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Previously Unknown Photographs, Interviews and Recollections
Discovered in Australia
Tony Hancock

New Perspectives on his Final Weeks

By Tristan Brittain-Dissont

Tony Hancock and Gareth Powell, Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney, Australia 1968
(© Graham McCarter)
One of the privileges of being the Archivist of the THAS is that it provides the opportunity to meet with
a range of incredible people whose own unique talents and careers have led to their paths crossing
with Tony’s in some way. Equally, given the passage of time, a less happy component of my research
is the fact that we have lost so many individuals whose first-hand memories and experiences of their
encounters with Tony were not fully captured for posterity. As this detailed article will show, both of
these experiences have applied over the last few months as I researched Tony’s last weeks in Australia
before his untimely death. In the course of this work, I have uncovered previously unknown
photographs and recollections of Tony. I have also found an interview with Tony that has not, to my
knowledge, been previously reproduced in the THAS magazines or by Tony’s numerous biographers.

This project began in November 2015 when I was searching for rare or unusual photographs of Tony
via Google Images. Given the finite number of pictures that were taken of Tony, it still amazes me that
previously unknown images of the Lad can turn up (see the accompanying January 2017 issue of The

Tony Hancock, Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney, Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)
Bonus Pages for examples of Tony arriving in Australia, taken for the Sydney Morning Herald in
March 1968). In the course of this, I found a well-known image of Tony from his last days in
Australia (pictured above). However, what was noteworthy about this image was that it came from
the website of Graham McCarter, the photographer who shot the picture in 1968.
Graham McCarter has been a professional photographer for many decades, specialising in black
and white images of earthy, and down-to-earth, environments such as opal mines, mental
asylums and slums. Indeed, it has been said that his work is characterized by ‘a strong feeling for
the underdog in our society and for people down near the bottom of the social/class system’. As
will be seen later, this observation is a fitting one given his encounter with Tony. His work has
been published all over the world, and you can find many more examples of this at
www.grahammccarter.com.

Graham McCarter, Australia, 2000s (© Graham McCarter)
I learnt from the website that Graham (pictured above) was now living in Australia, and I
emailed him to see whether he would be prepared to tell me more about his experiences
with Tony. Sadly, whilst I had found him alive, I did not find him well. I realised that any
discussion with Graham would have to wait for some time.
It is important to stress that all I knew at this point was that Graham had taken some
photographs of Tony shortly prior to his death. The most I was hoping for from this research
were some recollections from him of this encounter. However, the project took a more
intriguing turn when in October of 2016 I did some further searching on the internet.
Incredibly, I was led to the website of Gareth Powell, a noted journalist, writer and publisher.
Unfortunately, this article is not the appropriate place to fully discuss the career of this
extraordinary
individual.
I
can
refer
you
to
his
Wikipedia
entry
–
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gareth_Powell – but this does not do him any justice at all.
Gareth was a as astonishingly innovative publisher and creative spirit for whom the
Swinging Sixties seem to have been perfectly designed. His career took him across the
world, and he ultimately settled in Australia where, during the late 1960s, he owned and
published a number of magazines, including one called Chance.
Unbeknown to me, Gareth had, in his retirement, written a blog for many years entitled
Sorgai.com. His entry from 20th September 2014 is reproduced here in full.

Hancock's Last Half Hour

Tony Hancock and Gareth Powell, Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney,
Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)

This picture of Tony Hancock was taken on 17th June, 1968. Seven days later he was
dead. He committed suicide. I have never seen a picture that was claimed to be taken
after this although everything is possible. The picture was taken by Graham McCarter.
Somewhere, somewhere I have the original interview and I will find it and run it on
this site. In the picture that is me on the left with my tape-recorder already running.
You can see three cups of coffee. One was for Graham, the photographer. We arrived
quite early at the Sebel Town House where Tony Hancock was staying and woke
Hancock from his sleep. He put on a dressing-gown and said, ‘I need a heart-starter’
and poured himself a full tumbler of scotch which he took in a couple of gulps. The
interview started as a shambles for I had not done enough homework about his time
in Australia. It evened out after a while and in the end worked reasonably well.
Perhaps there are others who are a bit vague about the details of this amazing man.
Tony Hancock was born on May 12, 1924. During the 1950s and 60s his Hancock’s
Half Hour was a major success. It was first on the radio starting in 1954. It then went
on to television in 1956. To say it was popular is to understate the case. It seemed the
whole of Britain stopped for Hancock. In truth it was a quartet of talents. Hancock;
Sid James, a hairdresser from South Africa who had turned comedian, and the two
writers Ray Galton and Alan Simpson who were certainly the best comedy writes
around.

But Hancock was difficult. He was also an alcoholic. In 1960 he decided to stop working with Sid James who
he felt was making them into a double act. Despite losing Sid James, Hancock continued to be popular and
in 1961 starred in an episode called The Blood Donor which was probably the peak of his career.
Tony Hancock was, like so many comedians, beset with worries and doubts and, again like so many, he took
refuge in the bottle. Difficult to place the exact year he became an alcoholic — these things creep up on you
— but 1961 would seem a likely time. Having ditched Sid James he went on to break with his scriptwriters,
Galton and Simpson. After which it was a downhill run. Difficult to overstate how big a star Hancock was
in his glory days. So many people watched him on telly that when he was on traffic on the streets was
considerably diminished.
Hancock was not an easy actor to work with. Putting the show live on television was always very difficult.
So in 1959 they decided to film the series which worked very well. Wikipedia in writing about Hancock has
an important and highly relevant sentence: “The usual argument is that Hancock’s mixture of egotism and
self-doubt led to a spiral of self-destructiveness. He shed himself, or lost touch with, all those who had been
involved in his success: Bill Kerr, Kenneth Williams, Hattie Jacques and Sidney James, Galton and Simpson.
Hancock continued to make regular appearances on British television until 1967, but by then alcoholism
had affected his performances. So he came to Australia and did shows in Melbourne and Sydney and was
pretty dreadful because he was very drunk. While he was in Sydney he stayed at the Sebel Town House
where I interviewed him for a magazine I owned called Chance.
I believe it was the last interview given by Tony Hancock. I have said this many times before in print and
no-one has denied it so it is probably true. Probably. Not certainly. It was a very, very difficult interview.
He thought it was on radio and kept saying ‘Go back, wipe that and we will start again.’ He was not legless
drunk but he was nicely nicely. But he knew he was in Sydney. He was a tragic figure but he was also very,
very funny. He picked up my spectacles, put them on and said, ‘What do you suffer from son? Side-sight?’
From somewhere he had acquired a great school bell. It was this bell that got him evicted from the Sebel
Town House. He rang it for room service. He ended up in an apartment in Bellevue Hill. A man called Cliff
Godwin came in when we were doing the interview. We thought he was some sort of manager for Hancock.
Later we found that Hancock was worried that some comments he had made to me about his UK agent
which would appear in Chance could lead to a court case. The idea was laughable but it shows the state he
was in.
After the interview Hancock was asked to leave the Sebel Town House because of his bell ringing. Days
later, on June 24, 1968, Hancock’s body was found in a pretty mediocre apartment in Bellevue Hill. By him
was an empty vodka bottle and a scattering of amylo-barbitone tablets. There is no doubt he had
committed suicide. He was cremated and his ashes were taken back to England by Will Rushton on Air
France in first class. There is, perhaps, a small mystery behind all this. Hancock had been through many
disastrous romances in his life time. Now, as I understood it through this garbled interview, at this late
stage he seemed to have fallen for a youngish woman and her mother was blocking all phone calls that
came to the house from Hancock. He kept talking about it and then telling me to scrub it off the tape. Not
that what he said would have been very coherent. The demon grog had him firmly in his grip. His death was
sad and dreary. But in his time he was a great comedian. Let us remember him in that way.

It was only on reading this blog that I realised that Graham McCarter had taken the
photographs of Tony for a magazine interview. Furthermore, it was an interview that,
whilst I was vaguely aware of it, I had never seen in print. Without hesitation I set about
trying to contact Gareth…only to realise as I delved into the site further that he had died
just a few weeks before. At this point, the level of regret I felt at this discovery cannot be
understated. His daughter, the journalist Sian Powell, could not have been kinder as she
replied to my emails hoping to learn more about her late father’s encounter with Tony.
Although she could not locate anything further, she kindly provided me with pictures of
Gareth taken during the 1960s, which are reproduced below.

Gareth Powell, 1960s (© Sian Powell)
Very sadly, as this article was being prepared before Christmas, I received word from Sian that her mother had
also passed away. I am sorry I could not have talked Sian in happier times and would like to put on record my
sincere thanks to her for helping with my research at such a difficult time.
Gareth’s account is important because it is a first-hand account of meeting Tony in his last few weeks that has,
thus far, been missed by many researchers. It therefore constitutes an invaluable addition to the accounts of
people such as Ed Joffe and other members of the cast and crew of Tony’s ill-fated final television series.
However, as both Sian and Graham were quick to point out, Gareth was an inveterate showman as well as a
respected journalist, and thus could be prone to hyperbole. For example, his assertion that this interview took
place a week before Tony died is incorrect. Although I have been unable to date the interview at this point, Tony
was living with Ed Joffe in mid-June. Furthermore, whilst Gareth correctly stated that Tony had made a comment
about his agents that he subsequently had cause to seriously regret, this would only have made sense if the
interview had been published before his suicide on June 24th. Indeed, John Fisher refers to this briefly in his
2009 biography of the Lad, as follows:

‘Aside from his general malaise at being so far from home, there were several matters that would
have given him cause for depression at this time. He was living under the shadow of a libel action
for a statement he had made about the Bernard Delfont agency in his interview to Gareth Powell for
the Australian magazine Chance: ‘The great Delfont Organisation consists entirely of failed
performers. Billy Marsh, who is Chairman, was an impressionist for one year with Carrol Levis. Keith
Devon, who is next to him, was a very bad comic who used to quote a gag of Max Miller’s – ‘Mr
Drummer, would you give me a touch of the wire brush. Not too much, because I might get to like
it’. The brothers are marvellous, Bernie, I’ll come back to him later. Lew was the Charleston
Champion of 1928. Leslie didn’t do it at all. Glyn Jones was with Casey’s Court’.
Fisher goes on to assert that, whilst it is quite clear that Tony was joking, his remarks had prompted
notification of a ‘libel threat at the end of May’ from the Delfont Organisation. Since this can only have occurred
as a result of the interview being published, it seems likely the meeting between Tony, Gareth and Graham
occurred in April 1968 at the earliest (since the magazine had to be then collated and sent to press prior to
publication and consumption in May). Nonetheless, unless other material comes to light, it does seem likely
that this was the last substantive interview Tony gave prior to his death.

Gareth referred to the calls Tony made to a ‘young woman’ that were blocked by her mother. My assessment
is that this is accurate and refers to Joan le Mesurier (although the description of her as ‘young’ is incorrect).
The only other substantive points Gareth made about Tony’s behaviour relates to his drinking. I decided at
this point to make contact again with Graham to see if he could now help me with my research (and to inform
him of Gareth’s passing). His recollections are as follows:

Graham McCarter, 1960s (© Graham McCarter)

Tony Hancock was a boyhood hero of mine. My mother would make everything stop in the
house when we were young and he was on television. As a young student in the late 50s and
early 60s I would still watch his shows. I moved to Australia in 1967 and encountered
Gareth Powell in bar when I was photographing a band. He liked my work and asked me to
contribute to Chance when it began later that year.
My memories of those days - there were two - with Gareth, and Tony are very similar to
Gareth’s – except that it was to me that Tony said "Good grief, what do you suffer from?
Sidesight?’ I found him to be a wonderful person, though when we arrived at the Sebel
Town House Hotel at about 10.00 am to interview him, he kept the pair of us bailed up in
the hotel corridor. I think he had had it with minor interviewers. He stood at the door and
started by asking Gareth questions about when he had previously visited and performed
in Australia. Gareth was caught off-guard and Tony picked up on this, but he was soon
won over by Gareth’s wit and intelligence.

Tony showed us a bell he had been given by the captain of the ship that had brought him
to Australia. He used this to order room service! My recollection is that he did this one
too many times and it was for this reason that he was asked to leave the hotel.

Tony Hancock

with his infamous bell - and Gareth Powell, Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney,
Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)

We were with him for most of the morning, and in the end Gareth had made such a huge
impression that Hancock was wanting him to become a script writer for him!

Tony was meant to have someone minding him, but he was, frankly, a spiv. I think his
name was Cliff Godwin. We only caught a fleeting glimpse of some shady character
that the TV station had hired. We never saw him again. He had no interest in Tony. All
he wanted to do was sample the delights of the red-light district that the hotel was
close to.

Raw Prints of Tony Hancock at the Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney,
Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)

Tony struck me as a jolly sort but he was periodically melancholic – but he seemed
desperate for a friendly face. Although he was without shoes and socks, he was very neat
– not at all dishevelled, although he seemed older than 44. Despite Gareth’s comments
about his early morning vodka sharpener, I do not recall him drinking or being drunk
during our interview. Indeed, my photographs show that the only drinks being imbibed
at the time were tea and coffee – you can see the cups. He was, simply, terrific company.
Very affable. We spent about 5 hours with him – no break for lunch. Tony went through
many mood swings, and was up and down like a yo-yo. I was transfixed by him, and the
camera hardly left my eye. I managed to get some memorable images.

Raw Prints of Tony Hancock at the Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney,
Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)
He was, and it seems contradictory, both very happy and very down. It was a trait
I had long recognised in certain people from my own upbringing and experiences.
My first girlfriend was tragically killed in a stupid car accident, and from that
moment on I had something of an obsession with the underdog. It permeates a vast
swathe of my photographic work and career. I saw this in Tony as Gareth talked to
him – he could be a mad bugger at times, throwing his arms up wildly at times,
laughing uproariously….and then ominously quiet the next. Tony was an
extraordinary individual, but even during my time with him I knew that he was a
deeply damaged and troubled person. But he was, I must repeat, terrific company.
Two days later I took the prints round to him. I had around 8-10 rolls of film. I did
not call in advance; I just called at the hotel, knocked on the door and found him
in his room. He had a glass of vodka with him but was completely lucid – I think I
told Gareth about this and this is why he recollected, albeit incorrectly, that Tony
was drinking during our interview. He was pleased with the prints, and was
amazed that I had taken so many. He then paid me the ultimate praise by saying
that I reminded him of "That French photographer" who had photographed him
on the set of "The Rebel" (this was Henri Cartier-Bresson). It was lunchtime, and
Tony suddenly suggested that we went out for a sandwich. We went to the bar of
a nearby hotel – I cannot remember the name. Tony ordered a beer and we sat
down. Of course, he was instantly recognised and people started buying him
drinks – but I do not recall him getting drunk. We sat there for a while, chatting
and reviewing the photos. He again told me how pleased he was with them, which
he stressed was unusual. Normally, he explained, he was not keen on his look in
photographs.

In the course of our chat, I remember he spoke fondly of what he referred to as ‘the old days’;
conversely, perhaps, he told me how badly he wanted to do Shakespeare. I had to leave for
another engagement. He stood up and said ‘Bye, bye, take care’. He looked a bit down, but his
face changed very quickly to that rather sad smile. I think he really missed having a pal with
him. It was the last time I saw him.

Tony Hancock at the Sebel Town House Hotel, Sydney,
Australia, 1968 (© Graham McCarter)

I left soon afterwards to return to the UK. I remember clearly turning up at my brother’s flat in
London early in the morning from Heathrow. The radio in the flat was on and I heard the
announcer say "Tony Hancock has just been found dead in Australia". Whilst I was astonished at
the coincidence, for reasons I have explained, I was not surprised at the news. Not surprised.
What was it Harry Secombe said? ‘Very slowly he began to shut out all his friends, and in the end
he closed the door on himself’. Ever the professional, I realised I had possibly the last shots of
him. Three of London’s major newspapers had them on the front pages, but none gave me a
credit.

In addition to these invaluable recollections, Graham also revealed that he had a
copious amount of photographs and negatives from the day of the shoot. He has, very
kindly, been sharing these with me and some appear in this article and elsewhere in
this quarter’s magazines. Further images will feature on our website and in future
copies of The Bonus Pages when they have been fully catalogued.
By now, I had been able to locate Gareth Powell’s brief recollections and Graham’s
detailed memories of their time with Tony. However, what of the interview itself?
Neither Graham nor Gareth’s family had a copy of the relevant copy of Chance.
After a little on-line research, I located the Vintage Aussie Mags and Comics group
on Facebook. I spoke with its organiser, John Tipper, and we put out an appeal to
the group’s members. Within just a few days, a wonderful chap named Greg Ray
responded to my enquiry and provided me with a copy of the original magazine cover
and article. I believe this is the first time this interview has ever been reproduced
since its first publication in 1968.
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It is, in many ways, an extraordinary interview, the kind that is now impossible due to the rise of managers,
press agents and the very different dynamics that pertain today between stars and journalists. I will leave
others to interpret this interview and what they feel it reveals about Tony. For me, the most striking thing is
the astonishing sense of humour Tony had. He is often portrayed as a comic actor as opposed to a comedian
per se; this assumption is used to support the narrative that, once he split from Ray and Alan, he was bereft
of material. I feel this interview – and I agree with Gareth Powell that it is the last substantive one prior to his
death – challenges this. It shows us that even in the most straitened of circumstances, an incredible comic
spirit and skill inhabited the Lad. Even without his redoubtable scriptwriters, he was a very funny man. I am
reminded of John Fisher’s comment in a radio show with Pam Ayres and Matthew Parris (Great Lives, Radio
4, January 2009) that if Tony was working with Ray and Alan today, he would be credited as a co-writer.
In conclusion, I am pleased that this project had yielded such invaluable, rare and unknown material to light,
even if it relates to the most tragic time in Tony’s life. I would like to thank the following people for their kind
(and posthumous) assistance with this article: Graham McCarter, Sian Powell, Gareth Powell, John Tipper
and Greg Ray.
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A report on Tony's death featuring one of Graham's
photographs. Date and publication unknown
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Continued
in part 2
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