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For Doris, Michael, Sam and Chris – best fans ever.
For Paul Allen – who opened our eyes
Ian

For Nancy and my wonderful family
And for Walter, without whom none of this
might have happened.
Dick
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We have been storytellers almost all our adult lives, ever since an evening when we first scribbled lines together for a sketch in an Earls Court pub. It began a career that, amazingly, has lasted longer than Rodgers and Hammerstein, Gilbert and Sullivan, Laurel and Hardy, Morecambe and Wise, Rolls and Royce. The first characters we created that night were Bob and Terry, factory hands from the North East. When they returned in Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? a few years later, our reputations were secured. Fletch, the wily recidivist doing his Porridge in Slade Prison, superbly portrayed by Ronnie Barker, made us famous; and the (mostly) Geordie brickies working the German building sites in Thatcher’s Britain reminded viewers that we had not disappeared into the Hollywood Hills and were still firmly on the side of the have-nots.

Lovejoy gave us a global audience and the working-class musicians from Dublin’s Northside who aspired to be The Commitments gave us Hollywood cred. In more recent years, the ageing rockers in Still Crazy, the teenager members of The Rotter’s Club, the sixties dreamers of Across the Universe and David Tennant’s war-weary Colonel in Spies of Warsaw reminded our friends, fans and followers that we had no intention of leaving the stage gracefully and learning to play golf.

Many of the people we encountered between the lines suggested or inspired these characters; many more, the actors, brought them to life and gave them depth and insight. To all of them, factual and fictional, we dedicate this book with respect, affection and immense gratitude.



FAQ # 1
‘How Did You Two Meet?’

Dick & Ian

We’re sometimes tempted to change the narrative. Here are three versions of the truth.

Version One: Summer in Spain – Dick

The summer was unusually hot. Time to get out of London, away from the Earls Court flat with no air conditioning. Jay Maw, a civil engineer I’d met in the RAF, owned a Ford Zephyr. Was it his idea to drive through France and reach Pamplona in Spain in time for the Festival of San Fermín? I can’t remember but that’s where I ended up with him and a couple of Canadians. Peter Dyer never said a lot but girls didn’t seem to mind. Vic Lotto was tall with a shaggy, unkempt beard. The locals stared at him and thought he might be Castro or a cousin of his. We were never quite sure whether this was in our favour or not.

We had very little money and slept in a tiny tent that we pitched, inexpertly, next to a pelota court, the thwack of the balls waking us every morning. We bought botas, wine skins that you filled with local plonk then squirted down your throat. On meeting a stranger it was considered polite to offer him your bota. One Pamplonan offered us his in a spirit of Anglo-Spanish hospitality. Its leather was soft and well weathered from years of use and the wine didn’t burn our throats. We passed it around and offered ours in a reciprocal gesture. We had bought it from a souvenir stand that week and it smelt like a biker’s glove. Our new friend sampled the rotgut it contained, spat it out, hurled the bota to the ground and stormed off in disgust.

We were in a bar one night when Ernest Hemingway came in with a young man. He swayed a little as he introduced him to the entire room in a gravelly voice slurred with drink.

‘This is the greatest bullfighter the world has ever seen.’

I know that sounds hard to believe and I’ve often doubted my own memory but I looked up the records and yes, he was there that year.

The Running of the Bulls involves young men running in front of cattle that are let loose on a course through a section of the town streets. Crowds throng the balconies waiting to see who gets gored or trampled. It sounds, and is, bloody dangerous. How did I let myself be talked into it? I had always hated running at the best of times. I wasn’t especially fond of cows, let alone the male variety with lethal-looking horns.

I wasn’t entirely sober but nor was anyone else. I had enough sense to make sure that I was way ahead of the pack of embryonic toreadors who wanted to be close enough to feel bull’s breath on their necks.

Even so, I tripped and went sprawling in the gutter. I could hear the thunder of hooves behind me. A hand grabbed my collar and pulled me to the side of the road. The bulls thundered past, cheered by the crowd. I got to my feet and turned to see whom I had to thank.

He was dark-haired and shorter than me, though just as drunk. Like the rest of the crowd he was in a white T-shirt with a red bandana round his neck so I assumed he was a local. I stammered thanks:

‘Muchas gracias, amigo.’

He replied in a strange accent that was totally foreign to my ears.

‘Ah’m Ian.’

‘You’re Armenian?’

‘No, pet, I’m from Newcastle.’

‘Wherever. I can’t thank you enough. You saved my life.’

‘Think nuthin’ of it. Fancy a bevvy?’

Version Two: Winter in Berlin – Ian

I was on my last term at Oxford. I would soon have a degree in English Literature and I was fluent in French and German, which meant I could either teach or be a tour guide. Then an elderly don arranged for me to have lunch with a man from London. Two weeks later it took place under glistening chandeliers in the gothic dining room of a gentlemen’s club in St James’s.

My host was a rumpled, rotund sixty-year-old who looked like he’d dressed in the dark, and his jacket pockets were stuffed with pens, handkerchief, pocket diary and pipe. He ordered for both of us from what must have been the School Dinners special: potted shrimps, shepherd’s pie and bakewell tart with custard. He seemed offended when the waiter suggested a salad.

We talked about the state of the world, Britain’s role in it and Britain’s obligations – a phrase he used more than once. Then he said casually, ‘If you do get in the game’ and it was then that I realised I was being solicited by the British Secret Intelligence Service. My God! Was it the languages or my Rugby Blue?

He dusted pipe ash from his trousers and raised a hand to a hovering waiter.

‘Well, young Ian, should we have the Stilton, it looks awfully good.’

I spent four months training in a country house in Surrey. I learned the vocabulary of a spy’s tradecraft – the dead drops, the cut outs, the Joes and the lamplighters and how to follow someone and to know when I was being followed myself; I learned how to withstand torture (all of us knew none of us would) and how to use a miniature camera, decipher code and forge a passport. I also learned how to kill a man with my thumb against his windpipe. On our final practical exam I forgot it was a simulation and almost killed the instructor who was rushed to a hospital in Haslemere. I was abject but my other teachers seemed impressed.

Three months later I was posted to the British Embassy in Bonn under the guise of Assistant Cultural Attaché. My superior told me about one of our agents who had worked, at enormous risk, under various aliases as a spy in East Berlin, operating right under the ears and eyes of the Stasi, the dreaded Security Service of the German Democratic Republic. But there had been a couple of arrests, a killing, a disappearance, everything that pointed to a mole. He only gave me his code name – ‘Westcliff’. It was time to bring our Joe in from the cold.

So off I went to Berlin, tasked with meeting Westcliff and the subsequent debrief. It was February when I landed and the air was as cold as flint. The lights of Templehof were a bright relief from the granite-grey gloom that shrouded the divided city.

My contact drove me to a safe house in Wilmersdorf in the British Sector after several detours to throw off any possible surveillance. It smelled of floor polish and stale air but it was too cold to open windows. In the kitchen some kind soul had left a bottle of schnapps in a cupboard and I poured it into my silver hip flask, a present from my father when I graduated from Oxford.

At seven I was driven to Checkpoint Charlie. Westcliff was scheduled to cross with the last busy flow of traffic sometime between eight and ten. The East German controls were about a hundred metres away. A few VoPos stood by an Opel Rekord, smoking and talking. Beyond them was the wall, the top a tangle of barbed wire. Intermittently a searchlight would arc its beam from the nearest watchtower across the damp, dark night.

The last stragglers crossed; two official looking cars and municipal workers who service both sides. Another hour and the phone rang: Control, asking for news. I could picture him alone in his office above Cambridge Circus, his sallow face bathed in the glow of his desk lamp, his scrawny fingers reaching for the packet of cigarettes that would inevitably kill him.

My spirits began to sink as the minutes ticked away. I thought about the man I was there to meet, about what it took to spend so much of life living with danger and risk.

‘Something’s up.’

It was the Sergeant, outside with binoculars raised to his face. I stepped out into the freezing February night and he handed them to me. A figure was in the guard’s box at the other side, a document check no doubt. After several agonising moments the figure re-emerged and gripped the handlebars of a parked bicycle. He set off across the rain-slicked street towards us. Within moments I recognised him from the photographs I had been shown. It was Westcliff.

He mounted the bike and pedalled slowly. Halfway across he stopped and my heart did too. Had he heard a command? Would the light arc towards him and catch him, frozen, in its beam? Would I hear the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire? But all he did was bend over and remove his bicycle clips, a simple act of astonishing composure.

When he reached us I actually laughed with relief. He smiled in return and said:

‘That was a bit dicey. Anyone got a drink?’

I handed him my flask and he took a grateful swig of the schnapps. I told him:

‘I’m Ian La Frenais, and I’m delighted to welcome you.’

He capped the flask, handed it back to me and shook my offered hand. His grip was firm, his gaze unflinching.

‘And I’m Dick,’ he replied. ‘Dick Clement.’

Version Three: Spring in Notting Hill

Ian moved from the North East to London, where he had few friends. One of them was called Mike Burrage, who was at the London School of Economics. He took Ian for a pint in the Uxbridge Arms, a small pub behind the Coronet Cinema in Notting Hill. There was someone there he already knew. He called him over.

‘Dick, this is Ian.’


The Way It Was and the Way We Were

Dick & Ian

Dick: If you picked Notting Hill over Pamplona and Berlin, go to the top of the class. Though for the record, I did drive to Spain with Jay and my Canadian friends, it was definitely Hemingway who entered that bar and I did run with the bulls – for about eight seconds.

Ian: I remember you were the tallest person in the pub and you wore a long overcoat with a Guardian tucked in the pocket, which seemed to establish your credentials as someone much better informed than this Geordie down from ‘the North’. When we left, you mounted a scooter and as you rode away, your silhouette reminded me of Monsieur Hulot.

Dick: It was a Lambretta. I have to admit it’s impossible to look cool on a scooter unless you’re in Rome and you have Audrey Hepburn on the pillion. I didn’t. And I wore a helmet.

Ian: You were too tall to be a Mod and about five hundred cc’s short of being a Rocker.

Dick: You were the first person from the North East I’d ever met, though within a few days I’d met two more, Maurice and Brian, the blokes whose flat you were crashing in. It was only a short walk from mine in Earls Court, known at the time as Kangaroo Valley as it was filled with Commonwealth students and backpackers.

Ian: My flat was next to an Indian restaurant and after midday the smell of vindaloo seeped through the walls. Maurice and Brian were older and more sensible than me, but they’d given up their jobs in the North East to pursue different things in London, which in the sixties would become the epicentre of the universe.

Dick: ‘The Sixties’ hadn’t really kicked in when we met, had they? I don’t think they did till ’63 – the year the Beatles had their first two Number Ones. Mini Mokes, miniskirts, sexual liberation and psychedelia – that all came later. Our London was smoke-filled pubs, coffee houses, Wimpy Bars and cheap Chinese restaurants. There was theatre but most of the plays were about debutantes and we couldn’t afford to go anyway.

Ian: The whole aesthetic was leftover Fifties. There were still duffel coats around. And corduroy. And short back and sides haircuts. The whole country was stable, predictable, deferential and dull. It was the England the Kinks missed so much in many of their songs Sunday roasts, football matches, allotments and racing pigeons.

Dick: The Kinks came later too. The music at the time wasn’t so brilliant. Cliff Richard, the Kingston Trio, Bobby Vee. Someone called Jess Conrad had a hit called ‘My Pullover’. Can you believe that? And then the Twist came in.

Ian: I bet you couldn’t do it. I bet you were hopeless.

Dick: I was. But according to David Bailey, so was Rudolf Nureyev.

Ian: Remember how cheap London was? You could be young and broke and live within half a mile of Buckingham Palace. I lived in Earls Court, then Knightsbridge and Chelsea but the only work I had was a part-time cleaner for an agency that employed out-of-work actors, musicians, parolees and misfits like me.

Dick: A cleaner? I’ve never seen that side of you. No one noticed that you’re domestically impaired?

Ian: I got away with it for a while. Some of my clients were annoyed to find I wasn’t an actor so I told them I was writing songs for Adam Faith. That seemed to mollify them. The first really famous person I met was Sir Francis Chichester, the first man to sail single-handed round the globe.

Dick: You kept his place shipshape, did you?

Ian: I must have done, Lady Chichester gave me a jar of paprika. And an elderly widow in St John’s Wood always gave me a generous tip and a piece of cake because she thought I was a nice Jewish boy.

Dick: So you forgot to mention you were C of E?

Ian: I did, yes. It was a far cry from ‘Swinging London’.

Dick: It all happened so fast. Within a couple of years there were a dozen or so Brits who were considered to be the most glamorous and interesting people on the planet: Shrimpton, Bailey, Twiggy, Vidal Sassoon, Mick and Marianne, Caine, Stamp and any given Beatle.

Ian: We read about them, glimpsed them, envied them and probably hated them. The Swinging Sixties was a very exclusive party for a handful of gifted and beautiful people.

Dick: You and I were definitely not on the guest list. We lived in a parallel universe and I was still riding that scooter.

Ian: At least you were riding it to the BBC. I was very impressed when I found out you worked there. I couldn’t imagine how you got a job like that. I remember the first time I went to your office. You had a road map of Nigeria on the wall.

Dick: I was in the African section – a continent I’d never set foot in. It was part of the Overseas Service at Bush House. It gave me an excuse to interview Count Basie and Duke Ellington when they came to London. I didn’t know if they were big in Ghana, Sierra Leone and Somalia but I wanted to meet them.

Ian: It was an amazing place, Bush House – all those different nationalities under one roof. You told me the Albanian broadcasters were reputed to be bandits. You could always spot them because they came downstairs taking advantage of the natural cover.

Dick: Their daily broadcast was preceded by a scratchy orchestral version of the Albanian national anthem. A habit developed among some of us studio managers over drinks in the bar. One of us would suddenly command: ‘Gentlemen – the National Anthem!’ We’d leap to our feet, stand to attention and sing it. Not the words of course, but we knew the tune by heart. Then years later we worked with a director called Stan Dragoti.

Ian: In St Tropez. We thought from his name he was Italian but he said, ‘No, I’m Albanian.’

Dick: That’s right. So I told him I could sing their national anthem. He didn’t believe me. If I could he promised to buy me dinner at a restaurant of my choosing. I stood up and sang it lustily, startling waiters and guests and astounding Stan.

Ian: You were on shift work, which meant you were often free during the day, so you used to come round to my place, play cards and try to get used to the smell of curry. In all the time we lived there we never once ate at that restaurant. In fact we didn’t eat at restaurants at all. We went to pubs. I didn’t like the Earls Court pubs much, although they had one cool one, the Coleherne in the Old Brompton Road, which had jazz on Sunday mornings. It was a gay pub, the first I’d ever been in.

Dick: Weren’t there any gay people in the North East?

Ian: It was rumoured but when I left there had been no official sightings.

Dick: Your mates Maurice and Brian used to have a regular spot on Tyne Tees Television where they sang satirical songs and topical calypsos. I was very impressed that they had been in ‘Show Business’. I had some ambition of being an actor myself and was in the BBC’s Ariel Players. They put on cabaret from time to time and a Christmas revue, so I asked them to do a number.

Ian: I had no performing talent to offer so I felt ‘left out’. All of us had seen Beyond the Fringe and I knew that kind of content would be part of your show. I remember I went off to a bench in the square and scribbled down a sketch, a monologue about being an Angry Young Man. I was almost too embarrassed to submit it – but you picked it.

Dick: Then we wrote something for it together – a sketch crosscutting between two boys called Bob and Terry and the girls they’d just had a date with, having a post-mortem on the evening they’d spent together. We were inspired by Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and my performance was a strangulated impersonation of Albert Finney. So James Bolam did not originate the role of Terry Collier in The Likely Lads. I did.

Ian: The sketch got a lot of laughs and so did you. I just loved the whole thing. I’d never done amateur dramatics except for school productions of Gilbert and Sullivan. I was one of those paintings that come to life in Ruddigore and a Japanese maiden in The Mikado. I remember singing ‘Braid the Raven Hair’ with thick makeup trying to cover the black eye I’d received that day in the schoolyard.

Dick: If only we had the video.

Ian: It wouldn’t have made any difference. Any time I was on a stage I always hid behind someone else. My mother always complained: ‘We never saw you!’

Dick: I got engaged in ’62 to Jenny Sheppard. Jenny was at the BBC too, working at Broadcasting House for intellectual poets like Louis MacNeice. Then the Cuban Missile Crisis happened. I remember overhearing some very posh people in a restaurant saying, ‘Do you think this is “It”?’ and another one saying, ‘Yes, I think it very probably is.’ And I thought, ‘Do you mind, I’m about to get married.’

Ian: Which you did. And I wasn’t your best man.

Dick: No but you were an usher. We moved out of Earls Court to a house on the other side of the park with a baby on the way.

Ian: I had to schlep all the way to Kentish Town in the coldest winter on record because we’d made a commitment to write at least one night a week.

Dick: At least it made a change from painting the nursery.

Ian: We wrote a play for television and called it The One Most Likely. It got turned down – but very nicely. I remember Peter Willes, the head of Yorkshire Television, said we had a natural ear for dialogue. But our big break came when you got on to a directing course.

Dick: Huw Weldon gave a brilliant lecture. He told us that it’s impossible to teach anyone how to direct in three weeks, or longer for that matter. It is like theorising on how to ride a bicycle. Sooner or later you have to get up on the saddle and pedal. So at the end we were given a studio for a day, a small budget and encouraged to ‘make something’. And I remembered the sketch we’d written for that revue two years before.

Ian: We expanded it to twenty minutes or so and you had the money to make it with real actors in real sets and even go on location – a pub in Holloway. While we were there, the Beatles were on TV at the Royal Command Performance and John Lennon told the audience in the posh seats to ‘rattle your jewellery’.

Dick: Nobody saw the recording for quite a while. We thought it had sunk without trace until Dennis Main Wilson took an interest in it. Dennis had produced The Goon Show on radio and Till Death Us Do Part on television. He was a great enthusiast, always on the lookout for new talent. Marty Feldman walked into his office while he was screening my tape. He turned to Dennis and said: ‘These are good writers. Have them put down.’

Ian: We couldn’t believe it when it was commissioned as a series. We celebrated in a pub called The Shakespeare. It seemed appropriate. He was a writer too.

Dick: You would leave your day job and come over to my office in Television Centre. For the first few days we stared at each other waiting for the tea lady to show up with PG Tips and doughnuts. But somehow we got six scripts written.

Ian: We agreed later that we owed a debt to Richmal Crompton because we had both been avid readers of William books as kids. She was great with plots and one of the lessons we learned from her was that William didn’t always have to win; a satisfying ending could go either way.

Dick: We stole from her shamelessly. I remember one of our early plots featured a mobile medical unit checking people for tuberculosis. Terry was trying to pull the radiologist but as he left the house he had a row with his sister Audrey and said: ‘You won’t half be sorry if I’ve got a spot on the lung!’ That was pure Just William.

Ian: We wrote the last script of the series in two days. We’ve always found it’s a good sign if a script comes quickly. If we struggle with one it’s usually because there’s something not quite right with it.

Dick: Once the scripts were written a director was assigned. And then the poor guy died! Several other names were put forward until Duncan Wood, responsible for Steptoe and Son, suggested they got the bloke who did the original pilot – not that I knew it was a ‘pilot’ at the time. I had zero experience, but how can you turn down an offer like that? What got me through was that I didn’t know what I didn’t know.

Ian: I remember sitting behind you in the gallery for the taping of the first episode of The Likely Lads.

Dick: When we got the first laugh, I looked around for your reaction and missed five shots. Fortunately the vision mixer kept doing his job. I might as well have gone home for all the use I was the rest of the evening, my brain frozen by every reaction of the studio audience.

Ian: I was so wound up I had a panic attack and had to be taken to the nurse.

Dick: Was she cute?

Ian: You’re not allowed to ask things like that these days. She prescribed a glass of red wine.

Dick: And you’ve been following her advice ever since.

Ian: Much to our amazement, and the BBC’s surprise, the series was a success. The funny thing is, I still clung to the day job until we’d written three series and a feature film.

Dick: That’s because your mother’s words still resonated in your head. You told me what she said when you announced that you wanted to be a writer: ‘Writing’s all very well, Ian, but it’s what you do once you’ve settled into something worthwhile.’
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