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For Michael Fountain, family friend and chauffeur to my father, who drove off into the sunset on 15 May 2022. What great memories of all those hours spent on the road together.

For Michael ‘Wiggy’ Threlfall, family friend and first cousin once removed of Eric Morecambe. Visits to Morecambe are never the same without your beaming face and wonderful sense of humour to greet me.

For my former literary agent and friend, Jennifer ‘Jen’ Luithlen, who finished her final page and passed peacefully away in the spring of 2023.

And remembering the actress and politician Glenda Jackson, who left us in 2023, and who played such a big role in the success of the Morecambe & Wise Show at the BBC.
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INTRODUCTION

Christmas! It’s always about Christmas with The Morecambe & Wise Show. As the actor–director Kenneth Branagh once told me, ‘Eric and Ernie hijacked Christmas, but it was the most wonderful bit of hijacking …’

Christmas in the Morecambe household was no different from that of many other households across the UK. The focal point was a family Christmas meal that in essence was both lunch and dinner combined at around 5 p.m., which fitted in with the arrival of our uncle, aunt and cousins, who drove over from North Finchley, once they’d closed up their pub.

We didn’t talk about Morecambe and Wise at all during the day, from what I recall. Christmas Day was always about the family being together. It was very important to my father, perhaps because he’d grown up as an only child. He liked a family gathering.

We would have had the Christmas dinner, and about fifteen minutes before the show started, my father would gently propose that anyone who wanted to watch it should grab a glass of something and find themselves a seat. This was a suggestion rather than an instruction, as he and Ernie had already seen the show back at the studios, and almost always knew when it worked or didn’t. Mostly – though not entirely – the younger family members would end up at one end of the house in the TV room, and the adults in the living room. And that’s how we spent the next hour, all of us – my father included – falling about laughing. Because that’s the thing about Morecambe and Wise: they were, and continue to be, incredibly funny.

After the show, Ernie would phone up, and he and my father would do a gentle analysis of it all. I know Ernie and his wife Doreen would often watch the show on their own in their house near Maidenhead. Ernie, who was pretty much a non-smoker from his late twenties, would allow himself one large cigar to be enjoyed throughout the Christmas show.

While the ancient theatres and the less ancient TV studios of Morecambe and Wise’s working days have lost their past glory through a gradual but discernible fading of their once mesmerising aura, M&W themselves continue to entertain. They remain a prime-time Christmas fixture, waving to us from festive seasons past. If Charles Dickens created what we came to accept as the modern Christmas – of snow, family unification, merriment and generosity – then with quiet efficiency, Morecambe and Wise took up residency there, and never left. And no one has appeared to object. We enjoy their annual visitations, as much as Ebenezer Scrooge loathed his own. As for my family, we welcomed Morecambe and Wise’s Christmas appearances in our household as much as any other.

Was it a little strange to be watching the seasonal event with Eric Morecambe himself? Perhaps, if we’d thought about it long enough, which possibly we didn’t. It was just how it was. And he always laughed the loudest and longest, which was as amusing as anything they did on television. I remember my younger brother, Steven, turning to him one Christmas and saying, ‘Why are you laughing? You know what’s coming!’ These are the memories that I focus on today, rather than the fact we were watching Morecambe and Wise with Eric Morecambe.

No one has come close to displacing them, despite lots of other annual Christmas ‘event’ television. Seeing André Previn bemused as my father plays all the wrong notes is still as great a festive treat as witnessing the annual rebirth of Scrooge through his epiphany.

I’ve been a Morecambe and Wise fan since turning five, which is when I started at primary school and discovered everyone else knew who my dad was. My being a fan has lasted pretty much uninterrupted from that memorable day. But despite my closeness to the subject, my memories are my memories, and those are the only ones I can deliver.

My sister, Gail, on reading one of my M&W-related works some years back, told me that she found it fascinating how my memories of conversations and events didn’t quite tally with her own. I’m writing this book as a Morecambe rather than a biographer, and Gail is here to help this final time around, her additional personal thoughts about her dad and ‘Uncle’ Ernie peppering the text.

I’ve never objected to other writers’ biographies of this double act – and there have been a few. If I’ve had a concern of any sort, it is the obvious unavoidable one: that none of them were actually there to experience it; they are outside looking in and not inside looking out. Or, as my mother likes to put it: ‘There’s nothing particularly bad with any of the books written about Eric and Ernie, it’s just that they don’t somehow get it quite right.’

My father always light-heartedly complained that his mother, Sadie, kept embellishing tales of his childhood with each rendition. He made the point that she never meant to, it was just that she had come to believe them herself through so many retellings. That’s the difficulty any author faces – what is genuinely a fact and what is a ‘fact’ honed over countless years of presentation? To that end, my mother, Joan, has been a great support in putting a book of this nature together by adding authenticity. She can spot an embellished anecdote or one built on a fictional tale a mile off!

It wasn’t a given that I’d involve myself as much as I have with Morecambe and Wise. Up until I was in my early forties, I’d for the most part opted to keep the double act at a relative arm’s length. Yes, I would talk about them if asked to, and write about them very occasionally; I’d even crop up in one or two interviews. But the path I was following involved quite a few other interests and distractions: working in hotels, bringing up a large family when in my late thirties and forties, and also moving to France for a period of time in the late 1980s.

As time passed, not only did I start to write a good deal more about Eric and Ernie in various ways and for various media outlets, but radio and TV documentaries began beckoning on quite a regular basis – they still do to this day. All at once I had to have a voice and, unlike my sister, I’ve never been very good at dealing with full-on attention and public speaking. But instead of diminishing with the passing of time, the M&W story has been developing, and thus so has my involvement. While Eric and Ernie’s longevity isn’t altogether unexpected – certainly not in my family or to those who have been close to the double act over the years – the sheer scale of the joy they continue to bring into people’s lives perhaps is.

Morecambe and Wise are a combination of both the past and the present, making them a unique phenomenon: a comedy pairing that transcends what they did, to become something lodged in the public psyche more for who they were.

I’ve always said that it’s difficult to date two men who seem forever middle-aged, sharing barbed conversation interlaced with big doses of affection for each other, and while mostly wearing identical suits. Perhaps that is also key in understanding the staying power of this remarkable duo, as they have essentially morphed into one life force, and have somehow become timeless.

And here I am again talking about Morecambe and Wise, entering their surreal world for one final adventure, because I fully intend this to be my last book about them. I want to end all my writings of them on the publication of this work – coincidentally falling exactly forty years since my first book – by returning to their whole remarkable story from beginning to end: a reappraisal of their magical career together.

In the blink of an eye, I’m not far off being a decade older than my father was when he passed away. But with age comes a sense of freedom – one of a few benefits, alongside my state pension, senior railcard and free bus pass! That freedom impacts what I’ve written in this book, without concern about what people might say or think, and discarding restraint that has in the past made me guarded about telling certain stories.

An editor of a large publishing house once told me that when you write a biography, you should always write it like it’s the first thing that’s ever been written about the subject. Sound advice. I’m adhering to that while also writing it knowing it will be my last chance to say what I feel I want to say. I’m also comfortable in the knowledge that there are elements herein that can only come from inside the family.

Writing now, I’m conscious too of the absence of almost everyone else who populated the M&W story. My mother is currently ninety-six, my sister seventy and I am sixty-seven – it’s time to deliver something from within the family, while we’re still here to deliver it! I’ve never written anything that has so involved my family; in fact, there have been occasions when I’ve published a book and they haven’t even known about it until after it was out. Including my family when deciding to take this project on now was the decisive factor in turning an idea into an actuality.

There’s a track on a Morecambe and Wise album from the early–mid 1960s, in which you hear Eric and Ernie apparently scaling a mountain. Pickaxes are chipping away, and eventually my father says, ‘It’s tough at the top, isn’t it?’ It’s obviously a metaphor for their journey from obscurity to fame, and it has stayed with me all these years chiefly for that reason. And on an album otherwise filled with comedy, it was clearly a point they felt the need to make. There was an underlying seriousness to this short piece that had no sense of comedy in it, just a nod at where they’d come from, where they were heading, and what stresses and strains the journey thus far had created and would no doubt continue to create.

Scaling a mountain is exactly how I reflect on their long and wondrous partnership. They entertained as child performers in the 1930s and ’40s, and were still entertaining right up to the very end of their partnership decades later.

But let’s head back to those earliest of days one final time, as we re-enter the company of Messrs Morecambe and Wise, and journey into their sunshine. It’s a place that I’m forever willing to visit.

Gary Morecambe

January 2023




PART ONE

HOW TO CLIMB TO THE TOP OF A MOUNTAIN




ONE

Comedians are a bit like class-A drugs: they entice you into thinking they’re worth the attention, hook you by how they make you feel, and when you’re addicted they’re almost impossible to give up, always lurking somewhere in your psyche demanding a return visit.

One question has followed me down the years: what on earth motivates someone to decide on becoming a comedian? Comedians have it tough. An actor acts a part, and is dependent on the quality of the film or play they are in. But a comic has to stand in front of an audience, be it theatre, television or cinema, and make an audience want to laugh out loud. They have to provoke a visible physical reaction to create any kind of success. Bearing in mind that laughing releases endorphins in the brain, increases your intake of oxygen-rich air and stimulates your heart, lungs and muscles, we can assume that the desire is, biologically speaking, already there and just needs tweaking by the talent of the comic in question.

Over to my sister:


GAIL: I have always thought that it must be an advantage to perform comedy on stage as an unambitious youngster. You mind less if you fail or ‘die on stage’. It is pre the excruciating teenage embarrassment years, and I imagine at that age you barely care what people think or say. After all, you didn’t find the gig, book the gig, think about if an audience doesn’t show up, doesn’t laugh, or that a future career may depend on it. Dad certainly cringed a bit in front of his friends, but I don’t think an audience of strangers would have bothered him at all. A fantastic time to experience it – hearing the laughs, getting the timing right, getting used to not getting the expected laugh, without any of the associated stress. I doubt Dad the child ever thought, ‘What if they don’t like me?’ or, ‘What if they don’t laugh?’ All of that creeps in later.



My father spent almost his entire life being described as a ‘natural comic’, which he surely was – he thought funny at all times about every subject. If he found after a few minutes he was sounding serious, he would pull the rug from under his own feet and come up with a punchline – something his closest friend, the musician–actor–presenter Roy Castle told me when I interviewed him back in the early 1980s. When my father awoke each morning, the last thing on his mind was breakfast, the first thing was always what would he find funny during the day. Even so, to be a natural comedian takes work, and a journey of self-discovery.

He always claimed that he wasn’t interested in the entertainment game until it started to pay big money. I’ve never fully bought into that. Yes, I’m sure he enjoyed not having any serious money worries as time went by, but inevitably he really couldn’t help himself when it came to comedy – it was his whole raison d’être. He was probably asked so frequently about his past and his motivations that it became inevitable to tweak it just to have something different to say. But be under no illusion that it was comedy that got him up each morning.

My father was without doubt the most quick-witted man I’ve ever known. If we were ever out and about and it coincided with his having a rare quiet moment, people would ask him if he was ill! Inevitably that led to him being more and more ‘on’ all the time, as the one thing he hated was not to fulfil public expectation. He was so abundantly aware that his success was through their approval.

As a young boy, I’m sure my father was more interested in the idea of becoming a footballer, and I know he was slightly resentful of being dragged away by his mother, Sadie, from the after-school kick-about with his schoolmates, which was a regular event on Christie Avenue, Morecambe, where he lived. A heavy brown leather ball, barely pumped up – few people had the luxury of a pump back then – that would leave lace marks on your forehead if you were foolish enough to try to head the thing, was the centre of their young universe. His friends would chuckle whenever Sadie made her inevitable appearance: they knew that, for young Eric, it was game over – off with his everyday clothes and on with his song-and-dance outfit, consisting of top hat and tails, shiny shoes and a bow tie. Plus a fair coating of make-up, which was possibly the most embarrassing part.

According to my mother’s notebooks, Sadie was an usherette at the Central Pier, Morecambe, and a part-time waitress at the Café Royal. These two jobs financed my father’s dancing lessons at Miss Hunter’s Dance School.

My father would walk away from his mates, head down, ignoring their whistles and jibes, as he trudged across the open spaces to his extra-curricular lessons. He would get a cheery, sympathetic smile and wave from a girl working in a shop near Miss Hunter’s, a girl who would later become known to the world as Thora Hird.

It’s interesting he never resisted Sadie, even if he went through the whole rigmarole of pretending that he was resisting. This was for two reasons: firstly, his respect for his mother, as he recognised that without her drive he was, to use one of Sadie’s own expressions, bone idle. He once told me that he was quite torn as a child between loyalty to his mates and loyalty to his mother’s dream for him to have a bigger future. And secondly, linked to Sadie’s ‘bigger future’ notion, I sense he felt he knew he needed these diversions from what was only local, everyday life as a youth of the 1930s. Sadie was offering him a hint of glamour – of ‘something else out there’ – that made the whole palaver he was going through somehow, perhaps only on a subliminal level at this point, more palatable. Once he understood the concept of the bright city lights, I believe he wanted them to be part of his own reality. The film star Cary Grant used to watch the boats leaving the harbour in Bristol, America-bound, dreaming – more literally perhaps than Eric Morecambe – that one day he would be on board one of them. Some people just aren’t suited to being a permanent part of their native upbringing; they need to take a real or imagined journey over the horizon.

Some years ago, I met up with a lady in Morecambe who had been a friend of my father’s during their school years. She described Sadie as being quite hard on him. But I’m not sure she fully understood their relationship. Where she saw hardness, my father saw encouragement and purpose. He occasionally talked about those early years to me, and it was the mutual love and affection between my father and grandmother – possibly never vocalised, because such was how things were in that era – that was the foundation on which dreams could be made reality. And he and Sadie spent a lifetime bantering and making barbed comments about each other, in spite of this strong shared love and affection. My favourite one of their exchanges occurred when we were all walking down a Morecambe street, and Sadie told my father he should spend some of his money as he couldn’t take it with him when he was gone. He said, ‘Not where you’re going – it’ll only melt!’


GAIL: I am sure Nan, Sadie, knew he was a truant, knew he was bright and knew he was very mischievous. So, at the start she was probably keeping him off the streets, occupied and out of trouble.

We’ve said many times that Nan was shrewd and even that perhaps she should take the lion’s share of credit for the existence of Morecambe and Wise. But I don’t think she had a plan as such. I don’t think she would ever have dreamed of the extraordinary success her son and his partner went on to have. She could never have imagined in her wildest dreams that there would be a statue of ‘Our Eric’ on the seafront in their hometown. Nan was one of those people that had an uncanny ability to understand what makes someone tick – she could work people out very quickly, including her own son and his partner, Ernie. As a younger lad, Dad was already in a double act with his cousin Michael, aka ‘Our Sonny’. Only it wasn’t comedy, it was mischief! And poor Sonny always got the blame. Even then Dad could look like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Also, being skinny and pale faced played to his advantage when standing next to his cousin. Sonny, compared to Dad, looked chubby, pink cheeked and always wore a big smile on his face. He was the same in adulthood and I have very fond memories of him.

I remember a story Nan told me of the time she was looking out of the kitchen window while washing up, to see Dad dangling from a long scarf, turning blue. The two boys had been playing Cowboys and Indians apparently, and she went running down the garden to the rescue! Or the boys regularly being thrown out of the cinema during Saturday matinees, where they would go to the front row of the circle with peashooters, to fire down upon any bald heads below.

While I am sure Nan knew that Poppa [her husband, George] was very happy with his life, very contented, she recognised that with the same life this probably wouldn’t be true of her son. Ernie must have seemed like manna from heaven to her! I think she understood Ernie and realised he was the perfect personality match for Dad, but I don’t think that, at the beginning, she thought he was much more than a companion for all the hours of travel. She possibly hoped that Ernie’s good qualities, like his manners, his being good with money and his drive to succeed in show business, might rub off on her son.

At some point the double act got a life and energy of its own. Nan was ready to let go, but even so, given how much of her life it had become, she might have felt left behind in some way. I know I would have.



Sadie also recognised, extremely early on, that her son not only liked being funny and entertaining people at any given opportunity, but that he was rather good at it. And she was right, because my father’s humour and general ebullience, despite his being plagued with heart disease from a relatively young age, plus an increasing dropping off in watching and performing comedy in his later years, never fully left him. He couldn’t stop being funny, even when he eventually tried quite hard not to be. And there is nothing funnier than a renowned comedian attempting to be serious. Tommy Cooper would walk into a busy room believing he was James Bond, while every else there looking at him would start to laugh.

The late Ronnie Corbett of The Two Ronnies – arguably Eric and Ernie’s closest rivals in the 1970s, though in fact they were very different performers – loved my father for his natural humour and ‘sparkling’ company, as he put it. ‘As far as being socially funny, Eric was wondrous,’ Ronnie told me in a letter he sent me in 2008. ‘He couldn’t help himself in a way, and I often wondered if there was a strain which eventually took its toll …’

Picking up on Ronnie’s comment, I notice the tears-of-a-clown theme is a strong one with me in anything I’ve written about my father. The late, great comedian Les Dawson even called his autobiography No Tears for the Clown. And it interests me that a comedian as notable as Ronnie Corbett should have sensed an air of melancholia in his relationship with my father. Which doesn’t for a moment mean that Eric Morecambe was melancholic, dark, often depressed or generally haunted by his art and talent. He really wasn’t. But it’s the fact that purveyors of comedy still have that air floating beneath the surface. Even the funniest, most natural comedy performers partially hide behind a mask. I sometimes have wondered if it’s a necessity – a pause button while they recharge before their next onslaught of humour.

Young Eric emerged in Morecambe, Lancashire, on 14 May 1926, into a situation that couldn’t have offered much potential: a life virtually mapped out in advance. School, part-time jobs, followed by full-time employment with the corporation like his dad, or one of the factories scattered around the region. And as he said himself, there is nothing at all wrong with any of that, ‘it’s just not as good as being a really famous comedian!’ And I do wonder if that motivation – and by his twenties he had been teamed up with Ernie Wise for some time, so clearly it was a motivation – had actually begun to take root when he was very young, no doubt encouraged by his mother. Though it is fair to say that his respect, if not undying love, for his hometown stayed with him throughout his life, he wasn’t especially in need of it. When I was a child, I noticed he was happier talking about it rather than visiting it.

Sadie was always able to think outside the box, and once she observed an ounce of talent in her only child, she was determined to nurture it. Not in a theatrical mum type of way, living vicariously through her son, but in a manner that prevented the waste of potential talent. ‘She didn’t want him tied to a whistle like his father,’ as my mother puts it. ‘Once she saw he had some talent, she wanted him to have the chance to better his station in life – improve his opportunities. It was that simple.’

Sadie’s thinking was very brave, and would require hardships of her own, and also for her husband, my grandad George. Sadie would end up on the road a lot of the time in those early years of struggle, and George would be left to fend for himself at the family home. Fortunately, Sadie and George had a surprisingly modern outlook for a couple living in 1930s Lancashire.

George severely broke his leg playing in a local football match, and he took a year off, so becoming a house-husband before the expression even came into being. Sadie got a job, and George did all the domestic chores, including looking after young Eric.

George worshipped Sadie in his own quiet, unassuming way. Although he was a man’s man in so many guises – not least in his work for the corporation (council) – he was visibly content to be at Sadie’s beck and call. I can still picture him around meal times, serving up food Sadie had prepared, wearing an apron over his jumper, shirt and tie. It’s hardly surprising that his last word should have been shouting out her name as he collapsed and died on their living-room floor in 1976.


GAIL: I too have very affectionate memories of Poppa in a pinny. In my memory he always did the hoovering. But back in the day the Hoover was rather big, and Sadie was rather small. It was probably the same size as her.

I do occasionally wish that as a mother, I had been more like Sadie. I find myself thinking that it would have been of great benefit to my children if I had been! Sadie would never confuse her role of Parent with that of Friend. I think she had a very clear vision that her job was to help her son make something of himself. The showbiz path was the route she took only because of the innate talent she saw in her son. If he had been academic, then that is the road they would have travelled down: a doctor, solicitor or accountant might have been the target she would then have aimed him towards.



Sadie once wrote, ‘Eric has always claimed I pushed him into show business, and he’s even tried to sell me that idea! But that’s not how I remember it. Eric loved performing and show business, practically from the time he could walk, which he did at nine months!

‘Whenever we took him to relatives, all he wanted to do was perform. As soon as someone sat at the piano, you’d see a blond curly top no higher than the keyboard.’

As my father grew, and his interest in entertainment became not so much a passion at this stage, but a better option for someone with little interest in almost everything else with the exception of football, Sadie came up with a strategy: she would enter him into as many talent shows as possible. It was a simple but bright move, as his efforts in getting a reasonable education were somewhat unimpressive. He always claimed he only turned up at school to have a laugh with his classmates, and to go somewhere quiet for a smoke where his parents couldn’t catch him.

I remember in the late 1960s getting a very bad school report, and saying to my father, ‘Well, you did all right after leaving school so young.’ He replied, ‘I got struck by lightning. It’s very unlikely to happen a second time in the same family. And I regret not working hard at school. You should do your best, you really should.’

Those words, clearly not the ones I’d been expecting, must have struck home, as I haven’t forgotten them to this day. And I remember further conversations, not solely with my father, but with my mother too, where it became apparent that having left school so early and with so little real education, he had to spend the next twenty years educating himself. He did this mostly through books – any book he could get his hands on. He would take advantage of the tedious train journeys around the country while touring the theatres and radio studios, to consume all this eclectic material. He never stopped loving books, and always cajoled me into reading more and more varied material. ‘Read anything and everything,’ I can still hear him telling me when I was in my early teens.

I have a vivid memory of him saying, ‘You never have as much time as you think you have.’ Those words would prove accurate in his case, and they spur me on even more these days, very aware I’m now nearer seventy than sixty. I think it must have been someone else’s expression passed on to him, because you only need to examine his and Ernie’s life to recognise how much they crammed in for what by today’s standards can be considered a reasonably brief period of time.

If I had to sum up my father’s attitude to life, it would be to describe how he saw human existence on our planet. ‘It’s a privilege to be here at all,’ he once said, ‘because there’ll come a tomorrow when you won’t be here at all!’

I think that explains much about a man who became so much more than his upbringing. But the upbringing would inform the comedian, and it all began to get lively in Lancashire during the 1930s.
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