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            Foreword

            by Julian Fellowes

         

         Anything but a Still Life, by Carole Latimer, is a book that comes from an unusual place. It is written by someone whose name is unlikely to be familiar to you, someone who has been successful enough in their chosen profession, but whose life has been comparatively normal except in one way. Socially, she has spent much of her time among the very rich and very famous of our age, knowing them intimately, judging their foibles, witnessing their high mountains of triumph, as well as their moments of deep despond, but from the viewpoint of an ordinary person. I do not mean to suggest that she has no sympathy for her subjects; sometimes she is full of sympathy, but, unlike many accounts of the troubles of the great, it is always mixed with common sense.

         At the moment, there is an enduring fascination with people who seem to be living the magical lives of the rich and famous, and Carole Latimer is in the unique position of being part of many of those lives, and witnessing them at close quarters, but retaining the ability to look at them in a sensible way and without prejudice. Young people particularly like to think the lives of “celebrities” are endlessly rewarding and colourful and exciting, while our left-wing friends want to believe they are all unhappy and emotionally unfulfilled, but Carole is in a position to know that neither of these verdicts is invariably true, and that there is as much variety among the famous as there is among any other social group.

         I feel, in a way, that I spent many years in a situation that was both. As a medium-successful, jobbing actor, I knew lots of these shining individuals but my position was much more normal than theirs, being neither famous nor especially well off, but then, after I struck it lucky with writing, I moved slightly into the position of being one of the envied that people wrote about and watched being interviewed on television. There is a terrible danger that you do start to think that your opinions on the merits of this side or that in a war are more important than those viiiof real experts, that your understanding of the causes of child poverty are relevant to the discussion, when they usually remain the predictable ideas of a working actor or writer and only significant on that level. It is a sign of madness to think that fame brings a superior kind of understanding, which is easily fallen into, even at my modest level. I always hope that my years of a more ordinary existence stopped me going bonkers when things looked up. But I also acknowledge that my friends, including Carole, must be better judges than I am of whether or not that is true.

         This is an interesting, detailed and informed view of the World of the Lucky, which most readers seem to want to belong to, but might not when they have read these words.
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            Introduction

         

         
            “The photographer must possess and preserve the receptive faculties of a child who looks at the world for the first time.” – Bill Brandt

         

         People frequently ask me how I became a “successful photographer” and my answer is quite simple: serendipity and hard work. I was in my early twenties, working as a unit publicist on John Huston’s A Walk with Love and Death, when fate threw me together with the legendary photographer Eve Arnold. In 1951 Eve became the first female photographer at Magnum in New York, taking a place alongside Henri Cartier-Bresson and Robert Capa. Her body of work spanned more than fifty years, capturing people of all nationalities and in all walks of life and professions, who appeared in her illustrated books on America, China and Russia, and other subjects. Eve had been invited to take specials on the film set, and I was taking snaps for fun. Eve noticed what I had done and said that I could become a professional photographer. I have never tried to copy Eve, but she inspired me to do my best. We met up, intermittently, for more than thirty years. She would look through my portfolio and critique every shot, always adding that if she did not think I was any good, she would not bother to give me her time.

         I have been fortunate to have worked consistently for many years in a male-dominated profession that has given me such a rewarding lifestyle. However, it has never been a cosy existence, and work and play blend into one. Being a photographer is a way of life, enabling me to make some of my closest friends, lovers and countless acquaintances from all over the world. As the daughter of two actors, I did not grow up in a nine-to-five environment. My father, Hugh Latimer, performed in the theatre, film and television, where sometimes he worked during the day and at other times at night. There were also periods when he was out of work and he would fill his days designing and making objects in his workshop. This 2was a truly enlightened upbringing, and we were taught not to be ageist, racist or sexist.

         The people in this book are not all extremely well-known, but those who are not are exceptionally interesting in other ways. My perception of those about whom I have written is unique, and what I write is the truth only through my eyes; someone else’s perception would be entirely different. I have tried to avoid the word “celebrity” as much as possible. This is a word that has become so devalued that it has become derogatory. Richard Gere, who came to my house while filming Yanks, referred to the “state of self-delusion that goes by the name of Celebrity”. My memory is frequently jogged when I spot the names of people I have met in the past. They pop up like hardy perennials after a long winter’s rest. Some years ago Jimi Hendrix’s face stared at me out of the tabloids. My mind flashed back to the first time I set off professionally with a camera and flashgun when my friend Stanley Bielecki sent me to cover a reception for a pop group called Grapefruit. Two minutes of explanation as to how the flash worked were followed by mutterings of anxiety from me.

         “I’ve never done this before …”

         “Szmondakowski!” Stanley cut in, in his endearing Polish accent. “How else do you learn?”

         The venue was the Hyde Park Hilton in Knightsbridge, one of the grand, neoclassical London hotels. The usual gilt chairs, chandeliers and red carpets decorated a reception room filled with chattering guests, each one holding the statutory tulip-shaped wine glass and cigarette or canapé. At a glance, nothing special. Then slowly it dawned upon me that I was surrounded by a sea of famous faces mingling in a mass of people. Jimi Hendrix loomed up in front of my lens, his halo of frizzy hair filling the frame like candy floss at a fairground. We spoke briefly. He was so charming that I was left with an instant impression of a gentle, kind man. Thick and fast they now appeared in front of my camera: John Lennon, Donovan, Cilla Black, Paul McCartney and Jane Asher (Paul and Linda were to cross my path years later), and Ringo Starr. I kept praying that I had remembered my instructions correctly as I milled and clicked, pretending to be a dab hand as a party photographer. I snapped on in such a state of euphoria that I hardly noticed the weight of the power pack on 3my shoulder. Suddenly the party was over, the room was empty, and the guests had disappeared into the night.
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         5Quick as lightning, I jumped into my black Mini, whisked through Hyde Park, and dived into Stanley’s basement in Holland Park. A team of Polish printers were working late into the night and soon we were buried away in the darkroom. Under the glow of the red light I watched magic in action, the blank pieces of paper slowly metamorphosing into the famous faces I had so recently captured. Into the fixer, into the wash, dried, and we came into the light to examine our work. Eureka, there they all were. It had not been a dream after all.

         Photography gradually blossomed into a career for me. Though I struggled to make a living in such a highly competitive profession, I managed to create my own niche. The main body of my work has been commissioned portraiture, though I have occasionally taken a different path. One of these was to shoot a unique series of romantic pictures of men, semi-nude, lit solely by candlelight. Another was to photograph images for my exhibition Flowers, Mirroring the Deep. Then there are landscapes and gardens that I’ve tackled for the joy of being at peace with nature.

         Portraiture, though, has been my trademark, and the days I’ve spent with fascinating people over my career could not have been manifested without my cameras: they have given me the entrance to a world beyond my wildest dreams. Out of thousands of clients, I have made many friends, some for a reason, some for a season, and some for life.

         Whether photographing celebrities in their homes, in my studio or on location, I can honestly say I have learned legions of lessons since that evening shooting famous musicians and actors at the Hilton in Knightsbridge. Working with the actress Cherie Lunghi at Chiswick House was one of my favourite celebrity shoots and one of the most challenging. With its austere, neoclassical architecture, statues and grey walls, this house proved to be the perfect location for the ice-blue dresses designed by David Emanuel. David, with his wife Elizabeth, created Princess Diana’s fairy-tale wedding dress. It was difficult to light the set-ups well and my two assistants and I worked nonstop all day to achieve six good pictures.

         Shoots with the famous in their homes are often hazardous. There are guard dogs to woo and in the case of Alexandra Bastedo, well-known for 6her animal rights work, there was a perilous guinea fowl called Georgina. This evil bird managed to get the better of my kneecap and prompted the stylist to threaten jokingly that Georgina would be served up in tarragon sauce. Alexandra’s ferrets frolicking on her designer dress and her turkey fluffing up his feathers every time I mimicked him made up for my blooded knee.
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         Famous people who have agreed to be photographed are often genuinely busy, so I have had to wait days, weeks or months. In the case of Katharine Hepburn a year passed, plus a further wait of three weeks in New York. Patience is all part of the game. One of my family mottos is “Have patience and endure”. These wise words are illustrated by a greyhound attached to a tree, which is the heraldic animal depicted on the Latimer family crest.

         Over the many years of my career I have learned much about people and how to photograph them. My first and perhaps most important observation is that no two people are even remotely alike. It is hard to believe that there are so many billions of combinations of skin, hair, body types and personalities. Talented, talentless, famous, ugly, beautiful, vain, conceited, loveable, witty, charismatic – all have gazed into my lens. I have learned that everyone has two different sides to their face to a greater or lesser degree; the left side is said to be the spiritual artistic side and the right the pragmatic worldly side. I do find that the majority of my artistic clients are best on the left. A good example was Dirk Bogarde, a great 8actor who was also a wonderful writer and competent artist. Likewise, people have two types of eyes: spiritual and worldly. For spiritual, think of eyes like bush babies, lemurs, sloths, seminocturnal animals, eyes like deep bottomless pools, gentle, soulful, bulging, watering, beautiful, humorous. The worldly eyes are fast, twinkling, joyful, arrogant, hard, laughing, bright, restless, trusting to nothing but the control and planning of their lives. Spiritual or worldly, eyes are the most important feature in a face, as they are the only ones that reflect; they are mirrors of souls revealed to me through my camera lens. The eyes dictate my choice of lighting as much as the structure of the face, because light-coloured eyes are weaker, blue on the whole being the most sensitive. I sometimes have to compromise and use softer lighting or, if I am using natural light, I pull down a blind so that the eyes are not strained. Brown eyes can take far more light, and often with black people I break my rule and photograph in direct sunlight; the result can be stunning.

         Another lesson I’ve learned is that clients need to be reassured. When they are feeling attractive, their eyes radiate confidence. Each session is like a performance, and I feel my way instinctively with every shoot, and no two sessions are ever the same. I try to enhance the best qualities of my sitters. Most are nervous when they come for their portraits, and many liken the experience to going to the dentist. It was quite a reversal of roles when my dentist came to my studio. He was as nervous as I had always been in his surgery. What an interesting experience for both of us.

         Learning the tricks of the trade is a huge part of being a portrait photographer. After decades of portraiture, I have learned which lense and which format camera suits each subject, and that I must use brighter light and faster shutter speeds with children and fidgety, nervous people. Spare clothes, make-up, curlers and brushes need to be on hand, along with a fountain of knowledge to help subjects with their problems. I have learned, too, from professional clients who have tips to offer after years in front of the lens. Angie Dickinson protected herself from bad lighting by double checking where I had placed her by using a small hand mirror. This enabled me to capture a look of warmth and trust, although we had barely met. Her professionalism spoke volumes.

         Another lesson I would pass on is that for the best portraits, you must be genuinely interested in your subject. The hardest part with portrait 9photography is being interesting and interested at the same time, while concentrating on the lighting, composition and subject. Everyone has a story, some more interesting than others, but there is always something new, and once in a blue moon I meet someone who is truly remarkable.
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         Finally, I quote Shakespeare for my final observations on how important it is to approach clients differently at different stages in their lives. In As You Like It the Bard writes, “All the world’s a stage … And one man in his time plays many parts/His acts being seven ages.” This concept of our time on planet Earth could serve as a guide to working with clients.

         “At first the infant/Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.” You have to genuinely like children, because they are even more instinctive than most adults. Also, it is important to remember that the very old and the very young have one thing in common: they must be photographed in a very short space of time, as they tire quickly. This does not mean that I necessarily only have a baby in the studio briefly, as it may take a long time to get him or her in the right mood. But once there, I have to move 10very fast, as often there is no second chance. I keep the studio as simple as possible and the lighting as even as I can. Then I add a few tried and trusted props, like bubbles, which are photogenic if caught in the shot. So often the plastic toys that come with the youngsters are too unsightly. The mothers invariably need more soothing than the children do, so it is a bonus when a nanny is in tow. It is too easy for the babes to pick up the mothers’ anxiety and then all chaos can reign. Toys fly around, food and sticky drinks appear as bribes and end up on my backdrops, tears are shed, including mine, nappies are changed amid anxious cries of “Are you sure you’ve got Johnny’s special smile?” I call a halt when I know I have achieved the shots. Clothes, hangers, toys, empty packets of sweets, bottles, teddies, Lego sets, all are scooped up and seldom do the sitters even stay for a cup of tea. Many of these pictures end up as Christmas cards to be sent around the globe by loving parents, or given to grandparents.

         “Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel/And shining morning face, creeping like snail/Unwillingly to school.” Some youngsters invariably hate the whole idea of being photographed. Often the subject is a teenager at his or her most vulnerable age, decorated with the all too common braces on their teeth. I have never felt truly comfortable in these sessions. Again, proud parents push their children into being photographed to mark either their eighteenth or twenty-first birthdays and seldom are the subjects anything but reluctant. This is why I have done so little society photography, as I am uneasy about youngsters being forced into these conventional situations. However, I have enjoyed taking spontaneous pictures of my friends’ children when the mood is right.

         “And then, the lover/Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad/Made to his mistress’ eyebrow.” Drama students come to me for head shots. They are invariably involved with their first real love affairs, youthfully naive, secure in the knowledge that their love is like no one else’s. They are in need of tender loving care and are invariably appreciative. I receive cards and presents and promises of being kept in the picture when they become famous.

         “Then a soldier/Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the pard/Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel/Seeking the bubble reputation/even in the cannon’s mouth.” The adult, now a professional, has usually 11been photographed several times and is used to the whole procedure. Ambition and energy are at their peak, and the appreciation the subjects have is rewarding. They likely have many pictures of themselves as a point of reference, so the words “These are the best pictures I have ever had” are music to my ears.

         “And then the justice/In fair round belly with good capon lin’d,/With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,/Full of wise saws and modern instances;/and so he plays his part.” Middle age. In my work, many of these subjects are parents; mothers and fathers bravely going back into acting after the wilderness years of bringing up their children. They often bring shots of themselves in their prime and I know that they are hoping for a miracle, to look the same twenty years on. Others are business people at their most powerful who require a truly professional portrait, perfectly lit and achieved in the minimum amount of time. Time is money as far as they are concerned.

         “The sixth age shifts/Into the lean and slipper’d pantaloon,/With spectacles on nose, and pouch on side;/His youthful hose, well sav’d, a world too wide/For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice,/Turning again towards childish treble, pipes/And whistles in his sound.” The old: the complaining and fighting against the ageing process now cruelly manifesting itself on the outside. Only those who have been growing and developing spiritually will achieve a higher level of consciousness that seems to shine through, creating a beauty of its own. They conserve their energy for what is important in life and invariably are truly grateful to be the lucky few in good health and able to keep doing good work. These are often artists who go on till they drop and retirement is not in their vocabulary.

         “Last scene of all,/That ends this strange eventful history,/Is second childishness, and mere oblivion;/Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.” This is where nature abruptly puts an end to any dreams of immortality and wins the day.
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            CHAPTER 1

            Beginnings

            
               “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” – Franklin D. Roosevelt

            

         

         A bundle of square snaps in black and white shows friends about eight years old standing stock still, and in some cases they have lost the top of their heads. Not a promising start. From then on, not a shred of evidence of a budding photographer appears until my teens, when my father and I took over the top bathroom in Hampstead. Here we installed a second-hand enlarger, trays for the developer and an eerie red light. Tell-tale acid stains on my mother’s white carpet lasted longer than the hobby. We counted out loud (we did not have a timer) as we exposed the negatives, then we whisked the paper into the fixer and into the wash, then lights on and, hey presto, a print. Hampstead Heath offered rich pickings, where I spent hours snapping landscapes, trees, fauna and flora, always with a keen eye for composition. Around this time I entered a competition in a magazine called Girl. A black-and-white picture of my sister Clare, Tommy the tortoise and Belinda, our black cocker spaniel, earned me the princely sum of £5.

         My first school, North Bridge House, encouraged the arts and many artistic families chose it for their children. I was considered to be a good little actress, although, paradoxically, I was shy. Some roles were less demanding than others. My part as an oyster required no more than to join a chorus of protesting oysters from inside a cardboard shell from which I slipped out when eaten.

         After those halcyon days, Channing School was joyless, apart from lessons in art, languages, history and tennis. But when it came to science and mathematics, I did not have the gene. My physique, light as a feather with long legs and a short body, resembled a newborn foal, and this spindly frame was ideal for running and jumping.

         French with Mademoiselle was a joy, and history was made palatable by a cosy, pink-faced teacher whose name I do not recall. But English 13was a nightmare. Miss McRae taught through fear. A stout, androgynous woman with thick, bristling brown hair and a cavalry moustache, she enhanced her masculine appearance by dressing in tweeds and brogues. Due to her draconian teaching I cannot recite a word, I freeze. The school play gave Miss McRae her last chance to bully me, so she gave me the only singing part in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. There, in front of my theatrical parents, I was expected to walk on singing “Hey, nonny, nonny no” with no accompaniment. So come the night, I simply did not appear. Upon her retirement Miss McRae took up flying.

         Meanwhile, at home my upbringing was among actors, so I never dismissed my parents’ friends as old or boring; in my eyes they were glamorous. Sparkling leading ladies who starred opposite my father were frequent guests at our home in Hampstead. As the theatre world is neither ageist, classist, sexist nor racist I had an enlightened upbringing. From an early age I was included in all my parents’ parties, but as I was painfully shy these events were agonising. I would sit on the stairs outside our sitting room until I finally rose to my shaky feet and turned the china doorknob, which slipped beneath my sweaty palms. My fears were groundless as I was always met with a tidal wave of warmth and affection. Joyce Redman made a lasting impression. This petite, ultrafeminine woman oozed sensuality with her buxom bosom, sparkling blue eyes, glorious red hair and fruity laugh. Her sizzling sex scene with Albert Finney in the film Tom Jones often eclipsed her prodigious work in the theatre. When I first met Joyce she was starring opposite my father in The Lionel Touch, a play in the West End in which he had taken over the lead from Rex Harrison. That evening Joyce wore a black velvet dress with a white collar. The next day I bought some black velvet and copied the dress right down to the shiny black buttons.

         I travelled to Oxford to spend the weekend with my father while he was touring in a play called A Clean Kill, directed by Alastair Sim and co-starring Rachel Roberts. Having been an actress, my mother knew the dangers that arise from propinquity when actors tour together for several months. She herself fell for my father and married him after starring opposite him in Terence Rattigan’s French Without Tears. So, she sometimes had the wisdom to send me to stay with him for a weekend on tour. My presence did not deter Rachel, married to Alan 14Dobie, from hitting on several of the actors. They included Peter Copley, who succumbed. When my mother went to stay, Rachel gave her a cool reception. She later remarked to my father that she had thought I was his mistress.

         Mummy kept all the sirens at bay throughout their long marriage. The next time Rachel crossed our paths was when she starred opposite my father in August for the People at the Royal Court in London. In the 1950s the Royal Court had been the birthplace of the “angry young men”, spearheaded by John Osborne. Rachel was by then married to Rex Harrison, and she hosted a small opening-night party at their grand apartment in Eaton Square. I was considered grown up enough to be included and I could bring my boyfriend, David Wills. I had a huge crush on David, although I would have died of embarrassment if he had so much as held my hand. Animated conversation filled the room until towards the end of the evening, when my cousin Peter Wilson, the chairman of Sotheby’s, was talking eruditely about art. Rex appeared to be listening but then suddenly exploded, “Why don’t you fuck off and go home?” He was out of his depth and did not appreciate being in that position. After all, he was the star. Chaos … Rachel was in floods of tears, and Rex’s son Noel was distraught until my father intervened. He ushered Rex aside and calmly talked him into the idea that we should all have one more drink before leaving. Soon Rex was in tears and apologising profusely and agonising over his rude behaviour. This was my baptism by fire into the world of film stars. With numerous films and marriages behind him, Rex was in a different league compared to the rest of that London set. Rachel had dropped her first husband, Alan Dobie, to be married to a star. I was learning fast the price of fame. Jeremy Irons once said to me that if the fire gets too hot, you can always get out, but many do not realise this until it is too late. Rachel became an alcoholic and even more outrageous than Rex, and eventually committed suicide. She was kind and warm towards me and I could sense the Celtic soul.

         Meanwhile, there was the conventional side to my upbringing. My paternal grandmother in the country disapproved of my father working as an actor. “Not a job for a gentleman,” she would remark. Holidays with Granny were steeped in tradition and routine. We rose at the same time every day and would do our exercises in her bedroom while my 15step-grandfather, Sir Alexander Anderson, nicknamed “Grandpups”, went about his morning routine in his dressing room. Breakfast on time, always a stiff walk in the morning, prefaced by a glass of water from a decanter that had a glass stopper that made a resounding ching as it was replaced.

         The days were filled with gentle pursuits, gardening, picking fruit, taking strolls along the river, where I would stop to play Pooh sticks. I have nothing but happy memories of those holidays spent with Granny. Lunch was at one o’clock, heralded by the sound of a gong, followed by the cook, Nan, in her crisp uniform, sweeping through the green baize door. This formidable character, tight-lipped due to a lack of teeth, sported an equally tight bun that forbad a single hair to be out of place. Children could only join the grown-ups at lunch if their manners were impeccable. Once I was reprimanded for mentioning the presence of a slug in my lettuce, so I scooped the leaves into my mouth as the little slimy creature slid around my plate. On another occasion I wanted to pee, but you were not expected to leave the table during lunch. I left it too late. At the last minute I rushed from the dining room, failed to make the bathroom in time and left a tell-tale stream across the kitchen floor. Needless to say I was mortified. Rest time followed, and I would lie on the chaise-longue in the bow window of Granny’s bedroom, reading aloud to my teddies from Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes and Babes in the Wood, cheerless Victorian children’s books. I would gaze out at Granny’s manicured lawn framed by herbaceous borders, with a beautiful pond and a sundial. Once, when I fell ill with flu, I was allowed to spend the days in Granny’s four-poster bed working at a petit-point tapestry of a brightly coloured bird in a cherry tree. I could have been a child from a bygone era, though tapestry has come full circle and is now fashionable and I have the cushion to this day.

         Guests often came for tea and croquet on the lawn, and as I grew older, suitable young men were invited. The vicar’s sons were especially welcome, but I favoured the tear-away Irish lad, Michael Fogarty. This lanky, dark-haired boy would hit the balls as hard as possible to see how far they would ricochet off the wall. From then on he was not popular with my grandparents, and the vicar’s son, with his pasty complexion and sprinkle of spots, was considered far more suitable. The early evenings 16were taken up with baths and changing for dinner. A drink in the drawing room was followed by dinner punctually at eight o’clock. If visitors were just invited for a predinner drink, it was always made patently clear when they should leave. Then Granny would sit down to dinner at one end of the highly polished mahogany table with Grandpups at the other end. Their individual tastes were catered for: unripe bananas for him, ripe for her, his butter salted, hers unsalted. Theirs was a harmonious marriage. Various members of the family sat on either side. After dinner, I would play backgammon with Grandpups, and he would offer me just two squares of Cadbury’s Bournville chocolate and Granny would quietly do her tapestry. Only the sound of the logs crackling in the fire broke the silence. Bedtime was heralded by the nine o’clock news, at the end of which Grandpups would reach for his stick and rise to his feet for “God Save the Queen”. The fender was then placed in front of the fire and we retired.

         The only change in this daily pattern was church on Sunday. I hated our elevated position in the front pew. My grandparents contributed a great deal to the small community and at Christmas time Granny and I would go around the village to deliver the most modest of gifts, as though we were back in the Edwardian era. But the villagers understood that it was the thought that counted. Granny tried tirelessly to teach me what she had learnt as a girl, or “gal” as she would say. Family history was passed on, as Grandpups had visited Somerset House in London to obtain Granny’s family tree. I took little interest at the time, but now I have become fascinated in the tree that goes back to Edward III and shows our descent from a veritable potpourri of interesting folk. Among them was George, Duke of Clarence, brother of the last Plantagenet king, Richard III. He was thought to have been exceptionally good looking, was considered a saint by some and a sinner by others, and was alleged to have been drowned in a butt of malmsey wine. On the Scots side were the Seaforths, a brave Highland clan said to have been as mad as a box of frogs. My granny’s first cousin married a descendant of Charles Darwin, and rumour has it that Sir Isaac Newton is an ancestor, but as he bore no children this claim seems rather circumspect … Mummy, who was born in Scotland, lost both her parents in her late teens, and she went to live with her aunt near Edinburgh, in a magnificent house called Johnstounburn. 17As a child I can remember the most magical visits. To a child’s eye the house was vast, and indeed, it was so big that after Colonel and Mrs Cruikshank died it became a hotel. The Colonel, who had famously been a pallbearer at King George V’s funeral, used to ask guests the minute they arrived when they were leaving. Intimidating at first, but I soon became fond of this eccentric gentleman. Auntie Mamie was a match for her husband. Sophisticated and well-travelled, this grande dame had a passion for breeding toy Yorkshire Terriers. These pampered pooches took over an entire wing of the house, which had the distinctive sweet-and-sour smell peculiar to this breed. The grooming was time-consuming, as the dogs’ fur was so long that they could not walk unless it was tied up in cotton curlers. The only time the fur was undone was when the dogs were placed on cushions at shows, where it would cascade onto the velvet. Mr Pim was the star at the international dog shows Auntie Mamie constantly entered.

         I left school at fifteen and went to Paris to learn French. I attended a finishing school for les jeunes filles de bonne famille. We may have been de bonne famille but we behaved appallingly. Madame, who ran the school, was too old for the job and bitter about the loss of an eye during the Second World War. We soon learnt that if we kept very quiet she would fall asleep and we could escape the classes. The girl on her right would tip us off when Madame’s one good eye closed, the other one being covered by a black patch. Three of us had to share a bedroom, and one night Madame’s ugly little husband appeared at our door in his striped pyjamas and, without a word, exposed himself. We were disgusted. So much for the finishing school for young ladies!

         We spent our afternoons wandering from one art gallery to another in the freezing cold. Too much of the Louvre and the Jeu de Paume dulled our senses. Our one treat each week was ice skating, when we would escape from our chaperone and chat up boys in the middle of the ice rink. This was all very well, but I really did want to learn French, as I needed to earn my living. My parents agreed that Paris was no longer appropriate, and L’Université des Étrangers (The University for Foreigners) in Tours was the next step. Tours is a gentle town of bicycles and students and lies in the valley of the beautiful, wide-meandering Loire river in central France. Here I spent the mornings in class and the afternoons 18sitting under a cherry tree eating its warm fruit and reading Les Misérables. The family with whom I stayed were teachers, so the lessons never really stopped. I was a diligent pupil and enjoyed learning French.

         On my return to England, Granny remarked that I was “fluff-some and chub-some” (words of criticism were softened by adding “some”). A diet of too many baguettes had plumped me up, but I was tanned and fluent in French and my accent was good enough to fool most people, although some were puzzled as to which regional dialect I spoke.

         Back home in London, I entered a dressmaking course in Knightsbridge, where I met several girls who were about to “come out”. No, they were not gay. This was the expression used for debutantes when they were launched into Society. Again, I was thrown into a group who just wanted to have a laugh and to discuss future parties and dances. Soon I became the teacher’s pet, as I loved designing and making dresses. My favourite classmate was Harriet Turton. She loved to play the fool and managed to cut a skirt exactly the right length with no room for a hem. I did attend Harriet’s coming-out dance, but I lost touch with her until many years later, when my colour printers held a large party at London Zoo. Across the crowded room I spotted a familiar face. I remarked to the owner, Chris, “That’s Harriet Turton!” “No, no,” he replied, flustered, “that’s Viscountess Bridgeman.” He introduced us, and of course I was right. Harriet had married, and what is more, she has her own unique and highly successful picture library with offices in London, Paris and New York.

         In spite of my being “teacher’s pet”, all the girls befriended me and I was swept up into the world of tea parties, drinks parties and, finally, the dances. My mantelpiece was festooned with smart invitations to balls in stately homes, grand hotels in London, and the countryside. As we were not rich, my dressmaking course served me well. I was able to make all my evening dresses with the help of our teacher, Mrs Bailey, and her tailor’s dummy. Being shy made this a tortuous time that I only really enjoyed in retrospect. All too often I wanted to make my escape, which was easy in London. I could always gather up my skirts and rush out and grab a cab when some drunken young man’s groping became too much. The country dances were another matter altogether. Invitations to dances included details about where I would stay and who would hold a dinner 19party for the house guests before the ball. These poor hosts would have to entertain several young people they did not know for the entire weekend. I seldom enjoyed those visits, because I spent the whole time worrying whether the maid would unpack my suitcase and if I had the right clothes for all eventualities. Then I would lie awake all night wondering what time I should appear for breakfast. The host would invariably think it amusing to say “Good afternoon.”
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         The grim reality of a secretarial course followed this sybaritic period. My parents were anxious that I should train for a secure job to equip me for a life less turbulent than theirs. One disastrous job led to another and work was merely a means to an end, paying the bills. One week at Birds Eye frozen peas led to one day at the law courts, where dictation from a lawyer led to my flight at lunchtime: I could not read back the shorthand. So I went with my friend Virginia Ironside to the Spiritualists’ Association, hoping for guidance. We sat in a circle on hard chairs in a shabby room with gloomy lighting while the clairvoyant turned to each of us in turn to pronounce his predictions. Suddenly, this spooky little man had 20Virginia in his sights and, without a pause, he predicted the imminent collapse of her marriage. Sitting next to her I could feel her palpable distress. The prediction did come true, but not before she gave birth to her son, Will. Many years later, she became a highly successful author. Soon I became the focus of his gaze. “I see negatives, pictures,” he said, and added, “I’m sorry, that’s all.” This meant nothing to me, as my mind was focused on meeting my Prince Charming who would rescue me from the working world. It was not until years later that I remembered this man’s prediction.

         A fleeting glimpse of my enthusiasm for photography returned while I was running the ambulance office at University College Hospital in London. One of the ambulance men gave me a present of an ancient 6×6 camera, so I must have been efficient at sending the drivers in the right direction. I took my work at the hospital seriously, and each day I put on a dreary midcalf, blue overall, transforming the sexy young girl in a miniskirt into a dowdy spinster by the name of Miss Latimer. I visited terminally ill patients, arranged flowers, donated from funerals, in the wards and worked in an administrative capacity throughout the hospital. It was not long before I started thinking I had every symptom in the book. One stomach tweak and I was convinced I had appendicitis. Clearly this was not the job for me. Only the occasional crush on a doctor brightened my days, but I was as good as invisible in my synthetic blue overall. So I departed within a year, happy to be released from the daunting red-brick building, the proud owner of a 6×6 camera. With superior negatives from which to work, my father and I were back in the top bathroom, until the novelty wore off and the enlarger, chemicals and trays were banished to the box room.

         Coincidentally, when the snaps went on hold, I got a temporary job at Amateur Photographer magazine, where I spent every day typing envelopes. This job was so deadly that I decided to spend every spare minute teaching myself Italian, in readiness for a six-week tour around Italy. Feeling that nothing could be worse than typing envelopes all day, I was quick to take on a bet with a friend. If I could make as much money as it cost to do a modelling course at Michael Whitaker’s, I would win. I took on this wager in desperation, although I was not photogenic enough for photographic work and not tall enough for the catwalk. 21

         Miraculously I got an in-house job modelling swimwear in Grosvenor Street in London. It was midwinter. I felt ridiculous setting off for the underground on those cold, grey mornings, heavily made up with false eyelashes and a false hair piece. Only when I arrived at the showroom, with its theatrical lighting, did I feel comfortable. Parading up and down a narrow catwalk, I modelled the complete range of bikinis, including mock leopard skin, while the other two girls got the one pieces. A live show for Lyle & Scott knitwear proved to be my valedictory modelling job, and this was more fun. I had plenty of clothes on, so I enjoyed strutting up and down the red carpet doing my perfect twirls as I caught the odd eye from the front row. I ignored the bitchiness backstage; after all, this was my last modelling job and not only had I won my bet but I had also learned to stand up straight, walk properly, descend a staircase without looking down, and get out of a car without flashing my underwear.

         The shop girl replaced the model and I spent six days a week at Ning’s, in Sloane Square, pretending to know everything about antique furniture. The shop also had a fast turnover of plastic flowers. With no formal training in flower-arranging I was thrown in at the deep end, but after two short lessons I was twisting, cutting, powdering to give a bloom, and doing anything else to make these plastic understudies as near real as possible. The highlight of my floristry days was a trip to Arundel Castle, my car piled high with plastic blooms in various shades of grey, white and green, with which we made huge arrangements that cascaded down pedestals set behind red ropes. The rooms were vast and dark, with small medieval windows more like slits, which meant that you could not tell that the flowers were artificial. The butler appeared as Rosemary, my assistant, and I struggled with the huge vases, twisting and bending the poker-straight flowers to make them look natural and burying them in plasticine to keep them in place. Would we care to lunch with the Duke and Duchess of Norfolk? I was delighted, but Rosemary was horrified and needed a great deal of persuading as we were covered in green plasticine. Her worries were unfounded, as one of their daughters joined us straight off her horse. I already knew that in England the more upper class people are, the more casual they are when they are in the country.

         At this time, I was in love with a boy named Johnnie Minns. He co-owned a shop, Steam Age, with my boss at Ning’s, Ivan Scott, so I 22was perfectly content in my dead-end, badly paid job, just living for the evenings when Johnnie was free to take me out. My aspirations in life went no further than the dream of a wedding ring. My family gave their silent approval, and even Granny was bewitched by Johnnie’s good looks and charm, in spite of his fingernails, dirty from working with model steam engines. Aware of his assets, Johnnie was not without vanity, and he wore amazing jeans with lace-up flies and codpieces, all fitting to perfection. The ring was on offer, then Johnnie married another. I was heartbroken, and it was time for change.

         Back to secretarial work, this time at Rediffusion Television, in the Schools department. I was still a fish out of water and could not see myself working my way up the ladder to become a personal assistant or a researcher. This job was brief, its only high spot descending to the recording studios to watch the first recordings of Ready Steady Go! where I saw both The Beatles and The Rolling Stones arrive for their first ever television appearances. The atmosphere was charged as we waited, then came the warning of their arrival as the fans screamed in the street, and into the studio they came, running up to the stage. So close were the Stones as they ran past me that I got a waft of warm armpits.

         The next move was downwards. Promises of a job with a future with Hazel Adair and Peter Ling, who wrote a television series called Compact, led to typing scripts in the back room of an office in Finborough Road, West London. The only relief came every other Friday, when two of the writers, Ted Dicks and Myles Rudge, would take me out to lunch. I spent the other lunch hours alone, flicking through Spotlight, yearning to be a photographer. I never dreamt that this would become a reality. I had a crush on Ronald Allen, who was the star of Compact. Ronnie was reed slim, with chestnut-brown hair and an exquisite face, like that of a faun. Day after day I spent typing out his lines and longing for an introduction. Years later, in the late 80s on one of my long trips to Los Angeles, the telephone rang and Ronnie was asking me if I would photograph him. The shoot went well and Ronnie, handsome and well preserved, and his wife, Sue Lloyd, became new good friends.

         In all of our lives there are chance meetings that can change our destinies. While still working for Hazel Adair and Peter Ling, I attended the anniversary party for their television programme Crossroads. As I 23struggled to be charming and cheerful, I struck up a conversation with Theo Cowan, who was the first press relations man in England to handle the stars, and I voiced my dream of working on feature films. Theo scribbled down his number, and soon I had swapped West London for a smarter area close to all the best hotels for Theo’s client meetings. However, our offices at 46 Clarges Street were Dickensian. My desk stood beside a popping gas fire that leaked a thin trail of gas into the dark room I shared with Yvonne, on the switchboard; Jane, by the window; and Peter Thompson, who ran errands and collected clients from the airport. All three of them went on to be successful publicists. After the loneliness I had endured in my former job I loved the companionship, the humour and the shared love of movies. Our one treat was attending the film premieres, when we were expected to be on show and to help with the whole event. We would take turns to change, the girls into long evening dresses and the men into black tie, in the tiniest lavatory on the half landing. Nobody wanted to take long in there, as the room was unheated and spartan. Mimi, the office manager, who was loud and bossy, would sprinkle a thin film of talcum powder like snow over all of the surfaces, missing her armpits. I spent my days typing letters: “Dear Dirk” (Bogarde), “Dear Dickie” (Richard Attenborough); we never met any of these stars, as our offices were so shabby. Theo would hold meetings at various hotels, such as the Ritz and the Connaught. We worked ridiculously long hours, but Theo said that when I found what I really wanted to do, I could go with his blessing. The break came within months.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Publicist on Films

         

         
            “Chance favours the prepared mind.” – Louis Pasteur

         

         It was a chilly spring day in Soho Square when the leaves on the immense plane trees were just beginning to bud and I too was facing a new beginning. The head office of 20th Century Fox with its impressive grey stone porticos, tucked away in the square’s corner, loomed up in front of me. I pushed open the heavy door to be greeted by the doorman, smartly dressed in a black uniform and peaked hat, who directed me to the first floor. A worthy rather than glamorous personal assistant eyed me suspiciously, offered me a seat and continued typing. So here I was after months of muttering to everyone that I wanted to work on feature films. By chance, I had finally met someone who suggested that I contact Fred Hift, the formidable American head of production publicity for Europe. With no knowledge of what the job entailed, I hoped to become a unit publicist. Clammy palmed, I sat in silence listening to the tap, tap, tap of the typewriter, punctuated by the zing, thump of the carriage return at the end of each line. I longed to leap up to demand that this “perfect” assistant should lighten up and exchange a few words, but her eyes never strayed from her desk.

         Eventually I was ushered in, but now it was Fred Hift’s turn to keep me waiting for what seemed like an eternity as he took calls from all over Europe, switching from English to French to German, like a juggler with batons. Fred bore a striking resemblance to a raven, with his aquiline nose, slim face and thick, jet-black hair. He filled me with apprehension, as I thought he had something of the night about him. I had gone to great lengths to look my best in my new figure-hugging sage-green dress, cropped above the knees, with gold buttons running down the front. The right number of buttons were left undone, casual but not vulgar. My sheer stockings were just a shade darker than my flesh tone to flatter my legs, and a pair of black, fashionable patent-leather high heels completed 25the ensemble. My nails were neat and finished in a clear polish, and I was as groomed as a show horse, apart from my fine, shoulder-length blonde hair, which never could look structured. Yet I still felt painfully shy and nervous. The minutes ticked by; as I shifted nervously, I caught my heel in my stocking and a sensation like an army of ants shot up my leg, heralding disaster: not one but several ladders. As I glanced down to see the extent of the damage a button flew off my dress. With a glimpse of bosom and bra, dishevelled and blushing profusely, the image was shattered before I had opened my mouth.
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