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For the admirers of Donald Pleasence, master of subtle menace and riveting performances, this book is lovingly dedicated to you.

May this dedication be a reminder of his enduring impact, and may these pages serve as a celebration of the man who gave life to some of cinema’s most unforgettable characters.
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Few British actors have achieved as much as Donald Pleasence, whose diverse talent and extensive body of work have left an indelible mark on both stage and screen. Though often recognized solely as a character actor with a talent for horror, his career was far more varied and significant. He captivated audiences on Broadway and the West End with his remarkable performances, showcasing his versatility and depth. His life off-screen was equally dynamic. Pleasance served with the RAF during World War Two, demonstrating his bravery and commitment. Beyond his military service, he was an accomplished playwright and author, adding further dimensions to his artistic contributions. His personal life was filled with adventure—he married four times and was a devoted father to four daughters. Known for his love of travel and sociable nature, Pleasence was one of the few natives of Yorkshire to achieve fame in the United States.

As we delve into the life of this extraordinary individual, we celebrate not only his professional achievements but also the rich experiences that made him a beloved figure in the world of performing arts. Here is his story.
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People are often surprised to discover that Donald Pleasence never penned his memoirs. When asked why, he would respond with a mischievous smile, ‘Oh no, not an autobiography. I’m far too secretive. Besides, the best stories are unprintable.’

Had he chosen to share his life story, it would have begun on October 5, 1919, with his birth at 62 Potter Street in Worksop. ‘My parents, Thomas Stanley Pleasence and Alice Armitage Pleasence, were also born in Worksop. It’s about thirty miles from Scunthorpe in Lincolnshire, where my father was a railway stationmaster,’ Donald explained. The only other person he knew from Scunthorpe was Joan Plowright. ‘In theatrical circles,’ he said with a chuckle, ‘the place is a bit of a joke. It’s a town no one goes to, so you say, ‘The play did very well in Scunthorpe.’’ Yet, beyond the jokes, the little Yorkshire settlement was once a thriving hub for iron production and a bustling market town.

Donald's father worked for the old LNER, following in the footsteps of Donald’s grandfather, who was also a railway man. His employer, the London and North Eastern Railway (LNER), was then one of the ‘Big Four’ railway companies in the UK, known for iconic locomotives like the Flying Scotsman and Mallard, connecting major cities and making strides in long-distance travel. ‘I have fond memories of visiting my grandparents at their house in Worksop—Portland Place,’ Don reminisced, never forgetting the parlour filled with railway memorabilia. ‘Grandpa would often take me to cricket matches, and I’ve always had a keen interest in the game. I have one brother, Ralph, who is four and a half years older than me.’ His father was a sociable and easygoing man, passionate about music, politics, civic affairs and home life. ‘My father is a staunch British Labour Party member and enjoys the simple things in life. He’s an avid gardener. My mother was taken from Worksop to America as a child and was raised by her grandfather in Momence, Illinois, near Kankakee. She lived there for about fifteen years before returning to England.’

In all, Donald lived in Scunthorpe for nine years and two things stood out his mind: ‘My address, 111 Frodingham Road, and the fact that I made my first stage appearance there.’ The Pleasence home was very tidy and plain, with a tin bath in the kitchen, an outdoor toilet, and a parlor with a small coal fire. Alice was a good cook, and whenever Thomas returned from one of his shifts at the station, he and the children were served her special homemade stews and a traditional hotpot made from lamb cuts, sliced potatoes, onions, and root vegetables, all slowly cooked in a rich gravy.

If success in the theatre begins with humble origins, then Donald owes a nod to an amateur dramatic society in Scunthorpe. It was back in 1927 when they cast him, fittingly, as a boy in the play Passers By. ‘I think that fired me with my first enthusiasm for the theatre,’ he said. He was nine when his father took on the role of station master at Grimoldby, a tiny junction nestled in the rugged landscapes of Lincolnshire, situated about 4 miles east of Louth, near the North Sea. There, alongside his brother Ralph, he delighted in the company of ducks, dogs, hens, and pigs. ‘It’s a very attractive country in a bleak kind of way,’ he once said. Their home was at the station, a haven of joy for young train enthusiasts. He and Ralph spent their days playing in the goods yard, climbing in and out of freight trucks. ‘We lived on the station, and it was paradise for youthful collectors of train numbers. But not me. My mind was always on the theatre,’ he reminisced. He recalled pinching his father’s master key to sneak aboard the trains left overnight where he and Ralph played hide and seek in the corridors, their laughter echoing through the empty carriages. ‘I think it was in the railway yard at Grimoldby where we got a steamroller working. It’s a wonder we didn’t wreck the place,’ he said with a chuckle. 

However, his thoughts often drifted back to the allure of the stage. Classmate Marion Summerville fondly remembered how he was often summoned out of class at school to recite to his fellow students. ‘He had a knack for both speaking in front of others and bringing words to life when he read,’ she remembered. In fact, his talent for recitals soon saw him competing with outstanding success at festivals in Sheffield, Barnsley, Scunthorpe, and Cleethorpes, where he consistently won the highest awards and secured no fewer than twelve first-place finishes. ‘At the musical festival put on each year by the town authorities, there were competitions in categories like ‘Verse Speaking for Boys Ages Seven to Nine,’ and I’d often win the silver medal for my category,’ he recounted with a hint of pride.

His favorite recitals included the stirring poem The Highwayman by Alfred Noyes and the whimsical The Peddler’s Caravan by William Brighty Rands, an author often referred to as the ‘Laureate of the Nursery’ for his contributions to children's literature. At the tender age of seven, Donald memorised and read: ‘I wished I lived in a caravan with a horse to drive like a peddler man,’ – it was his first attempt at public speaking. ‘It was a marvellous feeling to stand up on the stage and do things while people watched you,’ he said. Though his mother derived satisfaction from his success, looking back, Don saw himself as one of those ‘awful children’ who recited poetry, but – to his credit – he possessed a sunny disposition. ‘I suppose I recited quite well. From the age of eight or nine, I knew I was going to be an actor. I never considered being anything else. I didn't know how I would do it, but I knew I would. My parents always encouraged me. They had me attend classes in voice production at two guineas a term, which they could ill afford. Lincolnshire was very backward county educationally, mostly farming country, with a few industrial towns.’ Despite the obstacles of country living, Alice embraced her son’s theatrical dreams, an unusual attitude given her rigid Methodist upbringing and Edwardian sense of propriety. A gentle, sensible, and modest woman, she encouraged his ambitions but never tried to manage them. ‘Like most North Country women, she doesn't believe in expressing emotional satisfaction,’ Don once said. ‘My father is the same. After seeing me in a performance, if he were to say to me, ‘You were very good, love,’ I'd know he had been impressed, but that's as far as he'd go.’ Alice’s quiet support became a constant in Donald’s life, allowing his passion for the stage to flourish, while ensuring he remained grounded. 

In early 1934, the Pleasence family relocated to Ecclesfield, a northern suburb of Sheffield, following Thomas’s new role as stationmaster. This move marked a significant shift in young Donald's life, as he began attending the local Grammar School, a place that would play a key role in shaping his future ambitions. ‘I’m glad they let me in,’ he said, ‘if not, I may never have made it to the professional stage.’ Arriving in the ‘education-minded’ region of Yorkshire, he quickly realized he was behind in his studies. ‘I was good in English and literature but terribly bad at all practical things, like math. Science was a closed book,’ he admitted. Yet, he found two guiding lights in A.C. Harrison and N.L. Clay, the headmaster and the head of English. ‘I owe virtually everything to them,’ he stated. These two men, more than anyone, nurtured his burgeoning ambition and set him on the path to success. 

Though not especially clever, he was good at English and even started to play the violin, ‘but gave it up – rather wisely’ to attend elocution lessons at the Batley studio of the Broadhead Academy of Elocution and Dramatic Art, under the guidance of Edward R. Broadhead. At the same time, N.L. Clay, the drama society leader at school, helped nurture his burgeoning talent. ‘That is where the seeds of my stage career were sown,’ he reflected. He fondly recalled A.C. Harrison as a ‘very understanding man’ who played a crucial role in his development. His first significant role came when he played Caesar in Caesar and Cleopatra. ‘I was fourteen,’ he recalled. ‘I would have been a very good child actor, I'm horrified to say. Then I lost the knack of naturalness that a good child actor must have. I became too interested in posing and in making my voice sound beautiful.’ With this role, his passion for the stage was cemented. A year later, at around the age of fifteen, he won the mock ‘school general election’ for Labour, a moment that brought immense joy to Harrison. ‘That pleased him enormously,’ he said. ‘And the event must have sparked off a latent political interest in me because I have always followed politics ever since...not actively, but quite closely.’ Indeed, he once mentioned that if he hadn’t pursued a stage career, he might have entered the political arena, ‘perhaps as a railway man and a trade unionist.’ As time went on, he became an avid cinemagoer, influenced by the American movies of the early thirties. ‘I used to devour the gangster ones and the prison ones,’ he recalled. These films left a lasting impression on him, and Hollywood actors like Edward G. Robinson and Thomas Mitchell caught his attention. ‘In the thirties, I was very much impressed by Robinson and Mitchell, but I didn't really appreciate them until later,’ he admitted. However, James Cagney left an indelible mark. ‘I have been influenced very little by most other actors, but Cagney was quite an influence on me. I was terribly impressed by his habit of standing in a relaxed way,’ Don said, reflecting on the subtle yet powerful impact of Cagney's demeanor. Growing up Methodist, he was forbidden from seeing certain ‘unsavoury’ films. Back in the 1920s, Methodism was a vibrant Protestant movement focused on personal faith, social justice, and community support. Worship was heartfelt, with spirited hymn singing, preaching, and communal prayer. That’s not to say the family didn’t embrace popular entertainment – they loved joyous, comical films and Don never forgot the magical experience of watching a few Charlie Chaplin pictures, including The Gold Rush. These early experiences played a pivotal role in shaping his love for the art of storytelling. ‘My father wanted to take me to that one, and for some reason I didn't want to go, and was dragged off screaming to see it. I thought it was marvellous, when I saw it, of course, and remember vividly the scene in the house on the cliff. My father gave it high praise by saying, “Quite good’’. Surprisingly, Don was never particularly drawn to horror films as a child, but he didn't dislike them either. ‘I was a fan of everything in the cinema and the theatre. I was just a guy who was stagestruck,’ he once said. ‘Of course, there weren't so many obvious horror movies then. The first Jekyll and Hyde movie I can remember—the one with Fredric March—frightened the life out of me. I did actually put my head under the seat. It was because of the make-up—seeing a man's face change.’

Though Donald cherished the open spaces and the simplicity of rural life, the relentless hour-long train commute from Conisborough to Ecclesfield began to weigh heavily on him. The monotony of the journey drained his enthusiasm, and it wasn’t long before his frustrations pushed him to seek a fresh path. Resolute in his decision, he left school a year early, ready to embrace new opportunities and carve his own way forward. More importantly, his sights were set on attending the prestigious RADA, the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London, an institution he’d dreamed of since he was twelve. However, fate had other plans. Cyril Maude, an acquaintance of his father, who was associated with the Academy, suggested and arranged an audition for the young hopeful. Many years later, Pleasence recounted the blend of excitement and terror he felt at that audition as he recited a lengthy passage from King John, playing both the boy Arthur and Hubert de Burgh, adopting a deep voice for the latter's speeches. ‘It was quite absurd,’ he recalled, ‘because they didn't take children into the Academy. They just patted me on the head and told me to come back later.’ 

So, after leaving school, he followed in his father's footsteps by joining the LNER as a railway worker. His first role was as a booking clerk and later, he found himself at a small station in Swinton. ‘I couldn't get a job in the theatre, so I spent the next year and a half as a railway clerk at my father's station. Then, for about a year, I was in charge of my own little station at Swinton, where I sold tickets and did all the accounts. It was good being in charge at Swinton, I was only young,’ he reflected. However, the job had its drawbacks given the principal export from Swinton was maggots, and the maggot farm workers used the station every day. ‘I used to lug these maggots onto the guard’s van as the train came in. That was my main occupation,’ he said with a hint of amusement. ‘I had two porters under me, and that was the whole staff.’ He never forgot one memorable occasion when a worker stepped into his freshly painted office on some business, drew himself up in front of the fire with the stench of his work filling the room, and exclaimed, ‘God! I can’t stand the smell of new paint!’ One of the perks of working for LNER was a ‘PT’—a privileged ticket that allowed him to travel throughout Britain for free. This opportunity provided a chance to explore the country, soaking up the diverse landscapes and rich cultural experiences that would later inform his performances on stage and screen. ‘There were two theaters in Sheffield I used to frequent, I would sit in the God’s for about a shilling. I used to go to Leeds sometimes and occasionally, I would go to London...on the ‘PT’. ‘The thing that impressed me most as a young boy was seeing a production of Hamlet. I think it was at the Old Vic, where John Gielgud played Hamlet for the first time in 1930. I went with my father. I had never seen a professional Shakespearean production before. It was all wildly exciting. It was so lovely kind of a wild dream. London itself was so exciting. It was all so foreign, so far removed from my life. My father and I usually travelled to London on an early morning train, on free train passes my father got from the railway. We’d go round the big shops and look at everything, although we didn't buy much, and once we had lunch at the roof restaurant of a big shop. After that, we might go to Madame Tussaud's or to the British Museum. The first performance of an individual actor that I remember clearly was that of Willard Lavesson in J. B. Priestley's play I Have Been Here Before in 1937.’
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Don's restless spirit could never be confined by the limits of a railway station. Though he enjoyed a fruitful, if smelly, life at Swinton, his dreams were set far beyond the platform. He diligently wrote hundreds of letters to repertory companies and theatres, and personally visited every playhouse he could find. Back then, repertory companies, with their weekly or fortnightly change of repertoire, selected from current West End hits and classics, provided invaluable training and experience to their members.

As he would later describe it, ‘a bloody miracle’ occurred shortly before World War Two erupted. After being turned down by twelve other theatres, he was finally offered his first professional engagement, marking the beginning of a remarkable journey. ‘Finally, I got an answer to one of my letters offering me a job as assistant stage manager in a popular resort area on Jersey, one of the Channel Islands, at thirty shillings a week, which was enough for me to live on. I jumped at it.’ On 15 July 1939, the local Express newspaper noted:


The 19-year-old younger son of the Station Master at Conisborough has recently left the service of the L.N.E.R. Company to enter the theatrical profession. He has joined the Kent-Naismith Repertory Company in Jersey (Channel Islands) as actor and assistant stage manager. 



The theatre, under the capable leadership of Laurence Naismith, was a hidden gem that promised new beginnings. Donald found himself entranced by the quiet charm of life on this idyllic archipelago in the English Channel, just off the French coast of Normandy. He reminisced about The Playhouse, its subtly lit auditorium exuding an air of timeless elegance. Mahogany panels gleamed in the soft light, a burgundy sprigged carpet led the way, and luxurious velvet curtains framed the stage. The atmosphere was nothing short of enchanting - a perfect backdrop for a young actor eager to make his mark. ‘My board and lodging cost only twenty-five shillings a week, and after a few weeks the stage manager left, and I was promoted to his job and given a rise of five shillings a week’. That was in May of 1939, and as he later expounded, he had never been so happy:


I really thought I had arrived. It was my dream come true. I was very good as stage manager, because I had done two and a half years as a clerk and was very systematic and could type. And I played tiny parts and also did general dogs’ body chores, took care of washing up the teacups. We did a different play every week, for an audience of holidaymakers and local people. My first part was as Hareton Earnshaw in Wuthering Heights that May, and I was probably all right, as it was a Yorkshire part. I still had an accent. By this time, I thought I spoke quite beautifully, but one night, in my digs, which I shared with a fellow who had gone to public school and had the right- very right-kind of
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