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Introduction

‘You’re on,’ said the stage manager.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Tim Curry’s got food poisoning. You’re playing the Pirate King.’

‘I’m the second understudy, where’s Chris?’

‘He’s off too.’

‘This is a wind-up. It’s because I’m five minutes late for the half, isn’t it?’

‘No.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘Seriously?’

‘They’re waiting for you in wardrobe. You’ve got twenty minutes.’

‘Oh my God.’

‘Cheer up, Tim, it’s not often you get to play the lead in a West End musical.’

‘But I’ve never even rehearsed it.’

‘It’s in your contract, love. Now get changed.’

This is what is known as the actor’s nightmare, a curse we all endure; when you dream you’re on stage either naked, or in an entirely unfamiliar play, or having absolutely no idea of your lines, or bonking your leading lady stark naked in a spotlight with your whole family watching from a box.

The nightmare was now actually happening.

It was 1982. An eventful year. While playing a pirate in The Pirates of Penzance at Drury Lane, we bought a house in north London, and I also landed the part of David Archer, son of the eponymous household in the world’s longest-running radio series, The Archers. At the time of writing, I’ve now been channelling this guy for thirty-five years. It wasn’t what I set out to do – I’ve always been happier with the sword fighting, really – but I bless the day I was lucky with that particular audition, and not just because it’s given me a measure of financial security for over three decades.

I am now proud to be part of an Icon of Britain, a National Institution, and a source of excitement, enjoyment, anger and, sometimes, visceral emotional turmoil for some 5 million people every day.

So, I’d just come down on the train from Birmingham to do the matinee, having recorded an episode of The Archers at 9 a.m. The train was seriously overdue and, by the time I’d retrieved my bicycle at Euston, I was running very late for the first of two shows that day. The show was the West End transfer of the hit Broadway adaptation of Gilbert and Sullivan’s classic, with Tim Curry, George Cole, Annie Ross, Chris Langham, Michael Praed, Bonnie Langford and Pamela Stephenson. If you ever saw that production of The Pirates of Penzance, I was the big bloke at the back – until that day, when I was suddenly the big bloke at the front.

I’d already done the movie. I was a pirate in that, too. At the audition for the film, this small, wired Argentinian ball of energy, choreographer Graciela Daniele, shouted, ‘I want WAN HUNNERD TWENNY PO-SEN!! YANNERSTAN??!!’ Luckily, I did understand, and because I was (and, indeed, still am) six foot three, and at twenty-eight was very fit and had boundless energy (cancel comparison), I gave her 130 per cent and got the part. Mainly because I didn’t have to actually sing – we’d be miming to the original New York cast recordings in the film version.

I had performed in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat in Plymouth in 1979 but, I have to admit, I really wasn’t a very good singer at the time. I got away with it, just, but always sang a wee bit flat. No one ever told me to sit on a note. Filming for months and earning pots of money (nearly all the pirates and policemen bought houses on that film) for just miming, dancing and faux fighting on a mock-up pirate ship in Shepperton Studios was about the best job a tall, energetic, not very good at singing, young-ish actor could possibly ask for.

Kevin Klein played the Pirate King. The inevitable and endless repetition of the scenes during filming meant that I at least knew the lines to the songs when it came to my turn to play the part on stage. The film’s director was a man called Wilford Leach, and he wanted to do take after take from every conceivable angle, so the words were seared into my brain. When a fellow pirate, Mike Walling, asked him how many films he had directed before, he replied, ‘Oh, this is my first one.’ Mike came into the green room with a big thumbs up, ‘We’re in the money lads!’ – and we were; what was scheduled as a three-week shoot took almost three months.

As Hollywood stars go, Kevin Kline is a diamond. When we once played a tedium-relieving silly game which ended with him getting slapped hard around the face, we all held our breath, waiting for a hissy fit. Instead, he smiled ruefully and said, ‘I see, subtle British humour, eh?’

He came to dinner with me one evening, and when a friend of mine asked him if he was in ‘this funny pirate film with Tim’, he smiled his disarming Kevin-ish smile and said modestly, ‘Yeah, I’m a pirate too.’

After filming had finished, Graciela told us that anyone who could actually sing had a part in the forthcoming West End show if they wanted it. I auditioned – and I was laughed at. However, the being tall and energetic bit got me in – ‘Hey, we got back-op singas IN DA WINGS!!’ Graciela said.

Three months later, we opened at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane to rave reviews and a sell-out nine-month season. As well as being a pirate at the back, I was asked to be second understudy for the Pirate King, which I accepted purely because it meant a slight pay rise. I never for one second thought that I would go on.

My preparation for playing the lead in a West End musical therefore was



1. I knew the words to the songs;

2. I had sung them at the piano precisely once with the musical director; and

3. I had watched the show from out front on a Wednesday matinee.





That was it.

Tim Curry’s costume for the show was about as sexy as you can get. This was 1982 and glam rock and New Romanticism were in their pomp. With bouffant hair and red headband, entire tubes of mascara, blousy, frilly white shirt, tight purple breeches and waistband and the coolest, tightest, longest black leather boots you can imagine, a fabulously flamboyant star like Tim Curry looked like a sex god. The problem was that none of his kit fitted me: it was far too small.

So, I didn’t look like a sex god. More like an oversized kid in a school production of Puss in Boots.

I have very little memory of that afternoon, but a drug called adrenaline came to my rescue all by itself. While standing on the prow of the ship as it hove round from the backdrop and the curtain went up, I seem to remember laughing at the total absurdity of the situation. I pumped out my chest, lifted my chin, jumped off the ship and my hat fell off. I strode purposefully across the stage to begin the first number and was hauled unceremoniously back by Bonnie Langford to where I should have been. This continued all through the show. Bonnie pulled me one way, Annie Ross pulled me another and Pamela Stephenson ignored me completely, as she has done to this day.

All the swordfights that I did with Tim I now had to do from the other side, so I kept missing the blade of the guy who was playing me. The jokey ‘oh, the boss has missed catching the sword’ shtick that the pirates all found embarrassing but usually got a big laugh just looked like the understudy had screwed up and was deeply eggy. It was only the power of the show and the professionalism of the rest of the cast that got us through.

Somehow, I survived. I asked the tech guys to record the audio as I thought it would be my one and only performance as the Pirate King, and I still have the tape. I’m not great. I just about survive but the cadenza at the end of ‘I’m a Pirate King’ is a train crash. I gabble my words and only through the comic genius and generosity of George Cole did any of my jokey sequence with the Major-General get any laughs. But one thing you can hear: I did have enormous energy and apparent confidence, and that, if anything, can disguise a multitude of sins.

That evening Tim was still ill but Chris Langham was back and so, as first understudy, he had to go through the whole thing himself while I went back to being a pirate. By his own admission, he had an even worse time than I did. After that a decision was made, probably by Chris himself, that I should take over as number-one understudy. The costume department started the job of making me a pair of the coolest, tightest, longest black leather boots you can imagine, but this time in a size twelve. By the time they’d done with me, I too had achieved sex-goddery.

Now, I was able to rehearse the part and I had proper sessions with the musical director. I stopped singing so flat and learned how to time the jokes. However, in Tim’s continued absence, the announcement ‘Ladies and gentlemen, at this evening’s performance of The Pirates of Penzance the part of the Pirate King will be played by Timothy Bentinck’ was greeted with sustained groans of disappointment, which does little for your confidence as you stand shaking in the wings.

Kevin Kline helped my confidence, though. I was faced with having to do on the West End stage what this modest but big movie star had done on Broadway, so I wanted his advice and phoned him in New York.

‘Are you paying for this call?’

‘Yes?’

‘Put down the phone. I’ll call you back.’

We talked for nearly an hour about how to do it: timing of gags, thought processes, everything from how to kick a sword up from the floor and into another character’s hand, to jock-itch, thigh boots and make-up – gold dust.

Eventually, Tim became very ill and had to give up the part, so I moved down from the fourth-floor dressing room that I shared with my pirate mates into the number-one dressing room on the ground floor, with my own dresser and my name slipped in the programme. It was the same dressing room that had sheltered the egos and insecurities of many of the great names of theatre and music for hundreds of years, including, thrillingly, my direct ancestor Mrs Dorothy Jordan. When I came out of the stage door every evening, hordes of young women were there, throwing knickers at me and wanting my autograph. This was it. I was a star!

It lasted about six weeks, which included Christmas and New Year. But one day in early January I came into the theatre on a Monday afternoon, cleared my stuff out of the number-one dressing room, trudged back up to the fourth floor, put away my sexy boots and shirt and watched from the back of the stage as Oliver Tobias swaggered his way through the part that I had made my own. After the show, I walked through the stage door as he was signing autographs and fending off knickers, and no one knew who the hell I was. My first lesson in the fleeting nature of fame.


Tasmania

‘I was born on a sheep station in Tasmania.’ I’ve always loved being able to say that.

My father had taken his wife and two daughters there in 1950, and I was born in 1953. We came back two years later so I have no memory of the place, but I have dual nationality, as do both my sons. When I finally returned to the land of my birth, to do a TV commercial there in 1998, I presented my virgin Australian passport to the guy at Sydney airport.

‘How long have you been overseas, mate?’

‘About forty-three years.’

‘Christ, hell of a gap year.’

As a young man, my father Henry had absconded from Sandhurst, stowed away on a ship to America, ridden rough on the railroad to California and become a cowboy. Then, during the war, he had been wounded twice and made a prisoner of war in Italy. Faced with the beaten-up, grey, broke England that he came back to, he gave up his job as a talks producer at the BBC when he saw an advertisement in a paper saying, ‘JACKAROO WANTED ON TASMANIAN SHEEP STATION’. A jackaroo is a farmhand and trainee. My father was a Count of the Holy Roman Empire (and I am too). It was a strange choice.

Bentinck is a Dutch name. We can trace it back to a Helmich Bentinck, or Benting, who died in 1354. There are quite a few books about us but probably the most famous, or at least important, Bentinck is Hans Willem, later Earl of Portland, who came to England as the most trusted advisor of Prince William of Orange in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. There have been whisperings, handed down through history, that he was more than an advisor. This may have started because, when the young Prince was struck down with smallpox, Bentinck slept in his bed with him, as it was believed in those days that by catching a disease from someone, you took it away from them. Recent research suggests that while King William probably did ‘swing both ways’ – particularly with Hans Willem’s great rival for William’s affections, Arnold Joost van Keppel – my ancestor was a rather turgid statesman and, in the words of one historian, ‘far too dull to be gay’. This didn’t stop my distant cousin, Lady Anne Cavendish-Bentinck, when showing me the ancestral paintings at Welbeck, cheerily dismissing him, as we walked past his enormous portrait, with the words, ‘… and that’s The Bugger’.

When the Prince was crowned King William III of England, there was a lot of tension between the English parliament and aristocracy and the new Dutch interlopers. To help assimilate his court into their new realm, he handed out titles left, right and centre. My father was never clear why Bentinck was given the title Earl of Portland, but family word-of-mouth had it that, as the Dutch fleet sailed towards their landing at Torbay, they passed close by Portland Bill in Dorset. Turning to the ship’s captain, the Prince asked the name of their first sighting of England.

‘That’s Portland Bill, my lord.’

‘Vat iss a Bill?’ asked the Dutch Prince.

There followed a lengthy explanation, which included the fact that Bill was also a diminutive of William, the name the Prince shared with my ancestor.

‘Den I shall make you Earl off Portland, Bill!’

Cue helpless Dutch hilarity, probably the joke of the year, endlessly repeated to hose-wetting effect at parties throughout the Empire. This is the only known example of a joke in the entire 700-year history of my family, giving weight to the ‘too dull to be gay’ defence.

I have recently found out from the University of Nottingham that this is nonsense: the title was re-established through a connection with Hans Willem’s first wife, Anne Villiers. Also, the Prince’s first sight of land was Kent.

Hans Willem’s son, William, was made Duke of Portland and his descendants married well, to the Harley, Scott and Cavendish families, and ended up with large estates in Scotland and Nottinghamshire, the seat of the family being Welbeck Abbey near Worksop. When the last duke died in 1990, there were no descendants of Hans Willem’s son left, so the dukedom died out. However, the first Earl had married twice and we are the descendants of that second union, so at the age of seventy, Pa became the 11th Earl of Portland, a title I inherited. This came with a seat in the House of Lords, though without land or income. I’m often asked why not, and the answer seems quite clear – the deceased duke was my father’s sixth cousin twice removed. Would you expect to inherit anything from your sixth cousin twice removed? Do you even know who any of your sixth cousins twice removed are? Or what ‘twice removed’ actually means? It does, however, explain why I’m a jobbing actor and not managing an estate from a Subaru.

So, we are a family of counts. The Holy Roman Empire bit is complicated but doesn’t mean Catholic. My Protestant great-grandfather was so formidably religious he gave up his Dutch castle and his entire inheritance for his belief. His son, my grandfather, was too dim to get the connection and continued being a slave to Jesus. My grandmother came from the Catholic Noel family, who disinherited her when she married a Protestant. When your father’s the Earl of Gainsborough, being disinherited by him makes a difference. My father was therefore brought up by these impoverished warring Christian parents who had lost everything in the name of the Lord, and, understandably, the moment he became sentient he also became a staunch atheist. He married the daughter of a Yorkshire industrialist whose business had gone down the Swanee, which makes me a nicely mongreled half toff, half Sheffield steel.

My father’s parents both died before he was out of his teens, and what bits of family stuff that were left, such as a house, some Gainsboroughs, a Titian and a Romney, were all sold by my sweet but totally naive great-uncle Arthur for practically nothing. He had become my father’s guardian and he basically sold the entire inheritance in order to pay the death duties – Arthur’s famous sayings have lived on, but his dismissal of these treasures with the words, ‘not worth much, a few paintin’s and a bit of rough shootin’ for the boy’ has lived on in infamy. It should be said that Arthur was also pretty much responsible for the Iraq wars, having been an important part of the British mandate that drew a straight line between Iraq, Kurdistan and Turkey. As we know, this led to more than just a ‘bit of rough shootin’’.

Arthur took his role as guardian very seriously. He once collected Pa from a party in Belgravia, from where they were due to drive to Scotland in his beautiful Lagonda. As they were walking towards the car, a pretty young French girl asked my father for directions. In the thirties, there were a lot of prostitutes in London, and a great many of them were French. Fearing ‘the worst’, Arthur grabbed Pa in the middle of his explanation to this perfectly innocent tourist, threw him into the car, reversed into a taxi and sped off into the night, engine roaring.

They drove in silence until they got to the A1, the romantically named Great North Road, when Arthur said, ‘Now look here, Henry.’ This usually presaged trouble. ‘Were there girls at this party?’

‘Yes, Uncle Arthur, of course there were girls.’

‘Harrumph.’

They continued to travel in strained silence until they reached Scotch Corner, about eight hours later, when Arthur, who could contain himself no longer, suddenly shouted very loudly, ‘Did they show their breasts?!!’

Arthur was a tragic relic of an aristocratic Edwardian childhood who, despite being a highly decorated major-general in the Coldstream Guards, badly wounded in the Boer and Great Wars, was quite simply out of his depth in the meritocratic twentieth century. One evening, Arthur had got tickets for a West End show. When they couldn’t get a taxi, Pa suggested they take a bus. Arthur had never been on a bus in his life. When they got on, Arthur said to the conductor, ‘Do you go to Piccadilly Circus?’ The fact that the number 42 had ‘Piccadilly Circus’ written on the front of it hadn’t registered with him. ‘Yes, we do,’ answered the conductor patiently. ‘Will you take us?’ asked Arthur, kindly. The fare was tuppence each, so Arthur gave the conductor sixpence and told him to keep the change.

I was brought up with these tales of odd relations. Arthur’s sister Ursula drove around Europe in a VW Beetle, teaching the word of the Lord. She never discovered fourth gear so was a serious danger on speed-limit-free autobahns, going flat out in third in the fast lane – about forty. She picked up every hitchhiker she passed and one day a young man threatened her with a knife. She calmly pulled over to the hard shoulder, leant across him to the glovebox, got out a bible and gave it to the perplexed would-be mugger with the words, ‘Now I don’t believe you have read this. I want you to get out now, take this Bible with you, and when you have studied it thoroughly, come back to me and we will talk further. My address is on the flyleaf.’ My great-aunts and -uncles were all devoted to God in such an all-embracing way that their own lives, education, intellect and possessions were entirely secondary to their faith, which is why my father was so frustrated that he had no one in the family who he liked talking to, and the ones he did have anything to do with had managed to throw away his entire inheritance out of sheer ignorance.

So, when my parents left for Australia in 1950, they took just one crate of paintings and furniture to a modest settlement in the midlands of Tasmania. One crate. This was all this nouveau pauvre aristocrat had been left after a succession of forebears had managed to lose great castles full of the stuff.

So, I was born in a small hospital in Campbell Town, Tasmania, on 1 June 1953. As my family returned to England just two years later, the Australian adventure was like a part of my life that I’d completely missed out on. There were endless family stories of Hupmobiles and corrugated roads, of riding fast horses and climbing mountains, and two photograph albums of black-and-white pictures taken on my mum’s Box Brownie camera, with me as a baby in this wonderful place that, to me, was so far away it might have been on Mars. My elder sisters, Sorrel and Anna, were full of memories, but I had none.

When I did finally get back there, some forty years later, I walked up the path to the hospital and approached the receptionist. She looked up at me and immediately said, ‘Oh, are you Tim Bentinck?’

I was shocked. Had my birth made that much impression? It turned out that she was the wife of the old friend of the family with whom I’d arranged to stay that night. When I asked her which room I’d been born in, she told me that the old maternity ward had been knocked down years before. She pointed out of the window at the car park. ‘You’d have probably been born just underneath that little red Mazda over there.’

Wandering around Barton, the sheep station where we lived, about ten miles north of Campbell Town, I matched the locations of all the black-and-white photos of me as a baby to their present-day reality. The place was just the same, but in colour. When I dived into Broadwater, the wide, deep part of the river that ran through the estate, I saw in my mind the photo of me floating there aged one with my pa, and it completed a circle, restoring part of my childhood.

The owners kindly left me to my own thoughts, which were sad and jumbled and confused. I tried to picture my mum – naughty, funny, sexy, smoky Pauline Mellowes from Yorkshire, the aesthete, the jazz lover, singer, writer, the play-loving ‘pretty one’, as described by her older sister Pinkie. What on earth would she have made of sheep-shearing Aussie farmers, stuck in the heat in the middle of nowhere with no one to talk to, two young children and a baby on the way? How had my father persuaded her? He was always thinking ahead and in the post-war years with the fear of MAD – Mutually Assured Destruction – he had read somewhere that the only place in the world that would be almost free from the resultant radiation was Tasmania. That’s why he went. In doing so, he made what became known as Pa’s Great Mistake.

As far as I can make out, when Pa (broke aristocrat) married Mum (daughter of once wealthy Yorkshire industrialist), said industrialist gave his daughter a sum of money to be used to buy a house. This money was in a form of trust called a Marriage Settlement, administered by a law firm called Bird and Bird (names which I heard my parents utter in the same way a Jewish family might refer to Himmler). Ever a one for the greater picture and often impatient with the petty details like contracts, Pa’s Great Mistake was not to read the small print.

He was going off to Tassie to be a farm labourer, but that was just while he pursued his real goal: he was out there to buy a farm with thousands of acres, ride the range and start a dynasty. The small print, however, decreed that any property purchased with said Settlement was to be ‘within the borders of the United Kingdom’. The pragmatic Grandpa Mellowes didn’t trust this intellectual, flighty, handsome southern fop and wasn’t about to see his daughter whisked off to the colonies. That’s why Pa stayed a jackaroo for four years. Twit.

So, in 1955, he made an enormous crate out of Tasmanian oak, painted ‘HB London’ on the side of it, filled it with all the family furniture and paintings, and came home. I know this because there’s a photo of him up a ladder painting the words on the crate. After he died, of cancer in 1997, I inherited his enormous book collection, the bookshelves of which were made from this packing case. As I was dismantling them and stacking them together, I found the shelves with the writing on them, which was impossibly moving.
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