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Introduction
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I’ve been asked, several times, if I would ever consider writing my autobiography. I have, I admit, been tempted, but not sufficiently so to actually put pen to paper, until now. I suppose the nearest I’ve got so far was writing the book Poirot and Me with Geoffrey Wansell. But that was very much about one specific time in my life: my twenty-five years as Poirot.

Behind the Lens is not the kind of autobiography in which we start at my birth and move chronologically through every year of my life. ‘Then I did this’ and ‘Then I did that’. That kind of autobiography doesn’t interest me. Yes, I want you to know about my family, past and present, about my education, career and interests, and stories from my life as an actor. But I also want you to know about me as a person; I want you to see the world through my eyes.

My grandfather, celebrated Fleet Street press photographer James Jarché, told me that the best lens through which anyone can view any subject is the one that God has given you: your eye. Consequently, everyone sees life according to their own likes, or dislikes. A photographer is no different; they use a camera to capture particular images, according to his – or her – personality and take on the world. Understanding how I see the world – what does David Suchet like to look at? What does David Suchet react to emotionally? – seeing the world from behind the lens, my lens, you will get to know me.
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You will learn how I really feel about things – how I really see things – my London upbringing and love of the city, my Jewish roots and how they have influenced my career, the importance of my faith, how I feel about fame, my love of photography and music, and my processes as an actor. And, of course, we’ll dig a little deeper on Poirot and how I feel about him now.

I hope you enjoy learning more about me, David Suchet, from behind the lens.



[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]

With Jimmy
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Family: part i



Let me start with my maternal grandfather, James Jarché, Jimmy, as he liked to be known, and my relationship with him. If I go back very far, right to my earliest memories, the first thing I remember is his smell, a comforting, warming smell. And his smell was that of a particular pipe tobacco that he always loved; it was Balkan Sobranie, which was a blend of three tobaccos, including the dark Syrian ‘latakia’. Later on in life, when I used to get his pipe tobacco for him, I always had to make sure that I also got Three Nuns tobacco, as that’s what he mixed it with; he mixed it on a table, and would always ensure it was two-thirds Balkan Sobranie to one-third Three Nuns. That particular smell was on all his clothes and whenever I now smell it – which you hardly ever do, because not many people smoke pipes any more – it takes me right back to my time with him.

Jimmy was very physical with me, in that he held me a lot as a child, my arms tightly wound around his neck. I can’t remember doing much of that with my dad. And as I grew up, and developed, I used to tell Jimmy things that I knew I couldn’t talk about with Dad, because Dad was a different sort of person. He was removed and distant and not a very emotional man. Jimmy and I were incredibly close, in a way that my father and I never were. He was almost my surrogate father, and I adored him. To this day, I keep a little photo of him close by, which I look at almost daily.

Jimmy had been born in Rotherhithe in 1890. His father used to photograph dead bodies pulled from the Thames for the police. Jimmy used to help him, and that developed his love of photography. He went on to become a press photographer, later a very celebrated one, best known for taking the very first photographs of Edward VIII and the then-unknown Wallis Simpson in a nightclub. Jimmy was a real East Ender; he became the world champion at ‘catch-ascatch-can’ wrestling. He was tough. As a press photographer in those days, you had to be. It wasn’t ‘paparazzi’, as such, but he was a newsman, so he had to fight for his stories.
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Jimmy

It was Jimmy who introduced me to photography, my dearest hobby – by the time I was eight, he was already teaching me everything he knew. Those discussions about photography are really what brought Jimmy and me together. Later in life – I used to drive him around after he retired – he lectured for Ilford Photos, the title of his talk being ‘People I Have Shot’. That became the name of a documentary that I did for ITV in 2012, in which I recreated some of Jimmy’s photographs. The idea of the film was to celebrate Jimmy’s career, and to highlight the great change Britain has undergone in the last one hundred years.

Making People I Have Shot was very emotional for me, because I was entering my grandfather’s world and trying to find the exact places where he stood so that I’d be able to take a similar photograph myself. I’ve kept many of my reproductions to this day. It doesn’t really matter too much to me what they are of, or where they were taken; they’re just interesting images that are special to me because he photographed them first. There’s a street scene out in Wales that took me an hour to recreate. The director was going, ‘Come on, where did he stand? Where did he stand?’ And in the end, we realised he’d put a pair of stepladders on a narrow ledge on a wall. Because he was a little bit taller than me, I couldn’t get the height, so I had to ask, ‘Have you got a chair or a taller pair of stepladders?’ And then we had it. That’s what he would’ve done. I was entering his world and it gave me a further understanding of him.
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Jimmy and Elsie

He always used to sleep with a suitcase packed under the bed, in case the editor rang him in the middle of the night to say, ‘You’re off. There’s a story.’ And something I always remember him saying to me was, ‘Always go out with a camera. Never, ever go out without it, and whatever camera you have, just shoot what you react to.’ That’s my style of photography, thanks to him.

I hope I’ve equally inherited his philosophy on life and his ability to be able to talk to people from any level of society. He adored people. He once said he would have loved to have been an actor, but he wouldn’t have known how to go about it. But – much more than I do – if he went to a party, he would suddenly become the centre of attention, telling stories about this, that and the other. He would meet so many people from so many different walks of life that he always had a good story to tell.

He was able to chat to Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother; to politicians and prime ministers; to theatre writers like George Bernard Shaw and to celebrated actors. Equally, he could talk to miners after they’d come up from the mine and were washing in a tin bath in their two-room cottage; or to somebody begging in the street: he would sit down next to them and just have a chat, ask them if they were all right and could he help, things like that. This has had a huge impact on my own life, and it’s also given me my attitude to the level of fame I have enjoyed as an actor. I may have had a wonderful career, but I make sure that I don’t reject anybody. That’s Jimmy, and that’s Jimmy’s influence on me.
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He was warm, was Jimmy, a very warm person. I’d like to think I’m a warm person too, rather than standing aloof. I don’t like that in people. It makes me feel very insecure when I’m with someone like that. I always feel they’re judging. I want to be there for everybody or anybody. That’s Jimmy. It’s fair to say he’s been the greatest influence on my life; not just my early years, but right through to this very day.

One of my fondest memories is going on holiday with Jimmy and his wife – my grandmother – Elsie Jezzard, for their fiftieth wedding anniversary, their Golden Anniversary, in 1964. We were in Italy. I can’t quite remember where exactly, but I remember them walking ahead of me, holding hands. If only I’d had my camera. That’s the image of my grandparents that I still now remember, almost as much as anything else: the back of them, just holding hands, on their fiftieth wedding anniversary. It was very evocative; very, very evocative. They were always so close, even in old age. It makes me well up when I think about it.

There’s a lovely story about how my grandparents met. Jimmy was living in Rotherhithe at the time, and one evening he went with some friends to the Hackney Empire for a spot of musical entertainment. The acts that evening included one called The Sisters Robertson, starring my grandmother, Elsie, who did what was called a ‘soft-shoe shuffle’. She would also sing and dance to violin music played by her acting partner. Anyway, Jimmy was enchanted by the beautiful young Elsie and wanted to meet her. I suppose today he’d be called a ‘Stage Door Johnny’, because he went around to the back of the theatre and waited for her to come out. A bit of a Cockney was my Jim – what some might call a wide boy – and he said, ‘Would you like to come for a drink, duck?’ in his lovely London accent. Well, she looked at him and said – how shall I put it? – something that wasn’t very nice, basically telling him to go away. But he was not to be deterred. He came around to the stage door of the Hackney Empire every single night: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, each time getting exactly the same reaction.

On the final night, he hired, so he told me, a white tie, tails and a top hat, and waited again by the stage door. He also got hold of a red rose. And when Elsie came out of the stage door, he pushed the rose in front of her, and said, ‘This is the last time I’m ever going to ask you for a drink, and this is the last chance you’ll have to say yes.’ Well, she was so knocked out by the effort he’d made that she said, ‘All right, all right, just one drink.’ So they went to the pub next door, which is still there today, right next to the Hackney Empire, and had a drink, and the rest is history: they ended up getting married. And without that relationship, of course, I wouldn’t be here.

My grandmother Elsie was also the most wonderful character. Before marrying Jimmy, Elsie was a musical performer and an actress. She appeared in the music hall, as well as in pantos and the odd play. She used to be the principal boy in local pantomimes. ‘Her legs started by her ears,’ Jimmy always used to say. ‘She was gorgeous, just gorgeous.’ Elsie was playing in Aladdin up in Scotland right before her wedding day to Jimmy. On the train back down to London, her theatre company filled her train carriage with roses and waved her off with a ‘See you next season!’ Of course, because of her marriage, she never trod the boards again. But she was so proud that she had done it.

Elsie had a London/Kent accent, was always in her hairnet and rollers and always with a little cigarette hanging out of the corner of her mouth. When I went to drama school myself, I wanted to know more about her time on the stage. So I knocked on her door one day – she and Jimmy lived in a flat at the top of our house at that time – and there she was, in her dressing gown, hairnet and rollers, cigarette in place. ‘Oh, hello, duck,’ she said. I explained that now I was at drama school, I wanted to know more about her time in entertainment, what she’d done, and so on, because I didn’t really know anything about it. ‘Oh, dontcha? Cor blimey,’ she said, and proceeded to show me all her scrapbooks, which included write-ups of every performance she’d ever done, even when she was a child.

She took the cigarette out of her mouth . . . took a big bag of granulated sugar, emptied the whole thing out on to her lino kitchen floor. And she stood . . . in the sugar, and showed me the soft-shoe shuffle.

‘But what did you do in the music hall?’ I asked. ‘I was a sand dancer,’ she replied. ‘What’s that?’ I wanted to know. ‘Well, I had a big tray filled with sand. I’d hop into it and do the soft-shoe shuffle and then start singing with me partner.’ ‘I just don’t understand!’ I cried. I just couldn’t picture it at all. ‘Cor blimey, all right, I’ll show you then.’ She took the cigarette out of her mouth and put it on the cooker so that it wouldn’t go out. Then she took a big bag of granulated sugar, emptied the whole thing out on to her lino kitchen floor. And she stood on the floor, in the sugar, and showed me the soft-shoe shuffle. It’s similar to tap dancing but, of course, sliding on sand (or in this case, sugar), so it makes a lovely swishy noise. Aged seventy-four!

When she’d finished her little intro, she continued dancing in the rhythm and also began to sing, her face instinctively turned upwards, towards the gods. I can’t tell you what a heartwarming moment between my grandmother and me that was. She was quite a girl. Both Jimmy and Elsie were very, very dear to me, and I still miss them hugely.

I was lucky to have Jimmy and Elsie until I was a young man. I think of my own young grandchildren, all under five, and I’m seventy-three. Everyone does things later in life today, including having a family. And it’s such a shame, because I would like to give my own grandkids another fifteen to twenty years of real cognitive life. If the powers that be give me sufficient longevity, I’d like to give them a true sense of their grandparents that they can hold on to in the future. Maybe I could influence them a little bit, just as Jimmy and Elsie influenced me.
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Elsie in The Sisters Robertson

It’s not the candlelit dinners or the holidays that make a marriage work, it’s the ability to climb over the hills together.

I talk about my grandparents because my relationship with them was so important to me. Because I was sent to boarding school at the age of eight, my relationship with my family, until I left school at eighteen, became a holiday relationship. Coming home from boarding school, there would always be my grandparents and there would always be Mum, but my dad, being a gynaecologist and obstetrician, was hardly ever at home. When he did come home, his appearances were always brief; he used to come in and have a huge meal at, say, six o’clock, and then dash out again. We hardly saw him, not even at Christmas.

When we reached a certain age, my brothers John and Peter and I used to join him on his rounds, but Dad never talked to us about things. He really was a workaholic. A brilliant man, brilliant surgeon, brilliant doctor, and he could talk to anybody in his consulting rooms, but not outside his consulting rooms. So we never saw that side of him at home.

My mother, however, was my grandfather’s daughter; she had his personality. So I was very close to Mum, used to share everything with her about things that happened at school; when we got punished, or that kind of thing. I couldn’t talk about that with Dad, but I could with Mum and I could with Jimmy. So, my relationship with my parents was very different. I don’t want to seem too cold about my father, but I really don’t feel I had a father/son relationship with him.

Irrespective of the distance I felt from my father, family was the single most important influence in my early childhood, and family remains, without a doubt, the single most important thing in my life now, particularly since I met my wife Sheila and started my own family. I really believe in marriage and I really believe in family. When I think of family, I like to think of a pair of horses pulling a carriage. The pair of horses are the husband and wife and they’re joined by a harness, and pulling a carriage. That carriage represents the children and, together, the horse and carriage represent family.

If, at any point, the horses should split and run away, the people who will end up suffering are the people in the carriage. That’s the way I look at it. Sheila and I have what we call a ‘rep mentality’, because we started with absolutely nothing, and we used to save up for everything. For the best part of twenty years, that was how it was. It’s not the candlelit dinners or the holidays that make a marriage work, it’s the ability to climb over the hills together. Family will always come first for me.
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