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				‘You don’t have to be posh to be privileged.’ In an advertising campaign for Privilege Insurance  that was my catchline: here I am dressed up as royalty for a portrait, hanging in a transport caff, which came alive and spoke these words to astonished customers.

			

            

			
				Introduction

			

			
				I have hoarded things all my life; letters and lamp-stands, pencils and chairs, bales of cloth and used wrapping paper. I can’t help it and I can’t stop. I have in some way hoarded my very life, as there is in every room of our hugely overcrowded house something from long ago which reminds me of being a child or a lumpy teenager, or even a time before I was born when my parents and grandparents travelled with their regiments or duties around the Far East, Tibet and India. This amassing of memories serves me well, yet slows me down; nothing can be discarded without a ‘chance to see again’, as the BBC would put it, a repeat performance of its original role, yellowed and cracked now with time but bringing into sharp focus days and words and clothes from another age.

				However, nothing comes close to the power of photographs in evoking memories. My mother Beatrice, from whom I have inherited the hoarding bug (although mine is much more diluted than hers: she could actually feel sorry for a spoon or ‘give a kind home’ to a three-legged table) saved everything; pieces of string, abandoned lids, my sister’s drawings and every magazine or newspaper she could lay hands on in which I appeared as a model. These she kept in old suitcases, dangling with labels saying ‘Not Wanted On Voyage’ or ‘Barclay’s Bank Nairobi’ or ‘Singapore’. Mixed with these relics of the time, when fashionable Britain was in the grip of mini-skirts and wigs, were letters and postcards from days before the days I could remember: and albums, envelopes and files of photographs. When these were added to the really colossal amount of press cuttings, publicity stills, reviews, old school reports and articles which I had amassed through the years, now cunningly concealed in bland-looking boxes and folders and trunks, it would be fair to say that it was an awe-inspiring collection.

				Far from making it easier to have such a treasure trove to dig into to prepare this book, it has made it fifty times harder. For some reason I want to show you, dear reader, everything I have: like an exhibitionist, or, to be frank, like a crashing bore, I want to say ‘Oh look at this! We were on location in Canada’ or ‘Do you see that hat? I made it myself from a lampshade’. As my life stretches away behind me I find that I can still see the end of the tail as it winds back through films and campaigns, modelling trips and school plays, lost front teeth and my own baby boy. So the hardest bit has been what to choose and what to let drift; what might ring a bell in your own memory and what is honestly only there because I thought I looked nice in that dress.
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				Playing Desdemona with Michael Levete as Othello for the Old Harrovian Players. The costumes were on loan from the Royal Shakespeare Company. The character in front of the curtains is Richard Curtis, yet to leave school and begin his exciting and extraordinary career. Comic Relief was not yet born.

				

				I have hoarded up memories too: to recall the names of girls in my class at school, of make-up artists and  directors, I put my brain into slow-trawl and usually I come up with an identity. But memory can play fearful tricks, and I am stunned to find that I cannot remember the dates of any work I did after Sapphire and Steel. Perhaps my brain was marooned along with those valiant space travellers in an abandoned petrol station, slowly circling the cosmos, Sapphire in her blue dress and Steel still inhabiting the handsome form of the erstwhile Illya Kuryakin; for as actors we are all replaceable, memorable for a while if we are lucky, then fading to black as the world spins towards another goal. How I hate forgetting the people I have been so close to; in our world we are like a travelling circus troupe, trapeze artists, wholly reliant on each other, moving on from town to town, smiling and striking a pose even when there are only three men and a dog in the audience, packing our shabby cases in our tiny, dirty changing rooms, and moving on, moving on. Since I have played Broadway her old showbiz tunes rattle round my head more often, and 42nd street is a reality now, where there’s no business like show business and plays open and shut like a butterfly’s wings. We are guaranteed nothing, and that is the reason I chased after the caravans as they rumbled out of town; nothing is certain and every day is new. I find that rather thrilling.

				Each picture I have chosen brings with it, like a gauze cloak, its own insistent story. Even a knitting pattern photograph has its own dignity (or actually its own sweat-inducing reality of how things were in 1965). My life has been long and eventful: sometimes, like the character Zelig from the Woody Allen film, I seem to have appeared everywhere and in everything. The far-away childhood and the ‘Angela Brazil’ boarding schools lead on to becoming a model in the sixties, and a Bond girl: after that, an Avenging partner of John Steed and a victim of Dracula give way to Hedda Gabler and Oscar Wilde; and behind all this are the travel documentaries and journeys and family and friends, besides crashing about as Patsy in Absolutely Fabulous. How on earth can I cram all this into one book? Well, I think I have made a pretty good stab at it, and I have included everything that is important to me that I think will interest you. Although I have never been the subject of the programme This Is Your Life I have been a guest on the show many times: and it seems that This Is MY Life, specially prepared for you, but in a luxury edition, containing everything but nuts. 

				To get off to a flying start I want to begin before I was born, to explain a bit about where I come from and why I was there. I want you to be interested, charmed, amazed and amused. This book is for you. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Out of India
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				More than a hundred elephants and their mahouts. You can tell which region the men are from by the way they tie their turbans. Each area has a slightly different look. This photograph taken out of my paternal grandfather's album makes me think it may have been from the great Durbar of 1908, a few years before the famous Delhi Durbar. 

				'Durbar' means festivity/celebration/huge event. Long ago it was commonplace for elephants to be used rather in the ame way as horses were in the west, as beasts of burden and haulage and panoply.

			

			
				My mother’s family, the Weirs.

				In the days of the British Empire it was normal for people to be born in a distant land, to live, work and be married abroad and yet to think of Britain as ‘home’. Home was where you went on leave, by ship, staying for about six months before returning to India, or the Far East or Africa, or to what were called the colonies. On both sides of my family India was home for several generations. They were all soldiers at some stage, but their principal employment was in the political or medical services. 
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				My great–grandfather was known in the family as GrandPat: his name was Colonel Patrick Weir of the Indian Medical Service: here he is seen in his dashing white uniform somewhere in the Central Provinces of India.
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				His son Leslie was my grandfather. He was born in Ghazipur in 1883 and joined the 5th Cavalry of the Indian army. He laid out a nine-hole golf course in Tibet, sent seeds from rare Himalayan plants to King George V and spoke twelve languages.

				

				Today it is hard to imagine the way people travelled in those days:  by slow and unreliable motorcars on bumpy roads, in horse-drawn carriages and steam trains, on horseback or on foot, on board ships with spartan accommodation; and yet the journeys were made, the post got through and telegrams remained the most reliable way of sending urgent messages. To travel home took weeks, not hours. Most children used to be sent to England to be educated, and often didn’t see their parents for three or four years. Husbands and wives got used to being apart for months at a time. It was a different world. 

				My mother’s father, Leslie Weir, was a diplomat; his naturally friendly nature made him a trustworthy and welcome guest in countries that were suspicious of the outside world, countries like Tibet and Bhutan. As he always took the trouble to learn the language and know the local customs he was able to remain on the friendliest terms with everyone he met, from kings and prime ministers to porters and grooms. My mother’s mother Thyra was Danish but had been born in New Zealand, where her father Christian Sommers had set up his life and family in the 19th century. She met Leslie while she was in Burma; my great-uncle Bart, her brother, was building a hospital there, and because he was a bachelor at the time Thyra went with him to run his household. My grandparents’ wedding was quite small and without the usual complement of family guests and close friends, as Burma was a long way from India and New Zealand.
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				Granny Weir, Thyra Letitia Alexandra Sommers as she was before she married, was an actress through and through, although she only appeared in amateur dramatics in India.
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			  When my grandparents married in Rangoon Hugh Gaitskell was one of their pageboys, the one sitting at Granny’s feet. Her brother Bartholomew is standing behind her, with a balding head: he had been building a hospital in Burma and Thyra went to keep house for him.

			  I wish I could remember Grandpa: I did know him when I was tiny, and I sat on his lap when he visited us in Hong Kong, but I only have a small blurry photograph of that occasion. Everyone loved him; he died, too young, of leukaemia and is buried in Kenya which is where my grandparents went to live when he retired; ‘home’ wasn’t England to them as they had never lived there. My grandmother Thyra had a dashing personality, great artistic talent (and temperament) and immense personal charm. Theirs was a life of duty, travel and recreation. Duty led them to Persia and Sikkim, Bhutan, Kashmir and Tibet and all over India and the Middle East. My grandfather was what was called a Resident, a sort of mix of an ambassador, advisor and go-between. Often the places he visited or resided were off the beaten track, and British India was keen to know how things were in these distant outposts; whether the ruler was sympathetic to the British or to Russia, the other super-power looming in the north, or the Chinese in the east, always ready to move in to what they saw as their own recalcitrant territories. He gathered and gave information, made friends, officiated at functions, and often collected seeds of rare plants to send back to His Majesty King George V and to Kew Gardens. Grandpa and Granny Weir lived in Residencies, quite grand buildings that came with the job; theirs was an Edwardian lifestyle, with hard work interspersed  with dinner parties and point-to-points, hunting, shooting and fishing, tennis and amateur dramatics.  
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				Granny standing at the right with her riding crop over her shoulder appears to be instructing the  unknown photographer as to the best angle. In the distance are some of the horses which the men had ridden to reach the picnic spot. The women would have come up in open horse-drawn carriages (although my mother used to tuck her skirt into trousers which she wore under her dress and ride astride to parties and picnics like this one).

				They had two daughters: Joan Mary, a tall blonde blue-eyed beauty, crack shot, artist and breaker of hearts, and then, seven years later, my mother Beatrice, black haired and green-eyed, a brave and kind-hearted tomboy. Both were sent back to be schooled in England, and for the girls, being seven years apart in age, these were solitary sojourns. They were looked after in turn by kindly but ancient guardians and they communicated with their parents by letter, as no-one telephoned in those days, least of all schoolchildren. In faraway Himalayan countries there was no electricity, let alone telephones. When my aunt left school she returned to India to be with her parents, just as my mother was being sent off to be a boarder in a cold country unknown to her, where she was not allowed to see other children in the holidays. She made her guardians’ animals her friends, and from her I have inherited my love for all creatures great and small. 
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				Thyra cutting a dash on a hot day. Even in heat-waves or monsoons you were expected to dress properly, with petticoats and stockings, hat, gloves, and in this case a parasol.				

		    Being at school she missed the great journeys her family made: my aunt Joan Mary used to send her drawings and descriptions of the extraordinary and exciting places they visited, notably Tibet and Bhutan. My mother, at school in Hampshire, would think of the pony she had left behind in Sikkim, and imagine their long trips on horse and foot with mules and yaks; and she would dream in Urdu, her first language, taught to her by her ayah, her Indian nursemaid. As soon as she left school she went back to rejoin her family in the great sub-continent she considered her home all her life.
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				My grandparents’ Christmas card. The Potala in Lhasa was the palace of successive Dalai Lamas before Tibet was invaded by the Chinese. In the 1930s Grandpa had become a close personal friend of the thirteenth Dalai Lama, the spiritual and political leader of Tibet; Granny was the first European woman to visit this majestic and secretive capital city.
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				Things haven’t changed much; anywhere in the world this sort of formal photograph is familiar to this day. Carpets were often spread on the grass, making any lawn or courtyard into a grand outdoor salon. Granny always took her dogs with her on these long diplomatic journeys.
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				My grandfather sits in the centre with the staff of the Bank of Bengal in Lahore. This must have been a day of celebration as they are wearing garlands of flowers; the blooms look like tuberoses and marigolds, maybe carnations. I love the custom of garlanding: men look extra-manly when decked out in blossom. 

			

			
				My father’s family, the Lumleys.

				My father, James Rutherford Lumley, was born in Lahore: his father, Charles Chester Lumley, was the son of a clergyman, William Faithfull Lumley, the chaplain of Chelmsford Prison; the family was large and money was fairly scarce. His great-grandfather was the splendidly named Adjutant-General to the Indian Army in 1798, Major-General Sir James Rutherford Lumley, and even though young Charles was brought up in England he decided to follow his ancestors to India to seek his fortune. I don’t think it was a fortune, but it was a respectable and responsible job, running a big bank in western India, as it was before the creation of Pakistan. He met and married my grandmother, Ella Marion Young, in India and like my mother my father was sent home to school, seeing his parents only once in four years. He had three sisters, Rosa, Arabella and Isobel; when my grandfather retired from the bank the whole family left to live in England, but my father was to return to serve in the Indian Army as a Gurkha officer. 

				As I get older there are a thousand things I wish I had asked my parents. I never met my grandfather Charles: nor for that matter did my mother, as he died before she and my father met. I wonder what kind of a man he was: my aunts said he was a very gentle man, mild-mannered and humorous. I hardly knew my grandmother Ella either, but I have the beautiful little diamond necklace she wore on her wedding day; it was left to me by my aunt and I shall leave it in turn to the next generation. My latest resolution is to write who, when and where on the back of every photograph I have. It may take ages but as my own memory fades (not yet! but surely soon) it is the least I can do for my grandchildren. You think you will never forget an event, or that someone’s face is too familiar or well-known to need identifying but I shall do it just in case. Memory is like smoke. You can see it clearly…and then it is gone, leaving not a trace behind.
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				The status of Viceroy of India was sometimes considered to be even higher than the King's; the stupendous pageants and awe-inspiring ceremony that attended his every move were a feast for the eyes. Here in a photograph taken from my paternal grandfather's album the Viceroy Lord Curzon and Lady Curzon make sure their guests the Duke and Duchess of Connaught are comfortable in their howdah on the elephant on the right.
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				Daddy with some Gurkhas on the padang, the parade ground, in Kuala Lumpur. There can seldom have been sharper creases on shorts.

			

			
				I never asked my father why he joined the Gurkhas. There were many other Indian regiments at the time. Like all who applied to become Gurkha officers you had to learn to speak Gurkhali first. You had to serve six months in another British regiment first (which one, Daddy? Why didn’t I ask or make a note?) and then you were catapulted in at the deep end. Jimmy’s first tour of duty was on the North West Frontier, with a hundred fighting-fit Nepali soldiers who thought nothing of running up sheer mountains with a full pack on their back. Daddy loved the Gurkhas completely: he loved their bravery and humour, their modesty and wicked sense of fun. As soldiers they had, and have, no equals in the world and are feared, respected and loved by all who come into contact with them.			
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				These rather gruesome phrases were important to learn for the Obligatory Nepali Examination: you had to pass to be allowed into a Gurkha regiment.
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				My father, very young. He had only just joined the regiment as a second-lieutenant.
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				The Gurkha soldier is never without his kukri; the legend is that, having been drawn from its sheath, it has to see blood before it goes back. Certainly it strikes terror into the hearts of anyone who has the misfortune to come up against it.

				The Second World War had started when my parents met, in Srinagar where Grandpa Weir was Resident at the time; Jimmy would have been on leave. Srinagar, capital of Kashmir, is sublimely beautiful. Great lakes are surrounded by Himalayan mountains, kingfishers dip and flash in the water, huge plane trees, chinars, cast cooling shadows in the hot summer months; and the hard, snowy winters give way to spring with all the flowers of paradise bursting from the cold ground. On the lakes are houseboats, enormous moored wooden palaces reached by shikaras,  little gondolas propelled by paddles shaped like hearts. No wonder people fell in love there; no wonder my parents spent their honeymoon there in 1941, on a houseboat moored on the Dal Lake. When Srinagar became too hot the British retreated to Gulmarg, an alpine resort reached only on foot or on horseback. High up in the pine forests were long wooden bungalows called ‘huts’. Granny and Grandpa Weir had a hut up there; there were picnics and dances, golf tournaments and hill-walking to make a holiday complete and unforgettable. Now a road has been built up to Gulmarg and coaches filled with tourists make the slow steep journey upwards, to Nedou’s Hotel and the Golf Course. There is a ski lift too; a changed and crowded place. Everywhere changes. The Buddhists say the only thing in life you can be absolutely certain of is change.			
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				Jimmy was a very good horseman and often rode in point-to-points. Here he receives a handshake and a cup. Everyone had dogs in those days and when they rode out with their assorted hounds it was called a ‘bobbery pack’.

				My father sent an assortment of photographs to his mother in England, probably writing the details on the back of each picture, as this is my grandmother’s hand. She stuck them all into an album which was eventually passed down to me.
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                		A letter from Granny to Beatrice, my mother, who was ten and at boarding school in England. Granny describes a long visit to Lhasa; she and Mummy's elder sister Joan Mary made wonderful drawings of all they saw, while my grandfather talked matters of state with the thirteenth Dalai Lama. Mummy grew up to love mountains almost more than anything in her life; she was at her happiest at the thought of a really gruelling trek. 
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			  Right: Mummy in Hong Kong. When we were there the tallest building was four stories high.

				Left: Daddy dressed for dinner at King’s House with the Templers in Kuala Lumpur. He was ADC to General, later Field Marshal, Sir Gerald Templer, High Commissioner to the Federated Malay States.

			

			
				
					[image: out_of_india_pg27.jpg]
				

			

			
				These were called Polyphotos: nowadays they would be called contact sheets. These were taken in England when we were on leave: I must have been a year and a half. 

				I was born in Kashmir, in Srinagar, on the first day of May in 1946. My sister Aelene had been born two years before in Abbottabad, in present day Pakistan, and she could speak a little Urdu when we left India for good in 1947 but I was too young to speak or remember anything from that time. We sailed home to Southampton on the Franconia, and then started the journeying to and from the Far East by ship; the Windrush, the Empire Orwell, the Dilwara. Each trip took about a month to reach Singapore, five weeks if you were going to Hong Kong. We washed in tin baths in sea water and showered with fresh water to rinse away the salt. Every day we had an orange to eat: we looked forward to the Suez Canal where a pilot would be brought out to the ship by motor launch, nimbly climbing aboard on a lowered ladder to steer us through the canal’s narrow banks into the Mediterranean, or, if we were going east, into the Red Sea. For two years we lived in Hong Kong; for three years we were stationed in Kuala Lumpur, where the Emergency was at its height, with communist terrorists moving down the Malay Peninsula to be fought off and repulsed by the Gurkhas amongst other troops. Malaya became my home utterly; I loved the sultry tropical heat, the vivid colours of flowers and birds, the sudden black thunderstorms and scarlet sunsets. My sister and I walked each day to the Army School; travel was restricted and during school holidays if we went to cooler parts of the country like Fraser’s Hill we had to drive in an armed convoy. 
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				Sitting on Grandpa Weir’s lap in Hong Kong. They came to visit us before setting off for Kenya where their house at Karen had just been built.

                [image: out_of_india_pg29.jpg]

			  On board ship; my sister is in charge of someone else’s baby in the foreground; I am sitting on some lap in the middle. We were going to Hong Kong and it looks hot and sweaty. The ships were without frills; deck quoits and games of canasta were the high spots for grown-ups. Children attended on-board schools but we were exempt as my father used to devise lessons for us of reading and writing.				
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				Our hair was cut into neat cool pudding basins. We were always brown from swimming but no-one sunbathed in the tropical heat: only mad dogs went out in the midday sun, not English children. In later life I overtook my sister in height but here I am still shorter by half a head.

				We lived in an army bungalow on the edge of a little airstrip. The garden was non-existent when we arrived but in the three years we were there my father planted trees and flowers and made a lawn from the tough saw-toothed grass called lalang. Our lives followed ordered paths: school at 8 o’clock, before the heat of the day came slamming down, until midday; then walk home on a rough road made of great chunks of crystal quartz, like stepping over diamonds as big as the Ritz; a siesta after lunch, a walk to the tin mines with the dog; mucking about on the verandah or playing the wind-up gramophone until supper; then bath, reading, bed with the night sounds of the Malayan creatures clicking and croaking through the closed shutters in the velvet blackness. 
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