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Adventures in Academia

When I first arrived at Cambridge, my Exhibition to Newnham College was for Anglo-Saxon. About three weeks into my first term, I realised that Anglo-Saxon was not a language anybody spoke. I thought, ‘What am I doing here? What the hell am I doing reading Anglo Saxon? That’s bollocks. I want to communicate with people.’ I don’t even know why I’d plumped for it in the first place. I think I imagined it was special and different, whereas English seemed a rather predictable subject, but I was wrong. I went to see Dorothy Whitelock. I asked if I could change. Professor Whitelock was very understanding. The college authorities even allowed me to keep my Exhibition – and my long superior gown, the outward manifestation of my award.

So I switched course and I never regretted changing. I was, however, surprised by the level of academic vituperation that the academics had for each other. I was always a Leavisite: Dr Frank Leavis and his wife, Queenie Leavis (who was Jewish, by the way), embodied the intellectual fulcrum of Cambridge for me, but they were loathed by most of their colleagues.

Lady Lee, the wife of the Master of Corpus Christi and mother of my great friend Susan, gave a party for the Faculty; and when the Leavises walked into the room, everyone else walked out. It was a demonstration of hostility and contempt the like of which I’ve never heard. That was the sort of thing that could happen at Cambridge, especially in the English department, which was riven with bitterness, recrimination and back-stabbing.

I don’t know why people felt such animosity to Dr Leavis, although he was caustic. He would make cutting remarks about the Master of St Catherine’s College, Brigadier Tom Henn, who was very much an army man. He’d seen active duty during the war, and used to give his lectures with a swagger stick under his arm. He would point it at the blackboard and say, ‘Today we’re on the Symbolists,’ and strike the board with a resounding thwack. He and Leavis sniped at each other in their lectures. Leavis was wittier: the hall was always packed when he gave his lectures. He spoke with a curious, slightly dying cadence to his sentences – the opposite of theatrical, but in its very opposition to theatricality, it was unbelievably dramatic. He fascinated me. It was when I was listening to Dr Leavis that I felt I was drinking in knowledge, that I was with the best people, that I had fulfilled my mother’s dream.

It was a heady time; I loved the Leavises: I think they knew it, because they were always extremely nice to me. Queenie gave me a photograph of them together, captioned ‘Creative Quarrelling’. Dr Leavis had been her tutor. They had met when he was a young academic and she was his student, and they fell in love and got married. Of course, her family was against the union because he wasn’t Jewish, and his family were against it because she was. They were used to opposition from the very beginning, therefore, and were never defeated by it.

My new supervisor, Jean Gooder, head of English at Newnham, who is still alive, said that when I came up for my entrance exam, the marks I got were Alpha Gamma, which are unusual marks, because they’re both the top and the bottom mark. I think it means they weren’t quite sure whether I was going to be very clever or very stupid. I am never quite sure myself!

Jean Gooder was a Leavisite too, so she managed to get Queenie to tutor our year: not everybody had that pleasure. We used to go to their house in Bulstrode Gardens, and she would not only teach us, but she also cooked for us: at the end of every term, there was always a wonderful array of goodies to eat at teatime. As well as being a renowned academic, Queenie Leavis was also a Jewish housewife and, accordingly, the most fantastic baker. She fed us scones and strudel and cheesecake.

All in all, the Leavises had a profound effect on me. They taught me that literature has a crucial moral dimension, and I believe that too. I wasn’t just a theatrical butterfly: I did concentrate on certain aspects of my work, but I have to admit I didn’t spend hours in the university library, because, more often than not, I was rehearsing: in my three years at Newnham, I took part in twenty productions. But I’m a more serious person than people give me credit for – I’m not just a funny little bundle. In fact, quite recently Jean Gooder sent me Queenie’s critique of me as a student and I was gratified to discover it was extremely positive.

I remained in touch with the Leavises. Frank Leavis was never made a Professor at Cambridge. He was never elected to a higher status than Reader at the university, because there was such combined opposition to him. He had to fight every step of the way. But to his students, he was, and is, a hero. Dr Leavis was, above all, a superb teacher. He opened the delights of English literature to me and thereby enriched my life. At his final lecture, the hall was packed, people standing in rows when all the seats had been filled. His slight figure, gown billowing, came out. He gave the lecture, and then paused. ‘I’ve come to the end,’ he said, with his characteristic dying cadence. ‘And this is the End.’ Not a dry eye in the house.

I always felt that Cambridge belonged to me – to me, personally: it was my Cambridge. Cambridge gave me everything that I have. It gave me knowledge, friends, emotional excitement; it was an extraordinary time – exactly as it should have been. And in a professional sense, it was the study of Dickens that I undertook whilst there that would prove vital to my career, leading to the show I wrote with Sonia Fraser, Dickens’ Women.

I feel emotional about Cambridge and Newnham. Whenever I return to the city I’m in tears, because I see around every corner the ghosts of the people I knew, the ghost of myself riding down Sidgwick Avenue on my bicycle. It was a time when I was fully alive, when I became fully myself – it gave me the person I am.






Banged Up in Bow Street

It was a Thursday, the day of the State Opening of Parliament. I wanted to deliver a voice-over tape to my agent. I parked the car on a busy Shaftesbury Avenue and ran upstairs to deliver the tape; I took, honestly, no more than a minute. When I returned to the car, there was a motorcycle policeman in jackboots, writing a parking ticket.

‘How dare you do that? I was only up there a minute!’ He slapped the parking ticket under my windscreen wiper. ‘Well, you’ve parked on a double yellow line,’ he replied. I lost my temper. I snatched the ticket off the windscreen, tore it into little pieces and threw them in the air. ‘You’ve got a dick that small!’ I shouted, indicating a very small member with my index finger and thumb. The policeman’s mood darkened. ‘Right. Now I’m doing you for parking on a double yellow line – and for littering.’ He was writing more in his notebook. I was enraged. ‘Go on, then! Arrest me! I don’t care what you do,’ I bellowed. ‘Miss, I’m going to have to take you to a police station,’ he said. ‘I demand to be taken to a police station!’ I retorted.

The policeman radioed for back-up. Because of the State Opening of Parliament, there was a fleet of police cars in the area. Seconds later, three panda cars flashing blue lights screamed up behind me. Six more policemen climbed out and joined us. They shoved their arms under my armpits and half-lifted, half-frog-marched me across the road, my little legs wriggling in the air.

By this time, quite a crowd of curious onlookers had gathered. I shouted out, ‘You see what happens in England?’ And I was pushed into the backseat of a police car.

I was taken to Bow Street police station and led to the holding area. I was still so angry, I wasn’t even frightened. The arresting officer took me to the station sergeant’s desk, told him the nature of my offence and the sergeant took down my name and address and booked me in. Then the officer said, ‘We’re going to empty your handbag.’ He opened it, turned it upside down, gave it a shake, and the contents fell out onto the custody desk. Item by item, he picked everything up and inspected it; then he picked up something wrapped in silver paper. ‘Aha! Well, well, well. What have we got here, Miss Margolyes?’ he said, triumphantly. Clearly, suspecting drugs.

‘Well, officer, if you open it and look closely, you’ll see it’s a packet of Trebor peppermints.’ The police officer looked a little deflated. My middle-class confidence needled him. He thought, ‘I’ll show that cocky bitch.’ (Yes, I am imagining that’s what he thought, because of his next words.) ‘Well, nevertheless, you will have to be examined.’ I looked at him. ‘Oh, really, why is that?’ ‘Well, we don’t know who you are,’ came the reply. ‘But I told you my name.’  ‘Yeah, but you can’t prove it, can you?’ ‘What are you talking about? I’m an actress on television!’

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen you.’ 

There was nothing much I could say to that. My suggestion that we call my agent, who would gladly verify my identity, was met with: ‘I don’t have time for that, love, sorry. We’re very busy. This is a busy station.’

The station sergeant took me into a private examination room and told me to wait as he was going to call ‘the matron’, and locked the door behind him. I guessed that the matron would give me an intimate physical examination to look for drugs so, while I was waiting, I took off all my clothes. I was completely naked. When the matron walked in, she took one look at me, and said, ‘You been here before?’ ‘I most certainly have not!’ I retorted. ‘Well, how did you know to take your clothes off?’ ‘Because I knew very well that you were going to give me an examination. And I’m not going to be examined in my clothes,’ I told her. ‘I’m an actress. I’m used to taking off my clothes.’

She asked me to lie on an examination table, and proceeded to carry out a vaginal examination. And she also poked up my arse. Obviously, she came away empty-handed. I put my clothes back on. 

They thought being fingered in the vagina would distress me. How wrong they were! I thought all my Christmases had come at once.

When the station sergeant returned, I asked again to make my telephone call, but I was told that I couldn’t. I said, ‘I know my rights: I’m allowed to make a telephone call.’ ‘Oh, no, you’re not,’ he said. ‘We’re very busy. We can’t give you a telephone at the moment, so I’m putting you in a remand cell.’ 

I asked him how long he was going to hold me. He said, ‘I don’t know. Could be quite a long time . . . it might be overnight.’ ‘You can’t be serious!’ ‘I’m sorry about that, miss, but that’s the way it is. Anyway, you better come with me, and we’ll pop you in a cell.’ 

The prison officers were on strike which meant the remand cells were full, because those on remand couldn’t be processed into the jail. There was a three-week backlog. Despite this, as I followed him down a long corridor of occupied cells, he eventually located an empty one, and locked me up. In the cell there was a high, small, single-barred window, a long, narrow bench from wall to wall topped with a dirty mattress, and a lavatory with no seat in the corner.

I thought, ‘I’ve got to keep calm, I’ve got to stay sensible and not get scared.’ I could hear people talking in the cells down the corridor. To steady myself, I started to recite Wordsworth’s poem, ‘On Westminster Bridge’:

 

Earth has not any thing to show more fair:

Dull would he be of soul who could pass by

A sight so touching in its majesty:

This City now doth, like a garment, wear

The beauty of the morning; silent, bare, [. . .]

 

Then I heard someone say, ‘Blimey, there’s a woman in there.’

I put my head to the bars. I couldn’t see anything, but I said, ‘Hello, is somebody there?’ A man’s voice replied, ‘Yeah, what are you doing here?’ I said, ‘I was caught parking on a double yellow line.’ He then said, ‘Blimey, I didn’t know they could put you in for that.’ I asked him what he was in for, and he said, ‘Burglary.’

‘Did you do it?’ I asked.

There was a long pause and he said, ‘No comment.’ 

We talked for a bit. He said, ‘You know, I’ve been three weeks in this fucking cell. And there’s no hot water. We haven’t washed. It’s not right.’ Well, it wasn’t right. I told him, ‘If I ever get out of here, I will do something about it. And if you give me your phone number, I’ll phone your wife and tell her that you’re all right.’ He said, ‘Would you do that? I’ll write my number down.’ Then he said, ‘Do you want a book to read?’

‘Well, yes, I suppose I do. I might be here a long time,’ I replied, gratefully.

‘I’ll get the chap to give it to you.’ He called the policeman, who was patrolling up and down outside in the corridor, and asked him to pass me his book. It was a book of jokes! He’d written his wife’s telephone number on the title page.

Time was ticking on by now, and I was growing desperate. I said to the patrolling policeman, ‘Look, I’ve got a voice-over at four o’clock, I’ve got to get out.’

He said, ‘What do you mean by “voice-over”?’ I explained: ‘Well, I’m an actress, and I have a job to do in Soho.’ And he said, ‘You’re not going to get out for that!’ ‘It’s my livelihood,’ I insisted. ‘Well, I don’t know whether I’ll be able to sort that for you,’ he said. ‘But I’ll bring you lunch.’ 

I was brought a meal – some godawful pudding and an unrecognisable main – all slopped onto one plate. Revolting. I went back to chatting to the men down the corridor, which passed the time. 

Eventually, the station sergeant came, unlocked my cell and took me to the desk. He charged me with parking on a double yellow line, littering and causing a breach of the peace – I imagine that was because I said the motorcycle policeman had a small dick. I think that was the thing that really irritated him.

He discharged me on bail, with instructions to attend Bow Street Magistrates Court the following morning.

I made it to the voice-over, only slightly late. Everybody was terribly amused by my tale, but when I got home, thinking about my impending court appearance, I was quite shaken, mainly worried that my father would find out.

I went to court the next morning. I was told to sit in a separate waiting area with a bunch of people who’d also been arrested the day before. Most were drunks, all either Irish or Scots. At least I could work on the accents. When it was my turn, I stood before the magistrate as the arresting officer read out my three charges. The magistrate asked how I wanted to plead: I said, ‘Guilty.’ He asked if I had anything to add in my defence. I said, ‘I’m very sorry. I know I shouldn’t have said the police officer had a small dick, but I was cross. I was only away from my car for a minute; I thought that to give me a ticket was an over-reaction. However, I accept that I shouldn’t have got angry; I shouldn’t have said that; I shouldn’t have torn up the parking ticket and thrown it on the ground. But I don’t think I should have been given a vaginal examination.’ 

There was an audible intake of breath from those assembled. Taken aback, the magistrate said, ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Well, the officer thought my peppermints were heroin or something,’ I explained. ‘And I was given a vaginal examination because he thought that I’d stuck some drugs up myself, which I had not!’

The magistrate listened, and said, ‘Is it a first offence?’ I said, ‘Of course it’s a first offence!’ Then he said, ‘I’m going to fine you £25 for causing litter because you tore up the notice, and you shouldn’t have done that. All other charges dismissed.’ 
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I often wonder what happened to the nice man in the next cell. As promised, I did ring his wife, who was pleased to hear he was all right. 

The whole affair was a revelation to me. My spirit was unbowed by it, because I just thought the police were silly to lock me up for all those hours and to pursue charges. But I was protected by all the things my parents had fought so hard to provide me with: the confidence of my class, education and social status. It clearly demonstrated how different life is for people without my advantages.






Adventures in Cinema

I’m not a film actress. Acting on film is completely different to acting for the stage. On stage, it’s all about talent. In films it’s luck. On stage, we actors have some measure of control, but on screen, the director calls the shots. You can act away for all you’re worth; but if you’re not in shot, forget it.

My first major film role was as Elephant Ethel, a Chinese prostitute at the Golden Grape whorehouse in Stand Up, Virgin Soldiers (1977). (I did say that I’ve played a lot of tarts in my career!) The film’s tagline was: ‘England expects every man to do his duty.’ The women don’t even get a mention . . .! It was quite fun being in this film because my make-up made me quite unrecognisable. It was a substantial if politically incorrect stab at becoming Chinese. Ninety minutes in make-up, fish-scales at the side of my eyes to drag them upwards into an Asiatic slant, very heavy red lips and two wigs, one on top of the other. Tits corralled under my chins and the tightest of revealing costumes. When I came on set, I was greeted with piercing wolf whistles and howls of desire from the crew. When I left in the studio car to return home, I was unheralded and ignored. No one had a clue who I was.

My first brush with Hollywood, though, wasn’t until 1980 when I was called to audition for Warren Beatty for a small part as the secretary of the Communist Party. I didn’t even have a line but it wasn’t a bad role. The film was Reds, and it was about the life and career of John Reed, the American journalist and communist activist. Mr Beatty who, according to his biographer, has had sex with 12,775 women (a number he disputes), insisted that he could only meet me in his trailer at lunchtime. I knocked at the door, he said, ‘Come in.’ He then looked at me up, down, up, quite slowly and said, ‘Do you fuck?’ ‘Yes, but not you,’ I replied. ‘Why is that?’ he asked. ‘Because I am a lesbian,’ I said. He grinned and said, ‘Can I watch?’ I replied, ‘Pull yourself together and get on with the interview.’

I rather regretted what I’d said afterwards. For one thing it wasn’t accurate. We lesbians don’t do anything as simplistic as ‘fuck’, and for another thing it brought me down to his level. But he was trying to intimidate me and I wasn’t going to be intimidated. And it worked: I got the job. I’m pleased that I’ve met him and he’s in my life – he is Hollywood royalty, after all – but Warren remains a naughty boy who needs a smack.

Reds was his obsession: he co-wrote, produced and directed, whilst also starring in it. He wanted to control every aspect of the film. During the making of it, he would go around surprising people and filming them unawares. He would suddenly call out, ‘Miriam!’ and, as I turned around, startled, he would take a shot of me. He did it to everyone and they all hated it but only I was prepared to call him out on it: ‘Warren, please. I don’t like you doing that. We are actors; we should be able to simulate whatever it is that you want us to do.’ He said, ‘Well, I don’t have time, and a lot of you can’t do that.’

One thing I noticed: when on screen, he would mouth the lines of the other actor or actress acting alongside him. He had written the script, so of course he knew it all off by heart. I found it extremely distracting and irritating: ‘Warren, in that scene, were you aware that you were mouthing the words of the other characters?’ ‘What do you mean?’ he snapped. ‘Well, you obviously know all the script and when the actors are speaking their lines, you’re saying them too; we can see that your lips are moving.’ He did not like my pointing that out at all. He looked at me with real rage and said between clenched teeth, ‘Thank you.’ No one else had had the balls to tell him and he was furious, but he knew it was true, so he accepted it from me though he clearly hated the fact that I’d shown him up. What a good thing I did; he’d have looked a right muffin if it had gone into cinemas like that.

I mooned at him once; he completely deserved it. I can’t remember why, but probably because he made Diane Keaton do fifty takes of a shot she did perfectly well the first time. Mooning is a powerful tool; a bottom is not threatening; it’s rude, amusing but unmistakeable. Diane had refused his marriage proposal and he took it out on her. She was completely delightful, totally without grandeur and joined us ‘contract featured extras’ (that’s what the small parts were called) for supper one night, with friendliness and a sense of fun. She’s one of my top ‘faves’.

I was busy in 1989–1990, albeit in non-starring roles: I played a realtor (an estate agent) on Pacific Heights, an American yuppie psychological horror film directed by John Schlesinger, starring Melanie Griffith, Matthew Modine and Michael Keaton, shot in San Francisco and Palm Springs. In 1990, I was also, as said, a late replacement stand-in for Norma Aleandro in I Love You to Death and was delighted to fly back to London to work with Sands Films, Christine Edzard, Derek Jacobi and an amazing British cast on The Fool.

In 1991 I had fun with Demi Moore on The Butcher’s Wife; I was thrilled when she shared with me the nugget that Bruce Willis farts in bed. Then I had the pleasure of working with Kenneth Branagh and Emma Thompson in Dead Again, playing a mad medium. The film had a rocky start as the crew seemed to lack respect for Ken’s directing and were noisy and uncooperative. It was his first foray into Hollywood and he was determined not to be messed about so, tightening his already thin lips, he sacked the lot of them. He meant business and wanted all to see that he was fully in charge. His shock tactic worked and the film was a success. Although my part was tiny, I was always treated with complete warmth and there was a real family atmosphere on set. Ken takes the work immensely seriously but loves camp jokes; referring to the male leads of his films as ‘She’ which is something Americans can find confusing.

We were far from the only Brits in Hollywood of course. In Henry Selick and Tim Burton’s Disney production of Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach (1996) wonderful Joanna Lumley and I played the orphan James’s sadistic and tyrannical aunts, sisters Spiker and Sponge. Joanna was the beautiful, thin, nasty one with a vicious tongue, and I was the fat, vain one, who delights in admiring herself in the mirror. The film was a combination of stop-motion animation and live action scenes. Henry wasn’t used to working with live actors, only with puppets and in animation. He was forever asking us to perform impossible tasks, like running backwards uphill. One particular stunt I remember was when he asked me to fall downstairs onto my back, and let a tarantula walk across my face. I said to Henry: ‘Darling, I’ll give you one shot at this.’ I insisted on a stunt double to do the fall downstairs, and I spoke to the spider wrangler beforehand: ‘Is he sedated?’ I asked. ‘Oh, yes,’ said the wrangler. ‘But the poison sac is intact, or he won’t move.’ I lay on my back, the tarantula was carefully placed on my forehead, and the cameras rolled. His little, cold feet walked slowly across my face. I gave Henry his one shot. He got it and it’s in the film.

Another stunt Joanna and I did together was being winched sixty feet up, strapped back to back with ropes, standing on a tiny round manhole cover, being spun centrifugally in the air and drenched with water. Our stunt captain was called Rocky. He was a sweet guy; he knew we were scared and said, ‘The minute you want to come down, just shout “Rocky” and I’ll have you brought down carefully.’ I think we lasted fifteen seconds, then we both screamed ‘ROCKEEE!’ at the tops of our voices. And down we came. Never again.

Less fun was working with Arnold Schwarzenegger in the 1999 supernatural thriller End of Days.FN17 What a pig of a man! Although he was relatively professional with me – because he didn’t fancy me – he was awfully gropey with women he was interested in. He thought a lot of himself, but I wasn’t surprised: he was a bodybuilder from Austria who had gone on to become a huge star.

In my whole acting career, this is the only fight I can remember – I was playing Mabel, Satan’s sister, and I had to tussle with Arnold, a prospect I did not relish, but on the day he was professional – he taught me how to punch and scratch. My main and most lingering memory of being in that film, however, is of Schwarzenegger’s bottom. My character was killed by having my throat sliced by a glass table at the end. The scene ended – and Schwarzenegger farted right in my face when I was down on the floor, trying not to move. It was such a noxious cloud I shouted, ‘Fuck you, Arnie!’ I think he did it because I’d farted on set and he felt a tit for tat was due.

It was good to be back in England for my next film and Ladies in Lavender was a more fragrant experience, not least because I was now working with Charles Dance, Judi Dench and Maggie Smith rather than the Terminator. ‘Lavender Bags’, Maggie’s nickname for the film, caught on and soon that was what everyone was calling it. It was Charlie’s first directing job and he was outstanding, managing to get a tenderness out of Maggie that I had never seen from her before. Like Scorsese he was subtle and polite. One day he called me over for a discreet comment on my acting; but when I turned round and caught the rest of the cast looking at us, I couldn’t resist calling out: ‘Charles Dance has the biggest erection I’ve ever felt!’ Whilst it’s certainly true that I know more about cocks than cooking, I would like to stress that I have no knowledge of the Dance genitals, but he undoubtedly has big feet . . . 

The two dames were playing sisters who both fall in love with a much younger man who washes up on their Cornish beach one day. They were the ladies; I was their housekeeper. It was an ‘apron’ role – and I give good apron. I made stargazy pie and beat carpets (Judi still remembers the ferocity of my thwacks) and peeled potatoes and occasionally gave the two sisters a homely piece of my mind. (Of course, I never do any housework in real life. I was ACTING!)

In the middle of shooting, a major investor pulled out and it was touch and go whether the film could continue. When word finally got out, I volunteered to suck off the money men if it would help. There were no takers. I don’t think the dames were asked. 

We three shared a sitting-out space. Judi knitted or crocheted, Maggie did the crossword. They were always welcoming, but I felt intimidated, desperately reaching for increasingly unnecessary topics to keep the conversation going. My worst blunder was when I brightly said, ‘Shall we talk about acting?’ After a beat of disbelief, they lowered their knitting and crossword simultaneously and stared at me. ‘Oh no, let’s NOT!’ said Maggie firmly. They have probably never thought about it again but the memory of that moment still makes my toes curl almost twenty years on.

Although Susan kept me busy working in all these movies, in film – then as now – I have to admit I lack screen technique. In fact, it wasn’t until I worked with Annette Bening (Warren Beatty is very lucky to have ended up married to her) and Jeremy Irons on Being Julia (2004) that I began to get an insight into the art of acting for the camera. Jeremy Irons offered me some notes and rather than resenting it, ‘Who the fuck do you think you are, telling me how to act?’ I just thought, ‘Oh, please, yes! Thank you!’FN18

I don’t quite remember what Jeremy’s exact words were, but it was about not doing too much too quickly, to reserve something different for each take. On set, you particularly shouldn’t turn fast; for film work, you have to move more slowly so the camera can capture your movements and gestures. Another nugget was, ‘Close-ups are everything. Always reserve your best stuff for the close-ups, because when the character is looking into the camera, or the camera is close, that’s when your audience can see inside your soul, when they look into your eyes. And don’t blink.’ He encouraged me to think about my advantages and build on them. I have big, expressive eyes and my face mirrors a lot, it expresses what I feel, and that can be useful. I tend to do things to excess, so it was a valuable insight to realise that it’s not a bad idea to rein it in, to save it for later. Jeremy gave me good advice – people are always more interesting if they’re hiding something.

I would love to be enigmatic. It hasn’t happened. My need for constant attention is the seat of the overacting. It is really saying, ‘Me, me, me, me! Don’t look at the others: look at me. I’m more interesting!’

[image: clip0001]

Let me tell you about working with Streisand. The first time I met Barbra was in the early eighties when she was casting her 1983 movie Yentl, an adaptation of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s story about a Jewish girl who pretended to be a boy in order to study the Talmud. She had spent over a decade trying to get this film made, eventually producing, co-writing (with Jack Rosenthal), directing and starring in the film herself, which went on to earn three Oscar nominations.

I had to go out to Wembley where she was holding the casting. Barbra is a prima donna, but she has a right to be, so I was fascinated and excited to have the chance of meeting and maybe working with her. My agent told me that I was being seen for the part of a village woman, so I thought about how I wanted to appear to Barbra at our meeting. I decided to look the part. I came dressed in the sort of clothes one might wear to do the housework,FN19 and laden with two well-worn shopping bags.

I went into the casting room and there was this tiny little person sitting cross-legged on a sofa, a cap completely covering her hair so you saw just her luminous face. I plonked my shopping bags on the floor and then I sat down heavily, as if exhausted by life.

Barbra was extremely friendly. She said, ‘How old are you?’ I said forty-one. At that she exclaimed, ‘Oh, you’re forty-one! I’m forty-one!’ I looked at her and said, ‘Well, fucking hell, you look fantastic for forty-one. How incredible!’ I meant it, and she was quite pleased. Then she asked me what I’d been doing, so I told her about filming Reds with Warren Beatty. She asked what that had been like, and I said, ‘Well, he’s an absolute bastard.’ I told her about our meeting in his trailer and the ‘Do you fuck?’ story. Barbra loved all that gossip. I liked her; she was a huge star even then but she was approachable and fun, and I got the part.

Yentl was primarily shot in the small town of Žatec (northwest of Prague), which filled in for rural Poland in the early twentieth century. It was the first American production that had been filmed in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic in almost a decade and when the plane touched down, there was a mass of expectant fans thronging the airport to catch sight of Barbra Streisand. Barbra is shy and nervous; she didn’t want to exit the plane with all those people there. She said to me, ‘You go.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ She said, ‘You go out, Miriam.’ I said, ‘You think they want to see me? Come on, Barbra, they want you! You’re the one they’re waiting for. Now, go out there and be Barbra Streisand.’

And she did: she stood up, took a deep breath and then she visibly became Barbra Streisand, the world-famous actress and singer. Thus transformed, head held high and face beaming, she walked down the steps from the plane and the crowd roared and cheered in welcome. It was fascinating to observe: before she went down those steps, she had to become another person – she had to become ‘Barbra Streisand’. She couldn’t be the Barbra Streisand that she was, because that wasn’t enough. So, she gathered herself, she summoned up her film-star image to face the curious public. I think that her authentic, natural ‘self’ is quite small and shy, not wanting all this fuss, but she knows she has to do it, so she gets out there.

When I told this story to Heather, she said that in Indonesia people consciously present themselves in public, so they actually have a phrase in Dutch to convey that moment when people have to gather themselves up in readiness to perform: ‘drempelvrees’ – ‘fear of thresholds’. That’s what Barbra was doing. We all do it to a certain extent, of course. Perhaps we don’t think that we officially present ourselves in public; we think that we are carrying our persona inside and outside – but we don’t. I know that I don’t: I am a different person in public – I’m more upbeat, more fun, more outgoing than I really am in private.

Yentl was Barbra Streisand’s pet project – it was an important work, dedicated to her beloved dead father. She was completely in charge of every aspect of the production; every detail had to be absolutely right, and she never relaxed. Consequently, she was tough on all involved. When she came on set, she looked around with a gimlet eye, checking that everything was just so. She was hands-on and sharp as a tack. I remember her arriving on set on one occasion, spotting a book that was upside down and instantly correcting it.

The next time I met Barbra was about ten years ago, on The Guilt Trip (2012) in which she starred with Seth Rogen. An offer arrived at my agent from the director: ‘Could you come over? It’s only a day’s filming and we’ll give you $1,000 and a first-class trip.’ I asked my agent to reply as follows: ‘Thank you so much for the offer. Make it $25,000 and I might come.’ And they did. They were just trying it on. They flew me out first class and it was all extremely enjoyable. Barbra said, ‘Oh, I remember you!’ It was a long time ago and she’s met a lot of people, so it was nice to be remembered, but she’s not really interested in other people and, at the end, she left the set without saying goodbye to anybody. She read her lines from the autocue, which had been placed behind the person she was acting with. One of the other actresses wanted a photograph with her and she refused. And I thought, ‘What a pity?’ The only time I’ve spurned a member of the public was once when, desperate to go to the loo, a lady got in my way demanding a selfie. And I said, ‘Get out of my way or I’ll pee on your foot.’ She moved aside with some alacrity, but I felt a bit mean.




A New Habit

Every actress tries not to be typecast but I’ve played a lot of whores and matchmakers in my time. The nearest I’d got to the other side of things was in 1980, when I played an Egyptian gynaecologist in Mike Newell’s first film, The Awakening, with Charlton Heston, a lovely big boy. They had to dig a trench for him when we were in the same shot. He was too tall! But I dropped the forceps on the floor when trying to deliver Jill Townsend’s baby. 

Undeterred, for years I had been a fan of Call the Midwife, the long-running BBC series adapted by Heidi Thomas from the memoirs of Jennifer Worth, about her days in the East End of London in the late fifties; the acting was of a high order, the stories were gripping and the attention to period detail formidable. It was exactly the kind of show I loved. I could see myself in it as a Jewish grandmother living in Poplar, a throwback to my immigrant roots. I knew my agent had mentioned me to them, to no avail. Every time I appeared on a TV talk show, I’d look straight at the camera and say, ‘Please cast me in Call the Midwife.’ Not a dickie bird.

Then one day, I went on the ITV programme This Morning and encouraged by the skilled and charming hosts, Phillip Schofield and Holly Willoughby, I made my plea again. I do like Holly and Phil. To my joy, my agent got an offer a few days later. But I was not to be a Jewish grandmother; quite the reverse! 

To my amazement, I was to play Mother Mildred, a loquacious, energetic senior nun, who was bringing orphan babies to England from Hong Kong. I am not a lover of babies: I never wanted children, which was lucky because my womb and I parted company in 1974 and that was the end of that. But my first entrance to Nonnatus House was to be with an armful of babies, lovely to look at, but heavy to carry and often uncooperative. 

My feelings about children haven’t altered; I’m constantly warned to keep my language pure when the under tens are on set. It was both a delight and a relief when Mother Mildred became Mother Superior and had slightly less to do with babies and more with being a fount of irascible wisdom at the service of the order. It was the beginning of a delightful professional experience which is still continuing. I hadn’t known Jenny Agutter, who is the mother of the company. She welcomes all new cast members with warmth and humour. 

Call the Midwife was a reunion with Judy Parfitt (Sister Monica Joan), whom I first met in Los Angeles at Eric Matthews’ dinners in the Valley. She is a larky girl when not dressed as a nun – and politically miles away from me. Usually I steer clear of the Brexit divide, but Judy is different; I have to have her in my life. She’s eighty-five and from Yorkshire. More active than I am, sharp as a button, she continues to delight me both as herself and when she enters her character, playing with compassion and gentleness the ageing nun the nation has taken to its heart. 

I based my character of Sister Mildred on a nun I met as a child in Oxford. There was a Carmelite convent just around the corner from ‘the hovel’ and I often met the two lay sisters, Sister Anthony and Sister Aloysius, on my daily walk to school. Curious about their lives inside the order, as was my wont, I had struck up a relationship with Sister Anthony. 

One day, she told me she had mentioned me to her Mother Superior and then asked if I would like to meet her. I was only nine and said I'd better ask Mummy and Daddy first. My parents agreed and one afternoon I was invited for tea at the convent at four o’clock. 

Carmelites are strict, closed-order Catholics, not like the Anglican Nonnatus House. I was led into a small room with a set of bars right across one wall. After a few moments a lady in full habit entered and sat down on a chair behind the bars. I moved my seat closer to see her better and we started to talk. She was totally practical and completely normal, a middle-class lady, very professional, like a lawyer or counsellor, with considerable authority. She told me she came from Liverpool and had been to the Liverpool GPDST High School, the sister school of my Oxford High. 

I noticed her shoes were rather strange and I commented on it. She told me that the nuns of the order made all their own. I laughed and showed her my smart Clarks sandals; ‘I couldn’t make shoes for anything,’ I told her. I remembered that because I thought it was the weirdest thing. But she herself was utterly direct, down to earth, without any sort of spiritual nonsense. I never forgot her and I modelled my Mother Superior on her.

I turned up to the first day of filming with a bag of my snack of choice – whole, raw Spanish onions. When I first peeled then chomped into one, everyone grimaced, imagining, I suppose, how ghastly it must taste. But I just munched away. I couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. I have eaten raw onions all my life – I like the taste. I like radishes too. The sharper the better in my book. They make my eyes water but I don’t mind (same with curries). I don’t know if it’s good for the constitution or not, but it’s sensible in winter because my onion habit tends to keep people away from me, so I catch fewer colds. True, I’m slightly less popular in the make-up trailer.

I had to be taught everything about Christianity and midwifery. Ann Tricklebank, our endlessly conscientious producer, arranged for on-set ‘nun tutorials’. Being Jewish, I didn’t know how to cross myself properly. Mummy had stopped me from reading the New Testament. Plainsong was quite beyond me, so I mimed when we were in chapel, just like when I was on Broadway. And getting dressed was a marathon; who knew that under those dark blue habits there were so many layers of costume? Thank goodness I was allowed a dresser; she knew which bit went where. The programme is scrupulously accurate in every department. I’m still wearing the wedding ring on my right hand (nuns are the brides of Christ) so that I’m ready for the call when it comes again.

As the benignly bossy Mother Mildred, I did shake things up a tad at Nonnatus House. For a start, I asked Ann to provide a loo on wheels, close to set, to placate my frequent micturition. I also commandeered handyman Fred Buckle’s van – Ann immediately understood I was unlikely to ‘do’ bikes like the young nuns and midwives. Anyway, I think a Mother Superior would travel around the Poplar cobbles more decorously than that – and I couldn’t ride a bike in a nun’s habit without breaking my neck; it’s a long time since Cambridge when I cycled everywhere.

[image: clip0001]

A particularly memorable episode was the Christmas one in 2019. Usually, we shoot at Longcross Studios, an old speedway test track in Surrey, where Nonnatus House has been cleverly adapted from a lovely Edwardian manor house. Heidi had thought of Malaysia as the location for this Christmas special. But probably for logistical reasons, it was moved to the Isle of Harris in the Outer Hebrides. She is nothing if not flexible! That was fine, I love Scotland and we were going in March, far from the months of the midges. 

What no one had reckoned on were the freak storms and cloudbursts which descended. The wind really whipped across the island, and the frigid temperature made it feel like December. Acting is hard at the best of times, but dripping wimples proved a definite health hazard. A sodden habit is a particularly dreary garment to spend the day in. One of the many places we shot in was a church at the top of a steep hill, looking out to sea. The tempest roared, the rain poured, as I struggled up the path fully costumed, only to arrive in the sublimely beautiful but freezing church. I’ve only been colder when I walked along the Great Wall of China one December.

In another scene, the midwives visit the late-Neolithic Callanish Stones but we could hardly see in front of our own faces for the howling storm. None of us could hear the other speaking, so Jenny Agutter and I had to look carefully to see if the other’s mouth was still moving before we spoke the next line through chattering teeth. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as much at being so uncomfortable for such a long time – not a loo in sight. However, after work we stayed in unusual luxury at Amhuinnsuidhe Castle. This amazing place was built in 1865, but the dining hall fulfilled every fantasy of gracious living and for a week we midwives, erstwhile of Poplar, thoroughly relished the delicious food and frequent drams served to us after work. One teatime, I asked for an onion with my Welsh rarebit and they just sprinkled bits on top. I had to explain I wanted a whole one, raw, on the side. Happily, such was the level of service at this extraordinary retreat that the chef complied with alacrity and good grace. (I discovered that a previous chef working there had been my darling Rosemary Shrager from The Real Marigold Hotel.) 

It was a glorious, if rain-soaked, week and Harris is the most beautiful place I’ve ever been to. Despite the appalling weather, when you’re with good people the sun always shines and every one of my dear midwives warms my atheist soul.






Being Jewish

What is an English Jew? And does it matter? It’s no exaggeration to say that every day of my adult life I’ve thought about the Holocaust. When I was seven years old, my father’s refugee patients would show me the numbers on their arms. ‘What is that?’ I asked them. I don’t remember their answers; they said nothing that stays in my mind or hinted at horror. But, of course, inevitably, I learnt as I grew up about the camps, the Nazi infamy, the lines at Auschwitz where Mengele made his selections of left and right. It’s part of my life. It fuelled my genealogical hobby, now an obsession. It has also coloured my feelings about the world that let it happen, and makes me sharp at spotting antisemitism, even in a mild form. (Thought: is there a ‘mild’ form?)

I feel intensely Jewish. It’s the first adjective I apply to myself, it’s how I introduce myself to new people. I watch the reaction, always primed to notice a flinching, an embarrassed smile, or a little laugh, unusually high-pitched. It is my belief that the English don’t like Jews and never have. After the Second World War, it wasn’t possible to express antisemitism, but some eighty years on, once again, antisemitism has become quite common. Most English Jews (and we number less than 0.57 per cent of the population) are law-abiding, middle-class and fit seamlessly into the suburban world. Yet
























A Right Royal Reception

The funny thing is that I am a socialist, but I get excited by royalty. I know it’s inconsistent, but it’s always been about people for me. I don’t believe it when people say they don’t care about the royals.

The Queen is almost exactly fifteen years older than me and I clearly remember her Coronation. At the time I told myself I’d never forget it and I never have. Over the years I’ve played various queens, including her great-great-grandmother, Victoria – more than once. But that was the nearest I had got.

So when the invitation arrived to attend the reception for British Book Week at Buckingham Palace, I was thrilled. Everyone connected with the world of books was invited; I was there in my capacity as a reader of audio books. As always, when lovely things happen, I wished my parents had been alive to kvell. Everything they had worked for, every sacrifice they had made, was to make my life better. At last, despite my rackety choice of profession (Daddy never did quite come to terms with acting), despite my lack of Jewish doctor husband and children, despite my odd friends and unusual lifestyle, I was finally fulfilling Mummy’s dream of ‘meeting the best people’.

My old schoolfriend Brigid Davin had been invited too and we went by taxi to the palace. One of her colleagues, a Scottish representative of the Booksellers Association, came also. I had dressed more thoughtfully for once; it was an indoor party so I felt it would not be impolite to forgo wearing a hat (I look like a mushroom in a hat).

We had a sticker for the taxi windscreen, so we were waved in by the policeman on duty and sailed through the famous gates and rolled up to the entrance in the courtyard behind. Smiling equerries opened the taxi door and we stepped out, to be guided to the very large reception hall where hundreds of people thronged and buzzed. I felt this might be my opportunity to fulfil a dream: I approached one of the equerries lining the red and gold walls and said, ‘Excuse me, do you think it would be possible for me to meet the Queen? I would so love to.’ He looked down at me (they are all tall) and said, ‘Oh, yes, it’s perfectly possible. You simply locate Her Majesty in this melee, form a semicircle, smile, and if Her Majesty sees you smiling in her direction, she will approach and talk to you.’

You can understand that however portly one is, forming a semi-circle on one’s own is challenging. Brigid wasn’t interested in meeting Her Majesty, and she went off to find an ashtray and a seat, so I went with her Scottish friend to hunt down the Queen.

The crowd was huge and noisy but, despite her being tiny, about my height, we immediately spotted the Queen, looking exactly as she should, with a helmet of iron-grey hair and her handbag clamped like a grenade to her elbow. We quickly shuffled into a semicircle, using a Trooping the Colour technique, and pasted rictus smiles on our faces. In a few moments, Her Majesty turned in our direction, saw that we were smiling and came towards us; others soon followed to join our semicircle.

Unbelievably, Her Majesty the Queen was standing in front of me. ‘And what do you do?’ she asked.

That was where I made my first mistake: meeting the royals does tend to make people daft. Instead of saying like any normal person, ‘Your Majesty, I am an actress who records audio books,’ I took a deep breath, and declared, ‘Your Majesty, I am the best reader of stories in the whole world!’ Her Majesty looked at me wearily, rolled her eyes heavenwards, sighed and turned away to my Scottish friend, who was standing next to me. She said to him, ‘And what do you do?’ He replied, ‘Your Majesty, I’m an academic trying to help dyslexic children to read. We’ve discovered that if the letters on the page are printed in different colours and if the pages themselves, the paper, is of different colours, it helps the children to absorb the information more quickly and easily.’ Listening beside him, I couldn’t help joining in: ‘How fascinating!’ I said. ‘My goodness, I didn’t know that.’ At which, Her Majesty turned back to me and said sharply, ‘Be quiet!’ The ‘t’ of ‘quiet’ was especially crisp.

Everyone looked down, trying to contain their embarrassment at my gaffe. Undeterred, I spoke again: ‘I’m so sorry, Your Majesty, I got carried away with excitement.’ The Queen rolled her eyes – again – sighed and, deciding to ignore my remark, started to talk to our semi-circle: ‘This morning I went to a girls’ school in North London, and I was most fascinated to attend the literature class there, and watch the girls being taught by a most expert teacher. And clearly her passion for the subject was what illuminated it for them. They were not particularly interested in literature. Indeed, sadly, very few people are these days. But I could tell that it was what she was communicating to the class that was holding their attention . . .’

I was keen to respond so, once more ignoring her request for my silence, I blurted: ‘But, you see, Your Majesty, we are so lucky to be born English and to have English as our first language, because we have the finest literature in the world. And we can read it in the original. We don’t need translations to read Shakespeare and Dickens and Keats and Wordsworth and Shelley and Browning and Mrs Gaskell and the Brontës and Jane Austen . . .’ I was going right through the syllabus. I could sense the Queen was getting a bit restless. I stepped closer to Her Majesty, recklessly warming to my theme: ‘You see, Your Majesty, we are so lucky that we’re born English, that English is our language. Imagine, for example, Your Majesty, if we had been born’ – I paused, searching for a country that I assumed didn’t boast much of a literature and I came up with – ‘Albanian!’

Well, that was altogether too much for the Queen. I supposed it smacked of the political. Alarm crossed her face and she moved away, anxious to put some distance between herself and this clearly crazed woman. Clutching the handbag even more closely and murmuring ‘Yes, yes’ vaguely to herself, she disappeared into the throng.
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In 2002, another thick, creamy-white envelope, embossed with the royal insignia, was delivered, announcing that I had been awarded an OBE for Services to Drama.

A lot of people were quite surprised, none so more so than me. Some people think that because of my political views, I shouldn’t have accepted my OBE. Of course, I shouldn’t have; I know that. It goes against everything I believe in, but I most certainly wasn’t going to turn it down.

When you get ‘the nod’, you’re not supposed to tell anybody, and I didn’t. But the only way I could keep it to myself was to go swimming; I swam on my back and whispered happily into the chlorine-scented air, ‘I’ve got an OBE. I’ve got an OBE!’ Against all the odds I had made it, I had been honoured by the Establishment.

As the Queen was observing mourning for her mother who had just died, it was Prince Charles who performed the presentation at Buckingham Palace that day. And as he pinned on my gong, he said, ‘Oh, I am so delighted to be able to give you this.’ I was delighted too, because we have got to know each other a little over the years. I think perhaps he enjoys my enthusiasm more than his mother did: he has done more than anyone to make me a royalist.

I have to say I think Australia should choose to be a republic, but I would be very happy to have King Charles. It all started when HRH wrote me a lovely letter out of the blue about my 1998 unabridged audiobook of Oliver Twist. It was four pages in his own handwriting. Of course, I wrote back. I always write in pen, on good writing paper. I never take a copy.

I feel protective about Prince Charles. We have met a handful of times over the years but I was amazed when Lindy my agent rang to say, ‘Prince Charles has invited you to go and spend three nights at a house party in Sandringham.’ I said, ‘Give over, that’s nonsense.’ She said, ‘No, really, they contacted us because they didn’t know your home address. They’ve sent a long list of all the things that you might need to wear.’

I decided to go by train – I wasn’t going to take my Nissan to Sandringham with all those Rolls Royces. Then I thought, ‘Well, I’d better go First Class, because that shows that I know how to behave.’ I had decent clothes to wear on the journey, but decided to wear my trainers on the train. I thought, ‘I’ll just wear those and then when I get out, I’ll put on smart shoes.’ Thanks again to Hodge, I was properly kitted out, even down to the required ballgown. She had even upgraded my handbag to one of those posh Longchamp totes, and I put the court shoes and my bits and bobs in that.

As we approached King’s Lynn station, I changed my shoes, putting my trainers in the Longchamp bag. I teetered down the platform in my uncomfortable, polite heels to be greeted by a gentleman in a dark suit and an elegant, smiling lady. I shook hands with the gentleman. ‘How kind of you to meet me, thank you so much.’ That was my first mistake: he was the chauffeur.

The smiling lady and I got into the car. She introduced herself. I didn’t catch her name and asked again. I didn’t catch it the second time, but let it pass. The whole way to Sandringham, which was about twenty-five minutes, she chatted away to me in the friendliest way imaginable, but her upper-class accent was so inpenetrable that I couldn’t understand a single word. I just kept nodding, looking interested and saying, ‘Oh, goodness, yes!’

Eventually we passed through some imposing, iron gates and along an immaculate gravel drive to the house itself, a Victorian country mansion, three storeys high, with a sloping tiled roof and lots of windows, the pointing in the red brickwork in perfect condition. A line of uniformed members of staff stood waiting to receive us. They took the luggage out of the boot of the car, and my Longchamp bag with my trainers and socks, and somewhat shabby wheelie case, were whisked off.

We were ushered inside to a drawing room, which had a lovely, cosy, country-house feel. All the other guests were assembled. There were about eighteen of us. I immediately recognised Stephen Fry, Michael Morpurgo, Jeremy Paxman, David Hockney, Sir Antony Sher and his partner Greg Doran, Peter Shaffer, Lord Gowrie and his wife, and Mrs Drue Heinz – of the 57 varieties of Heinz. I was particularly thrilled to see David Hockney; I’d always wanted to meet him.

After about half an hour or so, Prince Charles and Camilla joined us, and the prince went in turn to every single person and welcomed them. When he came to me, I got a hug, then he said, ‘There’s something I want to show you. Here, come with me.’ I followed him, and there in the entrance of the house was a curious chair. It was a big leather chair, but it wobbled – it seemed not to be properly stable on the ground. He said, ‘I want you to have a look at that. What do you think it is?’ So I said, ‘Well, it looks like a big fireside seat, or a sofa, or something.’ He said, ‘No, it’s a weighing machine.’ Prince Charles explained that when Edward VII, his great-great-grandfather, had his house parties, he would weigh each of his guests when they arrived, and then he would weigh them again when they left: and if they hadn’t put on weight during their stay, he felt that he had failed as a host. He showed me the original weighing book with all the famous people, their weights noted alongside. What a terrifying thing to see as a guest! I said, ‘I hope you’re not thinking of weighing me!’

The next day was the annual flower show at Sandringham. Thousands of people come from all over England to see the royal party at the flower show. It was a blisteringly hot summer’s day. After breakfast, I went back up to my room but I couldn’t find my sunglasses. And I couldn’t find my trainers. I hunted all around in my room and realised then that they must have been in my Longchamp bag, which obviously hadn’t come up with the rest of my luggage. The staff had made a judgement: the smart luggage goes with the smart lady, and not, alas, with me. I didn’t know quite what to do about it, but everyone was waiting downstairs to go off to the flower show, so I rushed to join the rest of the party.

The flower show was great fun and I was delighted to hear people shouting, ‘Miriam, Miriam!’ And I waved back in regal fashion, because I was part of the royal party, after all. After the show we had an al fresco lunch in the grounds. At the long table I sat next to Prince Charles, and opposite the smiling lady with the white-blonde hair and the elongated vowels I’d met at the station. It turned out that she was Lady Solti, widow of Georg Solti, the music director of the Royal Opera. And she was wearing my sunglasses. Yes, my sunglasses! I was dumbfounded, but not for long. I realised the only thing to do was to say straight out, ‘Where did you get those sunglasses?’ Lady Solti took them off, and said, ‘$@%^$£&?’ which in translation (I believe) was, ‘Oh, are they yours?’ I replied, ‘Well, yes. I think they are.’ It turned out that I was correct: the servants had made a judgement about me and my tatty suitcase and decided that my smart Longchamp bag couldn’t possibly belong to me and had taken it to Lady Solti’s room instead. They’d unpacked everything, and she had assumed sunglasses were provided for guests. Once she realised they were mine, she immediately handed them over. I liked her very much, and knew that in other circumstances we would have been quite friendly. She had no ‘side’.

The weekend continued swimmingly, so much so I even went swimming with Camilla at Holkham Sands. Prince Charles and Camilla are cracking good hosts; the food is spectacularly good – I went to the kitchens and was given a doggie bag of the grouse to take home. I will never forget it, especially a supper under the stars, sitting with Stephen Fry and Tony Sher, after which Prince Charles entertained us in the drawing room with a monologue written by Barry Humphries. The prince is a fine actor, he had a superb Aussie accent and he made us all laugh.

I think he’s a good man who cares a great deal for the country, and I can’t bear the horrid things people write about him and the other members of the royal family. I don’t talk politics with him, I don’t think it’s fair, but I’d a damn sight rather he ran the country than the incompetent buffoon who sits in Number 10.






Acknowledgements

Georgina Laycock and Rose Davidson must be first in this list. They guided me through the writing of this book, gently but firmly. They call themselves editors, in reality they have needed to also be babysitters and care workers. No words can express my gratitude. My mistakes are mine, all the good bits they honed and burnished. Dear ladies  –thank you. 

All the other names here have been kind to me over the last eighty years. It’s a long list, and horribly incomplete, but I want to pay tribute to those who have particularly helped me along the way:

Jan Adams, Stefania Alboretti, Sally Alekna, Ann Alexander, Bernice Alexander Jones, Robin Amadio, Irma Anita & Remo Ricci, Moira Armstrong, Jane Asher, Rowan Atkinson, Caroline Barker, Glen Barnham, Libbie Barr, Sheila & Laura Benson, John Bett, David Bitel, Joyce Blair, Becky Brand, Jo Brand, David Bree, Simon Brett, Juliet Brightmore, Sheila Brill, William Broadhead, Simon Callow, Gabriella Capisani, Macey Carsey & Tom Werner, the casts of Wicked and Me and My Girl (you know who you are), Daniela Cesarei, Kathy Chalfant, Paul Cheifitz, Greg & Julie Chittick, Ann Churchill-Brown, Katerina Clark, David Clews & all at Two Four, Mike & Linda Cochran, Denise Coffee, Sarah Collier, Justin Coober-Lake, Suzanne & Walter Coppenrath, Jill Corner, Deb Cox, Laurie Critchley and all at Southern Pictures, Nora Crook, Blanche D’Alpuget & Bob Hawke, Kay Daniels, Lucy Darwin, Luca Deidda, Judi Dench, Ken & Tina Danziger,  Essie Davis, Hugues Delage, Marian Diamond, Lady Anne Dodd, Simon Draper & Alicia Kerr, Fiona Eagger, Diana Eden, Barnaby Edwards, Ros Edwards, Ben Elton, Kate Feast, Helen Ford, Francesca Franco, Stephen Fry, Sophy Gairdner, Robb Gardner, Diane Gelon, Marie & Bobby George, Jo & Ellen Gerber, Peter Geschiere, Jon Gilbert, Joy & Don Glover, Jean Gooder, Joan Goodman, Dean Grant, Richard E. Grant & Joan Washington, Beryl Green, Waris & Shama Habibullah, Jackie Haliday, Lady Nickie & Sir Peter Hall, Paul Hamman, Roger Hammond, Margo Harley, Ken & Joan Harrison, Michael Haslam, John Henshall, Patricia Hodge Owen, Liz Hodgson, Ong Hok Ham, Olivia Homan, Jennifer & Don Howard, Charlotte Hutchinson, John Hyslop, Gloria Jacobson, Jonathan James-Moore, Martin & Ros Jarvis, Peter Jarvis, Marie & Dan Jessel, Mark Jones, John Jordan, Richard Jordan, Joel Keating, Rabbi Jonathan Keren-Black, Michael Kilgarrif, Lindy King, Tom & Kate Kinninmont, Neil & Glenys Kinnock, Robert Kirby, Alan Knight, Peter Lavery, Jeremy Lawson, Iain Leighton, Ruth Leon, Penelope Lerner, Annabel Leventon, Sue Limb, Mrs Lipsey, John Lloyd, Susan Loewenberg, Sylvester McCoy, Andrew McKinnon, Leigh, Margi & Elaine McLaughlin, Leith McPherson, Carol Macready, Ruth McVey, ‘Chuck’ Mallett, Jill Margo, Natasha Morgan, Robin Morgan-Bentley, Mary Murnane, Genni Nevinson, Michele & Graham Newstead, Graham Norton, John Norton-Smith, Valda & Ronnie Norwitz, Biddy O’Brien, Rohan Onraet, Judy Page, Jack Palladino, Dave Pask, Jose Patterson, Robert Paul, Mark Pawsey, Christine Payne, Biddy Peppin, Stewart Permutt, Rose Pickthall, Nigel Planer, Rosella Pugliese, Pamela Rabe, Saul Radomsky & Oded Schwartz, Esther Rantzen, Carol Regan, Sandy & Dianne Rendel, Griff Rhys Jones, Vanessa Robb, Michael Robinson, Rabbi Michael Roth, Karl & Sue Sabbagh, Susan Sampliner, Valerie Sarruf, Alexei Sayle, Gerald Scarfe, Phillip Schofield, Arlene & Larry Schwartz, Kenneth See, Paolo Serafini, Wendie Shaffer, Alan Shallcross, Roy & Ann Sharples, Tony Sheffield, Richard Simpson, Professor Michael Slater, Don Smith, Susan Smith, Ellinor Sokole, Peter Sokole, Nancy Stieber, Sandra Sutherland, Louis Theroux, Marina Thurairatnam, David Timson, The Hon. Hilary Todd, Janet Todd, Claire Tomalin, Jenny Topper, Ann Tricklebank, Selwyn & Carol Turiansky/Torrance, Mahnaz Vaillancourt & Shahnaz Amanat, Kerry Washington, Philip & Wendy Watson, Dudley Werner, Ann Whitehead, Sallie & Dave Wille, Enyd Williams, Holly Willoughby, Dan & Sallie Wolsoncroft, Rabbi Roderick Young . . . And last, but by no means least . . . my wise, kind, generous and infinitely patient personal assistant of twenty-two years, Denise Wordsworth.

Thank you so much. I couldn’t have done it without you. 




OPF/clip0001.png





OPF/nav.xhtml


  

  This Much is True







			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Introduction



			Daddy



			Mummy



			Enter Miriam



			We Are a Fortress Family



			Going to School



			Oh, Miriam!



			Families



			Showing Off



			The Facts of Life



			Latin Lessons



			Dinner with Isaiah Berlin



			Nude Modelling for Augustus John



			Miriam Kibbutznik



			Cambridge



			Adventures in Academia



			Footlights



			Saved by the Beeb



			Swinging London



			The Importance of Voice



			Sexy Sonia



			Women Are Better than Men: Discuss



			Heather



			Coming Out



			Life on the Road: Fiddler on the Roof



			Going on the Stage: A Masterclass of Sorts



			The Joys of Being an Understudy: The Threepenny Opera



			When a Play Goes Wrong: The White Devil



			Getting into Character: Endgame



			PG Tips and the Caramel Bunny



			To Dub or Not to Dub



			Banged Up in Bow Street



			Money Talks



			Too Fat to Go to Bed With



			My First Time on Broadway was . . . Wicked



			Call Me Gert and Leave Out the Rude Part



			In Therapy



			Only Connect



			Blood Will Tell



			Two Spikes Would Be an Extravagance!



			It is a Far, Far Better Thing



			Taking America by Storm



			Please Do Not Wear Shorts



			My Turn to Fail



			Adventures in Cinema



			Working with Scorsese: The Age of Innocence



			Romeo + Juliet



			Would You Like to Go to Disney World?



			Harry Potter



			Down Under



			A New Habit



			Being Jewish



			Choosing My Side



			Speaking Out



			A Right Royal Reception



			Spliced



			Getting Older



			Dirty Talk



			The Final Curtain



			Acknowledgements



			Credits



			Footnotes



			Picture Section 1



			Picture Section 2













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading













OPF/cover.jpg
Miriam °
Margolyes

‘There is no one on earth quite so wonderful’
STEPHEN FRY





