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When Lee Mack was 
22, the smell of 
success was all 

around him. Unfortunate-
ly, it wasn’t his own. The 
Southport born comedi-
an—real surname McKil-
lop—was spending that 
period of his youth work-
ing in a stables in Austral-
ia, cleaning out after Red 
Rum. At that point, serv-
ing the three-time Grand 
National winner was as 
close to achievement as 
Mack had been in his life, 
despite long harbouring 
his own ambitions.

MACK LOOKS BACK

It has been a life of two halves for Lee Mack. The first was littered with mis-
takes and the aimlessness of youth. The second half has seen commercial and 
critical success as one of Britain’s top comedians. What changed at half time? 
Alex Dimond investigates.

“At 16 I knew I wanted 
to be a comedian, but 
didn’t really know what 
that meant,” the 40-year-
old admits openly. “I left 
school and worked in a 
number of manual jobs 
before I went to Australia 
— and even that I did 
because I thought you 
needed to be worldly wise 
to be a stand-up.”

Nearly 20 years on from 
tending to an equine 
legend, the co-writer and 
star of BBC sitcom Not Go-
ing Out is experiencing the 
unique aroma of his own 

success. His show is aired 
on a Friday night at prime-
time, and its success has 
put him at the top of the 
list with panel show pro-
ducers (from any number 
of channels) in need of 
a sharp wit. Doing some 
research, however, I can’t 
help wondering — why 
have the good times only 
started rolling in recent 
years? Has he had to really 
work for his success, or did 
laziness and procrastina-
tion prevent him from 
demonstrating his talent 
sooner?

The Big Interview: 

“At the time,  
I thought 
Brunel wasn’t 
the main rea-
son I finally 
did it. But 
now I look 
back and 
think, hang 
on...” 
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On first impressions, I’m 
leaning toward the second 
option. After all, here I am, 
sitting in his garden shed 
— he calls it his office, but 
the piano and TV screen 
beg to differ — on a Friday 
evening. A magazine lies 
on the desk between us, 
adorned by a beautiful 
model who, upon closer 
inspection, seems to have 
an extremely hairy (and 
unsightly) set of eyebrows. 
The presence of ink is 
unmistakeable and, as 
Mack glances over at the 
picture, the eyes reveal his 
guilt. I can’t help thinking, 
shouldn’t he be writing 
new material in here, not 
adding facial hair to per-
fectly groomed models?

And no, I’m not judging 
him — check any of the 
numerous articles about 
him on the internet, and 
I guarantee 80 per cent 
of them start with the 
same hilarious Red Rum-
based anecdote I have. 
We all succumb to laziness 
sometimes. The problems 
only arrive when it takes 
a while to overcome. Re-
freshingly, Mack admits he 
might have procrastinated 
longer than most before 
he put his head down and 
began pursuing his ambi-
tions.

“If you want to be a 
professional stand-up co-
median, the number one 
thing is just to do it, but it 
was very possible I never 
would. I spent 10 years 
— from 16 to 26 — just 
thinking about doing it. 
Which is a long time. Go-
ing to Brunel University 
was probably the latest 
excuse.”

TURNING POINT
Yet it turned out that, 

despite the questionable 
reasons for applying, it 
was at Brunel — study-
ing Drama with Film and 
TV Studies — that Mack 
finally applied himself and 
started out on the path to 
success, both personal and 
professional.

“Before Brunel I was not 
doing stand-up comedy, 
but while at the university 
I finally started to do it,” 
he reveals. “At the time, 
and after I left, I thought 

Brunel wasn’t the main 
reason I finally did it. But 
now I look back and think, 
well hang on, Brunel was 
where I met my wife — we 
shared a house together 
— and where I was sur-
rounded by like-minded 
people, which I had never 
experienced before. Sud-
denly it wasn’t a bad thing 
to say I was going to be a 
comedian.”

So attending Brunel was 
the changing point in his 
career?

“It has taken me get-
ting older to realise that. 
I could very easily be a 
40-year-old bloke — which 
I am now — without ever 
having done it [stand-up]. 
My dad wished he’d done 
it, and I didn’t want to be 
like that. Brunel helped 

me with that — it taught 
me to get on with things.”

An oft-reported tale 
about Mack tells that 
when he was working as 
a Bluecoat at Pontins, he 
was fired for swearing 
whilst on stage. Sug-
gestions abound that a 
certain amount of alcohol 
was involved. With that 
on his CV, along with just 
two O levels, I suggest to 
him that the application 
process to university as a 
mature student must have 
been daunting.

“I had to do a five 
minute performance 
piece, and I was absolutely 
terrified. At the time I 
was really into Spitting 
Image, and to make my 
mates laugh I used to do 
an impersonation of Alan 

Bennett — but not even 
an impersonation of Alan 
Bennett, but an imperson-
ation of the Spitting Image 
version of Alan Bennett. 
So I was basically nicking 
someone else’s joke.

“I remember thinking I 
can’t act, but I can sort of 
do a few impressions. So 
what I did was a version 
of Alan Bennett’s Talk-
ing Heads. When I turned 
up to my audition, I was 
told to do my bit in front 
of 30 students. That was 
probably the most nerv-
ous I have ever been about 
performing.”

He maintains that his 
audition was far from 
spectacular — even now 
he resists any suggestions 
that he is an actor — but 
it was obviously enough 

With the microphone 
in hand... but Mack 
wasn’t always so com-
fortable in front of an 
audience...
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to persuade the course 
tutors to offer him a place 
(“Maybe they thought 
I deserved a chance?”). 
Despite having since 
gone on to huge success 
— his own radio comedy, 
a well-received stand-up 
tour, a prime-time TV sit-

com — Mack still ranks the 
memory of hearing back 
from the university above 
them all.

“Nothing has excited me 
more in my performing life 
than reading my accept-
ance letter from Brunel. 
I remember jumping on 
the bed, it was absolute 
ecstasy. I kept the letter for 
years. It was a big thing for 
me.”

Mack didn’t let his tutors 

Mack Attack

Lee: It’s not like turning on a 
tap!”
Lucy: “Force it.”
Lee: “Alright, it’s not like turning 
on a faucet.”

Lee: “If someone says something 
to you enough times you eventu-
ally become the thing you’re 
being accused of.” 
Tim: “You’re quite intelligent 
sometimes aren’t you?” 
Lee: “Thank you.” 
Tim: “You’re quite intelligent 
sometimes aren’t you? No it’s not 
working.”

Katie: “No man is an island.”
Lee: “What about the Isle of 
Man?”

Lee: “Why did the chicken cross 
the road? Because his house was 
being bombed by the Russians 
— leave that chicken alone!!”
[Embarrassed pause]
Lee: Sorry, not chicken — 
Chechen.”

Lee: My wife’s currently carrying 
our first child....He’s eight, the 
lazy little f**ker.”

Lee: That’s the oddest heckle I’ve 
ever had. Some guy in the front 
row has just said, ‘you have no 
idea how funny that is!’ I think 
you’ll find I know exactly how 
funny that is, which is why I am 
performing here in the West End, 
you daft twat!”

The jokes that 
have catapulted 
Lee to the big time

Big Mack on Campus...

“Lee was a hard-working 
student, who always put 
a lot of effort and concen-
tration into the work he 
was doing. Back when he 
was studying the course 
was a lot smaller — there 
were only about 40 other 
students on it — so Lee got 
to know almost all of them 
very well. I think he still re-
mains in touch with some 
of them.
Even when he arrived here, 
Lee was very comfortable 
reciting from scripts, and 
had a gift for ad-libbing 
and one liners that left oth-
ers standing. I think that 
comes through when you 
watch him on television 

these days. While I stay in 
touch with a lot of my former 
students, it is more through 
luck that I am still in regular 
contact with Lee. He ended 
up marrying the daughter 
of my next door neighbours 
— so it just so happened that 
one day a few years ago we 
recognised each other when 
as he was coming out of their 
house!”

 And a few from his stand-
u    up...

On Not Going Out....

down. Meretta Elliott, now 
the University’s Deputy 
Head of Arts, remembers 
Lee as a driven and focused 
student with a gift for 
ad-libbed drama that “left 
others standing.” Mack, 
while appreciative of the 
kind words, remembers 

things slightly differently 
— after all, for much of his 
course he spent 30 hours 
a week working in a local 
bookmakers. 

But he was focused when 
it really mattered. Part of 
the degree offered stu-
dents the chance to gain 
experience in a real-world 
environment, and Mack 
saw it as the opportunity to 
make his first steps into the 
comedy world:

“I went to Meretta, and 
told her that I was think-
ing of setting up a comedy 
night at college,” he recalls. 
“I remember thinking she 
was going to say ‘Well, you 
can’t count that toward 
your degree, you’ve got 
to do something more 
academic’, but it was the 
complete opposite — she 
couldn’t have been any 
more accommodating. I 
thought, ‘Brilliant — this is 
great’!

“As a result, I was soon 
booking professional 
comedians for the shows 
I put on. I was finding 
people — properly trained, 
experienced comedians 
— to share the stage with, 
so that really put the pres-
sure on.”

Belatedly under the spot-
light, Mack soon thrived. 
Within a year he was 
competing in So You Think 
You’re Funny — an annual 
event at the Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival that gives 
aspiring stand-up comedi-
ans the chance to impress 
an audience and profes-
sional judges. The compe-
tition counts Peter Kay and 
Dylan Moran among its 
previous winners. Perhaps 
surprising even himself, 
Mack added his name to 
that illustrious list. Success 
beckoned.

TRIUMPH, FINALLY
Stardom would have to 

wait, however, for a year 
at least. The rising star still 
had the final year of his 
degree to complete. But 
once that obstacle was 
overcome — he graduated 
in 1996 with a 2:1 — little 
could stop him.  That year 
he returned to the festival as 
part of an ensemble show, 
Gagging For It, and in 1997 
he performed the solo show 
Return Of The Mack. 

In 1999 he teamed up 
with Catherine Tate and Dan 
Antopolski (who, interest-
ingly, appeared as Jesus 
in The Da Vinci Code) for 
the Fringe sketch show Lee 
Mack’s Bits, and the 2000 
follow-up was nominated 
for the Perrier Award — the 
festival’s biggest honour. As 
a result he began working 
on ITV’s Bafta-winning The 
Sketch Show, a programme 

Meretta Elliott, Lee’s former tutor, reflects on her 
memories of him as a student ....

“I was basi-
cally nicking 

someone else’s 
joke...”

- Mack on his 
Brunel audition
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in which case you would 
be a professional in three 
weeks. I didn’t realise that 
you would need to slog 
it around the venues for 
three years before making 
a real break.” His former 
tutors may tell a similar tale 
about his enviable work 
ethic, but I’m still not con-
vinced. To be fair, naming 
the lead character in your 
sitcom after yourself hardly 
smacks of inspiration. Nor 
does unashamedly basing 
said character on a 22-year-
old version of yourself. And 
did I mention I am sitting 
in his shed, observing as he 
gives the best example of a 
relaxed man I’ve ever seen? 

“Honestly,” he says, al-
most pleadingly,  “In the 13 
years I’ve been in comedy, 
including university, I’ve 
never had more than three 
weeks off.  But I’ve literally 
done nothing since the press 
for the first episode of the 
new series [of NGO], which 
was at the end of January. 
This is the most interesting 
day I’ve had in ages!”

His words — more specifi-
cally, his flattery — have had 
the desired effect. Here is 
clearly a man who has not 
been averse to a little bit of 
hard graft. Considering he 
has two small children, Arlo 
(four) and Louie (two), I can 
forgive him a bit of time off 
to enjoy life. But with his ca-
reer at such heights, where 
does he go next? Lee lights 
up at the question.

“Well, actually I start 
again on Monday writing a 
new stand-up show. I have 
not done stand-up for a long 
time, but here I am,” he 
says. “It’s a lot harder.”

As a result, progress has 
been slow. “If there is anoth-
er series of the sitcom (he is 

waiting to hear whether it 
has been commissioned for 
a fourth series) then basi-
cally a line goes through 
my diary for the year. I’m 
starting to write stand-up 
now because the problem is 
I’ll never write another show 
in one go. So if I write 20 
minutes now, that’s in the 
bank. I can write another 20 
next year and eventually I 
will have a show. Hopefully 
I’ll be ready to go with it in 
Autumn 2010.“

AND THE FUTURE...
In between coming up 

with witty lines to raise the 
roof at the Apollo, Mack 
had ambitions to use the 
rest of his free time this 
year to put his athletic 
capabilities to the test. 
Unfortunately, his body 
had other ideas:

“Up until about three 
hours ago I was training 
for the London Marathon. 
I have no aspirations to 
run, but Sally [Bretton, 

who plays Lucy in NGO] 
said she was running it so 
I thought I had better. But 
I went for a check-up with 
the doctor, and it turns 
out one of my legs is more 
than a centimetre shorter 
than the other, so I was 
told I couldn’t do it!”

Suspiciously upbeat 
— especially so soon after 
hearing the news — he 
now plans to spend more 
time with his family, along 
with harbouring an ambi-
tion to follow England at 
the 2010 World Cup in 
South Africa. Despite his 
success, you don’t get the 
impression that Mack has 
changed much from the 
young man who thought 
he would find life experi-
ence at the bottom of 
Red Rum’s stable. Indeed, 
when he admits that he 
now holds one of Wem-
bley Stadium’s infamous 
10-year season tickets, he 
is at pains to explain that 
it is actually a good eco-
nomic deal. 

“I’ve joined the prawn 

“I was in training to do the 
London Marathon. But I went 
for a check-up with the doc-

tor, and it turns out one of my 
legs is shorter in the other — 

so I was told I couldn’t do it!” 

so popular and critically-
acclaimed that he would 
soon be given the chance 
to collaborate with Kelsey 
Grammer (of Frasier fame) 
on an American version. 
Then came Radio 2’s The Lee 
Mack Show. 

Back to my initial ques-
tion then: What brought 
him this success — hard 
work, or simply natural 
talent?

“Hard work is every-
thing,” Lee says, as seri-
ous as he has been all 
evening. “I see comedi-
ans today saying, ‘Why 
aren’t I on telly?’ and you 
think, ‘Well, you know 
the answer to that, don’t 
you — it’s because you’re 
bloody lazy. When was the 
last time you wrote a new 
joke?”

He reminds me that, 
despite his series of ac-
claimed Edinburgh ap-
pearances, success and 
opportunities did not 
immediately fall into his 
lap.“I remember doing my 
first gig, standing up as 
the amateur in the middle. 
I just presumed you got 
up and were shit, in which 
case you never did it 
again, or you were great, 
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sandwich brigade, but my 
aim is to see Blackburn 
play in the FA Cup final 
there. Yes, the tickets are 
expensive, but no more 
expensive than at Chelsea 
or Arsenal!”

The accent might have 
softened slightly, and the 
London address changed 
his outlook, but Mack 
seems to still be very much 
the same Lancastrian son 
you imagine he always 
was. At his wedding, while 
many celebrities were 
in attendance, it was a 
former Pontins colleague 
— and now postman — 
who performed best man 
duties. In such a celebrity-
obsessed age, it seems Lee 
has very little interest in 
exploiting his fame to its 
fullest extent.

“There was not one part 
of me that started this to 
be famous. I wanted to be 
a famous comedian, but 
that is a different thing. 
The fame is the side effect 
of what you want to do. 
I don’t like being recog-

Clockwise from top left: Mack with 
his co-stars in Not Going Out, arriv-
ing at the LAFTAs in 2005, posing 
(second from right) with his fellow 
Pontins Bluecoats in 1989, and 
enjoying a night out (black t-shirt, 
bottom right) while in Australia in 
1991. 

nised, but what I do like is 
that people are watching 
the show,” he admits.

Surely it must be difficult 
not to let the attention go 
to your head?.

“The reason I wouldn’t 
want to get wrapped up 
in that is because being 
recognised in the street is 
really not anything excit-
ing. Everyone in the world 
is recognised all the time, 
in the street or wherever, 
and it doesn’t feel any 
different because you are 
on TV.

On the other hand, get-
ting recognition is great.”

What’s the difference?
 “Recognition is when 

they say, ‘I bought your 
DVD, and me and my wife 
sat in front of the TV and 

had the best night of our 
lives.’ That is great. But 
most of what you get is 
being recognised, not 
recognition.”

Surely, considering the 
success of many of his past 
projects, he must still get a 
lot of recognition?

“A comedian once told 
me that someone came 
up to him and said, ‘I just 
want you to know that my 
father is dying and in a 
lot of pain, but any time 
you come on TV he is cry-
ing with laughter.’ That’s 
recognition. I get the 
opposite, ‘My father is per-
fectly healthy, but every 
time you are on TV he is in 
absolute agony!’”

He may be joking — the 
quick fire delivery would 
be unmistakable to any-
one who has seen his work 
— but on that note, I sense 
it’s time to finish. My 
initial question has been 
answered with conviction 
— Lee Mack is certainly 
not lazy. He hasn’t got to 
where he is today without 

a considerable amount of 
talent, but it is hard work 
that has opened the doors 
to allow him to showcase 
it. His is an example that 
any aspiring professional 
would do well to follow.

His willingness to speak 
to me, when he could be 
enjoying his time off down 
the pub or with his fam-
ily, only serves as another 
reminder of his enviable 
work ethic and down-to-
earth demeanour. Mack 
hasn’t looked to exploit 
the trappings of fame 
but more importantly, it 
doesn’t look like fame has 
exploited him either.

Perhaps it is because he 
has seen life at both ends 
of the fame game (almost 
literally, in the case of Red 
Rum) that he remains so 
refreshingly grounded. 
Hard working and talented 
he undoubtedly is, but 
ultimately you feel it is 
this level-headedness and 
likeability that will ensure 
his career goes on to reach 
even greater heights.

Mack the Knife:

Lee’s Highlights on 
the Silver Screen

2006

Not Going Out
2005-Present
Writing, presenting and pro-
ducing the BBC1 comedy that 
brings in good ratings on a Fri-
day night. Has brought Mack to 
an American audience, and on 
IMDB.com the show currently 
enjoys a respectable 7.8 rating.

Would I Lie To You?
2007-Present
One of the team captains on 
the innovative BBC panel show, 
opposite Peep Show’s David 
Mitchell. “We argue to great 
comedic effect,” Mack says.

The Law of the 
Playground

Channel 4’s series on life as a 
schoolkid allowed Lee to remi-
nisce about some of his funniest 
moments as a child.They Think It’s All Over

2005-2006
Short lived stint as presenter: 
“They did 19 series, and then I 
did one and they cancelled it,” 
he said.

The Sketch Show
2001
As a writer and actor, Lee 
made his first appearance in 
front of a wider audience.

8 Out of 10 Cats
2005-2008
Regular guest on the Channel 
4 panel show, often involving 
witty banter with presenter 
Jimmy Carr.

Live at the Apollo
2005-2007
One of Mack’s big break — 
performing stand-up in front 
of a large national audience to 
widespread acclaim.

“I don’t like being 
recognised — it is 

really not anything 
exciting...”


