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      I started reading The Spectator in the early 1980s, as a recently unemployed graduate with too much time on my hands. Although I never truly shared its politics, I identified from the beginning with its maverick spirit, its wilful non-conformism. Under Alexander Chancellor’s editorship, the magazine had become a place where good writers could say what they liked, as long as it was legal, decent, honest and truthful. Newspapers were duller than they later became, and The Spectator provided a vital counterpoint of flair, drollery and inside knowledge. Having decided that I too wanted to be a writer and dedicated most of my early twenties to learning how, I saw an opening in 1986, when over the course of a year the magazine published three pieces about pop music. Each was by a different writer, and each was less than distinguished. The magazine clearly wanted someone to perform this challenging task. Why shouldn’t it be me? I wrote three sample columns and sent them in. Astoundingly I thought someone might read them, recognise my talent and give me a regular column.

      In most magazines the unsolicited manuscripts sit in a huge cardboard box in a corner, before finding their way into a black bin-liner. If you are lucky, they send you a rejection slip. I was luckier. The editor’s secretary, Jenny Naipaul, had injured her back and was in hospital in traction, bored to distraction. She offered to read the unsolicited manuscripts, found mine and liked it. When she left hospital and returned to work, she rang me up and invited me in to see her new boss, Charles Moore.

      In those days The Spectator occupied an elegant Georgian town house in Doughty Street, Bloomsbury, which I believe it owned outright. Its legendary summer parties were held within its rooms and in its modest back garden, where the great and good of London political, literary and journalistic life drank free gin until there was none left anywhere in the world. My friend David Taylor, who writes under the name D. J. Taylor, had attended a couple of these parties and narrowly escaped with his life. Now I was sitting on the sofa in Charles Moore’s office on the first floor at the front of the building, a room full of books, paintings, old furniture and teetering piles of paper: the study of all our dreams. Behind his desk sat Charles himself, barely three years older than me, and wearing the brightest red corduroys I had ever seen. If a pair of trousers can ever be said to be intimidating, these could. I had to concentrate not to stare. Charles being Charles, he was effortlessly courteous and encouraging, and by the end of the meeting I had been commissioned to write something on the tenth anniversary of punk, on which Charles was possibly not an expert. But then nor was I. Like any young scribbler on the make, I was winging it.

      I wrote a couple of pieces about pop, both of which were published, and then everything went quiet. New to this game, I hadn’t worked out that it was up to me to pitch ideas if I wanted to write for the magazine. But I now had a second stroke of luck. The arts editor left and was replaced by Jenny Naipaul, my first champion. She rang me up and offered me a monthly column. This was in May 1987, and it kick-started a freelance career that has lasted nearly 30 years. Where would I be now without Jenny? For purely selfish reasons, I have dedicated this volume to her.

      The pop column continued until late 2015, when I did something no sensible freelance ever does: I gave it up. ‘Why did you resign?’ people kept asking, echoing the 1960s TV series The Prisoner. Indeed, I was half expecting to wake up the following morning in Portmeirion, wearing a natty blazer and being chased everywhere by giant barrage balloons. I told everyone that I had run out of ideas. Fellow hacks looked at me askance. As one said, ‘If we all gave up columns because we had run out of ideas, there would be no columns anywhere.’ I had let the side down.

      As it turned out, I realised the column had to end while I was working on this book. The Spectator Book of Wit, Humour and Mischief had been conceived, possibly over lunch, as a belated follow-up to Christopher Howse’s 1990 volume The Wit of ‘The Spectator’, and as the first of a putative series of themed books using the vast and rarely tapped resource of the Spectator archive. My publisher and friend Richard Beswick and I pitched the idea to the magazine’s seniors, and they embraced it with enthusiasm. They gave me the run of the website and the digitised archive, but being the sort of person who writes for The Spectator, I favoured a more old-fashioned approach. I asked if I might come into the office once a week and leaf through binders of old magazines, prospecting for gold. I thought it might take three months of Fridays. It took nearly a year.

      The magazine has new and elegant offices in Old Queen Street in St James’s, a short stagger from the Houses of Parliament. The building has five storeys and an ancient lift, which I have been in once. (It manages to be both slow and terrifying. I didn’t breathe during its long, creaky ascent. It felt like a nineteenth-century equivalent of a dangerous sport.) On the top floor is the office of Andrew Neil, former editor of the Sunday Times and now chairman of the Press Holdings group, which owns The Spectator. It’s a glorious space, but a little out of the swim of things, so he prefers to use the mahogany-panelled conference room in the basement. This left the office free for me to use on Fridays, and the occasional Thursday, throughout 2015. I sat at his meeting table, reading old articles and taking care not to spill crumbs from my sandwiches on his floor. A more unscrupulous individual, or a better journalist, would have rifled through his desk drawers or the pockets of the spare suit (pinstripe) hanging in the corner. But I am far too well brought up to do any of that. I just read and read and read, did some photocopying, and read some more.

      After ten months and many sandwiches, I had three box files full of photocopied articles. I had already decided on a chronological structure for the book because I felt it best reflected the changing tone of the magazine over the years. Six men have edited the magazine since I started there: very different men who shaped the magazine in different ways. Charles Moore (1984–90) presided at the peak of the Young Fogey terror, but he is a good and kindly man, and a wittier writer than many give him credit for. Dominic Lawson (1990–95) was, and probably still is, deeply eccentric. He had a fearlessness that occasionally verged on recklessness, and got into more scrapes than most editors. He was also obsessive about the Diary, which he constantly sent back for rewriting, no matter how eminent the writer. Twenty years later, the Diaries under his tenure still glisten and gleam. Frank Johnson (1995–9) was the only editor I never met. He was so utterly indifferent to my subject that I thought it best to keep my head down and hope not to be fired. But I loved his writing, his utterly distinctive voice, the half-smile, the perennially raised eyebrow. Boris Johnson (1999–2005) is, of course, a phenomenon. There is disappointingly little of his humorous writing in this book, as he saves most of it for the Telegraph. The magazine loosened and lightened during his years in charge, although how much of that was down to him and how much to the tireless editorial team who were pretty much left to get on with it remains a subject of debate.

      Matthew d’Ancona (2006–9) I met only once, at a lunch for arts contributors. As a Smiths fan he took a dim view of my relentless mockery of Morrissey, and spent the rest of lunch talking to his more glamorous neighbour on the other side. I suspected that he found the public role of Spectator editor more irksome than the deeper, more introverted pleasures of editing the magazine. Fraser Nelson (2009 to date) seems to balance the roles more happily, although every time I bumped into him in the magazine’s offices, a look of terror came into his eyes. I mentioned this to one of his colleagues, who said he probably had no idea who I was. But I am a great admirer, as I’m not sure the magazine has ever been livelier and funnier than it is now.

      It is also younger and (to use a slightly Guardian-ish word) more inclusive than it used to be. In 1990 the magazine was still very male and bufferish. Craig Brown’s ‘Wallace Arnold’ column, which adorned the inside back cover, was such an unerring parody of certain Spectator contributors it’s astonishing he was allowed to get away with it. The parodies demonstrated two habits of Spectator writers that would need careful handling. One was all the moaning about modern life. You cannot believe how many diarists used to complain about TV remote controls, or wonder what had happened to proper steak and kidney pies. I cut all this stuff out. If you had read it 20 years later, you would have screamed. The moans that survive into this book have done so because they are still funny. The iceberg of grumpiness beneath these few would have holed a bigger ship than the Titanic.

      The other early casualty of the blue pencil was all the feuding. I had forgotten how energetically Spectator columnists used to enter into long-running feuds with friends, enemies and frenemies within the magazine and without. The letters column alone could keep an argument going for months. Not many feuds remained amusing for long, though, and in almost every case the participants were palpably enjoying them more than their readers. Did anyone still care? In most cases, I decided not.

      This book starts in 1990 because that’s where The Wit of ‘The Spectator’ ended. Though relatively brief, Christopher’s book was rich in Auberon Waughs and Jeffrey Bernards, and included Kingsley Amis’s justifiably famous ‘Sod the Public’ essays from 1985 and 1988. All three writers are represented here as well, although not as comprehensively. Waugh ended his long association with the magazine in 1995, and as Bernard’s health started to fail (he died in 1997), he was compelled to dictate his columns, and their quality became more variable. But as one generation departs, possibly in a drunken haze, the next one steps forward. Indeed, in my first edit, certain writers cropped up so often I had to pare back their contributions with a scythe. Mary Killen’s etiquette column, ‘Dear Mary’, was like Japanese knotweed, while Jeremy Clarke’s ‘Low Life’ pieces proliferated like leylandii. Later on came Deborah Ross’s wonderful stream-of-consciousness restaurant reviews and the wild, frothing (but elegantly sculpted) rage of Rod Liddle.* But there are also countless Diary entries, many letters, a handful of book reviews and even one or two pieces by me. The book is strictly chronological, partly, as I said, to distinguish different eras of the magazine from each other, but also because I liked the idea that the book should be a lucky dip, that you would never know what was coming next. For the same reason there is neither an index nor a contents page that is any use at all. This isn’t a work of reference, it’s an entertainment. For similar reasons, I have kept explanatory footnotes to a minimum. I have also have kept the type of pieces that need explanatory footnotes to a minimum. Detailed knowledge of the Maastricht Treaty is not required in these pages, although it might help to remember that Robert Maxwell died by falling off a yacht.

      A swift word on general editorial policy. Many of these entries are excerpts from longer pieces, but very few ‘internal’ cuts have been made within those excerpts. These few are marked by the shorthand […]. The easily offended should be aware that there is a fair amount of swearing in the book, but I have retained the form in which the swear-word was originally printed, so some writers say ‘fuck’ and others say ‘f***’. As The Spectator has traditionally been laissez-faire about this sort of thing, I have assumed that these formulations were chosen by their writers, and thus are to be respected. One or two misspellings and grammatical infelicities have been corrected. Spectator subs were always reluctant to change copy, so if you had written something particularly stupid or clumping, there it would be in the magazine the following Thursday. If nothing else, this kept us on our toes.*

      So why end the column? Because as well as reading everyone else’s contributions, I reread my own. I saw that as the years had passed, I had become technically more adept and was writing better and funnier columns, while having less and less to say. It was also chastening to realise that having written a column in, say, 1993, I had written it again in 2001, and then again in 2008 and was thinking of doing it again in 2015, having forgotten that I had written any of the previous ones. The towel was asking very politely to be thrown in.

      But it has been wonderful to be associated with the magazine for so long. I believe that the best magazines are like clubs. Writers are members as much as the readers: in fact, if you feel you are a member, then you are, automatically. (The best selection policy of all: self-selection.) So I have tried to make this book the Christmas present that members of that club would like. I don’t think we need worry too much about non-members. They can have something else. A nice tie, perhaps.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              1990
            

          

          
            Jeffrey Bernard; Wallace Arnold; Taki; Auberon Waugh; Hilary Mantel; John Wells; Martyn Harris; Alan Watkins

          

        

      

       

       

      LOW LIFE

      Jeffrey Bernard

      6 January

      If I hadn’t wanted to take my daughter to lunch on Christmas Day I would have stayed in bed. It was pretty awful for me but seemingly OK for a 19-year-old who only four years ago was sustained by fish fingers. We should have walked around the corner to Chinatown and had the crab and ginger and a row with one of the waiters. I usually feel like a member of that crazy institution, the Dangerous Sports Club, when I go into most Chinese restaurants apart from The Ming in Romilly Street. There is something oddly reassuring about being addressed as Jeff as opposed to the usual snapped, barked or screamed, ‘What you want?’ They are benign in the Ming, but in most other Chinese restaurants I am reminded of the fact that they invented gunpowder. How lucky they didn’t have any nitric acid and glycerine.

      Anyway, the Churchill Hotel in Portman Square could have done us a bit better. Only the starter was good. Gravadlax, and they ruined that by not turning up with the sauce until we had half finished it. The turkey was so dry it took an entire sauce-boat of gravy to swallow it. Where was the black meat? The paper-hatted party at the next table kept staring at Isabel and me. That may have been because she is so pretty, but I suspect that they thought they were gazing at a dirty old man with his bit of fluff.

      After a mediocre Christmas pudding – it is so easy to buy a really good one – the waitress asked me if I wanted coffee. When I told her no she said, ‘It is inclusive, sir.’ My God. Do I look as though I couldn’t buy a cup of coffee if I wanted one? I didn’t say anything because she was a Chinese waitress and I do not want to get stabbed or blown up in front of my own daughter. That will be a private happening when it comes to pass. After I had paid the bill (£80) I put Isabel in a taxi to send her home, and then Christmas simply petered out into limbo.

      After that it was home to television, tea, forbidden biscuits and then vodka in the evenings in an attempt to seduce that elusive sandman. It is not a good thing to attempt to use booze as an anaesthetic at night but it can work wonders during the day when Norman is waffling about the success of the play. After about four large ones I can barely hear a word he waffles; I just sit there watching him raising his fists to the ceiling like some idiot who has just scored a goal. In his case it is usually an own goal. He only opens his mouth to change step as they say.

      But since Christmas there has been a lot of yawning in this attic. If I hear, read or see any more summings up of the Eighties or predictions for the Nineties I shall cancel the papers and send the television set back to the people I rent it from. Do you really want to know what some idiot actress or stand-up comedian thinks may happen on the political front over the next ten years? It is asinine and angry making.

      Nevertheless, as a man who lives in the past, if not from day to day, I must say something about the Eighties. They were good for me apart from 1987 when I had nowhere to live. That was hell, carting carrier bags around to any bed I could find. Thank God for the Chelsea Arts Club which bailed me out from time to time. Then in 1988 Keith Waterhouse said he wanted to make a play of this column and I thought he was mad. Since it appeared, life has changed a little and thanks to him, Peter O’Toole and Ned Sherrin I sometimes find myself walking about with a fixed smile on my face, like babies have when they are busy farting. Peter says you can’t live from peak to peak and have to learn to walk in the valleys. Thanks to those three gentlemen I can now walk in the valley without even looking over my shoulder.

       

      AFORE YE GO

      Leaves from the commonplace book of Wallace Arnold

      6 January

      It was with no little regret that, while casting my eye o’er the list of members who had expressed their intention of resigning from the Garrick Club, I came across the name of Noriega, Gen. Manuel just one down from Noakes, John. Of course, in recent years he has been able to muster precious little time to pop his head around the portals of the club – though I am told that he put our reciprocal arrangement with the Cavalry and Pump-Action Shotgun Club, Panama, to good use – but in his present situation his hopes of swapping Tales from the Green Room with some of our most illustrious thespians in a small but light-hearted gathering around the Garrick hall fire seem, frankly, a mite wee.

      I remember well the time – it must have been late ’67, early ’68 – when the young Manuel Noriega, then cutting something of a dash as a stringer for the estimable Peterborough column on the Telegraph, approached me, even then a distinguished Man of Letters, with a view to securing membership. Though already afflicted with a by-no-means inconsiderable skin problem – my espousal of a goodly dash of Clearasil went unheeded, I fear – Noriega exuded a sort of rugged charm and devil-may-care enthusiasm which I for one found positively infectious. ‘You make me Garrick member, I no kill your mama,’ he quipped, over a perfectly acceptable glass o’ port in the RAC, of which he was already making quite a name for himself as Joint Chairman – with the young David Astor, as then was – of the Adult Movies Committee. ‘No need,’ I countered. ‘Dead already!’

      We both had a good chuckle over that one, I remember, and by the very next week I was introducing him to all the leading Garrick bigwigs, among them the leading theatrical impresario Mr Paul Raymond, the distinguished comedy actor Mr Reg Varney and the young George Weidenfeld, then earning an immensely pocketable sum as a part-time tap-dancer at Quaglino’s.

      Duly elected, Manuel took to the club like the proverbial feathered biped to H2O, and it was after listening to the after-dinner banter of Mr Terry Worsthorne that he set his heart upon becoming a Supreme Head of State. Posted back to Panama for a few weeks by the top guns on Peterborough with a view to spying out humorous road-signs and ticklish menu translations, he grasped the opportunity to parade about the sun-soaked streets in his Garrick Club tie, thus gaining the respect of the military junta of the time. It then took only one or two appropriately placed retellings of backstage anecdotes concerning Johnny Gielgud and his sieve-like memory (!) for Manuel to be accepted as one of their own by the Panamanian High Command. The rest, as they say, is history.

       

      LOW LIFE

      Jeffrey Bernard

      3 February

      Life has been lower than low over the past few days. It reached rock bottom last Saturday with an incident of such squalor that I thought I must seek sanctuary in a monastery for a while. A woman came into the pub and ordered herself a pint of cider. I took no notice, but I did fleetingly think that it was a fairly unusual order for a lone lady to make. After a while she had a refill. Ten minutes after downing that she approached the bar again and said to the barman, ‘Have you got a plunger?’ He said, ‘What do you want a plunger for?’ and she said, ‘Because I’ve just been sick in the ladies and it’s blocked up.’ Well, I thought, this is really delightful. All a man needs while he is quietly meditating on his bar stool.

      The barman went into the ladies to inspect the damage and then, beyond the call of duty and the terms of his contract, cleared the mess up. When he had done that and returned to his post behind the bar, the vomitee asked, ‘Could I have a large rum and blackcurrant juice please?’ You don’t have to dress up as Napoleon to tell the world that you are mad. She was refused and asked to leave. What an awful episode. Well, I’m still thinking about it, aren’t I? Now why did she own up in the first place? Bravado? And why choose the sink to put the breakfast in and not the lavatory? Such imponderables make my insomnia almost unbearable. And she was as coherent as a television newsreader.

       

      AFORE YE GO

      Leaves from the commonplace book of Wallace Arnold

      24 March

      Harry Smethwick, the distinguished journalist who died last week, was commonly known by his friends simply as ‘Niffy’ Smethwick. He didn’t wash much, if at all, and his breath was of such ferocity as to clear the public bar, but we loved him all the more dearly for it.

      In writing this warm-hearted tribute to a dear and trusted friend, I must begin by tracing the source of our acquaintance. Upon first meeting in the downstairs bar at the National Gallery, we immediately recognised each other as soul mates. I was the more intelligent, attractive and popular, but he knew more about greyhounds, or so he claimed. Even then – and I am now talking about the late Fifties, that remarkable era – he possessed the purple face and idiosyncratic gait (saving on shoe-leather, he chose to hop everywhere) that endeared him to all that tolerated him.

      His taste in women was patchy. Often, when we were arguing long and noisily over our cream stouts in the upstairs bar of the Sir John Soane Museum, a discarded woman would arrive at our table, placing a naked breast somewhat disconcertingly into his pint-pot so as to interpose a barrier between him and his beloved beverage. On other occasions, while we were putting the world to rights in the saloon bar of the Imperial War Museum, a fiancée or other would appear, decked out in full wedding garb, pages and bridesmaids trailing, demanding to know why he was not at the altar.

      He would treat his women appallingly, often forcing them to give him piggyback rides to work rather than succumbing to the more expensive option of catching the tube. But they loved him for it, and, in turn, were invited to join him on the office floor, where he would entertain them with his passionately held views on Archbishop Makarios or the rise of skiffle.

      But it would be wrong to give the impression that Niffy was a plaster saint. If he had any faults, they were many and varied. He had a mulish streak, delivering a swift kick to anyone who stood immediately behind him, and going ‘Eeyore! Eeyore!’ whenever the subject of food cropped up in the conversation. By the late Sixties, his purplish hue had become tinged with green, so he would oft find himself perused in the Lounge Bar of the British Museum by passers-by who had inadvertently mistaken him for a wall-map of the Western Isles.

      He delighted, of course, in my friendship, as I in turn grew to tolerate his. I offered him social standing, a keen intellect, political savoir-faire and the easy charm of the well-bred, while he would from time to time offer me a slim panatella. Many were his qualities. He was always courteous, except when rude. He was quite good at cooking broccoli. He could tell a joke, though not well. He was rarely slow to join us in laughing at himself, and, if the need arose, could be laid out with a swift jab to the chin. Through it all, he was sustained by his friends, or friend. He was a difficult man, but he loved me dearly.

       

      HIGH LIFE

      Taki

      7 April

       

      ATHENS

      This is a painful confession to make, but as this is the last column I write for Charles Moore, I might as well come clean.* I have been writing horrendous fibs these last 13 years, ironically ever since I joined The Spectator. Needless to say, not to you, dear readers, but to the fair sex in general, and girls under the age of 28 in particular. It all started in 1977, when I was living in SW10, in the house I eventually dropped to my buddy John Aspinall when No. 11 refused to come up. I had just begun this column for the then-sainted one, Alexander Chancellor, and being rather nervous about writing in a foreign language, I’d sit and practise when not in Tramp or Annabel’s.

      How does one practise? Why, by writing love letters, of course. Back then I was in love with an English girl who wouldn’t give me the proverbial time of day, so one night I decided to go for broke. Here is what I wrote:

      
        
           

          Dear X. There is a marvellous line in Romeo and Juliet, when Romeo – having avenged Mercutio’s death – is advised to flee Verona. ‘But heaven’s here, where Juliet lives,’ he cries. However corny this may sound, this is exactly how I have felt towards you ever since the first moment I met you. Love, Taki.

        

      

      The reason, I’m ashamed to admit, that I know the letter by heart is not because I have kept a copy, but – horror of horrors – because the epistle served its purpose so spectacularly, I decided right there and then to try it again. Three weeks later I met an American lady in the Big Bagel and dropped off my R and J letter to her the next day. I changed only her name and added the word Shakespeare because she was a Yank. Incredible as it may seem, it worked again. I was hooked for life.

      As it is with most drugs, things were hunky dory for a while. Mind you, it didn’t always work, but I was doing better when I used the letter than when I didn’t. Then I made a terrible mistake. I began writing it in lavatories and passing it around night-clubs, and even restaurants. One evening in 1985, fresh out of jail and raring to go, I dined with Sophie Stapleton-Cotton, her room-mate Sasha Nott, daughter of the lugubrious-looking Falklands man, and my friend Oliver Gilmour.

      Sophie wasn’t paying the slightest attention to me, so when I got home that night I yet again wrote The Letter. And that is when the proverbial you-know-what hit the fan. Sophie read the form epistle, laughed, and told Sasha that she thought me ridiculous, but that I did write nice letters. That is when la Nott got suspicious. ‘Let me see,’ she said, and then she began to roar like the MGM lion. As it turned out, four other friends of hers had received it also. With Sophie that made five. Word got out, and in no time I was the laughing-stock of London, Oxfordshire, Wiltshire, Somerset, Gloucestershire, and even some other shires not chic enough to mention. Being found out did for my sex life what Bomber Command did for Dresden. I tried it on some Greeks but my heart wasn’t in it. By 1986 I stopped it altogether.

      Until last week in London, that is. During a birthday party for Emily Todhunter, I was seated between Cassy Neville and Susannah Constantine. I fell madly in love with both, got drunk, and went home to try it once again. But I think I got the names and addresses mixed up, so as I’m bound to be found out, and in order to commemorate Charles Moore’s editorship, I now do penance. And swear I will never write the R and J letter again. At least not in England.

       

      AFORE YE GO

      Leaves from the commonplace book of Wallace Arnold

      21 April

      I wonder if anyone other than I managed to get all the way through the farewell article written by our dear departed editor in the Sunday Telegraph the other week? He entertained his reader(s) with an agreeable saunter through some of the highlights of his brief stint at the steering wheel, including by no means uninteresting anecdotes concerning some of the more colourful characters who have supped at the celebrated Spectator high table o’er the years.

      Might I add one or two of my own reminiscences from my somewhat longer association with the journal? Well do I remember sitting in a celebrated Spectator high chair in the March of 1968. My fellow guests were Mr Enoch Powell, the leading politician and academic; Miss Sandie Shaw, the chanteuse, whose magnificent efforts with ‘Puppet on a String’ had gained Britain first place in the Eurovision Song Contest of that year; Mr Bernard Jeffrey; the Ayatollah Khomeini, at that time an up-and-coming humorous essayist and co-presenter with Miss Muriel Young of BBC TV’s Six O’Clock Club, whose waspish tongue and severity of judgement was even at that early stage earning him something of a name for himself; the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, fresh from a successful season at the De La Warr Pavilion, Bexhill-on-Sea; Mr Somerset Maugham; the Kray Brothers, taking a well-earned break from rehearsals for that week’s What’s My Line?, hosted by the irascible Gilbert Harding; and George Weidenfeld, or Gorge Widenfed as he then was, owing to a proof-reader’s error.

      Others who gathered to partake of the assorted sweetmeats at that memorable luncheon included Mr Reg Varney, later to achieve an international reputation for his leading role in On the Buses; Emperor and Mrs Hirohito, over here on a flying visit to catch Dame Anna Neagle in Carousel; Mr ‘Teasy-Weasy’ Raymond, then famous as the initiator of the celebrated ‘Peregrine Worsthorne’ humorous column in the Sunday Telegraph, later to become better known as a world-class hairdresser; four members of the now defunct ‘Black and White Minstrels’ team, including a fully blacked-up Mr Kenneth Rose, later to gain prominence as a diarist and biographer but then concentrating his energies on light-hearted renditions of the early hits of Al Jolson; Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper, who had arrived as a Tinned Peach in Heavy Syrup, having been misinformed that it was one of those Come-as-a-Fruit luncheon parties that were then enjoying something of a vogue; Mr and Mrs Bamber Gascoigne and the two competing teams from an early edition of University Challenge, plus jocular mascots; and last but by no means least, our then proprietor, the Scandinavian band leader Mr James Last, accompanied by leading members of his rhythm section. Oddly enough, with such an illustrious guest-list, it now seems extraordinary that I am unable to remember a thing that happened before, during or after that luncheon, though we might well have had a rather good brie, and perhaps a stick or two of celery.

       

      LETTERS

      5 May

      
        
           

          Sir: Paul Johnson tells us (The press, 21 April) that ‘a woman would prefer to be raped by a man of her own race’. Well I hadn’t thought about the subject in quite those terms before, but I suppose my ideal rapist would be an Oxbridge man with at least a good Upper Second, a lover of early Baroque music, a keen gardener and a competent croquet player, but not an Anglican, a food and wine bore or a habitual Spectator reader.

          D. A. Roberts

          Canterbury, Kent

        

      

       

      ANOTHER VOICE

      Auberon Waugh

      19 May

      Whatever one may have against butterflies – and I agree that in the present plague affecting the entire West Country, they can be intensely irritating – at least they make no noise. Nor, unlike Rottweilers and ladybirds, do they often attack human beings. Many have forgotten the old age pensioner who was bitten to death by ladybirds outside Minehead in the last great plague of 1976. Up to then, people had thought that ladybirds were disappearing, and a few old dears had written to the newspapers saying what a shame it was. Then they came back, like something out of Hitchcock. Another such plague is promised for this year. The rumour went round West Somerset that the corpse of the old age pensioner, when they eventually got to him, was a more horrible sight than anything seen in the Blitz. What made the man’s death particularly poignant was that he was a visitor to the neighbourhood, who had come to enjoy the beauties of the countryside. We countryfolk are used to the hazards and know how to protect ourselves against them by various wily tricks, like never going out of doors unless we have to, or covering ourselves with sacks and binder-twine when we do.

      As I say, I have never yet seen butterflies attack a human being, but then we had never heard of homicidal ladybirds before 1976, and I would not be at all surprised to learn of some appalling tragedy, almost certainly in Somerset, where the whitened bones of an amateur naturalist, or ecologist, or environmental enthusiast, or whatever these people now call themselves, are found with only a pair of damp, horn-rimmed spectacles glinting optimistically over the eye sockets to serve as a clue. I have no doubt that even butterflies can be goaded beyond endurance by the yelps and coos of these people. It will be a brave butterfly fancier who ventures down to West Somerset this summer. The fields are swarming with vipers, too – another protected species – and in the present state of government cuts, it is unlikely that any anti-snakebite serum will be available.

      I must admit that I am on the side of the butterflies against the butterfly-fanciers, if only because butterflies make no noise. Where egg-collectors are concerned, my sympathies are different. A recent survey of noise pollution, identifying the noises which people found most troublesome, was conducted recently by Bupa. It had two significant omissions. The first was the noise of other people’s television sets, which must surely be the biggest single source of annoyance for people living in towns. Dogs, pneumatic drills and burglar alarms were mentioned, even children (or ‘kids’, at any mention of which even the most toughened criminal is expected to burst into tears), but not television.

      The other significant omission, affecting most particularly those who live in the suburbs and country places, was the racket set up every morning at this time of year by songbirds and other feathered friends, sometimes called the Dawn Chorus. Birds, too, you see, are sacred. At least half of all country and suburban dwellers must suffer from this persecution, and nobody dares complain because we have all been brainwashed into thinking birdsong pretty. So it is, sometimes, when you have two or three of them on the job of an evening; six or seven hundred of them, yelling and shrieking their silly heads off at five o’clock in the morning, are more than anyone can be expected to endure. I have often observed how soon majors and other people who retire to live in Somerset tend to go mad, but I always attributed it to the influence of loneliness, and listening to BBC radio. Now I tend to think it is the result of being woken up every morning by the hideous cacophony of these warbling cretins. But what finally drives so many country dwellers round the bend is the social inhibition on complaining about it. We are simply not allowed to say that songbirds are anything but delightful. Then the poor old things turn on their radios and, as often as not, have to listen to more birdsong…

      I do not think it is because I am getting older, although my mother-in-law, who spent her married life in suburban Surrey, was complaining about it 30 years ago. I honestly think the problem is getting worse. When I was young, nearly every boy in the neighbourhood and several girls used to collect birds’ eggs. The same was true of our parents’ and grandparents’ generations, as several mouldering collections of birds’ eggs in the attics – and in most people’s attics I imagine – testify. For my own part, I had no patience with birds’ eggs as a boy but used to shoot small birds with an air-rifle, sometimes accounting for five or six a day. Between us, we kept the brutes in their place.

      With the new sentimentality about birds, which is no more than a reflection, as I see it, of a sinister burgeoning misanthropy, this is no longer possible. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, which disposes an income of many millions of pounds a year, runs its own paramilitary police force, owns or controls vast tracts of land, claims the right to enter and search any citizen’s home, let alone his land, has now set up an infra-red surveillance system and is trying to set up a nationwide system of informers, along the lines of Cuba’s Citizens’ Council for the Protection of the Revolution, or Stalin’s secret police.

      In my time I have complained about the activities of the American Drugs Enforcement Agency in certain benign and easy-going countries of the Far East; even about the excessive powers of our own Customs and Excise, with its small army of snoopers and informants. But the RSPB is a greater threat to the liberty and sanity of this country than an oppressive government agency, because it has for members single-issue fanatics who appear completely impervious in their self-righteousness and in their ignorance of the civil rights of others.

      Spokesmen for the RSPB this week claimed that extra powers were necessary to protect our British birds against greedy German and Arab collectors: ‘The Germans don’t have many birds of their own, so there’s a strong market for ours. Falconry is a big pastime in the Middle East so the birds are worth even more money if they are sold to Arabs.’

      But among the new powers demanded by Mr Peter Robinson, described as ‘Chief RSPB Investigator’, was a curfew on all egg collectors, forcing them to report to the police every day during the breeding season. Am I alone in feeling that I would be perfectly happy to see every surviving osprey eaten by German war criminals if the RSPB would confine its activities to rescuing seagulls and encouraging suburban bird-baths?

       

      LOW LIFE

      Jeffrey Bernard

      7 July

      I only found out the other day that the tax inspector who is hounding me nigh unto death is a woman. When my accountant informed me of the fact I gave what I can only describe as a cynical shrug of my drooping shoulders. There has been some sort of acid in my mouth ever since. I thought I had got rid of women once and for all. It is quite extraordinary that when things have been going well and smoothly a ‘Did I hear someone use the word ethical?’ woman will appear and bring me to a halt with a short, sharp jolt.

      I remember some years ago winning £100 on a horse at Newbury, a bundle at the time, and standing in the bar toasting my good fortune, and my then wife walked in and said, ‘You’ll be able to buy that Hoover now.’ That anybody can seriously believe that money is for Hoovers or for a rainy day is beyond my comprehension. Every day is a rainy day. No, income tax inspector is a very suitable job for a woman and it is surprising that no Chancellor of the Exchequer has ever been a woman. In that event a large vodka would cost £100.

      But there are other aspects of money which are troubling me at the moment. A month ago, I had to write to an old friend to ask him for £1,000 he has owed me for a while. I have erected a wall of silence. He can keep it, but I do not like having the piss taken out of me in that sort of way. Three years ago I gave an old friend £500 and he hasn’t spoken to me since and, in fact, he doesn’t even come into the Coach and Horses any more. Just think of how many people you could get rid of with £1 million. What this woman income tax inspector wants to go away and leave me alone is ridiculous and Jeffrey Bernard is Unwell is not The Mousetrap. Incidentally, Norman says that The Mousetrap is a better play than King Lear. I asked him how come and he said, ‘It’s had a longer run’. There is no answer to that.

      Last week he was sitting this side of the bar looking particularly gloomy and I overpaid him with a penny for his thoughts. He said, ‘I just wish I could see England beat the West Indies 5–0 in a Test series before I die.’ He then asked me what I would like to see before I die and I told him a barman in his employ who knew what he was doing and who could speak English. In recent weeks he has taken to employing Serbo-Croats who have been bitten by long-range tsetse flies. It is the only pub I know of in which prudent customers carry a hip flask. But I suppose it is somewhere for an aimless man to go.

       

      CINEMA

      Hilary Mantel

      18 August

      Once in a while we all need to see a spectacularly bad film, and it is a bonus that Zalman King’s Wild Orchid (18) features Mickey Rourke. These days the man’s career has a gruesome fascination, like the site of an especially gory road accident.

      Emily (Carre Otis) is a vacant-looking virgin from the boondocks. (I have looked this word up; it is derived most respectably from the Tagalog for ‘mountain’.) In the first scene her tearful mother waves goodbye to her as she boards the bus for the big city. Mother would lie in the road and scream if she knew what was in store for her darling. But the first impression is that Emily will prosper, for she’s being interviewed for a major post in a swish law firm. In addition to her dazzling legal qualifications she has six languages, ‘including rudimentary Chinese’. (I am reminded of a sign in a shop window in Windsor – ‘Scandinavian spoken here’.) Miss Otis, regrettably, does not manage English too well, but delivers her lines with the aplomb of someone sliding into a coma.

      Suddenly, Emily is in Rio; cue the dancing girls, the carnival masks, the fevered rhythms, the heat of the night. She has been sent to negotiate a deal on a hotel complex, along with brisk businesswoman Claudia (Jacqueline Bisset). Now, there was an innocent time, before JB, when a wet T-shirt was just something you slopped out of a washing machine. These days, like other mature lovelies, JB asserts that beauty has been a burden – though you notice that these people never have plastic surgery in reverse. Her character speaks in a clipped English accent, as if interviewing the assorted sweaties and swarthies for a post at Cheltenham Ladies’ College. Except that these are her lines: ‘So what’s happening, boys – talk to me – what’s the word on the streets?’

      Enter Mickey. He has been dyed a strange yellow colour, and he plays Wheeler, a man of fabulous wealth. He is a property developer, who may mess up the deal for the girls; but the plot is secondary to the sex. Claudia is obsessed with Wheeler, but he won’t touch her; she casts Emily in his path to see what will happen. Wheeler is impotent, though it’s not put quite so brutally: ‘I’m just not very good at being touched, Emily.’ This does not mean we are short on action: the shuddering Emily is forced to witness sundry couples getting down to it, while Mickey salivates in the shadows. A curious thing is that clothes in this film almost self-destruct. You’ll remember those chairs in old westerns, that used to snap with such ease over brawlers’ heads. Here it’s the same with garments. One tiny pull and there’s a shocking rending of seams and boondocks are falling out all over the place. For much of the film Mickey affects a dusty black suit, like an old Irish priest. But there is no shirt underneath; presumably it unravelled while he was trying to put in his cuff links. Ofttimes, too, he broods astride a throbbing Harley Davidson, while the cries of the libidinous issue from beach and bush. ‘My investors are flying across the world’, snaps Bisset, ‘and planning a celebration… dancing girls.’ Oh, shucks. You’d been hoping for a whist drive.

      When she acquires a lover, Claudia keeps Emily on hand to translate. ‘Tell him to take off his pants.’ Since he is not Chinese, this does not tax Emily’s skills. ‘Ask him if he understands the tremendous pleasure women get looking at naked men.’ We never do get to understand it, really; once we are acquainted with Mickey’s life story, the writhing bodies are visible only through a blur of tears. ‘He was an orphan on the streets of Philadelphia… stuttered so badly as a child he could hardly talk…’ At times the whole enterprise seems to be slipping gently into aphasia.

      It is unfair to categorise this film as soft porn. The sex is straight, dull, and noisy, but the whole is far funnier than most of the comedies on the circuit. No connoisseur of the preposterous should miss it.

       

      DIARY

      John Wells

      13 October

      I always enjoy the ritual standing ovation at the Tory Conference. My earliest experience of it was at Blackpool when it was performed for Ted Heath in his first year as leader of the party. Desperate-eyed activists stood at the back of the hall, slapping the wall when their hands got worn out with clapping, one eye grimly on the second hand of their wrist-watches, but Ted seemed really to believe it, and lifted his arms again and again, beaming from ear to ear as only he can. William Rushton and I were standing by the swing doors when he came reeling out of the hall 20 minutes later, eyes still unfocused, looking like an orgasmic pink baby. I am afraid Rushton and I were simultaneously moved to shout with laughter, and at very close range. So bemused was he with the adulation that he immediately split the same ecstatic grin and raised his arms again in triumph.

       

      TELEVISION

      Martyn Harris

      24 November

      Well before the leadership ballot on Tuesday I had grown weary of the sight of Mr Michael Heseltine stalking about his garden in beige pullie and green wellies. For reasons I don’t understand, whenever a television programme profiles a politician it is felt necessary to show him wandering about in the background, doing something pointless. The most popular is to have him take a piece of red paper from a red box and study it closely in the light of a green-shaded lamp. The paper is often upside down.

      Mr Macmillan used to be seen climbing out of a big car and then shooting something; Lord Whitelaw used to do the washing up; Mr Heseltine pulls on his very clean gumboots and harvests the suckers from the bole of one of his trees. This would be better left until the spring. At one point I think I lip-read Mr Heseltine saying, ‘Bloody silly, talking to a tree,’ but I cannot be positive as his mouth has almost vanished over the last five years – a possible result of remaining so tight-lipped.

       

      DIARY

      Alan Watkins

      1 December

      Llew Gardner, who has died at 60, was one of the pioneers of disrespectful by-election reporting when he was with the Sunday Express before 1964. He was an equally unaccommodating political interviewer with various television companies afterwards. His career, however, did not flourish as it should have done following his departure from Thames over a decade ago. Part of the reason lay in Llew’s approach to people. As Winston Churchill remarked of F. E. Smith, he would as soon keep a live coal in his mouth as a witty saying. One Saturday night I was in a Fleet Street pub, the Falstaff, with Llew and a few colleagues. With one of them I was having what one might call a Cambridge conversation. ‘No, no, Bloggs wasn’t at Jesus. He was at Christ’s.’ That sort of thing. Mr Peter Paterson, who was of our group, became restive at the turn the talk was taking and volunteered: ‘I was educated at the University of Life myself.’ Gardner: ‘Failed, I assume.’ On another occasion a colleague who had served gallantly throughout the war was about to re-embark on a description of his experiences. Gardner: ‘I’m sorry, Wilfred, I haven’t got time to cross the Rhine tonight.’ I was talking of cricket grounds: ‘I’m not really an Oval man.’ Gardner: ‘I should have thought that described you pretty accurately.’

       

      LOW LIFE

      Jeffrey Bernard

      1 December

      Last Monday I went to the Sunday Express Book of the Year Award at the Café Royal and sat at Frank Muir’s table. What a charming man he is. But I couldn’t help wondering, every time I looked at him, what on earth must it be like to be Geoffrey Wheatcroft’s father-in-law. It makes me wonder which unlikely journalist will lay siege to my daughter one day. My brother, Bruce, has suggested the wine correspondent of the Cork Examiner but it doesn’t really matter as long as my son-in-law-to-be does not work for the Sun.

      These lunches, like the Evening Standard Drama Awards one, are strange dos. You see the same faces at most of them. I think that maybe Ned Sherrin is sustained by 365 of them every year. Laurie Lee was at the Café Royal again but he sat too far away from me to keep an eye on him. Last year I sat next to him and he shovelled four lamb cutlets into his jacket pocket without even bothering to wrap them up in a napkin. I said to him, ‘I didn’t know you had a dog.’ He said, ‘I haven’t. They’re for me. I shall heat them up again tonight for my supper.’ This year we had roast lamb served with a thick brown gravy, so God alone knows the state of his pockets the next day.
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