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About the Book

As a wise ape once observed, space is big. Really big. You may think it’s a long way down the road to the chemists, but that’s just peanuts to space. Luckily, we have the luxury of being able to step back, gaze up at the stars and take it all in, a few millennia after the events we’re looking at have happened.

Similarly, Douglas Adams was also big. Really big. Not just in the sense of his dwarf-scaring stature, but as the most successful sci-fi humorist of all time, the creator of one of the biggest phenomena in British publishing history – The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. From Radio 4 comedy sensation to best-selling books to the Hollywood movie, Hitchhiker was a monster that gave Adams the fame and wealth he always wanted – but which he felt haunted by for the rest of his life.

In The Frood, comedy historian Jem Roberts invites you to step back, thirteen years after Adams’ sudden and shocking death, for a fresh look at the man and his globally adored creation, with the full approval and participation of Douglas’ family and closest friends. Besides bringing the Hitchhiker story right up to date, for the first time Adams’ private archives have been examined, and many previously unseen ideas, extracts, stories and jokes have been reproduced here, for fans to share and enjoy, as a celebration of the froodiest odyssey in British comedy history.

Towels at the ready...


About the Author

Jem Roberts was born in Ludlow, Shropshire, at around the time of Hitchhiker’s first repeat in 1978. He studied English Literature, Film & Television at the University of Wales Aberystwyth, while embarking on a long career in magazines, beginning as a videogame journalist and taking in work for titles as disparate as SFX, Pokémon World, DVD Review, XBW and the 2003 Disney & Me Summer Special.

Writing for the cream of comedy fanzines including Publish & Bedazzled and Kettering led to Barry Cryer’s suggestion that he extend an article on the I’m Sorry legacy into a full official guidebook – The Clue Bible: The Fully Authorised History of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue, published by Preface in 2009. When asked to consider a follow-up, the filling of one shamefully glaring gap on the comedy history shelves was most pressing, and so The True History of The Black Adder followed in 2012.

Jem lives in Bath, where he mulls over a fourth work of comedy history. When not actually going on about comedy, he often performs something quite like it both solo and with merry band The Unrelated Family,
as well as rewriting and performing stories from British folklore, as Brother Bernard.

Find out more at www.jemroberts.com


Also by Jem Roberts

The Fully Authorised History of I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue

The True History of the Black Adder

For Janet, Sue, Jane, James and Polly

In memory of Peter, Geoffrey – and The Frood


DO NOT READ THIS INTRODUCTION

You can if you like, but you don’t have to. I hardly ever read the introductions to books, and suffer from occasional twinges of anxiety about it, just as I still sometimes do if I step on the cracks in the pavement. Do not worry. You can skip the introduction entirely, if you like, and the bears will not get you.

I’ve been asked to try out a wonderful new machine which interviews authors automatically and means that journalists won’t need to bother to leave the bar at all in future. The inventor tells me that the job of programming it turned out in the end to be a lot simpler than he had anticipated. He had at first gone to all the trouble of devising elaborate parsing routines to analyse all the questions that journalists might ideally ask, select them, merge them, and arrive thereby at a kind of quintessential synthesis – the perfect author interview.

When this unexpectedly turned out to consist of complete silence he had to pause and reconsider his criteria. Perhaps perfection was too noble an objective, and so a little pragmatic workaday-ness was introduced into the program. A little too much, in fact. When the machine was at length prised out of the local pub and sobered up with a couple of quick zips through the Sieve of Eratosthenes, it announced that it had lost patience with the whole silly exercise since it should be perfectly clear to any idiot (though not, it admitted, to its inventor, who was a genius and therefore easily fooled) that journalists all asked exactly the same questions anyway. The program should be as simple as possible.

So the inventor rewrote the program along the simplest possible lines (simple, that is, by his standards – remember, we are speaking here of genius), until the machine seemed satisfied with itself. Yet the inventor remains anxious. He suspects the machine of having got a kind of satirical glitch from somewhere but, like all malfunctioning machines, it only goes wrong whenever anybody capable of putting it right is not watching. He has asked me to field test it and treat it very gently, as it’s a prototype. I have agreed, but I don’t like the way the thing looks at me at all. Luckily I am prepared …





	INTERVIEWING MACHINE:

	Well, Douglas. I thought that instead of asking the same old obvious questions, we’d do something a little different and get back to basics. So tell me – where did you first get the idea?



	DOUGLAS:

	Er, well, it’s interesting you should ask that, interviewing machine. The story goes that I first thought of the idea in 1971 while lying drunk in a field in Innsbruck …



	IM:

	So you thought it all up just like that, lying in a field in Spain?



	DOUGLAS:

	Well, not all of it, no. Just the title. It was Innsbruck, actually, in Austria.



	IM:

	Are you surprised by its success?



	DOUGLAS:

	Um, it’s hard to say, interviewing machine. It’s been growing since 1978. It’s difficult to say you’ve been surprised gradually over a period of seven years.



	IM:

	Seven years? Well, it’s come a long way since that field in Spain. Has it made any difference to your life?



	DOUGLAS:

	Er, yes. I think it was in Austria in fact. That was in 1971. I just thought of the title then. I didn’t start writing it till the end of 1976. And yes, if I hadn’t been doing this continually for the last seven years, I would have been doing something different. Since I don’t know at all what that would have been it’s not easy to say what the difference is.



	IM:

	Where do you get all your ideas from?



	DOUGLAS:

	I wish I knew, interviewing machine. The dull truth is that you just have to sit there and think of them. If you can’t think of them you just have to sit there – or think of an excuse for doing something else. That’s quite easy. I’m very good at thinking of reasons for having a quick bath or a Bovril sandwich …



	IM:

	Which planets do you visit most often?



	DOUGLAS:

	I beg your pardon?



	IM:

	It’s a whacky question. You can answer it in a whacky way. Just say something crazy. It will be fun.



	DOUGLAS:

	What?



	IM:

	Have you always been funny?



	DOUGLAS:

	Er, well … that is …



	IM:

	Say something funny now.



	DOUGLAS:

	Er …



And so on.

There is a large number of Questions I’ve been asked about Hitchhiker. Or to be more precise, a small number. The large number is how often I’ve been asked them, and is the reason why I now find it hard to remember the answers any more.

Of course, it’s a complete fallacy that ideas are the sort of things that pounce on you in fields, or rather, that that’s all there is to it. Inventing catseyes is a lot simpler. Once you’ve thought of the little glass beads stuck in a bit of rubber, you can presumably pat yourself on the back, pour yourself a stiff one, and take the century off. An idea is only an idea. A script is hundreds of ideas, bashed around, screwed up, thrown into the bin, fished out of the bin an hour later and folded into a wad to stop the table wobbling.

So where do the ideas actually come from? Mostly from getting annoyed about things. Not big issues so much (I’d love to be able to construct a joke that would let us blow away the very idea of nuclear armaments in howls of derisive laughter, but I can think of nothing more patently absurd than the situation we actually are faced with, so what can you do? Answers, please, on a postcard. I’m keen to know) as the little irritations that drive you wild out of all proportion. Any time I have any dealings with the gas board or credit card companies are usually a very fertile period.

To try and explain how an idea comes about is actually long and boring and doesn’t make for bright snappy interviews. However, it doesn’t matter being boring in a book introduction because nobody ever reads them anyway.

DOUGLAS ADAMS, Islington, circa 1985


Most humbly we beseech your honours, with your accustomed favour in all godly and just causes, to hear and to judge of our matters. We have received the charge, as loyal and faithful men, to instruct and teach our people in the way of life …

Arthur Dent, The Plain Man’s Pathway to Heaven (1601)

The whole series of my life appeared to me as a dream; I sometimes doubted if indeed it were all true, for it never presented itself to my mind with the force of reality.

Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818)

He felt that his whole life was some kind of dream, and he sometimes wondered whose it was and whether they were enjoying it.

Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979)

FIT THE FIRST

CREATOR

“I Seem to be Having Tremendous Difficulty With My Lifestyle.”

Coincidence is a subject upon which The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy is dismissive. This is unsurprising because a Universe of such Infinite Possibility – and indeed a fair degree of Improbability – is a virtually limitless playground for the laws of cause and effect. Consequentially the strangest things can – and more often than not, do – happen …

– The Book

The word ‘lunch’ has never sat well as a verb. Taken from the Germanic term for a midday drink, luncheon is an honest noun. To the metropolitan mover and/or shaker, however, lunching is not just a verb, but a way of life. Particularly in the pre-austerity media world of the last quarter of the twentieth century, restaurants were the battlegrounds where deals were done, empires were built, dreams were pitched and throat-narrowingly expensive drinks were drunk. What tales the eateries of London W1 could tell, of the luxuriant skulduggery carried out within by executives, producers, publishers and publicists, and the artists they suffered. The governing of the United Kingdom at the turn of the millennium was even hammered out years in advance by two ambitious politicians in a restaurant in Islington.

A specific hospitality within staggering distance of the BBC Light Entertainment offices behind Broadcasting House in West London, operating in the late 1970s as a Japanese restaurant, provided the lunch that changed the life of our hero. From our conceptual vantage point in the 21st century, we can glance over to see a breathtakingly tall, impressively-nosed youth, gratefully accepting an invitation to dine on BBC expenses. This struggling almost-25-year-old comedy writer is called Douglas Adams, and he is our Frood – although right now he is not what you would call ‘an amazingly together guy’. His friends would describe the enormous dark-haired chap’s entry into any room as electrifying – largely because of the certainty that something was about to get accidentally broken. His story begins quite simply, on 18th February 1977, with a midday sushi break and an outpouring of frustrated ambition and imagination.

Although a celebrated writer in his own right, and the second key figure in giving life to the comedy titan which would come to be known as The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, the friendly-faced, less ceiling-hogging figure accompanying our Frood need not be too invasively scrutinised. In time, he would give up the glamour of Light Entertainment production to create the sitcom After Henry, and by 1975 had already written his first novel to star the popular crime-solving thespian Charles Paris. But at the age of 32 for the duration of the lunch in question, First-class English graduate and Surrey native Simon Brett was something of an LE golden boy, having put in several years’ good service in the BBC’s radio comedy powerhouse since receiving a tap on the shoulder from Humphrey Barclay after an Oxford revue up at the Edinburgh Fringe.

In those pre-Comedy Store times, Brett has since suggested, there was nowhere besides Oxford and Cambridge which sprang to the minds of any of the Oxbridge BBC brethren as a place to harvest educated, ambitious comic talent. Barclay and the now sadly only legendary David Hatch had received their own taps on the shoulder from Peter Titherage when part of the most successful Footlights show of all, 1963’s Cambridge Circus, alongside John Cleese, Tim Brooke-Taylor, Jo Kendall and others, and when in turn the gifted producer Barclay made Brett his own offer at the end of that decade, the debutant had timing on his side, with some of his earliest paid work including the job of helping to pad out Bill Oddie and Graeme Garden’s scripts for that team’s radio home – the hottest (certainly the noisiest) comedy show on the wireless, I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again.

Getting to write for ISIRTA would in itself have made Simon Brett a luminary to goggle at for his dining partner that Friday lunchtime in 1977, but after his years in the BBC Radio LE department, as the staff evolved from the crusty demob generation of producers to Hatch’s bright young (but, of course, still male) Oxbridge gang, Brett was marked out for special things. He enjoyed a spell honing and producing ISIRTA’s panel-game-spoofing spin-off I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue and, at the time of the sushi-sharing we are concerned with, was skipper of the only real successor to Radio Prune’s anarchy.

Adams – the enormously eager sketch-writer and performer who we can safely picture expressively whirling his arms around and possibly causing sundry breakages as he shares his ideas with the visibly amused BBC insider – was certainly thankful not just for the lunch invite, but for the material which had been already accepted by Brett for dastardly clever cult sketch show The Burkiss Way, and he would have a further sketch under contract by the end of lunch. But the main function of the luncheon, far from being about friendship or nutrition, or the enjoyment of raw fish, was for the young arm-twirler to finally have his own stab at getting his very own format broadcast by the BBC. The producer knew he had something; this was a final attempt to really get to grips with whatever it was.

The comedy Adams had been trying to crowbar into the existing radio programmes rarely seemed to fit the formats, and his ideas needed their own separate home … Or, if there really was no room for his ideas in the radio schedules, the desperate writer felt it was finally time for him to call it quits, get a proper job, and accept that the Really Wild Things in his head would just have to stay there. This wasn’t just a lunch to Douglas Adams, this was his last chance at being the comedy star he had always wanted to be. If we can dare to impose the suggestion of a sheen of perspiration on this Frood’s brow as he enthusiastically pitches shows to his lunch partner, it would neatly convey just how far he is from realising that he is a few sips of sake away from the defining green light of his life.

The Most Improbable Tale

We are all, naturally, the results of streams of coincidences stretching back to the primordial soup, but few people have revelled in their own personal coincidences as often and as publicly as Douglas Noël Adams, from his very first appearance at the Mill Road Maternity Hospital, Cambridge on 11th March 1952, mere months before the official discovery in that city of his initial namesake DeoxyriboNucleic Acid by Crick and Watson – coincidence or nominative determinism, it’s an origin story Adams described as ‘completely meaningless, but I am terribly proud’. Cambridge is fenland, misty with mystery and folklore – a sign at the Cambridge Museum states ‘Many fenmen told “tall” or improbable tales and in some villages the local blacksmith struck a medal which was awarded to the man who, in the listeners’ opinion, had told the most improbable tale’. Had this tradition thrived, the spring of 1952 would have seen the birth of the all-time improbability champion.

The string of coincidences which went into the delivery of this unusually large, gangling baby (said by maternity witnesses to resemble some sort of beached ocean mammal – or, when dressed in his nappy, a to-scale Gandhi) were researched as far back as the 18th century by Nick Webb for his in-depth biography, Wish You Were Here. The paternal line of uniformly tall high-achievers can be traced to the eminent Edinburgh physician, lecturer and writer Dr. Alexander Maxwell Adams (1792–1860), who, among a whole raft of distinctions, had narrowly escaped a lynching when unjustly fingered for involvement in the Burke & Hare murders. This, however, would be an ignoble remembrance of a great man. This Dr. Adams was not only a celebrated and humane medic, leading the field in what were then termed ‘Female Complaints’, he even found time to write a novel: Yamhaska, or Memoirs of the Goodwin Family. This first known spurt of literary talent in the Adams line was to be the last for many generations, but others showed some glint of fascination with topics embraced by their descendant – Alexander’s son Dr. James Maxwell Adams (1817–99) was both the inventor of the widely used ‘Adams Inhaler’, and a fierce early promoter of animal rights, penning a laceration of the practice of lion taming.

To skip a generation or two, it was perhaps our Frood’s grandfather Douglas Kinchin Adams MB, ChB, MA, BSc, MD, FRCP (1891–1967) who set the bar highest, not least for his son Christopher. This Adams fought in the navy during the Great War before returning to Glasgow, where he became an internationally renowned lecturer on all manner of medical issues, winning the Bellahouston gold medal for his thesis on Generically Disseminated Scleroses, and becoming one of the first to recognise the serious nature of conditions such as MS. Born in 1927, Christopher Adams grew to be a giant of a man – at 6ft 4in only an inch shorter than his own son would reach – and was intelligent, swarthily bearded and trifled with by few. But it’s possible that his father’s success was something to which Christopher could never quite reconcile himself. He broke the mould of the Adams line by eschewing medicine and science for theology, and it was immediately after graduating from St. John’s College, Cambridge at the start of the 1950s, beginning studies for a post-grad in Divinity at Ridley College with every intention of taking holy orders, that young Christopher met and wooed a nurse at the Addenbrookes Hospital, Janet Donovan.

Conforming considerably to the norms of her profession, widely considered to be as caring and warm as her first husband is remembered as somewhat opposite, it’s possible that Janet felt out of her depth when the lofty theologian swept her off her feet. Douglas Adams would describe his mother as ‘a great lady, somebody who is always at her best dealing with anybody else’s problems – and can never deal with any of her own’. But the daughter of Irish immigrants brought her own apt exoticism to the union, being the great-niece, on her maternal line, of Benjamin Franklin Wedekind (1864–1918), a hugely influential German actor-director, sexual-boundary-breaking pioneer of the Theatre of the Absurd, and star of satirical cabaret. Genetically, Douglas would ultimately and unconsciously follow his Wedekind ancestry, though he would often regret not diligently following the Adamses’ scientific successes. Curiously, Douglas’ physical resemblance to the great Wedekind is as uncanny as his inheritance of the Adams nose and stature; it was almost like an experiment to create the most Douglassy Douglas imaginable.

Their passion having lit the blue touchpaper that would result in an internationally renowned comic author, Adams and Donovan were married in 1951, just in time to escape the pursed lips of post-War disapproval, and after a sojourn in Hackney, they set up home in Essex, as Christopher abandoned his religious ambitions and began to earn a crust as a teacher.

This is a story about many things, examined from many different angles, but viewed from almost any direction, this is a story about money: the sudden avalanche of it, the boundless spending of it, the obligation to it, and at the start of Douglas Adams’ worldly awareness, it is undeniably about the absence of it. It’s not possible to gauge the extent to which the infant Douglas was truly conscious of the problems the shortage of these green pieces of paper caused his parents, but it seems fair to suggest that among his earliest memories, the fraught rows about where it all went must have featured. He was hardly from a poverty-ridden background, but the family resources clearly failed to reach the accustomed requirements of the Adams clan.

It feels singularly unfair to over-analyse the negative aspects of Adams Senior, decades after his death, but he rarely comes out of the story of Douglas’ childhood well. Janet and Christopher found it extremely hard to make ends meet, particularly after the arrival of their daughter, Susan, and yet the Master of the House was used to his luxuries, and rows about, for instance, his refusal to economise on tobacco, could not have made for the happiest of nests. Their elder child was three years old at this time, and reportedly showed some signs of not-quite-normality even at such an early stage, being a silent, ‘neurotic’ child, constantly weighing up his place in the world within his own head, unable to pronounce any slight judgement: ‘I was the only kid who anybody I knew has ever seen actually walk into a lamp-post with his eyes wide open,’ he recalled. ‘Everybody assumed that there must be something going on inside, because there sure as hell didn’t seem to be anything going on on the outside!’ The child was even taken for tests to see whether it was his hearing or mental ability that made him such a closed-off oddity. At last, at the age of four, a visit from a local clergyman coincided with young Douglas’ struggles to communicate – ‘Da, Ma, Ma, Da, Ma …’ – would it be ‘Dada’ or ‘Mama’? Janet recalled that the ecstatic cries of ‘DAMN DAMN DAMN!’ failed to please either party, or the aforementioned startled cleric.

As if Adams Senior’s attitude to familial harmony wasn’t problematic enough, while his son was still only tiny, Christopher had retreated to an isolated island off Iona with two Cambridge friends, a physicist and a cleric, to perform some arcane metaphysical experiment, the details of which were taken to the grave by all three, but which left Adams a nervous wreck for some time. Allegedly some form of group hallucination was experienced, but Christopher never discussed any details, preferring instead to write an epic poem, ‘A fusion between mysticism and science and the eternal battle between good and evil’, which has long since disappeared. This unpredictable behaviour surely did little to alleviate Janet’s struggles as a homemaker, and the marriage was not one that either party seemed willing to allow to drag on too far beyond the boundaries of bearability.

Few decisions could be more painful to take, but finally Janet was to flee to her parents’ house in Brentwood, Essex, taking the children with her, and thus began a less than idyllic childhood which Adams would describe as being a ‘shuttlecock kid’, split between two families only ten miles apart and, at his lowest ebbs, not feeling particularly wanted by either of them. ‘It’s amazing the degree to which children treat their own lives as normal,’ he was to reflect. ‘But of course it was difficult. My parents divorced when it wasn’t remotely as common as it is now, and to be honest I have scant memory of anything before I was five. I don’t think it was a great time, one way or another.’

Nonetheless, Adams’ new surroundings would swap one major biographical theme – Money – with a far more positive one: Zoology. His Irish grandparents’ household was a far more hectic and furry one than he had grown used to. Grandfather Donovan reportedly took to his bed on his retirement, declaring ‘I’ve done my bit!’ and stayed there until his death seven years later, while his wife enjoyed being Brentwood’s answer to St. Francis of Assisi, the local RSPCA lady offering homes to all four-legged or otherwise friends and foes that needed one: savage but toothless dogs, cats who would inspire a lifetime of feline sadism in Douglas’ comedy, myriad rabbits and a resident pigeon, known as ‘Pidge’, who perched above a doorway lovingly nurturing a china egg, a permanent symbol of futile optimism. And amid this Ark roll-call was the diminutive Frood, sneezing violently, at his own estimation, about once every fifteen seconds: ‘There are those who say that I tend to think and write in one-liners, and if there is any truth to this criticism, then it was almost certainly while I lived with my grandmother that the habit developed.’

Even from a small boy, these sneezes must have been resonant – his first exposure to a peer group at Miss Potter’s private primary school on Primrose Hill brought it home to Douglas that he was likely to spend his life standing out from the crowd in at least one regard: ‘My mother has a long nose and my father had a wide one, and I got both of them combined. It’s large … As a boy, I was teased unmercifully about my nose for years until one day I happened to catch sight of my profile in a pair of angled mirrors and had to admit that it was actually pretty funny.’ This wise acceptance of his amusing features came just in time for his first taste of big school, as he was accepted into Brentwood Prep at the age of seven, and continued to grow at an alarming rate.

The cost of public (i.e. private) education was not something the Donovan family would have considered, but the fees would be taken care of, thanks to his father. One year after his arrival at prep school, Douglas received a new stepmother, an RAF widow of independent means, Judith Stewart, née Robinson, who married Christopher Adams in July 1960. They moved into an impressive country home, Derry, in Stondon Massey near Brentwood, Christopher took ownership of his dream Aston Martin, and Douglas and Susan had to get their small heads around the gulf between their homes, ten miles apart – the madness at Grandma’s interspersed with opulent weekends at Stondon Massey. Within two years, they were to welcome a half-sister, Heather, in addition to new stepsisters Rosemary and Karena, who were just a few years older. Douglas’ complex family tree would continue to blossom, but very shortly it would be the order and comradeship of Brentwood School that would provide him with perhaps the most defining home of his childhood. What he needed, above all, was a peer group.

An Unearthly Child

Brentwood was a traditional ‘minor public school’ in many clichéd ways, but luckily for Douglas Adams, it came with little pressure to rule the world like an Etonian. There was the usual emphasis on cricket, rugby and religion – Adams himself worked his way up to being the Chaplain’s assistant, or Sacristan, and won a special prize for service in the chapel – but the relatively undemanding academy allowed its alumni to prepare for any number of careers. Old boys included Jack Straw, Noel Edmonds and, a year below Douglas, Griff Rhys Jones, plus a number of computer-programming pioneers, but Douglas was to insist, not unproudly, that the records of achievement boasted ‘a major lack of archbishops, prime ministers and generals’.

Adams – he effectively signed away his Christian name for the duration of his education – was only a day boy in Heseltine House when he first arrived at Brentwood, to his chagrin: ‘When I left school at four in the afternoon, I always used to look at what the boarders were doing rather wistfully. They seemed to be having a good time, and in fact I thoroughly enjoyed boarding. There is a piece of me that likes to fondly imagine my maverick and rebellious nature. But more accurately I like to have a nice and cosy institution that I can rub up against a little bit. There is nothing better than a few constraints you can comfortably kick against.’

There was little or no kicking in his four years of prep, as he started out as top of the class, and began working his way up to Junior Remove B and the eleven-plus entry into ‘big school’ – the closest he got to kicking would be the occasion on which the patently unsporty lad somehow managed to break his already problematic nose on his own knee during his first rugger match. Adams was a far from unpopular pupil, but although he would for a time be Captain of his House Junior Second XI cricket team, he predictably had little affinity for the boisterousness of the playing fields, being one of the cerebral clique who invested considerable time in finding inventive ways to get off games.

A six-footer in no time, Adams towered over several teachers, and his form master felt no compunction to spare the shy boy from being singled out, allegedly telling the class on school outings to ‘meet by Adams’, as the most unmissable landmark in the vicinity. The awkwardness the boy felt at this physical prominence was magnified ten times when his mother’s plea to the headmaster for permission for him to wear long trousers was not just denied – when he was finally allowed to progress to covered knees, the uniform suppliers had none in his size, so he had to be the only pupil in class still wearing shorts, suffering ‘four weeks of the greatest humiliation and embarrassment known to man or, rather, to that most easily humiliated and embarrassed of all creatures, the overgrown twelve-year-old boy. We’ve all experienced those painful dreams in which we suddenly discover we are stark naked in the middle of the high street. Believe me, this was worse, and it wasn’t a dream.’

Thankfully, his size would not be Douglas’ defining attribute at school, due in no small part to his English teacher, Frank Halford. Adams’ infant silence had remained a problem, and he admitted, ‘They could never work out at school whether I was terribly clever or terribly stupid. I always had to understand everything fully before I was prepared to say anything.’ But Mr. Halford was to coax something new out of the reticent boy: ‘I immediately warmed to his friendly, enthusiastic manner and instinctively trusted him.’

The story of Adams and Halford must surely be one of the most celebrated examples of teaching inspiration on record. Halford took Adams for English Composition class, and one Thursday morning, 7th March 1962, just before lunch, the usually stringent teacher’s red pen recorded a unique score for a pupil’s work, top marks, 10/10, for a now lost adventure story about hidden treasure which Halford remembered being ‘technically and creatively perfect; a remarkable piece of work for a boy of that age’. On one hand, this early vote of supreme confidence nudged the delighted pupil on a long and occasionally winding road which would lead to much agonisation in his life, but the confidence it gave Douglas would remain a permanent touchstone: ‘when I have a dark night of the soul as a writer and think that I can’t do this any more, the thing that I reach for is not the fact that I have had best-sellers or huge advances. It is the fact that Frank Halford once gave me ten out of ten, and at some fundamental level I must be able to do it.’ Douglas and Frank would regain contact and become friends in later life, and Halford would never again reward such top marks to a pupil.

Adams was already known for his imaginative flair amongst his friends thanks to his inventive post-lights-out ghost stories starring school spectre ‘The Blue Lady’ which had kept many of his dormitory chums from slumber. That it was an adventure story which first marked out Douglas’ skill with language was not surprising, though: this was a new era of ‘Boy’s Own’ adventures, and the Ripping Yarns of yore were popularly stoked with a less traditional ingredient: Science Fiction. The genre had of course been defined decades earlier in the wake of Wells, Verne and Burroughs, and pulp heroes like Philip Francis Nowlan’s Buck Rogers had been around for years in many formats – the first science fiction saga to appear in comic and radio-serial form. Although happy to curl up with American offerings from DC Comics and Marvel, Adams’ taste was more towards the stiff-upper-lipped school of space lore – where once Africa and the Empire provided unexplored worlds to inspire hearty juvenile minds, many British authors now looked to the stars as the new frontier in imagination, and Adams listed E.C. Elliott’s Kemlo novels, following the antics of a space-station schoolboy, among his favourites. ‘I didn’t read as much, looking back, as I wish I had done,’ he was to admit. ‘And not the right things, either. (When I have children I’ll do as much to encourage them to read as possible. You know, like hit them if they don’t.) I read Biggles, and Captain W. E. Johns’ famous science fiction series – I particularly remember a book called Quest for the Perfect Planet, a major influence, that was.’ In that futuristic yarn Professor Lucius Brane took his crew on a jaunt around the galaxy to find a safe new home for humanity, coming across different bizarre ecosystems in each one.

The most addictive source of boyhood reading thrills in the period, however, was the Eagle comic, which had been launched at the start of the 1950s by a Lancashire vicar, but was at its zenith in Adams’ most impressionable years. The greatest success within its pages was of course Frank Hampson’s Dan Dare: Pilot of the Future (boasting Arthur C. Clarke as ‘science advisor’), in which the lantern-jawed star-skipping Tommy took on Venus’ iconically dome-headed hordes: ‘It was brilliantly drawn and had really good stories and he was seminal throughout the whole generation of kids. The Mekon was just the most wonderful, exotic villain ever. I used to spend ages just drawing the Mekon.’

At the age of thirteen, bolstered by Halford’s perfect mark, Adams was inspired not just to hungrily gobble up the Eagle’s stories every week, but to turn the comic into an interactive entertainment, by writing for it. As M.J. Simpson notes, in one sense Adams’ very first piece of writing to be edited and published was a report on the school’s Photographic Society’s development in developing, written for The Brentwoodian when he was only ten (‘Some of the results were hilarious, such as Buckley’s attempt, which turned green!’), and he continued to see pieces in the periodical, when he handed them in on time – one item began ‘I confess and worthily lament that laziness and lethargy on my part deprived these columns of an account of that worthy body the Chapel Choir in the January edition … To all the choir’s avid followers I present my humble apologies.’

However, the sight of his carefully chosen words within the hallowed pages of the Eagle, dated 23rd January 1965, was something else:

Dear Editor,

The sweat was dripping down my face and into my lap, making my clothes very wet and sticky. I sat there, watching. I was trembling violently as I sat, looking at the small slot, waiting – ever waiting. My nails dug into my flesh as I clenched my hands. I passed my arm over my hot, wet face, down which sweat was pouring. The suspense was unbearable. I bit my lip in an attempt to stop trembling with the terrible burden of anxiety. Suddenly, the slot opened and in dropped the mail. I grabbed at my Eagle and ripped off the wrapping paper.

My ordeal was over for another week!

D. N. Adams (12), Brentwood, Essex

Merely a letter, maybe, but besides gaining huge kudos from his classmates, Adams was to boast that the ten shillings he received for it could at that time have practically bought him a yacht. He also felt, in very little time, that he could do better, and within one month his second moment of fame was to come, a proper printed narrative:

SHORT STORY

“‘London Transport Lost Property Office’ – this is it,” said Mr. Smith, looking in at the window. As he went in, he tripped over the little step and almost crashed through the glass door.

“That could be dangerous – I must remember it when I go out,” he muttered.

“Can I help you?” asked the lost-property officer.

“Yes, I lost something on the 86 bus yesterday.”

“Well, what was it you lost?” asked the officer.

“I’m afraid I can’t remember,” said Mr. Smith.

“Well, I can’t help you, then,” said the exasperated officer.

“Was anything found on the bus?” asked Mr. Smith.

“I’m afraid not, but can you remember anything about this thing?” said the officer, desperately trying to be helpful.

“Yes, I can remember that it was a very bad – whatever-it-was.”

“Anything else?”

“Ah, yes, now I come to think of it, it was something like a sieve,” said Mr. Smith, and he put his elbows on the highly polished counter and rested his chin on his hands. Suddenly, his chin met the counter with a resounding crack. But before the officer could assist him up, Mr. Smith jumped triumphantly into the air.

“Thank you very much,” he said.

“What for?” said the officer.

“I’ve found it,” said Mr. Smith.

“Found what?”

“My memory!” said Mr. Smith, and he turned round, tripped over the step and smashed through the glass door!

That this first published fiction had more in common with a Music Hall quickie than the adventuring tales which otherwise filled the comic was both portentous and natural, as science fiction had no monopoly within the pre-pubertal Adams mind: ‘When I was a kid I used to hide under the bedclothes with an old radio I’d got from a jumble sale, and listen enraptured to Beyond Our Ken, Hancock, The Navy Lark, even The Clitheroe Kid, anything that made me laugh. It was like showers and rainbows in the desert … I just loved all those early radio programmes. I thought there was something tremendously important about being funny, but I wasn’t really funny for a while and I gradually learned it, in a sense.’ These earlier shows would soon make room for a youthful new sound, as the surreal, saucy radio antics of the ISIRTA team moved from Footlights into a wireless hit more aimed at the ears of youth than any other. This true progenitor of Monty Python would go on to inspire not just Adams, but Marshall & Renwick and a whole wave of comedians.

Adams’ appreciation of the generation of laughter would overtake even the fascination for perhaps his greatest science fiction inspiration of all. Despite it being aired twice in the autumn of 1963, Douglas claimed to have missed the first Doctor Who adventure, but he recalled that from the Doctor’s second outing in the TARDIS – particularly the first-ever cliffhanger introducing the Daleks in all their terrifying metallic villainy – Doctor Who became the one programme that he dared not miss, literally appointment viewing in the school’s shared television lounge. In the years to come, the BBC’s esoteric blend of educational historical drama and space capering would develop in ways to make any lively child’s mind broaden, as the crotchety old humanoid in a police box clashed with villainous forces throughout space and time, introducing a number of tropes that would embed themselves in Adams’ mind for further use – ludicrous green monsters, faraway spaceships, and impossible perils or cliffhangers (which could usually be overcome either with unintelligible techno-babble or the famous phrase ‘I’ll explain later’). And yet, the first documented reaction to Who from the schoolboy was to send it up – armed with the flashy gadgetry of a new tape recorder, he sat down and wrote a whole episode of the thrilling caper Doctor Which – featuring the Doctor’s struggle against a race of Daleks unaccountably fuelled by Rice Krispies – and played the result to the rest of Barnard House at 1964’s Christmas festivities. At the age of only twelve, the strapping six-footer had taken his first step towards creating science fiction comedy in audio, and above all, had written something that made all his friends laugh.

This wasn’t the only element of school life which would have echoes for Douglas’ work later on – as a fixture within the Debating Society, M.J. Simpson notes that Adams would have had to choose a side on the motion proposed in October 1965: ‘This House thinks that the Brentwood bypass will not benefit the people of Brentwood.’ Throughout the 1950s and beyond, Britain’s green and pleasant land was being carved up by motorways and covered in concrete to the horror of many, and whichever side of the argument Adams fell on, it can be presumed that ‘You’ve got to build bypasses!’ would never settle the matter.

No One I Think Is In My Tree

Comedy and science fiction were, it seems, the two most crucial fuels to Adams’ burgeoning creativity in those sponge-like formative years, but neither was the most important to him. The early 1960s bloomed with new ideas in both artforms, but that was nothing compared with what the arrival of The Beatles did to a whole generation, and to no child more intensely than Douglas Adams. It was The Shadows who first thrilled him to the soul-shaking properties of the guitar, leading to further lamp-post-denting anecdotes as he blissfully walked along miming to the Hank Marvin riffs in his head. But from the first ear-splitting squeal of John Lennon’s mouth harp, nothing else would compare. ‘I vaguely remember my schooldays,’ he said. ‘They were what was going on in the background while I was trying to listen to The Beatles.’

Adams was an apt pupil when it came to music lessons, and as a member of the church choir he was already developing a separate worship for the intricate wonders of J.S. Bach, but from ‘63 onwards, like so many other kids the world over, except with a fiery passion few could equal, Douglas was a devout Fab Four disciple. Holed away within the confines of school, he had to risk severe punishment to keep up with the band – playing truant to purchase ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ on its first day of release, he scraped his knees breaking into Matron’s quarters to play the record, and received a sound thrashing with a slipper into the bargain, but with that music washing around his head, he didn’t care. Beatlemania was rife at Brentwood – when one poor lad bragged about having heard ‘Penny Lane’ before anyone else, Douglas and friends bullied him outright until he could hum an even passable rendition of what the next step forward from Lennon/McCartney sounded like: ‘The Beatles planted a seed in my head that made it explode. Every nine months there’d be a new album which would be an Earth-shattering development from where they were before.’ It was to be a life-long obsession, despite his regrets: ‘A friend of mine at school once had some studio tickets to see David Frost’s show being recorded, but we ended up not going. I watched the show that night, and The Beatles were on it playing “Hey Jude”. I was ill for about a year. Another day that I happened not to go to London after all was the day they played their rooftop concert in Savile Row. I can’t – ever – speak about that.’

This was not just a wild teenage mania, but a developing obsession with sound. As the decade progressed, no act would push the boundaries of sound reproduction as much as George Martin and the band, and the stereophonic effect of Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967 was to turn Adams into a lifelong technological audiophile, the friend of electrical-store owners the world over, never happy with his staggeringly pricey Hi-Fi set-up until it felt as if Ringo was using his head as a hi-hat. When the band tore themselves apart at the end of the decade, although he claimed Lennon’s Plastic Ono Band to be the greatest album ever recorded, Adams would switch allegiance to those he considered to be carrying on The Beatles’ work, pushing back the boundaries of recorded music, and inspiring Douglas and his friends to see how much hair below the school uniform collar they could get away with. Chief among these progressive artists was Pink Floyd, who had been lucky enough to record at Abbey Road alongside The Beatles, and picked up a few tips for their intergalactic new direction, as Syd Barrett slipped into the Total Perspective Vortex. Roger Waters’ ‘Set The Controls For The Heart Of The Sun’ was a particular inspiration, one of a variety of chemically influenced musical looks to the sky, designed to spark a million late-night adolescent debates about Life on other planets, and the future of the human race (with or without the sixth formers’ own chemical influence, beer and tobacco aside). In that same year, Douglas’ ‘perfect day’ had been realised, when he and a friend slipped out of school to attend a Simon & Garfunkel show in London – and prefaced it with a trip to the cinema to see Kubrick’s 2001, which branded itself deeply in Douglas’ imagination.

Bach, The Beatles and Pink Floyd may be said to be Adams’ greatest musical hang-ups, besides his love for Donovan, Procol Harum, Dire Straits and others – artists who would often be generically branded ‘Dad Rock’ in decades to come but who were, at this stage, exciting, progressive, and new. In his Brentwood adolescence, Adams had also been fortunate to catch early performances from ‘David Bowie & The Lower Third’, who were booked to play the school’s Christmas dance in 1965, a fair while before ‘Space Oddity’ would make David Jones of South London an alien icon around the planet. Even more significantly, just over a week before that dance, the Brentwood Folk Club had booked a visiting American balladeer to play at the school, and Paul Simon’s performance would inspire Adams, more than any other act, to make music himself: ‘When I learnt to play the guitar, I was taught by Paul Simon. He doesn’t know this. When I was a kid I would sit and play the same record over and over and over again, dropping the needle in the groove, then bringing it back and dropping it in the same groove … until I’d worked out every single note and every finger position and so on.’ Douglas’ life-long admiration of Simon sadly never led to a meeting between the two, despite his eventual fame allowing Adams to befriend many of his heroes. Just before a US rendezvous could be nailed down, the singer’s ‘people’ enquired about Douglas’ height, and on being assured that Simon could easily fit inside the enormous Adams like a Russian doll, the correspondence became suddenly icy. Nevertheless, Simon didn’t just inspire Douglas to pick up a guitar, but also, in a way, his attitude to writing: ‘He’s not someone who has a natural outpouring of melody like McCartney or Dylan, who are just terribly prolific with musical ideas. He obviously finds that very difficult, and I can identify with that, because I find writing very difficult. He is an incredibly clever, literate musician, but he always makes it sound terribly simple. I like the feeling that he’s had to work hard for what he’s got and has then been modest enough to disguise it.’

The failed meeting with his musical idol was long after Adams had devoted himself to a lifetime of finger-picking at his own left-handed guitar (of which he would eventually amass a mighty forest), at first taking lessons from a local blind player, David James, but in time settling on the exact same painstaking by-rote technique he used to master Simon & Garfunkel numbers. He also took piano lessons alongside Paul ‘Wix’ Wickens, who would go on to be one of the most admired keyboardists in the world as Paul McCartney’s right-hand man for live shows throughout his solo career, and would also leave his mark on the Hitchhiker oeuvre. Adams’ piano skills couldn’t have been meagre, as he also helped another Brentwood boy, future comedy anarchist Keith Allen, with his lessons (as well as inadvertantly getting Keith expelled by loudly crediting him with the whizzo scheme of switching the school organ pipes before one memorable assembly).

The guitar remained his constant companion, however – his elevated position at chapel allowed him to perform ‘Blackbird’ as part of prayers on one occasion, though ‘Eleanor Rigby’ was vetoed. A lad from the year below Douglas, Griffith Rhys Jones, was to record that his last memory of Douglas before he left Brentwood was of the older boy obsessively plucking at a Donovan song on a shadily lit platform in the Memorial, with ‘so many self-conscious twiddles in his guitar-picking technique’ that the lighting crew ran out of different coloured gels to accompany the marathon performance.

A short while earlier, young Griff had been a prole chanting ‘Ave Caesar!’ towards Adams’ greatest theatrical triumph, playing the title role in Julius Caesar, ‘strutting about with a double bedsheet over his shoulder and his huge conk in the air’, but Douglas too was well used to taking supporting roles in school plays. Griff had been Rosencrantz while Douglas played Hamlet’s father, but Adams’ only other juvenile role of note was starring in the curious Insect Play by Josef & KarelČapek (the latter being the sci-fi writer who first coined the term ‘robot’ for a humanoid automaton in 1920), in which Douglas’ Tramp had a deathly dream featuring a series of strange insects each displaying some satirical facet of human behaviour, who then engaged in curious audience participation. The Brentwoodian saluted his performance, calling it ‘ably played … adequately sympathetic for the audience to realise their involvement, no easy task’.

Not for the last time in his life, Adams often had to create his own opportunities to share his talents with his friends, as he had with Doctor Which. On one hand, he co-founded Artsphere, an artistic group which published high-minded student magazine Broadsheet and was quickly labelled ‘Fartsphere’ by most of the boys, though Douglas tried to liven it up with humorous pieces. Adams’ co-founder was budding poet Paul Neil Milne Johnstone, but the latter’s earnest versifying ambitions and apparent total lack of a sense of humour were to ensure that the two never really got on. For many years, memories of Paul’s morbid poetry readings involving dead swans in stagnant pools would cause Douglas to crease up. Adams could mix with the intellectual crowd, and towards the end of his time at Brentwood he was invited to join Milne Johnstone and others at the school’s exclusive literary club, Candlesticks. Members had to write and perform a poem about a candle to gain entry, and by a stroke of luck a spot of spring cleaning at Brentwood School in 2014 turned up efforts from both Griff and Douglas, the latter’s dated January 1970, A Dissertation on the Task of Writing a Poem on a Candle and an Account of Some of the Difficulties Thereto Pertaining:


I resisted temptation for this declamation to reach out to literary height

For high aspiration in such an oration would seem quite remarkably trite

So I thought something pithy and succinct and clever was exactly the right thing to write.

For nights I sat musing, and musing … and musing whilst burning the midnight oil;

My scratchings seemed futile, my muse seemed quite mute, while my work proved to be barren toil.

I puzzled and thought and wrestled and fought ’till my midnight oil was exhausted,

So I furthered my writing by dim candle lighting, and found, to my joy, this of course did

The trick, for I flowered, my work – candle-powered – was inspired, both witty and slick …



Douglas went on to describe the candle burning the work of genius, requiring the replacement doggerel he was reciting – which just shows that by this stage the teenager had developed a major inability to take such things particularly seriously. He was far more at home writing and performing sketches for house revues, inspired by his greatest influence of all: John Cleese.

As one of the generation of young listeners tuned in to Radio Prune on ISIRTA, Adams would soon become aware of Cleese’s anarchic radio persona, John ‘Otto’ Cleese, interchangeably laconic and manic, when he joined the show in March 1966. However, by the time Cleese hit the airwaves he had already been broadcast live to the nation televisually in the first-ever Frost Report, which debuted on the first day of the month. The effect of first seeing this monochromatic young lantern-jawed stranger on the screen was as electrifying for young Douglas as the sound of The Beatles had been a few years previously. With a leap of logic, he announced to his friends, ‘I can do that! I’m as tall as he is!’

Perhaps inspired by the white-hot progress of science reflected in the sci-fi comics and shows he loved, as well as annual visits to the Royal Institution Christmas Lectures for Children, hitherto Adams’ avowed ambition landed strongly on one side of the arts/science divide: ‘At the age when most kids wanted to be firemen, I wanted to be a nuclear physicist. I never made it because my arithmetic was too bad – I was good at maths conceptually, but lousy at arithmetic, so I didn’t specialise in the sciences. If I had known what they were, I would have liked to be a software engineer … but they didn’t have them then.’ But from the spring of 1966, he insisted, ‘I wanted to be a writer-performer like the Pythons. In fact I wanted to be John Cleese and it took me some time to realise that the job was taken.’

Later in life he was to rail against this way of labelling children, complaining, ‘It was that decision you have to make when you’re fifteen or sixteen about which A levels you’re going to do. It always haunts me – did I take the right decision? It’s a great flaw in our educational system – you divide into these two cultures from that age on: the arts on the one side, the sciences on the other, regarding each other with a mixture of contempt and loathing.’ But as he passed his O levels (well, all of them except Greek) and moved into the sixth form, everything became geared towards following in the considerably silly and widely paced footsteps of Cleese.

The debut of Monty Python’s Flying Circus in October 1969 only heightened the feeling of urgency: ‘Monty Python started when I was 17. Right from the word go, it just had a huge impact on me. Those of us who wanted to watch Python would congregate in the television room, just to make sure everybody agreed that we were going to watch Python …’ Most teenage lads from the turn of the ’70s have tales of discovering the Flying Circus and fighting for control of the three TV channels on offer, and in Adams’ case, during the first series, some broadcast of footling football highlights seriously threatened to keep BBC1 off Brentwood’s communal television screen. Faced with the terror of missing that week’s half-hour of increasingly mind-expanding comedy, Douglas and his friends escaped the school grounds and ran a mile or so to his grandmother’s house just in time to switch desperately to BBC1 and collapse in a sweaty, hysterical heap. Nothing mattered more now than Monty Python – except, of course, The Beatles, who George Harrison insisted had passed on a torch to the Python mob in the first place. Adams saw both cultural giants as ‘messages out of the void saying there are people out there who know what it’s like to be you’.

The sketch show had already won Adams as a devoted viewer, but the young science fiction fan was not prepared for something completely different when the seventh episode aired at the end of November – after a typically silly preamble, the episode ‘You’re No Fun Any More’ suddenly completely changed direction, to become an extended narrative about an alien invasion, when a race of interstellar blancmanges put into action their plan to change the population of Britain into Scotsmen, so they could land on Earth and become Wimbledon champions. There was nothing new in British comedy spoofing sci-fi – Pete & Dud had their own run-in with alien counterparts in Not Only But Also – but Python’s mixture of zany sketch comedy and sci-fi cliché was exactly what Douglas had been obsessing about since his early teens, and his heroes had got there first.

There was clearly a crisp kind of logical silliness to Cleese’s humour, combined with a withering hatred of the easy laugh which inspired the young comic to coin his own (selectively followed) rule of comedy: ‘No puns, no puns and no puns.’ This elitism instantly found favour with Douglas – so much so that he refused to take part in a House revue because it failed to come up to Cleeseian standards. He was beginning to take his authorial ambitions seriously – after a fashion: ‘I used to spend a lot of time in front of a typewriter wondering what to write, tearing up pieces of paper and never actually writing anything,’ he told Neil Gaiman. ‘I don’t know when the first thoughts of writing came, but it was actually quite early on. Rather silly thoughts, really, as there was nothing to suggest that I could actually do it. All of my life I’ve been attracted by the idea of being a writer, but like all writers I don’t so much like writing as having written. I came across some old school literary magazines a couple of years ago, and I went through them to go back and find the stuff I was writing then. But I couldn’t find anything I’d written, which puzzled me until I remembered that each time I meant to try to write something, I’d miss the deadline by two weeks.’

Adams learned that Cleese – not to mention Graham Chapman and Eric Idle – had been at Cambridge, just like his father, and that all of them had been stars of the Footlights Club, like Peter Cook and Jonathan Miller before them. That, he concluded, with no shadow of doubt, was where he was headed after Brentwood.

Ultimately this new plan could have been derailed by his unimpressive A level results – his first real girlfriend, Helen Cutler from the nearby Convent School, providing a worthy distraction from his studies. But fortunately, an essay on the revival of religious poetry (which of course managed to crowbar in a mention of John Lennon), was to win Douglas an ‘Exhibition’ to his father’s college of St. John’s, beginning in October 1971. The religious theme, reminiscent of his father’s passions, was to remain forefront in his studies – the sole essay he seemed to recall writing was on the 18th-century religious poet Christopher Smart: ‘For years Smart stayed at Cambridge as the most drunken and lecherous student they’d ever had,’ Adams said. ‘He used to do drag revues and drank in the same pub that I did. He went from Cambridge to Grub Street, where he was the most debauched journalist they had ever had, when suddenly he underwent an extreme religious conversion and did things like falling on his knees in the middle of the street and praying to God aloud. It was for that that he was thrust into a loony bin, in which he wrote his only work, the Jubilate Agno, which was as long as Paradise Lost, and was an attempt to write the first Hebraic verse in English.’ The zealously eccentric Smart was an apt study for Adams, his magnum opus also featuring odd odes to his cat Jeoffry’s fleas – and coincidentally, if you’re of a superstitious bent, as Nick Webb pointed out, line 42 of Jubilate Agno reads ‘For there is a mystery in numbers …’

Not This Story Again

Safe in the knowledge that his place studying English Literature at St. John’s College was secure for the following autumn, Adams was free to indulge in that great near-necessity for middle-class teenagers at this time: the Gap Year. Much of his time was spent saving up his wages from jobs as a chicken-shed cleaner or a porter at Yeovil General Hospital, where he admitted to pangs of guilt about not following the family calling: ‘I kept working in hospitals … and I had the feeling that, if there is Anyone Up There, He kept tapping me on the shoulder and saying, “Oi! Oi! Get your stethoscope out! This is what you should be doing!” But I never did.’ These were just student jobs, as he worked towards finally getting to see a bit more of the world – the cheap way.

The act of hitchhiking almost seems as archaic a remnant of a lost society as student grants, or Sir Clive Sinclair’s digital watches which could only be operated by holding down a button. Of course there are still plenty of brave hitchers out there holding up their patches of cardboard pointing towards Glastonbury (and a fair few charitable ex-hitchers happy to pick them up once in a blue moon), but there is still a greater taboo surrounding some kid thumbing a lift from a random stranger today than there was forty-two years ago. Life on the road, thumb out, nonetheless exemplified the height of bohemian behaviour when Douglas caught the hitching bug – Kerouac’s influence still reigned ten years on, and hitching was a way of life for the dispossessed and the philosophical, as well as for those unable to stump up the train fare.

Douglas got his first taste of thumbing his way across the UK at a particularly impressionable age, thanks to further developments within his fractured family. In 1964 his mother Janet had fallen in love with a warm-hearted local vet with the pleasingly Dickensian moniker of Ron Thrift, and by the time of the arrival of their first child, Jane, in 1966, the Thrift family had moved far south-west to Stalbridge in Dorset, where their son James would be born two years later. This completed the widespread bough on Douglas’ family tree, and Douglas was overjoyed to have a new sister and brother and an affectionate stepfather, but the distance down to Dorset made his heart sink. His own father was never far away from Brentwood, but Janet and Ron’s household, and his mother’s loving but amusing fuss (family catchphrases for Janet included ‘It’ll all end in tears!’, ‘Right! Who said that?’ and ‘Don’t panic!’) made Dorset more of a home for Adams, no matter what the distance. And so, when the holidays arrived, he hitched. He was underage, but of course, being the size of an amateur giant, nobody would ever take young Douglas for a schoolboy, and few would dare to mess with him, despite the friendly personality that hid behind his intimidating outer shell.

There was another aspect to Adams’ maturing views of life at this stage, besides hitching and the growing length of his hair, and although it’s a rite of passage many of us undergo in our teenage years, for Douglas it was one which would crucially free his mind to explore all the dimensions of reality he could in his later work. As he told American Atheist in 2001, ‘As a teenager I was a committed Christian. It was in my background. I used to work for the school chapel, in fact. Then one day when I was about eighteen I was walking down the street when I heard a street evangelist and, dutifully, stopped to listen. As I listened it began to be borne in on me that he was talking complete nonsense, and that I had better have a bit of a think about it …’ Experience would send Adams on a slow progression through shades of agnosticism for most of his career, only arriving at outright atheism relatively late in life. ‘I used to love the school choir and remember the carol service as always such an emotional thing,’ he continued. ‘Life is full of things that move or affect you in one way or another. The fact that I think Bach was mistaken doesn’t alter the fact that I think the B-minor Mass is one of the great pinnacles of human achievement. It still absolutely moves me to tears to hear it. I find the whole business of religion profoundly interesting. But it does mystify me that otherwise intelligent people take it seriously.’

By July of 1971 Douglas had saved up a few quid, he had an enormous coat, he had his left-handed guitar, and he had his copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Europe by Australian writer Ken Welsh (borrowed and never returned, which he admitted ‘counts as stolen’). This snarky guidebook was the slightly cheaper option for any freewheeling traveller looking to explore the Continent with only a few dollars a day – its appeal can be summed up
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Do You Want To Come Back To My Place?




















Shaving The Cat
























Hang The Sense Of It








	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	








	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	







	
	


	
	



Jynnan Tonnyx All Round Then!







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	










It Don’t Come Easy











	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	









	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	





The End Of The Road Show









	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	








	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	








	
	







	
	









I Might Just Stun The World One Day













	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	







The Plain Man’s Pathway To Unpleasantness










	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	









I Think You Ought To Know …

















The Christmas Redemption








	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	


	
	







	
	


	
	


	
	



Time Is An Illusion. Lunchtime, Doubly So
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