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Born in the East End of London just before the war, Barbara Windsor made her first stage appearance at the age of 13. From her early roles as the original Carry On dolly bird to her hit as Peggy Mitchell in the award-winning BBC drama EastEnders, her spectacular success in theatre, film and TV has made her a British icon – the Cockney kid with a dazzling smile and talent to match. Here, for the first time, she talks in depth about the people and events that have shaped her career: her lonely childhood, her doomed marriage to Ronnie Knight, her legendary affairs, how she has never let her fans down whatever her personal anguish. This is the heart-warming story of a courageous woman and consummate performer who has always made sure the show goes on.


Barbara Windsor was born in August 1937 and has been one of Britain’s most popular actresses for four decades, best known for her Carry On roles and EastEnders.


To Mummy, whose love I now feel is always with me

To Scott, whose love I know is always with me

And to the Great British Public, whose love has always kept me going
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Prologue



 

It is 19 July 2000 and here I am, Barbara Ann Deeks, in a chauffeur-driven limousine on my way to Buckingham Palace to collect my MBE from the Queen. Never in my wildest dreams did I think that this day would come. My only wish is that my mother could have been here with me, but I’m sure she’s watching somewhere. In this extraordinary, topsy-turvy life of mine it seems incredible that I have reached this pinnacle in my career; not only will I be meeting Her Majesty this morning, but in the afternoon I will be representing my country in a parade in honour of the Queen Mother’s 100th birthday. It is all so far removed from my childhood in the East End of London and I can’t help thinking back to the early days when it all began . . .
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AS A KID, I LONGED TO BE ON THE SUNNY SIDE OF THE STREET; IT SOUNDED A GREAT PLACE, BECAUSE MY DADDY WAS ALWAYS SO HAPPY WHEN HE WAS SINGING ABOUT IT. But I never found my way there until I discovered that performing could chase the gloom away and give me something to smile about.

Our home in north London was filled with tension and I was caught between two parents who didn’t love each other. My father, John Deeks, was a good-looking, fair-haired, happy-go-lucky cockney who had come back from the war in 1945 with a smile and a whistle but little ambition. My mother, born Rose Ellis, was petite, with a cute figure and thick, auburn hair. She wanted more than she had and worked hard to try to get it. Daddy was keen to make the best of everything; Mummy was quick to find fault, and nothing ever seemed good enough for her.

Rosie had been smitten by John, her second cousin, before the war. Eighteen months her junior, he was a handsome barrow boy with a jack-the-lad personality and cheeky wit. She had married him in 1935, against the wishes of her family, who felt he wasn’t the right man for her. The war hardened Mummy and, in the austere aftermath, I think she realised that she had made a mistake; that she wanted more than good looks, an impish smile and a nice line in patter.

On my own with my dad, I felt warm and safe and wanted, but Mummy was unpredictable, I was never quite sure what to expect. There were times when the three of us got on together, of course there were – like when we went to the pictures or a show in the West End – but, in the main, it was a case of two’s company, three’s a crowd. Mummy admitted that when I was born, in the London Hospital, Whitechapel, on 6 August 1937, she’d been hoping for a boy, and that she didn’t like the fine, fair hair I’d inherited from my father. She would spend hours dressing it with bows or making me little hats to compensate for its lack of body.

She named me Barbara Ann Deeks. Before war was declared in 1939, the three of us lived in Shoreditch, but Mummy always thought she was more north London than East End, and when Daddy was called up, she seized the chance to move in with her mum and dad and other relatives in Stoke Newington. It was from there that, as a five-year-old, I waved goodbye to Daddy as he marched off to war and out of our lives for nearly three years. All the time Mummy and me were together in those wartime years, everything was OK: there was no hint of the frustration and anger that would later mar her enjoyment of life and make mine a misery.

With us in that small house in Yoakley Road were Mummy’s sister Dolly and her husband, Charlie Windsor, and son, Kenny, and Uncle Ronnie, Mummy’s youngest brother. Auntie Dolly looked after me while Mummy worked as a dressmaker in the West End. She was very strict, but although I was quite a handful I liked that, because I always knew where I was with her.

Although it sounds as if we were packed in like sardines, we were all one big, happy family. As Hitler’s Luftwaffe pounded London with wave after wave of attack, many kids were evacuated to East Anglia, the West Country and the north of England, but Mummy resisted sending me away until one of my friends, a little girl called Margaret, was hit by flying shrapnel and killed. Margaret used to sit on a wall waiting for me and Auntie Dolly, who took us to school – St Mary’s Infants’ round the corner in Lordship Road. One morning we found the wall where Margaret sat reduced to a pile of rubble, and no Margaret. That was enough for my mother: the next thing I knew was leaving Euston for Blackpool with a number pinned to my coat and a warning from Mummy: ‘Remember – don’t go off with any strange men.’

I was not yet six, and so tiny that I was put at the end of the line as we all waited at Blackpool Station to get on a coach. Suddenly a lady grabbed my hand and put me in a car with a man behind the wheel. I thought it was wonderful, a treat, but, as it turned out, I would have been better off on the coach. All the other kids were allocated homes in which two or more of them stayed together, but somehow I slipped through the net and was taken to a house in Norbreck on my own. The couple who lived there told me they were married, but I sensed something was wrong: Mummy had always told me I was a wily, nosy little girl who earwigged grown-ups’ conversations and heard things I shouldn’t. I knew my instinct was right when the couple insisted I undressed in front of them and then, when I went to bed, the man came into my room and tried to touch me. I said: ‘Mummy said I mustn’t be left on my own with a man. You must come in with your wife.’ After that I used to push furniture against the door, and when he tried to get in I’d screech and scream and go red in the face like my daddy. Most nights I’d cry myself to sleep, I was so frightened and miserable. I was missing Mummy dreadfully and wrote her three letters begging to be allowed to come home. Rather than revealing my fears, I complained that the planes flew too low over Blackpool and that the people all talked funny. She thought I was just trying to get attention.

God knows what would have happened to me if Mary North, a little girl I made friends with at Norbreck Primary School who lived a few doors away, had not heard me screaming and crying in my bedroom and told her mother. Mrs North alerted the authorities, who discovered that the ‘married’ couple were really brother and sister and were breaking the law by claiming money for looking after me. The last I saw of them was when they were taken away by the police in a Black Maria.

Luckily for me, Florence North and her husband, Ernest, offered to take me in, and soon the homesickness had vanished and I was enjoying the most wonderful life amid seaside and countryside I had never imagined existed. I still liked playing in the street, though, and must have been a bit of a tearaway, because Auntie Florence was moved to write a letter to Mummy saying she couldn’t do anything with me; all I did after school was gobble down my tea as fast as possible and dash out again. Auntie Florence’s proposed solution to the problem would nurture a talent no one knew I had, and spark an interest that would govern the course of my life. ‘If you agree,’ she wrote to Mummy, ‘I intend sending Barbara to dancing school with Mary. It will occupy her mind.’

Mummy had no objection, so off I went with Mary to Norbreck Dancing School. At first I wasn’t particularly keen on the idea, but once I started, I took to dancing and singing, Auntie Florence told Mummy, ‘like a duck to water’, and at the end of our first little concert I’d done so well I was chosen to present the dance teacher with a box of chocolates.

I was in Blackpool nearly a year, but sadly, my time there was abruptly cut short, amid something of a scandal. And it was all my doing, I’m sorry to say. One day Auntie Florence picked us up from dancing school, along with another little girl who lived in the opposite direction from our usual route home. As we left her at her house, I ran ahead, just as the headlights of a bus lit up a couple kissing passionately in a bus shelter. I was amazed to see that the man was someone I knew and started laughing. ‘Hello, Uncle Ernest,’ I said. I turned to Auntie Florence, who had by then caught me up, and said: ‘Look, Auntie Florence, there’s Uncle Ernest.’ I saw the awful look on her face, then looked back to find Uncle Ernest and the woman equally horrified. I knew something was appallingly wrong. When we got home, Mary and I were sent to bed immediately. I was so shocked by the whole thing that as I walked out of the dining room, I fell into a dead faint.

I felt so, so guilty. I blamed myself for causing what was obviously a big upset between Auntie Florence and Uncle Ernest. I was not yet seven, but old enough to know that if I hadn’t seen him, or at least hadn’t said anything, Auntie Florence would have been none the wiser about his romance. It would not be the last time I’d blame myself for causing a marital rift. In the circumstances Auntie Florence thought it best if I went back to London. The next weekend I arrived at Euston with a note from her for Mummy. I doubt it mentioned the bus-stop kiss, but she did say: ‘Barbara is only a little thing, but she means a lot to us.’

Oh, yes, and something else – a comment from the dancing school teacher: ‘Barbara is a born show-off who loves to perform.’

I returned from Blackpool, a month before my seventh birthday – just as a mass evacuation of kids from London was underway, prompted by a new German threat: the ‘doodlebug’, a pilotless, jet-propelled aircraft which flew at low altitude carrying a ton of high explosives and blew up on impact when it ran out of fuel. All the time you could hear the planes you knew you were safe, but the moment the engine cut out, you knew it was going to crash somewhere near. We’d all be in the front room at Yoakley Road and my grandad, Charlie Ellis, would shout: ‘Keep going, you bugger, keep going!’ We had an Anderson shelter in the garden, but if we didn’t have time to get to it, we’d dive under the table. Everyone else was scared witless, but, being too young to appreciate the danger, my cousin Kenny and I found it terribly exciting. We’d just jump on top of everyone else and Mummy would be trying to pull me down to the bottom of the pile of people for safety.

In fact, all in all it was a very happy time. I loved school. In Blackpool, with much smaller class sizes and no bombs to disrupt lessons, the standard had been higher, and back in London I found I was far ahead of my classmates at my new school, Church Street, which made learning all the more enjoyable. And thankfully, Mummy took my new-found love of performing seriously. She made inquiries about dance schools in Stoke Newington and discovered one called Madame Behenna and her Juvenile Jollities, which held classes in the town hall two nights a week. Madame Behenna, a large, plump lady, very grand and very intimidating, enunciated all her instructions in a booming, theatrical voice. She charged 1s 6d for the Monday ballet and character dance class and 1s for the tap class on a Thursday. Mummy told me she would do extra work at the factory to make sure she and Daddy could afford to send me. I looked forward to those Monday and Thursday nights, as much as I looked forward to school.

My joy at being home turned to heartbreak, however, when my dear Auntie Dolly contracted an infection after eating contaminated ice-cream at the Larkswood Swimming Pool and died. Her death cast a terrible, dark shadow over the house, and particularly over Auntie Dolly’s sweet husband, Charlie. In line with routine procedure when dealing with such a sudden death, he was called to the police station and interviewed. He came out a changed man. ‘It’s like they’ve accused me of killing Dolly,’ he said to Mummy. He aged dramatically almost overnight and, tragically, never recovered, eventually ending up in a mental hospital.

In 1945, Mummy and I moved to a prefab in Bouverie Road. What a change! At last I had my own bedroom, and there was a toilet inside the house, not in the garden. Mummy kept telling me that the war was coming to an end and that Daddy would be home soon. I couldn’t wait.

That May, everyone was saying that the war was over, but my father didn’t come home. In the cruel way children do, the other kids, whose fathers were back safe and sound, laughed at me and told me he wouldn’t, not ever, because he had been shot and killed by the Germans. I’d inherited Daddy’s quick temper and would lash out, yelling: ‘No he hasn’t, no he hasn’t. He is coming home.’ But spring turned to summer, and then to autumn and winter, and still he didn’t appear.

Then, one week before Christmas, I was playing hopscotch outside the prefab when I heard someone coming down the road, whistling, and the metallic click of steel-tipped boots on the pavement. I just knew it was Daddy.

I ran out, leaped into his arms and hugged and kissed him. I couldn’t wait to tell everyone, and I was going round knocking on doors, shouting: ‘My dad’s home, my dad’s home!’ With the war over for so many months, some of the kids didn’t believe me, so later I gave them some of the mint chocolates Daddy had bought overseas, and that convinced them. It meant nothing to me that my dad had been in Egypt with the 8th Army, in one of the last regiments to come home. All that mattered now was that he was safe and well and back with us.

I’d idolised him when he’d gone away in 1943, and I idolised him now. He was everything a little girl could want in a father. He was very attentive, and keen to explain things to me and to help me with my homework. He was strict – he wouldn’t let me get away with much – but was fun, too. We giggled a lot together, much to Mummy’s annoyance. We had the same raucous laugh and she hated it. She thought it vulgar and, in me, most unladylike. ‘What on earth are you two giggling about?’ she’d say, and we would try to tell her, but she never got whatever the joke was, and neither did we really, because half the time we didn’t know ourselves. It was just an expression of the enviable, indefinable bond some fathers and daughters share. He was always up for larking around, and when some music came on the radio he’d grab me and dance me round the room, singing. He loved cracking jokes, too, and would often slip into the American slang he’d picked up in the army. It couldn’t have been easy for him, coming back from the horrors of combat and trying to pick up the pieces of his life, but, with me, at least, he did a brilliant job, instilling in me a zest for life and a sunny outlook, as well as a lot of confidence and self-belief.

With my mother, however, he was something else entirely.

It was all about respect. And I’m afraid Mummy had little for my dad. She wanted him to aim high in life, but he, I’m sure, was just grateful to be home from the war in one piece and didn’t really care what he did for a living. He went for interviews at the gas or electricity board, or whatever, but never got anywhere because he would lose his temper with the interviewers. The downside of his personality was a very short fuse, and he could go into one very quickly. He’d come home in a foul mood, and say: ‘Some bit of a girl asked me what I’d been doing for the past few years and I told her, “Bloody fighting for the likes of you, that’s what.”’

Mummy could imagine the scene and would be embarrassed. She’d say: ‘You’re never going to get a job with that chip on your shoulder.’ But he did, as a trolley-bus conductor. As an eight-year-old daddy’s girl, I thought he looked wonderful in his uniform and I was so proud of him.

That hot temper was always getting Daddy into trouble, and the war, it seemed, was always responsible. Far from heeding the words of his favourite song, ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’, and leaving his worries on the doorstep, he would bring them in with him. One day he stormed home from work early, effing and blinding and slamming doors and cupboards, and both Mummy and I knew that something worse than usual had happened. Dad wouldn’t say what it was, but we learned from his bus driver, Bert, later that afternoon that Daddy had got into a row with someone who went on to accuse him of being anti-Jewish. Instead of holding out his hand and saying, ‘Don’t be silly, mate,’ Daddy lost his rag, screaming the now familiar retort, ‘Are you bloody joking? I gave up years of my life fighting for you lot!’ He got so wound up that he abandoned the trolley-bus and all its passengers and caught another one home. He caused an enormous hold-up which stretched the entire length of Kingsland Road and took hours to clear. But when the red mist came down, he didn’t give a monkey’s about anyone or anything.

He explained to me what the war had been about, so when I saw a little Jewish boy, David Fuchs, who wore glasses, being bullied at school, I knew I had to do something. As he went to drink his milk at breaktime, two older, bigger boys pushed him and he fell and cracked his lip. Glaring at him, on the ground, they sneered: ‘You dirty, rotten, stinking Jew. Why should you be given milk?’ I rushed up and kicked and shoved the two older boys, shouting: ‘My dad fought in the war to help them out.’ I was called in front of our teacher, Mr Lugg, but only got a telling off. Whenever I was naughty, I never got the cane like other kids, only lines to write out. I think the teachers thought I was too little to be caned. I got into lots of scraps over Jews. I thought if Daddy had fought for them, obviously I had to as well.

I don’t know if it was due to all the talk about Jews, but I was drawn to the area on the other side of the cemetery, where Daddy’s bus stopped, because lots of Jews lived there; the Jewish Sector, we called it, and I found it fascinating, particularly the hypnotic chanting at sundown on Fridays as they prepared for their sabbath. It was all slightly theatrical, and I loved it.

Not that it was only Jews I stood up for: I’d go in to bat for any underdog I thought was getting the rough end of it. Once I got into a dust-up with a girl who lived in a neighbouring prefab over a plastic rain hat I wanted to lend to another girl.

‘Don’t give it to her, she’s got nits,’ my neighbour said.

‘You shouldn’t say that,’ I told her. ‘It’s not nice.’

‘She’s got nits because she comes from a big family,’ she went on. And for some reason that made me see red, and I waded in and whacked her. She ran off down the road, shouting: ‘Yeah, and you like Jews and your mother dyes her hair and earns ten pounds a week.’ I chased her, caught her and whacked her again for that. It was the Jews, more than the other things, that upset me.

Sussing that the girl would whinge to her mother that I’d bashed her up, I immediately told Mummy what had happened and why. Sure enough, her mother came bowling up the long path to our prefab and had a right go about me, but Mummy was brilliant. ‘Your daughter could only have learned what she said within the four walls of her house, so I suggest you leave here immediately,’ she said. The woman did, and her daughter and I never spoke to each other again.

Afterwards, Mummy sat me down and explained that it was all about jealousy. ‘I’m not a housewife like most other women, Babs,’ she said. ‘I go to work because I want us to have things we wouldn’t be able to afford if I didn’t. This causes jealousy, and jealousy is very destructive.’

That was the good thing about both Mummy and Daddy: they treated me more like a little adult than as a child. In many ways, Mummy was an example of a new generation of women, and very much ahead of her time. In those days it was not the done thing for women to go out to work unless they absolutely had to, and unusual for them to have only one child. During the war, they had filled the jobs left by the men away fighting, and although this marked the start of changing attitudes, by and large they returned to a more traditional role in peacetime. Not Mummy: she was a skilled couturier, and she had always worked, and she carried on working throughout her life.

On a Saturday Mummy would take me to Joe Lyon’s in Stoke Newington for a milk and dash as a reward for helping her with the shopping at the Co-op. I loved Saturdays with Mummy – provided we didn’t go out until I’d listened to the omnibus edition of Dick Barton, Special Agent, the radio series which enthralled most kids at that time.

The downside of having both parents working was that I was often left on my own. I loved it when Daddy was on an early shift, because he’d be back when I got home from school. If he was on late, he’d leave around 3 p.m. and I’d come home to an empty house, which was horrible. Of course, Nanny and Grandad Ellis were round the corner, but my cousin Kenny would be off with his mates, and I wanted to play with children my own age. At a loss to know what to do until Mummy came home after six, I’d go knocking on doors asking if so-and-so could come out to play. Often no one could.

Mummy and Daddy did try their hardest to make life interesting for me. One or the other took me to the pictures twice a week, once on a Sunday afternoon and once in the week. When I was left to amuse myself I created a make-believe world in my bedroom, letting my vivid imagination run wild with images I’d seen on the screen at the pictures. I would dress up and sing in front of the mirror, pretending I was a famous, glamorous film star, usually Betty Grable, who I’d seen in The Dolly Sisters, a Hollywood musical, with Mummy at the Odeon, Dalston. As an eight-year-old, I had no idea that this petite, lovely-looking blonde with shapely legs was Hollywood’s top earner and the highest-paid woman in America. To me, she was just a sweet-natured, pretty lady who sang and danced like nobody I’d ever seen; who was everything I’d like to be. On the bus home, Mummy and I argued about who was prettiest, Betty or June Haver, who played her sister. Mummy thought June, but I wouldn’t have it: Betty was the best by far, I insisted. The movie itself, about two Hungarian sisters touring America in vaudeville, had a big effect on me, too. As yet I had no dreams of going on the stage, but there was something warm and cosy about living out of suitcases while performing in out-of-the-way places that I found appealing; romantic, if you like.

Betty Grable was in all the movie magazines and there was one classic picture of her, in a one-piece swimsuit, looking over her right shoulder, that was everywhere. I would stare at it in my bedroom, then stand in front of the mirror, imitate the pose and go into one of the song and dance routines I’d seen in the movie. Betty’s talent was one thing, but her look was another: I wanted so much to be like her.

When I wasn’t trying to be Betty, I would comb my nine hairs and a nit over one eye, wishing I had lovely thick tresses like Mummy, and stare dreamily into the mirror pretending I was Veronica Lake, another American actress, with a sultry look, whose blonde hair fell over one eye in a unique peek-a-boo style. My childish fantasies staved off the loneliness and boredom until Mummy came home.

As an only child himself, Daddy knew about loneliness. One day he announced that he was concerned about strangers wandering about the cemetery of a convent that backed on to our garden, and suggested we got a dog. We borrowed books from the library and discussed which breed we should have. Mummy insisted she would allow only a small one, so when Daddy and I came back from the RSPCA kennel with a huge Alsatian called Tess, she freaked out and told us to take her back. I’d fallen in love with Tess on sight, so I fought for a literal underdog this time. I went on hunger strike for two days and refused to leave the dog’s side, and eventually Mummy relented. Now I looked forward to getting home from school because I knew Tess would be waiting for me.

As well as my outings to the pictures with Mummy or Daddy, I also went on my own on Saturday afternoons. There was hardly any new film I didn’t see – and I don’t mean just harmless musicals suitable for children like The Dolly Sisters. If there was an ‘A’ film showing, which meant a child had to be accompanied by an adult, I’d hang around until I saw someone who looked friendly and ask them to take me in. Trusting in those days, or what! It didn’t matter that those movies went over my head. To me, at eight, it was all just magical. I’d sit in the dark, gazing up at the huge screen, enraptured, not bothered in the slightest if I didn’t understand the story.

Neither Mummy nor Daddy worried about what films I saw. Dad was always drumming into me the need to look after my teeth, and he would take me on an extra trip to the pictures if I behaved myself at the dentist’s. When I boasted about this to one of my schoolteachers, she asked what we’d seen.

‘Duel in the Sun,’ I said, proudly.

This 1946 movie, starring Jennifer Jones, Joseph Cotten and Gregory Peck, was not only sexually explicit for its time but also featured a gory shoot-out.

The teacher was appalled. ‘A young girl like you shouldn’t be seeing a film like that.’

‘Oh, Mummy and Daddy take me to all the pictures,’ I said. ‘They even took me to see The Outlaw.’ You should have seen her face. That was the famous Western in which Jane Russell’s plunging neckline caused a six-year censorship row.

For an extra special treat, either Mummy or Daddy, and sometimes both, would take me to the West End to see a show, and that would set my young heart pounding. The stage seemed so exciting, and the girls so glamorous in their glittering costumes. I’d sit there transfixed, lost in my fantasy world, thinking, ‘I’d love to be up there.’

Like Mummy, I loved the West End: there was a vibrancy you could almost feel as you walked about the place. But there were theatres in the East End, too, and every so often, on a Friday, we’d go, with all the relatives, to see variety shows at Hackney Empire or Finsbury Park Empire and Grandad Ellis would tell me about all the great music hall stars he’d seen. Little Marie Lloyd was his favourite and he reckoned I reminded him of her. Grandad’s adoration for the East End’s most famous variety performer made a deep impression on me and, after I was shown a picture of her and saw how her teeth protruded, I was always sticking mine out to try to took like her.

Grandad Charlie was a lovely character, he’d been a bit of a local celebrity himself, singing and telling jokes in local pubs and drinking clubs as the ‘Singing Waiter’. He was one of those popular and endearing people who was loved by everyone, adults, kids and teenagers alike. Whenever he was performing in a pub my cousins Kenny and Roy and their friends would all turn up to watch him. Grandad liked a drink and when he came home from the docks, where he worked as a teaboy, he was often tiddly from the high-proof alcohol that came off the boats. He’d travel home on the 649 bus and get off at the bottom of Church Street around 4 p.m., just as we were coming out of school. Most times he would be singing and dancing and Mummy, of course, was highly embarrassed. She told me to ignore him if I saw him like that, but I’d hang around waiting for him on purpose, because he thought the world of me, and I loved him. And I knew he’d always give me a few pennies to get a jam doughnut or some sherbet lemons from the shops opposite the school.

His wife, Nanny Eliza, was a tiny, sweet-natured lady. She’d had four daughters and had always wanted a son. She gave birth to three, all of whom she named Charlie, and all of whom died. When her fourth son was born she’d named him Ronnie instead, and, thankfully, he survived.

It was only a matter of time before my parents’ different personalities and prorities in life led to a serious rift between them. My dad felt a woman’s place was at home, and he could not understand why my mother wanted to work. And she couldn’t understand why he didn’t want to better himself. They began to argue, over money at first, but soon the least little thing could start them off. What Mummy wore, for example. She was very fashion-conscious, obviously influenced by working in the West End, and would set off every morning in colourful clothes that suited her auburn hair and showed off her shapely legs and figure. Daddy, on the other hand, preferred to see her, in the daytime, at least, in flat brogues and tweed suits buttoned up high. There was a bit of the prude in him, I suppose.

One day Mummy came home with a pair of emerald green high-heeled shoes she thought would go well with a beautiful beige gabardine suit she had made herself for VE day. Daddy didn’t like them at all and went into one, screaming and shouting that they were too flashy. A few weeks later, she put on a brightly coloured blouse she had just bought and he went spare over that, too. It was as if he resented her buying smart clothes with the money she had worked hard for.

However, he didn’t object to her getting all dolled up for a Saturday night at the pub, usually the Axe in Bethnal Green, with the whole family. I loved those nights. What made them extra special for me was when everyone came back to Yoakley Road after the pub for a ‘Dutch auction’. We had an old, upright piano, and everyone had to sing a song, or do a turn – even Mummy. Daddy had a lovely voice, and would sing ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’, or ‘How Yer Gonna Keep ’Em Down on the Farm’, and, of course, I didn’t have to be asked twice to get up and do a number or three.

I didn’t see so much of my paternal grandparents because Mummy didn’t approve of them. They represented for her everything she didn’t like about the East End. Grandad Deeks, who was a docker, had a horrendous temper after a few drinks, and Nanny Deeks, a cleaner, though very sweet, was short and overweight. We nicknamed her Fat Nanny. Once a month, Daddy would take me to their home, in Flower and Dean Street, opposite Petticoat Lane, and we would go to the local pub. What Mummy objected to was them leaving me outside with a lemonade and some crisps while they were drinking inside. When she and Daddy went to a pub with her parents, she would make sure it had an upstairs room where I could play with other children.

Mummy enjoyed the family Saturday nights in the pub but sometimes when Daddy went to the pub at lunchtime on a Sunday, she gave him a hard time. Perhaps she felt she worked as hard as he did and resented being left at home while he was out enjoying himself, or maybe it was the working-class tradition of going drinking before your Sunday dinner that she objected to. It was probably a bit of both. Whatever the reason, all the time he was out, I would sense her getting more and more worked up and I’d tug at her dress and ask her not to start a row when Daddy came home. But she couldn’t help herself. He would arrive, perhaps a little tipsy but always happy, always giggling, and Mummy would be in the kitchen, tight-lipped and frosty. If he went over and tried to kiss her while she drained the potatoes or whatever, she’d shrink from him. ‘You smell of booze,’ she’d say, making a face. If he was quiet, that would be wrong, too. ‘Yes, yes, dinner’s coming up,’ she’d say, almost as if she was goading him into retaliating so that she could have a go at him. More often than not, he didn’t disappoint her. ‘What’s wrong with you, Rosie?’ he’d say. ‘What’s the matter? Just because I went out for a drink?’

Well aware of Daddy’s temper, I’d beg Mummy to ignore him. But being part of a new generation of women who weren’t prepared to sit back and be walked over, she’d lip him back. He’d say something else, and soon they were off. He’d start pushing her around and knocking her about and sometimes he’d even chuck the Sunday lunch in the garden. I’d be screaming, ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t!’ but it was useless, because Daddy could never walk away from a row.

I dreaded those Sundays as much as Mummy did, but I never felt the scream-ups were Daddy’s fault. It wasn’t as if he rolled in drunk and spoiling for a fight. On the contrary, he was in a happy mood after a good time at the pub and was just looking for a bit of fun, but that didn’t suit Mummy. Mind you, Daddy could have bitten his lip, ignored her and let her stew in her own juice, but that short fuse always seemed to spark an over-reaction. Once he went to the bedroom, his face red with fury, grabbed the fur coat and the emerald green shoes Mummy treasured, opened the back door and threw them out in the mud, screaming abuse at her. Mummy pleaded, ‘John, John, the neighbours,’ but he retorted: ‘Fuck the neighbours,’ and went to the garden fence and yelled: ‘Are you all watching? Are you all listening?’

If the rows started at night, I would lie in bed thinking of ways to stop them. On a visit to London Zoo I’d been terrified of the snakes, so I’d scream out that there were snakes in my bed in the hope that it would distract Mummy or Daddy from what they were arguing about and one of them would come in to me. It was a ploy I used often, and sometimes it worked.

The arguments were all very East End, everything Mummy hated, and she would feel so bitterly ashamed. She was always worried about what people thought of her. That’s why she kept the net curtains of the prefab pristine and regularly dyed them different colours. She wanted the inside of the house looking nice, but it had to be seen to be smart and impressive from the outside as well.

Thanks to the time I spent at school in Blackpool, I was so ahead of the game at school that my teachers allowed me to sit my Eleven-Plus exam a year early, and I went on to achieve the highest mark in north London. My parents were absolutely thrilled.

I had a choice of three grammar schools, and although we weren’t Catholic, Mummy favoured Our Lady’s Convent in Stamford Hill. When I went for my interview, I was sold on it, too. I was really taken with all the beautiful-looking nuns walking around in their dramatic, black, long, flowing habits. Soon after starting there, a month after my eleventh birthday in 1948, I was swanning round in the kitchen with a tea-towel wrapped round my head and my hands together in an attitude of prayer declaring that I wanted to be a nun when I grew up.

That fad soon passed, though, and Mummy and Daddy started talking seriously about what I should do when I left the convent. I didn’t consider the stage as a possible career, even though I was now having extra tap lessons on Thursdays at Madame Behenna’s as well as coaching from a tap expert in Tottenham once a month.

Being able to both sing and dance, I had become something of a star turn at Madame Behenna’s. Unlike other kids, I never suffered from stagefright: confidence oozed out of me and I was always eager to get out on that little town hall stage and show what I could do. We performed in two charity competitions a year in and around London, and I had no trace of nerves in those, either. In fact, when I was in the wings waiting to go on, I’d have one foot on the stage because I was busting a gut to get on. When I was called, I’d almost fling myself out. Rather than just singing one song or dancing one number, I would perform a little act, singing and dancing to a medley of fast and slow songs, to show how versatile I was. And I was successful, too: I won all sorts of medals and certificates. I came first only once, however. The rest of the time I nearly always came second.

In one competition, sponsored by Sunshine Homes for the Blind at the YMCA in Tottenham Court Road, a stranger took great exception to me not getting first place and made her feelings loudly known to the judges. I had sung a selection of Al Jolson numbers, in contrast to the winner, who sang a sickly-sweet song in a very posh voice, and this woman felt there had been a bit of snobbery in the voting.

‘It’s a disgrace,’ she called out. ‘It’s not right. The little blonde girl should be first.’ She came over to us later and told Mummy: ‘Your girl didn’t get first because of where you come from.’ To me and Mummy, though, coming second was still a big deal.

It was when I was about twelve, and a talent scout named Brian Mickey, who had recently discovered the young Morecambe and Wise, came to watch one of our charity concerts at Stoke Newington Town Hall that everything changed. Mr Mickey thought I might be suitable for a pantomime at Wimbledon Theatre.

‘That little girl who sang “Good, Good, Good”,’ he said to Madame Behenna after the show. ‘I’d like to meet her mother.’

‘My Barbara, go on the stage?’ Mummy said indignantly when she was introduced to Mr Mickey. ‘I’ll have you know she’s going to be a foreign language telephonist.’

It was the first I’d heard of this particular ambition, but there you go. Anyway, it took all Brian Mickey’s powers of persuasion to talk Mummy into it, but eventually she gave in and agreed to take me to the Wimbledon Theatre the next Saturday to audition for the Eleanor Beam Babes, a child dancing troupe.

I assumed that the audition would be held in a small room, but we were directed to the stage door. I’d never seen a stage door before; I didn’t even know such a thing existed. Someone came and led me down some stairs, all very dark, and we walked along a corridor and through a door. And then I wasn’t in a room at all, but on the stage. All those years soaking up the enchantment of the theatre on the other side of the footlights had been magical, but standing on the stage that Saturday afternoon was exhilarating. It just took my breath away.

I sang ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’ and did a tap routine and some acrobatics. Then some other kids came on to the stage and formed a pyramid with me on the top. When it was over everyone said ‘Well done’ and asked me where I’d learned to sing and dance. Suddenly I felt special and wanted, and a part of what I’d watched and loved since I was small. I was so, so happy because everyone seemed so pleased with me. When I saw Mummy afterwards, she said that when I’d come out on to that stage it was as if someone had waved a magic wand and transformed me into a totally different person.

I passed the audition and was told that rehearsals would start in early December prior to a two-week run. I would need time off from school, but Mummy didn’t see that as a problem as school work always tailed off towards Christmas. On the bus home, I was so thrilled, so pleased with myself. I couldn’t wait for Monday to come round so that I could tell my friends.

The song that made Daddy so happy had, it seemed, been good for me, too. Life was indeed sweet, on the sunny side of the street.
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THE REVEREND MOTHER SOON WIPED THE SMILE OFF MY FACE. She refused to give me time off school for the panto, and I was so heartbroken that my attitude to school changed overnight. I’d always been a bit disruptive, but now I started taking a pride in doing what I shouldn’t and became a real rebel. We were supposed to wear our hats outside school, but I deliberately didn’t; we weren’t supposed to eat sweets or cakes in the street, but I did – in fact I scoffed the biggest jam doughnuts I could buy. And I found any excuse not to do my homework. Every Friday at assembly we were asked to put up our hands if we were guilty of any such misdemeanours, and I took great pleasure in putting mine into the air at every opportunity. I started getting so many bad marks that Mummy was called in and told that the girl who had been such a conscientious, hard-working scholar had suddenly become the worst-behaved child in the school. What had got into me, they wanted to know. But Mummy could not tell them because she had no idea. Neither did I, really, at the time. I didn’t consciously set out to be loud and rebellious or to let my work slide, but it was the only way I had, I suppose, of venting my anger and disappointment at being stopped from doing something I’d set my heart on.

Once, as a punishment, I had to learn Puck’s speech from A Midsummer Night’s Dream overnight and recite it at morning assembly. I got through it faultlessly and went back to my seat tingling with excitement as the whole school applauded. That gave me intense satisfaction, because I’d wanted to prove to everyone I could do something difficult if I put my mind to it.

Mummy and Daddy told me they had been warned that I had to pull my socks up. I loved it at that convent and did not want to leave. I managed to improve my behaviour thanks to a sixth-form pupil named Peggy, who made me realise that in being naughty, I was not only letting myself down, but other pupils, too. Each week our house, Lourdes, and the three other houses were awarded points for exemplary school work and good conduct and, at the end of term, the one with the highest number of points was awarded a cup. Peggy sat me down and explained that my bad behaviour was ruining our chances of winning the prestigious trophy.

So I began to knuckle down and show that I could be a good girl again. I came top in my form’s weekly exam, and for the next couple of terms had no occasion to hold up my hand to any misdemeanours. But in spite of my good intentions it didn’t last. The desire to go on the stage never left me and – out of frustration, I suppose – I became so disruptive that, during the 1950 summer term, Mummy was again summoned to see the Reverend Mother, who had by now identified the problem. I had become a different child since not being allowed to do the pantomime, she said. If the stage was what I wanted, then perhaps that was an avenue my mother should explore.

A few days later, Mummy phoned Eleanor Beam, who suggested she contacted one of two theatrical schools which provided academic education as well as stage training. One was the Italia Conti in Soho, the other Aida Foster’s in Golders Green. Soho was more convenient from Stoke Newington, but Mummy wouldn’t have dreamed of sending me to an area where prostitutes plied their trade on every corner. So she rang Aida Foster’s for an appointment and was asked to take me to the school for an audition the following Saturday morning. She did the best she could with my hair on the Friday night, spreading some green jelly stuff over it until it was stiff and setting it in pin curls. ‘Let’s pray it’s not raining tomorrow,’ she said.

We had to take three buses to get to Golders Green, but I didn’t care and neither, I think, did Mummy: we were both far too excited at the prospect of finding a school that would encourage my wish to go on the stage and give me a decent education at the same time.

We walked through the school gates into a different world, a world in which, or so it seemed from photographs on the walls, every girl looked like a Hollywood beauty, and some of them, such as Elizabeth Taylor and Jean Simmons, actually were. No sooner had Mummy proudly displayed my certificates and silver and bronze medals than Aida Foster dragged us back into the real world. All my achievements counted for nothing here, she said: they were OK for a local dancing school that cost 1s 6d on a Monday and 1s on a Thursday, but this was a school that trained girls for a professional stage career, and it was filled with beauties blessed with talent to match their stunning looks. If that brought Mummy down to earth, I didn’t notice, because it all went completely over my head. I was so flash I believed I was God’s gift to the theatre; I thought showbiz was waiting for me. And I was not in the least nervous about auditioning. I could not wait to prove that I was every bit as talented as the girls in the photographs. I was not fazed even when we were taken to the biggest rehearsal room I’d ever seen, with mirrors on all sides, and asked what I wanted to perform. With a confidence belying my years, I went into my staple, ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’, with all the well-rehearsed gestures and expressions, and followed up with ‘Are You From Dixie?’ I did some tap dancing, which I was good at, and a bit of ballet, which I wasn’t. Then I had to do a character dance and recite a poem. Afterwards Mummy and I were taken back to Aida’s office, where we waited, looking at the photographs of all those pretty girls who were nothing like me, while Aida, her daughter Anita, and the woman – known to pupils as Miss Pat – who ran the school for them, discussed my audition among themselves. Studying those film star faces with their creamy complexions, framed by long ringlets and little Peter Pan collars and bows, I saw myself for the first time for what I was: short and fat, with the split fringe in my fine hair emphasising my full, round, dimpled face. It was not a nice feeling.

After what seemed like for ever, Aida, Anita and Miss Pat came into the office. Aida looked at my mother and said: ‘Well, Mrs Deeks, your daughter isn’t the usual little lady we have coming through our doors. She’s different. But we all think she’s got something. We don’t know what it is, but she has something. And we would be prepared to take her next term.’

Aida then talked about how much it was all going to cost. I would need two pairs of block-top and one pair of soft ballet shoes; one maroon and one blue leotard; cardigan and tights; blue and white shorts; white sweater and shoes for tap, and a dress and shoes for ballroom dancing, as well as a uniform for afternoons, when I would do school work. Being not yet thirteen, and very immature for my age, I did not understand the enormity of the financial commitment. All I knew was that I desperately wanted to go to Aida Foster’s. I knew I could do it, that I’d be OK. On the way home, Mummy told me that she would do more piecework to earn enough extra money to send me for one term to see how I did. I was so, so happy. Now, on the three buses back to Stoke Newington, I forgot all about those film star faces in Aida’s office. Talent was what counted, not looks. Hadn’t I been the one everyone wanted to see perform at Madame Behenna’s? I’d be the same success at Aida Foster’s, I was sure of that.

On the September morning I was to start at Aida Foster’s the butterflies were flying around my tummy as I put on my new maroon and pale blue uniform. I was nervous, but excited, too, as I walked to the bottom of Bouverie Road to catch the 106 bus to Finsbury Park. Having no idea what to expect at school, I lost myself in thought as the second, smaller bus, the 210, left the heavily built-up areas behind and climbed past green fields to the picturesque village of Highgate. I found myself thinking of Dick Whittington, who had passed through there on his way to the City of London; then, as the bus dropped down to Hampstead, past the famous Spaniard’s Inn, I daydreamed about another Dick – the legendary highwayman, Dick Turpin. The lovely long journey made me forget what first-day nerves I had, but by the time I reached Golders Green Hippodrome and stepped on to the third bus, which would take me along Finchley Road to Aida Foster’s, the butterflies were waking up again.

And then I saw the tall girls, with pretty faces and long hair, getting out of big, shiny cars, and I knew I had arrived at a place where I had every reason to be nervous.

At my previous schools, I’d always seemed to end up in charge and other kids had followed me. But I was the only girl starting at Aida Foster’s that autumn term, and no one knew me. I wandered around, not knowing where I was going, much less what I was going to do when I got there. There seemed to be a few working-class girls, but the majority were from wealthy backgrounds, and if it was not their daddy who drove them to school in the Rolls-Royce, it was the chauffeur. That morning, all Mummy’s ambitions to get out of the East End came back to me: mingling among those elegant girls with the frightfully posh accents I’d heard only on radio or in films, I felt insignificant and common. And, if I’m honest, I felt inferior, too.

To make matters worse, that morning’s lessons included pointe ballet, in which we had to balance on the ends of our toes on blocked shoes. Girls who were willowy and light found this painful, but for a fairy elephant like me, it was excruciating, and when the class was over, I had tears in my eyes. Whether they were for my battered toes or bruised ego, I can’t be sure. As if my confidence were not low enough, one of the girls, Patricia Wilson, was told I looked like her, and I heard her snort by way of reply: ‘Don’t insult me.’

It was a relief to start singing and dancing lessons; at least I would come into my own then. But even these came as a shock: suddenly I realised that, no matter how good I thought I was, there were other girls with far more talent than I had. At Madame Behenna’s I’d been the little star; here I was a nobody, and my pride was hurt.

Mummy had packed me some lunch, and on that miserable Monday morning, even this proved to be a mistake that made me feel silly. Seeing me take my sandwiches out of my satchel, one of girls said, snootily, ‘We don’t have sandwiches – we go out to eat.’ I had no idea what she was talking about. I did not know what ‘going out to eat’ was. Patricia Wilson, bless her, came over to me and apologised for having been so rude about me earlier. ‘I didn’t mean it,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you come out with the rest of us?’ I appreciated the gesture, but turned it down, preferring to eat on my own in the state of mind I was in.

After lunch we all went across the road to another part of the school for lessons. And it was there, thankfully, that my superior education rescued me from what would otherwise have been the unhappiest day of my life. In the classroom, I was streets ahead. I quickly realised that the other girls might have been better looking, might have had longer hair and legs and have come from wealthier backgrounds, but their parents had clearly put stage training ahead of academic education.

Outshining those budding stars in one area at least lifted my self-esteem and I went home that afternoon feeling a little better about myself than I had at lunchtime. But deep down, I was afraid of what was in store for me: at Aida Foster’s I was just a tiny cog in a huge wheel. What, I wondered, would I have to do to get myself noticed above all those glamour girls with their fashionable looks and accents?

For the next three months, I was desperately unhappy. I’m sure the girls did not set out to intimidate me or make me feel awkward, but that’s what happened. Not only did they speak better than me, they had more money, too: they had plenty to enjoy themselves ‘eating out’, while most of what Mummy gave me went on bus fares, and if I did have any left over, it was only sixpence or so. And when it came to auditions for film or stage parts, I was never picked: producers and casting directors wanted pretty, long-legged girls with peaches-and-cream complexions and plums in their mouths, and that wasn’t me. I was little and plump, with an accent more Mile End than Mayfair. Invariably, they would echo what Aida had said at my audition. ‘She has got something, but we don’t know what it is.’

Not surprisingly, I started looking forward more and more to the afternoon lessons, the only classes where I felt I had some worth. I was so far ahead of everyone else that when our teacher, Mrs Clarke, was not available on a couple of days, I was chosen to sit at the front of the class and tell everyone else what to do. I only had to set them compositions to write, but I felt great. I had a vivid imagination, so coming up with ideas was no problem and it was little wonder that before long some of the girls were asking me to help them with their homework.

The whole point of going to Aida Foster’s, however, was to learn my craft better and, as Christmas approached, I became more and more despondent. I badly needed an audition to show off my vivacious, perky personality, but there was no call, it seemed, for a tiny, fat song-and-dance kid. However, just when it seemed that Christmas 1950 was going to be a miserable one for me, Aida did something that lifted my spirits, made me feel proud and gave me hope for the future. She called me into her office and said: ‘I know how unhappy you are, Barbara. And I know how much you want to perform on stage. So I’ve decided to give you a part in my annual pantomime at Golders Green Hippodrome.’ I left her office walking on air. Being chosen for the pantomime was a great honour, and I could barely wait for rehearsals to start.

That panto was one occasion when being so tiny paid off: I was put at the end of the chorus line, and consequently given a speaking part. It was only a four-word sentence – ‘Here comes the Baron!’ – but it meant the world to me, and I yelled it out with gusto twice a day for six weeks. And I was being paid £3 a week for it. I loved being in the panto but my happiness was clouded by the discovery of something I didn’t understand, but certainly didn’t like: some of the girls at Aida Foster’s were not only wealthy but snobs as well.

I was thrilled one night when my father came to see the panto straight from work. I was always proud that my daddy was a bus conductor and thought nothing of him wearing his uniform to the theatre. But at the next evening’s performance, I heard one or two of the girls backstage laughing and making snide cracks. One of them said: ‘Can you believe it? A bus conductor! How awful. How could he come in his uniform? You’d think he’d be ashamed.’

I rushed into the dressing room and went bananas, chucking a big tin of Leichner theatrical face powder all over them. The woman chaperoning us shouted: ‘Barbara Deeks! Stop it!’

‘Did you hear what they said about my father?’ I asked her.

But she just kept yelling, ‘Stop it. BARBARA DEEKS, STOP IT!’ Then she bawled at me: ‘You know, I knew you were going to be trouble.’

So I grabbed another tin of powder and threw it all over her.

Aida called me into her office and tore me off a strip. ‘You must behave like a young lady at all times,’ she told me.

I persevered at Aida Foster’s, with the help of what I earned in the panto, and, discovering that not all my schoolmates were rich or posh, settled in and made friends. But still, in spite of my hard work and Aida’s support, I never seemed to get the chance to show what I could do. I just couldn’t get my foot far enough in the door to open it.

One morning in 1952, a couple of months before my fifteenth birthday, Aida arranged for me and a handful of other pupils to go to the Palace Theatre in London’s West End to audition for one of six roles as orphans in a new musical called Love From Judy, based on Jean Webster’s popular children’s book Daddy Longlegs, about an orphan with a mysterious benefactor with whom she ends up falling in love.

I met up with the other Aida Foster girls by the statue of Eros in Piccadilly, and together, chatting excitedly, we walked up Shaftesbury Avenue towards the Palace Theatre at Cambridge Circus. When we got there our hearts sank: outside the theatre and snaking right the way round it was the most enormous queue of girls we’d ever seen, hundreds of them, in an array of different coloured school uniforms, all waiting for an audition. Even if I did manage to wedge my foot in the door, I thought, and was asked to go through even a small part of my repertoire, what hope would I have with so many other girls my age, probably just as talented or more so, going for the same role?

At the audition itself I felt a bit more confident. My jazzed-up version of ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’ went down so well that I was allowed to finish it, which made a nice change. Then I was asked to dance, and went through a tap routine, ending with a cartwheel across the stage. I sensed I was in with a chance when I was asked if I could speak with an American accent. ‘Yes, I can,’ I said quickly, trying to remember how Daddy sounded when he used American slang. I read from the script, then left. I’d rarely felt positive after past auditions, but I did that day, and went back to school really hopeful. I did not hear anything for more than a week, but one morning, while I was in the middle of a dance lesson, a message came over the school tannoy system: ‘Barbara Deeks, Barbara Deeks, you are wanted in the main office.’

The tannoy meant one of two things: either you were in deep trouble, or something wonderful had happened. I hurried to the office, filled with an unfamiliar feeling of confidence: I didn’t think for a moment that I was in trouble. And sure enough, Aida was all smiles. ‘Well, Barbara,’ she said. ‘I’m so pleased to tell you, you’ve got the job. You’re going to play Sadie Kate.’ My size had clinched it for me. Because of the employment regulations, the show could not use children under fifteen, although the orphans were supposed to be ten-year-olds.

‘The show is going on a four-week tour, starting with a world première in Coventry,’ Aida went on. ‘Then it will open in the West End.’ The words ‘on tour’ excited me even more than ‘West End’: they conjured up images of travelling vaudeville performers, who always seemed like one big happy family. After Coventry we’d be moving on to Bournemouth on the south coast. I loved the idea of living out of suitcases like the Dolly Sisters, and being fussed over by motherly landladies.

And, of course, it would be a relief to get out of London, away from the constant bickering of two disgruntled parents who were becoming more and more miserable living under the same roof.
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I LEFT FOR COVENTRY ON A SUNDAY IN AUGUST 1952. Apart from when I was evacuated as a small child, I’d never been away from home before, and I’d never felt so excited. Mummy took me to Euston Station to put me on the train. I was wearing a beautiful lemon and grey seersucker outfit she had made for me, a hat and a pair of red shoes with a small heel to make me a little more grown-up. I’d shown the shoes to Daddy, wanting his approval, but, knowing what he thought about heels, I covered those with my hands so that he wouldn’t see them.

The first two weeks of the tour were the happiest of my life. The cast quickly became a loving family and Coventry Hippodrome Theatre a haven where I always felt welcome and wanted. I palled up with another ‘orphan’, Heather Lee, who also had a speaking part, and we shared digs, a twenty-minute bus ride and a long walk to the theatre from the city centre. We had to get out of our lodgings soon after breakfast so we’d go into town and congregate in the Kardomah coffee bar, hoping to spot famous performers working in Coventry – there were four theatres in the city in those days. After an hour or so in there, we’d go to the Hippodrome. It was always open early, and we knew we could count on endless cups of tea and cakes while we chatted to whoever was there. On payday – the one day we had enough money – we’d go to the pictures.

To begin with I thought that appearing on stage would be like the panto, but, of course, there were ten times as many people in the Hippodrome audience and I was totally unprepared for such loud, prolonged applause. On the first night the theatre was packed, and the audience, which included the actress Hermione Gingold and the singer Elisabeth Welch, famous stars of the day, loved the show. The next day the Coventry Evening Telegraph declared that it was better than anything the United States had produced. The leading man, Johnny Brandon, and June Whitfield were described as ‘two of the brightest features of the evening’, and ‘beautiful, talented Jean Carson’ would, it was predicted, be acclaimed in the West End. It was all terribly exciting.

I quickly developed an all-consuming crush on Johnny Brandon. He was a singer-dancer, and when I saw him on stage for the first time during rehearsals, I literally caught my breath: he was the most gorgeous human being I’d ever seen. It was not a sexual attraction, of course: I was too immature, too unworldly for that; it was more a childish adoration of someone blessed with exquisite good looks and the most dynamic personality and talent. Whenever Johnny was around, I was so nervous I’d start to perspire, and off stage I could never bring myself to look at him, much less speak to him. So captivated was I by his looks and his stage presence that every night – and twice on Wednesdays and Saturdays – I’d go down and stand in the wings to watch him sing his big number before joining him and the rest of the cast on stage for the finale.

After Coventry we went to Bournemouth, arriving in the middle of a heatwave. When the other girls suggested going to the beach, I had to buy myself a swimming costume. The one that caught my eye had criss-cross straps at the back, like the one Betty Grable wore in her famous pose, but not only did it cost £4 – over half a week’s wages – but it was maroon, which I wasn’t keen on because it was the same colour as my school uniform. In the end, though, I decided to lash out on it because I was developing a bit of a bosom and looked really good in it. Also I felt that Mummy would be proud of me for showing such good taste.

When the tour was over, I left Bournemouth for London, eager to see Mummy and Daddy and to tell them all about it. I jumped off the train at Waterloo, my joy at going home tempered by the usual worries about what mood Mummy would be in. As I walked briskly along the platform with the other girls I could see Mummy at the barrier, with all the other mothers, and she was smiling. Everything seemed to be OK. But as I got closer and she spotted me, her face tightened into a scowl. ‘Christ,’ I thought. ‘What have I done?’ I couldn’t think what could be the matter. I wanted to tell her what a success the show had been, how excited everyone was about going into the West End, but she got in first.

‘What on earth have you done with yourself?’

I didn’t have a clue what she was on about.

‘Look at the state of you.’

I looked down at my clothes; I was always pristine, and today was no different. ‘What?’ I said. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘You’ve put on a lot of weight. You’re fat. You’re getting just like Fat Nanny.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll try to lose some weight.’ Then, trying to please her, I added: ‘Hey, you’ll never guess what I bought.’ I reached into my bag and pulled out the swimming costume I’d bought in Bournemouth. ‘Isn’t it smashing?’

Mummy stared at it in disbelief. ‘How much did you spend on that?’ she wanted to know.

‘Four pounds,’ I said.

‘Four pounds?’ she said. ‘You stupid girl. Spending your money – just like your father.’

Heather said: ‘Oh, don’t say that, Mrs Deeks. We all went to the beach and Barbara didn’t have a costume. She was so pleased with it.’ But Mummy didn’t want to know. She could not bear the thought of me spending so much money on anything. As we headed for the Underground, the warm, wonderful memories of the tour receded and I felt deflated and scared of what lay ahead. I’d hoped that my being away would improve things, give Mummy and Daddy time to resolve their differences, but it hadn’t. No sooner was I home than the rows continued, and I started counting the days to 25 September when Love From Judy opened at the Saville Theatre a short walk from Leicester Square.

We opened to great reviews and, for the next few weeks, I would hurry away after the show and gush out my excitement to whichever parent met me at Finsbury Park. If Daddy had been working an early shift he’d be there, and, to be honest, I preferred that. He was always in a good mood, keen to see me, and interested in what I had to tell him. I was always thrilled to see him, too, and we’d chat away and laugh so much that we were home before we knew it.

I could not wait to go back to Aida Foster’s. I wanted to keep up my dance and acting classes, of course, but if I’m honest, I wanted to show off, too; to savour the adulation of those prettier, more-talented girls who had looked down their rich noses at the short, fat bus conductor’s daughter they never expected to get anywhere. I was greeted like some returning heroine: everyone, it seemed, flocked round me, wanting to be my friend. ‘What’s it like being in the West End?’ ‘Do you get nervous?’ ‘Is it exciting getting loud applause every night?’ The questions came fast from all angles, and it was terrific being the centre of attention for once. I lapped it up.

Aida and Anita and the teachers were thrilled for me, too, and one of them made my day by asking me to act out an excerpt of Love From Judy in front of the class with the help of some of the other pupils. My own stage role was not big enough, so I borrowed some of Jean Carson’s scenes and tore at everyone’s heart-strings with two of her tear-jerking numbers. I also did June Whitfield’s comedy number about blondes, ‘Dumb, Dumb, Dumb’. For a little girl of fifteen, being asked my opinion on this and that as if I were some veteran of the theatre was a real buzz, and I left school that afternoon feeling even more important than when I arrived.

I kept up with my classes as often as I could, but it was exhausting doing the show and concentrating at school as well, and I finally left during the West End run of Love From Judy, though Aida Foster remained my agent.

One night, as we all came off stage, I found myself next to him; just a couple of feet away. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Barbara, isn’t it?’

Before I had a chance to blush or stutter, I heard myself respond quietly: ‘Yes.’

‘Are you enjoying the show?’

I gulped. I hadn’t expected a second question and couldn’t cope with a conversation. ‘Yer, yer . . . yes, Mr Brandon,’ I stammered.

He smiled. ‘You obviously like my number. You watch it every night.’

I nodded. ‘I think it’s wonderful,’ I managed to get out.

All the girls were rushing past me, Heather and Pixie and Linda and the others, all giggling. I felt myself going red.

‘What do you want to do in the business?’ he was asking. ‘What ambitions do you have?’

‘Just to sing and dance,’ I replied. ‘I love it.’

‘Who’s your favourite film star?’

‘Betty Grable.’

He smiled again; he was so sweet, so lovely. ‘Yeah, she’s great.’ Then, as he turned towards his dressing room, he said: ‘I must take you to tea one day.’

I rushed into our dressing room, tingling with excitement. I could hardly take it in that Johnny Brandon had actually spoken to me. And I had spoken back. I told Heather he had invited me to tea. ‘I’m not going on my own,’ I said. ‘You’ll have to come with me.’

The only café we girls used was Valotti’s, opposite the theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. It was pretty basic and cheap. The boys from Italia Conti gathered there and one in particular, Johnny Briggs, stood out because he was always surrounded by admiring girls, me included. When Johnny Brandon took Heather and me to a posh restaurant off Charing Cross Road I was so nervous I wished I was back in Valotti’s. The only item on the menu I could find that seemed appropriate for teatime was poached eggs on toast, so that’s what I had. But Johnny chatted to us easily, making us feel comfortable and very grown up. He asked me where I came from and when I told him Stoke Newington, he laughed. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘So do I.’

As they say, it’s a small world.

After that, I didn’t blush or stutter when Johnny was near; instead we struck up a warm, innocent friendship. I still stood in the wings watching his act every night. During one performance a big, blowsy chorus girl came by. ‘I don’t know why you waste your time looking at him,’ she remarked. ‘He’s queer.’

‘What? Isn’t he well?’ I asked, concerned.

‘Don’t be daft,’ she said. ‘I mean he likes men.’

But I didn’t even know much about straight sex, let alone any other variety, so that went completely over my head.

Now that I was in a long-running show, I started giving serious thought to something Aida had mentioned to me when I joined the school. Deeks, she had said, is not a good stage name; there will come a time when you will have to change it. That time, I felt, was now. I was fed up with always being asked at auditions how I spelled my name, and I wanted something simple. Mummy and I put our heads together to try to come up with a stage name that not only was uncomplicated and had a good ring to it, but meant something to us, too. We kicked around loads of ideas, but in the end it came down to two: Ellis, my mother’s maiden name, and Windsor, Auntie Dolly’s married name. We eventually plumped for Windsor, the name Auntie Dolly shared with the new Queen, as it seemed particularly apt in Coronation year.

Daddy, predictably, did his nut. He would not accept that the change was for professional reasons and accused me of turning my back on a name that had been good enough for his family for generations – and, of course, when he fought for the likes of me in the British Army. He never forgave me for changing it.

At sixteen I was very lucky to look young enough to still be in the show. Many of my fellow ‘orphans’ had grown too tall to be remotely plausible ten-year-olds. But it seemed I had another problem. One day the wardrobe mistress came into the dressing room barking out my name. She was holding up a band of wide elastic, pinching it between her thumb and forefinger distastefully as if it was something the cat had dragged in. She shook it irritably in the general direction of my chest.

‘Barbara Windsor, they’re too big now. You do not look ten years old.’ With that she thrust the elastic into my hands and marched out. I was so humiliated. She was behaving as if I had deliberately grown breasts to spite her.

I was still upset when I got home and Mummy, for once, was understanding. That weekend she took me to the West End and bought me the most fantastic satin Berlei bra. I still had to flatten my bosom by binding it with the wardrobe mistress’s elastic every night to play the part of a character six years younger than me, but it was a small price to pay to stay in the show.

Now that I’ve got boobs, I thought, I can wear perfume. In the theatre, we used Leichner and Max Factor, but for going out, the make-up of the day was by Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubenstein, the brands, I was assured, that film stars wore. I went for Elizabeth Arden. Then came the stockings. I could not imagine what it would be like to wear stockings, suspender belt and bra at the same time, and I got myself in a right tizz the first time I did.

I was still immature, but I wasn’t a kid any more. In my school uniform – which was all I ever wore during the day and to the theatre – I still looked no more than twelve, but I didn’t feel it. I felt very grown up, never more so than on Fridays, when the girls and I slipped into our stockings, low-heeled shoes and ‘going out’ clothes, collected our £6 7s 6d wages and had a Chinese meal in Soho’s booming Chinatown. After those humiliating first days at Aida Foster’s, I was ‘eating out’ at last, though I was still so unworldly that I didn’t have a clue how to order. After lunch we would go to the cinema, then back to the Saville Theatre for the show. To round off the evening, we sometimes treated ourselves to a ‘nightcap’ – a milkshake – at a Black and White Milk Bar in Charing Cross Road, but I’d always be on the tube from Leicester Square by 11 p.m. at the latest.

Johnny Brandon was incredibly understanding of my naïveté. Once I saw him chatting at the stage door to a black gentleman who had the most wonderful, uninhibited, wide smile. Later, I said to Johnny: ‘Don’t niggers have lovely smiles, Mr Brandon?’

He took my hand and looked me straight in the eye. ‘You must never say that, Barbara,’ he said, quite sternly.

I was embarrassed. ‘Have I said something wrong?’

‘Well, yes,’ Johnny said. ‘You must never ever call black people niggers. You must say “coloured”.’

I had no idea what he meant. The word ‘nigger’ was part of the language I’d grown up with. It was just a name, like ‘Jew’. I didn’t know there was anything wrong with that. I’d been brought up to believe that all people, no matter what their colour or creed, were the same, whatever they were called. Of course, today the word ‘coloured’ would be considered insulting as well, but in 1950s Britain it was thought polite. The point is that Johnny could easily have put me down and made me feel even more embarrassed, but he didn’t.

I was captivated by all kinds of showbusiness and, along with the other girls, made full use of my Equity card, which entitled us to free seats in other theatres. We travelled all over the place, even as far as Streatham in south-west London which, to a north Londoner like me, seemed like the end of the world. Our free seats were always up in the ‘gods’ – the highest balcony – but we didn’t care. We were show people; the theatre was our business, our love, and we soaked up and savoured every magical moment of everything we saw.

The hottest show in 1953 was a musical based on Damon Runyon’s classic Guys and Dolls, and it captured my imagination so much that I went to see it four times over the next year. During that time the cast changed and I was especially taken by the man who took over as Nathan Detroit. I had seen him many times in pictures playing a wide boy, boxer or gangster, but never singing and dancing on stage. I thought he was wonderful and found his craggy face very appealing. His name was Sid James.

I especially loved the spectacular dance number ‘Take Back Your Mink’, in which the Hot Box Girls discard, one by one, their mink stoles, hats, diamonds, pearls, high heels and tights. Watching Toni Palmer, Millicent Martin and the American Vivian Blaine pushing their boobs in and out to that raunchy, jazzed-up music set my pulse racing. This was what I wanted to do; this was a world away from playing an orphan scrubbing the floor. Seeing my name up in lights as a solo performer, though, never entered my head; I was still happy to be a bit-part player, one of a team.

By now we had moved from the prefab to a council flat in Bethune Road. I thought the prefabs were lovely, but for some reason they were now generally considered a bit downmarket, and Mummy, of course, couldn’t bear that, so with typical determination she had set about getting us a more acceptable home. The rent was higher than for the prefab, but Mummy saw it as a step up.

The cracks between her and my dad could no longer be papered over and that autumn, the atmosphere at home was awful. I’d always thought that Mummy was mostly to blame for the rows, but now that I was older, I could see that often it was six of one and half a dozen of the other. During one barney, I heard Daddy shout at Mummy: ‘You won’t be much good any more. You’ll be past it.’ I didn’t know what he meant: she was still absolutely stunning approaching forty. But it sounded very unkind and hurtful, and Mummy was very upset.

By Christmas 1953 they had drifted further and further apart and I knew there was a split coming when Daddy admitted to me one day: ‘I can’t stand your mother.’

‘Oh, I know, Daddy,’ I said. ‘She drives me mad as well sometimes; but she doesn’t mean it.’

‘I’m going to live somewhere else,’ he told me. ‘Come and look at a place with me.’

It didn’t seem real, my dad living away from us, but I went with him on the 106 bus to Finsbury Park and looked at a room he was thinking of renting. It was awful. ‘This isn’t good enough for you, Daddy,’ I said. ‘It hasn’t got its own bathroom and toilet.’ I never knew whether he took that room or not, because I went straight on to the theatre afterwards and we never spoke about it again. But wherever he went, the next thing I knew he was no longer at home.

When Daddy left, Mummy’s proud spirit seemed to go with him. The West End had always been a big deal in her life, a place she adored and always talked about. Now, suddenly, I was the one going there and talking about it, and, instead of being pleased and interested, she was disgruntled and unhappy. She criticised me constantly: my legs were not as shapely as hers; my bust was too big. Once, when I’d had a perm, she scoffed: ‘Now what have you done? You look like Harpo Marx!’ She constantly complained that I had inherited all my father’s worst characteristics: his fine hair, his raucous laugh and the red face when he got angry. It was as if in some bizarre way we were not mother and daughter, but rivals. And it was as if she resented me becoming a young woman and enjoying life in the part of London that had always fascinated her.

Never once, however, did Mummy fail to meet me off the tube at Finsbury Park. She was there in all weathers, once in dense fog even though she was suffering badly from asthma. Usually she was in a good mood, but I was always a little tense because I knew that the slightest thing could set her off. One Friday night, for example, feeling particularly grown up, I decided to pay our bus fares out of my wages. I reached into my coat pocket for my unopened wage packet and, to my horror, discovered it had been nicked. I couldn’t see that it was my fault, but Mummy gave me a clout for being careless, and she was still so angry when we got off the bus that she kept pushing me along the street.

I was aware that Mummy must be going through a lot of pain with Daddy going, but selfishly, I showed little concern or compassion. I had been piggy-in-the-middle of their rows for too long, and I was glad to escape to the sanctuary of my showbusiness ‘family’ where I felt wanted and happy.

And, anyway, I had problems of my own. We were nearing the end of Love From Judy’s West End run and would soon be starting a final provincial tour. After that, I would not be seeing my ‘family’ any more, or Johnny Brandon, and the thought of being without them terrified me.
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AFTER WE FINISHED AT THE SAVILLE I SPENT A WEEKEND AT HOME AND THEN TRAVELLED TO BIRMINGHAM FOR THE FIRST WEEK OF THE CLOSING TOUR OF THE SHOW. Birmingham was notorious in those days for having the worst digs in the country, and when the other girls said they were going back to London for the weekend after the Saturday performance, I jumped at the chance to join them: Mummy was still unhappy, and I thought it would be a nice surprise for her to have me home. As we still could not afford a telephone I couldn’t ring her to say I was on my way, so the first she knew about it was when I walked through the door shortly before midnight. She hurried out of her bedroom, looking flushed and embarrassed, and yelled: ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come home,’ I said. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘No, no,’ she said, angrily. ‘You shouldn’t be home. You’ve only been away a week. How did you get here?’

‘On the coach,’ I told her.

‘How much did that cost?’

‘Thirty shillings,’ I said.

Mummy glared at me. ‘Thirty shillings! You’re wasting more money. Just like your father.’

Not knowing what to say to that, I ran into my bedroom and cried myself to sleep, thinking, ‘Why did I bother coming home? I want to go back.’

The next morning, Mummy walked around in a huff, hardly saying a word, and I went out and roamed the streets, wishing away the time until Monday, when I could go back to Birmingham and the welcoming warmth of my ‘family’. Lonely and miserable, I went back to the flat to find that Mummy’s mood had lifted. She didn’t explain why she had not wanted me to come home, but she was less aggressive. ‘What was the point in travelling all that way, dear?’ she said. ‘You’ll be back for good soon.’

The following month Mummy told me that she and Daddy were getting a legal separation, and that I would have to give evidence in court. The show had moved on to Manchester, and I had to travel back by train on a Sunday night to attend the hearing. I had to stand all the way because there was not a seat to be had; the train was packed. I spent the four-hour journey in tears, partly because I’d dropped a drawer on my foot and it was really hurting, but mostly because I would be missing a performance, which seemed a tragedy to me. But my pain was nothing to the anguish I would suffer the next morning.

On the bus to the court in Stoke Newington, Mummy was very kind and gentle and told me I had nothing to be frightened of; all I had to do was tell the truth. As this was something Daddy had drummed into me too, I felt I had nothing to worry about. Mummy said I wouldn’t see Daddy until we were in the court. I expected him to greet me as usual and give me a kiss, but when I was called in, I got a terrible shock. I had not seen much of him for several months and he was like a different person: gone was his happy-go-lucky manner; his face was bright red with anger and, instead of his usual suit he was wearing a hand-knitted, canary yellow crew-necked sweater over a shirt and tie. He didn’t even acknowledge me; instead he just stared straight ahead at the judge.

I was asked to step into the witness box. As usual I was wearing my school uniform and I was so tiny I couldn’t see over the top. ‘She is only a little girl,’ the judge said. ‘Can someone find a box for Barbara Ann to stand on?’ I thought that would make Daddy laugh, but he kept on staring ahead, his mouth shut tight and his eyes full of hate. My father was a handsome man, but now he looked ugly, his face set in the furious expression I’d seen him turn on Mummy in the middle of their blazing rows. Until then, I had not been nervous; I’d thought the judge would say to Mummy and Daddy, ‘Now, don’t be silly. You love each other. You’ve got this daughter,’ and we’d all walk out and live happily ever after. But now, feeling small and scared in front of my angry father, I was terrified.

‘Have you ever heard your mother and father arguing?’ the judge was asking me.

‘Yes,’ I answered.

‘Have you ever heard your father swear at your mother?’

‘Yes,’ I had to say.

‘Do you remember the words he used?’ the judge went on. Then he added, kindly, ‘You don’t have to say the words – you can write them down.’ The clerk of the court handed me a pen and a piece of paper and I wrote: ‘FUC’. Thinking of the little Jewish boy, David Fuchs, who was bullied at school, I paused, not sure whether to finish the word with an ‘H’ or a ‘K’. Finally, I added a ‘K’, then wrote: ‘the neighbours’. I also noted down another word I’d heard Daddy use – BASTARD – and handed the paper to the clerk.

There was talk of Daddy’s temper and I was asked if I’d seen anything else. It was like I was on stage – ‘Come on, Barbara, tell us all about it, tell the truth about what you saw.’ So I told them how Mummy had had this lovely fur coat, and Daddy had chucked it out of the window and it had landed in the mud. All the time I was telling them about Daddy, I was thinking they would ask next about Mummy, and what she had done to him. But there were no questions about her, only about my dad.

‘And did you ever see your father hit your mother?’

I had to tell the truth about that, too. ‘Yes,’ I said.

That seemed to do it. A few seconds later, I was dismissed and left the witness box. Mummy came up to me and said, ‘Well done, Babs,’ and I went and found a loo, leaving Mummy talking to a solicitor. When I came back, she said: ‘Well, Babs, Daddy and I are no longer together. You’ve been awarded to me.’

‘You mean I’m going to live just with you?’ I asked.

‘Yes. And Daddy is going to pay me five shillings a week to go towards your keep.’ Sensing my concern, she added: ‘Don’t worry, dear, you’ll still see Daddy.’

As she said that, I heard the studs of Daddy’s shoes on the concrete floor, and there he was, striding towards us, his face damp with perspiration and scarlet with fury. I felt sure he was going to speak to me, to say that he would still see me, that he would take me out once a week, that I would stay with him every so often. But he didn’t say a word. He just rushed past like a gust of wind without even glancing at me. Seeing my crestfallen face, Mummy put her arms round me and held me tight. I was shocked, but I was at such a loss to cope with all that was happening to me that I basked in this rare show of affection from her.

Mummy and I hardly said a word to each other on the way home, and for the next few weeks all I could think about was that everything was my fault; that if I had not gone to court and said all those things and written down those words, Mummy and Daddy might have been able to get back together. If Daddy had taken me to one side and explained that the rows were nothing to do with me; that the split would be better for me in the long run; that he had met someone else but would still come and take me to the pictures once a week, then, possibly, I might have understood and come to terms with it. But he didn’t. He behaved like a child himself. He walked past this little girl, sixteen going on ten, leaving her to get on with life as best she could. We were peas out of the same proverbial pod, Daddy and me, and until that moment he had always made me feel safe. Now, in the blinking of an eye, he had left me feeling insecure and a little fearful at having to cope alone with a discontented and hypercritical mother for whom little was ever right and nothing ever good enough.

We went into the final week of the tour at the New Theatre, Oxford. My sense of loss over the divorce deepened at the thought of Love From Judy closing, but nothing could have prepared me for the emptiness and utter desolation I felt when I left the theatre for the last time with all the friends I’d come to love. It was all over, finished. Never again was I going to walk through a stage door and say ‘hello’ to all those lovely people who had been my ‘family’ for two exhilarating, memorable years. Never again would I hurry from my dressing room excitedly to go on stage and do my routine. Never again would I stand adoringly in the wings watching the gorgeous Johnny Brandon weave his special kind of magic. Johnny gave me a beautiful necklace and bracelet as a farewell present, and I spent all my wages on a set of silver-backed hairbrushes for him (something I chose not to tell Mummy). He was very touched. When I got home, I sobbed uncontrollably. How desperately I was going to miss not only the father I idolised, but the loving sanctuary that had comforted me so often in the difficult times.

Alone and sad, I’d find myself wandering along Manor Road towards the Jewish Sector I loved so much, past the baker’s, and Stephens’, the haberdashers, and my favourite deli with all the different delicacies on display and the big barrels of rollmops outside. I’d hang around where the 643 and 647 buses pulled up by Abney Park Cemetery, hoping to see Daddy. Standing there, I remembered how proud I’d been when I’d watched him clinging to the back of a bus with one hand, cheerfully ushering the passengers aboard with the other. Now that was just a warm memory of happy yesterdays, and I wanted them back. I did see Daddy one day, I swear I did. I waved at him, but he looked through me as though I wasn’t there and I walked away, hurting even more inside, not knowing what to do with myself. My daddy had come home to me, whistling, from the war, but now he didn’t want me in his life, didn’t want to speak to me, didn’t love me enough to even wave. What, I wondered, was going to happen to me now that everything I loved and had come to rely on had gone?

One afternoon the following week Mummy told me that there had been a terrible row when she’d come home early from work and caught Daddy trying to remove the radiogram. He said it was his; she said it was hers. Mummy won, and two days later I realised why it was so important to her: she was throwing a little party and needed it for the music. She was in one of her better moods, but I was still feeling down and worried about the future, and suddenly I said the wrong thing. Before we knew it, Mummy and I were in the middle of a blazing row. In a strop, I rushed to the mantelpiece and grabbed one of two orange vases that Mummy adored. She was always talking about how they matched. I threw it on the floor and screamed: ‘Now look – you haven’t got a matching pair any more. You can’t tell everyone about your matching pair now!’ Then I stormed out.

I roamed the streets for a couple of hours, terrified that Mummy would give me what for if I went back. But when I finally plucked up the courage to go home and apologise, I found lots of people in the house, all chatting amiably, the music playing – and Mummy all smiles. ‘Don’t worry about the vase,’ she said. ‘It’s just got a crack down it. We had a row and you were upset.’ And then she brought me in and introduced me to her guests. One of them was a friendly, sweet-natured man named Len Atkinson, and it was clear that Mummy liked him. A lot.

For the next couple of weeks, I moped around, feeling abandoned. Even Mummy seemed less interested in me now that she had another man in her life. And then one day a telegram was delivered to the flat, and suddenly the clouds darkening my world lifted and I caught a glimpse of the sunny side of the street again.

The telegram was from Johnny Brandon, asking me to phone him. He didn’t say why, but the fact that he had made contact at all was enough to make me jump up and down with excitement. Mummy and I both went to the phone box at the end of Dunsmure Road to make the call, and Mummy spoke to Johnny. I could barely contain myself. The second she put the receiver down I demanded: ‘What did he say? What did he want?’

‘He’s doing a television show for the BBC,’ Mummy said. ‘He wants you to be in it with him.’

I couldn’t believe it. ‘Doing what, Mummy?’

‘What you said to him when you were in Judy,’ she said. ‘To be the little fan who says she wants to sing and dance on stage.’

I could not have been happier: how terrific to have the chance to work with Johnny again!

The show was called Variety Parade and it was transmitted live from the Television Theatre in Shepherd’s Bush on 3 July. I must have done OK, because Johnny asked for me again the following month for his own forty-minute show, Dreamer’s Highway, a musical fantasy for teenagers about a nightclub in the stars. Dreamer’s Highway was broadcast from a TV studio, which was all very different from performing on the stage. Television was not a big medium then, and our classes at Aida Foster’s hadn’t been geared to it, so I found the lights, the shadows and hitting marks quite confusing, and the cameras intimidating. But I was working again, and with Johnny, and I was over the moon. That summer, all the joy I’d felt in Love From Judy returned, and I was in seventh heaven.

After those TV appearances I couldn’t wait to work again. Not for a second did I imagine it would be a problem. I thought I was Miss Showbiz and would just walk into another job. Hadn’t I been in a hit West End show at fifteen? Hadn’t I now been on TV as well, not once, but twice? Wasn’t I a cute kid with an enviable, precocious talent that lit up the stage? But after two months of knock-backs I was forced to accept that no one but me thought I was God’s gift to the theatre. Aida arranged a few auditions, but I couldn’t get that foot in the door: I was quite a brash performer, which was not the flavour of the month. I was back at square one, reluctantly having to admit that landing Love From Judy had been more to do with luck than talent, and my TV appearances as much to do with who I knew as how I could perform.

My self-esteem and general confidence was the lowest it had ever been, and to make matters worse, I began to feel embarrassed by my preposterously big breasts. They produced all sorts of saucy comments from groups of men, and I was so self-conscious I had no idea how to respond. Once, when one cheeky bloke on a building site yelled: ‘Have you seen your feet lately?’, I actually looked down at them. There was a Jewish crowd that used to gather at the E and A salt beef bar at Stamford Hill, among them Neil Osborne, Steven Berkoff and Ronnie Mitchell, who was always nice and polite. ‘Hello, Bar,’ he’d say, and then, to the others, ‘Let the lady pass.’

In the mid-fifties you had to wear what was in fashion, but with such a big bosom nothing seemed to suit or fit me. So every Sunday Mummy would take me to Petticoat Lane to buy material which she made into dresses, skirts and tops. She taught me what looked good on me and what I should avoid: no horizontal stripes, no polka dots and don’t mix colours was her advice.

Mummy got fed up with me lounging around feeling sorry for myself, and told me to get off my backside and go on the dole. I had no idea what this was, or how it worked, but I went along to the labour exchange at Hackney to sign on. I stood there in a long queue, not knowing what I was queuing for. Eventually, someone told me how to fill in a claim form and said that my unemployment benefit would be sent on to me in the next few days. Far from being grateful, I was appalled: I hated the idea of being paid for something I hadn’t worked for, and I told Mummy so. ‘Well, you can’t lie around here,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to get a job.’

So I went for an interview at a branch of Littlewood’s Pools in Tottenham, but I didn’t get the job because I had no academic qualifications. Then, one Friday morning, I saw an advertisement for an assistant at Sherry’s shoe shop in Edmonton. I rang for an interview straight away and was given one the same day. I got the job and was asked to start work the following Monday. I should have been pleased – I knew Mummy would be – but on the bus back to Stamford Hill I was more miserable than ever. I didn’t want to work in a shoe shop; it wasn’t me. Despite all the disappointments, I still wanted to be in showbusiness. It was where I felt I belonged. I poured out my misgivings to Mummy, who, to be fair, was supportive. ‘I know, Barbara,’ she said sympathetically. ‘But you must do your best. Do the job well.’

I certainly did that. One of my first tasks was to remember what shoes the shop carried, and I memorised the stock like a script in one day. Then I learned how to use my sex appeal to encourage men buying shoes for their wives or girlfriends to add matching gloves and handbags, too. I cottoned on to that on my first Saturday, when I caught a bloke eyeing me up as I climbed a ladder to the top shelf. Something in his look told me that I had something he liked, and that I could use it to my advantage. So I started wiggling my bottom a bit more, and directing my sales pitch to the men, not their partners, and it worked a treat. That first Saturday I took a phenomenal £80. I was thrilled, but the manageress wasn’t. She was jealous, and when we totted up my sales and she saw how well I’d done, her face was like thunder.

Working in the shoe shop quickly made me realise what a narrow life I’d been leading. For the two years I’d been in Love From Judy, all my social life had consisted of was going to the cinema or theatre, or both, and then going home. When one of the shopgirls asked me what I did on Saturday nights, I said: ‘Nothing really. I just stay in and listen to the radio or play records.’

‘Why don’t you come to the Royal with us?’

‘What’s the Royal?’ I asked her.

The girl laughed. ‘You don’t know the Royal? It’s a dance hall. In Tottenham.’

When I told Mummy I was going to my first dance, she dressed me in a black felt full skirt with turquoise hearts and diamonds round the edge to match my tight-fitting, high-necked turquoise sweater, and a turquoise and black petticoat. She even took the trouble to stick little turquoise motifs on a pair of lovely black shoes. And of course I had the immaculate Berlei bra and stockings and suspenders. Mummy pin-curled my hair and helped me comb it out. She liked me looking nice. And as I set off to meet the girls in the Eagle, the pub opposite the Royal, I knew I did.

After a Babycham, I walked across the road and into another world. I’d never seen anything like it. I loved the theatrical air of the dance hall, the lighting and the big orchestra. And I loved the immediate attention I drew from brashly confident young men in long Edwardian jackets with velvet collars and drainpipe trousers and with Tony Curtis curls falling over their foreheads.

It wasn’t only my breasts that made me stand out, though: it was the way I was dressed and the way I spoke. I was not the norm, and from the word go I had blokes giving me the eye and chatting me up. The looks I got were different from the furtive glances in the shoe shop. Here they were blatantly sexual, and I hated it. Most of the blokes were cockney, all ‘fink’ and ‘fank’ and ‘forty-free’, and when they made suggestive comments, I responded by going all posh and theatrical. This must have made me more desirable because I was always being asked to dance, and the fact that I was a dancer made me even more popular. When the band struck up the last number, dozens of blokes, it seemed, made a beeline for me. The one I accepted offered to take me home, but he made the mistake of trying to touch me up, so I gave him the push and went home on the bus on my own. I’d spent more than four hours in that dance hall, feeling very wanted. At the time I assumed it was because I was in the theatre, but when I thought about it later, I realised that none of the blokes knew who I was.

I went to the Royal the following Saturday, and the next. It was the beginning of what I felt was a ‘normal’, non-showbiz, life. I still hankered after stage work, though, and kept in touch with Aida for news of auditions, which I’d go to on my Thursday afternoons off. Until something came along, at least I could put a £5 wage packet in Mummy’s hand and have some pocket money back with which to go out and enjoy myself.

Towards the end of 1954 I landed a job singing with the Edmundo Ros band on TV. Ros was very popular, but I found him most unpleasant and I didn’t enjoy doing the show at all. I’d been surrounded by lovely people in Love From Judy, and for the first time I wondered whether I should forget all about showbiz if it was going to mean having to work with people like him.

But then Johnny Brandon got in touch again.
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AFTER VARIETY PARADE, WHEN JOHNNY BRANDON HAD HAD TO SEND A TELEGRAM TO GET HOLD OF ME, MUMMY HAD SAID: ‘I think it’s time we got a telephone in the flat, Babs.’ Since we had, it had been pretty silent as far as offers of work were concerned, but now it rang, and it was for me, and it was Johnny.

He wanted me to appear not only on another Dreamer’s Highway TV show in January, but also in a stage version of the programme he was taking on the road in the spring. The TV show, which went out live on 21 January, was fine. I was thrilled to be on the same bill as Jill Day, a twenty-three-year-old pop singer making a name for herself in films. When we did the stage version I was equally thrilled to be on the same bill at the Grand Theatre in Bolton as a talented young man with a lovely singing voice who told jokes between his songs. As I stood in the wings watching him, I noticed that every time he told a joke, a young woman next to me wrote something down on a notepad. Eventually my curiosity got the better of me. ‘Do you mind me asking what you’re doing?’ I asked.

‘Not at all,’ she replied kindly. ‘I’m making notes of how the jokes are going down, so that we know which gags get a laugh in which town and which don’t. I do this everywhere we play.’ I thought, how clever, how professional. That man was a supporting artiste and closed the first half. He was a huge hit and even I, a raw seventeen-year-old, could see that he should have been topping the bill. His name was Ken Dodd.

Dreamer’s Highway, on the other hand, didn’t work on the stage, and when we came on after Ken we died on our arses. It was not that Dreamer’s Highway was a bad show, but it was too American and too jazzy. Johnny was good, but quite honestly, people could see much better singing and dancing at the cinema with Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly.

For me, the tour was not a happy experience. The dancers kept themselves very much to themselves and I spent a lot of the time alone. It did have its funny moments, though. During rehearsal, for example, the drummer kept getting something wrong and Johnny went into one. ‘I don’t have to do this bloody show for a living,’ the drummer said. ‘I’m a postman as well, I’ll have you know.’

I was relieved when the tour ended, but then I was faced with the same problem I’d had after leaving Love From Judy: what did I do next? Apart from a pantomime Aida Foster had booked me to do in the winter, there was nothing in the pipeline. I spent the next couple of months going to auditions but there still seemed no room for a tiny blonde song-and-dance girl. If I was given the chance to finish my song, I usually got on the shortlist for a job, but nine times out of ten I was stopped early on and given the usual ‘Thank you, we’ll let you know.’ I was tempted to drop ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’ from my repertoire, but knew I wouldn’t feel as comfortable with anything else. It was just as well, because one morning in the summer of 1955, that song landed me a spot in a prestigious revue which was to play a vital part in my life.

Many Happy Returns was staged by an eminent producer and writer named Peter Myers at the Watergate Theatre near Charing Cross Station. After I’d sung the song at my audition, he said, with the most unfortunate stammer, ‘How ref–ref–ref–reshing you are. S–s–s–s–so dif–dif–different to the other g–g–g–girls.’ Then he asked me if I could do the Charleston and, without a second’s hesitation, I said I could – ‘My dad was a Charleston champion.’ He wasn’t, actually, but he was bloody good. Next I spoke in some different accents, which Peter thought was my weak spot, but he said that didn’t matter and gave me the job. Hallelujah – the brash, ballsy performer was in at last! And it was such a prestigious production, too. The theatre held only a hundred, and on the opening night that select few included, to my amazement, luminaries such as Laurence Olivier. Johnny Brandon came to the opening night and wrote me a lovely letter the next day, telling me I was going to be a big star. I did not understand that: I was still happy to be part of a successful team and on Many Happy Returns that team featured the wonderful Edward Woodward, who had a beautiful singing voice; Jimmy Thompson, a renowned revue star, and Thelma Ruby, all very highly regarded in the business. I had no desire to see my name in lights, I just adored the whole process of performing in such exalted company.

Many Happy Returns was a fantastic experience which helped me grow up a bit, and I’ll always be grateful to Jimmy Thompson for the part he played in that. He soon noticed how ill at ease I was in the theatre restaurant, always ordering soup, meat, potatoes and peas. ‘You aren’t used to restaurants, are you?’ he said to me one day.

‘No. Usually I only ever go to cafés,’ I confessed.

The next day he took me to the restaurant on my own, explained the menu and showed me how to order. I was nervous about ordering chicken or fish with bones, but Jimmy helped me, bless him.

I must have made some impact in the revue, because one night an influential showbusiness journalist and former actor named Peter Noble came backstage to meet me. ‘You’re so cute in this show,’ he said. ‘I’m producing a film, and I’m going to write you into it.’

I could not believe what I was hearing. To date the sum total of my film experience had been one day’s shooting on The Belles of St Trinian’s, for which Aida Foster had supplied the extras.

‘It’s only a little part,’ he went on. ‘But I would like you to come to Shepperton Studios to meet everyone.’

Of course, I took him up on his offer.
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