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You can’t choose your family


I was conceived in a bath in Norfolk in September 1946. How can I know? Well, my mother told me. As she put it they were all rather exhausted after the war and there weren’t that many opportune occasions. I was born in the London Clinic on 24 June 1947 and my first journey in the world was in a London taxi. My mother had become bored waiting for my father to collect us, so she wrapped me in a blanket, went outside, hailed a taxi and took me home, leaving the luggage for my father to pick up later. The only really good advice my mother ever gave me was ‘If in doubt take a taxi,’ and I have followed it devotedly ever since.


I am very much the youngest of four: my eldest sister Heather is nineteen years older than me, my second sister June seventeen years older and my brother Anthony was thirteen years older so I had all the disadvantages of an only child and none of the advantages. My father was fifty when I was born and my mother thirty-nine so really I was a nasty shock to everyone, although as my mother kindly put it, ‘I truly did need someone else to hand things round at cocktail parties, darling’!


My father Arthur Dickson Wright was a very famous and brilliant surgeon, a rebel in an establishment world who turned down repeated offers of a knighthood because, as he put it, he had worked very hard to become Mr and any industrialist could buy an honour. The relevance to those of you who haven’t grasped it is that in the medical world only surgeons are strictly referred to in etiquette as Mr.


My mother was Australian and an heiress, which I rather expect is why my father married her, and a woman of extraordinary charm and elegance, but more of them later.


All of us are an accumulation of the traits, genetic tendencies, geographicals and peculiarities of our forebears. These are the ingredients that we and the adventures and misfortunes of our lives process into the finished dish that becomes ourselves. Looking at the contents of my personal larder I find a curious selection. Originally my father’s family came from Richmond in Yorkshire, a county in which I have always felt very much at home. I knew this because in the hall at home hung a portrait of a powerful-looking man in a ruff, the label reading Sir Edmund Wright, 1646. My sister June and I tracked him down to a large house in Middlesex called Swakeleys, now owned by the Post Office, and discovered that he had been Lord Mayor. We also discovered what was probably the start of the alcoholic gene on this side of the family. Lady Wright’s little black page-boy complained once too often of the cold and she, while flown with wine, put him in the bread oven to warm him up; sadly the oven had not cooled down sufficiently and the page-boy died. As this was before the abolition of slavery it was not of course any sort of crime. Sir Edmund was a member of the Muscovy Company and the Richmond Merchant Adventurers. I can just see him sitting in his counting house swearing, ‘Eee, those boogers in London aren’t looking after my money proper. I’d best go down south and sort them out.’ He was a dedicated Cromwellian, married his daughter to the Regicide Sir James Harrington and sent his son with Cromwell. The son, Captain James Wright, was thrown out of Cromwell’s New Model Army for drunkenness but was taken back for the Irish Campaign and decided to stay over there. James built a house on the outskirts of Drogheda, a town still bleeding from the terrible massacre when Cromwell, having offered the citizens of the town their lives in exchange for surrender, then chopped off their hands and feet and left them to die. With consummate tact he named the house Golgotha (the place of the skull). Some years ago when speaking at the Yorkshire Guild of Butchers’ Shrove Tuesday Feast I met the Warden of the Richmond Warden Adventurers Company and mentioned Sir Edmund. He knew all about him and added, ‘Those are the Wrights that financed Guy Fawkes, the family of Jack and James Wright who died with him.’ I remembered this some years later as I stood in Parliament Square in the rain cooking breakfast for 600 hunting women on a charcoal barbecue.


My father’s parents, along with other Irish ascendancy gentry, became caught up in the Plymouth Brethren movement and moved to Scotland because, as they declared, they wouldn’t walk on the same side of the road as a Catholic nun or priest. As they lived in Dublin then this must have entailed walking in the tramlines most of the time. The Brethren were a nonconformist sect which grew up in the nineteenth century and spread to Ireland around the 1870s. They are virulently opposed to all the bells and smells of the Catholic and High Anglican Churches, and do not go out or engage in any activity on the Sabbath other than reading the Bible. They practise adult baptism and believe that only Brethren hold an entrance ticket to heaven, although not all of them will get there as the places are limited. My grandparents moved to Helensburgh and my grandfather, who was a doctor (my family has a long tradition of younger sons going into medicine), ran a practice there and another in Govan which he hoped would enable him to convert the slum dwellers to the Brethren, a task in which I believe he failed dismally. I suspect my grandfather, who I never knew, had a well-hidden but deeply frivolous streak as he often ran off to sea to act as a locum ship’s doctor, a trait that deeply irritated my grandmother. She would retaliate by burning his book collection or even the early shares in Shell that she discovered. Nevertheless they still found time to have nine children: all the boys went into some form of medicine and all the girls married doctors except for my Aunty Holly who, shock horror, ran off with a Belgian publican and produced a son who was the most brilliant medic of that generation of our family.


My grandmother, known generally as ‘Muddy’, was an indomitable woman who once sacked a maid without a reference for picking a pear off a tree in her garden. She ruled her children with a rod of iron, sending my father to Larimer School despite the fact that he had won scholarships to Eton and Westminster because she thought the education the best in the country. My Uncle Douglas, a brilliant athlete, won the Yule Tennis Cup (the schools cup played at Wimbledon) with a battered old racquet. My grandmother was seated in the stands next to the father of his opponent who declared, ‘If I had a son who played tennis like that I would see he had the finest racquet money could buy,’ to which my grandmother replied, ‘If you had a son who played like that you wouldn’t have to.’ The children were sent to do their homework in an unheated attic seated on really uncomfortable forms and woe betide any of them who didn’t reach her standards of perfection.


My grandfather damaged his lungs with dust during the First World War when he went into a house hit by a bomb from a Zeppelin to treat trapped victims (a feat for which he was decorated). My grandmother sent him to Cromer to recuperate as that was such a bracing place; in February it was found to be a little too bracing and he died of pneumonia. Subsequently my grandmother moved to London to be near her children. Freed from such tethers of respectability she took to a tent in her own drawing room. This was not a defence against a leaking Irish roof but rather a nostalgia for safaris she had never taken. It was the type of tent one sees on the Camp coffee bottle label. The gardener was instructed to hammer the spikes into the parquet floor. In there she would sleep soundly on her camp bed or take her exquisite meals (no rough camping fare for her) at a collapsible table seated on her canvas chair, the food served in billycans or mess tins. The Anglo-Irish are noted for their eccentricities and I believe we are related to the lady who lived in a railway carriage in her drawing room in Ireland so everything’s relative, but what made this all the more extraordinary is that my grandmother lived in a large house by the bridge in Little Venice (subsequently bought by Joan Collins). When Muddy went to stay with her children the grandchildren were mystified because she would arrive with only a small shoe bag; when she came down for tea they would rush upstairs and the cupboard in her room would be full of clothes. The truth was she used to wear everything one on top of the other to save luggage. As I find myself in middle age loving camping (something I never did as a child) and hating luggage with a passion I begin to worry for the future and so, I suspect, do my friends.


Muddy played the piano badly and sang worse, though she didn’t recognise this fact and was delighted to find, on moving to Little Venice, that when she played with the French windows open there would be a queue of people whose heads she could just see over the garden wall; in her mind they were standing there listening to the music. It was a brave family member who told her there was a bus stop over the wall! My father, in a foreword to a celebrity cookery book compiled for the Imperial Cancer Research Fund, describes a scene where all the children are clustering round the kitchen table as my grandmother mashes baked potatoes with butter and milk then returns the mixture to the skins and breaks an egg into each to cook in the heat. It is a touching picture but I suspect untrue and more a product of wishful thinking as I don’t believe my grandmother cooked. My grandparents numbered among their friends Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and apparently my grandfather used to prescribe his cocaine for him. Conan Doyle was a spiritualist and came to an agreement with my grandmother that whoever went first would come back and tell the other all about it, but my grandmother complained years after his death that she was still waiting.


My father survived the whole of the First World War first as a gunner and then, tired of the mud, he went into the Royal Flying Corps as a navigator and subsequently as a pilot. I always wondered why he had so few male friends of his own generation but most of them had died. He went to war with the poems of Robert Burns in his pocket and apparently could lose himself in a book under the most frightful barrage conditions. The letters he sent home were largely involved with food, praise for a fruit cake or a request for some more tea from Fortnum’s. It was a generation that didn’t talk about the horrors it had seen and my father was no exception. The only thing he ever told me about the war was that when flying Sopwith aeroplanes, which were lubricated with castor oil, it wasn’t just bombs you wanted to drop on the Germans because the laxative effects from the oil blowing back in your face were quite forceful. As souvenirs he kept the remains of a propeller from a plane he had pranged which was about the thickness of my arm and a gauntlet that had had the thumb shot away; happily my father had withdrawn his thumb in an effort to warm it. When I was young I spent a lot of time reading books like All Quiet on the Western Front, and Her Privates We or Memoirs of a Fox-hunting Man to try to understand how people including my father could have lived in such dreadful conditions but to no avail and when I asked him how they coped he would reply that they just did.


He was, however, fascinated by all things medical as he had decided to follow the family tradition and study medicine and would talk about the use of maggots by County Regiments to avert gangrene. Apparently if you place maggots on a wound that is turning bad they will eat away the diseased flesh and drop off when they have cleared it and so of course gangrene is averted. He was also present and assisted at the famous case when a surgeon removed an appendix that was about to rupture; this happened under fire in the front line amid all the mud, rats and corpses, their only instruments a pocket knife and a soup spoon, but the operation was a success and the man lived. They do say that most surgical techniques come from wartime conditions and I suspect these experiences were what made my father always more open-minded on solutions than his contemporaries.


When he returned home to the house in Little Venice the rod of iron hadn’t diminished. For instance if my father came downstairs wearing morning dress to go racing he would have to lie to Muddy that he was going to a funeral or she would have forbidden him to go. After the war my father went to St Mary’s Paddington to study medicine. Although all admitted he was brilliant, when he qualified he failed to obtain a registrarship at St Mary’s, which went to the Rhodes scholar Arthur Porritt. Porritt was an athlete and a great friend of the hurdler the Marquess of Burghley, whose influence was generally acknowledged as the reason for the appointment. A rivalry was created which was to rankle with my father all his life. My father sought advice from his uncle Sir Almroth Wright, who was to become with his junior Alexander Fleming the Wright in the Wright-Fleming Institute of Virology at St Mary’s. Uncle Almroth, later known as the Plato of Praed Street, was really rather a dreadful man. He was an arch anti-feminist and wrote articles in The Times abjuring equal rights for women on the basis that they had inferior brains to men; he was unsurprisingly frequently picketed by suffragettes. He did however discover the cures for both yellow and blackwater fevers, thus allowing large tracts of the world to become habitable and releasing New Orleans from centuries of misery. He was regarded as a great wit. I think his best quote was: ‘A lady is a woman who does not object to being referred to as a woman.’ Think about it. Almroth had a phenomenal memory and was able to recite the whole of Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, and told the story of how during the Second World War he had gone into a bomb shelter in the East End of London and in order to regale and calm the nervous crowd he had recited Milton to them with, as always, his eyes tight shut. So carried away was he by his recitation, he told my siblings, that he must have failed to hear the all-clear for when he opened his eyes the shelter was empty. We all felt the cockney crowd must have preferred the German bombs to Milton. In any event, Almroth told my father to go east and study tropical diseases and so my father took a registrarship at the Tan-tok-sing Hospital in Singapore, without which decision I should not be here. So you will observe on my father’s side some very odd ingredients and nothing but dysfunctionalism for 400 years.


So, what of my mother’s side? I know much less about their history. My mother’s grandfather on her mother’s side, Henry Richard Gordon, was an Aberdonian and an engineer. He had married a woman from Schleswig-Holstein, at that time still part of Denmark, when he was working on the Kiel Canal and had three children, Mildred (Millie), Elsie (my grandmother) and a boy, also Henry Richard. He set out for Australia when my grandmother was thirteen, taking the family with him, to work on some project in Victoria. My great-grandmother bolted with a sutler named Sutton who I believe she met on the boat out and is buried up country in Malaya and so Henry was left with three children under fifteen to raise in a strange land. They were a close-knit family and coped well with the difficulties of life.


My mother’s father came of Cornish stock, tin miners and sea-captains, who ended up in Australia following tin and copper seams. My grandfather Tom Bath was, I believe, a superb horseman who recreated the Australian bushwhacker Ned Kelly’s famous leap when, while escaping from pursuing law officers in the Blue Mountains, he had leapt a huge gorge and had to turn his horse in mid-air to land safely. Tom went to the Boer War with the Queensland Mounted Light Infantry. I always thought the family had got the name wrong until having a drink in the Artists Rifles’ Mess in Chelsea Barracks one day I saw their badge on the wall. My grandfather was a mining engineer who spoke ten dialects of Chinese learned for the most part through what he referred to as a sleeping dictionary, in other words a Chinese mistress. He became an explorer for the tin mining companies and would sit down to dinner in the jungle in white tie and tails on his own. He was a ferocious drinker and a gambler; on one occasion he bet his employees’ wages on his horse and when it was pipped at the post challenged the rival owner to a repeat race for double or quits which fortunately he won.


How my grandmother Elsie Gordon met Tom I don’t know but I expect it was through engineering circles. He was a handsome man and as I have said a fine horseman as was my grandmother. Most of the pictures one sees of Elsie are taken of her in riding dress, usually surrounded by dogs and often minus the skirt of her side-saddle habit. She used to pig-stick side-saddle, a frightening thought as I assume you would have to lean over and spear your pig on the far side where there was of course no stirrup. Elsie was only eighteen when she married Tom and he was thirty-two. They went up country in Malaya and she would tell hair-raising stories of jungle bungalows with tigers roaring outside. One such was when my grandfather, who was six foot four, was thrown from his horse when it was spooked by a tiger and knocked unconscious. My grandmother had to dismount and haul him over his saddle, remount and lead him away with the tiger roaring in the undergrowth.


My grandfather bred ducks and once when he returned early from up country my grandmother instructed the cook to kill one and serve it up for dinner. Tom, replete and rather drunk, went out on the veranda after dinner and spotted that one of his ducks was missing. In a fury he grabbed his gun and threatened to shoot Elsie. She, with great presence of mind, remarked that he was so drunk he couldn’t even hit a duck let alone her. In a rage, Tom killed all the ducks and then collapsed in fits of laughter, and my grandmother survived. Tom died at thirty-eight when alcohol did for his one kidney; he had lost the other playing Aussie rules football for Queensland as a young man. Knowing he was dying and not wanting to leave Elsie behind, he chased her down the hospital corridor with a revolver but fortunately the sarong he was wearing slipped and he fell over and so my grandmother escaped. He died leaving her a widow of only twenty-four with two young children, my uncle Vivien Cullinan (so called because Tom had struck up a friendship with one of the South African diamond family during the Boer War) and Molly, my mother, who was christened Aileen but whose only legacy from her father was that he called her his little Molly, a name she carried to her grave.


So there was my grandmother in Singapore with two children aged six and two, with very little money and a bit of ore-bearing land up country. She was the only one of my grandparents I knew and she was a formidable and resourceful woman until her death in her early eighties. She was a great believer that God would provide so she gave the children a great Christmas and on Boxing Day went to a party she had been invited to. A woman called May Campbell had brought a newcomer to the party, a short dark Sephardic Jew with the splendid name of Ezeckiel Manasseh and when he saw my grandmother he fell head over heels in love. He called on Elsie and offered to handle her business affairs, which really only amounted to the ore-bearing land up country. Eze was spectacularly rich and the scion of an old, respected and wealthy Jewish family from Calcutta. It was said of them that they had a better lawn than Government House. Eze had been sent out east to handle that side of the family affairs. After several visits to my grandmother Eze declared his love and proposed. My grandmother told him she couldn’t possibly marry him because he was a Jew and she was a Catholic but rather bizarrely for 1911 agreed to live with him. This was, I suspect, bad news for May Campbell but she compromised by marrying my great-uncle Henry!


Uncle Eze built a house for him and Elsie called Eden Hall, which today is the Residency for the British High Commission in Singapore. It had an upper and a lower riding ring, spacious stables where each horse had its own sice, as grooms were called, and about sixty servants. He also built the synagogue. So rich and influential was he that the couple were invited everywhere even in the ultra-Victorian atmosphere of pre-war Singapore. Perhaps it was not so for the children. Nannies are a conventional breed and my mother vaguely remembered children being hustled away from her when she was playing in the Botanical Gardens. In any event my grandmother decided to send Vivien aged eight and my mother aged four and a half to boarding school in Australia. Elsie eventually married Eze and they lived very happily together until 1942 when she got out on the last boat before the Japanese invasion and he died in Changi prisoner-of-war camp, leaving his entire estate to Elsie. Eze spent the last months buying up properties from departing residents and realising he had to hide the deeds he put them in a meat safe at his offices, placed a board with a leg of lamb on top and left the door open. When the Japanese arrived they broke into the safes but turned away from the maggot-infested joint and the deeds were still there in 1945. I have always loved that story.


My mother’s arrival at the Loreto Convent Ballarat in South Australia was a horrifying experience and one that changed her life for ever. My grandmother left the small child, promising to return later. Molly stood by the window all afternoon waiting for her mother, of whom there was no sign; my grandmother obviously couldn’t face the scene that was bound to ensue. It began to grow dark but none of the nuns could lure her away for tea. Finally an old nun called Mother Aethelraeda came and sat in the room saying nothing; like all children my mother became curious and when she looked at the nun she was asked how old she was. Tearfully she replied, ‘Four and a half.’ The nun asked her if she knew who Jesus was and she nodded. ‘Do you know how old Jesus is?’ said the nun. My mother replied, ‘Awfully old.’ ‘No,’ said the nun. ‘He’s four and a half too and when you’re five he’ll be five and so on all your life; you will find that everyone will let you down sometimes but he’ll always be your friend. So why don’t you take his hand and you’ll both come and have some tea.’ So my mother went to tea and from that moment on she had her new friend who was with her all her life. She was surprisingly unreligious but all her life she had what the Bible describes as the ‘faith of a child’.


During my mother’s time at Loreto her brother would walk over and see her at weekends bringing a bag of oranges. Possibly it was the war that prevented my grandmother visiting much but my mother stayed at that school for the next six years. She remembered Marshal Foch coming to the school and that she presented him with a bunch of flowers because she was the youngest girl in the school, and she learned to play backgammon from an Irish nun but not much else so presumably she was quite happy.


In 1919 Molly and Vivien were transferred to school in England, a quite usual event in those times. Vivien went to Beaumont and Molly to St Mary’s Ascot. Like all colonial children home was too far away to visit in the holidays, and there were no relatives in Britain for them to stay with so they stayed at school. Vivien was allowed to go and stay with friends. When Reverend Mother wrote to my grandmother asking for permission for Molly to do the same my grandmother wrote back that she would only give such permission if the convent could completely guarantee my mother’s safety. Reverend Mother blinked and my mother spent all her holidays at school except when Elsie and Eze came over to visit, probably once every two years. It always amazes me that my mother didn’t become institutionalised, and that believing firmly in God as her friend she never wanted to stay in the only world she really knew and become a nun. It is a great credit to the convents that raised her that she coped with the difficult life that was to follow far better than many from conventional homes did in similar circumstances. She also made good friends who stayed with her throughout her life. I shall name them now so that you will know them later in this narrative: Doris, known as Goldfish, whose parents lived in Chile; Antonia from Estremadura in Spain; and Bertja from Holland, who became my godmother.


In 1924 Molly was sixteen and my grandmother took her home to Singapore. There followed the only three years of home life my mother was to know, back at Eden Hall with its servants, its horses and dogs. My grandmother was very keen on her dogs, and at one time she had twelve salukis. My mother described how the postman once lost his nerve and turned and ran down the drive with the salukis bouncing after him and my grandmother shouting at him to stand still. The dogs grabbed the edge of his sarong, which came unwrapped revealing all to watching eyes and it needed a lot of Singapore dollars and consoling of hurt pride to persuade him ever to deliver the post again.


It was possibly the happiest time of my mother’s life: she adored Uncle Eze, put her mother on an unwonted and probably unwanted pedestal, enjoyed the parties, the trips in the electric canoe on the property at Changi, the sea bathing at the Singapore swimming club, with the frisson of danger of shark and barracuda attack. There was an old Malay fisherman who had had his head seized in a shark’s mouth and by dint of gouging its eye out had escaped. He had the marks of a complete set of shark’s teeth round his head and for a Singapore dollar would take his hat off and frighten the young. Molly was good-looking, athletic, an excellent horsewoman with good prospects and she blossomed. But then into Eden came a snake, you might say.


My father was a hard-working young doctor, and Singapore gave him advantages he would not have had at home, but he had little money. He invented the operation of stripping out varicose veins while working on the rickshaw coolies, who were of course dreadfully afflicted with this condition. The bandage that he later developed for varicose veins with F.E. Smith of Smith and Nephew still bears his name. He was the first surgeon to remove a bullet from someone’s spine so deftly that the man walked again. On my Uncle Vivien’s twenty-first birthday Vivien lost control of his brand-new motorbike and drove into the gate pillar at Eden Hall. My father was sent up from the hospital to deal with it. My grandmother did not mix in expat society, preferring to socialise with the rich business community who included Jews, Chinese and Malays, and my father was certainly not part of their circle. My mother was impressed that my father picked up my six foot two uncle and carried him indoors but otherwise didn’t really notice him. My father fell in love, but I have always wondered with what: the glitter and luxury of Eden Hall or my seventeen-year-old mother? My father was eleven years older and a veteran of the war, a brilliant cerebral man, while my mother had a limited education and was not really interested in acquiring any more.


In any event my father courted her, and persuaded Eze to let him stable a horse at Eden Hall. He didn’t actually own a horse but having started his army career as a horse gunner he could ride and so he bought one cheaply. Then he would arrive first thing to join my mother for an early morning ride and exercise his not inconsiderable charm on her, although she still didn’t much care for him. However one day her horse spooked at crossing a rickety bridge over a monsoon drain. There was no room to lead the horse so my father managed to mount and ride her back and my mother was impressed. My grandmother noticed this, and since my father was not what she wanted for Molly she made arrangements to accompany her back to England to be presented at court; out of sight was to be out of mind. But, not to be outdone, my father gave up his job at the hospital and arranged to escort a patient home on the same boat. By the time they reached Suez my mother was in love and my grandmother, knowing when she was beaten, agreed that they should be married in Paris.


They disembarked at Marseille and took the train to Paris. A raft of telegrams had been sent from the boat to invite friends to the wedding, but the main reason for the decision to be married in Paris was to disguise the fact that Muddy would not have come to the wedding even if they had married on her doorstep. My father had written to her that my mother was a Catholic and received a missive back which included the line: ‘I would rather she were a black naked heathen whore than a papist.’ My mother took great delight in framing this letter and hanging it in the downstairs loo at their first home. Molly may not have been overly religious but she was staunch, so if they were to marry it would be in a Catholic church with my father promising that the children were to be raised and educated as Catholics. My father agreed. They were married in the church of St Joseph in the 16th arrondissement on 2 February 1927. This is the day after the end of the shooting season and my Uncle Vivien, who hated my father whom he considered a fortune-hunter who didn’t love my mother, said it was the only gentlemanly thing that he had ever done.


Vivien had one last try at sabotage: on the eve of the wedding all the men went out on a stag night in Montmartre. Rupert, Eze’s youngest brother, lost his umbrella and convinced the barman had stolen it hauled him across the bar, shouting in execrable French, ‘Où est mon parapluie?’ A fight ensued and all of them, including my father, ended up in the local police nick. My Uncle Douglas, my father’s youngest brother who was in the navy, arrived from Scapa Flow at 3 a.m. to be greeted by my anxious grandmother who had smelled trouble. He was despatched to search and duly found the incarcerated party. After a substantial sum of money had changed hands they were sprung and at 10 a.m. the next morning my parents were married. As my father was unbaptised they were married off the high altar but not before my father had been pursued round the church by a deacon intoning, ‘Seulement un peu d’eau, monsieur,’ only a little water.


The couple eventually arrived in England and Molly was taken to meet Muddy. She was greeted with the challenge, ‘Your crowd believe in the power of the Virgin Mary. Give me one instance of this.’ My mother replied, ‘The marriage feast at Cana,’ and my grandmother, always a respecter of the quick reply, decided she might make a suitable wife for her favourite son. After the honeymoon the couple returned to Singapore but in early 1928 went back to England to further my father’s practice and in September 1928 my sister Heather was born. Molly and Dick had a mansion flat in Bickenhall Mansions on Baker Street. They hired a cook after my mother burned the sausages and mash and nearly the flat, and of course a nanny for Heather. My mother’s horse Star was sent over by boat for her to ride in Rotten Row, and my father put up his plaque in Wimpole Street and was reunited with St Mary’s Paddington. In 1930 my sister June was born, followed four years later to the day by my brother Anthony. The family was complete or so it seemed. They moved to a larger house in Elsworthy Road. My father’s career, aided by Uncle Eze’s rich connections, prospered. They were as happy as they were ever going to be.
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The deck I was dealt


In 1939 the war came. My mother refused to take the children to America and the family stayed in London. A bomb dropped in the garden but my mother remained resolute that she was not going to run away. The girls were boarding at St Mary’s Ascot and Anthony at Worth Abbey but during the holidays they remember my mother saying they would all send up a barrage of prayers. Anthony used to ride round on his bike after a raid to view the new bomb sites. Finally the house received a direct hit but fortunately everyone had gone to the cinema taking Louise the cook with them. They moved temporarily to a large cottage just outside Billingshurst. When my mother would go to collect my father from the station he told her to uncover the headlights so that she might distract a bomb from London by showing a light which would attract a bomber’s attention!


I don’t know when my father’s violent behaviour began but my sister June described how, towards the end of the war, one or other of the children would crawl along the parapet at 36 Circus Road to see if my father had killed my mother. He was also violent to the children, particularly Anthony, and on one occasion bashed my brother’s head against the garage wall so hard he caused a hairline fracture. My mother was forever telling people she had tripped over the Hoover when she appeared with a black eye or a fractured cheekbone, which she tried to cover with make-up. On more than one occasion she attempted to go to the lawyers about a divorce but the medical profession closed ranks and told her they would have her certified if she tried. With her family so many miles and a war away and most of them either killed or imprisoned by the Japanese she was isolated and alone with no one to turn to and her allowance from my grandmother unpaid because of the hostilities.


The war ended and a couple of years later I was born. I have given you all this background so that you can understand what a complicated family I was born into. If this seems like a long road to you I expect it did to everyone else too.


First there was the problem of naming me. Having had two girls and a boy my mother assumed I would be another boy and was all set to call me Thomas after her father. Thomasina was however voted down as was Verbena and even Nigella when my brother pointed out that the other name for that plant was ‘love in the mist’! Finally they blindfolded my mother and turned her loose in the library where she pulled out a copy of Richardson’s Clarissa. I am grateful for this as it stood dangerously near to the volumes of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and Thomas Paine’s Birth of a Nation. The mind boggles. Having chosen a first name I can only surmise that they got pissed to celebrate the fact, as I own to Clarissa Theresa (as in the Saint of Avila), Philomena (my mother’s favourite saint), Aileen (for my mother), Mary (as a Catholic child), Josephine Agnes (two rich relatives who did not remember me in their wills), Elsie Trilby (for my grandmother), Louise (for the cook) and Esmerelda for my father’s favourite pig as I was born in the Chinese year of that animal. I will give a bottle of champagne to anyone who successfully makes an anagram of my names.


How was I received? Well, my mother was delighted; here was proof that she and my father were still together. My father was quite pleased with the proof of virility my birth entailed. My sister Heather, I think, hated me on sight; a sweet little blonde baby who was of an age to have been her own daughter. My sister June raised her head from her books to smile and my brother was rather pleased not to be the youngest any more.


When I was three months old we all moved across the road into 39 Circus Road, St John’s Wood, the place that was to be my home for the next twenty-eight years. The house was built in 1809 for a Miss Sinderby, Lord Leconfield’s mistress, and stood on two floors surrounded by three-quarters of an acre of garden and a wall. Nine bedrooms, three bathrooms, a library, a drawing room and a gallery which had been built on for cricketing lunches due to the proximity to Lord’s cricket ground, a dining room, four cellars for various purposes, a kitchen, a pantry, a large servants’ sitting room and, best of all, along the whole of one side wall ran a covered loggia with Spanish-style brick arches. A perfect place for parties, for a ping-pong table, a table to eat meals at in fine weather and for me a place to play outside when it rained. Apart from the family there was Louise the cook who had been with us since before the war, and a parlour maid named Betsy Bundrop because her hair was always coming unpinned. Betsy played the tambourine in the Salvation Army Band and swore like a trooper much to our amusement and her undying shame. Nurse Ancliffe, my nursery nurse, came from Eye in Suffolk and looked like a witch with long hairs growing from a mole on her chin. My mother tried to persuade her to pluck them but she said they fascinated her babies and refused. There was also Mr Jordan the gardener and my father’s chauffeur but they didn’t live in. All the servants doted on me and I lived in the nursery wing with little to trouble or vex me.


I have two memories from these early days, both of which were to affect my later life. The first concerns food. When I was about three and a half we went on a picnic to the RHS gardens at Wisley. I remember a couple of things from this day very clearly: one was peeling a hard-boiled egg so that the shell came off cleanly – a wonderful sensation and one I still enjoy today – and the other was a cold sausage, which became the benchmark for all sausages and I carried it in my head for forty-five years and no sausage was ever as good.


In 1996 at a Food Lovers’ Fair someone on a stall offered me a sausage. I took it and kept walking then screeched to a halt. ‘This is my sausage!’ I cried. They looked at me kindly and agreed they had just given it to me. I explained and they looked doubtful but when the company checked their books they found that at that date they had been supplying my mother. They are Musk’s of Newmarket and this was the breakfast sausage they had made for Edward VII’s breakfast and kept going at the request of the Queen Mother. Whether we had them because my grandmother had horses in training at Newmarket or on the recommendation of the QM I don’t know but I love them still and recommend them to you.


The second event I remember was learning to read. June and Anthony used to take turns to read to me when I was ill in bed and obviously got fed up with it. I must have been about four when they marched into my bedroom and declared they weren’t leaving until I had learned to read for myself. I remember the book, which was Brock the Badger’s Swimming Pool, and I also remember the words sliding into place and making sense and since that day reading has been one of the greatest pleasures of my life.


My father was very keen to develop my memory and concentration. Apparently when I was a little baby he would spend ten minutes every day making me focus on his finger or some other object. Once I was old enough he started teaching me poetry, which I would recite to him in the car when I went about with him. I can still recite ‘John Gilpin’, ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, the Horatius part of the Lays of Ancient Rome and various others; happily for my friends I don’t, no doubt deterred by stories of Uncle Almroth. When I was small my father was, I’m told, very fond of me. I was a pretty child and bright and merry. He would take me round the hospital to visit the staff and his patients; it was somewhat unnerving to be put into a room with a total stranger lying in bed, often with drips attached, and left to entertain them but I don’t remember minding. Sometimes they died but I didn’t really understand this as sooner or later they all left anyway. This hospital visiting came to an end when a splendid old lady called Mrs Richardson died and left me £100, a good sum then, in her will. She advised her solicitors to give the money to my mother for me, as she believed my father would fail to pass it on to me. She was spot on. As I grew older my father was always making me write thank you letters for gifts I never received because he would keep them and sell them in aid of Cancer Research. To this day I have an inability to write letters, especially of the bread and butter variety and I am sure it stems from this time.


I liked the hospital, because the nurses and patients all made a fuss of me and there was a swimming pool where I was sometimes taken. The other place my father used to take me to was the rugby. It was my father who turned St Mary’s into a rugby hospital with a keen team. I’m told that when interviewing a prospective student he would throw them a rugby ball. If the student dropped it his chances of admission were limited, if he caught it well and good, and if he drop-kicked it into the wastepaper basket he was in however dim he was. Lou Cannal, the England International, was the longest serving student at St Mary’s; it was suggested that he didn’t pass his finals till his rugby days were over. Five Internationals played for the team during my youth including Tommy Kemp and J.P.R. Williams. My father persuaded Lord Beaverbrook to buy the pitch for the hospital by exerting a little pressure. On the day my father was due to operate on him he went into Beaverbrook’s room with a shaking hand. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m in such a state. I don’t know where my boys will play next year.’ Beaverbrook said, ‘If I survive the operation I’ll buy you the land you want at Teddington.’ My father whipped out the document of sale. ‘Best you sign now,’ he said, ‘and if you survive you can pay for the grandstand.’ Beaverbrook thought this really funny and signed, survived and built the stand and clubhouse.


I loved the rugby, all the players were kind to me and I sold them raffle tickets. Other surgeons’ children came to the matches and we played together and tried to kick the heavy balls over the posts. As I got older I came to understand the game and I remain deeply passionate about it though I have never wanted to play it. It also inspired another of my passions, men’s legs. When you are four years old all you could see were legs and in my mind rugby players’ legs are the best!


In my early childhood mine was the life of a well-to-do privileged London child in the days when the map of the world was still coloured red and the sun never set on the British Empire. I went to children’s parties with people from similar backgrounds, and my nanny took me to Regent’s Park to feed the ducks. My father was a Fellow of the Zoological Society and on Sundays when the zoo was closed we were allowed to go on private visits behind the scenes. At one point we walked through the feeding corridor behind the cages and while I didn’t mind the great cats who reached through the bars and swiped their claws towards you, I dreaded Guy the gorilla who, with his huge black hands, seemed most likely to grab you. We also walked in Queen Mary’s Rose Garden and I can remember being addressed by this stately woman in a toque who asked me, ‘Do you like my Rose Garden, little girl?’ I thought how odd, if she were a Queen why wasn’t she wearing a crown and ermine like in my story books, but being polite I told her I did and she asked my name. Then she offered me a chocolate, to which I responded that my mummy wouldn’t let me take sweets from people I didn’t know. She found this very funny and retrieving the cardboard box from a lady-in-waiting gave it to me. I expect Nanny nicked it and sent it home as a holy relic. I thought Queen Mary was great, and often saw her after that; when she died I cried for several days. King George VI died too and I went to Paddington Station to see his coffin being loaded on the train, which took a long time and I remember I ate an awful lot of smoked salmon sandwiches.


My world began to change in 1953, as I suppose did the nation’s. My father took me to his club on Pall Mall to watch the coronation. I sat on the balcony in the drizzle and waved a chicken drumstick at the new Queen and cheered Queen Salote of Tonga, who alone of the procession had the roof of her carriage down. My mother was furious as we were supposed to have been at a party at home watching the new TV set but I am glad to have seen it for real. I started at primary school in Fitzjohn’s Avenue and made new friends. A boy called Christopher Woodhouse walked along the garden walls and came to play often. He proposed to me with a ring from a Christmas cracker, having announced to all and sundry that he was going to marry me. He was five to my four and a half.


My father, mother and I went to Singapore to visit my grandmother, and although I had been flying from the age of three months this is the first flight I remember. It took an awfully long time and we disembarked into charabancs at Karachi and were taken to a hotel where we showered and had breakfast while they disinfected the plane. I loved Singapore: the smell, the rains that swept a marble table off the patio, the monkey in the baobab tree in the garden which I was not allowed to feed. My mother, grandmother and I would pile into the car and go to the Chinese quarter where a man in a grubby vest would cook us noodles in a huge iron wok. A portion cost a Singapore dollar, very little money, and you got an egg with that and whatever he had to add to it – maybe shellfish or poultry; it was all deeply unhygienic but delicious. They wrapped it in a banana leaf for us to take home and it was still hot when we ate it. There was the wonderful taste too of Gula Malacca, tapioca cooked with coconut milk and palm sugar, and the rotten smell and creamy taste of durian fruit, lychees and rambutans. You will notice how many of my memories are centred on food. Delicious too were the chips and tomato ketchup we ate at elevenses after swimming at the Tanglin Club, where I yearned to dig a knife into the big traveller’s palm to see the water it contained spout out.


One incident has perhaps a particular relevance. While everyone had their afternoon nap my grandmother put me to work killing flies with a swat; I was paid a cent per fly and usually killed about fifty or so. On the dining room sideboard stood a decanter of bright green liquid which when I tried it had a delicious peppermint taste; it was of course crème de menthe and my first taste of alcohol. Every day I took just a little which made me feel happy and dreamy until one day I came back to discover Ah Poo, the cook, my friend, had been sacked for lying about taking the stuff. I owned up and he was reinstated; my grandmother rewarded me and my mother gave me a good spanking which was all very confusing.


We went on to Australia to see the stud farm that my grandfather had started in the Hunter Valley and which my Uncle Vivien had enlarged into a racing stud. I was sent briefly to the Loreto Convent at Ballarat where my mother had been. I know my mother had lost a lot of her relatives under the Japanese including her beloved stepfather and a lot more had suffered imprisonment, but I don’t remember my father being with us in Australia. It was quite a lengthy visit so I often wonder if my mother had intended to leave my father and was dissuaded. I shall never know.


The following year my parents and I went to Brazil by ship and harmony had obviously been restored. It was a Blue Star Line boat, partly cargo and partly passenger. I loved the sea and when going through a very rough Bay of Biscay demanded to be taken down to breakfast, so my rather green father dumped me in the dining room and fled. I was the only person in there and had my porridge and kippers, at which point even the waiters went slightly pale. One event on this trip stuck in my mind: there was a steward who in exchange for comics lured me to a bathroom and got me to wank him off. I found this fascinating, the growth of the penis, the velvet feel of it and the subsequent detumescence. I persuaded a little friend to come and share the experience and she told her mother who I heard created stink. My mother made no fuss to me so I suffered no trauma, the man was taken off the ship and my mother gently explained that some things were only for grown-ups. I was therefore unharmed by the experience and the fascination remains with me to this day. Years later when I was in treatment a counsellor had the screaming abdabs at this story, appalled at such child abuse. No doubt it was but my mother’s handling of it left me with no scars. Over the years I have met many people who suffered sexual abuse as children and one of the most consistent problems is the shame they feel, largely as a result of the reaction of discovering adults which makes the child think they were to blame in some way, so I have much cause to be grateful to my mother.


I loved Brazil, the brightness, the music, the humming birds, the Christ of the Andes, but when I returned to school and the nuns asked me what I liked most about Brazil I told them my best memory was of fejoiada, black beans with braised beef and rice. One day we went into the jungle to a snake serum farm. Ma and I were shown into a long wooden hut to wait for my father, who had arrived earlier, when suddenly I noticed a huge snake curled up at one end of the hut, quite uncaged. My mother and I tore out of the hut to be greeted by the staff in howls of laughter. It was a giant anaconda, which we were told couldn’t cross the wet teak boards of the floor – a useful tip to remember.


Home and the world changed again. My sister June married an American concert pianist, Byron Janis, and I was allowed off school to hear him play at the Brussels Exhibition. I think I preferred the Atomium, the famous giant replica of the atom that towered over the exhibition and which I thought was wonderful, and Knorr chicken noodle soup, the first time I ever tasted artificial flavouring. June went to live in America and I seldom saw much of her again. My sister Heather left home too and I moved into their room in the main house. I missed June a bit but Heather was no loss as I had always felt that she had hated me from birth and seemed to me never to have any time for me. I cannot explain this; maybe it was that I was the only other blonde child of us four and nineteen years younger so she was afraid I might usurp her place in my father’s affections, as she had been his favourite when the elder children were young. Or maybe she particularly resented the proof that my parents were still sexually active. Whatever the reason I can’t have caused it by any action of mine other than by being born. But Anthony, the next in age to me who had always spent time playing with me or taking me out in his old car and so was much beloved, had gone for a short service commission instead of National Service and was still around from time to time. I was a solitary child but not I think lonely. I had my books and my toys; the garden was my plaything, turning from jungle to wild weald to forest with whatever game I was playing. I would spend hours stalking the gardener in the shrubbery; he must have heard me but like all the servants he was my friend.


The first time I saw my father hit my mother I was six. I can still see it clearly: he was standing at the hall table after breakfast reading a piece of paper and my mother in her housecoat leant over his shoulder to see what it was. He drew back his elbow and backswiped her in the chest, then as she reeled away he turned and punched her for no apparent reason. A huge rush of anger welled up in me and I darted in and kicked him on the shins, shouting, ‘Pick on someone your own size, like me.’ He glared at me, snorted with laughter and stalked off to kick the dog. From that moment on violence entered my life and I knew that it was up to me to guard and protect my mother. I was not afraid but it was the start of the hatred I felt for my father and which was to burden me for much of my life. I did not know then that this occasion was only one of a long history of violence; as is always the way once you become aware of something you notice it thereafter. Living in the nursery wing I had been protected from the rows and beatings that were part of my family life. It is possible that my father’s alcoholism had now come to a point where he was unable to control himself even in front of a small child. Certainly from what I have heard, my father’s alcoholism seems to have escalated in the period immediately before the war, which would place my father in his early forties which is quite consistent with alcoholic progression, and following this incident in his mid-fifties his violence became increasingly worse. I never saw my father drink at home but on one occasion I was poking through cupboards at his consulting rooms and came across a great stash of bottles, far more than one would need for offering drinks around. My father saw me and pushed me away, slamming the cupboard shut and locking it. Obviously that was where he did his private drinking.


I had my friends: Dippy Parker who I used to go and stay with some weekends, whose mother had been in the Greek Resistance and had rescued her father by dressing him up as a soldier in the short tutu skirt, tights and shoes with pompoms of the Evzones. He had a tattoo on his arm of a tiger’s head; apparently George V had had one and a lot of smart young men had copied him, rather like a Princess Diana hairstyle, I suppose. The Marquess of Waterford had a tattoo of a hunt in full cry down his back with the fox’s brush disappearing down his bottom cleft! The Parkers lived in Brent Pelham in the Puckeridge country and I was allowed to go to the hunt on a borrowed pony. Captain Barclay was the Master and was always cheery to children. Another friend was Francesca D’abreu who lived in one of the Nash Terraces off Regent’s Park, where we were forbidden to slide down the hugely tall spiral staircases so of course we did. And there was Avril Stoneham, who had been one of my first friends at the age of four. Her grandfather was the man who had built Le Touquet and turned it into a 1920s society holiday venue, with a golf course and a casino to which the rich and sporting flocked. During the war his son Vincent had escaped to fight with the Free French and had met his wife Jean who had been somehow connected with the Resistance, which I found very romantic and heroic. Vincent was a patient of my father’s and we used to spend holidays with them in Le Touquet, where they ran a golf hotel. I loved our times there, where my father played golf with Vincent and Anthony or took us children to the beach in the boot of his R-type Bentley, while Heather and June would take my mother off shopping or to the casino, and we resembled a proper family. I remember Jacques Tati of Monsieur Hulot’s Holiday fame stayed there too, and my grandmother, who sometimes came with us, sleeping in the room he vacated, swore she found a flea.
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