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Dear Reader,

It’s January 2009, and it’s hard for me to believe that it was eighteen years ago that I left my career in television production, my family and friends and the comfort of my home in London, with a rucksack on my back, to follow God’s call to Brazil to help the children living on the streets and in extreme poverty. Those eighteen years have not always been easy. But I wouldn’t swap them for anything. Whenever I meet one of those boys or girls in Brazil today, now adults, who were rescued from the filthy streets or places of extreme risk, but today are healthy individuals with a dream, a sense of purpose, studying and working, it makes it all worthwhile. There is nothing else that compares with that. Real lives transformed through the love of God to a life with opportunities that every human being deserves. This type of work really does spoil you for the mundane.

I am always humbled, as I travel and visit other projects working with street children and children at risk around the world, when on occasions I meet staff members and missionaries who say they are there partly because they once read The Street Children of Brazil. I am often told that the book has been a great recruitment tool for God. So when Hodder & Stoughton asked me to consider writing an updated version, twelve years after I’d written the first book, I knew I couldn’t say no – especially if, by doing so, my story may continue to encourage others to help the poor.

I would like to thank those of you who have been, and in many cases still are, a part of Happy Child since the beginning. You come from all around the world, but particularly of course from Brazil and from England – you know who you are!

Finally, I want to thank my family, my wonderful children, my church family in England and my friends for all your love and support – you mean so much to me.

– Sarah
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Borel, Rio de Janeiro:
‘I Don’t Want to Die!’

I heard the crack of a gunshot. My heart skipped a beat. But it sounded far in the distance from where we were, so I relaxed again, wiping the sweat off my brow. My head felt as if it would burst from the heat of the Brazilian afternoon sun.

Suddenly another shot rang out, now louder than the first. I felt my heart beating faster and my mouth was becoming dry. Then two shots, three shots, four shots…

‘Oh my God,’ I heard myself cry out, ‘they’re coming closer.’

‘They’re above us, Sarah,’ screamed Lila.

‘Quick, lie down on the floor,’ I shouted back.

The four of us sprawled on the cold mud floor, filling the tiny slum hut. The pressure of someone’s body was over my legs, and my head was squashed under the old iron bed, restricting all movement. My heart was racing, my thoughts were running in a hundred different directions.

A bullet whistled over the tin and cardboard roof … then from the opposite direction an explosion of bullets rained out from a machinegun in retaliation.

We were caught in the middle of crossfire.

The baby started to cry. I shifted my body and stretched out my left arm, straining to touch him. I reached his small soft foot and held it. He can’t die, I pleaded in my thoughts, he’s so young.

I could hear someone else crying.

‘Sarah,’ exclaimed Lila, ‘they’re all around us.’

‘It’s the gang from the other favela of Casa Branca,’ gasped Andre, ‘they heard that the police were here this morning and that they managed to arrest some of the leaders and members of Borel’s quadrilha. Now Casa Branca think it’s their opportunity to fight back at their rival enemies here in Borel.’

This was my new home. One of the most dangerous favelas (shantytowns) in the city of Rio de Janeiro. A far cry from my comfortable apartment in London, England.

Stretching itself high up over the side of a mountain, Borel is home for over forty thousand people. From the road below it looks like a mass of hundreds of thousands of different-coloured box houses, some made of painted brick and others of mud and sticks. The desperate poverty protruding its ugly head for all to see is a stark contrast not only to the natural beauty of this Cidade Maravilhosa with its beaches, florestas and mountainous landscape, but also to the wealth evident in Rio’s mansions, smart apartment blocks, shopping malls and hotels: the city of contrasts and extremes.

I had been assured three weeks earlier, when I’d first moved in during the month of July 1991, that there hadn’t been any serious shooting for five months.

At the time, I was working with a small team of five young Brazilian missionaries from the international organisation Youth With A Mission. Most of them had lived in Borel for over a year. We had a much-needed first-aid clinic and a Sunday school in a house which was situated on the main square in the centre of the favela halfway up the steep mountainside. The square was nicknamed Banco de Sangue (Bank of Blood) because of all the murders which had taken place on it.

My bedroom was situated on the top floor of a three-storey house belonging to a Christian family who had lived in Borel for three generations. It was positioned on the opposite side of the square to the clinic. I was very fortunate and extremely grateful because the house was made of brick. Each of the three floors in the house consisted of two narrow rooms only, so from the outside it looked tall and tower-like.

My room was rectangular in shape and simple in decoration with a small bed and a cupboard. But I felt very spoilt because the walls were plastered and painted white. It was also full of windows which covered two sides of the four walls, shedding lots of light into the room and allowing a welcome cool breeze to flow in from the coast. There was a glass door, too, which led out on to a balcony giving a good view of the main square and the favela beyond.

However, as I was later to discover, the main square was the direct shooting target for the gangs from rival favelas positioned on the other side of the mountain. And on many a night I was to find myself crawling along the floor below the window line to avoid any flying bullets.

The majority of the 545 favelas in Rio are protected by their own gangs, whose livelihoods are made from the trafficking of drugs and from robberies. The more drugs trafficked, the more powerful and rich the gang. There is, therefore, a lot of rivalry between the favelas and as a result gang warfare and murders. The gangs are like a mafia: extremely tough, well armed and well organised.

High up on the very top of the mountain above Borel there is a large wooden cross, not, I was later to discover, to symbolise the death of Jesus Christ but to symbolise the mark of Commando Vermelho (Red Commander), which is the most dangerous and most powerful mafia of drug trafficking in Rio de Janeiro.

The other room on my floor belonged to Anita. She was the nurse for the clinic and was well accustomed to the goings on in Borel, as she had worked there already for over a year. Our bathroom was tiny and once you entered it you couldn’t turn around easily. But the cold-water pipe, which served as our shower, brought a welcome relief to our sweaty, sticky bodies. We were the only two girls in the team; the other four young men, Pedro, Claudio, Geraldo and Ivan, lived above the clinic across the square.

So it was at 6 a.m. on this same day, a Sunday, just three weeks after I had moved in, that we had all been woken up from our sleep by a tirade of shooting and explosions. It had been like a nightmare; I had only heard such weapons used in movies like Rambo. And I had tried desperately to muffle the deathly sounds by pressing my pillow around my ears, but to no avail. The armed civil and federal police had entered Borel in the early hours to take the bandidos by surprise, and also to prevent as many deaths of other, innocent, residents as possible.

By the afternoon all seemed to have quietened down, so accompanied by two young teenagers, Lila and Andre, both natives of Borel, we had set out to visit Rose, her husband Nilton and their six-month-old baby on the other side of the favela.

Like many attempting to escape from reality, Nilton was an alcoholic. Therefore most of the little he earned went in drink. He had built their tiny home out of wrought-iron scraps, cardboard and red earth. Inside there was only room enough for a small single bed, a chair and a small table with a gas ring where Rose cooked. Water was collected from a communal well.

Their home was situated in an area of the favela, appropriately called A Grotta. This was where the poorest of the poor lived, as it was dangerously positioned on the very outskirts between Borel and the neighbouring favela, Casa Branca. The people living there were the victims of the majority of the shooting.

Rose was suffering from bad leg infections caused by uncleaned cuts and mosquito bites, so I had brought some first aid with me. Infections were a constant problem in the favelas, encouraged by the open sewers and the waste and litter which piled up by the sides of the pathways between the slum homes. The heat of the tropical sun by midday often made the stench of defecation and rotting litter unbearable.

As the three of us had carefully made our way single file along narrow, winding mud paths, I had noticed that the open sewers, which ran along either side of me, were blocked with used food cartons, tins, rotting vegetables and excreta. I’d tried desperately to block out the stench by closing my nose and breathing only through my mouth in a poor attempt to stop myself from retching.

We had followed the narrow path as it wound its way up the mountainside passing by other huts made out of sticks and red earth. Children had been running around barefoot, dressed in old tattered dresses and shorts. I’d noticed two little girls had used large blue and red clothes-pegs as earrings, much to their amusement. All at once they stopped playing and had fallen quiet as they clustered together giggling shyly at the tall, fair-skinned, blue-eyed foreigner. I had smiled back at their beautiful brown-eyed, black- and brown-skinned faces. They’d started to follow me, curiously.

As we had approached Rose’s hut, washing was hanging out on the line to dry in the heat. A pig snorted and grunted at us as it scuttled off into the grassy bank. Everything had seemed so normal with no sign of danger.

Rose had called for us to enter. The door was already open, allowing what breeze there was in, bringing some relief from the hot stifling air inside the wrought-iron hut. Nilton had gone out for the afternoon, Rose hadn’t known where. She’d lifted her small frame stiffly from the bed to offer us the only seating space available. Her legs had become more infected and the pus had hardened, making it difficult for her to move around.

We’d persuaded her to remain seated on the bed, as I’d cleaned her poor legs. A big white smile had suddenly filled her shy black face; she was obviously grateful for our company. Then on Rose’s request Andre and I began to pray for her and her baby.

It was then that we had heard the first shot …

The shooting was deafening now.

We could hear the thudding of running footsteps above our heads. The gang from Casa Branca had clearly positioned themselves just above us on the grassy slope which stretched from the hut up towards their favela on the other side of the mountain.

‘A bullet came through the roof this morning,’ exclaimed Rose with fear in her voice. I knew that if a bullet came through the roof now, one of us would die. Four adults covered the entire floor space of the hut.

All at once we heard the thudding of running footsteps approaching the hut. I heard myself gasp as the door flew open.

It was Claudio from our team who had been visiting another family near by. We all breathed a sigh of relief, although my heart was beating so violently I was sure everyone else could hear it.

‘The shooting started as I was on my way back to our house,’ Claudio said breathlessly, his eyes wide like a terrified rabbit. ‘I started to run for cover, and saw this hut. This area is surrounded by bandidos. I nearly collided with one who had a machinegun. He must be up above us now on the grass bank.’

Suddenly a paralysing sensation ran through my body like a bolt of lightning. I was gripped powerfully by a fear, completely foreign to me. Panic. I started to panic inside, my emotions were in turmoil stimulated by one thought: Death … Death … Death. We were all going to die. What was I doing here? I’ve got to get out, I’ve got to get out …

Unexpectedly, the fear turned to anger. And I cried out in my thoughts: God, I can’t believe that you’ve brought me here for this. We’re all going to die.

Sobs welled up from deep within me, I felt desperate.

Then all at once, an extraordinary thing occurred. I suddenly felt a rush of peace flooding through my body and I had the realisation that I would be going to a much better place, I would be with Jesus, there would be so much joy.

And I completely relaxed.

A voice was singing, ‘Deus esta aqui, Alleluia, tao certo como ar que eu respiro …’ (‘God is here, Alleluia, as certain as the air that I breathe …’). It was Lila. We all joined in, singing at the top of our voices, laughing with a great joy which seemed to burst out from each one of our hearts.

The sounds of the bullets whistling over us became muffled. It was as though we were in a small time capsule. Andre opened his Bible and started to read from Psalm 23, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my soul …’

All at once I knew we would escape unharmed. I sensed a warm presence covering me, a powerful peaceful presence in that tiny slum hut, and I knew that God was with us, protecting us.

Then, as quickly as the shooting had started, it stopped. We all lay there frozen in our horizontal positions, not wanting to move. Had it really stopped, I asked myself. My ears were ringing in the silence.

‘It’s over,’ proclaimed Andre.

We all slowly came to our feet, our bodies aching from being in the same uncomfortable positions for so long. I looked at my watch; it must have been a good thirty minutes. Not one bullet had passed through the hut. And I couldn’t deny that I had witnessed the incredible protection of God.

But that night, as I climbed into my bed, the same foreign fear returned. As I looked through the open window into the strangely still, clear night sky, I felt terror gripping my body again. My mind became full of negative thoughts. What was I doing here? What could I do to help?

I now felt too afraid to walk out on to the streets of the favela, let alone go out and help the children who had run away from this very setting to live on the perilous main streets of the city below.

For it was for these very children that, at the age of twenty-nine, I had given up all that I’d had: my luxurious apartment in London, a top salary as a TV producer, my friends and my loving family.

How had my life changed so radically? I started to question myself. Had I made a terrible mistake in coming to Brazil? What would the future hold?
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A Taste of Glamour

‘Sarah,’ said my dad, in a tone of voice that caught my attention, ‘you’re not the sort of girl who needs to think about marriage and settling down, the world’s your oyster, get a career for yourself, travel, go for it!’

And there it was, confirmation!

I was fifteen years old at the time and I’ve never forgotten it. We were in our kitchen at the house I grew up in, in West Horsley, Surrey. I was sitting at the pine table with my back to the window and Dad was opening the fridge. The scene remains like a ‘freeze frame’ in my mind.

I’d already told Mum a few months earlier, ‘Don’t count on me producing grandchildren for at least another fifteen years, there’s just too much to do first.’ Well, wasn’t that what all society was saying to my generation in the mid-seventies?

So, as the eldest of three girls, I’d carefully transferred the responsibility of settling down and producing babies to my two sisters, Vanessa and Maria. Maria, the youngest, was only nine years old at the time, but she had already set her heart on an early marriage and lots of kids. So I felt pretty confident that at least one of them would fill this role satisfactorily.

My parents, Colin and Julie Jarman, had married on April 4th 1959 when they were only twenty years old, having met on a blind date at the Antelope pub in west London. Vanessa and I had come along soon afterwards, with only a sixteen-month gap between us. My dad was working for the National Cash Register Company at the time, earning seven pounds ten shillings a week, and we lived in a small flat at Kenilworth Court, Putney, overlooking the River Thames. Mum was regularly seen pushing her two babies in their pram to feed the ducks with stale pieces of bread.

When I was three years old we moved out of London to the countryside. Our house, in Surrey, was called Chestnuts, because we had two very large, pink-flowering chestnut trees in our front garden.

I can vividly remember the wild Beatles parties at Chestnuts in the late sixties!

Nessie and I would sit in our nighties with legs dangling over the banisters, waiting patiently for someone to pay a visit to the downstairs loo, which was under the stairs.

‘Can you turn the volume down?’ I’d shout at the top of my voice to the next occupant. The word ‘please’ had long gone from my vocabulary by the fifth effort. We’d then return to our beds with fingers crossed. But the volume never remained lowered for long. My dad, a great twister to this day, only believed in dancing to music played at full volume.

Colin, a big man with a round, smiling face, still remains one of the best story-tellers I’ve ever met. I used to enjoy watching him hold his audience as they waited with bated breath for the punch line. Mum, who had heard the same stories a dozen times, always laughed until her eyes filled with water. Ask any of Dad’s friends and they’d say with a smile on their faces, ‘Colin Jarman, he’s one of the most hospitable people I know, and still makes the best gin and tonic in town.’

Known as ‘Basher Jarman’ in his rugby days (he was a great head-on tackler) Dad still enjoys a day out at Twickenham. I have many fond memories of cheering on England from the grandstand as a teenager, in the freezing cold winter, clothed in our sheepskin coats, woolly hats, scarves and gloves.

Today he is managing director of the UK subsidiary of a large international computer company, a position he earned through hard toil. He is and always has been a diligent worker, placing the needs of his family first, for which I have tremendous admiration. As a result of his own ambition, he was and is a wonderful encourager to his three girls. He took great pleasure in the success Vanessa and I achieved as young athletes in local and county competition. I always knew, while shaking nervously on my starting blocks waiting for the gun to go off at the start of a 100-metre race, that Dad was at the sidelines cheering me on all the way to the finishing tape. One summer our back garden was even transformed into a mini sports arena, with a long-jump pit, high jump and mini running track.

My mum has always looked as though she was my big sister. Small, slim with a blonde bob, her energetic and youthful spirit has always flattered her with at least ten years less than her actual age. Her bright intellectual mind enabled her to go back to school in her early forties and on to university, where she qualified as a teacher. She is in every sense of the word the heart of our family and our home was invariably a welcoming haven for all friends and visitors. Her artistic talents were always evident throughout the house, not least in the kitchen. Sunday lunch was a time shared with grandparents, other family members and good friends. We’d all enjoy a good roast with all the trimmings, invariably followed by apple crumble or a delicious, stodgy treacle sponge pudding.

As a family we would go to the local church on Christmas and Easter Days, and occasionally on Mothering Sundays, simply because it seemed the right thing to do. Church for me was always disappointing, apart from the fact that I never got the vicar’s joke, which he would ‘religiously’ incorporate into his sermon. The old village church, however beautiful with its colourful stained-glass windows and ancient wall paintings, seemed as empty and as cold as some of its occupants.

Then, when I was twelve years old, something extraordinary happened to me, although I wasn’t to understand its full effect on my life for another sixteen years.

I was playing at my friend Catherine’s house after school one day when her elder sister and her friend invited us both to go to a youth meeting at the local village hall. It seemed like a pretty good idea at the time, so we went. I remember that Catherine and I made sure we sat right at the back of the hall. It was full of teenagers and we felt a little bit out of place. I don’t recall everything that happened that night, but one thing that remains clear in my mind is that Catherine’s sister and her friend stood up at the front and started to talk about Jesus and what a difference He had made in their lives. The thing that struck me more than anything was that they spoke of Jesus as though He was real, as though they knew Him personally.

And they seemed so happy and content. I was envious of them for what they had apparently found.

When I was lying in my bed later that night back at Chestnuts, I had an unusual desire to speak to this Jesus whom I’d just heard about in a way I’d never heard before.

‘Jesus,’ I said out loud into the stillness of the night, ‘I don’t know who You are, but I want to have what those girls have.’ Satisfied, then, with my awkward attempt at speaking to an invisible Jesus, I went to sleep.

Suddenly, later into the night, I was woken up by what seemed to be a bright light in my room. My whole body was full of a warming heat, and I just knew that this Jesus was with me in the room. I felt no fear, only an awesome sense that He was there.

The next day I decided that I had imagined the whole experience and felt a fool to even try and explain it to anyone in my family, let alone Catherine.

But it was this very experience that was to bring me the encouragement I desperately needed, sixteen years on, when I gave up my job, family, home and friends to go to Brazil and work with the street children.

I went to a girls’ day-school called Manor House, in Little Bookham, where my preference was sport: athletics, hockey, tennis, swimming. Athletics came to a standstill at the age of fifteen when I discovered boys. Training twice a week after school in the cold winter evenings at Epsom and Ewell running track soon lost its attraction after I’d found my first boyfriend. I looked older than my actual age at the time, being tall at five foot nine, and well developed!

My poor mum was forced to drive around, often at midnight, picking me up from discos and parties. And my home, with such a hospitable dad, soon attracted many a friend at weekends. It was a common sight for the neighbours of Chestnuts to see our drive full of motorbikes of all shapes and sizes. The only resistance in my household to this regular invasion came from our dog, Carlos, a springer spaniel who always chose his victims with great care. Just when the young man thought he’d won Carlos over, the dog, wagging his tail and grinning at the same time, would dig his teeth into the young man’s leg with great determination. Inevitably, my mum would spend most Sunday afternoons in her bathroom attending to the wounded leg and trying to calm the sorrowful victim.

Hence, at the age of sixteen it was decided that unless I became a weekly boarder at Manor House School, I would never pass my impending O levels. It was, so my parents concluded, the only way they could ‘slow me down’. The school had made me House Captain, much to a few people’s surprise, but I took on the responsibility wholeheartedly and it was to be my first experience in leadership. Boarding worked, and I left with seven O levels.

Itching to get out into the big wide world, I eventually decided to do History and Art A level in one year at the technical college in Guildford. I managed to scrape by in Art only.

From the age of six I’d always said I wanted to be a nurse, so it seemed the logical thing to apply to various hospitals in London. My second interview, at the new and modern St Thomas’s, was a disaster. The interviewer announced at the beginning that she was going to describe ‘the worst day in the life of a nurse’. By the end of her five-minute spiel the smile on my face had turned downwards and I had to swallow a few times to get rid of the lump which had formed in my throat. The thought of dropping blood tests, toilet pans and losing three patients, all in the same night at the beginning of a week of night shifts, made me realise that I couldn’t do it, I simply couldn’t be a nurse after all.

My father understood me very well: he suggested I should go into something more glamorous, the media for instance! So after a year’s secretarial course at the Oxford and County College in Oxford, where the principal at the time complained that I had too many boyfriends meeting me at the front entrance to the college and could bring the place a bad name, I began my search in London for an opening into the world of the media. According to my shorthand teacher, I should have applied to Buckingham Palace as a possible secretary to the Prince of Wales! I don’t know who was more amused, me or my classmates. Apart from the fact that I was totally unsuitable, my shorthand was self-devised and to this day it is illegible.

Needless to say, I was probably one of the worst secretaries in the London workplace. My first job, at the age of nineteen, was as assistant secretary to Julian Senior, Vice-President of Advertising and Publicity for Warner Brothers, in the famous Wardour Street, London W1. I was soon to discover that four secretaries had either left or been sacked that month. And during my first week I was nearly the fifth.

Julian Senior, a brilliant advertiser and publicist, suffered no fool gladly. Within an hour he had taught me something I would never forget in my future career.

‘Sarah,’ he barked, ‘trust no one and always double check!’

His number one secretary worked at 100 m.p.h. and was up from her desk and in his huge office within seconds of his first yell for her attention. In fact it seemed that everyone who worked under Julian ran and never walked.

I remember feeling totally daunted. On every wall I was surrounded by posters of newly released and up-coming movies: Kramer vs. Kramer with Dustin Hoffman and Meryl Streep, Private Benjamin with Goldie Hawn, and the famous half-nude poster of the newly discovered and stunning Bo Derek in 10, starring with the then sex symbol of Hollywood, the cute Dudley Moore. The debate that morning was whether Bo’s boobs were real or not.

Myron Karlin, the President of Warner Brothers, was over from Hollywood for a series of big meetings that week, so everyone was extra keyed up. The other excitement of the morning was the arrival of their first fax machine, which in January 1980 was something to get excited about. It was huge in comparison to today’s compact machines and took up the space of half a desktop. I tried to look as though I understood what it did as Julian’s secretary attempted to explain.

Then suddenly everyone left for the meeting, leaving me alone to answer the phones and take messages. One small challenge was the intercom on my desk which was apparently used to communicate with all personnel internally. ‘Should you need me urgently, dial 344,’ said Julian as he walked out of the office followed by his team. No sooner had they left than in walked one of the shortest men I’d ever seen. He was smoking a fat cigar so I figured he must be important.

‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I’m Myron Karlin. Where’s Julian?’ Taken aback, I explained that he’d just missed him. Myron left the office, leaving behind him a waft of cigar smoke. A few minutes later the intercom buzzed. It was Julian.

‘Anything up?’ barked Julian.

‘Yes,’ I replied, loudly so as to make sure he could hear me. ‘Um, um …’ I’d forgotten my recent visitor’s name. Julian was getting impatient.

‘The President was here,’ I tried.

‘Who?’ barked Julian.

‘You know, the short little fat man,’ I said desperately. I’d had enough.

There was deathly silence. Oh dear, I thought, a sense of humour failure. But it was worse. Myron Karlin had been in the room with Julian the whole time. The intercom clicked dead, and I was sure that in a few minutes I would too.

Julian wasn’t pleased. But water was soon thrown on the fire because Myron thought it was the funniest thing he’d heard for ages; in fact from then on he signed his article in the monthly international newsletters ‘… from the short little fat man’! I thanked God for the President’s sense of humour.

During my year at Warner Brothers I tasted glamour for the first time, not least when I was sent to Los Angeles as a courier with a copy of Stanley Kubrick’s film The Shining, starring Jack Nicholson, for a private screening in Hollywood.

Apart from the fact that I was scared out of my wits and didn’t sleep a wink after seeing the film, I did enjoy my free bottle of champagne which came with compliments from the manager of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, where I was staying. And I do remember lying in the bath in the luxurious hotel bathroom, talking to Mum on the phone while sipping a glass of the bubbly stuff and thinking, this is the life!

And so it was that at the age of twenty I broke off a two-year relationship with my boyfriend and flew off to California. My first year was spent travelling and partying. Needless to say I fell in love once again, this time with a handsome young executive from the Walt Disney Studios. We set up home in a small beach house on Ninth Place and Ocean Drive in Manhattan Beach, just outside Los Angeles. I became completely caught up in the beach scene of ‘the body beautiful’ and before long I was a near anorexic, eating cottage cheese and pineapple all day and jogging non-stop with the other fanatics on a special path for joggers only, which ran along the coast for miles. Most of the beach crowd were taking drugs of all types. But a good friend of mine had once said to me, ‘Sarah, don’t try cocaine, I know you and you’ll love it and want more.’ Somehow those words always rang like a warning bell every time I was tempted. Looking back I can see it was God’s protection.

Evette, my best friend at the advertising agency where I worked in downtown LA, was a Christian. She never made me feel guilty for the way I was living and she never preached at me. But I saw in the way Evette lived out her life that she was different to most other girls my age. She had a profound peace in all she did. I only went once with Evette to her church and I remember absolutely nothing except the overwhelming love the people seemed to have for one another.

After two and a half years in Los Angeles I became restless once again. I still felt too young and unpeaceful to marry. There just seemed a lot more to do first. So finishing another relationship I went back to London.

At twenty-two I was ready for a career challenge. And after eighty letters, fifteen interviews and three months of toil, I eventually landed the job I’d only ever dreamed about. Dennis Davidson Associates, a major international entertainment public relations agency, offered me a month’s trial as head of the Provincial Publicity Department, promoting feature films in production and distribution outside London. The starting salary was a pittance at £4,600 per annum, but that wasn’t a priority at the time.

The first film I worked on was Superman III starring Christopher Reeve, Richard Pryor, the outrageous Pamela Stephenson and the talented Gene Hackman. We organised a meal at the famous Kettner’s Restaurant in the West End, to which key provincial press and radio were invited from all over the UK to have lunch with Christopher Reeve, Pamela Stephenson, the Salkind brothers, producers of all the Superman movies, and the director, Richard Lester.

After the Royal Premier, held in Leicester Square, there was a lavish party at a nearby hotel attended by the rich and famous, and the not so famous. Money was not spared. In fact it was never spared on most of the large movies. Publicity and advertising were essential if there was going to be a good opening. However, after the first two to three weeks of the release of a movie, high audience figures depended primarily on word of mouth. If the film wasn’t liked no amount of advertising and publicity could convince the public otherwise. But Superman III was a success and got loads of press write-ups and radio and television coverage around the United Kingdom. And I passed my month’s trial with a very encouraging handwritten note from Dennis Davidson himself. The Provincial Publicity Department consisting only of me and one other was soon to treble in size.

The challenge for any publicist was getting publicity for an unknown actor or actress, a new producer and director or a small film. One of my most enjoyable campaigns was for a Hugh Hudson (director of Chariots of Fire) film called Greystoke, the Legend of Tarzan, which starred the then unknown Frenchman, Christopher Lambert. He had spent six months living with real gorillas and chimpanzees in preparation for the movie, and could speak ‘monkey language’ both verbally and physically so convincingly that I often became quite unnerved and would have to remind myself that he was a human being after all.

Hugh Hudson wanted a large provincial campaign which included two weeks of travelling around Scotland and Birmingham, Manchester and other cities doing radio, television and press interviews. As a publicist your worst enemy was the transport. You depended completely on flights and trains leaving on time and traffic being as clear as possible in order to meet your pre-planned schedule. When transport failed you, you quickly had to play piggy-in-the-middle, keeping the actors, directors and producers calm and happy, explaining to the respective media why you were running late, which wasn’t always easy if the show was live, and finally you had to keep yourself as cool as possible to avoid becoming a nail-biting, gibbering idiot. It was an art that could only be learned through each unfortunate experience.

The two weeks with Hugh Hudson and Christopher Lambert were exhausting but a lot of fun. And although on a number of occasions they had to walk into live shows at the last minute due to traffic jams, rail strikes and delayed flights, I managed to come back to London with a few unbitten nails. However, I will never forget the faces of some of the employees from Marks & Spencer in Manchester as Christopher Lambert did his gorilla act outside their main entrance so convincingly that they didn’t know whether to laugh or call the police.

The famous Cannes Film Festival in the south of France was a must if you had anything to do with the business. Dennis Davidson took out a large team every year to coordinate most of the publicity for the movies being sold to possible international distributors, not forgetting the films in the various competitions held to discover the best movie, actor, actress, producer, director, newcomer and so on. Cannes was and still is a colourful collage of the famous, the would-be famous, the outrageous, the hangers-on, the distributors, producers, directors, publicists, actors, media and of course the paparazzi. Restaurants along the well-known beachfront promenade would hire out large tables on the sand at lunch-times where people could rub shoulders sipping chilled rosé wine, spotting anyone familiar and admiring the semi-nude or nude girls desperate to attract the lenses of the paparazzi.

I had the privilege of meeting and working with many talented artists and film makers. But my favourite film was The Killing Fields, produced by David Puttnam and directed by Roland Joffe (The Mission). The film was based on a true story which Puttnam claimed to have read in a small column of the New York Times Magazine while on the loo in his house one weekend. The story told of an incredible friendship between Sydney Schanberg, the war correspondent of the New York Times, and his assistant, Dith Pran, a courageous Cambodian-born man, during Cambodia’s revolutionary Khmer Rouge war against the Lon Nol government which started in 1975. The film was an all-round masterpiece, from the script to the sensitive acting of Sam Waterston and Dr Haing S. Ngor, an actual evacuee from the war itself. When I finished promoting The Killing Fields in early 1985, I remember saying to my mum, ‘Well, that’s it for me. I might as well change jobs because I will never work on any film as fulfilling as this one.’

And so it was that a year later I left Dennis Davidson Associates to go into the world of television production. Michael Hurll, Executive Producer for
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