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The castle in Dzików, where my forefathers danced, and where, had it not been for the Second World War, I would probably have been born and spent my early years.
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To my wonderful mama and my precious daughter, the two most special women in my life
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Mama and Lalli.
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CHAPTER 1


FAR FROM MY GRANDFATHER’S CASTLE





I was born Róza Maria Laura Leopoldyna Lubienska on 30 September 1947 in an army camp in Huntingdonshire, the daughter of a Polish count and countess who were themselves the children of long lines of counts and countesses. But, as my mother used to say, in England a count counts for nothing.


They had arrived as penniless refugees the previous year, my father after a military career at the shoulder of Poland’s wartime leader, my mother after a harrowing journey involving exile to Yugoslavia, arrest and two and a half years’ slave labour in Ravensbrück, the German concentration camp. As a little girl I loved hearing stories about her childhood in a castle filled with servants and surrounded by vast estates. It made me wonder how very different my own life would have been had it not been for the war. Would I have met my future husband galloping through the forest or at some grand ball in one of my ancestors’ castles? As it turned out, I met my first husband at drama school and my second in an episode of Minder.


There has always been a part of my make-up that is not English. The Polishness in my heart is very strong, and even though I didn’t actually go to Poland until 1989, after the collapse of Communism, I was very conscious and proud of my heritage. In fact, when I first arrived in Warsaw I felt as though my soul were coming home, but I also realised fairly quickly that we émigré Poles were not quite the same as the Polish Poles who had weathered Communism at first hand.


As a girl I sort of hated it. I was born in England, I lived in England and I wanted to be like everybody else. I had English school during the week, Polish school on Saturday and church most Sundays. Apparently when I was about seven I said to my mother, ‘It’s just my luck to have been born a Pole and a Catholic … It ruins my whole weekend.’


My mother was one of the kindest, gentlest and least bitter people I have ever known, which considering the extraordinary hardships she endured is astounding. She and her siblings were all deeply affected by manic depression, inherited from their father. Throughout their lives they needed medication to stabilise their terrifying mood swings. Mama had to be hospitalised during the worst times, particularly after the birth of my youngest sister and brother.


My father was not very forthcoming about his early life. He joined the Polish diplomatic service as a young man and was personal secretary to Józef Beck, the Minister for Foreign Affairs. He left Poland before the war broke out, leaving behind his mother and his sister, who was a nun. He never quite forgave himself for having abandoned them. He felt particularly sad that he didn’t get his mother out, though perhaps not so bad about his sister because she was already in a convent. I only met my father’s mother a couple of times in England and a couple of times in Munich.


During the war he was adjutant to General Sikorski, the Polish Prime Minister in exile who died in a plane crash off Gibraltar in July 1943. In fact, my father was due to be on that plane but at the last moment Sikorski’s daughter arrived and took his seat. He was one of the last people to see Sikorski alive and the first to go out on the boats when the plane crashed into the ocean. In 1944 he fought with General Anders and the second Polish corps at the Battle of Monte Cassino.


My mother and her family had escaped Poland when the Germans invaded in September 1939 and had gone to Yugoslavia. For two years they lived happily in Italian-controlled Croatia. She met an Italian officer, fell in love and got engaged. Then the Germans invaded and the Poles were handed over to them. Many, like my mother and grandmother, were sent off to concentration camps. When they emerged at the end of the war my mother wanted to make contact again and marry her fiancé but my grandmother forbade it: ‘The Italians betrayed the Poles.’ My mother hardly knew my father when they got married. The couple were brought together by his army friends in cahoots with her mother. Their wedding was in Rome. It was a dynastic marriage, more or less arranged, two people from aristocratic backgrounds, formed in a Poland that no longer existed. At the end of the war the Allies had handed the country over to the Russians, the Poles’ historic enemies, condemning it to more than four decades of Communist rule. Throughout their lives my parents still believed they would one day be able to return to the country they loved.


My mother wrote in a memoir:




We arrived in England in November straight off the boat from sunny Italy to a thick yellow fog and it was very cold. My husband and I had booked into a little guesthouse in Kensington but he had to go to Paris. I was left alone. The fog was so thick I couldn’t even see the other side of the street so I stayed indoors reading, living off cold milk and jam, constantly feeding the coin-operated gas and electricity meters. Spring came and we stayed.





In another entry she described how things felt a couple of years later:




We were really very poor but by now I had my first child and we were already a bit happier in England. I was learning to speak English and feeling a little less of a ‘bloody foreigner’. I was learning how to do all the basic jobs myself – cooking and laundry and caring for my child, none of which I had ever done in Poland. It was a hard life lesson. Sometimes I remember thinking guiltily that concentration camp had in some ways been easier because you were told what to do and how to do it. And despite the terror and the screaming and the twelve-hour work days and the beatings you were free inside. Here it seemed I was never free, I found being an ordinary housewife incredibly difficult at first. It helped being young because young people are malleable and find it easier to adapt to a life so completely different from how it was before. And one of the things I learned to love about England was its freedom for individual identity.





My father bought a house in Willesden Green in north-west London – 29 Teignmouth Road. By this time I had a little sister, Gabriella, always known as Gaba or Buna. The Poles have this strange habit of diminutising names in many different ways – though my real name is Róza Maria I have always been Rula, or Rulka or Rulina or Rulinder. My mother was Elizabeth but everyone called her Bisia or Beniek. And my father, christened Ludwik was, all 6ft 4in. of him, always known to everyone as Lulu.


When I was small, the house, rather large and on three floors, was almost always full of my mother’s family. Her mother, who was very weak, lived on the first floor – I absolutely adored her and she me. She taught me to knit and crochet. In her youth she had been beautiful. Now she was a tiny, frail-looking woman, quite stern, who went to church daily if she was strong enough. We called her Baba or Babi, which is Polish for granny.


For some reason she was very tolerant with me but rather less so with my sister Gaba, who could be very naughty. On one occasion, Babi was in the bathroom washing her hair and Gaba sneaked into her room to nick a couple of the delicious treats which Babi used to hide in her cupboard. These were stuffed prunes covered in chocolate, which she gave to us on special occasions. Gaba had her mouth full when Babi walked in and said ‘Gaba?’ in a threatening tone and Gaba, aged nine or so, leapt out of the first-floor window to the lawn below. Thank God she didn’t hurt herself. But she was so terrified of Babi.


My mother’s youngest brother Arthur was also often there. A very colourful, larger-than-life character, he liked his drink and having a wild time. Both he and Jas, the older brother, were hellraisers and incredibly handsome in their day. In later years, when I was living with Dennis Waterman in our house in Buckinghamshire, the two brothers loved nothing more than spending an evening round the snooker table with flowing alcohol and very loud music – two members of my family that Dennis definitely enjoyed spending time with.


Also, Ciocia (aunt in Polish) Marys or Maryna, Mama’s youngest sister, was sometimes with us before she got married. She was very beautiful and great fun and we are still incredibly close. When Mama died she became my sort of surrogate mother.


My parents mixed in predominantly high-class society, often at Ognisko, The Polish Hearth Club in Kensington, which was central to the social life of their group. Most of the men seemed to be my father’s age, all ex-army, some of them in the secret service, some of them having fought for Britain in the Battle of Britain. They would sit around forever discussing the war and what had gone wrong.


The Polish Hearth was the place for weddings and funerals, concerts and all manner of special events, as well as sometimes for Sunday lunch. At Christmas and Easter there would be the breaking of the Host, and a glass of wine. Most of the ladies I met there were titled; I had to curtsy to them. Most of the gentlemen, incredibly well behaved and gallant, would kiss my hand even when I was a very young girl.


I was astounded sometimes at how many ‘aunts and uncles’ I had. Most of them weren’t genuine aunts and uncles, of course, though a real great-uncle of mine was a prince. I took it all for granted. There were so many counts and countesses; they were just like Mr and Mrs. It was only when I got a little bit older that I thought, ‘If they are a prince and princess, why aren’t they stinking rich? Why haven’t they got huge great castles and palaces and enormous estates? And if my parents are a count and countess, why aren’t we rich?’


Although she had a very privileged start to life, arrogance was never a part of my mother’s character. Her upbringing had been strict, with an emphasis on unselfishness, respect for her elders and a sense of duty, all things that she was determined to pass on to us, her children.


She used to talk about her childhood in Poland and the magical upbringing she had. She loved skating on ponds on the estate. Sometimes her father would pull the children on their skates behind the car across private lakes that seemed endless. And she remembered with delight going mushroom picking in the forest with the whole family, cousins and uncles and aunts, and of course the retinue of servants that used to go with them.


She would tell me about the woodmen who rescued baby animals – owls, foxes and even once a bear cub – and about the conservatory attached to my grandfather’s house, which grew the most stunning exotic fruit. They had white peaches and when we used to see ordinary yellow peaches in the local shops here she would say, ‘Ah, they never smell as good as the ones we had in Poland.’ They even grew pineapples. And though my mother was the grandchild of the owner of the estate, it was still much more fun stealing the fruit from the conservatory than eating it when it was placed on the table. She wrote:




My grandparents’ castle where I spent much of my childhood had been the seat of my family for centuries. The surrounding estates were enormous, like a self-sufficient country within a country. There were horses and dogs and hunts and the house was always full of family and guests. There were people who had worked for my forefathers for centuries. All around for miles and miles were farms and forests and carp lakes and hospitals and factories and schools and vodka distilleries and sawmills that my ancestors had built for and with the people.


The Tarnowski family crest was emblazoned everywhere. Inscribed over the main door were the words of a sixteenth-century Polish poet, ‘Lord, let us live in this family nest blessed with good health and a clean conscience’, and from those words sprang a feeling of what seemed like eternal security, as if nothing could ever interrupt this harmonious life.





Christmas, Easter and name days, which in Poland are more important than birthdays, hold very special memories for me. At home in Willesden they were all imbued with strong Polish traditions that my sisters, brother and I, and all my cousins, still observe. Christmas in particular was magical. The tree would never go up until the day before Christmas Eve and the room was out of bounds.


This was a lovely echo of my mother’s memory of Christmas in the Tarnowski castle, where a manservant would arrange delivery of a tree fresh from the forest and my grandmother would cover it with candles, red apples and icicles made of beet sugar from the factory down the road. The room would be filled with presents and the local boys would put on a puppet show in a candlelit box made with coloured paper to look like stained glass. ‘They would tell stories about Death chasing Herod with his scythe,’ my mother recalled. ‘We would listen frightened and enthralled. They sang Latin and Polish verse and their puppet would collect money from us in its little sack. We gave the boys tea and cakes and begged them to come back again the following day.’


In my mother’s house in Willesden the table was beautifully set, with a snowy-white tablecloth and all the best heirloom china we had, gleaming crystal glasses and red candles. Before the meal we would break the Host (oplatek in Polish), which we would share, wishing each other peace and health and happiness.


Then we would be led into the living room, where the tree glimmered with real candles. We each had a little pile of presents under the tree, but first we had to sing Polish carols in harmony until both parents were crying. That did not take long!


Before we were allowed to get to the presents, St Nicholas had to come. Dressed like a bishop in a long gown with a mitre, he was the European version of Santa Claus. This, of course, was my father, but it did not click for many years. The doorbell would go. An elegant, serious man would be led in and we would have to sit on his lap and he would ask us whether we had been good and honest children. Then he would give us a little sprig of birch and a tangerine, and only then could we get to our presents. What finally gave St Nicholas away as my father were his wedding ring and his shoes. And when I questioned my mother about it she made me promise not to tell my sister.


General Anders, the leader of the Polish government in exile, and his wife Irena were frequent visitors to my parents’ house in north London. She had been a musical star in Poland before the war, with the stage name Renata, and carried on her career here in the Polish theatre where I started to tread the boards in my late teens. They used to come to play bridge. In those days, because most of my mother’s family lived with us, my sister and I slept in adjacent cots in the sitting room, and my mother told me that often during the evening these little tousled heads would pop over the top of the cot bars to observe them playing.


Irena, the General’s wife, was incredibly glamorous and always beautifully dressed, coiffed and perfumed. She also always had fingers well adorned with fabulous rings. To me she was like a fairy-tale queen.


Apparently, on my fourth birthday, at a rather grown-up tea party at our house she took me on her knee. She was wearing a fur stole, as was the fashion in those days, and she cuddled me close, calling me her zlota kula, which means ‘golden ball’, because my hair was a mass of ginger curls. ‘What would you like for your birthday, a beautiful pink pram, a dolly that cries, or a little bicycle? Or maybe some lovely books? Tell me, I will give you anything you want,’ she whispered.


I pointed to the biggest solitaire diamond on her hand and said, ‘I want that, please.’ Needless to say I didn’t get it. Years later when I was taking part in a concert for her ninetieth birthday, I reminded her of this incident. We laughed so much.


At home the lingua franca was Polish, though both my parents had a good command of English. But my mother did make the most wonderful malapropisms. Years later when I told her that Dennis and I were going to get married she said, ‘Darlink, you are going straight out of the frying pan into the Serpentine.’ And on another occasion she introduced him to one of her American friends with ‘This is my daughter’s fiasco.’



















CHAPTER 2


A WAR DANCE IN MY KNICKERS





My mother was having an incredibly tough time. There were two children – my sister and me – and a couple of dogs. There were of course no washing machines, no dishwashers, none of what we take for granted nowadays. I was about three and my sister Gaba was just under two. Ten minutes’ walk from our house in Teignmouth Road was Walm Lane, where the shops were: small groceries, the chemist and the butcher, and the post office right near Willesden Green station. So it was my sister in her pram and me holding on to the pram and a little golden cocker spaniel called Jackie. We’d go off to the shops and in those days you could park the pram outside and go in and do your shopping and not worry about a thing.


On one occasion, Mama arrived back home with me and the dog and loads of shopping and she got into the house and said, ‘I’m sure I’ve forgotten something,’ and then – this was about half an hour after the event – ‘Oh my God! Gaba in the pram.’ She’d left her outside Graham the chemist’s, so we rushed back there and she was happily sitting in her pram cooing, with people talking to her. Nowadays the child would probably have disappeared, or if not the child, the pram. I’m sure there were several occasions like that.


Mama always seemed warm, always smiling, always ready to talk, always happy to answer questions. She was a truly wonderful mother but her depressions could be very deep and painful. When things were very bad and she had to go into hospital, my sister and I were so little we didn’t understand all that. We were just told she had to go away for a while.


I was expected to be a good example to my younger sister even when I was a small child. I was pretty cute, precocious and rather a show-off but loved by everybody and always ready to do my little turn, reciting Polish poetry or singing a little Polish song at the drop of a hat.


Letters to my mother always arrived addressed to Countess Lubienska; letters to my father were to Count Lubienski. Once when I asked my mother what these titles meant – I think she was in a hurry – she said: ‘It’s something like being king and queen but not quite.’ In this country it had no meaning whatsoever, but in the Polish community it meant a lot.


My first school was the Jesus and Mary Convent, a cosy little place a short bus ride away from home. Already I was quite a tearaway and often in trouble, always a bit of a ringleader. In my first nativity play at school I was cast as a cockerel. Standing on a tall gym stool on one leg as the curtain went up, I had to crow to announce the arrival of Angel Gabriel. I took this role very seriously. I had a beautiful costume with green tights and a feathered paper headdress. The curtain rose and I started crowing for all I was worth, but I had forgotten to go to the loo beforehand and suddenly, with all the emotion and the difficulty of holding the position on one leg, I wet myself. My mother said I was crying but still crowing, and I never let my leg drop till the curtain went down. Ever the pro!


My mother used to pick me up from school in the early days and she was always very friendly and was loved by my school chums. Most of them were Polish. One day they didn’t run up to her and greet her as they usually did but seemed to shy away. When she asked me why, I said, ‘Because I told them you and Papa were King and Queen of Poland.’


Ours wasn’t a life of grandeur but it was pretty good, except that it seemed to be much stricter than all my friends’. They were allowed to go out, they went to people’s houses during the week – we were only allowed to do that at weekends (if we had time after all our Polish duties). Instead of going out we played a lot of board games, which we loved. In fact, we sisters and our children play them to this day.


We had no television at home; I was sixteen by the time we owned one. Our reading was fairly censored. We had English homework and Polish homework too. The Polish Saturday school wasn’t just language and traditional singing and dancing, it was a full curriculum – Polish history and geography and literature – pretty hard work for a young kid. And it was the rule that even though we went to an English school, in the house we had to speak only Polish.


Since both my parents arrived in England stateless, my father found it very difficult to get a decent job here. Eventually he went to work for the Polish–American Immigration Relief Committee based in Munich, looking after the thousands of displaced refugees from behind the Iron Curtain. So my mother was bringing us up by herself. Later he joined Radio Free Europe, also in Munich. Both of these were American-controlled so he ended up with an American passport – dual nationality, Polish and American. When he went away, he sort of put my mother in the care of Nicholas Carroll, an English journalist who was diplomatic correspondent of the Sunday Times. He and his wife, who was Polish, were close friends of my parents. They had two children, Nick and Iza, and we used to see them quite a lot as a family when we were very young. I certainly don’t think my father intended things to turn out as they did.


When I was nine my gorgeous second sister was born. She was named Anna but mostly called Annula by the family. She was another redhead like me. So now there were three girls. It must have been really hard for my mother all alone. Except she was not quite alone. We always had Polish lodgers, young girls who would help out with babysitting and suchlike. With my father working and mostly living in Munich it was not much of a marriage and, somewhat inevitably, my mother fell passionately in love with Nicholas Carroll. I found out earlier than most people and I was horrified. I didn’t understand. Why would I? I was just a young girl, not yet at secondary school.


This liaison was conducted in secret for many years. I knew long before my sister Gaba and it was very hard not to share it. I was very distressed by it because at that young age my father was still a god to me. My sister Anna was very small and the effort of looking after her, combined with the affair and her generally weak state, threw my mother into a very bad depression.


That year I moved on to Sacred Heart, a Catholic grammar school in Hammersmith. This was a big, serious institution, a world away from my primary school, though they did have nuns in common. I lasted only about two years there. I was far too rebellious. I was expelled. My mortal sins were doing a war dance on the school roof wearing my gym knickers and swinging a lacrosse stick and, to make matters worse, getting caught doing somersaults on the train in school uniform while eating pickled cucumbers.


My family were distraught. They thought I had brought shame on them. Things were in turmoil anyway. My mother was in a bad way and she was in love but still trying to pretend she wasn’t. When her affair with Nicky became public she was cruelly ostracised by the older members of the Polish community, particularly the titled ones.


Then, on top of everything, she found out she was carrying Nicky’s child, at the age of forty-three – very late in life in those days. This led to a full-blown nervous breakdown. Little Anna spent nearly a year in a sort of convent in Virginia Water for children who were having problems at home.


When my mother found out that she was pregnant she went to Munich to tell my father. They were still married. He was a most honourable, gentle man and he said he would bring the child up as his own and it could carry his name and there was no need for any scandal. But she and Nicky wanted to be together. So my father agreed, not immediately there and then, but he accepted there would have to be a parting of the ways. In the Catholic religion divorce is a mortal sin and my mother was deeply devout. But she did get divorced and soon after their son Andrew was born she and Nicky were married.


By then I had been sent away to boarding school – the Ursuline Convent at Westgate-on-Sea in Kent. I went at thirteen. Part of me thought ‘Oh, Enid Blyton, Malory Towers, Famous Five – it will be like that.’ I was excited to get away from home because I felt rather cooped up. I was still very much under my mother’s thumb and was expected to be well behaved. So there was the thrill of the unknown, which delighted me. On the other hand there was also the strong feeling I was being sent away because of circumstances beyond my control, and the hurt of knowing my parents were going to be separating and that my mother would have this new husband who would become my stepfather.


I didn’t understand how my mother could leave my father. I didn’t know that my parents had never been a love match, that it had been an arranged marriage. To me they had always seemed incredibly close and as it turned out, despite everything, they did remain best of friends for the rest of their lives.


At boarding school I found a lot of fun and friendship and my sister Gaba joined me there a year later. But if I thought things were going to be free and easy I should have known better. I had already had quite a lot of experience with nuns. I ought to have guessed life would be strict as it had been at both my London convents. Even when we were tiny girls at primary school we had to curtsy to the nuns in the corridor.


It was quite something preparing for boarding school: every bit of clothing had to be name-tagged. The uniform was dark green pleated skirts with green-and-white striped blouses and a tie with a gold motif, and a green cardigan in the winter, with a green velvet hat and knee-high fawn-coloured socks and sensible shoes. When I arrived there, because my birthday is in September I was put in with the fourteen-year-olds.


I unpacked in a dormitory of twelve people in curtained-off cubicles. I had been used to a room with just my sister but I immediately became part of a group led by a girl called Veronica Tweed, who to this day remains one of my closest friends. And I remember one of the first things she said to me was, ‘Have you got any handsome brothers or cousins?’ I’ll never forget that!


My hair was pretty long and the rule was that it had to be in a plait or a ponytail or whatever, but it wasn’t supposed to touch your shoulders or your collar. I’d always been used to my mother plaiting my hair. Now I had to do my own. I did it in plaits or bunches or tied it up in a ponytail.


The nuns were in the full Darth Vader outfits, so you couldn’t see most of their eyebrows, really, just the eyes – even the chin was covered. So it was the eyes, the nose and the mouth; long black robes to the ground; the high white wimple and a long black veil; and then a tabard over the top of that; a hanging cross and a rosary around the waist. And if you met a nun, any nun, whether it was the headmistress or one of the teachers or one of the nuns who worked in the reception area or in the refectory, even if you were running at a hundred miles an hour, you had to do a deep curtsy, which wasn’t easy because the floors were highly polished red quarry tiles and very slippery.


In the dormitory everyone had their own very narrow single iron bedstead, a little stand with a bowl on top of it and a jug, and a tiny cupboard where you kept all your bits and pieces. There were two bathrooms (I don’t think there were any showers) and you were allowed a bath once a week. My mother told me that when she went to boarding school a nun walked in when she was having a bath, and said, ‘Why aren’t you wearing a drape? You can see your own body.’ And my mother said, ‘Yes, I’m washing it,’ and the nun said, ‘On the chair there is a drape which you are supposed to put around your neck and drape over the side of the bath so you can’t see your body when you’re washing it.’


We didn’t have any of that, but in the mornings we used to have to go and collect cold water – queue up for it, pour it into our jug and wash in it. Then the bell went, a loud clanging that sounded up and down the corridor at 7.30 a.m. Mass was at 8 a.m., so you had half an hour to wash, do your hair, line up and get ready to go down. And we had to go to Mass every day, apart from one day a week when we had an extra half-hour lie-in, which was the greatest of luxuries.


After the first two or three weeks, when the novelty had worn off, I became desperately homesick and used to cry myself to sleep in my little bed. Some nuns were kinder than others, but for the most part there wasn’t a lot of physical contact and I was used to a very loving and affectionate mother. Our house was always full of hugs and cuddles. Still to this day I’m a very tactile person; so is my daughter with her child. All my siblings are always hugging and kissing each other – boys and girls. So that lack of contact was tough.


The lessons were tough too. I didn’t last long in the class I was first put into. They were all nearly a year ahead of me and I was struggling, so I was put back a year and I was sad to be taken away from those new slightly older girls whom I was already looking up to.


First thing in the morning we used to assemble in the hall, a vast room with an enormous stage. The headmistress addressed us, then we would sing a couple of hymns and go off to our classes. One of the most memorable assemblies was in November 1963 when she told us President Kennedy had been killed. Mass hysteria. There were quite a lot of girls from Jamaica and Grenada who seemed particularly upset. And besides being a President and a hero, he was of course also a Catholic.


In the evenings the desks were all put out in the hall and we would sit there with one of the nuns on duty, in total silence, doing our homework for two hours or so. It was a long day. Then there would be a bit of playtime before it was teatime, and then bedtime.


Once a week we had to write home. I wrote to various other people too but home was obligatory. My father demanded we write to him in Polish and then when he answered he would send our letters back underlining all our grammatical mistakes in red pencil, which I thought was a bit cruel, but I am grateful now.


Then my little brother Andrew – Nicky’s son – was born, and because my mother was in such a terrible state at the time, she actually couldn’t cope with him for the first seven or eight months of his life and he had a sort of foster carer. So in the first two years we didn’t see Mama that often when we had exeats from school because she was just not up to it. She was suffering terribly from the criticisms and cruelty some of the older members of the family and the senior members of the Polish community threw at her. My parents had been a very well-known couple and they were both much loved so it was regarded as a great scandal.


My stepfather Nicky bought a little old country cottage in Ash near Canterbury. From then on we used to go there when we had exeats. There was no electricity; we had to light gas lamps at night, and there was this old-fashioned metal hip bath. It was all rather romantic and hippy in the early days. I loved it. And there was a huge quarry behind, where we used to play rather dangerous games of sliding down. It was a very sporty, outdoorsy-type life.


Nicky was a keen boatsman. He had his own inflatable dinghy and he was a very accomplished rifle shot so I learnt, from quite an early age, to shoot at tins and at eggshells, which I think stood me in fairly good stead later on when I started playing snooker. He really tried to be a very good father substitute but I found it hard to warm to him. I adored and worshipped my father. So the relationship between my stepfather and me was a little bit guarded at first. But now, thinking back on those times, once we’d come to terms with the fact that Nicky was now our stepfather, we did have wonderful family times down in Ash.


I was delighted my mother was recovering and I was absolutely thrilled to have my baby sister back, and even more thrilled to have a new baby in the family, my little brother. Nicky was highly intelligent, very well travelled, spoke excellent Polish because of his first Polish wife, and he was very loving with my mother. He was also fairly firm with us but in a slightly different way from my parents. For instance, he was a great lover of music. He played the guitar and the clarinet very well and loved listening to opera, and he hated it when we put our pop records on his turntable. He used to tell us it ruined the stylus because the pop records were worse quality than operas and classical music. I soon got used to the idea of Mummy and Nicky.


For all the big holidays my sister and I travelled out to Munich to be with my father. We would get the train from London to Harwich, then the boat from Harwich to the Hook of Holland, then the train to Munich. This was from the age of about fourteen or fifteen. So for us, fairly green and immature, it was a huge adventure – just the two of us – and I always had to be in charge of my sister.


My father lived in a small bachelor flat in Munich. He had a huge circle of predominantly Polish friends, although there were quite a lot of Germans as well. The social life at Radio Free Europe was hectic, and he loved nothing better than going out with his teenage daughters. He was a flirt, but a harmless flirt. He loved his drink. Coming in for meals at the station or going out with him in the evening to visit his friends, or occasionally going to the theatre or the cinema, was great fun.


As for schoolwork, English Literature was always my favourite subject, particularly when we got on to Chaucer and Shakespeare. My English teacher was called Mother Mary of the Incarnation. I guess she was pretty young then, probably in her mid-twenties, but it was impossible to gauge the age of the nuns because you could see so little of them, which certainly made them look formidable. I seem to remember most of them wore glasses as well. I never really thought of the nuns as women; I regarded them as a breed apart. For a time I thought they might be on roller skates. They didn’t seem to walk, they seemed to glide. I found most of them quite frightening but Mother Mary of the Incarnation was a huge support to me right from the very beginning.


So was Mother Bernadette, who taught French. Because I already spoke fluent Polish, other languages came very easily to me – I always used to get praise from her in the classes and I was always the first one to learn French songs and speak French poetry with a good accent, and I was good at my written work. So I liked her and she liked me. But though she was tiny, she was still scary.


Then there was Mother Mildred, who used to work in the reception and run the tuck shop on Saturdays. She had Parkinson’s so her head was constantly shaking and we used to make terribly cruel fun of her, but she was adorable. Mother Veronica, who taught us science, had the most enormous buck teeth and she used to whistle and spit, so we used to try and get her to say words like ‘photosynthesis’, and then pretend that we were all being showered by her spitting.


I never did physics and chemistry, only biology. I did languages, history, geography – I think twelve O levels in all. And around that time there was a lay teacher called Mrs Boyd who started to come to do what might loosely be called drama classes. An older lady, she and I absolutely adored each other. I stayed friends with her right until her death. She came to see me in the theatre many times and when she died she left me all her small leather-bound editions of Shakespeare.


She and Mother Mary of the Incarnation became my steadfast mentors. When I was a junior the only plays were nativity plays and I was cast in good parts – Angel Gabriel first and then Joseph. I was often cast as a man. And then we did a play called The Common Man, quite a tough piece of theatre. I was given the lead role.


At the age of sixteen I applied for the National Youth Theatre. I didn’t get in. At about the same time, my stepfather’s mother died and left a huge trunk full of beautiful vintage tea dresses and long gowns. Now I look back with horror at how we cut up and adapted those vintage creations to fit the productions I was involved in – sacrilege! Apart from anything else, if I still had them I could have made a fortune on eBay.


We started a drama club in the school, the first time they had ever had anything like that. At the age of sixteen or seventeen I was allowed to produce and direct my first play – Emma by Jane Austen. Veronica, my great friend, played the title role and my sister never forgave me for casting her as a man.


By then I was allowed into the outside world a bit and when we were visiting my father in Munich there were a couple of young gentlemen who took an interest in me; one was Hungarian, Peter Zaboyi. I used to sneak off from my father’s flat and come back in the early hours of the morning. I was still fairly innocent, and my father was never any the wiser. Even if he had been he was very relaxed and easy about giving us our freedom in certain ways.


He also used to send us off for skiing holidays. We didn’t speak very good German, and I never liked the language, even though I did it for A level at school. I found it harsh and grating and ugly compared with Polish and French. We were dispatched to Austria with a group of people for an intensive four- or five-day skiing course. I was never much of a sports-woman but my sister Gaba was excellent. Of course there were boys in the group and a lot of flirting going on and we had so-called boyfriends.


We were staying in a sort of youth hostel and in the evenings after the skiing had finished we all got together and the boys thought it would be great fun to teach us some traditional German songs. When we got home my sister and I proudly launched into singing them. My father went purple – they were all Hitler Youth songs. The boys knew perfectly well what they were doing and they just thought it would be a bit of fun. They would have been delighted with their success if they’d known.


In the Christmas holidays, when I wasn’t going to Munich I got involved in the Polish theatre at The Polish Hearth Club. We had Marian Hemar, one of Poland’s best-known pre-war writers, poets and theatre directors, General Anders’s wife Renata Bogdanska and four other amazing Polish divas, Lola Kitaiewicz, Irena Delmar, Marysa Drue and Wlada Majewska. I started off dressing them backstage in a tiny little space no bigger than a toilet, with five chairs. Frequently there were period costumes so I used to look after the wigs, the make-up and the hairdressing and dress these wonderfully exotic, glamorous women. I became very, very friendly with them and we stayed friendly until the end of their lives. Then I finally got two or three decent parts in Polish, and ever since I have had hopes of working in Polish theatre in Poland, or in Polish television, in Polish.


My dream then, of course, was to go straight from the convent to drama school. My parents were not at all happy about my desire to be an actress. Both of them thought it wasn’t a dignified enough profession for somebody of my background. My father viewed it as a bit like being a prostitute. He desperately wanted me to go into something like the United Nations and use my languages.


At the end of each school year there was a prize day and some important person – often a bishop – would come to do the final honours. But in the year I finished my A levels they invited one of the country’s favourite actors, Jack Warner, the benign, bike-riding, ‘evening, all’ Police Constable Dixon from Dixon of Dock Green, amongst the most loved television series ever. For me it was a huge thrill. I had secret hopes that maybe he might help me in some way. When he came to the school I was put in charge of looking after him because I was President of the Drama Club. Of course, I did everything I could to ingratiate myself with him and he was an absolute delight. We exchanged addresses and he said he would try to do what he could, and in fact, through him I got my first ever walk-on television part, as a policewoman in Dixon of Dock Green – non-speaking. I was about eighteen.
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Wild days in Sardinia, 1969.
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