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Antonia Lister-Kaye.  It’s the 15th March 2005, and this is Tape 1.  I thought, if we could start by asking you, when and where were you born?
I was born in Cardiff, in 1931.

And what was the date?

22nd November, a gloomy month to be born in, at the height of the depression.  [laughs.]  1931.  Mm.

And what were your, what were your parents?

Well, my father was in the army, and I was actually born, practically on the barracks square, and I was very early, and my mother, my mother didn’t realise it was all so imminent, because, and she’d, she’d been to an army cocktail party, and she said to one of her friends, ‘Ooh, I do feel peculiar.’  I wasn’t due for another two months, [rustling noise] so I’m told, and this other woman rushed my mother back to the C.O.’s house, where my dad was living; my dad was living, and mother were living, and I was born in about, about two minutes after she got to the house.  No doctor, no nurse: nothing, and I think it was a bit ballsed up, and that’s why I got this slight disability.

And how, how did that, how did that first sort of manifest itself?

Mm?
How did that first manifest itself?

Well, I have to tell you a bit more about the birth now, [rustling noise] because [laughs] it was quite interesting.  My mother was a Christian Scientist, and she didn’t like doctors, but, I think it was explained to her that at, we must at least have a nurse, and my father got a chicken, got a chicken incubator from his brother, who was a farmer, rushed to the house, and I never went to hospital.  I was kept in an incubator, a chicken incubator, in my father’s study, and they had, they, they did have this nurse, that was a compromise, but my mother didn’t see me for weeks and weeks, because she was quite ill, and I don’t think she wanted me anyway.  I know she didn’t, because she was only, very young, and, you know, didn’t know much.  She wouldn’t have had me if she’d known anything. [laughs]  But, yes, so that was, I think that’s how I came to be, how I am.

And when, when were your parents first aware that you were…
Not for some time, actually.  They were not very observant, I don’t think.  I think I was about two.  I was very slow to walk, and then my head started to wobble a bit. I think sometimes, it does take some time to show up, and they didn’t do very much about it.  I had massage, twice a week.  Somebody came from the hospital and massaged me, and that’s about all.  I did exercises.  My dad was a great believer in gymnastics, and that was great fun, because I adored my father, and, [rustling noise] well, that was, may have been a, quite a considerable help.

{Break in recording}

Tell me a little bit more about your father.

Oh, I loved my father, yes.  He was in the army, in the regular army, and he’d been all through the First World War, and got splendidly decorated, and he was an old father, he was nearly 40, and my mother was 20 years younger, and he was a great sportsman.  He played for London, he played for London Welsh, and he was a middleweight boxing champion for the army [laughs] and all kinds of marvellous things which … and I was brought up to, in a very rigorous way, really, because, my mother was a good horsewoman and, she played polo, in India, and all sorts of things: she was supposed to have the best seat in Yorkshire, incidentally.  [laughs.]  And it was all very sort of physical, and athletic, and that was one reason why I think she didn’t really take, ever take to me, which was hard in a way.  But, I think she wanted, if she had to have a baby at all, she wanted a boy; ‘cause a boy, an athletic boy, you know, and she got this miserable muling, puking little…, slightly distorted object.  [laughs.]  

So, so your, can you describe a little bit more about your mother’s attitude then?

Yes.  I think my mother loved animals, and she was a very sociable woman, you know, she had her parties and dressing up and stuff, but she was very young: very, very young for her age, too, and I think she married my father, because she wanted a father, because her father had been killed in the trenches.  I don’t remember much about her, because she died when I was eleven: T.B., but that’s another story.  I can’t remember her ever cuddling me, ever.  All I can remember was one vivid scene, when I was sitting on my father’s lap: I was about four, I s’pose, five, and she said, ‘Get off, Tony; I want to sit on Ianto’s lap.  [laughs]  And I remember a sort of competition for father’s tigger [??], but my dad, I, I loved my dad.  He was a, he wasn’t a necessarily a very good man, but he was a very funny man.  He had a marvellous sense of humour, and he could always… he wasn’t academic, or anything like that, he was, he always thought he was a bit thick, but he wasn’t.  He was terribly funny: Welsh, you know, the Welsh humour.  [laughs.]

So was he originally from Wales then?

Oh yes: he was Wales: he was the Welsh Regiment, and he was in, in the Welsh Regiment for 35 years: 30 years, and he came from Builth Wells, and we lived in Cardiff, and then we moved to Carmarthen, and then somewhere else, then Rhondda.  We all lived in a lot of, a series of Army-rented houses, and when I was five, they buggered off to India, my parents, and my mother refused to take me or my sister.  She said, ‘They must stay with my mother, my grand…’, her mother, who loved babies, but she didn’t really much like very difficult five-year-olds: so we were left in York, with my grandmother, my maternal grandmother, who I hated, and they went off to India, to have a jolly time in Agra, you know, gin-slinging, and pig-stickin’ and polo playing.  They sent us postcards sometimes, [laughs] but I was left, a very furious, abandoned little girl of five, because my grandmother loved my sister, who’d just been born, she was three months’ old when they went off, Veronica, and, and so I was very, not happy, and my … we had a, we had a nanny, it was that sort of family, you had a nanny, and nanny adored my sister too, because she was a lovely, chubby, little angelic perfect baby, and there I was I, dragging along behind the pram; you know, [loudly] ‘Come on, Miss Tony!  Come on!’ So I suppose, you know, I was not… I was not unhappy, because I just, I went to school. I shared a governess with four other children, and I was the cleverest, and I liked that. [laughs] Although I’d…  had great difficulty in writing, I could read everything before I was five, really: well no, six, but it was a hard childhood, as all disabled childhoods are, I think, and especially having no, no working mother, [laughs] and no mother with work, I mean, but I brought myself up, I think.

So, so tell me a bit more about your, your grandmother then: what, what was she like?

[laughs]  Well, she was upper middle class, very upper middle class, and she thought she’d come down in the world because she lived in a big…, large terraced house in York, with, with her mother, who was my great grandmother, who I liked rather better, but, she was a tough woman.  She was the oldest air, woman Air Raid Warden in Yorkshire, in the war, and she was very puritanical, and, although she had quite a bit of money, I can remember her huddling over a fire with two coals in it, in her gardening coat, saying, and I said, ‘Granny, why don’t you put some more coal on the fire?’ ‘Oh’ she said, ‘well, it’s very expensive.’ [laughs.]  Silly old trout.  [laughs.]  But, I always got on very well with my peers, my contemporaries, and so I sort of, life, I s’pose on the whole, my family background was rather less important than my friendships, apart from my dad.  

So, do you, what memories do you have of your dad, if, you know, before he went to India.

Sorry, what memories…

What memories do you have your dad, before he went to India?

Oh, I can remember a lot about my dad, before I was five: it’s quite extraordinary; I can’t remember my mother at all.  Well, my father, obviously, I think we had a nanny, again, of course, but my father was the main person in my life. He loved old furniture, and he used to buy things like that, for about two shillings in a Welsh village sale, you know.
That big dresser there.

Yes.  

Yeah.

And he used to buy things and do them up: not to sell, but for himself, and I used to help him, you know, he would be scraping the, cupboard out, an old cupboard, and lining an old cupboard out with a penknife and I would be given a penny to do it with, and that was my idea of bliss, helping Daddy. [laughs] And he used to… sing me things like Old Man River, although he had a peculiarly tuneless voice, but I suppose he had to sing because he was Welsh!  [laughs.]  But, no, he was a big man, you know, he was a four-square man, as you might say, and not terribly tall; short legs, long body: a sitting giant, and he had lots of hair, and he was very, so funny.  I mean, we didn’t always get on later, we… when I was in adolescence, I hated him.  [laughs.]  

What kind, what kinds of things made you laugh then?

Mm?

What kinds of things made you laugh, when you were small?

Well, he would, he would just pull funny faces and just… and I would lose my temper, I was very quick-tempered when I was small, and I would lose my temper and say [shouting] ‘I’m not gonna do that!  Fast and true![???]’ you know, and then, I would go up to my room and slam the door, and ten to six  I’d come down, I’d say, ‘I’m going somewhere: I’m running away!’  [laughs]  I’d come down ten minutes later, and he’d pull a funny face, and he’d all be jolly again, and I mean, you know, it was very easy, to get in and out of tantrums; but my, my sister used to sulk, and I’ve never been able to bear people who sulk.  I didn’t get on with her very well, I’m afraid no, and, naturally, she was the blue-eyed angel, wasn’t she?  

Mike:  Can I just interrupt there?

Mm.

I just wanted… [recording stopped.]

OK. So do you remember… What’s the first house that you remember, then?

The first house that I remember was a house in the Welsh Valleys, called ‘Beauville House’.  It was near... I forgotten where it was … I’ve forgotten where it was … quite not, not far from Newport … Merthyr Tydfil,  and it was a sort of miner  [??] house, rented to the army, I suppose.  I can’t remember very much about it, but I do remember being on a balcony, scraping cupboards out with my dad, [laughs] ‘cause we moved, it was before they went to India, you see.  It was, I was about four then, I suppose.  Yes.  That’s what I remember about that.
Mm.  Do you remember the, the room that you were in at that, that age?

What?

Do you remember, do you remember your room, your bedroom at that time?

No, no I don’t, no.

And so then, you, from there you moved… where?

To York.

To York.  So whereabouts in York did you move?

We lived in Clifton. Do you know Clifton?

Yes.  It’s, just, just outside the sort of centre, isn’t it?

That’s right.  There’s a great, a row of huge, mid-Victorian grey…, grey-brick houses, terraced, but it’s an enormous terrace, of houses, just by Clifton church, and by Clifton Green, and we lived there, yes.  We lived on the top floor.  The nursery, the nurseries, the day nursery and the night nursery, was up on the top floor, and we were kept up there most of the time, but we were allowed downstairs in the evenings, to play games of spillikins, and draughts, with Granny and Great-Granny.

What’s spillikins?

Spillikins is a wonderful game.  It’s very good for teaching, you know, hand movement.  It’s little ivory sticks.  I think it probably came from India, the game I mean, and you had to sort of try to get rid, get them to, out of the pile, without moving the others.  I don’t s’pose they play spillikins now, [laughs] but it was fun, yeah.  I loved games, I was immensely competitive.  Mm.

What other games did you like to play?

Oh, Snakes and Ladders, and there’s a game called ‘Lexicon’, which you had to remember things which were… cards, and you had to remember which was where, and I was good at that.  You see, my… competitiveness was a natural, it was natural, because I was, there were so many things I was so bad at, and couldn’t do, that the things I was, I liked doing, or was good at, I had to do very, very well.

So, what, what sorts of things couldn’t you do well, then?

Well, I remember doing my shoelaces up 13 times, and then doing them up on the thirteenth stroke.  Well, mainly, yes, walking. Having people laugh at me in the street.  My knickers falling down.  You know, we had these great big school knickers in those days, and I don’t mean knickers, literally falling down, I mean knicker legs coming down [laughs] and, you know, because I had to walk to school, and walk back, and walk to my friend’s house, where, where Miss Moss, the governess was.  I used to walk all the way up, you know, to Bootham, you know, along that road: and I used to get a lot of… comments, and rude, rude looks, from the girls and boys at the local, the local school: and I didn’t like it.

What kind of comments?

Oh, ‘Here comes Useless Eustace!’, and later, I actually learnt to ride a bicycle, and the comments got even worse [laughs] because I was wooo!  Nobody actually threw stones at me, but I was always frightened they might, and I remember going to a shop; this was when I was a bit older, in York, and I was sort of a very nervous child, my hands had always been a bit trying, sort of getting the change out, and the woman said, ‘Oh poor dear!  Was it the air raids?’ so I screamed at her, absolutely screamed: I was absolutely furious.  You see, nobody at home ever mentioned my disability: it was never mentioned, because they were Christian Scientists, or, you know, or very inhibited, or very ashamed of me, having produced a child who wasn’t quite … a hundred per cent, so, if anybody outside mentioned it, I just couldn’t stand it, because it was never even mentioned at home. Can you see that?  

Mm.

I expect a lot of people have that experience.

So, so, what other effects did your parents’ Christian Science sort of have on you?

Well, my dad wasn’t a Christian Scientist.  He was a nothing, but it was my grandmother who was a sort of Christian Scientist, and Christian Science actually killed my mother, I think, because my mother had T.B.  She came back from India and I think it was probably something she’d caught in India: I don’t know.  She came back, they came back in India, at the beginning of the War, when I was seven and a half, nearly eight, and then we went to live in Northern Ireland, and my father was training troops in Armagh, and she was, she, she loved riding, you see.  We were always riding, and she always had rather a hectic flush, you know, and her voice started to go, and she wouldn’t see a doctor.  She just wouldn’t see a doctor because of her mother’s indoctrination of the Christian Science, and my father wasn’t tough enough; he should have made her go and see the military doctor.  Anyway,  gradually she went down and down, and she did see a doctor, and he said … this was when I was about nine, eight, nine … he said, to my father, ‘I’m afraid it’s, it’s too late, but we’ll send her to a sanatorium and see what they can do,’ so she went to a sanatorium, in North Wales … sorry … and, well, she didn’t die there, she died in a Christian Science nursing home, because my father allowed her to go to a Christian Science nursing home, also in North Wales, because she was dying anyway: but I didn’t see her for a whole year, which didn’t seem to be much loss at the time, to tell you the truth.

What about when you were ill?  What would happen then?

I was never ill.  [laughs]  No, no, that’s not quite true: I had a very good constitution as a child, and I think it did have something to do with mind over matter: not my mind, the people round me, because people, we weren’t … well, I s’pose we were, we had measles, and things like that, but I can’t remember seeing a doctor much: no. [gulls in background]  This was when my parents were [?] in India, [?] in India, and my, we were solely in the charge of my grandmother, who was a Christian Scientist, as I’ve said, and I just think we were tough.  We were tough: kids were tougher in those days, somehow or other.  [laughs]  Perhaps we had to be.

And you, you mentioned that, your grandmother lived with her mother in this house.  

Can you …

Yes, I did.
 …describe her a bit?

Oh, she was a very … erect old lady.  She was deaf, very deaf, which cut her off a bit, but she had this enormous hearing trumpet, five foot long, and you had to yell, [talking loudly] ‘Hello, great-granny, how are you today?’ and, you know, she’d be very pleased that you bothered to yell, but, and she used to read fairy stories to us, and she was, actually I preferred her to the grandmother, although there wasn’t all that much contact, because she was very much of a, very, very Victorian lady; in fact they were both rather Victorian, but my great grandmother was, and she never really emerged, I don’t think.  She used to clean the silver, and that was about the whole scope of her domestic work, I think.   

So you stay, you stayed in York until you were nine, is that right?

Yes, I was in York from about five to about n… eight, I think: yes, but I used to spend my life in the public library: do you know, by Lendal Bridge: is it still there? Yes.  And I used to spend my entire life in the public library, and when I was eight, I decided that I’d read all the books in the junior fiction, in the junior department, I was going to be an adult reader, and so I managed to swap, yeah.  Yeah.  I read all sort of unsuitable things like Gone With the Wind, [laughs] when I was about nine.  

What other, what other kinds of books did you like to read as a child?

Oh, I liked to read everything.  I was omnivorous reader, yeah.  I read, quite a lot, quite a lot of the classics, before I was 11, or 12, and I liked… well, I just liked, I just read everything.  I mean, I even liked comics, like Beano, Desperate Dan, [laughs] so I wasn’t a particularly snobbish reader.  I used to read everything, but I had so, difficulty with writing, that it was very frustrating, because I wanted to write, and I had to write, sort of standing up, and with a big, I used to have a thick pen, a very thick pen.  I don’t know, whether, you know, ‘cause they were easier.  But people didn’t go out of their way to make it easy for me, because, you know, they preferred not to recognise it, really.  

So what was it like at school, then?

Oh, I liked it, I loved school, really.  I particularly liked mental arithmetic.  [laughs.]   I was very quick at school, and very slow in almost every other aspect, so I liked learning for its own sake.  Mm.  Then I went to boarding school… No, after the school in Northern Ireland, which was ordinary school, Armagh Girls’ High School, I liked that too.  I was always very sociable and gregarious, and I don’t think I let my disability get in the way, all that much, when I was a child.  But I mean, having parents who never talked about it, had some kind of advantages, in that, you know, I wasn’t ever cosseted, I liked to do exactly what I liked, because they couldn’t stop me.  I mean, my aunt, when, before she died, my aunt, aged about 80 said, [mimicking] ‘You know, An, you know Tony, we never knew how to bring you up at all,’ so I said, ‘You didn’t! [laughs]  I did.’  But, yes, of course, it was sad, having no proper mother: and it was sad, not liking my grandmother, but… I managed, quite well.  There were bad times, of course: one doesn’t deny that, but then the most, I wouldn’t say I had an unhappy childhood, in spite of all these lacks.  [laughs]  No.  

Can you maybe talk about some of those bad times that you refer to?

Well, I mean, when people laughed at me, and I used to turn round, to see if they’re turning round, if they were turning round, and they always were, so I used to put my tongue out at them. [laughs]  But, and there was frustration in, I went swimming and I mean, I did everything.  I did a lot of things badly, rather than not do them, I think, but I knew I wasn’t going to be good at anything physical, really, and I used to knit dishcloths for soldiers [laughs]  and, but they weren’t discarded, I think they were put in use for dishcloths [laughs]  And then I went to boarding school, when my mother became very ill and went to the sanatorium, I went to a boarding school for a year, in Reading, and I hated that.  The head teacher had been a friend of my mother, a friend of my mother’s, and, you know, it was, she was horrible to me, and I used to do terrible things, like walking round an 18-inch ledge at the top of the Queen Anne building: and I got caught.  I used to get, tell everybody to come with me.  I used to say, ‘If you can, if I can do it, you can do it.  Come on!’  [laughs]  And we used to sneak, the teachers used to live in, most of them, ‘cause it was the war time and it was difficult, and there was a room there.  I used to go into the teachers’ bedrooms and try on their bras, [laughs] and, we did this once too often, and the gardener saw me, and I was expelled.  [laughs.]  We said, they said, ‘Colonel Price, we can no longer be responsible for your daughter.’ [laughs]  So, that wasn’t a great success, but I did do a large, I did enjoy the learning part of it, yes.  Yeah, and I think when my mother was ill, and I think they were worried about who was going to tell me about the facts of life, but I knew them probably, already anyway, so I went … apart from the fact that I was definitely a bit peculiar, I used to love, enjoy tearing strips off, of wallpaper off, you know, and like tearing strips off people, but it was, but it wasn’t it was buildings, now, and then so I was sent to these child psychiatrists, child psychologists; she was one of the first, I think; in Reading, towards Henley, I think.  A lovely woman, ‘cause she recognised that I was clever, you know, and we spoke the same language, and I really enjoyed her, enjoyed going to see her, and whether she did me much good, I don’t know, but she taught me the facts of life, which was useful.   You know, birds and butterflies, and they were all very tentative in those days, and we used to do lovely sand play, you know, making things up, in, in the sand, and making up headlines for newspapers and things like that: and she did an IQ test, and I came up pretty high, but I think it diminished ever since.  [laughs]

So what age were you, wh…?

Eleven.

You were eleven.  

No, no, ten, sorry.  I get muddled up.  Ten.

And what was the school that you were expelled from called?

Oh, gosh, I can never remember.  Cane End. C-A-N-E: Cane End.  I think it’s probably disappeared soon though… I think it was a temporary sort of place, and Miss Clutton, who was the headmistress, didn’t like me at all, and she used to say things like, ‘Oh we mustn’t leave a handbag outside.  Tony’s is about,’ and I never, I mean, I wasn’t a thief.  No: she just didn’t like me.  She went on to teach prisoners.  [End of side.]

Side B

What made you walk round the outside of the, the school? What do you think made you do that?

It was a challenge, it was there: it was like Everest, wasn’t it?  [laughs.] You know, it was something that I could get some excitement from. I was just, I was a thrill-seeker.

And were there other things that you used to do, that were in similar vein?

Oh, I remember, that was the only thing I remember, but I remember I was a pain to authority.  I was a real, a real, a real little rebel, and, you know, I think it was all about my grandmother, and I hated my grandmother so much, that she sort of spilled over into every type of authority I was ever to encounter for the rest of my life.  [laughs]

Were there, were there ways that you used to play her up then?

Oh yes, terrible ways.  Yes, I used to lie down in the street and scream, and bite her ankles.  [laughs.]  That was when I was younger: and, yeah, I used to get dressed up and go and dance around on the village green, in all sorts of bizarre clothes, and, you know, [loudly] ‘Come and get me!’ I’d say.  ‘Come and get me!  You can’t, you can’t run fast enough to get me!’ and, you know, I used to be terrible, at showing her up: yeah, I thought, ‘Well, if I’m going to look particular, I might as well trade on it.’       

I might as well make her life absolute hell, because she, she doesn’t do much to make my life… pleasant.  

And how would she, how would she try and discipline you, then?

[laughs]  I think they gave up very early.  I’d be sent to my room, but I’d climb out of the window, onto the roof.  It was all about roofs, wasn’t it? [laughs]  And I don’t think she was very good at disciplining me.  You know, I think I was past it already.  The only person I listened to was Daddy, and he was in India.  

So, during the course of your childhood, when did you actually see your father from…?
Well, next, you know, when they came back from India when I was about… eight, seven or eight, at the beginning of the War, you know, and we went, till he got to Northern Ireland, and we lived as a family for the first time, two or three years, and it wasn’t easy, and, but I was just so pleased to have my dad back, that I forgave him for going away: yeah.  

Can you remember when he came back?

No.  It’s funny, those things that one remembers, isn’t it?  And doesn’t remember.   No, but I remember him being there, and how nice it was, and how lovely he looked in his uniform, and he used to get chocolates from the NAAFI: a huge amounts of Kit Kats, Mars Bars, Crunchies, and he was always very fair, he always gave us exactly half each, but the great cry was always, [loudly] ‘Oh, she’s got more than me!  She’s got more than me!’ and, I think that’s always, was part of our life relationship because my sister always thought I had more than her, even when, when she was 60.  I’m sure I did, [laughs.] but she didn’t have a disability, and I think it’s always very difficult, to be the sibling of someone, of a disabled child: not because they get more fuss to them, although sometimes that’s the case, but it wasn’t the case with me.  I just got everything I wanted to, because nobody dared not give it to me, because they knew I’d scream.  [laughs]  I must have been a nightmare to bring up. I was always so, I was always so charming to outsiders, that they didn’t know [laughs] how awful I was at home.

So what was it, what was it like, moving to Northern Ireland?

That was quite nice, really. I loved that. We lived in another rented house, in Banbridge: you know a place called Banbridge?   To begin with, and I went to an ordinary school, and I loved that, and I had a pony: I didn’t have a pony, I went to a riding school, and, and I never felt my mother and I could tally [?], could do it together, although she, she was a very good rider, and I was a very poor rider, but I stuck on somehow or other, but … and I had lots of friends, I remember, you know: that was great, and it was a nice little town, yeah.  Banbridge Academy I went to: yeah.  I mean, I liked the Northern Irish people, you know.  They were very friendly to us.  My dad was training troops there.

And what was the school like, you went to?

Mm?

What was the school like you went to?

Oh, it was an ordinary sort of secondary… I don’t know, I went… I was ten, or nine, nine, eight.  It was an ordinary sort of school, you know … and co-educational.  I was educated with boys for the first time, and that was rather fun.  My mother loved giving parties, so I used to have sumptuous parties.  We used to have beetle drives.  Do you know about beetle drives?  [rustling noise.]  Well, when you get a , you have to have draw a beetle, and it’s like, and you draw bits of a beetle, and you move on from one table to the next table, and draw another bit of a beetle, and it’s a matter of getting your beetle finished first.  It’s a bit like Bingo, and you… one, do you know, people don’t play Beetle Drive, very well.  [???]  My mum, the good thing about my mother was, she was very sociable and she was very good at, at cooking canapés: posh cooking, you know, but she didn’t really do cooking really, we had somebody else to do that, but, and, you know, she knew a lot of people, and so I got to know a lot of children, and most of whom I liked: yes.

Can you think of a particular party: a particularly lavish party that you had?  

Mm… no I can’t, really.

Or a particular one that sticks in your mind?

Well, I think there was this… she used to produce an enormous amount of wonderful food, and, she really came into her own, and she looked beautiful.  My mother was a very beautiful woman: and that was another trial, another trial for me, because I wasn’t a particularly beautiful-looking little girl, and, no, I can’t really think of a particular party, no, but I do know that, when they went out to parties, which they did a lot, she’d come and say goodnight to me, in all her finery and, you know, she’d lean over me, and she’d have all these wonderful clothes on, and my father would be in his best dress suit, and he looked very good.  I didn’t want to go with them or anything, but I just thought, ‘Well, I just thought they looked good: and in a way… I loved that.

And you, your father’s work, what, what sort of memories do you have of that?

My father’s work?  Oh yes.  Well he was in the army.  He was [clears throat] training the troops, in Ireland, and we used to, he used to use the army car, illegitimately, on Sundays, because we, there was no petrol, you see, so he used to take us to the sea, and we had to bob down, every time a car passed, and it wasn’t very often, because there weren’t many cars, and I remember thinking, ‘Oh, yes, Dad’s just like me, really.’  [Laughs.]  

[Clears throat.]

But his army business didn’t impinge very much, but it always meant that we had a lot of people around, because we lived in the context of the regiment, you know, the Best Welsh, and there was always a lot of people around, and, I mean, later, I became very intellectually snobbish about my father’s army friends because they were … thick, and drank too much [laughs], but there were one or two who I liked very much: yes.  I had a passion for a man, you know, one… a Major Wilson, who had only one arm, and I think it was a kind of identification thing.  He was a nice man.  But that was when I was very young, about ten, or nine, I s’pose.  
So what was he like?

He was OK.  He used to play Lego, you know.  Do you know Lego?  Do they still have Lego?  No, well, we had mini, things called ‘mini bricks’, which were rubber bricks, which you had to slot into each other, and build houses, and things, and I liked doing that, and Major Wilson used to play mini bricks with me, and that was nice, and we used to play Monopoly, and, you know, the games people, the games children play: and I was good at that too: I always got Park Lane.  [laughs.]

And how, how did lose his arm? Did he tell you?

I think it was in the War.  In my … imagination, it was in the War, anyway, and he was being brave.  [laughs.]  Yeah.  But later on, I became very snobbish about me Dad’s army friends.  I remember going to a party at the barracks, (this was after we came back from Ireland) and there was a picture, a really awful picture, in the Officers’ Mess, and I said to old Bill Gibbins, who was Daddy’s Second-in-Command, ‘Who painted that?  Picasso?’ and he said, ‘No, I don’t think that was his name,’ so I said, ‘God, you’re hopeless, aren’t you?’ [laughs]  I was a horrible little intellectual snob, and, well, it was natural, wasn’t it? They could walk properly, and they could do all of these things that I couldn’t do, therefore I’d say, I had to be good at something. 

What about …the other, the sort of the other army children, that you were mixing with?

Oh, they were all right, I suppose.  I don’t remember much of that.  Basically, I used to mix more with my school friends, and, I don’t, I think, I think they were fine, yes.  I never had much hassle from people, from the children that I actually mixed with, because I was funny,  [laughs]  and I loved, we used to play Swiss, games like Swiss Family Robinson, when we’d pretend you’re on a desert island, and wrecked, and I used to, we used to have concerts, and I used to have people reciting poems and singing songs, and I was always the producer, and they were always very boring really, [laughs] and I was always very fond of drama, and my, now my children say I’m a drama queen.  [laughs]

Where did that love of drama start?

When I was born, I suppose. [laughs] My birth was rather dramatic, wasn’t it?  I think it was when I was born.  [laughs.]  No, it’s sort of a compensationary showing off.     
And did you, did you go to the theatre very much, as…?
Oh gosh, yes. When I lived in York, that reminds me, I used to tell my grandmother I was going swimming, and I’d, instead, I went to the matinee at the Theatre Royal, on Wednesdays: and one and six it cost, in the Upper Circle, and when I came back, I used to have to put my head underneath the garden pump, to make it look as if I’d been swimming, and duff the towel a bit [both laugh] and I used to see all sorts of wonderfully unsuitable plays: you know, not really unsuitable, but my grandmother would have considered them unsuitable. I loved the theatre, yes, and the cinema too, yeah.  

What sorts of things did you see at the theatre?

Some, I think it was Noel Coward, that sort of stuff, you know: or upper-class rubbish, really.  There weren’t, the kitchen sink didn’t come in for 20 years, did it?  No. [laughs.]  1957.  Look Back in Anger, and so it was quite, sort of … the plays were quite sort of limited, I think, in scope.  Hm.  No, I used to do exactly what I liked, and tell lies to everybody, and, you know, and just make life nice for myself.  [laughs.]

I mean, can you remember the first time you went to the theatre on your own?

Yeah, I can. I tell who was in it: Leslie Phillips. He was a very beautiful young 20-year-old: he must have been about 20 years old, and Vivien Marchant, who, I think Peter was married to, before he met the other Antonia.  [laughs.]  Oh yes, it was great: I really loved it.  I never went with anybody. I went myself, and it was wonderful.  I just loved the theatre, I wanted to go to the theatre: I wanted to be an actress, but of course that was absolutely hopeless, but in school plays, I got quite good parts.  I was Lady Brockhurst [Bracknell], you know: [loudly] ‘In a handbag!’  [both laugh]  And Caliban [laughs] and all sorts of … character parts, you know.  It didn’t matter if I looked a little bit squiffy, [laughs].  But that’s that’s, we’re going on a bit, when I went to my second boarding school, yah.              
But I’m interested when you talk about, going to see Leslie Phillips at the theatre…

Mm?

I’m interested, when you talk about going to see Leslie Phillips at the theatre: what age were you, when you first went into a theatre on your own?

I must have been about eight.

And how did you know that you could do that?

Oh, I could read the paper.  I’ve always read newspapers, I’ve always been a great newspaper reader, and I can remember, something about… I don’t know whether I should tell you this, but… just before, just after my parents came back from India, my mother did take me down to London, on the train, to see a consultant, and that was the first time I ever saw anybody about, about my disability.  I don’t know what made her do that, but anyway she did that: and two things happened.  First of all, she bought me a peach: a sixpenny peach, off a barrow in London, and I was so pleased that she bought me a sixpence peach, and not a threepenny one,  [laughs] and the second thing that happened was, when we came back from London, we had The Times, and a man opposite, in this carriage… I sat opposite my mother and I was reading, I was reading The Times, and the man said, ‘I bet you aren’t really reading that paper: you’re just pretending to read it,’ so I said, ‘I’m reading The Times, yes.  I’ll read you, I’ll read you, I’ll read you this column about…’ah! I’ve forgotten what it was about… I think about Munich or something like that: about Chamberlain going to Munich.  I read it to him, perfectly, and he said, ‘Oh, jolly good.  Read some more,’ and all, and each … and he tried to feel me up, underneath the newspaper, so anyway and that was that.  I said, ‘I’m not going to read any more, because you’re being rude!’  [laughs]  I didn’t, I didn’t tell my mother about it, I just said, ‘Mummy, I want to sit next-door to you, please, so I, I, I’m tired.’  

Mm.

So I think that was an example of coping.  [laughs.]

So what, what happened when… you were talking about when you went to London, and you saw a specialist: what happened?  [talking together.]

Yes.

What happened there? 
Well, I saw this man, who put me through; I think he was an orth… a neurologist?  Orthopaedist, I don’t know, or … I can never say that word, you know.  A child specialist of some kind, perhaps.  He was very nice.  He put me through my tests, and he said, ‘It’s not very … it’s not a very bad case of …’ they used to call it ‘Dr Little’s Disease’: did you know that?  Dr Little’s Disease.  ‘She may become very much better when she becomes adolescent,’ which wasn’t the case: I became worse.  [laughs.]  Everything gets worse in adolescence: but I don’t think he was very useful, shall we say, because my father had always done exercises with me, which was the most useful thing that anyone could possibly have done, and Daddy did it instinctively really, I think: and then we went to stay with my Uncle Tom who … fussy old Tom … and we went to the zoo, and, you know, it was quite a good, good time, we had, actually, but I remember about the peach, because my, there were so few interchanges between me and my mother: and then we came back, and I slept in her bed, because it was cold: and that was the only time I remember any physical contact with my mother.  I suppose there were pecks on the cheek, but I don’t remember any kind of cuddling, you see.  All she said was, ‘Don’t kick me!’  [laughs.]  

So this, this was a bed at, in, in London, was it, where you were…

No, this was after we got back to York.  

Oh right.

And, because it was so cold, you know, that winter.  No.  Funny, how these things come back to you.                  
Are there any other memories of your mother that stick out to you?

Well, not really, no.  I remember thinking that she was the nicest-looking mother around, but I would like, prefer to have a mother with bosoms: ‘cause she was stick-thin, you know, and a clothes horse really, but she was very kind to animals.  She was always very good at giving presents, and things like that: but I didn’t really have a basic bond with her, so she remains a black hole in many ways: yes.  I was brought up with her puppies.  I was put into a play pen, and my mother bred dogs, when we lived in Wales, before I went to York, and I was put in the play pen with two litters of puppies.  I’ve got a picture of it somewhere, and I think I thought I was a puppy, because I’ve always had dogs, I’ve always loved dogs, ever since, and I’ve always thought dogs were much nicer than people on the whole, although I love people too.  [laughs.]

Are you OK, or are you … Are you OK to continue, or are you getting tired?

Mm?

Are you OK to continue, or are you getting tired?

What is the time?

It’s coming up for… 
Two o’clock?  
half past one.  [talking together.]

Shall we go on until two, if that’s all right?  

Yeah.

Or how are you fixed?

No, I’m, I’m fine.  I’m just aware that you’d said earlier…

I am a bit tired, but I could go on another half hour.
OK.  Good.

Or what, what, is that all right for you?

Yes, that’s, that’s great: it’s, yeah.

Mm.

I mean, you were talking about… that your mother bred puppies: what kind of puppies were they?

Oh, they were Sloppy Sue puppies: spaniels and Sealyhams, and so I was, and she also had goats, and she would have liked to have had a horse, but my father drew the line, he couldn’t afford any more.  [laughs.]  I think I remember my mother, mostly, in connection with animals: that’s right.  Mm.  Because I think it was the one thing we had in common, was, her love of animals, particularly her love of dogs, and I grew up to love dogs too.  Mm.  

Did you have any special favourites, or…?

No, we had three dogs, a Kerry Blue: a type of Airedale, and it was sort of blueish, not, not Airedale colours: a Kelly Blue, a spaniel and a Sealyham, and they were always having puppies, because she bred them: I mean, she did it for, I s’pose she did it because she liked doing it.  I can’t think that they brought in much money, but I think she used to…she flew [??] for, she was much more interested in dogs than children: and… I could show you a picture of my mother if you like.

Yes, that would be nice.

She was incredibly beautiful.  [rustling sound]
I’ll just…
Oh sorry… [break in recording.]

Well, I remember the time in Ireland as being, quite happy really.  Yes.  One of the things I remember most clearly was when my father smacked my sister on the bare bottom, because she stuck her fingers in the dog’s eyes, and that brought up all sorts of things for me because, my grandmother had never punished my sister for anything, and of course it was a dire thing to do, to stick your fingers in a dog’s eyes, and I remember being terribly pleased [laughs] and Nanny kept on saying, ‘It’s a terrible thing to do,’ and then to see the imprint of his fingers on Veronica’s bottom!  It must have been a very hard smack.  He was a cruel man, you know, I s’pose really.  [laughs.]  So, in a way, that was justification.  I couldn’t, I didn’t like my sister, because she didn’t have a disability: it wasn’t fair.  [laughs.]  
How…

And she didn’t like me, because I was not very nice to her sometimes.  I used to lock her in the tool shed: only once but, I think mentally she stayed in there, as far as I was concerned, for the rest of her life.  [laughs.] 
And what
She died about five years ago.

What

On Christmas Day.  She would.

What other, what other kinds of things did you do, to your sister, then, that were…

Well, I can’t remember anything, except that me and my friends would sort, we were five years’ older than my sister, we were, we’d leave her out, we would exclude her from things; I think it was more that.  I can’t remember being awful to her, but she obviously remembered a great many, a great scenario which I have conveniently forgotten.  [laughs]  But I do remember locking her in the tool shed, and that was probably the worst thing I did to her: yah.

Do you remember why you did that?

I had a friend who was a particularly, rather an unpleasant girl really, called ‘Pam’, and I thought, I just thought it’d be fun to lock her in the tool shed.  [laughs.]  Well, she was only there for half an hour, but that would remain in her mind and that sort of, epitomised our relationship for her, me locking her in the tool shed. I wasn’t a very nice little girl, but why should I be?  [laughs]

And the incident you mentioned earlier, when Veronica was poking a dog in the eye: do you know why?

Why did she poke her in the eye?  I have no idea.  I think she was just being… probably she was just exploring what would happen, like you could poke a doll in the eye, and the eye goes in.  She wondered if a dog’s would as well, [laughs] I think: I don’t know really, but she was only three or something, you know: not, two and a half, I don’t know: very young, and p’raps it was an over-reaction of my father, but my father loved animals too, and he just thought he must put a stop to this.  He never smacked her again, ever, or me.  I mean, he was a… kind, basically, a kind man, but rather fierce.
Right, so, going back to the thing we were saying about Northern Ireland, where, how long did you stay in Northern Ireland for?

Oh, only about 18 months, but I went… we moved twice, we lived in Banbridge and then Armagh, and I went to two different schools, and I liked that time, we were all together as a family so… It had been a bit difficult at the beginning but, to get used to it, but basically, it was a happy time.  My mother wasn’t markedly ill, yet, and my dad liked his work.  He was training troops, which he was… a very good teacher I suppose.  He was always very good with people, men.  Better with men than woman, I think: yeah. 

And so what happened, what happened next?  Where did you go…?
When we came back to England, and I think we were, we were a little time in York, and then we were moved to Cardiff.  That’s the depot, as they used to, the depot of the Welsh Regiment, and Daddy was training troops there, and I, we lived quite near.  We didn’t live in the barracks, but we had a house very near, and he got the OBE for training.  He was training very, very bad, very bad material, very bad cannon fodder, it was: it was the runts from the runtish boyos from the Welsh Valleys, [laughs] and they were difficult, because they were, they were the last, they were sort of the last people to be trained, you know.  They were the rejects from former times, or they were, or they were very young, but Dad used to have marvellous parents’ days, you know.  He used to ask all their parents down, and give them a damn good nosh-up, and he just loved the work I think, yes.  He was very good at it too, and I used to spend a lot of time in the barracks, ‘cause I liked it there, and, yes, he had a bull terrier at that time, called ‘Bully’. He’d been given it by a policeman, who couldn’t control it, [laughs] and Bully kept every dog off the barracks square [laughs]: and we lived in this school house, by the barracks, and there my mother became ill, became obviously very ill, and my dad would say, ‘You must see a doctor!’  ‘Oh, I don’t want to see a doctor.’  ‘Your voice is getting so bad,’ he’d say, and ‘Oh, it’s nothing: it’s a cold, it’ll go away.’  And then, I, during this time, I was at the first boarding school: just to get it right in time: Cane End, so I didn’t, didn’t really… I can’t remember very much about the time in Cardiff, except that, towards the end of my year in this boarding school, just before I got expelled, my parents came down, and Dad said, ‘We’ve got sad news for you.  Your mother’s got to go to a sanatorium for a year, because she’s very, she’s quite ill,’ so anyway, I remember not thinking very much about it, really, [chair creaks] and, you know, but, I just remember him telling me that, and I sort of said, you know, ‘Will I be able to see her?’ and he said, ‘No, no: it’s infectious, you see.’  T.B. was very infectious: and then we had to have a lot of tests, you know: BCG tests, to see if we had it, and we didn’t, but … and then I went to my second boarding school, which was a great success: well, I mean, I liked it, and I was there for years and years and years, [laughs] and that was a Christian Science school called ‘Claremont’, but it was, first of all, I went to it in Wales, because it was evacuated to Llandriddod Wells, and on the whole it was good: a lot of substitute mums there, you know: teachers who should have been married but weren’t because their putative husbands had been killed in the First World War, in the trenches: a lot of very nice women, who, you know, would have made wonderful wives and mothers, [end of tape.]     
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