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Preface

When I was about seven my father gave me my first watch. It was small, with a thin blue leather strap.

‘You wear it on your left wrist,’ he explained.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Because you are right-handed. All right-handed people wear their watches on their left wrist.’

I took the watch and solemnly strapped it to the ‘wrong’ wrist, where I have been wearing it ever since. It was a tiny act of defiance, of standing apart. I don’t know whether it’s a curse or a blessing never to follow the crowd. It is a trait that has dogged me all my life. I’m not saying it’s a good thing. It’s just part of me. So, this is a memoir, but it isn’t like the ones most people write. On the whole, when people look back at their lives, they begin with a sort of clearing of the throat before declaring, ‘I was born in … ’ I don’t think I have it in me to write like that. This is about some parts of my life, but it is also about travelling through London on the Number 12 bus, a red double-decker that meanders for just over seven and a half miles from Dulwich Library in south-east London to the BBC’s Broadcasting House in the centre of town. I started taking the bus because it happened to stop outside Dulwich Library, which was near where I was living, and happened to head where I needed to go.

I love London with a passion. The sight of a double-decker still gladdens my heart; you just know you are in London. A single shot of such a bus in a film sets the action firmly in the UK capital. I have spent a wonderful time catching the Number 12. As I travelled, I have realised a few things – that hardly anyone looks out of the window, and that every one of the stops along the way sparks some thought and is worth exploring. I am history mad and here is one of the greatest cities in the world laid out before me at almost no cost. Sometimes I took the bus even though I had nowhere I was supposed to be. I stopped looking at my phone and started getting off to have a look at unexpected places.

I am over sixty now and travel for free, so I have made great use of my bus pass. Sixty used to be the age some women retired but I have never worked harder. I never thought I’d get to such an age. My father died aged fifty-nine and for some reason I never thought I would outlive his years. It has made me reflective about my life. No bus in London is quick, so I have had time to think – a rare thing these days. Things pop into your head as you travel. I suppose none of us remember the past in order. It’s all a jumble of recollections.

I have resisted writing a ‘memoir’ because I didn’t want to create some kind of printed version of the ‘selfie’, where people don’t look like themselves at all. I wanted to look out as much as in, so this is also a sort of love letter to the fact that some of the most fascinating travel is available from the nearest bus stop.

I have been in radio, television and on stage for forty years now. Twice in my life I have endured agonising periods of people shunning me, not talking to me. Now when I am out and about I am sometimes recognised and strangers want to talk to me. It’s often wonderful though sometimes unsettling, but on a bus, no one talks to those they don’t know. On the Number 12 I am blissfully ignored. It is peaceful. A haven in the midst of bustle, and I need that.

Geek that I am, libraries are my happiest places; in a library everyone is intent on their own discoveries and I soon realised that buses have a similar solitary quality. People on buses don’t look at each other. The seats all face forward, and if there is room no one sits next to anyone else. I am also that ageing woman on the bus who no one gives a second glance to and I don’t mind a bit. Those who have seen me perform may think it bizarre but there is a vast disconnect between the public show-off and the shy book-reader. Unobserved, I am able to see things differently and looking out on the city, really looking, really seeing, has been a revelation. It’s made me think about my life, but it’s also made me think about seeking what is forgotten or even hidden in plain sight, just like me on my journey.

I am the middle child of three; the daughter of a Danish journalist and an English mother who was one of the first women to become a studio manager at the BBC. I was born in Denmark, grew up in various African countries so long ago that most of them have changed their names, then America, and finally to boarding school in Britain before settling to live in south-east London. It was a rootless childhood, but from it I learned that everywhere in the world has something to commend it if we just take the time to look.

I loved what I saw from the top deck of the bus (preferably the right-hand seat at the front). It taught me to look again at the familiar and find new pleasures. This is not a journey that begins by heading out into the wild blue but instead starts with a walk under a grey sky to a bus stop. The chapters consist of thoughts that occurred to me as I travelled and about places that appealed to me as I stared out the window. It’s not as if all my life flashed before me; but much has resurfaced: the solace of books; the love of my dear departed father; the drama and relief of coming out; finding love; my passion for theatre; my drive for justice; an understanding of a kind of loneliness that will forever haunt me; and how I ended up at sixty years old riding a double-decker bus.

If none of these things appeal to you may I gently suggest that you change seats now. Life is too short to read a book that upsets you. On the other hand, if you’re ready, let’s get going.


The Beginning

I had a fifth-grade teacher called Mrs Strange. It was 1968. I was ten and living in the small town of Mamaroneck, New York, a seaside suburb on Long Island Sound. Mrs Strange was from Arkansas. Her accent was slow and Southern, and she drawled her way laboriously through all information like sieving it through a mint julep. It never occurred to me to wonder if Strange was her real name or merely a general description. Her hair was pulled so tightly into a bun that it gave her a permanently startled look – as if she’d arrived through a wind tunnel. She looked like Miss Gulch in The Wizard of Oz. She once gave me detention for declaring I had seen snow at the Equator.

‘Naht paaa … ssible,’ she drawled, ‘the Eeequator is hahttt.’

I had seen snow on top of Mount Kilimanjaro when I was about four, but she said it with such firmness that it had to be so. To this day there must be adults who passed through her care who do not believe there could be snow in Africa. It was an early lesson in my understanding that grown-ups can be wrong. I am a grown-up and have been wrong so many times. Dear God, how it distresses me that on my twenty-first birthday, 3 May 1979, Margaret Thatcher came to power and I was naive enough to think it would be a good thing for a woman to be in charge.

It was Mrs Strange who taught me to do ‘joined up’ writing. I don’t suppose, in the current era of the keyboard being king, that these things matter any more, but she was adamant that I learn to make my letters ‘flow’. Indeed, we spent many hours learning to flow. Mrs Strange insisted that the entire class slant their lined paper to the left at a 45-degree angle so that our script lurched away from the centre as if keen to escape. They say your handwriting says a lot about you. I think mine says a lot about Mrs Strange. On reflection, she probably had a leaning to the right about most things.

Mrs Strange is in my mind because recently I had to fill in a form by hand. I realised how little I use a pen to write anything any more. The biro felt unfamiliar and my writing sloped away as if out of control. We moved house, to a suburb of London called East Dulwich, and I decided to join the local library. It’s often my first thought when I am anywhere new and unfamiliar. I think if I have access to books, I shall make sense of it all. I’m sure everyone else does just as well having coffee somewhere and trying to make friends. The trouble is I don’t have any small talk, so I do libraries where no one talks at all. I thought this one looked nice. Well, nice enough. Built from a Victorian kit. I suspect there was a kit for libraries, one for schools and another for public baths.

The white-haired librarian gave me a form to fill in.

When I handed it back, she looked at my details, then looked again at me and then back at the form.

‘You’re not her,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘You’re not Sandi Toksvig.’

I paused, wondering, not for the first time, who I am.

‘What makes you say that?’ I asked.

She looked at me accusingly. ‘You’re too quiet.’

‘It’s a library,’ I replied, lowering my voice still further. ‘I’ve done libraries before.’

The truth is I hadn’t been in a lending library for years. I have spent many, many years studying and writing in the British Library, which I love, but they don’t let you take anything home. I looked around this library; I had forgotten that local branches cover all their books in plastic. It makes them look a bit unpleasant. As if every book might stir something in the reader and cause them to need a wipe-down cover.

I got my library card. They’re fancy now, with a bar code and some kind of attachment for your keyring. The last library I borrowed from gave you a paper booklet in which smudged rubber stamps reminded you of all the books you had borrowed. I liked that: a condensed litany of study. The bar code on my new key fob made me feel like produce.

‘What kind of books do you want?’ the librarian enquired.

‘Local history,’ I said.

She shook her head and muttered darkly, ‘They’ll be scattered.’

I wasn’t sure what that meant. It’s the sort of thing people say at crematoriums, not libraries. She kept staring at me, so I left without any books.

I wish I could see a map of the world where a light trail of my life had been left. I couldn’t be more surprised to have ended up in Dulwich or Dilwihs or Dylways or Dullag or however it has been spelled before anyone thought to invent spellcheck. The clerk who filled in my marriage certificate called it Dullwich, which was either a barbed comment or suggests it is still a spelling on the move.

Dulwich is a place of some longevity. Edgar the Peaceful granted Dilwihs to a thane in AD 967. It is hard to imagine that my neat Victorian terraced street was once ‘the meadow where dill grows’. I have a pathological horror of suburbia and yet there I was amongst houses so identical that a drunk might never find their way home. Perhaps it will be fine, I thought. I am here for the right reasons. We had landed here because my wonderful wife, Debbie, needed to be near her daughter.

My wife and I are non-birth mothers. We are both the former halves of lesbian couples who had kids, but we are the ones who did not give birth and we have learned something from this. There is the obvious lesson of being beyond the pale for the tabloids, but there is also something more surprising. I have never done a full survey, but it seems to us that it is always the birth mother who gets to choose where the children live. It’s a particularly niche piece of lesbian lore.

My three kids are all grown up now, but while they grew I lived near Guildford because their other (birth) mother liked it there. Now we were living in East Dulwich because my wife’s ex does. Debbie’s daughter is a teenager. I didn’t choose to be here, but it is best for her and for my beloved so, in a rather British way, I make the best of it. The place was fine. More than fine. Perfectly nice, in fact, but I settled without choice and that always takes a little adjustment.

It’s 2017 and I’m walking up a main road in East Dulwich called Lordship Lane. I don’t know the place that I have moved to at all. Debbie has lived here before, so she knows all the shortcuts in the area, whereas I am struggling to recall even the main arteries. Lordship Lane is an ancient thoroughfare which runs north–south from a patch of land named Goose Green to some further suburb known as Wood Vale. Names that seem to say even the local places don’t want to be in the suburbs either.

Ahead of me is the library where I am now a member and past that is a small turning called Landells Road, where acres of more identical terraced houses stretch away from me. The only Landells I can think of is Ebenezer Landells. He was the man who created Punch magazine, which years later my old friend the brilliant humorist (is that even a job any more?) Alan Coren edited.

Was Landells Road named for Ebenezer? What a marvellous name. Perhaps I should have been bolder and called one of my children Ebenezer.

I think how much Alan Coren would have enjoyed a trip on the bus with me. Alan passed away in 2007. I miss him, but I like that a street can stir history – both general and my own.

I pass the Plough pub, once well named as it stood amongst the fields but now seeming out of place. At one time it had a window on which someone had inscribed with a diamond ‘March 16, 1810. Thomas Jones dined here, ate six pounds of bacon and drank nineteen pots of beer.’

Is his gluttony Thomas Jones’s only legacy? It remains impressive, but it seems very little to mark a man’s life.

Pubs stand sentry on so many corners of this great city. I think about the Tabard inn, which once stood near Borough High Street, not all that far from here and from which Chaucer sent his pilgrims off to Canterbury. Perhaps I can have a pilgrimage of my own.

Lordship Lane is heavy with car fumes. On this very lane in 1799 I might have seen Byron the schoolboy, with shoulder-length dark, curly hair. He liked to play in the nearby Dulwich Woods and ‘chat to the vagabonds’ – which sounds jolly, if politically incorrect. When he went to study at Cambridge, he kept a tame bear and used to take it for walks like a dog. I expect he was annoying. The talented can be tiresome and people say he was spoilt and strange.

Byron is on my mind. In his day he was a true star. After he published his poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage he wrote, ‘I awoke one morning and found myself famous.’

We’re having work done on the house at the moment and as I delivered the morning round of tea to the workmen I chatted with the plasterer’s assistant.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

‘Byron,’ he said.

I smiled. ‘What a great name! I love that!’

He smiled back. ‘Because of the burgers?’

I had forgotten there is a high-street hamburger chain of that name. It was an easy mistake. ‘No, the poet,’ I explained.

The young lad frowned. ‘There was a poet?’

‘Yes.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Uh, Byron,’ I said. ‘Well, Lord Byron actually.’

‘He was a lord as well?’ It was my turn to nod. The boy shook his head and let out a sigh. ‘He must have been busy.’


Etherow Street / Barry Road

The Number 12 begins its journey to the centre of town at a stop just past the corner of Etherow Street and Barry Road. I am not the first this morning. There is already a middle-aged man waiting. He is blind and carries a white stick. I don’t know if he is aware that I wait for him to get on first, but as he steps up to show his pass to the driver he drops a quite large, brightly coloured garland of flowers, a soft plastic Hawaiian lei. It seems entirely out of keeping with either the weather or the transport.

‘You dropped this,’ I say, holding it out only to realise that he cannot see what I am doing. I place it in his hands, and he takes it, smiling. I want to ask him where he is going, why he carries the garland, but of course I don’t. Still, I love that he has it. I should like us all to wear Hawaiian leis in the winter.

The driver sits behind a Perspex screen. I tap my Oyster card against the entrance pad and say a cheery ‘Good morning!’ but he looks straight ahead. While I have been trying to be both cheerful and helpful two more people have raced to the stop and got on ahead of me. By the time I get upstairs they have taken the window seats at the very front. Every other seat is empty, and I suspect bus etiquette dictates that I don’t sit next to either of the two at the front. I am childishly disappointed. It is grey and cold. Everyone is wrapped and hidden in hats and scarves. It is possibly not the time to make friends. I take a seat further back.

I look out at the houses before we set off, thinking that if only the Germans had been better at geography the people of this area might have escaped much death and destruction. During the Second World War, forty-one V1 and three V2 rockets fell on Dulwich, and all down to human error. So much of history turns on a misunderstanding. Mussolini was killed because his driver took a wrong turning. The Nazis propelled flying bombs to this part of London in the mistaken belief that North Dulwich Station was a vital junction. In fact, they made the station their mean aiming point. Many of the stoical locals dealt with this by sleeping in a sort of cage reinforced with iron bars, which they often kept under the dining-room table.

It must have been terrifying. It is said that you could hear the drone of the V1 rockets when they were on their way: the sound from the pulse jet engine could be heard from miles away, but it wasn’t the noise that was frightening. The terror came when the sound stopped. That meant the rocket was hurtling to the ground.

The V2 was a different matter. The supersonic rocket made a double-thunderclap sound as it re-entered the atmosphere. There was no other warning and what little there had been served no purpose for it was travelling at 3000mph, several times the speed of sound. The 47-foot rocket fell from the sky and unleashed devastation with its one-ton payload of explosive. It had only been minutes since the rocket had left mainland Europe.

The German scientist Wernher von Braun had led the V2 development team. When the war was over the Americans welcomed him and his scientists to work for the US army and then NASA, where they helped design a series of boosters for the Saturn rocket that took Neil Armstrong to the moon. Twenty-five missiles hit East Dulwich alone and seventy-seven people there died thanks to Wernher von Braun. I expect their descendants watched the moon landing.

I do have a moment where I wonder if I ought to be heading for something a little more exotic. Maybe I’m ready for some gap-year travel. My son Ted has had months off work seeing the world and both my daughters have had gap years. One of them seems to have had several. I am now old enough to utter the sentence ‘We didn’t have them in my day.’

I don’t know if it’s the same now, but in the late 1970s anyone applying for Oxford or Cambridge had to do the Oxbridge exam, which usually meant staying on for one more term after A levels. I did just that and when in 1976 I got in to Cambridge, it left me with nine months to fill before I ‘went up’. It never occurred to me to bum around Bali or faff about Fiji, and no one suggested it. Instead, desperate to be independent and adult, I worked night and day. I was eighteen. Fresh out of boarding school and so wet behind the ears as to feel permanent dampness.

The day job was being the world’s worst telephonist for what on reflection was possibly a rather dodgy solicitor in Bedford Square in central London.

Many a morning would begin with instructions from the senior partner: ‘Sandi, if Mr Watson calls tell him I’m not here.’

‘But you are here,’ I would reply innocently.

The lean lawyer with greased-back hair from the 1940s shook his head at my ignorance before adding, ‘And if Mr Everidge turns up, lock the door.’

I sat in a small room by myself just beyond the white double-doored entrance which led out onto a slightly down-at-heel Georgian square. It had once been an elegant and stylish building. Now I sat at a desk with wooden laminate that was peeling off in protest. There was no art of any kind on the walls, just woodchip wallpaper that looked like giant bugs had got trapped under a magnolia cover. It too peeled and curled as it attempted to separate itself from the building. I was about to study law and had had some romantic notion about this being a good place to observe justice in action. In the six months I was there I never saw any kind of action.

My job was to work a small grey switchboard called a PBX, which had a series of plastic switches. Calls came through to me and I would then put them through to the various lawyers. The trick was to remember who was talking to whom, which I managed on an infrequent basis.

‘Have you worked one before?’ asked the secretary showing me the ropes on my first day.

‘Of course,’ I replied. I hadn’t. I’d never even seen one before. ‘But why don’t you just talk me through the basics,’ I said brightly, ‘in case this system is different to the last one I worked.’

The job was mind-numbingly boring. So boring that I took to answering every tenth call with a new accent. After that I began making up places of work that the caller might mistakenly have come through to.

‘Up and Plumbing, we’re here for all your draining needs. How can I help?’

‘Renal and Rectal, we’re here for all your draining needs. How can I help?’

No one ever said anything, so it can’t have mattered. There was a sweet young clerk with a large beard who hung around me. He was the only person I ever really spoke to. He had dandruff in his beard, and I would watch the flakes drift down as he spoke. I realise now he was flirting with me, but it passed me by at the time. I was never any good at reading heterosexual signals. Possibly sexual signals of any kind.

I think Alan Coren and I got on because we never had a moment of sexual tension. I met him through a BBC game show in 1996, which seems a long time ago.

‘They’re doing Call My Bluff again,’ my agent said, always managing to sound surprised that I might work at all. ‘They want you to be a team captain.’

I had never heard of Call My Bluff. My growing-up years had not been in the UK until I was fourteen, and hadn’t included the show’s early incarnation with Robert Robinson et al.

‘They want you to meet at Television Centre.’

Alan Coren swept into the dressing room in a tweed jacket and brown fedora. He was a little breathless and a little florid. I had never heard of him either, but I liked him straight away. We began by congratulating each other on having parked our cars. In those days Television Centre had half a dozen parking spaces in what was known as the Horseshoe, the area right at the front of the building. No one but the top stars parked there, and we had both been given spaces. Alan was thrilled. There was a general consensus that we had arrived.

Soon we moved to the Pebble Mill Studios in Birmingham, where we would make the show together. Alan was hilarious, but always in a nonchalant manner. Call My Bluff featured four celebrities for each recording and over the six years we worked together Alan and I met hundreds of the great and the good. One afternoon we were in the make-up room waiting to begin when Cliff Richard walked in. We didn’t know him well, but Alan had impeccable manners and commented, ‘Nice tie!’ Sir Cliff looked down and replied, ‘It’s a Galtieri.’ Clearly he had mistaken a terrible Argentinian general for a designer. Alan didn’t miss a beat. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I wondered what he did after the Falklands.’

Alan and I developed a sort of strange showbusiness marriage. We used to make four programmes a day, four days in a row. We stayed at a fancy hotel and quickly tired of the elaborate menu, so Alan took to ordering burgers for us in his room and we would lie, side by side, on his bed eating and watching television. One night, as he wiped ketchup from a pillowcase, I declared, ‘Dear God, Alan, we’re almost like an old married couple, except we don’t have sex.’

‘No, Sandi,’ he replied, ‘we’re exactly like an old married couple.’

The bus blows fumes into Barry Road, named after the great architect Charles Barry and his son (also called Charles, because heaven knows, once you’ve found a name you like you might as well stick with it) who laid out the Victorian streets I now live in.

‘This was all fields, you know,’ I mutter to myself.

Clearly, I am the mad woman at the top of the bus. How marvellous!

Charles Barry and son were busy here. The Friern Manor estate had existed since the Middle Ages, but in the late nineteenth century it was sold to the British Land Company and turned into two hundred building plots. Charles Barry was no architectural slouch; he also designed the Houses of Parliament. He and his boy were swift. It took just two years to pave over the green pastures. The railway arrived in 1836 and the new solidly built houses quickly filled with the young families of London clerks.

My happiest early memories involve public transport. When we lived in Copenhagen – I suppose I must have been five or six – every Saturday morning my mother would take me on the bright yellow tram to the centre of town. There was and still is a wonderful department store called Magasin. We would catch the Number 6 and rattle our way there. The narrow tram got its power from overhead cables and the metal rods which rose up from the roof clanked and sometimes sparked as we travelled. I don’t remember shopping much, but we would go to the café on the top floor where I would be allowed an open roast beef sandwich with dried onions and a kind of flavoured mayonnaise called rémoulade. I had my mum all to myself and I don’t recall being more content.

There used to be a tram in Dulwich which ran in helpful directions, but it is no more. Lordship Lane itself had a railway which would have steamed me straight to Victoria. How furious people such as the great critic John Ruskin were about the trains of the time. He moaned that the slow pace of every day would now descend into infernal noise and hurry. He did not predict the Number 12 bus in present-day traffic. It is no hurry at all.

You never know what people are thinking on buses. I am thinking about being naked. I have been to the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, where an artist asked if he could paint me. I said yes, only to discover later that he only does nudes, which is probably not for me. Funnily enough, there is a fine painting from the 1870s by the French impressionist Camille Pissarro of a train at Lordship Lane Station. Not a very heroic picture: there is no breath-taking scenery, just a purposeful train and some buildings, but the light is glorious.

Pissarro was half-Danish, just like me, except he was born in the Danish West Indies. Danish West Indies? That sounds wrong on every level. Anyway, Pissarro fell in love with his mother’s maid, Julie, but could not marry her as he was Jewish and she was not, she was a servant and he was not, which is how the world randomly divides people. They don’t seem to have cared about convention because they ran off and settled in Paris, where they had eight children. They lived happily until Pissarro’s studio was ransacked by the invading Prussian army in 1870. Only forty of his fifteen hundred paintings were saved. It is a terrible story. Paintings given to him by Monet were taken and his own canvases were used as butchers’ aprons. He fled to Norwood in south-east London, where his mother, and Monet too, now lived. In a letter to a friend Pissarro mentioned that he and Monet had submitted some of their studies for the Royal Academy’s exhibition. ‘Naturally we were rejected,’ he concludes.

Why does anyone ever decide to be an artist of any kind? It is the strangest life to endlessly put your head above the parapet and then wait to be shot down. Camille and Julie did finally marry, in Croydon Register Office. I hope they liked it here.

The bus inches past the corner where once Wright’s Dairy Farm kept 186 cows in sheds, lit by gas and ready to send the milk into London twice a day, reaching the city at 5 a.m. and 1 p.m. I love the detail of history. Fourteen people were employed to do the milking, spending seventeen minutes per cow.

I had a great-aunt who was a milkmaid in Denmark. I picture her as ancient, but perhaps she was only as old as I am now. She made lace as a hobby and lived in the heart of Danish farmland in Jutland. She had worked on a farm before she married. She once told me a story about regret. The milkmaids worked every day, but in different shifts. One day there was a great party to which they were all invited, and her friend asked if she might swap shifts so that she could get ready early. She had her eye on a boy and wanted to sway his heart. My great-aunt refused and never got over the pain of her own behaviour. If that were all I had to regret in my life I should be so pleased. When she herself married, she went with her new husband to see the great capital of Copenhagen. They were gone a week and when she returned none of the milkmaids were curious about the big town. All they wanted to know was what it felt like to have a week off.


Goodrich Road

I don’t know who gets to name roads. Around here quite a lot of the local roads take their names from pious folk. Thomas Goodrich was Bishop of Ely in the sixteenth century. Hard to know what he had to do with East Dulwich. Born in Lincolnshire, he went to Cambridge University at the age of ten, which seems a tad precocious, but I suppose people didn’t live as long then, so you had to get on. He happened to make friends with Thomas Cranmer, who would go on to lead the English Reformation.

Tom Cranmer got Goodrich the gig of helping the King (Henry VIII) sort out the legality of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. It was the sort of thing that made Henry feel jolly, and pretty soon the Lincolnshire lad found himself heading for high office. Yet another repeat of the lesson that it’s not what you know but who you know which helps you get ahead. Goodrich was also an arse-licker, which helped. Once he was bishop, he spent a lot of time telling everyone how great the King was and how God wanted nothing more than for His Majesty to be in charge.

It is on the corner of Goodrich Road that Friern Manor farmhouse once stood, and where the eighteenth-century poet Alexander Pope is supposed to have written his Essay on Man. I feel my true geekdom is expressed when I say that I absolutely loved Alexander Pope when I was at boarding school. This particular school was not a fan of the arts. The boarding house had a record player with exactly three singles, and a television set which was switched on to BBC1 from 7 to 9 p.m. on a Saturday regardless of what was showing or how long it lasted. On Thursday evenings we were all allowed to watch Top of the Pops on another television in the main school dining room, which was kept in a locked corner cupboard. One year a parent, grateful to the school for containing their child, presented us with a colour television. Enthralled, we watched the music show in living colour for the first time. As Gary Glitter spun round on a silver Catherine wheel and began to sing, I think we all knew the fun was over. The next morning an engineer was called to retune the set to black and white. It had all been far too exciting.

It gives you an idea of how starved I was for entertainment that I thought Pope’s satires were hilarious. I can’t really imagine why Pope would have been at a farm in East Dulwich. Perhaps he needed a break.

I first began to think about English culture when, at the age of fourteen, I was sent to boarding school in Surrey. Up until then we had been living in America, but I had behaved poorly at three schools in a row. So poorly that each one had asked me to leave. The first was a private school called Riverdale Country Day School for Girls, whose headmistress, Mrs Rochester, said I asked too many questions. She called my parents to her office and told them I was not ‘academically minded’ and would probably best be suited to an agricultural college. I didn’t know what that meant. My father looked at her for a long, hard moment and then began laughing so hard I thought he would pass out. He banged her desk with his hand and gave great gulping laughs as tears of hilarity fell down his cheeks.

‘You, madam, are an idiot,’ he managed before we left.

I knew what I had done wrong. There was an English teacher called Miss Coe who sucked the life out of everything we read. She loved to take a sentence, any sentence, and strip it down to its bare bones using a strange technique of drawing stick-like trees with branches of adverbs and metaphors. I couldn’t bear it. Whatever book we read she broke it down into this horrible spider’s web of clinical appreciation. All meaning and delight in the writing was destroyed with each stroke of her chalk on the board. Opinionated child that I was, I told her so and said I didn’t want to do it. That I doubted the writer wanted us to do it. I was gone from the place not long after.

I don’t remember why I had to leave the second school. The third was because I had failed to follow the fundamental school rule that you ought to turn up every day. The truth is I found it boring and I don’t do well with that. I have learned to deal with hurt, embarrassment, pain of many sorts, but boredom in this world seems unforgivable. I was thirteen and at the beginning of my freshman year at Mamaroneck High School. The town name is an old Algonquin word meaning ‘where the fresh water meets the salt’. My father taught me that. The school taught me nothing.

I was given a copy of J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye to read. It’s not a vast volume so I went home and read it, arriving the next day fully prepared to discuss my thoughts. It was as the class commenced that I realised that no one else had read it. In fact, the plan was for us to read the book out loud all year, in a rote of disinterested monotones, our fingers tracing one word at a time as we spoke. I abandoned the class. I don’t know what I was thinking – perhaps that I would come back when everyone else had read the book.

There were over two thousand students in the school. No one had the same schedule of classes as anyone else and it was easy to get lost in the system. I started skipping other lessons and soon it became a habit of not going to anything at all. I hung out backstage at the large school theatre and no one was any the wiser. Then my parents did a very odd thing that they had never done before. They decided to attend a Parent–Teacher Association meeting and pretty much couldn’t find a single teacher who seemed to know me. The game was up, and I was off to be shut up in a British boarding school.

I had never lived in Britain. I had visited my English grandparents, my mother’s parents, but, really, I knew nothing about British life. At first, I was excited at the thought of boarding school. I had read a great deal of Enid Blyton and Enid had convinced me that this venture was going to be fun. I never forgave her. She once lived on Lordship Lane. Her house was destroyed by a German bomb, but not, I think, while she was in it.

From the day I arrived at my Surrey boarding school an ache of loneliness established itself inside me and has never truly left. There is a great pool of sadness formed from the curious British notion of abandoning children, particularly the children of the well off, into the care of those least suited to the task.

That first day, when my father dropped me off, I did not recognise myself. I had grown up in American jeans, sweatshirts and sneakers. Now I was stifled in a stiffly starched white shirt with a tie, a light blue blazer trimmed with white and a royal blue pudding-bowl hat made of velvet which suited no one. I had a thick New York accent and no idea what lay ahead. Matron opened the door and I stuck my hand out.

‘Hi, I’m Sandi,’ I declared with American confidence.

Matron eyed my hand and placed both of hers on her hips.

‘I’m Matron,’ she sighed.

I nodded. ‘Uh-huh. Matron. What is that? Like, your first name?’

She hated me on sight and when the other girls, being as charming as only girls in groups can be, sent me to Coventry (a place I had never even heard of) – that is, they completely ignored me, because of my accent – Matron had no problem with that. For the first six weeks no one in the boarding house spoke to me. I lay in bed at night, miserable, listening to the other girls’ breathing. There were six of us, six beds and three tall chests of drawers. No posters or art were allowed on the walls and we were each only permitted three items on the top of the chests of drawers, one of which had to be a family photograph. There were a million rules I didn’t understand, which I realise now were aimed at containing any lesbian tendencies. No sitting on another girl’s bed. No long-handled hairbrushes. I was fully grown up before I worked out what that particular fear was about.

The beds were no wider than our bodies. The room was small, and we lay so close together that you could touch the person in the next bed by simply opening your arms out wide, but no one ever did. We lay separated in silence. The windows had chains on them to stop anyone opening them more than an inch and the thick floral curtains waved in the breeze. No lights were allowed. It was pitch black. A world of sound in which no noise seemed familiar. The pigeons in the trees made a deep cooing noise that was entirely alien to me. It sounded mournful, even funereal, and to this day it evokes a feeling of desolation which I can hardly bear. I can still feel it weighing down my chest so I can’t breathe. I lay there missing my parents and had to believe they would not have done this to me if I had not brought it upon myself. I was filled with self-loathing and for the first time wished I were better at just going with the crowd. I knew I was stuck where I was and if I were ever going to try to blend in then I would have to change, and that change had to begin with how I spoke.

Your accent is a key part of who you are. It tells the world where you come from and so gives a clue to others about your thoughts and attitudes. It is a fundamental thing to decide dramatically to alter your vowels, your consonants, the very shape of your mouth. My parents were three thousand miles away, somehow not understanding my despair, and I could not cope with the isolation from everyone’s silence.

One night as a special treat we were allowed to watch Brief Encounter. I don’t know why. Providing entertainment was not something anyone in the school ever worried about. The film stars two marvellous British actors, Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard, speaking in the most exaggerated clipped 1940s manner. To me with my American twang it sounded as British as one could get and I remember thinking, I’ll speak like that. I began mimicking Celia Johnson. It’s why, to this day, I think I sound like I’m trapped in a black-and-white film. It has become my accent, but I suspect I lost something of my old self in the process. In Britain, how you speak defines so much about background and class and because of the choice I made lots of people make presumptions about me. If only we’d watched something else that night. Perhaps if the musical Oliver! had been on offer I’d sound like the Artful Dodger instead.

A woman gets on the bus speaking in a glorious Irish brogue. Do I presume something about her because of how she speaks? I suspect I think she must be a laugh because Irish is the true rhythm of stand-up comedy. I love the story of the Irish workman who goes to an English building site for a job. The English foreman hears the Irishman speak and immediately makes assumptions.

‘Do you even know the difference between a girder and a joist?’ he asks pompously.

‘Ah, well, yes,’ answers the Irishman in his laconic way. ‘Goethe wrote Faust and Joyce wrote Ulysses.’

I’m intrigued by accents. I worry that yet another effect of globalisation is that we’ll all end up sounding the same. I read an article about chimpanzees which alleged that Dutch and Scottish chimps have different-sounding grunts for ‘apple’. My first concern was how the chimps from the lowlands of Holland and the highlands of Scotland came to be at an apple fest together in the first place. The more sensational end of the press reported that a group of Netherlands chimps moved to Edinburgh Zoo and adopted the local grunt. Everyone now said ‘apple’ with a Scots accent. I like this story. It says a lot about the accommodations we make for friendship, but it begs the question – what would have happened if the Scots had gone to live with the Dutch instead of the other way around? Does place out-smart upbringing? I don’t know. If I had been more determined, could I have got everyone to speak with an American accent?

Then I read that the conclusion about chimpanzees was in fact a gross exaggeration based on wafer-thin evidence. It was possible that the two sets of apes had always had the same basic call for ‘apple’ and the Dutch had just made a slight modification in order to fit in. There are countless examples of all kinds of creatures doing just that – birds, whales, dolphins, monkeys and most certainly humans. I suppose all of us, even the chimps, just want to fit in.

Gradually at school I made friends, but I never got used to any of it. Those years were not so much about education as about finding any way to survive. As an adult I look back on four years of what I regard as institutionalised and presumably expensive child abuse. We were cold, we were hungry and, worse, we had the joy sucked out of life. My mother wrote to me each week from New York. She penned her letters on yellow paper sealed in a yellow envelope. In a time of pale blue aerograms, it made me so happy. It was easily the brightest thing in my week, seeing the yellow envelope lying waiting for me when post was laid out in the dining room. The dining room with its Formica tables and not one painting. What kind of place filled with children refuses to decorate the walls with beauty?

Much of British life seemed cold to me. Growing up, suburban New York State, where everyone’s garden ran fluidly into the next, had been a place of freedom. As kids we ran across any lawn and played around any house. Now I lived at a school in suburban Surrey where neighbours might fall out over inches of space and demarcations of ownership in the shape of walls, fences and hedges were everywhere. It is not how I see Britain now, but in those early years life seemed meaner and much more solitary.

Books became my only solace. There was a second-hand bookshop on Guildford High Street called Thorpe’s. Once a week, on a Saturday morning, we were allowed into town for forty-five minutes, on the left-hand side of the High Street only. The left-hand rule was strictly enforced. Partly because the Pilgrim Bookshop, which contained the post office and a wide selection of bookmarks with Christian sentiments on them, was on the left and partly, it was rumoured, because some shops on the right-hand side, such as Marks and Spencer, were owned by Jewish people. It seems unfathomable that such a thing might be true. I had never come across casual anti-Semitism before and did not understand it. Clearly, we would not have been allowed to mix with the Pissarros.

Fortunately for me, Thorpe’s was on the left and it became my salvation. While the rest of the crocodile of girls dispersed to anywhere sweets or make-up might be purchased, I raced to the bookshop where I discovered dog-eared copies of Thomas Hardy, E. M. Forster, Charles Dickens, Jane Austen … and I devoured them.

No one else shared my passion until my friend Lorna Hutson arrived in the sixth form. Lorna is now a brilliant professor of English and no one is surprised, for even then she had the most astonishing mind. She shared my tragic love of Alexander Pope. We would sit in prep passing each other dreadful poems about our miserable lives written in Popish style and weep with silent laughter. How pleased she will be when I write and tell her that I was on a bus looking out at the very corner where our beloved poet may well have written his Essay on Man. I think of a small play I might write for her.


A Short Play about Alexander Pope at
Friern Manor Farm

By Me

It is somewhere around 1729. A farmer and his wife are having breakfast after the morning milking at Friern Manor Farm. They can hear the poet Alexander Pope upstairs in a small bedroom, scratching away with his pen on paper.

Farmer: What’s he doing up there, the little fellow?

Farmer’s Wife: Not sure. Writing, I think.

Farmer: What’s he want to do that at our farm for?

Farmer’s Wife: He likes the country. He’s no bother.

Farmer: Lucky to be here, I say. It’s only a couple of years since we didn’t let Catholics come this close to London. (Pause to pour milk) Funny-looking fella.

Farmer’s Wife: That’s not his fault. He can’t help being, well … small.

Farmer: Small? He’s no more than four and a half feet, and that funny hump on his back. If he was one of our cows, I’d put him down. I don’t like how he wheezes, and his eyes don’t look right. Always running and red. (Pause to drink milk) What’s it called then?

Farmer’s Wife: What’s what called?

Farmer: The thing he’s writing.

Farmer’s Wife: ‘Essay on Man’, I think he said.

Farmer: (Long pause) What do you suppose that’s about then?



As an adult, my view of Pope has dimmed a bit. The Essay on Man proposed that we humans must accept our place in the ‘great chain of being’ between the angels and the beasts, which sounds like a good way to keep people in their place. It was a piece of work that Pope intended to develop into something larger and hopefully more cheerful, but he didn’t live to complete it.

I think about my father who died so young. I was thirty when we lost him. He had so much left to do and I miss him every day. He was splendid. When I finally got my first-class degree from Cambridge all Papa wanted to do was ring Mrs Rochester, who had been so sure that my only hope lay with an agricultural education.

We go past a rather squat block of flats called Halliwell Court. Halliwell? Geri? I doubt it, as it appears to have been built in the 1950s. I have to
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