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Praise for Michael Palin’s Diaries

‘If anyone writes a diary purely for the joy of it, it is Michael Palin’

The Times

‘Charming and vastly entertaining’

Irish Times

‘Palin’s style is so fluid, and his sincerity so palpable, that it is often easy to underestimate just how talented he is as a comedian, broadcaster and writer … [the Diaries] are just too good and he is too modest’

Sunday Express

‘These diaries record an astonishingly successful career … they are remarkably good company, always dependable, never upsetting: safely enjoyable, page after page. And that’s quite a triumph of tone’

Evening Standard

‘Palin reminds me of Samuel Johnson: driven, intellectually formidable, and spurred on by self-reproach and the wholly irrational idea that he’s not really getting on with it … Palin is a seriously good writer. These diaries are full of fine phrases and sharp little sketches of scenes’

Daily Mail

‘Delightful and often extraordinarily funny … An entertaining and at times deeply moving read’

Mail on Sunday

‘At first you think how lucky Palin is to be living his life. Then, gradually, you see the dark side. He connects with you in a lovely way, which is very calming’

Spectator, ‘Books of the Year’

‘The most beguiling and revealing of ongoing autobiographies’

Sunday Herald

‘The life it records is so phenomenally varied … How he finds time to update his diary is a mystery. Update it he does though and he does so with fluency, wit, glowing affability and lightning flashes of anger … Weaving between observation and introspection, he comes up with a pithy phrase to describe everything … but he sparkles most brightly when evoking the speech and the personality of his associates’

Sunday Express

‘Filled with amusing and revealing anecdotes’

Observer Food Monthly

‘Michael Palin is already one of the best-loved celebrities in Britain. These hugely enjoyable diaries will only add to the public’s admiration of him’

Waterstones

‘A brisk, pithy, amusing read, teeming with the writer’s inner life, crammed with high-quality observations … and deft ink-pen sketches of his associates’

Spectator

‘His entries are riddled with the astute wit and generosity of spirit that characterise both his performances and his previously published writing’

Time Out, ‘Book of the Week’

‘A real delight to read’

Saga Magazine

‘The best sort of convivial read, like having a gossip with an old friend over a few drinks … a book you find yourself devouring in a great greedy session’

Sunday Times

‘It’s clear why Cleese later nominated Palin as his luxury item on Desert Island Discs … he makes such unfailingly good company’

Guardian


To Helen, who was always there when I got back
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Who’s Who in the Diaries: 1999-2009

FAMILY

Mary Palin, mother, lived at Southwold, Suffolk. Died in 1990. Father died in 1977.

Helen, wife

Children:

Tom born 1968, married Rachel Winder in 2006, son Archie born 2006 Wilbur born 2009

William born 1970

Rachel born 1975

Angela, sister. Married to Veryan Herbert of Chilton Hall, Sudbury, Suffolk. Died in 1987.

Children:

Jeremy born 1960, wife Melanie and children Eugene and Esmé

Camilla born 1962

Marcus born 1963, wife Morag and daughter Louisa

Helen’s family:

Anne Gibbins, mother

Elder sister, Mary, married Edward Burd in 1964, daughter, Catherine, born 1966. Catherine the mother of Eve and Esther.

Younger sister, Cathy

Nigel Greenwood, cousin and art dealer. Died 2004

Judy Greenwood, cousin and antique dealer

FRIENDS AND COLLEAGUES

Terry Jones, formerly married to Alison Telfer, married Anna Soderstrom

Terry Gilliam and wife Maggie

John Cleese, formerly married to Connie Booth; married Barbara Trentham 1981; Alyce Faye Eichelberger 1992

Graham Chapman, died 1989, partner David Sherlock

Eric Idle, married Tania Kosevich in 1981

Robert Hewison, contemporary of MP at Brasenose College, Oxford, 1962-5, during which time he persuaded MP to perform and write comedy for first time

Simon and Phillida Albury. Simon met MP after Oxford in 1965. Television journalist, producer and gospel music fan.

Ian and Anthea Davidson. Ian met MP at Oxford. Encouraged him to perform in revue and gave him early work at the BBC. A writer and director and occasional Python performer.

Neil and Yvonne Innes. Neil, ex-Bonzo Dog Band. Worked closely with the Pythons, especially on their stage appearances. Collaborated with Eric to create the Rutles. Sons: Miles and Luke.

Richard Loncraine, film director (The Missionary, Richard III). First wife, Judy. Married Felice in 1985.

George Harrison, musician, ex-Beatle. Married to Olivia Arias, son Dhani, born 1978.

Chris Orr, artist and printmaker

Tristram and Virginia Powell. Tristram was director/collaborator on East of Ipswich and Number 27 and co-wrote and directed American Friends.

André Jacquemin, recording engineer, Python recordist, composer (with Dave Howman) of some Python songs. Founder of Redwood Studios.

Trevor Jones/John Du Prez, musician and composer (Python songs, The Meaning of Life, A Private Function and A Fish Called Wanda)

Ray Cooper, legendary percussionist who became important go-between and general troubleshooter on all the HandMade films

Alan Bennett, playwright and author

David Attenborough, broadcaster and biologist

Eleanor Yule, writer/director, on MP’s arts films

Mhairi McNeill, producer, MP’s arts films

Ion Trewin, editor of the Diaries at Weidenfeld & Nicolson

Michael Dover, editor of the travel books at Weidenfeld & Nicolson

Jonathan Clyde, record producer and friend of George Harrison

Michael Katakis, writer and photographer and manager of the Ernest Hemingway literary estate

Rita Gardner, director of the Royal Geographical Society

John Goldstone, producer of Monty Python films – Holy Grail, Life of Brian and Meaning of Life

AT MAYDAY MANAGEMENT/PROMINENT FEATURES

Anne James, management

Steve Abbott, financial management. Film producer (A Fish Called Wanda, American Friends, Fierce Creatures, Brassed Off).

Paul Bird, personal assistant to MP

Roger Saunders, management

Mimi Robinson, secretary/assistant

Alison Davies, secretary/assistant

Kath James, secretary/assistant

Anouchka Harrison secretary/assistant

IN AMERICA

Nancy Lewis, publicist for Python in the USA, deserves much credit for getting them on US TV in the first place. Married actor Simon Jones in 1983. One son, Timothy.

Sherrie Levy, New York-based representative of MP in America

Al Levinson, writer, poet, close friend. After wife Eve’s death, he married Claudie in 1979. One daughter, Gwenola.

Paul Zimmerman, screenwriter (King of Comedy), married to Barbara

HEMINGWAY ADVENTURE, SAHARA, HIMALAYA AND NEW EUROPE

David F. Turnbull, director of Hemingway Adventure

Martha Wailes, producer on Hemingway Adventure

Roger Mills and John-Paul Davidson, co-directors of Sahara, Himalaya and New Europe

Nigel Meakin, cameraman on all four series

John Pritchard, sound recordist

Alex Richardson, editor on Sahara, Himalaya and New Europe

Vanessa Courtney, location manager on Sahara, Himalaya and New Europe

Basil Pao, photographer and fellow traveller

Nicola Moody, executive producer, Sahara

Eddie Mirzoeff, BBC executive producer


‘The farther one travels, the less one knows’

George Harrison


Introduction

There have been signature years in my life which, like swollen rivers or windswept mountains, I’ve approached with wary respect. Nineteen eighty-four was one. George Orwell’s book had fixed in my young mind a dark and sinister threat, that seemed, at one time, awfully real. But all was well as the year dawned, free of menace.

The other year that came with an association close to such significance is covered in these diaries. 2000 AD. Not just my son’s favourite comic, but a truly landmark year. The end of a millennium. Something that only happened every, well … every thousand years. William the Conqueror was not even born when humans last experienced a year like this. But my diary on this epoch-shifting day merely notes ‘I walk up to South End Green for a paper’.

By far the most significant day in these diaries is not January 1st 2000, but September 11th 2001. On that day I’m in a small Saharan town in the 144th poorest country in the world. The first thing I hear on my arrival in this remotest of places is that the Twin Towers in New York have been attacked and destroyed, with the loss of hundreds, possibly thousands, of lives. Re-reading my diaries around that dreadful event I’m struck by descriptions not just of what happened on that world-changing day, but what it felt like on the day before and the day after. The great thing about a diary is that it is all about continuity, about time moving on. Few other literary forms exist to show what it’s like to survive. How bad things can change with perspective, and good things too.

There and Back is an account of an increasingly restless life, darting and dodging about the planet. But I never assumed that one journey would follow another, and these diaries show the squirming indecision between each one, as I try to prioritise the rest of my life and do all the other things I want to do.

Though I seem constantly on the move, there and back, most of my time is spent at home, because for me, the real attraction of going to new places is the joy of coming home and realising the sheer satisfaction of looking at the world out of your own windows.

Asked to write a snappy strapline for this new volume, I came up with ‘There and Back: Eleven Years on and off the Road as Michael Tries to Grow Up’.

And there’s not much I can add to that.

Michael Palin,

London, April 2024


My travels underscore this volume of Diaries. In the period from 1999 to 2009, I follow Hemingway from Cuba to Uganda, cross the Sahara, climb the Himalayas and explore Eastern Europe. All of these journeys have a book to themselves, which is why they remain on the periphery of this volume.

The travel books covering this period are all available, recently reissued in a newly designed edition. What you have here is the infinitely more complex saga of what I did between check-in desks.
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