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Born in Oxford, England in 1941 and educated at Newnham College, Cambridge, MIRIAM MARGOLYES is an award-winning veteran of the stage and screen, and an internationally acclaimed voice-artist. Winner of the BAFTA Best Supporting Actress award for The Age of Innocence, she received an OBE in 2002 for Services to Drama.
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Introduction


Suddenly I am eighty. How can that possibly be? Eighty is OLD! Eighty means maybe five, maybe ten years left. Where did my life go? There’s much I still want to do. What have I learnt? Have I done the best I could? Have I made a difference? Those are the questions that rush at me.


I am writing this book in an attempt to make sense of my life, to take stock. It’s been a full, if chaotic, eighty years. I was born in 1941 at the darkest moment of the war; my parents were convinced that Britain was about to lose. Despite this, the Holocaust and its horrors didn’t really impinge on my childhood; it’s only later I’ve come to realise how powerfully and inescapably that shadow has become part of my life.


Growing up in the post war period, with loving parents, I skipped from moment to moment. I’ve travelled through every continent bar Antarctica, I’ve slept with a curious variety of humans. I entered a precarious profession where a short, fat, Jewish girl with no neck dared to think she could stand on a stage and be successful. I’ve completed over five hundred jobs and relished every minute of them. But have I merely skimmed the surface? Why do I still feel so unsure about things? Might a certain level of uncertainty be a good thing? Complete confidence carries smugness alongside – and I do not want that. Smugness shows on stage; when you can see a performer admiring their delivery of a certain line, it kills the performance stone dead. It’s possible that my insecurity is the very quality that connects me to everyone else. I don’t hide my vulnerability. I don’t know how.


From the beginnings of my coherent existence, a common thread has been the ease with which I could connect with others. Latterly I’ve found the joy of using that gift to make documentaries and listen to others, rather than talking myself.


I’m quite sure you picked this book up hoping I’d make you laugh. That’s what I seem to have become best known for. I lack the filter others possess and out of my potty mouth pop filthy sexual anecdotes, verbal and physical flatulence on a grand scale. I swear, I fart, I draw attention to things best left unremarked – and it seems it’s made me popular. Please don’t think I’m unaware of my duty to both entertain and shock you, but I won’t allow my book to be just dirty talk. Let me tell you the truth about myself, too.


When asked, I said I had never made an attempt to write anything down before. This is not entirely true: when I was nine, in 1950, I wrote my autobiography in a large, blue book without lines. I wish I could find it, but in one of the many moves of my life, that youthful testament disappeared. Since then, I have simply lived my life to its fullest – until 2020 trapped me in Tuscany for eight months and I finally had the time to write it. With help from my loyal friends, many of whom have known me for most of that life, I’ve been piecing things together and teasing out memories from the deepest recesses of my mind. It’s been a fascinating process.


My partner of fifty-three years, Heather, finds such spilling out of all one’s deepest, most personal thoughts and fears, excruciating. She said: ‘Now, don’t let this book be like one of your Graham Norton interviews where all you do is talk smut – it’s got to be about things that matter, Miriam.’ Heather is a serious person.


Well, I can’t please everyone all the time. But I honour the Truth. And within these pages, you will only find Truth, or at least my Truth. There will be some smut inevitably, and it might be a bumpy ride, but I promise you the REAL Miriam Margolyes.










Daddy


Daddy was extremely handsome as a young man, despite being below average height. He had a high forehead, glossy black hair, a ravishing smile and a little moustache. He looked rather like Charlie Chaplin. He was a very fine doctor, well-mannered, with a profound sense of right and wrong, and a strong Glasgow accent he never lost. He was an observant Jew and he had no vices – a dram of whisky after the stars came out on Shabbos (Sabbath) was all he ever drank. He smoked the occasional cigar, never cigarettes. But he was a weak man. He was basically afraid: afraid of confrontation of any kind, afraid of being overlooked, and yet unable to push himself forward. Of course, he didn’t need to: my mother, Ruth, did all the pushing. I think she crushed him a little with her energy and ambition.


Genealogy is my passion: it’s being a detective in history. I have no family, no children, no husband, no parents, no brothers and sisters. Genealogy offers me the family I never had. I’m not a lonely person, but I need to investigate the past and find out about lost cousins. It’s how I discovered that Mummy’s fear of childbirth was based on fact, not just family lore. And when Daddy ended up with dementia he forgot everything from his past, and so it has always been very important for me to remember where he came from . . . Let me tell you about the Margolyes family.


Like many Scottish second-generation immigrant Jews, Daddy was born in 1899 in the great Glasgow slum, the Gorbals. He grew up in poverty in Govanhill, a short walk from the city centre on the south bank of the Clyde. The first born child of Philip Margolyes and Rebecca née Turiansky. I never met my paternal grandfather; he died in 1937, but I did get to know my grandmother, Rebecca, quite well, as she lived till 1959.


Grandpa Margolyes was born in 1874 in a small shtetl called Amdur (now Indura) in Belarus, which at that time was part of the Russian Empire. Anti-Jewish feeling started to gather and grow and by 1880 large numbers of poor Jews had made their way across Europe. Many European Jews arrived in Scotland as a stopping post on their way to America. They spoke no English, had no idea about Scotland and probably got out at the port of Leith in Edinburgh, thinking it was New York, the goldene medina they dreamed of reaching. The sea captains encouraged them to disembark so they could return more quickly for another boatload of immigrants. They ended up staying, settling mainly in Glasgow, and in particular in Govanhill and the Gorbals.


When my grandfather came to Scotland around 1887, his first job was as a peddler: a traditional Jewish trade, because it requires little capital. Grandpa Margolyes was an itinerant seller of the small gems and trinkets you might find in gift shops. We Jews call them chatchkes. He used to put his wares in a pack on his back and traipse around the lowlands of Scotland selling to the miners’ wives. He was a quiet, sweet man, liked by his customers who sensed his gentle integrity; they would save up and buy from him each time he came their way. Eventually, after many hard, precarious years plying his trade among the mining communities, he’d saved enough money to be able to buy a small premises in Glasgow in St Enoch Square, and he opened his own jewellery business. The shop was called James McMenamin: he bought it from a Scotsman and never changed the name. While the business did well, he was by no means a millionaire. I still have the well-made wooden coin box from his shop, with scooped holes for farthings, halfpennies, pennies, shillings and sixpences, from before the time cash registers were used, with their pinging drawers to hold the coins.


Philip and Rebecca married in 1897 when they were both twenty-three, and Daddy was born two years later in 1899, when they were living in a tiny, two-room tenement apartment in Allison Street, Govanhill. Then followed Daddy’s three siblings: two sisters, Doris (b.1901) and Evalyn, who was always known as Eva (b.1903), and a brother Jacob (Jack), the baby of the family (b.1906). As the family grew, they were sleeping six in a single, cramped room. My father told me he suffered from rickets as a child, a disease of malnutrition and lack of sunlight; he had bow legs as a result.


It was an orthodox Jewish upbringing. Philip and Rebecca were ‘frummers’FN1 – pious and observant people. Philip was in thrall to the seriousness of his nature. He was deeply earnest, the kind of man who would never have dreamed of being unfaithful – that would have been unthinkable. (It was my maternal grandfather who was the bounder and fucked about, but more on that later.) The Margolyeses kept all the most rigorous strictures of the ultra-Orthodox Jewish faith. It was a kosher home life – Shabbos began at sundown on a Friday evening and ended only on the appearance of three stars in the sky on the following night. During this time, no work, including no cooking nor reading of any text other than the Jewish scriptures was permitted, nor, later, when the family finally had electricity, could anyone so much as switch on a light.


Daddy told me that as a young man in Glasgow, one Friday night he arrived home and discovered that he’d left his front door key behind. He couldn’t press the electric doorbell, which would have infringed the Sabbath rule of not creating a spark, and so he had stood outside in the cold for half the night, and nearly caught his death with a very bad chill as a result. I hope he knocked on the door, but these were big houses and no one can have heard him, so he just stood there, shivering in the sub-zero Glasgow night. Of course, to me that is extraordinary, but that’s what he and his family were like.


He might have told me this story to try to explain the culture clash between his family and ours. It would be a source of profound sadness to him to know that I no longer believe in the Jewish faith, although so powerful are the traditions I was taught that I still fast on Yom Kippur, our Day of Atonement, observe the rules of Passover and keep the dietary laws. I have never eaten bacon, although I am told I would love it. I will live and die a Jew, with my culture intact but minus the religion that is at the heart of it.


Daddy’s parents spoke and read Hebrew, but they were not formally educated. They were poor but determined that their children would enjoy every benefit of a Scottish education. Daddy was especially bright; as a schoolboy, he won a scholarship to attend Hutchesons’ Grammar School in Govanhill. He did so well that he became ‘Dux of Hutchie’ (dux is Latin for ‘leader’) – a title given to the highest-ranking student in academic, arts or sporting achievement. He always intended to go to university; he was a serious little chap, as you can see from his photo.


By the time Daddy’s secondary education came to an end, Grandpa Margolyes’s jewellery shop was clearly successful, and the family had moved out of the tenement building on Allison Street to Aytoun Road, in the comparatively upmarket suburb of Pollokshields. The family were still tenants, not well enough off to own their own home, but clearly Grandpa’s determination to better the family’s prospects and hard work had paid off, and his business was thriving, if not booming. Some years later, Grandpa Margolyes did buy a wonderful house just a short walk further up Aytoun Road. They named it ‘Pearl House’ (Margolyes means ‘pearl’), and had the words engraved on the gate-posts. My grandparents lived out the rest of their lives and died at home in Pearl House. I went there for my holidays as a child and it’s always been one of my favourite places in the world.


As the eldest son, my father – Joseph – might comfortably have stepped into his father’s shoes at James McMenamin. Daddy, however, had never wanted to go into the family business; he wanted to become a doctor. He had always known that this was his vocation and in 1917, he took the entrance exam at Glasgow University. So it was my father’s younger brother, Uncle Jack, who went to work in the shop. Eventually, in 1937, when my grandfather died, Jack inherited the business and he did very well. In fact, Uncle Jack ended up dying an actual millionaire. 


One morning in 1917, when Daddy was eighteen, he received his call-up papers. It was three years since the beginning of the First World War, and not one of the young men the family knew who had gone off to fight had come back. My grandfather was all too aware that the life expectancy of young officers in the trenches was about six weeks. He was desperate to keep Joseph at home. He telephoned to make an appointment with the commander of the 4th Glasgow Battalion of the Highland Light Infantry, and went to see him that afternoon. 


Imagine this little man, a small Jew in his best suit, foreign-looking with a darkish complexion, knocking on the door of the commander’s office.


‘Come in.’


Philip entered and in front of him, behind a desk, sat a very upright, Scots officer, in full uniform.


The officer said, ‘Sit down. What can I do for you?’


My grandfather spoke haltingly, in broken English: ‘Firstly, I want to thank you very much for seeing me this afternoon. My son has received his papers to join your regiment and go to France. Sir, he is the thing I love most in the world, my firstborn, my beloved son.’ (It always makes me cry when I tell this story.) My grandfather continued, ‘I come here to ask for something. It is a very big thing. But I must ask. I want you to take my son’s name off the draft. We want him to grow up; he is a fine young man, the first member of our family to go to university, to Glasgow University. He has won a scholarship to study medicine, but if he goes to France that cannot be, because you know and I know that he will not survive. But I cannot just ask for something. I must also give.’ 


My grandfather paused, put his hand in his pocket, and when he took it out, there was a glistening diamond lying in the palm. ‘This is the most precious jewel in my warehouse. It is not completely flawless, but it is nearly flawless. And I beg that you should take this – please take this – please – in exchange for the life of my son.’


I tell this story in my one-woman stage performance, The Importance of Being Miriam, and when I reach this moment in the show I pause, and ask the audience, ‘What do you think happened?’ One night in Adelaide, I overheard two Scottish women talking after the show. One said to the other, ‘Did you hear what she said about the commander? That’s unthinkable! No Scottish officer would dare to take a bribe.’


But he did and my father’s name was taken off the draft. And if he hadn’t, I might never have existed. So Daddy survived and thrived and became a doctor.


In those days, to be a doctor (or a lawyer) was the acme of Jewish achievement. It was what every immigrant Jewish family wanted for their child. University was a tough experience for Daddy. Anatomy was a particular disaster for him and he had to take the exam twice.


Daddy graduated in 1926, and then he left Scotland because he wanted to experience life. His first job was as a ship’s surgeon, on the Paddy Henderson line, plying between Glasgow and Rangoon. He looked very dashing in the white merchant seaman’s uniform, but no one had explained all the rules of shipboard life. Once the ship gets into port, apparently it’s the captain’s job to issue the command: ‘Haul down the yellow flag!’ – meaning that the ship is free from disease. As ship’s surgeon, Daddy thought it was his job, so in a very loud voice, on the top deck, he shouted, ‘HAUL DOWN THE YELLOW FLAG!’ From the crew’s amusement and evident derision, he realised he’d made a gross error. He never forgot the shame he felt and was always severely shy in company, afraid to stand out in any way. That was part of his temperament and he could never understand my delight in being different. He wanted to blend into his surroundings. I never did.


He said Burma (now Myanmar) was enchanting and beautiful, and I think it was that trip that gave him the gentle attitude he always had towards Asian people. Once settled in Oxford, he became the doctor for all the Indian restaurants. His Indian patients particularly appreciated his care of them and we were greeted as honoured guests, we never had to pay; Daddy particularly appreciated that!


On his return to Scotland, Daddy decided to go to London as a locum at a local surgery in East Ham. He got a house in Plaistow and engaged a housekeeper, Miss Shrimpton, to cook and look after him – she stayed with my father and later joined the marital household, only leaving when the house was bombed and my parents left for Oxford. In London, Daddy hoped to settle down and lead the conventional life of a respected doctor.


He was never a sportsman and pointedly despised football and cricket, but a sports club was a place to meet respectable girls. Jews were not welcome at most sports clubs but in a huge place like London he discovered that there were Jewish ones to join instead. And so it was at a Jewish tennis club in south London that Joseph met my mother, and everything changed.






Mummy


Without a doubt, the most important person in my life was my mother. Perhaps she still is. She died in 1974 when I was thirty-three, but she has never left my side. She bound me to her, quite deliberately, with emotional hoops of steel.


Mummy was short and stout, with wavy grey-white hair, piercing blue eyes, a high forehead and a generous mouth. (She looked a lot like Gracie Fields, whom she admired greatly.) Her hands were expressive, with perfect nails and soft skin. Her wedding ring was white gold; she had several beautiful diamond rings, the one I loved best was a solitaire dazzler set in black onyx. She stood very straight and was always telling me to do the same – shoulders back, head erect, no slouching.


She was the most intelligent yet untutored woman that I ever met. In other circumstances, she could have been the head of a company or leading the government, but she came from a poor background, and she was always conscious of that. Like Charles Dickens, she had sprung from the lower-middle class. It’s an uncomfortable situation: hampered by poverty and strongly aspirational, she observed keenly the class distinctions which exist in England. She wanted to speak well and meet ‘the best people’. She was anxious always to separate herself from the ‘common’. The odd thing was that she was endlessly generous to anyone poorer than herself. But she was squeezed in the trap of ‘class’ – and feared being at the bottom of the social scale. She was a passionate and determined social climber. Her dictum: ‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know, that counts.’


My mother, Ruth Sandeman Walters, was born on 24 January 1905 in Walton Road, Kirkdale, Liverpool, where my grandfather Sigismund ‘Siggi’ Sandeman had a second-hand furniture business, although he put himself down on the census as an auctioneer.


Jews have lots of names: their birth name, their Yiddish name and, sometimes, the name they chose when they came to England and wanted to anglicise themselves. During the First World War, my grandfather changed the family name from Sandeman to Walters, in order to avoid anti-German feeling: this sentiment was so strong that even the British royal family discreetly shifted their name from Saxe-Coburg to Windsor.


Siggi’s parents, Simon and Hanna Sandmann (note the original spelling), came from a small town, Margonin, in the lake district of Western Poland. Grandpa Margolyes came from Amdur (now Indura) in Belarus. I visited there in 2006 while making a BBC Radio 4 documentary called Sentimental Journey with Arthur Smith, to see if any traces of my family remain. There are none. All the Jews were obliterated in 1941, when the Nazis arrived and the Final Solution was put into practice.


Grandpa Walters was born in Middlesbrough in 1867; in fact, he has the distinction of being the first Jew to be born there. In those days, Middlesbrough was in Yorkshire, and Siggi was very proud of being a Yorkshireman. He was one of eight siblings: Doris, Rose Rachel, Jacob, Elizabeth, Charles, Solomon and Augusta.


In April 1892, Siggi – a draper – married Flora Posner, the daughter of Jacob Posner, a furrier. Flora was a teacher at the famous Jews’ Free School in Bell Lane, Spitalfields, the Eton of the East End. Siggi and Flora had four children: Mummy’s older sister, Gusta (short for Augusta); Doris, second eldest; then my mother, Ruth; and a brother, Jacob, who died as a baby because the nurse dropped him out of the pram. Not intentionally, of course – it was an accident.


Shortly after Mummy was born, the family moved to south-east London where my grandfather was one of the founders and first president of the South East London synagogue in New Cross. The building still stands next to the old fire station, but it’s now a Mormon temple. He opened a furniture shop in Church Street, Camberwell, but I think he hoped for more. Much later on, Grandpa Walters went into property, quite successfully, and their last house in Underhill Road, Dulwich, is now worth two million. I wish we’d kept it! Flora and Gusta opened a smart dress and hat shop called Madame Flora in Rye Lane, Peckham. It was such a substantial premises that it was later sold to C & A Modes.


My family story illustrates the archetypal trajectory of a working-class Jewish immigrant family: first, a peddler, then in trade, then in the professions, and then, with me – the third-generation immigrant – in the Arts.


There was always, perhaps, the hint of a leaning towards performance, all the way through my mother’s side, because Grandpa not only fancied himself as an auctioneer, but was also an amateur magician of great skill. He had many books on magic and was always performing tricks. He would flourish an egg out of my ear, throw a pack of cards in the air and catch the one I’d named. Siggi was open, funny, handsome and disgracefully charming. He had the same manipulative charm that I’ve got. Apparently my great-grandfather also had it, and Mummy certainly did. I think there must have been a ‘charm gene’ in my maternal line. When you have it, you know you have it, and you must be very careful not to misuse it. My great-grandfather did misuse it, and most likely my grandfather did too, because everybody seemed to adore him uncritically. (My grandmother Flora did not, however. She was a little sour, perhaps because she knew her beloved Siggi had an eye for the ladies. My cousin Ethel told me he was a devil with the salesgirls in his wife’s shop, and ‘screwed everything that moved’.)


Last year I discovered beyond all reasonable doubt that Siggi had enjoyed an extramarital fling in 1918. This is how I found out: a man in Swindon, Derek Austin, wrote to me suggesting that we were pos-sibly first cousins: we had both shared our DNA on a genealogical website, and a match had shown up. At first, I was bewildered at this discovery of an unknown relative; I phoned and asked him if he was Jewish. He and his brother had talked and as far as they both knew, there was no Jewish blood in their family. We worked out that his grandmother had lived around the corner from my grandfather in south-east London. He had an affair with this woman, she had a child, and that child had grown up and got married and had two sons. So Derek and I are indeed half first cousins. 


I invited him, his wife, Ingrid, and daughter to visit me in London; we had a wonderful day together, bonding and sharing. I am sad to say Derek died shortly afterwards, but I’m still in contact with his family and intend to remain so.


Of course, my dear grandfather could never have imagined that his peccadillo would be discovered over a hundred years later, long after his death in London in 1945 at the age of seventy-eight. Genealogy makes those kinds of family secrets much harder to hide.


There are more colourful characters in my maternal family line. I was in the General Register Office looking for my grandfather’s father, Simon Sandeman, on the 1881 census (the first indexed census) and when I found him, next to the name were the letters ‘CONV’, for ‘convict’. It turned out that Simon had a shop in Leicester. In the local directory of 1878 he was listed as a ‘wholesale retail jeweller and clock dealer’, but in the previous year he had been jailed for fraud and receiving stolen goods, and in the 1881 census, he was serving a seven-year sentence with hard labour, in Parkhurst Prison on the Isle of Wight. Hard labour not only meant the treadmill, just like Oscar Wilde, but that Hanna had to bring up seven children all alone in London, far away from her husband. Grandpa Walters was only ten years old when his father went to prison.


When I first started tracing my family tree, my cousin Buffy, Auntie Gusta’s daughter, brought me a couple of photographs from a box she had found in her attic. One of them showed a man dressed in a smart coat, sporting a diamond tie pin and a fine Astrakhan fur hat. No one in my family could tell me anything about him, nor did we have a date, nor know where the photograph was taken. But when I saw my great-grandfather’s mugshot taken in jail before his sentence, I realised it was him.


Many of my ancestors emigrated to South Africa in the nineteenth century, so I got in touch with Paul Cheifitz, who comes from Cape Town and who is a specialist on South African Jews. Paul confirmed that shortly after his release from jail, Simon and his wife Hanna had emigrated to South Africa. Two of his daughters had also gone to live there with their husbands in the 1880s, and their families are still there. Presumably he’d had his portrait taken in a studio in Johannesburg and he had sent it home to England to show his family how well he had done for himself – finally. There is also a photograph of his wife, my great-grandmother Hanna, dressed equally elegantly in black silks, pearl earrings and a fine black hat with an ostrich feather.


Of course, some of my family were not thrilled to learn of our great-grandfather’s criminal history. I, however, am absolutely delighted. I am fascinated by the vagaries of my ancestors’ lives. I found out that great-grandfather Simon was not the only person with a dubious past. His son, my great-uncle Charles, a senior member of the Durban Synagogue Committee, received a summons for keeping whores in his room in a Johannesburg hotel, described as a ‘resort for thieves, drunkards and unsavoury clients’.


On a slightly less sleazy note, I also discovered that four granddaughters of ‘the criminal’ were music hall artists. The most successful was Bertha, who moved with her German husband, Max Otto Bierman, to Leipzig before the Second World War, where they performed acrobatics and comic songs in a troupe called The Three Ardos.
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Doris, the second eldest of Flora’s children, was the angel of the family. She was brilliant at school and won a scholarship to Goldsmiths College. She would have been the first member of the family to go to university, but she developed meningitis during the First World War and died, aged just seventeen. Like her father, Mummy never got over it; she talked about her sister Doris often, with tears. It was the tragedy of the family. Her other sister, Auntie Gusta (cousin Buffy’s mother), was absolutely beautiful – auburn-haired, willowy, and elegantly sexy. Mummy loved her too, but she wasn’t special in the way that Doris had been.


When my mother left school at fourteen, she went to work as a salesgirl in Flora’s shop. She relished her time working there, delighting in her selling skills, cajoling and sweet-talking a customer until they had to buy. One of her stories related how at the end of a day when she’d sold nothing, a woman came into the shop. Mummy was determined to make a sale. The woman tried on hat after hat; Mummy was losing patience. Finally, she jammed a hat on the customer’s head and twisted it harshly to get the decoration at the front. The woman screamed, tore the hat off and shouted as she ran out of the shop, ‘They do people in, here!’


Mummy was in her mid-twenties when she met Daddy at the Jewish tennis club. She noticed this dapper Scottish chap with his bright face and little moustache – but, more importantly as far as my mother was concerned, she appreciated his status: he was not merely Jewish, but a Jewish doctor. My mother confessed that she didn’t love my father at first when she married him; she wanted him because she wanted a doctor as a husband. I don’t know if he ever knew that and, of course, I never told him, but Mummy told me because we told each other everything. She told me that she grew to love him and always said he was a good man and a good husband. He was an honourable person and that was the thing that she loved about him. He had complete honesty, decency and integrity. Mummy recognised that. If he found money in the street, for example, he would take it to the police. I’m not sure Mummy would have, but he would. He was also always scrupulous about his income tax. We weren’t particularly well off, but he always said to me, ‘Never dodge the taxes! Never cheat the government.’ That was one of his criteria for living a decent life. 


They got engaged in 1930. At the crowded engagement party at Siggi and Flora’s house, her beloved parrot, Polly, collapsed in the heat and was found expired at the bottom of his cage the next day. He used to squawk, ‘Polly wants a butty!’ (a Merseyside expression for a piece of bread and butter), one of the few remnants of Liverpool in my mother’s life.


The wedding reception was held in the Porchester Hall in Bayswater, on the other side of London from the synagogue in New Cross – an absurd expense. The music was supplied by Nat Gonella and his band, the top Jewish orchestra for weddings. The theme of the reception was ‘floral and coral’, while the bridal party’s clothes, chosen by Mummy, were inspired by Little Lord Fauntleroy. The honeymoon, chosen by Daddy, was in Norway, sailing up the fjords. They spent their wedding night in the Grosvenor Hotel – very posh. It was the only time in their lives that they went abroad together.


My grandmother Flora wasn’t happy. On the morning of the wedding, Grandma said to Mummy: ‘Well, you’ve made your bed and you must lie on it.’ She didn’t like my father, because she felt he thought he was a cut above them socially, but that’s a spiteful thing to say to your daughter on her wedding day. That’s what my grandmother could be like, and yet she was all sweetness and light where I was concerned. She adored me.


Mummy married Daddy and raised her social status in a single stroke, which is what she intended to do. They went to live at my father’s house in Terrace Road, Plaistow, where he was in single-handed practice as a GP. Their household was completed by a wire-haired terrier called Bonny and Daddy’s loyal housekeeper, Miss Shrimpton.


Mummy was the rock in my life. It was not that I didn’t love my father, but he was quiet, and she was not. In some senses, they were incompatible. They came from very different strands of Jewish life. Mummy was the most vivid person I have ever known. She was an overflowing, ebullient, seemingly confident and, if I’m honest (and I must be), slightly vulgar person, while my father was totally buttoned-up, very Presbyterian and hemmed in by all the orthodoxy of Judaism to which his family subscribed. My mother was more of a free spirit: accomplished and brave and fearless.


While undeniably much more like my mother, I remain a strange mixture of them both to this day. 










Enter Miriam


Daddy was forty-two when I was born, in 1941. Ruth, my mother, was thirty-seven; they were relatively old to be having a first child. But it was deliberate: most newly married couples try to have children, but for ten years my parents tried not to. It was my mother’s wish. Two of her cousins in South Africa had died in childbirth, and she was terribly afraid it was a family curse and that the same fate would befall her. So, for eleven years after their marriage no child was born. But, eventually, at the beginning of the Blitz, to Mummy’s despair, she conceived. I was told it was the terror of an air raid pounding above the cellar where they were sheltering that allowed Daddy in – and me to be born. Mummy always said that was why I had curly hair. She wanted desperately to have an abortion, but it was against the law and no one would do it. So, she held on to me and never, for the rest of her life, let me go.


It was in early 1941, when Mummy was four months pregnant with me, that my parents were bombed out. Their house in Plaistow had a direct hit. They lost everything. They fled to Oxford, because people said that Oxford would never be bombed. And it never was. Apparently, Hitler had planned that it would be his capital when he won the war, because it was such a beautiful city. The other, more pragmatic, reason why we ended up in Oxford was that their car, a Morris Oxford, was already in a garage there for repair, so they left London on a train and came to Oxford with nothing but the clothes on their backs. They found a room to rent on the Cowley Road for £2/10s (two pounds and ten shillings) a night. That was a lot of money in those days: Oxford people were greedy and exploitative and fleeced the refugees and the people who had to escape from London during the war.


My parents came to Oxford very much as ‘outsiders’, and it has always been an unfriendly city to outsiders. It’s not a warm, welcoming place. It’s a cold, assessing place, and it is also an antisemitic one. As a Jew and a Scotsman with a strong Glaswegian accent, Daddy must have felt especially incongruous.


Eventually, they found a flat in Banbury Road, North Oxford, and I was born on 18 May 1941 in the Elizabeth Nuffield Maternity Home on the corner of Beech Croft Road. It’s now an old people’s home.


The name Miriam means ‘bitter’, ‘star of the sea’ and ‘longed-for child’, but the meanings were immaterial. Mummy named me after her favourite aunt, her mother’s sister – a dark, pretty little woman, who died a widow in 1933. I was a much prized, spoilt, golden child; my parents’ only child, the centre of their worlds. They were determined I should have every advantage they’d been denied. They wanted to make sure I’d be accepted, that no door would be shut to me. And it was a very secure upbringing. I never felt underprivileged. I always felt that I was important, because I was to my parents. Everything I did fascinated them: I always had their undivided attention and their all-consuming, unconditional adoration.


Just the three of us: it was passionate, close, indulgent. MummyFN2 often said, ‘We are a fortress family.’ That was her expression, and I don’t for a second regret my closeness to them because they gave me so much confidence. The umbilical cord was never completely cut, metaphorically speaking: I still feel connected to them long after their deaths.


My earliest memory is of sitting in my pram, sucking my thumb, in the front garden of our flat on Banbury Road. A woman came up and said, ‘If you do that, a bogeyman will cut it off.’ I was only two, but I thought, ‘That woman’s mad. How stupid of her. Of course there isn’t a bogeyman. No one’s coming.’ I was immediately sceptical, and convinced I was right.


Nothing has changed.


I was four when the war ended, in 1945. Mummy decided that Victory in Europe Day must be marked in some way. ‘We’ll make tea and sandwiches for the bus crews,’ she announced. I had no idea what this meant, but I was clearly involved. Trestle tables were set up outside the house and all morning we made sandwiches; Mummy was the best sandwich-maker I’ve ever known. She sliced tomatoes and onions frighteningly thin, but cheese was generously applied. Our home-made gooseberry jam from the garden was spread with cream on delicious scones. The plates were piled high; we had cakes too, bought from the Cadena Cafe in Cornmarket Street, whose patisseries and cream-filled chocolate doughnuts were legendary. She lifted me up to hand the goodies to the conductors and the bus drivers in their cabs. It was a glorious memory; we were released from the horrors of the war and everyone wanted to celebrate.


Mummy composed a song, the ‘Victory Song’. I remember only the first line: ‘Now victory is here . . .’ One day we went to the New Theatre, and the whole orchestra played her song. Daddy and Mummy and I sat in the front stalls, rigid with pride.


Mummy used to say, ‘You don’t know what life was . . . what we had before the war.’ That phrase ‘before the war’ implied a kind of paradise time when everything was as it should be. It was clearly a way of life that had disappeared for ever.






We Are a Fortress Family


Our ‘fortress’ was a ground-floor and basement flat on Banbury Road, between Beech Croft Road and Moreton Road. It was awful – very damp and dark; Mummy called it ‘the hovel’. She hated living there and from the moment they moved in, she planned and schemed to get out of it. But Daddy didn’t make enough on his own to rescue them.


In those days, doctors in general practice were paid per capita; leaving Plaistow had meant saying goodbye to a profitable practice. It wasn’t easy to start from scratch. As soon as they arrived in Oxford, Daddy put up his brass plate on the door of the surgery he rented in Cherwell House, a fine Georgian residence backing on to the river at St Clement’s, and hoped that patients would come. Eventually, they did, but then Magdalen College decided to demolish the house (Robert Maxwell’s publishing empire, Pergamon Press, replaced it – a hideous concrete structure). For a while, Daddy had no surgery at all and saw patients at our house, but Mummy fought Magdalen College on his behalf and, after a fierce struggle, secured a small but pleasant property opposite the back door of the college at 4 Longwall Street. That was where Daddy practised medicine until he retired.


Gradually, single-handedly, Daddy built up his practice. Later on, in 1948, when the National Health Service came into existence, my father welcomed it wholeheartedly. Despite voting Conservative, he believed in the principle of social welfare, in the idea of looking after his patients from the cradle to the grave. The hierarchy in private medicine enraged him; everybody bowed down to the hospital consultant. Daddy reaped satisfaction from treating his patients, and had no further aspirations. He was an old-style family doctor carrying a little Gladstone bag, complete with stethoscope and otoscope; he took time to listen to his patients; he got up in the middle of the night to attend house calls because it was his vocation – making money was never Daddy’s objective.


Mummy might not have had a formal education, but she understood people. She was shrewd; she was businesslike. Daddy was none of those things. He was a high-minded physician with a love of words and scholarship. So, while I was still a baby and they were still trying to establish a proper living in Oxford, Mummy was constantly thinking of ways to make money and escape from ‘the hovel’. She asked herself: ‘What is it they have here that they don’t have in other places?’ The answer? Students. Thousands and thousands of students. She knew that not all students live in college, and those that didn’t needed accommodation.


Mummy requisitioned the upstairs rooms in Daddy’s surgery at Longwall Street for letting to students, carrying out her favourite maxim: ‘Make every post a winning post.’ Then Grandpa Walters gave her a loan and she started out with one house in Old High Street, Headington, eventually going on to own about seven – all rented out to students. Mummy was considered to be the best landlord in Oxford. (She was adamant that she was never to be called a landlady – she was a landlord.) Much later, when I was in my teens, I became her cleaner. I used to have to go and scrub the houses out between tenancies. Some of the students were tidy and some were not. I remember that Tariq Ali left owing Mummy £100. I keep meaning to tell him, and one of these days I’ll get hold of him. (Or maybe he’ll pay up if he reads this book!)


We had a classy list of tenants, including the writer Ferdy Mount – in his autobiography, Cold Cream, I feature, along with my mother. We also housed Jacob Rothschild, 4th Baron Rothschild, OM, GBE, CVO, FRCA, the British peer and investment banker; Rachel Pakenham, the third daughter of the 7th Earl and Countess of Longford, who became Rachel Billington (Mummy particularly loved her); Paul Betjeman (son of John); and Robert Maclennan, the future MP. There was also Francis Hope, a very wonderful writer, who died in the Turkish Airlines plane crash in 1974.


Mummy always knew immediately if someone was lying, whereas Daddy was more trusting of people’s inherent good character. She was very canny in all sorts of ways: a fascinating mixture of business acumen and emotional sensitivity.


Sympathetic, funny, sharp as a tack – Mummy loved business: selling, making money, that was her pleasure. She was good at it, and good at being the boss. And so, whenever they had any difficulties, or if there was confrontation in any sort of situation, Daddy would say, ‘You speak, Ruth.’ And she would. I remember the rage I felt at his weakness. I used to despise him for that. It made me furious that he wouldn’t stand up and speak for himself, but he had no confidence and didn’t feel that he would prevail in any argument. Mummy fought for all of us and made all the big decisions in the family.
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Mummy was extremely house-proud, and she did all the housework in the nude. It was a tad discomforting for our maids and au pair girls, but she liked to get it done, then have a bath. Mummy always had somebody to help in the house. Even when she was a child growing up in south-east London, my grandmother had employed a maid, Lizzie. To Mummy, it was an essential part of modern life. She was quite a tough employer, but always kind. When I went to Cambridge in 1960, she wanted a young person in the house, and started to have live-in au pair girls instead of maids. They were all innocent young things from various European countries, and her nudism most definitely upset them at first, but they got used to it. There was Marie Claire from France, Boyte from Norway, Simone from Sweden (we became friends and I went to stay with her family in Stockholm – her father was the stadsfiskal), but the most treasured one was Mummy’s first au pair, a sweet young girl from Vercelli in northern Italy, Francesca Franco. Her father was a rice farmer; I remember when he brought us a large sack of rice as a present, it lasted for a year. Franca was quiet, studious and ambitious. I was delighted when it was clear Mummy saw her as another daughter. They remained close and even after Mummy’s death, Franca became like a sister to me. In fact, I invited her to represent my mother and join me and my beloved cousin on Daddy’s side, Penelope Lerner, when Prince Charles presented me with the OBE at Buckingham Palace in 2002. Franca is still one of my closest friends; and her son Paolo is a glorious young man. I want them in my life for ever.


As Daddy was far more straight-laced than Mummy, I don’t know how he reacted when he first discovered my mother’s penchant for dusting the picture rails nude. He joined the qualities of being Jewish and being Scottish together – a formidable combination. A sombre, emotionally reserved man, he was measured, entirely moderate in every respect. He would always say, ‘Miriam, behave yourself.’ Of course, I haven’t, alas. He was a man who found it difficult to express joy, whereas my mother was a forthrightly joyous person. She was also tempestuous, unmeasured and immoderate in almost every aspect of her personality – and her habits.


They both agreed, however, that I must be educated. They encouraged my reading and studying from an early age. I liked Enid Blyton’s Sunny Stories and Miss Blyton’s oeuvre in general; I didn’t have an elevated literary world. I joined a library; in those days, local councils put money into libraries and the Oxford City Library was magnificent. I used to get through about six books a week. I loved stories set in girls’ schools; I think I read nearly all fifty-seven of the Chalet School series: The Exploits of the Chalet Girls, The Chalet School Triplets, Excitements at the Chalet School, A Genius at the Chalet School, etc. etc. etc., by Elinor Brent-Dyer. I especially enjoyed the ‘Dimsie’ books by Dorita Fairlie Bruce, or The Girls of St Bride’s, That Boarding School Girl, and The Best Bat in the School, etc., in her long-running St Brides and Maudsley series featuring Nancy Caird.


Daddy was not artistic; he went to the theatre only because Mummy insisted. He thought films and theatre were unnecessary, slightly absurd. He was tone-deaf, a legacy he passed to me which I could have done without. He didn’t notice pictures, or other works of art. When he was in his nineties, living with me in London, I commissioned Anne Christie to paint his portrait. He didn’t like the finished picture – ‘I look so small,’ he complained. It hangs behind me as I type – I love it. Daddy did enjoy the radio, and listened every night when he came home from surgery. It’s That Man Again was a great favourite and, later, when television was permitted to enter the house,FN3 Dad’s Army. He never told jokes but he was a terrible tease. I hated being teased, and he never stopped.


Mummy appreciated literature, but she especially loved going to the ballet and the theatre. She insisted that she and my father continued to go to the theatre in Oxford every week as they had done in London, and they had permanent seats at the New Theatre Oxford (now the Apollo).


When I was five, my parents took me to my first pantomime, which was Aladdin. Of course I loved it, but I was very frightened of the wicked wizard, Abanazar. I had nightmares every night for a week. Finally, my parents decided to take me backstage to meet the actor, so that I would see for myself that he was only pretending. That’s the magic word – pretending. It is the beginning of imagination.


Mummy also adored music. Her favourite singers were Conchita Supervía, the Spanish mezzo-soprano, and Gracie Fields. My mother insisted on having a piano, and she and I used to sing music-hall songs together. We often sang ‘Sally’, Mummy sitting at our Blüthner baby grand piano in the drawing room, tears rolling down her cheeks. I used to ask her, ‘Mummy, why are you crying?’ and she’d say, ‘I can’t help it. It’s so beautiful.’ And now I’m exactly the same: I weep uncontrollably at a piece of music, an operatic aria, even a military band marching past. She filled my memories. Filled my heart. And she always will.


I loved Daddy, no question; he was a dear, dear man and it’s from him that I get my love of words, but we never understood each other. Mummy flooded me. She was fun to be with and so we were always in cahoots, in that sense.


Every morning when I wasn’t at school – weekends, or holidays – when Daddy was up and going off to work, I’d go to my parent’s bedroom and climb into Mummy’s bed. They had two beds pushed together. Mummy always slept naked and I liked hugging her generous adipose tissue. We talked about everything. It was during one of our bedroom talks that she told me she had not been in love with Daddy when they married. We had unlikely conversations: politics, people in synagogue and what they were wearing, what furniture Mummy wanted to buy, or about the tenants in her houses. I loved hearing about life in London before the war, and her days as a sales girl in Madame Flora. I had no filter with her. We talked about school and the people that I went to school with and what they were doing. There was no subject that was taboo; we were completely open with each other and we would often just lie in helpless giggles. Mummy had big plans. She was always talking about moving out of ‘the hovel’ and building our ‘family home’ – what the bathrooms were going to be like and what the size of the kitchen would be.


The time she spoke of most, though, was when her parents moved to Underhill Road, in Dulwich. They had previously lived in Camberwell, which was considered a lower-class area at the time – Dulwich was a step up. From the beginning, Mummy instilled in me who were the people to be friends with and who were ‘common’ (and so to be avoided). My ear became attuned early to the minute gradations of class, indicated by a thickening and mangling of the vowels, a dropping of the consonants. She also talked often about who, amongst our acquaintances and Daddy’s patients, she considered to be ‘the best people’. She had that concept in her mind, which I think a lot of poor people have – that there actually is such a thing as the best people, but by that she didn’t mean the socially important. She actually meant the sort that I would call the best people: the thinkers, the philosophers, the historians – because the life of the mind was very important to my mother.


At the same time Mummy enjoyed making money. It allowed her to indulge her passion for fine things. She always wore the original 4711 Eau de Cologne. She often wore a cape instead of a coat and I remember my embarrassment sometimes when she came to school. As a child, you want your parents to fit in with everyone else’s parents – Mummy never did. Now, of course, I’m very proud of her individuality. She liked to wear Cuban heels, duster coats, and in the days when fur coats were politically acceptable (not that she would have cared), she had minks, ermines and a glorious leopard-skin coat, all made for her by one of my father’s patients, Sam Dimdore, a furrier from London who had also settled in Oxford during the war and had a shop in High Street. His wife Lil made the best cheesecake I’d ever tasted. She had multiple sclerosis and was a sad figure, always seated in the back of the dark shop. Later, their son, Mervyn, contracted the same disease. I knew early of tragedy.


Mummy despaired of my lack of style. ‘Take a pride in your appearance,’ she would say repeatedly. I never did. Growing up, I hated our necessary, but often fruitless, shopping trips. I detested the shopkeeper telling us, ‘I’m afraid we’ve nothing in her size.’ And so we went to Miss Norridge, Mummy’s dressmaker just off Walton Street in the centre of Oxford. More than anything, though, I wanted to have a man’s suit, male in every particular. Was I ‘butch’ as a little girl? No – I simply wanted not to have to wear dresses. Now, I adore the little summer frocks I have, always made to the same pattern. There is a subtle difference between a frock and a dress. Mine are all ‘frocks’. They’ve all been made for me by various wardrobe mistresses on every film and play I’ve ever done. I look like a throwback to the 1950s, but they’re comfy and suit me and they ALL have pockets. Pockets are essential in my life, and every garment I own must have them.
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When I look back to the 1940s when I was a child, it seems an impossibly distant landscape, much simpler, less adorned. The only times we left Oxford was to see family or to go on holiday. Most of our times away were spent in Scotland with my father’s family. These were not exactly relaxing breaks: my mother really didn’t like my father’s family and they didn’t like her. She thought they were hard and mean; they thought she was vulgar.


My father’s brother, Jack, had married an Irish girl called Muriel and they had one daughter, my cousin Philippa, whom I adored for most of my life. I think Auntie Muriel was far more vulgar than Mummy. My mother called her ‘the scum of the Liffey’. And she was a Jewish Irish girl! I remember Mummy saying to her once, ‘When you go past a dustbin, you don’t lift the lid.’ I don’t know what that means but it is obviously an insult.


Uncle Jack and Auntie Muriel came down from Glasgow to Oxford to visit me when I was very little. I must have been about one and still in my playpen in the back garden at Banbury Road. I wasn’t wearing a nappy and I had done a poo on the ground. This nice lady, Auntie Muriel (actually, she was a complete cunt, but I didn’t know that because I was only a baby), came over to the playpen and said, ‘Oh, what a sweet little lovely.’ I must have thought, ‘What a nice, friendly lady!’ because apparently I toddled over to my recently laid turd, picked it up and gave it to her. To her credit, she was polite: she accepted my gift, saw what it was, gave a great scream and then ran away. I think that was it, as far as Auntie Muriel and I were concerned. She never showed me much affection after that.


One holiday, when I was about nine, I stayed with Uncle Jack, Auntie Muriel and cousin Philippa in their home in Albert Drive. My parents were staying around the corner in Aytoun Road with Auntie Eva, Uncle Harold and Grandma Margolyes. I was in my bedroom and I remember vividly that Muriel came in and shut the door behind her, then she stood in front of it, her back against the door, the way they do in Hollywood movies. She said to me in her Irish accent, smiling slightly: ‘Your mammy doesn’t love you.’


What a shocking thing to say to a child; I knew that even then. I replied, ‘Of course she does. What do you mean?’ She said, ‘No, your mammy doesn’t love you, because if your mammy loved you, she’d buy you nice clothes, and she’d do your hair nicely and then you’d look nice, but you don’t look nice. So your mammy doesn’t love you.’ Such a statement could have been incredibly destructive for a child, but I had complete confidence in my mother’s utter devotion to me. I replied, ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. Of course, she loves me. You’re quite wrong about that.’ The power of our ‘fortress family’ meant that I knew she was talking rot and that for some reason – beyond my childish comprehension – she wanted to hurt me. Nothing more was said – then or ever. She opened the door and I went out. I told my parents, and it merely confirmed their opinion of Muriel Margolyes, née White. I never stayed there on my own again.


This didn’t affect my friendship with Philippa, their much loved only child who was a few years older than me. Our only wobble came when I picked up the phone to her boyfriend who was so taken with my educated voice and cut crystal tones, that he couldn’t stop talking about it. I was around thirteen and seventeen-year-old Philippa was not amused at all: ‘Och, what sort of conversation did you have with him?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, I can’t remember, I just answered the phone.’ She said, ‘Well, he thinks you’re pretty hot stuff but you’re just a schoolgirl.’ But I found that so funny that eventually she burst out laughing too.


[image: clip0001]


My other aunt in Scotland, my father’s sister, Evalyn (always called Auntie Eva) was wonderful. As a child, I loved staying with her and her husband, Uncle Harold, who was also a doctor. He had a charming personality, urbane and comical, with a little moustache and smiley eyes. His great passion was watching wrestling on television. We didn’t have a television when I was little, so it was a great treat to watch the wrestling with him; he taught me all the moves. He would point them out, and I remember that I was very impressed by the Boston Crab. (It’s a hold that is very difficult to get out of, in case you ever need it.) I became quite the expert; we would sit together watching a match, and I would say, ‘Oh, look at that, Uncle Harold! He’s just pulled off the Boston Crab! (Or the Half Nelson Choke, Cobra Clutch, or Tongan Death Grip, or whatever feat had just been performed.) And Uncle Harold would proudly say, ‘Yes, that’s it, Miriam. You’re right there. He’s got him.’


Auntie Eva was jolly and kind and had enormous breasts – obviously a family trait. I can remember her washing her bosoms in the bathroom at the basin, lifting up the pendulous flaps and sponging beneath them. I gazed fascinated, but doubted I would ever have such encumbrances. How wrong I was!


Once she asked me, ‘Miriam, do I have a Scottish accent?’


‘Yes, Auntie Eva, you do.’


She was a little put out. ‘Och, I do not,’ she replied.


How wrong she was!
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Perhaps in response to these tense times in Pollokshields, in addition to Mummy’s burgeoning property empire in Oxford, my parents bought a small house by the sea in east Kent, in Kingsgate, a suburb of Cliftonville, which is itself a suburb of Margate. My first holiday, that is to say my first seaside holiday, was to set the pattern for all my most enjoyable childhood excursions.


I was four and a half. We drove from Oxford to Kingsgate in the Standard Eight car – a most unreliable and cluttered vehicle, it stood for years in our front garden unused, until someone bought it for £50 and called it ‘vintage’. It took six hours, going through the Blackwall Tunnel, which had white tiled walls and a roaring sound and went under the River Thames. On the way we stopped for fish and chips in Lewisham; wrapped in newspaper (it always tasted better, why did they change the law?) with liberal dashings of salt and vinegar eaten sitting in the car. Then on to Percy Avenue, a long ribbon of a road ending with a clifftop and THE SEA.


I’d been promised that I would see THE SEA, would swim in it, and make sandcastles in the sand. Daddy had bought me a bucket and spade and I was told to wait till the morning. But, of course, I was up before my parents – I wasn’t going to wait for them to awaken, I needed to see this phenomenon for myself. So, at about 8 a.m., having dressed myself, I opened the front door and down the road I went.


Soon I couldn’t help noticing a huge, blue expanse facing me at the bottom of the street. It seemed to go right up to the sky. I had never seen anything like it before and I remember that blinding moment of recognition, that light breaking into my brain: ‘Of course! This must be THE SEA.’ I headed onwards to the edge of the cliff and, at that moment, heard screams from behind me up the street, and turned to see my distraught mother racing towards me. ‘Miriam, Miriam, stay where you are, don’t move, you bad girl, what are you doing, don’t move, don’t move!’


We both got over it, but I never forgot my first sight of the sea, its immensity and sparkle, the sound and the smell. I’ve loved it ever since. Much later, when I was thirty-six, I bought the nearest house to France to gaze at it always: across that same English Channel, for me as magical as any ocean.


And now I never get spanked for getting up early and rushing towards it.






Going to School


When I was little I was ravishing. I was glorious – truly gorgeous, impish and mischievous and adorable. I have no doubt at all that I would have fallen in love with myself. When I look at photographs of myself as that little girl, and then I look at myself now, I think, ‘Oh, dear!’ but that’s what happens. You have to take the rough with the smooth.


In 1945, when I turned four, I started at Greycotes School, which was a good private day and boarding school for girls in north Oxford. I was only there for half a year. It had a reputation, I learned afterwards, of receiving girls who hadn’t got into Oxford High School and might be classed as ‘slow learners’. Mummy may have known this and been all the more determined to get me into Oxford High School at the first opportunity.


The headmistress of Greycotes, Mrs Cunliffe, was tall and kind. Greycotes had a meadow. I’d never heard that word before, but it turned out to be a large patch of green behind the high wall of the school, minutes away from ‘the hovel’.


I liked going to school; I have always needed other people around me. We walked in a crocodile; I’d never heard that word, either. Greycotes has receded from my mind, but there is still a Cunliffe Close off Banbury Road. I think Mrs Cunliffe would be delighted about that.


Later that year, Mummy removed me from Greycotes, as she had heard there was a vacancy in the preparatory department of Oxford High School. The war had just ended and times were hard, but somehow my parents found the money to pay my school fees, first in the preparatory department, which was in St Margaret’s Road; and then in the junior school in another building; and then later I moved into the ‘big school’ on Banbury Road.


The preparatory department of Oxford High School comprised three forms: lower kindergarten (Miss Franklin), upper kindergarten (Miss Farrands), and transition (Miss Fuller). Miss Franklin was a dear woman. She had white hair and a broken nose; she always wore a thick, blue tweed suit and seemed capable. Afterwards, we discovered her lover was Miss West, the senior school games mistress. They retired at the same time and stayed together until they died.


We had a Swiss student supply teacher, with plaits wrapped around her head like Heidi. Her grasp of English was insecure: I giggled at her pronunciation of oven – ‘OFF-VEN,’ she said over and over again. I was helpless with laughter. I’ve always loved accents. There were only two boys in the prep department: Mark Turner, who was ginger with big teeth, and very tall Robin Houghton. I saw Mark having a pee when I opened a loo door once, thinking it was empty, and was AMAZED to see him standing up with his back to me. ‘Boys are odd,’ I thought.


The Prep. Dep (as it was known) was a happy place; they were excellent teachers and took care of us. There was milk in little bottles – we could have it hot or cold. The only drawback was that every day after lunch, we had ‘rest’. We lay on the floor under blankets and were supposed to sleep. I hated it. I couldn’t sleep – I’ve always been a bad sleeper and we were boisterous and noisy, pinching each other and sniggering.


In the transition year, we had a concert. I recited, ‘Some one came knocking/At my wee, small door . . .’FN4 Apparently, I was rather good, showing off at an early age.


In autumn 1948, my form moved to the junior school in Bardwell Road, near the famous Dragon School. Miss Temple was the first-form mistress. Her worn, lined face topped with iron-grey hair could have been formidable, but she was the sweetest soul; clearly, she loved teaching and my memories of her are entirely positive. However, Miss Chase, who took the lower second, was the one I loved. I don’t know why I loved her so much. I can’t remember anything about her, or any reason why I should have felt so desperately, passionately involved, other than she had golden hair, a white face and red cheeks, like an apple. It was Miss Chase who was responsible for my first orgasm, when I was eight. I was walking past her house in Banbury Road with my mother and as I approached it, I felt this overpowering heat in my loins that was deeply pleasant and rather exhausting. She wasn’t even in sight! There was no friction – it was simply the power of longing and desire. I don’t think you ever know why you feel such passion for people. It is inexplicable. It’s been like that ever since.


Miss Plummer taught Scripture. I stayed for the Old Testament lessons only, at my parents’ request. Everyone in her class remembers Miss Plummer going up and down the rows of desks intoning: ‘The Assyrian is the Lord’s rod, the Assyrian is the Lord’s rod’ over and over again. Drama was part of her teaching method, and she would re-enact the Covenant between God and Man, clasping her hands tightly together; then to show how the Covenant was severed, she pulled her clasped hands violently apart. I still remember that the sign of the First Covenant is circumcision (but Miss Plummer avoided any re-enactment of that).


The teacher I hated, truly loathed – and I suspect it was mutual – was Miss Palser. Ugly, with a mouth too full of teeth and slightly overweight, she was a cruel sniper of a woman. My parents suspected she was an antisemite, although she treated my non-Jewish form-mate, Valerie Rowe, with the same cutting sarcasm. Valerie left after a term of Miss Palser. She took every opportunity to make me feel small and inadequate, doled out frequent bad reports and detentions, and often reduced me to tears. When I was asked to donate to a retirement present for her, long after I’d left the school, I refused.


From the junior school we moved to the lovely old buildings at Banbury Road. This had been the original Oxford High School, founded in 1875 but now it held only the senior school. There was a tuck shop opposite: great excitement when sugar came off the ration in September 1953. My favourite was sherbet with a liquorice straw in the middle of the packet, through which the sherbet was violently sucked.


It was in that old building in Banbury Road that the bulk of my schooldays were passed. From the lower fourth to the third year sixth I was with the same form-mates, the same teachers. It was a powerful, female world and it satisfied every need I could have for learning and for companionship.


Finally, while I was in senior school at Oxford High, we moved from Banbury Road into the new buildings in Belbroughton Road. (‘Belbroughton Road is bonny, and pinkly bursts the spray/ Of prunus and forsythia across the public way.’ That, for your delectation, is from a Betjeman poem about Belbroughton Road.)
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Mummy was entirely right. Oxford High School wasn’t just any school: it had pretensions. It would have been a difficult job to be headmistress there because the parents would always have thought they knew better: the dons of Oxford are a conceited bunch. But our imposing headmistress, Vera Stack, had a proper respect for academia. When Sir Arthur Norrington, Master of Trinity, came to the school – his daughter, Pippa, was a pupil – Miss Stack practically genuflected. Pippa was a very tall, slim, clever girl, who looked rather like Virginia Woolf; she became head girl. One exciting day her corsets were found in Lost Property. The news ran through the school, inflaming everyone but only enhancing her popularity.

OEBPS/OPF/jm_logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  This Much is True



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Introduction



			Daddy



			Mummy



			Enter Miriam



			We Are a Fortress Family



			Going to School



			Oh, Miriam!



			Families



			Showing Off



			The Facts of Life



			Latin Lessons



			Dinner with Isaiah Berlin



			Nude Modelling for Augustus John



			Miriam Kibbutznik



			Cambridge



			Adventures in Academia



			Footlights



			Saved by the Beeb



			Swinging London



			The Importance of Voice



			Sexy Sonia



			Women Are Better than Men: Discuss



			Heather



			Coming Out



			Life on the Road: Fiddler on the Roof



			Going on the Stage: A Masterclass of Sorts



			The Joys of Being an Understudy: The Threepenny



			When a Play Goes Wrong: The White Devil



			Getting into Character: Endgame



			PG Tips and the Caramel Bunny



			To Dub or Not to Dub



			Banged Up in Bow Street



			Money Talks



			Too Fat to Go to Bed With



			My First Time on Broadway was . . . Wicked



			Call Me Gert and Leave Out the Rude Part



			In Therapy



			Only Connect



			Blood Will Tell



			Two Spikes Would Be an Extravagance!



			It is a Far, Far Better Thing



			Taking America by Storm



			Please Do Not Wear Shorts



			My Turn to Fail



			Adventures in Cinema



			Working with Scorsese: The Age of Innocence



			Romeo + Juliet



			Would You Like to Go to Disney World?



			Harry Potter



			Down Under



			A New Habit



			Being Jewish



			Choosing My Side



			Speaking Out



			A Right Royal Reception



			Spliced



			Getting Older



			Dirty Talk



			The Final Curtain



			Acknowledgements



			Credits



			Footnotes



			Picture Section 1



			Picture Section 2











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
Miriam °

Margolyves

‘There is no one on earth quite so wonderful’
STEPHEN FRY





