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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I DEVELOP A new stand-up tour, I tend to start from nothing.
Some comedians carry a notebook around ready to pounce on anything that
happens or is said, and which may be developed into ‘a bit’ — a bit being the
universal comedians’ name for a piece of stand-up material. I have never
operated like that, primarily because I came to comedy late and was too
busy working and bringing up kids to be thinking what part of my life I
could use on stage. I would go on stage, see what bits sprang to mind, and
expand those themes further in subsequent gigs.

This is fine when you are doing ten-minute spots in comedy clubs. But
when it comes to putting together a tour that needs two hours of new
material, I often wish I had the discipline of noting down any bits that have
happened. Essentially, I am not a joke-teller. When I am on stage, I talk
about what has happened in my world: my life, therefore, is spent walking
around, hoping that something funny happens. When something humorous
does occur, I retell it on stage to a room full of strangers — as long as I can
remember it, of course. As I have now reached the stage in my life where I
can’t always remember what I did yesterday, that isn’t guaranteed.

Having no notebooks to start from, I basically do tons of smaller warm-
up shows, where I always seem to find the main things that are playing on
my mind at that point in my life. It’s a bit like therapy, as it helps organise
my mind, if therapy consisted of standing in front of a room of unqualified
people who I have asked to pay to attend. The process starts with standard
room-above-a-pub gigs, moves onto small art centres with a few hundred
people, and steadily grows in venue size as I develop the material into a full
show.

I like this process more than if I prepared — or you could say, if I acted
more professionally! I know it’s counter-intuitive, but the less preparation I
have for those early warm-up gigs, the better the overall end result is when I



develop the full show. In the absence of any prepared material to fall back
on, I find I am forced to allow the adrenaline to kick in and stimulate the
creative process. Nothing activates your brain more than standing in front
of a room full of strangers looking at you with expectant faces, waiting for
you to be funny while all you have to offer is a blank mind and a
microphone. I seem to find the material quicker in those situations than I do
sat at home looking at the wall with a blank page and a pen.

This approach also means the material is more ‘of the moment’. It is
based on the stuff that is currently happening or currently in my head,
which makes it feel fresh and relevant. On my last tour, Winging It, two
main things kept informing the material. Firstly, I had just turned fifty, and
secondly, my kids had left home (by choice, I might add: we didn’t just kick
them out so I would have some material for the show, although I would
probably have felt it was a price worth paying in the absence of any other
bits).

When this book’s publisher, Andrew, watched the DVD of the show, he
reported back that it was basically ‘a middle-aged man moaning’. However,
this was much more of a positive than a negative, as he said there was a
market for this as a book: many people were probably feeling the same, and
Andrew suggested this could be used as a reference point for anyone in a
similar position or about to face the same challenges. It was his suggestion
to call this book How to Grow Old. It was my later suggestion to add the
subtitle, A Middle-Aged Man Moaning.

I am now sat at home, tapping away at this introduction with the three-
finger style I have developed as I never thought typing was going to be a
skill I would ever require. I am part of the generation of men born in a time
when only secretaries, journalists and authors knew how to type. Email, the
creation of which has revolutionised communication, was not even invented
when I entered the adult world of work, aged sixteen.

My first full-time job was as a mail lad (there were no mail girls, or mail
persons of gender neutrality, in 1982) and my role entailed cycling around
the ICI Rocksavage chemical plant in Runcorn, taking handwritten notes
between the offices and plant rooms. The company sent its products all over
the world and was regarded as the cutting-edge of technology, but could
only operate because sixteen-year-old mail lads on bikes carried notes in
brown envelopes between all the people involved in the production process.



ICI was regarded as a great employer, and often the old men I would see
walking around the yard in company overalls and hard hats would tell me to
stick with the company because I would get my pension, provided I
progressed from the mail room and learned one of the skills the company
required, such as operating some of the plant machinery. Nobody ever said
to me, ‘Listen, son, learn to type! It’s the future and will change your life. It
will save you from looking like a man with arthritis who can only use three
fingers, when you’re fifty-two.’

Nobody ever said that because the office environment in those days
really was ‘paper shuffling’. Today, I would imagine that the offices in ICI
are filled with people on laptops typing away and communicating with the
world instantly through their fingertips. Back in 1982, the phones had rotary
dials on the front which meant even dialling a call would take five minutes.
All written communication was on memo pads that had a space for the next
person to respond to what was written in the box above, and to stimulate the
next person in line to engage. What would now be done with a single group
email would take days, as notes were carried from one part of the plant to
another.

Part of me misses those times, because the frenetic speed we operate and
communicate at nowadays doesn’t seem to have served us very well.
Everyone is stressed and overloaded with information, and email means that
you are never really away from work. It is too easy to be on a family
holiday and let the ‘I just have to deal with this one email’ mentality creep
in. Even if it is only thirty minutes away from the family holiday, it is still
time lost you will never get back.

That never happened when I was a mail lad. Nobody ever said, ‘John,
take this memo to Keith from accounts. He is in Malaga with his family, but
if you can just cycle there, and wait an hour for him to read it and respond
and bring it back, that would be great.” Not only would that have killed me
on my fixed-wheel butcher’s bike with my mail bag in the front basket, but
Keith would almost certainly have said, ‘Fuck off! I’m on holiday!’

These days, someone would just ‘ping’ Keith an email and either through
a sense of responsibility or a fear of being sacked (or to get away from his
annoying family), Keith would find a quiet corner, read the email and type a
response. Most of us do this without thinking about it, even though logic
suggests it is an intrusion we should object to. And that’s despite the fact
that many people’s typing skills, particularly people under the age of thirty,



now mean they can communicate with their fingers quicker than their
mouth — as any parent who has ever had a text argument with a teenager
will testify. I have done that with my sons and it’s quite disconcerting when
they reply to a text you have not yet finished typing.

Typing for me is like talking with a speech impediment: I can make
myself understood but it takes me longer than I would like. The difference
is that if I had a speech impediment (accents don’t count!), I would seek
help, but one sign of aging is the acceptance that this is as good as you will
ever be at something. Don’t believe people who take on new hobbies in
their later years and pretend they are doing it as part of some journey of
self-development. They just can’t be arsed getting better at the things they
already do.

How to Grow Old is a stupid title, because the answer is obvious: Dont Die.
Provided you don’t die, you are growing old. You are already older than
when you started reading this book, and that was only a few minutes ago.

In fact, getting old is not that difficult in the modern western world. Life
expectancy has increased dramatically. Women'’s life expectancy in the UK
today is 82.9 years, and for men 79.2 years: back in 1841, it was 42.2 and
40.2, which means it has virtually doubled. No other creature in the whole
history of the planet has managed to affect its own life expectancy in such a
positive way and in such a relatively short space of time. If anything, the
life expectancy of many animals on Earth has been adversely affected by
the extension of ours: the longer we live, the more resources we will use.

Whichever way you look at it, a doubling of human life expectancy in
only 178 years is incredible. There are many factors that have influenced
this, and some we will pick up further in the book, but if the same thing
happened again in the next 178 years, then in 2197 we could be expecting
an average life expectancy of 160 years old. It will be like living in a world
of Gandalfs, but it may well happen. Since the 1980s, life expectancy has
continued to go up by around two months a year because of fewer deaths
from smoking or heart problems, thanks to healthier lifestyles and better
health care.

However, the length of time you can expect to be on this planet may be
predetermined before you even get here. Where you come from defines
how long you live more than most people would imagine. In 2017, the
Office of National Statistics found males living in the most affluent 10 per



cent of areas in England and Wales lived an average 9.3 years longer than
males living in the bottom 10 per cent. Life expectancy is longer in the
South than the North or the Midlands: kids born between 2010 and 2012
could expect to live an average of 80.3 years in the South East and 79.7 in
London, but only 77.8 in the North East and 77.7 in the North West.

This difference becomes more distinct between areas and even postcodes.
Men born in Kensington live a decade longer than men born in Glasgow
(73). However, this difference is outdone by that of the men living in
Warfield Harvest Ride, in Berkshire, who can expect to live until 90.3, and
men living in the Bloomfield area of Blackpool who live to an average 68.2.
That’s a staggering 22.1 years’ difference between two places in the same

country that are about 240 miles apart — nearly a year of extra life for every

11 miles.nt

As shocking as this statistic is, I hope you haven’t bought this book
called How to Grow Old looking for the answer. If you live in Bloomfield
and are thinking, ‘That’s good, I could buy that book, read it and learn from
the wisdom within its pages, and then I too can live as long as the people in
Warfield Harvest Ride ...’ then I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed.
It is also worth pointing out that these statistics assume that where you are
born or where you spend most of your life does not change. There is
nothing in the genetic make-up of the people of Kensington that guarantees
longevity. Should a child be taken from the environment of Kensington or
Warfield Harvest Ride and placed in Bloomfield or Glasgow to grow up,
one would suspect they would not outlive their new peers. In fact, arriving
in Glasgow with a clipped, posh Berkshire accent? It’s fair to say your
chances of longevity will be massively curtailed.

Living longer doesn’t always mean having a better life. It’s not as if the
people in Warfield Harvest Ride have a longer period of life in their
twenties and thirties, when they are fit, with tight stomachs and boundless
energy which they can direct into having more sex, doing more travelling
and learning new skills — which in turn leads to them meeting new people
they can travel with, learn new skills with and have more sex with. It’s not
as if they gain more time in the best years of their lives.

No, the people in Warfield Harvest Ride gain more time at the fag-end of
their life. They have more time when they don’t understand the changing
world, when less people are bothered about what they think, and when their
only contribution to society is to carry on living to get statisticians excited.



The older you live, the more time you spend in a body that is not what you
ever thought it would be, looking at yourself in the mirror and remembering
when all your skin used to fit your face instead of the saggy bag with eyes
looking back at you.

This book will not tell you how to stay on this planet longer. Instead, it
will attempt to look at the various aspects of being the age I am today —
fifty-two, at time of writing — that make me see the world differently, and to
share some of the things I have learned along the way. Some of it will be
funny, hopefully, some will involve genuine lessons from my life, and some
of it will contain elements that, as I sit here typing the first pages, I can’t
anticipate.

I also need to point out that I am a white, heterosexual, middle-aged man:
the exact demographic from whom the world no longer wants to learn
anything. I am very aware that nobody is having marches for white,
heterosexual, middle-aged men. There is no drive to ensure that we are we
represented equally on television and in the media. Nobody is speaking up
for us because we have had the patriarchal society for millennia, most
people think we’ve made a bollocks of it and so now it’s someone else’s
turn.

This is not a complaint but an observation. Straight white middle-aged
men have had our time and so it’s only fair we hear some other voices. I
only mention this here as a spoiler alert: I can only see the world through
the eyes of my own experience and that will become more apparent through
these pages.

Andrew, my publisher, is a white, heterosexual middle-aged man himself,
so when he approached me to write this book, I knew I had probably struck
a chord with him through my stand-up. As I am not a professional writer,
Andrew thought it would make sense to link me up with an experienced
writer and editor, and so introduced me to lan Gittins. lan has been very
hands-on and the fact that this book exists at all is in no small measure
down to him. He has given me feedback on what I have written, and
suggested edits and other topics to explore. When I was halfway through
the book and sent him an email with the subject title ‘I can’t be arsed ...’
explaining that as a grumpy middle-aged man I was losing the will to live,
or at least losing the will to try and fill any of the empty pages that were in
front of me, he suggested we could keep moving things forward by finding
other ways to get the material of the book down. Ian came to my house and



recorded conversations we had, that he then wrote up and returned to me to
use as I wished. This was an interesting process akin to developing a stand-
up tour because I could read and reflect on what we had discussed and
extract material to change or rewrite to include in the book. It kept my brain
engaged when I had reached the conclusion that wasting my life writing a
book about growing old was more irony that even I could stand.

As another white, heterosexual middle-aged man, Ian brought absolutely
nothing new to the demographic of the team working on this book.
Normally, if three white, heterosexual middle-aged men are working to put
something on paper it is either government legislation, a fantasy football
league or a pub quiz. Hopefully, this book will fill a gap in-between.

Basically, if you want to know how to grow old, I am not sure this book
will help. If you want to understand the aging process from a sociological
and anthropological perspective, I am not sure it will do that, either.
However, if you happen to want to know what white, heterosexual, middle-
aged men think of getting old, this book could very well be exactly what
you have been looking for.



HOW TO WAKE UP OLD

HOW DO YOU KNOW you are officially ‘old’? I think there is a very easy
way to find out. Take your current age and halve it. If the person you were
half a lifetime ago was still at school, you’re not old. If the person you were
half a lifetime ago was, even then, grown up enough to have a job with a
pension plan and a company car, as [ was twenty-six years ago, then you are
old. I do this exercise from time to time: pause and try to remember what
stage I was at in my life ten, twenty or, in this case, twenty-six years ago.
It’s an exercise which is always filled with both joy and sadness. Joy that
the Me I was then would be pleased to see Me as I am today; sadness that I
didn’t appreciate my life then enough.

The old cliché that “You are only as old as you feel’ always sounds great.
It’s optimistic and suggests that your age is up to you: think positively and
your age will be what you want it to be. Some people think that this is all
that matters, how young you feel. Emile Ratelband, a Dutch TV personality,
felt so strongly about it that he took legal action to get his age of sixty-nine
reduced to forty-nine, to reflect more how he felt but also to help with his
profile on dating websites. He argued that if he felt forty-nine he should be
able to say he was forty-nine, in the same way that transgender people can
change their sex legally. Life, however, is not an internet dating profile and
he lost the case because the judges suggested it would open the law up to all
sorts of abuse, because if people could reduce their age legally they could



also increase it to break age restrictions to marry, drink alcohol or even
vote. He also lost the case because it was a stupid thing to take to a court of
law: you can’t just decide to be a different age, and there is not a direct
correlation between actual legal age and how you feel. That would be like
going to court and asking them to say you are taller and slimmer because
you don’t feel small and fat. Comparing it to the experience of the
transgender community is a staggering display of ignorance. It’s like
coming back from holiday with a tan and saying you now know what it
feels like to be black.

As you get older, everything about your life changes — including how you
wake up. Waking up old is not the same as waking up young. When you are
young, you bounce out of bed, do a few press-ups, and take your naked
body to the shower to start the day. When you are old, you don’t even wake
up naked. Somehow, on the journey to becoming older, there is a point in
your relationship with your partner where sleeping au naturel seems
completely unnecessary. The idea that you might just happen to have
passionate sex accidentally — and so need to keep that option open — is not
realistic after a certain age.

You and your partner accept that you are going to bed to rest, not to
engage in the acrobatics that being under a duvet together used to entail. It
makes sense to be as comfortable as possible, which generally does not
include being naked. Instead, you might wear an old T-shirt, or some
official pyjamas. By ‘official’, I mean the full matching patterned Marks &
Spencer outfit, because for years I used to opt for just a T-shirt. That
seemed fine until about five years ago, when my wife, Melanie, suggested I
start to wear bed-pants.

Bed-pants are not pyjamas. They perform the same function of covering
all the unacceptable parts of your body which gravity is doing its best to
pull towards your ankles, but they are more like a cotton pair of shorts. In
many quarters they appear cool, more like house shorts, or chill-out shorts
to wear in front of the TV. Once you call them bed-pants, I realise, it sounds
like I am going to bed in a nappy. I am not. I am going to bed in thigh-
length cotton shorts that allow my wife to sleep in the knowledge that,
should she kick the covers off to cool off during the night, she is not going
to wake up and find she has my testicles stuck to her back.

How a couple undress for bed changes as they age. At the start of the
relationship, you are driven by the desire to get your clothes off and jump



into bed to have sex. In middle age, you have reached the stage where you
can both get undressed in the same room and, once naked, start getting
dressed again to go to bed. You are entering into a contract with each other,
a contract that says, ‘You and I have agreed that tonight is about sleep, and
all that other smutty stuff will just have to wait its turn.’

This may sound sad on one level, but it’s actually one of the most
reassuring aspects about growing older together. Today, I could not imagine
myself with a woman in her twenties, full of lust and adventure, lying on
the bed in the best erotic outfit Ann Summers can offer, while I put on a T-
shirt I wore on holiday three years ago and climb into my bed-pants. I think
one of us would be severely disappointed.

One aspect about sharing space with another person is the acceptance of
each other’s morning ablutions. I remember reading Gabriel Garcia
Marquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera, in which he magically captured the
intimacy of a relationship through the partners feeling comfortable having a
pee in front of each other. I am not talking about in a kinky, golden showers
sort of way. I am talking about, ‘I need a pee, and you know me so well I
am not going to be embarrassed doing it in front of you, or you doing it in
front of me.’ 01

In a relationship, you start out being icons to each other — as perfect as
you can be, like two pristine Michelangelo statutes. Then the reality sets in
and you stop thinking of poise and grace: you just become who you are, less
something to wonder at like a statue but more something you would use
every day, like a Hoover. There are, however, limits. I interviewed Miriam
Margolyes a while ago. She was seventy-six at the time, and I asked her
what she liked the most about growing old. She said, ‘Taking time to enjoy
a good shit.” It wasn’t the answer I was expecting, but it was very funny.
And it is true.

My interview with Miriam was for my In Conversation With ... series on
the W channel. I have interviewed quite a few older guests and they were
all still extremely busy. That was definitely a good tip about getting older
that I took from all of them: that you need to keep working, keep producing
and keep being active, because then you will stay involved with life.

As you grow older, you become more aware of which of your
achievements you should be most proud, and if I can digress for a second, I
would say without doubt that my In Conversation With ... series is the best
thing I have ever done on television. It was just me and an interviewee for



an hour at a time, and I loved it. Any TV host would be proud of the list of
guests I talked to over four series. If you don’t mind me being self-
indulgent for a moment, I am going to list all of the guests I talked to, just
for people who never saw or have never heard of the series.

Over four series of doing In Conversation With ..., I spoke to James
Corden, Charlotte Church, Steve Coogan, Alex Brooker, Kirsty Young,
Freddie Flintoff, Lenny Henry, Jo Brand, Rupert Everett, Miriam
Margolyes, Lindsay Lohan, Olly Murs, Louise Redknapp, Russell Brand,
Ken Loach, Davina McCall, Ellie Simmonds, Jason Manford, Meera Syal,
Anna Friel, David Walliams, Nadiya Hussain, Jimmy Carr, Craig Charles,
Melanie C, John Cleese, Katie Price, Sam Womack, Dame Joan Collins,
Professor Brian Cox, Professor Green, Ruth Jones, Paddy McGuinness,

Katherine Ryan, Brendan Cole, Will Young, Cuba Gooding Jr, Alesha

Dixon, Gabby Logan, Martine McCutcheon and Jeremy Corbyn.2

The programme was an interview show rather than a chat show. None of
the guests came on because they were plugging anything: they came on
simply because I thought they had a story and would be interesting to talk
to for an hour. They certainly were.

As a side note, the show sadly became a victim of its own success. In
order for W to film the show, I had to agree that over the next seven years
they could repeat any episode twenty times. It meant that, in essence, we
reached a tipping point after we had recorded forty-one shows in two years:
giving W forty-one shows to use twenty times each over the next seven
years equated to 820 shows. It meant we came to a point where W simply
didn’t feel they needed any more interviews and, also, I felt the guests
deserved to tell their stories to bigger audiences than W tended to get.
However, if you haven’t watched any of the shows, please do, or seek out
the podcast version of the shows. I would stand by any episode, which is
not something you can often say in the world of television.

At the time that I was doing those interviews, I had no idea that I would
soon be writing this book about how to grow old. However, each of my
more senior guests gave me some valuable nuggets of wisdom on the topic.

John Cleese has spent a few years waking up old by now. He was one of
the people who said you have to keep moving and taking on new projects.
As a comedy legend, he could have demanded anything from us, but all he
asked for was thirty minutes peace and quiet so he could have a nap before
make-up (he had been filming all day and he wore his slippers for the



interview). I found him a joy to talk to: interesting, warm, funny and with
many more layers to him than I initially thought.

Dame Joan Collins told me that she finds aging to be a strange process as
she still feels young inside. She was eighty-four when I interviewed her and
still had the bright eyes of a teenager. Her tips for growing older included
not getting too skinny: being thin is what you aim for when you are young,

she said, but as you get old, it makes you look weak and frail.f23

Dame Joan was sharp, witty and a great example of the generation where
stoicism and pride carried you through the tough times. She has certainly
experienced some difficult periods and yet, like the old saying about the
swan on the lake, nobody sees the hard work beneath the water as she glides
serenely across the surface.

Despite being eighty when I talked to him, Ken Loach was also still
incredibly busy. He had just released I, Daniel Blake, and after our
interview was heading off to a community hall somewhere in London for a
showing of the movie to people who worked in food banks. Ken said the
most important thing about aging was to stick to your principles and have a
cause and a reason to carry on. For Ken, social injustice drove him: not
accolades and certainly not money or fame. As somebody who knows how
seductive those two distractions can be, I greatly admire his choices.

This Is the Shit

But let’s go back to Miriam Margoyles’s pearl of wisdom about loving a
‘good shit’. As I have grown older, I am also in less of rush when I go to the
loo. In fact, I have found a pleasure in taking a dump that I could never
have anticipated in earlier years.

I think it started to happen when the kids were young and the toilet
became a sanctuary of calm and quiet. It was a haven where, for a few
moments, you could be alone with your thoughts while the mayhem on the
other side of the door was kept at bay by a tiny lock. Now the children have
grown up and moved out, however, my relationship with Mr Crapper’s gift
to the world has evolved into one of a deeper understanding. The toilet is
now a place where I can allow my body to catch up with itself and my mind
can turn off all the multiple distractions that bombard it constantly during
the day. I have even made a pact with myself to go to the toilet and leave



my mobile phone outside (this only works at home: it’s not a very sensible
thing to do in a public convenience). Anyone who has ever answered the
phone sat on a toilet knows the awkwardness of the question, ‘So, what are
you up to at the minute?’

My toilet at home has a magazine stand filled with copies of National
Geographic magazine. I find it oddly reassuring to sit reading articles about
the early humans and the division between Homo sapiens and Neanderthals
while doing an activity that they too would have carried out. Admittedly,
they would not have done so while perched on top of a porcelain throne, but
at least while I poo I can sense some connection between myself and my
primitive ancestors.

Allowing myself to take time over my dumps has also definitely
increased my output. Not to put too fine a point on it, I am better at doing a
dump now than at any time in my life — so much so that I class it as
exercise. I even have proof of the benefits of this, and Melanie is a witness
(not to the poo but to the facts). I weigh more than I look like I should. I
always have done, and I genuinely have got big bones: I had a full body
scan a few years ago which revealed I had the heaviest skeleton the
radiologist had ever seen. These big bones are my excuse for being a slow
runner, a slow walker, a slow cyclist and a heavy lover: fifteen stone of
excitement is a lot for anyone to have on top of them (even if it is only for a
couple of minutes). It’s also why scales are not my friend, because I am
always heavy.

For the last few years, my weight has fluctuated between 94 and 100
kilograms, which is basically 15 stone. When I was at my fittest, I was 13.5
stone, or 85 kilos. I will never see those days again and I am fine with that,
as long as I have more muscle mass than fat. If I ever got to 14 stone, or
about 90kg, that would be an achievement, but it would mean giving up
many of the things I enjoy, such as red wine, and I am not sure I can be
bothered. I exercise enough to remain healthy and that is the point. Even my
youngest son, Daniel, recently told me, ‘There is no way you should be that
fat with all the exercise you do.’ I think there was a compliment in there
somewhere.

When I was going through one of my obsessive phases of trying to lose
weight, we had a digital scale in our bathroom. I stood on it one morning
and weighed 96.7kg. This was more than I had hoped for, so I put my kit on
to go to the gym. Before I went, I had a coffee with Melanie and revealed



my weight gain as if [ was in a priest’s confessional. I hoped she would
forgive me with a few Hail Marys and I could avoid the gym. That didn’t
happen, but she did suggest I drink the coffee, take a dump and weigh
myself again. I did so and now I weighed 95.2kg. I had just taken a 1.5kg
dump. That is one-and-a-half bags of sugar, twenty-nine Mars bars, or fifty-
three slices of bread. There have been babies born who weigh less than that.
I couldn’t believe it. There is no way I could expect to shift that much
weight doing a session at the gym so, in celebration, I took my gym kit off
and went out for a fry-up.

Every morning when I wake up old, I feel a mixture of joy, surprise and
apprehension. The joy is there because, as a person, I am generally
optimistic and have grown to love the fact that I wake up earlier than most
people. I have never been somebody to lie in bed, an inability which used to
really annoy me. I put this tendency down to my working-class genes,
going back centuries, which have left me with the DNA of an eighteenth-
century peasant farmer. This means that as soon I wake up, I feel I have to
get up and start doing something to repay the tithes I owe to the landlord
who rules the estate, and whose house I will one day burn down when I
organise the other serfs and we take our pitchforks and claim back our
rights. This is all a huge burden to have ingrained in my DNA particularly
as I don’t have a landlord to attack and nobody else is awake to start the
revolution. However, it makes for a satisfying explanation as to why I don’t
lie in bed in the morning: it’s because I need to be ready for the revolution.

This revolutionary gene appears to have stopped with me in my family,
because my children show no interest in getting up early whatsoever. Being
the father of sons, it was no surprise to me when their teenage years saw
them lying in bed all morning. However, when they reached their twenties, I
was expecting a change. Instead, when the boys come to visit now, Melanie
reckons they are not coming to see us but returning for a cheap spa
weekend. They spend most of the time in their bathrobes or pyjamas, get up
some time in the afternoon, relax, eat some decent fresh food and disappear
again.

As people get older, they generally need less sleep. The fact that I am
writing this chapter of my book at 5.32am is testament to that fact. You
know your life has changed from your mad twenties into your knackered
fifties when you wake up at the same time that you used to come home. I’'m
not alone in needing less kip as the years go by. A survey in America by the



National Sleep Foundation found that while infants should get 12—15 hours
of Zzzs per day, and teenagers need 8—10 hours, middle-aged and older
adults can easily get by with just seven. Sometimes they may not even get
that as, for reasons that nobody is totally sure about, as we get older, we
find it a lot harder to fall asleep. Perhaps our unconscious knows that the
long sleep of death is getting closer, so we should not waste time sleeping
now.

I think as you grow older you value your sleep more, particularly if you
can split the day with the magic of an afternoon nap. This is something I
think we need to make compulsory because it’s like having two days in one.
You spend the morning and early afternoon doing all the things you have to
do. Then, after a nap, you can spend the late afternoon and evening doing
all the things you want to do.

The Spanish are famous for their siestas, which began in rural
communities as a practical way to deal with the searing midday heat. It was
common sense that staying out of the sun when it was at its hottest would
allow the workers to be more productive throughout the entire day. They
worked a split day, taking a rest after lunch and working later into the
evening. This lifestyle also matches the natural circadian rhythms that have
been identified by scientists. Most human beings feel a dip in energy
between 1 and 3pm but sadly in most of the industrialised world, bosses
would frown on you hanging a hammock in your place of work. The British
moved to industrialisation quicker than anyone and it was the industrialists
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who created the working day as
we now know it. There again, back then working nine-to-five was
considered part-time, and going home with all of your fingers intact showed
a distinct lack of commitment to the company cause.

One of the biggest joys when I go on tour is my justified afternoon pre-
show sleep. Being on tour means there is one single point in the day when I
have to be at my best, and the rest of the day simply doesn’t matter. As long
as I am on stage at 8pm and say funny things for the following two hours, I
am not judged by what else goes on in the day. This is incredibly liberating
for someone with my personality and work ethic, where I intrinsically think
I have to be doing something all of the time or I am either a) going to miss
out or b) cheating, and wasting my day.

The practicalities of touring mean that I do a lot of travelling, and more
preparation goes on behind the scenes than people would expect. Happily



for me, the majority of that is done by other people. All that I have to do is
turn up, do a soundcheck, get dressed and go on stage. If I’'m playing a
theatre, the soundcheck can happen just before the doors open, but in an
arena it’s normally done around 4pm, which is perfect. I will head off to
catering to have something to eat, then I’ll go to a spare dressing room in
the venue (there are always loads, as I am the only person on the night who
needs one) and sleep on a blow-up bed. Or when I am not in too much of a
rush, I’ll go back to my hotel, get into a proper bed and kip. On tour, I
always sleep for forty-five to sixty minutes at some point between four and
seven.

An afternoon sleep is the single biggest determining factor affecting a gig
for me. People often ask me if the audiences around the country differ, and
if it is massively different doing an arena show to 10,000 people compared
to a small theatre with 500? The answer is no, not really. What makes the
most difference is whether I’ve had a kip.

There are venues where the response may be better due to the
architecture of the venue: a Victorian theatre built for the spoken word will
always have a better feel than an arena that spends half its time as an ice-
skating ring. That’s all to do with acoustics and atmosphere. There are also
venues that, as a performer, will feel special to you. For me, it’s the
Liverpool Empire, where I recorded my first DVD: the Royal Albert Hall,
because I could not believe I was doing sold-out one-man shows and
standing on the stage where legends like Frank Sinatra had stood; and the 3
Arena in Dublin, partly because it’s Dublin, and partly because it was one
of the first arenas built in an amphitheatre style that makes even a huge gig
feel intimate. I also have an affection for the Sydney Opera House because
it is so iconic: to walk on stage there when they had oversold tickets to the
extent that some of the audience were behind me was surreal to say the
least.

I could easily list more venues and favourite cities, because I have great
affection for many around the country, but the reality is that I have never
found much of a correlation between geography and an audience laughing.
In my experience if you are funny, they laugh; if you are not funny, they
don’t. Nobody arrives at a venue and decides that what they used to find
funny is no longer funny or what they found to be unfunny is now hilarious.
Laughter is too instinctive and spontaneous for that.



From my perspective, the size of the audience makes very little
difference. Making 500 people laugh feels just as good as making 10,000
(although obviously that is assuming there are only 500 people in the room:
only making 500 people out of 10,000 laugh would not be great). What I
am trying to say is that the size of venue does not matter. I genuinely get the
same level of enjoyment from all sizes of audiences. The two things that do
matter are getting some sleep ... and the day of the week.

I do all that I can when I am on tour to avoid playing shows on Mondays.
Nobody wants to laugh on a Monday. Years on the road have taught me that
squeezing one extra night into the schedule is never a good idea if the extra
night is a Monday. I would guess that at least 75 per cent of the audience
buy the tickets so far in advance that they don’t even realise it is a Monday.
You walk on stage knowing that they looked at the tickets the week before,
and stood in their kitchen saying ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, it’s next Monday.
That’s your fault! I don’t even like him ...’

I end up standing on stage knowing I have been the cause of a domestic
dispute which has not been alleviated by the need for most of the audience
having to start th