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Tom Allen's unique style of sharp, acerbic wit and camp, riotous storytelling has seen him become a household name in the UK. He is the host of The Apprentice: You're Fired, co-host of Bake Off: The Professionals, a regular on Bake Off: An Extra Slice and There's Something About Movies, as well as making numerous appearances on Mock The Week, Live At The Apollo, Hypothetical, The Royal Variety Performance, 8 Out Of 10 Cats, Cats Does Countdown, Would I Lie to You and Roast Battle. He has also presented the flagship BBC fundraiser events Children in Need and Sport Relief. 

 

He has his own BBC Radio 4 Tom Allen Is Actually Not Very Nice and appears on Just a Minute, the News Quiz and is a regular co-host of Loose Ends.

 

His sell out tour concluded with an unforgettable show at his spiritual home, The London Palladium, which was filmed for Channel 4. He has toured Australia which saw him nominated for Most Outstanding Show at the Melbourne International Comedy Festival. 
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Introduction

August 2020

 

My dear reader,

I hope this finds you well and that you’ve recovered from that thing you had.

Thank you for picking up my book. I have called it No Shame because, when writing this book, I realised that the times in my life that I wanted to share with you all seemed to have ‘shame’ as a theme – largely that I have always wanted to be exuberant in some, often irritating, way but somehow felt strangled by a sense of humiliation. I’ve come to realise everything I have done is either a response to this feeling or a protest against it. The feeling of not having confidence in ourselves, or of feeling guilty even though we haven’t done anything wrong, is, I think, something we all experience, and so I thought if I wrote about it other people might feel less alone.

When I was very young, I was shameless. For example, I remember being taken to Waitrose as a small child and deliberately getting lost – handing myself into the information desk because I knew they’d have to announce my name over the tannoy to the whole supermarket. ‘Would the parent of Thomas Allen please come to the information desk? We have him here.’ In a sense, I’ve been lost in Waitrose ever since.

I have always been chatty. When I was around three or four years old, we went on holiday to Gran Canaria, and I’d casually leave my parents and go off and talk to the other adults, specifically older ladies staying in the resort. I always had what my mother referred to as ‘a nice speaking voice’ and so these older ladies would happily chat to me about everything. Tiny and perched on a sun lounger, I would get to hear about their last husband and the settlement of their divorce, the fact that they got to keep all the jewellery and how they wore it all, every day, as it shimmered and shone in the bright afternoon sun.

It was on this trip to Gran Canaria that I got lost because my dad suggested a fun game where he and Mum would take my baby brother in his pushchair down one path to the beach and I would race them on the other path. I got halfway down and got scared, so turned back. Then I wasn’t sure which path they had taken and became so hopelessly lost that I knew they wouldn’t be able to find me. I thought maybe I’d never see them again. I stood at the top of the paths and screened passing families for one that seemed, first, safe to ask for help, and, second, wealthy enough to provide me with a standard of living that I would be happy with if they kidnapped me or if we never found my parents again.

My mum and dad began a desperately fraught search of the beach and all the paths, with local waiters and holidaymakers enlisted to help, before the beach bar finally telephoned the hotel. ‘Yes, Mrs Allen, your son is here. He is currently perched at the bar with a Coca-Cola and some crisps waving at people’. I was always confident that I could look after myself.

The realisation that I didn’t fit in and that something was different about me crept in through the back door, so to speak, and got its feet under the table while I was at primary school and got even stronger as I got older. Secondary school intensified this, as I sensed that I was different to my peers and didn’t seem to be fitting into any of the boxes that were set out for me. This feeling took time to overcome and for my confidence to grow, but grow it did.

Not that the journey has been straightforward or linear. Once I had the confidence to finally come out and start dating, I would often find I didn’t fit in with other gay people or that I was still dealing with homophobia in its myriad forms. Sometimes, it was overt homophobia – as happened when I was on a date with a young man, and we were holding hands, and then, from a passing car, some men shouted out at us, ‘Get a job!’ before speeding off. We were both stunned and recoiled from each other like scolded children before we realised that they had no right to make us feel like that. What’s more, what they had shouted hadn’t made any sense – we both had jobs, and who goes driving around telling people to make sure they’re earning a living? If anything, in my experience, gay people are very diligent high achievers and always very hard-working.

It led me to imagine that maybe bored one evening, the Doritos and dips supply exhausted, they decided to jump in the car and go for a ‘Hate Drive’, where they shouted out any number of insults at people. Perhaps one of their group was inexperienced in such pursuits but got overconfident and wanted to join in and ended up shouting out the first insult which came to his head. ‘Get a job!’

‘Garyyyyy!’ his friends must have sputtered at him – ‘What were you thinking?! That’s the wrong type of hate for this marginalised section of society! That’s an insult for people in a lower socioeconomic group than us who have struggled to find fulfilling employment in the labour market!’ Poor Gary, I doubt he ever got invited on a Hate Drive again.

I have found that if we can laugh about these incidents, they lose their power over us and we manage to keep our dignity and self-esteem intact.

Shame can manifest for lots of reasons, whether it’s to do with sexuality, class, money – most commonly it seems, things we have little control over. I wanted to acknowledge the moments where I have felt this and how it has motivated me to behave in a certain way or do a certain thing, however odd or eccentric it might be. Hopefully, I have also acknowledged the wonderful people I’ve met along the way who, often indirectly, have guided me and countered those negative feelings by being a positive presence themselves. I hope that maybe, through this book, I might endeavour to do the same for you.

I have changed some details to disguise the identities of people who are entitled to decide for themselves what does and does not shame them. There’s truth in every story, but some have an extra sprinkle of icing sugar added. It’s my very own confection – I hope you enjoy.

Thanks again for reading it.

Yours ever,

Tom
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