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Praise for Michael Palin’s Diaries

‘If anyone writes a diary purely for the joy of it, it is Michael Palin’

The Times

‘Charming and vastly entertaining’

Irish Times

‘Palin’s style is so fluid, and his sincerity so palpable, that it is often easy to underestimate just how talented he is as a comedian, broadcaster and writer … [the Diaries] are just too good and he is too modest’

Sunday Express

‘These diaries record an astonishingly successful career … they are remarkably good company, always dependable, never upsetting: safely enjoyable, page after page. And that’s quite a triumph of tone’

Evening Standard

‘Palin reminds me of Samuel Johnson: driven, intellectually formidable, and spurred on by self-reproach and the wholly irrational idea that he’s not really getting on with it … Palin is a seriously good writer. These diaries are full of fine phrases and sharp little sketches of scenes’

Daily Mail

‘Delightful and often extraordinarily funny … An entertaining and at times deeply moving read’

Mail on Sunday

‘At first you think how lucky Palin is to be living his life. Then, gradually, you see the dark side. He connects with you in a lovely way, which is very calming’

Spectator, ‘Books of the Year’

‘The most beguiling and revealing of ongoing autobiographies’

Sunday Herald

‘The life it records is so phenomenally varied … How he finds time to update his diary is a mystery. Update it he does though and he does so with fluency, wit, glowing affability and lightning flashes of anger … Weaving between observation and introspection, he comes up with a pithy phrase to describe everything … but he sparkles most brightly when evoking the speech and the personality of his associates’

Sunday Express

‘Filled with amusing and revealing anecdotes’

Observer Food Monthly

‘Michael Palin is already one of the best-loved celebrities in Britain. These hugely enjoyable diaries will only add to the public’s admiration of him’

Waterstones

‘A brisk, pithy, amusing read, teeming with the writer’s inner life, crammed with high-quality observations … and deft ink-pen sketches of his associates’

Spectator

‘His entries are riddled with the astute wit and generosity of spirit that characterise both his performances and his previously published writing’

Time Out, ‘Book of the Week’

‘A real delight to read’

Saga Magazine

‘The best sort of convivial read, like having a gossip with an old friend over a few drinks … a book you find yourself devouring in a great greedy session’

Sunday Times

‘It’s clear why Cleese later nominated Palin as his luxury item on Desert Island Discs … he makes such unfailingly good company’

Guardian


To Helen, who was always there when I got back
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‘The farther one travels, the less one knows’

George Harrison


Introduction

There have been signature years in my life which, like swollen rivers or windswept mountains, I’ve approached with wary respect. Nineteen eighty-four was one. George Orwell’s book had fixed in my young mind a dark and sinister threat, that seemed, at one time, awfully real. But all was well as the year dawned, free of menace.

The other year that came with an association close to such significance is covered in these diaries. 2000 AD. Not just my son’s favourite comic, but a truly landmark year. The end of a millennium. Something that only happened every, well … every thousand years. William the Conqueror was not even born when humans last experienced a year like this. But my diary on this epoch-shifting day merely notes ‘I walk up to South End Green for a paper’.

By far the most significant day in these diaries is not January 1st 2000, but September 11th 2001. On that day I’m in a small Saharan town in the 144th poorest country in the world. The first thing I hear on my arrival in this remotest of places is that the Twin Towers in New York have been attacked and destroyed, with the loss of hundreds, possibly thousands, of lives. Re-reading my diaries around that dreadful event I’m struck by descriptions not just of what happened on that world-changing day, but what it felt like on the day before and the day after. The great thing about a diary is that it is all about continuity, about time moving on. Few other literary forms exist to show what it’s like to survive. How bad things can change with perspective, and good things too.

There and Back is an account of an increasingly restless life, darting and dodging about the planet. But I never assumed that one journey would follow another, and these diaries show the squirming indecision between each one, as I try to prioritise the rest of my life and do all the other things I want to do.

Though I seem constantly on the move, there and back, most of my time is spent at home, because for me, the real attraction of going to new places is the joy of coming home and realising the sheer satisfaction of looking at the world out of your own windows.

Asked to write a snappy strapline for this new volume, I came up with ‘There and Back: Eleven Years on and off the Road as Michael Tries to Grow Up’.

And there’s not much I can add to that.

Michael Palin,

London, April 2024


My travels underscore this volume of Diaries. In the period from 1999 to 2009, I follow Hemingway from Cuba to Uganda, cross the Sahara, climb the Himalayas and explore Eastern Europe. All of these journeys have a book to themselves, which is why they remain on the periphery of this volume.

The travel books covering this period are all available, recently reissued in a newly designed edition. What you have here is the infinitely more complex saga of what I did between check-in desks.


1999

Friday, January 1st

The grey clouds of Christmas have rolled away and it’s a scintillating start to ’99. A great calm has descended after the efforts and the visitings of the past week and I feel wonderfully relaxed and rested, and also in one of those receptive and responsive moods in which everything around me looks its best – the house, the vase of flowers and the bowl of fruit catching the light on the oak table, with Redpath’s ‘Menton’ looming above them.

Saturday, January 2nd

A long, full sleep would seem to have been the logical consequence of a serene and restorative New Year’s Day, but once again that worry about being really good at anything (even sleeping) seems to have risen from somewhere, and I slept quite lightly, waking often, listening to the wind as another low-pressure system blows in from the west.

Ken Cranham and Fiona [both actors] come round for tea and pictures. Ken knows painting – it was either art school or drama school for him when he was young, ‘like Ralph Richardson’ – and we look at my paintings and enjoy discussing them. He was lined up for a new TV series that had been written for him, but Peter Salmon [Controller of BBC One] judged him to be too old. ‘Just as well, really,’ says Ken, ‘there was an awful lot of sex in it.’

Monday, January 4th

To the Travel Clinic in Harley Street. Voluble Irish doctor/pathologist has lined up all the jabs I need for the Hemingway trip. Typhoid and tetanus and meningitis. ‘It’s the meningitis season in Uganda,’ she assures me. (And in Yorkshire too if the news is anything to go by – two students in Rotherham died of the disease over New Year.) I’m also given a booster of polio vaccine on a lump of sugar – more uncomfortable than any of the jabs which are now administered with such fine needles that you hardly feel the penetration.

Feel quite depressed by current state of Python, and as there is no one taking a leading role in organising us, I imagine things will drift on.

Watch ‘Lolita’ – Adrian Lyne’s film with Jeremy Irons. Not bad, not bad at all, though they’ve cheated a little by making Irons look almost younger than the nymphet. Dyed hair, sweet clothes, all chirpy, camp winsomeness, it’s ‘Brideshead’ all over again.

Wednesday, January 6th

Picked up by cab to go down to the Royal Academy. I’ve been asked to record an appreciation of one of the pics in upcoming Monet in the Twentieth Century exhibition, for a series of one-minute progs on BBC One.

My cab driver is a soft-spoken black man who rather shyly asks if I wouldn’t mind him asking me a question. There is an odd pause before he begins, which, as it turns out, is what the story is all about. His nine-year-old son has developed such a bad stammer he can now hardly speak and his four-year-old daughter, with no previous problems at all, has suddenly begun to stammer too. Both he and his wife stammer. He’d seen me talking about it on television and wonders if I have any helpful advice. His lack of self-pity and yet his obvious pain at what is happening to his children is very moving; I forget all about the painting and what I’m going to say about it, and just make sure that he has the number of the Stammering Centre and knows where it is. It’s rarely that you have a real chance to change things and strangers’ hard-luck stories are sometimes not what they seem, but I hope that encounter this morning will benefit both of us.

Arrive and am led upstairs to a gallery whose walls are empty except for the one painting I’m to talk about – a view of the Thames, from the Savoy. Around me, yet to be unpacked, the rest of the Monets, 80 of them. Just arrived from Boston. An extraordinary thing to behold. The backstage work of an exhibition. The paintings are not yet in costume and make-up, they’re fine paintings, but not yet stars. I feel privileged to witness all this, as I record my short interview and try my best to say what I like about the picture and not what the producer is trying to push me into saying. ‘Lots of enthusiasm,’ she urges. ‘Remember, it’s BBC One!’

Friday, January 8th

Clear skies. To Harmood Street, where, at No. 104, a delightfully enthusiastic lady called Josie takes a mould for the mask we need for the Venice Carnival sequence. Have to lie flat and have my hair and all superfluous areas covered in cling-wrap, a couple of straws for breathing inserted in my nose, and a soft, cold mud of dental plaster layered onto my face. The whole process takes an hour and she and her assistant are so sunny that I barely feel discomfort.

The next twenty days were spent filming for the Hemingway Adventure series in Africa. In 1954 Hemingway, always accident-prone, had been involved in two plane crashes within 36 hours. We had something of a scoop when we reached the small town of Butiaba in Uganda, where his second crash took place. A local man, who had never been interviewed before, had not only witnessed the Dragon Rapide bursting into flames on take-off but had picked up some of the remains of the plane, one piece of which he insisted I keep. I found myself returning to London with a certain amount of apprehension. What would be the security implications if they found aeroplane wreckage in my bags?

Monday, January 25th

Slept around nine hours, which must have recharged the batteries. Just as well for a busy day ahead. To the office for a meeting with the ‘HT’ [‘Hemingway’s Travels’, as it was called at the time] production team. Italy and France both imminent and have to be discussed as virtually one continuous stretch of filming. Unlike Africa, which was largely retracing, in quite a linear fashion, we have to be more creative in Italy, and there are several contrived ‘comedy’ sequences in both Italy and France which will have to be tried before we know if they work and are at all necessary.

The masks are ready. Hemingway’s good – MP less so. Which I think confirms my impression of the two of us side by side in the book. He does make me look very ordinary.

Tuesday, January 26th

Awoke, as if still on East African time, in the dark hours. Mental safari – leaves me exhausted by the time I get up.

Car over to the Stammering Centre. Normally, a bevy of children and therapists overwhelm me as soon as I set foot in the place, but today Diana [de Grunwald, employee at the Centre] keeps it low-key, so only one autograph and three therapists.

Luke Jeans [filmmaker for the Centre] is able, efficient and knows what he wants. I have to introduce the film and ask for money, etc. at the end. Quite a lot to say and I just have to concentrate and say it and mean it. He wants to do a longer documentary piece about the Centre. Would I be prepared to do a voice-over? Of course I say yes – this is one cause for which I always make a priority. And there is a big brass plate on the wall with my name on it!

Up to Moro in Exmouth Market where I have arranged to meet Basil [Pao, my photographer friend] for a Bunter-ish lunch. At a round table by the door is Nick Elliott [head of drama at ITV] and, amongst the others, Prince Edward, who still seems absurdly young. He rises to shake my hand and I congratulate him on his engagement. Nick, very much the old warhorse, greets me with a poignant cry of ‘Brownlow!’ Of course it’s his people who are financing the Bleasdale ‘Oliver Twist’. I’m slightly thrown as everyone round the table seems to be quite familiar with the intricacies of my involvement, or non-involvement in the project.

But I do try out my idea of post-cooking programmes – eating programmes. ‘Eat the World’ was, of course, Katakis’s [writer/photographer and manager of the EH literary estate] idea. Much laughter – Prince Edward, a paragon of politeness, remains standing and listening attentively.

Friday, January 29th: Venice

At our hotel close by the Rialto. This morning we came into the city from Caorle, where Hemingway used to go on duck shoots – and wrote about it in one of his worst books, ‘Across the River and into the Trees’; wild, windswept lagoon scenery. Mid-morning to the Palazzo Tron to meet Alberto Franchetti, from one of Venice’s most famous families. His dad took EH shooting and composed operas in his spare time. Alberto, a chain-smoker, talks to us on a balcony looking down over the Grand Canal. Quite stunning location. But it doesn’t seem to make him particularly happy. The increase in outboard motors on the canal has made life in what would seem to me a paradise almost intolerable. ‘My mother was the last of the family to sleep on the Grand Canal – now it’s impossible.’ He remembers EH in Venice. He didn’t seem like a happy man, he says. Nor did he seem much interested in La Serenissima. ‘He sat in his room in the Gritti Palace and drank.’ I bring up the slightly awkward subject of how the book was received by the locals. He smiles fleetingly. ‘The truth is that nobody read it.’

Tuesday, February 9th: Venice–London

Much water under the bridges since last entry. North Italy criss-crossed successfully. A spell of cold, clear weather throughout the filming period has broken this morning.

My aching right side gives me a quick reminder, as I pull myself out of bed at the Hotel Ai Due Fanali, of my suffering last week. Bicycle filming on the straight roads of Noventa, involving repeated falling. Possible cracked rib.

By mid-morning sleet is coming down hard and driving across the Campos. Hurry to the Scuola Grande di San Rocco to take in the Tintorettos. The movement above me of the massive forces he disposes reminds me of the passing over of the spaceship in ‘2001 [A Space Odyssey]’. I’m beginning to feel a strong, fresh response to the big Venetians and can’t wait to come back here. A lovely, private prowling morning. I think I’m the only one of the crew who hasn’t been shopping.

Friday, February 12th

Run in late morning. No fierce resistance from ribcage, but the jolting gradually intensifies whatever discomfort is there, and I shorten the course. All being well should be able to cope with the sporting demands of the Paris shoot.

Into the West End to buy boxing shorts and gumshield at Lonsdale in Beak Street. Droll manager asks if I’m busy. I tell him I always seem to be busier than I want to be. ‘Well, I’m glad to hear that, Frank [Bruno]’s got nothing coming up after he finishes panto.’ Is there any other country in the world in which boxing champions do Christmas pantomimes? I choose a red and white pair of real satin boxing shorts. ‘Red’s a good colour,’ he assures me. ‘Doesn’t show the blood.’

Saturday, February 20th: Paris–London

Everyone is very tired after six days on the run, and the grey, misty drizzle doesn’t raise spirits. Then a lot of walking and GVs [general views] in the crowded marketplace of the Rue Mouffetard. The smells of the food from the various stalls is agonisingly, achingly tempting and irresistible, but we keep on the move until midday – then across to Les Invalides for the last sequence of the week, and the one I’m least looking forward to.

I’m to join in a game called Ultimate Frisbee, which is played largely by young Americans in Paris. I have the wrong shoes, so slip and slither in the mud whilst Nigel [Meakin, cameraman] and David [Turnbull, director] film on with broad grins. The players are a decent lot, caught between the highly competitive game and wanting to know about ‘A Fish Called Wanda’. I run around with them – though cautiously mindful of what another heavy fall might do to my recovering ribs – for about half an hour. And that is the end of our Paris shooting, and the end of nearly five weeks’ intensive filming and travelling over the past month and a half.

Monday, February 22nd

It’s a good feeling to be doing just what you want to be doing, and odd that it happens so rarely. I want to be exactly where I am – at home, among my books and shelves and plants and tables and chairs and garden walls. I’m entirely happy with this late winter weather – cold enough to make the house warm and attractive, bright enough to send sunlight and sharp shadows across my desk, and changeable enough to make staring out of the window less of a waste of time.

In the afternoon I begin work on the Chicago and Michigan sections. I love prowling about the room checking on facts, figures, finding quotes – immersed in my own, wholly controllable activity.

Tuesday, February 23rd

Brisk walk over to Kenwood at half past twelve. First time I’ve been in the house for a while. It’s squeaky clean now and the English Heritage staff are in bottle-green uniforms, and younger women have replaced the silent guardians in black.

The trio of Hals’s van den Broecke, Van Dyck’s Duke of Richmond and Rembrandt’s self-portrait gives me great pleasure – all the more for not having seen them for a while. A small group of early pre-Renaissance work in the Housekeeper’s Room – a Memling portrait and a Dieric Bouts and Paris Bordone and a Botticelli amongst them. Culturally recharged I walk back home – the whole round trip in less than two hours.

Amanda from John’s office rings – ‘poor John’ has been misinformed about the fiscal implications of his residence in the USA, and has had to leave the country sharpish; he’s currently, Trotsky-like, in Mexico. Lucky man, is my reaction, but Amanda says this is not the way John sees it, ‘things don’t work there, quite as well as he’s used to’.

Then, surprise, surprise, she asks my advice on places John might stay if he were to go to Havana. ‘You know he likes his comforts.’ The Ambos Mundos is clearly out, but I remember another place on the other side of the Plaza de Armas which was dauntingly expensive and air-conned and posh. She seems very happy with that. ‘The other place is Iceland, but there don’t seem to be any suitable hotels there at all.’

I find this idea of John tax-avoiding his way round the world irresistibly bizarre. All he needs is a camera crew and he’d have the money to pay for it.

Wednesday, February 24th

The pleasure of post-filming is still seductive, and the routine I’ve returned to still feels fresh, so I remain in good spirits and happy to be working at the Hemingway book. By 6.30 have pushed a further 1,000 words on.

To supper with neighbours Mary and Sebastian Taylor, who’ve also invited Ron Lendon and Thelma.1 So much Gospel Oak Primary chat. Sebastian hoots with laughter as he remembers Ron’s head-lice lecture – the screen dominated by a hugely magnified slide of a head louse, and Ron berating the parents. Stories of the psychiatrist mother whose continual demands for special treatment of her son drove Ron to distraction. Later her son lost his teddy bear and she put posters up all over the Heath asking for information leading to the recovery of the teddy. Ron revealed that it had been in his study all the time.

Friday, February 26th

A sad call from Alan Bleasdale, ‘just checking one last time’ that I haven’t changed my dates and can do Brownlow after all. Usual rather appealingly maudlin tone – ‘I was talking to Lindsay [Duncan] in New York at six o’clock this morning and she’s the same’ – and a touch of self-dramatisation. ‘I wouldn’t worry if this was one of my entertainments – you know, like “Melissa” – but it’s one of my biggest, most important things I’ve ever done.’ I can’t help. If anything I’ve less time.

Saturday, February 27th

To Liverpool Street for the 10.30 train to Norwich. We’re guests of Mike W-J and Delia2 at the league game against Sheffield United. Easy journey on efficient, friendly Anglia, then met by Delia and M’s driver who whisks us to Carrow Road Stadium.

Meet fellow guests and enter the intricate and convoluted world of football finance. Mike and Delia have sunk a lot of their own money into the club. Through their food industry contacts they have recruited the former Number Two at Sainsbury’s as full-time chairman (although he admits to being a Villa supporter).

Quite a good lunch – rillette of pork, fish pie, mango ice cream, Beaujolais – then, after coffee, long walk through smoky rooms where the comparatively privileged supporters congregate, and to our seats in the directors’ box.

The game is not of great quality. Norwich on top in first half and United do well to hold them to a single goal. Second half United strengthen and an equaliser ten minutes after the start brings the game to life. Any prospect of a return to the Premiership this season looks unlikely for either side.

Sunday, February 28th

Gales and rain forecast so have justified a lie-in. But Helen, on her way out to nine o’clock tennis, proclaims it ‘a lovely day’ and I know I should take some exercise, especially as I can feel a cold settling in and getting me down.

Ablutions whilst listening to Alastair Cooke on the role of President Wilson at Treaty of Versailles. Thesis – idealist who didn’t really know Europe and whose plan laid the seeds for an almost imminent conflict. And he did, apparently, invent the term ‘self-determination’.

News in the paper of a report saying the first flowers are blooming six days earlier on average than they were 30 years ago seems reasonable to me. Winter in London seems to have become just a dilution of late autumn and early spring.

Monday, March 1st

March comes in mild and wet and windy. Concentrated day and most productive (in words rather than ideas!) since I began the Chicago, Michigan section of the book last week.

Pick H up outside the Bereavement Service office at King’s Cross, and down to TJ and Al’s for supper. They’ve just returned from Wales – ‘It really rained,’ says Terry enthusiastically. We sit in the kitchen over a glass of Cloudy Bay and mull over the wreckage of Python. Terry reminds me that no one officially told Allen Tinkley [American promoter] that the Las Vegas event was off and he sounded a little bruised when TJ called him.

He asks what plans I have after Hemingway. I know he’d like to work on something together. I surprise myself at how little I’ve thought about it. I suppose my first priority is another novel.

Wednesday, March 3rd

Call JC in Mexico. He’s in a hotel on the very southern tip of Baja California (‘You know Mexico … it’s a frightful dump.’). He’s ‘very fed up’ with the people who do the Sainsbury’s commercials. They’ve now cancelled the remaining ones he had to do.

He’s intrigued when I tell him TG may be doing a film of ‘Don Quixote’. ‘I think after “Fear and Loathing” he won’t find it easy to raise the money.’ I tell John he’s been offered 40 million dollars and there’s a brief pause and a sharp intake of breath – or perhaps the other way round.

Later in the evening call Allen Tinkley and try to repair some of the damage over the Las Vegas show – which he’s twice tried to set up for us, and has twice been let down. Allen is LA-positive about it all so he has not taken it personally and I think regards my call as increasing the possibility that the Pythons might get together again, whereas in fact it’s probably the opposite.

Thursday, March 4th

Read through revised Chicago–Michigan section. Run. To Grey Flannel to buy a suit for tonight’s dinner with American ambassador.

Police (armed) in the little tiled patio at bottom of steps when we arrive in Holland Park. Met by the Laders (Philip, ambassador, and Linda) with a certain formality from him and easy affability from her. I didn’t know that the evening news had been full of the ‘Banana Wars’ story. US slapping restrictions on imports from UK and Europe in retaliation for European favouring of Caribbean (i.e. non-American) banana producers. Lader had been summoned to the Foreign Office only this afternoon to be ticked off.

A lot of businesspeople there. H and I are in different rooms. She talks to Michael Buerk’s wife, and I’m sat between two wives of tycoons. One is Swedish and married to the founder of the Tetra Pak empire (they made huge amounts from inventing the wholly irritating pull-apart milk carton sealings). She lives in East Sussex and loves it. Doesn’t want to go back to Sweden, where, she says, ‘there are no villages’. Paints a picture of a pretty grim country – without village communities, or easy access to alcohol! Run by Social Welfare (which she seems to regard as a negative).

After the change-round find myself next to Joanna Lumley on one side and a very spirited lady, married to a diplomat, who comes, to my delight, from Wath-upon-Dearne.

Introduced to a huge Swedish paper magnate. He is tall with snow-white hair, and I see, with some apprehension, wears a hearing aid. So he can talk, which he does with great confidence – this is clearly a man used to being listened to – but cannot necessarily hear your reply. ‘What do you think of taxis?’ he booms at me. I’m about to launch into a diatribe against Dial-a-Cab, when I realise he means taxes.

So never much chance to talk to JL, though H has met her husband Stephen [Barlow] and they’ve sort of bonded as those who are left behind. Stephen says he is jealous of Joanna’s travels – which is I suppose where he differs from H.

Lader says Blair and Clinton talk three times a week.

We’re the last to leave – after banter with Michael Buerk which has Philip Lader shaking his head in admiration. ‘You English just say what you like to each other.’

Friday, March 5th

I’m padding into the bathroom in time for pre eight o’clock weather forecast when the phone rings. A couple of minutes later Rachel calls out from the stairs – ‘Jeremy’s had a baby, a boy.’ Whereupon I burst into tears. It just happens. Because the only person I can think of is Angela. My sister, and Jeremy’s mother. It’s as if the news of what would have been her first grandchild has hit, like an acupuncturist’s needle, upon a pressure point that has been untouched for a long time. The wrongness of the baby being born, with Angela not here to share the happiness. It really is too much for me.

Talk briefly to Jeremy, congratulations gush. He sounds exhausted. At the ripe old age of 55 and three-quarters, greatness has been thrust upon me for the first time. I’m a great-uncle. Try it on for size. Don’t think I’ll use it a lot.

Monday, March 8th

To the gym for the first time since the rib injury. It’s now five weeks since the fall and though I’m aware of a slight tenderness if I press the spot, it doesn’t stop me. Much encouraged.

To Screen on Baker Street to see ‘Festen – the Celebration’. In the end the strength of the acting and the compulsiveness of the story carried it through against all the odds. It packed quite a punch and left a deep impression. The father, the suicide of a daughter, the confession of child abuse – all in polite, respectable middle-class company touched a raw nerve. What do I really know about the cause of Angela’s depression? Drive home thoughtfully.

Wednesday, March 10th

Work at book a.m. Run over Heath at midday, and drive down to Spitalfields to see work in progress at the house.1 Scaffolded back and front and corrugated-iron frame over the roof. After two weeks of clearing out the skeleton is now stark and exposed. The ribs, beams and rafters of the roof are a revelation. Foreman says that not only are most of the rafters original (i.e. 1717), but many of them would have been second-hand at the time – so possibly mid-seventeenth century. Very little deterioration and you can see how they’ve been sawn – planed only on one side to save time, and some of them, which are structural and not intended to be seen, haven’t even had the bark taken off.

Thursday, March 11th

To Freud Museum in Maresfield Gardens for launch of Alyce Faye Cleese’s book ‘How to Manage Your Mother’. It’s drizzling as I walk up from the corner of Fitzjohn’s Avenue where Helen dropped me off on her way to badminton. As I reach the neat privet hedge outside the house a shining black vintage Rolls-Royce pulls alongside. Two white bouffant hairdos in the back. Wonder if the Queen Mother is coming – which would be the publicity coup of the century.

Nip in ahead of whoever it is. Find TJ bent over a cheque book buying a copy of the book. He looks just like his mum – as he admits in the book. Then the Queen Mother appears, only it’s not the Queen Mother, it’s Michael Winner, and a blonde of 22 or 23.

Richard Eyre is there, and carefully avoids talking to Winner, who is telling me some story about his meal with Lucian Freud last night and whether or not Freud will paint the Queen. Freud’s family inescapable – not only in the museum, but also as Matthew Freud is running the publicity.

Terry O’Neill is very taken with my new haircut – I explain it’s Markos’s special and that I’ve given up going to expensive salons and I now have it done at the end of the road. ‘For 20 quid,’ says Terry, helpfully. Well, £8.50 with tip actually.

Dougie Hayward – big, portly and very friendly – says I’m lucky to have hair to style. He’s introduced as the man who makes John’s suits. ‘Mainly for commercials,’ adds Dougie.

Saturday, March 13th

For the first time this year I feel the sun’s warmth as I step out into the garden.

In the late afternoon we leave for the Neil Diamond concert at Wembley Arena. This is something I’ve rather dreaded – so uncool! – but know that I must do for Sherrie’s [Levy] sake.

Arrive backstage soon after six o’clock. The band, many of whom have been with him 25 years, seem pleasantly laid-back, like members of a rather exclusive gentleman’s club. They’re not remotely fazed by Neil-bashing. ‘The Brontosaurus of Slush’ the Guardian called him today – whilst grudgingly admiring his chutzpah.

Neil appears in his black sequined shirt and trousers. Even the towels he dabs himself with on stage are black. He is freshly made-up and walks as if he may have just been prised into a corset. He’s chatty and informal, but in that slightly detached, pre-performance mode.

The concert itself is as big and noisy as they can make a one-man show. The Arena is packed with 12,000 people who think he’s God – well 11,998. The stage revolves, lit by 200 lamps from above – like some huge restless spaceship. We like the later, better known songs, but the whole mass audience experience seems to work against the singing – there can be no intimacy. It’s an all-out assault on the senses.

Wednesday, March 24th

Look at a tape found in the NBC vaults of EH being interviewed in The Finca around the time of his Nobel Prize. He’s like a rabbit in car headlights. Stiff, unnatural, answering questions like a soldier under interrogation – even reading the commas on the cue-cards. Very sad.

Thursday, March 25th

A BBC crew comes to the house to record my memories of the Python shows in Germany.

Annie [Chamberlain, a New Zealander working temporarily at the office] comes round to do letters and at a quarter to four I go down to see Debbie and Kieser [Bernard Kieser my dentist, Deborah his nurse] for regular check-up. Kieser is a little worried about some new areas of puffiness and asks if I’m under stress at the moment. My answer is not more than usual, and, as I’m enjoying what I’m doing, it is constructive pressure I’m under. Book in for one month’s time. I need a period when I won’t have to move my jaw too much.

Home, only to find as I check on the word processor, that the corrections I’ve spent half the day doing have not been saved. Fortunately, we’ve been invited round to the Loncraines’ [film director Richard Loncraine]. Very good food, cooked by Richard and much laughter. Meg Ryan and Dennis Quaid were at his table quite recently. Dennis ate the entire chicken dish which was meant for everybody.

Second night of NATO bombing action against Milosevic. Like the continued air-strikes in Iraq, absolutely no one knows what will be achieved.

Friday, March 26th

Dream that my teeth are falling out due to worry! Wake unrested, but to my relief discover that my corrected copy for the Italy chapter has not been entirely wiped, and is on the disk after all.

Spend evening in trying to bone up on history of Kosovo as my country attacks their country (on their behalf) for the third night.

Sunday, March 28th

Listen to news and views on the war in Kosovo. People speak out freely on either side and every opinion represented – which I suppose makes it different in some way from most other twentieth-century wars. Most eloquent testi-mony is from a Serbian playwright, sacked from her job by Milosevic, who reads excerpts from a diary she has kept since the raids began last Wednesday – quiet, calm, resigned but above all confused – ‘Killing to stop the killing?’

A man from a charity organisation quotes the statistic that since the end of the First World War there have only been 14 minutes when a war was not being fought somewhere in the world.

Monday, March 29th

To work on the next section of Hemingway Adventure book – France, well Paris, specifically. A well-trodden area and one I’m least looking forward to. Requires a lot of reading, too. Once again, I’m aware of the weight of Hemingway research and published material leaning against my door.

Break off at half past four and go to the gym. Longer session than usual. Time to try all the tortures.

More bombings, more destruction in Kosovo. No solutions or climb-downs. Milosevic, like Saddam Hussein, survives and is, if anything, strengthened in his own country.

Tuesday, March 30th

Warning of a new computer virus, affecting Microsoft Word, and called Melissa – the other strand is called, ironically, Papa. The virus strikes through unsolicited email which comes labelled ‘important message’ and containing the name of someone I know. If I click and accept its offer I receive pages of pornographic sites. Delete and hope I’ve done the wrong right thing. (Freudian slip!)

Saturday, April 3rd

Around 5.10 in the afternoon the doorbell goes, it’s the Kentish Town police. H and I are both here. I expect it to be some small-time Oak Village matter but they look solemn and ask if they can come in.

‘Is anything wrong?’ H asks.

‘Well …’ says the older, taller copper, with a trustful, pleasant, tanned face. He’s holding his cap I notice.

‘Is it the children?’

He nods. It all seems to be going in slow motion.

‘It’s Thomas,’ he says next.

For a moment mangled bodies and wreckage spin into my mind, but it’s not an accident. His wallet and credit card have been found near Swanage and his car has been located, locked, in a car park overnight. He cannot be found.

I tell them he’s gone climbing and camping and when I mention that he’s with three friends they are visibly relieved. They will try and glean more information from the Wilts and Dorset force, such as where the wallet was found, and let me know.

The police depart. Both of us are a little unsteady, mentally and physically, and try to make sense of what might have happened. The already grey day darkens fast. There’s nothing we can do but wait.

About 55 minutes after the police have gone there’s a call from Kentish Town. Tom has been found, he’s safe. An hour after the whole scare began, I hear Tom’s voice. He sounds a little bewildered by the fuss. He was watching a chopper prowling the cliffs when a coastal rescue man came by. Tom asked him what was going on and received the memorable reply – ‘They’re looking for someone called Tom Palin.’ There had been no danger and no emergency. His coat had been picked up where he had left it – beside their tents at the top of the cliff – as they went for a short climb. So normal service resumed at No. 4 after this frightening hiccup.

But it’s not quite over. First the Sunday Times, then the Sunday Telegraph call for details of a wire story about my son. Am as polite and informative as I can be and play down the whole incident. Hope it works.

Sunday, April 11th

I look at the assembly for the first of the Hem programmes. Pleased by the quality of the shooting and the editing and some unusual and idiosyncratic direction. But the bad jokes are still bad jokes, and there are too many of them. At the moment though, my feeling’s one of relief.

In early evening out to present a BAFTA Film Award. A stretch Mercedes blocks most of Julia Street. H and Rachel and Elsie (one of our cats) wave me off.

The bash this year is at the Islington Design Centre. It’s a big, soulless place, which has the room, but lacks the curious intimacy of the Dorchester or the Great Room at the Grosvenor. This is more like a political rally, everyone in serried ranks.

Jonathan Ross presents the whole thing like a naughty schoolboy. I’m called from my table after the first few awards and taken to an ‘assembly point’ backstage. Tall black drapes, a table full of what look suspiciously like non-alcoholic beverages, a big fruit basket, lots of women with headsets and Martin Clunes and Andie MacDowell.

‘I need a cigarette,’ growls Andie MacD, Clunes obliges with a deft flick of a pack – the sort of gesture you don’t see much in these healthily correct days. ‘I gave up for seven months,’ says MacDowell, unasked.

Then, down the steps, clutching an envelope and someone else’s BAFTA. A lot of people out there – filmmakers and freeloaders as far as the eye can see. My Best Original Screenplay Award goes not to Tom Stoppard for ‘Shakespeare in Love’ but to Andrew Niccol who wrote ‘The Truman Show’. He’s a short, very young New Zealander who despite winning an award for words seems quite uneasy delivering them.

Friday, April 16th

Lots of marks on the desk diary today. Our 33rd wedding anniversary, Spike’s [Milligan] 81st birthday, delivery day for Paris and Spain copy. I’m prepared for all of them, except Spike’s 81st which I’ve missed by a day.

Mary and Edward come round and we have takeaway from the Fleet Tandoori. A toast to our 33 years together. I worked out that it is 40 years ago this August since we met. I told Rachel this on the phone today. ‘Forty years since our first snog.’ She was rather disgusted. ‘I don’t want to know that!’ Edward replied wittily, ‘How long since your last one?’

Tuesday, April 20th

To BAFTA in Piccadilly, for an RTS dinner in honour of John Hendricks of Discovery Channel. David Attenborough at the door looking young – he got my tickets by mistake. ‘You’ll have to go, I’m afraid,’ he says. We talk books – and circulations and sales figures, as ever. He jokes that three shows isn’t enough to sell a book. I tell him we’ve got orders already, which he seems to find remarkable.

When we’re all suitably warmed up, the doors are opened and we’re herded through from the claustrophobic reception area to the only slightly less claustrophobic dining area. Three fellowships are awarded (after the first course) followed by another orgy of buttonholing. Paul Hamann [producer] comes and talks business to Yentob, right across me. Jaci Stephen assaults David Attenborough – grabbing him by the head and pushing his face into her cleavage. It starts by being very funny and becomes rather grotesque.

Hendricks’s speech is affable, full of good intentions and the wonderful promise of new technology – interactive TV being the ‘third great communications revolution’. Can’t remember the other two.

Saturday, April 24th

Last two days of the Ingres exhibition at the National so decide to catch it at opening time. Will comes along with me for the ride, though he’s already seen it. Queues of people with same idea as mine, and Will’s reaction was that it wasn’t worth a half-hour wait; so miss Ingres, but take in a small Rogier van der Weyden exhibition. Further evidence that painting was big business in the late Middle Ages – Rogier and his family produced steady output from a big workshop in Brussels – and (favourite theme of mine) how much change the paintings we see now have gone through – underpainted, overpainted, re-coloured, restored, cut up, separated from other elements of the work – as in fragments of triptychs and diptychs and altarpieces.

Then to the East Gallery – Cézannes and blazing Van Goghs. An hour of solid pleasure in the gallery and no queues.

News of a nail-bomb explosion in Brick Lane, a further nasty twist in a month of dreadful news.

Monday, April 26th

Helene [our cleaner] calls. Have I heard the news? Oh, no, here we go again, I hardly can listen. Jill Dando murdered at the door of her house. It’s outrageous, barely believable. The month has gone out of its mind surely. But it’s true. Jill Dando, that comfortable, slightly anodyne, likeable figure seemed as immortal as anyone. A newsreader who announces tragedies doesn’t get involved in them.

Friday, April 30th

Up before seven, to visit the site at Hanbury Street with Will. Odd feeling to arrive knowing that since last Saturday it is more than just another part of London, but now known nationally as the place where the second terrorist bomb of the right-wing blitz of April ’99 went off. Mick, the foreman, told me that originally the bomb was left in a bag on the corner of Hanbury and Wilkes, less than 50 yards from the house.

But this morning all is calm – rubbish left out all night for the early morning collection has been tipped over and broken into, neither of the parking meters I try work, but the building team are at their breakfast, and afterwards Mick shows me round.

The scaffold will be down in the next week. The roof is ready to be tiled, and much work has been done on the back wall, new brickwork blended in with the old by a process called sooting – ‘Quite common,’ says Mick with infectious enthusiasm – ‘we get the sweep round, ask him to leave the soot and we brush it onto the walls.’

Back home by 9.30. Rachel brings us the last ghastly bit of April news. A bomb has exploded in a pub in Old Compton Street (one of my favourite parts of the new lively London); people killed. Third of the racist bombs confirms their trilogy of hate – blacks, Pakistanis, gays.

To the King’s Head to see ‘A Saint She Ain’t’ – latest Denis King/Vosburgh show. The show is consistently funny, with lovely surreal lines like Snaveley Bogle (W.C. Fields played by Barry Cryer), ‘I wouldn’t drink that with a pair of rented lips.’

Thursday, May 13th

Apparently the viewing for Eddie [Mirzoeff, Head of Documentaries] yesterday went very well. He was shown big episode two and felt moved enough to call the scheduler then and there to ask how they would view the possibility of an extra show. Their response was positive and apparently word was that the series will be slotted in sometime during October, probably Sunday nights. All good news – tapes are to be sent round to me. David has come up with a title, which is the first one that has caught my fancy, ‘Michael Palin’s Hemingway Adventure’.

A quick look at the trailer for PBS that Martha [Wailes, our producer] has helped assemble. Good, bright, lively – only one shot of me looking seriously old.

Monday, May 17th

To Broadcasting House to read an appeal for a small charity called Prisoners’ Families Support Groups. Heavy security following Dando murder and threats to high-ups in the Corp re: Serb retaliations, etc.

Two readings and they’re happy. Walk to Tavistock Street, passing the Admiral Duncan pub in Old Compton Street for first time since the bombing. Lilac painted wooden screen behind which I can see hard-hatted figures working away by the light of bare bulbs. They’re smiling, cheerful as builders are – working in what was so recently a deathtrap.

At the office – the crew all together again, for first time in nearly eight weeks. Discuss the new title. Seems a slow burner, but no strongly negative responses. I’m wary of ‘MP’s Hemingway Adventure’ for the book, but I’m not quite sure why. Michael Dover [my publisher] will talk to his people and gauge reactions.

Then some letters with Anne [James, my manager] and off to Ladbroke Arms for a beak dip with Roger [Mills, co-director of Around the World in Eighty Days, Pole to Pole and Full Circle]. In the course of our conversation – as usual bemoaning the state of TV generally (Roger is finding Channel 4 frustratingly vague – ‘We want it to be about race, but not about race, if you see what I mean,’ one said about his Army prog) – talk turns to the Sahara idea and I realise that Roger wants to do it with me, and for a moment it seems so easy – work on new novel in 2000 whilst all recces are being done, then shoot Sahara in 2001 for 2002 transmission. Because of the change of millennium the date talk sounds faintly ridiculous, as if we’re planning something light years away.

Tuesday, May 18th

Wet and windy morning. Take Rachel to work as I have a Python Night meeting with Ralph Lee a few floors above her at the BBC’s new office block at White City.1 I find the size of the place quite alarming. Crowds of workers pour out of White City Station heading for the newly built aluminium grey block; the car parks spread wide – much wider than anything at old TV Centre, over the ground on which the White City Stadium once stood. High security; so bags checked, passes issued and stamped – to be worn at all times with instructions to staff to challenge anyone not wearing one. And everyone seems so young – roles reversed from 33 years ago when I first joined the crowds at TV Centre.

A good viewing of the possible sketches we can use next month. At the end of it, it seems clear to me that we have quite enough to do in West London without trekking up to Scotland, Yorkshire or Norfolk. But the It’s Man walking into the sea at Poole Harbour is eye-catching and unusual enough to stay in consideration.

At midday, along the corridors past ‘Timewatch’ and ‘Reputations’ to see Paul Hamann. His office is tidy, spacious and decorated and furnished almost entirely in black. It’s like a rather sophisticated cave and I’m not terribly comfortable sinking back on a squeaky black sofa to say my bit about our proposed new series title with Paul sprawling at me opposite. But I bring him up to date – mention possibility of a fourth show and float the Sahara idea again – he wants to meet and talk this over with Peter Salmon in June.

Then down to the ground floor to see where Rachel works. It isn’t a pretty place at all, with much less light down here, and the same cramped, functional set-up of workstations in a limbo-land of partitions and floor space. Meet her colleagues – all female. Her boss Sue seems very bright and sparky.

Friday, May 21st: Paris–London

Push aside the long thick curtains and look out over narrow quiet Rue Christine with its arthouse cinema and sought-after Jacques Cagna eatery opposite.1 Lean out and peer up – overcast but dry skies.

I think I have enough material to write up the walk, so will treat myself to some art before catching the train home. Rumours of strikes – which already affect the major national collections, but reception tell me the Modern Art Museum of Paris, over on the Right Bank, is open.

The collection, just down the road from Iéna station, is housed in a partly abandoned pavilion in ’30s modernist style, built for an exhibition. A cold, rather abrasive space, but the big white walls offer room and air and the paintings look very good here. Huge Delaunays, fine Légers and Picassos. My eye much taken by a painting of barges on the Seine by Derain; from a bridge looking down as the barges emerge into a rich, complicated, beautiful spread of colours.

Back to the hotel and cab to Gare du Nord. Finish the stimulating, rewarding V. Woolf biog. As Virginia slipped under the Ouse, we slip under the Channel. The way her death was treated was oddly comforting in view of my sister Angela’s death. No judgements made. The suicide as a rational act of an intelligent woman. Her last note to Leonard W showed how sharp and direct and crystal clear her writing could be, even in extremis.

Sunday, May 23rd

To the Springsteen concert at Earl’s Court. The compromises you have to make for even the best organised pop concert – distorted sound, hard seats, unpunctuality and the sheer weight of numbers, is just about worth it tonight. But only just. Bruce’s energy, at 50, is demonic. He’s a driven man and though he moves less about the stage, his voice is pushed to the limits. Unfortunately so are the Earl’s Court acoustics.

Still, to see the E Street Band in full glory is quite something. Five guitars, at one point, arrayed along the front of the stage like gladiators. The audience was enthusiastic but never dangerous, quite a few Sloanes mixed in with the crop-headed workers round us. We leave as ‘Born to Run’ is being thrashed out, but though H is bewildered, I’ve been happy enough just to see and hear Clarence Clemons’ sax solos, live after 23 years!

Monday, May 24th

To Covent Garden for a meeting called by Martha to talk about future filming plans. Difficult to pin anything down until we know if we are to push for three or four shows. General feeling is that we have four, but the protocol seems to demand a delay until Eddie M comes back from holiday to look at an assembly.

Wednesday, May 26th

Peter Salmon called around six and has agreed to the ‘Hemingway Adventure’ title and seems accommodating over the extended series. So, I think from now on we’re thinking of four programmes – and all the extra work that that entails.

Thursday, May 27th

To the office. It’s the nearest we’ve had this year to a hot day, mid to upper 70s – everyone suddenly driving as if they’re in a Hollywood movie – roofs open, stereos blaring, fat forearms hung over the doors, corners taken just a little wider than usual.

Upstairs first to the Hemingway office. They have made up a new schedule to cover the extra Key West filming needed for the extra programme. September is now full, three more weeks added to my schedule, but if we are serious about four programmes then there is little option.

Watch first of the ‘Windrush’ series on West Indian immigration. Very good and quite hard-hitting.

Sunday, May 30th

Basil here at ten with the first layouts of the book. I have a real feeling, as I turn the pages, of being enveloped by the visual material – just the right feelings and atmospheres come through – and apart from a tiny number of pictures that could be better placed, they harmonise well with the text. Some big spreads are quite breathtaking.

Monday, May 31st

Tom Dunne [publisher at St Martin’s Press] comes to lunch. We talk about the future. I realise that Tom, urbane and intelligent and experienced as he is, is not really interested in angst or revelation or anything ‘dark or deep’ as he puts it. He’s firmly of the opinion that if I write another novel it should be about the English and Englishness and should be funny and should possibly be historical too.

It sets me thinking – maybe it would be much easier if I took a ‘Ripping Yarns’-style approach to a new novel. Maybe the Biggles in retirement idea that I talked to David T [Turnbull] about in Kenya.

Rewrite, learn, rewrite, learn, the opening lines which we shoot, weather permitting, on Southwold beach tomorrow.

Tuesday, June 1st: London–Southwold

Basil can’t believe Southwold and immediately christens it Pleasantville. It certainly does seem to have exactly the same sort of people wearing exactly the same sort of clothes (no shell-suits here) as it did when I met H here 40 years ago.

Running with the horns after me goes well – we even film in the churchyard, only a few yards away from Mum and Dad’s grave. However, whilst making one spectacular leap through the crowd into the High Street I feel a muscle pull at the top of my right thigh. Very irritating as there is a lot more running to do. Whilst crew lunch at the Lord Nelson, I sit up in Room 19 with a bag of ice on my thigh.

In the afternoon we break off from the running to shoot me reading Hemingway in a deckchair opening sequence on the beach. The sun is out and children build sandcastles and run into the sea, but the east wind is sharp and quite cold. The camera is on the end of a remote control rig. It takes forever to get a fairly simple move right. Nineteen takes eventually.

The pain in my leg is increasing. Much talk over dinner in the Swan as to whether it’s a groin or thigh injury. The word ‘groyne’ appears all over the beach, causing much amusement – especially one which warns: ‘Beware, Derelict Groynes’.

A walk round the old haunts after dinner – up Godyll Road and across the Common. The way I went on the night Mother died. Sit on the seat that bears her name, outside the Red Cross hut.

Wednesday, June 2nd: Southwold–London

Did I dream or was I awake when I was trying to remember my mother’s voice, and found it elusive and regretted very much that I had no recording of her, or my father?

My thigh muscle has responded to the ice pack, and the first running shots we do – up the stairs of the Swan Hotel – pass by without further damage.

Back up to London with Laura [Tutt, our researcher] and Martha, traffic heavy.

Phone rings constantly for an hour or so. JC is back in London and asks me to watch the England–Sweden game with him on Saturday. I assume this involves a trip to Wembley and can’t really face crowds and stadiums, but JC laughs – he’s one week away from his hip replacement and in no shape to move from his sitting room chair. So, agree to meet.

Friday, June 4th

To Three Mills Island just beyond Bow. A complex of good-looking Victorian brick buildings, once a gin distillery, beside the River Lea. Bought up and restored by Edwin Shirley, transporter of rock bands. There is a tall hangar beside the buildings where the acts which will fill the Millennium Dome are being rehearsed. Find our studio, where the lavatory set is being rigged for the Hem skylight sequence. [EH pulled what he thought was a lavatory flush, but it was a skylight. He tugged so vigorously it fell onto his head, wounding him quite badly.]

There is much jesting about the falling camera shot and I suggest (without mentioning his name) that it might have been easier to do it the way TG suggested last night – pull the camera up and out and reverse the film.

Long time setting up the first shot, through the skylight. Fortunately I’ve brought work to do and I sit in the canteen by the river, looking out at a big spreading willow tree, an Underground railway line and the monolithic silver needle of Canary Wharf beyond. Squally rain and wind spatter the windows, a group of young female dancers chatters away at another table. Members of the unit appear at regular intervals to apologise for the delay.

Charlie Higson passes as I’m waiting outside the studio. He’s written and is directing a ‘Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased)’ remake with Vic [Reeves] and Bob [Mortimer]. I like him. He’s pro-BBC and cares a lot about the quality of the work. Laura interrupts to ask me in for the shot.

The moment of truth arrives. Feel quite uncomfortable with this contraption thundering down towards me but get on with it. A good take. They want one more, without my arms going up to shield my face. On ‘Action!’ down it comes. There is a thud and I feel a sharp pain as the camera hits my head.

I don’t fall, but reel out of the set into the surrounding darkness with blood spilling through my fingers. Laid on a chair, head back to stop the bleeding. Aware of the awful awkward silence around me. This is the Special Effects man’s nightmare and he’s on the verge of tears. ‘Never … nothing like this ever happened before,’ he blurts out, and I feel more sorry for him than myself. ‘No one’s fault, no one’s fault,’ is all I can say to him, but it can’t mean that much. He knows it is his fault.

JJ [Odedra, our assistant cameraman] rushes off to fetch the unit nurse from ‘Randall and Hopkirk’. He arrives within five minutes, examines the wound which is about four and a half centimetres long, curved in the shape of the lens, and running from just above my hairline down across my left forehead. The same damn spot as Hem’s!

Martha and Laura take me in the car to the Royal London, a mile or two down the Bow Road (having first taken me to the Royal London Psychiatric Hospital by mistake!). A large Scottish nurse called Liz takes a look at me and decides stitches are needed if they’re
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