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Prologue


Suddenly, I am old. My grandsons say I am very old. They look in puzzlement at my shortness (well, one of them is over six feet), my glasses, my struggle with hearing. They can’t understand the changes, and nor can I. Old age is a state of being that for decades has been a distant hazy horizon. It did not threaten. It was something to envisage merely with mild curiosity – a state to sympathise with, not to think about too much. Then, some immeasurable years ahead, to encounter.


Naturally, in the last decade, I’ve observed a few of the minor ailments that some contemporaries, once so energetic and healthy, would describe with a hesitant laugh: arthritic thumbs, puckering neck, wayward aches and pains. Many of us have confessed to not being able to remember why we have gone to the fridge, or where we have put glasses, keys, and the list we have made to counteract forgetfulness. There have also been, among these friends, disasters of a different order – strokes, heart attacks and a too-long list of cancers. I have been lucky enough to avoid most of those troubles, and energy, that most enjoyable of sensations, was still intact. When we moved from Oxford to the country ten years ago I found that unpacking 137 boxes, and putting the stuff away over three floors, was a trifle more tiring than all the other moves we had made, and then remembered I was seventy. But once everything was in place, I returned to the work routine I have followed since I was nineteen, and have no intention, ever, of retiring.


I have been lucky. I realised this very acutely in 2014 when six of my old friends died. My chief anxiety now is that time is running out. I’ve not yet written a book that I am proud of – will I be capable of that in the short years left? I doubt it. Will my slightly fading energy be enough to keep me writing till I die? And, indeed, will anyone want to read what I write in my dotage? I doubt that, too. This could be my last book, though I hope that is not the case, and it is not the whole story, but it’s all I’m prepared to tell. I am against writing about entirely private matters, be they triumphs or disasters. I believe in indication, and evocation, but not in exposing events whose very privacy makes them precious.


These were my thoughts before I began writing this small memoir, but I had no idea of how many pitfalls I would come across. Memory was no problem: I remember very clearly disparate things since I was a small child. What to leave out was more difficult. I decided, with some reluctance, not to write much about friends. Although I would have loved to describe many of them as I see them, I had no wish to cause offence by subjective descriptions, even if they could be amusing. Many a wise autobiographer advised me to be wary of name-dropping, and I was. But in the arts world in which I have always hovered, inevitably I have become friends with artists, writers, musicians and actors whose work has made them famous. It would be a pity to leave them all out, I thought, as many of them provided stories worth telling. But I decided to include a few of them only if there was a specific reason. I have tried to keep to that. The balance between loyalty and honesty has been a precarious one.


This short volume has turned out to be merely a handful of recollections of well-remembered times and stories – some probably misremembered, too – and a few people who have played a crucial part in my life. And some confessions: I have never before tried to write about my doll phobia, for instance, or about the effect synaesthesia has had over the years. I can only hope that this collection of stories from times past might give some idea of a mostly happy life that has gone, and is going, much too fast.




1


America to Farnham Royal


I was in a basket.


It was one of those upright wicker baskets with a handle like a walking stick relied on by elderly shoppers. I’m not sure who was pushing me – my mother? My nanny? I was only aware of streams of very bright colour on each side of our path. Later I learnt we were moving between long stalls of fruit and vegetables at the Farmers’ Market, Santa Monica, California. It was 1941.


Blank, then.


A year later I was standing at the stern of some enormous ship, fascinated by the huge fan of white water jumping behind us. There were other ships nearby: we were returning home in convoy. Beside me was a sailor, kneeling. He held up a strange, bent yellow fruit. Suddenly he unzipped the skin, offered me the pale curve and asked me to try it. ‘It’s called a banana,’ he said. I loved it.


Then, blank again.


* * *


Memory is full of shavings that become hopelessly dislodged from their sequence. Very early memory, when it exists, often appears in the form of small, brighter-than-life shards. In conversations in which grown-ups tax each other about their earliest recollections, I’ve often been derided when offering my two exiguous memories. To remember things at two years old is unbelievable, they say. But it isn’t: there are a good many people who retain snippets of inconsequential pictures that never fade. Some time after the Atlantic banana, I’m not sure when, the pictures clumped together more closely, more frequently. Well, I was older: almost four.


Before the war, my parents bought a house near Windsor, in Burnham Beeches, Buckinghamshire – then an unwrecked forest of magnificent, ancient trees. East Burnham House was a Queen Anne house of grand proportions surrounded by different-level lawns, cedar and oak trees, a sunken rose garden and a huge vegetable garden. Woods and fields stretched in all directions. They loved EBH, as it was known, and were happy there for a time. But at the beginning of the war, the house was requisitioned by the Dutch government. The decision, later always regretted, was made for my sister Trish and me to go to California with our mother and Nanny. My father was by then directing films at Pinewood Studios. He rented a house at Farnham Royal, to be near work. Fir Trees was one of a clump of pre-war houses, architecturally identical to the dolls’ houses of the time: mock beams and small dark windows. Gloomy fir trees guarded the garden from any hint of sun. My parents, who had been extraordinarily happy since their marriage in 1934, decided after only eighteen months of our stay in America that they could no longer bear to be apart. Hence the decision for us to return in the middle of the war. We docked at Liverpool in 1943.


‘And Daddy,’ said my mother, ‘was the only father not to be there to meet us.’


At Farnham Royal, the war did not impede on our lives very much, but we were always aware that something disturbing was going on. The house had a cellar to which we repaired several nights a week when there was a bombing raid. I remember feeling reluctance, sharp as pain, when we were woken by the howl of the warning siren and had to leave the warmth of bed to creep downstairs till the raid was over. I don’t think real alarm pierced our sleepiness, because Nanny was good at assuring us it would all be over in no time. ‘They’ll be gone in a minute,’ she would say. Her prediction of time might not have been accurate, but we knew she was right: we just had to wait patiently for the all-clear siren which would definitely come. Once in the cellar, which smelt of coal dust and musty biscuits, we huddled together in a tense little threesome – I don’t remember my parents joining us. Nanny always wore her pink quilted dressing gown from America, her long plait of black hair – by day made into a neat bun – snaking down her back. Not one to let standards slip, even during a raid, I could see she had managed to brighten her cheeks with a dab of Pond’s face powder with its eternally comforting smell.


Under the stairs of the house was a large store cupboard, dauntingly crammed with tins of fruit salad brought back from California. Almost every meal ended with this lurid stuff – cherries of an eccentric pink, and flabby wedges of dead pineapple floating in a syrup of vile sweetness. We were encouraged to appreciate how lucky we were, all this fruit salad, compared with some.


One day a woman came round and gave us each a gas mask. She also delivered great thick sheets of black rubber embossed with circles. These we were asked to cut out, and they would be collected. ‘War work,’ she explained. The huge scissors for this job hurt our fingers, and the horrible smell of the rubber permeated the whole house.


An ever-memorable part of our lives at that time were the soldiers – some dozen real soldiers all over the garden, every day. In their camouflage uniforms and berets, they crawled about on their stomachs, randomly aiming their rifles. They were friendly, and liked the two eider ducks that provided our eggs. But they were not prepared to explain why they were there and what they were doing.


It’s always curious to trace back grown-up prejudices, likes or dislikes, to occasions in one’s childhood, and it was in this house that two minor things made a lasting impression.


One was the wallflowers. They were the only flowers in the garden – masses of them crowding every bed with their horrible curry colours and fusty smell. I thought, for many years, they were war flowers, and grew in gardens where soldiers with guns crawled on their stomachs. This made it impossible for me, to this day, ever to see their charm. The next impact for life came from an occasion when I was ill in bed. To take away the taste of the medicine, Nanny would cut me a small slice off a Mars Bar which had been bought with our precious sweet rations. It would not have occurred to me to eat more than one thin, perfect sliver: I thought that sliced was the way Mars Bars had to be eaten. Years later, rationing long past, a friend bit off a huge hunk of a bar, and continued to eat until it was finished. I was shocked. And the shock of someone eating a whole Mars Bar has never quite worn off. I have tried to overcome my foolish prejudice, but have never entirely succeeded.


It was during our spell in Farnham Royal that I remember seeing a man with a bald head walking across a field with my mother, and a couple of wolfhounds. Later, two beautiful wooden pencil boxes from Switzerland came through the post, addressed to Trish and me. Their tops folded back with the typical delicacy of Swiss craftsmanship. But there was something about them we did not like, though we did not discuss this. Alec had sent them for us, our mother said. We never used them.


Alec was the bald-headed dog lover, a French diplomat. Our mother had always had a penchant for the French, and he had snared her. I have no memory of ever seeing him, apart from that day when I glimpsed the two of them walking side by side in the distance. They inspired not a feeling of grown-up suspicion, but a flicker of incomprehensible unease. Perhaps her affair with him was retaliation on her part. She had discovered our father, despite his declarations of loneliness while we were in California, had been having a merry time with various women, one of whom had plainly diverted him from meeting us in Liverpool.


I have seen photographs of the family at Fir Trees, so assume our mother was there from time to time. But after the war, when we moved back to EBH, I have no recollection of her presence, apart from very occasional short and turbulent visits. She had definitely gone (to France to live with her diplomat). She was not ashamed of this particular decision; happy to confess she was an imperfect mother. Bored stiff by small children, she admitted she had no desire to amuse them or look after them.


She did claim to love us, but the love was not strong enough to inspire interest in our lives. So long as we had enough food (she was a skilful purchaser of black-market eggs), Nanny to look after us, and we went to decent schools, she felt she had done her bit. Never once did she read us a story, take us for a walk or put us to bed. Before we left for America, on Nanny’s rare days off, a nursery maid was hired to take over.


My mother’s chief concern for our wellbeing seemed to be the care she took over our clothes. Always beautifully dressed herself (Dior, Lachasse, Givenchy), there were occasional trips in a local taxi, with Nanny, to meet her in London at Fortnum and Mason. There, in the children’s clothes department, we stood for hours being measured up for silk dresses with Peter Pan collars and smocked bodices. I don’t know where she thought these dresses might be worn, for in post-war rural Bucks there were very few parties. But they were immortalised in studio photographs by the then acclaimed photographers Marcus Adams and Dorothy Wilding.


On these trips to London, our mother’s voice (I’ve no memory of her face) caused some unease in Trish and me. As she stomped through the departments of Fortnum and Mason, she commented very loudly about almost everything. Trying to keep up with her, and holding our hands, was Nanny – Nanny in her London clothes that came with the job: Prince of Wales suit, down-turned black hat, black fox fur round her neck, its mouth clasped to its front paws.


‘Mummy!’ she sometimes shouted. ‘Wait!’ But our mother did not slow down. She was anxious to be off back to Paris, where she now lived with Alec. While our new dresses were good reason for a visit to England, Christmas was not. One year she invited Nanny to bring us to London to see her in Claridge’s, where she was staying with her Frenchman. We took her a swan’s-down powder puff. Appreciation for it was scant, but then she’d never been one for showing pleasure in childish presents. Over the years I remember dozens of calendars, embroidered bits of stuff and crocheted mats that were swiftly swept into the bin.


Trish and I have always assumed that our mother’s lack of maternal feelings was because she had no example of motherly love to follow. Her childhood was materially well provided for, but bleak. The schools she went to were mostly abroad, hence her skill at languages – for which she had a definite talent. In the few conversations we had about her youth I can’t ever remember her complaining about the loneliness that must often have accosted her. In various portraits she looks pathetically sad, certainly not cheered by the extravagant amount of beautiful clothes that her mother – a great believer in the power of material things – bought her. There are no pictures of her with either parent, though she often said how much she loved her very old father.


There she was, a lonely rich child, with nothing, it seemed, to scintillate her barren life. Her mother, an eccentric monster of materialism, sent her off to schools in Switzerland, Italy, Germany and France, claiming that the foreign air would be beneficial for the weak chest from which our mother always suffered. The result was she became bilingual in French, and spoke fluent German and Italian, but beyond that seemed to have had very little education. She had a native intelligence and a very quick, often caustic wit, but lacked curiosity about worldly matters, literature, history, art and so on. Her father, a Yorkshire landowner, Harold Nickols, was evidently a mild and kindly man: good looking, with dazzling aquamarine eyes which his daughter inherited. Although not an alcoholic, he drank a great deal (perhaps to numb the impact of his ferocious and demanding wife) and died when my mother was fourteen. Rather than share a house with my grandmother, she spent as much time as possible abroad. She was sent to a finishing school in Paris, where she was befriended by the sympathetic woman who ran it, Madame Boissier. Bois, as she was known, became her surrogate mother, adviser, helper. The two of them kept in touch and visited each other for some forty years, until Bois died.


There is no record of exactly how Mum was introduced to an extraordinary admirer – Manuel II, the last King of Portugal, in 1931. (Manuel Maria Filipe Carlos Amélio Luís Miguel of Braganza-Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. He reigned from February 1908 to October 1910.) But it is assumed they met somewhere in Europe. He was forty-two, married to Augusta Victoria of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen. Mum was twenty-one. It’s likely that she introduced him to Bois that year. Certainly the old headmistress and the king kept in touch, exchanged letters.


Her relationship with Manuel was of a recognisable, rather sad kind. The king had become near-besotted by the young Bridget, though he did his best to keep his feelings in check. My late brother-in-law Geoffrey Ellis, a distinguished Oxford historian, translated what remains of the twenty-four letters, cards and telegrams which he sent to our mother, and which she left to my sister Trish. The detective work concluded that the affair was platonic, though that did not stop the yearning on the king’s side. For our mother, of course, it was all flattering and exciting: to be entertained by the king in grand hotels all over Europe, to have flowers and telegrams awaiting her wherever she went in her mysteriously peripatetic life at the time.


‘A ray of sunshine’ or ‘rayon de soleil’ was what the king often called Mum in his letters – so often that it’s hard not to assume he imagined he had come up with a good description. He was not a natural writer. But through the strangled, often banal and formal prose, the depth of his feelings for the young woman of ‘immense qualities’ are apparent. ‘You are an extraordinary being, and apart from many other sentiments, you are entitled to my admiration … I do not admire many people. You have assumed a big part of my life.’


The king often mentioned plans in his letters, but did not specify what they were. As for our mother’s reaction to his wooing, we can only surmise. None of her replies survives. But there are clues that there were occasional rifts between them: once, the king mentioned he was sorry his criticism had made her angry. But soon, in their capricious way, they were to meet again. The guess is that Mum found the king to be a comforting support, a flattering admirer, an older father figure. Geoffrey Ellis concluded she was willing to meet and please him, on her terms, but not too frequently. She was flattered by the royal attention, but could be evasive.


Also, she was keen to marry and escape the remaining ties to her mother. Sam Allsopp, whom she met in 1931, was the rich bachelor who slipped carelessly into the role of her husband. By the time they married, in February 1932, he had become the 4th Baron Hindlip. This pleased my grandmother, for Sam was equipped with many material assets. But for the king it was an agonising development. ‘Be happy, my darling,’ he wrote, ‘and sometimes spare a thought for the one who now kisses your hand and sends you, from the bottom of his heart, all his deepest and true faithful tenderness.’


Marriage did not stop the correspondence between them. Within just a few weeks of the wedding, she sent news to the king indicating that things were not going well. She had made a huge mistake, she realised, even on her honeymoon. It seems likely that the king had suggested some of the places they should stay in Portugal – Funchal in Madeira, Lisbon, Pena National Palace in Sintra. But no matter the grandeur of their honeymoon, they were imperfect weeks. And, on their return, Mum, strangely, invited the king round to their London house to meet her husband. She wanted royal support for her view that Sam was an alcoholic. In the most understated terms the king agreed, in a letter to Bois in April 1932, that this was the case. The meeting also confirmed his undying admiration (love, infatuation?) for our mother. ‘I am sometimes astonished by the profundity of her ideas and her views,’ he wrote in the same letter. It’s hard not to feel that infatuation, or whatever it was, coloured this touching opinion. Profound our mother never was, and had no interest in that quality.


Once married, the Hindlips divided their time between Sam’s estate in Worcestershire and their London house, and led what sounds like extraordinarily dull lives. I once asked my mother to describe her day.


‘Sam would have his first drink at ten a.m.,’ she said, ‘then go off to his club to carry on drinking. The cook would bring up my breakfast in bed, and we’d go through the menus if we were having people to luncheon or dinner. Then I’d get up and go, perhaps, to Peggy Sage to have my nails done, and on to lunch with a girlfriend. In the afternoon I’d have fittings, then go home for cocktails and to change for dinner. Several times a week friends came to us, or we’d go to them, and then on to the Café de Paris or the Four Hundred to dance.’


It seemed she and Sam never had an evening in alone. They never talked about anything except arrangements and people. She wasn’t interested in the theatre, cinema, the arts of any kind. Reading she avoided as much as possible, sightseeing she found boring. Luckily she was blessed with a lively sense of humour which meant that, for most of her life, people enjoyed her company. She was also extraordinarily energetic, and very generous to her mostly rather dull women friends. Parties were her lifeblood, and they produced reams of facts (and fiction) about their friends that apparently provided her adrenalin. In truth, they were not a stimulating group, but provided amusement of a limited kind. They were at ease with each other’s ways and often snide humour. Oddly, our mother was never bored by this type of rich young thing, and had among these people a great many devoted friends. I met some of them when they were very old. They still shared a love of gossip, and admiration for social so-called achievement – i.e. money, title, stately home. Our mother herself, it could be said, though embarrassingly snobbish, had a quality of generous friendship. People remained loyal to her throughout her life. She was exceptionally vivacious and could be very funny, though outrageously politically incorrect, and she clung to rigid prejudices. But she was a sympathetic listener so long as the person was not what she deemed ‘very dull’. She was also very pretty and had the kind of laugh that swept others up in its slipstream.


Once married to Sam, it seemed the king could be less cautious in his declarations. ‘What I feel for you … is the great joy of my life, a beautiful and deep joy, created by you …’ And at last he came up with a specific plan. In his last surviving letter to Mum, he says he is looking forward to meeting her again on 27 June 1932 when, in consultation with Bois, they will plan a suitable celebration for Mum’s thirty-second birthday on 8 July. She had agreed to this: the idea was to meet for a weekend. But days before the rendezvous, on 2 July 1932, Manuel suddenly died of a tracheal oedema. His mother, in England for Wimbledon just shortly before the fatal Saturday, had found him looking unwell. In his own words, the king was a ‘complicated’ man, highly strung and pushed to the limits of his strength, ‘by overwork and stress’.


Our mother often spoke of him nostalgically: he had obviously meant much to her, though perhaps more in retrospect than in reality. But, in the whirligig life of the Hindlips, there was little time for mourning. And marriage to Sam, for all its material security, did not last long. Mum filed for a divorce in March 1933, eleven months after their wedding. They were faced by the blare of publicity afforded to high society in those days. Curiously, my mother retained a distant affection for her first husband until he died. Every year, on their wedding anniversary, she would ring him with the same suggestion. ‘Sam, dear boy, it’s twenty years today … don’t you think we should have dinner?’ A polite man, the wretched Sam would agree, and find himself in the usual restaurant in Jermyn Street, drinking champagne on this weird annual date. Goodness knows what they talked about. It wasn’t as if there was much food for reminiscence.


There was a long wait between the decree nisi and the decree absolute, during which Mum plainly had a good time. She thought of herself as glamorous when she was young, and there was some evidence of this. She had a crowd of admirers, whom she liked to call ‘gentlemen friends’. Names were mentioned including Alfred Tennyson’s nephew. She would speak of him with some pride, as if trying to assure us that a man from an artistic family was no impediment to attraction, though I think he was the only one in that bracket. He was one among six other eligible men wishing to be her husband. But none of them was what she had in mind. Enter my father.


At that time he was a famous actor, who had been in several films – Rome Express and The Outsider were the best known. When our mother met him she boasted she was ‘the only person in England who had never heard of him’. As she never went to the theatre or a film, that was unsurprising. He was the one who, in a different category from other admirers, really loved her, and the love was reciprocated. Mum could not go so far as to become interested in his work, but she provided entertainment, lunches and dinners, though no actors were ever on the guest lists. They had a house in Sussex and a flat in London: I don’t think they were ever bored.


Wonderfully handsome, with deep-set, dark mahogany eyes, which meant he was usually cast as the villain, he had the most beautiful voice of any man I have ever met, although when his films (still) appear on television the sound is so bad it bears no trace of the reality.


His family were German bankers who came to England in 1714 and set up the Huth Bank in the City. (It closed in 1934.) His father and uncles had settled in Yorkshire. Apparently they had not inherited bankerly instincts: they were not good judges concerning future investment. My grandfather was offered shares in either Schweppes, or a firm that made unbreakable inkpots. He chose the inkpots.


My father joined the Honorary Artillery Company to fight in the First World War. He was blown up soon after he had become a major and was unable to speak for six months. For the rest of his life he suffered agonising stomach ulcers which he tried to ignore. He never mentioned the pain but, grim faced and pale, he would pace up and down until the spasm had passed. It was terrifying to see him like that. On many occasions I secretly thought he was going to die, and whispered juvenile prayers to God to take the pain away. But mostly God ignored my pleas.


It was from his mother that he inherited his artistic talents. She was one of ten Moore sisters, every one of whom was a painter, singer, writer or actor. One of his cousins, the actress Jill Esmond, became Laurence Olivier’s first wife. Another cousin was the writer Roland Pertwee, with whom – for a while – he shared a flat and a giddy London life. Roland wrote plays in which my father acted: the most famous, Pink String and Sealing Wax, was much celebrated at the time. For a while, with his great love of fast cars, Dad abandoned acting to work for the Ford Motor Company. But to act was his whole raison d’être, and he quickly returned to the stage and films.


As a father whom I loved profoundly, and the great inspiration in my life, it would be easy to produce a string of his virtues. So better perhaps to face his foibles. In some respects he was a weak man, preferring to blur the truth and avoid trouble, rather than face a scene – most especially with my mother. He was liberal with the blurred truth, invariably adding his own sparkling touches to an anecdote. This was not to boost his own part in the story, but to make it more entertaining for his listeners. (I don’t care if his memory of singing a solo in Canterbury Cathedral as a young boy wasn’t entirely accurate. He told it so well we were there with him, terrified, thrilled.) This talent for embroidery I could only think of as an asset: his powers of storytelling were marvellous. Roland Pertwee’s autobiography was called Master of None – a title which, I sometimes think, perhaps also applied to my father. He had so many talents: he played the piano, he could draw, act, write. But how good was he at any of these things? I was not able to judge as a child, and even in retrospect it is difficult. Certainly he wasn’t a great pianist, but he could sit down and instantly compose pieces, and play duets with me. He drew well – his sketches of horses were full of life and he was able to explain how their bones worked. As an actor, he was no Olivier, but had his career not been cut short, I think he would have continued successfully to act for the rest of his life. In 1934 he was awarded what would now be a BAFTA for his performance in The Outsider. His copious reading – he was a lifelong fan of Dickens – made its mark on his writing. When he had time to write letters, they were superb. He never resorted to being vague – a trait I have tried to emulate. He would suddenly, while composing in his near-illegible writing – have a thought about the starlings fluttering about outside, and pass it on to me in a way that never failed to make me laugh. In a word, although far above average at several things, he was probably not completely exceptional at any one of them. His quest was always to do better, find out, look, learn. There were twenty volumes of Egyptian history in his dressing room, all of which he had read and taken in, though he encountered few people who were keen to join him in discussing Egyptology.


But the reason everyone was drawn to my father was his charm – that elusive, magic ingredient that is instantly recognisable. He was interested in everybody, and listened acutely, and smiled his wonderful smile. Like my mother, he had a very good sense of humour – it was their humour that kept them just about together for thirty-three years. No matter how scintillating their rows, they could still laugh frequently. His ability to get on with anybody, his good manners and beguiling voice, were called upon even by people he did not know but who had heard of his reputation. On many occasions when there was a strike in the film industry he was invited to come and talk to the men, which others had failed to do. He would stand up in front of a thousand strikers and reason quietly with them. Almost invariably they would return to work.


His life, when he met my mother, was completely taken up with his acting. His world was the theatrical and film world. His friends were mostly actors and writers. One day, he and Noël Coward had lunch together and then walked back to Noël’s house. Noël opened the front door to find a letter on the floor. He picked it up, read it. Then turned to my father.


‘Oh God,’ he said, ‘another of those tiresome women wanting help to put their daughter on the stage. A Mrs Worthington. Why don’t you come back this evening for a drink, and see what I’ve managed to do with the answer.’


At six o’clock Noël sat down at the piano and treated my father to the first ever performance of ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter On The Stage, Mrs Worthington’.


For a while, during this phase of a glamorous but very hardworking life, my father shared a flat with his pretty leading lady, Joan Barry, who was not altogether pleased by his success. All this, to my mother, was horrifying. She loathed the very idea of actors (although Raymond Massey and Adrianne Allen were among her friends).


She agreed to marry him on condition he gave up acting. My father, foolishly, consented to this: part of his occasional feebleness was to give in rather than have a row. Instead, he became a director and producer. He made some good films – The Trials of Oscar Wilde was his last, and considered his best. His great joy was to seek out young talent and give it a chance: Nic Roeg and Ken Hughes were two of his discoveries. He worked incredibly hard, ignoring constant pain, and enjoyed himself, though he always regretted having given up performing. Sometimes he would slip himself into a part so small that his wife would not notice. That was not difficult because she never asked about his work. When he decided to play quite a large part in Blackmailed, starring Dirk Bogarde, in 1951, my mother was abroad and did not see the film. So the intense wrath it would have sparked was avoided.


His working hours were very long – we scarcely saw him, except occasionally at weekends. Sometimes I would catch him for a moment before he left for the studio, shaving in the curious 1930s pink glass bathroom that led to the main bedroom in East Burnham House, to which we had returned after the war. It was then I would take my chance to pin him down for advice. In the play I was writing, I explained, there were elves who lived in a forest. What should they wear – camouflage, or green tunics? My father would turn slowly round to me, stop his razor in its track of soap-covered skin, and ponder. I felt he took this matter every bit as seriously as some problem with his own film. He would give his opinion and add some further advice, and I would feel very grown-up. We’d had a conference.


Despite the absence of a mother, and a father little seen, life at East Burnham House went on in a happy, orderly way. My mother had made sure we were well catered for, and the house was kept immaculate by several ladies from the village. Indeed it was rather over-staffed for two school children, one nanny and an occasional father. There was an old, bent butler, Welfare, who used to be my grandmother’s footman, and a friendly cook who lived above the stables with her husband and children. Welfare spent most of the day, in striped trousers and green baize apron, cleaning the silver with his thumb, flattened from years of polishing. He seemed to have few requirements and no friends. The pantry was his proud domain – a silent, sterile room, cupboards covering every wall. They were filled with hoards of silver given by my grandmother, which Welfare kept to their maximum shine. I daresay the thought that all his work would be appreciated one day kept him going. But there were few post-war parties, and the lack of a hostess. This did not deter Welfare from his main duty. I often stood and watched him at work, mixing powder and water into a pink paste and applying it to the neck of a candlestick with the thumb which, because of the chemical reaction, had become indelibly blue as well as flat. I wondered vaguely – not specifically – if his life was all right. Could he be lonely, silent in his pantry all day, dressed in striped trousers and a stiff collar that bit into the wrinkles of his neck? I never dared to ask him. But I often asked myself. I enjoyed imagining what went on in his mind. He was one of the first people I secretly questioned to myself, and provided answers that were probably far from the truth. But guessing about people was a game I loved.


On buses or trains I would wonder about the man with red hair sitting opposite: what did he have for breakfast? What sort of a house did he live in? Such questions became a habit which is still with me. Wherever I go I wonder about people. What on earth made a certain woman in a queue think her very short skirt suited her? I have not abandoned this odd habit because often the made-up answers provide the beginnings of a story. When I’m invited to schools to give lessons in writing, now so pretentiously called creative writing, the question I’m always asked is how to get an idea? I suggest my secret questioning about unknown people, or people in pictures. Once I took a postcard of Van Gogh’s postman along to a class, and asked the children many questions about his life. Eagerly they shouted the answers, and produced lively stories. So I like to think this somewhat unorthodox method is a help.


Of course I never told Welfare I was imagining an inner life for him. He was a gruff man, and would have considered a question about his wellbeing and private thoughts to be impertinent. On his day off he would sit in his very small bedroom smoking his pipe, apparently not wanting for anything, silently reflecting. Looking back, I imagine that although our loyal butler’s life was lacking in many ways, it was a great improvement on working for our tempestuous grandmother. Treats for him were the few occasions when my father would brace himself to ask people to lunch, so there was a real point in doubling his efforts with the silver. They were also times of great enjoyment for my father, who was a marvellous host.


His guests were mostly members of the cast of whichever film was in production: Stewart Granger, Margaret Lockwood, Patricia Roc and Fay Compton all came from time to time – the names naturally meant nothing to me. Or to Trish who, when invited to hand round chocolates after lunch, peered at a handsome brooch pinned to Margaret Lockwood’s bosom. The film star gallantly unpinned it from her white silk shirt for Trish to inspect. With no warning, Trish suddenly jammed the pin back into the famous upright bosom, and blood streamed down the pristine shirt. That was one of the rare occasions we were allowed into the dining room – a room, just like the drawing room opposite, that exuded a hostile atmosphere.


In contrast to the far end of the house, the nursery – the centre of our lives – felt utterly safe. It was a large yellow room with a huge bay window on to the front lawn, and an open fire. There we had tea every day after school: Welfare would come tottering in with an enormous tray of bread and butter and cakes which we would eat listening to Uncle Mac on Children’s Hour. At weekends my father would join us for lunch and tea in the nursery, and tell us stories. These were mostly of his childhood in Devon. He was good at doing all the different West Country accents, and we were enchanted. Nanny was forever in the nursery, in her white crossover starched overall, sitting by the fire darning, sewing, knitting.


Nanny, in our mother’s absence, was the person we loved, relied on: we knew she would always be there. She was a near-saintly character who, like many of her generation and background, devoted her all to others. One of six children, she was brought up in a two-bedroom house in Canterbury. Once, she said, she had a boyfriend. They sometimes went to the seaside and walked along the promenade listening to the band, holding hands. Once he took her to a farm and they rode round a field on a carthorse. That was the sum of nanny’s pleasure with a man. He was called up and killed almost instantly. There were no others.


In common with many of her contemporaries who did not want to work in a factory or become a land girl, she took a job as a nursery maid, and eventually rose to being nanny to Tommy Sopwith, the future racing-driver, born in 1933, whose father was the aviation pioneer and yachtsman Sir Tommy Sopwith. The rich and grand life must have been surprising after her own threadbare upbringing, but she took to it easily – waited on, and helped by a nursery maid. While EBH was extremely comfortable, it was not in the same league as her previous Sopwith house. But she was totally dedicated to us, supported us, was interested in everything that interested us. She only had one friend, nanny to our nearby neighbour Catherine, but she did not complain. She had few days off, when she would always go to London in her fox fur – lunch at D. H. Evans – and stock up with knitting and sewing things. Her salary was £60 a year. Out of that she bought me, every birthday and Christmas, an Oxford University edition of the complete works of some thirty or forty poets, thus leaving me with a collection for life. And she was the one who kept in touch while we were away at school. While my father managed one (marvellous) letter a term, and my mother two (in banal prose, declaring she was missing us), Nanny wrote every week. In her fat round writing she told of Canterbury news – ‘went to W. H. Smith on Friday, rained again’ and she always ended the same way: ‘lots of love, yours faithfully A. E. Turner’. They were important, these letters: not because of their content, but because of their constancy. We were away, but she was always thinking of us. We would never have survived so well without her.


I have been asked many times what it was like not to have had a mother in our formative years. The answer is, genuinely, it was fine: not ever having had one that I could remember, I had no idea what I was missing. Nanny was a permanent, comforting fixture, who took care of all practicalities and read to us every night. Our father was an extraordinarily loving and imaginative man, and Trish and I had each other to play and quarrel with. On the rare occasions my mother paid a twenty-four-hour visit, the whole house was shaken, the peace broken. She was a heavy drinker, though not an alcoholic, and on return to EBH went straight for the gin, perhaps for courage on her brief visit to the family she had abandoned. ‘Oh dear,’ Nanny would say mildly, ‘poor Mummy fell down the stairs last night.’ I have no recollection of what my mother looked like at that time. I remember only a vivid tension in the air, shouting behind a closed door, my father’s troubled face, and the feeling of infinite relief when she had gone.


In the summer she organised, from whatever far-off place she was, our holidays: Westgate-on-Sea, or Frinton, with Nanny, Catherine and her nanny. A boarding house was chosen – always damp, with cracked china and over-boiled cabbage, and for me the longing to return to our grim bedroom and get on with Black Beauty. But the nannies, believers in fresh air no matter the weather, insisted that part of the day should be at the beach. We wore hand-knitted bathing suits, scratchy with sand, and made sand stables for a collection of miniature horses. We were allowed one heavenly sixpenny vanilla ice cream in a cornet a day, and eked it out shivering in the bathing hut, looking at the thick line of solid grey made from cloud and sea clamped together.


One year there was the luxury of staying in a hotel, where we met other children, all with their parents. We were allowed to stay up for early supper and listen to the band. When one night the conductor asked if I would like to sing, I agreed to try the only song in my repertoire: ‘’Tis the Last Rose of Summer’. It was my first taste of the thrill of being on stage, performing. Ideas of being an actress came to mind. (I realised very quickly I would never be a singer.) Nanny was thrilled. My mother would have been furious and would have forbidden me to perform. Nanny gamely kept the secret.


In the holidays at EBH there was not much to do: we had riding lessons three times a week – wearing beautiful handmade jodhpurs and jackets from the local tailor – and sometimes were put in for shows. We got to know one or two more local children who Nanny gallantly sometimes asked to tea in case we were bored. I was never bored because I spent the greater part of my day in an imaginary world, writing stories, painting pictures in rich detail, braving the drawing room to make up songs on the piano. I also read constantly – mostly Dickens. Trish had a much bleaker time. Her chief occupation was to chase the heifers in the field in front of the house, and see how many she could get to jump over the fence. When this pastime was forbidden, she flew into incandescent rages, usually with me. Once she stamped on my toy farmyard, crushing it to dust. On another occasion she pinned a notice to my back saying ‘You Are A Pig’. The pin was rusty. My back became infected. There was a gruesome fortnight of medication, but Trish was unrepentant. She always had great spirit.


EBH was the first of five houses I have been in love with, despite its alien parts. When I was taken into my father’s study, at the age of one, apparently I screamed so searingly that I was never taken there again. And there was an archway on the first floor beyond which Trish and I only went together. As you climbed a small flight of stairs to the two guest bedrooms, a tingling down the spine began. There was a weird echo in the spare bathroom. Beneath this part of the house were the dining room, outer hall and the drawing room. They, too, had a powerful atmosphere that was not like the inner part of the house. The drawing room was usually kept under cover – dustsheets thrown over the elaborate sofas and chairs covered in eau-de-nil raised damask. The walls were hung with sub-Gainsborough snooty ladies looking down on us. The fire there was rarely lighted, so it was cold. But it was the place where, with a few friends, we had dancing lessons. The renowned Miss Vacani would come from Windsor, to instruct a group of small girls in silk, frilled socks and bronze dancing shoes with cross-over elastic straps, to be swans on a lake, or willows in a wind. It was all pure Joyce Grenfell, but I liked it because on those occasions it cheered up the drawing room. But I often had to go there by myself, as it was where the grand piano lived, and I liked to play long before I had lessons. When my father joined me, played to me, the room stirred happily again. On my own, there was always the slight shiver of unease.


Many years later, I was asked by a newspaper to contribute to a series on revisiting the house of one’s childhood. With some anticipation I set off for Farnham Royal, which by then had joined Farnham Common, but eventually found the front gate – no longer the wonderful old white wooden structure, but an electronic replacement. I drove up the avenue to the front door, the well-remembered limes on each side, saw the old tennis court repaired – and round the corner to the front door. It wasn’t there. The house had gone. In its place was a modern redbrick building of absolutely no charm, a swimming pool just a foot or so from the house built into the lawn. From various windows I looked on to the vast sentinel trees, the oak I had planted on my first birthday, the rose garden: the views of the garden, at least, were unchanged. Then I went to the part of the house that had replaced the spine-tingling wing. It was by now a dazzle of bright Laura Ashley rooms, and whatever dark spirit had haunted the original house had obviously flown, appalled by the new habitat. The singer Jenny Lind had lived at EBH for some time: maybe her restless spirit was accountable for the disturbing atmosphere. It was lucky our end of the house had been all light and comfort and security. EBH was our refuge, the place I loved and to which, when we went away, I always pined to return.


It was in the nursery that, at the age of five, I began my serious writing. Enid Blyton brought out a weekly magazine called Sunny Stories. I decided to produce a similar magazine called Sunnier Stories, for the sole entertainment of my sister, from whom I demanded just one old penny a copy (Enid Blyton’s sold for twopence). I would make a list of titles, then fill in the stories – a habit I still have, though for the last forty years I have had to decide whether the title should be for a novel, story, play for radio or television – whatever. I would illustrate each story – it all took up a great deal of time, but the reward was the finished magazines (four sides of folded paper) week after week. I once asked Nanny how people like postmen and butchers and train drivers had time to write stories. She explained that they didn’t – most people weren’t writers, she said. That was probably my first moment of disillusion, having assumed everybody’s heads were full of stories. I also wrote a good many plays for three actors – my sister, our only nearby friend Catherine, and myself. We would rehearse hard and then perform in the drawing room to the faithful audience of two – Daddy and Nanny, whose encouragement was a huge reward for all our efforts.


The acres of gardens at EBH were managed by a team of four gardeners. At their head was the Italian Trelani, whose job it was to take Trish and me to school in the cumbersome Wolseley, with its cracked leather seats and sagging dashboard. He was an agreeable man, but had an Italian sense of time. Although he managed to deliver us on time, punctual collection in the afternoon defeated him. It was his unpunctuality that is the single memory of that school. Every day I dreaded the time to go home, when I knew I would be left, alone, waiting in the large, empty, cold and echoing front hall. A grumpy groundsman would come in and out, rattling his keys, complaining he couldn’t lock up, and what did I think I was doing? Trelani’s non-appearance brought all sorts of terrifying visions to my mind – a car crash, illness: how would I get home? Sometimes I waited for as much as an hour till he arrived with his daily apology, but no promises to try to do better. It was during one of those long, bleak times alone in the school hall that I swore to myself that, never, if I could help it, would I be late for anyone. So this was another childhood experience that affected the whole of my life: I’m never late, I hate the idea of keeping anyone waiting. My acute punctuality is acknowledged by many – infuriating, no doubt. But I think waiting is an appalling waste of time. Do unpunctual people enjoy waiting for each other? I have often wondered.
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