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Tape 5                                                                                         Antonia Lister-Kaye




This is Antonia Lister-Kaye.  This is Tape 5, and it’s 18th April, 2005.  I wanted to pick up from where we were last week, where we were talking about your teaching, and I wondered if we could talk about what happened after you finished teaching?

Oh well, yes.  I taught at the school, I think I told you, where I was an actual pupil, and so I sort of knew most of the staff, and they treated me [laughs] like a sort of superannuated schoolgirl, really, but I enjoyed it, and I didn’t overwork exactly, but, and, you know, I think I, I think the girls quite liked me: and that went on for, I think, nearly three years, and the only thing that stopped me going on was that I got married and went to Nigeria, which was rather a [laughs] you know, it was quite definite [??] [chink of glass or china] and that begins a new phase of my life, really.  Yes, I married a man called Hugh.  I always thought the name ‘Hugh’ was very beautiful, and I actually had a lot of Hugh’s in my life: Hugh’s and Hugh’s.  [laughs]  But Hugh was a very witty, funny, clever, man, who could make, he could make the most wonderful bookshelves, and he knew all about absolutely everything: he was a geologist, actually, or land surveyor, but he had a degree, First Class, of course, in Geology, and a subsidiary degree in Classics, so, he had a most, he was a man of  wide, wide learning really, which … and he was also very funny, and witty, and the first date we had, he, you know, we went to a wonderful cheap restaurant in Charlotte Street called Schmidt’s: Schmidt’s was an ancient, Austrian dining place, and all the waiters were 102, and they all sort of had bad feet, and grumbled and groused, but the food was really good: in fact, it was Freddy who’d introduced me to Schmidt’s because he was, sort of Austrian: and, anyway, anyway, I went with, had, Hugh and I went to Schmidt’s and, we started at seven, and got up at eleven.  [laughs]  I mean, he was, and liked his food too. We just laughed and joked, and I said to him, ‘Well, this is a man I might consider marrying.’  I suppose in a way, it had been difficult, because I knew very well that a lot of men wouldn’t consider marrying a disabled woman, and I daresay it hasn’t changed, and also there were some suspect reasons why men might want to marry a disabled woman.  One reason and another, which I won’t go into now, it’s more appropriate later on, I suppose, but Hugh didn’t seem to mind, and he was quite kind, and he wasn’t sort of, it wasn’t a come-on, and it wasn’t a sort of… fetish thing.  It, and he didn’t want to be terribly kind to me.  He wasn’t a sort of social worker-y type, but he was fun. [laughs].  He was just a funny man who, we read the same books, and we liked the same music, and he was clever enough. [laughs]  Anyway, we got engaged after two weeks.  He was on leave from Nigeria, and he said to me, ‘Well, I don’t suppose you’ll wait 18 months, for my next tour of duty, because I won’t be back for 18 months,’ so I said, ‘No, I don’t suppose so,’ [laughs] and though, oh, I liked him very much, so I think having made my mind up at who I was going to marry, I was going to marry him, and, and so we got married two days after Christmas: December 27th, or 8th, 28th, 1957.  We got married in London in a church, in a rather second-rate church in Lancaster Gate.  It’s now been made into a block of flats called ‘The Spire’, [laughs] but we wanted a London wedding because we, he came from the South East: he came from Guildford.  I couldn’t marry, imagine being married in Guildford, and neither could he imagine being married in the woo…, in the wilds of woolly Wales, so we settled for a London wedding, which was quite nice.  Well, we had a lot of people.  My dad asked all his old regimental blokes, and… it was quite fun really.  I was very conscious in those days, my head was a bit on, more on one side than it is now, and I was very conscious about how I looked, but I did look quite pretty, in a rather odd kind of way, [laughs] and anyway, he was no beauty.  He was quite plain and fat, and, bald, and he was, although he was only 29, the African sun had done for his hair, and he didn’t have much hair, but he had the most beautiful brown eyes, which really, you know, I really liked, [laughs] and he had this wonderful brain: and he was quite sexy: yes; quite, and so, but he did have the most terrible mother: the most, the mother-in-law to end all mother-in-laws.  She’s dead now, so I… Yes, she was really ghastly.  She would have me to stay with them, before we got married, you know.  I was one side of the house and he was the other, and she would say to me, ‘Antonia, don’t you think you should tell them about your disability before he goes out there?  They’ll be very shocked.’  I said, [loudly] ‘Tell them what?’  ‘Nonsense’ he said.  ‘Nonsense’ I said.  ‘I think he was quite lucky.’  [laughs]  He said, ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that,’ she said, ‘a Welsh spastic gypsy.’  She was awful.  A, I was Welsh, B, I was spastic, C, I was, I was not sort of, the ideal, you know, girl-next-door type.  I was clever, and disorganised at the same time.  [laughs]  In fact, I was a sort of beatnik, almost: you know, I like, pre-hippies and all that, but, you know, as we were going abroad, we didn’t have to live next-door to her, thank God, and her, his father was an ancient brigadier, and I think this is one of the reasons why I married Hugh in a way, one of the sub-reasons was, because, I was marrying into a military family, and this pleased my dad, and I really quite wanted to please my dad occasionally, I suppose, and so, but that wasn’t really an important reason, but it was definitely somewhere in the scenario, and so, yes: oh, that reminds me, when, when I used to take Hugh down, after we were engaged I had to take Hugh down and, to ask my father’s consent, and we went … we, he hired a car, a little Morris or something, and we went tootling down to Wales, to this old farmhouse, and Hugh had bought a large bottle of whiskey for my dad, and Dad was, he was very [something dropped in the background] , on his best form, you know, and he said to Hugh, ‘Well, Hugh, to, tonight we’ll split this bottle:  we’ll split this bottle.   If you could drink half and not show it, you can have her,’ [laughs] which I always thought was a very funny, because actually he managed it: but having been out in the, what were then the Colonies, for a few years, he was used to it, drinking; not that he was a drinker, I wouldn’t say, not at all.  He did, he liked the odd glass of whiskey, but, you know, he wasn’t, that wasn’t one of his problems; nor mine.  Anyway, where were we?  Yes, we got married, and we had the most dismal, terrible honeymoon, in Devon, in January.  If you can imagine anything worse than a third-rate hotel in Devon, and the waiter had a plate in his head, [both laugh] and he was really a very strange character, and we had cold meat and pickles every night, [laughs] and anyway, it wasn’t a very good start, because it rained every day and, you know.  I mean, Devonshire is all right, I suppose.  Oh, it’s very nice, lovely, in the summer, but what we should have done, and we realised afterwards, was to go out to Nigeria by boat, and stop off at Madeira or the Canary Islands, and had a sun-drenched honeymoon, but we didn’t really know very much, I don’t think.  [laughs]  We didn’t sort of think, and because Hugh’s parents were really very ambivalent about the marriage, you know, we didn’t get any good ideas from them, and my father just didn’t know anything about, sort of, modern marriage or, anything really.  The wedding was managed by his youngest sister, Gwyneth, who was nice, I liked her: but, yes, it was a strange, strange time really, I did so mind, saying ‘goodbye’ to all my friends.  I think I really minded that.  I managed to keep in touch with quite a lot of them, but I didn’t really miss anybody else: I didn’t miss anybody in the family at all, no… but, and when we got out there, it was quite a, challenge really.  We were living in the northern region, and the northern region was the most backward region: Hausa country.  We went to live in a place called Midoogu, [phon.] which was, actually it was [??] country.  It was just to the south of Chad; Lake Chad, and the people were terribly backward.  In those days, yes, we’re talking about the 1950’s… [break in recording]

Yes, and well, all Mrs So-and-So, all my, all my mother-in-law’s fears really didn’t materialise: I think they just accepted that I had a small problem, but I was quite a fun, so it didn’t matter, [laughs] and, but my problem was with them, they were so stupid, most of them, you know, because colonial wives: gosh, Somerset Maugham knew a thing or two: [both laugh] and they were, and there were one or two I quite liked, but most of them were just content to do absolutely nothing, with their time, and I suppose I was desperate for something to do really, because I felt very … after a very busy… career-life, I mean job-life, and a very busy social life, I felt really bored: and I did make friends with the wife of the, Margery [??], [more background noise] who was the wife of the resident in, oh, Mydoogery [phon.??] but, and then I found a French girl who played chess, and so I spent most of my time, playing chess with this French girl.  Anyway, I became very, very pregnant very quickly, and we’re not quite sure at which time, [laughs] before marriage, or after marriage, but, so I got the doctor to send me home in May, so I only had about five months out there, and, because the heat was terrible, and I couldn’t, they didn’t know what the birth would be like, because of the spasticity, so I went home, and guess who I had to live with?  My mother-in-law.  So forbid [???] and then I bought a flat.  Luckily, I had a bit of dosh, stowed away, because I got, I wasn’t supposed to go and live with my father, because he lived 30 miles away from the nearest hospital.  However, I, of course, I went to see him, when I was about six months’ pregnant, and that was all right, but living with mother-in-law was absolutely awful, because she minded terribly about my disability, and anybody would think I was really a sort of, like Mrs, like that woman in Jane Eyre, you know, completely bonkers: and I was a bit, but not all that, [laughs] and then of course, by this time, I had this sister, who really was a beatnik, and she would come and visit me with bare feet and the hair, long hair, down to her waist, which in 1958, ’57, ’58, just wasn’t, just was considered, well not very, you know, absolutely disgraceful, in Guildford: and…  [laughs]

This, this was your sister?

Veronica.  

Yeah, right: and she came to visit you and …

Yes.

Mm.

She went, later went on to marry a prince, that, rather an extraordinary Italian prince, and that marriage wasn’t very successful either, but, and so I stayed with my mother-in-law.  I had to stay with, I was going to have a baby in Guildford, so I had to, when I got very pregnant, when I was about eight months’ pregnant, I had to go and stay with her, and I bought this flat, so that I could… We were going to let it, so that we had somewhere to go when we were, came home on leave, and anyway, it was a good investment.  I was always good with money, [laughs] and, well, we, my mother-in-law was a very intelligent woman in some ways, and we, she had this woman called Polly with her, who’d been Hugh’s nanny, 28-odd years ago, and she’d never sort of, they’d never separated.  They didn’t like each other terribly: they used to talk about each other in the most disconcerting terms, but when I came in the house, they had a wonderful time chewing me up: and it was an open-plan house, so I heard everything, and [laughing] I wasn’t deaf in those days, and that was a very difficult time.  I had a few friends round there, so I used, you know, used to go out quite a lot, but, and then the terrible thing she said, two weeks before the baby came: she said to me… we were having quite a decent conversation about modern art: she was very keen on art, and suddenly she said, ‘Well personally, I think all disabled women should be sterilised,’ so I burst into tears and went, said, ‘I hate you!’ [laughs] and went roaring upstairs, nearly falling down, which would have been interesting, and anyway, so we had a very difficult 10 days, and of course, the baby was late, [laughs] and, well then I had a… Sarah decided to make an appearance, and she was nine stone two… nine… [laughs]
No, I was going to say.

Nine pounds, two: sorry, it felt like nine stone, at the time, and it was a perfectly normal, and very easy birth, actually, which surprised everybody, and I had her at a small nursing home, under the National Health, with a wonderful woman, called ‘Sister Mary’, and Sister Mary: she wasn’t religious but she was just a matron, the sister: she was wonderful, she really was, and I was kept in this nursing home for three, for three weeks, so they could teach me how to handle the baby: how to bath it, so that I didn’t drop it: her, sorry, [laughs.] and this sort of thing, and they were very, very, very decent and nice, and encouraging, and then I went home, or to my mother-in-law’s home, and everything was changed.  I was breast-feeding the baby, of course, and she said, ‘Well, Polly’s going to look after the baby.  She’s a trained nanny, and you can just feed her,’ and I was so feeble [feeling?], you know, after a baby, you don’t feel, I mean in those days it, it took me a long time to get over it, having, I mean I was… I felt delicate: I was all right, I didn’t have any kind of… illness, I was just very t…, yeah, delicate, and not up to standing up to bloody old mother-in-law.  So anyway, s…I wasn’t even allowed to have the baby in the room to sleep.  She went off to Polly’s room.  Polly was a devoted and [??], and had been dieing to do a bit of nannying, and of course it was ideal for my mother-in-law, and I wasn’t allowed to carry her downstairs, in case I dropped her, and she wrote to Hugh and said, ‘Antonia is not very good with the baby.  I think she should have a white nanny.’  Of course he was in the deepest Af… Nigerian bush, and didn’t understand, and he really was terribly upset because he was earning £1,200 a year, which wasn’t very much in those days even: and anyway, of course, if you’re going to have a nanny, we’d have a black nanny, out there.  In the end, we didn’t have a nanny at all, [laughs] but I think this is quite interesting ‘cause my, my mother-in-law was an old mother: well, she was about, I suppose she was in her sixties, so she was representative of a Edwardian.  She, when, she was young, it was sort of, twenties, [??] and it was First World War, or post First World War, and so she represented a generation where when people like me were shut up, and not allowed out: certainly not allowed out to marry their sons, and so that was interesting, because it went back a generation, and then all my own family, being Christian Scientists, had mostly been quite… they hadn’t treated me like a lunatic.  They treated me like a wild one, but not a lunatic: and they hadn’t made an awful fuss about my physical shortcomings, but my mother-in-law anyway would think I was a complete and utter idiot, and a sort of cripple to boot: a crippled idiot.  I mean, she would talk to her friends, I heard her, on the telephone, saying terrible things, which weren’t true: ‘Oh, she’s absolutely hopeless with the baby, you know.’  She had this very affected, south east, more affected than mine: mine’s not affected, but hers was affected, [both laugh.] accent, and it was all so awful, and so stressful but I had, I did have a marvellous friend, a teacher from the school where I taught, called Ruth Piercey, and she lived in Woking, and they used to sneak out to the telephone box, and ring her up secretly in the dinner hour, the dinner time, and she said, ‘Well you can’t stay there any longer.  I’ve asked Hugh and he doesn’t mind.’  Hugh was her husband.  ‘You’re coming to us.  I’ll come and get you tomorrow,’ so, I departed, after being with my mother-in-law about two weeks.  I couldn’t, you know, it was awful, and Mrs, Ruth Piercey, Ruth and Hugh had a lovely big house in Woking: was it Woking?  It was the other place: Walton-on-Thames, and they were just so sweet and nice, and Ruth was very encouraging, and Ruth wrote to Hugh, and said, my husband, and said it was a lot of old cods, that I was perfectly confident with the baby but all I needed was a bit of encouragement, and I got the matron, [laughs] which was, I got the matron of the home to write to Hugh, and the doctor to write to Hugh, and the doctor was terribly angry with my mother-in-law, and he got her to call in to h…, in Guildford, this was, he got her to call in to his surgery, on some pretext, and he gave her such a blowing-up about making me so miserable, and being so discouraging, and I don’t know what he said to her: anyway, it was pretty vicious: not vicious, but pretty strong, and, we, because his wife had had polio, so he knew all about disabled people and handling babies, so he was really angry.  I knew all this, because she came back in ferment, and told her husband, the Brigadier, and the Brigadier really blew me up.  He said, ‘You’ve got no business to go talking to your doctor, to Doctor like this: it’ll be all over Guildford!’ so I said, ‘Yes; yes, it will be.’  [laughs]  By that time, I was beginning to get my courage back, and anyway, so I, so we went.  We went to lovely Mrs Piercey, and this wonderful house in Walton, where we stayed for six weeks, and then I went down to my dad with the baby for a week or two, on the train, and that was all right.  If I could take a baby on a train, I could take it anywhere, and that was fine, and my dad wasn’t very interested in the baby, but he liked me having, he liked me being there, I think.  Well it didn’t matter, I… he wasn’t a very devoted grandfather at that stage, but babies are not always very appealing to everybody, are they?  And, although she was a very beautiful baby actually, Sarah.  She was also very good, very good at night: and I was very proud of her: yes.  That’s Sarah: not the one with the hair; the sophisticated-looking one.  

The, the pastel, 
Yeah, well.

Behind you. 

Can’t see.  No, no.  Anyway, it doesn’t matter.  We’ll do photographs later,

Yeah, okay…
but anyway, it’s hardly appropriate to when she’s, how old she is, was then.  She was a big baby, she was a strong baby, and I was ever so, ever so chuffed, and I took her out on an aeroplane to Nigeria, and, yes, her father took to her, yes.  In those days, fathers weren’t nearly so involved, you know.  They were, particularly for his particularly upper middle class background, but he was good with her: yes.  We used to take, he bought a campervan, and we used to take her everywhere, you know, and we used to have a [???] a big cot, so we used to go to all our, all our parties, all the meetings and parties and things.  There weren’t that many, but, we’d put her in the van, and just, she’d just, sleep in the van, in a big cot, and we had a little boy about 12 who loved babies.  He was the cook’s nephew, and he helped me with the baby, and [laughing] my mother-in-law would have had a fit, I think, but we couldn’t afford anybody to look after her really.  I mean, what would I do?  It wouldn’t, you know, now, at least I had something to do: and I wasn’t very fussy about the baby: if she was around in the dirt, with the other African babies, and I breast-fed her.  Most people didn’t: most white women didn’t breast-feed, you know, out there, then.  I don’t know why.  I did it because I couldn’t, I couldn’t have coped with all those bottles.  So… yes, so that was quite a happy time really, and then we came back, because he had, was due to leave on leave, and we went to my little flat that I’d bought on Ham Common, just near Richmond.  A tiny little span [?] flat, but, and that was nice, because I saw all my friends and everything: and by then, I was pregnant again, of course, [laughs] with Frankie, and we hadn’t really arranged this, it just happened, but it was a bit disconcerting.  I didn’t know how I was going to manage two, only 17 months apart, but, and then Hugh … that’s right: he gave up working for… I think he did something. He had a very bad temper, did Hugh [??] and I think he lost his temper in inappropriate circumstances, and he wasn’t exactly sacked from the Colonial Office, but they didn’t seem to want him back, [laughs] and so he was looking for another job, and he got a job in the Lebanon, laying pipe-line, oil pipe-lines for John Brown, and I was going to follow him, and… I’ve forgotten what happened: it’s such a long time ago.  Anyway, I went out there, for a short time, and the climate didn’t suit me, so I came back again, to the little flat.  Luckily we hadn’t let it, so it was empty, and things got worse between me and my mother-in-law, you know, I, because, oh, I just refused to go and see her, at all, after that, and then… that’s right, the baby arrived in due course,  a bank holiday: Easter bank holiday, the next year, 1960.  I’d had a lovely time before she came, because, my friends all came round, and, you know, it was very jolly and nice and, I even entertained an ex-boyfriend [laughs] in a, quite a social way, and… yes, I enjoyed that time.  I won… I never think I was in love with my husband really.  I think it was a marriage of, not of convenience, but I did so want to go to Africa: and a strange marriage.  It went on for 16 years, and I think I was very fond … [end of Side A.]

Side B

Right.

Yes, Hugh was a bad-tempered old man.  I think that was his, the thing that spoilt a lot of things, and he was very, he could be terribly rude to people: not even, you know, when he was in a bad temper, because he was, he was just a rude, a clever, rude man, you know.  He made a witticism, but often it was at other people’s expense, and I had to do a lot of soothing-down of ruffled feelings: but on the whole, those early years weren’t bad: and so… that’s right… so our next port of call was South Africa, and so he went out to South Africa.  That’s the only place that’d give him a job, I think, [laughs] because they were so desperate, then: because of Apartheid, nobody wanted to go and work in South Africa, if they had any kind of intelligence at all, but Hugh reckoned he didn’t have much choice, and I was really angry about it, because I’d always sort of stuck up for Trevor Huddlestone, and you know, and was really, really, anti-apartheid, so I said, I’d ‘try for six months, Hugh, and if I can’t bear it, I’m coming home,’ and that was quite, for those days, that was quite sort of, well, quite unusual, for a wife to make quite such a rabid, rabid statement.  Anyway, he went out there, and got us a flat, and I think he was very, very fond of me, actually.  I think, perhaps he was fonder of me than I was of him, I don’t know, but the emotional part of the marriage was very un… was a bit unpredictable, I think. Sexually, we got on fairly, we got on well enough, yeah, very well, and intellectually, yes, yes, but it was the middle part, like in so many marriages, the sort of middle-class marriages, it was a bit dodgy.  I don’t think I ever came to terms with this huge temper, and he had his mother’s tongue: that was it: y… yes.  He could be very, very nasty, but at the same time, he had a def…, definitely a very, basically a very affectionate person.  If you could put the two together, it, people are so complex, aren’t they?  Especially when you’re married to them: yeah.  I wouldn’t say it was an unhappy marriage though, at that stage, but we were both uncompromising people, as you can p’raps imagine, [laughs] and that was, South Africa was absolutely, so different from anything I’d anticipated, or anything I’d ever experienced: I mean, it was a wicked society.  It really was, and when you saw, you know, park benches, labelled ‘Sleigs’ [??] ‘For whites only’, and you saw, sort of white boys lounging on these benches, and little old black women, huddling in the gutter, and all, you know, all kinds of terrible things: ridiculous, it was.  I don’t know how anybody could possibly have rationalised, sort of irrational, in any way, the way a rational, rational policy, Apartheid.  That was the case of religion that, politicised, politicised religion, because they thought, Afrikaners, particularly, thought they were the Chosen People, and that blacks were… descended from Ham, who was definitely the black sheep, and that they were little better than animals: that was the classic Afrikaner argument, and they treated them worse than animals should be treated: much worse: and I suppose I was so desperate to get a job, OK, I had a couple of kids, but I had a wonderful black nanny called Violet, who was so intelligent.  In any other culture, she’d have been a top, top secretary, or, you know, something like that, but she was, she was such fun.  We had great fun, I mean, you know, and she was very, very good with the chi… kids, so I felt I could get a job.  In those days, women often didn’t get jobs when they had children, when they were small, but I felt there was so much to do in South Africa, so much that had to be done, so much that had to be fought against, that… could, could we stop for a minute or two?

Sure.

I’m tire… [break in recording.]

So could you just say a little bit about Hugh’s work in South Africa? 

Oh…

What was he doing?

Hugh did a great swap.  He went out there with a firm called ‘Aerial Surveys’, as an aerial surveyor, ‘cause he was basically trained as a land surveyor, even though he was a geologist as well, but there were more, less and less, there were less and less jobs coming up, in land survey, because it had all been done, and, anyway, so, I said to Hugh, ‘You must finally look round.  You’ve got, you’re jolly clever, why don’t you go into something else?’  He said, ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ because his dad was a land surveyor with the Royal Engineers, do you know: an army surveyor: and so, anyway, I got him a lot of books about the Mayo Institute, and all that stuff, and because, I had my eye on work, something like work study, which was becoming a big thing in those days, and so anyway, I made him read… I didn’t make him read, I encouraged him to read these books on work study, and I looked for advertisements in the paper, for him to answer, and he answered quite a lot, and there was this great big firm, called ‘African Explosives’, which is a terrible name, isn’t it?  [Alex laughs] Half of it was owned by ICI, and half by… Oppenheimer’s, but it was a huge chemical firm, really, and, anyway, I… He went for an interview, and he got a job, to train in work study.  I mean, he had a First Class degree, he had, and all that, even if it wasn’t in… Any degree was appropriate for work study, I suppose, and then he went into something, Operational Research, which was the next big thing, and then he went into computers.  He was a natural computer buff, and he was… you know, in on the first generation: analogue computers.  I got quite interested  too, but, so he made this big career switch, and then he took a degree in Maths, and ended up with a Doctorate in Maths, when he was… in his forties: [dog barking in background] this is going ahead a bit, but he was fortunate, because he was a difficult man to manage, and he got a very good Scot, old Scotsman, who he really respected, and so he got himself into a really good position, and financially it was much better than sur…, aerial survey, and so we bought a little house, a bungalow… well, a lot of the suburban houses are bungalows, in Johannesburg, I mean all over South Africa, and it was a charming little house really: just two bedrooms, and… so we were settling down a bit, and I got a job, teaching in an Indian school, the last Indian school to remain open, which I didn’t care for very much, because it meant a terrible journey, and I didn’t like the other teacher, in another… there were only two of us in that, and anyway, then I got this job, selling coffins,  [laughs.] which is almost unbelievable.  Actually, I was selling coffins before I was teaching in the Indian school.  Sorry, I got that wrong.  I was determined to get a job, and I thought, ‘If I can’t get a job, I’m not stay… I can’t stay here.  I must do something.  I must get into the locations,’ ‘cause I don’t know how much you know about this, but the locations are where the African workers lived, where the labour was, and they were in a ring round Johannesburg, about 20 miles out, you know, well, well away from the white folks, and all the worst bits of land were given to Africans.  Most of them lived, the town Africans lived in these locations, and pretty bad circumstances.  They didn’t have electric light, mostly, most of them had, didn’t have much water, and… all of the facilities were pretty poor, but it was either the, living in, in the locations in very squalid, over-crowded circumstances, or living out on a, on the reserves.  Have you heard of the Bantu stands?  These, they were known, collectively as ‘the Bantu’, because the Bantu were these tribes who came down from Central Africa, and there was all this fighting about, the Afrikaners had arrived in 1657 at the Cape of Good Hope, and the Bantu had come down from Central Africa, and then they clashed, and whose land was it, and who was there first anyway, and, you know, it was historical, it was a historical, great historical dialogue, was who was there first, so the Africans, in South Africa, were known collectively as ‘the Bantu’, and the places where they lived were… if they didn’t live in town and have a job, they lived on the reserves, which were known as ‘the Bantu Stands’ and every tribe had its separate Bantu Stand, and, the, so you got the position… sorry, I’m going to be a bit boring now, where four per cent of the population lived in thirteen per cent of the land, and the poorest, most parched dry land it was, and the whites had all the good land, and it was going on all the time, resettlement: they’d get chucked out, and put into tents and we’d take the land, because we needed it for the whites farmers, and, well, I could give you a whole tape on it, life in South Africa, but, I have to remember that this tape is supposed to be about my life, not a history of South Africa.  [laughs]  But history is my subject, and I was absolutely fascinated by South African history, but anyway, so, I really wanted an interesting job, one that would get me into the locations, so I saw this advertisement in The Star.  The Star was a marvellous daily newspaper in Johannesburg, and it said… what did it say?  The ad said, ‘Wanted: salesperson, or salesman, to sell goods in African market.  Experience unnecessary.  Driver… provided.’  I couldn’t drive, you see, so, I thought, ‘Well, this is marvellous.’  I hadn’t ever sold anything: I mean, you know, I… wasn’t, I was the last person to be a salesman, really, but, anyway, I went to the interview and it was, down in S… what is now Soweto, where all the, on the edges of where, of the location, where, the industrial part of Johannesburg, a foul part, it was, and there was this great  big warehouse, and this office, attached to the warehouse, and it was a man called Mike, also.  Very, very second-generation Irish, I think.  I think his parents had, I think his parents had migrated, and he was a rough diamond, if there ever was one, and he went on and on, talking about the job, and he didn’t tell me what he wanted me to sell, so I said, ‘Well, what is it you want me to sell, actually?’  ‘Cos I think I was the only candidate for [laughing] the job, and he said, ‘Well, um, um, um, yah, well, I’d better show you,’ so I thought he wanted me to sell condoms or something.  Anyway, so he pushed me through the doorway, into the main part of the doorway, and there were all these coffins, laid out on the floor, made of aluminium, all differing colours, all different sizes, and he said, ‘Well, I am an entrepreneur, I suppose,’ he said.  ‘I made all this money in a ? mine, and I wanted to do something different, so I made these coffins.’  He was a welder, and he said, ‘We know that Africans are… the, the nightives, [phon.]’: They called them ‘the nightives’, that’s what they called them then.  The nightives are all encouraged to go to church, and they have 40 churches to each location: and of course, that way, they wouldn’t get interested in politics, they reckoned.  They had all these extraordinary churches, like The Church of the Seven Kings, and, you know, this, all sort of exotic names, and they were very pagan churches, a lot of them, I mean… but also, it was interesting, so I said, ‘Well, how does it work?’  He said, ‘Well, I want you, if you want the job, and [laughing] there doesn’t seem to be anybody else who wants the job, I want you to set up little shops in the locations, called ‘Christian Undertakers’.  We’re not allowed, they’re not allowed, the Europeans are not allowed to sell, retail, but they’re allowed to sell wholesale, so we couldn’t sell the coffins to the Africans, they had to sell them to themselves, so  I want you to set up these shops, and to start with this funny old location, called ‘Vierenesburg’ [phon.] and I said, ‘Well, I’ll have to think about it,’ I said, and ‘I never thought it would be coffins,’ and, and he said, ‘Well, what you have to do, Antonia, is to interview all the, as many of the vicars and the church, heads of church as you can, and weld them together, get them together into sort of committees, and get them to, take a little shop in the location.  There’s lots of little shops available,’ he said, ‘I know, I’ve been round them, and call themselves ‘Christian Undertakers’ and then we supply them with coffins, and we have a different colour for every church, and then all different sizes, so if it’s a child, they get a small coffin, if it’s a big man, they get a big coffin, etc, etc,’ and I must say, they were beautiful: they were beautiful.  They were sort of lozenge-shaped, and had a cross on them, you know, and lovely colours: so I said, ‘I’ll think about it.’  I did actually say, ‘I have to talk about it with my husband,’ but I knew I wasn’t going to do any such thing, because my husband was away at the time, in the Congo, doing some work.  This was when he was in aerial surveys, still, and so I went home, and I knew I was going to do it, but I didn’t want him to think he could… you know, I wanted some money for it, [laughs] so I was going to hold out for a decent wage, and, anyway, [telephone rings.]  Sorry.  Look, I’m going, I’m not going to bother.  If it rings seven times, they’ll [break in recording?]  Anyway, is this all right?

This is fine: yes, great.

I suppose I got myself into a job, among Africans, because, I’d always, as I said, I’d always liked black people, in one way or another, [laughs] but, this time, it was, my interest was definitely, social, and, because I was something of a, sort of do-gooder, and anyway, so I… rang him up a few days later, and I said, ‘Yes, I’m interested.  How much are you going to pay me?’   It wasn’t very much, but anyway, so I said, ‘I’m not working on commission.’  [laughs]  So he gave me a small amount of money, and, plus commission.  Anyway, so, he said, ‘Come in, come on Monday,’ so I went on Monday, and I met Joseph, who was a great big Zulu, who was the chauffeur and this great big Buick, and they matched each other very well, the Buick was huge and old and scruffy: I mean, Joseph wasn’t all that scruffy, and he wasn’t all that old, but he was, you know, he had these great big ear lobes, where he’d had great earrings put in as a child, and he was very uncompromisingly non-European, shall we say, but he was a nice man, and he spoke good English, and he said, ‘Joseph will take care of you: if there’s a riot, Joseph will get you out of it,’ and it’s funny, I wasn’t a bit frightened, I mean, I wasn’t, I was just terribly interested, and terribly excited that I was going to do a job, in the locations, which never, nobody else I knew had ever done.  I mean, you know, I, by the time, I knew quite a few Europeans, and they all said, ‘[Sharp intake of breath] you’re not going to work in the locations.  It’ll be, you won’t be… do you remember that nun that was eaten in Port Elizabeth last year?  I hope you’re not eaten!’  [laughs loudly]  And I said, ‘Oh no, I won’t be eaten.  I’m too tough.’ [laughs]   Anyway, I suppose, in a way, my disability comes into this somewhere.  The fact is, that I used to feel, having a disability, meant that nothing else that ever happened to me, could matter, so very much.  I mean, I, although I did cope quite well, I suppose: p’raps too well, sometimes, with my spasticity, it was awful.  I mean, I didn’t like it: I never came to terms with it.  I have now, but I didn’t then, and it was a continually a way of finding short cuts, and making my personality triumph over my… disability, and I suppose, I was looking for scenes where, my disability wouldn’t matter so much as being white mattered, do you know what I mean?  And I had a genuine wish to, you know … to, it wasn’t just curiosity: I wished to contribute something, somewhere, somehow, good, but I wasn’t [laughs] a missionary, by any means, but my disability had always seemed, so unfair, and so very unfair, and it seemed to me, that, you know, even if I was, had, did have a difficult time, or was put into prison, it wasn’t half as bad as having a disability.  Being killed would be, but… that wasn’t on the agenda: and, do you see what I mean?

Yeah, I think so, yes.  That somehow it did, your disability matter as much as the fact that you were white, in a situation where everyone else was…

That’s right, but do you see what I mean about, being disabled, vis a vis, walking into quite dangerous situations?

Yes.  

That I might just as well, take a few risks.  It made me a risk-taker; I think and people said I was brave, that’s, that was rubbish, I was just wilful.  [laughs]  Anyway, I turned up and we went, off we went to Vereiniging, and our first port-of-call was a Mr Fellani.  Mr Fellani was an Anglican clergyman, and he lived, very simply, in a very nice, simple little house; vicarage, and he had a really subservient wife, and he spoke very good English, he was a well-educated man: I mean, relatively well-educated, and so I explained what it was.  It was a good thing to have him first, because, you know, he wasn’t so very foreign.  He didn’t, he wasn’t one of these ministers of some outlandish, sort of semi-pagan church: so anyway, he said he thought it was a wonderful idea, especially the profit.  You know, they’d make quite a big profit, the churches, that, which would really go to, nominally to the church, but of course, we used to see the old vicar’s putting it in his back pocket, so anyway I was very, and they gave me orange juice, and, and some peculiar kind of… cake, and so that was the first interview, and he said he knew a little shop, and he knew, he had a word with his fellow Methodist minister, so that was the first one, and I went back to Mike, and I said, you know, [tearing sound] ‘I think we’ve got something.  I think we’ve got ??? on the way,’ and he was very pleased, and he said, ‘Well, I think it would be a good idea if you wrote a letter to the churches: if you wrote a letter, if we got a letter out,’ [sound of crockery] so I don’t know whether you know, there’s a very famous, Paul’s Letter to the Churches, The Corinthians, and all that, so I thought, very funny, me, latter-day St Paul, writing a letter to the churches, [Alex laughs] and so I wrote this letter.  I wish I’d kept a copy of it, it was really funny, as to why they should use our coffins, why they should promote our coffins, and why they were… because of course, Mike’s idea was their belief, he believed that a lot of them believed in ancestor worship, which was a hang-on of their pagan days, and he said that the bodies wouldn’t decay in a, metal; aluminium they were, as they, as they would in wood, so I put this in the letter too, and anyway, we had a lot of response from the letters, and… the awful thing is, I didn’t know that, Mike didn’t really have the money.  He was doing the whole thing on, on less, on dead, dead money: you know, loans, and suddenly, after about six weeks of, rushing round, meeting the most interesting people, he suddenly said to me, ‘You know, Antonia, I have to tell you: the banks have called in the money, and we can’t go on,’ so I was quite glad actually, because I’d, you know, I’d seen a lot, I’d met a lot of people, I’d been very interesting… I don’t suppose you want any more,  much more detail about that, it’s going to make it too long, but… so I thought, ‘Oh gosh, I’m out of a job.’  He paid me, and the whole thing shut down, and we remained friends with Mike.  Mike got on quite well with my husband, once my husband had got over the awful business of his wife being an undertaker, a sort of, wholesale undertaker, but, that was the end of that little enterprise.

So how… it went on for about six weeks, was…?

Yeah.  
Yeah.

Well it might have been a bit longer.

Mm, hm.
You know, it does… time distorts: and then…

And so did you actually sell any coffins in that time?

Yes, we opened one shop, and then, of course, he just sold them coffins that he had, but he couldn’t afford to make any more coffins

Oh, I see.

So we sold them off to Mr Fellani and his mates, in their Christian Undertakers, and I went, I went on seeing Mr Fellani, and his wife, although it was terribly difficult to get in, once you got your work permit taken away, so I didn’t really keep up with him much.  I just went to see him twice, and then my work permit, you had to have a permit to get into the locations, and it had expired, and the Superintendent of the location was a dreadful man: he was a huge, great blond Afrikaner, he said, ‘Oh lidy, [phon.] I can’t understand why you, a nice lidy like you wants to do a job like this,’ so I said, ‘Well, I’m just interested.’  He said, ‘Huh!  You lidies from London, you ain’t no lidies.’  I think he thought I had an African boyfriend or something: so he said, ‘No, you can’t go in again.  Just as well: you might end up in the Fort.’  The Fort was a prison.  He said, ‘We can’t have you London lidies running around like this: it won’t do,’ and he was horrible: but there you are.  That was the end of that: and… my memory… Yes, and then I looked for another job in the jolly old Star, and I got this job, teaching in an Indian school for a bit, and that was a long journey, into [sneezes] into the Indian locations, which weren’t as far out as the African ones.  They were allowed to live nearer into town, because they weren’t so black: [laughs] gosh, and they actually did some trading, with whites, because they were very cheap, and they sold cheap carpets and things.  Later, they had to move out, when it all became more intense and dreadful, but when I wa…, they lived, they worked in a place called ‘Forsberg’, which was, a sort of, the equivalent of the East End, I suppose, in Johannesburg, really, but they had a very ambivalent and difficult time.  There were the Indians, the Africans, who were known as ‘the Bantu’, and then there was the mixed race, ‘coloureds’, who were perhaps the unhappiest lot of all, because they had no idea who they were, and you’d get coloured families split in two, because the wife was white-ish, and the father was black-ish, and you’d, they’d have to live in different… they’d be split, or one child was white, and the other child was brown, and they’d have to live in different parts, in different locations, different parts, and if you could, if you were coloured, and you could pass for white, then you passed for white, because it meant a good job, a good education, or the possibility, much more possibilities: so if you were eight or nine, and you were col…, you were designated  in any… these commissioners would come round, and they’d say, ‘Well, she’s white,’ and ‘She’s black,’  and they had the same parents.  It happened, throw-backs; you know, so the white child would go and live with a white-ish aunty, perhaps, who lived in a white area, and have much better, a much better life to the black child, who was staying with his parents: and it was so dreadful.  [Metallic background noises] You can’t imagine, and people just can’t imagine now, how dreadful it was.  So anyway, I felt very awkward [??] I didn’t like teaching, in this Indian school, because I taught with a very rigid Afrikaner lady, who was so condescending, and dreadful, but I did get to know some of the parents, who were very fiery: you know, Ghandi; Ghandi sort of descendents, ‘cause, ‘cause Ghandi, you know, started off his stuff in South Africa, in the 1890s, and so, you know, then I stopped; I just did one term, I think: yes; and [end of recording.]    
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