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CHAPTER 1

Big in the Seventies

‘I was in the garden today playing with my stepladder – not my real ladder, my stepladder. Never got on with my stepladder . . .’

 

‘What have I done?!’ I wailed into the dark night.

I was twenty-six years old and lying in a cold sweat and close to tears in a bunk bed in a rented flat in Edinburgh. It was August 1990. I’d given up my job as a junior hospital doctor only days before to become a comedy writer and performer and I’d just seen a review of the play I’d written and was starring in. It was short, pithy and to the point.

The show is a dud and deserves only box office failure.

Could my career in show business have got off to a worse start? The reviewer was one Hayden Murphy – a notoriously tough crowd. That same year, he’d slagged off The Rubber Bishops, a very funny double act, one half of which was a little-known comic called Bill Bailey. After the play’s two-week run was up, I licked my wounds and went home to a bedroom in my mum’s house in the Kent village I’d grown up in and attempted to write a stand-up act. It was the same bedroom that I’d slept in the night after my first success in show business – 1974’s Cub Panto, Aladdin.

Cubs were massive in Kent in the seventies. We wore green skinny-rib jumpers, grey shorts, little green tags in the tops of our socks and a sort of ladies scarf round our necks secured by a napkin ring known as a woggle. In other words, we were pretty damn cool.

Was there a better place to learn about the world than at Cubs? I doubt it. We learnt all the stuff that every eleven-year-old boy needed to survive on the mean streets of rural Kent.

That meant a lot of knots.

Need to know how best to join two pieces of rope together of different thicknesses? Look no further than the sheet bend! Need a non-slip loop at the end of a rope? Try the bowline! Perhaps you’re looking to secure your horse to a horizontal pole? Then the round turn and two and a half hitches is the knot for you! Oh yes, I knew that if I could get my knots right, the world would lay itself at my feet.

And it wasn’t just knots!

Watch in astonishment as I start a fire by rubbing two sticks together – although if that doesn’t work, watch Akela do it using paraffin and a couple of Swan Vestas.

Ahh, Akela! Although named after the she-wolf from Kipling’s The Jungle Book, by day she went under the name of Mrs Harmer – Stephen’s mum – who would also, on occasion, pop round to our house and cut my hair for 50p.

The seventies have been much maligned since so many of its stars have fallen to Operation Yew Tree, but from my point of view, as a kid growing up, they were fantastic! It’s easy to look back on that time before mobile phones and twenty-four-hour screen fun, with rose-tinted spectacles – so I will.

No one spent their day glued to their phone – because the phone was glued to the wall. If you were a kid, making a phone call was a special occasion, and you never, never, ever used the phone before six in the evening unless you wanted to send your family into financial ruin. Young mothers had been forced on the game for less! No, if you wanted to find out whether your friend could come out to play, you walked the half-mile up the road to his house and knocked on the door. If you were in a hurry, you might take the spacehopper, but beware – if it sprung a puncture, you had no way of getting home.
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Go on, call me ‘Joe 90’. I would!

If there was no reply, you went round the back. If there was still no sign, you either left a note on his door and moved on to your second-best friend’s house, or sat on the front step for a bit in the hope that he’d turn up.

If no friends could be roused, you’d walk home with one foot on the kerb and one in the gutter, up and down, up and down, to cheer yourself up. Mum told me it was dangerous, but when something was that much fun, I was happy to take my chances.

But then again, the seventies were a time when we took our road safety advice from Tufty the squirrel – not an animal known for its instinctive understanding of traffic flow, but with hundreds of his companions killed on the roads every year, we knew that he spoke from the heart.

You had to be careful on the roads in the seventies, because most of the people driving the cars had been drinking. No one wore a seat belt either; you sat on your mum’s lap in the front, four kids on the back seat and one loose in the boot. There were no speed cameras – speed limits were seen purely as a ‘guideline’. I remember my dad explaining to me how to work out how fast you could go: ‘You just add ten,’ he said. So a limit of thirty miles an hour meant you could go at forty, fifty meant sixty, and seventy meant eighty.

Unless, of course, you’d had a drink, in which case you simply subtracted ten and used the back routes where possible. If you were stopped by the police, you merely claimed that you’d got the amount you were allowed to drink whilst you were driving mixed up with the amount you were allowed to take through customs. ‘I’ve only had one litre of spirits, Officer! Or was it two bottles of fortified wine?’

It didn’t really matter, though. In rural Kent, at that time, the fuzz were probably pissed too.

The seventies! When men were men and had aftershaves to match. Brut! Pagan Man! And Hai Karate!

Men and women smelt different back then – men smelt of beer, sweat, Brylcreem, violence, fear and anxiety – all carefully dressed with a top note of pine. As for women, they smelt strongly of powder – some sort of scented powder that they put on their faces and inside their bras and pants – according to my friend Patrick. And when the powder met the aftershave – well, presumably it formed some sort of paste . . .

It was a golden time for sport too – the wrestler Shirley ‘Big Daddy’ Crabtree, the boxer Joe Bugner, and the world’s strongest man Geoff Capes held sway. Yes, the strongest man in the whole world was British!

OK, when you look at them now they look like out-of-shape middle-aged men like our dads, but that just made their achievements all the more attainable. If we ate enough pies, we too might develop a rock-hard stomach like Big Daddy. Believe me, you didn’t want to be under that when it fell on you in his famous ‘splashdown’ manoeuvre. Big Daddy! The only man to take a pot belly and turn it into a deadly weapon.

The seventies! When an energy drink was a pint of bitter, or if you were really up against it – a pint of mild! No one bought bottled water – the idea was laughable. There were only two types of water in Kent in the seventies: hot water and cold water, and they both came from a tap.

And the food? What other decade would have come up with Dream Topping and Angel Delight? By-products of the petrochemical industry. We ate Ski yoghurts for pudding, even though no one we knew had ever actually been skiing or really understood how it worked.

This is before saturated fat was seen as a bad thing. With money short, my mum had to buy the economy range of sausages and hamburgers, which had a fat content so high that if you turned your back on the frying pan for more than a couple of minutes, by the time you turned back the fat had escaped and they were like two pound coins going for a swim.

The music of the seventies helped us all stay upbeat. It was cheap, tinny, feel-good pop – ‘Yummy Yummy Yummy’, ‘Chirpy Chirpy Cheep Cheep’, ‘Knock Three Times’ – no one really knew what they were about, but it didn’t matter so long as our toes were tapping.

There was only one really sad song – ‘Seasons In The Sun’ by Terry Jacks; the story of a young man dying of some indeterminate illness, made all the more poignant for me because my sister told me it was based on a true story.

That poor boy, dying – so sad, especially when all the birds were singing in the sky.

Even more tragic was that Terry looked so well when he sang it on Top of the Pops. Ain’t life cruel?FN1

The music was good and on the whole, life was good too. In fact, pretty much all you had to remember, if you were a boy in the seventies, was not to cry – if you cried, it was game over. Back then, you didn’t ‘share’ your anxieties with your friends, you bottled them up and turned them into anger.

Your parents weren’t your friends – you loved them, but they were figures of authority – you certainly didn’t expect them to entertain you 24/7. Once a year you’d go to a model village or have a birthday treat to the cinema, but the rest of the time you were on your own. In the seventies, we parented ourselves. Once you hit sixteen, your mum and dad made your life at home so embarrassing, you were desperate to leave it at the first opportunity.

No one lived with their parents past the age of twenty-five unless they’d suffered some sort of medical condition.

I grew up on a big sixties housing estate in the commuter village of Staplehurst, just one hour from Charing Cross. My parents split when I was about six, and me, my three sisters and brother stayed with my mum and new stepfather ‘Pop’. We saw my dad every other weekend, for odd weeks here and there and during the holidays.

It’s not like now, where everyone’s parents have been divorced two or three times each; in the seventies you stayed together until your children grew up or died. I found the whole thing more than a little confusing, worrying and frankly embarrassing. I had no idea how to explain it away to my friends. Irrationally, there was a certain amount of shame attached to it too. Don’t get me wrong, I could see how much happier my mum was, and I got on well with my new stepdad. But when you’re a kid, you just want to be like everyone else, to fit in, to be normal.

Our end of terrace houses backed onto fields, and after school, at weekends and holidays that’s where you’d find me and my fellow Cubs Adam and Patrick and sometimes Peter and Hugo – building camps, fishing for newts, trying to start fires and if you got a fire started, how about throwing in a couple of light bulbs, or better still, an aerosol can or anything with, Do not expose to direct heat, written on it?

Oh, how times have changed! These days it’s all about protecting the environment – back then, us boys were out to destroy it. We’d spend our days building traps for small mammals, killing wasps with a rolled-up copy of Whizzer and Chips, or simply lying down on our fronts with a magnifying glass, frying ants. No doubt a way of letting out all that anger that we’d built up from not crying.
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Carry On Camping. Left to right: Hugo, Adam, me, Patrick.

When the Cub panto turned up, it was big news. Aladdin – the tale of a simple Chinese boy and his struggle to escape from the ghetto. Adam landed the title role – although with his ginger hair and a complexion that burnt under bright lights, he wasn’t an obvious choice to play a kid from East Asia. Aladdin lived with his tragically widowed mother – that was me: Widow Twanky. Dress, wig and full face of make-up aged twelve.

I can’t remember much of what I did. I know at one point I had to get a member of the audience up and press them to sing ‘Puff The Magic Dragon’, then my little brother came on in a green body stocking as Puff and stood staring at the front row. One of the highlights was me screaming for some reason and jumping into Aladdin’s arms, then he’d carry me off.

What I do remember very clearly was that I really enjoyed making the audience laugh, and I couldn’t understand why the rest of the cast weren’t as funny as me. I had an instinctive feel for where the laughs were and how to make the most of them.

I was singled out for a special mention in the local paper, the Kent Messenger: ‘The undoubted star of the show was eleven-year-old Matthew Hall . . .’ It didn’t hurt that the reporter, Ron, lived opposite us and one of my sisters was best friends with his daughter Claire. An early lesson in show business – it’s not what you know, it’s who you know.

It’s only recently that I’ve finally worked out what it was that I so enjoyed about that experience.

It was a feeling of power.

When you’re a kid, you have no choices. You get pushed around, told what to do, what to wear, what’s good for you . . . but on that night, for the first time in my young life, I felt in control – in charge of a room full of people. They were laughing because I was making them laugh, and what’s more, I found it easy.

If I got that ability from anyone, it was from my mum, Jan. She and Pop were big names in the Staplehurst Amateur Dramatics Society – or SADS for short.

Who can forget their lively revue Up Staplehurst!FN2 – a biting satire of village life, where Pop dressed up variously as a punk rocker and the local vicar – or their annual panto, when nine times out of ten, he would play the dame and my mum would play the fairy godmother. For a teenage boy, watching his parents horsing around in front of the entire village, it should have made me cringe, but I loved it. They both had natural comic timing, could sing and dance a bit, and my mum even had her own tap shoes. I thought they were really funny.

 

Jan may have been a fairly common name, but there was really only one Jan you needed to know in Staplehurst in the mid-seventies. Like Elvis or Madonna, if you said ‘Jan’, everyone knew who you were talking about. She knew everyone, and everyone knew her. As a small boy walking down to Liptons supermarket with her, we would have to stop every twenty yards to talk to someone she knew. It would take forever because she’d always have a story. I noticed that at the start of the trip the story would be loose and rambling, but by the time we got to Daphne on the till, she’d have honed it down to just the highlights, complete with a snappy punchline so that it ran almost like a routine. She’d do impressions of the people in the story and she’d mostly leave her public laughing. And me? I was Jan’s son, famous by association.

 

At school I had a natural flair for English and art. Sport, however, was a bit of a black hole. What I didn’t understand was why, just because I was a boy, I was expected to like it.

Of course, it doesn’t help if you’re wearing glasses – even the ones with the flexible wire bits that curl round your ears to keep them on. Yes, OK, I could have taken the glasses off, but then everything would have looked like an impressionist painting.

To be honest, the ball very rarely came my way – it doesn’t when you’re that crap at sport. When the only goal you ever scored is an own one.

These days, being a geek is considered cool. Who would have predicted that? The rise of the geeks? Certainly not me. ‘Joe 90’ they used to call me after the animatronic TV puppet, or ‘Gogglebox’.

My poor eyesight had been picked up in a routine school eye test when I was eight, and it was already surprisingly ropeyFN3, although I had no idea until I was handed my first pair of glasses. I remember walking out of the opticians and just being amazed at how sharp everything looked – I could see all kinds of stuff I’d never seen before. It was like having bionic eyes!

I can’t tell you how thrilled I was with my new superpower. Until the next day at school someone called me ‘Four Eyes’.

‘Here, let’s have a go!’ shouted another, snatching them off my face and putting them on. Everyone laughed, and I laughed too, out of embarrassment. Then everyone wanted a try, pulling faces and pointing out how funny they looked wearing my glasses. After that I only wore them in lessons if I needed to read the blackboard – never in break or out of school, even though I loved wearing them.

I know, I know, it’s not exactly Twelve Years a Slave, is it?! Well, I’m afraid as hardships go, for me, in Kent in the seventies that’s as bad as it got (if you ignore the hosepipe ban in 1976)! What can I tell you? I was a happy kid – deal with it.





CHAPTER 10

A Tight Twenty

‘Jesus walked on the water, healed the sick, fed the five thousand and raised the dead . . . classic Capricorn!’

 

Your first paid twenty-minute gig is a bit of a landmark for any comic, and mine was in early 1991 at The Tearooms des Artistes. It sounds fancy, but it was basically a wine bar at the arse end of Wandsworth Road in Clapham. Like most doing their first twenty-minute show, it was really fifteen padded out with stuff I knew didn’t really work – but that’s how you built your time. You always had to accept a ten when you only had five and a twenty when you had only test-driven fifteen.

You’re at a disadvantage being new because you don’t have any say in where you go in the running order – no one ever wants to go first, unless they’re doubling up. So nine times out of ten you get put on first, which is a tough spot because the crowd aren’t as warmed up – and by that I mean, pissed. Similarly, you don’t necessarily want to go on last – particularly if it is a big bill or starts late, as the crowd might be a little fatigued or completely off their faces. Early on I realised that if I turned up a little bit late for the gig – just before or after it had started – they couldn’t put me on first, and they certainly wouldn’t risk putting me on last, so sometimes I could engineer myself into that coveted second spot. Devious, right? Like I said, I had a lot to prove!

I was on first at the gig in Clapham and it went pretty well – I came off relieved and happy that I’d done the time. It was a big milestone for me, and on top of that, I got twelve quid. On the bill with me that night, as well as a girl who played the guitar and sang funny songsFN32 was a really funny and original impressionist called Alistair McGowan. Alistair had been making good money doing voice-overs and radio work, occasionally contributing his spot-on impressions to Radio 4’s weekly satirical show Weekending.

We hit it off straightaway – and it turned out he lived just down the road from me in Balham. He was eighteen months ahead of me and had a good forty minutes of stuff and the audience loved him that night. Despite having only just met, I suggested we go to Edinburgh together that summer and do a two-hander. I was keen to go back up but couldn’t see myself having enough for a whole solo show. I explained that I knew how to book the venue and do the promotion and accommodation and that basically he could just leave it to me.

Rob designed the poster and I got us booked into the Festival Club – a good, central, well-run venue – and secured us a two-bedroom

flat just round the corner from it. I even drove Ally’s luggage up for him as he preferred the train!

The show was called – predictably enough – When Harry Met Ally. We took it in turns to go first and it was a pretty sturdy hour of fun. Not groundbreaking – just two comics getting their acts together. We were supposed to be doing half an hour each, but more often than not I’d fall a bit short and Alistair would pick up the slack. I knew the form and was out leafleting all day and sticking up posters – Ally, less so, but I didn’t mind, as I was very much the junior partner and was just glad to have the chance to be back up there. It was a good little bill and because he’d had a bit of exposure on Radio 4, we usually had a reasonable crowd. It was there that my mum first saw my act. She’d made the journey all the way up to Scotland and I’m sure breathed a big sigh of relief when she found herself laughing along at my gags. I have to give her credit – despite me turning my back on a career in medicine, she has never once made any serious effort to persuade me out of comedy.
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Going Places . . . you know you’re on your way when The Oldie like you . . .

Alistair had contacts – and when they turned up to see his act, they also caught mine. One of those contacts was a rookie radio producer by the name of Jon Magnusson – yes, the son of Mastermind Magnus. He was up in Edinburgh scouting for talent for a series of shows he was doing for Radio 2 called The Pick Of The Fringe, and he asked me to do four minutes on one of them. I don’t remember much about it, but it was my first national exposure and seemed to go OK. Me, Alistair and Jon got on really well, and Jon said that he was about to take over the producer role at Weekending and that I should come along to the meeting, submit some ideas for sketches, and that he’d keep an eye out for me.

Weekending was a brilliant training ground for generations of comic writers, even though the show itself was never better than patchy. The beauty of it was that there was an open meeting for non-commissioned writers on Wednesday morning that anyone could attend – it was held in a room on the Light Entertainment corridor in Broadcasting House. You could literally just walk in off the street into Broadcasting House and say you were ‘here for Weekending’ and the commissionaire would let you in. There was nothing to stop you then marching through the building and strangling Tony Blackburn – but this was a world pre-9/11.

Although I had no real interest in current affairs, when I got back from Edinburgh, I bought four newspapers a day, read them from cover to cover, jotted down my ideas for funnies, and on the first Wednesday of September, pitched up at Broadcasting House. Those open meetings for Weekending were a bit of a bun fight. It was pretty much all men. All men and quite a lot of weird men. Some of them smelt like they weren’t looking after themselves. Some of them looked like they’d been dressed by their mums. Usually all the big stories had been taken by the commissioned writers who had their meeting just before us non-coms. Jon Magnusson would walk in and say things like ‘Has anyone got anything on the war in the Balkans?’ At which point we’d pitch our various ideas and if he liked yours, he’d ask you to write it up.

The only sketch I can remember pitching was about a ‘leaves on the line’ story – where trains had been delayed basically due to the arrival of autumn. I suggested further delays due to a giant conker getting stuck in the mouth of the Channel Tunnel. Ah, satire!

The deadline for submissions was Thursday lunchtime, so I’d go and type up my offerings and fax them through to their office – you didn’t ever know if your piece had got on the show until it went out and your name appeared in the impossibly long list of credits. What a thrill to hear my name for the first time as an actual comedy writer! Under Jon’s patronage, I got quite a lot of my stuff on very quickly.

Within a month or so, it was enough to get a commission – it was this £120 a week that meant that, with the money I was getting from my club dates, I could stop doing locums altogether, so within eighteen months of giving up full-time work as a doctor I was finally self-sufficient.

Once you got commissioned, it meant that you could use the offices and typewriters on the Light Entertainment corridor to write your sketches. It was in one of those offices that I met Al Murray. He was not long out of Oxford University and was in a writing team with a couple of his old Oxford pals – which was nuts because they had to split the money three ways.

Also in the corridor at that time were Stewart Lee and Richard Herring, who had just started working on their own series.

It was great fun, a lot of camaraderie, and I loved the deadline and immediacy of writing a sketch on the Thursday that would go out the next day.

Jon’s tenure as producer only ran for a couple of months – his replacement wasn’t so keen on my whimsy and I started to get a lot of stuff rejected. I remember I had one sketch about Gorbachev and John MajorFN33 – I don’t remember the gag exactly – but the producer told me she thought it wasn’t quite right and that I should ‘work on it some more’. I took it back to the writers’ room and complained about it to one of the older writers, Michael Dines, who, as well as writing for Weekending, was one of the main contributors to The News Huddlines.

‘Oh that’s simple,’ said Dinesy, scanning through the sketch. ‘Just put him in the bath!’

‘Eh?’

‘Put Gorbachev in the bath. Don’t change the dialogue or the gag, just add some sound effects of water, a few splashes and a bit of echo – that should do it.’

I took his advice, retyped it and it got on the show.

 

I get bored easily, and by Christmas I’d had enough of writing hack topical sketches and the thrill of hearing my name on the credits had worn off. I was also earning just about enough from my gigs by then to no longer need the money.

Where previously I’d read the newspapers every day, I was now leaving it all to the last minute. It came to a head one Wednesday morning when I was coming back from Birmingham on the train, having done a gig the night before with a carrier bag full of the week’s unread newspapers, frantically going through them trying to catch up in the couple of hours it took for the train to pull into Euston station – so, I canned it.

The Edinburgh Festival was calling me again – and this time I was planning to go it alone.
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New Blood! When Harry Met Ally, Derek Guyler and some other older white men.





CHAPTER 11

Flies Open

‘My nan gets things mixed up. The other day she said to me, “Give me a hand with this jigsaw puzzle of a chicken, I can’t find the picture of the chicken anywhere!”

‘I said, “Nan, it’s a box of cornflakes!” ’

 

The Edinburgh Festival is a bizarre conceit. Essentially, hundreds of London-based comics travel four hundred miles, where they stay for a month at huge expense, to be seen by another hundred or so London-based agents and TV people. So why doesn’t it take place in London?

Well, it’s a bit like a holiday romance. Something changes with the geography. There’s a pressure to it that can really bring out the best in you, and at the very least it serves as a deadline. You know that by late July, you’ve got to have a show.

In the nineties, you really only had to have three quarters of a show. Most of us went up with a sort of work in progress and tinkered with it in that first week. The whole thing was a lot less polished.

Having done a two-hander with Alistair McGowan, my sights were firmly set on a solo hour. Unfortunately, I only had about forty-five minutes of stuff to fill it. If comics ask me these days for advice about doing the Edinburgh Festival, I tell them not to worry about making sure that every joke is a new one – why beat yourself up? But the festival has changed enormously since the early nineties. For a start, back then it was really only two weeks long. Officially it was three, but the only people who did the third week were students or comics who couldn’t get a venue in the first two. Now it’s four weeks – it has to be for comics to stand any chance of covering their costs as it’s become hugely expensive. In 1989, when I first went up it had a more amateur vibe – that’s still the case to some extent, although the better venues and the prime-time slots have all been tied up by the big promoters.

The restraints now aren’t artistic so much as financial. Comics these days, even if they do well, can be faced with bills for tens of thousands of pounds – the most I ever lost was five hundred.

That year I was also booked to do a twenty-minute set in a comedy showcase called The Comedy Zone alongside my friends Al Murray and Brenda Gilhooly and compèred by South East London’s finest – Andre Vincent. The year before, the line-up had been Simon Munnery as Alan Parker Urban Warrior, Stewart Lee and one of my favourite double acts at the time, Chris and George – all held together by MC Mark Lamarr – so it had a good pedigree. Doing two shows also gave me a better chance of breaking even.

Brenda was doing her Gayle Tuesday ‘Page 3 Stunna’ act – a hilarious satire on the way glamour models were being manipulated by men.

A few words about my friend Brenda. I’d met her the year before in Edinburgh when she’d moved in with me and Alistair McGowan. She was his friend and was booked on the bill at Malcolm Hardee’s gig, Aaaaaaaagh, it’s the Tunnel Club!FN34 When Malcolm had booked her, he’d promised he would provide her with accommodation but that it was small – ‘the size of a broom cupboard’.

When she got there, it was actually a broom cupboard. It was Malcolm’s idea of a joke. So, she turned up on our doorstep in tears. I went from never having met her before to sharing a room with her, and I can honestly say I’ve never met anyone quite like Brenda. We’d lie in our twin beds, laughing our heads off into the early hours. She’d hit a bit of form with her act too; when she’d started, she did a version of herself. Then she hit on Gayle and things really took off – she toured with Paul O’Grady’s monstrous alter ego, Lily Savage, as well as being a regular on his TV show.

That year, 1992, she was running Gayle out for the first time and loving every minute of it.

She’d finish on a song and if she was closing the show, me and Al would put on sailor hats and be her backing dancers.

This was also way before Al discovered his Pub Landlord character. At that time, he was doing a serial killer act. He would come on in a white tuxedo splattered with blood and would say, ‘Good evening. I’m a murderer. I’d like to do some murders for you now.’ Then he’d do the sound effects of guns and all kinds of stuff as he acted out various atrocities – including putting a dolphin in a microwave.

It sounds terrible on paper, but it was just one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen – and I must have seen it fifty times. I never once saw him have anything but a great gig. The crowd would be laughing and screaming in equal measure.

So how was I going to pad out forty-five minutes into the required hour? The short answer was: slides.

I interspersed my three quarters of an hour with slides of odd images I’d found that helped to give the show a sort of notional running theme. I had a whole bit about how great the robin was – cue a slide of a robin – and then I’d go into a rant about the red-backed shrike, about how it was ‘a dirty bird that fouled its own nest’. There was another sequence about hair loss – photos from brochures I’d sent off for about hair weaves and wigs and cosmetic hair transplants, that fitted in around a few jokes I had about my own sad pate. Then I had a whole series of before-and-after photos from plastic surgery operations that I’d taken from a book I’d found in the medical school library and set to Frank Sinatra singing ‘You Make Me Feel So Young’. Gradually the photos became more and more grotesque, ending up as photos of people mangled in car crashes.

I knew early on that I needed some music to help move it along. So I got straight on the blower to my old mate Matt Bradstock-Smith, who by then was working as a hospital doctor in Chichester. One of the things I loved about him was that literally all I’d have to say to him was ‘Fancy going to the Edinburgh Festival?’ and he’d be in the car and on his way over. He never once quizzed me about the show’s content, so complete was his faith in me.

Well, that year he did have a request. He asked me if it was OK if at some point during the show he could sing a song about a girl he was soft on called Kath.

‘What’s the song called?’ I asked.

‘ “Oh, Kath!” ’ he replied.

Oh Christ! I thought, but what could I say?

‘Of course, Matt,’ I said. I was just glad to have him along. The only thing I had to work out was how to incorporate this very sweet heartfelt love song into my stream of absurd nonsense.

Well, there wasn’t a way to incorporate it, which is why halfway through the show I would say, ‘Oh I’m suddenly very tired! I think I might have a little sleep!’

Then I’d unfold a sun lounger, lie down and close my eyes. As I pretended to doze, Matt sang his song.

 

Oh Kath! I wanna call out your name!

I want you to feel the same way too

Coz I want to fall in love with you . . .FN35

 

When he’d finished, I’d ‘wake up’ and continue with the rest of the show like nothing had happened.
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Matt died in 2016 and what I wouldn’t do to hear him sing it one more time.

 

By then I was Harry Hill. My solo show, called rather cryptically Flies, came down at nine thirty and The Comedy Zone kicked off at ten. That gave me plenty of time to walk across from the Festival Club to the Pleasance, have a chat with whichever comic was hanging around, and crucially have a pint.

Up until then I’d never really had a drink before I went on, but by the time I’d done my hour the pressure was off; the twenty minutes I had to do on The Comedy Zone felt like a breeze.

I’m not encouraging comics to drink before they go on, and these days I wouldn’t have anything stronger than a Diet Coke, but that year, that pint, combined with the boost in confidence I got from doing my own show just loosened me up and let me experiment. It was that year at The Comedy Zone that I truly developed my comic voice.

Good jokes are all well and good, but what we remember about a comic is not so much what they say, but how they say it. Their voice, their persona or attitude. When you think of Tommy Cooper, you know what he’s about before you can remember any of his lines. The same goes for Jo Brand or any of the greats.

It’s the voice that you can’t write, that you just have to discover by trial and error.

When I first started out, I wanted to be a deadpan comic, because those were my comic heroes at the time – Mr Jack Dee, Mr Arnold Brown, Mr Norman Lovett, Ms Jo Brand and Mr Stewart Lee. Stewart had lines like ‘I went to a nice little place run by some Italians. It was Italy.’ That’s what I liked, so that’s what I wanted to be. I could write one-liners too. I’d come on and just do one after the other. There were a few of us starting out in the nineties – Milton Jones, Tim Vine, Matt Welcome, Anthony King . . . But one liners only get you so far; for your jokes to really sing you need to have an attitude. Take one of my favourite gags from Arnold Brown – the Glaswegian who chucked in his job as an accountant to become a comic.‘I was mugged for my trainers – but I had the last laugh. As the mugger ran off, I called after him, “They’re not you!” ’

‘They’re not you.’ That line contains so much information about Arnold, about his comic persona, his world view. Just brilliant. Initially my comic persona was ‘geek, unlucky in love’ – the underdog, basically.

‘My sex life is awful. I pulled back the duvet the other night and a moth flew out – (BEAT) – Didn’t leave an address, no note, nothing! Never go out with a moth – never take a moth on a candlelit dinner.’

You get the idea, but most of the time I couldn’t maintain that poker face – I wanted to laugh and horse around. I was trying too hard. My natural comic persona is more playful, more clownish, more silly, but I didn’t have the confidence to break away from the mic and try something new. Until that Edinburgh.

I started to insert bits of songs, Bryan Adams’s hit from Robin Hood had been in the charts for what seemed like months – you just couldn’t get away from it. So in the middle of my act, I’d drop in the first line.

‘Look into my eyes . . .’

Then I’d clunk straight into a one-liner.

‘Not just jockeys, I think all small people should have to wear a number!’

A bit later, I’d do another line from the song. Critics always compared it to spinning plates – I’d have three or four running gags and a couple of bits of songs running all the way through until finally, at the end, I’d pay them all off by firing off the punchlines one after the other.

Or that was the idea.

I had a rough order and a few markers along the way but my act was never rigid. I never really knew what was coming next. I had a pool of gags that I could pick from and I’d sling them out as I gauged the mood of the crowd. If a line didn’t go so well, I’d put in one I knew was a banker. If things were really flying, I might drop in a new line knowing that I had another banker up my sleeve to bring it back round if it bombed. I knew once I’d been belting them with zingers for a while that they needed a bit of a break – so I’d do a longer bit. I didn’t want to be stuck with a script that I couldn’t get out of. That’s what actors do.

You have to be able to react to the situation in front of you, it takes practice and that only comes from stage time – it also meant that on occasion I had a bum gig. Some nights I’d tear the roof off, other times I’d struggle.

I remember one Edinburgh, I was sharing a flat with my good friend Sean Lock. Sean’s probably my favourite comic and a lot of other comics will tell you the same. The so-called comedian’s comedian. We love his fearlessness, his lovely long bizarre routines that only he could come up with and those killer one-liners . . .

‘So tomorrow it’s going to be muggy, then it’s going to be Tueggy then Wednesggy then Thursggy . . .FN36’

It’s just great writing – and he always surprises me. Don’t forget I’ve seen a heck of a lot of comedians. Every bill I was ever on, I’d be standing at the back or in the wings, watching whoever was on before me. In the early days, I’d arrive at the start and leave at the end – and watch all the acts in between. Once you become a professional comic, it’s very hard to just sit there and be open to laughing like you would if you just walked up off the street and bought a ticket.

Most of the time, I stand there knowing what the comic is going to say next. Not because I’ve heard it before but because there are just a lot of comic devices, tricks if you like, that we all employ to get the laugh. I’m basically just standing there ticking them off.

Sean is one of the few who always amazes me and who I can watch with fresh eyes, almost as if I’m a punter.

He’s always given me good advice too. He has a razor-sharp mind, is incredibly well-read and sees things very clearly. So one night we were sitting in the flat at the kitchen table and I was complaining to him that I could never predict how my act was going to go over.

‘It’s concentration,’ he said with a shrug, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

‘Huh?’

‘Concentration,’ he repeated. ‘I’ve seen you before gigs, you’re standing chatting to people – you need to concentrate on what you’re doing next.’

He was right. I am a bit of a chatterbox. What he was saying to me in a roundabout way was ‘It’s time to get serious about it if you want it to work.’ He didn’t use the word ‘professional’, but that’s sort of what he was saying. So I did, and he was right, and although I’ve had the odd bump in the road, after that pep talk I hit a sweet spot.

The Comedy Zone was a really exciting show to be in that year. It was standing room only with all four of us having a ball, and after it was done me, Matt, Al and Brenda hit the booze.FN37

The favoured late-night haunt of all the pro comics at that time was the bar of the Gilded Balloon on Cowgate, up a cobbled street below South Bridge. It would be stuffed to the rafters with comics, promoters, agents and the odd telly person.

It wasn’t a particularly nice place to be unless you were plastered. There was a lot of anger in that bar; a lot of comics up against it with mixed reviews of their shows, poor audience numbers, money worries and, as if to compound it, everyone knew how everyone else was doing. This was in the days before newspapers and magazines dumbed down their reviews by putting stars on them. To find out what the reviewer thought you actually had to read the review – and we did. We’d pore over who got what and commiserate with those we felt were unfairly treated and enjoy a little schadenfreude for those who we felt deserved it. It also hosted a late-night comedy show – Late ’n’ Live – which could be a notorious bear pit.

I was there the night that another favourite of mine, Ian Cognito, lost his rag. He was doing his act and not getting much back, then the crowd turned. So he took them on. He slagged them off, then he slagged off the festival, then he grabbed a big carrier bag full of cassette tapes that he’d had made of his act to sell at his gigs and emptied it all over the front row. Then he walked off . . . and into the bar where he picked on another comic so relentlessly that the comic chinned him and left him sparked out on the beer-soaked floor. That’s how volatile it could be.

After a while I stopped going there.

I’d have a pint, maybe two, and then I’d go back to the flat and take out a paint-by-numbers I’d bought in a local art shop and I’d quietly fill it in. By the end of the two weeks, I had a painting of two dinosaurs fighting which I titled Edinburgh.

 

I kicked off my first solo show by leaping out of a large trunk situated on the front of the tiny stage.

I’d get into the trunk just before Matt opened the doors and took the tickets. Once the audience were seated, he would start playing the Sinatra classic ‘Come Fly With Me’, which would be my cue to fling the lid open, stand up and start singing.

As we rarely sold more than about twenty tickets, I was only ever in the trunk for a couple of minutes.

A few days into the two-week run, I got a review in the Guardian that kicked off with: ‘I have seen the future of new comedy and his name is Harry Hill . . .’ And ended up with: ‘he makes helpless happy laughter seem absolutely effortless.’

It was the sort of review you wouldn’t even dare write yourself!
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That evening, I got into the trunk as usual. I could hear people filing in, and it sounded like a lot more than we were used to. Minutes went by and I was getting hotter and hotter in the trunk and running out of usable air. In essence, I was starting to suffocate. Finally, Matt struck up the opening tune. I flung open the lid of the trunk and jumped out. I’d been in the dark for so long that I was startled by the bright lights and dizzy from the lack of oxygen. Once I’d caught my breath and my eyes had stopped stinging, I peered out at the room – it was packed.

That’s how it can happen. One rave review and suddenly you’re a hit!

The show didn’t go particularly well that night, partly because I was completely overwhelmed by the number of people who had turned up, but also because with praise like that, expectations were impossibly high!

But boy, was it exciting!

As a comic, when you’re onstage, you have at least two voices in your head. There’s the one that’s doing the show, then there’s the voice that’s saying, OK, slow down, stop here. Wait, now do the punchline – the ‘satnav’ if you like that every comic has – that guides you through the gig. That night there were three voices: the usual two, plus an extra excited one that was telling me I was a success – running away with itself – telly spots! Radio shows! Big tours, the lot!

The next morning, I went to B&Q, bought a drill and made some holes in the trunk.

Me and Matt were only booked in to the Festival Club for two weeks – it was all I could afford – and on our last night, I came off from my stint at The Comedy Zone and my agent told me that he’d had a message from the Perrier Award judges that I should get along to the awards party because I might ‘hear something to my advantage’.

 

The Perrier Award at that time was the big prize for stand-ups. To get a nomination – or better still win it – meant a big career boost. I can’t speak for it now, but in the nineties it meant telly interest. If you won it, you’d almost certainly get a TV pilot and possibly a series. There was only one prize though – and I knew I hadn’t been nominated – so why did they want me at the do? I didn’t need to be told twice though – me and Matt hightailed it over there.

That year, the competition was particularly fierce. The nominations were Steve Coogan, Jo Brand, Mark Thomas, John Shuttleworth and Scottish comic Bruce Morton. What a line-up! I got there just as Steve Coogan was being presented with the award. He made a very funny speech, lifted the trophy, and headed for the bar. Then the judges announced a new award: Most Promising Newcomer – and the winner was . . . me!

It was doubly thrilling because I hadn’t expected it. Matt wasn’t mentioned, which seemed a little unfair – after all, he had
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