
[image: Cover Page of Good Life Good Death]


[image: Title Page of Good Life Good Death]


Copyright © 2017 by Derek Humphry

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Carrel Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Carrel Books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Carrel Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018, or carrelbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Carrel Books® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.carrelbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Rain Saukas

Cover photo credit: iStock

Print ISBN: 978-1-63144-066-3

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63144-067-0

Printed in the United States of America


PRAISE FOR DEREK HUMPHRY

“Derek Humphry is widely acknowledged to be the initiator of the euthanasia reform movement in the United States.”

—Dying Right: The Death with Dignity Movement by Daniel Hillyard and John Dombrink

“If reporters could be cloned, I would clone Derek Humphry.”

—Farewell to Humphry address by Harold Evans, editor of the London Sunday Times (June 30, 1978)

“Final Exit is among the 25 most significant books published in the past quarter century.”

—USA Today (April 2007)


To Gretchen:

My rock


FOREWORD

DURING THE EARLY 1980S, after a university lecture on death and dying, a student brought me a newspaper clipping. It described a new organization that had been launched to focus on the right of terminally ill individuals to end their lives in a planned manner.

At the time I read the news clipping, the medical ethics community referred to the “right to die” almost solely as to the right of patients to craft living wills—legal documents in which one could specify in advance their desire to forego or remove unwanted life-sustaining measures.

This “right” was championed by the parents of twenty-one-year-old Karen Ann Quinlan. In April of 1975, Karen Ann suffered irreversible brain damage after mixing alcohol and valium at a party. They filed lawsuits to allow them to remove the ventilator they believed was keeping her alive. The next year, the New Jersey Supreme Court ruled on their behalf, citing that the right to privacy should encompass their request on Karen’s behalf. Soon one state after another enacted legislation providing for such advance directives.

A month before Karen Ann Quinlan attended that fateful party, a husband and wife in Wiltshire, England, were facing a different type of decision. Jean Humphry was nearing the end of her long battle against metastasized breast cancer. Nine months earlier Jean’s husband, Derek, had found a physician who agreed that Jean should have “insurance” should worse come to worse. The physician provided Derek with a lethal dose of medications that Jean could eventually use, if necessary, to end her life.

With the drugs in hand, Jean and Derek made a pact that she could take her life if the final weeks of suffering became unbearable, and if Derek agreed. Some nine months later, when the day finally arrived, Jean asked for the drugs, Derek mixed the medication in coffee, and gave it to her. She drank the mixture, and died within the hour.

Like many assisted deaths before and after, this one remained a secret. In 1978, however, Derek—a journalist for the London Sunday Times and award-winning author—published a book, Jean’s Way: A Love Story, in which he described their life together and the course of her illness. He then detailed the factual circumstances of her death.

Jean’s Way began a new “right to die” movement. The book became popular, first in England, then in Australia, and finally in the United States. In the media it garnered both intense criticism and support, and expanded the dialogue about assisted dying. As Derek describes in the following pages, it took him on a worldwide lecture tour, and in meeting or being contacted by countless people who confessed they had helped a loved one die or that they would want such help if it became necessary, the book set the stage for both a self-help movement and a call to legalize assisted dying—voluntary euthanasia and assisted suicide—as a choice for competent adults at the end of life.

At the time, no information was available on how one could end their life humanely or what medications they should use. With every new letter or plea for help Derek received, it became apparent to him that he could do something more, and after much thought he made the decision to create the Hemlock Society. The intention was not to encourage the terminally ill to end their lives but to educate them about the most humane ways to do so, and to promote public tolerance toward those who felt the need to make such a profound personal decision. In the long term, Hemlock also would fight to reform the laws to allow assisted death for the terminally ill. Organizational membership grew.

From the start, Derek promised that those who joined Hemlock would be given the information they could use if necessary. A new book, consisting of personal stories, would provide such. After expensive and time-consuming research, Let Me Die Before I Wake was made available, first to members and then the public.

Little did I know at the time, I would be strongly influenced by Derek’s emphasis on research and requests for personal stories, which became the model I used much later to craft one of my own books.

A few years after that, I first read about the Hemlock Society; my sister was nearing the end of her own struggle with multiple sclerosis. As she was unable to communicate in any way other than a twitch of a finger or occasional tears, I never knew if she wanted to live or die. But sitting by her bedside, I finally understood why someone might want such a choice, and I also realized the anguish family members or friends face when thinking about helping another to die. These thoughts stayed with me.

After she died from pneumonia, and my father died by withholding the medications he needed to live, I finally read Let Me Die and learned more about the Hemlock Society. I finally left the university and relocated nearby to the San Francisco Bay Area. My goal was to follow my passion to lecture and run workshops and facilitate support groups on various end-of-life issues.

At the time, the AIDS epidemic was skyrocketing in San Francisco. Death had become far too common, and the city had become a human slaughterhouse. The gaunt faces of those who would soon be dead could be seen on every street corner in the Castro.

One day, a workshop attendee invited me to the grand opening of an AIDS daycare facility run by a friend of hers. The director was also the president of the San Francisco chapter of Hemlock. She asked about my work and then asked me if I’d like to facilitate a support group for Hemlock Society members, most of whom were dying from AIDS. I agreed.

A few months later, two of my Hemlock support group members asked me to join them at a presentation by Derek Humphry and Ron Adkins. Mr. Adkins was the widowed husband of Janet Adkins, the first person to use Dr. Jack Kevorkian’s “suicide machine.” Derek described the need for new laws, and how San Francisco—the epicenter of the AIDS epidemic—showed the obvious need for such change. And Mr. Adkins described how his wife, Janet, died on a cot in the back of Dr. Kevorkian’s Volkswagen van. When asked why this couldn’t be carried out in a more dignified location, he quickly responded by saying that society had placed Janet in that van.

At the next support group meeting, the members were excited. More than one saw Dr. Kevorkian as a hero. I disagreed, but remained quiet. There needed to be a better way. I felt a person should be able to die at home, surrounded by those they loved. As it was, people were being helped—every day. In the face of the epidemic, physicians in larger numbers were helping, but were doing so secretly, with a wink and a nod, most often without adequate discussion and often haphazardly with the wrong drugs. And patients were helping each other by putting together “drug kits” composed of leftover medications, hoping they would work.

A few months after his presentation, I finally met Derek Humphry and discussed with him possible ways to help build the organization in California. We would open a San Francisco office, engage in outreach to help secure California funds for a Washington State ballot campaign, and lay the groundwork for a similar future campaign in California.

After securing a storefront office, we set up shop. With several dedicated volunteers I organized and staffed a large number of events across the region and then took up the task of media and public outreach in an effort to help build membership through public awareness.

Soon, however, any potential difficulties in promoting Hemlock in the media and building its membership were swept away as the movement took on its own life. It was a case of my being at the right place at the right time.

In 1991, the Washington initiative had made the ballot, and Derek asked me to arrange a speaking and fund-raising tour in northern California. He would discuss the ballot measure, and, hopefully, we would obtain donations for the campaign. In preparation, Derek shipped me several boxes of a new book, which we would try to sell at these events.

Derek had recently secured publication of Final Exit, a how-to book on self-deliverance. Hemlock members were made aware of his tour through mailings and were excited to hear him speak and to purchase the book, which was unavailable in stores. As he describes in the following pages, the book languished until a well-placed article about it brought international attention. The article coincided with the speaking tour. I remember waiting for him outside a phone booth in Carmel while he discussed with his publisher the need to immediately engage a massive new printing. While on this tour, the book went to the top of the New York Times nonfiction best-sellers list, and lines formed at every event to purchase signed copies.

We couldn’t sell books or sign up new members fast enough. Nor did I have to work too hard to secure radio or television interviews for Derek or me. Calls came in daily with requests from national shows to send “dying patients” to the national shows back in New York. The producers preferred young women with cancer, but would accept AIDS patients—if they were the only ones available. I provided whomever I could who supported the cause and was willing to speak publicly about their desire for an assisted death.

The media attention continued to build, as supporters soon launched their own signature campaign. The initiative qualified for the 1992 ballot, but in California, as in Washington State, the ballots were both defeated. Throughout all this, Derek was stoic and told me at the time it may take twenty years, but that at each step we’d get closer. As in most of his political observations, he was right.

Meanwhile, I continued to facilitate my groups in San Francisco. And I listened as members discussed their symptoms and quality of life, the inevitability of their deaths, their now-dead friends, and their aborted plans for the future. But most importantly, the topic always turned back to their imminent deaths, and the groups became a safety valve where they could discuss their concerns or plans without fear or judgment.

Each week there would be stories—stories of friends who had died badly, and others who had wanted an assisted death but who had failed to secure the right medication, had become physically or mentally unable to take matters into their own hands, or were now dependent on caregivers who vehemently disagreed with their preferred choice. These stories inspired comments like “I’ll never wait that long” or “I’ll end it while I can still think clearly” or “I’ll never share my plans with my family.” They would talk about getting their drug kits together, or about asking their physicians for the right prescription. Final Exit was their bible.

Within two years, all the original members of the groups were dead, some from natural causes but more who had been aided in their dying by others. According to those friends, partners, or family members with whom I talked (some of whom had also attended my groups), most of these deaths were positive. But others were less so because they were shrouded in secrecy or lacked the best means to die. Some died alone. Others were discovered in progress and rushed to the hospital.

Of those who helped, most saw their involvement as an act of love. But there were others who experienced post-traumatic stress. In one case an impatient father used a plastic bag after his son lapsed into unconsciousness. He was afraid the drugs might not work and didn’t want his son to wake. Another member met a similar fate when the person who agreed to be there for support became afraid that time was running out and, if he waited any longer, he would be seen by the member’s roommate when she got home.

These stories and countless others I heard during that time, sparked the idea to engage in research similar to what Derek engaged in years earlier.

As a result, I asked for and received Derek’s support to place an ad in the Hemlock Quarterly requesting interviews with those who had participated in an assisted death. I wanted to hear about both good and bad deaths as well as what the effects had been on them personally. I received countless responses, phone calls, letters, and postcards, and conducted over two hundred interviews. This resulted in my writing and publishing Final Acts of Love as well as a second volume for physicians. Without Derek’s nurturance, none of that would have happened.

Over the years, Hemlock vanished through name changes and mergers. Nevertheless, it set the stage for the legal changes that have taken place. This, of course, began with the successful ballot measure legalizing assisted dying in Oregon in 1994, then again in 1997, as well as in a ballot measure passed in Washington State in 2008. The next year, the highest court in Montana ruled that physicians are authorized under state law to prescribe medication that terminally ill adults can take to shorten their dying process if suffering becomes unbearable. And finally, in 2015, legislative action resulted in similar legislation being signed into law in both Vermont and California. Similar legislation is in the works elsewhere.

What I’ve discovered in my work and research, and what’s been discovered in those states where assisted dying has been legalized, is that most terminally ill do not end their lives when they secure a potentially lethal prescription. Like Jean Humphry, when a person knows they have a choice available to them, they can choose to live one more day, and then one more.

None of these changes would have occurred without the work of Derek Humphry, beginning with his first books and lectures, his decision to devote himself full-time to establishing and growing the Hemlock Society, authoring his groundbreaking volume, Final Exit, and continuing to educate the public and health professionals about this vital additional choice to help the dying.

—Stephen Jamison, PhD

California, February 2016
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He has served on hospital ethics committees and the Advisory Committee on End-of-Life Decisions of the American Psychological Association and was president of the Mental Health Association of Marin County. In addition, he worked as regional director of the Hemlock Society, executive director of the World Federation of Right to Die Societies, and California coordinator for Compassion & Choices, and was director of the Aid-in-Dying Communication Project of the San Francisco Medical Society Community Education Foundation.


PREFACE

WHEN I WAS FORTY-EIGHT I decided to desert my native England and spend the second half of my life in America. Despite a slender wartime education, I had climbed from messenger boy to the top of English journalism with the Sunday Times, published four books, won a literary prize, raised a family, and was settled in London.

But the appeal of America, its variety and hugeness, its riches and poverty, its brilliance and its darkness, all greatly appealed to me. I had exhausted the best of little England. (With my second wife a US citizen, I had no trouble with immigration rules.)

Thirty years after flying west to join the Los Angeles Times, I do not regret my chosen relocation, though my spell at that newspaper was short yet highly productive. Not realized by me at the time, the worldwide publication of Jean’s Way, a memoir of how I helped my first wife die to escape the last ravages of terminal cancer, was changing the whole course of my life.

As I relate in this book, events caused me to found the Hemlock Society USA in my garage in Santa Monica, kick-start the American right to die movement, and self-publish perhaps the most controversial nonfiction book ever to hit the number one spot on The New York Times best-seller list: Final Exit. I began campaigning for the Oregon physician-assisted suicide law eight years before it was eventually passed. For ten years it remained the only such law in the US.

Ten years after I started the Hemlock Society, Dr. Jack Kevorkian arrived, but we never hit it off, even though fundamentally we were driving down the same track, seeking to allow all people who had enjoyed a good life to then achieve a good death. This is a memoir of the important events in my life, not an autobiography. So many happenings in my life were to have consequences much later on that a linear sequence of events is nearly impossible.

—Derek Humphry


Introduction

LIFE AFTER DEATH

BACK WHEN I WAS chief editor of the Havering Recorder, a weekly tabloid newspaper in Greater London, I was sitting at my desk one Friday morning, admiring the week’s work in print of my team and me, when the telephone rang.

“Is this the editor?”

“Speaking.”

“It says on the front page of your newspaper that I’m dead.”

Ouch! I grabbed the paper. There on the front page was a brief news item naming a man who had collapsed and died in a city street.

“Is this you?” I asked the caller.

“It’s me, but I ain’t dead yet.”

This was about the worst blunder a newspaper can make. Not only did it reek of inefficiency, but can there be a worse libel than stating a person is dead when they are not? A smart lawyer might take us for everything we owned.

I asked the caller to stay put and I would be with him shortly. I jumped in my car and tore around to his house. There I found an elderly couple at the kitchen table beside the remains of an abandoned breakfast, my newspaper thrown to one side. I apologized profusely for our error and then, seeking to blunt any possible verbal attack, quickly asked how they found out about the “death.” They offered me a chair and a cup of tea, seemingly anxious to tell someone. This was the story they told me.

Every Friday morning a man came to clean their windows, regularly giving a wave as he mounted his ladder to clean the upstairs panes. That morning, when he was halfway up, he froze, dropping his bucket, staring transfixed at the breakfasting couple. His paralysis continued so long that the couple went outside and asked him if something was wrong.

“It says in the paper that you’re dead,” said the window cleaner. “I thought I was seeing a ghost.”

“Well, you can see I’m not dead,” said the man, who then rushed indoors to get the paper and read that what the window cleaner had said was true, insofar as what was printed. Then he called me. Around the dining room table, we talked about the incident, and other local news, for an hour or so. By the time I left we were friends. Back at the office, I called in the young reporter who had blundered. We traced that while checking his facts, he had read the wrong name and address from a street directory. Another error like that, I told him, and you’re fired. The following week I printed a correction on the front page; that was the last I heard of the matter. I was fortunate that the couple were so forgiving.

Stories of dying and death normally scream at us from television and newspaper headlines. It’s the attention-getter the media must have. My life, both in and out of journalism, has had a great deal to do with death, but none ended as pleasantly as the man who discovered life after (reported) death.


Chapter 1

A SHAKY START

THIS EVENTFUL LIFE FOR me began in Bath, Somerset, England, on April 29, 1930. My father, a traveling salesman, was renting a two-room apartment on the second floor of a four-story Victorian row house, 3 Belvedere Villas, on the steeply sloping Lansdowne Road, in this elegant Roman and Georgian city. There he had temporarily installed my mother and my older brother Garth, then two years old. Bath was the grandiose background to Jane Austen’s novels, and the handsome movies of her stories made in the city, but our family’s life was much more mundane and shaky.

I do not owe my parents much beyond the act of procreation and early succoring. The few facts I know about my mother, Bettine Elizabeth Duggan, are that she was born in Athlone, County Westmeath, Ireland, in 1910, to racehorse trainer James Duggan and a Belgian woman, Charmaine De Silva. She had, so I heard, been brought up in Roman Catholic convents in Ireland and Belgium. That was the extent of the information I ever knew of that side of the family. A few faded snapshots of her taken in the 1930s show a tall, slim, dark-haired woman with sharply molded features. Old photos show a carefully groomed and elegantly dressed woman, a description that fits the rumor that she was both a nightclub hostess and fashion model in London when she met and married my father in 1927.

Many people try to spell my name as Humphrey, which is the generally common way. It comes from Middle English, of Germanic origin, introduced into England by the Normans in 1066. It has been used over the last one thousand years both as a first and a last name. There are thirteen known variations of its spelling in modern times, chiefly because in olden days the parish registers were kept by the only literate person in the village, the priest, and he often accidentally changed the spelling or it was misread by others. Anyway, for many generations, my family has consistently spelled it Humphry without an “e” or any of the other ways. When people have taxed me about using this rarer form of spelling, I’ve countered that Humphry is the shorter, thus a more convenient, mode.

My father, Royston Humphry, was born in 1903 to a Bristol couple, the second of their four children. The Humphrys were pillars of middle-class respectability and were upwardly mobile. My grandfather, Ernest Humphry, was a Somerset country boy who moved into the city to fight his way up to become area sales manager of the North British Rubber Company. He was a prominent Freemason, in 1940 becoming Worshipful Master of Bristol lodge. They expected their children to emulate them. All but my father succeeded. Roy was the black sheep of the family, always in financial trouble, forever shocking people with his outrageous lifestyle and heretical views. After winning a scholarship to one of the best schools in Bristol, he was expelled for misbehavior. He gave up on job after job as too boring and then plunged into the maelstrom of crazy life in London in the 1920s with gusto. This was his ideal world—fast and wild with the promises of easy riches. He drank until his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, and his large nose (which I have inherited) turned permanently lumpy and bright red, not unlike that of W. C. Fields. He had lost a piece of a front tooth in a fight, replacing it with a gold chip, which was rather cute. He drove fast cars—chiefly Studebakers and Railtons—and chased women relentlessly. Good-looking, charming, and personable, I heard him described—even by his detractors—as “perhaps England’s finest salesman, able to sell anything to anyone.”

Nowadays, a wild couple like my parents would probably practice birth control, or abortion, to avoid childbearing until their marriage either cemented or cracked up. In those days, however, knowledge and availability of birth control methods were both taboo and rudimentary, so my brother and I arrived within the first two years of their marriage. There was no fixed home, no steady job, and both Father and Mother loved to dance and drink all night. In mitigation, I should point out that they were not unusual for their time. Both were high-spirited people caught up in the “live for today” lifestyle so common in the 1920s and 1930s. Between the two genocidal world wars it was fashionable—perhaps logical—to “live for the moment.”

The instability of this union is shown by Mother’s action in 1930. The three-year-old marriage, with one two-year-old child already, saw my mother flee the home and board a cargo ship bound for India. She was heavily pregnant with me, thus as soon as the captain realized that he would be dealing with childbirth on the high seas—without a doctor or nurse—when he refueled in Gibraltar, he had her taken off and put on a ship back to England. A few weeks, later I was born in an apartment in Bath. Soon after, the marriage broke up, with divorce proceedings following. Despite their appalling records as parents, each fought furiously for custody of Garth and me.

For a couple of years, Garth and I lived most exciting lives, although hardly conducive to family values and sound education. As a typical example, I have vague, leftover impressions that we would be walking along a street in Bristol when a taxi would draw up alongside and Mother would beckon us over. Once inside the cab, there would be hugs and kisses and Mother would say something like: “I’m taking you on a trip. Don’t worry. It’s okay.” There would follow a hundred-mile dash to London either in the cab or by train, depending on Mother’s current financial situation. Once in the great city, we would be hidden in a small apartment with nothing else to do but play and read. We were never allowed out. Mother had to earn a living, of course, so at night we were left to ourselves.

Meantime, Father would have employed a private detective to trace our whereabouts, and within a few weeks we would be located. The kidnap scenario would be reversed: Father would pull up in one of his big American cars (never paid for, apparently), get into the apartment while Mother was working, and off we would race back to our other life in Bristol.

I do not remember very much of these snatches happening to me because I was only between two and five at the time. Garth and my aunts told me about these events over subsequent years. I do have faint memories of the car dashes between London and Bristol, but I wasn’t sure what all the commotion was about—which was probably merciful. I recall hours spent staring out of windows at city streets, watching other children at play or with their parents, not understanding that I was a pawn and a prisoner of a crazy war over custody. Childlike, I assumed that everybody’s lives were a constant push-and-pull between people who lived in lots of different homes between which they commuted at ridiculous speeds and at great expense!

For my older brother it was much more painful. I came to realize in my adulthood that our nomadic childhood experiences had permanently scarred him psychologically. Two years older, and very bright, Garth must have known exactly what was behind the antics going on and suffered appallingly. He grew up a somewhat arrogant man, touchy and tetchy. Although intelligent and extremely well read, he had trouble in achieving any of his ambitions. His first two marriages proved desperately unhappy; fortunately the third union worked, and it was not until he was in his fifties that he had fewer personal stresses and began to prosper financially.

Garth became my substitute father and mother between the ages of two and thirteen. He was most valuable at shielding me from the vicissitudes of those mobile and angry years. It did not matter a lot that our parents were hopeless, because Garth was always there to protect me. At the same time, I expect it gave him a mission, a purpose in life. Using his powerful imagination, already bolstered by extensive reading, Garth spun a fantasy world of words for the two of us. We played a game of two children who enjoyed a domain of their own with no adults present. Somewhat like the African slaves to the New World who devised their own language so that the white master could not overhear their conversations, we devised special words and phrases that only we understood. We gave ourselves new names—mine was “Tiddler,” after the little fish, because I was so small. Alone by day and far into the night in the safety of our beds, we imagined and verbalized splendid adventures: fighting battles on the high seas, parachuting in the nick of time from crashing aircraft, and waging titanic struggles between armies of which we were the undisputed generals.

In the mid-1930s my father and mother fought bitterly in the divorce courts for custody of us. Coming from a solid, middle-class family, Roy was able to employ better legal services. My middle-class grandparents also appeared to offer us a stable home. The courts naturally came down on Father’s side. Crushed by the defeat, Mother contracted a hasty marriage with a man called Wills, fled from Britain, and started a new life in Australia. My father’s family, cocky and victorious, constantly informed Garth and me that Mother was “no-good,” had “abandoned us,” and was not worth thinking about. Because of this brainwashing and because I was so young at the time, I grew up without any idea of what Bettine even looked like. But I never really swallowed the story about her running away from us. Even at that impressionable age I preferred to wait, find out the facts, and then judge for myself.

Cared for by loving grandparents, our lives settled down for the first time, and I attended a junior school (grades nine through twelve) regularly. Grandfather had a stern, controlling manner, whereas Grandmother was sweet and warm—but always shrewd. She arranged a nanny for Garth and me, easing the workload of looking after two lively boys. As a salesman, Father traveled all the time, and he had several love affairs going on in London (one with a well-known actress of the day). But some Sundays he would come back to see his sons, and there is no doubt in my mind that he loved us.

Our calm existence lasted only one year. I went off to Cub camp for a week (Cubs are a junior version of Boy Scouts) and I returned to chaos. Grandmother had been taken ill and suddenly died at the age of sixty-one. She had contracted severe septicemia in her throat in an age when there were no antibiotics and choked to death within days. Ten years later, penicillin would have saved her. With the “earth mother” of the Humphry family gone, Grandfather was absolutely shattered and closed up his home. My aunts and uncles were all deeply involved with their own early careers, new marriages, and children. Father was permanently absent; Garth and I were stranded. Nobody knew what to do with us.

The solution arrived at was to alternate us between all the family homes. We would spend one month at a time in each of three different places. That way, it was reckoned, we would not be an excessive burden on anybody.

The resulting lifestyle taught me early on to respect dates and schedules and to be punctual. On the first day of each month, Garth and I packed our suitcases and went to a different house. Only seven years old, I dreaded forgetting the switchover date or turning up at the wrong house, which I sometimes did and got scolded. To handle the scheduling problem, I memorized a little rhyme that I happened upon:


Thirty days hath September, April, June, and November

All the rest have thirty-one

Excepting February alone

Which has twenty-eight days clear

And twenty-nine in each Leap Year



Aided by the dates on newspapers, this rhyme guided me so that I did not overstay my welcome and get scolded. Not that my aunts and uncles were at all unkind; they did their best to succor the two stray kids. But their young lives were full. Moreover, they resented Roy’s total abandonment of his responsibilities. One day I left school at the end of the day’s lessons badly in need of a bowel movement. I thought I could hold on until I reached my current “home.” I arrived at Aunt Gwen’s door but was told politely that I had made a mistake and come to the wrong place. Ashamed of my carelessness, I made haste to Aunt Ena’s, which was about a mile away, but as I ran, my bowels began to move on the city street! To my mortification, the excrement began to fall from my shorts onto the sidewalk. I felt that the whole world was watching my disgusting behavior and was repulsed by this little boy who was not even toilet trained.

My anger at this humiliation ran so deep, it must have been then that the seeds of my independence were sown. I realized that I needed to take control of my own life and not rely on other people—with the exception of Garth, my only support.

Of course, while this nomadic life was unsettling, to a certain degree it was not without many happy moments. Father—when he appeared—lavished love and toys on us. Relatives, trying to compensate, took Garth and me to the circus, the pantomime, and the seaside, just like other middle-class families. Compared to millions of other children in the world, Garth and I were pampered. The Depression era had passed as the 1930s wore on, and the whole family was doing fairly well economically.

Eventually, the “family committee” realized that the monthly transfer among homes was unsatisfactory; it’s possible that a coincidental tragedy influenced events more than I knew at the time.

Aunt Gwen’s first baby, Michael, was eighteen months old when he contracted pneumonia and would later die. I was seven. Unfortunately, it was my turn to stay at her home when he first took ill, and I had caught the measles at school. I quickly got over the minor disease. Very soon after Michael’s death I went into my aunt’s bedroom to take her a cup of tea. She was prostrate with grief. Demented, she suddenly sat up in bed and screamed at me: “You killed my baby! Get out! You killed my baby!”

Horrified, I rushed downstairs. My shocked countenance must have alarmed Gwen’s husband, Harry, a kind and intelligent man. He asked me what was wrong. I told him what had happened upstairs.

“How could I have killed Michael?” I begged. “I loved him.”

Uncle Harry sat down with me and explained that I had brought home the measles infection from school, which Michael contracted on top of his pneumonia. The doctor had told Aunt Gwen that the combined illnesses had killed her baby. With extraordinary patience and tact, Uncle Harry explained to me that this was how life sometimes worked—cause and effect—in this case, it was disastrous. Although I had contributed to Michael’s death, it was totally accidental. I was not to blame myself. Uncle Harry explained that he did not hold me responsible and that he did not think Aunt Gwen would either once she had recovered from her terrible anguish and despair.

“You will learn, Derek, that in life people say many things that they don’t really mean,” I recall Uncle Harry saying. “Things are said in the heat of the moment which we later regret. The secret is to remain calm over time and try to judge for oneself the truth of a situation.”

Aunt Gwen recovered and later gave birth to another child, Christopher. She never again reproached me about Michael. I doubt if she even remembered her crazed accusation. Until she died at the age of ninety, she was one of my best friends and supporters. There was real affection between us, and we kept in touch even when separated by thousands of miles. I wept at her funeral fifty-four years after Michael’s death.

The story of Michael’s death, of course, left a lasting impression on me. First, as Uncle Harry had wisely pointed out, never rush to take literally what people shout in anger. More significantly, bad things happen in life that are nobody’s direct fault even though one might be involved. It struck me pretty forcibly, after all that had happened to me in my first eight years, that everybody—other than babies in need of care—must take responsibility for their own lives. This was a harsh philosophy, perhaps, at so tender an age, but necessary. Between periods of happiness there were more trials to come.

Not long after this, Uncle Harry saved my life.

I was always “weak chested” as it was called in the 1930s. A bout of influenza turned into pneumonia and, in the days before antibiotics, this was often a killer. One night I was so ill the doctor warned that if I went to sleep, my lungs would collapse and I would die. So Uncle Harry sat up all night talking to me and keeping me from sleeping. I dimly remember that as dawn came up I extracted a promise from him.

“Please, I want a bus conductor’s outfit,” I implored. At that point I considered this the most glamorous, worthwhile job in the world. Later that day he brought me the uniform, cap, tickets, and ticket punch, and I was on the road to recovery.

Uncle Harry, whose shriveled legs due to polio were held together by hinged steel braces, was in effect my father from the ages of five through nine. Still a boy at heart, he built an elaborate model railway train track set that ran between the bushes, up and down the garden. On summer Sunday mornings, we would spend hours with him playing with this wonderful toy. Model railways were a boy’s principal toy in the 1930s. Our train set, thanks to Harry’s money and technical brilliance as a professional watch and clock repairer, was the envy of the neighborhood.

I treasure a photograph of Harry sitting beside a little wigwam in the garden, stripped to the waist, wearing an Indian headband, with Garth and me dressed as cowboys. Garth and I also collected toy soldiers made of lead, and we would arrange them across the living room carpet in mock battles. One day Harry came into the room with something bulging under his sweater. Because he was obliged to walk with two sticks, he often carried articles tucked into his clothes, and I thought that this was merely a clock or something he was going to repair. He flopped down on the carpet and clicked his leg calipers into the folding position, watching our war game keenly. At a crucial moment during our “war” he reached under his sweater and pulled out a toy cannon on wheels that ejected wooden shells. He proceeded to “shoot us all down” with great gusto. That’s how I remember Harry, as a man who adored children and was hugely generous to me. When the real war came, he was ordered into military aircraft production as an instrument repairer. The constant moves around the country led to the breakup of his marriage to Gwen, so he never had the pleasure of raising his second son, Christopher, born two years after Michael’s death.

While the general pattern of my first ten years was of broken homes, changing schools, and a complete absence of parental care and affection, it would be a mistake to think that I was unhappy. Glancing through snapshot albums reminds me of the scores of visits to the seaside– Weston-super-Mare (we children called it “Weston Super Mud”) and the more pleasant Somerset resorts of Portishead and Clevedon. Given the economic harshness of the 1930s, I enjoyed an average middle-class upbringing, with motorcars to take me on trips and pocket money for toys and candy.

Because of the transfer of infection that contributed to Michael’s death, and for another as yet unrevealed reason, the family became more concerned about our rootlessness. It was agreed that in the future I would live permanently with Aunt Stella, and Garth would reside with Aunt Gwen. We were even asked if this was agreeable. It was fine by the two of us, for our new permanent homes were about a mile apart on the Wells Road, Knowle. Ours was a close family, and we went to the same school. Now that I was eight, Garth did not need to protect me as much. We concluded playing those fantasy games that had been so important to my emotional survival.

Father seemed to still be living the high life in London. I regularly wrote him childish notes that Uncle Harry mailed, after writing out another envelope into which he put my letter. I childishly assumed that this was because my handwriting was so poor that the mailman could not understand it. Why I should be writing to my father instead of seeing him puzzled me. I found out many years later.

Aunt Stella did not have her own two children until some years later, so I was treated like a son. For my ninth birthday she threw a tremendous party, and I was allowed to invite all my playmates. There were lashings of ice cream, jelly, blancmange, and fizzy lemonade. Stella and my blood uncle, Horace, owned a large stone house on the Wells Road. There, they gave over two empty rooms to us kids, where we could gorge ourselves senseless and act crazily without damaging anything. After the delicacies were scoffed, we wrestled and boxed and generally—as Uncle Horace loved to describe it afterwards—“went crackers.” I enjoyed a superbly happy year with Aunt Stella and Uncle Horace, compensating hugely for the difficult past years. At nine, a boy doesn’t care that much about not having real parents so long as the lemonade, candy, and chocolates keep coming, and the people around him are not shouting at each other.
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