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PROLOGUE

THE BEST BLOKE ON TELEVISION
(CITY HALL, NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE 1988)

Dave Allen was holding a handbill that had been carefully
preserved and framed; he looked bemused. His sparkling
eyes were laughing over the top of half-moon glasses which
were perched on the end of his nose. The famous jet-black
thatch of hair was now a long grey mop and very windswept.
He was wearing a much-worn grey pullover with holes at
each elbow.

The handbill was from times past. He called me over to
‘take a look at this’. The top of the bill was ‘Britain’s
International Teen Singing Star’ Helen Shapiro and down
below her name was Dave Allen as compere. The eye-
catching act was a group called the Beatles.

I saw that the date on the poster was 1963 and, without
thinking, told Dave that I would have been nearly ten. He
looked resignedly at me over the top of his glasses. As this
was the legendary Dave Allen, the man who could make
audiences weep with laughter at his sideways glance at the
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English language, a man who could rant for twenty minutes
about a sign that said ‘Strawberries, Drive In’ — ‘Can’t I drive
in? I'm not a strawberry, but then I have never seen a
strawberry drive’ — and muse how someone could announce
‘Ear-piercing while you wait’ -~ ‘Do you have many people
who try to leave their ears with you, or anything else for
that matter, while they go out shopping?’ — I waited for his
response. Dave Allen told me a story.

‘This brings back memories. Helen Shapiro would have
been just seventeen. I had been on tour with Helen for
weeks and then we were joined by the Beatles. I changed
from having my own slot on the show to being the compéere.

‘It was a very tough tour of one-night stands. It was a
dreadful winter that year and we all froze. Helen and the
guys travelled in a camper van. They were only just getting
‘really well known. We were here in Newcastle in this room
when John Lennon asked me how much their agent should
be taking as a fee. He was really looking for some truth
about all this. I told him ten to fifteen per cent tops. John
looked horrified; he told me that Brian Epstein had been tak-
ing thirty per cent. They were just young guys who needed
help.” 23 March 1963 dated the event precisely.

Take a glass of whisky, J&B of course, a missing finger, a
tall leather bar chair, an acute, sometimes searingly accu-
rate view of the absurdities of life, language, religion and
sex, and you, along with millions of others, have conjured
up the image of Gilbert David Tynan O’Mahony, known to
all of us as Dave Allen. As this was 1988, there was no
Gauloise cigarette; they had gone — ‘Why should I pay some-
one else to kill me?’ — but the rest was the same.
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He was still the only person who could scream ‘The
Pope’s a poof’ at a ‘shockproof’ watch in front of an audience
of millions and get away with it, just.

Dave Allen was the founder of stand-up comedy, a voyeur
of life and raconteur and observer of all things ludicrous. On
stage he screamed, shouted, swore and ranted. Some
complained that he blasphemed, but he said that he
never ‘intended to offend’. Off stage he was a quiet, serious,
seemingly shy man, until an eyebrow arched and the word
‘prat’ was spat out at someone or something stupid or
irritating.

We were halfway through the tour of An Evening with
Dave Allen at the City Hall in Newcastle. You could clear-
ly see the mark on the wall where the precious handbill usu-
ally hung in this tired ‘green room’, backstage. We were
standing on a red and purple swirl carpet, surrounded by
boxes and the usual chaos of a load-in. It was anything but
glamorous, but it was very welcoming.

As soon as Dave had arrived, one of the crew had taken
the framed poster down and proudly passed it to him. They
were pleased to see him and knew that they were in for
nights of laughter.

The crew member told Dave that he had instructed a
rock-and-roll tour manager who had arrived a few weeks
earlier with eight wagons of equipment, lighting, sound,
costumes and staging that he should learn from Dave
Allen — ‘All Dave has with him is a girl and a car.’ I was
that girl, on tour in 1988 with my own private comedian
and bon vivant.

In the touring estate car was the chair, a large white carpet,
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luggage, Dave’s suits, several boxes of programmes, two
cases of champagne and the mandatory bottles of J&B.
There would only be the two of us on the road for nearly six
months, criss-crossing the country and staying either a
week or just the night everywhere from Aberdeen to
Plymouth, Norwich to Belfast for An Evening with Dave
Allen. Tt was a very big tour and it was a sell-out.

I had met the icon of my childhood, this iconoclastic tele-
vision star and comedian, only a few months earlier, in
September 1988. I had received a phone call from a company
that I had never worked for before called Pola Jones (who
were promoting the show with Phil McIntyre). They were
looking for a tour manager to go out with Dave Allen on his
UK tour. I had just finished work on the arena version of
Verdi’s Aida at Earls Court with over seven hundred cast
members. An exhilarating experience, but for a theatre
company manager, it was incredibly frustrating as there was
no way you could get to know anyone. It was an alien
situation if you were used to doing a tour of just five dress-
ing rooms before curtain up and listening to all the gossip
and worries of the cast.

Now I was going to work with just one man. For once, it
was from the ridiculous to the sublime. It doesn’t matter
how many stars you meet or work with, you are always
nervous when you meet them for the first time. Dave Allen
had been a television star for most of my life. He became
part of mine and thousands of families’ viewing habits in
the UK with Sunday Night at the London Palladium or
with The Val Doonican Show. Then came the many varia-
tions of his own show, when he started to do his own act,
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which would be broadcast to millions of people around the
world. Like most people, I did not realise that his television
career had started in Australia. By the time we met he had
been on our screens for over twenty-five years.

We met for the first time in an office off Wardour Street in
London. I hadn’t expected someone so quiet, so serious. That
was my first impression of him. Of course, he was much older
than I remembered from the television shows in the seventies
and early eighties. He was shorter than me, probably about
five feet seven inches. He was in his omnipresent grey
jumper. In hindsight, it was a ludicrous situation, just twen-
ty minutes to meet someone that you are going to work with,
be responsible for and get on with for weeks on end. It was
like being interviewed for a six-month platonic blind date.

Dave was doing radio and press interviews on the phone
in a back office, and I assumed that he would judge me on
gut instinct alone in between calls. He was charming, we
both smiled, shook hands, and it was over. I was about to go
on the road as tour manager to Dave Allen.

I picked up Dave from his house off High Street
Kensington a few days later. It was early morning, and we
were on our way to get the train from Paddington to Bristol
for the start of a short publicity tour. In the cab from my
side of London to his I had concerns, of course. This day
would be a good litmus test before the tour. The work
didn’t worry me, although it was years since I had actually
lit a show - been responsible for the lighting — and now I
was organising the lighting for this star. The old maxim that
if you can’t see someone then you can’t hear them was
scaring me a little.
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From the moment we got on the train I began to see the
other side of this observant comedian. During breakfast I
listened to him directing the programme designer and saw
his cartoons and beautiful paintings that were going to be
included in the programme. There were some political car-
toons and paintings depicting abstract relationships. It was
going to be fascinating.

His fame was not in doubt, but I was not prepared for the
respect or admiration that millions of ordinary people had
for him. When I went to pay for the breakfasts that morn-
ing, the dining-car steward wouldn’t take any money, point-
blank refused it. ‘Are you his wife?’ he asked. I explained
who I was, and with a wagging finger, he told me that Dave
Allen was ‘the best bloke on television. He doesn’t pay for
anything on this train. [ won't take any money from Dave
Allen. Please tell him that’s what I think.’ I wasn’t going to
argue, and Dave seemed bashfully flattered, as if it were the
first time that had ever happened, which I didn’t believe.

The publicity tour was a whistle-stop affair to Bristol,
Liverpool and Manchester. Dave, as the polished profession-
al, went from radio programme to television studio and
behaved as if he knew all the people interviewing him as old
friends. Even when we met faded celebrities, turned stars of
local radio, reminding Dave, with a hint of desperation,
about their hit single from twenty years back, he smiled
through it all. It must have been exhausting going through
the same questions each time: about his finger, what the
show would be about, how much work it was, was he look-
ing forward to it and when was he going to be on television
again? It was a tour de force and his humour didn’t change,
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although I saw that in private he was completely different.

To round off our day, on our return to Paddington there
was a horrendous queue at the taxi rank. We stood looking
at this Exodus-like mass of people. Suddenly the queue
became irrelevant as two cabbies ran up to Dave and jostled
to say that they would take him home. We didn’t pay for
that journey either.

After that there was only a week before we went on tour.
A tremendous amount of work goes into a tour even with
just one person. There is no such thing as a small show. The
production office was busy finalising hotels, deals with the
theatres and venues and producing a tour bible for Dave and
I with all the names and numbers that we would need for
the next few months. My tasks before we left included nego-
tiating the release of his favourite black leather show chair
from another company and to stock up on glasses, cham-
pagne and J&B.

The first date of the tour was in Manchester at the Palace
Theatre. There are various types of tour. In the industry
they are referred to as ‘a number one’ or ‘a number two’. A
number-one tour is usually a warm-up before a season in the
West End in London. The touring theatres will be the big,
famous venues, including Newcastle, Leeds, Birmingham,
Bristol, Brighton, Richmond and Manchester. The Palace
Theatre in Manchester is a huge venue, and for a one-man
show to fill this for a whole week and for it to have been
sold out weeks in advance was fantastic. It was a big pre-
miere for everyone. It was also a big stage for a comic to get
his act over to the audience from. Stand-ups prefer working
in small venues, clubs and pubs because they can get good
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audience contact and feedback. To work on a thirty-yard-
wide black platform looking into a black cavern and make
contact with the audience needs special expertise and
courage.

In Manchester the load-in (the arrival and building of the
scenery) for this show took minutes rather than the usual
hours as there was just me and the contents of the car. The
crew who were waiting for me were welcoming and excited
about the week ahead. I had been there many times before
over the years, but this time, instead of stacks of scenery in
the wings, there was just a pile of programmes in boxes. No
rails of costumes, just a couple of suits that went into the
number-one dressing room.

There was a surreal moment between myself and the
chief electrician when we were sitting in the stalls checking
the lighting states, colours and follow spots as all we were
watching was a chair and a table on a large white carpet.
The atmosphere was electric, expectant.

There is nothing like the feel of a theatre on the night of
a premiere. You know that it is going to be a full house, and
there is a buzz everywhere. Hushed voices are interrupted
by the sound of bottles being stacked on the shelves in the
bars. They were anticipating a good take at the bars during
the interval that night. They would not be disappointed.
The ushers had a briefing and were told the running times
of the show, and you knew that they would listen to every
word, every night and would laugh until they cried. They all
loved Dave Allen.

The theatre manager asked me for boxes of programmes.
He had a laugh at the cover. It was one of Dave’s cartoons
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called ‘Captain Flash’ who was wearing a blindfold, reveal-
ing a toothy smile and holding open his cape; he was stark
naked. It wasn't a pretty sight. It was not the usual type of
programme.

I phoned the hotel to see that Dave had arrived safely. He
had but was swapping rooms, a ritual I was soon to discov-
er. He hated lifts and always insisted on being on the ground
or first floor. He asked me to buy him some pancake make-
up and a sponge as he had forgotten them, and I hurtled out
into the hot late afternoon to the nearest theatrical supplier
and arrived back at the theatre to find Dave in residence.
The stage door keeper was quick to tell me that I had missed
his arrival and looked at me as if I had been out skiving.
There were cards to be taken to Dave’s room, and I was anx-
ious to talk to him about the opening sequence, the running
time, how part one ended and finally to ask him how he
was. I didn’t know him well enough to spot if he was nerv-
ous, but I was.

Dave told me that it was all really straightforward as
there were clear cues to follow and asked me about the
lighting and the follow spots. I reassured him that I had fol-
lowed the colours for the lighting that he had given me and
that the follow spots were looking forward to it, in fact
everyone was. Then came the bombshell.

He told me that I would have to walk on to the stage in a
blackout (there would be no lights on) with a tray of drinks
and put them on the table, then get back to the prompt cor-
ner, the stage manager’s desk and start the show. This was
news to me and I was absolutely terrified. “You are joking,’
I implored hopefully. He wasn’t, but he was laughing. He
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said that he didn’t like the drinks sitting there all that time
and, anyway, the ice would melt.

1left the calm of the number-one dressing room and head-
ed for the wide, open spaces of the black wings on the oppo-
site prompt side, the right-hand side of the stage. I practised
walking to the chair and back, the slippery silver tray bal-
anced on my hand, with my eyes shut, trying not to think
about full glasses of booze that could slip off and crash. I was
not looking forward to this. It sounded so simple, but in
front of 1200 people a slip-up could ruin the start of the
show, although as Dave told me with a rather mischievous
twinkle in his eyes, ‘It might get a few laughs.” This didn’t
reassure me.

Dave joined me on stage to do a sound check, and I got my
first taste of his act, that soft voice and his expert sound
effects with just a microphone, and my adrenaline kicked
in. The stalls were suddenly populated by groups of ushers
and theatre staff gathering to get their first glimpse of the
great television star, Dave Allen. He said, ‘Good evening,
Manchester’ to them all, and they waved back to him. He
asked them if they were all well and happy, and a chorus of
‘Yes, thanks, Dave’ came back to him from all round the
auditorium. There was good humour all round.

After the sound check he thanked everyone and headed
back to his extraordinary pink dressing room. He asked the
theatre manager why it was pink, and the answer was that
it was a request from Shirley Bassey who just liked her
dressing rooms to be pink. I asked Dave what colour he
would like his dressing rooms to be for the rest of the tour,
and he just gave me that over-the-top-of-the-glasses look.
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We ended up in a lot of pink dressing rooms on that tour and
listened in fascination to the tales of comedy double acts on
the road and their fixations with checking that neither had
a larger dressing room than the other, even to the extent of
getting out tape measures to be absolutely sure.

I went back on to the deserted stage. The working lights
were on in the auditorium, and I turned on the working
light on stage. The space instantly lost its life and magic and
became a dead space.

Usually there are people everywhere backstage: cast
rehearsing, crew walking around, visitors coming to see the
star for the traditional good-luck wish for the first night.
This night was unique; I was the only one backstage and
would be waiting anxiously in the wings for a show I have
never rehearsed or seen. There was only one performer and
he was quietly getting ready in his dressing room. I was
thinking about the tray and the glasses and then looking in
dismay at the distance to the table on stage.

The theatre manager came through the pass door and
asked me if he could ‘open the house’ and let the audience
in. T asked the lighting guys to put up the walk-in lighting
that highlights the chair and to put the houselights on to
full and said, ‘Yes, we're clear’ to the manager.

Almost immediately the sound of laughter filled the the-
atre. It sounded like the audience for a pantomime — noisy,
expectant — except that there were no children in for this
show; these were excited adults. There were snatches of
“There’s his chair’ and ‘No booze on there yet’ as they sat
looking at the familiar sight of the chair and stool, anticipat-
ing the arrival of Dave Allen.





