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For Nicky . . .
When I married you, I landed with my arse in the marmalade.
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Camp is a tender feeling.
(Susan Sontag, Notes on Camp, 1964)


Preface
‘I was more pleased than I ever dreamed I would be’

Kenneth Williams was ‘brilliant, just brilliant’, Bill Kerr said. ‘I think he was born brilliant.’ The Australian comic, who was Tony Hancock’s childlike stooge in Hancock’s Half Hour, was talking about Williams the entertainer – outstanding in every sphere, as a comic actor in films, in theatre, on radio, as a master raconteur on chat shows, a revue performer, a children’s storyteller, a sparkling panellist on parlour games for TV and radio, a mesmerising reader of poetry.

That notion of innate genius, mysterious and unearned, is at the heart of my fascination with Williams. He was brilliant, an apparently limitless talent – but his career was contained within tight boundaries. He never made millions. He did not conquer Hollywood, nor Broadway, nor Vegas. He did not make TV spectaculars or dramas or sitcoms, though he appeared to be a gift for any of them. The greatest playwrights of the age – Orton, Pinter, Bolt – created roles for him, but his theatre work is largely forgotten. He could have straddled the world; instead, he lived all his adult life in a series of apartments along the Euston and Marylebone Road, and all of the buildings can be glimpsed by taking a 205 bus from St Pancras to Paddington station.

I have loved Kenneth Williams since my childhood. The first time I saw him was as the mad scientist in Carry On Screaming. The film made such a vivid impact that, when I remember the climactic, lunatic death scene, with Williams grappling an Egyptian mummy in a vat of acid as he shrieks, ‘Frying tonight!’ I still see it in black and white. To watch the film now on DVD, in colour, is as strange as watching a colourised print of a Chaplin movie. When I was seven, of course, we had a black-and-white telly.

Carry On Screaming showcased a marvellous cast, but Williams was the best of them. That much was clear, even to a child. I saw the phenomenon occur again when I discovered Hancock, and Round the Horne, and Parkinson, and even when I watched Willo the Wisp or adverts for toilet cleaner. When I acquired a craving for vintage Just a Minute, stimulated by an iPod and the internet, I heard it again: Kenneth Williams was king, and the other players acknowledged it and paid homage. At first I wanted to know where that colossal talent came from, and how it had developed. Later I wondered how he had prevented it from sweeping him to international stardom, and why.

There are books that a writer wants to read, and others that he wants to write. I was not sure which this would be, until Nicholas Parsons kindly agreed to be interviewed. His friendship with Williams spanned forty years, from their days together in rep at Bromley, to their long association on Just a Minute, and as he analysed Kenneth’s career and his personality I started to see how deep his affection ran. At the end of the interview he told me, ‘I miss him. I miss him very much,’ and his eyes were brimming with tears.

Nothing I had read about Williams, including the extracts from his own letters and diaries, conveyed that sense of heartfelt love. The performances, though, were filled with it. He always looks and sounds like a man who revels in being loved. He demanded attention and created joy.

For all his attention and chat-show celebrity, Williams had a need for privacy, and it became quickly apparent that his closest friends continued to guard this private world after his death. The clearest insight into his personality off stage was provided by the compendium of diary extracts, 800 pages and 400,000 words, which had appeared in 1993. This book, The Kenneth Williams Diaries, expertly edited by the broadcaster Russell Davies, constituted between 10 and 15 per cent of the journals that Williams kept from the 1940s to his death in 1988.

The volumes themselves, forty-three of them, had been in storage and unseen for fifteen years: their guardian was a friend and former neighbour of Williams, and the technical director of Sadler’s Wells, Paul Richardson. Encouraged by Nicholas Parsons’s interview, and feeling that I could not attempt a biography of Williams without permission to quote from the diary extracts, I arranged to interview Paul. After we had talked for an hour, I asked him whether he would ever allow the journals to be read in full by a biographer. Paul answered that he might, if he was convinced that the writer was intent on mapping Kenneth Williams’s life from every aspect, without sensationalism, and if he was assured that the privacy of Williams’s friends who were still living would be respected.

That remit – to make the most thorough analysis possible, without indulging in spite or cheap headlines – was the best job description in the world. The perks were astonishing – not only the diaries themselves, spilling over with handwriting that was as diverse as his moods, but also a filing cabinet filled with the tightly typed carbons that Williams kept of his own letters; the boxes of correspondence from famous friends – from Burton and Olivier to Babs and Hattie; interviews with dozens of the greatest names in British comedy and theatre. What gave me most pleasure was the enthusiasm Williams’s friends showed for the project, by helping in ways I would not have dared ask for. Fenella Fielding, for instance, asked Sandy Wilson to talk to me, and Sandy then arranged interviews with the surviving stars of The Buccaneer. Bill Kenwright put me in touch with Trevor Baxter and Michael Parkinson; Stanley Baxter permitted me to print one of his unpublished poems; Ray Galton and Alan Simpson lent me the scripts of all the lost radio episodes of Hancock’s Half Hour; many others opened their address books, or picked up the phone to persuade friends, or delved into their photograph albums, and at every step I felt this was happening because Kenneth Williams still roused deep springs of affection in his friends.

Two of the closest in every sense, who had never spoken publicly about their fifteen-year friendship with Williams, were identified only as ‘Tom’ and ‘Clive’ in the published volumes, both of his diaries and of Joe Orton’s. Once they, like Paul, were convinced that my intention was to write a true biography, their assistance was equally generous – not only did they sit for many hours of interviews, sharing their memories with complete frankness, but they made available their unseen archive of letters and photographs.

I cannot claim that I merited any of this help. It has been provided, by so many people, because of the intense regard and love they have for Kenneth Williams. They wanted to remind the world how much he meant to them, and their actions showed it more clearly than anything I could ever write.

During an episode of Just a Minute in 1978, Williams was challenged to talk about ‘My Biographer’. He began, ‘My biographer would need to be something of a genius, not to mention amanuensis, because he never mentions me . . .’

Something of a genius: I’m a long way from that, though I often muttered the words as I struggled to condense three diary extracts, a scurrilous couple of sentences from a letter and a shrewd quote from an interview into one paragraph. Mention him? I’ve talked of nothing else for two years. This book is the result of it all.


1
‘Brushed over with false gaiety’
February 1926 –February 1944

Kenneth Williams made an adorable baby, his impish face framed by the frills of a bonnet, with a monocle glinting in his left eye. That climactic shot in Follow that Camel, a vintage Carry On movie, is a sight gag – the heroine’s infant son is the spitting image of Williams, the camp commandant who seduced her. The joke works in every way: predictably bawdy but still unexpected, it exaggerates and mocks the actor’s character. The Williams of the Carry Ons was pompous, precocious and never more than one shriek away from a tantrum. He always was an overgrown baby, a big mummy’s boy, and at the same time it was ridiculous to think he had once been three weeks old.

One portrait exists of the real Kenneth Williams as a baby. He is about one year old, seated on a bench in a photographer’s studio, in bootees and a checked smock. His curling hair is golden and tousled. He looks, with his chubby arms and solemn face, like the apple of some doting mother’s eye. And he was.

Kenneth Charles Williams was born on a Monday afternoon, at 2.30 p.m. on 22 February 1926, in a two-roomed apartment of a terraced house at 11 Bingfield Street, off the Caledonian Road, north of King’s Cross. Two other families shared the house: ‘It was a slum all right,’ Williams wrote, fifty years later. ‘The Calley’ between the wars was the heart of London’s poorest quarter. It was here, for instance, in ‘the vague, brown-coloured slums to the north and east of [. . .] Saint Pancras Station’, that George Orwell located Nineteen Eighty-Four’s proles. Bingfield Street’s terraces have been pulled down, but similar houses survive, around the corner on the main road. Williams’s father Charlie was at his birth, because Monday was early closing at the hairdresser’s shop where he worked. He and Louisa Williams had been married for ten months, and this was his first child. It was Louisa’s second.

Louisa was twenty-four, one of six children born to Henry Morgan and his wife Louisa Alexandra, née Hoare. Henry was a carman, driving a horse-drawn carriage. The Morgans lived in St Pancras at 9 Sandwich Street, in a broad little backstreet with a pub on the corner, the Norfolk Arms, and they were fairly well off: Louisa remembered a front parlour with mahogany furniture, upholstered in red leather. The family was happy when she was a small child. Her brother Sonny was the eldest, followed by sisters Edith, Rose and Alice. Louisa Alexandra was born on 20 December 1901; her sister Daisy was born soon after.

When Louisa was about four years old their mother died, and Henry Morgan turned for help with the children to another woman, Eliza Cod. She was a servant at a house in Bayswater, a strict, bullying woman, and the children hated her. She drank, and was so mean with their father’s money that Alice nicknamed her Tin Lizzie. The name stuck. ‘Tin was slang for money,’ Louisa said, ‘and she used to hoard hers.’ Instead of butter, she bought the ‘eightpenny roll’ from the Maypole Dairy, which was half margarine. She made the children do chores – Louisa resented having to carry her stepmother’s bag from King’s Cross station, and said so: ‘I told her I didn’t like her and she shoved my head between the iron bars of the bed. I was stuck there till my brother Sonny came and released me.’

Louisa applied for a copy of her birth certificate as a work permit in 1915, which implies she left school at fourteen – a small woman, less than five feet tall, she might have needed proof she was as old as she claimed to be. She took a job washing and pressing clothes at Madame Louise’s French laundry in Museum Street, Bloomsbury. Louisa was a natural actress and loved to tell stories, playing all the parts: in one of her favourites she and her friend Gladys had to wheel a wicker trolley of fresh laundry through the streets to the Hyde Park Hotel in Lancaster Gate. That was a long walk, the length of Oxford Street and more, and the girls took it in turns to ride on the trolley. One of the wheels came off while Gladys was aboard – a policeman came gallantly to their rescue, borrowing a hatpin from a flower-girl to fix the wheel back on to the axle.

On another occasion, Louisa was sent to the Oxford Music Hall to deliver laundry for Daisy Dormer who was famous for her version of ‘After the Ball’. The star told the laundrymaid, ‘How very nicely you pressed this linen, my dear. Would you like to be my dresser?’ Louisa turned down the offer and all her life said she regretted it.

At twenty she fell in love with a man called Ted Scarfe, and they became engaged. Among their crowded families it was difficult for a young couple to find any privacy, and sharing a bed before they were married was unthinkable, but one hot July evening Louisa and Ted stole a few minutes together and had sex, standing up in the passageway of the apartment block where Alice and her husband lived. Their wedding was only a few weeks away. The banns had been posted at Holy Trinity church in Cloudesley Square, Islington, but Ted Scarfe abandoned her when Louisa discovered she was pregnant.

Abortion was illegal, punishable by anything from three years to life imprisonment; in any case, Louisa could not have afforded to pay for a termination. She had no choice but to ask her family to help her. Henry Morgan had died and Louisa turned to her sisters, Edie and Alice. ‘In those days, it was a disgrace. You’d get sent away somewhere,’ said Alice’s daughter, Joan Carlin. ‘I can remember Auntie Lou saying to me, “When I told your father, Joanie, he smacked me round the face.” My dad wouldn’t hurt a fly, but she said, “He was so annoyed with me.”’

Louisa’s daughter was born in the workhouse infirmary, on 22 April 1923. The address on the birth certificate was given as 129 St John’s Road: since the turn of the century it had been the euphemistic practice that workhouse babies were registered at a nondescript address that did not reveal the nature of the infirmary. The father was not named. Louisa’s address was given as 38 Thornhill Road, Islington, and at first the child was put up for adoption.

Louisa was sixty-eight before she revealed the full truth about the conception and her broken engagement to her son. Her deepest shame was kept secret all her life: neither of her children ever knew that Alice Patricia was born in the workhouse.

Edie and her husband, a well-off Jewish jeweller called Siegfried Kaufmann, decided to adopt the baby. In the early twenties, this was an informal procedure; Edie’s intentions were to minimise the disgrace to the family, and to help her younger sister bring up the child. Louisa was grateful all her life. ‘She always said, “Edie was so good to me in my shame,”’ remembered Tom Waine, a close friend of Williams and his mother. ‘That was the phrase . . . “in my shame”. Siegfried and Edie were wealthy, with a house in Vauxhall, which was very ritzy in those days.’ Joan Carlin, who was born the previous year, thinks mother and baby lived some of the time with her parents in their flat at 92 Cromer Street.

By 1925 Louisa had been a cigarette packer and a machinist in a pyjama factory, and was now working as a waitress at an Express Dairies restaurant. The pay was poor: she would take home 29 shillings, after deductions of 1s 9d for uniform hire and laundry, and would buy ‘three pennorth of stale bread ‘cos it was cheaper than the ordinary’. Family myth said she met Charlie Williams, who was living in Liverpool Street in the East End, when he came into the café to order a Welsh rarebit. On the wedding certificate he described himself as a ‘hairdresser (journeyman)’. They were married on 7 April 1925 at St Pancras register office, with Edie and Charlie’s father as witnesses.

Charles George Williams was born at 82 Sidney Street, Somers Town, on 24 December 1899. He was one of seven children: his brothers were George, Jack and Stanley, his sisters Nell, Ivy and Phyllis, and their mother was Elizabeth Sarah, née Nealon. Their father, Charles John Williams (always known as John), was an engineer’s fitter. Sidney Street, behind St Pancras station, was the worst of north London’s slums: ‘In little dark houses, overrun with rats, infested with vermin, and with rain coming through the roofs, as many as nine people lived and died in one room.’ John Williams was a journeyman, taking work where he could. Charles grew up on the cusp of destitution and starvation; he and his brothers and sisters might not eat if their father could not find work. The deepest conviction of Charles’s life was that a working man with a trade stood a better chance of survival than an unskilled labourer.

John Williams sometimes worked on the London, Midland and Scottish (LMS) railways, where Charles took his first job, as a van boy. In 1918 he was sent as a conscript into an infantry regiment, the Princess Charlotte of Wales’s (Royal Berkshire Regiment), which had suffered such devastating losses at Miraumont and Oppy Wood during the spring of 1917 that it was reduced to just ninety-six men, including two officers, both wounded. By the time Charlie Williams arrived in Flanders, the battalion had fought at Cambrai and been withdrawn to a rearguard position to see out the winter in the trenches.

In late March, the German spring offensive was launched and the Royal Berkshires saw four days of heavy fighting before relief arrived. They were in action again from August, during the German retreat, but by this time Charlie Williams had probably been invalided out: he was not wounded but sent home suffering from trench fever. He returned to the regiment to serve in the Middle East – fifty years later his son pasted a photograph of him into his diary: ‘I found this old snapshot taken in Mesopotamia [. . .] of my father Charles. Louie gave it to me just after his death [. . .] This picture was taken when he was a private in the Royal Berks. Regiment. He was very proud of his outfit + the Army + had an enormous portrait of the entire regiment over the fireplace at 57 Marchmont Street.’

Charlie and Louisa, newly wed, took a pair of rooms at 11 Bingfield Street, up the street from Charlie’s parents at No. 64. Soon after Kenneth was born they moved to three rooms in Cromer Street, in the building next to Alice and Bill Arthur, at 14 shillings a week. The apartment blocks were put up at the beginning of the century by the East End Dwelling Company, built in brick around an open quadrangle, during the slum clearances. ‘Of course there were no bathrooms and of course they weren’t spacious, but they provided solid shelter,’ Williams remembered. ‘People could be neighbourly, could know each other. There was more humanity here than there is in the high-rise block on the modern council estate.’

All the family saw how besotted Louisa was with her new baby. ‘Without doubt, Kenny was his mother’s favourite,’ Joan Carlin, his cousin, said. ‘She idolised him and he idolised her. It was always, “My Ken” . . . you could tell he was really the apple of her eye.’ Alice Patricia, now called simply ‘Pat’, became Pat Williams: modern adoption procedures did not begin until 1927 and Charlie was able simply to declare himself her adoptive father. The secret of her illegitimate birth was buried. ‘You wouldn’t dare mention if somebody was having a baby [out of wedlock], couldn’t let anyone know,’ Joan said. ‘Charlie was a good man. He was a good husband and a good dad.’

Joan grew up on Cromer Street, and her accent is perhaps the clearest evidence of how Kenneth Williams would have spoken without the protection of his polyphonics. During a two-hour interview at her flat in the north London apartment block where she has lived for thirty years, and where Louisa Williams was a regular visitor, Joan’s elocution was forceful and clear: a Professor Higgins would have identified her King’s Cross accent instantly, more nasal than the cockney, shorn of aspirates but with every consonant sharply in its place. ‘Kenny was brought up with the proper way of speaking,’ she said, ‘like me.’

Kenneth Williams’s earliest memory was of his mother, singing as she cleaned the kitchen while he sat on the table. As he grew, he loved to help and copy her. ‘Louie was very fussy,’ Charlie’s sister, Phyllis Gidley, told a television interviewer. ‘If there was any mess on the floor, she’d say, “Look at this mess, simply disgusting.” Now Kenny would follow round after her with a bit of rag, saying, “Look at this mess! Simply disgusting!”’

Around 1932, Louisa’s sister Alice became ill. Joan, who was ten, went to live with her cousins up the street for three months, while her mother was in hospital. She shared a bedroom with Pat – Ken, who was six, had a room of his own. Charlie Williams was a stricter, more heavy-handed father than Bill, a milkman, and Joan found it difficult to adjust to his rules. There was a radio in the house, but it was rarely switched on. At mealtimes, there was little conversation: ‘Uncle Charlie never sat down to his lunch without a book in front of him. It’d be a book, a thriller, not a newspaper. Lou would say, “Here’s your dinner, Charlie,” and he’d be reading a book, propped up, while eating. I used to think at the time, Isn’t that rude! Eating your dinner and reading at the same time!’

On Sunday mornings the children would visit their grandmother, Tin Lizzie. If they were well behaved, the old lady would let them play her gramophone. On Sunday afternoons they went to Sunday School: Holy Cross Anglican church stood opposite the Cromer Street apartments but the Williams family were Methodists and they attended the Wesleyan church on Crestfield Street.

The family forebears were from Welsh chapel-going stock, Charlie’s side from Port Talbot near Swansea and Louisa’s from Pontnewydd in Monmouthshire. Neither Charlie nor Louie worshipped regularly, and they both ignored the strictures on temperance, but Kenneth Williams remembered his father as a God-fearing man, ‘sceptical and puritanical . . . a whitewashed-wall Methodist who endlessly told me: “God can see you if nobody else can.”’ God was not a personality but a concept, a standard by which man was measured – ‘something that was paramount, something that was onerous, something which we didn’t know but which we could reach towards’. There were two unbreakable rules: never to tell a lie, and never to keep company with people he would be ashamed to introduce to his parents. The first verses he ever learned to recite were his prayers, and all his life Williams was grateful for the exacting Christianity that was rubbed into the grain of his soul – ‘demanding, hard, relentless and endlessly pursuing the conscience, a daily pricker of the conscience, a daily irritant of the conscience’.

Joan and Pat were cynical about their religious education. ‘They wanted afternoon kip, that’s why they sent us to Sunday school,’ Joan said. ‘But Charlie was a good father. Tried to bring them up the way they should be.’

Louisa was more frivolous. She loved parties, and though she never could invite a crowd to Charlie Williams’s home, there was always the pub. ‘Auntie Lou was very much more fun-loving, great fun to be around,’ Joan said. ‘She’d make everybody laugh. Silly things she used to do, like get little bits of paper and put them on for eyelashes, and start singing. A lot of his mother rubbed off on Kenneth. She was a comedian, definitely.’

‘My mother was a great one for impersonating people,’ Williams said during a searching television interview in 1974. ‘We had a hairdresser’s shop and she was always impersonating the customers, giving us impressions of people and often doing a mime with it, going out of the door and coming back in as they would enter. And I always found that very amusing so it rubbed off on me. My father regarded us as a pair of idiots most of the time. A very phlegmatic man, my father, and thoroughly disapproved of theatre. My mother was very volatile, and he had a tremendous passion and temper, and it would pour out, a great rhythm and rodomontade when he was very angry, but that didn’t happen very often as opposed to my mother who was never stopping. She was always rushing out and saying, “I’ve got to do the shopping” – she was round the Norfolk, having a gin and tonic really, with her crony Edie Smith, singing pub songs and things. I learned all my pub songs from my mother.’

Another early source of his love of performance was street theatre. Joan Carlin remembered how excitedly she and her cousins would sit on the kerb when the barrel organ came round, to watch the antics of the actors – often men dressed in drag.

By the time he was six, Kenneth Williams was inventing stories and plays that he acted out with Pat and Joan. The girls were willing to let the younger boy make the rules and be the star. ‘He was definitely in charge, he always organised the games,’ said Joan. ‘Kenny would say, “You can be a princess then, Joanie.” He must have had it in him then, to be an actor. This was in the flat, finding old clothes to wear. We’d dress up, and if we couldn’t dress up, we’d paint our faces with paints from a box.’ They called it Our Game, and it was here that Williams’s defining talent first displayed itself, in the ability to create and switch between many characters in one performance. The girls were each given one part to play – young Kenneth would be everybody else. He guided their imaginations, describing what they were doing in vivid detail; if he gave Pat a car to drive, he’d tell her the make and the colour.

The worlds of Our Game went everywhere with him. At school he played it with his friend Wreyford, one week older than he was. Williams liked to cast himself as a Ruritanian king with Wreyford as his treacherous prime minister, in a melodrama of swordplay on castle ramparts and plots hatched by cloaked assassins. His family and Wreyford’s would go on holiday together, to Ramsgate and Southend.

It was at school that Williams developed his talent as a mimic. ‘I remember the conscious thing of impersonating school teachers as a defence,’ he told Mavis Nicholson. ‘It was my way of performing. “Do you notice the English master talks in that very pedantic fashion?” and I would do him, and they’d say, “Ooh you’ve got him off to a tee, ooh that’s really good.”’ He chose a moment of playground mimicry for the opening image of his autobiography: at Manchester Street Junior School, round the corner from Cromer Street, Williams was sending up a schoolmaster when the laughter dried and he turned to see his victim, watching the performance. ‘A facetious front may win you popularity,’ the teacher warned, ‘but you won’t be taken seriously when you want to be sincere.’

His school grades reflected his intelligence. He never forgot that one report concluded he was ‘quick to grasp the bones of a subject, slow to develop them’, but in fact he scored good marks. His best subjects were art and English, where he enjoyed reading aloud and ‘caught the infection of romantic poetry which has never left me’. His first memory of performing Shakespeare was in class, standing up to give Antony’s speech in Julius Caesar that begins, ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen . . .’ He felt later that he grasped the meaning and the power of it instinctively, without having to analyse. The sensation intoxicated him.

The other pupils sneered and told him he was in love with the sound of his own voice, but the English teacher, Basil Hodges, thought he showed potential and suggested he would do well in the school play. It was 1935, and Williams was nine years old: he made his stage debut as the princess in The Rose and the Ring. He nearly did not appear: ‘After the dress rehearsal I withdrew from the production because someone was rude to me,’ he later told the Radio Times. ‘I knew I was an enormous asset and should be deferred to.’ But the master producing the play visited his father. ‘I was threatened with a good hiding unless I returned for the opening night . . . I bawled and stomped around the stage and generally received a lot of attention.’

The St Pancras Gazette gave him a good notice: ‘Kenneth Williams, with his mincing step and comical demeanour, as Princess Angelica, was a firm favourite with the audience, to whom his snobbishness and pert vivacity made great appeal.’ His father was less impressed. ‘The stage is for nancies,’ he said. He expected his son to grow up and learn a trade, and for that he would need to learn his sums, not lines: ‘How do you expect to get on in the world if you can’t add up?’

Charlie Williams had taken over as manager at the salon in Marchmont Street, on the northern edge of Bloomsbury. The Marchmont Saloon at No. 57 had been a hairdresser’s since 1910; Charlie had worked there since before his son was born, and in the mid-thirties Edie and Siegfried loaned him the money to buy the business. The family moved into rooms over the shop. Louisa worked with her husband, shampooing hair as well as working the till. ‘A very hard-working woman,’ Joan said. ‘She really rolled her sleeves up.’ The couple made a double act, with her gossiping and flirting, and his surliness.

Kenneth and Pat did not help out in the shop, but they saw how differently their parents treated the customers. Charlie used paraffin to kill nits; he expected the men to have a short back and sides, and mocked the women who asked to have their hair dyed: ‘Henna? Do you want to look like a tart?’ On the Parkinson show, Williams described his father at work: ‘A man I remember once came into the shop . . . “Oh, I’d like a blow wave.” And he said, “Blow? You’ll get no blow waves from me, I’m not doing no blow waves. What are you, a blooming iron? Iron hoof? [rhyming slang for poof] Iron? I’m not having no irons in my shop, get out!”’ When his wife showed off, he would growl, ‘This is a hairdresser’s shop, not a music hall.’

Williams gained a scholarship to Parliament Hill secondary, a school for academically able pupils. If his parents had let him take it up, he might have gone on to university; instead, they decided the cost of the uniform and books was prohibitive, and sent him to Lyulph Stanley Central School for Boys in Mornington Crescent. Throughout his life Williams tried to compensate for his inadequate education. ‘He was very burdened by the fact that like an awful lot of people in this country he had an extremely good mind; there was no questioning his intelligence or sensitivity, but he hadn’t had a good education,’ the broadcaster Melvyn Bragg remarked. ‘If he’d gone to a grammar school, there’s little doubt, because he was a sympathetic chap, somebody would have picked him out and tried to get him to go for university. He must have felt that quite keenly. He was interested in ideas, in reading, in thinking. It was all locked up inside himself.’

One of his pleasures, a joy he never lost, was to surround himself with the paraphernalia of letter-writing. ‘I always remember being very young – about ten or twelve, and being so happy on top of a bus in Kingsway on a raining afternoon going to Woolworth’s in the Strand to buy pens and paper and paper clips . . . Oh! I loved stationery and all the accoutrements of writing.’ One schoolfriend remembered writing the school newspaper with him, and going to Marchmont Street to work on an article.

Young ‘Willy’ played football with his classmates, though he was conscious he was not an athletic boy and that others thought he was effeminate. When he imagined himself as an adult, it was ‘with a gin and tonic and a fag at the bar, in the corner, being rather erudite and elegant’, and he was self-aware enough to know that this made him different from his classmates. A teacher told his father that Kenneth was showing off to disguise an inferiority complex: ‘My exhibitionism concealed a sense of inadequacy,’ he admitted in his autobiography. ‘The real self was a vulnerable, quivering thing . . . affectation and play-acting I used like a hedgehog uses his spines.’

He was not bullied – his friendship with the school captain, Reefy, kept him safe. ‘Anyone who threatened even remotely to bash me, I’d say, Reefy, Reefy, they’re going to bash me, and he always came to the rescue – “Ah get out of it, leave him alone. Touch a hair of his head . . .” And I loved all that. Can’t touch me!’ The other children were less aware of his differences. Joan Carlin saw him as ‘quite a normal child with me and everybody . . . a very likeable boy, very friendly. Any bullies would have had Auntie Lou to answer to. She could stand up for herself. There wasn’t two pennorth of her but she could.’

Charlie Williams accepted that his son showed no interest in learning to be a hairdresser, but he insisted Kenneth had to train in some line of work. ‘You’ve got to have a trade, boy, you’ve got to have a trade – constantly dinned in,’ Williams remembered on a Parkinson show. A career on the stage was out of the question – actors were effete, pretentious and, worst of all, penniless. ‘I’ve had them in the shop with their la-di-da voices . . . they haven’t got two ha’pennies to rub together.’ At fourteen, the son was testing his bounds. It was a ‘sort of phase I went thro’ from about fourteen to at least eighteen. Outwardly it takes the form of cockiness, snobbishness and rudeness – inwardly it is a colossal desire to be loved.’

He defied his father by answering back or not answering at all. When he did talk, he would provoke Charlie into a rage by affecting an upper-class accent. It was a voice he had assumed before he was a teenager, so distinctive that old classmates would recognise it decades later on the radio. ‘My father was a cockney; he didn’t talk like me at all,’ Williams told Russell Harty. ‘He hated my kind of talking. He said, “What d’you go round with a plum in your mouth for? Putting it on, giving yourself airs.”’

They found, in the end, one point of compromise: Kenneth had some ability at drawing. At first Charlie could see no use for it, unless he started doing cartoons for the newspapers, but the art teacher at Lyulph Stanley suggested the boy could train as a draughtsman. It was a trade, but it also demanded artistic, not practical, skills. There was a school of lithography, Bolt Court, in Fleet Street: after passing the oral exam, Kenneth Williams was enrolled to train as a litho draughtsman. He would learn lettering and perspective, the first step in preparing stone and metal plates for lithographic printing.

This was 1940 – the British Expeditionary Force had retreated at Dunkirk, the Luftwaffe began bombing London nightly and the younger pupils at Bolt Court were evacuated from the city to Bicester, Oxfordshire. The fourteen-year-old Williams, living away from his mother for the first time in his life, was billeted on a family with strict, Anglican beliefs. The selection process was humiliating: the children were lined up in the school playground to be looked over by the foster families. ‘I was still there with a few others when darkness fell,’ he remembered, ‘and the authorities handed us over for the night to the District Nurse. I remember asking her why no one had selected me, and she said, “Because you’ve got a nasty sneer on your face, that’s why.”’

Within weeks he asked to move: the proximity of family life among strangers must have been unbearable to an adolescent boy who already guarded his privacy. The Bolt Court pupils were required to help on the allotments, and there he met and was befriended by a retired vet in his seventies, John Chisholm. The elderly man invited Williams to board at the large house where he lived with his housekeeper.

Williams always remembered the house at 19 Sheep Street as ‘a magical abode’, filled with antique furniture and books. Dim passageways connected rooms lit by candles or oil lamps, the sitting-room was a surgery, the garden was overgrown and a coach-house stood at the back. The young evacuee explored it in fascination.

Chisholm liked to recite poetry, particularly Byron and Shelley, and sing old ballads, loudly, and he enjoyed having an audience. In the evenings when Mrs Woods, the housekeeper, was at Salvation Army meetings, he would perform a repertoire of favourites that he knew by heart, such as ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ and ‘The Yarn of the Loch Achray’; he taught Williams the importance of clear diction and how to use silences to build drama in a poem.

Louisa Williams was anxious to know her son was safe and came to visit, with Edie Smith, her ‘crony’ from the Norfolk. The two women were horrified: there were mouse droppings in the kitchen, they said, and the mattresses were like ploughed fields, while the sight of Chisholm in his nightshirt with a candle sent them into hysterical giggles. Williams always thought fondly of Bicester, though, and made a short pilgrimage there in the last year of his life; by a pleasing coincidence, he met Chisholm’s nephew in the bar of the village pub.

In the spring of 1941, aged fifteen, Williams was sent back to London, to continue his studies at Bolt Court. He also resumed duties as a firewatcher. His sister Pat had joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, and cousin Joan, who was about to get married, was working as a lathe operator in a factory. The bombing continued, and because there was no bunker at 57 Marchmont Street the family would take shelter in the kitchen, in a basement under the shop. A skylight opened on to the street beneath a grating: it was glazed with reinforced glass, but in the coal cellar next door the grating was bare. One night, Charlie went to fetch a scuttleful of coal and was spattered by a drunken group of soldiers who were urinating into the hole. ‘I’ve been pissed on!’ he roared. ‘Pissed on in my own house!’ Louisa knew better than to laugh at her husband to his face, but her stepmother, ‘Tin Lizzie’, was less tactful, or less fearful. In a rage, Charlie sacked her as the cleaner in his shop. The job was added to Louisa’s duties.

With Pat and so many others serving away or killed in the war, Christmas that year was a subdued affair – ‘almost melancholy, and brushed over with false gaiety’, Williams wrote in the first diary entry he ever made. The pocket book, a Collins Emerald diary, was probably a Christmas present. He carefully filled in the page of ‘personal memoranda’ – weight, seven stone two; height, five feet, three inches; collar size, fourteen; hat, seven; gloves, seven; boots, six and a half; plus his phone number, bicycle number and ID card number. The entries were clipped and brief (‘Have smashing overcoat. Went to the Dominion . . . those stairs!’) but he tried to record something every day.

At Bolt Court he was learning to etch on metal, and to make prints with carbon tissue and with zinc (‘It seems rather dashed hard’). He learned about photography, and lantern slides, and had to sketch a pair of wings, which he copied from a greetings card. In the evenings, he went to the cinema when he could. He was also reading widely – Jew Süss by Lion Feuchtwanger was ‘very good’, Sir H. Rider Haggard’s She was ‘balderdash! tripe! eyewash! blah!’

His pastimes were not all intellectual: he enjoyed billiards and bike rides. His chief hobby was stamp collecting, which could keep him occupied for hours at a time, sending off to Gibbons and other firms for packets of used stamps, and arranging them in his album, which had cost him 17s 6d. Family incidents did not often merit comment, though he tried some cooking one Sunday, making bread rolls, and played Monopoly with Edie’s daughter Joy. Pat’s arrival home on leave in November caused excitement – she had hitched home from Lancashire on a lorry. He referred to his parents as ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’, not ‘Louie’ and ‘Charlie’, as he began to call them after the war.

There was little evidence of sexual feelings. Williams certainly knew his inclinations were homosexual, and in his autobiography he suggested his first experiences had been with boys at school – ‘all clumsy, furtive fumblings and really very innocent’. He remembered in his diary how he had been infatuated with, and frightened of, a boyfriend of his sister’s, called James. It was before the war, and Williams was thirteen or perhaps younger; they were on Tonbridge Street, walking to the Regent cinema, when James offered an alliance: ‘With my brawn and your brains we’re a marvellous combination.’ Williams refused. He couldn’t even offer a compliment in return. Long afterwards, he wished he could see James again – not to try to resume their pubescent friendship, but just to look at him.

During the summer of 1942 he met a ‘nice fellow’ called Alan Knight, and they spent several days together, including a day-trip to the Empress Eugenie’s house at Chislehurst. On another Sunday, he ‘went to Alan’s. Glad wasn’t with M. and D. Am to see him on Monday night.’ This reticence about his longings and emotions was probably demanded by his fear of discovery, especially by his parents – ‘keeping a diary is a fine idea, so long as it is in such a place that access to it is only possible by the right people’.

Williams at fifteen barely took notice of the events shaking the world. He had no interest in analysing the strategies and politics of the war, and made only cursory mention of pivotal events. ‘Capture of Bali by Japs’, he noted on his birthday, between a list of the aunts who had given him money (it came to £1) and a promise to himself that he would get an attaché case. A Bolt Court teacher who lectured the pupils on the war was a ‘patriotic windbag’.

He was engaged only when it affected him directly: in late July 1942 he attended two Sea Cadet Corps meetings in Paddington Street with a cousin, Ronnie Hayden, and learned about torpedoes, signals and mines. He enjoyed it enough to apply for membership, though it was the uniform that he wanted most – he fretted for two months that he was still in civilian clothes, until he passed the medical on 30 September and was kitted out. The hat was too small, the tunic too big, the belt arrived ten days late and he had to pay a tailor 5 shillings to adjust it all, but it was worth the frustration. His friends were ‘jealous as hell!!’

When Pat came home, they were photographed in uniform together. With the Sea Cadets, he visited the War Cabinet offices, learned to take a compass reading and to sound the depth of water, practised his knots – ‘terrible!!! almost makes one feel ashamed’ – and drilled on parade.

His skills as a draughtsman were developing more quickly. In March he had applied for three jobs and was invited for interview at Edward Stanford’s, a map-making firm in Long Acre. The opportunity filled him with apprehension. ‘Do hope I will be successful. Please God, I shall be!!’ he wrote the night before the interview. He got the apprenticeship, and for the first few weeks his diary was full of anxious prayers. His first fortnight’s wages, paid on 10 April, were 18s 6d. His lettering became more confident, as he discovered that left-handedness was an advantage when he was writing in reverse on stones for flat-bed printing.

An eager correspondent even at sixteen, he often wrote letters to friends and was continually expecting replies. His first surviving letter was to Alice and Bill, whose son Albert, a signalman in the Royal Navy, had been killed on active service. In the back of his diary, he struggled to compose a note of condolence: ‘It seems there is very little to write that can express our sympathy enough, but believe it, our hearts go out to you in your trial, and you are constantly in our thoughts. But even the worst news can’t desist us from hoping [. . .] you understand, it is impossible to write a long letter, news does not somehow seem to fit into this sort of letter [. . .] It is gratifying to know that you yourself are well bodily [. . .] Therefore I shall finish by echoing all our wishes for your future well-being and all our Love.’

At Stanford’s he was again befriended by an older man, an Ordnance Survey cartographer named Valentine Orford, then thirty-six, who encouraged his reading and gave him his first proper introduction to the theatre. They saw Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, and The Doctor’s Dilemma by George Bernard Shaw at the Haymarket: ‘I was entranced and fascinated. Never before had I heard such lively argument and such irreverent wit . . . this was the sort of part I wanted to play – these were the aesthetics I wanted to proclaim.’

Convinced he had talent as an actor, he joined the Tavistock Players’ Little Theatre, which rehearsed at the Mary Ward Settlement in Tavistock Place, round the corner from Marchmont Street. This amateur dramatics society welcomed him: they were short of male actors, and his first role was an older man’s part, as Gaston in Villa for Sale by Sacha Guitry. The ladies of the group tried to teach him how to apply his make-up and to project his voice on stage. His natural gift was for ad libs and, when half of his false moustache fell off, he got a laugh by turning away and bending over as he stuck it back on. During the post-war years, when he was regularly petitioning BBC producers and rep directors for work, he liked to emphasise his background in am-dram and felt it showed the strength of his actor’s vocation.

Conscription was looming. ‘Where will I be 2 years hence?’ he wondered. He hoped his involvement with the Sea Cadets would lead to a naval posting: the older draughtsmen at Stanford’s suggested he could be a hydrographer on a survey ship, working on navigation charts. Williams liked the idea of a full seaman’s uniform. When his call-up came in February 1944, however, he was handed a rifle, a bayonet and infantry fatigues.

ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/9781848544604.jpg
THE AUTHORISED BIOGRAPHY

CHRISTOPHER _ <
STEVENS ff s










ops/images/pub.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





