

Sarah

My mother’s funeral took place at Golders Green Crematorium on 5 January 2015. She died on 20 December 2014, but a combination of grisly factors to do with her having to have an autopsy and Christmas – the juxtaposition of those two things feels wrong, but they were juxtaposed – meant she wasn’t actually sent to the flames until just over two weeks after she died. 

A lot of people turned up, which is always a good sign at funerals. It suggests my mother had a lot of friends, which she did. I, however, only recognized a few: Norma Glass, Bill and Ruth Mulligan, Naomi and Tony Inwald. You don’t know these people and they aren’t going to feature much in this book, but I’m listing them because I find their names very evocative of growing up where and when I did – Dollis Hill, in north London, in the 1970s. I find something redolent of that time and place lies within the very sonics of the words Tony Inwald. 

But most people at my mother’s funeral I didn’t know. She was someone who, at various stages in her life, had adopted different – and obsessive – personas. Her last, the one she chose for her sixties and seventies, was: Jew. This hadn’t not been her identity when she was younger, but it wasn’t on the front foot. In the early nineties, my parents split up – it’s amazing, you might find as you read on, that it took them so long – but they got back together at the turn of the century, and lived in Harrow, where my mum suddenly decided to become a big macher[fn1] at a nearby synagogue, Kol Chai. Kol Chai, in case you have a preconceived notion of what a synagogue looks like, does not look like this:



It looks like this:



Like a bit of Brookside Close that even Barry Grant would feel nervous about entering.[fn2] Its design does not speak, perhaps, to the deep mysticism and history of the Talmud. But it’s a sweet place, and my mum very much decided it was hers, and later in her life was forever organizing events there, trying to get me and my brothers and our kids to come along. She died on the same day that she had arranged, at Kol Chai, a Kaddish – a ceremony remembering the dead – for her own parents: a memorial she never made it to.

While waiting in the grounds of the crematorium, on a particularly pathetic-fallacy-observing funeral morning of grey skies and drizzle, I was approached by a group of older people, most of whom I assumed were members of Kol Chai. Up to this point, generally, when older Jews came up to me, I knew what they were going to say. They were going to say: ‘We really loved your Who Do You Think You Are?’[fn3] This is because older Jews were usually not that keen on the sweary and often not-very-nice-Jewish-boy style of comedy I had spent most of my career practitioning,[fn4] and so were overjoyed when I did a proper BBC 1 documentary with loads in it about Jewishness. 

However, this group of older Jewish people didn’t say this. They said, first, ‘I wish you long life.’ Which is something Jews say at funerals. Some also said, ‘On simcha’, which means ‘on a feast day/joyous occasion’, i.e. that’s what I hope it is the next time we meet. Both indicate a very Jewish sense of deferred happiness, of accepting that now is bad but soon things’ll be better – and not in the next world, but here, in Golders Green, in Buchenwald. It also indicates something else Jewish, which is that Judaism has only a vague and ambiguous idea of the afterlife. Eternal bliss isn’t really a big deal for Jews; odd, given that it’s the cherry on the cake for most religions. Jews prefer their rewards and comforts, such as they are, in the here and now – in this life. And so they would wish it, in the face of death, long. They would wish their own death far away. 

So they said: ‘I wish you long life.’ And then they said: 

‘Your mother was a wonderful person.’ 

And, ‘She was wonderful.’ 

And, ‘Sarah was truly wonderful.’

On and on with the wonderful, already. I get it. It’s hard to know what to say at a funeral to mourning family members, and ‘she/he was wonderful’ is the safest of bets. But that day so many people whom I didn’t recognize told me my mother was a wonderful person that after a while it became disorientating. 

I need at this point to say something about myself. I have what I consider to be an on-the-spectrum (apologies to anyone medically actually on the spectrum, but I do genuinely think the intensity of it is a little neuro-untypical) need to tell the truth. I know this sounds like boasting. I know it sounds like a thing Alan Partridge might say in a newspaper Q&A: ‘What’s your biggest failing?’ ‘Well, if I had to pick one, I’d say I was just too honest.’ Given all that, I still think it’s a real thing. I feel desperately uncomfortable not telling the exact truth, in detail, always. It’s one of the reasons why as a stand-up, I’m a very limited performer. I can’t do any accents, for example. Obviously, primarily, this is just a lack of talent. But when I try to do them it causes me a strange anxiety, and not only because I’m embarrassed that my attempt at American sounds more like a sixteenth-century scullery maid from the West Country. I feel displaced, discombobulated, by having to move an iota away from myself.

To be clear, I’m not claiming this truth urge as David Baddiel’s big moral plus. It has no moral power for me at all. If anything, it seems incontinent, like I cannot contain small, disparate incongruities that most people hardly notice as they move through life. I’m aware: sometimes lying is helpful. Sometimes it spares people difficult emotions. 

I used to tell a story onstage, demonstrating my reluctance to lie, through an example of one time I did. This is it:

I was googling something recently and my eight-year-old son was looking over my shoulder and for some reason – I assume because of something one of his friends had told him at school – said, ‘Dad, what would happen if we put the words “sexy ladies” into there?’ And I said … ‘I don’t know.’

It got a laugh. As a result, I was still doing the same gag a few months later. At which point it went: 

I was googling something recently and my eight-year-old son – well, he was eight at the time, but he’s nine now – was looking over my shoulder …

This information about my son’s age doesn’t help the joke. It slows it down. It also dates the story. But I could never help myself. I always had to add the truth, to correct the story.

Lying, on the rare occasions I’ve tried to do it, tends not to work out well for me. In the early noughties, I did a sitcom on Sky called Baddiel’s Syndrome. It was not a hit and wasn’t recommissioned by the network. Sometime later at a restaurant I saw a group of people I knew who worked in TV and went over to their table to say hello. All the ones I knew said hello back. At the end of the table, a woman I didn’t recognize got up and said, ‘David! How nice to see you again!’ and gave me an enormous hug. I felt my usual instinct to tell the truth – to say, ‘Sorry, who are you?’ – but it would’ve been very awkward, so for once I swallowed the urge. I said, ‘Lovely to see you too!’ and returned the hug. She sat down, and the others started talking about recent developments at Sky television. 

I said: ‘Oh yeah, I was just at Sky a couple of months ago when they cancelled my show. I had a terrible meeting with this fucking awful woman called Kate Barnes.’ At which point the woman who’d hugged me looked up and said, ‘I’m Kate Barnes.’ 

It was so embarrassing it was like time stopped. It’s hard to describe how I felt in that moment, or exactly what the scene was like – I was about to write ‘everyone stared at me’ – I think they did, but to be honest, all that’s in my memory is the sound of a long, piercing scream. After a couple of seconds, or possibly the entirety of the time-space continuum, I said: 

‘I’m sorry.’ 

But I didn’t stop there. This is how I tried to make it better. I turned to Kate Barnes and said:

‘When I hugged you, I didn’t know who you were.’ 

I reverted, in other words, to my default position of just telling the bald truth. Judging by her expression, it didn’t help. 

By the way, this woman is not called Kate Barnes. So, I can do it: I can change someone’s name to avoid embarrassing them or a libel case. I can, it seems, lie. I just feel bad doing it (particularly in the moment – it’s a bit easier in the recollection-in-tranquillity space of writing). 

Plus her real name sounds really like Kate Barnes.

This digression is in the service of something, which is that, however polite it might have been for those older Jewish guests at my mother’s funeral to tell me she was wonderful, it rubbed up badly against my urge to tell the truth. It felt, to some extent, like a lie. Not least because the thing that bound together all these people telling me she was wonderful was that they didn’t really know her. Not in any sort of detail. And truth, of course, is in the detail. 

My mother died very suddenly. It felt like an abrupt and profound erasure, a kind of vanishing. Then, the way she was being memorialized, here, at her funeral, felt to me like a second, even more profound erasure. When people die, the memory of who they were becomes sacred. We can only talk about them as having been wonderful people. But if all you can ever say about your dead relative is that he or she was wonderful, you might as well say nothing. To really preserve their memory – to be true to them, as I understand truth – you must call up their weirdness, their madness, their flaws. Because the dead, despite what we might like to think, are not angels. 

Or to put it another way. As more and more grave-faced mourners shook my hand and mouthed the same platitudes, I found myself wanting to snap at them, angrily:

‘OK, what was her real first name?’

To which I imagine they would have looked confused. Maybe one of them would’ve said: 

‘Pardon?’

‘If you knew her so well … what was her real first name?’

Bafflement. Perhaps some embarrassed sideways glancing. Eventually, I imagine, this imaginary conversation: 

‘Um … Sarah?’

‘No. It was Frommet.’

Long pause. 

‘Oh. I didn’t know that.’ 

‘Then how do you know she was wonderful?’ 

Which would’ve been awkward and rude and fucked up and, at that moment, unnecessary. So instead, I’ve written this book.




Sarah

When you’re trying to capture the essence of someone, you must look away from stereotypes. That may seem obvious, but if you are memorializing, they can be tempting. The priest with little real knowledge of the departed will be drawn to platitudes, to the woolly positives of ‘He was someone who cared mainly for others’, ‘She was a fabulous mother’, ‘We all remember their wicked sense of humour’. These mantras say nothing; they call no concrete sense of the person to mind. 

The way forward is through specifics. People are revealed not in generalizations but in detail, in moments. The rich strangeness of my mother cannot be conveyed in compliments, but in stories, true stories. For example: I mentioned just now my participation in the BBC TV series Who Do You Think You Are? The episode I was in ends with two bizarre moments. First, I give my mother some half-broken bricks. This is because while tracing the maternal side of the family, I went to Kaliningrad, now in Russia, but before the war, Königsberg in East Prussia. While there, I found these bricks on an empty stretch of waste ground where once had stood my grandfather’s brick factory. 

A short, but important sidebar. It’s a funny place to have a sidebar, I know, because I’ve just said ‘First …’ and now you’re expecting me to say ‘And secondly’ but instead there’s going to be a few paragraphs containing quite important information before we get there, so it feels like you, the reader, are as it were holding your narrative breath, and that may be uncomfortable. Apologies, but I think this is the right place for it. 

Near the beginning of my episode of Who Do You Think You Are? my mother, who was born in Nazi Germany, revealed something that no one else in the family was aware of. There are oddities in her birth documentation (beyond the fact that all of it is stamped with swastikas, which remains eternally, deeply odd, obviously). She has two birth certificates, one dated with what we thought of as her birthday, 2 March, while the other has 11 July. No one was ever sure why – there was a possibility that, due to the various extraordinary difficulties involved in being a Jewish family escaping from Germany in late 1939, a certain amount of forging went on. But at the start of the documentary, sitting in my parents’ front room, my mum said she had never believed her mother, Otti – the woman who I had always thought of as my grandmother – to be her real mother. She thought rather that her uncle Arno, her mother’s younger brother, was her real father. 

I had heard of my great-uncle Arno before. As a kid, I once asked Otti, ‘Did you have any brothers and sisters?’[fn1] and she said, ‘I had a brother … but you’ll have to ask Mr Hitler what happened to him’, and I thought: Mr Hitler? The bloke they sing about on Dad’s Army?[fn2] 

During the documentary, other facts about him – Arno, not Hitler – emerged. He was eleven years or so younger than my grandmother Otti and something of a playboy. He had just married when my mother was born. This all fits, in fact, with my mum’s thinking, which is that Otti, who was thirty-two at the time of my mother’s (their only child’s) birth – which undeniably would at that time have been thought old to have a baby, especially a Jewish baby in Nazi Germany in 1939 – could not actually have children. But Otti and her husband Ernst were getting out of Germany: and Arno, for whatever reason – well, because most German Jews didn’t, would be the reason – was not. In my mum’s imagination, at some point in spring 1939, the newly married Arno turned up at their house – almost definitely not a house by then, as all their money had been stolen or had gone in bribes, so their flat, lodgings, whatever – and said: please take our baby to England, and safety, with you. 

This is a heartbreaking story, and it formed the backbone of my episode of Who Do You Think You Are? 

I also think it isn’t true. 

I said this at the time (of course I did). After my mother finished her story about Uncle Arno, I went outside with the camera crew to be interviewed. I said that although the tale she had just related wasn’t completely implausible, there was something they should know, which is that my mum was a fantasist. And that for the fantasist part of her, the idea of her father not being the man she’d been told was her father but another man who’d died in the Holocaust, would be exciting and mysterious and – for all its tragedy – glamorous. She would want it to be true. But the producers cut this bit. They, like my mother, wanted to believe what she had said was true. Because, like her, they thought it was exciting and mysterious and, for all its tragedy, glamorous. And also because, without it, the dramatic arc of their episode would be fucked. 

When I gave my mum the bricks from the remains of her father’s factory, she looked somewhat baffled. I had hoped they would feel to her like – I’m stretching the metaphor here – the missing building blocks of who she was. Instead, she reacted more like someone who had been randomly handed two bits of rubble. Which is fair enough, as whatever symbolic power they might have contained, they were undoubtedly also two bits of rubble. 

More significant, perhaps, was her reaction when I later told her I hadn’t, in my extensive genealogical searching, found any evidence that Arno Radbil was her father. I read out a letter the researchers had discovered and translated, which Arno wrote to Otti, five days after my mother was born, congratulating his sister and saying how excited and honoured he was to be an uncle ‘after such a long time’. 

On hearing this, my mum shook her head and said – and this is an exact quote: ‘So it’s cleared it up, from that point of view, and yet there’s still a doubt in my mind.’ I do like, when I watch this again, the words ‘from that point of view’. She was always peppering her conversation with phrases that, like this, tread the water of speech.[fn3] These don’t tend to survive close reading. From what/whose point of view? Arno’s? Mine? The BBC’s? Truth’s? Really, it’s none of them: it’s just a holding platitude, meant to suggest thoughtfulness. But it’s very indicative of who she was, and so when I watch it now, I feel the strange mix of affection and irritation that my mother always inspired. 

Point is: a bit like a conspiracy theorist when presented with the facts, she won’t change her mind. A bit like a conspiracy theorist, she likes her conspiracy theory. A bit like a conspiracy theorist – sorry, I’m repeating this too much now, but it really is very similar – she likes the mystery and the excitement of her (not-true) version of the truth, and will face down all the cognitive dissonance she needs to hold on to it. 

Secondly – at fucking last – breathe, reader – there’s what she does on my fortieth birthday. It was perhaps odd to include my birthday in Who Do You Think You Are? It didn’t have anything to do with tracing my family history, although tracing your family history does carry with it a strong reminder of mortality – all these lives, connected, extraordinary, and gone – and so a mid-life birthday makes some sort of sense. But actually, I think the producers kept this in just because it made for good TV – because my mother did something completely batshit.

She had a birthday cake prepared for me. That isn’t the crazy bit, obviously. It was an expensive cake, from a posh cake shop, and so had almost definitely been bought by the production. 

Anyway. The cake. My fortieth. My mum was filmed lighting the candles. ‘Happy birthday’ was sung. My daughter Dolly, then three, said, happily, ‘It’s your birthday!’ And then all the smoke alarms in the room went off and Dolly started screaming. I said, ‘Oh my God it’s on fire’, and had to grab the cake off my mother and rush out to the garden and get a hose on it, because she’d put forty candles on my fortieth birthday cake. Possibly as some kind of sub-conscious revenge on the Nazis, my mother had made me a recreation of the bombing of Dresden on a cake. 

I’m aware there is a certain logic at work here. But it’s not a logic anyone follows. Clearly no one ever told her that after a particular birthday – what? fourteenth? – people don’t have their literal age represented in candles on a cake. Because it’s a fucking fire hazard. It’s the same reason why on their birthdays, we don’t give pensioners the bumps. 

Point is, the cake-on-fire fortieth birthday moment was weird, eccentric, barmy, not-very-informed-of-the-normal-ways-of-the-world, reckless, showy, more about her than me, touching, not a little dangerous and comically disastrous. And as such, says more about who my mother really was than a thousand eulogies describing her as wonderful. 






My Family

Some background. 

Erica Jong said: ‘Fame means millions of people have the wrong idea of who you are.’ In the UK, I have been moderately famous, with up and down waves to that fame, for about thirty-five years. One of the things people perhaps get wrong about me is my upbringing. I think they assume, because I wear glasses and went to Cambridge University and am Jewish, that my childhood was spent in whatever most British people conceive of as haute-Jewish-north-London-bourgeois splendour. The way I imagine (and probably – because I am subject to Erica Jong’s mantra too – wrongly) the Corens (my generation, Giles and Victoria, not Alan) or the Freuds (similarly, Esther, Matthew and Bella, not Lucian or Sigmund) grew up. 

I didn’t grow up like that. I didn’t grow up in poverty either. I grew up in solid lower-middle-class mundanity. OK, that isn’t entirely true. I grew up in a very strange world, but it is correct in terms of the mise-en-scène: the location, the fixtures and fittings, the feel of it all. I was born, in 1964, in Troy, which is near Albany, in upstate New York. We left America to come back to the UK when I was three months old. My dad, Colin Baddiel, a scientist, had gone to the US as part of the 1960s brain drain and had been teaching chemistry at a place called Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. While in America, my mum gave birth to my older brother Ivor and me in the space of two years. Once back in London, we lived in a flat in Maida Vale. 

My memories really begin in 1970 when we moved to Dollis Hill. Dollis Hill is in north London, but again, the words north London conjure up, I think, something bohemian and mews-cobbled and arts-and-crafts-fronted. But that’s Hampstead, or Highgate. It’s not Dollis Hill. Dollis Hill is in between Neasden and Willesden Green, and looks like this: 



That’s the iron bridge across the railway line in Gladstone Park. It overlooks Kendal Road, which our house was on. I used to walk over that bridge a lot between the ages of eleven and thirteen, mainly to go to piano lessons with an odd piano teacher who lived on the other side of the park, and who I now think was a closet paedophile. Again, this isn’t a memoir of real abuse so I should stress nothing awful happened. But he did give his lessons wearing a kimono: a very skimpy one. He also insisted on placing his hands on my body in various ways while I was on the piano stool, ostensibly to ‘perfect my playing position’. Plus he would sometimes – this may not be related to his suppressed desire for me – forgo teaching to talk for ages about how much he supported apartheid and to decry the downfall of what he saw as the social order in the Dollis Hill area, particularly evinced for him by the fact that there had been a lot of break-ins near his house in recent years which apparently always involved burglars who shat in the sugar. 

Meanwhile, I agree. They hate salt and vinegar. 

Point is, the interior of my house didn’t look like this:



It looked like this: 



Or at least it did on the night of my brother Ivor’s bar mitzvah. Usually it looked like that, minus the clearly delicious catering. 

It was a house in which every room had a different, violently unmatching carpet, although all patterns were swirly.[fn1] It was a home in which no expense had been spared, by which I mean, no expense had been expended, to make anything at all comfortable or luxurious. We had one sofa (in the front room, which was the nearest thing we had to a room that, had we been working class and northern, would’ve been considered kept ‘for best’). It seated two people, as long as the two people were prepared to enjoy feeling conjoined at the thigh. It also had a seat cushion so thin it was like it had been sliced by someone who worked mainly in Parma ham. 

In the room we spent most time (the telly room), there were four disparate chairs, only one of which was comfortable. I feel – I can’t actually place one right now but surely – that there has been a variety of British observational comedy routines about battling-for-the-comfy-chair in houses like mine, so I won’t retread that ground, but by today’s standards I’m fairly sure the comfy chair wasn’t all that comfortable. Although having said that, it was the only one our cat, Phomphar,[fn2] was prepared to sleep on, and cats know their stuff when it comes to comfort. 

There was, however, one similarity to the posh living room I showed you a page ago, which is that we did have a lot of books. And stuff. 



The reason we had a lot of stuff is because my parents were collectors. My dad collected toys – Dinky Toys, mainly cars, and trains – and my mum, originally, before a swerve in her collecting interest which we shall come to, children’s books. They were hoarders. Both, I think, were emotionally damaged people who found it perhaps easier to relate to things than to people. Although, in my mother’s case, it was possibly more to do with having most of her things taken away from her when she was very young. 

Which brings us to the Jewish thing. In terms of Erica Jong’s rule about fame, people are also perhaps confused about this, assuming as I go on about it a lot – I mean, I do, endlessly; like, shut up about it, already – that my background was very Jewish. And the answer to that is: it was. In fact, I think it’s possible that until I went to secondary school, I never really met a non-Jew. It’s often occurred to me that one reason why I’ve never felt any Jewish shame – which lots of Jews do – is because going to a Jewish school, and, as I did, a Jewish youth group, and all my parents’ friends being Jewish, meant I was wrapped in a bubble. For some, that might be the wellspring of their Jewish shame – the shock of realizing, as a young teenager, that the whole world isn’t Jewish, or indeed not even mainly Jewish, making them withdraw. But I think for me the damage was already done. Meaning: I just assumed early on – incorrectly – that Jew was the norm and non-Jew the abnormal, and that’s stuck with me.[fn3]

But the Jewish thing, as the Jewish thing tends not to, didn’t operate in a straightforward way. Like many Jewish households, our Jewishness was full of contradictions. On my mum’s side we have, you’ll remember, Ernst and Otti Fabian. They’d been very rich in Germany before 1933, and then lost everything, including most of their family. They were responsible for anything in our house that might approximate formal Jewishness. Ernst was a Reform Jew; that means, not Orthodox, no big black hats, nor synagogue services that are all in Hebrew and go on for seventeen hours, plus women don’t have to dunk themselves in asses’ milk when they’re on a period or whatever the bejewsus proper frummers have to do. 

Throughout the 1970s, Ernst and Otti would come down to London from Cambridge where they lived and lead our Seders, or Chanukahs, or Rosh Hashanas. These were exciting when I was a kid. An upbringing as mundane as mine was very enlivened by evenings when me and my brothers got presents and, by our standards, reasonably nice food. The high holidays were an event, and worth putting up with having to wear yarmulkes and recite a lot of Hebrew about plagues and Pharaohs. 

But it was more complicated than just having to put up with the prayers to get the presents. Most of the schools in the vicinity of Kendal Road in those days were not especially salubrious. Or even safe, certainly not for a Jewish kid. So my parents sent me – and my brothers Ivor and Dan – to the North West London Jewish Day School, in Willesden Green, which was the one where we were least likely to get knifed. Here’s a picture of me there: 



It was a proper faith school. We (all the boys who went there, that is: not the girls) had to wear not just yarmulkes, but tzitzit. These are tzitzit opposite – fifteen quid on Amazon, who knew? – a kind of Mormon-style undervest with tassels, but stringy ones, not like ones Burlesque dancers wear on their nipples. 

The tassels must be seen protruding from your shirt, over your trousers, and if, at my school, yours didn’t, or you just weren’t wearing them, because frankly they’re a bugger to launder, you’d get into trouble. At the school, we were taught – as well as all the usual stuff – Hebrew: Old Hebrew, Biblical Hebrew, not the more useful modern Ivrit they speak in Israel, plus classes in understanding the Torah. The food was totally kosher, which means, even by 1970s school dinner standards, inedible. Kosher laws mean you can’t consume milk after meat – an oblique and I’ve always thought wrong Talmudic interpretation of the biblical verse ‘Thou shalt not bathe a kid in its mother’s milk’ – to me it’s an admonishment that should be taken literally, just to avoid mess – so at NWLJDS pudding was frequently a plate of custard made with water. To make this more appealing to us children, the cooks often dyed it blue.[fn4]



I could perhaps sum up how Jewish the school was by telling you that I was only ever awarded one line in a school play. Which was: 

‘Well, Rabbi … You certainly do drive a hard bargain.’ 

Yes, you thought it was just going to be the word ‘Rabbi’, but on the way was ‘bargain’. Which is a joke I can make despite everything I’ve written elsewhere about Jewish stereotyping, because I am Jewish. 

So. School was very Orthodox. At home, meanwhile, it was Reform, at least when my maternal grandparents were around. But there’s more complexity: my dad. Colin Baddiel’s family background didn’t involve fleeing from Nazis in Germany, but fleeing from Cossacks in Latvia. His great-grandparent, Barnett Baddiel – almost definitely some other central European name, but ‘Baddiel’ seems to have been the Victorian immigration official’s best guess – arrived in this country in the latter half of the nineteenth century, having smuggled himself onto a boat. I was always told he was headed for New York, but since he couldn’t speak English, got off at the first stop: Swansea. Which always made me wonder how many years Barnett spent wandering around the Mumbles before garnering enough of the language to ask: ‘Sorry, where exactly is the Statue of Liberty?’ 

Meanwhile, in the way of Orthodox Jews, Barnett had about seven hundred children, most of whom became even more Orthodox. One, Dovid Baddiel, helped to set up one of the most celebrated yeshivas – that’s a school for Orthodox Jews where all they do, all day, is study the Torah and the Talmud – in Europe, in Gateshead. Given that all the various Jewish Orthodox children then gave birth to loads of other Orthodox Jews, I have an awful lot of very Jewish Orthodox cousins, few of whom I’ve ever met. Unable to contact any of them by the end of filming Who Do You Think You Are?, because it was Passover, I just went and walked around Golders Green: where I bumped into my cousin, David Baddiel, who I’d never met before. People assumed this was set up. It wasn’t. 

They are extremely Jewish, these relatives. Here is one who for many years taught at the Orthodox Jewish secondary school, Hasmonean. His name was Oshor Baddiel. 



He was a very distinguished scholar and member of the Orthodox community. So distinguished he was once commemorated on a stamp. 



I apologize. I apologize, already. 

Anyway, one of Barnett Baddiel’s sons, Ben, rejected Orthodoxy, which led to a family schism, and the line I therefore appear on – via my grandpa Henry – is not bothered at all about religion. By the time we get to my dad, we have a stone-cold atheist. Colin Baddiel would show up to the family Pesachs and Chanukahs and Rosh Hashanas, but not take them in any way seriously, joining in the singing only ironically and calling all forms of prayer ‘ollywollybolly’. In fact, there was always some tension between him and my mother’s parents, because of his tendency not just to call the prayers that, but to say, halfway through them, ‘Can we finish the fucking ollywollybolly and eat now?’ He was also a fan of full English breakfasts, which meant I often used to eat big plates of bacon and pork sausages before setting off to the North West London Jewish Day School in my yarmulke and tzitzit. 

It’s a wonder I’m not more damaged. But really, this is just the tip of the David Baddiel Ages 6–16 Emotional and Psychological Confusion Home Life Iceberg. 




Sarah 

Sarah Baddiel was not a straightforward Jewish mum. Nonetheless, I used to do a joke about her – very early on in my stand-up career – that suggested she was. The joke was: 

My mother is a very Jewish mother. She’s the sort of woman who if I fell into a river would shout ‘Help! Help! My son, who went to Cambridge University, is drowning!

The Jewish mother stereotype is not an untruth about my mother. Here, for example, is an email she wrote to my older brother and me that would seem to fit the characterization: 

Do either of you know of an available young lady between 25 to 35. The son of friends of mine is quite lost where to begin again after finishing a seven year relationship with his girlfriend. He is tall, blond, slim and fun. He is into aeronautical engineering and runs his own company from Meldreth, just outside Cambridge. He has his own house. Just a thought. He is Jewish but it is not important to him. The right person is what counts. Any thoughts??? I walked back from shul with him and he unburdened himself to me. He has two extremely good looking sisters who are also unmarried but we will not go down that road unless you also know of any available guys. Paul is 30 and the girls are 33 and 35. One never knows.

She was certainly very Jewish. But just in case she ever forgot, she could always check out her birth certificate, which had a big ‘J’ stamped on it by the Nazis. Her original first name, as I’ve explained, was not Sarah but Frommet. This was because after 1938 German Jewish parents with newborns were forced to choose their names from a list, and all the names on that list were shit. Here are the options for girls:

Abigail, Baschewa, Beile, Bela, Bescha, Bihri, Bilba, Breine, Briewe, Brocha, Chana, Chawa, Cheiche, Cheile, Chinke, Deiche, Dewaara, Driesel, Egele, Faugel, Feigle, Feile, Fradchen, Fradel,  Geilchen, Gelea, Ginendel, Gittel, Gole, Hadasse, Hale, Hannache, Hitzel, Jachel, Jachewad, Jedidja, Jente, Jezabel, Judis, Jyske, Jyttel, Keile, Kreindel, Lane, Leie, Libsche, Libe, Liwie, Machel, Mathel, Milkele, Mindel, Nacha, Nachme, Peirche, Pesschen, Pesse, Pessel, Pirle, Rachel, Rause, Rebekka, Rechel, Reha, Reichel, Reisel, Reitzge, Reitzsche, Riwki, Sara, Schame, Scheindel, Scheme, Schewa, Schlaemche, Semche, Simche, Slowe, Sprintze, Tana, Telze, Tirze, Treibel, Zerel, Zilla, Zimle, Zine, Zipora, Zirel, Zorthel.

You may spot Frommet there, next to Geilchen: which means slut. These lists, like a lot of Nazi anti-Jewish restrictions, demonstrate one of the main contradictions of the Third Reich’s paranoid and – this adjective feels like it’s underplaying it, but it’s still, I think, the mot juste – weird antisemitism. Jews, as far as Nazi iconography was concerned, were uniformly, recognizably grotesque: they are all fat, they all have huge noses, they are all swarthy, and their hands are always adorned with strings as they puppetmaster their evil way around the governments of the world. All that should make them fairly easy to spot. And yet here you see one of the numerous ways in which the Nazis let slip that they at the same time fret that Jews are almost impossible to spot, because they must be checklisted and filed, and given special Jew-y/biblical names as another type of insignia beyond the yellow star to make sure they aren’t hiding under the radar. In the psychosis of the racist, the Jew is at once immediately recognizable and invisible. 

She was born in March – or July – 1939, in Königsberg. At that point in time, her father, Ernst, would’ve either still been in, or just let out of, Dachau. This may confuse some readers, as the notion of getting out of a concentration camp doesn’t accord with most people’s idea of them, but although many people did die there, these were not killing fields: they were not, yet, extermination camps. My grandfather, like many male Jews between the ages of sixteen and sixty, had been arrested after Kristallnacht, made to clean up the rubble of his synagogue, and sent to Dachau. My grandmother then used all their remaining assets that had not been stolen, to bribe officials, to get him out. When, after six months, he was released, the family were given a matter of weeks to leave the country, or he would be re-arrested and sent back, to certain death. 

In 1939 it wasn’t easy for Jews to emigrate to the UK. It wasn’t easy for German Jews to emigrate anywhere, partly because Nazi laws were clamping down on letting them out and partly because other countries placed enormous restrictions on letting them in. 

In among all the bureaucracy, and while Ernst was in a concentration camp, my grandparents had to somehow marshal £1,000 – needless to say, a lot of money in 1939 – and show evidence of it in a British bank account. By now they were selling their furniture to live, and had no money. They were forced to beg friends and relatives who had already got out to transfer that money into a British account in order to help them secure entry to the UK. 

The process of granting asylum was managed in London at the time by an organization called the German Jewish Aid Committee. I have read all their correspondence to my grandparents, but the letter that raises the goose pimples on my flesh most (and brings home to me just how desperately anxious the waiting for such letters must have been) is this one overleaf, about the addition of my just-born mother to their entry card to the UK. 

The part that makes my blood run just that little bit colder is the date: 21 July 1939. With possession of this card, they may apply for their visas in Berlin in ‘ten days time’. Which means their actual exit from Nazi Germany would not have happened until the start of August. War broke out on 1 September. I am really only here, writing this, by the skin of my teeth. 

They arrived in Britain in late August. They stayed in a hostel in Whitechapel for a month, before getting a bedsit in Cambridge, where they lived for most of the war. One day in 1941, while Ernst was walking my mum in a pram in a park, he was arrested and, along with most other Jewish German refugees in the UK at the time, interned on the Isle of Man. 



Time contracts as you get older. When in the 1970s, I was asking my grandmother about having any other brothers or sisters, her enigmatic reply about Mr Hitler gestured to what seemed a very distant past. Because I was eleven. I was born nineteen years after the war. At that age, nineteen years would have felt like an eternity. But at this age, now – fifty-nine – I remember nineteen years ago. It seems like yesterday. I was doing Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned on ITV, FFS. So now I realize that the trauma of my mother’s upbringing didn’t happen in another space-time universe, and it brings home to me how overshadowed by damage her early life was. Her childhood involved fleeing, then living in one room with her parents – who must’ve seemed to all the local people around them, not least linguistically, to belong to the enemy nation – and then, when all she needed was some emotional stability, her dad was unjustly imprisoned for two years. 

Many books have been written about intergenerational trauma. Most trace the terrible impact it can have on mental health through the generations. And certainly, some of that was passed down in my family. After the war, my grandfather would be in and out of Fulbourn Mental Hospital with clinical depression for the rest of his life. But sometimes, and certainly in my mother’s case, the impact is more surreal, the line not so simple – and perhaps more tragicomic than tragic. 

One of the things that has become clear to me since I published my book Jews Don’t Count is how in the closet many Jews are. I received so many heartbreaking letters and tweets about Jewish shame, a need to play down one’s ethnicity and blend in, provoked by fear, by history. 

My mother, however, wasn’t in the closet about anything. But most definitely not her Jewishness. She was never one to hide the fact that she was Jewish; you might just be able to spot a clue to that in this picture:



That feels to me a more benign version of the yellow star her parents were forced to wear: the tasty version. 

So, coming back to the Jewish mother thing – yes, she was Jewish and, perhaps unusually for one whose life had been directly scarred by the Holocaust, out and proud about it. She was also a mum. I mean, in the classical 1970s sense. She lived in dull suburbia with three children in a marriage that had clearly become disappointing to both parties. She often wore bright green flared Lurex slacks. She would occasionally say things like ‘I tell you who I do like: that Paul Daniels.’ She had terrible taste in curtains. She had a tendency, at meal-times, to tease the possibility to her children that there was quite a special treat tonight for pudding, and when the time came it would invariably be some tinned sliced pears in syrup. Or worse, a fucking tangerine. 

She also used, at least in her written correspondence, some very mum-ish grammar. Here is an email she sent in 2014:



There’s a few very my mum things about this. First off, we never did Thanksgiving. Although Ivor and I were born in America, we’re not at all American, and the Baddiels were nothing like the family from Parenthood (a film I’ve never seen but I assume includes a big homely Thanksgiving scene with an enormous turducken). We never even discussed Thanksgiving. I think this, sent a month before her death, might be the first ever mention of Thanksgiving in our family. But my mum was a woman who would suddenly fasten onto random things in an obsessive way and make them the basis of her personality. I assume at this moment she was going through a Thanksgiving – or possibly, which she did periodically, an all-things American – phase. 

Another very my mum element of this email is the somewhat dismissive reference to my dad – well into dementia by this point – being able to ‘manage himself if necessary’. Films about dementia, such as Away from Her, or Iris, or Supernova, have conditioned us to the idea that the spouse of the person with the disease, if themselves not afflicted, will instantly adopt a persona of deep, stoic, self-effacing love. Not my mum. The opposite. She was just fucking annoyed with my dad’s dementia. To be fair, it was fucking annoying. 

But to return to the grammar. Notice the five exclamation marks after ‘Pumpkin Pie’. My mother loved exclamation marks, but without it ever being clear in what context she was using them. Most people use exclamation marks to indicate that something is a joke. I am violently opposed to any kind of indication that anything is a joke – I am violently opposed, for example, to the use of winking, laughing, crying or other guides-to-how-I-want-this-to-be-taken emojis on social media or text messages – since signalling that a joke is a joke is the death of joke-ness. In my young stand-up days, when my patter was perhaps more callow and aggressive than in my latter pretentious Olivier-nominated years, I did a bit premised on the notion that anyone who uses an exclamation mark to indicate that they are making a joke is a cunt. I elaborated on this idea by saying, ‘For example, anyone who writes a postcard which says “Nice weather – if you’re a duck!!” may as well just write underneath it, “Love, Cunt.”’ Apologies, obviously, for the language. I was young, as perhaps can be deduced from the word ‘postcard’.

But, however much I may disapprove of them, exclamation marks to indicate joke-ness are nonetheless, clearly, a thing, and like many things that are a thing, my mother did not understand how those things worked. Thus, even though we never did Thanksgiving, and none of us would be eating Pumpkin Pie, these five exclamation marks are not a joke. I don’t really know what they are. To some extent they are just … exclamatory, which would not be a bad description of her default state. 

More significant still are the inverted commas around ‘trimmings’. My mum always misused inverted commas. Inverted commas normally enact a transformational quality on the word contained within, which takes two forms: ironic or innuendo. When trolls wish to slag me off on Twitter, for example, they often do so by putting inverted commas around the word ‘comedian’ – another ‘gag’ from this so-called ‘comedian’, they say, implying cleverly that I am not, in fact, one of those. This would be the ironic usage. However, in the 1970s, when Sid James might have said of Barbara Windsor coming back from a beachside ice cream van, ‘Blimey, she’s got a huge pair of “Mivvis!”’, the inverted commas that we can assume existed in the script of this imaginary film – I’m thinking Carry On Clacton! – denote that Sid is actually referring to Barbara’s breasts, rather than her ice lollies. That would be the innuendo usage. 

I’m overstating this point to make
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