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About the Author

Born David Tynan-O’Mahony in the Dublin countryside in 1936, Dave Allen enjoyed a career that spanned over 40 years. His sharp-eyed observation of the everyday and his elegance and ease in the telling changed the face of stand-up comedy. His television work included ground-breaking shows such as Tonight with Dave Allen in Australia, the award-winning Dave Allen at Large for the BBC, the Carlton series Dave Allen, a television play by Alan Bennett called One Fine Day and numerous documentaries. From Australia to Zambia his shows were sold worldwide.

His sell-out one-man stage shows included West End runs at the Vaudeville, Haymarket, Albery and Strand Theatres, many tours of the UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand as well as shows in America and Hong Kong. He appeared on stage in other guises too: enjoying two Edna O’Brien plays and playing in Peter Pan opposite Maggie Smith at London’s Coliseum.

In 1996 Dave Allen received a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Comedy Awards.

He told his life through stories while holding a mirror up to ours. He loved wildflowers, the Irish rugby team, art, whisky, laughter, the company of friends, peace of mind, and his family.

Dave Allen died on 10 March 2006.
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1

Childhood

The world’s a stage and most of us are desperately unrehearsed.

Sean O’Casey
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‘I have a reputation on television for being what we call a storyteller,’ said Dave Allen during the very first edition of Dave Allen At Large. ‘I’ve had this reputation since I was a child, in actual fact, because I used to tell stories about my brother and my mother and my father – I used to tell stories about everybody. I even used to tell the priest about the lot of them. He used to blackmail them – he was a rabbi.’

Childhood was one of those subjects to which he returned on a regular basis, celebrating its aura of innocence, wonder, enthusiasm and simplicity, as well as mocking its mismanagement by overly stern and illogical adults. The quick-fire sketches featured several instances of childish mischief (such as the one in which a kindly priest who, seeing a group of tiny children trying to reach up to knock a door knocker, knocks it on their behalf and then asks them: ‘Anything else?’ ‘Yes,’ shouts a little girl, ‘run like hell!’) and more than a few comical misunderstandings (such as the one in which a child sets off to dispose of her parents when told by the local priest that he is collecting for the orphanage), but it was the monologues that really mined most of the humour to be found in the memories of this early stage in life.

Some of the anecdotes and observations were drawn straight from personal experience, such as his remarks about the myriad ways in which – right from the start – religion reached deep into the heart of the Tynan-O’Mahony family’s life: ‘I had an English mother, who was a Protestant, and an Irish father, who was a Catholic, and the priests used to tell me that my mother could never go to Heaven – because she was a Protestant and only Catholics could go to Heaven. And I used to worry about my mother, I used to say: “I love my Mummy, I don’t want my Mummy to burn for ever!” And then she’d hit me for some reason or other and I’d think: “Oh, all right – burn then!”’ Then there were the tales about the excitement that was on offer each weekend at the local cinema: ‘It was on the Quays in Dublin and was actually called The Corinthian, but there were so many cowboy pictures on there that all the boys called it “The Ranch”.’ He recalled how he and his school friends used to feed their early addiction to such escapism: ‘You’d pull dodges. There’d be eight or nine of you, and only one would have the money for a ticket, so that one would go in and then, as soon as the lights went down, he’d rush across to the exit door and fling it open – and hundreds of kids would flood in: “Scatter! Scatter!” The next thing to do was to pick up an old ticket: because, as you sat there, you’d chew it, and the usher would come up and point the torch at you and say: “Show me yer ticket!” So you’d offer them this chewed up bit of old ticket and they’d go: “Agh, filthy little boy!” Then we discovered that there was a method, if you were in the school lab, of getting a ha’penny and dipping it in silver nitrate, which made it look like a shilling. And this cashier at The Ranch was very short-sighted, so you’d give her this silver ha’penny and she’d give you eight pence change. They’d have a full house and they’d only taken about three quid!’

There were also little anecdotes about his unconventional ways of keeping the youngsters busy during his days as a Butlin’s Redcoat – ‘I was a children’s uncle for a while,’ he recalled. ‘Which gave me great power. Because you had these eight hundred or nine hundred kids to look after, and we used to have these hunts for things. Two of the things I used to ask them for were a penny – if they could find a penny dated between 1947 and 1949 or something like that – and a cigarette. So when you got eight hundred kids bringing back eight hundred pennies and eight hundred cigarettes I was set up for the week!’ Countless routines would be inspired by observing the antics and habits of his own and other people’s children.

He once drew a series of cartoons about a baby exploring his unfamiliar new environment. One cartoon showed the baby pulling the dog’s tail; another one showed him looking for another building block to add to the ones that spelt out ‘U-C-K’; one showed him poking an inquisitive finger up the dog’s bottom; and another one showed him sticking his hand down into the bowl of the lavatory. All of these cartoons, however, were accompanied by a voice bubble containing the same adult admonition: ‘No!’ The sympathies of the artist were clearly with the baby, who was just as much in need of a ‘Yes!’ as he was a ‘No!’

Dave Allen never lost the keen sense of fascination that came from reflecting on how odd the world could seem viewed through a fresh pair of eyes. The following selection, therefore, is a reminder of the kinds of moods and moments to which he often returned whenever he and we looked back.

G.M.
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The Start of Stress

Have you ever watched a child in a pushchair? They’re zonked – with stress! They’re on the level of exhaust pipes, pumping lead and carbon monoxide at them. Have you ever watched a mother with a pushchair cross the road? What goes into the road first? Have you ever, at any time, seen a mother come to a crossing and back out into the road? They don’t do that. The child is a test pilot for the safety of the road!

*

What about the mythology we teach to young children? The wicked witches? The Bogeyman? What about that for stress! Why do we inflict that on them? I mean, the Sand Man! We actually say to the young people we love: ‘It’s time to go to bed, because the Sand Man will come along at night and sprinkle sand in your eyes and you’ll go to sleep’. Would you sleep after hearing that? Is there any adult in the world who would sleep in a house knowing that there’s a bloody lunatic walking around with a bag of sand? He’s going to let you have two handfuls in the eyes when he gets you! What about The Great Long-Red-Legged Scissor Man? Who cuts off your thumbs after you’ve sucked them and puts them in a bag! In Ireland, we had the Humpty-Backed Leprechaun, for Christ’s sake, who’d put you in a sack and take you to live beneath the hawthorn tree! Jesus, I used to wet the bed! My mother would come in and say: ‘Oh, look – you wet the bed! I’m going to tie a knot in that! Why did you wet the bed – why didn’t you get up and go to the lavatory?’ And I’d say: ‘Ow-ow-er-aaaggh! The Sand Man! Aaaaaaagghhh!’ And she’d say: ‘Oh! You are so silly! You’re so silly. You are so stupid! There is no such thing as a Sand Man, or a Great Long-Red-Legged Scissor Man, or a Humpty-Backed Leprechaun!’ ‘Bu-Bu-But you said there were …’ ‘I know I said there were, but I was only telling you these things so that you would have something to think about when you went to sleep! And even if they did exist, do you actually think that Mummy – Mummy – would allow any of these things to get anywhere near her little boy? No. Now, I’m going to clean you up, I’m going to clean the bed up, put nice new pyjamas on you, and then please go to sleep – otherwise I’m going to have to phone the police and they’ll take you away and put you in a cell!’

*

When I was young, my mother used to discipline me through my absent father. I don’t mean he was ‘absent’, I just mean he was at work. She would say: ‘Don’t do that. Do-o-on’t do that. If Daddy saw you do that, Daddy would be very, very, very, very angry. Your Daddy does not like that’; ‘Do not talk to Mummy like that. Daddy would not like it. It doesn’t matter what way Daddy talks to Mummy. You don’t talk to Mummy like that! Daddy will be very angry with you and he’ll beat your bottom!’; ‘No, you can’t have another sweet. Daddy says too many sweets are bad for you. I personally would let you have another one, but Daddy says no. Daddy says they’re bad for the teeth and worms will grow in your tummy and come out and eat the sweet shop!’; ‘No, Daddy will not play piggybacks with you when he comes home. Daddy will be very tired – and you know what Daddy’s like when he’s tired: he gets very angry! And if he’s very angry, he’ll probably stop your pocket money and lock you in the cellar!’ Now, my father, he knew nothing about this. He loved me. I think he loved me. But he’d come home and say: ‘Hello, David! Give me a kiss!’ Aaaaggh! I was gone! I was behind my mother, going: ‘Waaaaagghh!’ My father would say: ‘What’s the matter with him?’ My mother would say: ‘No idea – he’s obviously frightened of you.’ He didn’t know it, but he was a monster!

*

As a Catholic child, I was brought up believing that I had a guardian angel. This big spook with wings hovering around me all the time. And my mother would say to me: ‘Did you do something naughty?’ I’d say: ‘No, I didn’t.’ She’d say: ‘Liar!’ I’d say: ‘No, I didn’t lie.’ And she’d say: ‘Oh, yes, you did – the curtains moved!’ So I’d say: ‘What have the curtains got to do with it?’ And she’d say: ‘That’s your guardian angel going out the window. He’s so disappointed with you for telling a lie he’s pissed off!’

*

ALL YOU EVER HEAR IS …
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I arrived at this convent, with these Loreto nuns, and the first thing that was said to me was: ‘You’ll be a good boy, won’t you?’ And I went: ‘What?’ So they said: ‘When you come in here, you’ll be a good boy, because bold and bad and naughty boys are punished!’ And I’d never seen a crucifix before. All I could see was this fella nailed to a cross! I thought: ‘Shit! I will be good!’

*

Parents can bewilder children with their adult illogicality. For example, parents will say to a child who’s been naughty: ‘Would you like a smack?’ The child stands there thinking: ‘Eh? Is it a trick question? Of course I don’t! Why would I want a smack? Are you mad?’ Similarly, if they catch you trying to climb a tree, they’ll say: ‘If you fall out of that tree and break your leg, don’t come running to me!’ Then there’s their reaction to you crying: ‘If you don’t stop that then I’ll really give you something to cry about!’ The child thinks: ‘Haven’t you noticed? I already have something to cry about!’ Your parents’ friends are the real dickheads though. They say really moronic things to you like: ‘How long is it since I’ve seen you?’ So you say: ‘Five years.’ And then they’ll say: ‘You’ve grown!’ No wonder the child looks confused and uneasy – the poor kid’s dealing with idiots!
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First Confessions

If you’re Catholic, you actually start off going to confessional when you’re seven years of age. The first seven years of your life: it’s when you’ve reached the age of reason, and you can tell right from wrong. The first time I went to confessional, I walked in and I didn’t have anything to tell – I mean, I’m seven years of age, what have I done? Murdered anybody? Robbed anybody? Made obscene phone calls? – so I was making it up: ‘I stole an apple … and-and I hate me brother … and-and I saw Mary Milligan’s knickers!’ And the priest said to me: ‘Well, for your confessional, say two Hail Marys.’ So I went out, and a couple of minutes later I came back and said: ‘I’m sorry, Father – I only know one.’
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First Confusions

My father did not like the word ‘fart’. The first time I heard the word was when I was just a little kid. It was at a farm near us, and there was an old fella called Danny Dwyer who was a milkman there. I was watching him milking this cow with his hand, and the cow farted. I said, ‘Danny, what was that?’ and he said, ‘That was a fart. The cow farted.’ It was just a word; as if I’d said, ‘What’s that on the tree?’ and he’d said ‘bark’.

I had a dog called Tuppy, because I bought him for tuppence. One day, as I walked by him, I heard this same noise, and so I said, ‘Tuppy farted!’ My father said, ‘Where did you hear that?’ and I said, ‘It came from his bottom.’ He said, ‘I do not want to hear that word used in this house!’ Now, that’s the surest way to get kids to say something – tell them not to. So I’d go out into the fields saying, ‘Fart! Fart fart fart! Fart Fart Fart! My mummy farts! The dog farts! The priest farts! The Pope farts!!’

My mother never used to say the word ‘fart’. She used to say, ‘Whose bottom squeaked?’ A grown-up woman talked about bottoms squeaking! My father also had a way of getting around the word. He would say, ‘Who whispered?’ And we totally accepted this euphemism in our house until, one day, my granny said, ‘Come on, David, and whisper in granny’s ear.’

*

I’m a godfather – which is a total contradiction in terms – of a child who recently went off to see a production of ’Allo ’Allo. And in ’Allo ’Allo he heard the word ‘bugger’. He’s seven years of age. So he went to his mother and asked: ‘What does “bugger” mean?’ She told him: ‘Well, it’s a funny word, but it’s a rude word. And if you really want to know what it means, you should actually go to the dictionary and look it up. This is the way that we learn about words.’ So he went off, he had a look in the dictionary and then he came back. And his mother said: ‘Well, did you learn about the word? Do you know what it means?’ He said: ‘Yes: annual sex.’

*

I had an aunt in Ireland who was one of those fussy aunts. I used to go and sit with her every week and eat, and at the table she’d talk to me about digestion. ‘You must eat properly,’ she would say. ‘It’s very important that you digest your food. It’s very important that you have good digestion. After every mouthful, you must masturbate thirty-two times.’ I was just eating to keep up my strength!

*

My mother would say to me: ‘Look at your face! It’s filthy! You’re a dirty little boy! I told you to wash your face!’ I’d say: ‘I did!’ She’d say: ‘No, you didn’t! If you’d washed your face, it would have been clean. And it’s not. It’s dirty. You’re just a dirty, filthy, little boy!’ [Thump!] And then she’d go into her handbag, dig around and come out with an old handkerchief – a mucus-covered handkerchief that’s been sitting in there for years – and she’d spit on this handkerchief and then proceed to wipe her spit all over my face. And she called me a dirty little bastard!
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Early Disappointments

I’ll tell you what I hate most: it’s when a child specially asks Father Christmas for one specific toy, and you, the parent, go out and you buy it, and you bring it back and you watch him open it with great joy on his face, and there are no batteries in it. And you tear the box to pieces looking for batteries. And there, at the bottom of the box, written on a little piece of paper, it says: ‘No batteries supplied’. And you try to get out of this by explaining to your child that Father Christmas has a tremendous amount to do: ‘He’s very busy – he’s got all those homes to go to, and he’s old, and sometimes he forgets …’ And the little face [Tears welling up]. And you say: ‘But, I mean, you do have other presents. Why don’t you play with your nice big toy car that you got?’ ‘Eeyuwahh can’t!’ So you say: ‘But why can’t you play with it?’ And he goes: ‘BECAUSE THAT DOESN’T HAVE ANY BLOODY BATTERIES EITHER!’
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Early Challenges

Have you come across something that says ‘an unbreakable toy’? ‘Unbreakable’. That is a direct challenge to any child! He’s not going to play with it. He’s going to try and smash it. He will spend hours endeavouring total destruction. And the toy at the end of the day is totally intact. The dog is dead. The mother-in-law is in hospital with major concussion. The house is in ruins. But the toy does not have a mark.
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The Abuses of Enchantment

Have you thought of what we ask children to believe in at Christmas? I’m Irish, and I know that we Irish are superstitious – I mean, even our leprechauns are superstitious – but we actually ask our children to believe in an enormously fat, red-faced, sixteen-hundred-year-old man who – to make himself less conspicuous – dresses in a bright red suit with white fur edges, black shiny boots and a big hat with a bell. And for 364 days of the year he lives in the North Pole with lots of elves, gnomes and faeries. Whose total vocabulary seems to consist of: ‘Ho-Ho-Ho! My name is Santa Claus! Would you like to sit on my knee?’ And for the rest of the year we’re telling them not to talk to strangers!

Not only that, but we also tell them that, when he leaves the North Pole on Christmas Eve to bring us our presents, his means of transport is a sleigh drawn by reindeer who fly! Guided by one whose nose is so bright that it equals the wattage of an anti-aircraft searchlight. And then when he gets here, he manages to break into seventeen million homes down the chimney. The chimney! Every house has doors and windows: surely that is the easiest way to get into a house? You open the door. Even a simpleton would know that. But not Father Christmas. This silly fat fart has to come down the chimney!

You look at the facts: In Europe alone there are nearly one hundred and fifty million homes, and he goes through the lot in eight hours. That means he lands on your roof, gets down your chimney, dumps the presents and is out in one-five-thousandth of a second! Are you surprised nobody sees him? ‘What was that red blur? Ooh!’ And in each house he has a mince pie and a glass of sherry! That means that he eats three tonnes of mince pies! And drinks nearly a million gallons of sherry! And then we don’t see him for another year. Are you surprised?

[image: Logo Missing]

Gender Stereotyping

If you think back to your childhood, we had very distinctive lines. Boys: you parted your hair to the right – if you parted it to the other side you were a poof! Girls: they parted to the left. We had our own buttons: boys buttoned from one side, girls to the other side. Our bikes were different. There were all sorts of immediate differences between the sexes. Little girls were soft and gentle; boys were hard and strong. Parents would say: ‘Little girls are made out of sugar and spice and all things nice. Little boys are made out of slugs and snails and puppy dogs’ tails.’ And this used to lead to fights with your sister: your sister would walk up and go, ‘I’m made out of sugar and spice and all things nice! You’re made from slugs and snails and puppy dogs’ tails!’ So the boys would go: ‘Grrrr!’ And she’d kick you in the groin! Then she’d start crying! And the father used to come in and he’d cuddle her because she was crying. She was female – it was all right. I’d want a cuddle: ‘I want a cuddle!’ So I’d start crying. Smack! ‘What the bloody hell are you crying for?’

*

My mother was a great believer in what we would call sexual differences. I was four years of age, I would walk with my mother down the street and my mother would say things like: ‘David, walk on the outside.’ So I’d go: ‘What do you mean?’ She’d say: ‘Walk on the outside of me’. I’d say: ‘Wh-Why, Mummy?’ And she’d say: ‘It leaves your sword arm free.’ I’d go: ‘Er … What are you talking about? I don’t have a sword.’ So she’d say: ‘No, but in the days years ago when men did have swords, some men might want to attack the female, so the male would walk on the outside of the female so that he could get at his sword and fight that person. You see? And that’s why you walk on the outside.’ I’d say: ‘But-but I don’t have a sword.’ And she’d go: ‘No! But you protect Mummy! You protect you’re a male – you are the stronger of the two. Males are the hunters, the providers; females stay in the home and make a home and a nest and keep it warm for the great [Slap!] Stop crying! STOP IT! Now, if a bus were to come up on the pavement, you would stop the bus from hitting Mummy!’ [Terrified reaction] ‘I can’t stop a bus!’ ‘No, but the bus would hit you and stop before it got to Mummy!’ So I’d say: ‘Up yours – I’m going on the inside!’

*

There’s a child walking with his mother. He asks her: ‘Mummy, what is that big house over there?’ She answers: ‘That is the house of God.’ So he says: ‘Does God live in that house?’ She says: ‘Yes.’ He says: ‘Can I go in and see God?’ She says: ‘Yes, if you want to.’ So he goes in. He comes out again five minutes later. And his mother asks: ‘Did you see God?’ He says: ‘No, God’s away. But his mummy’s scrubbing the floor.’
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Zoon Politikon

Children are politically aware. For example, you’ll get a child who goes to his mother and says, ‘Mother, can I stay up and watch television?’ And the mother will say, ‘No.’ So the child will go to his father and say, ‘Mother says I can’t stay up and watch television, and I’m asking you: can I watch television, Daddy?’ And the father says, ‘Yes.’ So what the child has done by asking that question is to lobby successfully and cause a division against the opposition. He’s also formed a coalition with his father – which is very good for the child, but the father is in trouble later on at night in bed when he is trying to form his own coalition with the mother.
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A Swiftian Aside

Do you know one of the main causes of what we call the ‘greenhouse effect’ that we’re all supposed to be going through? The loss of trees. And what causes the loss of trees? Babies. Babies! Bloody little crapping babies! Because babies use nappies, and nappies use up trees. Fifteen hundred nappies wipes out one tree. Over a period of two years, a baby, who uses six nappies a day, will kill three trees. Those little bastards should be got at! And who says we need all these babies? The Pope. It’s his fault!
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Prodigious Concision

There’s a very good friend of mine who’s a teacher, she teaches kindergarten children, and she sends me odd things about the kids. Recently, she explained to me that she was talking to these six- and seven-year-old children in her class about blood sports, and she put forward the argument that blood sports are very cruel. And then she put forward the argument that, maybe, they’re not cruel – maybe they’re necessary. She was trying to get these children to think. So she said to these children: ‘What I want you to do now is to go back home and I want you to write an essay on blood sports being cruel, and I also want you to try to write an essay on blood sports not being cruel.’ And she sent me this copybook that one of the little girls had filled in. On one page she’d written: ‘BLOOD SPORTS ARE CRUEL!’ And on the other page she’d written: ‘OH NO THEY’RE NOT!’
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DA/103 (S)

THE PRINCESS WHO NEVER LAUGHED

A STORY BOOK OPENS.

NARRATION:

Once upon a time in a land far away there lived a Princess who never laughed.

(THE THRONE ROOM OF THE PALACE. (ALL DECOR IS STYLISED). THE KING AND QUEEN SEEN TRYING TO MAKE THEIR STONEY FACED DAUGHTER LAUGH)

The King tried to make her laugh. The Queen tried to make her laugh. Even her little dog tried to make her laugh.

(LITTLE DOG DOES HIS TRICKS. NO CHANCE, HE GOES OFF WITH TAIL DOWN)

The King sent for the court jester, but even this funny man could not make the Princess laugh.

(COURT JESTER DOING HIS THING)

So the King, who loved his daughter dearly sent messangers to every land in all the world.

(MESSENGER ON HOBBY HORSE SEEN ARRIVING AND UNROLLING A SCROLL)

And he made it known that he who could make the Princess laugh would have the hand of his daughter in marriage!

(MESSENGER SEEN ANNOUNCING THIS. SENSATION FROM HEARERS)

And in less time than it takes to tell the funniest men in all the world were arriving at the Royal Palace.

(PEOPLE ARRIVING AT THE PALACE GATES)

(THE THRONE ROOM, JUGGLERS, CLOWNS, PANTO HORSES, COMICAL ACTS OF EVERY KIND ARE ARRIVING AND STARTING TO ACT)

But the Princess didn’t even smile.

(AMAZING ACTS HAPPENING WHICH LIKE ALL THE OTHER COMICAL TURNS MAKE THE COURT COLLAPSE WITH MIRTH. THE PRINCESS SITS IMPASSIVE, EVEN SLIGHTLY BORED)

The King became miserable. He sat and brooded in the palace and wouldn’t speak to anyone. (WE SEE THIS)

A FOREST GLADE

One day the Princess decided to go for a walk in the forest. She was sad. She didn’t mean to make her father unhappy. It was just that she’d never seen anything that made her feel like laughing. Then suddenly, whilst walking, she saw a man in the forest.

(GROTTY MAN IN RAINCOAT LEAPS OUT AND FLASHES AT HER. SHE SMILES, THEN GIGGLES, THEN ROARS WITH LAUGHTER. WE SEE THE COURTIERS WHISPERING TO OTHER COURTIERS AND OTHER COURTIERS WHISPERING TO PEOPLE WHO WOULD GO OUT LIKE SOLDIERS OR COACHMEN ETC.)

The good news swept through all the land! The Princess has laughed!

(CUT TO JANGLING BELLS IN STEEPLE)

And in no time at all the Princess and the man she met in the woods were wed! The King was delighted!

(KING BEING DELIGHTED)

The Queen was delighted. And the little dog was more than delighted. And every morning the very first thing they heard –

(KING AND QUEEN LOOKING UP TOWARDS TURRET WINDOW)

– was the sound of their daughter’s laughter . . . . . .

(CUT TO PRINCESS IN BED. GROTTY MAN IS FLASHING. SHE GIGGLES, THEN LAUGHS AND ROLLS ABOUT IN PAROXYSMS OF MIRTH. OUTSIDE WE STILL HEAR THE LAUGHTER. THE KING DANCES WITH JOY AND THE QUEEN AND OF COURSE THE LITTLE DOG.

– And the Princess and the flasher lived happily ever after.
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A Chip Off the Old Block

I was reading about babies the other day. Babies who get colic are given something called ‘gripe water’. Gripe water is twenty-seven per cent alcohol. For babies. I was amazed, but then I thought to myself: ‘Why should I be amazed – have you ever looked at babies? They’re flat on their back, they can’t speak and they shit themselves!’
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Tempus Wotsit

We say to children that it’s very important that they learn how to read the clock at a very early age:

‘It’s very important that you know how to read the clock.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s important that you know how to tell the time.’

‘Why?’

‘Because how else would you know what time it was to get up and go to school?’

‘Mummy wakes me.’

‘Yes, but if Mummy wasn’t there …’

‘I wouldn’t go to school!’

‘How would you know when dinner time was?’

‘I’d be hungry.’

‘Shut up. You’ve got to learn because if somebody came up to you and said, ‘What time is it?’ and you didn’t know, you’d feel stupid, wouldn’t you?’

‘Well, why doesn’t HE feel stupid? HE didn’t know the time!’ ‘Shut up! You’ve got to learn how to read the clock, or the watch, or the timepiece – they’re all the same, okay? Now, what we’ll do is work off my wrist watch. This is a wrist watch. It’s on my wrist. I suppose we call it a watch because we watch it. All right? Now: time is made up of … of … of periods. Different periods, different lengths, of time. Now, the main time periods we’re concerned with are what we call “hours”.’

‘Ours?’

‘No, not “ours”. They don’t belong to us. Not like our house, or our car or our Mummy. No: “hours”. H-O-U-R. It has an “h” in it.’

‘Where?’

‘It’s a silent “h”.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t bloody know! All right: hours. Periods of time called hours, and minutes and seconds. They’re all part and parcel of the time. Okay? Good. Now, in each day there are 24 hours, right? 12 in the day, 12 at night.’

‘But—’

‘I know I said there were 24 hours in every day, but a day is made up of a day and a night. When I say “Monday” I mean Monday and Monday night. Do you understand? I don’t say “Monday night” because if say “Monday night” it means a totally different period of time.’

‘But why—’

‘Look, just shut up! Stop asking questions and you might learn something, all right? Now, there are 24 hours in every day, and every one of these hours is represented on the face of the clock. Because we have on the face of the clock what we call “pointers” – hands that point towards the various hours. There are three hands: the first hand is the hour hand, the second hand is the minute hand and the third hand is the second hand. SHUT UP! SHUT UP! SHUT UP! Stop crying. Stop crying or I’ll give you something to cry about! Stop it – this is all very interesting. Listen, we’ll do away with the third hand, all right? We’ll just deal with the fat hand and the thin hand, all right? Good! Now, as I said, there are 24 hours in every day and night. Okay. Now, every hour of these 24 is represented on the face of the clock. You see them? They’re there. All the numbers are there, see: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12. 12 because 24 would be too bloody big on your wrist! Now, when the fat hand and the thin hand are pointing at the 1 and the 2 up at the top of the clock – you see the 1 and the 2? – 1 and 2 is 12. 12. Yes, it would be 3 if you joined them together. But when they’re standing side by side they are 12. Look, there’s a 3 there by itself – you don’t need two bloody 3s on a clock! 12 o’clock, right? Okay. The fat hand and the thin hand are pointing at the 1 and the 2 – that means it’s 12 o’clock in the daytime.

‘W-why—’

‘Look, you must learn about this, because if you do, and you show me that you do, I will buy you a digital watch!’

[image: Logo Missing]
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Growing Up

Oh, where are ye gone, little curly-heads,

That travelled across the say?

’Tis but yesterday, as it seems to me,

That I watched ye here at play.

Nora Tynan O’Mahony

[image: Logo Missing]

The thought of the shades of the prison-house beginning to close upon the growing boy, or girl, prompted some of Dave Allen’s most passionate comedy routines. He was always quite open about his hatred of any attempt to make something straight from the crooked timber of humanity. He fully agreed with what his fellow Dubliner, Oscar Wilde, wrote about such hubris in De Profundis: ‘Selfishness is not living as one wishes to live, it is asking others to live as one wishes them to live. And unselfishness is letting other people’s lives alone, not interfering with them. Selfishness always aims at creating around it an absolute uniformity of type. Unselfishness recognises infinite variety of type as a delightful thing, accepts it, acquiesces in it, enjoys it. It is not selfish to think for oneself. A man who does not think for himself does not think at all. It is grossly selfish to require of one’s neighbour that he should think in the same way, and hold the same opinions. Why should he?’

Why indeed: that was the kind of sentiment that earned Dave Allen more than a few nasty little slaps during his Catholic adolescence. ‘I spent a lot of the time outside the classroom, because I would ask questions and get into trouble, and I
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Graham McCann is the acclaimed and best-selling author of Frankie Howerd, Morecambe & Wise, Cary Grant and Dad’s Army.

*

Sir Bill Cotton, CBE, was Head of Light Entertainment at the BBC between 1970 and 1977, during which time he was responsible for overseeing the commissioning of a whole range of popular and iconic comedy programmes, including Monthy Python’s Flying Circus, The Two Ronnies, Morecambe & Wise and a number of shows with Dave Allen. He was promoted to Controller of BBC 1 in 1977 and then, in 1981, to Managing Director of Television at the BBC, a role he fulfilled until his retirement in 1987.

He has been awarded the CBE and received a knighthood for his services to British Broadcasting. He is Vice President of the Marie Curie Cancer Care charity.
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