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Foreword

I think my father had originally planned to write a book about Winston Churchill, whom he idolised for getting him through the last war virtually unscathed; although he has a few unresolved mental issues about being born in 1940, like an obsession with Nazi memorabilia and numerous books on Adolf Hitler. He even uses a metal statue of Mussolini as a doorstop to his study, which is pretty weird.

Anyway, I did a bit of research into this Churchill book idea and discovered that tens of thousands of books have been written about Winston and that a market that crowded would certainly not have room for another one, especially when it was written not by a distinguished historian but by a retired theatrical agent and ex-Deputy Chairman of the Putney Common Association.

My father then announced his ‘Plan B’: an autobiography.

‘A lot of people have asked me why I haven’t written a sequel to Shark Infested Waters,’ he said.

I wondered who these people were.

‘People,’ he said. ‘Neil Stacy, Hilary, Antonia Wainman . . .’

‘Your best friend, your wife and your dog walker . . . a very unbiased sample. So you honestly think that ordinary people are going to be rushing into bookshops, not to buy Patricia Cornwell’s latest bestseller, or the new Robert Harris, or Barack Obama’s autobiography, but another book by seventy-seven-year-old Michael Whitehall? I wouldn’t bother!’

Six months later, my father arranged to meet me at The Garrick Club. When I arrived, the porter asked if he could help me.

‘I’m meeting my father here,’ I replied.

He looked me up and down, checking my clean Stan Smith trainers, smart black skinny jeans, plaid shirt and tailored leather jacket.

‘Not dressed like that you’re not,’ he said as he gestured for me to step back onto the pavement.

‘You’re in good company,’ said my father, when he finally arrived to find me standing in the street. ‘I read that the same thing happened to One Direction the other evening, when they allegedly went into a smart club, only to be ejected by the doorman with a firm “the only direction you’re going is out of the door”.’

We went to a bar up the street, where, over a Hendricks and tonic, my father asked me to write this foreword.

‘A foreword to what?’ I asked him.

‘My book,’ he replied.

‘I don’t know anything about Winston Churchill, other than that he drunk Pol Roger champagne, smoked Havana cigars and stayed in bed until midday.’

‘No, I took your advice and dumped my Churchill book idea and went for a book about my life and career.’

I was speechless. My advice had been not to write either book; advice as ever that he studiously chose to ignore.

So I read it. I have to admit that my father has made rather a good job of it. I just have a couple of quibbles, not least the title. I don’t know about Backing into the Spotlight, a more accurate one would be Crowbarring Myself into the Spotlight.

And of course I have heard all these stories before, many times.

The word ‘semi’ should definitely be attached to auto-biography, as he is wont to exaggerate and I’m not sure that all of them are strictly true. But to use the old adage, my father has never been one to let the truth get in the way of a good story.

In any case it’s a further glimpse into the world of Michael Whitehall and will make an excellent stocking filler . . . but wait until Christmas 2018 when it will almost certainly have been remaindered.

Jack


Prologue

The Oldie Lunch, 2007

‘The only people you see in bookshops these days are writers moving their books around,’ said Craig Brown to his virgin writer friend. ‘It’s essential that you’re on one of the tables and not on the shelves.’

It had already occurred to me that being ‘on the shelves’ was pretty hopeless, especially if your name began with a W. To see, let alone reach, a W book, involved lying on your stomach in a dark corner, trying to focus on a clutch of W, X, Y and Z titles, usually bunched far too closely together. Not a problem Craig Brown ever encountered. I wonder how well Franco Zeffirelli’s autobiography sold?

I had been invited to speak at an Oldie literary lunch at Simpson’s-in-the-Strand.

‘Drinks, lunch, talk for a maximum of fifteen minutes about your book and then signing,’ said Richard Ingrams firmly.

He introduced me to Earl Spencer, who was one of the other speakers.

‘Everyone seems to be really disappointed – they thought I was Charles Spencer the theatre critic.’

‘Ingrams has given me a lousy seat at the far end of the table,’ said Peter McKay of the Daily Mail.

‘That’s because you never replied to the invitation,’ said Ingrams.

‘What’s Michael Whitehall doing on the top table?’ asked McKay. ‘He’s an agent. Have you ever eaten with an agent?’

I sat next to Charles Spencer during lunch, while McKay scowled up at us from the Siberian end of the table. He tried to get his own back the following day by writing a scurrilous piece in his column, saying that Earl Spencer dyed his hair.

After the speeches, we signed our books. The Earl had a long snaking queue of dowagers holding open their copies of Prince Rupert: The Last Cavalier for him to sign. One beckoned to him conspiratorially and whispered, ‘May I just say . . . that speech . . . in the Abbey . . . you spoke for us all.’

And another: ‘Did you write all this yourself?’

‘The two most common questions I get asked,’ he told me as the ladies wandered off chatting to each other.

‘What a charming young man,’ I heard one of them say.

‘Old Etonian, of course.’

Meanwhile the queue to my left for Christopher Robbins’s In Search of Kazakhstan was building nicely, leaving a rather embarrassing gap in front of me.

‘Is Shark Infested Waters your first book?’ enquired a red-faced man in a Garrick Club tie who had drifted out of the Spencer queue and looked as though he’d given the Simpson’s vin de table quite a hammering.

‘Yes, it is actually,’ I replied.

‘Emma Chizzet,’ he slurred.

‘Emma who?’

‘Sorry, very old joke,’ he said. ‘How much is it?’

‘Oh, erm . . . £16.99.’

‘But that’s only two pounds less than Spencer’s book, and he’s a proper writer and Princess Diana’s brother, for God’s sake.’

‘Yes, well, I’m sorry about that,’ I said as he drifted off into the room in search of another glass of wine.

The following day I flew up to Edinburgh to see my son Jack, who was appearing at the Festival Fringe. Killing time in Princes Street, I wandered into Waterstones, which had a large window display of Prince Rupert and details of its author’s appearance at the Literary Festival that evening. The prominent centre table was awash with his book, but sadly no copies of Shark Infested Waters were in evidence.

‘You might find it in Marine Wildlife on the second floor,’ said an eager young assistant.

I found it in Biographies on the first floor, in the bottom right-hand corner of a large bookcase – four copies squeezed in between Terry Venables and Dale Winton. The nearby table was piled high with books, but I spotted one potential gap, currently occupied by a single volume of Michael Winner’s memoir. Never a man to bear grudges, I ceased to be a fan as a result of being the target of some aggressive bullying from Mr Winner, a renowned egotist and vexatious litigant, aimed at several of my clients. I removed the book, tucked it under the table and started to transfer Shark Infested Waters, one book at a time, from the shelf to the table. As I was carefully placing the fourth copy on top of the third, a stern voice behind me said, ‘Can I help you sir?’

I’d been rumbled.

I turned sheepishly round.

‘I know exactly what you’re up to, Mr Whitehall,’ said Earl Spencer.


1

How Did I Get Here?

Standing in front of a full-length mirror in my dressing room at the ITV Studios in 2013, waiting to go on to the set of Backchat, dressed in a sequinned jacket and gloves, a full-length white faux-fur coat and a pink cowboy hat, I had a brief conversation with my reflection.

‘Michael, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

When Jack and I were filming Backchat with Nick Hewer as one of our guests, not the one involving the costume above, I hasten to add, Jack told him that my greatest aspiration in life was to appear in ‘Dictionary Corner’ on Countdown. As is often the case with Jack, this was a slight exaggeration, but it fitted his narrative with regards to my onscreen character, a bad-tempered old fart who spends his life reading The Times and the Spectator, and watching The Antiques Roadshow and Countdown. Whenever I described my persona on Backchat as an exaggeration of myself, Jack would always contradict me and say that there was no exaggeration of any kind. I remember on one occasion, at a production meeting in the ITV studios on the South Bank, he was listing what he deemed to be my worst excesses.

‘You’re an outrageous, bigoted, ridiculous, right-wing, snobby, Telegraph-reading,Trump-loving, racist, mis ogynist, xenophobic Brexiteer.’

I put him straight back into his basket.

‘How dare you!’ I said. ‘That is a vicious lie! You know perfectly well that I have never, in my entire life, read any newspaper other than The Times!’

When I was growing up in suburban Beckenham, I have to admit that I was a bit of a show-off. My brother Barry was the polar opposite. While I was embarrassing my parents’ guests with a semi-spontaneous mime to Buddy Holly’s ‘That’ll be the Day’, a reluctant Barry would act as director and lighting designer, shining a table lamp in my face and holding back the living-room curtains while I performed.

I was also very into modern jazz at the time, and would mime to an instrumental track, pretending to play the trumpet, saxophone, piano, bass and drums. I would occasionally perform in front of a mirror, but more often in front of my long-suffering parents, Jack and Nora, who found the whole process alarming. Basically, I was making up for the fact that I couldn’t actually sing or play any musical instrument, and this was the best I had to offer. I had a fruitless period of learning to play the piano from a monk at Ampleforth, I think his name was Father Boniface, who clearly had only a passing interest in music, and a very short fuse when it came to wrong notes, which I offered him in abundance. To say ‘learning to play’ was a misnomer: I learnt nothing, and to this day can only bang out the first six chords of Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 and half of ‘Chopsticks’. I was always late for my lessons and did no practice between them.

Hard on the heels of Barry giving up the violin, in my opinion definitely a very good call, Nora was even more devastated when I gave up the piano. Nora had such high aspirations for us; she was a modestly talented pianist herself, and hoped that one day we would play duets together, possibly at the Royal Albert Hall, but this sadly never came to pass. I then took up the drums, which I thought would be an easier option, as indeed it proved to be. As I was never going to master a musical instrument, why not play an instrument that required no boring scales and arpeggios, with neither practice nor skill, apart from the ability to bang them at the right time and in the right order? I always overdid the cymbal. I had a brief period of being in charge of the timpani department in the Ampleforth school orchestra, a role given to me more out of sympathy than admiration of my talent. I was also a particularly dab hand at the triangle, although I did find it quite arduous, not to say boring, counting two hundred and forty-two bars’ rest to then ‘ting’ it twice. On one occasion, during a lapse in concentration, I hit the cymbal rather than the triangle, causing havoc to what had previously been a rather impressive performance of Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony, in front of an appreciative audience of parents and staff. I decided at that point that the Royal College of Music should probably come off my wish list.

As I had been such a disappointment to my mother, I wanted to instil a love of music into my children. The words ‘Tiger Dad’ have often been applied to me; certainly I considered it to be my role as a father to introduce them to the joys of fine art and music. OK, I had given Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony a finish it had never had before, but little else on my musical CV showed such originality. So it was time for me to have a second chance through my children. Jack played the recorder from an early age and appeared on stage in a wind ensemble of eight-year-olds at Tower House School in East Sheen, although in reality the sound emanating from the ensemble had more in common with wind of another kind. But, like his father, he found practising the recorder tiresome. I was reluctant to cough up for ‘extra’ music lessons when all Jack did was pretend that his recorder was a light sabre and that he was Luke Skywalker. True, he was a late developer, but doing that aged sixteen was quite worrying.

With my help, Molly chose the cello – such an appropriate instrument for her, I thought at the time. I have always been a huge fan and admirer of the late Jacqueline du Pré and I saw many similarities between her and Molly. Long hair, graceful hands and the elegant way in which she held her bow. Unfortunately, Molly was a particularly petite child, and the choice of the cello turned out to be a bad call as she was forced to cart the bloody thing up and down Putney Hill on her way to school a couple of days a week. Unlike her brother, she did practise it regularly, but unfortunately, despite holding the bow so elegantly, when it came into contact with the strings, the sound was more shrill than mellow, rem iniscent of Bernard Herrmann’s excellent music track to the shower scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. She gave it up when she developed back trouble, which impacted on her performances in the gym squad; that seemed far more important to her than my aspirations of her becoming a world-famous cellist.

And then there was Barney, who had never shown any interest whatsoever in matters musical, and suddenly announced one day out of the blue that he wanted to play the oboe. Now the oboe is not an easy instrument to master, and indeed he didn’t disappoint in that department. But he was very conscientious about practising. He even insisted on extra practice whenever the practice room was available. However, he was eventually nailed by his oboe teacher, Miss Pratchett, who suspected, due to his lack of progress, that he was probably up to something else. One afternoon she positioned herself outside the door of the practice room and waited. After a few silent minutes, she opened the door and discovered that the window had been flung open and Barney had disappeared to join his mates playing football. Oboe lessons ceased from then on.

Whenever we met the school librarian, Mrs Grosvenor, a lady in her early sixties, she would always tell us what a charming boy Barney was and how much she enjoyed her weekly chats with him.

‘He’s such an avid reader with such wide tastes in literature,’ she said. ‘And he’s always so prompt at returning books to the library every week and picking out a new one. So many children hang on to books for weeks and weeks, preventing others from borrowing them.’ Now this news came as quite a surprise to his mother and me, as we had never actually seen Barney open a book in his life. The bookcase in his bedroom contained a few old Arsenal programmes, the odd Marvel comic and some magazines under his bed, which were light on literary content but heavy pictorially, and which Barney said, when they were discovered by our cleaning lady Regina, that he was looking after for Jack while he was away on holiday. It turned out that Barney hadn’t actually been reading any of these books. He genuinely liked chatting with Mrs Grosvenor, and of course it helped that there was always a good supply of chocolate digestives in her biscuit tin, but the truth was that the top floor of the library was the ideal place to hide and play Football Manager with his friends, without fear of discovery.

Barney was often in close proximity to trouble, and usually of his own making. He was clearly an admirer of The Nigel Havers School Of Life, whereby you can go a long way and get yourself out of most scrapes by deploying the ‘c’ bomb – charm. Although it failed miserably on one occasion, when Barney made a particularly bad judgement call during his mock GCSEs and found himself in some very hot water. He was waiting to go into his physics exam and chatting with his friend Tarquin, who said that he had forgotten to bring his calculator with him. Barney smelt an opportunity.

‘If I lend you my calculator, will you do the calculations and we’ll share the answers?’ asked Barney. He knew that Tarquin was better at physics than him, so he was going to get the better end of the deal.

Three days later, both boys were called into the frosty senior master’s study. He told them that there was a major problem with their physics papers.

‘Both of you have done very poorly in your exam, which came as no surprise, but more puzzlingly, you have the same mark.’ He paused. ‘You have identical wrong answers, particularly the answer to the question “Explain the shape of the graph”, where you have both literally described the shape of the graph, rather than what the shape means. Can either of you explain this?’ They were both given a fixed suspension or, in real terms, had a ton of bricks thrown at them. To be honest, the only A grade Barney was going to get near was in smoking behind The Charcoal Grill, a kebab shop in Marlborough High Street.

He did have one moment of glory at school, however, when he was ten and cast as Joseph in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat. At last, this was the Whitehall family’s chance to make an impact on the world of music and opera. In truth, popular musicals came well down my wish list, and certainly would not have registered on Nora’s cultural radar, but fortunately I had several contacts in that world, who were alerted regarding Barney’s upcoming performance – Sir Tim Rice, Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber, Sir Cameron Mackintosh and a former client, film and West End theatre star, Petula Clarke. My wife Hilary filmed the show and sent them all a copy, but sadly they were all returned unopened; rather typical of that end of the business!

Barney was blessed with a beautiful singing voice but disappointingly, despite a fine vocal range, he had absolutely no interest in performing. This, coupled with the fact that some of the older boys had told him after a rehearsal one day that he sounded like a castrato – and that it was ‘not cool’ to be good at singing – meant he became a very reluctant leading man. The singing element of his performance was outstanding; so much so that he collected a fan club of younger girls, who used to follow behind him down the school corridors, giggling if he smiled at them. It was at this time that Barney’s older brother, always game for a cheap laugh even then, gave Barney the nickname Smoocher, subsequently shortened to Smooch, which has stuck with him ever since. But the passages in between the songs were less successful, as Barney stood with hands in pockets, hopping from foot to foot, clearly not wanting to be there and yawning when he was not the centre of attention. So we knew early on that a career in show business was probably not for him.

Molly fared better on the performing front, being cast in various leading parts in school productions, and also appeared in a couple of television programmes that I produced. But being pretty savvy, she quickly realised that the advice received by Mrs Worthington about life on the stage was probably sound, so there would be no show-business career for her, whereas Jack, of course, lurched straight into show business, having had a brief flirtation with art.

I had made several unremarkable appearances in various school plays. My Gremio, in an all-male production of The Taming of The Shrew (I auditioned for Kate, but without success) was well received, but led only to my being overlooked for other productions. The monk in charge of drama told me, rather spitefully I thought, that I spent far too much time looking at the audience rather than at my fellow performers, so I spent my remaining time at school in the prompt corner. From where, on one occasion, I had to leave rather suddenly for a toilet break, and upon my return found myself in the middle of a hornet’s nest, as the actor playing Juliet had dried, and had asked for a prompt three times, before Romeo had had to step in with the line, causing loud bursts of laughter from the audience.

So a life in show business was certainly not for me. I had absolutely no idea what I wanted to do, but I learnt through experience what I didn’t want to do, via a string of jobs during my twenties including film critic of The Universe, a shelf stacker at Oakeshotts in Sloane Street, private tutor to the son of Greville Wynne, the British spy imprisoned in the Soviet Union and ultimately released, a salesman for an export and import company in East London, a bar student of the Middle Temple, an articled clerk at the Crown solicitors Williams & James in Gray’s Inn, teaching English in a north London language school for foreign students, a PR consultant in Bond Street, a copywriter in a West End advertising agency, a preparatory schoolmaster (three times), a charity fundraiser for The National Association of Boys’ Clubs and London social secretary to the singer and entertainer Tiny Tim, finally landing up in an actors’ agency.

I had absolutely no idea what an actors’ agent actually did, and I assumed it would be another short-term engagement; although, who knows, having not achieved high-end status in anything so far, maybe I could look after high-end actors instead? Little did I know that I would still be at it forty years later. At no point in those forty years did I ever hanker after being in front of the camera. I was very happy to be in the shadows, to the extent that when offered the opportunity to swap sides, I didn’t. In 1980 Michael Grade very generously and totally inaccurately told me that I was the funniest man in London, and would I be interested in taking over the slot left vacant at London Weekend Television by the defection of Russell Harty to the BBC and having my own chat show? This was an enquiry rather than an offer, of course, but I didn’t give it a moment’s thought. Why would I want to stop being an agent, with a rising salary, and put my head above the parapet and become a performer? Absolutely no way.

So how did I find myself thirty-five years later, standing in that dressing room, dripping in sequins?
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