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            I

         
 
         Jerusalem
 
         My mother, though Jewish, was not a ‘Jewish mother’. Quite the reverse. She never in her life cooked a meal, as far as I am aware. She was reserved and austere. She disliked all displays of emotion. She often criticised and rarely praised. She was not in the least maternal. I was her only child, but she had wanted a boy, as she often told me – and others in my hearing. In her opinion, most women were frivolous and intellectually inferior. She was a short, slim woman with cropped hair and very good legs. She wore elegant, mannish clothes, and glasses. Despite all this, she seemed to be very popular among her peers and she was attractive to men. How otherwise could she have captured my handsome father? When I was in my twenties she became a high court judge in Germany.
         
 
         I was born in Jerusalem a year before the outbreak of the Second World War. My parents had met there (my mother was married to someone else at the time), both having left Germany in 1933 soon after Hitler came to power. My mother, who was half Russian and half German, had had to abandon her legal studies in Berlin when the Nazis decreed that Jews could no longer practise law. My father (who was ten years older) had at that time already built up a successful practice – he had chosen to be a lawyer rather than to work for his family’s retail business.
         
 
         He was exempt from the Nazi ban on Jewish lawyers because he had won an Iron Cross in the First World War. On the other hand, he had defended a social democrat, who had been accused of being a communist, in a high-profile court case: defending ‘communists’, whether you were Jewish or not, also disbarred you, under Hitler’s new rules, from continuing as a lawyer. Not that my father would have stayed in Nazi Germany. Both my parents, like many German Jews who could afford to start a new life, left their families behind and set off for Palestine. They married there in 1937.
         
 
         Neither of my parents were committed Zionists. On the contrary, my father’s wartime experiences as a soldier in the German army had put him off all forms of nationalism. My mother, too, was at that time doubtful about the idea of a Jewish state (before the rise of Hitler, she had been in favour of assimilation, believing that the more Jews and non-Jews intermarried, the more likely it would be that the ‘Jewish problem’ would gradually fade away). But they wanted to live in a place where Jews were free.
 
         Nor were my parents religious. In common with many German Jews, they did not observe Jewish customs or traditions in any shape or form. Throughout my childhood I never once entered a synagogue – I barely knew there were such places – and I was brought up in total ignorance even of the most basic tenets of Judaism.
         
 
         I have often wondered what effect, if any, such a totally secular upbringing has on the development of character. Secular people have never seemed to me less good or kind or honest than believers. But then of course we are all brought up in a Judeo-Christian culture, so there’s no way of telling what we would be like without it. Equally, although I’ve always been aware of a ‘God-shaped hole’, religious faith of any kind seems to me to be completely irrational and self-deluding. Would I have felt differently if I’d had a religious upbringing? Impossible to know.
 
         My father spoke only German when he arrived in Jerusalem, so a legal career was not open to him. But because he was familiar with the retail business – his family owned a department store in Meiningen, a small town in Thuringia – he decided to set up what was to become the largest women’s fashion store in the city. All the installations for the store (he had rented the premises in what was known as the Armenian building: the landlord belonged to Jerusalem’s Armenian community) were shipped in from Germany with the help of my father’s brother who had remained there, running the family business. This was still possible in the early 1930s. The large glass panes for the shop-front windows were imported from Belgium and apparently caused much trouble by breaking several times.
         
 
         Our name, May, was carved in stone above the entrance of the shop in three scripts – Roman, Hebrew and Arabic – and the store thrived. Even the queen of Jordan sometimes came to shop there. So did the emperor Haile Selassie and his entourage, for whom a meal was cooked specially on the premises. Jerusalem was very much smaller in the 1930s and 40s and this large store has now become one of the city’s average-sized banks.
         
 
         Meanwhile, in 1938, when news from Germany became more and more bleak, my father travelled back to his home town to help bring out his brother and his mother. His brother had already been sent to Buchenwald (at that stage known as Ettersberg). He had been warned on the day before Kristallnacht by members of the town’s SA (Hitler’s ‘Brownshirts’) – some of whom were husbands or lovers of non-Jews who worked at the store – that something awful would happen during the night.
 
         The perpetrators would not be the local SA but SA members from other areas who did not know the town’s Jews personally. He would not be harmed, my uncle was told, if he offered no resistance. All Jewish men (at this stage only men were targeted) would be rounded up, put on lorries and transported to some unknown location. This was exactly what happened. My uncle, dressed in his warmest overcoat – it was a very cold November – was placed on a lorry and taken to the camp. He later gave his coat to the town’s elderly rabbi who had also been arrested.
 
         But it was still possible to get people out of the camp if one could afford to pay the considerable sum of 1000 marks. So my father was able to secure my uncle’s release. He and my grandmother (my grandfather had died some years previously) sailed on the last ship to leave Germany for Palestine.
         
 
         My mother, too, went on a journey back to Berlin, to persuade her parents to leave and live with us in Jerusalem. They declined, arguing that things would surely improve and that Germany would soon come to its senses. She never saw them again. Though she didn’t talk to me about it, I know she felt that she had not tried hard enough. Many decades later, when my mother was in her nineties, senile and disoriented, she would often suddenly ask, ‘But where are my parents?’
 
         In Jerusalem, we lived in a large flat above the shop. My father and his brother ran the business and my mother did the accounts. A succession of cook/housekeepers, usually Arab women (I had had an Arab wet-nurse – breastfeeding was not something my mother could countenance), looked after me in the daytime, though my mother would appear from time to time to ensure that her strict rules were being observed. During mealtimes, for example, I often had to hold books under my arms to make sure that my elbows weren’t sticking out. If I didn’t finish my spinach at lunchtime, it would be served up again for supper, with a bit of sugar sprinkled on it. The Arab ladies cooked European food.
         
 
         Before I started school, I spent a great deal of time playing on my own or following the housekeeper around listening to her complaints about my mother. Two other children, sisters who were about the same age as me, lived in our building, but I was not allowed to play with them. They were deemed unsuitable by my mother. She did not consider their Polish family to be sufficiently cultured or respectable. But I remember these two girls, whom I never properly met, more distinctly than many later friends. We used to call to each other, and throw things to one another, across our respective balconies. People often assume that only children are spoilt – and at some level that may be true. But what chiefly impressed me about these sisters was that there were two of them. How lucky that seemed.
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               Our shop, May – the name rendered in Arabic, Hebrew and Roman script

            

         
 
         Not that my childhood in Jerusalem was unhappy. I recall frequent trips to the city’s best ice-cream parlour, holidays at the seaside resort of Netanya (now a large town and latterly the site of several Palestinian terrorist attacks, most notably the Passover massacre of 2002), whizzing around the shop on my tricycle, being cosseted by the shop assistants. One of these later married Victor Weisz, the brilliant political cartoonist known as Vicky, who emigrated to England (from Berlin) in 1935.
         
 
         Best of all, I remember the annual excursion to pick flowers with my adored father. He would take the day off – presumably with the aim of putting in what is now called ‘quality time’ with me (though I felt that we were covertly conspiring to get away from my mother) – and we would walk hand in hand to the outskirts of Jerusalem. We would clamber across rocky hills looking for the long-stemmed wild cyclamen, pink, purple and white, which sprang up every year in the patches of dusty earth between the rocks. We were always alone on this stony high ground, with its panoramic view of the old city surrounded by olive groves. Even as a small child I could sense that there was something historic and mythical in this landscape, or so it seems to me now.
         
 
         Apart from our housekeepers and the westernised women who shopped at our store, I didn’t meet many Palestinian Arabs. Hostility between Jews and Arabs had considerably increased as more and more refugees from Nazi rule struggled to enter Palestine. After 1939, when the British government decided to limit Jewish immigration, relations between Jews and the British Mandate also deteriorated. I remember many days on which curfews were imposed on the city. I would spend hours leaning out of our window, throwing sweets and chewing gum to the friendly British soldiers patrolling the street below. I very rarely entered the Arab parts of the city, as they were regarded as too dangerous.
         
 
         One of my most vivid memories, though, is the weekly visit from ‘the Arab with the eggs’, as we called him. The arrival on our doorstep of this mysterious figure never failed to thrill and terrify me. There he would stand, wrapped from head to toe in layers of what looked like grey blankets, his swarthy face barely visible beneath his Arab headdress. He would reach deep into the folds of his garments, fumbling around in the area of his chest until, at last, he would pull out an egg – covered in bits of straw. Sometimes he produced two eggs. Eggs were a rare luxury in those wartime years, and he would charge for them accordingly.
         
 
         I spent three unremarkable years at a school in Jerusalem. The children mostly came from the same kind of immigrant families as I did, though there were some who had lived in the city for generations. I made many friends and was even allowed to bring some of them home. Nearly every day when I came back from school my mother would insist that, when I’d finished my homework, I spent a further hour learning to read and write in German, using the Roman alphabet (as opposed to the Hebrew script taught at school). This seemed to me tyrannical, but it was to make my life much easier later.
         
 
         I don’t think my father had much say in my upbringing. Or if he did, he was overruled. The contrast between my parents’ characters could hardly have been greater. My father was at all times good-humoured and tolerant – I never heard him say a cross or unkind word. Nor did he ever complain about anything. He inspired the loyalty of everyone who had dealings with him. Meanwhile, he put up with my mother’s criticism and disparagement with saintly patience.
 
         My parents were never very happy in Palestine. They did not succeed in learning to speak Hebrew fluently, they didn’t like the heat, and both of them, particularly my father, wanted to resume their legal careers. Above all, they deeply disapproved of the terrorist tactics some Jewish underground organisations had been deploying against the British since the end of the war. The bombing of the King David Hotel – site of the British Mandate’s military headquarters and central offices – in July 1946 was a turning point. As it happened, this imposing grand hotel had been one of the highlights of my parents’ social life – they went dancing there once a week.
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               My father and me in Jerusalem, 1945

            

         
 
         I had no idea, when we set sail for Europe in 1947 (I was nearly nine), that I was never to return – or at least not for more than 30 years, and then as a tourist. Presumably my parents thought that to explain that we were emigrating would upset me too much; or perhaps they feared that I would cause trouble. In any event, I was not given the chance to say goodbye to my school friends or to anyone else.
         
 
         After a brief holiday in Switzerland, my parents travelled on to America and to England to look for work and to decide where they wanted to settle. Meanwhile, they deposited me at a small Swiss boarding school where I was overwhelmed by so many new impressions and demands that I soon began to forget my old life. I also began to forget the Hebrew language.
 
         Much, perhaps too much, has been said and written about the importance of ‘roots’. Does being uprooted from the country in which you were born and where you spent half your childhood leave some indefinable emotional scar? I don’t believe so. In any case, it has been a commonplace occurrence ever since the beginning of the twentieth century. I did, however, have a surprising experience when I went to see the Hollywood epic Exodus, sometime in my thirties. Before this very mediocre film begins, while the credits are rolling, the wide screen is filled with some beautiful panoramic scenes of Jerusalem and its surrounding hills and olive trees. As soon as I saw this, I unexpectedly burst into tears.
         
 
         Back to Jerusalem – I
 
         I didn’t go back to Jerusalem for about 30 years, mainly because I was too busy – getting married, having children, working, going on holidays to less dangerous places. But I have been back for three or four short visits, of which the first and last are the most memorable. Naturally, on my first visit after an absence of so long, I immediately set off from my hotel to look for the street and the house in which I had spent my early childhood. Though Jerusalem had expanded enormously, the part of it in which we had lived, now rather down at heel, was largely unchanged. I found the street (Princess Mary Avenue under the British Mandate, now Shlomzion Hamalka Street) easily enough and I recognised the look and feel of it, even if not the details of its topography.
         
 
         What was much harder to find, because of the tricks that memory plays, was the actual house. I was absolutely certain that our shop – now converted, I had been told, into a bank – and the flat above it which had been my home, was on the right-hand side of the street. But there was no sign of a bank. So I went into shop after shop – ironmongers’, chemists’, grocers’ – asking assistants whether there was a large bank anywhere in the vicinity. They all pointed to the other side of the road, but I was convinced that couldn’t be it.
 
         When I came to the end of the street, I retraced my steps and asked them all again whether by any chance they remembered, or knew of, a large fashion store called May which had once existed somewhere nearby. They’d never heard of it. I was on the point of giving up in despair when one of the assistants suggested that I should ask the owner of the small bookshop opposite – he had been around for donkey’s years.
 
         So I crossed the road, went through an unobtrusive doorway and found myself in semi-darkness. When my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I realised that I had stepped backwards in time, into a cramped, dusty, Dickensian cave in which every corner and crevice was jammed with books. Floor-to-ceiling shelves on both sides of a long, narrow room were filled to overflowing, and stacks of books of every size and shape were piled high on the floor. At first I thought that there was no one in this book-paradise. But as I moved further into it, I saw a light at the back of the room; and then I discerned a stooped figure sitting at a desk. It was a very old man – he must have been well into his eighties – bent over some manuscripts.
         
 
         I advanced cautiously. ‘Sorry to disturb you, but I wonder whether you can help me. I am looking for the house in which, many years ago, there was a fashion shop – May.’ As soon as he heard the name the man leaped from his chair, waving his arms about. ‘May was here, in this building! Come, I’ll show you.’ He ran, stumbling ahead of me back into the street. ‘Here,’ he pointed to the bank. ‘This was May.’
 
         Of course – it all fell into place. How disoriented I had been. The three large glass shop windows were still there and the flat above looked instantly familiar. ‘I was born here,’ I told him, ‘my name used to be May.’ The old man looked at me and smiled. ‘You must be the daughter of Kurt May. I knew him very well. He helped me get this shop in 1935. And he helped me later, too.’ Tears started streaming down his face – as they did down mine. I could hardly speak. We stood there for a while and then I thanked him, we shook hands and he disappeared back among his books.
         
 
         Later I learned that his name was Ludwig Mayer, that he had come to Jerusalem from Berlin in 1908, that he was an internationally renowned bookseller and that his shop was known as ‘Israel’s first quality bookshop’. It was regarded as a landmark of Zionist history. I have always regretted that I didn’t go back and talk to him further. There are so many questions I would like to have asked him. At the time, though, I thought that he was too busy and wouldn’t want to be disturbed again. I doubt that I was right about that.
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         England – via Switzerland
 
         After leaving Palestine (as it still was in 1947), I spent almost a year, including holidays, at a Swiss-German-speaking boarding school in Celerina, a small village in the Engadine. Only a few things from this time stick in my mind. One is the way packages were instantly confiscated. Every month my parents would send a parcel of sweets from America (sweets were still in short supply all over post-war Europe, even in chocolate-fixated Switzerland). This was opened by the school’s headmistress and its contents locked away in a cupboard. Once a week, on Wednesdays, the cupboard would be opened and the sweets equally distributed in tiny portions among all the pupils. Needless to say, I found this very distressing.
         
 
         Another memory is being told the facts of life by a Russian girl called Ludmilla. She was known as a bit of a fantasist, so I didn’t for a moment believe the disgusting proceedings she described to me. Still, it must have made an impact, otherwise why do I remember the occasion so clearly? We were sitting on a garden swing at the time. I also recall being overwhelmed by the power of Schiller’s poetic drama Don Carlos, brilliantly read aloud by the literature teacher. And I certainly haven’t forgotten how, when my parents finally came back, after such a long absence, I wasn’t allowed to see them because they arrived at the school after bedtime. Even though I could hear their voices downstairs, I had to wait till the next day.
         
 
         Meanwhile, my father had been offered an important and very suitable job. The United Restitution Organisation (URO), an Anglo-American legal aid society to assist and compensate the victims of Nazi persecution, was set up in 1948. Initially, it was planned as a five-year project. But in the course of the next decade it grew into a world-wide enterprise, with offices in nineteen countries and 1000 staff. Over the years it assisted and recompensed more than 200,000 people, mainly Jews but also gypsies and others. My father, who became its director-general in 1955, ended up working for the URO for 40 years, until the age of 91. ‘There are literally hundreds of thousands of people who may never have heard the name of Kurt May,’ said his obituary in the Independent, ‘but who are heavily in his debt. He conducted his work with a passion for justice, an unshakable belief in the right to demand the redress for wrongs and always maintained the greatest degree of dignity in the pursuit of this cause.’
         
 
         There was, however, a downside to this job: the URO’s central offices were in Frankfurt and, understandably, the last thing my parents had intended was to return to Germany. But they reluctantly agreed to go back in 1948, partly because of what they thought was the temporary nature of the job, and partly because they would live there among Americans – as part of the post-war American occupation of southern Germany.
         
 
         What they couldn’t accept, though, was that I should be brought up and educated as a German. My mother had already visited England to search for a suitable boarding school for me. At that time, the kind of girls’ schools she looked at – Roedean and Cheltenham Ladies’ College – did not accept pupils like me who spoke no English. So she opted for Dartington Hall, the co-educational, experimental school in south Devon based on the ‘progressive’ ideas of the American philosopher John Dewey.
         
 
         Dartington Hall School
 
         My mother was not a great believer in the unstructured approach to education or in the ‘laissez-faire’ attitude to learning which were Dartington’s guiding principles. But she liked the school’s teachers, and its setting – as well she might. The teachers were for the most part idealistic and interesting individuals, some of whom had, for one reason or another, opted out of conventional society; quite a number were refugees from Nazi Europe or Franco’s Spain. The setting was the beautiful 1000-acre estate, with its grand medieval hall, which had been bought in 1925 by a philanthropic couple, the Elmhirsts – a Yorkshireman and an American heiress. One of their objectives was to build a school in which children would be free from the constraints and restrictions of the educational system which prevailed at the time.
         
 
         I was just ten when my mother escorted me to the ‘Middle School’ – a set of ultra-modern Bauhaus-style buildings which housed children aged from six to thirteen – and left me there to sink or swim.
         
 
         I sank, temporarily at least. Most children at that age are not particularly kind when someone who can’t speak their language and doesn’t know how to play their games or join in their routines is placed in their midst. Even when they are kind, it is a miserable experience to be completely cut off, without a single family member or trusted friend in the whole country to speak to or confide in. Every evening I used to hide in a corner of the school’s large, dark gym so that I could cry without being seen. My mother would occasionally phone from Germany – a very difficult procedure in the late 1940s – and I would beg her to come and take me away. She always told me to hold on a little longer because things were bound to get better. Finally she promised to fetch me if I was still unhappy after six months. When this longed-for day arrived, my mother broke her promise. She didn’t come – and I never really forgave her.
 
         Looking back now, as a mother myself, it is incomprehensible to me how any parent could abandon a child in this way – unless there is absolutely no other choice. It’s true that the perception of both childhood and parenthood in Western societies has greatly changed over the past 60 years. At that time it was regarded as normal, for parents who could afford the fees, to send their children away for weeks on end at the age of eight. Innumerable memoirs of unhappy childhoods attest to this. Since then we have become much more sensitive to the vulnerabilities and needs of children and to the importance of parental support. Nevertheless, I think my total isolation, first in Switzerland and immediately afterwards in England, was unusually hard-hearted even for those days. But then my parents were faced with a cruel dilemma, created by Hitler and anti-Semitism.
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               My mother, Vera: she was usually right

            

         
 
         As it turned out, my mother had been right. Not long afterwards, I began to speak English fluently, I made friends and became an integrated member of the school. Occasionally my parents came to visit me, but my chief memory of these occasions is the embarrassment I felt because of their German accents. For the next eight years I was very happy at Dartington. So much so that, during the holidays, which I usually spent in Frankfurt where I had no friends, I used to wait feverishly for the beginning of the next term. As my parents had hoped, I had become thoroughly anglicised.
 
         
         
 
         Love-objects
 
         All my life I have been in the grip of an infatuation – or had a ‘crush’, or been in love – with someone or other. Whether being continuously ‘in love’ is a genetic condition, or whether it is the result of insufficient closeness and support during childhood, I have no idea. Whatever the reason, there were very few periods in my life (until I married my present husband at the age of 55) when I wasn’t pining for, or agonising about, or impatiently anticipating, a meeting with a loved one – usually male but, while at school, also female and, on one occasion, a dog. My first romantic attachment occurred when I was nine, while on vacation with my parents at a Swiss hotel, just after my year there at boarding school and before first coming to England. Also staying at the hotel was a Swedish family whose son, a dark-haired boy, was a year or two older than me. We became inseparable companions for two or three weeks. At the end of the holiday, of course, we had to separate and I was heartbroken.
         
 
         This is a commonplace childhood experience and I would probably have forgotten all about it; but it has stuck in my mind because it was the first time, as far as I remember, that my stern mother displayed an unexpected softer side. On the evening of the boy’s departure, when she came into my bedroom to say goodnight, she found me weeping into my pillow. She sat on my bed and stroked my hair, ‘Poor child, you will have many more such painful partings,’ my mother said; or words to that effect.
         
 
         My love affair with a dog took place a few months later. My mother and I were living in a rented one-bedroom flat in a quiet street in London’s West Hampstead during one of my first English school holidays. One morning, a sprightly fox terrier inexplicably appeared in the small front garden. There were no owners in sight, but the dog was by no means a stray. His name and address were embossed on an elegant dog collar: Caesar, from Frognal, a much more fashionable part of Hampstead – about half a mile away – than the one he now found himself in. (We were often to walk there together and always found his home, an imposing ultra-modern building, deserted; presumably his owners were at work.)
         
 
         The arrival of this intelligent dog was a godsend, since at that time I had not yet made any English friends. Caesar soon followed me out of the gate and trotted along beside me all the way to Hampstead Heath and all the way back again. On our return I gave him some water and from that day we spent all our waking hours together. He would turn up at the front door every morning at 6am, and he would leave again at bedtime. I can’t now remember what we did exactly – run around playing with sticks and balls, I suppose. When my mother wanted me to accompany her on a shopping trip, or on any other outing, I would throw a hysterical fit and sulk until we got back home and I was reunited with my canine soulmate, who would be faithfully waiting near the front door. Caesar very rarely entered our flat. My mother was no animal lover and, looking back now, I realise that she must have tolerated the situation because it kept me harmlessly and happily out of the way from dawn till dusk.
         
 
         My passion for Caesar fizzled out when I went back to school and I never saw him again, though I always looked around for him while walking in the streets of Hampstead. But ever since this episode, I have been convinced that the loyalty of dogs is not just directed at the person who provides their food (Caesar received his main meal at his own home, in the evenings) or at the person whom they regard – because of an inbred sense of social hierarchy – as the leader of their pack. Caesar, I’m sure, loved me for myself, as I did him.
 
         No rewards for effort
 
         Dartington Hall, which was one of the handful of experimental schools founded before the Second World War, took a very different view of how children should learn and how teachers should teach from that commonly held at the time. At Dartington, education was not about one person who knows more than another passing on that knowledge; rather, it was a process that allowed children to discover things for themselves, albeit with guidance from teachers. Pupils were not expected to memorise facts or learn anything by rote. They were encouraged to follow their own interests in their own way and at their own pace.
         
 
         These educational ideals were still regarded by most people as, at best, absurdly utopian or, at worst, hopelessly cranky. Later, in the 60s, many of them were adopted, with disastrous results, in state schools throughout England.
         
 
         We in the ‘Middle School’ were too young to understand this educational philosophy and, luckily, many of the teachers did not seem fully to believe in it. The maths teacher, for example, an elderly lady whose grey hair was tied back in an old-fashioned bun, made us memorise our multiplication tables with the aid of ‘Smarties tests’. We would be awarded prizes of these much-coveted little multi-coloured chocolates if we did well. This method worked brilliantly (particularly as sweets were still rationed in this post-war period) and I have remembered my times-tables ever since – but it didn’t exactly chime with the school’s anti-rote-learning or anti-competitive ethos.
         
 
         On the whole, classes were very informal – we called teachers by their first names or by nicknames – and we enjoyed a huge amount of freedom, and free time, compared with children in most schools. In other ways, too, we were extraordinarily privileged. Dartington was one of the very few schools, for example, where every child had his or her own bedroom. Uniforms were, of course, spurned. We wore casual ‘weekend’ clothes – jeans had not yet become a unisex uniform.
 
         It took about a year for my English to become fluent – I remember the surprise, at around this time, expressed by the father of a friend, on hearing that I wasn’t English – and my school life gradually began to look up. Luckily for me, there was a terrific craze for roller-skating a year or so after I arrived, and because I had learned ice-skating in Switzerland, I was a whizz at this ‘sport’. So my lowly status was considerably enhanced.
         
 
         Indeed it wasn’t long before I became one of the more disruptive members of my class. I remember, for instance, eagerly throwing myself into a cruel campaign to make life intolerable for the English teacher. We had somehow decided that this extremely pleasant young man – and excellent teacher – had bad breath. So we not only passed him notes during lessons complaining about his affliction, we also sent warnings about it to his girlfriend, who worked in another part of the school. I recall cutting out what was at the time a famous advertisement for Colgate toothpaste and sticking it to his desk. The ad showed a toothily smiling face, its mouth surrounded by a kind of sparkly halo; the accompanying slogan promised to endow users with the ‘Colgate ring of confidence’. We thought this hilarious. The hapless teacher, who went on to become one of the bosses of BBC Radio 3 music, later married the young woman, despite our best efforts.
         
 
         Most of my memories of this time involve out-of-class activities. I particularly recall sitting around for hours, convulsed in giggles, while an elder girl read aloud from a sex manual which she had managed to obtain. We (girls) also spent a lot of time practising ‘French kissing’, which we had witnessed in the cinema. We did this while walking around the school grounds.
 
         In those pre-television days, going to see a film was an intensely thrilling treat. The nearest cinema was to be found in the seaside town of Paignton where, about twice a term, one of the teachers would take us by bus to see the latest ‘U’ (universal, i.e. for all ages) certificate film. The programme would usually include two films, one of them a B movie. These shorter, low-budget productions – mostly crime stories – which were wonderfully free from ‘art-house’, or any other pretensions, were more lurid and therefore often more gripping than the main feature.
         
 
         Like all girls in their early teens, we hero-worshipped the stars of the day – Tony Curtis, Gary Cooper, Rock Hudson, Ava Gardner, Elizabeth Taylor. (Many years later, at a smart London party, I spent some time politely talking to a stocky middle-aged woman, all the while wondering how I could make my getaway and meet some of the more glamorous people in the room. It was only when another guest joined us that I discovered I’d been talking to Ava Gardner.)
 
         On free afternoons, we would often walk to the beautiful gardens adjoining the great medieval hall. There an open-air theatre had been created, surrounded by immaculately groomed hedges. At its edge stood a large stone statue of a reclining woman, known as Big Bottom Bertha. She had a tiny bullet head and huge hind quarters, and was unmistakeably the work of the sculptor Henry Moore. We would spend many hilarious hours climbing around on this curvaceous figure and re-enacting some of the love scenes we’d witnessed on screen. ‘Take me, I am yours’, ‘I crave your tender touch,’ we would wail. This activity took place exclusively among girls. Boys, as is well known, are much smaller and less developed in their early teens than girls. Indeed, I can’t say that a single boy made the slightest impression on me during these years.
         
 
         One of my more painful recollections of this period stemmed precisely from the fact that I was one of the tallest children in my year. The music teacher had conceived an ambitious plan: to stage an opera, with piano, rather than an orchestral, accompaniment – Verdi’s Il Trovatore. On the basis of my height, rather than my singing voice, she decided that I should be cast in the title role, that of Manrico, the troubadour. This was all very exciting, and when we started rehearsing things didn’t go too badly. It was obvious that my voice didn’t carry very far and that the girls playing the other main parts – Manrico’s old mother and his young inamorata – were much better singers as well as much better actors than I was. But my efforts were passable.
         
 
         Not so on the big night. During the actual performance (which many parents, though thankfully not mine, had travelled to Devon to attend), I failed to reach a single high note in any of my songs; and, much worse, in the scene where Manrico is off-stage, heard but not seen – he is incarcerated in a nearby prison, singing his heart out – the audience, so I was later told, could hear nothing at all.
         
 
         After the show, various teachers came backstage to congratulate the cast. They all, rightly, lavished praise on my co-protagonists. To me they tactfully said nothing. Except for one teacher who, attempting to be kind, remarked, ‘You looked very nice, Miriam.’ I knew, of course, that this meant ‘You were hopeless.’
 
         Because the school was part of a large, ‘utopian’ community (there was, for example, a music school for adults at the actual hall), it attracted many artistic people and was renowned for its teaching of arts and crafts. We had a wide range of opportunities: we could learn all kinds of musical instruments; we could paint in many mediums in a well-equipped art room; we could be taught how to make clay pots and figurines by a professional potter in a studio complete with potter’s wheel and kiln.
         
 
         I embarked on several artistic activities with great enthusiasm – but I never advanced very far. As soon as I reached the stage when a bit more effort and concentration were required, I quickly lost heart. For example, I made great strides at the piano, learning quite intricate pieces off by heart; but when it became impossible to make further progress without learning to sight-read, I soon stopped going to lessons. The same happened with my attempts at pottery. At first I produced some quaint vases and ashtrays. Then, when I began to realise that making proper pots, just like becoming a proficient piano player, required a great deal of practice, I gave up on this challenging activity altogether.
         
 
         I don’t blame myself for these failures. I blame the school, with its misconceived notion that young pupils should be given lots of choices and should never be pressurised into doing anything unless they felt like it. Only the rarest of children, given the options of practising scales or playing with their friends, will choose to practise. At Dartington, there were no rewards for effort in any subject, artistic or otherwise; nor were there penalties for idleness. As a result, at this stage of our education, we learned very little.
 
         What a waste of our potential. It is during these early years that children have better memories than they will ever have again – for absorbing basic historical facts and dates, for example, or for learning poems by heart. And it is at this stage that habits of concentration and application are instilled. People argue that you can always catch up later and that ‘happiness’ is more important in childhood than knowledge. This seems nonsense to me. Children are eager for information and enjoy knowing things by heart – indeed, knowledge is one of the more reliable routes to happiness. But it can’t be acquired in the ‘do-it-yourself’ atmosphere which pertained at Dartington. I can’t speak for others, but at the age of thirteen, when we moved to the Senior School, my ‘memory bank’ was pretty much empty.
         
 
         These thoughts did not, of course, occur to me at the time, though they certainly did in my later teens when I found that I had no basic framework into which to fit the new things that I was learning.
 
         A small, self-contained democratic republic
 
         The first thing I remember about my new life at the Senior School is a ping-pong game. The Senior School was located in a different, equally beautiful, part of the Dartington estate, surrounded by fields and woodlands. It was housed in a large, rectangular building that had been brilliantly designed to fulfil the requirements of a boarding school. At its centre there was a spacious rectangular courtyard – the hub of school life. This was flanked on two sides by our individual bedrooms (girls and boys were mixed together), while the other two sides were given over to classrooms and other communal spaces. Soon after our arrival, my friend Theodora (known as Theo) – who had performed so well in the role of the mother in Il Trovatore – and I were exploring our new environment when we chanced upon a room containing a ping-pong table. I had occasionally played ping-pong in hotels with my father, and Theo also knew how to play, so we started a game.
         
 
         Just as we were getting going and finding that we could manage quite long rallies, a group of older boys – they must have been sixteen or seventeen – rowdily burst into the room, in the hope of having a game themselves. We were aghast. In their eyes we must have been total pipsqueaks – the lowliest form of school life. Looking back, I’m surprised we didn’t immediately throw down our bats and flee. However, we carried on with our game, and soon the boys started excitedly taking sides, some of them backing Theo, others egging me on. Not that they knew our names; they differentiated between us by our height – I was the slightly taller one. It turned into an unexpectedly exhilarating and long-drawn-out contest, with much cheering and clapping.
 
         This table tennis incident, absurd though it may seem, felt like a turning point in my school life. Before it, I had always thought of myself as a shadowy bit-player, a tolerated hanger-on. Post-ping-pong, I suddenly moved much nearer to centre stage. I don’t think Theo experienced the event in the same way; she was already a much more self-confident person, less shy, and probably less vain. In any event, my morale, as well as my standing, received a great boost. A year or so later, one of these bigwig ping-pong spectators started paying court to me. He became my first boyfriend.
         
 
         Pupils at the Senior School were treated, as far as possible, like adults – adults inhabiting a small, self-contained democratic republic. There weren’t many rules, but those that existed were mostly made at a weekly meeting, a kind of mini-parliament, known as ‘Moot’. Everyone could attend and anyone could contribute. Like everything at the school, Moot meetings were informal, with most attendees sitting – often sprawling – on the floor, while various motions were discussed and debated. When all the arguments had been put, a vote would be taken. The rules arrived at in this way were on the whole sensible and public-spirited – establishing fairly early bedtimes for example, or requiring that everyone do their share of unpleasant chores. Much later, in our A-level days, a friend (Hilary Dickinson) and I wrote a satirical poem about Moot for the school magazine. Its opening lines were:
         
 
         
            
               Thursday after lunch and the room is full, 
               
 
               How eager they all are to govern their school. 
               

            

         
 
         Its theme was a motion put forward by some girls who wanted to change the rules about how to obtain second helpings of food:
 
         
         
 
         
            
               The girls to queue are much too shy 
               
 
               In case they catch their boyfriend’s eye 
               

            

         
 
         Whether this was a real-life motion or whether we’d invented it, I now can’t recall.
 
         Moot meetings were presided over with great incisiveness by our distinguished headmaster W.B. Curry (known as Curry), an acknowledged authority on progressive education, a pacifist and the author of several highly praised books, among them Education for Sanity. Curry, who was headmaster from 1931 to 1957 – throughout my time at the school – was a short, round, bald man with, it seemed to me, a startlingly wizened face. Later, I discovered to my astonishment that he was a non-stop, and often successful, womaniser.
         
 
         I attended Moot meetings regularly, especially in my later teens, but as far as I remember I never uttered a single word at any of them. This was not because I had nothing to say; it was because I was paralysed by shyness, and fear. Whenever I wanted to make a point, my heart would start pounding while I waited for the right moment; then, when the moment came, I simply didn’t dare open my mouth. This terror of public speaking has afflicted me throughout my life. How is it that some people, my friend Theo, for example, can speak in public in exactly the same normal way as they speak in private, while I – an opinionated and assertive person in private – am frozen with fright in public? There are, no doubt, various psychological explanations. But I think that this condition, from which quite a number of people, mainly women, seem to suffer, could have been cured if we had been made to practise public speaking in the course of school lessons or debating societies.
         
 
         Making people do things, however, went against all of Dartington’s educational principles. The school’s policy was to trust its pupils to adopt a sensible and conscientious attitude to their studies, as well as to their extra-curricular activities. We were expected and encouraged by the teachers to go to lessons and to participate in school sports, but there were no punishments or sanctions if we didn’t. Similarly we were counted on to abstain from anti-social behaviour. Most children, if trusted to behave responsibly, will repay this trust. We did go to lessons, we did play school games, we did perform our share of tedious tasks, and we did behave with consideration to others. It was a social contract that worked.
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