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‘The book captures the intensity of emotions and the relentlessness of intrigue at Westminster for a minister determined to hold on to her integrity under what feels to her like pressure from all sides. It is a vivid portrayal of a world she clearly loves’

Rachel Sylvester, The Times

‘The book is breezily written, as befits the author of four novels, and characteristically honest’

Stephen Moss, Guardian

‘Publishers know that the sales of political memoirs depend entirely on the author’s popularity. This explains why Alan Johnson’s autobiography has risen skywards while poor David Blunkett’s performed a bellyflop. Widdecombe’s ripping tale will follow the flight path of the former’

Lloyd Evans, Spectator

‘If feminism is about robust individualism and uncompromising, occasionally bolshie personality – and your guess is as good as mine – well, she’s up there with Mary Beard . . . She’s good-humoured about the controversies but gets her own back’

Melanie McDonagh, Evening Standard

‘Ann Widdecombe is big. It’s politics that got small’

Liz Jones, Mail on Sunday

‘She has a compelling story to tell, particularly about political dramas at the heart of Westminster and, with the instinctive gift for narrative that has made her a successful novelist, she relates it in a highly readable style’

Leo McKinstry, Daily Express

‘Hugely entertaining autobiography . . . the principal joy of this book, though, is that, reading it, you could just as easily be sitting chatting to Ann’

Peter Stanford, Catholic Herald

‘The former minister, author and Express columnist’s life story is clearly a gripping read’

Sunday Express

‘From Singapore to Dartmoor and Parliament to the pantomime stage, Ann takes readers on a gloriously entertaining journey through her life’

Hello magazine
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In memory of my father,

without whose unfailing support and encouragement
much of what follows would not have happened.


 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION

This is not one of those tomes which former politicians often produce, detailing every last consideration behind every clause of every bill. Nor have I gone into detail about the results of every leadership contest or general election because that is well enough covered elsewhere. Inevitably I have had to explain the events surrounding my disagreements with Michaels Howard and Portillo but I wish both well. Rather, instead of trying to contribute to political scholarship, I have endeavoured in this book simply to give a flavour of a life which began in the austerity of post-war rationing and progressed to the glamour and glitter of Strictly Come Dancing via twenty-three years as MP, minister and Shadow Secretary of State.

It is, I think, better to paint the bigger picture than to worry about the clauses in the Associated British Ports and Killing-holme Cargo Terminal Bill or what I ate for breakfast.

Bearing in mind that many who will be reading this little volume will not be acquainted with the minutiae of daily political life I have explained terms which may cause others to feel patronised, and the same is true of my references to theology. The apostolic succession is reduced here to almost absurd simplicity but I would have left too many baffled had I not explained it at all.

I was born into a world in which Britain still ran an empire and families were scattered around the globe, went to a strict Convent School in the swinging sixties and into Parliament while Margaret Thatcher was still Prime Minister but the aftermath of my career was perhaps the most extraordinary sequence of events in a highly eventful life.

Much that happened before, I could have either predicted or hoped for when I was still in my teens: to be a politician and a writer were always cherished dreams. If however somebody had said to me in 2010 as I was retiring ‘Well, this is how it is going to be, Ann. You will spend three months dancing on prime-time television, then you will tour the country in a live dance show with Craig Revel Horwood appearing at venues such as Wembley and the O2, then you will go into pantomime and, oh, by the way, you will be appearing in an opera at Covent Garden,’ my response would have been: ‘Lie down and have an aspirin.’

Yet that is what happened and one of the pleasures of my retirement is that I have no idea what may happen next.


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

ARRIVING (1)

Twice in recent years the makers of the television programme Who Do You Think You Are? have approached me to see if my ancestry might be sufficiently interesting for one of their programmes and have concluded that it is not, which is a pity as I was hoping they might help me to distinguish between the facts and the myths of family legend.

The facts are simple enough: my parents were of solid West Country stock, seasoned with a sprinkling of Irish and Scots. My father was born in Saltash, Cornwall and my mother in Plymouth, Devon and they met on Plymouth railway station in 1926, in the latter years of their schooldays, where one was catching a train for Saltash and the other for St Budeaux, an area in the north-west of Plymouth.

My mother is said to have asked a boy from Devonport High School: ‘Who’s that chap over there with the prefect’s hat?’ and received the reply ‘Murray Widdecombe, but you won’t catch him. He’s far too ambitious to bother with girls.’ And the rest is my history.

In January 2006 Family History magazine traced my father’s ancestry back to 1747 when John Whiddecombe married Mary Martin. I was disappointed they could not get back a hundred years further as I have always wanted to know what the family did in the Civil War, fervently hoping they supported the King rather than ghastly Noll Cromwell. There was, however, a legend within this timescale that could not be verified. My father always told me that he had it from his grandfather, who in turn heard it from his grandfather, that we had wreckers in the family.

Wreckers were the characters immortalised in Daphne du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn, who lured ships on to the rocks at night by flashing lanterns to confuse the sailors into believing they were seeing a lighthouse. When the ships were helpless, aground or broken upon the rocks, these charming fellows looted and sometimes killed. If any of my ancestors were involved on those dark nights then I am obliged to wish them hanged. Perhaps they were.

Other ancestors made rather more legitimate use of the sea. My maternal grandfather, Jim Plummer, was a master mariner, a great-grandfather on my father’s mother’s side was a ship’s engineer with the Navy for thirty years and my own father was a naval captain in World War II, thereafter spending his entire career in the Admiralty.

‘You looked all at sea,’ an older lady once said to me after my performance on Strictly Come Dancing. I murmured, to her incomprehension, that it was a family tradition. So was baking, the trade of both my grandfather and great-grandfather of the Widdecombe line. They had a shop in Fore Street, Saltash, which was occupied by Widdecombes for some sixty years.

Family History magazine established that it had been the last Tudor building left in Fore Street until 1941 when it was bombed and destroyed by the Luftwaffe, who made regular sorties over Plymouth Docks. Meanwhile another Luftwaffe bomb played a significant part in my own, as yet unrealised, life. My grandmother was bombed out of her Plymouth home and, being a widow, took refuge with her only child, my mother. She lived with our family from then until she died when I was fourteen so that I grew up with a granny always resident.

On my mother’s side we had Henry Doidge Rundle, a Cornish sailor with a propensity for the odd bit of smuggling and who has an entire website devoted to him. My great-grandmother, Maria, was one of his daughters but I never heard tell of his exploits until they were unearthed by Family History. What I did hear a great deal about was my grandfather, James Henry Francis Plummer, my mother’s father who died of throat cancer when she was eighteen.

Jim Plummer came from Ireland, a son of a large Catholic family in County Cork. He ran away to sea at thirteen years of age and nothing is known of his family. However there was a tradition that an uncle on the Plummer side founded the store Plummer’s, which became Plummer Roddis, which was subsequently hoovered up by Debenhams. Plummer’s was a fashionable chain of department stores in my youth and the legend stated that the uncle had started it with a small haberdashery stall. If so it was a fortune which never came our way.

My mother also said that we might be related to the famous actor, Christopher Plummer, but that she thought not. Given the general prevalence of Plummers throughout the British Isles, I also think not, but I would have liked to have traced some members of Jim Plummer’s family.

The Scottish element was provided by my father’s mother, Alice Murray, whose own ancestors hailed from Glasgow.

The courtship between my mother, Rita Noreen Plummer, and my father, James Murray Widdecombe, lasted ten years. My grandfather had made a fortune from his bakery business during the First World War, feeding the troops that flocked into the area, and was able to afford private education for his sons. His second son, Donald, became a vicar and my father turned down a place at Cambridge to join the Admiralty.

It was a decision that I think he may have regretted although he never had any regrets about his choice of career which culminated in his becoming Head of Naval Supplies and Transport and being awarded the CB. He left Saltash for the naval base at Rochester, where in June 1936 he and my mother finally married, and never returned, his career taking him all round the world. Uncle Donald also left and, after spending the war as an army chaplain, became the vicar for the quaintly named parish of Yetminster and Ryme Intrinseca.

Ambition was considered best left to the boys and my father’s sisters stayed in Saltash. The younger one, Molly, died there recently at the age of ninety-one.

In September 1937 my parents were stationed in Gibraltar and expecting twins a couple of months later but the birth was premature and went badly wrong. My brother’s twin, James Patrick, was stillborn at the Military Hospital and my brother, Malcolm Murray, was born temporarily paralysed and weighing two pounds. In an age without the incubators and apparatus which do not always guarantee survival even today, he lay in his cot struggling for life, willed on by my mother.

Decades later I came upon a minute vest in a drawer in my mother’s dressing table and asked her to which of my dolls it had belonged. She replied it was my brother’s, the one he wore while that fight for life was going on, and which she had faithfully preserved. After she died I searched among her possessions, intending to give it to him, but I failed to find it and sadly concluded that it had been lost in the clear-out and move when she came to live with me on being widowed.

My brother lived but was a weak child, with a congenital eye defect. Gradually he grew stronger and by the time he was in his teens was a keen rower. My mother sent him first to Captain Olsen’s Gym School and doctors covered up his good eye to try and strengthen the bad one, while forcing him to write with his right hand instead of his natural left. He bore it all quite stoically while my mother mourned the dead twin: ‘I used to look at one all warm in his cot and think of the other cold in his grave.’ Even now I pause when I remember those words.

When my brother was two the Second World War necessitated a return to Britain. ‘Well, we got through France before it fell,’ my mother commented matter-of-factly, when recounting the train journey on which the only food offered to the tiny Malcolm was a large corned beef sandwich.

By now Malcolm was nicknamed Joe. He was very good and well behaved (unlike his sister at that age) but had a habit of sticking his jaw out provocatively when trying to get his way. The family dubbed this his ‘Musso’ look after Mussolini, but now the Italian dictator was allied to Hitler and it was decided to drop the joke. A worse one followed when my father commented sarcastically that they could always call him Joe after Stalin and Malcolm said delightedly ‘Joe!’ It stuck and in later years I would tease him with ‘Look who you were named after!’

My mother had been advised to have no more children for three years and my father resolutely refused to have a child in the war. Nobody could tell what the future held and a wife and child at home while he was at sea or at various depots abroad looking after naval armaments were more than enough to worry about, he proclaimed. Thus Malcolm and I were born pre-war and post-war or, as he used to say, he was quality and I utility.

I arrived, ten years and one month to the day after my brother, he being born on 4 September 1937 and I on 4 October 1947. In later years we had a ritual that I would ring him up when he reached forty and gloat that I was still twenty-nine and so on each decade whenever he reached a big O.

The birth took place at eight o’clock in the morning at the Forbes Fraser Nursing Home in Bath where my mother, brother and grandmother had spent most of the war and where my father was now stationed. This time everything was straightforward and I emerged weighing six pounds and healthy, but there had been a scare during my mother’s pregnancy when, at the height of the danger period, she had contracted rubella.

Today the pressure to have an abortion would have been huge but then it was both illegal and unthinkable. Indeed my mother told me that she never gave the possible consequences of her German measles a moment’s thought but Doctor Love, the family GP, was perturbed and when I proved a slow talker actually feared I might be tongue-tied!

As Rita Noreen Widdecombe lay back exhausted from a night’s labour, Ann Noreen Widdecombe was being carried about the nursing home to be admired for her beauty because my eyelashes were so long that they produced shadows on my cheeks and the eyes behind them were an unusual shade of dark blue. That was probably the only time in my entire life that I was acclaimed for my looks, although make-up artists still comment on my long lashes.

Meanwhile Malcolm Murray Widdecombe said ‘damn’ on learning he had a sister instead of a brother and James Murray Widdecombe departed for the pub. My paternal grandmother, Granny Wid, was staying with us and began to ring up all the relatives to announce my birth while Gran Plum kept the house in order.

Granny Wid spent the years from the death of her husband until her own death circulating between her four children, although living with one of my father’s sisters. So each year we received what felt a bit like a state visit and which lasted for a month or six weeks. My other grandmother called her Al, short for Alice, but she never used Christian names in return and determinedly stuck to Mrs Plummer.

My mother spent ten days at the Forbes Fraser before bringing me home. In those days mothers were not routinely discharged, as now they are, the day after the birth and it was normal for grandparents to converge to take charge of any siblings and of course the husband who could not possibly be expected to cook or wash up, let alone manage his laundry, ironing and cleaning.

Home, in the south-west of Bath, was a rented house in Bloomfield Park, called Megohm, because the owner was an electrician. It was years before I realised that it was not Meg Home and when I did it somehow seemed to lose its special warmth. I remember very little about it because we left when I was three and my father was posted to Portsmouth. I do recall that the next-door neighbours were called Sidwell and they were on the other side of the fence, so I suppose the houses must have been semis but Megohm is the only one of my childhood homes to which I have never returned and I can recollect no more.

Ordnance House, Gosport, was the first of the big houses in which we lived during my father’s many admiralty postings. It had five bedrooms, a lawn tennis court and large grounds which were tended by the two gardeners, Grayle and Compton. It seems odd now to recollect that in infancy I would address grown-ups by their surnames alone but this was the class-conscious Britain of the middle of the last century when the distinction between officers’ daughters and those of other ranks was meticulously preserved.

My mother did not preserve it in my choice of friends and I always brought home to tea whomever I liked. It was not only the right attitude for a world which was about to change but the right grounding for making friends throughout my life in which the only factor that mattered was: did I like them?

This seems to me so obvious a basis for friendship that I have never understood why supposedly intelligent interviewers express surprise that I have gay male friends. As I point out, if I chose my friends on the basis that I must first agree with all their views and choices then I would have to exclude not only homosexuals but all those who are divorced, living in sin, having children out of wedlock, having abortions (that one is quite difficult), known to have taken drugs, holding strong left-wing views and certainly unbelievers. And assuming, under this scenario, that others would judge me and everyone else also by their own moral criteria, then we would all be living in little lonely bubbles of our own.

Yes, I do oppose gay marriage but so do plenty of gays because it will give not one extra right to homosexuals which they do not have with civil partnerships but will take away from heterosexuals the right in law to be called husband and wife. Certainly gay marriage does not promote equality because a heterosexual couple cannot elect to have a civil partnership but must choose between full marriage or having none of the protections of a legally recognised union. Opposition to this politically driven measure is not anti-gay: it is anti-redefining an institution that is recognised across the globe, is intuitively unique and has been the bedrock of society for millennia: one man and one woman in a union open to procreation.

Friendship is founded upon liking, loyalty and reliability not upon shared opinions and should be capable of surviving being let down and disappointed. It is as disloyal to abandon someone for falling by the wayside or deserting a cause as it is to abandon someone for losing all his money. True friendship can survive almost any test except betrayal. If my epitaph were to be ‘she was a good friend’ I would not consider my life to have been wasted.

However let us go back to Portsmouth and the gardeners. Compton was young while Grayle, whom I adored, seemed quite old. He used to come to work on a bicycle and when sweet rationing ended he sat me on the saddle and pushed me to the shops to buy Smarties. There was also Stamp, the driver, who used to chat to me as he stood by the car, waiting for my father, and who sent me Uncle Mac’s Children’s Hour Story Book for Christmas when we had left for Singapore.

I was surrounded by benign grown-ups and felt like an only child because by then my brother was at weekly boarding school. My mother, like most women of that period, did not work, and there was also Gran Plum, who taught me all my tables before I went to school. She loved to read with me and we used to listen to children’s programmes on the wireless. I suppose the main entertainment must have been Listen with Mother, but I do not remember it.

Gran always made sure I said my prayers before going to bed and then we waved goodnight to the garden. There was a sundial on the lawn and in spring I would be wildly excited by the pink cherry blossom which carpeted the ground and which my father cursed.

In addition to the humans there were Jimmy the black cat and Shaun the wire-haired terrier. Jimmy was sadly killed on the road but I was told that he had ‘gone to live in the woods’, which I imagined populated with woodcutters and old ladies collecting firewood. Jimmy was replaced by Tibby the Tabby who really did flee to the woods when we went to Singapore.

There was a great deal of excitement when the Queen, who had not long acceded to the throne following the death of her father, George VI, came to review the fleet. My brother sat on my bed and taught me the words of ‘God Save the Queen’ which came in handy for the coronation preparations a year later. By then I was at school and hating it.

Bridgemary was the only school of the five I attended before the age of eleven in which I was unhappy. Ironically, I almost did not go there at all, as by then we knew we had been posted to the Far East and my parents were of the view that it would be confusing for me to start at one school and then almost immediately move to another, but I was five and the law said I must be in full-time education so off I went to Bridgemary.

In those days there was none of the gradual acclimatisation that there is now when children go to nursery and then build up towards a full day. One day I was at home with Mother in the usual way and the next was dropped at the school gates. It did not cause any trauma until I came to go home and left through the wrong gate. I could not understand why my mother was not there and began to wander uncertainly off while my poor parent fretted with anxiety at the right exit. We finally arrived home to find my grandmother beside herself because we were so late. No mobile phones in 1952!

I had not been there long before the bullying started. It was trivial stuff really but to my five-year-old self a group of girls making menacing faces at me each and every playtime was frightening. Then one of them pinched me clandestinely in assembly and I slapped her away not at all clandestinely. Naturally I, not she, was the one who was reprimanded and my sense of justice was outraged even further when my mother finally went to the school to complain and was told I had been ‘unkind’ to the girl concerned.

Years later when, as an MP, I recounted this story publicly I received a profoundly silly letter from the then headmistress of what had been Bridgemary but had since been renamed, in which she protested about my criticising the school. As the incident had happened more than four decades earlier and the school did not even have the same name, I thought her indignation was ludicrous.

It was a government requirement that each afternoon younger schoolchildren had to lie on mats and rest. Inevitably some actually fell asleep and usually were then left until they woke naturally. I always hoped I would drift off and sleep till home time, but it never happened.

While I was enduring the petty tormenting at school, the family was facing the biggest upheaval of its existence. My father had been posted to Singapore for three years and my brother and grandmother were to be left behind. In 1953 left behind meant just that for the entire three years: there were no assisted passages for family members out and back during tours of duty. By the 1960s when I was at boarding school the girls in the dormitory whose parents were stationed abroad with the forces could go out once a year for the summer holidays.

It is now mercifully unthinkable that children should be separated from their parents for so long, but then we took it for granted. That is not to say that we were particularly reconciled to such arrangements but, in an age when we were still running an empire, they were regarded as neither cruel nor unusual.

The silver lining in the dense black cloud of knowing it would be years before you saw your parents was the role of the extended family. Children left at school in Britain stayed with grandparents, aunts, uncles and godparents in the school holidays and at half-term. These sturdy characters also turned up for speech days, sports days and the school play.

Appalling? Yes, but it is a deep irony that today, when such arrangements would be thought barbarous, there has never been so much family breakdown, so little involvement of the wider relations. Dad may be living only a few miles away with his own new family but you don’t live with him on a daily basis. Children live with one parent all week and go off to the other at weekends. ‘Access’ has replaced daily parenting, ‘quality time’ has replaced Mum-at-home, ‘partners’ have replaced Dad. It is the State rather than her own children that is expected to provide a home for Granny.

I prefer what we had fifty years ago.

My grandmother had to remain in England on health grounds. In those days civilian airflights were few and the journey out to Singapore was to take three weeks by ocean liner. There was, of course, no air conditioning other than fans, and the doctor was of the opinion that my grandmother would not make it ‘through the Red Sea with all the heat’. I suspect that was nonsense but it represented the medical opinions of the time.

So it was arranged for Gran Plum to stay with a cousin of my father, Mona Dunkerley, a war-widow whose husband had died when the ship on which he was serving was sunk with all hands, and who was now an optician. She was also my godmother and had two children of her own, Peter and Janet, of a not too dissimilar age from Malcolm’s.

My brother was at boarding school, Monkton Combe, a minor public school near Bath. He had been sent first to prep school there, and had then, after we left for Gosport and Ordnance House, boarded first weekly and then full time. He was fifteen and approaching O levels and it was decided he should stay on, spending holidays with Auntie Mona and Gran, with some other godparents known as Auntie and Uncle Pick, and with yet others who were called Auntie Dora and Uncle Mit. Of these only Mona was a real relative, the rest being godparents.

He also stayed with my father’s brother, the vicar, who had a daughter, Daphne, of approximately the same age. As by now Malcolm was determined to become a vicar, staying with one had advantages!

Thus it was that my grandmother and brother were consigned to various members of the extended family. Uncle Donald also took Shaun the dog and a home was found for Tibby the Tabby, who stayed with a neighbour for a few days shortly after we left but when Malcolm came to collect her, she spat, scratched, jumped out of his arms and fled towards the woods and, sadly, was never retrieved. We did not, despite extensive enquiries by those still in the area, find out Tibby’s fate.

I can only begin to imagine now what my poor mother must have been feeling as the day of our departure approached and she was faced with seeing neither her mother nor her beloved son for three long years, but I was shielded from all of it. Children were not then embroiled in adult traumas and when we set sail I had no idea that this was to be a major parting. When I asked where Gran and Malcolm were I was told they were still in England and I think I had some notion that they would catch us up, until gradually, with the adaptability of childhood, I just got used to their not being around and ceased to question their absence.

Might my parents have taken a different decision had Malcolm been a girl? In the 1950s it was considered de rigueur for middle-class sons to be sent to public school and the colonies offered no equivalent, although the junior education was outstanding. There was, however, less pressure on girls. My parents always assumed, even then, that I would be properly educated and go to university, but it was somehow less vital and the plan was for me to go through state primary schools and then to grammar.

Indeed, in later years, when it became obvious that I was vastly more ambitious than Malcolm, my father shook his head in bewilderment and observed to my mother that ‘Ann should have been the boy’! Considering how keen he was on university for me, how he cheered on the first woman newsreader, Angela Rippon, backed Thatcher from the start and was the only member of the family to support the proposal for women priests, it seems something of a contradiction but somehow he could not quite overcome the conventional expectation which had been there in his own family: boys were ambitious, girls were home-makers.

Yet, as I have observed above, by the time I was at a girls’ boarding school in the 1960s my fellow pupils were seeing their parents only once a year. Of course, many of them were there only because their brothers were at the nearby major Catholic public school of Prior Park and their parents, having carefully selected a school for their sons, looked round for the nearest appropriate one into which to place their daughters! But still they were there and not abroad with their parents.

Why? Stability is the answer. No matter how good day schools abroad might be, postings came every two or three years and moving about was not exactly the best way to secure a reliable secondary education with its different syllabuses and plethora of public examinations.

I do not remember a great deal about the three-week voyage out. We left a Britain gripped by coronation fever and one of my last memories of Bridgemary is receiving a coronation mug with a bag of sweets in it.

Now people pay a fortune to spend three weeks on a cruise to the Far East but for us it was all in the line of duty. The ship was the Canton and we must have called at many ports, but whereas I remember the return journey on the Asia quite vividly the Canton is a blur, which is odd given that the voyage was so unlike anything I had previously experienced.

For the adults it was a highly social event with lavish dinners and entertainments and, of course, the port stops. Now, we see the far ends of the earth portrayed daily on our television screens until no corner of the globe is a mystery, but then each new experience was startling: the flowing robes and camels at Aden, the desert on either side of the Suez Canal, the smells and spices of Bombay, the colour and cacophony of different languages, of different people. I recall being disappointed that the Red Sea was not a vivid scarlet and even more disappointed that the Chinese were not bright yellow.

Much of what we saw is captured in the old black-and-white photos of the time but the vividity, the movement, the strangeness and the overpowering heat live best in the memories of those of us caught up in the excitement as we sailed slowly towards a new life.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

EMPIRE’S CHILDREN

Number 300 Kloof Road in Singapore was a large black-and-white house built on concrete pillars. It was still there unchanged in 1998 but had gone by the time of my visit in 2000. Instead of windows the house had long interior balconies on either side with shutters which were closed only in the monsoon season when the rain was severe. The rooms within had saloon-style doors and every bed a mosquito net, with the house functioning on one floor as a bungalow. Downstairs were only box rooms and the boiler room, in which lurked Nadisan, the gardener.

The garden was large but not vast. At the back was a belt of bamboos and in the front were banana bushes and, of course, keng hua.

The beautiful flower of the keng hua, which blossomed only at night with its distinctive, pungent scent, was a source of fierce but friendly competition among the naval wives, who vied to see who had the most out. When, some years after their return to England, my parents bought their first house they called it Keng Hua and a neighbour, Mr Wakelin, who was a commercial artist painted a picture of the spectacular flower, which he obtained from a book. That picture hangs in my own house now.

The garden had an old, disused air-raid shelter, which my parents forbade me to enter because of snakes but it became an irresistible source of adventure. At the back of the house a long flight of steps ran up to the kitchen entrance and the front had a circular drive big enough for the school bus to turn round in, which was convenient as we were the last house in the road and there was nowhere else for the bus to go. My incredulous mother took a picture of the manoeuvre and sent it home to be marvelled over by Gran and Malcolm.

For me the main attraction was the long, low house at the back where the staff lived. The cook was called Hoon and was immensely fat. He was with us throughout my time in Singapore but I do not think I exchanged more than half a dozen sentences with him in three years. He spoke no English but cooked English food with skill and ease.

The amah, or housekeeper, also spoke no English but used to communicate with my mother through signs and actions, which were the source of great hilarity in the household. Meng, the houseboy, who seemed to fill the role of general help, alone spoke enough of our language to communicate.

My mother, who had always run her own home with the help of only my grandmother and a twice-weekly cleaner, told me in later years that she used to wonder how on earth it needed so many people to run a house until she discovered the debilitating effect of the Singapore heat, relieved only by fans, and the relentless round of entertaining which was expected of her.

‘When we had a free evening, your father used to write BED in huge letters in the diary and we would collapse early and sleep for nine hours!’ Indeed my own routine always included a visit from my mother, wearing a rustling evening gown that made her seem to my childish eyes like a princess, to check that I was asleep before the night’s parties were under way. If I woke I would hear the loud buzz of conversation and the clink of glasses from the drawing room where colleagues of my father and their wives, officers from visiting ships and personnel from the naval base were gathered. Later the roar of cars and snatches of grown-up conversation from the departing guests would drift up to my room.

Meanwhile if my mother was wondering at the size of the staff, Amah and Meng were aghast at the size of our family. The previous occupant was not only childless but also a bachelor and the thought of a wife and child about the place, the one doubtless interfering and the other making noise and mess, was decidedly uncongenial. Three years later they were to be distraught when we left.

Amah had three children: a son, Ah Gee; a married daughter, Wee Jong; and her youngest, a daughter four years older than me, Ah Moi. On my very first day at the house in Kloof Road I met Moi, who was playing in the back garden. She had long dark hair, large black slanting eyes and an air of fun. We became friends on the spot and remain so sixty years later. Incredibly, at the time of writing, Amah has only just died at the age of 103.

My mother treated Moi as if she were my sister and she was always included in family outings. One of the most regular of these was a trip to Seletar Island, a wild place which we reached by boat and where we would lunch on the beach and swim. We never went beyond the beach because the place was so wild and overgrown and there was the ever-present danger of snakes. Today Seletar Island is a commercial resort with water sports and hotels.

On such an outing one of my parents’ friends, a Mr Powell, fell overboard and there was a mighty panic before he was safely back in the boat. I did not understand the fuss. He could swim, couldn’t he? Thus it was that I learned about sharks. His daughter, Janet, must have already known because she cried throughout the drama.

Most of Singapore’s social life revolved around the water: swimming at HMS Terror, going to the sailing club, picnicking from boats. The children came home proficient swimmers and divers and, where they could keep up the activity, often went on to compete at county level.

Used to a full day at school, I now found my time organised differently. School took place in the mornings only, although they were long mornings and started earlier. There were no school lunches and the afternoons offered no shortage of activities. I had swimming lessons twice a week and Brownies once. My mother also enrolled me in ballet classes but I rebelled after the third lesson and never went again. Not even the pictures of little girls in fairy-tale white dresses at the end-of-year performance could lure me back, much to Mother’s disappointment. She was probably thinking of Gran receiving the photos and saying ‘Ahhhhh!’

Most of us went to the Monday elocution classes run by Mrs B. Lumsden-Milne, a rather fierce-looking woman of buxom proportions. I used to recite a poem called ‘The Good Bad Child’ but never quite breathed in the right places. I failed to see that it mattered how I breathed as long as I could memorise the words but I enjoyed the classes because I loved learning poetry by heart.

After the afternoon’s activities I did my homework and played with Moi. Sometimes my parents took us swimming in the early evening and then it was bed.

Moi did not attend the Royal Naval School, which was solely for the English children of the Navy and Admiralty. Instead she went to a school in which she was taught both in English and Chinese. I used to look in wonder at her Chinese books and tried to practise some of the figures. Of course nobody encouraged the learning of Chinese because there was no general perception that China was to become one of the most powerful nations on earth. Being British was all that mattered. We had won the war and thought no country had as much right to regard itself as destined to rule others.

Certainly this was reflected in the celebrations every year on Empire Day, which fell on 24 May, when we were lined up under the Union Jack to sing patriotic songs. Moi’s favourite name was Elizabeth, after the Queen. The more far-sighted could see the coming of a different world but then Britain stood for order, stability, stiff upper lips and reticence. Egad!

I look back to those times and wonder that I noticed so little the difference between Moi and me. My dolls had more by way of cots, clothes and tea-sets than did Wee Jong’s many babies. I had more dresses, a cupboard full of toys and a swing in the garden. At Christmas my gifts filled a large pillow case and I spent hours in play, while Moi increasingly had to help her mother cook and clean. I simply took it all for granted then but now I wonder how I might have viewed matters had I been older.

When Moi cooked meals for the staff I used to join her in sampling the food as it was being prepared but once I found Amah plucking a live chicken and I ran away with a mixture of terror and pity for the poor struggling bird.

In addition to the Chinese there were Malays and Indians. Nadisan was an Indian and the driver, Ballay, was from Malaya. The different nationalities had their own festivals and customs and Mrs Lumsden-Milne taught us a poem:


The Christians they have Christmas,

The Chinese have New Year,

The Hindus have Deepavali,

And once in every year,

Comes Hari Raya Puasa,

A time Malays await,

Throughout the months of fasting,

With joy to celebrate.

So whether we are Christians, Hindus, Chinese, Malays,

We wish them all with all our hearts,

The happiest of days.



Doubtless I failed to breathe in the right places while reciting it, but perhaps the reason I remember it so fluently six decades later is that it expresses a sentiment which we would do well to recapture in this age of religious and racial tension.

A popular holiday for the colonials was to go up to Kuala Lumpur for a week or so and, very occasionally, to Hong Kong. The latter involved a longer stay and my mother went for six weeks, during which time it became my father’s lot to read me The Wind in the Willows and cut my toenails, but largely that of Amah and Moi to look after me. My father himself did not manage such a vacation but once went to Australia on business and brought me back a cuddly koala bear, which we named Kroo.

Many people reading this will wonder why we did not all go to Honkers or KL, as these places were nicknamed, but the concept of an annual family holiday was more limited then. People generally used breaks to visit relatives or grandparents, but these were living 8,000 miles away. The Kuala Lumpur trip involved a long, tiring train journey which was unlikely to be enjoyed by a young child any more than was the hill walking which formed part of the attraction, and the fares to Hong Kong were prohibitive for an entire family. As for beaches and swimming, we had them all in Singapore where they were part of the daily experience rather than an annual treat.

While the children were at school the Admiralty wives occupied themselves with good works, my mother being involved in the Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association (SSAFA) and also in health promotion among the local population. Wee Jong quickly became known to us as Wee June and by then had five children: Ah Ching, Ah Fong, Ah Nee, Ah How and Ah Yong. The three girls made a wonderfully attractive little group with their identical black fringes and dark eyes as they stood in order of height. The two boys were but babies and Wee June wanted a break. Was there, she asked, a pill to stop any more?

There was not, nor would there be for years to come.

The heat overwhelmed the adults but we children quickly became acclimatised, running, competing and climbing trees with no less energy than would have been natural back home. We were, however, regularly laid low with a procession of childhood illnesses, some of which, such as measles and whooping cough, would be taken seriously today. I escaped both scarlet fever and mumps and was twenty-three before I caught chicken-pox, but German measles, real measles, whooping cough, urticaria and other diseases took their turn in putting me out of action for anything up to three weeks. By then there were vaccinations against diphtheria but the sight of a child in callipers as a result of polio was not unusual.

Singapore posed its own health hazards and my mother was fastidious about my mosquito net being tucked in all the way round, while I was never allowed to go outside barefoot on account of the dreaded hookworm. Meng got hookworm and my mother used his resulting disappearance to hospital as a cautionary tale.

Children were often off school because of germs. The term seemed to cover everything from colds to stomach upsets to unspecified infections. ‘Margaret cannot come to Brownies today. She has a germ.’ ‘Fiona missed the nativity play. We think she caught a germ from Penny.’ ‘Don’t share ice lollies – it will give you germs.’

Our parents dosed us with Minadex and Virol but fruit was abundant and no child lacked vitamins. A favourite was the pomelo, a large variety of citrus with white flesh, which I did not see from 1956 until 1964 when a girl in the dormitory at Bath Convent, whose parents were stationed at RAF Changi, brought some to school after she had visited them for her summer holiday. When I went back to Singapore for the first time in 1983, I fairly lived on pomelo.

Papaya was a staple at breakfast and even now its taste will remind me of those far-off days when I would be sitting at the table in my white school tunic, swinging my legs to and fro as I watched Meng clearing up, and waiting for the school bus. My father would have already left for the armaments depot, which he managed for the Admiralty, clad in the uniform of the British civil servant posted to hotter climes: white, short-sleeved shirt, white shorts and white knee socks. As late as 1966 when I visited friends stationed in Malta, this was still the norm. Whether it was the advent of air conditioning or simply the propensity of natives in newly independent states to dress in suits and ties, as symbols of authority, that changed this custom I do not know.

Mr Wong Kwee Yong was the local tailor who looked after most of the Brits. He ran a shop in the village of Sembawang where there were also a cold store and a NAAFI outlet, while Ah Lim ran a cigarette and sweet shop near Kloof Road. To get to his tiny emporium I had to cross a stream which used to swarm with tadpoles and I rarely went without a jam jar but my tadpoles never became frogs.

We were taught to avoid snakes and I recall the great excitement when one got into the staff quarters and Meng evicted it with a stick. Yet, for all the warnings, this was a rarity and I was never once alarmed by a snake. A much greater peril was the harmless lizard which crawled along ceilings and occasionally fell off on to the bare arm of a woman below. As the fashion was for heat-defying sleeveless dresses it was a common event at a cocktail party to hear a sudden shriek.

Once, when the guests had departed and the house was still, I crept out from my mosquito net and stood on the verandah by my room, listening to the crickets and smelling the keng hua. My mother found me and concluded, wrongly, that I must have been sleepwalking but it was while I was in Singapore that the first episode of somnambulism really did occur when I walked, fast asleep, into a dinner party.

My mother successfully got me back to my bedroom without waking me up whereupon I announced ‘my pyjamas have gone wrong’. She obligingly changed them and put me back to bed, but in the morning I had no recollection of the incident.

As my father had sleptwalked in his younger days and had even woken up outside it was assumed I was likely to have inherited the tendency but it did not manifest itself with any frequency until my teens. Once I woke up trying to get into the unmade twin bed in my room but usually I returned without waking and could hardly believe it when told I had been wandering around in the night. At Bath Convent I gave myself a jolt when I woke to find myself staring in the mirror in which my dark reflection was just discernible and on several occasions the nuns followed me in case I should go out on the fire escape.

With no recorded incidents at university it appears that, as had my father before me, I had grown out of this somewhat disconcerting habit, which does not appear to have ailed any of the next generation.

The child is the father of the man or in this case the mother of the woman and when I look back to my time in Singapore I can see the beginning of character traits and interests which were to define me in later life. I was sociable enough, with children round to play nearly every day, but I did not really enjoy parties (although my seventh birthday was memorable for the entire Brownie pack coming to tea) and I was perfectly happy to play for hours alone.

Much of that play took the form of making up or writing stories and I had some vague notion that when I grew up I might be like Enid Blyton. Or perhaps I would be a teacher, I thought, as lining up my dolls and bears, I delivered lessons from my blackboard. I never entirely lost either ambition.

Ah Moi was a regular playmate, despite the gap in our ages, and she too liked playing schools but also hospitals, which I was less keen on, but which I remembered in years to come when she began her nurse’s training. She was amazingly talented at art and my mother was keen for her to become a commercial artist. Indeed when the time came for us to return home there was some debate as to whether Moi should come with us and be educated in England but she was then only twelve and there was no certainty as to when she would see her mother again.

Some families did take their amahs’ daughters home to Britain, especially in cases where they were somewhat older, and I noticed several on the ship as we were returning but in later years I wondered if they were all about to enjoy an expansion of their education or if some were simply cheap nannies. I suspect now that, like the children of the Kindertransport, or the British children who were sent to Australia, it all depended on the luck of the draw with individual families. It is difficult to see on whom such a young Chinese girl could have relied had things gone wrong.

With no television in Singapore, children made their own entertainment but when I hear complaints now that children spend too much time cooped up with television or computers as opposed to how they were all outside and healthy in the golden age, I do not recognise the picture.

We swam, sailed and picnicked, certainly, but when left to our own devices we were often indoors. Painting, stencils, Fuzzy Felts, board games and reading were major pastimes for my generation. Their superiority over the preoccupation with the small screen lies in the latter being a largely passive hobby while the former demand active thought and effort. Both however are indoor activities, demanding no physical energy.

The absence of television made it easy to shelter us and there was no sex education. Divorce was actively frowned upon and most of us spent our years in primary education feeling utterly secure in our families where the adults went out of their way to protect our innocence.

It was certainly with complete innocence and absence of understanding that many of us coped with the horrible tragedy of a small child, Mark Crighton, drowning in Terror despite the presence of lifeguards and the pool being full of adults as well as children. His sister, Susan, was in my class and we had to buy her a book and write her a letter. This we did but I do not think that any of us had a clue as to what she was going through. Death was an unsuitable topic for a child. Had I not been told that Jimmy the cat had ‘gone to live in the woods’?

‘We mustn’t say “poor Mark”,’ observed my friend and regular playmate, Zillah Pettit. ‘Because he’s in Heaven. But we can say “poor Susan” because it will be ages before she sees him again.’ I have no doubt that would have been the teaching in most homes in the naval base.

God was presented to us as a fact not as a belief. On Sundays families went to the naval base church, run by Padre Leonard, with whose son, Tom, I occasionally played. The children went to Sunday school and afterwards a group of us would be invited to the house of Admiral Shattock, a friend of my parents, where we swam in the pool and drank cream soda.

Moi apart, none of my friendships from Singapore became lifelong. Many of the families we knew in the naval base were subsequently also posted to Bath but the only children I saw again were those I had known but vaguely at the Royal Naval School. My regular playmates, Fiona Sivier, Deirdre Kedge, Margaret Machin, Gilly Potts and Zillah Pettit never crossed my path again. Occasionally, when I was an MP and therefore easily traceable, someone from those days would get in touch but now I look back at the photos and would be hard put to name half a dozen of those pictured.

We came home in 1956 on the Asia run by the shipping line Lloyd Triestino. Three years earlier I had embarked upon the outward voyage with no appreciation of the length of separation from my brother and grandmother which would follow but now I did understand that I might never see Moi, Meng and Amah again. I flew about wildly excited, looking forward to the return and the new adventure ahead, but I was also sad and that was to be the pattern of most of the moves we made. I never minded the prospect of a new school and new friends and never ceased to be excited by a new house but from this age onwards there would always be something I knew I would miss.

People often now comment that so many moves must have been difficult for a child but mine never were and I do not recall any other child finding them particularly unsettling. It was simply a way of service life and we took it as much for granted as the air we breathed. Indeed when we finally did settle into a permanent abode I grumbled as much as my long-suffering mother rejoiced.

On the journey home I would pretend that Moi was with us on the ship and, when I passed through a door would hold it open long enough for the imaginary her to join me. The ship was one of the last to get through before Nasser closed the Canal at the beginning of what was to become known to history as the Suez Crisis.

The three-week return is as clear in my mind as the earlier voyage is fuzzy. The ship had a swimming pool which occupied us on days at sea and when we were in port we visited the local attractions, among which the hanging gardens at Bombay stand out in my mind. In 1994 I was visiting India and went back to see them, only to be disappointed.

My father took me each day to see our position on the ship’s map and suggested I keep a journal, but I preferred writing stories. I did some sums which my parents gave me but there were no formal classes on board and our education consisted of the voyage itself.

Lifeboat drill was given in both English and Italian and for years afterwards I claimed to know Italian because I could say zattera due or lifeboat number two. At eight the possibility of having to use such boats was exciting rather than disturbing, but whenever I looked down at the sea I thought only of Moi and Meng and of how far off they must now be. My parents could have been thinking only of Malcolm and Gran and of how much closer they were becoming.

Our last port was Genoa and we visited Pompeii, that city for ever frozen in time by the molten lava of Vesuvius in AD 79. I looked at the figures of men shielding their eyes from the dust, at ruins of dwellings, at the paths for carts and something, which was the beginning of my fascination with Roman history, stirred.

From Genoa we travelled by train through Italy and Switzerland to Calais and thence to England by ferry. Presumably we must have been exhausted but all I remember is that, just as the Chinese were not bright yellow and the Red Sea not scarlet nor was England cold for we had arrived in the summer and I did not have to wear the coats, scarves and gloves which I had seen in pictures of life in England.

My father was now posted to Whitehall and we had to live within London’s commuting belt. We were due to rent a cottage in Haslemere, Surrey, from a family friend, Admiral Elkins, who had himself been posted abroad, but he was not going to depart for six months so we roosted temporarily in a six-bedroomed house in Tunbridge Wells. Its greatest attraction from a child’s point of view was the railway line which ran at the back of it. There was but one track, which I think was still used by the very occasional steam train, but we were there only six months and my recollection may be faulty and it may have been by then disused.

I had not read The Railway Children then or the old track might have become the source of great imaginary adventures. The other big attraction was a room in which the landlady, Mrs Copeland, had stored all her children’s toys, among which was a rocking horse and doll’s pram. I was allowed to take the pram out very occasionally but absolutely forbidden to climb on to the rocking horse because my parents feared that if I were to damage it replacement would have been impossible. My own toys arrived back at intervals in tea chests, which Gran and I unpacked together.

We had gone to Chichester to collect Gran and to the station to meet Malcolm, who was now leaving school and ambitious to enter theological college. I regarded my grandmother with enormous enthusiasm as her re-emergence in my life meant the doting attention of an adult was always at my beck and call, but for a while my relationship with my grown-up brother was uneasy.

For three years I had been effectively an only child but now I had a contender for my parents’ interest and affection. Inevitably, not having seen him for so long, they gave him vastly more attention than me and my understanding of the situation was sufficiently limited for me to be jealous. Furthermore I remembered him as a playmate, who brought home other big playmates, but now he was recognisably one of the adults as were his friends who came to visit.

Meanwhile I was probably a bit of a shock to him. I had left as a small five-year-old whom he could spoil or boss about as the mood took him, but returned as a wilful eight-year-old with opinions, likes and dislikes of my own. Perhaps also he felt some subconscious resentment that I had been with my parents while he was 8,000 miles away.

My parents must have handled the situation effectively because gradually he and I became close again but it took time, not least because he went off to train for the priesthood at Tyndale Hall in Bristol and I saw him only in the holidays. He was always what my friends described as ‘good fun’, playing tricks on us and teasing us so that I never failed to hope he would be there when they came.

He had been born in Gibraltar and I had spent a chunk of my formative years in Singapore but there were to be no more foreign postings. Within seven years Singapore would be independent and the empire rapidly dwindling. Moi and I were both empire’s children but, as we grew up on different sides of the world, our fates were shaped by the diverging paths our countries took when the Union Jack came down.
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