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Helen Edith Bunyan




Beginnings


My name is Jennifer Vashti Bunyan, but I have never been known as Jennifer. In the Book of Esther, Old Testament, Vashti is the wife of King Ahasuerus and is banished for refusing to dance for his guests at a banquet. It was my grandfather’s nickname for my mother Helen, his future daughter-in-law. He meant she was awkward and stubborn, but I like to remember it as the dark-eyed rebellion of a spirited young woman. 


Later my father had a boat he named the Vashti, and when I came along in 1945 (ten years after my brother John and five years after my sister Susan Jane), I am told that I was named after the boat. My paternal grandmother thought that I should be Jennifer first, a proper name, she said, though even she never called me that.


My mother lost a child before me, and one after me, both boys; and so maybe I was a bit of a disappointment. She was apparently very ill after my birth so I was handed over to her mother for my first days. I was never fond of that grandmother. She was a rather cold and distant person, not very motherly. I later learned that she had been orphaned and sent into service when very young, eventually to be a companion to a French woman who seldom got out of her bed, wore her best hat in it and who insisted on the silver tea set at every teatime. I believe this was where my grandmother learned her airs and graces, and the disapproval she showed off so well with her up-tilted chin.


I understand the way she was now, since finding out that as an officer’s wife, she’d had to keep well hidden that her father – my mother’s grandfather – was a Romany Traveller. 


In recent years I have been told of this deeply buried family secret – never mentioned when there was ever a question of how it was that my mother had such raven-black hair in her family of fair siblings. I wish that Grandma had been able to tell me. Or even her son, my Uncle William, when I was visiting him as a child. He used to slow down as we drove past the brightly painted horse-drawn wagons and the wildly different-looking people with their defiant stares, parked up on the verges of the Kentish roads. I would have liked to know – as he must have done – that we were maybe related to them, even distantly.


Oak House


My family moved when I was six months old from Newcastle upon Tyne, where I was born, to Oak House, number 5 Wildwood Rise, London, NW11, just by the Hampstead Heath Extension and built in about 1914. Oak panelling, parquet floors, golden-oak staircase surrounding the hall with a window seat halfway up, a large grassy garden mown to perfection and hollyhocks either side of the big arched front door. There was a cook in the kitchen and from time to time a nanny to look after me. My older sister didn’t seem to need much looking after as she spent all her time reading, or being tortured by my very existence. 


I was about three when, one night, our mother, rather than the nanny, had been the one to give us our bedtime bath, sitting us both down afterwards by the nursery fire. She combed my sister’s straight blond hair, and scraped two kirby grips into each side of her middle parting, put her in her bed with a book, and then spent long minutes happily cutting up rags to make curlers for my wavy brown hair so that the next day I would have lovely ringlets. 


Leaving us to go downstairs to get us some supper, she must have been gone a while, for when she returned Susan Jane was still sitting in her bed, still reading but with narrowed eyes, and little Vashti was sitting bolt upright and saucer-eyed in hers, surrounded by rags, curls, eyelashes – and scissors. I have checked the truth of this story recently, asking if I’d maybe made up the bit about the eyelashes?


My sister says, ‘No, no, I did do it.’ I wonder how she got me to keep still.


There was an orange in segments on the supper tray, a rare post-war treat. Our mother said nothing but I was quietly given every bit of it. Sister Sue insisted she didn’t like oranges anyway, not wanting anyone to think she cared. I love my sister.


A while later I was looking up at her, adoringly, through my fever of 105°F with pneumonia, as she fiercely read to me whilst we waited for the ambulance. She was probably hoping I would not die even if she had so wished me to just vanish, sometimes. Often. 


I lived, after two weeks on my own in a hospital room, saved by the penicillin jammed into my backside four times a day with a nurse on each limb holding me down. Visitors were allowed once a week, maybe to check that I was still alive.
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Susan and Vashti




My father had a large collection of 78rpm classical records. Every Sunday the house would be filled with music and he would stand at the top of the stairs, conducting his ghostly orchestra down in the hall. My earliest musical memory was my love for Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, but just a small part of it – the final few minutes. I ruined my father’s record of this by playing the last lilting strings and birdsong over and over, completely uncaring of the wrath I’d incur. They took the needle out of the gramophone. I got a sewing needle, turned on the turntable and could hear just enough to keep me happy. The damage was of course even worse, 78s being made of shellac and very fragile, so when I hear it now I am small again and getting yelled at. It was worth it, as I remember.


I also remember wanting to be a boy – but only partly because I wanted to be the choirboy who sang ‘O, for the wings, for the wings of a dove’.


My brother John was ten years older and my earliest memories of him are of the delicate balsa-wood planes he made in the attic, and his disembodied grin like the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland. At fifteen years old he was sent to a school in the United States on an exchange for a year – to our mother’s great distress, missing her boy, her precious son. He came back with a suitcase full of all that was needed to make a player for the new 33rpm long-playing records, all the wiring and valves, switches and Bakelite knobs, along with LPs of my father’s favourite Bach and Beethoven. I was allowed to watch with wonder as everything was strewn across the usually pristine sitting room, with a piece of plywood sawn up for a turntable making a glorious sawdusty mess. Sundays would now be louder than ever.


So, for some peace, Mum would go over the road to number 3, Appletree Wick, where her famous actress friend Roma Beaumont lived with her husband, the impresario Alfred Black. Their house was different. White, always warm, lit by many silk-shaded lamps on gilded tables, with soft pale fitted carpets, a high-sided velvet sofa with tassels at each corner – and a faint scent of gin in amongst the roses.


They had a Rolls-Royce and their occasional lifts into the city made me sick with the swooping and the new leather – my father’s cars being more of the vintage type and usually leaking and draughty. The damp upholstery and old, overheated oil never troubled me.


London, W1


In 1951, when I was six, Dad had a heart attack. He was so ill that he was told he must not work for a while, nor drive, or do anything much at all for the rest of his life in case it were to happen again. 
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The Hotchkiss, and Oak House




Oak House had to be sold, also his beloved 1930s Hotchkiss convertible, and I watched as my own beloved big black grand piano was sawn up since no one in those post war-torn days would want it. Even the dog was given away. My mother’s life changed for what must have seemed like the very worst as we all had to move, away from her very close friends and theatrical neighbours, into the top two dilapidated floors of the house in central London where my father had his dental surgery and laboratory.


22 Seymour Street, London, W1, had survived the wartime bombing although there was an impressive dent in the wall at the back of the hall where the front door had landed after a blast from a near miss. 


It was a tall, thin, Georgian brick house of six floors, on the corner of a long terrace. Dark, narrow staircases were painted gloomy green and brown, with green and brown worn lino on every stair and every floor. There was a crack in my bedroom wall through which sunlight, moonlight and streetlamps shone. No cook, no nanny. The room we lived in at the top of the house had a two-ring Belling cooker on a tin-topped table, a clothes pulley hanging from the ceiling and a big china sink with a wooden draining board. Mum shed many tears into that sink, and now even more often than before (and there had been many times) I would find her furiously weeping into a half-packed suitcase – ‘I’m going back to my mother.’ She never did.  


After a while the tenant who occupied the middle floor was asked to leave and so we had an actual kitchen and a sitting room, which made things a lot better for my dear brave mum. There was now a place for her spindly little Edwardian mahogany desk, where she did her sums and tried to make sense of my father’s spending. It was slightly shaky and it is a treasured memory – the sound of the ice tinkling in her gin and tonic and the jingle of her silver bracelets as she added up her long columns of figures.


Wilder Child
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There’s something to be said for being the youngest, as I was now given a lot of freedom. It was probably hard to keep me in since I had been so used to roaming wherever I wanted when we lived by Hampstead Heath. Here in the middle of London I played with the children from the streets nearby, on the bombsites that surrounded us. I read BEWARE FALLING MASONRY in big red letters, but it meant nothing to us as we scrambled over the bricks and stones and blackened, broken rafters – looking for signs of the people who must have lived there, hoping to find bones. 


Coming home one day I ran past the door where my father was bowing and shepherding out a patient, a large perfumed woman in an even larger brown fur coat, tiny shoes and a jaunty hat. He was kissing her hand goodbye. He spied me with dismay, his small daughter, with one long plait undone and the ribbon lost, one sock up, one down, muddy knees and happy face saying hello. He waved me away up the rest of the stairs to the top of the house where I stayed, content to be by myself in the room with my goldfish, the sink, and the boiler which rumbled and shook in its cupboard. 


The room next to my father’s surgery was his laboratory, and resembled the set of a 1950s horror movie. All sizes of test tubes, bottles with yellowed and peeling labels, body bits pickled in jars, an untidy dark-yellow and incomplete skeleton and a shabby cardboard box containing human ribs, a skull and a thigh bone. Dentistry bored him; he spent as little time as possible being one and preferred to spend his days experimenting and inventing – ‘innovating’ as he called it. No one was allowed in to clean and so the dust lay – but never seemed to get any worse. An early lesson in housekeeping for me.


Sometimes he remembered I was there and took me into his lab to teach me about electricity and the internal combustion engine. Then there was the frog. How he got a hold of a live one I do not know, but he knocked it out with a needle in the back of its little green head, ‘pithing’ he called it. He pinned it out by its legs and arms, crucified on its back on a wooden board, and, since it was unconscious (he said) but still alive – he cut it open to show me its tiny heart beating. This was to teach me about circulation and the nervous system. I have a hazy memory of later finding it withered up in the dust and taking it away to bury it in the gardens at the end of our street. I might be making the burial bit up, but the rest is clear as day.


After we’d moved into central London our erstwhile neighbours the Blacks from Appletree Wick would visit regularly, my mother would have her hair done in anticipation – and I would be cleaned up. An unannounced visit had me being dragged into the bathroom and Chanel No. 5 poured onto the top of my head to drown out the wild child. I tried to wriggle out of my mother’s determined grasp but had to suffer the rest of the day in a cloud of the stuff.


Lessons


I wanted to go to the same school as my friends who lived nearby but after managing to fail the entrance exam, and then passing the next year, I was eventually sent to Queen’s College, Harley Street. My sister had gone there before me and was a spectacular student where I was not. I did make one very good friend there though, and at weekends I would get a bus out to her and her mother’s house. I did not know their story but she had no father. We got into big trouble for breaking a window in the school and my parents and her mother were called in, so from then on we were forbidden to play together or visit each other’s homes. I was told later that she was the illegitimate daughter of a man who had paid for her school fees, and that my parents had been told this was the reason I had become such a hooligan. One accidentally broken window. We were eleven, maybe twelve, and we missed each other. 


Just another lesson to add to the one I’d had at four years old when my only friend was the son of the cook next door. We were found one day in the garage where we had not noticed that there was a window through which we could be seen taking all our clothes off – both curious to discover our differences. He was blamed for leading me astray, because he was the son of a cook, and had no visible father. Banished. I really missed him.


Education


By 1958, my brother had gone away, married and had a baby, my beautiful, elegant, debutante sister had eloped off to New York – and I wanted to be Davy Crockett.


When found sobbing in a wardrobe at thirteen years old I said it was because I missed my brother and sister. I lied. It was really because I had just discovered that Fess Parker, the film actor who played Davy Crockett, lived on the other side of the world. The nurse who looked after the dental practice – a thankless task, a kind woman only referred to as ‘Nurse’, I never knew her name – had gently told me that looking for F. Parker in the London telephone directory down in the office would not find him as he actually lived a million miles away. 


I feigned many ways to be too ill to go to school that year, thin, pale, listless, eventually getting measles and oh, the triumph of having a real illness with spots. At fourteen it was decided to send me away – out of London and into the country air. My father had a pathologist friend whose daughter had just run away from a school in deepest Kent and so there was a place for me.


Lillesden School for Girls, Hawkhurst, January 1959. Ugly, Victorian Gothic, red brick, with turrets and freezing dormitories. My hooligan reputation had gone before me and I was put in the not-too-clever class. The first morning at assembly I was presented to the school as the new girl and when my name was announced the laughs went around the room and came back to me with a rush of heat to my face. I cried for days, a puzzle to the other children who had mostly been there since the age of eight and seemingly preferred school to home. My heart was with the one who had run away.


It was the kind of education I don’t think my parents had in mind. Our letters home were censored and so my closed world became just these girls and extraordinary, mixed-together women – women who were in some cases bitter and cruel, in others inspiring and kind. The kindest I remember was a music teacher with a tattooed number on her forearm which she showed us often, but without any stories to go with it we just had to guess.


Most memorable was Matron, who ran the school clinic with a rod of iron – and a daily dose of syrup of figs. Terrifying, she was stout, with short, sharp bristly hair, and she stamped around on her Jacobean table-like legs, dressed in full nurse uniform, getting as many people into trouble as she could – with trumped-up charges. Every Friday she and the local doctor would have all the sickly ones lined up and whatever was wrong with anyone always required complete undressing – whether sore ankle or sore throat. Matron was apparently asked to leave, along with another teacher, when they were found in the back of the laundry room with one in her underwear. This would have gone quite unnoticed, or even remarked upon as odd, had the child who witnessed it not described the scene to a visiting parent who was shocked. The innocence of parents.


My violin came with me. I’d found it in Portobello Road Market and my brother had given me the two pounds that I needed to buy it. The music teacher at my day school told me to ask my parents to insure it well as it was really very good, she said.


The violin teacher at my ‘expensive orphanage’* was a spectral figure in a long black gown, with perfectly white hair curled under the back of her tiny neck and a black velvet ribbon around her forehead. I never saw her feet as she went gliding her way around the school and we barely spoke but I was drawn to her quiet, distant ways. However, she did have me play ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ every week for the whole term, so I left the violin at home for my second term. I never saw it again as my father sold it for a tenner to someone who came to the door looking for old things.


Oh Boy!


Throughout the years there had been regular visits back to our old theatrical neighbours the Blacks at Appletree Wick. The peace and order of that house was in such contrast to mine, with its sunlit garden and blond, carefree children. 


During one much later visit in 1958 I saw Jack Good’s TV show Oh Boy! for the first time. The first UK pop-music programme. Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, Cliff Richard and the Shadows. We had no TV – but the Blacks of course did. 





* quoting Andrew Loog Oldham.


Alfred Black and his brother George promoted summer shows at the Blackpool Opera House. Venues such as this – ballrooms, dance halls and theatres across the land – were more or less the only places to see live popular music at this time, slowly taking over from music hall. In 1961 the headliner was Cliff Richard and after much pleading my mother agreed to take me to see the show and afterwards to go backstage with Alfred to get an autographed photograph.


Accommodation that summer in Blackpool was hard to find. My mother and I shared a creaky bed in the attic of a boarding house – but I didn’t care about her discomfort, blinded as I was by the thought of seeing someone real and alive on the stage and not just on the Blacks’ black and white TV.


He sang with the Shadows, shining into my sixteen-year-old mind and I was incandescent until . . . we were shown into a drab and smoky dressing room full of old people who were talking loudly, drinking, laughing, and where he stood, still, silent, leaning back against a benchtop before a lightbulb-surrounded mirror. His arms were folded, his ankles crossed, and he was looking at me with large brown, almost black, eyes. Unsmiling, angry.


My bliss turned to sorrow; was he hating his life? Just twenty years old, a trapped deer, seemingly hating me. Even as young as I was, I felt bad for him. What must it be like to be him?


I had seen him in the film Expresso Bongo when I was fourteen – just before being disappeared off to boarding school to right my ways – and it had stayed with me. 


The Soho sleaze, the lure of that place in London I was not allowed to go near, the hinted-at underworld of pop music, beguiling and drawing me towards it in ways I would not have had the words nor wit to understand.
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Cliff Richard




Back to School


Those in the not-too-clever class were not allowed to take O levels. As awkward and shy as I was, I knocked on the headmistress’s door and asked permission to take them anyway. She was a very big woman in plain straight dresses that had split many times down their side seams and been stitched up again untidily, this being the main thing I really noticed about her – except that she was very stern. Never smiled. With her chin up she looked down at me forbiddingly and said, ‘You won’t let me down, will you?’


I didn’t, and when I went back for my last year I was allowed the run of the art room. I have one A level. Art.


During that last school year, the confirmation service in the local church brought us a bishop to solemnly lay his hands on our heads, as we obediently knelt before him in our white dresses. 


‘Did you feel anything?’


‘No.’


‘Neither did I.’


My father had bought me a piano for passing my O levels, from the junk shop around the corner. He paid a tenner for it – my tenner I thought, for my violin. Golden walnut, inlaid all over with flowers and swags, with little brass candle holders. Out of tune, but my mother played it sometimes and sang softly in a beautiful voice as I watched her through a slightly open door, feeling sorrow for the life she must have given up to marry my father.


By the time I was home he had sold it to someone who came to the door looking for old things. Again.


What to Do with Her


Dad had a surgeon friend whose daughter had gone to the Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art in Oxford. There she had met and married the son of a Scottish lord.


I was sent to the Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art.


The art school was held in two lofty rooms in the Ashmolean Museum. As I arrived at the door of the museum, a blond-haired, strikingly beautiful girl had got there at the same time. I don’t remember which one of us dropped our portfolio, spilling drawings all over the steps, but we both thought it was funny and so Jenny Lewis and I have been firm friends ever since.


No painting for the first year, only drawing the plaster casts of ancient Greek torsos, down in the basement. 	


My way of drawing had always been cartoon-like but this was frowned upon most fiercely. So, I was bored with the cast room and found much more to interest me in the museum itself. The Egyptian mummies, the sixteenth-century lutes with their intricate carving inside the sound holes, the Uccello hunting scene and the Pre-Raphaelite paintings seemingly just there to be laughed at. Also, Jenny found friends who would hugely affect our lives over the next years, the Experimental Theatre Company, Michael Palin and Terry Jones – the birth and early days of Monty Python.


I soon moved into a room next to Jenny, a tiny room on the attic floor of a terraced house in Iffley Road. Jenny had a guitar, and a book – Bert Weedon’s Play in a Day. My violin lessons came in handy, and although I had never learned to read music (and still have not) I was able to pick up Jenny’s guitar and quickly find my way.


My sister-in-law lent me her grandmother’s guitar and so with Jenny in her room and me in mine, we each wrote songs – sweet simple songs which I still treasure.


My first song was ‘I Don’t Know What Love Is’. The last line was: 


Want you to be with me and wonder why, 


there never was a love for you and I


My father said, ‘You and ME, you and ME – and after all I spent on your education.’ 


You and me didn’t rhyme.


Jenny came home one night slightly drunk – I was impressed as she wove her way into my room. We sat on the floor with our guitars and started to laugh about seeing pink elephants, playing around with the different chords we were starting to find. Together we wrote ‘Seventeen pink sugar elephants, sitting under a chestnut tree’. Magic everywhere.


Jenny got the part of the lion tamer in the Oxford University Dramatic Society production of Leonid Andreyev’s play He Who Gets Slapped. How magnificent she was, cracking a whip with one hand whilst smoking a cigarette held in the other. I got the part of the maid who runs in from the wings at the end and cries ‘The Baron has shot himself’. It came out – in my attempted Russian accent – as ‘Zee baron has shat himself’ and the explosive laugh from the back of the hall was, of course, my father. It ruined the tragedy of the scene and was the end of my stage career.


My godfather’s daughter – Angy Strange – joined Jenny and me at the Ruskin. We sang together as The Three of Us, and somehow we landed a job at a charity ball in Grosvenor House, Park Lane. Dressed in Mary Quant we sang Everly Brothers and Buddy Holly songs in perfect harmony, and were approached afterwards by a man calling himself an entrepreneur – with the name Mervyn Conn. He offered us a contract and we all just said ha-ha – no. Of course, he became very successful, but I believe he is now in jail for historic offences against young women, and will be there for some time to come.


After two years of the Ruskin I was asked to leave. I had spent too much time with my guitar, in bed or painting scenery for the theatre company. Much time was also spent in the college room of an undergraduate called Robert Hewison, whilst he and Mike Palin and Terry Jones created and acted out their revue sketches and had me laughing until I thought I might die. Nothing has ever felt so painfully funny since those moments. I loved them with all my heart for the way they saw the world, and the way they had me see it with them.


The outgoing principal of the art school was a softly spoken, kind man and was inclined to let me stay for the third year, but he was being replaced by a much tougher character altogether. When I told him I thought art was art whatever the medium he said to go and do my art elsewhere; ‘HERE YOU PAINT AND DRAW’. 


Jenny and Angy continued to paint and draw, but later – as Jennifer Lewis and Angela Strange – they went on to record and release two singles on Columbia, beautiful songs written by Jenny. 


New York


My sister was always the clever one with whom I was compared unfavourably – she was bound for great things according to our father. He had ambitions for his older daughter, unusual for his generation. However, at eighteen she met a newly qualified young houseman, a junior doctor, when having her appendix out. He came to sit on her hospital bed in the night and read poetry to her. I was twelve and loved the romance of it, but our father did not and sent her away to the USA where she was charged with looking after the British stand at an international trade fair in Texas. While there she discovered that in the USA a person could be married at eighteen without paternal permission whilst in Britain it was still twenty-one. They married in New York whilst Dad bellowed down the phone at the NY police to ‘FIND MY DAUGHTER’. The NY Police Dept did not scour the New York City streets searching for a very young, very English woman who was defying her father, and so my sister and her new husband stayed in New York after being told that she had made her bed and must now lie in it. They have lived there ever since, Dad coming round eventually – after his son-in-law became a successful Park Avenue psychoanalyst.
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