it’s OK for men to have willies, but when they start thinking with them (laughs) I’m afraid they’re going to get nowhere. Big round of applause for my friend Ann who’s been entertaining you while I’ve been doing my wonderful supportive work downstairs (applause).



Good evening, freedom lovers of Loughborough. It’s wonderful to be here. I’ve only just got here.

You will notice the programme started rather late tonight, partly my fault, I got off work pretty late tonight. I’m on an MSC scheme in Sheffield where I live. I’m a community burglar (laughs). Actually, I think it’s quite important for people to be burgled by their neighbours. People they know and trust because it would be pretty traumatic otherwise. Anyway, I’m well into this community racket. Everything is community these days, community this, community that. My whole family are into it. My grandmother is a community supergrass (laughs). She’s sat all day behind her lace curtains looking out, and if she sees a black person walking down the street in broad daylight, she goes down the cop shop and they give her a Goblin Teasmade. It’s an extraordinary thing, this community policing idea. Start off with your friendly community policeman in the community, eventually a community replaced by 50,000 policemen (laughs), an escalating thing. Had this problem getting off work late tonight, as I said, this is actually one of the better employment schemes I have been on. I am at a tricky point in my life just now because I’m in a sort of employment menopause (laughs). You know, you are too old for the YTS scheme, but you know you can’t be bothered with the Community Programme. It’s a bad time of life. But actually I have been on some really bad YTS schemes, I was a tree in an environmental corridor for a year (laughs). I thought that was pretty bad, then topped it all when I was a sandbag in the Dunkirk Exhibition (laughs). Anyway, I’m through with all that.

There’s another reason why I’m not really feeling much like zany cabaret this evening and that’s because I had a pretty heavy scene with my own male friend, Clive, this evening. I was really upset by it. As this is a sort of front-room set-up, I feel it’s a space I can trust, I’d like to talk a bit more about my problems with Clive. Main problem is communicating. We have a lot of trouble communicating. I think the main reason for that is I’m talking to him in English and he’s listening to me in Bollockbrain! (laughs). I don’t see a way through it actually (laughs). Now I’m coming over heavy and aggressive. As you can see, this is a spiralling effect of male violence (laughs). I didn’t mean to be nasty about Clive, because actually Clive’s all right. In fact he’s more than all right, he’s right on. Clive is pretty right on. In fact that’s the problem. I’ve just gone right off right-on men! They’re so arrogant, aren’t they? What can I say, your normal sexist man is appalling as we’ve seen tonight (laughs) but you know where you are with them. They tell these terrible jokes, you know subconsciously they hate you. They want to fuck you, they want to kill you. They want to leave you by the side of the M1. That sort of thing (laughs). On that kind of understanding, having sussed that out, you can actually have a reasonable conversation with them (laughs). On that understanding, that that’s where things are leading to. But with your non-sexist man he’s got you completely snookered, you see. Because he’s there before you with the right response, you cannot trust them. I mean, your average nasty sexist man really fancies himself, just thinks he’s God’s bollocks. Doesn’t he, just fancies himself (laughs). Not the right-on man. The right-on man just knows he’s God’s ovaries (laughs). You can’t stand it, at the end of it you just feel inadequate. You feel like a female impersonator – compared to him (laughs). He’s so right-on.

So that’s how it is with me and Clive at the moment. It wasn’t always like this. How do relationships end up like this? They start off so well. It was a whirlwind romance. I’ll never forget my first meeting with him. I’d just knocked off work, I’d had a good day’s burgling. Must have been some sort of rally on because I picked up quite a lot in wealthier middle-class areas. I went to my local for a drink, I went down to the old Dog and Community Worker. It’s a very nice pub, it’s a theme pub, I think the theme is the Tottenham riots because there’s a blazing Cortina in the middle of the lounge (laughs). You buy these little crunchy snacks called Pork Snatchings, open the bag and they leap out at you (makes knocking noise with hand). A bit of a heavy leisure concept really.

I was sat there with a half of Guinness and a packet of Wheat Eats as I often do, and suddenly I was transfixed by this vision in the doorway. The double doors of the saloon swung open (makes whooshing noise) and in walked – in a very cool, but not oppressive, sort of way, this vision in Peruvian knitwear (laughs). He had everything. He had the leg-warmers – someone over there has got them too, I’m sure they looked very nice in 1974. The little slipperettes, he’s got the leg-warmers, he had the mittens on a string, he had the little hat with flaps on it and a waistcoat. I know that Sheffield is a very hilly city but – a bloody Sherpa? (laughs). Just couldn’t handle it. Anyway. He mooched over to my table, again not oppressively so, flung down his mittens like a challenge. That was his first mistake, because they were threaded through his duffel coat. He nearly garrotted himself! He would have saved me a lot of trouble anyway (laughs). So he threw down his mittens and sat down beside me, and he said, ‘Hi, I’m Clive Caring Person and believe me, sister, I care.’ Well, that was it, I was hooked. We drove off into the sunset in his stripped-pine Morris Minor (laughs), a quick Barley Cup back at his place (laughs), and that was it.

Mind you, I will say this for Clive, he does hold down a very good job. He’s not on a scheme like me, he’s got a proper job. Not many people have. But he actually has a proper job. He works for Sheffield City Council. I don’t know if any of you are familiar with the policies of Sheffield City Council. Must have a few students in tonight … are you? Yes. One. It’s a very liberal revisionist type of council and they have an equal opportunities scheme in their employment policy, which means they will even employ dickheads like Clive. He works in the alternative videos unit, a very worthwhile job. I expect you’ve heard of video nasties, Clive makes video nicies (laughs). He’s employed to take disturbing material like Disney films which have very heavy bits in them, cut all the nasty bits out and make them suitable for the viewing of small children and nervous people – and Neil Kinnock and people like that (laughs). ‘More violence! I can’t stand it when Bambi’s dad dies.’ In Clive’s film Bambi’s dad doesn’t die, this is the thing, you see. He moves to a higher plane, a higher plane of existence, where they have a wonderful party with incense and candles and flowers to celebrate the fullness of life cycles, and Bambi and his mum trot happily off to live in a women’s house (laughs). So it’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good.

Right, so that’s Clive’s job. What else can I tell you about Clive? That brings me on to another problem area with Clive, which is children. Because Clive is a single-parent family. I don’t know who the mother is – I don’t think Clive does! (laughs). On his own, completely – well, that’s not true, he’s not on his own completely. He has a very supportive, large child-care circuit he can call on. He’s a great believer in the shared parenting concept. Sort of non-nuclear parenting, where 700 people share a child. And it works pretty well on the whole. But it has its problems. In fact Clive’s little boy, little Leon, I’m afraid he’s got lost on the child-care circuit (laughs). We haven’t seen him for months, I don’t know where he is. All I remember – my mind’s a complete blur now – I remember dropping him off with some women friends … a steel-erecting co-op. I thought he would pick up a bit of spot welding or something. So he stayed there for a bit, then I just heard this rumour on the grapevine that he was forming a lovers’ rock band in Ladbroke Grove, and I thought, this can’t be right – he’s only seven (laughs). And then imagine my horror, freedom lovers of Loughborough, when I received this letter with a Nicaraguan stamp on it. It said, ‘Dear Linda and Clive, don’t worry about me I’m having a wonderful time, I’m living with a Sandinista couple just north of Managua. I’m riding shotgun on the coffee crop convoy. PS please feed my rabbit, Engels (laughs). I did actually cheer myself up – I thought, it’s nearly Christmas, I’ll buy him a little present. So I went out and bought him a book. I bought him a pop-up version of Marx’s Theory of Labour which I think he will enjoy because it’s got a scratch-and-smell effect on it (laughs). Things like Capitalism (simulates smell). Oh, Jesus Christ! Don’t want any of that. Very educational. So that’s little Leon.

What can I say? It’s very good to be here in Loughborough. A good thing about being here is not being with Clive – I’m trying to work out which I like the best. Not having sex with Clive or not socialising. I’ve decided it’s the socialising because you can fake the sex. Socialising, it’s harder to pretend you’re having a good time. You’re more used to it with the sex (laughs). It’s driving me mad, the sex. He’s into this non-penetrative sex these days. I’m sure there’s a lot of women here who are familiar with this allegedly right-on concept of non-penetrative sex. He’s been doing this non-penetrative thinking for quite a long time and it’s sort of spread to his genitals now (laughs) and I think it’s a complete and utter rip-off – it’s just another form of male self-enhancement. It’s like, a sort of ‘I don’t even need to use my prick – my whole body is a prick’ (laughs). I said to him, Clive, you’re literally a dickhead (laughs). Another thing he’s into is sharing periods with me (laughs). I’m sorry, any squeamish boys in the audience, you’ll just have to grit your teeth for this bit. He’s into it. I think that’s fine. So every twenty-eight days I kick him in the guts and charge him over a quid for a box of cotton wool (laughs).

So that’s the sex. The socialising – the thing with Clive is that his politics are great, he’s very, very left. He’s very heavily involved with his union – he knows everything about struggle with management, he’s a NALGO super-militant. If there are any NALGO members here tonight you might be familiar with (audience member calls out, ‘Yes, there are. You’re misinformed, darling. It’s OK, carry on’). I’m misinformed, oh. Are you going to inform me? (No, you can have it later.) You should be so lucky, sweetheart (laughs).

I’m making free with the genre of comedy. Of course I realise there are many overworked and underpaid NALGO members but I’m only familiar with the more privileged echelons. I’m really coming across honest tonight. As I was saying, he’s a NALGO super-militant and you may be familiar with some of his propaganda literature, like his badges – ‘£15,000 a year Not Dole’ and ‘Feasibility Studies Not Dole’. But the trouble with middle-class left-wingers is that they don’t know how to enjoy themselves. They’re great at being guilty but they’re not very good at being happy. You know this is what they’re very bad at (laughs and applause). Thank you. So he drags you along to this endless stream of middle-class left-wing parties. I can’t imagine anything worse. But it’s like the sex, you always think it is going to be better next time so you keep going along (laughs).

Last weekend I went to one. You get all dressed up, you think, well, I’m going to a party. You arrive at the door, you open the door, to pitch blackness. You can’t see a yard in front of your nose. You think, have I come to a party or is this the remedial group of a social skills workshop? What’s going on here? Is it some sort of co-counselling convention? Everybody’s sat around in couples. Talking. You know, they’re just sat in the dark, talking intensely. So you pick your way through these intense couples, make your way to the party snacks and drinks – grab a glass of home-made henna wine, quite passable … and a chickpea on a stick (laughs). They don’t go over-mad on the entertainment. You think, I’ve come to a party – I’ll have a dance. Then you hear the music, you go over to the lad on the disco and say, ‘Look, you know and I know, that eighteenth-century work songs from Albania (laughs) are really important, but you must have noticed no one is dancing.’ Then you look around at their feet and you realise why they’re not dancing because they can’t possibly dance because they’re all wearing ultra right-on but really ugly Guat shoes. These may not have spread to the Midlands but I’m sure you’ve seen the equivalent. The back page of the Guardian, when you’re looking for another job or something, you’ll see these ugly, thick, bright-coloured heavy leather boots with straps that go right up to the top. They’ve got these thick soles which are like a Weetabix on the bottom. They’re like alternative Dr Martens. They’re just as clumsy, just as ugly, just as threatening, but when you kick someone in the head with one, you leave a rainbow print instead of a gash. So it seems to be more acceptable (laughs).

As we have a predominantly young crowd here tonight, I think it’s time for an advertisement. For your greater edification. (Lights dim, imitates sound effects – Linda and Ann set the scene for a parody of a Government-inspired TV public information campaign warning about the perils of drug taking.)


LINDA: So I do heroin adverts.

ANN: I’m not getting addicted. I can control it (laughs).

LINDA: OK So I’ve done a few heroin adverts now (laughs). Well, I can ’andle it. Can nearly say it: ’eroin, ’eroin.

BOTH: ’eroin, ’eroin, ’eroin.

ANN : OK. So I do ’eroin adverts. All right, I know it’s not EastEnders but it’s all right. It’s got a good slot on a Friday night in between The Tube. A lotta kids watch ’em.

LINDA: All right, all right, so I know I’m going completely over the fucking top with this ’eroin advert. But I can control it. I’ve just got a touch of Method acting today, that’s all (laughs). I could give it up tomorrow, I could get up and work (laughs). Only the other day I read for a part in EastEnders.

ANN: OK. I know that as the acceptable face of ’eroin addiction I am just a pawn in a Government plot masking the inherent decadence of latent capitalism. But I’ve got to work, haven’t I ? (laughs).

LINDA: ’eroin adverts … can really screw up your career.



Thank you. Goodnight, comrades. Be vigilant (applause).

1 Chief Inspector Nesbitt was a senior policeman in the South Yorkshire Constabulary during the miners’ strike of 1984/85 and was a familiar figure at the picket lines of the South Yorkshire coalfield.


BEYOND ERITH
Mark Steel, comedian and writer

Anyone reading this book will be familiar with Linda’s less than complimentary attitude towards her home town of Erith, but the place succeeded in delighting her once. In the Erith local paper, the week after an issue that included complaints about her jokes suggesting Erith was ‘boring’, there was an article that began, ‘The competition to name the new Erith Leisure Centre has been won by the entry “The Erith Leisure Centre”.’

But perhaps Erith helped Linda. Because Erith isn’t so much a place as a mass of Soviet-style oblong blocks that creep by the Thames up to South-East London, a tribute to cement so complete that, in the 1970s, Doctor Who and other science fiction programmes would regularly film there to depict a soulless concrete futuristic world. Linda seems to have reacted against this functional environment, in the same way that Romantics responded to the industrial grime of the nineteenth century, by seeking solace in anything that embodied imagination and passion.

So she fell in love with literature, films, gardening, cricket, cooking, jazz and tea-sets, but without ever looking down on the working class she was brought up in, which was most evident when she found working-class behaviour funny. She reckoned she’d witnessed the best example of a resigned attitude towards life while visiting a middle-aged neighbour one midsummer’s day. Late in the evening the woman patted the arms of the armchair she was sat in, sighed and said, ‘Oh well – that’s the longest day of the year out of the way, thank goodness.’

But the way Linda told these stories was especially funny because you knew that despite their odd behaviour she liked these people.

For example, with one tale, Linda summarised the process whereby people at work feel no connection with whatever they’re producing. She was working on an assembly line, on which apple turnovers would emerge from an oven, then Linda and her colleagues would pick them up as they passed, and place them in their boxes. Every single time, she said, as the turnovers approached, one worker who’d been there twenty years would flare his nostrils, look menacingly at them and snarl, ‘Here come the little fuckers.’

Maybe the trick of how to find the working class funny while remaining proudly working-class herself was helped by an episode covered in this section of the book – the miners’ strike. Linda played a prominent part in the strike, particularly in South Yorkshire where she was living, arranging and performing in countless fund-raising benefits. From this position she experienced the most poignant aspect of the mining community’s resistance, the way in which they became supporters of causes they’d previously been unaware of and developed a passion for books, films and ideas they would once have considered unreachable.

The miners’ benefits weren’t the easiest to play, and it was common to discover there was no microphone, and once I had to use the one on the DJ’s turntable, so after five minutes a crowd of about twenty were still drunkenly dancing, assuming my twittering was the next record. Indeed, throughout the time covered in this section, the sort of gigs Linda performed in remained unglamorous. Perhaps to get the full sense of them, you should read them in a student union bar on half-price vodka night, missing out every fifth word as the microphone lead becomes disconnected, with a drunk heavy metal band playing in the next room, and get a neighbour to pop in half-way through and shout, ‘Show us yer tits.’

One of these nights that Linda found funniest was in Lam-peter, which is somewhere in Wales that you can’t get to, and after an awful gig we went back to the bed and breakfast we’d been booked into. Although it was half past ten the place was utterly, utterly dark and shut, so on a freezing January night we lobbed stones at a window like a secret teenage lover, until after twenty minutes a landlady emerged in a dressing gown. And she swore we weren’t booked in, until she reluctantly checked the book, then peered into our faces and snarled, ‘My husband must have booked you in, so when I see him he’s dead meat.’ And as we shivered on the doorstep Linda found this hilarious, not just because of the situation but the wonderful use of the English language employed by this rancid woman.

One aspect of Linda’s routines from this time that stands out is however much venom she poured on Thatcher, there was plenty left for Neil Kinnock’s Labour Party. When many people were refusing to pay the Poll Tax, the Labour Party refused to back them, so Linda described the Labour Party campaign as being ‘Pay the Poll Tax – but while you’re doing so – look, you give that clerk such a look.’

When Linda died, some people commented that no matter how cutting her comments may appear, she bore no malice. But this is cobblers. Integral to her compassion for the majority of people was a contempt for bullies, from global leaders to local thugs, and she was proud to be their enemy.

Mark Steel, 2006.

LINDA LIVE
George IV Public House, Sheffield, 1 November 1986

(Weird heckle from audience … )

Right. After that little surreal episode, yes, I can cope with hecklers but not surrealism. After that I would like to entertain you tonight. My name is Linda Smith. I would like to entertain you with a bit of Comedy Against Patriarchy. I bet you can’t wait. As I say, my name is Linda Smith, not my real name of course, a stage name. My real name is Wanda Starbright (laughs). I had to change it to something more glamorous before I started doing this.

I don’t want any of you lads out there to get nervous, because I’m not any sort of extreme heavy feminist, because I know that you SWP boys are a bit dodgy on feminism (laughs) (heckler shouts, ‘Rubbish’), so I don’t want you to get worried because I’m not off the edge or anything like that, I’m not into castration or anything like that (heckler shouts, ‘Why not?’), I was just going to say only at weekends (laughs).

Anyway, just to pause for a minute, because you are such a warm and responsive crowd, to share a little heartache with you, because before I came here tonight I did have a bit of a nasty row with my boyfriend, Clive, or manfriend, if you prefer it. He prefers manfriend … I prefer pillock myself (laughs).

I’m a bit nasty about Clive but he asks for it because, for example, I caught him the other night under the duvet reading this book (shows it to audience). It’s called For Men Against Sexism, right? About as convincing as ‘Turkey Farmers Against Christmas’ really, isn’t it? I thought, don’t be reactionary, don’t be narrow in your political base, Linda – read this book. Some wonderful chapters – there’s one here, ‘Refusing to be a man’ (laughs). You wake up one morning and say, ‘No, I won’t be a man (laughs), I’ll be something else, I’ll be an antelope today.’ Another one here, ‘Consciousness raising for men’. I said, Clive, forget it, you don’t need a book to raise your consciousness, mate, you need a fucking séance! (laughs). Another one here, ‘Lovemaking with myself’ he’s very good at that (laughs). But the best one of all, the best chapter of all has got to be ‘The socialised penis’ (laughs). What can you say? What the fuck is the socialised penis? Does it go out to dinner parties on its own? (laughs). Where does the socialised penis hang out, eh? Cocktail bars, presumably. You can just see them, down the disco (being playful with her index fingers, simulating conversation between two penises): ‘Hello, Dick’, ‘Hello, Willy, you all right?’ ‘I’m all right, you all right?’ ‘Yeah, I’m all right’ ‘Where’s your man tonight?’ ‘I left him at home, he’s a right wanker!’ (laughs).

I’ll tell you what – it’s really nice being here with all you comrades because it means that I don’t have to go to a party with Clive. The last party was so traumatic that we had to go on holiday to recover from it. Well, I say holiday – we tried to have a holiday in Britain which is, of course, a contradiction in terms. You can’t have a holiday in Britain. Ridiculous idea. We didn’t have Jeffrey Archer to restart us, so we had to go to some godforsaken spot on the coast, ’cos Clive doesn’t like to go anywhere commercialised. If a place has got a Spar grocer’s it’s commercialised, right? So, we get to this godforsaken hole and we sort of wander into this shop. It












































ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Warren Lakin was Linda Smith’s lover and constant companion for 23 years, first in Sheffield and then in London. He was a local newspaper reporter before embarking on a 30 year journey into the darkest reaches of arts and entertainment, working as producer, promoter, agent, manager, fundraiser, tour booker, venue programmer, occasional performer, compere and DJ. He is currently writing a biography of Linda Smith entitled Driving Miss Smith to be published by Hodder and Stoughton in Autumn 2007.

Ian Parsons is currently working on further books with Warren Lakin. Deprived forever of the joy of tipping out of Ronnie Scott’s at 3 a.m. in Linda’s company and not merely because of the recent changes to the club, he is now retired from a life touring the UK as ‘The Amazing Mr. Find-o’. A schema of his life is now available from all good jazz record stores. He lives in a huff on the Thames.
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