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About the Author

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

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

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

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

Dave Allen died on 10 March 2006.
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Foreword

I first met Dave Allen when I was looking for someone to do five minutes a week in a new BBC series with Val Doonican. Richard Stone, Dave’s agent, took me to a roadhouse on the Maidstone bypass where Dave was appearing, having recently left Australia under a cloud.

As I remember there were about a dozen or so people scattered around a very dark room, all seemingly intent on getting their partners on to the dance floor, only reacting favourably to Dave’s shaggy dog story about Noah and his sons clearing all the animal droppings from the ark. The punchline was that it took two days to heave the stuff over the side, and in 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered it.

I thought he was terrific and got my boss, Tom Sloan, to go and see him at the Cabaret Club the following week. Tom, a military looking man, appeared very like the type that frequented the club. He arrived whilst Dave was having a drink at the bar and greeted him with, “There you are, I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Dave immediately thought Tom was trying to pick him up, excused himself and moved away with Tom in hot pursuit. The chase only stopped when I arrived and introduced them.

It was some time later when Dave had done the Doonican show and a series on ITV that we did Dave Allen At Large, a sketch show with stand-up – or in this case “sit down” – with Dave holding, unbelievably now, a glass of amber fluid and a cigarette. The series was a great success and we started discussing a further series for the following year. Dave told me he was working out of town and asked if I could visit him the following week to continue discussions. I agreed and as I left he said, “By the way, I’m working in the Mandarin Hotel in Hong Kong next week. Don’t forget you said you’d come.”

My few days in Hong Kong with Dave Allen were an education. He insisted I stayed in his suite and I learned how to be a gentleman’s gentleman, answering the phone and serving the drinks at Dave’s happy hour.

He lived the other way round in Hong Kong. Breakfast at four, happy hour from six to seven, followed by light lunch at nine, show at ten-thirty, then out on the town, including a massive Chinese meal at about three a.m., bed at God knows what time – it nearly killed me. During his happy hour we often had the management and fellow travellers over for a drink. The PR lady was particularly good-looking and I engaged her in conversation. Dave immediately offered to take a picture of us on the balcony using my camera. He insisted on posing us in a fond embrace, and I was looking forward to having this souvenir from my stay. When I got it developed, like many unsuspecting tourists around the world who had gratefully let Dave take a picture of them, I had a photograph of two pairs of feet.

I fell for every ruse he played. The times I said, “I think you’ve got the wrong number,” to a Chinese madman trying to say he was delivering my order or to the local park keeper complaining that our dog had crapped on the flowers, were legion.

Being responsible for Dave’s BBC Television shows was not all beer and skittles. There was the matter of the Lord Provost who insisted on an official meeting with the Director General to complain that the BBC had given free rein to Dave Allen to destroy the Catholic Church. Alasdair Milne and myself were bidden to attend the meeting. Dave was not. The Lord Provost was paraplegic with a minder who made Martin Johnson look like a dwarf and who carried him to his chair. To say the Provost was a committed Roman Catholic would only be half the story. What he didn’t know was that the Director General, Charles Curran, was a serious practising, if not perfect, Roman Catholic himself.

The meeting started with a discussion about which Catholic journal they read, the Tablet or the Herald. There was no agreement even on that, and after ten gruelling rounds in which Alasdair and I took no part at all, the Director General landed a decisive blow, stating that he could not accept that the Catholic Church could not, or would not, survive the wit of Dave Allen, whose shows he personally enjoyed immensely.

My reporting of this meeting had a downside. From then on, whenever I exercised any type of editorial control over Dave’s shows, usually on the matter of language, his reply was that he’d go and see his friend the Director General.

Dave’s place in comedy was in the transition from music hall and variety stand-up comedians to the more intimate comedy on television. In fact he was a leading exponent of it. Dave was confident and comfortable with the audience. He had the best of all worlds because he knew what he wanted to do and was able to arrange it. A West End season of his one-man show and later a tour of the major cities, then a TV series, would take up a period of three years, during which he continually sought out and collected new material.

He was a very private person – not aggressively so, but socially he would observe rather than dominate. He was the main proponent of the laid-back type of comedy on often serious subjects. Many have affected and copied it, but Dave was the real thing.

Farewell, our friend. I’ve got a funny feeling we will meet again, and if it’s in the kingdom of heaven, God help us both.

Bill Cotton, Swanage, August 2005
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