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Foreword

UNPUTDOWNABLE. IS THAT a proper word? I very much hope so, for that’s exactly what this little book is. Unputdownable.

I had thought, when asked to write this foreword, that I’d find its contents all a bit too familiar, too well trodden. Every entry, at some time or another, has appeared in The Week: there isn’t one here that I haven’t edited over the years. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. This book is addictive. If you need an antidote to boredom or Weltschmerz, this, dear reader, is it.

What’s the secret? Why is this book so absorbing? The main reason is that the short obituary, the condensed life story, is such a powerful yet neglected art form in its own right. Here, in a handful of well-wrought paragraphs, are the hopes, fears, joys, disappointments, follies, tragedies, reconciliations, loves and hatreds attendant on human striving. And they are paragraphs that owe their excitement not just to the best obituary writers in the national press but also to the skills of The Week’s uncredited writers (mainly Caroline Law, until 2007, and mainly Tom Hodgkinson thereafter) in gathering together all the best bits from those different accounts and weaving them into a story.

But it’s not only the pleasure contained in these stories that’s so compelling, it’s the pleasure to be found in diversity, in juxtaposition, in the astonishing variety of human experience and achievement that unravels before you in these pages where poets, politicians, pilots, prostitutes, polo players, puppeteers, prisoners, plutocrats, psychopaths, polar explorers and high-school principals all jostle for attention. Some famous, some infamous, some unknown. Their collective life stories, covering most of the twentieth century and most of the twenty-first (so far), form a weird and wonderful historical tapestry covering the big social, cultural and political events of our age.

Perhaps most enjoyable of all, however, is the encounter with the bizarre and unexpected aspects of people’s lives – aspects that never make it into the historical record. Which famous violinist had his first name chosen for him by his parents with the express purpose of embarrassing his anti-Semitic landlady? Which famous serial murderer attended literary lunches attended by Charlie Chaplin and his own last victim? Which politician included the question ‘Why is there only one Monopolies commission?’ in his party’s election manifesto? You won’t have to go far into this book before you discover the answers to these and other memorable ‘would-you-believe-it?’ questions.

So if you cannot enjoy this book, dear reader, I’m afraid there is something wrong with you, and you should seek help. But, fear not, it won’t come to that. As I said, it’s unputdownable.

Jeremy O’Grady
Editor-in-chief, The Week


The literary renegade who shot his wife

WILLIAM BURROUGHS

1914–1997

THERE WAS NOTHING in William Burroughs’s background or upbringing to suggest his future notoriety. He was born in a fashionable district of St Louis in 1914, the grandson and namesake of the inventor of the adding machine. He studied at Harvard (where he attended T.S. Eliot’s lectures) and, briefly, at medical school in Vienna, before returning home and drifting into a series of increasingly dead-end jobs, as a reporter, a barman, a private detective, and even a pest exterminator. Eventually, after failing an army medical, he gravitated to New York where he first experimented with drugs, quickly falling prey to addiction.

After a spell farming in Louisiana and Texas, where he grew his own opium and marijuana, Burroughs moved to Mexico in the company of his wife, Joan Vollmer. Although Burroughs was mostly homosexual, the bond with his wife appeared to be a close one. She too suffered from addictions, and the relationship was to end tragically. One September afternoon in Mexico City in 1951, when the two of them were attending a drunken party, Burroughs turned to Joan and said, ‘It’s time for our William Tell act. Put that glass on your head.’ She did so; but Burroughs shot an inch too low, the bullet entering her head and killing her instantly. Before the authorities could investigate, Burroughs skipped bail and fled the country.

The killing of his wife was the defining moment of Burroughs’s life, as he explained in the introduction to his novel Queer. ‘I am forced to the appalling conclusion that I would never have become a writer but for Joan’s death,’ he said, going on to explain how it had brought him into ‘contact with the Invader, the Ugly Spirit, and manoeuvred me into a life-long struggle, in which I had no choice but to write my way out.’ Writing his way out resulted most famously in The Naked Lunch, a book he himself described as ‘necessarily brutal, obscene and disgusting’. The book, summed up by Ed Vulliamy in The Guardian as ‘a plotless wordscape of sexual violence and drug abuse’, grew out of his years in Tangiers, where he lived in a male brothel in the company of ‘Opium Jones’.

The book, banned in America, was first published in Paris in 1959. It appeared in Britain in 1964, when Burroughs was living in a basement flat in Notting Hill Gate. Although Lady Chatterley’s Lover had been published two years earlier, no one seemed ready for the horrors of this new novel. The review in the Times Literary Supplement was published under the headline ‘Ugh’ and sparked a 13-week correspondence. The most memorable contribution came from Edith Sitwell: ‘I do not wish to spend the rest of my life with my nose nailed to other people’s lavatories,’ she wrote. ‘I prefer Chanel No. 5.’ Another fierce critic was the publisher Victor Gollancz, who accused Burroughs of purveying ‘bogus-highbrow filth’. Burroughs for his part was equally scathing of the London literary scene, dismissing it as ‘sordid’ and accusing English writers of eking out a living by appearing on each other’s radio programmes.



The Naked Lunch, ‘a plotless wordscape of sexual violence and drug abuse’, grew out of his years in Tangiers, where he lived in a male brothel in the company of ‘Opium Jones’.



Nonetheless, The Naked Lunch assured Burroughs’s position as the pre-eminent literary renegade of his generation. The poet Robert Lowell acclaimed the book, and critics such as Mary McCarthy enthusiastically invoked shades of Swift. It was also admired by many for its avant-garde style of ‘fold in and cut up writing’, as Burroughs called it, a technique which John Calder, who published The Naked Lunch in Britain, explained in The Independent. Instead of being composed sequentially, ‘sections were simply picked up from the floor or out of the drawer, put together as they came to hand and published that way.’ Some sections even went into other books.

Has Burroughs’s claim to be a writer of significance survived the test of time? The Times didn’t think so. He might have seemed shocking at the time, it argued, but his ideas were shallow and even his celebrated cut-up technique, post Finnegans Wake and Gertrude Stein, ‘was perhaps not so revolutionary and exciting as was made out’. But the novelist J.G. Ballard disagreed. Burroughs’s ‘weird genius was the perfect mirror of his times, and made him the most important and original writer since World War II’, he wrote in The Guardian. ‘Now we are left with the career novelists.’

One area in which he undeniably did leave his mark was on the ‘beat generation’ of writers – people like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. His central theme of power as the manipulation of pleasure and pain by gangsters, judges, psychiatrists and policemen also made him a favourite with the 1960s hippies and 1970s punks, to whom he became an honorary godfather. And in later years, noted James Campbell in The Guardian, when Burroughs was living in a windowless locker room in New York known as ‘the Bunker’, it became fashionable for rock stars to seek him out. Mick Jagger, David Bowie, Frank Zappa and Patti Smith ‘all sang for their supper at the Burroughs table’.

And yet Burroughs was not an orthodox rebel. His work may have been a warning against the nature of power, said The Times, but he also ‘saw human beings as irrevocably addicted to victimisation by their overlords’. And though much of his work was fuelled by drugs, once cured of his addiction in London in the 1950s, he spoke out against the dangers of hard drugs. But his obsession with sex remained throughout his life. In 1995, after the publication of My Education: A Book of Dreams, one reviewer dismissed him as a ‘dirty old man’. ‘I wish I was a dirtier old man,’ Burroughs responded. ‘I’m ashamed to go 24 hours without thinking about sex. It’s alarming. It really is.’


The cotton-picker who dreamt of being a star

TAMMY WYNETTE

1942–1998

TAMMY WYNETTE WAS ‘everything a country singer should be,’ said The Times. With her big hair and rhinestone dresses, she looked the part; but more importantly, she lived it. Her love-life was punctuated by violent and stormy relationships, and she was once accused of setting to music ‘every cross word and flying plate’. Right up to the end, her story read like a tragic, heroic country song. Yet she overcame her troubles to become the most successful female country singer of all time, selling over 30 million records.

Born in 1942, on a Mississippi farm, she was named Virginia Wynette Pugh. Her father died of a brain tumour when she was nine months old, and soon afterwards her mother left to find work in an aircraft factory. Wynette, said the Daily Telegraph, was brought up by her Baptist grandparents, who put her to work picking cotton – ‘the hardest work I’ve ever done’, she later recalled. The family was so poor that she had to make her clothes out of flour bags, using the white ones for undergarments and the coloured ones for dresses. Her grandmother took her to church, where she learned to sing and harmonise, and she became convinced that she wanted a career in music.

But nothing in her life went smoothly. At 17, she married a local boy called Euple Byrd and was thrown out of high school. She quickly produced two daughters, but her husband was a chronic philanderer. Left alone with the children, she lapsed into depression and was given electric shock treatment. After giving birth to another daughter, who suffered from spinal meningitis and screamed continuously, Wynette decided she’d had enough. She stuffed the kids into her beaten-up station wagon and told Byrd she was leaving. When he asked where she was going, she told him Nashville, to be a star. ‘Uh-huh,’ he replied, ‘dream on!’

Wynette’s big break came when she turned up at the offices of Billy Sherill, a producer at Epic records. He said he liked the ‘teardrop’ quality in her voice, told her to change her name, and had her record his song, ‘Apartment Number Nine’. It was a major hit in 1967, and Sherill and Wynette became life-long writing partners. More hits followed, including her biggest, ‘Stand By Your Man’ (1968), which she co-wrote with Sherill in half an hour. The song, which urged downtrodden wives to ‘give him two arms to cling to’, annoyed many feminists, but Wynette was unrepentant, said The Guardian. ‘Although I consider myself more independent than many of the “sisters” who criticised the song,’ she once said, ‘I am emotionally dependent on men, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.’



She stuffed the kids into her beaten-up station wagon and told Byrd she was leaving. When he asked where she was going, she told him Nashville, to be a star. ‘Uh-huh,’ he replied, ‘dream on!’



In 1969, after divorcing her second husband, an unsuccessful musician, she married her childhood idol, the country star George Jones. The couple made numerous albums together. They built a country and western theme park, with guitar-shaped lakes and chandeliers made out of wagon wheels, and drove a white Pontiac with 4,000 silver dollars embedded in the dashboard, bull-horns on the front bumper and door handles made from real pistols. But their bliss was short-lived. Jones had a weakness for drink and an explosive temper. Once, at the end of her tether, Wynette confiscated the keys to all 27 of their cars, only to discover that he had hot-wired the lawn mower and driven straight to the nearest bar. They separated in 1975, after Jones chased her round the house with a loaded rifle, but continued to record together for years afterwards. Wynette said the break-up inspired her. ‘I write better when I’m depressed.’

There followed an affair with Burt Reynolds, which ended when she accidentally poisoned him with a banana pudding, and a 44-day marriage to a property developer. Finally, in 1977, she married George Richey, an old friend who had written songs for her, and found the stability she had been seeking. But her troubles still weren’t over. The following year, she was mysteriously abducted by a masked assailant, who tied her hands and drove her 80 miles before attempting to strangle her. She was severely beaten and then abandoned. No one was ever charged with the kidnapping. In 1982 Wynette entered the Betty Ford clinic to cure her addiction to painkillers, and two years later went bankrupt because of bad investments. Yet she remained as feisty as ever. In 1992, Hillary Clinton said on TV: ‘I’m not some little woman standing by her man like Tammy Wynette, staying home and baking cookies.’ Wynette was furious, and not until Burt Reynolds interceded on Hillary’s behalf was the remark forgiven. Before she died, Wynette’s first husband, Euple Byrd, came to see her in concert in Alabama. After the show he asked her hesitantly if she might sign his autograph book. Wynette smiled sweetly and agreed. ‘Dream on,’ she wrote. ‘Dream on.’


The life and loves of the man whose voice defined the twentieth century

FRANK SINATRA

1915–1998

FRANK SINATRA WAS the original pop star, said Mark Steyn in the Sunday Telegraph. Not because of his music, which transcended fashion, but because of the adulation he inspired.

Born in Hoboken, New Jersey, in 1915, he was the only child of Italian immigrant parents. His mother Dolly was a formidable figure, whom Frank nicknamed ‘the Force’. A midwife and back-street abortionist, she nagged her husband into hen-pecked impotence, but she doted on young Frank. When, inspired by Bing Crosby, he decided he wanted to be a crooner, she bought him his first microphone, and encouraged him to sing in local clubs.

Sinatra’s big break came in 1940, when he was signed up by big-band leader Tommy Dorsey, whose trombone-playing taught him about breath control. His first big hit, ‘I’ll Never Smile Again’ was with Dorsey. By 1942, he felt confident enough to launch a solo career – he pulled it off in style. At the Paramount theatre, New York, the bobby-soxers went wild, screaming and fainting in front of their hero. Sinatra made people feel he was singing just for them, and they loved him for it. His timing, too, was fortunate. As he later reflected, ‘It was the war years, and there was a great loneliness. I was the boy in every corner drugstore, the boy who’d gone off to war.’

By 1943, there were 2,000 Sinatra fan clubs in the USA, and over the next nine years ‘the Voice’ had 86 hits and sold ten million records a year. However, Sinatra’s career took a nose dive in 1949, thanks to his links with the mob and his high-profile affair with Ava Gardner. But Sinatra hustled his way back, and was performing into his seventies. He also became a hero to many pop stars. As Bruce Springsteen put it, ‘His voice was filled with bad attitude and sex, and a sad knowledge of the world.’

A brush with Mario Puzo: His links with the mob

Outside Frank Sinatra’s Palm Springs estate was a sign that read: ‘Forget the dog, beware of the man.’ It was, said Kitty Kelly in the Daily Mail, a fitting notice for a man always dogged by his mafia connections. Brought up among the hoods and hoodlums of smalltown America, he never lost his admiration for the Mob. As he said himself: ‘I was a saloon singer and the joints I played were owned by the mob. You didn’t meet many Nobel prize winners in those places.’

Perhaps more than anything, it was Mario Puzo’s book The Godfather that tarred Sinatra with the Mafia brush. He was always thought to be the model for Johnny Fontaine, a fading crooner who uses mafia connections to force Hollywood to give him plum roles – most famously, by leaving a horse’s head in a producer’s bed. Sinatra once encountered Mario Puzo in a restaurant and became puce with anger, screaming abuse. Puzo fled, with Sinatra shouting after him: ‘Choke. Go ahead and choke, you pimp.’



His mother Dolly nagged her husband into hen-pecked impotence, but she doted on young Frank.



Sinatra’s mob links put paid to his political ambitions. He backed Kennedy’s presidential campaign, but, when Kennedy won, he was advised to put some distance between himself and Sinatra. And when the president was due to visit Palm Springs, Sinatra was so sure he would stay with him that he installed a ‘hot line’ telephone and ordered a helicopter pad. When Sinatra heard that Kennedy was going to stay with Bing Crosby instead, he flew into a furious rage and tried to smash up the helipad with a sledgehammer.


Creating the world’s biggest fast-food chain

RICHARD McDONALD

1909–1998

WHEN, IN 1940, Dick McDonald and his brother Maurice opened their first drive-by burger joint in San Bernardino, California, they little imagined that one day McDonald’s would become the world’s biggest fast-food chain; or that they would be blamed for corrupting the world’s eating habits.

The brothers, said The Times, had migrated from New Hampshire to California in the late 1920s with just one aim: to make $1 million by the time they were 50. They began by working in the Hollywood film industry, but by the late 1930s decided to change tack, and opened a hot dog stand in Arcadia, outside LA. It was a success and they began looking around for new ventures. This was the time when the car was king – and they hit upon the idea of feeding people in a way which didn’t require them to get out of their Chevrolets. The result was the San Bernardino ‘car-hop’. A car-hop, explained Christopher Reed in The Guardian, was a young woman in a short skirt, who brought customers their orders as they waited in their cars. After 1945, however, as motorways proliferated, the brothers decided their customers needed an even faster service, and opened a new style of eatery in which customers drove in, chose from a menu and collected their orders on paper plates at the next window. The menu was simple: Hamburger, 15 cents; Cheeseburger, 19 cents; Fries, 10 cents; Malts (milkshakes), 20 cents. Dick – the marketing genius of the two – coined the slogan ‘Millions Served’ (later amended to ‘Billions Served’), and designed the Golden Arches in the shape of an ‘M’ to sit on the roof of the restaurant. This, said Daniel Jeffreys in the Daily Mail, was the beginning of the end: the ‘golden age’ when families sat together in American diners was being ‘stomped underfoot’. The McDonalds had created ‘an unstoppable monster, a Godzilla of low culture that gave birth to the phrase “junk food”. In his wake Dick McDonald has left a world that will never recover the innocence lost when it first tasted a Big Mac.’

Initially the new self-service concept was slow to catch on, but by 1954 the brothers had managed to open eight new sites. The following year they sold their US franchise to a milkshake machine salesman called Roy Kroc for $2.7 million – the equivalent of $24 million today. In 1961, Kroc bought the world rights. Dick McDonald remained a consultant until the 1970s when he and Kroc fell out over Kroc’s claim that the burger chain was his creation. Today there are 34,000 outlets in 119 countries, including Japan, China and Russia. It is said that a new McDonald’s will open somewhere in the world every three hours. There are some local variations. In India, the burgers are made from lamb; in Israel, there’s a choice between kosher and non-kosher. But the restaurants are near-identica1, said Jeffreys: any sense of a country’s history ‘is destroyed by the smell of cooking oil and the sight of Mr McDonald’s name in letters 28ft high’.



The McDonalds had created ‘an unstoppable monster, a Godzilla of low culture that gave birth to the phrase “junk food”’.




Auschwitz survivor who married Anne Frank’s father

ELFRIEDE FRANK

1905–1998

LIFE COULD HARDLY have seemed bleaker to Elfriede ‘Fritzi’ Markovits as she travelled home on the train returning Auschwitz survivors to Holland. She and her daughter Eva had survived the war, but the fates of her husband Erich and son Heinz were unknown. Her worst fears were later confirmed by the Red Cross: Heinz had died of exhaustion after a forced march from Auschwitz and Erich had perished just three days before the end of the war.

A chance meeting on the train, however, was to provide Fritzi’s life with a new purpose. Her daughter Eva recognised the father of one of her friends, Anne Frank. Otto Frank and Fritzi became friends and drew strength from each other. ‘By the tragedy in both our lives,’ Fritzi said, ‘together we found new happiness.’ Back in Amsterdam, Otto discovered the diary which his daughter Anne had written while in hiding. He read out extracts to Fritzi and they decided it was too important to keep to themselves. It was published in 1947. Following its success, they found themselves inundated with mail which they spent up to eight hours a day replying to, said Laura Stadler in The Independent. Otto and Fritzi married in 1953, and devoted the rest of their lives to educating the world about the Holocaust.

Elfriede Markovits was born in Vienna but fled Austria with her husband, Erich Geiringer, and their two children after the Nazi invasion. They settled in the Jewish quarter of Amsterdam across the street from the Frank family and it was there that her daughter Eva made friends with Anne. But when Germany invaded Holland in 1940, the family were forced into hiding. For safety, they split up and Elfriede found herself alone with Eva. In May 1944, on Eva’s 15th birthday, they were raided by the Gestapo. Desperate to save Eva, Fritzi grabbed the arm of a Dutch Nazi. ‘My daughter is not Jewish,’ she pleaded. ‘I had an affair with a non-Jew, my dentist. She’s not really Jewish.’ They were taken in filthy cattle truck to Birkenau, the largest of the Auschwitz camps. Elfriede, fearing that Eva would be sent straight to the gas chambers with the other children, made her wear her large coat and stylish hat despite the boiling heat. It probably saved Eva’s life.

In the long months in the camp, Elfriede suffered starvation, disease and torture but, said the Daily Telegraph, she managed to stay with her daughter, often giving Eva her own meagre rations. Only once were they separated, for two months. When they were reunited, Eva hardly recognised her mother. ‘A pitiful figure with a shaved head jerked upright and stared at me in disbelief. Her gaunt face mouthed “Evertje” and then she grasped hold of my hand … we lay cuddling each other for days.’ They comforted each other by planning what they would do when free again, imagining warm baths with soap, clean sheets and glorious menus. They were eventually liberated by the advancing Soviet army on 27 January 1945. The war had left them devastated and exhausted but, as Eva later said, ‘our deep, deep bond pulled us through.’



‘My daughter is not Jewish,’ she pleaded. ‘I had an affair with a non-Jew, my dentist. She’s not really Jewish.’




‘I’ll save your life, but first I’ll sing you a little song’

GENE AUTRY

1907–1998

‘THEM BANDITS HAVE beaten my mother, ravished my girl, burned down my house, killed my cattle and blinded my best friend. I’m goin’ to get ’em if it’s the last thing I do. But first, folks, I’m gonna sing you a little song.’ That, said the Daily Telegraph, just about sums up the plot of the average Gene Autry movie. It was a plot recycled in countless B-movies with names like Tumbling Tumbleweeds or In Old Santa Fe (in which Autry was billed as a ‘tuneful cowpuncher’). In total he made 90 feature films (or ‘horse operas’ as he jokingly called them) and, in most, Autry appeared with his sidekick Frog (Smiley Burnette), and his trusty ‘hoss’ Champion. Champion hit the British headlines in 1939 when, as part of a publicity tour, Autry rode him up the steps into the Savoy Hotel.

Autry’s songs were generally unrelated to the plots of his films, but the musical format proved such a crowd-puller that even John Wayne at one time felt obliged to appear as ‘Singin’ Sandy’. Critics were baffled by it. How, asked one, could ‘such a weak and colourless actor and only a passable action performer’ be so popular? Even Autry himself was puzzled, said Dennis Gifford in The Independent. ‘I’m no great actor, I’m no great rider, I’m no great singer. But whatever it is I’ve got, they seem to like it.’ Autry was also successful on radio and records and was best known, perhaps, for the song ‘Rudolph The Rednosed Reindeer’, which he recorded in 1949. But whatever he sang, said the Daily Telegraph, he was careful to look the part of a Westerner. ‘The owner of 300 pairs of cowboy boots, and an equal number of cowboy suits, he helped establish Western clothes as the standard dress for Country singers.’

Autry’s image as the screen cowboy was not entirely bogus. His father had been an itinerant cattle farmer and, as a boy, Autry had helped to drive cattle to the railway station. It was his grandfather, however, ‘the singin’ baptist minister’, who set him on his singing career when he co-opted him into the church choir. One of the first stars to allow his name to be used for advertising purposes, Autry invested his money shrewdly and built up a considerable fortune. Besides TV and radio companies, he owned petrol stations, oil wells, hotels and part of the California Angels basketball team. But fame and wealth never turned his head. As he himself wrote in his autobiography, Back in the Saddle Again, he was always ‘just an average guy’.



How could ‘such a weak and colourless actor and only a passable action performer’ be so popular? Even Autry himself was puzzled.




The code-cracking genius who helped foil the Nazis

TOMMY FLOWERS

1905–1998

TOMMY FLOWERS PLAYED a crucial role in cracking Nazi Germany’s most sophisticated codes during the Second World War. Working with the wartime intelligence team at Bletchley Park, he built a code-breaking machine called Colossus, a device that not only had a profound effect on the course of the war, but is widely accepted as being the world’s first working computer. ‘The work at Bletchley may not in itself have won the war,’ said The Times, ‘but it undoubtedly made it shorter, perhaps by two years or more.’

The early code-breaking, overseen by mathemetician Alan Turing, was all done by hand, and famously succeeded in cracking the Enigma code, providing vital information on the everyday movements of German forces. But Flowers was involved in a perhaps even more remarkable achievement, said the Daily Telegraph: ‘the breaking of the enciphered teleprinter communications used by Hitler to talk to his generals’. These higher levels of intelligence were vastly harder to crack. The code-breakers initially used a mechanical computing machine known as Heath Robinson to help them. But when this failed, Turing, who knew of Flowers’ earlier work with telephone systems for the Post Office, suggested he be called in.

A year later, in December 1943, Flowers presented the first working prototype of Colossus. The size of a small room, and weighing a ton, Colossus could process 5,000 characters a second, dramatically improving both the speed and accuracy of the decryption process. It was decisive in stopping Rommel from taking Egypt after decoding a message from Hitler to the Afrika Korps, which was then passed to General Montgomery. An improved model of Colossus went on to be invaluable in the preparations for D-Day.

By the end of the war, 11 Colossi were in operation. All but one were destroyed on Churchill’s orders; the last remaining machine was taken to GCHQ in Cheltenham, where it remained in use until the early 1960s. Flowers returned to the Post Office and continued his work on electronic telephone systems, which led to the development of modern direct dialling. He was appointed MBE for his war work, but his vital contribution to the breaking of the Nazi codes remained a secret, even to his family, until the early 1970s. In 1980, he met Boris Hagelin, inventor of the German coding machines, said the Daily Mail. ‘I never regarded Herr Hagelin’s machine as an enemy,’ he remarked. ‘It was just an interesting problem. It is a great pleasure to see someone I had “known” for so many years without having met.’



Colossus not only had a profound effect on the course of the war, it is widely accepted as being the world’s first working computer.




Tight-fisted millionaire who lived on £5 a week

FRANK FARMER

1925–1999

WHEN PENSIONER FRANK Farmer made one of his rare visits to the bank, he was he was taken for a tramp and thrown out. ‘lt was an understandable mistake,’ said Paul Bracchi in the Daily Mail: he was after all dressed in an old raincoat tied together with binding string and a worn-out pair of wellingtons. But what the staff did not realise was that the scruffy old man was a multi-millionaire property tycoon. Indeed, he owned the building he had just been ejected from.

Only after his death did the strange history of the eccentric recluse from Staffordshire begin to emerge. His property business was established by his father. Together with his late brother Walter, Frank Farmer – known by his middle name, Alan – built up the portfolio of properties, believed to be worth up to £5 million. A man of few words, he became a virtual hermit after the death of Walter in 1980. Few ever guessed at his fortune. He apparently survived on no more than £5 a week; he was so tight-fisted that once he even sent an employee back into a bank to find an elastic band that had fallen off a wad of notes. After he suffered a heart attack, he refused to buy a walking stick, but would steady his progress with a ‘totally unsuitable’ five-foot-long fence post.

His six-bedroom farmhouse near the market town of Tutbury, which was ‘marooned in a sea of weeds and rusty old cars’, was unheated and illuminated by just three lightbulbs (he would move between them by the light of a candle). Rare visitors to his house would find him of an evening sitting in his car on his driveway, reading the papers by the interior light.

Farmer was unmarried. His fortune passed to two first cousins he hardly knew.


Playwright who shocked the critics with her ‘feast of filth’

SARAH KANE

1971–1999

IN 1995, WHEN the Royal Court Theatre staged Blasted, a play by unknown 22-year-old Sarah Kane, nothing had prepared the audience for what was to come. The play, set on a Bosnian battlefield, features scenes of fellatio, homosexual rape, masturbation, defecation, eye-gouging and baby-eating – ‘a disgusting feast of filth’, according to the Daily Mail’s Jack Tinker. Yet, as furious headlines demanded that it be banned, audiences flocked to see it. It was later performed all over Europe where there was an intense curiosity about what Kane’s work ‘said about modern Britain’, said Michael Billington in The Guardian. The publicity catapulted Sarah Kane to instant notoriety and won her commissions to write further works in a similar vein.

Her next play, Phaedra’s Love, was a modern version of the ancient Greek tale of Phaedra, who falls for her stepson, Hippolytus, and commits suicide when he rejects her. In the hands of Euripedes and Racine, the gore was kept offstage. In Kane’s version, however, Hippolytus is a terminal depressive who masturbates into his socks; Phaedra gives blow jobs; Theseus rapes his daughter to enthusiastic cheers; Hippolytus’s penis is cut off and sizzles on a barbecue. ‘It’s not a theatre critic that’s required here,’ wrote the Daily Telegraph’s Charles Spencer, ‘it’s a psychiatrist.’

Kane was born in Essex, where her father was East Anglian correspondent for the Daily Mirror. Her parents were obsessive Christians. ‘It was spirit-filled, born-again lunacy,’ she later said. The theatre gripped her from an early age; she gained a First in drama at Bristol university and, after graduating, moved to London where she lived on state benefits and wrote monologues.

She had wide support. To Harold Pinter, she was ‘facing something true and ugly and painful’. Mark Ravenhill in The Independent claimed ‘she had a sensibility that would have been recognised by Shakespeare, Sophocles or Racine.’ Shortly before her suicide at the age of 28, she began to appeal to a wider audience. Crave, performed at the Edinburgh Festival in 1998, impressed her erstwhile critcs with its lyricism, yet Kane felt they had missed the point: ‘People think that Crave is the most uplifting and hopeful thing I’ve written, yet it ends in suicide and despair.’



‘It’s not a theatre critic that’s required here,’ said the Daily Telegraph, ‘it’s a psychiatrist.’




The man who convinced Einstein there was a God

YEHUDI MENUHIN

1916–1999

YEHUDI MENUHIN WAS, quite simply, the most famous musician on Earth, said Norman Lebrecht in the Daily Telegraph. His name was synonymous with greatness, even to people who never listened to classical music. And yet he was neither the world’s greatest violinist, nor the most commanding presence on a concert stage. Technically, he was outshone by such geniuses as Fritz Kreisler and Jascha Heifetz. But he had perhaps the greatest quality of all: charisma.

Menuhin was born in New York to prosperous Russian Jewish immigrants. They named him Yehudi (‘Jew’) to make a statement to an anti-Semitic landlady. At the age of 3, he heard Louis Persinger, leader of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, and demanded a violin of his own. He was given a toy one, but smashed it when it wouldn’t ‘sing’. Menuhin’s emerging talent was spotted by his tyrannical mother, said Tony Palmer in The Guardian, who subordinated everything to her son’s career. His sister, Yaltah, was shorn and locked in a cupboard when she protested about the regime. Yehudi was not allowed to ride a bicycle for fear of injuring his fingers; he did not even cross a road alone until he was 18. His other sister, Hephzibah, once mourned for the young Yehudi, who had been ‘so repressed, so beaten, so thwarted and humiliated’.

Menuhin hit the headlines at the age of 10, when he performed Beethoven’s Violin Concerto in Carnegie Hall, New York. On being told his soloist’s age, the conductor Fritz Busch complained: ‘one doesn’t hire Jackie Coogan [a child actor] to play Hamlet’. But he soon revised his opinion, telling Menuhin: ‘You can play anything with me, any time, anywhere.’ By the time of Menuhin’s Berlin debut in 1929, news of the prodigy had spread, and the police had to be called in to control the crowd. Albert Einstein, who was in the audience that night, hugged Menuhin after the concert, saying, ‘Now I know there is a God in Heaven.’

Menuhin began touring in earnest, but his mother stayed close to his side, refusing to relinquish control over his life. She even arranged his first marriage, to a beautiful Australian called Nola Nicholas. But Nola couldn’t stand her mother-in-law’s constant interference and the marriage foundered. It was, perhaps, to escape his mother that Menuhin moved to England in the 1950s, with his second wife, the ballet dancer Diana Gould.

Menuhin began to make gramophone records in 1928. What remains perhaps his most famous recording took place in London in 1932, when the 16-year-old recorded Elgar’s Violin Concerto, with the composer conducting. After a short rehearsal and discussion of the finer points at the Grosvenor House Hotel, Elgar declared himself satisfied and went off to the races. He described the violinist as ‘the most wonderful artist I have ever heard’. Menuhin himself had no patience for either the process or the results of recording music – ‘I don’t listen to music that’s already canned,’ he once said, ‘just as I don’t eat canned food.’ He nevertheless made countless records during his long career. Once, on an ocean liner, he heard a recording of the concerto, and wished he could have played it so well. Later, he discovered that it was his own recording, made with Wilhelm Furtwängler in 1947.

But Menuhin’s greatness was not confined to performance. As a boy it had been Yehudi who settled disputes in the family; later he fulfilled a similar role in music and politics. It was his intention, he said, to leave the world a better place than it was when he entered it, and he believed music could be used to that end. During the war he played over 500 concerts for Allied troops. Then, in July 1945, with Benjamin Britten, he toured the recently liberated Nazi death camps. At Belsen, the skeletal inhabitants lined up before him. ‘I shall not forget that afternoon as long as I live,’ he later wrote. Neither did the survivors, several of whom, in the years that followed, came to see him backstage.



On a plane back from Warsaw, he started writing on a sick bag: ‘Oh, it’s just my ideas for a solution to the Northern Ireland crisis,’ he explained.



But two years later, Menuhin, never afraid ‘to pit conviction against received wisdom’, enraged his Jewish brethren by performing with the Berlin Philharmonic. His aim, he said was to rehabilitate German music and the German spirit. In 1950 he played in Israel but ambivalent about Israeli nationhood, he later gave benefit concerts for Palestinian refugees. The violinist Tasmin Little recalled in The Independent how, on a plane back from Warsaw, he started writing on a sick bag: ‘Oh, it’s just my ideas for a solution to the Northern Ireland crisis,’ he explained. Menuhin’s interest in politics never left him. On the Tuesday before he died, he wrote to Britain’s then Chancellor, Gordon Brown, congratulating him on his Budget.

In music, too, he built bridges. He played Indian ragas with the sitar player Ravi Shankar and duets with the jazz violinist Stephane Grapelli. In 1963 he founded the Yehudi Menuhin school of music in Surrey, where he waived fees for promising pupils from low-income families. Nigel Kennedy was one of them. Small, fastidious and deeply spiritual, Menuhin was a follower of Indian mysticism and a devotee of yoga. When he died, he said, he wanted ‘whatever will reunite me most quickly with the sources of life accompanied by folk music and dance. Back to the earth, under a tree or in a river. That is what I choose.’


Editor of Vogue who hated snobbery

LIZ TILBERIS

1947–1999

LIZ TILBERIS WAS something of a maverick in the fashion world, said The Times. The editor of two of the world’s glossiest magazines seemed too down-to-earth for such a glamorous profession, but her kindly exterior concealed a fighting spirit and a ruthless will to succeed.

Born Elizabeth Kelly, the daughter of an eye surgeon, Liz was always a rebel, said Avril Morrison in The Independent. At Malvern Girls’ College she refused to be confirmed, stating: ‘I don’t believe in God.’ Later, she was expelled from Leicester Polytechnic for having a boyfriend in her room. But Liz, who had been devouring Vogue since the age of 12, was determined to study fashion. Applying for a place at the Jacob Kramer Art College in Leeds, she was interviewed by Andrew Tilberis. Noting the Leicester report, he said, ‘We don’t have hookers here,’ and dismissed her work as the output of a boarding-school dilettante. But when she embarked on a long, enthusiastic speech he changed his mind. They married in 1971.

In 1969, Tilberis entered a Vogue talent contest. She didn’t win, but it led to her being given a job. Starting at the bottom, she gradually worked her way up. In many respects, said Sally Brampton in The Independent, she revolutionised the fashion pages. Images of languid models would be combined with pictures of laughing women, children, even dogs. At the same time, she fought against the elitism and snobbery inherent in the magazine, and virtually invented the notion of affordable chic. As editor from 1987, her greatest coup was persuading her friend, Diana, Princess of Wales, to pose for the cover.

Tilberis, who was devoted to her husband and their two adopted sons, was attractive, but never claimed to be a stunner. ‘Fashion editors who look too good make models feel bad’ was her motto. When she moved to New York in 1992 to revitalise Harper’s Bazaar, she was a size 14 – ‘which is practically illegal in our business’, as she put it in her autobiography, No Time to Die. The press referred to her as ‘bovine’.

In 1993, Tilberis was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. But, her spirit undiminished, she went on working, campaigned to raise cancer awareness, and chose not to move back to England, where she had never felt appreciated. In England, she said, she was dismissed as ‘just’ the editor of a fashion magazine. In New York, on the other hand, ‘they call me Million Dollar Liz. I’ll take Manhattan.’



‘Fashion editors who look too good make models feel bad’ was her motto.




No-nonsense approach of a brave pilot

GROUP CAPTAIN PADDY GREEN

1914–1999

GROUP CAPTAIN PADDY Green was a wartime fighter pilot who demanded the highest standards from his men. A tough, no-nonsense officer, he didn’t suffer fools gladly, said the Daily Telegraph, and once even reprimanded a young pilot for failing to shoot him down.

Early in 1943, Green was commanding a squadron in North Africa. On one exercise, Flying Officer Rob Sprag, a burly South African with a devil-may-care approach, mistook Green’s Bristol Beaufighter for an enemy Ju 88, and opened fire. Green took evading action, and fired a recognition signal. But it was the wrong one, and Sprag closed in, all guns blazing. Just as the plane was escaping for a second time, he realised to his horror that it was another Beaufighter. Back on the ground, Green gave his junior a firm dressing-down. ‘You’re a bloody bad pilot,’ he barked. ‘You should be ashamed I’m still able to talk to you. From where you came up behind me you should have destroyed my Beau with your first shot. The wrong identification is forgivable, bad shooting isn’t.’

Green was born in South Africa in 1914. Educated at Harrow and Cambridge, he was a skilled athlete who won a bronze medal with the British bobsleigh team in the 1936 Winter Olymplics. In wartime, as a Spitfire pilot with the No 92 (East India) Squadron, he covered the evacuation of Dunkirk and took part in the Battle of Britain. In 1942, he appeared in The First of the Few, a flag-waving film about the birth of the Spitfire. lronically, he played an enemy bomber pilot. A valiant flyer, who survived the war despite numerous injuries, he was credited with 11 confirmed kills and was awarded the DSO in 1943.


Bookshop legend famous for her lunches

CHRISTINA FOYLE

1911–1999

CHRISTINA FOYLE WAS one of literary London’s most eccentric figures, said the Evening Standard. She ran her vast bookshop, W&G Foyle Ltd, like her own personal empire, maintaining it as a time capsule, unaltered for 50 years. A woman of steely determination (she once wrote to Hitler to ask if, rather than burning books, he would sell them to her) she was also the driving force behind the famous Foyle’s literary luncheons.

Foyle’s was founded in 1904 by Christina Foyle’s father, William, and his brother, Gilbert, the two sons of an East End grocer. Miss Foyle, as she was known by her staff, joined the family firm at the age of 18. She worked surrounded by authors: Arthur Conan Doyle was a family friend; Arnold Bennett was a regular customer, who showed her the ancient £5 note he always carried to give to the first person he spotted reading one of his books.

It was encounters like these that inspired the young woman to tart up the literary luncheons, said Quentin Letts in the Daily Mail. Held monthly, originally in the old-fashioned surroundings of the Dorchester Hotel, speakers at these ‘quirky, kitsch and slightly boozy’ affairs included some of the biggest names of the day: from A.A. Milne to Charlie Chaplin, from J.B. Priestley to Edith Sitwell. The food was invariably chicken or salmon, and the audiences of up to 2,000 were largely made up of little old ladies in hats. In the 1940s, the acid-bath murderer John Haigh was a regular ticket-holder, as was his last victim, Mrs Durand-Deacon. In 69 years, Foyle missed only two lunches. When her husband died, she sent a note simply announcing: ‘Miss Foyle has a cold.’

Speeches were usually short and funny. An exception was Sir Walter Gilbey, who droned on for 90 minutes. A man at the top table fell asleep, so someone hit him with the toastmaster’s gavel. ‘Hit me again,’ the man cried, ‘I can still hear Sir Walter.’ At another lunch, said the Daily Telegraph, the theme was convicts. Foyle borrowed a waxwork effigy of the murderer Charlie Pearce and sat it next to the chairman. At the end of the lunch, one guest tried to shake the dummy’s hand, having mistaken it for the Secretary of State for Scotland. ‘Nearly right,’ someone remarked, ‘but I think you’ll find the Secretary of State less lively.’

At the lunches, Foyle, a tiny, latterly grey-haired figure with a reedy, little-girl voice, kept in the background. But in the shop, her style was ‘not so much autocratic as profoundly feudal’, said the Evening Standard. Following her father’s death in 1963, she insisted on preserving its eccentricities – not always to the benefit of the customer. Books were displayed by publisher rather than by author, making them notoriously difficult to find. A high turnover of staff, including large numbers of foreigners, made matters still worse: one customer who asked where to find Ulysses was told he was on his lunch break. The last straw for many was the demented sales procedure, which involved carrying chits from one desk to another. As one customer commented, it was as though Kafka had gone into the book trade. The inevitable stream of perplexed book buyers led a rival to run an advertisement outside the shop reading: ‘Foyled again? Try Dillons.’

As an employer, Foyle, who was married but childless, had a terrible reputation. Employees were kept on the shortest of contracts and paid the most meagre of wages. One day in 1956, said the Evening Standard, she sacked 40 women for talking too loudly in the post room. As recently as 1932, she threatened to close the business rather than be forced by an industrial tribunal to reinstate two employees. But to the end, Foyle remained unrepentant about her methods. On the fall of another iron lady, she commented: ‘It’s a shame about Mrs Thatcher. Luckily, they can’t chuck me out – I own the place, you see.’
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