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BILL RITTER reporting:

With Father's Day approaching, we wanted to explore tonight a fundamental father/son question. It's been written about in literature for generations. Are we becoming, or have we already become, just like our fathers? Are we destined to repeat their successes or, despite our best efforts, their failures? Tonight you're going to meet novelist Martin Amis. Now, the world knows him for sharp-edged writing and his bestsellers. They sit on the shelf right next to the works of his father, literary giant, Kingsley Amis. And for years, Martin scorned much of what his father stood for. But in the end, and perhaps despite his best efforts, Martin Amis discovered that he had indeed become his father.

(VO) How difficult would it be to grow up in the shadow of a legend? That was the challenge for the children of Kingsley Amis, one of England's and the 20th century's most successful novelists.

Mr. KINGSLEY AMIS: (From file footage) Things have turned out all right for me. 

RITTER: (VO) He was Sir Kingsley Amis, knighted by the queen in a ceremony like this. His work was highly honored, and his most famous book, "Lucky Jim," was turned into a movie.

(Clip from "Lucky Jim" shown)

RITTER: (VO) It was inside that giant shadow of success where Martin Amis grew up as Kingsley's son.

Mr. MARTIN AMIS: He was a sort of big figure, you know. He was a--he was like--he was like an engine of comedy, not just in his novels, but in his person.

RITTER: (VO) Beneath Kingsley's fame lived a dark and troubled man, a heavy drinker with a host of foibles and phobias. Martin, of course, had no way of knowing it at the time. But eventually his own life would come to mirror his father's in far too many ways. Martin was 17 when he announced to Kingsley that he intended to follow in his father's literary footsteps.

Mr. M. AMIS: He said, "What do you want to be?" I said, "A writer." He said, "Good, that way the Amis' can keep their stranglehold on fiction."

RITTER: (VO) And that they did. Over the years, Martin would become for his generation what Kingsley had been for his. A rebellious, sometimes obnoxious social critic. Although they were cut from the same cloth, there was tension between the two, and peaceful coexistence within the Amis household often proved elusive.

Mr. M. AMIS: We often had these arguments, you know. We quarreled violently about politics for years.

RITTER: (VO) Now, five years after Kingsley's death, Martin Amis has written the ultimate postcard to his father, his own memoirs called, "Experience." It's a revealing and at times wrenching look at this tormented but loving relationship between a famous father and his famous son.

(OC) What would he say about your book?

Mr. M. AMIS: I think he would have liked it. It was all about him, you know. He liked attention.

RITTER: But your father was a man of great phobias.

Mr. M. AMIS: He knew he couldn't be in a house alone after dark.

RITTER: (VO) Kingsley Amis would suffer panic attacks, but discovered that being near his children could calm him down. Martin remembers his mother waking him in the middle of the night.

Mr. M. AMIS: I could hear him screaming. And then suddenly the light came on and my mother led him in. And he sat there sort of smiling feebly, as I talked about my day, and I asked my mother the next morning. She said he fears he is leaving his body. But he knows he can't be frightened in front of you.

RITTER: (VO) As a boy, Martin was often called upon to comfort his father. But Martin always felt the comfort wasn't reciprocal. For instance, in the early '60s, Martin's great fear, like a lot of kids back then, was a nuclear holocaust. But even if Kingsley had the inclination to reassure him there would have been little to ease Martin's fears.

Mr. M. AMIS: It was a different world then. And, I mean--I remember the Cuba crisis as--as, you know, darkness at noon for me. It was as if the whole world had gone dark. If you're tense with the question of your own survival, it's hard enough, especially if the--the loved one might at any instant become bloody flame.

RITTER: So at the height of this nuclear annihilation perception as a child, rather than comfort you, your father does something that--that alters your life.

Mr. M. AMIS: He left home. It was complicated. My mother kind of left him really because his--he was a--a frenzied adulterer. For example, he once took my mother to dinner at his mistress's house with her husband. And there was a third couple there and during that evening Kingsley made a date with her.

RITTER: With the third couple?

Mr. M. AMIS: With the third woman, yes. He lived for adultery. And he crossed the line with my mother when he went on holiday with Elizabeth Jane Howard.

RITTER: (VO) Author Elizabeth Jane Howard became Kingsley's second wife. But Kingsley remained close to his two teen-aged boys, and he offered them some unusual fatherly advice about women and sex. His initial lesson about the birds and the the bees included a gift to his sons: a case of condoms.

Mr. M. AMIS: It was part of a great day of treats. You know, lunch, and I went to the movies. He was--he was being as entertaining as he ever was. I mean, he's the man who said to my brother and me, "The most sexually attractive part of a naked woman is her face."

RITTER: What a great line.

Mr. M. AMIS: That's--yeah. It sounded very good.

RITTER: Yeah.

(VO) But Kingsley Amis was far less instructive when it came to his son's writing. Kingsley could be Martin's harshest critic.

Mr. M. AMIS: He--well, he read my first novel and--and came to enjoy it. And then I expected the same thing to happen with my second novel. But he said, "I couldn't get on with it," was his phrase.

RITTER: Didn't finish it?

Mr. M. AMIS: No. And it was a stunning rebuff, it felt like. But he said it in sort of a pleading way, you know, sort of, 'I'm sorry, but I just couldn't.'

RITTER: (VO) Martin Amis spent years thinking he wanted to be everything his father wasn't. But towards the end of Kingsley's life, Martin discovered the hard, bitter truth. He is his father's son. In fact, they lived their lives in an almost eerie parallel. Like Kingsley, Martin drank and he became a notorious womanizer. The British tabloids called him the Mick Jagger of the literary world. Martin fathered a daughter, who he wouldn't meet for nearly 20 years. Now, eventually, he married. But like his father's marriage, it didn't last. And, just like his father, when Martin remarried, it was to an author, Isabel Fonseca.

(OC) When you separated from your first wife--the mother of your first two children--did you remember that day?

Mr. M. AMIS: Yes.

RITTER: How did you tell your children? How did they learn about it?

Mr. M. AMIS: Their mother told them, as my mother had told me. And for me it felt, you know--as I grew up I always thought, 'This is never going to happen to me. I'm never going to break a home.' So it was an obliterating defeat.

RITTER: You write a lot in the book about how the one person, the only person, you could talk to about this was your father.

Mr. M. AMIS: Yes, because it rounded out the circle. He'd done it to me. He knew exactly what was at stake. And he said, "You--you can't get over these things. They never go away. They're just," as he said, "They're just there." And that was his last fatherly duty to me, to sort of help me through the other side of that.

RITTER: And then later you were there for him when he was dying?

Mr. M. AMIS: We were all there, yes. When you usually read about the death of a father, what you usually learn about is regret. That's the big subject. And there weren't regrets.

RITTER: (VO) In a bizarre arrangement, Kingsley's ex-wife--Martin's mother--and her new husband had moved into Kingsley's house after Elizabeth Jane Howard had left Kingsley. It is a tribute to the power of Kingsley's appeal that during the last 15 years of his life, Kingsley Amis was cared for, fears, phobias, and all, by his ex-wife. And gathered around him when he died was his family, the same family he had once left for another woman.

(OC) And do you still think about your father?

Mr. M. AMIS: All the time, yes. Whenever I--there's a point of language that comes up, I almost reach for the telephone to ring him--to ring my father. And of course, there's no father to call.

RITTER: (VO) After Kingsley's death, Martin became entangled in resolving legal issues of his estate. One night in his sleep, he says he had a visit from his father. He read to me what he says was the hardest part of his book to write.

Mr. M. AMIS: That night my father came to me in a dream. He was all business. He came not as shade, but as envoy. He said nothing. And I felt he didn't want to be touched. With gestures only, with looks, with pauses, he gave me to understand that I had all his trust in the prosecution of his wishes and in everything else. Because my wishes were his wishes and the other way around. 'So, it was incredibly warming to see you, Dad, and why don't you come more often like that as a messenger and not just as a shade whom I swamp and harass? It is incredibly warming to see you, but I didn't really need the reassurance about your wishes, because my wishes are your wishes, and I am you, and you are me.'

RITTER: What did you feel when you--when you wrote that line?

Mr. M. AMIS: An emotional ruin, but, you know, strongly moved. But you are your dad. And your dad is you, basically. And that--that's--that's the essential fact.

RITTER: Is that true for all of us?

Mr. M. AMIS: It's more especially true for me, perhaps. But for everyone, I think that's universal. Even though we were two writers, we were most essentially just a father and a son.

JAY SCHADLER, host:

Martin Amis has five children of his own. His best advice as Father's Day approaches: accept your children completely, forgive them completely, and make them laugh. His memoir, "Experience" is published by Talk Miramax Books which is owned by our parent company, Disney. We'll be right back.

(Commercial break)

SCHADLER: Coming up on "20/20 Friday": One of the most gorgeous women in the world, sensational supermodel Naomi Campbell. She's a walking legend who owns the runway with her sensuous beauty and attitude. But there's another story going on behind the scenes.

BARBARA WALTERS reporting:

Naomi, I have never, ever started an interview this way, but you know that people call you a bitch.

SCHADLER: Barbara Walters face-to-face with beauty and her personal beast, Naomi Campbell. 20/20 Friday at 10, 9 Central time. And that's our view of the world from Time Square tonight. Your local news is next. And don't forget, at 11 PM Eastern time, you can log on to our Web site and chat live with Jason Moss about his brush with a serial killer. I'm Jay Schadler. For everyone here at 20/20, good night.
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