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Suddenly actor Miriam Margolyes is 80 with so much left to do.  
In a brutally honest memoir she said she’d never write, she tells the 

unvarnished truth, including how a fat Jewish girl with passion, a 
sense of fun and deep insecurity found – and nearly lost – true love.

M
iriam Margolyes penned her first 
autobiography as a precocious 
nine-year-old. It was in a large blue 
book without lines and has been  
lost in the melee of multiple house 
moves. “I wish I still had it. But I 

know that it was rather charming. My mother used to 
show it to people, bursting with pride,” she says, that 
early cockiness still amusingly in evidence. Miriam 
can’t recall exactly what she wrote, but safe to say  
this only child of adoring parents raised in a kosher 
home wouldn’t have conjured the emotional and at 
times shocking tales revealed in her adult memoir,  
This Much is True, out this month. 

Heather, her partner of 53 years, a retired Australian 
academic and erudite scholar of Indonesia, “finds 
such spilling out of one’s deepest, most personal 
thoughts and fears excruciating,” Miriam admits. 
While her parents – “buttoned up” Scottish physician 
Dr Joseph Margolyes and “ebullient, vivid, 
overflowing” social-climbing Ruth Walters – would 
never have approved of the opus. “Mummy would be 
absolutely scandalised, shocked and embarrassed for 
me. She really would. She’d say ‘how unnecessary, 
Miriam, why do you write such filthy things, it’s 
disgraceful and you shouldn’t write about the family 
and Daddy and me, that’s not right’,” she tells me  
with a cheeky smile that belies mischief afoot.

“Adultery is a 
foolish thing”

Miriam 
Margolyes
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Certainly, when The Weekly last 
spoke to Miriam she declared she 
would never write her life story, but  
it seems times have changed for the 
disruptive and much-loved actor. 
“That was true, then, absolutely.  
I’ve always resisted it. But I think the 
combination of a publisher that was 
prepared to publish it, COVID, being 
on my own away from everywhere in 
[my house in] Tuscany, and a natural 
reflectiveness as you get to be the age 
I am; you think, ‘hmm, what have you 
made of your life? What is your life?’” 

Miriam is 80. It’s something she 
frequently announces with an air of 
incredulity. It plays on her mind. Time 
is short and she still has much to do.

“I’m going against everything 
Mummy taught me, but I think it’s the 
right thing to do,” she says by way of 
justification. “Why bother to write a 
book if you’re not going to tell the 
truth? I don’t want to write a sort of 
gossipy memoir. That’s not what it’s 
for. It’s for me. It’s not even for the 
public who read it. I want to go to my 
grave thinking, well, I did something 
honest. I absolutely told the truth. 
And these days, when hardly anybody 
seems to, I think it’s important.” 

The memoir, though possibly 
cathartic, was much tougher than she 
had anticipated. On chat shows and  
in her recent spate of documentaries 
– the travelogue Almost Australian 
and her obesity investigation Miriam’s 
Big Fat Adventure – Miriam’s style  
is confessional. She welcomes the 
chance to study her prejudices and 
other people’s behaviour. But that 
frisson of delving into a topic was a 
lot more confronting when Miriam’s 
life was the one under the microscope.  
“I can’t say I enjoyed writing it,” she 
says. “What I enjoyed was contacting 
the people. That was lovely, to be  
able to hear voices, friends and 
relatives from the past, because  
my life has been a very peripatetic 
one. Reconnecting was delightful. 
Remembering other things, that’s  
not quite so delightful.”

One of those things was a misstep 
into an adulterous affair with a woman 
that resulted in “the worst six months 

of my life,” Miriam says. “I found it 
difficult to write about because I was 
having to face again what I had done 
and that was a wrong thing. Adultery 
is a foolish thing.” 

Because of their jobs, Miriam and 
Heather spend a lot of time apart. 
There are homes in Tuscany and 
Australia, while Heather works in 
Holland for much of the year and 
Miriam in London. It’s not easy. It  
was while she was touring with a  
play in America that Miriam met a 
charismatic – and as it turned out, 
rather “peculiar” – Californian 
university professor. 

“I think you forget sometimes how 
strong sexual passion can be,” she 

confesses. “I was in my 40s then,  
and you’re still a sexual being. I can’t 
honestly say I’m a sexual being now. 
Thoughts cross my mind, but then  
I was, and I was seduced by a very 
powerful and somewhat disturbed 
human being.” The encounter was 
exciting and a little scary for Miriam, 
who soon discovered that her lover 
liked to be hit with a hairbrush. Her 
description is typically comical but 
also full of a sense of shame. There’s 
undeniable courage in Miriam’s 

willingness to unmask her own 
vulnerability and discuss what was  
a truly disastrous period in her life.  
“I thought it showed how pathetically 
inexperienced I was. I’m not a sexual 
athlete in any way, and it was just 
amazing to me. But there are depths 
and corridors of sexuality that some 
people want to go down and I don’t. 
I’ve always been very straight about 
sex. That was a sort of experiment,  
I suppose, and it did really f*** me 
up,” she tells me.

“It was an appalling time and it hurt 
Heather very badly. She found out and 
was angry, shocked and disgusted. We 
separated for six months. She couldn’t 
bear it. During the separation I realised 
I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear being 
away from her.”

Miriam was desperate to win 
Heather back and went into therapy, 
hoping to find a solution. This 
kick-started two years of intensive 
work that delved into Miriam’s 
childhood, picked apart her 
unquestioning adoration of her 
mother and analysed her impulses. 
The London specialist said Miriam 
came to her with the emotional age  
of a four-year-old and said she may  
be able to lift that to 12 if she put in 
the hard yards.

To Miriam’s surprise Heather agreed 
to meet the therapist also and ultimately 
decided to rekindle their relationship. 
Even though this was decades ago, the 
relief is palpable. Miriam nearly lost 
the love of her life. 

“Heather could see that I was 
remorseful and contrite and 
frightened. She saw that my going 
into therapy was a very serious 
commitment. So I think it was just  
my steadfastness that convinced her 
that it was worth having another try. 
Thank goodness!”

It is the first time Miriam has talked 
about this incident and about her 
relationship with Heather in any depth. 
“I’m not sure I want her to read the 
book,” she muses. “She hasn’t read it 
and I said to her when I decided to 

write it, I’m going to have to talk about 
you and us because otherwise the 
central plank of my life is missing.” 

I suggest that whatever Miriam 
thinks, Heather is highly likely to  
read the memoir and Miriam is 
silenced for a moment. “I wrote the 
truth and I wrote her as she is and I 
think she comes out of it very well, so 
I don’t think she’ll feel that I’m doing 
her down. I’m the one who is at fault. 
She’s never at fault. She just isn’t. It’s 
difficult to deal with somebody who’s, 
as Cecily [in Oscar Wilde’s famous 
play The Importance of Being Earnest] 
says, is quite quite perfect. But I think 
she is.” 

Miriam writes beautifully about 
Heather and how they met through  
a mutual friend. In that instant it was 
as if a light went on for Miriam that 
has never dimmed. “That was exactly 
what it was, and wasn’t I lucky, 
because people can be a whole 
lifetime and not find the person,  
but the minute I saw that woman  
I thought, aha!” 

Miriam says that connection was 
based on mutual respect and a sense 
of fun. “I made her laugh and she 
could see that I had a brain – she’s an 
intellectual and we liked talking about 
scholarly things. I think she finds me a 
bit too rambunctious but we are truly 
happy together. I have been blessed to 
find a strong, good person who loves 
me. There’s nothing finer.”

Will she and Heather finally move  
in together? “Oh God, I hope so. At 
the moment we’re trying to make 
sense of what is available. COVID and 
Brexit have really botched us because 
we wanted to live together in Tuscany 
for six months of the year and then in 
Australia for six months, but I don’t 
think we can. We will live together.  
My ideal would be to live next door to 
each other because Heather needs her 
space. She doesn’t want me crowding 
into it all the time.” 

The other powerful influence in 
Miriam’s book is her mother. “In a  
way she’s the chief person because my 
mother was everything,” says Miriam. 
Their relationship was intense and 
even though she died in 1974 when 

“I have been blessed to find a 
strong, good person who loves 

me. There’s nothing finer.”

Below: Miriam aged nine, the time she 
wrote her very first autobiography. Below 
right: The “fortress family” – Miriam with 
her beloved parents, Joseph and Ruth.
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Miriam was 33, Ruth is ever-present in 
Miriam’s life today. 

“The power that Mummy had over 
me – some of it was good and some  
of it probably wasn’t – it’s still there. 
Writing about it, I think it puts it  
into a kind of perspective. It’s still 
profound and just talking about her 
now makes me quite teary because 
she was wonderful, she was 
exceptional and she gave her whole 
life to me in a way that I think must 
have been tough for my dad, because 
in the scheme of things I came first. 
That has given me an extraordinary 
propulsion. It wasn’t that she pushed 
me. She surrounded me with love, 
positivity, confidence and constant 
advice. It was a bit wearing sometimes, 
and I know that my school friends 
thought she was rather ghastly.  
You get the 
rough with the 
smooth, and 
Mummy was 
rough and 
smooth. She was 
everything.”

Miriam wasn’t 
a planned baby; 
in fact, her 
mother didn’t 
want a child at 
all. “Daddy was 
42 when I was 
born, in 1941. 
Ruth, my 
mother, was  
37; they were 
relatively old to 
be having a first 
child. But it was 
deliberate: most 
newly-married couples try to have 
children, but for 10 years my parents 
tried not to,” writes Miriam “It was my 
mother’s wish. Two of her cousins in 
South Africa had died in childbirth, 
and she was terribly afraid it was a 
family curse and that the same fate 
would befall her. So, for 11 years after 
their marriage no child was born.  
But, eventually, at the beginning of 
the Blitz, to Mummy’s despair, she 
conceived. I was told it was the terror 
of an air raid pounding above the 

made it impossible for her to do 
otherwise. “I don’t think people 
should be made to face something. 
You, the person, you are the same, 
whether you’re gay or straight or 
whatever, so don’t hurt people who 
love you if they can’t take it. Some 
people can. My parents really couldn’t 
and I think it wounded them. They 
always had a modicum of sadness  
that I caused after that.

“If only they’d known what a 
wonderful person Heather was and is, 
they would have been happy for me, 
that I’d found a respectable human 
being who was a great scholar, a warm 
human being who loved me. It’s the 
sort of thing you want for your child.”

Miriam says that her parents’ 
inability to accept her sexuality was 
“their tragedy, but it didn’t become 

my tragedy. I’m remarkably unbitter. 
But I am inexpressibly sad that my 
mother didn’t live to see any of  
my successes, to know that I’d got 
wonderful notices and won awards, 
or to be there when I received my  
OBE from Prince Charles,” she notes.

Miriam has a soft spot for Charles 
which emanates from a wholly 
unexpected handwritten letter she 
received from him about her audiobook 
of Oliver Twist. It was four pages long. 
She met the Prince a handful of times 
over the subsequent years and was 

delighted when she was invited to 
Sandringham, the royal residence in 
bucolic Norfolk. 

Miriam was one of about 18 guests 
that included artist David Hockney 
and actor Stephen Fry, hosted by 
Charles and Camilla. In her book she 
describes a cracking few days of great 
food, a royal flower show and even 
swimming in the sea with the 
Duchess, and when I ask her what  
the couple is like up close and 
personal, Miriam’s face lights up. 

“I absolutely love Prince Charles 
and Camilla. They are an exceptional 
couple. I think he’s a serious person 
who has been cruelly maligned by the 
press. He’s used as a sort of comic 
buffeting figure and it’s outrageous. 
He does a huge amount that people 
don’t know about. He is entirely 
admirable and I want to protect him. 

“Whenever I write to him I never 
take a copy and I always write in pen.  

I don’t do it on the 
computer because  
I don’t want him to 
feel that somebody 
else could ever see 
what I write and 
what he writes.  
I value my knowledge 
of him and I value 
his kindness to me.  
I think we’d be very 
lucky to have him as 
king in Britain. Not 
Australia – I think 
Australia now 
should be a republic, 
but the man himself 
is entirely good.”

When Prince Charles presented 
Miriam with her OBE at Buckingham 
Palace, Miriam took Franca, the 
Italian au pair her mother had 
employed in her childhood. Ruth saw 
Franca as a second daughter and to 
Miriam she became more like a sister. 
Franca was there as “Mummy’s 
representative” and in that moment, 
Miriam knew her mother would have 
been so proud. AWW 
 
This Much is True by Miriam Margolyes, 
Hachette, is on sale from September 14.

cellar where they were sheltering  
that allowed Daddy in – and me to be 
born. Mummy wanted desperately to 
have an abortion, but it was against 
the law. So, she held on to me and 
never, for the rest of her life, let  
me go.” 

That bond is something Miriam 
clearly cherishes. Mother and 
daughter shared everything, their 
happiest days spent lying in bed 
chatting, and every time she talks  
of Ruth she fills up with emotion. 

 would like to be slightly less insecure 
than I am,” she laughs. “I’ve always 
felt a strange mixture of being 
incredibly frightened and worried 
about how I’m going down with people; 
am I liked, am I well thought of?” 

Miriam’s parents certainly doted  
on her growing up, but she’s painfully 
aware that despite her many 
achievements, her sexuality proved a 
bridge too far for them. “I was lucky in 
my parents. Some people have ghastly 
parents who are cruel and unloving.  

I could not have had 
more loving, more 
supportive parents, 
and my sadness is  
that I didn’t give  
them what they would 
have loved, which is 
grandchildren,” she 
says. “I never gave 
them that happiness 
that I see in my 
friends’ families. 
Grandchildren are 
such a source of joy. 
Well, I never did that 
and I’m sorry that I 
didn’t but I definitely 
never wanted children. 
That was never going 
to happen.”

Miriam has talked 
before about how 
three days after she 

told her mother she was a lesbian, 
Ruth suffered a devastating stroke. 
“After Mummy had her stroke she 
couldn’t speak really, but she used to 
grab my hand and say, ‘get married, 
get married, get married!’ with a 
ferocity. So it left me in no doubt as  
to what she wanted. But what can  
you do? I was gay.”

Miriam didn’t feel rejected by her 
parents as such, but her sexuality did 
batter what she calls her fortress 
family upbringing. “I don’t think it 
made them love me less but it made 
them worry more. Worry for me, that 
my life would be a distressing and 
unfulfilled life, which it has not been.” 
Miriam is obviously tortured by her 
decision to come out to her parents, 
even though a childhood of sharing 

But Miriam is such a gregarious 
person I wonder if she would have 
liked siblings. “I would, yes,” she 
says. “I think it would have made  
me a better person, a less self-
absorbed person, because when you 
are the only one, and you know that 
you are the focus of this intense 
adoration, it can’t be good. It’s too 
much and it makes me too confident.”

Beneath that confident exterior 
though is a cauldron of insecurity.  
“I don’t want to be secure, but I 

Above: Miriam with  
her parents. Left: With 
school friend Anna 
Truelove – the pair  
are still close today. 
Opposite: Prince Charles 
greets Miriam after a 
performance in 2006.
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