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A GREEDY BASTARD TOUR




I’m eating dim sum with my friend Danny the guitar maker.

“I’m thinking of going on the road again,” I say, “but the trouble is it costs so much to take a whole cast out on the road, you can’t make any money.”

“You should do a greedy bastard tour,” says Danny.

“A what?”

“A greedy bastard tour. It’s a rock-and-roll term.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, that’s like when you go out first time, you take a full band with a big crew and tons of buses and lots of lighting and fireworks, and it costs a bundle, and you lose a ton. So the next time you go, you do a greedy bastard tour, and it’s just you and a geetar.”

“I love it, that’s it,” I said. “That’s the title: The Greedy Bastard Tour.”

“But what if they don’t get the irony…?”

 

Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to the Greedy Bastard Tour. I am your Greedy Bastard for tonight…


Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to the Greedy Bastard Tour. I am your Greedy Bastard for tonight…
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DAY 1

$

TO CANADA AND BEYOND!




AS I LEAVE HOME, THE TEARS IN MY DAUGHTER’S EYES REMIND ME THAT THIS ADVENTURE COMES WITH SOME REAL COSTS, AND THAT I STAYED HOME FOR THE FIRST THIRTEEN YEARS OF HER LIFE FOR A VERY GOOD REASON. I try to reassure her that Thanksgiving isn’t such a long time away, and I have a sudden flashback of my mother sending me off to boarding school with the same bullshit. Even my wife looks sad, which after twenty-seven years with the Greedy Bastard is certainly impressive.

[image: space]

I think of Michael Palin setting out on his great journeys. Mine won’t be quite so bold: just to Canada, which is no longer terribly dangerous. Palin is probably in Pakistan at this very moment, eating dog with an Oxford-educated goatherd, interviewing yaks, and having his picture taken in front of a yurst, which is a kind of straw hut used for storing squirrels [Bollocks. —Ed.] while I am headed for an executive-class seat on Air Canada, but chacun à son goût, as the French say when looking at English food. I feel a bit nervous encroaching on Palin territory by writing a travel diary. I want to avoid any unpleasant sense of stealing Michael’s thunder, but most of the Pythons have been involved in documentaries recently: Jonesy walked halfway to Jerusalem in Crusader armor, holding a spear; Gilliam is the tragic hero of a classic documentary about the nonmaking of a movie; and even Cleesy went to Madagascar to invade the privacy of the lemurs. Only Graham has remained quiet. Death will do that to you. That’s one of the reasons I am so against it. So, what is this urge by ex-comedians to get out there and examine the world? Are they tired of dressing up as women? Surely not. This tour will be almost my first time onstage drag-free.

For my diary, instead of a coffee-table book, I am planning to publish a dining-table book: a book so large that eight people can comfortably have dinner on it. Maybe it could even be a bedside-table book, or better yet a bathroom-table book with lots of photographs of nude women, but then I don’t suppose there will be all that many nude women at my shows.

[image: space]

I am going on a bus tour of North America. Three months, and almost fifty gigs across the entire continent. It may seem a little odd at my age to be heading out on the road, but I have never done this and it seems to have a romantic gypsy feel to it. I like the idea of slipping offstage into a bed that takes me to the next gig, rather than having to line up to show strangers my socks at airports. As Kevin Nealon so brilliantly observed: How selfish and unthinking of the shoe bomber. Why couldn’t he have been the bra bomber? Or the panty bomber? Kevin is a spectacularly funny man. Will I still be funny? Was I ever? These are the sort of anxious thoughts that fill my mind as I head for Canada.

I am flying into Toronto because my promoters are also greedy bastards, and it is cheaper to have me flogging my show on TV and pimping my ass to the newspapers than buying expensive ads. In my experience there is nothing you can’t do for promoters. It is only with the greatest reluctance that they allow you to spend a couple of hours onstage, away from the relentless interviews.

[image: space]
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If you really want to attract attention, release a comedy CD just as America goes to war. I won’t say my CD did badly, but weapons of mass destruction were easier to find….



My Greedy Bastard Tour is kicking off in Rutland, Vermont, in four days’ time, a starting point suggested by the Greedy Bastard’s agent, who was formerly the head of the Greedy Bastard’s record label. Having sold precisely three copies of Eric Idle Presents Nigel Spasm’s Journey to the Rutland Isles (a pithy enough title), he has been trying to lure me out on the road in a blatant attempt to flog off the remaining twelve copies that lie unsold in the Artist Direct storeroom (a small closet near Wilshire Boulevard).

[image: space]

As the car searches for fast back routes through L.A.’s increasingly bad traffic, I congratulate myself on not bringing a camera crew. The observer alters the experiment as we all know from our readings of Heisenberg (actually, none), and the thought of having to appear cheery to a documentary crew first thing in the morning makes me sleepy, so I settle down for the first of many naps, unencumbered by the effort of having to make smart one-liners to a lens.

[image: space]

The flight to Toronto is on time and half empty or half full, depending on your point of view. The stewardess offers me a can of Spam to sign for her brother while the West slips by beneath a huge, round jet engine, and I am struck by how colorful it is: reds and oranges and blues and tortuous canyons of rivers winding between towering cathedral bluffs. There is nothing at all down there, and I ponder a short fantasy about a tribe of Indians offering a new promised land to the Israelis. In no time they would have it blooming, if not Bloomingdale’s, but would they really relocate here if lured by the prospect of easy gaming facilities? And who would the Indian tribe be: the Schmioux, the Dakoshers, or the Moe Hawks, perhaps?

Soon the land below is covered by a rust color, which looks like lichen from the air, before I realize that it is fall. The Rockies have an early sprinkling of snow, which outlines the winding paths of their peaks; an improbable pure blinding white line, snaking among the amber and russet of the forests. The stewardess is in a chatty mood and claims she saw us on our first visit to Toronto—good God, thirty years ago—on Monty Python’s First Farewell Tour. We staggered off the plane jet-lagged, and as we came through customs there was a tremendous screaming, and we all looked behind us to see which rock-and-roll stars were arriving, only to be amazed by the realization that this yelling crowd was there to greet us: our first experience of the hype that occasionally surrounded Python. It all seemed rather agreeable, and we were placed on top of an open bus and led into Toronto by car horn–tooting fans. Welcome to North America. Not quite the Beatles, but not bad for comedians.
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Incidentally, did you know that the first draft of the Canadian national anthem, “O Canada,” was originally
“Oh Sorry”?














DAY 2

$

WELCOME TO CANADA





I AWAKE REFRESHED AT 4:00 A.M. AFTER A NAP. THISMORNING I HAVE TO FACE THE PRESS. I AM ON GOOD MORNING CANADA, BUT FIRST I HAVE A FEW HOURS TO MYSELF. I LOVE EARLY MORNINGS. I LIKE NOTHING more than a little laptop and a nice cup of tea. Oh, and a decent pair of pants, of course. And a good book, comfortable shoes, cashmere close to the skin, and a decent bed—that goes without saying. A warm bath, naturally, Egyptian cotton sheets, a plumpy duvet, and a Taylor guitar—mustn’t forget that—as well as a fabulous sound system, a portable CD player, and a nice invigorating massage from a scantily clad…Come to think of it there’s quite a lot more I like than just a bloody computer and a mug of tea.

[image: sapce]

This is supposed to be a greedy bastard tour but sadly I have already strayed miserably from the concept and brought along a large cast to help me onstage and off. Point man is my partner, the semilegendary John Du Prez, who has spent twenty-five years writing and producing songs with me, from the Python days and now to Broadway with Spamalot, a musical we have adapted from Monty Python and the Holy Grail.
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Oo, look at the leaves, they’re so beautiful…. They’re not beautiful, they’re dying!


Jennifer has a degree in lap dancing from the University of Phoenix online.




My foil onstage is Peter Crabbe, a huge, terrifying, shaven-headed hunk of a man who is not averse to leaping into women’s clothing at the drop of a chapeau. Peter will do duets with me, such as Nudge Nudge and the Bruces, and will also abuse the audience as a member of Homeland Security, a role he will rewrite every night as he panders shamelessly to local prejudices. On Friday in Rutland he will be ranting about New Yorkers coming out to watch the trees turning.

Onstage also is the lovely Jennifer Julian, who I exploited on my previous tour of North America. She is a very funny blond comedienne whom I have stolen from her radio station in Montana. Jennifer has a friend who made us a Penis Fish for the Bill Maher show and is currently making some kind of aquatic muff diving creature and a trouser snake. All these beasts, as well as Jennifer, will be along on the tour.

[image: sapce]

I seem to have developed a silly walk. I have been limping for the past three months and have been undergoing thrice-weekly physio for tendonitis, but my doctor, the legendary Kipper, announced just as I was leaving that it might be gout (what?) and gave me a couple of pain pills. They worked, too, but had worn off by the time I reached Canada, so I came into Toronto Airport in a peculiarly silly crab walk, with a bit of a sideways twist. Serves me right for my joke about John.



It was at Cambridge that I met the incomparable John Cleese. That was forty years ago. Nowadays John is using a silly walker…



It’ll be me who needs the walker on this tour. Will I ever again dance naked in front of the Taj Mahal by moonlight? [No. And he never has. The Greedy Bastard is clearly using too much tea again.—Ed.]

The Canadian immigration official, softened by my oblique and obviously insane sideways approach to his desk, politely claimed to have seen my TV ads, so that’s a good sign, although he didn’t say whether he had bought any tickets. There is a hilarious moment in the arrival hall as baggage claim plays their own version of musical chairs, constantly switching the numbers on the luggage carousels so that just as seventy passengers have settled expectantly with their trolleys, they flash a new number, which sends the whole lot scuttling off down the far end of the hall. Then they change the number again. This is a good gag and clearly amuses the baggage handlers, since they try it a few more times. Eventually the baffled passengers give up and hover about in the center of the hall, muttering, defeated. This must be some kind of Canadian indoor sport.

[image: sapce]

My greedy bastard agent calls as I reach the room. He announces there is a beautiful woman on the phone with him. He seems to employ only beautiful young women. I must watch him rather carefully on this tour. He spells his name “Marc,” with a c, and that is a little too hairdressery, don’t you think? I bet he’s a secret Mark who upgraded. He is sending me T-shirts for approval. This is what the Greedy Bastard Tour is all about: shifting merchandise. They refused to make the shirt I wanted. They said there would be no market for a shirt with the Penis Fish on it. Well, little do they know about the bastards who come to these shows…
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These islands are filled with many diverse animals such as the bipolar bears, who are depressed from watching too much Fox TV News, and the little Penis Fish, which looks and behaves exactly like a little…fish.




The second day of the Greedy Bastard Tour passes in a whirlwind of interviews interspersed with sitting in traffic jams in the Don Valley Parking Lot, which is what they call their freeway. Everyone seems to like the Greedy Bastard Tour title, though Good Morning Canada will not say it on air, and when I mention it, they look shocked. Mild irreverence passes for wit at this time in the morning, and they all look very happy as I leave. Unless it’s because I’m leaving. Only John Gibson on a Fox remote seems alive to the satirical possibilities of the title. “It’s the greedy bastard era,” I hear myself say, and I add, “I always liked your hair.” He tells me he has ten wigs in it if I’d like one.

[image: sapce]

I am so brain-dead by the end of the day, after being endlessly questioned as to my motives for the Greedy Bastard Tour (duh, to make money) that I inadvertently say the “F” word on CBC Radio. Ooops. There is a shocked reaction from the control booth, and some people hold their hands over their mouths while others sneakily put their thumbs up in glee. Avril Benoit takes it in her stride and skips straight along. On CFRB (no, I don’t know what it means, either) John Moore permits only one question from a listener, a man who goes on and on about how much he loves Monty Python, and how much Python merchandise he has bought. He has spent hours watching Monty Python, he says, “while spanking the monkey!” I don’t even have the good taste to let it go. “Spanking the monkey?” I say. “What kind of freak watches Monty Python while beating a chimp?” The host cuts quickly to the news and the newsreader says—honestly, I swear—“Welcome to the spanking news!”










DAY 3

$

TORONTO TO BOSTON




I WAKE UP THIS MORNING EXCITED. NO DOUBT ABOUT IT, THERE IS THAT ICY, ALERT, ANTICIPATORY FEELING OF EXPECTATION. SOMETHING DEFINITELY BEGINS TODAY. BEYOND THE FULL DAY SPENT FIELDING ENDLESS MONTY Python questions, the adventure will really begin this evening, when I fly into Logan and meet the buses. They will be our home for three and a half months. There is something essentially North American in attempting to cross the continent in these covered wagons. I feel like an early settler. [Hang on I’ll get you one.—Ed.] Opinions are divided as to how mad this is. Richard of York, my temporary PR man, who has long, flowing white hair and battles along like a cross between Max Wall and Shakespeare’s cheerful Richard the Third, looks at me as though I am mad. To him, the very thought of being stuck on a tour bus is insane. My friend Dave Mirkin, who is the number one James Taylor fan in the world, says that James likes the tour bus, and even, in his own egalitarian way, sleeps in one of the bunks and not in the huge Big Bastard Bedroom at the back. My own egalitarianism does not stretch quite that far. I can’t wait to see how being in that little moving cabin will feel. We have a four-hour journey from Boston to Rutland this evening, so there’s a great chance to try it out. Also I have asked our tour manager to shove some grub aboard for everyone. Skip Rickert is our tour manager, a handsome chap, onetime actor, and current Pat Boone impersonator. He has flown in from Tucson and has prepared for his role on the Greedy Bastard Tour by taking the Sex Pistols around America. Surely after that we should be a doddle.1

The challenge of the incessant interviews—really a form of verbal swordplay—has driven from my mind last week’s rehearsal anxiety of trying to remember my lines. For the first time in my life I intend to do some stand-up material, and as I have never done this before, I am anxious about remembering the sequences. Of my comic friends both Eddie Izzard and Billy Connolly claim not to learn their stuff. Billy says he just walks onto the stage and starts talking. I believe him. He always talks the same, whether his audience is one or one thousand. It’s a form of exterior monologue. He’s like a man constantly querying reality, endlessly reflecting on what is unfurling in front of him.
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No day of my life passes without someone saying the words “Monty Python” to me. It ’ s not bad. People stop me on the street and say, “Hello, Mike.” They congratulate me on the travel show and they say how much they enjoyed A Fish Called Wanda …and whenever I ’m mistaken for Michael Palin, I always say “Yes I am him. Now fuck off you ugly old bastard!” Because I want to help destroy his reputation for niceness.




Eddie is different but claims to use the same technique. He talks in paragraphs of subject, and these can extend or shrink or swap position depending on his mood. He does leap into total improv at times and says these are the times he loves best. He can even make himself laugh at these moments. Kevin Nealon usually works from a tight script. He has his material prepared and will occasionally glance at his notes or openly pretend to distract the audience, pointing to the back of the room (“Will you look at that?”) while he produces his notes from his pants. It’s tough to tell with Robin Williams. He is so fast you never really know when he has slipped into pure inspiration and when he is recalling some previously explored thought pattern. In a sense he is always rehearsing and will stop anywhere and grab a little crowd whom he delights with a swift verbal workout. I have seen him do this from Paris to St. Petersburg, and there have been times when I have been certain he is utterly improvising. It still flies out in finished sentences, making broad plain sense. No one is faster than him. He is faster than the speed of thought. He can take a concept from my lips and before I can get a second thought out he will have turned it upside down, inverted it, examined the flip side, stood it on its head, agreed with it, destroyed it, and handed it back x-rayed, stamped, and marked “thoroughly examined.” Of course it is genius, and I don’t like using that word in showbiz, since it so often means a guitarist of merely moderate ability. But trying to do comedy alongside Robin is like trying to solve a math problem alongside Einstein: you’re lucky to be in the same room. My own humble experience with direct communication with an audience lies not in stand-up but in speeches. Once or twice I have been cornered into delivering public addresses at rubber-chicken events and have managed to garner a few laughs. I am hoping that stand-up won’t be all that different, but, no question, it gives this tour an extra nervous edge for me. On my last tour, Eric Idle Exploits Monty Python, I used to open act two by talking directly to the audience. Now I am preparing to open act one in this way. We shall see.
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My name is Eric Idle. If you think you’re here to see Billy Idol you can fuck off now….




I begin the day’s promo activities with a quick cab ride to The Edge, an edgy radio station named unaccountably after an Irish guitarist. A twenty-four-hour game of Twister is in progress in the middle of the studio and three young women are in obscene positions on the floor as I enter. On the air, live, I say how enjoyable it is to watch nude Twister on the radio. I am fairly rude throughout—hello, what else is new? I even sing the whole of “Sit on My Face” in my adrenaline-driven panic.


Sit on my face and tell me that you love me.

I’ll sit on your face and tell you I love you, too.

I love to hear you oralize,

When I’m between your thighs;

You blow me away!

Sit on my face and let my lips embrace you.

I’ll sit on your face and then I’ll love you truly.

Life can be fine if we both sixty-nine,

If we sit on our faces in all sorts of places and play,

Till we’re blown away!



The deejays mercifully guffaw and seem not to have heard it before. Thank God for Monty Python! As we begin broadcasting, a news TV station on a monitor in the studio scrolls my name as a forthcoming attraction at Massey Hall. It is spelled Eric Idol. I rant about this on air, insisting I am a lazy bastard not a fucking goddess. You would think the promoters might get my name right, wouldn’t you?

[image: sapce]

On Inside Entertainment with David J. Roberts I get carried away and start improvising a new reality show called The Binnie Laden Show, live from a cave in Afghanistan, where Binnie, the little-known brother of the world’s most famous terrorist, shows people around his new cave. “We have knocked through here to scrape out a kitchen/dining area.” I feel it could be some kind of reality show like The Osbournes; a sort of BBC Changing Caves show. Then I get a sudden flash of trying to pitch this to network executives and start giggling hysterically. Network executives are the pits. The word “executive” is pretty much of a warning signal. “Executive producer” tends to mean the brother-in-law of the man who does nothing. When I worked with network executives I found them comfortably the least funny people in the world, and I always wondered how they managed to achieve their domination over the funny people and the funny process. The record industry was ruined by executives, and so was the video industry; and now the DVD industry is busy bullshitting itself into thinking it creates the product that it merely sells. It’s as if greengrocers suddenly claimed credit for creating strawberries. I once did a sitcom with John Rich, a man who directed All in the Family and The Dick Van Dyke Show and knows a thing or two about where the laughs are. A young female executive rushed in and gave us a note.
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Sadly, this is still the Bush era. If you’re going to try to impose democracy on somewhere weird, filled with lots of foreigners, why not start with Florida?




“Wear more green,” she said.

“What?” we said. “What did you just say?”

“Wear more green,” she said. “Tests have proven people feel more comfortable watching people who wear more green.”

We were too stunned to ask if we should employ leprechauns.

What could be finer than a decent meal and a chance to talk about oneself to a polite Canadian journalist? Richard Ouzounian tells me his daughter is at college in Halifax, and her friends are without power after a hurricane. They save up their batteries so they can watch a Python movie every night on someone’s laptop. To keep up their spirits they are singing “Bruces’ Philosophers Song”! Too bad I won’t be going near Halifax, though we are singing the “Philosophers Song” and have brought along a huge flat with the words on.


Immanuel Kant was a real pissant who was very rarely stable.

Heidegger, Heidegger was a boozy beggar who could think you under the table.

David Hume could out-consume Schopenhauer and Hegel,

And Wittgenstein was a beery swine who was just as sloshed as Schlegel.

There’s nothing Nietzsche couldn’t teach ya ’bout the raising of the wrist.

Socrates, himself, was permanently pissed.

John Stuart Mill, of his own free will, on half a pint of shanty was particularly ill.

Plato, they say, could stick it away, half a crate of whiskey every day!

Aristotle, Aristotle was a bugger for the bottle,

Hobbes was fond of his dram.

And René Descartes was a drunken fart: “I drink, therefore I am.”

Yes, Socrates himself is particularly missed;

A lovely little thinker, but a bugger when he’s pissed.












DAY 4

$

BOSTON TO RUTLAND, VERMONT




I PASSED THROUGH TORONTO AIRPORT, QUALIFYING NICELY FOR ALL THE EXTRA SEARCHES AVAILABLE. STOPPED FOR THE THIRD TIME IN TEN YARDS BY AN INDIAN GENTLEMAN, I ASK HIM POLITELY IF I AM irresistible to all Asian men. He laughs and assures me that it is purely numerical, but I suspect some deep Raj rage. The only compensation is that my hand baggage is then searched by three of the most beautiful security women I have ever seen, each one a gem for Shiva. I cannot resist telling them this, and they smile in that way women have when you compliment them on what they know already. Having passed through more steps than a recovering alcoholic, I am, finally, safe to travel. It has become so complicated to fly these days that sometimes I believe only a terrorist could get through an airport without a search.

[image: sapce]

Skip is waiting for me at Logan Airport in Boston, a quietly efficient man who is relieved to be out of three-figure temperatures in Arizona. He guides me to a shuttle, which drops us in a car park where our two tour buses are waiting. This is the moment of truth. Right on cue it begins to rain. A large gentleman of Dickensian proportions emerges holding aloft a tiny umbrella. He looks like an etching by Edward Lear, which impression is reinforced when a sudden gust of wind snaps the umbrella inside out and he is left holding a collapsed metal frame attached to a useless flapping rag: a nice comic touch.

This is English, our driver. He is from the Wirral, just by Liverpool. He gives me a quick tour of the bus, including my little stateroom, pointing out the Game Boy. He seems very fond of the Game Boy. He shows me the Game Boy controls and the Game Boy box. I don’t like to disabuse him that I never touch Game Boys. Fox TV is showing English football, which is good news for me. Glynn assures me we get two hundred channels of satellite. “Everything,” he says, “but the Playboy Channel.” I’m not quite sure what I am supposed to understand from this, so I look inscrutably at Manchester City failing to score. The girls on the Playboy Channel would surely do better.
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Within minutes the rest of our party are clambering aboard. There are nine of them: John Du Prez, our musical director; Peter Crabbe, actor/singer; Jennifer Julian, actress/singer; Skip Rickert, tour manager; Gilli Moon, stage manager; Scott Keeton, guitar tech; Larry Mah, sound engineer; Tom Husman, merchandising; and Ann Foley, wardrobe. Everyone looks fit and well after their flight from L.A. John particularly. Peter has had a special bunk adapted to fit his six-foot-seven frame. He is looking very handsome and well groomed. Hoping for a little action on the road no doubt.
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There is a little mutinous muttering from the men when they discover both girls are assigned to my tour bus, but I am responsible for the moral welfare of my crew, and I can hardly leave two attractive blondes with these sweaty jocks. They’ll be safer on my bus, and if not, well, I can always lock my door. Skip elects to share my quarters with the girls: the lovely Jennifer and the compact dynamo Gilli Moon, a hardworking sheila from Down-unda.2 Ann Foley, my foxy red-haired costume designer, is along just for the opening in Rutland, and announces she is thrilled that Eddie Izzard is giving her a credit on his tour. I always give her a credit, as she is fantastic, though she has a homing device that heads straight for Barneys. She said it was fun shopping with Eddie, though he still shops too much like a man. He needs to learn to shop like a girl.

“How’s that?” I ask.

“Don’t look at the prices.”

[image: sapce]

Day three,” I say, “and we are still in the car park.”

The girls laugh politely, but the gag turns out to be surprisingly prescient when, thirty minutes later, English, our driver, announces sheepishly that we can’t find our way out of the airport and are returning to the car park to start over. Oops. Perhaps it is a new Homeland Security thing, so terrorists can’t find their way out of Logan. Even the police can’t help and shrug politely. Eventually, a sympathetic limo driver shows us a way through the maze of reconstruction and we are on the road at last. Ah, the open road! I feel like Mr. Toad, filled with enthusiasm. The adventure, the romance, peep, peep! We are setting off to cross America; fifteen thousand miles ahead of us, from Boston to L.A.; unforgettable sights, unforgettable views…wait up, we’ll be traveling largely by night. Never mind; we shall see unforgettable views by night. We shall visit interesting places—oh, all right we’ll only be backstage at another theater, but goddammit we are traveling. I decide to try out the bed.
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At 2:00 A.M. I am still wide awake. As we rattle through Woodstock, I raise the swaying blind to find myself looking into brightly lit Queen Anne shop windows. We roar past white painted houses, broad wide greens, a perfect, sleepy church. I can’t sleep as we bounce along the country roads. It’s like being on a boat on a slightly rough sea. Despite ear plugs, I can hear the grinding of the gears shifting below me and the gruff growl of the engine as we race up hills. Will this thing really make it the fifteen thousand miles to L.A.?

We pull into the car park of the Red Roof Inn, Rutland, at three in the morning.

“Oh no,” says Peter. “In my contract I demanded a blue-roof inn.”
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I am the nicest of the six old Monty Python boys…. Well, Mike is
probably the nicest, but I ’m certainly the second nicest. Actually, Terry Jones is pretty nice come to think of it, but I am definitely the third nicest. You know, Terry Gilliam can be very nice, especially at parties. Perhaps too nice at parties. So I ’m the…Graham Chapman was a very nice man and even John Cleese is a lot nicer than he used to be. So I guess I am the sixth nicest of the old Python group. What ’ s so fucking great about being nice, anyway?




I stagger up at dawn to find a message waiting from another of the greedy bastard agent’s beautiful women. This one is a sultry beauty called Tiarra, another gift from Shiva, who looks about nineteen and has been appointed for a paltry sum by Marc the hairdresser as my own special PR person. She informs me, via fax, that I have just the eight interviews in a row this morning. Manfully I stick my face into a muffin (muffin diving?), pop my tea bag into the coffeemaker (that is not a double entendre), swallow some hot Lapsang souchong (a smoky blend that is like tea and a cigarette), and hit the phone lines. An annoying sequence of unanswered calls from radio stations leaves me a little testy with the sultry Tiarra, but soon the jocks begin answering and I pick up on their coffee-driven energy. Everyone wonders why I am doing this tour. After about seven of these calls even I wonder why I am doing this tour. Maybe I should give up the whole show thing and just do interviews for a living?
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Welcome to the Senior Comedy Tour. I was going to call this evening The Angina Monologues—but greed prevailed.




I have a joke in my show that this is a senior tour, but the local Denny’s is not joking. They have a senior menu, serving “senior food.” (I thought Senior Food was a Spanish chef.)3 There is a choice between the senior French toast, the senior Belgian waffles, and some senior omelets, which are probably made with old eggs. I settle for some senior poached eggs and a plate of middle-aged hash browns. The waitress, who is seventy, flirts with me. I resist her advances, since I believe in safe sex and will do it only with my lawyer present. After settling the senior bill I am ready to face “the get in.” This is a technical theatrical term, that, roughly translated, means you get in to the theater. I have asked the cast to be DLP (another very useful theater term that means “dead letter perfect).” One or two other very useful theater terms you may need: “stage left” means the right side of the stage; “stage right” means the left; the “wings” are the side bits where the union stagehands sleep; and the “flies” are the things on their pants they leave open. The “prompt side” of the stage is opposite the “OP side,” and “OP” means the side opposite the prompt side, which is where it is found, either on the right or left of the stage. In some houses the prompter, who is invariably late, sits not on the prompt side but on the opposite prompt or OP side. “Front of house” means the back of the auditorium. The “greenroom” is a room that is never green but is where the actors hang out when the bathrooms are full, and the “flaps” are uhm…Look, I don’t want to overburden you with too many theatrical slang terms at this point. Just stick with me, and I’ll guide you through it all.










DAY 5

$

THE PARAMOUNT THEATRE, RUTLAND




RUTLAND IS A TOTAL TRIP. BEING HERE FEELS SO GREAT FOR ME. I HAVE SPENT SO MANY YEARS WRITING THINGS ABOUT RUTLAND THAT IT SEEMS IMPOSSIBLE THAT IT IS A REAL PLACE. EVERYTHING SAYS RUTLAND: THE Rutland Bank, the Rutland fire station, the Rutland chapter of the Shriners, and the Rutland Order of Mooses (surely that should be Meese?). It all looks like something I wrote.
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We climb onto the bus to go to our first theater. It’s only a short journey by Palin standards, about five minutes, but as we pass the neat Palladian front of the Paramount Theatre I get what the French call a frisson, which, I believe, is a small ice cream. [Bollocks.—Ed.] Peter Crabbe regales us with a history of the theater.

“Houdini performed here,” he says, “and Mark Twain and Sarah Bernhardt.”

“What did they do?” someone asks.


“Monty Python skits, I think.”

“And Houdini escaped,” says Peter.

“From Sarah Bernhardt’s acting,” I add cynically.
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Our English driver manages to drive past the theater, so we circumnavigate the center of town for a second time.

“Couldn’t we afford a Yank?” someone asks.

The Paramount is an old and very beautiful theater that has been lovingly restored. Inside it is bright, shining clean, and, amazingly, everything works. It has the feel of the Pump Room in Bath, with creamy paint and gold leaf everywhere. It looks as though Jane Austen just left the building.

“It’s older than some of your material,” says Peter.
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Our tech run is delayed while we sort through everything that has been shipped across America from my basement rehearsal room. Larry Mah and Scott Keeton quietly and efficiently go about getting the sound ready, sticking tiny face mikes on us. Neither of them has seen the show yet but I feel very confident with them. Both were along on the last tour, and Larry records everything for John and me in his tiny Sylmar garage studio. He has just finished mixing the third Matrix movie.
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We stop/start the show for our technical people. It’s slow going, but it’s the first most have seen of what we are trying to do. We take a dinner break, and the second half goes much quicker, so we are in position for a full dress rehearsal at nine. We may not be here all night as I had at first feared.
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The T-shirts have arrived from the Greedy Bastard’s agent and they are somewhat disappointing. The poster T-shirt is fine, and the picture of Nigel Spasm in a pith helmet standing on top of a mountain of money should do well, but I am disappointed by the animals of the Rutland Isles: the bipolar bears are too small and the surfing ape doesn’t work. I long once again for the Penis Fish, though I do like the Tree Farter Squirrel.

Jennifer Julian turns up in a smart black T-shirt that boldly proclaims I LOVE MY PENIS, which draws ironic comments. She claims she got it in a gay shop in New York. Didn’t I write this anthem already?
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And then there’s the little Tree Farter Squirrel, which when you get too close emits a powerful…um…reminder of his presence.





Isn’t it awfully nice to have a penis?

Isn’t it frightfully good to have a dong?

It’s swell to have a stiffy.

It’s divine to own a dick,

From the tiniest little tadger

To the world’s biggest prick.

So, three cheers for your willy or John Thomas.

Hooray for your one-eyed trouser snake,

Your piece of pork, your wife’s best friend,

Your Percy, or your cock.

You can wrap it up in ribbons.

You can slip it in your sock,

But don’t take it out in public,

Or they will stick you in the dock,

And you won’t come back.



Our dress rehearsal goes surprisingly smoothly and we are out of the theater shortly after midnight. I make one further cut in act one, excising the “Gay Animal Song,” which I felt was one too many gay gags; and after Peter’s glorious Homeland Security rant it’s important to head swiftly to the intermission.
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I sometimes wonder why my songs are so filthy and then I look at you lot.





Noël Coward

Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, you look and smell divine.


In the Origin of Species

Charles Darwin liked to say

That dressing up and showing off

Was purely male display

But sadly scientifically

He led us all astray

For what he failed to notice

Was these creatures are all gay.


There’s a little bird in Kent

Who’s ridiculously bent

And a rutting stag who is a total deer

There are naughty big blue whales

And the sperm whale prefers males

And the dolphin is of course completely queer

There’s a very brazen chimp

Who is very rarely limp

And a shrimp who’s pink and utterly obscene

While the small transvestite prawn is completely into porn

And the king crab is of course an utter queen.


Gay gay gay

They all are madly gay

But in Victorian times

That was not the thing to say.


In the Rutland Isles’ warm waters

There’s a young cross-dressing tortoise

And an ass who makes a pass at everyone

There’s a masturbating monkey

And a terribly rude donkey

And a very very famous lesbian swan

There’s a big bisexual elk

And a tiny gay young whelk

And a snake who is a rake all night and day

And a sorry little sheep

Who is into Meryl Streep

And don’t tell me that the anteater’s not gay.


Gay gay gay

They all are madly gay

Ten percent of nature’s bent

At least that’s what they say.



We now run fifty-five minutes for act one and forty-six for act two. This will spread with laughs (hopefully) but we are right in the ballpark and can make further tightens when we see how the audience reacts. The good news for me is that I was not wiped out by the show. I had plenty of stamina onstage and my new weight-training regime is paying off, although I still limp like a latter-day Sarah Bernhardt. Where’s Houdini to make this disappear? This is all now very exciting. I have got past my first alarm that no one will find any of it funny and feel confident that at least we can get through the show and they will find it amusing. But as always with comedy, it is only a theory. Tonight comes the test.










DAY 6

$

RUTLAND TO TORONTO




LAST NIGHT IN RUTLAND THERE WAS A FANTASTIC AND WILDLY NOISY RECEPTION FOR THE START OF THE GREEDY BASTARD TOUR. WE HAD STANDING OVATIONS AND CHEERS AND LOUD HAND CLAPPING AND FOOT-stomping demands for encores. The house was packed long before the curtain rose and the atmosphere in the auditorium was electric. They came for a good time and there was almost nothing we could do to stop them. Right from the off they cheered and laughed and applauded. I know Eddie Izzard has got rather fed up with that big, warm, whooping American reception when he walks on (“I haven’t said anything yet,” he says reprovingly), but I can tell you on the first night of a three-month tour, that big warm, noisy hello as you walk onstage is a very heartwarming and encouraging welcome.

Rutland is a small place and almost everyone was there. They laughed at my jokes and sang along lustily in all the right places, and almost all the sketches went really well. It is still an odd thing to me that the best-known material goes over the best, but we had some good new zingers for them, and Peter’s rant about tourists watching the trees die went over especially well. John was unusually nervous and missed the first sound effect on “I bet you they won’t play this song on the radio,” which left me with a bit of egg on my face. I have never known him to miss a cue ever. He spent all day rehearsing it, which may be the problem. Sometimes you can get too anxious about stuff like this. Later he wandered off into a different version of the madrigal, but we recovered and still got our big laugh at the end. Ah well, that is what a first performance is all about, and the good people of Rutland were highly supportive and warmly encouraging. At the intermission the audience wouldn’t leave to go to the lobby, they just stood and cheered. I had to go out and tell them to take a break and buy some merchandise.
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Tonight for the very first time on any stage anywhere we are introducing a brand-new concept in show business: Will you welcome please the encore bucket! Let me explain the concept. In most other shows, at the end you applaud the performers who go off, hide in the wings and then come back on and do an encore. For nothing. Not on this show, baby. This is the encore bucket. If you’d like an encore, then just feel free to come up and put some money in the bucket, and at the end of the show—we’ll talk about it.




The encore bucket surprised us all. At the start of the show I introduced this brand-new showbiz concept, explaining how, if they want an encore, they can pay for it. There was a big laugh as I produced a huge, shiny, silver trash can that remained prominently onstage throughout the show. What I hadn’t bargained for was people taking it seriously. Just before the final curtain Jen was supposed to discover that there was nothing in there, and I had written a few gags about what she found instead, but by the end the Rutland audience were already on their feet and making so much noise that we all took our bows and simply left the stage. When I came back on after a few minutes of stamping and yelling and screaming for more, I ignored the audience completely and walked straight over to the encore bucket. That got a big laugh. Imagine my surprise when I found it contained several dollar notes and loads of change! People were walking up and putting in bills and they were throwing down change from the balcony, chucking cash and screaming for more. One young boy came up and put a buck in the bucket and indicated he wanted the parrot that sits in a cage on one of the speakers.

“You can’t have that,” I said. “It’s dead.”

Big laugh.

They settled for “The Lumberjack Song,” with Peter Crabbe in a hat as an entire troop of Mounties. The final score for the encore bucket was twenty bucks, a love note, and a rubber ducky. Which raises the question, what to do with it? Peter Crabbe, the greedy bastard, suggests it should be donated to him as a tour bonus, but I decide unanimously that we’ll save it up and donate it to charity.
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By eight thirty the next morning we’re already into Canada, rolling through the wide, flat, woodlands around Fort Erie en route to Toronto. Canadian Immigration insist we tumble out of our warm bunks to show our bleary morning faces to a foxy minx in a snappy uniform, and now I’m awake, sitting up in my queen-size bed with my lap dancer on my knee as we head up the highway. [I’m sure he means laptop.—Ed.] It’s a Saturday morning and in all reasonable worlds I should be watching Arsenal play Liverpool but I have the inevitable interviews awaiting me. We are sliding alongside a gray-blue Lake Superior. The morning sunlight glints on the water and the tall chimneys on the far shore look like graphs. Soggy rolls of hay lie like Weetabix in the damp green fields. Somewhere over to our right Niagara Falls is busy falling but, since I can’t actually see it, perhaps I should admit the philosophical possibility that it is not falling. (Somewhere in a forest a tree falls on a philosopher, killing him and his silly theory.) It seems incredible but post-9/11 it’s almost as quick to return to Toronto by road as it was for me to fly. The other day, as I was passing through U.S. Immigration, a large uniformed man came toward me snapping on a pair of blue rubber gloves. Oh no, not the anal probe! But he walked straight past me and my sphincter relaxed a little. What kind of a job is that? And what sort of man applies for it?
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