

Dame Siân Phillips CBE was born in Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen, Wales and began acting aged 11. Since then she has appeared in many plays for the National Theatre, the Royal Shakespeare Company and National Theatre of Wales. She won a Bafta for the BBC’s I, Claudius and How Green Was My Valley and many other awards and Olivier and Tony nominations.  

She has been married three times. Her long marriage to Peter O’Toole produced two daughters. She was made a Dame in 2016. Her two volumes of autobiography were originally published in 1999 and 2001.





Acknowledgements

My thanks to my agent Mark Lucas, without whom I wouldn’t have started, and my editor Rowena Webb, without whom I wouldn’t have finished this book.

I thank Gethin Lewis and Meriel Lewis for help with family history and Patricia Myers (registrar at RADA) for reminding me of the geography of RADA past.

Huge thanks to Nina Humm for dealing with my terrible handwriting and for being so patient and resourceful throughout.

Most especially my thanks to William Corlett for understanding the problems of a novice and for his constant guidance. To him and Bryn Ellis, my thanks for refuge and light entertainment.

‘Thank you’ seems an inadequate expression of what is due to Thierry Harcourt and Fabi Waisbort for their daily, unfailing love and support.





Chapter Eight

Many of my recollections of childhood are probably not recollections at all but stories I was told about myself or which I heard told as I sat under a table or chair, half asleep in one of those small, clean, brightly lit, over-heated village kitchens while my mother and three or four neighbours sat around the fire in the range knitting, sewing or crocheting and talking, talking, talking. ‘I’m just going out for a little “clec”,’ my mother would say in Welsh as she put on her shapeless brown hat to go and visit a neighbour. I can’t translate ‘clec’. What was it? More intense than mere chatting, not as high-flown as discussing, certainly not gossiping (although a great deal of gossip was exchanged, thinly disguised as cautionary tales: ‘Let that be a lesson to us all, eh?’).

Too young to be left at home alone, I used to have to accompany my mother, and I dreaded those evenings, with the notable exception of the ones spent at my ‘Auntie’ Hilda’s house after she took delivery of a washing machine! With a porthole in the door! The village divided itself into fours and sat, night after night, contentedly ‘cleccan’, not in front of the fire but around the Bendix as the clothes whirled around inside. It was wonderfully entertaining. Normally, nothing so interesting took place and I would read my book, wishing we were at home, only occasionally moved to prick up my ears. I didn’t bother trying to make sense of the conversation when the voices were lowered and long silences were punctured by gusty sighs (I had no interest in death and obstetrics). When the tone remained low but the pace returned to normal and they talked of ‘her’ and what ‘she’ had done, the chances were that I was the topic of conversation. The variety of illnesses I presented meant I was a problem that exerted considerable fascination, not least of all to me.

They all knew a great deal about each other (and in my privileged position as my father’s daughter, I knew that there was a great deal they didn’t know about each other) and because a part of every day was spent exchanging information and discussing what had befallen people or conjecturing what might have happened, which was even more pleasurable, each person acquired a known history, a story that was added to at intervals, each addition modifying and enhancing the overall portrait. Highlights from people’s stories were aired at regular intervals and, familiar though they were, I do not recall anyone being crass enough to interrupt the patterns of the storytelling. Never did anyone say, ‘Yes, yes, we know all that, get to the point.’ The long process of telling shaped the point, when it eventually arrived.

When my mother talked of her childhood I always waited for the bit where she described how, not much older than I was now, maybe nine, and entrusted with cleaning the big fender, she split her finger in two, such was the zeal of her polishing, and as she fainted her father caught her and ran her down the mountainside to the herbalist, who saved her finger, ‘who knows how’.

When my father, as a young lad of fourteen, fainted in front of the big furnace in the Llanelli steelworks (‘and he shouldn’t have been there in the first place at that age. It’s criminal’), his grandmother, who also worked there, came and dragged him out and revived him and took him home, forbidding his mother to send him back, and she took his place in her clogs and long skirt, with a man’s flat hat on her head. I would nod to myself at the chorus of ‘Terrible times, they were.’ This was always followed by a cheerful account of how my father saved a life in the Llwchwr estuary ‘and would you believe, they only found out by accident. Didn’t tell a soul. Typical.’

Mrs Rogers, a youngish widow who kept house for her brothers who took care of her and her son, would describe how she knew her husband’s time had come when he ‘turned his face to the wall and wouldn’t look back into the room’. This made me cry quietly, no matter how often I heard it. Turning one’s face to the wall . . . it seemed the saddest thing imaginable.

The brilliance of people ‘who came up from nothing’ was a deep well, visited often. My favourite was the story of the young son of a neighbouring farm to Tŷ mawr on the Betws who, during my mother’s youth, ‘discovered and proved the existence of a star’ (‘pages and pages of workings out!’). As he passed through our farmyard at the start of his long, long journey to the Royal Society in London, they concealed their dismay when they saw that he was wearing someone else’s suit, which his mother had altered for him and she’d made one leg shorter than the other. ‘Imagine! One leg shorter than the other. To lecture! In London!’ Another story told how Mrs Hopkins-the-Farm reached up for a loaf that was hanging in a basket and it fell on her head and the crumbs got into the cut and she was dead ‘in a week!’. Dying ‘in a week’ was somehow worse than dying on the spot or after a decent illness.

There was very little in the way of gentry: just one small family, the Lloyds, who made no impression on the surrounding villages and took no part in Welsh life. When the squire left his wife and daughter in the big house, never to return, it was un-Welsh enough and sufficiently typical of something alien to be worth a mention. My mother would fall silent. She knew and I knew that the squire wrote to my father regularly, arranging to meet him in secret in the dingle. My father kept an eye on the estate and would tell him how things stood. The squire would write to my father telling him that he wanted to visit and my father would meet him and they would walk through the wood and then into the dingle and sit silently, looking at the house and stables in the distance.

After about an hour, the squire would get up and shake my father’s hand and leave as silently as he’d arrived. And his beautiful daughter would ride her horse recklessly through our tiny gate, up the narrow steps round the lawn to the front door, dismount, and fall into the house, and I would be sent out to play and later told never to tell what I’d seen. I longed to grow up to be like her even if she was ‘three sheets to the wind’, whatever that meant. ‘Her mouth was a red gash and she was a fearless horsewoman,’ I described her to myself. Agony for my mother not to be able to share these stories. None of these things were ever to be revealed outside the house.

The mythology of the village reinforced its reality, but as I grew older I could hardly relate to the ‘child’ of four and five, and the stories they told of me seemed more remote and less meaningful than those they told of the childhood of my mother and her friends. Could I ever have been so small and stupid? Where I was concerned my mother was fairly loyal, but although she would have given me the food from her plate (this, it seemed, was a standard requirement among good mothers), her allegiance at the first sign of conflict was with authority: the teachers, or nurses or doctors.

‘Odd’ was an adjective that recurred in describing me and, in all fairness, had to be allowed. I wasn’t prepared to mend my ways, but I could see that it was a bit odd to wear a hat indoors and out for over a year (‘and the same one – oh, it looked terrible!’). It was ‘odd’ to assemble all the dolls in the house (except Teddy), line them up on the stone slab outside where the washing was pounded on Mondays and then, having rehearsed and conducted them in the Hallelujah Chorus from The Messiah for two whole weeks (‘Oh we were fed up with Handel’), take them up the steps to the garden where my father was planting runner beans and bury the lot with three doleful hymns and a funeral oration. I didn’t remember burying dolls, but I had not long given up delivering long, emotional sermons, full of ‘Hwyl’ from the high wall of the old pigsty and there hadn’t been any dolls in the house for years, so I supposed my mother was not exaggerating. In any case, I wasn’t embarrassed; nothing I did would raise many eyebrows.

I half-remembered the Moonlight Sonata-on-the-Swansea-Bus story and that happened before I was five. Vivid in my mind was the longing I had to seem alone and independent, and I always sat apart from my parents on public transport. One sunny afternoon on an excursion to Swansea I sat alone in the front seat of an almost empty bus and, as usual, began to sing – quietly at first. My repertoire of Welsh folk songs and Edwardian bass-baritone drawing-room ballads was extensive, but on this day I began humming the music my father had been practising on the piano for weeks and, getting into the swing of things, la-la-ed my way through the whole of the Moonlight Sonata. My mother said, ‘People were laughing. It seemed to go on for ever and I had to let her go on. It would draw more attention to us if we had walked down the bus to stop her.’

When I finally came to an end a gentleman sitting alone rose and sat next to my parents and asked if I belonged to them. He handed my father his card saying that I had given him a most unusual experience and he hoped that they would provide me with the formal musical education I surely deserved and they could call on him for advice on the matter. My father’s jaw dropped when he read the name Sir Walford Davies, Composer. ‘Imagine,’ said my mother. ‘She’s got no voice worth speaking of and her piano playing will never be more than fair. She’s got a good memory, that’s all. The talent for music has completely passed her by. All the same – Sir Walford Davies! Can you believe it?’ I didn’t mind that they thought little of my musical ability. ‘What use was music to an actress?’ I thought when they told me the story.

My oddness was disconcerting but my piety, when it took hold a few years later, must have been even harder to bear. Everyone said a short grace before one meal a day, but now, in our house, grace spoken by me became longer and more detailed and had to be said before anything was eaten or drunk at any time. The minister, trying to down a quick cup of tea on his way through the parish, was startled to hear an admonishing cough and, looking over the cup, saw my upraised finger and reproachful look before I bowed my head and offered lengthy thanks on his behalf. Useless for my mother to try to widen the concept of godliness to include good manners and tolerance. I was smugly impregnable on the moral high ground.

Searching around for my most precious possession to give away, I lighted on my new (my only) overcoat and took it along the road to a house where there were six children, always shabby. ‘Are you sure this is all right?’ asked the startled mother. I grandly assured her that it was more than all right and went home bathed in a golden glow of virtue. ‘But the Bible says—’ I began when my mother found out what I had done. ‘That’s it! Enough! Go down there and fetch it back!’ ‘Fetch it back? I can’t do that.’ ‘Do you want a good shaking? Go!’ It was agony. I went, I fetched it back, my humiliation great. ‘Don’t ask me what Jesus meant,’ snapped my mother, hanging up the coat. ‘He didn’t mean that you could give away your coat, your HARRIS TWEED coat that I’ve been saving and saving for.’ My mother was not one of those who kept their young in line with the – very often truthful – refrain, ‘I’ve given you the food from my plate . . .’ In fact she never even talked about money, so for her to mention saving money meant I’d done something seriously wrong in her eyes and I was silenced.

When I remembered to, I did One Good Deed a Day and did Good by Stealth, but I longed to advertise my holiness. Only once again did I try to apply the lessons of Sunday school to real life. Realising now that we were all fairly equally situated and that there weren’t any Poor to give things to, nor did I have anything to give as a rule, I hit on the next best thing, which was to give to the Undeserving. They had no thought for the morrow and so, on the eve of an examination week, I gave my carefully compiled revision notes to a friend who hadn’t done any preparation at all. If the incident of the coat had exasperated my mother it was as nothing to her reaction when she realised what I’d done with my schoolwork. ‘I want those books back on your desk NOW!’ ‘But I’ve done most of my revision and Jesus says—’ ‘Stop, before I shake you!’ ‘Her need is greater than mine.’ ‘Right, that’s it! Do you seriously think that Jesus Christ wants to see you working behind the counter of Woolworth’s? Because that’s what it’ll come to if you’re not in the top three in your class. GET THOSE BOOKS.’

Not longer after that I gave up wanting to be a nun, which involved practising mortifying the flesh by standing on the cold lino in front of an open window in my nightdress. (I knew my mother would kill me if she found out about that.) I became a Freethinker instead and gave my parents a whole new range of embarrassments.

 

By the time I was nine I was almost well after my long catalogue of illnesses and my years of running wild were coming to an end. I had a secure place in my world. By now every detail of my territory was familiar to me because I had covered it slowly on foot, in all weathers. I could see, with my eyes closed, the pale café-au-lait dust of the lane with living rock protruding in wonderful shapes, smooth and safe for the passage of horse-drawn carts, the hay-wain and the milk float. The little trickle of water in the gully that quickly became a torrent when it rained was familiar and always astonishing. I knew where the birds nested year after year (never tell the boys; they took the eggs and ‘blew’ them). There was just one five-barred gate where lizards basked on hot days. I knew the best place for frogspawn and where to go for the one half-hour in the summer when you could see the sky full of flying ants. I collected the first mushrooms at five o’clock in the morning, I knew the secret damp patches where the biggest clumps of celandine grew and how to hop, skip and jump across the treacherous boggy field, where it was safe to ford the stream, when to see baby spiders hatching out and tiny black toads flinging themselves out of the water. I could smell rain hours away, but it never drove me indoors. There were areas of my life where I felt unsafe and times when I was wretchedly unhappy, but my worst feeling could be transformed in an instant into radiant happiness by a change in the weather.

Everything was familiar and everything was marvellous. My feeling of security went hand in hand with a feeling of insignificance. The mountaintops were exhilarating and awe-inspiring with their great windy views of the valleys below and sometimes there was nothing to see but the big sky and more mountains beyond. Not a house in sight, no roads, no trees, and a huge silence. More than once that silence had driven me, frightened, running down the mountainside, filled with relief to see the first disused cart track or broken, drystone wall; signs of human life. I knew exactly what Wordsworth meant when he wrote of ‘low breathings’ coming after him.

However dimly perceived, it was all these things that I fought for as a little girl of five when I flatly refused to stay at the primary school in which I had been placed; the nearest one to my home in Alltwen. It was a tall, ugly building, positioned under a frightening rock-face in the little town of Pontardawe, which looked to me like a vision of hell, with its steelworks and polluted river and evil-smelling smoke and trees black with greasy dust. Not a natural rebel, I don’t know where at that age I found the strength to overcome the strict well-meaning, implacable adults who were ranged against me, but after what seemed like an eternity of silent, dry-eyed misery when I stood day after day with my face pressed against the playground railings, neither speaking nor eating, nor moving, willing something or someone to save me, I was allowed, one morning, to go home and to make the long walk in the other direction, deeper into the countryside, to a beautiful little white, one-storey school, set in fields on the edge of the village of Rhos. I hadn’t known of its existence, but I wasn’t surprised when we came to it. I recognised it as the place where I wanted to be.

As things turned out, my illnesses began almost at once and I didn’t very often attend school, but when I did I loved it. Because I was left undisturbed for years during my illnesses, when the time came for primary schooling to end, it wasn’t at all clear how much I knew. It was assumed that my knowledge of arithmetic must be patchy, but who knew what all that reading had done for me? My parents had decided on a policy of non-interference where my reading was concerned. They had never suggested that anything might be too difficult or unsuitable. Consequently, I read Shakespeare and Enid Blyton and Louisa M. Alcott and the Dandy and the Beano alongside Zane Grey and Mrs Humphrey Ward and old Magnets and Dickens and A.A. Milne and Trollope and Sunny Stories and the News Chronicle. My mother’s nerve did fail a few times. She absolutely forbade me to read Forever Amber (so I read it in secret) and there were bits of Antony and Cleopatra that she wished she hadn’t let me read. I wondered why she’d forgotten what a racy read the Old Testament was. The only publication against which my face was set was Arthur Mee’s Children’s Newspaper, which my parents had delivered for me and which I rightly suspected to be Good for me.

I was over-sensitive in some regards and given to storms of grief over sad endings – fictional – or the death of pets – only too real and frequent – but (rightly, as it turned out) my parents thought I had a steely streak and was not given to undue ‘nerves’, so it was decided that, at the age of nine, I should be allowed to have an early ‘go’ at the scholarship examination, which determined one’s future at the age of ten and eleven. This was just for practice, they said, and at least it would reveal what I needed to be taught. If there was pressure, I was blithely unaware of it and had a delightful day out, back at school.

I read the Arithmetic paper with mild interest; baths of water emptying faster than they could be filled, trains travelling at X miles per hour, arriving after trains travelling at Y miles per hour, men working all day, failing to accomplish what three men working half a day could – or was it the other way round? These riddles contained very little to interest me, so I spent my time with my chin in my hand watching the clouds in the sky outside. This was not considered to be a good sign, but there was always the English paper. Horror of horrors, halfway through the allotted time I laid down my pen and, chin in hand, resumed my study of the sky.

My teacher reported back to my mother that things didn’t look too good. No one wanted to worry me, so they left me alone except to ask, casually, how it went. ‘Oh, fine, fine.’ ‘Arithmetic all right?’ I laughed, shaking my head, and tried to remember some of the sillier questions about taps and trains. ‘How about the English?’ ‘Oh, easy-peasy.’

My mother hid her disappointment and resolved to start coaching me as soon as summer ended. She was bewildered and unbelieving when my name was posted alongside the older children who had made it over the all-important hurdle. Confusion deepened when someone called round to explain that, alone among the pupils of South Wales, I had been given nought in the Arithmetic paper but that for the first time in the history of the examination they had been moved to award me 100 per cent for my English paper.

‘What did you do?’ my mother asked. I tried to remember. ‘Well, Grammar – easy.’ ‘What about the Composition?’ ‘Oh yes, Shakespeare.’ ‘What do you mean, “Shakespeare”?’ ‘The Merchant of Venice.’ ‘What about The Merchant of Venice?’ ‘Usury.’ ‘Usury?’ ‘Yes. Can I go out now?’ My mother nodded slowly. The post-mortem on the hopeless Arithmetic paper was postponed.

I took a great deal more interest in the scholarship when I realised there was a Uniform involved and Houses and Hockey and a Debating Society just like the schools in my mother’s Angela Brazil books. I began to shape up for a new life.





Chapter Eighteen

My workload at the BBC increased and it became apparent that some kind of plan had to be formulated. Moelwyn Merchant had been my first tutor when I entered the Honours School. He became an ally. He shared my opinion of myself in Othello. ‘Oh, you poor dear,’ he exclaimed the morning after the first performance. ‘That hair! That pink dress! You looked like a meringue.’ Pleased and maybe surprised that I took this in good part and agreed with him, he threw me a crumb. ‘On the whole not good, but that is exactly the way to play the willow scene.’ He knew that I was wearing a track between the back door of the university and the front door of the BBC. He also knew and approved of my intention of going into the theatre and understood that I really did need to graduate for my parents’ sake. He drew up a plan for me and said, ‘Now, this is the work you must do; these are the essays you must write and this is the minimum attendance below which you cannot fall. Let’s see how you get on.’

Well, I got on. Just. There were some awful moments. By now I was working as a ‘relief’ announcer as well as acting, and this meant that I opened the station very early in the morning and closed it late at night after the Epilogue and, in between, did a lot of the jobs that no one else wanted. I was never paid much for what was a prodigious amount of work. Iris Evans, who wrote the cheques at the BBC, used to say, ‘Having your name in the Radio Times is worth £1,000 per year. No dear, I can’t pay you more money.’ It never bothered me. I always seemed to have enough money, but I was never aware of having lots more than my fellow students. Some of my friends were rather wealthy. I bought books, as usual, and began to buy a few smart clothes as well.

I loved presentation work. When I began I was a well-covered ten stone three, which was about right for my five foot, seven and three-quarter inches. Within months I was eight stone, the result of living in a permanent state of high anxiety (which I loved). I had always been dreamy – never wore a watch, never knew what day it was – and now I had to alter completely because from the moment I sat at my console in the tiny continuity suite, I was in control of everything that went out over the air, from my studio, and from all the other studios all over Wales and England. The least adept person imaginable, I had three turntables to operate; one on either side of my central control ‘pot’ (microphone control) and one large one on which I played daily ‘soaps’ or programmes lasting twenty minutes. Minutes and seconds had to be calculated precisely. I had to learn to write announcements that would last exactly the required number of seconds before I faded myself out and brought up another studio. It was a nightmare.

Morfydd Mason-Lewis, a wonderful broadcaster and a senior announcer, the best-known voice in Wales, was teaching me the ropes one day and I was thinking that this was a terrible venture, best forgotten, when she said, ‘All right, I’m off. Take the next shift,’ and left the room. My thumping heart moved high into my chest and stayed there. My damp hands slipped on the controls as I frantically added and subtracted and scribbled. Occasionally, through the glass panel on my right, I saw my engineer, grinning broadly. I had no sense that anyone was listening to me, but my mother had heard my voice and stopped in her tracks, horrified. ‘Oh, it was terrible,’ she said. ‘I kept expecting everything to go wrong.’

I would wake up at night convinced that I’d announced the wrong programme or allowed everything to overrun and had been late joining the Nine O’clock News – the worst crime imaginable. Becoming a radio actress had been a breeze compared with the rigours of being engaged as an announcer. It was assumed that one was fluently bilingual, decent at one other European language and canny with foreign words in general. Every broadcast sound passed through the little continuity studio, so announcers were expected to be deft with the turntables and their controlling knobs, familiar with the pronunciation sheets that came in from London each day, careful at noting timing of programmes or the length of recordings, and tactful with one’s own announcements or one’s filling in of unexpected gaps so that one programme seamlessly fed into the next. Technical mistakes were unacceptable. ‘Kerfuffles’, as the Head of Continuity called them – one’s own, or hitches occurring in studios – were carefully logged and explanations and excuses noted. The Kerfuffle Column was amazingly empty considering that we were all on the air live most of the time.

The BBC was proud of its technical near-perfection and the rest of us were expected to keep up. Overrunning was a cardinal sin. Having to fade out a programme in order to re-join the schedule on time or link up with London or Scotland was embarrassing in the extreme and somehow became a continuity error. It was expected that we should exert a tight grip on everyone’s activities. The tension was killing. I had to strain every nerve to exert more care than ever before in my slapdash life.

And that was just the beginning; there was Attitude to cope with. One had to speak with authority tempered with a neutral friendliness – not too distant, be human; not too chummy, you’re not anyone’s friend, you’re entering someone’s home and you are expected to be one hundred per cent reliable, but remember always that you don’t know what is happening in the home; don’t impose a mood on them. You are speaking to millions and you are speaking to one or two people. Be natural. Being ‘natural’ wiped me out and I ached all over at the end of a shift.

Advancing to the status of newsreader was even worse and my first time out – twenty-five minutes of terror in English and Welsh – half prepared and half unseen, was listened to everywhere in the building. The ordeal was made worse by the sympathy and good wishes that came my way as I left Tom Richards, the editor, in the newsroom and raced back to my studio, clutching what there was of the news bulletin (extra bits arrived when we were on the air). Everyone knew that it was a major hurdle to get over. I was just eighteen and I had added two years to my age in order to be considered for the job. As I switched myself on to the air, identified the station and, taking a deep breath, forced a smile on to my face and said ‘Here is the six o’clock news,’ I’d wished I’d never been born. Twenty-four minutes and ten seconds later I was reading the last story – one I’d never seen – with one eye on the second hand and, coming into harbour at twenty-four minutes and fifty seconds, I reached for my previously written announcement for the next programme, timed and checked before the News began. Then I switched through to another studio, waited for the programme to begin, and laid my head on the desk among the mountain of discarded bits of paper. Looking up, I saw the engineer next door raise his fists in a victory salute. I felt as though I had climbed a mountain.

There had been no mistakes, but that was taken for granted; there was more Attitude to absorb. Light-hearted news stories were not to be presented as ‘jokes’, they were to be presented to the listener ‘clean’. People weren’t supposed to be made to laugh. Serious or tragic items were not to be dramatised or sentimentalised or sensationalised; the ‘appropriate’ tone had to be found. One had to get a move on without ever seeming to hurry, nor should it ever be apparent that one was stretching an item to fill in time. The list of dos and don’ts was endless. At the post-mortem of my maiden voyage, it was Attitude that took up most of the time. It was a bit like an acting job – trying to be the sort of person that people wanted in their homes. The chief note to me was ‘No acting’ and I thought it better not to reveal that I would have to act ‘no acting’ if I was going to make a go of this complicated job, which I grew to love. I was very well taught by Morfydd Mason-Lewis and her deputy Harvard Gregory, and I didn’t ever make a mistake or ‘fluff’ during a news bulletin. My parents thought I’d had a personality change and for the first time I think my grandmother was impressed.

Of course I made some awful mistakes along the way, some so bad that they got me suspended. One of my nastiest moments in the studio occurred when, after having started the Epilogue disc in a tired state one night, I then had to lean over it to read the duration time. As I revolved my head gently in time to the slow circling of the turntable, my chiffon scarf caught in the special rod that held the playing-arm steady. With one hand I flapped wildly at the window to the engineer’s cubicle as my face was slowly and relentlessly drawn down towards the turntable. As I tried to hold steady, keeping disaster at bay until the last possible moment, I feverishly attempted to compose in my head an announcement that would explain the horrible noise and the untimely end of the Epilogue that was about to occur at any moment. ‘We must apologise to listeners but the Epilogue just ate my scarf.’ Hardly. The engineer happened to look up and, seeing my unnaturally still head and an agitated arm, stampeded out of his little studio, through my ante-room, crashing into the studio just in time to cut me free and gently unpick the chiffon from the machine. ‘Now, believe it or not, Siân,’ he said, ‘that’s never happened before!’ The engineers were my friends and saviours, which was just as well.

I had by now joined an Arts Council Theatre Company, dedicated to establishing a Welsh-speaking National Theatre. Raymond Edwards, who was later to become the first principal of the Welsh College of Music and Drama, was our young director of Uncle Vanya in which I played Elena. There weren’t enough ‘real’ theatres in Wales, so we toured for a year, all over the country, playing in buildings that were more or less the right size and more or less suitable.

Waking one morning in my flat in Roath Park, very tired after a one-night stand of Uncle Vanya, goodness knows where (I very rarely knew exactly where we were playing), I reached out an arm and turned on the radio in time to hear a London voice saying, ‘. . . and now we hand you over to Siân Phillips in Cardiff’. Nothing happened for a moment, then with one bound, collecting my mac and shoes on the way, I was in the street running towards the main road in my pyjamas. It was early and the roads were deserted; a solitary car happened along and the driver, seeing my desperate face, stopped and rushed me to the BBC, rather enjoying the drama (which I was not).

Fortunately, Cardiff is a compact city and, with no traffic on the road, I was in my chair within twelve minutes and switching off Bow Bells, which had been playing over and over again since the London handover. The Bow Bells record was used as a filler, but never for more than twenty seconds. That was a Rule. The outbreak of World War Three might just justify ten minutes of bells – might, but probably not. I switched on my microphone and announced, ‘We must apologise to listeners for . . . [thinks] . . . a technical fault at the transmitter,’ I lied. I maligned the engineering department. I was an outcast. The phone didn’t stop for hours. By ten o’clock I was on the carpet in the Alun Oldfield-Davies Suite where I had never before set foot and never would again. I think the august Reithian figure of the Head of Welsh Programmes may have wanted to see what sort of creature could commit such a crime. My suspension didn’t last long and I was soon back in the bosom of a forgiving bunch of engineers.

I loved those days. The hours were long and the work was very demanding. I began to travel with the BBC Orchestra on outside broadcasts, writing their scripts and timing the programmes, and meeting the artists from London and taking care of them. Our orchestra did broadcasts of Concert Hour and Music of the Masters from halls and chapels all over the valleys near Cardiff, and artists were sometimes a little taken aback by the primitive conditions. I remember wondering whether one artist would be able to do the show as she lay on the floor of the shabby vestry in a none too glamorous concert frock while her worried husband poured warm oil into her ear (it seemed she was a martyr to pains in her cranial passages). When she struggled to her feet and began to sing, I was stupefied. I was no expert but this was surely a major voice. Why wasn’t she a star? I looked up her name again in order to give her a terrific back-announcement. ‘You have been listening to . . .’ – Joan Sutherland – surely she deserved better than a village chapel in the back of beyond.

Rae Jenkins, the conductor, was lovely and always impatient. ‘Where’s that bloody girl?’ ringing around the corridors was my cue to appear with my clipboard and with everything he might need to know at my fingertips. Only once did I let him down. The visiting soprano was about to reach for an inadvisable high note, and Rae leaned forward over the podium, but I – miles away in a reverie – was too slow to switch off the mic as Rae hissed at the first violins urgently, and ‘Drown ’er, boys!’ went out over the air. He didn’t speak to me for a week.

I was engrossed in this world and was finding enough time on the tour of Uncle Vanya to be able to put some of my notions about acting into practice. Sometimes I was, I thought, almost getting there. Mostly, not. In spite of this, I was coming in for a great deal of flattering attention.

I wrote my English essays in the continuity suite and it showed. My new tutor was S.L. Bethel. ‘Pretty lousy,’ he said, smiling sweetly as he returned to me the first of my ‘BBC’ essays for him. Oh help. My worst mark ever. What to do? Briefed by Moelwyn, he also became a friend. He and his wife invited me to tea and outlined a strategy for me. I was terminally tired and, to further complicate things, I had become ‘properly’, publicly, engaged. ‘You’re far too young,’ said everyone. My fiancé, Don, was a post-graduate student whom I’d known off and on since I came up. I had also been on holiday with him. My mother had been thoroughly against my proposed trip to Sweden with two young men from the university, Don and his friend, Ray. I was nineteen and they were older. I’d first seen Don playing Troilus in Troilus and Cressida at College. He was a good actor, handsome, neat, incredibly well-organised, mad about cricket. I found him so capable that I thought of him as belonging to an older generation altogether. He seemed to know what he was doing and for a brief while I enjoyed believing him when he said he knew what I should be doing. Ahead of him lay two years of National Service and another couple of years in Paris completing his doctorate. ‘You must be amazingly clever,’ I thought, looking at him sideways as we walked along Queen Street.

My parents were guarded in their response when we returned from Sweden somewhat closer than we’d been when we departed. They liked and respected Don, but they had Doubts. So did Don’s parents. This was why they’d been reluctant to let us go off for a summer in Scandinavia. Although I’d asked permission, I’d been determined to go. I could fund the journey myself and the young men were respectable and so were my prospective hosts, friends of Ray’s. Their estate was beautiful and – well, there was nothing she could put her finger on, but my mother felt it was Wrong and would lead to Trouble. She couldn’t, though, think of a way of forbidding the trip without saying something coarse and I enjoyed her discomfiture.

For the first time I was going to do something that had no obvious advantageous outcome. My mother was better off than she had ever been, but holidays still didn’t enter into her scheme of things. Of course, they didn’t enter into mine either. When I said, ‘I’m going to Sweden for the summer’, I felt as though it was someone else talking and, unreasonably, I pretended to my mother that I thought taking the summer off was a perfectly natural thing for me to do. I blamed her for the fact that I was secretly appalled by the waste of working time and by the daring company I’d chosen. She brooded silently, spoke little, and glowered at me when our eyes met. I made as if I didn’t notice and enjoyed infuriating her.

It was difficult for my parents. They had moved away from their families. Life near the big city was very different from life at ‘Home’. There was no telephone on the farm. (Her brother’s telephone was never used for chatting.) They were isolated; there were no neighbours. There was no village with its terms of reference and clear guidelines for behaviour. My parents didn’t quite know what kind of life I was leading. They were adrift without a map and so was I to a certain extent, but I wanted to make a new map for myself. Defiantly, I drew a line from Wales to Sweden.

Sweden was beautiful beyond my imagining and on one of the long summer nights I became engaged. Together with Ray, Don and I spent the idyllic summer walking and idling and dozing through the days, eating delicious food. We were there for the crayfish season and went to Kräftor parties that went on late into the night – huge trestle tables piled high with red crayfish set up under the trees, and we were fed a sip of schnapps between each bite of crayfish. It never got really dark at night and we scarcely slept. The schnapps and the party atmosphere and the long lilac nights were a heady combination. Don and I grew closer and closer, and what could be more delightful than to arrive at an understanding in such a romantic situation? He was not only attractive and charming; he took care of me when the idyll ended and I became ill on the long journey home. We were in love by the time we returned to Wales, and had it not been for my ambition – conveniently forgotten during the romantic holiday – there was no reason why our proposed marriage shouldn’t have turned out well. He was everything a normal woman could want in a husband.

After I returned I tried not to spoil our happiness with thoughts of how this marriage could accommodate my plans for myself, plans that hadn’t changed at all but that appeared unrealistic to everyone except me. I hid my head in the sand. I hadn’t told my mother anything much on my return, but now that, a few months later, I was about to become publicly, officially engaged, with a ring – and presents – my parents had to be told about it. I didn’t want to tell them and was filled with apprehension.

Their reaction was everything I feared. They were taken aback. There was silence. Why, I thought, couldn’t they just say ‘How wonderful! Congratulations’? The fact that I myself was filled with anxiety was utterly beside the point. My fiancé-to-be was everything they could have wished – clever, brilliant, handsome, sober, reliable – and they didn’t want it to happen. I could tell. I was furious. I knew from the way my mother’s remarks were heading that she was trying to raise the question of my possible pregnancy. Did I have to get married was the question she couldn’t bring herself to say and I wanted to smash crockery, I was so enraged. How dare she pry into my private life and how could she think I could be so stupid? Even as I sat looking at the floor or paced about looking everywhere except at them, I understood that they were trying to articulate the fears that were running riot in me.

Understanding how unreasonably I was behaving did not prevent me from becoming even more contrary. I had tapped into a vein of resentment against my mother that threatened to engulf me. Engagements logically lead to weddings. Where did a wedding fit into my plans? It didn’t. It couldn’t. The moment my mother pointed out this problem, the engagement was determinedly on. The future might never arrive. My fiancé went to Paris to write his doctorate and I missed him and moped and worked and tried not to think of the problems I was laying up for myself.

After graduating I would need a miracle to get me out of Wales and headed for the Theatre, and I didn’t know anyone who had managed it. It hadn’t come to my ears that a girl from Aberystwyth University had already done the seemingly impossible and was in the theatre in England. Rachel Roberts from Swansea was bold; she was a free spirit; she took all her clothes off in public – in Aberystwyth, such a stiflingly respectable non-conformist heap in those days that the odd swear-word would have been enough to damn her as a loose woman. The enormity of Rachel’s behaviour seemed to have paralysed the authorities. She wasn’t sent down, but she was talked about in hushed tones for years after in the Principality. But just when I needed her most, her fame had not spread south to Cardiff, and when it did, it merely depressed me.

If that was it, if that was what it took, then I was never going to be able to behave like an actress. I couldn’t even look like one. The leading lights of the University Dramatic Society were outstandingly good-looking and very noticeable. They were English-speaking with voices that carried effortlessly across the Union dining room. They always seemed to be at the centre of a merry throng, they tossed their heads and laughed, and they were clever with clothes. My wardrobe was still full of mistakes that I had to live with. All the things I needed and wanted were hideously expensive and most of them were unavailable in Cardiff.

I tried not to think of Christian Dior and concentrated on my real problems, which were multiplying as the weeks went by. I was approaching the end of my time at the university; one year to go and Moelwyn called me in for one of his infrequent but uncomfortably worrying chats. We sat in a garden, I on a swing, and I knew I wasn’t going to enjoy the ensuing half-hour. ‘Your life,’ he began. ‘I don’t think you’ve given enough thought to your engagement and what it is that will quite reasonably be required of you.’ He was going to be the Reverend. He doubted whether I was going to be able to do the Right Thing. Had I considered my vocation? Better to stop now than create havoc later. Did I realise what a fine, sensitive person I’d become involved with?

I was accustomed to feeling like a victim and now he was making me feel like the Witch of Endor, and I didn’t like that at all. I couldn’t tell him that I was feeble-minded enough to dread upsetting the apple cart almost more than I dreaded messing up two lives. And why me? Why wasn’t he having this conversation with my fiancé? I looked glum and said nothing much.

‘Please consider carefully,’ he said pleasantly enough. ‘Now – work,’ he said, to my relief. ‘I am assuming that you are not prepared to give up your position in the Arts Council Company. Nor, I take it, would you want to stop working at the BBC. Nor,’ he went on as I made to speak, ‘do I think you should.’ That surprised me; I’d been expecting a sophisticated version of the Sally Tŷ mawr lecture that I’d been hearing since I was ten. ‘You now have to make a choice,’ he went on. ‘Having considered your work for me, I think there is a chance that, were you to concentrate on your work for the whole of next year, to the exclusion of everything else, you could – just could – do well enough to get a First. If you continue with your outside work then you will not. This is the moment to choose what you want.’ It was horribly grown-up; actions to choose, consequences to accept.

Then he closed that conversation and we talked of other things, and he shocked me into laughter as he spoke of a recent Shakespeare performance on film, almost universally praised, which he had found particularly brainless and appalling. We said goodbye and I went to visit my parents feeling more ill at ease than usual. Whatever my choice I doubted that it would please my mother; good work at the university and marriage. No marriage, possibly a bad result and a career. Career? That was completely unknown territory – every chance of total failure. As usual I dithered and confided in no one.
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Chapter Eighteen

Guyon House is reorganised to accommodate my mother. She will have the second-floor front as a bed-sitting room and her bathroom is almost en suite. (This house is always going to be slightly cockeyed.) Kate is delighted she’ll be one staircase away from her Mamgu (specially dear mother – the Welsh for grandmother) and I am delighted because now I’m going to be able to leave home and go to work without fear. (Since Marianne’s departure to Sweden I’ve been glued to NW3.) On the other hand . . . I bid a mental goodbye to the kitchen; my mother will want to take over. But on the other hand, I can’t cook well and don’t much like it, so why not hand over? On the other hand, am I going to enjoy resuming life under my mother’s thumb? But we haven’t lived together since I was sixteen – I’m grown up now and this is a big house, there’s room for us all. On the other hand, she’s never witnessed anything like O’Toole’s drunken rages (no less alarming for being less frequent) but I don’t intend that she shall, neither she nor Kate. (I add green baize-lined double doors to the list of work for the builders.)

Christmas is approaching, our ﬁrst Christmas in Guyon House. My mother arrives. She’s sold her furniture and almost all her possessions. ‘Good!’ I nod breezily and set about settling her in. She adapts to London life without missing a beat. Lying awake at night, thinking of her on the floor above – also lying awake? – I wonder, have I done something wonderful for her? Or have I asked her to do something incredibly difﬁcult? I’m three months pregnant and selﬁsh and I don’t dwell on the problem. There are no cosy chats. Not that we ever had any. The Christmas holiday is here and we have immaculate Christmas and Boxing Day dinners and lunches – organised by Mamgu of course. The kitchen holds inexhaustible reserves for all who are invited or who drop in or pass by. The turkey is perfect, the puddings are my mother’s vintage puddings made last year. O’Toole is not given to family occasions, but even he goes along with this perfect festive regime. Kate bangs her turkey bone on her plate at the huge dining table. There’s a massive ﬁre in the newly uncovered eighteenth-century ﬁreplace. The big tree shines in the hall. But I don’t allow mourning. I miss my father so much and don’t know how to express it, so I don’t allow any expressions of grief. I cannot bear to talk of him. My mother, still dressed in black, smiles and cooks and greets strangers and becomes ‘Mamgu’ to everyone. We don’t speak of my father. And I know I’m failing her.

 

My pregnancy is beginning to show, so I ﬁnd a clever dress and do a television play with young Robin Phillips, feeling a bit too old to be his lover. It’s the ﬁrst time I’ve ever felt like that. Time is knocking on. I’m almost thirty and that seems so old. Robin wasn’t very happy and it didn’t surprise me to learn that he became a director shortly afterwards and directed Maggie Smith’s glittering seasons in Canada. Just at the moment Maggie is involved with O’Toole and Marie Kean in London, preparing a reading of Sean O’Casey’s Pictures in the Hallway (this is O’Toole’s response to international superstardom). Arriving to rehearse at ten o’clock and ﬁnding the door open, Maggie drifts in past a builder or two and ﬁnds herself in Marie Kean’s bedroom where the great Irishwoman is discovered fast asleep in a gold lamé evening gown. Maggie’s day is made, I think. She’s wreathed in smiles and Maggie, wreathed, spreads the smile over a half-mile radius.

When I am too heavily pregnant to work, O’Toole decides to do a play in the West End. Baal by Bertolt Brecht, his ﬁrst appearance in London since the ill-fated Oh Mein Papa and The Long and the Short and the Tall in the Fifties. And O’Toole is not going to take a fee. ‘How good,’ they say. I wonder about that. I feel that such a magniﬁcent gesture really undermines people who have to make a living in the West End. After registering my protest and seeing it ignored, I shut up, but I’m disturbed. I suspect that O’Toole’s altruism is tinged with guilt. Being a movie star is perceived in this country to be in some way a disgrace. Albert Finney turned down Sam’s offer to play Lawrence because he didn’t want to become a movie star. (He went on to make movies for Woodfall Productions, nevertheless.) There’s something about success that is regarded with suspicion and the received wisdom is that movies are not for ‘real’ actors. But I can see that our world is changing – it has changed. (And do these self-appointed critics have any idea how difﬁcult it is to become a movie star?) I’m worried that Jules is being too accommodating when every ﬁbre of his being must be screaming, ‘No Baal! No dirty leading man in ﬁlthy rags singing dodgy songs in a not too successful Brecht play.’ Instead (and probably wisely) he says, ‘Sure, play it until the next movie. Sure, do it for nothing.’

The next ﬁlm? Finally, I see why Jules had been chuckling to himself at any mention of O’Toole’s future. Wise, from their years at Fox, to Sam and his wiles, Jules has somehow slipped past Sam and Columbia an agreement for O’Toole’s services that does not extend beyond Lawrence of Arabia. On the day when Sam tells O’Toole that his next four ﬁlms will be X Y Z and A, Jules says, ‘I don’t think so.’ Sam explains that over the next seven years O’Toole, like Omar, will play whatever he decides he should. ‘I don’t think so,’ repeats Jules, softly. Lawyers and vice-presidents open ﬁles and scrutinise O’Toole’s contract with Columbia Pictures beyond 1962. ‘Hell let loose’ is a mild way of describing what happened next. People were ﬁred. People hastily resigned. Well into their million-dollar campaign, they realised that they were promoting an actor they didn’t ‘own’ and, what was worse, they had to go on promoting him for the good of the movie.

Jules and Sam were old hands at the game of dog-eat-dog, but Jules had scored the revenge of a lifetime. Knowing the background, I couldn’t do anything but salute Jules. I had never doubted his business sense, but I was bowled over by his capacity to wait for his cooled revenge.

Jules and Sam had been partners in Horizon Pictures, which had produced Treasure of the Sierra Madre. As young things they had seen their furniture dumped on the pavement for non-payment of rent. John Huston (the third partner) had gone out hustling for production money. Joyce Buck’s father had sent a cheque to ensure that Kate Hepburn continued on into the jungle for the shooting of The African Queen. Their association had been long and eventful. All the same, I was slightly worried that Jules – like all of us involved in the family ﬁrm – was over-charmed by O’Toole. Much as I adored him as a man and revered him as an actor, I was well aware that O’Toole could be horribly wrong about many things. It wasn’t easy being the one person who would risk telling unpalatable truths, and I had a feeling that no one would ever compete with me for that job.

Baal – well, worth doing, I suppose. I wasn’t sure. It was, like all O’Toole’s projects, fraught with dramatic incident. His dresser, on the night of the dress rehearsal, screamed, ‘This show is cursed’, flung the clothes on to the floor and fled into Charing Cross Road, never to return. The beautiful Jocelyn Herbert sets were changed by a gauze ‘wipe’ that traversed R to L and L to R and took for ever to move, so the play lasted almost ﬁve hours. In the middle of it all O’Toole summoned George Devine to come and ‘ﬁx’ it, ignoring the director’s feelings. What a time they had! George Devine (who ran the Royal Court) and Jocelyn Herbert were lovers, the director had to be shunted sideways – it was exhausting just listening to the backstage drama. They opened and everyone fairly hated the play. A large portion of the audience slammed out each night crying, ‘Disgusting’. But – was it all worth it? O’Toole looked awful on stage, which he wanted to be as a change from the beauty of Lawrence, but why, I wondered? The public isn’t in the least bit interested or impressed by versatility. Marie and I went to the opening and nodded our approval of best efforts, but we both wondered, why bother? The play opened on 7 February and had to close at the end of April to accommodate the beginning of O’Toole’s ﬁrst picture as a co-production between Keep Films and a big outside company. The chosen ﬁlm was Becket, based on the Anouilh play he had not done for the RSC.

May. Becket begins with Richard Burton. I haven’t seen him or worked with him since I ﬁrst took up with O’Toole after I left RADA. He’s now involved with Elizabeth Taylor and against everyone’s guess and wish has left his wife, Sybil. Of course, Elizabeth represents the great uncharted sea of superstardom and Richard has always wanted to be a superstar – a wealthy superstar. There’s a story of him – a favourite of Daphne Rye, the H.M. Tennent Ltd casting director – at an all-night party, sitting in a circle of young things who were asked to declare their ambitions. ‘I want to be the greatest Juliet since Ellen Terry.’ ‘I want to play Hamlet as it has never been played.’ ‘How about you, Richard? What do you want to be?’ The reply was simple. ‘Rich.’

Thanks to Elizabeth, he is now going to be rich. Very rich. They both come down to the pub near Shepperton Studios and eat more food than normal people can imagine putting away. I’m a healthy eater (to say the least) but Elizabeth Taylor’s food consumption leaves me standing . . . ‘Those fat pigs,’ snarls Kate Hepburn in disdain at such indulgence. I don’t know. A part of me admires that kind of robustness. Another part sides with Miss Hepburn; such unbelievable self-indulgence can’t be right – or can it?

Richard seems sheepish but rather pleased with himself, I think. Not sure where he stands with us in his new role. Nor am I. As his wife Sybil’s husband, he would have ﬁtted perfectly into our life, but now? O’Toole senses that I am holding back rather and doesn’t push to accept many invitations to the Dorchester or anywhere else.

Elizabeth and Richard are at the height of what is called the ‘Scandale’. They seem to love the notoriety and the publicity. One night, Elizabeth wants to go to a theatre in St Martin’s Lane. We arrange seats. Elizabeth is very small. She wears a huge, turquoise turban. Word spreads (how, I wonder?) that the Seductress is at the theatre. In the interval we arrange drinks to be served in the manager’s ofﬁce, front of house. ‘No,’ she cries to our horror, ‘we’re next door to the Salisbury. Let’s go to the pub now!’ St Martin’s Lane is fairly heaving. Someone clears a path. All they can see is a turquoise hat. ‘Oh,’ cries a woman, ‘the bitch! I’m so close, I could spit on her.’ Unaccountably, Elizabeth ﬁnds this charming. She beams. ‘It is so awful,’ she says winsomely to O’Toole, ‘not being able to go anywhere in peace.’ ‘It might help a bit,’ O’Toole replies tartly, ‘if you took off that fuckin’ turquoise busby.’

There is something wonderful about her appetite for being noticed. Richard? No, I don’t think so. He looks faintly embarrassed. But it’s so obvious that he’s willing to pay the price of fame. O’Toole may be disconcerted to be confronted by Stardom in its complete, unacceptable – but true form. He can have this, if he wants.

In 1967, very generously, they offered to take the children to stay on their yacht Kalizma. Over my dead body, I thought; it’s hard enough trying to bring them up sane in NW3, never mind on a luxury yacht.

The same year, quite by chance, we flew to a ﬁlm festival together, a beautiful festival in Taormina in Sicily where the Italian Oscars are given out. There was a confusion over tickets and Elizabeth snapped her ﬁngers and got some boxes produced out of nowhere and the four of us cluttered up the front of the ﬁrst-class compartment. We drank champagne all the way to Italy (I was right to avoid them, it was impossible not to behave excessively in their company). Elizabeth was very good natured. Richard was – Richard, and I remembered that even reasonable behaviour on the part of royalty or celebrities is translated into wonderful behaviour; the expectation is so much less, I suppose. When we got off, Rich and O’Toole and I looked dishevelled and blowsy. Elizabeth, who was royally drunk, looked stone-cold sober and the photographs reflected this. ‘Camera cleans her up,’ said Richard philosophically.

At Taormina all the ﬁlm stars were mobbed by screaming crowds. We stayed in a pretty and very uncomfortable hotel. Staying in the rooms (formerly monks’ cells) was out of the question and in order to do some sightseeing and visit restaurants, we braved the boisterous fans who never left the front courtyard. After a day or two they grew bored with the stars and life was very pleasant for everyone. Richard and Elizabeth, on the other hand, remained closeted in two tiny rooms where they sat squashed in with their hairdressers and assistants. ‘We’re not going out till The Night,’ said Richard. ‘By then, they’ll be MAD to see Elizabeth – it’ll be a riot.’ He was deadly serious, I realised dismally. He was right, of course; Elizabeth, the only star who hadn’t been seen, was nearly killed by the pent-up enthusiasm as she left the hotel. On The Night, Richard said, ‘Watch this, it’ll be a sensation. The light will go on there but she will come in here.’ We were in a Roman amphitheatre – rubble everywhere ‘backstage’ – the auditorium, beautifully lit by candles issued to the audience as they arrived and then sat with their backs to the ocean. O’Toole was suitably, sincerely grateful in bad Italian. My friend, Silvana Mangano, brought a loving house of fellow countrymen to their feet, striding on casually and exiting smartly, then Elizabeth was introduced and didn’t appear – didn’t appear – didn’t appear – and ﬁnally she was picked up in a light in the wrong place, picking her way through the uncleared rubble to the podium. It seemed a lot of trouble for very little return.

Much later, Richard and I sang some Welsh songs. A minor princess who seemed to be setting her cap at him was not best pleased. Elizabeth suddenly summoned him and we exchanged a wry smile. ‘Mabel calls,’ he said. One thing I remember about Elizabeth was that she had a terriﬁc voice, clear and incisive, always interesting, no affectation. Richard and I had other, sadder, meetings as he lost his robust constitution and the years of excess took their toll. But he got what he wanted: ‘Take what you want and pay for it.’ Didn’t he just!

Kate is three and already, as my mother says, she is a ‘bit of a character’. She wears her round, metal-framed glasses with a forbidding air, peering suspiciously at the world, pinning my mother to her chair with demands to be read to. We’re heartily sick of Ant and Bee and Janet and John and I begin to read her poems and stories that I ﬁnd entertaining. She tolerates almost everything – even the fourth leader of The Times – but remains loyal to Ant and Bee in particular. Between us, my mother and I run the house. Manolita, the daily help, comes every day and cleans and mends and helps organise our lives.

Becket is a long movie and is being shot at Shepperton. Peter Glenville, who has a sound theatrical pedigree, is having no trouble at all with his stars, O’Toole and Burton. The press tries to create stories of tension and potential mayhem, but even they have to give up in the end. The journey from NW3 to Shepperton is long, so the weekdays are calm; O’Toole leaves in the early hours of the morning and returns late with barely time to greet everyone and have dinner with me in the Green Room before going to bed early. Saturday is a bit of a lost day when he sleeps and sleeps, but Sundays are enchanting and we all lunch in the dining room before O’Toole and I take a walk around Hampstead and then sit and read until it’s time to prepare for another hard week. Quiet, dull and totally happy, those months.

However happy I am, I feel I cannot forget the circumstances surrounding Kate’s birth and I make up my mind that I am going to protect myself and the next baby from the remotest chance of drama and over-excitement. How to contrive this? Marie suggests that I come to Dublin for the birth and everything falls into place. Having a child on Irish soil will compliment O’Toole and put me beyond his reach at the same time. It works! Everyone – except my mother – is happy. It’s seen as a charming gesture, but it’s actually self-preservation on my part. So, three weeks before Pat is due to be born in June, I fly to Ireland and move into a back bedroom in Marie’s flat at Lower Baggot Street. She’s booked me into the Stella Maris Nursing Home (staffed by nuns) and Declan Meagher, a friend of Dr Slattery’s, will be in charge. I’m told to prepare a bag and the list includes a bottle of chloroform and a large pad of cotton wool; I ﬁnd myself packing for myself a pair of white silk pyjamas of O’Toole’s. I may be wanting to do this my way, but I also need to feel close to him and wearing his clothes will help me, I know.

The June days are perfect and long. Marie cooks wonderful meals (the Irish potatoes in June are heavenly). I lie on my bed high above the Dublin rooftops and I think I may never have such a relaxed time again. Marie is at work at the theatre, but her flat is lined with books so I read and read and read
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