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JimmyGoldsm1 a his Private Eye libel case 

Lady Luck . ._ 
Annabel Goldsmith's life has had it all: sex, gambling 
and infidelity; air crashes, court cases and scandal. 
Now she's finally set it all down in a memoir. Christa 
D'Souza meets a woman who defies categorisation 

"Stop that. Stop that immediately, my darling, or I'm afraid I'm going to have to smack you ... " It takes me a second to realise that Lady Annabel Goldsmith is not talking to me but to Lily, the Grand Basset Griffon Vendeen ("a very pretentious name for a French gundog") who has just crept into the room and is stealthily pulling something out of my bag. Lily is one of six dogs who live with Lady Annabel here at Ormeley Lodge - the rambling Queen Anne mansion on the edge of Richmond Park that her late husband, billionaire financier Sir Jimmy Goldsmith, bought 26 years ago - and is apparently a terrible thief. Indeed, Steve, the gardener, is forever having to fish pairs ofLady Annabel's pants out of the flowerbeds. "What she particularly likes is giving out my underwear as presents to guests," explains Annabel, going on to recount the time when Paul Burrell's lawyer came round. As documented in her upcoming memoir, Annabel: An

Unconventional Life, Burrell's employer, the 

late Diana, Princess of Wales (who famously cottoned on to the fact that Charles and -�-----------------' 
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Camilla were having an affair during a birthday party thrown at Ormeley for Camilla's sister Annabel Elliot), would often pop in unexpectedly for one of Annabel's famous Sunday lunch buffets, telling Sir Jimmy off for how quickly he ate - "sometimes, she actually used to time him" - and then sneaking to the kitchen to help with the washing up. "I thought I'd do my bit for the trial," explains Annabel. "Paul seemed like a nice man to me, and Diana was obviously very fond of him. Anyway, I was sitting there, his lawyer was sitting here, and in came Lily with one of my bras - not just any old bra but this huge thing from Rigby & Peller - which she playfully paraded around the room and then insisted on laying at his feet. The poor man tried to avert his eyes, but what could he do?" It is around midday and we are sitting in the study, overlooking Ham Common, in a very 

grand yet cosy room - somewhat reminiscent, with its squidgy red upholstery and perfectly hung mixture of paintings and photographs, of the famous Berkeley Square club that Annabel's first husband, Mark Birley, named in her honour. Though not too far off 70 now, though she's given birth to six children (Rupert, Robin and India-Jane by Mark; Jemima, Zac and Ben-Ben by Jimmy) and though to her chagrin she's not quite the shape she used to be ("Can you believe Jimmy used to tell me I was too thin?" she wails), Lady Annabel still cuts a sexy, vital figure of a woman, with that trademark Norman profile, those deep-set eyes and that exotic, olive-toned skin, remarkably unlined considering her lifelong passion for tanning. Give or take a few pounds, there is not a great deal of difference between the way she looks now and the way she looked on that infamous Sunday Times > 
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Left, Annabel with her 

� daughter India-Jane 
Birley. Right, a publicity 

shot for Annabel's 

nightclub, with Lord 
Harry Hambleden and 
Annabel's sister-in-law 

Nico Londonderry 

Magazine cover of1975, gazing from under the 

brim of her floppy straw hat into the eyes of 

"Lucky" Lord Lucan (with whom she and 

Jimmy went on holiday before the murder of 

his children's nanny and his disappearance); 

or indeed that paparazzi shot of her the 

following year, arm-in-arm with Jimmy on the 

day of his libel suit against Private Eye, 

defiantly eyeballing the camera as a gust of 

wind split her wraparound Yves Saint Laurent 

frock all the way up to the crotch. "Yeeees," 

winces Annabel, "That was one of the rare 

occasions back then when I was wearing 

knickers, thank God ... " 

Although it is very quiet and serene here in 

the wilds of Ham, the telephone rings 

constantly. At one point it is her daughter-in

law Sheherazade Goldsmith (Zac's wife), with 

a bulletin about her daughter Uma's cold; at 

another it is someone from her publisher's 

office to tell her about the media training 

course she must take in preparation for the 

book's publication ("You wouldn't think it but 

the idea of going on television, speaking in 

public, absolutely terrifies me"). At another it 

is Jemima, Annabel's eldest child by Jimmy, 

explaining that yet again there's going to be 

some speculative story in the tabloids about 

her marriage to the Pakistani cricketer Imran 

Khan. "But, I mean, Imran was just here, for 

goodness' sake," wails Annabel despairingly. 

"What none of them realise is that the reason 

Jemima doesn't go over there very much is 

because she loathes flying. I mean, he's just so 

good about coming over here, it's not true." 

Certainly Annabel did not need to write these 

memoirs for the publicity. Nor, clearly, did she 

need to write them for the money (thanks to 

the £1. 7 billion Sir Jimmy left to his extended 

family when he died in 1996, she is - on paper, 

at least - the seventh-richest woman in the 
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Below, Jimmy and 
Annabel Goldsmith 

in Tuscany at Teddy 
Goldsmith's daughter 

Dido's wedding in 1978 

country).No, the truthabout the matter is that 

she had always wanted to write a book, but had 

never dared do so when Jimmy was alive, such 

was his disdain for "all that sort of thing''. 

Although, as even Jimmy would have had to 

concede, she has a truly fantastic tale to tell, 

what with all the blue blood, the glamour and 

the out-and-out drama. So fantastic that in 

parts it's almost hard to believe, as an outsider, 

it was all real. But it was. Sometimes painfully 

so. Right from the book's introduction, which 

tells of the near-fatal air crash in December 

2000 that she,Jemima,Ben-BenandJemima's 

sons were involved in, when a madman burst 

into the cockpit of their BA flight to Nairobi; 

to the chapter where Robin, her second son by 

Mark, was nearly mauled to death by a tiger; 

to the chapter where the eldest of her six 

children, Rupert, was reported missing, 

presumed drowned, off the coast ofWest Africa 

in 1986 and never found again ... 

"Yes, look at him looking 

at me," she says softly, 

inclining her head towards 

his prominently positioned 

photograph. "Didyouknow 

him? He was an almost 

perfect human being. I 

remember the day Mark 

came round to Ormeley to 

tell me. I don't know what 

got me through - probably 

my adorable Robin, who 

went and collected all the 

younger kids from school, 

thinking quite rightly that 

if I had them around me I 

wouldn't be able to totally 

collapse. Well, you can't go 

around sobbing in front of 

children, can you?" The great-great niece of 

Viscount Castlereagh and the daughter of the 

eighth Marquess of Londonderry, Lady 

Annabel Vane-Tempest-Stewart (as she was 

known before she married Mark Birley in 

1954) had always been taught, in true British 

style, to put on a brave face in times of adversity. 

Indeed, when her beloved mother died of 

cancer at the age of 4 7, Annabel, who was only 

17 at the time, recalls being told by her father 

(a remote, eccentric man who once decorated 

the Christmas tree with condoms) that he 

didn't want to hear any "crying or snivelling'', 

and that the best thing she could do under the 

circumstances was to "knuckle down". 

Rather gauche and gawky as a young girl, 

and forever in the shadow of her far more 

conventionally pretty sister Jane (a maid of 

honour at the Queen's coronation in 1953 

and widow of the billionaire philanthropist 

LordMaxRayne),Annabel decided from a very 

early age that to carve a niche for herself, she 

had to assume the role of family clown, and as 

such was always the first to pull her pants 

down when teacher wasn't looking, to "let a 

fart" in public, to steal the school bell, and so 

forth. In many ways, she has never stopped 

being that naughty schoolgirl. Her son Robin 

remembers being on a family holiday in Porto 

Ercole when he was about 10 and the two of 

them sneaking into the bedroom of the holiday 

home's "24-stone" landlord in order to get a 

photograph of his nude "hippopotamus-like" 

bottom. ''And I'm not talking about from a 

distance," recalls Robin, "I'm talking inches 

away. Honestly, you've never seen anyone jump 

so high when the flash went off." 

It was, Annabel explains, only after her 

marriage to Mark (son of the portrait painter 

Sir Oswald Birley and from far more bohem

ian stock than her own) that the naughty > 
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schoolgirl blossomed into a glamourpuss; only 

after the birth of her first three children that 

she became - along with Nico Londonderry, 

her enigmatic sister-in-law, and Sandra 

Howard-one of London's key It-girls; that her 

"mad" hair, her bohemian dress-sense and 

stick-thin figure attracted the attention of 

photographers such as Norman Parkinson, 

Terence Donovan and David Bailey. "Having 

children, being married, gave me 

confidence," as she puts it. "It was the 

first time I didn't feel hideous when I 

looked in the mirror." Then, of course, 

there was that prodigious bosom, 

shown off to perfection by her ward

robe of low-cut Thea Porter dresses. She tells 

of the time she went to visit Mark's eccentric, 

flamboyant sister Maxi.me de la Falaise, then 

the girlfriend of the film director Louis Malle, 

in Paris. "I remember Maxi.me literally pulling 

down my dress to show Louis my bosoms. 

'Look, Louis,' she kept going as she tried to 

whip them out. 'Les seins, les seins!"' 

"Honestly, when I look back I must have 

been a flaming knockout,'' she giggles. "No 

wonder Jimmy wanted to give me one. 

Actually I'm surprised rrwre men didn't want 

to give me one under the circumstances." The 

couple first met in 1962 at one of the roving 

gaming clubs that their mutual acquaintance, 

the zoo-owner John Aspinall, used to hold, 

often with tiger and wolf cubs padding around 

between the guests, in the days when it was 

illegal to gamble in London. Their affair, 

however, did not start until two years later 

when Jimmy, also married at the time, picked 

her up on the dancefloor of her husband's 

nightclub a year after it opened, and whisked 

her back to his suite at The Ritz, where she 

managed, early the following morning, to drop 

her Merry Widow - "those corsets attached to 

suspenders" - from her bag while attempting 

to sneak past the night porter. 

Although Mark Birley was remarkably 

sanguine about the arrangement that followed 

-as revealed poignantly in the book, marital

fidelity was probably less of a priority to him

than it was to Jimmy - Annabel remembers

what a scandal it was in London society when

she actually became pregnant with Jemima in

197 4. "It's easy to forget how strict things were

in those days," she explains, "and I can

remember there were several aunts who

refused to talk to me when they found out." As

described in the book, however, the most

disapproving person of all was probably her

beloved cleaning lady of 25 years, Mrs White.

"Oh God, she loathed the idea of anybody 

having their way with me,'' explains Annabel 

fondly, "so I was always having to reassure her 
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before I went away with 'Mr G', as she called 

him, that I wouldn't be doing anything of the 

kind, I was only accompanying a male friend 

on holiday - when of course I was absolutely 

fidgetingto get out of the house and do nothing 

else . . .  " Of all the characters in the book -

including Mrs White, Pilar, the au pair who 

once came at Annabel one Christmas morning 

with a kitchen knife, Armand Hammer, 

she cared for him towards the end, keeping 

vigil at his hospital bed alongside Laure 

Boulaye de la Meurthe, the aristocratic 

Parisian journalist who "officially" inherited 

Annabel's position of mistress once they 

married in 1986. "Of course, the situation 

wasn't without pain,'' she shrugs. "Of course 

I was jealous - what woman wouldn't have 

been? But that was how it was with Jimmy, he 

compartmentalised and he never pretended it 

would be any other way. Besides, I had these 

three young children, this wonderful life and 

I wanted to be married to him." 

Nicky Haslam, an old friend - one who 

regularly entered his dog in the elaborate 

Crufts-style shows she used to hold at Ormeley, 

complete with rosettes for Dog Who Does The 

Biggest Poos and so on - says, "Whenever 

Annabel gives you a hug she's exactly the right 

temperature, emotionally and physically. 

She's wonderfully warm." As Annabel Elliot 

confirms, "She's as mad as a snake, but she's 

the most generous-spirited, giving person I've 

ever met and I worship her for it." At the same 

time, would one want to be the butt of one of 

her practical jokes? Take the time Robin took 

a friend round to lunch at Ormeley a couple of 

years ago - a financial journalist who had 

never been there before, and whom Annabel 

immediately decided "would look better 

the pompous 

b i l l i o n a i r e  

philanthropist 

who once felt 

her up on the 

Pirates of The 

Caribbean ride 

"Having children, being married, 
gave me confidence," says Annabel. 
"It was the first time I didn't feel 
hideous when I looked in the mirror" 

at Disneyland, and Mark, who forgot to buy 

her a wedding ring and spent the first night of 

their honeymoon downstairs at the hotel 

casino - it is Sir Jimmy who comes across most 

vividly. From his disapproval of her constant 

farting jokes, to his peculiar terror of rubber 

bands (he once made Annabel get off a plane 

bound for Rio because he spotted one in the 

aisle); to his ferocious temper (he threw a TV 

down a mountain in a fury at his estate in 

Mexico because he couldn't get CNN); to his 

ferocious possessiveness ("He was like a 

potentate-a you-don't-touch-my-woman sort 

of thing,'' she explains, "which meant in the 

early stages I would often find myself in the 

curious position of having to make excuses to 

my lover in order to see my husband"); to the 

valiant battle he fought and eventually lost 

against pancreatic cancer -she has managed 

to paint a picture of the man that is both larger 

than life and human at the same time. One of 

the more tender parts of the book shows how 

dressed up as a woman". "So she took him 

upstairs," relates Robin, "put him in one of her 

dresses, put a wig and make-up on him and 

told him to go downstairs with a Scottish 

accent and flirt with uncle Teddy [Goldsmith]." 

The ruse was so successful according to Robin 

that even though the friend's wig fell off and 

he had a5 o'clock shadow, Teddy spent an hour 

chatting to "her" and even ended up asking for 

"her" telephone number. 

Perhaps out of necessity, Annabel is both 

diamond-hard and marshmallow-soft. 

''Adversity has definitely toughened me up,'' 

she concedes briskly, "and because of some of 

the things I've been through, I do tend to 

trivialise a lot of things that people find 

incredibly important in their lives, but then 

I've always been a survivor. I've always had 

this ability to bounce back. In a way, I think it 

is adversity that makes me laugh." ■

''Annabe l: An Unconventional Life" is 

published lJY Weidenfeld & Nicholson, £20 
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