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Introduction

Two words, one simple switch – and a legend was born. The old phrase A Day in the Life became the altogether more intriguing A Life in the Day. It was 1977 and The Sunday Times was searching for a new feature to enliven its colour magazine. After a couple of unsuccessful forays, the then editor of the magazine, Hunter Davies, revived an idea he’d tried as a student journalist.

“I suggested we did a series on real lives, famous and non-famous people,” he later explained, “but concentrating only on the non-working part of their day: the mundane, domestic, trivial – the stuff we can all identify with, such as what time do you get up, do you have tea or coffee, do you leave your clothes out the night before?”

Sceptics dismissed the concept as dull. What could possibly be interesting about the humdrum inanities of waking up, of having breakfast, lunch and dinner, of being unfamous behind closed doors – even if you were a celebrity the rest of the time?

So Davies conducted a test, asking members of the magazine’s staff how they began their day, in particular how they chose what to wear. “I consult my diary,” answered one Patrick Nicholson, who was then the magazine’s chief sub-editor. It turned out that Nicholson regularly kept a note in his diary of what he had worn each day to avoid repeating it too soon.

“That was it,” Davies later recorded. “If Patrick had this little ritual that no one knew about, imagine what gems we might dig out of Famous People.”

He was right, and A Life in the Day began. The style of the interview was unthreatening: this was no thumb-screw inquisition or confrontation. Tell us about your everyday habits as well as your broader life, that was the pitch. The subjects felt relaxed and often opened up in ways that revealed sides to their character rarely seen.

Here are film stars, politicians, sports champions and more – all illuminated through the routines, the bric-a-brac, and the occasional upheavals of their daily lives. In this selection of interviews, some people start their day with prayer; the Dalai Lama is perhaps no surprise, but there is also, for example, Little Richard, one of the founders of rock’n’roll. Interviewed in 1999, when he was in his 60s, Little Richard gives thanks to God each day just for letting him get out of bed again.

Many subjects prefer to put their faith in coffee – though none more so than ABBA songwriter Bjorn Ulvaeus. He gets through up to 20 cups a day. Quite a number are also strong believers in the power of porridge – and it’s worth noting that Captain Tom Moore had a bowl of the gloopy sludge every day for 50 years and lived to be 100.

Others, though, have more challenging morning routines. In California, Orlando Bloom is juggling “brain octane oil” and “collagen powders”, just as any normal elf would. Over on another planet, Eric Cantona, the former footballer with a philosophical bent, likes to stand up and sing at breakfast while his family tuck into crostini. “To me,” he says, “control is boring”.

At the same time, however, the format of A Life in the Day also allows insight into more serious themes. Oprah Winfrey speaks about how she suffered abuse in childhood from some of those close to her; the supremely fit athlete Michael Johnson talks about the physical and mental shock of having a stroke in his 50s; and the footballer Raheem Sterling extols his mother’s determination to make a better life for him after his father was murdered when he was a child.

With others you have to read between the lines as they give glimpses of their personal traits and troubles. The songwriter Nile Rogers says he can’t work unless he has the television on in the background. So in his house he has 11 of them blaring all at once. Kim Kardashian admits she has at least 20 shower gels, body scrubs and shampoos in her bathroom “all colour co-ordinated, height co-ordinated and scent co-ordinated”. As for the designer Philippe Starck, he says that, apart from insisting on specific types of taps, towels and toothbrushes, he keeps one lot of black clothes and one lot of beige. “I can’t work in beige, so I know when I’m wearing it that I mustn’t take the day too seriously.” Things are so simple when you know how.

The combination of celebrity supernovae and quotidian detail makes for compelling reading, not only for the individual stories but also as snapshots of culture and key events across recent decades. In compiling this anthology, I have aimed to provide a selection that spans more than 40 years, choosing those individuals who seem most entertaining, informative or quirky, ranging from lasting icons to the occasional more transient figure. So there’s Muhammed Ali, the champion boxer as famous for his charisma as his punching power; but there’s also Nancy Dell’Olio, best known as a socialite, who proves gloriously candid about how beautiful, intelligent and generally fabulous she is – though her star has somewhat dimmed of late.

The entries are arranged alphabetically, rather than chronologically, but every interview is marked with the date it was originally published. Over the years, the presentation of the column in the magazine has remained broadly the same, apart from modest changes to the way subjects are introduced and whether or not the interviews included ancillary items, such as the subject’s ‘words of wisdom’. So you will notice some variation in the way each entry begins and ends.

In all cases, however, each interview is self-contained as well as part of the whole. Many readers may find this to be a volume for dipping into, for opening at random to stumble across some unexpected gem. It is, though, perfectly possible, entirely acceptable and totally legal to read this book from cover to cover, beginning to end, all in one go.

Either way, I hope you enjoy it and the people it presents.

Richard Woods

A Note on the Methodology

This book reproduces the original interview texts as they appeared in The Sunday Times Magazine. But I have edited some of the introductory paragraphs to the entries to avoid excessive duplication of names and other material, and in some instances I have trimmed the interviews to control their length. In a few places I have added explanations or context, in brackets, within the interviews. The update notes at the end of each entry are additions made specifically for this book.

The entries are drawn from The Sunday Times archives; some have appeared in two previous books, one hardback published in 2003 and one digital book published in 2014.

My thanks for producing the original interviews go to the current A Life in the Day editor, Emma Broomfield, and all her predecessors.
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50 Cent

JANUARY 15, 2006

The US rapper 50 Cent (real name, Curtis James Jackson III), 30, sold nearly 11 million copies of his debut album, Get Rich or Die Tryin’. His next album broke industry records. The movie Get Rich or Die Tryin’, loosely based on his life, is out this week. He lives in Connecticut and has one son, Marquise, 9.

“I’m usually up by 7.30 to 8am, and once I’ve brushed my teeth, I stick on trainers and shorts and do a workout. I recently bought Mike Tyson’s mansion, which, as you can imagine, is pretty state of the art and has a fantastic gym. I used to box as a kid and have a huge appreciation for the psychology of boxing. It teaches you not only to watch your opponent but also to get behind his mindset. Over the years, I’ve realised I can apply those lessons to life.

I don’t eat breakfast, as a rule, but if I get hungry I’ll have something like a bagel with American cheese. When I’m going out I obviously dress to suit the occasion, so it varies from T-shirts and trainers to Armani suits and ties. I have sponsorships with people like Reebok, but I’m not one of those confused-looking people you see walking out in a pair of trainers and a designer suit.

I like my jewellery, so I always wear something round my neck, something pretty big. I get a lot of it from the diamond district in Manhattan. Whatever the occasion, though, I always wear a bulletproof vest and I always travel in a bulletproof car. It’s a reminder of where I’ve come from.

The thing is, some people criticise my lyrics for being aggressive, but in my eyes it’s a direct reflection of the environment I grew up in as a kid, in Southside Queens, New York. Mom was 15 when she had me, and sold drugs to get by. My father disappeared, so I never knew him, and when she went off to do what she had to do, she’d drop me off at my grandparents’. When I was eight, she was found dead. I went to live with my grandparents, but from then on, every little thing that went wrong in my childhood was because she wasn’t there. Even if it rained, it was because she wasn’t there. Then, of course, it wasn’t long before I was hustling on street corners myself. As a 12-year-old, I’d see the drug dealers with flash cars, smart clothes and fast money, and think that selling drugs wasn’t an option, it was the only thing to do. I didn’t connect with school and although music inspired me, and encouraged me to rap and write my own lyrics, there was no outlet for it, no teacher showing me the way to be successful at something I was good at.

Sure enough, once you get involved in that environment, that gang life, it’s violent and it’s hard to escape. I ended up serving time. That type of life becomes a cycle of being inside, then out, then in again. The turning point came when I became a father. It was then that I made the decision to break that cycle and try and find a way of making music for a living. I knew I had a talent for it; my son coming along gave me the determination to do it.

I got to the point where Columbia Records offered me a publishing deal in 2000. I’d just signed it when I got gunned down with nine bullets, including one in the face. The doctors said it was a miracle I’d survived. But then Columbia heard what happened, got scared and cancelled the deal. Hearing that was harder to deal with than getting shot. Next, Columbia turned around and said I could keep the $100,000 advance and keep my publishing. It was one of those moments when you think: “There really is a God.” I knew then that I’d be able to look after my son, get myself better and not give up the dream. When Eminem called me up a few years later and offered me a record deal, it was no longer a dream.

What with the albums, the touring and now the film, the pace of everything has been mad the last few years. I try to have a healthy lifestyle, so I eat things like grilled chicken and I don’t drink. I know that tomorrow’s opportunities are about continuing to be successful today, so I continue to record and perform on stage as a rap artist because I enjoy it and it’s lucrative. I also have my own record label now and, as well as a personal assistant who basically goes everywhere with me, I have a team of people working on different projects, from clothes to drinking water. I might be the rapper from Queens, but most of my time is now spent thinking about brand names, company profiles and empire-building. In that sense I see myself primarily as a businessman.

I still see my grandparents; I still appreciate the simple things in life. I’ve got a cook at home who prepares all my food, so if I’m in for the evening, I’ll have something like steak with plenty of vegetables and then maybe watch a movie or a load of music videos – I have a home theatre system. My son is living with his mom at the moment, but I see him as often as I can. He’s having home-schooling for the next year or so because too many people are starting to recognise him. I want to get him away from that kind of attention for a while.

People say money changes you, but money doesn’t change you: it changes everything around you and everybody’s perception of you. Yes, I have the diamond crosses, the gold watches, the customised cars, the real estate, the sponsorship deals… The lifestyle that comes with being successful in this business. But the thing is, I know I could be right back where I started. I’m really conscious of that. Right now, I’m looking ahead. And from where I’m standing, everything is possible. President 50 Cent? I’d never say never.”

Interview by Ria Higgins

50 Cent filed for bankruptcy in 2015, citing debts of more than $30 million. He paid off $22 million, emerged from bankruptcy and has been promising a new album, Street King Immortal, for some time. In 2020 he conceded that some of his lyrics were misogynistic, but defended their context and his right to artistic expression.
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Muhammad Ali

MAY 10, 1981

Muhammad Ali, three-times world heavyweight boxing champion, was born Cassius Clay in 1942. He first took the title in 1965, from Sonny Liston, and lost his final fight against Larry Holmes last year. Now a champion of Islam, he lectures extensively and lives with his second wife, Veronica, and two daughters.

“After years of striving to keep my body in good shape it’s a real pleasure, now that I’ve retired, to live each day not worrying about staying fit. About the only habit I still have from my boxing days is getting up early. I’m always up at 7am – but even that is late compared to 4.30am which was the time I used to get up to do roadwork when I was boxing. I only get about four hours’ sleep during the night because between midnight and 3am I read the Holy Koran and the Bible and prepare my lectures. But I catch up on my sleep in the afternoon.

The first thing I like to do when I wake up is eat an orange. I don’t always remember to have one by my bed so often I’ve got to wait until breakfast, my favourite meal. I have fruit, steak, sausages, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms, toast and orange juice.

I’ve got two homes in the States. The place in Pennsylvania was my training camp when I was fighting. Now I allow promising young amateur boxers to train there.

I’m very proud of my home in L.A. Most of the furniture was specially made for me in Egypt by local craftsmen. Home life with my wife, Veronica and our daughters, Anna and Laila, is one of the most precious gifts Allah has given me. I love sitting in front of the TV with my daughters and watching cartoons, especially Batman.

When I’m not travelling around the world meeting presidents and prime ministers, I’m usually travelling around the States giving lectures. I have 54 topics – the purpose of life, the real cause of man’s distress, heaven and hell, the heart, drugs, angel cake… That last is about the white supremacist society; angel cake is white, devil’s food cake chocolate!

I want to be the black Billy Graham, spreading the message of Islam. If I had my life all over again I would be a preacher.

Lecture tours give me the opportunity to go out and meet people. It’s something I really enjoy, and it doesn’t matter whether they are black, white, yellow or whatever. If I’ve got a free morning when I’m at home in LA I get into my car and visit strange towns to meet people. I’m not concerned about any crazy guy who may want to shoot me. I have no bodyguards; Allah is my protector.

I am the most recognised person in the world. There’s not a place on Earth where they don’t know me.

The country I most enjoy visiting is England. Both Veronica and I feel quite at home in London. We enjoy the shops, the restaurants and the night life, especially dancing at Tramp and Annabel’s. Veronica even went horse riding in Hyde Park during our last visit, while I went out and bought a new Rolls-Royce.

I understand my fans in England have been quite concerned about the reports that I had suffered brain damage in my last fight against Larry Holmes and that my speech was slurred. The media were trying to railroad me for just one bad fight. Okay, I didn’t box too good but I wasn’t properly prepared. Even I am entitled to one bad night. Tell my fans there’s nothing wrong with me.

Since playing the lead role as a senator in Freedom Road, I’ve had offers of other film parts, but I don’t intend to make a career in films. Acting is nothing new to me, I’ve been doing it for 20 years.

I’m often asked if I’d like to be a real-life senator, but I’m not interested in politics. I wouldn’t mind being world emperor but it’s got to be handed to me. I wouldn’t fight for it.

There’ll be no more fighting for me. I only wanted to fight Holmes again to give the world heavyweight championship back to the people.

But then I realised that everywhere I went people wanted to meet me, shake my hand and get my autograph, no one was interested in Holmes. In the eyes of the people I was still champ, so I didn’t need to fight again. I don’t need boxing but boxing needs me. Now I’m going to be a promoter – the greatest.”

Interview by Glenn Gale

In 1984, Muhammad Ali developed Parkinson’s disease, but he continued to make public appearances, receiving acclaim wherever he went. In the US he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom and in Britain he was voted BBC Sports Personality of the 20th century. He died in 2016.

[image: No image description]








Pamela Anderson

APRIL 7, 1996

The star of the TV series Baywatch, 28, recently married Tommy Lee, the drummer in the heavy-metal band Mötley Crüe, after a whirlwind romance. She is now due to give birth to their baby.

“We are woken at around 6.30am by the tiny barking of our puppy, Maximum, because he needs to go to the bathroom. He is a Mex [Chihuahua], weighing only 4lb at the moment, in contrast to our two Rottweilers, Justice and Sacha, who guard the house, and Star, a golden retriever. I get up and put the kettle on so I can bring Tommy his tea. He is a real tea man and can’t function without it. We play with Maximum – we call him Max – and then we start to play with each other. Tommy and I have a great sex life. It’s even better now I’m pregnant – I feel at my most womanly. Making love in the morning got me through morning sickness – I found I could be happy and throw up at the same time.

The bedroom is made for love. We have a king-size bed with a headboard bought from an Indian palace, all carved wood. There are two stone pillars from a cathedral, with tons of fabric and a huge circle of dry roses hanging above us. It looks like a pumpkin carriage. For Christmas we put up a set of purple lights. We can lie on the bed and see our Jacuzzi tub and the waterfall coming down. That is where I’m going to give birth to my baby.

After a breakfast of cereal we go to the gym in Malibu on our bikes and I walk on the treadmill. I usually do more energetic stuff but I’m being careful while pregnant. Tommy works out really heavily with his trainer. Afterwards I go to a garden centre and come back with flowers. I love rose bushes and Tommy is planting some for me. He likes being in the garden so much. He knows the name of every plant, flower and tree. He is so sweet and romantic and an absolute gentleman. I’ve probably ruined his career, saying that!

We try and get back for lunch: fruit, yoghurt and cottage cheese for me, while Tommy loves fried eggs. He can eat what he wants, while I have to be careful. I’ve decided to let myself go with this pregnancy, though. I don’t care if I put on 30 or 40lb, so long as he or she is a healthy baby. But I have to get my figure back for a new series of Baywatch, which starts three months after the birth.

I have my internet session in the afternoon. I “talk” to strangers and we get a lot of messages, including some that say, “I am going to get you off line because you are impersonating Pamela Anderson.” I type in: “I am Pamela Anderson.” Another message comes back: “No, you can’t be. Pamela Anderson doesn’t write or spell.” Tommy joins me. He’s a fanatic for the internet. He’s bent over the keyboard while I’m saying we ought to get out and have some fresh air. He has three motorbikes, all Harley-Davidsons. I like to get on the back for a ride. We took little Max the other day, cradled in my arms. His face was a picture as he looked at the beach speeding by.

When the script came in for Barb Wire, my agent said, “I know you won’t want to do this: they want you to play a comic-book character who rides around on motorbikes and shoots people.” I said, “What? Get me on that f***ing bike and give me the gun!” He said it would be a crazy career move, but I wanted the chance to kick some ass on screen for a change.

It was great. I nicknamed my character Pambo. She’s tough. I like to think I’ve got that kind of strength. A lot of people look at my blonde hair and big boobs and think I’m there to be taken advantage of. To an extent, I have been, particularly in my early days in Hollywood. I came originally to do a Playboy shoot after I’d appeared in commercials for beer in Canada. But I’ve been a fast learner in negotiating a deal.

Money is great, particularly as I didn’t have much when I was growing up, and I love spending it. We’re having the house renovated, and I see the builders at the end of the day to check on progress. But I can get careless. One afternoon I left a few Polaroid photographs lying around of Tommy and me having oral sex. They went missing and turned up in Penthouse in France. I could have died! But then I looked at the pictures, all blurred, and thought it was the sort of thing newly married couples do. The only difference was that ours were treated as newsworthy. In the end, I thought, “So what!”

We like to admire our house as the sun is setting over the ocean. It shows off all the colours, particularly the purple in a couple of rooms. When you walk in you go through glass doors with hearts on them, then you see a drum kit under a huge vaulted ceiling, and a grand piano. I’ve had the piano redesigned: all Tommy’s tattoos are now carved on it. There’s also a swing above the piano, like a fairy tale.

Tommy likes me to have a swing before dinner. He sits there, playing away, while I take off my clothes and swing naked above him. I’ve always loved swings – I’m like a monkey – and he looks up every so often. Since I’ve got a belly from being pregnant, I’m feeling a little too naked. So I sometimes wear a hat. And shoes. I said to Tommy the other day we should get a swing over the bed. It’s the kind of crazy thing we love to do together.

People are a bit horrified at the sight of Tommy. When I announced we were going to get married, my best friend cried and my mother threw down the phone and refused to pick it up. But she got used to it, and she and my father are moving down from Vancouver soon to be with us for the baby’s birth. I suppose marriage did come as something of a shock. We met on New Year’s Eve, 1994, in Los Angeles. He came up, grabbed me and licked my face. I thought he was a nice guy and gave him my phone number. But I wasn’t ready for what came next. He bombarded me with phone calls, 40 or 50 a day. I foolishly told him I would be in Cancún for a couple of nights and he turned up. We fell in love when we really looked into each other’s eyes. And we married after four days.

We hardly ever go out at night; we’re happy with each other. After dinner, usually fish with some pastries from an Italian bakery, we have a bath together by candlelight. We’re sometimes in bed by seven or eight o’clock. Then Tommy reads a fairy tale to my stomach. Right now he likes the Stinky Cheese Man. As the baby listens, I drift off.”

Interview by Garth Pearce

Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee were divorced in 1998 after he admitted hitting her and he was jailed. She bounced back to appear in numerous television shows, have four other marriages and write several books, including one entitled “Lust for Love: Rekindling Intimacy and Passion in Your Relationship”.
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Tom Baker

SEPTEMBER 17, 1978

Tom Baker, 44, spent six years as a monk but left after deciding it was time for ‘pubs and women’ and went on to become TV’s favourite Dr Who. He likes to travel light.

“You could say that yesterday was fairly typical of a day in my life when we’re not recording Dr Who. I woke up at 5.15am in a brown cork-lined room in Soho and then got into bed. But where am I? I dreamt about a tall, thin woman, but who is she? I suffer recurring images of tall skinny ladies. They look so good and release all those fantasies. I woke up again at 6.10am. I got up and began the process of dragging my feet to their final destination at night. I was hit by terrible waves of anxiety. The feeling of loneliness that smacks of self-pity. I drank a glass of water and felt for a toothbrush, wondering where on earth I was. If I’d had a radio I would have put it on, but it’s too early, of course, for Radio 3. The anxiety persisted and I thought: “Suicide is the answer.” I got out of bed and looked at some electrical flex. The ceiling was too low. How could I have hanged myself in a room only 5ft 10in high? I gave up the idea, found a radio and switched it on. I heard some news and my anxieties instantly increased. Then I took a sly bath and checked my pockets. I found £114 and a pair of clean underpants and began to walk confidently. All you really need for confidence is always to have a toothbrush and a hundred or two in your pocket. Oh, and a cheque book. I’m very check conscious. I usually dress in check trousers containing a cheque book. That and a velvet jacket and a raincoat. I went out and bought The Times and read the obituaries. There was no pleasure in them for me. Then I went to Valerie’s in Old Compton Street for some coffee and tried to do the crossword puzzle. At 9.30am it was ‘voiceover’ time at a Soho recording studios. I performed for Norsca Foam Baths and they seemed pleased by my enthusiasm. I find it quite interesting to try and give credibility to a blatant sell. After the voiceover I signed an autograph for a child called Donalbain and a few minutes later I signed one for a child called Wee Peng. Then I went for a drink. I usually go to the Swiss Tavern, The Carlisle Arms, the Coach and Horses or the Yorkminster. After a few drinks the miracle is that one has something to say. Then, no matter how I feel, I feel an obligation to feel no anxiety because of being recognised. There is a constant stream of hallos, nods and autographs. All very good medicine for anxiety. At midday, I went to the Yorkminster, hoping for the miracle that I might see someone I’d never seen before. After lunch in the Paparazzi – I usually eat the calf’s liver and bacon – I went to a rehearsal for the BBC in North Acton. It’s Kafkaville. At teatime I arrived at The Colony Room Club and Francis Bacon bought me a large gin and tonic. The anxieties went away and the conviction grew that I had something to say on any subject. Kenny Clayton played the piano and a bunch of inebriates harmonised to Home on the Range. I went back to the Yorkminster in the hope of finding some conversation before bedlam set in. Then I went to Gerry’s Club and met Peter Crouch, the agent, and played some pool and lost. Dee Lynch, the manageress, embraced me and that was nice. Then I talked about cancer for a while with a man who had a bad cough. After that, I was introduced by an actor acquaintance to a Welsh school teacher who said he was delighted to meet me. We shook hands and he promptly had a heart attack. Astonishingly enough there were two doctors in the house – well, three if you include me – and the poor man was carried out and put into an ambulance. And then we embarked on a conversation about having heart attacks. I tottered off back to Gerry’s Club and spent most of the rest of the evening telling everyone I met there about Peter Crouch. I had several nightcaps and felt relieved that another day had passed. As usual there was someone there with whom to discuss crumpet and the meaning of life.

I then popped into Ronnie Scott’s club and sat there at the bar self-consciously affecting a knowledge of jazz that I haven’t got. The recurring image of tall, skinny ladies came back and still looked good. Then I went back to Gerry’s Club for another drink, and after I’d cadged a Valium from someone, I went home to my padded cell.”

Interview by Jeffrey Bernard

Tom Baker played the Doctor from 1974 until 1981. In 1980 he married Lalla Ward, his co-star. After parting from her “quite passionately”, he wed the director Sue Jerrard in 1987. He has featured in many other television shows, including reappearing as the fourth Doctor in later series of Dr Who.








Ed Balls

OCTOBER 2, 2016

The Labour ex-minister, 49, on life after politics, Strictly Come Dancing and being the household drudge. Born in Norfolk, Balls went to Oxford and Harvard, and served as an MP from 2005 to 2015. He is married to the Labour MP Yvette Cooper. They have three children and live in north London.

“I wake up at 7am to the Today programme. After losing my seat at the last general election, Yvette and I stopped listening to it because it reminded me too much of my political past, but it’s back on now. Then whoever’s up first makes the tea. Mine’s Yorkshire, hers is redbush — the last thing you want in the morning. I don’t eat breakfast, but she’s started making these green juices with things like spinach — and they’re appalling. I can only drink them if I do it in one gulp.

The kids, Ellie, Joel and Maddy, are 17, 15 and 12 and get themselves ready. We live in a typical north London terraced house in Stoke Newington and they all go to a local comp. Yvette’s still a Labour MP, and generally they’ve all left the house by 9am, which is when I like to do piano practice — another aspect of my midlife crisis, along with golf clubs and my electric drum kit.

I want to take my grade 5 exam before Christmas, but training for Strictly’s getting in the way. When I got invited to take part in this year’s show, Yvette said I had to do it. She loves it and I think she’s really jealous. Luckily, the dance studio I’m in is just down the road in Shoreditch, but it’s 10am to 6pm most days and it’s intense. I like the idea of the rumba, but it’s the cha-cha-cha I’m worried about. I’m OK with rhythm. I just can’t isolate my hips.

My dance partner, Katya Jones, says things like: “Shake your shoulders!” But my hands are the only things I can shake without everything else shaking. And when she says, “Go down on one knee,” I can go down, I just can’t get up. I’ve got facial issues too. The kids came to watch me and fell about laughing. I was destroyed. I had to go and lie down.

Lunch depends on whether I’m going through a carb-free phase. In fallow periods, I try not to eat too many carbs, but it’s a barren existence — I have to eat things like egg salad. But I really need to lose some weight for the show.

At the start of this year, I sat down and wrote a book about my time as an MP. Each chapter has a heading like Mistakes and Spin, but it starts off with my defeat. I wasn’t expecting it, but, looking back, the biggest change for me was Labour’s defeat in 2010. After 13 years in power, opposition wasn’t much fun and I wouldn’t have enjoyed five more years of it... Labour’s in a terrible mess.

One of my first ambitions was actually to become a footballer. I was the eldest of three, grew up in Norwich and went to a private school, where I was probably a bit of an extrovert — the only way to cope with my surname. Dad was a scientist and we moved to Nottingham, where he was professor of medical cell biology. By my teens, Thatcher was in power and I was really into politics. I went to Oxford to do PPE, then Harvard, and was going to stay and do a PhD but the FT offered me a job. By the age of 38 I was an MP.

Around the house, I’m the tidy one — Yvette isn’t. You can see where she’s been by the trails she leaves. I know if she’s had tea and toast because she leaves the lids off things. My bugbear is wet towels on the floor. But the years of complaining are long gone. The sun rises, the seasons turn, I pick up the towels. I don’t say anything.

I make most of the evening meals; chilli or lasagna one night, flank steaks or a cheese soufflé the next — I do a great smoked haddock soufflé for the Spectator’s Christmas party every year.

After eight hours of jive moves or waltz steps or whatever it is I’ve done that day, I tend to crash out in front of the television and watch a box set or think about what else is on my bucket list. It’s the first time since my teens that I have no idea what I’ll be doing in five years, but that’s OK. I’m optimistic. I even think David Cameron will vote for me in Strictly.”

Interview by Ria Higgins

In the 2016 series of Strictly Come Dancing, Ed Balls and his dance partner Katya Jones lasted until week 10, and in 2021 he won the BBC’s Celebrity Best Home Cook show. He is now a professor of political economy at King’s College, London.





	WORDS OF WISDOM
	BEST ADVICE I WAS GIVEN
	ADVICE I’D GIVE
	WHAT I WISH I’D KNOWN



	[image: No image description]
	Always try to plan five years ahead in politics, but never forget today might be your last day
	Keep your children out of the spotlight – you’ve chosen this life, they haven’t
	Going public about my stammer would have made speaking and TV interviews so much easier – it would have saved lots of anguish
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Sister Wendy Beckett

NOVEMBER 8, 1998

Sister Wendy Beckett, 68, joined the Notre Dame nuns at 16 and graduated from Oxford with a first in English. Her books and TV series have brought her fame as an art historian. She lives in the grounds of the monastery at Quidenham, Norfolk.

“Getting up at 3am is one of the minor high spots in my day. I have an alarm clock, just in case, but it only goes off about twice a year, because I’m nearly always awake before then. When I first became a nun, in 1947, I was taught a waking prayer which begins, “O God, it is to praise thee that I awake”. Now that prayer comes automatically, like a fountain, into my mind, and I start each day with a wonderful spring of happiness.

I walk through the copse and walled garden up to the monastery, which is an 18th-century mansion – 27 novices live there. After contemplation and prayer, I go to the house for 8 o’clock Mass, which is the great high point of my day. When I’m filming I’ll climb ladders, do anything, but I insist on morning Mass.

Sister Mary gives me my basket of food for the day, and we decide whether I’ll have two or three bottles of milk. I eat frugally, but I do very well on it. I have bran for breakfast. Lunch is two Ryvita biscuits with Philadelphia cream cheese, plus some cooked vegetables. I allow myself four crisps each day. Sister Theresa thinks I should eat fish. Once a week she makes me two little fish fingers. If I’ve been given a bottle of wine, I might have a glass.

My great friend Delia Smith usually buys me a box of chocolates for my birthday in February; but she says she’s not going to buy me any more, because at Christmas there are always some left and, of course, by then they’re stale. Apart from coffee, which I make on my funny little kettle, I don’t have anything else all day. On Sundays I drink Nescafé. The rest of the week it’s coffee the sisters buy in vast cartons to help the Third World.

After Mass I waddle back to the caravan, where I won’t see or talk to anyone until the next morning. Hurrah! The rule of silence is that we don’t talk unnecessarily. But if the sisters are working, one of them might have to say “Please will you push the paste pot over to me?” The sisters also have two hours’ recreation, where they talk, play ping pong, do country dancing and just enjoy themselves. They have a telephone but no television. The library van comes once a month. I read military history, biographies, art books and novels.

When I came to live in solitude, I decided I would spend seven hours in prayer and two in work. Now, at 68, it’s a great disappointment that I’m too old to die young. Death is a supreme act of faith. I hope that, when it comes, I will have long enough to say a total “Yes!”

Interview by Sue Fox

In the 1990s and 2000s, Sister Wendy’s art documentaries drew huge television audiences and her Story of Painting was a video hit in the US. She died on Boxing Day in 2018, aged 88.








David Beckham

FEBRUARY 2, 2014

The former footballer, 38, on cooking lunch for his daughter Harper and why his eldest son Brooklyn prefers not to be seen with him.

“I’m usually up early and will spend about five minutes getting ready. Once I’ve been in the shower, I’ll put on deodorant, aftershave and moisturiser, and style my hair. I then get the kids up around 7.30am, but getting the four of them ready can be a bit more of a challenge.

If I’m at home for the day, which I often am, I’ll also do the kids’ breakfast. It’s healthy food, but if one of them wants a pancake with a bit of syrup, I’ll give it to them.

I then take the kids to school and, thankfully, we don’t get pestered by the paparazzi any more. The only one we don’t walk to the door is Brooklyn. Sometimes, he makes me drop him on the other side of the road. It’s not cool to be dropped off by your dad.

When you have kids, structure can go out the window, but though I’ve retired from football, I still have a lot going on. Some of it is brand-related. One of my projects is being an Active Kids ambassador for Sainsbury’s, so the other day I was shooting a TV ad for them. It’s to inspire kids to be healthy, to be active, and I enjoy it.

Generally, I don’t have a problem moving around London. I get in the car, or on my bike, and I usually wear a cap and a coat, and just keep my head down. Sometimes I get spotted in a shop and get mobbed, but if I’m quick I can be in and out without being noticed by anyone. I also do the weekly food shop — in fact, I’ve always done it. People are surprised about that, but it’s easy; I know exactly what the kids like and I know exactly what Victoria likes.

Once Harper’s home for lunch, I’ll make her something to eat. One of her favourite vegetables is broccoli — she calls them trees.

Victoria and I definitely have different ideas about lunch. She eats lots of fish, vegetables and fruit; I love pasta and meat. If I’m on my own, I love nothing more than a nice piece of meat, cooked well, with a few vegetables.

Maybe once a week we’ll go out and meet friends for lunch. When we were living in LA, Tom Cruise lived two minutes away. He’s a good friend. There were occasions when I’d call him up and ask him if he had a new movie that wasn’t out yet and if I’d go round and watch it with him.

I’ve met the prime minister quite a few times, too. He’s a really nice guy, but I’m not sure I could go and invite myself to No 10 in the same way.

I love living back in London; it’s where I was born. But, of course, I haven’t lived here for a long time because I was only 15 when I moved up to Manchester. I enjoy its big parks, especially ones like Battersea. I love walking through them after I’ve been playing five-a-side with some friends.

I have weekly meetings with my business team, whether it’s at my house or in the office. We’ll sit down to discuss what’s going on that month, whether it’s a photoshoot, an advert, a charity event... I’m always being asked for autographs and photos, but I’ve never had a problem with that, it’s just part and parcel of being me.

When the kids finish school, they might have different activities going on, like football or rugby. But when they get home we’ll often play one of their favourite games, like Connect 4. They also love Lego. So do I. The last big thing I made was Tower Bridge. It was amazing. It had about 1,000 pieces. I think Lego sometimes helps to calm me down.

It’s the same with cooking. I find it very therapeutic, which is just as well as I’ll often do the evening meal. When I was in Italy, I loved the food and learnt how to cook it. Luckily, the kids love it too, so it’s easy for me to put something together.

I might have a drink in the evening, maybe a glass of red wine. One thing I really love about being back here is the pubs — I even have a couple of locals that I actually go to. The people there know me, so it’s easy enough to go in and have a pint.

When I go to bed, I often find my mind is kind of wandering from one thing to another. Since retiring, it’s the first time I’ve really sat down and looked at my career and the success I’ve had as a footballer. But I never think of myself as any different from anyone else. I don’t look at my life like that.

All I think is that I’m a dad, I have four kids,

I’m married, I do the school run every morning and make the dinner every night.”

Interview by Mark Edmonds

Since retiring as a player, David Beckham has developed business interests promoting products from drinks to footwear and clothing. He and his wife Victoria have homes in London, the Cotswolds and Miami. He is co-owner of Salford City Football Club, and Inter Miami CF, a club that plays in US Major League Soccer.
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Benazir Bhutto

JANUARY 4, 1987

Benazir Bhutto, 33, is the leader of the Pakistan People’s Party and the eldest daughter of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, the former Pakistan premier who was executed in 1979 by General Zia, who had seized power in a coup two years earlier. She was detained for five years and exiled to England before returning to Karachi to lead the Opposition last April.

“The story of my life is that either I’m in jail and have all the time in the world, but can’t see anyone – or, like now, I’m free and have endless demands on my time. When I returned from exile I was expecting a big welcome, but what happened was beyond my wildest imaginings. There was a sea of people. Nobody had anticipated such crowds, and arrangements were totally inadequate. I used to have nightmares when I was young about climbing ladders. Suddenly in front of me I saw the ladder of my dreams. There were thousands of people around me and I had to climb it to get on top of the truck. By some miracle I got to the platform, and my heart was singing with joy.

I was thinking: what better vindication for my father than that he died for his country, and that after all the terror, the oppression, the darkness, here are people who acknowledge and respect him? Everyone says people’s memories are short, but it isn’t true. The crowd was shouting, “Bhutto, Bhutto!”

I had prepared a speech. I wrote it in England with the help of [the activist and journalist] Tariq Ali, whose political beliefs are different from mine, but we were both believers in democracy. I always get butterflies before speaking. Even when I was president of the Oxford Union I used to worry that I’d forget myself in mid-sentence. This time so much depended on it. But the larger the crowd, the more I feel the magnetism, and the crowd was with me all the way.

I like to think I’m carrying on my father’s vision of a federal democratic Pakistan. He set the way for a society in which there should be no discrimination on the basis of sex, race or religion, and I too am fighting for this.

My day varies depending on whether I’m on tour or at home in Karachi. When I’m at home, I’m woken at 8am, and one of my staff wheels my breakfast trolley in. It arrives with tea, fruit and bran flakes from Safeway – I brought quite a few cartons back from England with me – but I get so involved reading and marking the newspapers that I only have time for the tea. I take all international papers that carry news on Pakistan and that are not banned. Then I force myself to get up and, still in my pyjamas, I do 20 minutes of keep-fit exercises.

By 9am I’m washed and dressed. I wear shalwar kameez [traditional dress and trousers] and a dupatta [matching shawl] because for this climate I need loose comfortable clothes. In England I found shalwar materials too chilly so I often changed over to jeans and Western clothes. For an hour I deal with bills and paperwork, and then at 10am I start seeing people at half-hourly intervals. I have advisers on every subject but no one person whose advice I take on everything. I don’t like to be caught up with details so people come to me with well-prepared options. A typical morning’s discussions revolve around constitutional and parliamentary matters, intelligence reports and the state of the party.

At about 1pm I have a working lunch: something light like lentils and yoghurt. I don’t cook or do any housework – an old family retainer manages the household. In the afternoon the pace hots up. I see people at 15-minute intervals until 5pm, and then at 5-minute intervals until 8pm. I always ask for my schedule to end at 8pm, knowing that if I do this I may finish at midnight. In Pakistan you say one thing, and it always ends up something else.

When I’m on tour, my day is equally relentless. The programme is arranged by local organisers and approved by me. I like to have the mornings to assimilate information and to write speeches so I request a midday start, but it rarely goes according to plan. Like tomorrow – the tour starts at 8am. I usually squeeze in 10 to 14 places
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