
1. Can you tell me when and where you were born and what do you remember 

about your life before and after starting school. 

2. I was born in 1954 in Johannesburg, South Africa. Well what do I remember before 

school?  I don't really remember much about South Africa because we moved to 

England when I was four. I remember being in a house with my mum but she was 

working mostly. I do remember she had a job with an art gallery where she had to try 

and find new artists and she…I remember being dragged around art galleries and 

going… the famous story is of me going: ‘No, not another gallery, Ma!’ Cos I basically 

hated it, I was just little and didn’t wanna be dragged around these boring places.  

3. Erm..And then I remember. She had… I mean I wouldn’t have known then that they 

were interesting then, but they were always friends in the house. People talking, 

drinking tea and talking, talking, talking. …and I think I started early on as the 

youngest child, because I was the only one who was at home being the only who 

would just sit there quietly and listen with these great big ears, and that’s started 

what I still do (laughter) listening, being curious. So that’s mostly what I remember 

and having my siblings, bossing me around.  

4. So did you go to….No you wouldn’t have gone to primary school in South 

Africa?  

5. No, I didn’t go to any school in South Africa. I went to Primary school in Primrose Hill. 

Not far from here. But this was then. So that would have been about ’59. And it was 

still very much post war.  There were a lot of like now you wouldn't believe it because 

Primrose Hill is where all the pop stars live and bankers. But then, it really wasn’t like 

that, it was, quite a poor area. We were some of the first. We weren’t wealthy, but we 

were intellectual, middle class, educated.   

6. But my school friends at the local school were all erm VERY working class. Many 

children immigrants. So my best friend was an Indian girl, second generation 

Caribbean boy, second generation Irish, Greek. So these were all my friends. More 

or less all of them were second generation immigrants, I’d say.  

7. Uhm, at the back of our house.. The big fancy houses in the front had all been 

divided into bedsits. So they were just pretty grotty and rundown. We were really part 

of the first families coming in and started to improve, quote improve erm the housing 

and change the character, gentrifying the neighborhood. It wasn’t supposed to be on 

purpose, that’s just what sociologically happens.  

8. But at the back of our house the smaller streets at the back were slums, they were 

still complete slums. When I went to my friends’ houses, there’d be broken windows, 

people sleeping 3, 4 to a room, outside toilets still in some of the places.  

9. So I had an interesting, you know a couple of things happening as I was growing up. 

My parents were involved in the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa.  

10. Do you remember anything?  

11. I don’t remember anything from South Africa but I grew up in this household where 

they came back because of the dangers. And then many of their friends were even 

more involved. So we kind of. I mean my mom was English so they had some anchor 

there and her father was a communist….the editor of the Daily Worker which has 

now become the Morning Star. So they were a political family and my dad was 

Jewish, South African.  

12. Anyway so they have been involved in the anti-apartheid movement and then they 

came back here because it was getting too dangerous, their friends were getting put 

in prison. And they became a kind of an arrival point for the people who were fleeing, 

who were political activists who happened to leave. So the house was, I mean it was 

a fascinating place to grow up.  You know.  My parents weren’t necessarily the 

greatest parents in the world, but they were very interesting people. (Laughter)  So 



through the house would come, you know, people who later became the head of the 

Communist Party in South Africa or people who had been in prison with Nelson 

Mandela, or marvelous musicians and writers, black artists? Who weren’t even 

allowed to be writers and musicians in South Africa. Just really interesting people, 

writers, painters, you know, these paintings are from people from that era, that I’ve 

managed to inherit. So just culturally and politically very, very rich.   

13. I didn’t really understand any of that as a kid. I just sat there with my big ears and my 

big eyes kind of absorbing it. So I had that influence, knowing, so I had my best 

friend when I was five years, this black kid who was South African, who was the son 

of Tom ???? who was a wonderful writer and musician. And I remember, this is 

something I remember from before I went to school. I tried to understand South 

Africa and I asked my mom why we didn't buy our South African oranges.  And she 

explained to me that it was because we boycotted South African products. And she 

said that in, because I always played with John, this little South African black kid. And 

she said that in South Africa, I wouldn't be allowed to play with him. So that was very 

early understanding of what prejudice and discrimination and apartheid meant. But it 

was very personal to me because of my best friend. And then I had at school, kind of 

a different class thing.  

14. So I had this race thing from South African background and then I went to school 

where all my friends were really  

15. poor. And I know when they came to my house -which wasn’t super fancy but it was 

one of these big Victorians. And I remember this one girl coming in just like in the 

hallway- the hallway was probably the size of her whole flat where her whole family 

lived in- and her kind of mouth dropping open. And, and I could feel as I think I was 

about eight then, you know this difference. And then I go to her flat where there was 

just a sink, there wasn’t even any bathroom. Everyone shared the same brush to 

brush their teeth and wash. So early on I had exposure to worlds that were very 

different and contrasting and seeing inequality and it wasn’t an academic thing, it was 

life. I was experiencing those differences. So that you know that’s very, very 

formative for me. And that was supported by my family being politically orientated, 

so.  

 

16. Where did you go to Secondary school? 

17. So then, so, Primary school was that kind of thing and then I went, and this was a 

VERY bad decision by my mother, which I still berate my mother when I see her and 

I say: ‘Why did you send me to that school?’ (Laughter)  

18. So I was quite bright. But also, I wasn't necessarily the only bright, but I was in a 

school full of working class and probably culturally deprived kids and I came from a 

very culturally rich, full of books, house. So I had a class, you know, I was already 

ahead by the virtue of my background. So I did very well in my primary school, right. 

So they're probably exaggerated, ‘My, Oh you're so bright’ you know that kind of 

thing.  Anyway I got my, I was sent to take  a scholarship  exam  for this  school 

called North London Collegiate School which was in Edgware, an hour away from my 

home. Very snobbish kind of, it was called a direct Grant School, it was basically a 

private school, but they had scholarships for some kids from London, central city. So 

me and my friend Robin who was the daughter of a Communist party and South 

African activists as well, so she had a similar background to me. We both passed the 

scholarship exam and were sent off to this school in the suburbs, the far suburbs, 

where suddenly from all these immigrants and mixed classroom, I was in this all 



white classroom with rich kids who would talk about their horses and went out with 

boys from Harrow.  

19. It was completely alienating   to me and I totally didn't fit in and I hated more or less 

every minute of it. And me and Robin were very naughty together, we got in trouble a 

lot and kind of made friends with the other scholarship girls.  And she ended up 

getting way into drugs and heroin. It was really bad and she moved schools and I 

was left alone in the school without my friend Robin.  So when I was fifteen (laughter) 

and then I would do these things, you know, I was the serious kid, I wanted to really  

understand the  world,  I always had  the  desire to understand the  world – from 

when I can  remember. You know.  It’s just part of my personality. And I would 

sometimes not go out at break. I would  like hide  behind this  cupboard in the  

classroom and read like Dostoevsky and all these books  that were way beyond what  

I really  could  understand. You know, Hermann Hesse. Some were influenced by my 

older sister, who was five years older and she would tell me about all these great 

books. I’d read them but I wouldn’t really understand them but I’d feel very serious. 

But also I was kind of lonely because I lost my friend to drugs. You know. So I kind of 

retreated into this world of books.  But basically I hated that school and I was very 

unhappy there. And I asked my mom to take me out of school to go somewhere like 

Summerhill, which I don't know if you know.  

20. Yes, I’ve heard of it.  

21. Well, my mum went to Summerhill…. 

22. A democratic school. 

23. Yeah yeah. And ehm but she didn’t want to do that because it was a boarding school 

and she didn’t feel that that was right. It’s a long, complicated story. Meanwhile things 

at home were difficult because my other sister had become mentally, very severely 

mentally ill. She had bipolar and she, I had  been close  to her  and  she  just  got 

very very very ill and - it was before there was a good understanding of some  of the 

issues, you know this  was fifty years ago.  And there weren’t good places for 

teenagers to go and the whole family was kind of disrupted by this illness. Various 

other things and difficulties in the family. To cut a very long story short which you can 

read about in my book - on a holiday I met a very handsome, French man. (Laughter) 

24. Holiday over here?  

25. No, no.  

26. My family -we used to go like to Italy and have very good holidays. Anyway I met  this 

terrifically handsome Frenchman who was eleven years older than me and  I was 

much  too young, I was only 15. And he had been a part of the May ’68 uprisings in 

Paris –student rebellions. So to cut  a very long story short, I met him, fell in love  and 

I ended up running away  from  home  and  going  to Paris. BUT (long pause) I often 

say I was running away from home and I was running away to this mad love, but he 

was a decent person actually, but I think a lot I was running away from school, which 

is what's relevant to your  study.  

27. Because I was, I think, I'm, I'm pretty sure if I had  been sent to the  local  school  like 

County? School for girls around the corner here, I would have found friends who 

were like me.  And I would  have  had  a normal social  life, you know - going to 

parties in my neighborhood and  done  the  things that….Whereas I was very 

alienated from making friends in my neighborhood because I was in a school  so far 

away.  So I think that really had a big impact on my life of course and actually, that 

decision to send me to that school.   

 

28. So your parents would have been university educated.  



29. My father was university educated. But sorry, what was your question?  

 

30. I was going to ask about your siblings. How many did you have and did they go 

to the university?  

 

31. My brother and oldest brother he went to university but then he I think he’s probably 

got a kind of mental illness. He’s sort of never did anything. He’s a bit of a, almost 

like a tramp - not exactly, but he’s not functional. He’s not really ever had a proper 

job. He did make it through university. My older sister went to university, a bit late. 

She is dyslexic and she took a wobbly path but she did go up Bradford and she got a 

2:2 and she got through. Then she…yeah.  

32. And then my other sister was mentally ill and she more or less had to stop school.  

 

33. So where they kind of your role model?  

34. My older sister who went to Bradford, I’d say she’s always been, she’s still my role 

model. (Laughter) She’s kind of a marvelous person. But she wasn’t educationally my 

role model – I didn’t really have one.  So, yeah I'm not sure I had a role model.  

 

35. So did you go to university in Paris? 

36. So then I went to Paris which is a whole interesting experience which is my next book 

to write about. I was there for two years. I call that the school, you know The 

University of Life or the School of Hard Knocks.  But it was hard knocks. So I did a lot 

of just learning, eating good food, learning French. And eventually, someone sent me 

to I think it was Nantes University to take a typing course. Because my mum, when 

they finally figured out where I was, they started sending me five pounds a month. 

And she said I should learn to type. Even though, you know, she hadn’t gone to 

university, but she always worked. So I did, I went and learnt touch typing in French. 

Very good skill, I’m very glad.  

37. And then I, again, there was art, because my mother, there was always this influence 

of art and I always had an interest in art. I went to the Beaux-Arts, which is the 

famous art school in Paris. So this is very soon after ’68, into the 70s, you know 68 

there was the Revolution. And everything was still a bit like that when I was there.  

38. So about 1970 someone said: ‘Oh, we should go to Beaux-Arts and take some art 

classes’.  

39. So I wandered in one day into this beautiful building, fantastic building. And it was all 

a bit chaotic and a bit empty, not much happening.  

40. And I poked my head in and I saw a teacher and I asked: ‘Where do I register?’ you 

know, where I apply?  

41. And she just said: ‘Oh, don’t bother with that, just come into the class’ (laughter)  

42. So I had about six months of Beaux-Arts with two fantastic Art teachers.  Absolutely 

wonderful. Learning in the most open and free, but they clearly knew what they were 

doing, you know, it wasn't random. I did life sculpture and I did metal sculpture. And it 

was a fantastic experience.  

 

43. So was this a university? 



44. No, I mean, I didn’t register, it was nothing, but it was a Fine Arts University. It’s just it 

was in this period where the administrative structures have fallen apart. But it’s part 

of my education experience.  

 

45. Did you ever do a BA? 

46. No.  

 

47. So after the Art School,  

48. So after the Art School, I went to New York for three months, so by then I must have 

been, I was nearly eighteen.  

 

49. So was this with the man? 

50. No, it wasn’t. I went to stay with, so that kind of came to a natural end, as these 

things do.  And I had cousins in New York.  And again my parents sort of helped with 

that because they paid for me to go. Think they were happy to see me move on. He 

was a nice man but it was unsuitable. 

51. So I went to New York, where I lived in Manhattan. And my cousins were studying at 

Columbia and so they were at university. And I went and signed up for courses of the 

New School for Social Research, which had a kind of Access program. I took a 

couple of wonderful courses there, which I still remember: ‘Revolutions in the 

twentieth century’, I think was one of them and then there was Marxist economics. So 

I was following my interest in politics. And I did a lot of this through my earlier life 

course, just taking classes without any, without getting any qualifications. Just totally 

following my interests, that’s been my path, very self-motivated. So I went there, I 

suppose I was there for just probably one term, I took these two really, really great 

courses. And I think, I did all the work, you know, I took it all very seriously, but I 

wasn’t getting any credits to go towards anything.  

52. So then I went back to England and I got a horrible job as a receptionist.  

53. Then I thought: ‘Oh this sucks, working sucks, I don’t wanna do this’.  

54. Oh. Maybe I should try going to a university! Because then I wouldn’t have to work. 

(Laughter)  

 

55. And my mom was running the White Chapel Art Gallery, at that point. And across 

from that is the John Cass School. And I was still interested in art, so I have kind of 

politics and art interest.  

56. So I thought: ‘Oh, I’ll go to art school! That sounds pretty good, you just sit around, 

doing art all day. ‘(Laughter) 

57. And I’d had this great experience from Beaux-Arts. So I applied, and I got in, and oh, 

I hated that! (Laughter) It didn’t work for me. Because I’ve from this open free, 

wonderful Beaux-Arts experience to now this rigid…. OK, this week we draw leaves, 

next, then you put your leaves away, this week, second week we do, you know, 

whatever, I can’t remember, you know, we draw model! Third week we go to British 

Museum and draw skeleton. Fourth week we do…you know, it was completely rigid 

and you had no, you know, autonomy. Anyway, the first term, me and the College 

decided that this wasn’t a good fit and we mutually agreed, in other words, if I hadn’t 

left, they would’ve kicked me out, because I, it wasn’t working.  



58. But my mum wasn’t pleased, because she was friends with people at the college. 

Oh, there’s some stories there….oh. So I left and I remember her running down the 

street after me, on the Commercial Road down at Whitechapel, in long - she used to 

wear this long, green cloak and this green velour cowboy hat – she was quite a 

character, my mother.  

59. She chased me down the street, because she was so angry that I quit, saying: 

‘There’ll be no more money!’ (Laughter)  ‘There’ll be no more money!’  

60. It was funny.  

 

61. So what happened after? 

62. So! What did I do then? Then I decided to go to America - back to America - because 

I’ve always wanted to stay.  But I haven't been able to the first time. 

 

63. Back to your cousins? 

64. No, well I kind of landed there, but I always wanted to go to California. So I did, I 

went back to America (pause) and I managed to get to Berkeley California which 

was, that was … 

 

65. A university? 

66. No, no, no, just going as an adventurous 18 year old, I was 18 by then, so you can 

see I’ve quite a (laughter) wild history. So at 18, I’m in California, and I knew a couple 

of people there, and it was beautiful, and it was 1972, by then. And so it was very 

much in this also post student kind of like uprising. The sort of hippies were, it was all 

‘Change’. The society was all about this big change. And young people, feminism, 

people were….the food, the healthy food movement, the food co-ops, erm, all people 

questioning everything. It was very kind of fun and California is beautiful, sunny.   

67. So I was there…I guess my next educational experience there was I went and 

worked…There was a free clinic, because you know in America, health is a real 

problem. It was terrible then. So there was a free clinic for poor people and I went 

and volunteered there. It was basically run by political, hippie Lefties.  

68. This was a great place, really great. And they had a program where they had a First 

Aid course. But there were a lot of, I mean there were proper medical people running 

it. And then kind of following on from the First Aid and other stuff …and I took that 

and started getting really interested and I’ve learnt a lot, actually. But again, no 

qualification, which was the nature of all my early education, but yeah, I learnt a lot.  

69. And then I started taking courses without being registered in the program, just taking 

them as Open Access courses. It was like a City College in San Francisco, a couple 

of other, kind of those college level things and Occupational Safety and Health.   

 

70. So kind of medicine.  

71. Yeah and also still a couple like a Union one, about Labor, or Labor history. So I still 

had my political bit so I took US kind of Left Wing history or something like that. I took 

a few courses during that time – no qualification, no credit at the end, but learning, 

learning, learning. But also I would  have  been reading on my own a lot, learning, 

learning, learning and  that's just me that's my personality,  you know, so.  



72. (Sigh) Then what happened? Erm, OK, San Francisco, Oh! Then I started teaching! 

(Laughter) Because then, then I got very political at a certain point. And again it was 

the times, you know the Vietnam War had come to an end. But, and people there 

was just a moment where and it was happening in England too where just a lot of 

young people became highly political - a bit like the Occupy movement that 

happened a couple of years ago. 

 

73. But you was in America 

74. I was in America. So I started getting very political and we had like study groups and 

that was a part of what we did - a lot of what we did - and I was teaching some of 

those study groups.  

 

75. Was it politics? 

76. Marxist economics. So I had  this little  bit of knowledge and  now I was, but I would  

study first  I was you know I was a very conscientious teacher. So I was young, 

young, young, you know, I don’t know twenty one - twenty two. But so everyone else 

was young too we were all young.   But I just you know, I think that’s again, I’m just a 

good teacher, you know.   

 

 

77. What venues did you use? 

78. Living rooms.  

 

79. OK  

 

80. Uhm, yeah. We’ve lived in collective houses, generally.  

 

81. So where did you find the followers? Just through friends? 

82. They weren’t really followers. They were, we had, it was a community, this was quite 

a big,                           interlocked community where you know, people, there were 

the food co-ops there would be food clinic. There would be all kind of child care co-

ops.  So it was kind of a community of a counterculture, alternative community. So 

you’d maybe put an announcement up at the food co-op that there was this class 

starting or - that kind of thing.  There’d be some newsp…some little local newspapers 

that were kind of Left wing or alternative, so maybe you’d put an announcement in 

there. So you know, they were small, maybe up to ten people, sometimes it was just 

the people that you knew.  

83. And at the same time there was, oh yeah, this was another really good experience 

that I had – there was an alternative University, called ‘The Liberation School’ that 

operated out of an empty storefront in San Francisco – and I took a couple of very 

good  classes there.  So again this was completely outside of any educational 

system, this was just like the Occupy stuff, I don’t know if you follow that. So in the 

store front, I took a marvelous class by such a wonderful woman on the Economics 



of Women’s Liberation. She was an economist, but she had a PhD, but she was 

teaching in this alternative place. And I also took a class from a Palestinian guy I 

think, he was, on Arab- Israeli relations. So these were topics we could be studying 

today, right, but this was in the 70s. And they were wonderful classes but they were 

completely outside of any system.  

84. OK (sigh) so then…and then I’m teaching sort of my study groups. Erm, then, then I 

suppose, eventually, when I was 26 (long pause) I got into a cult – a political cult. 

That kind of brought an end to some of this education that was self-motivated and 

that I was very enthusiastic about.  

 

85. Was this in California? 

86. I was, I got into in California, but it was really based in Minnesota. And I, a year after    

87. I started getting involved, I moved to Minnesota.  

 

88. So was this through someone you’ve met or how did you get recruited? 

89. It was through a friend, so I had a friend who'd been part of this community, we were 

very, very good friends and she was doing Union organizing in a print shop and she 

met someone who became a fellow organizer - who was a really nice guy and he 

was really bright and he really knew how to organize and he was – he had all these 

skills.  

90. And I thought: ‘Where did you learn this?’ I was very impressed with him.  

91. He wouldn't tell me it was all very secret and I kept asking: ‘Where did you learn this? 

I wanna know how to do this.’ you know, ‘You are so good at it!’   

 

92. At organizing? 

93. Yeah, he just was very systematic. He obviously had some knowledge from 

somewhere. Anyway, I eventually broke him down and he said he had just left this 

underground organization. Erm, (pause) and I - in a way, I didn’t get recruited, in a 

way I kind of pushed my way in. So people get into cults in different ways - and I 

mean I'm sure this is an argument for the previous thing we were discussing – but 

(laughter) erm, but that's obvious sample of one.  Anyway. Because in that 

period…so by then so that was now the late - almost at the 80s we are, so late 70s, 

around 1980. By then, all that interesting period that I was talking about with 

everybody working together and all that - had kind of died down.  People left 

California, to where they had come from, they started families, and they got real jobs.  

94. But I still wanted to be, I was ready to do that, I still wanted to be a revolutionary. 

That was my motivation – ‘Let's change the world!’ You know, so I wasn't ready to let 

go of all this political activity. And a lot of my friends were – they were kind of moving 

on.  So I looked, I was looking, this is true - for a new political place to do stuff.  And 

here was this guy who had come from this interesting, and who learnt these 

interesting things. Anyway, that’s a very long story, in my book.  But I ended up – it 

took a while, it wasn't a quick process – a year or so, of becoming a member of this 

group. And weirdly, a lot of my studying kind of stopped at that point. Even though 

you’d think it wouldn’t have. But now, you just kind of worked all the time. So I’ve 

moved to Minnesota, (long sigh), that’s a whole story – just worked to the bone. Erm.  



95. I was told to pick up – erm oh no, I’m going a bit too far – so as part of being in that 

group, I was ordered to become a machinist. And to do that I had to go to formal 

education. 

 

96. Kind of sewing? 

97. No, no, no. Erm, you see my book, don’t you? (Reaches into the bookcase and walks 

back)  

98. Such a cute picture of me. (Laughter) You know, a big factory, making metal parts. 

So it’s a very - it’s a skilled job - with the lathe and things like the computer machine 

tools. So I had to go to a vocational technical school.  

 

99. So was this working for their company? 

100. Oh no, no, no. This was just like - to be here - and they just - just tell you what 

to do, right? So you must become a machinist. So I went  off and  for six months I 

went  more  or less  full time  to this  vocational school, to learn machining.  

 

101. In Minnesota? 

102. Oh no, actually I was still in California and I was kind of on my way there.  

103. Where I was the only woman- but I liked it – you know, it fit with, it’s like an 

art, actually. It kind of fit in with some of the sculpturing stuff that I’ve done, and I’ve 

done metal work and welding, when I was at Beaux Arts. So and I, you, know, I was 

always up for a new ….. (challenge). So yeah, I actually enjoyed the skill of 

machining. And then I got a job being a machinist and then I moved to Minnesota 

and got another job as a machinist.  

104. As soon as I got there they said: ‘OK, now- become a computer programmer.’  

105. So I’d only just, so the one qualification I’d ever gotten in my life, was to 

become a machinist (laughter) And now immediately, they’ve told me to do 

something else, which was – that didn’t make sense. So, but I was in a cult, I did 

what I was told. So then I went off, to another vocational school in Minnesota and 

started studying computer programming. Which I hated! I think is boring! You know I 

could  do it I was good at it,  but  it was nothing….Whereas I had  some  feeling for 

the machining, I had  no feeling for the  computer work.  I just sort of thought that it 

was dull.  

 

106. Did you finish the course? 

107. Well now, this is typical of me. I think it was almost, it was two year part-time 

course. So I was working as a machinist, I was doing the course and I was working at 

the group’s bakery. So I was exhausted, it was awful. Erm, so two jobs, more or less 

full-time jobs and going to school. And I did all the course except the last class was 

‘COBOL 4’  

108. And I just thought: ‘You know what, Fuck it!’ (Laughter) ‘I can’t stand another 

class!’  

109. And so, I didn’t get the qualification, which would’ve been like an Associate 

degree, I don’t know what you call it here- a certificate that kind of thing, or a 

diploma, something like that. So I didn't get this qualification. But I was able to say 

I've had all these classes. So then I was told to get a job so I got a job in computers.  



110. But that was - so these things were not self-motivated. This was other 

motivated, but it’s relevant to your study.  

111. So then I got, so then I had a career and that’s a long story and I was in a 

cult, but I didn’t really study anything else in the cult….I’ve just stopped working and 

then I had my kids, because I was told to have kids – that’s a cult, when you are told 

to have kids, you don’t get to make your own decision.  

112. So when you said you didn’t learn anything, do you feel that you’ve 

learnt something to kind of change your thought processes I guess, to join the 

cult? Like, they must’ve told you something, they must’ve put some sort of 

ideology forward. 

113. Yes, I mean, that was, yeah, I mean, we could spend hours talking about that.  

 

114. So would you say you’ve learnt….. 

115. I’ve learnt what a cult is. I’ve learnt how dangerous it is to stop thinking for 

yourself. To have other people frighten you into shutting up your thinking.  

 

116. But would you, Did you, did you learn certain behaviours?  

117. Yes I learned to start dressing like a, you know I always used to dress like this 

and then suddenly I had to dress like ‘a little bow’, you know, like a middle class 

office worker. I learnt to pretend. I learnt to lie, because I had to put one face to the 

world, but whereas really I was having this secret life.  

 

118. I’m just tryna kind of put this cult experience into the education context. 

119. Hm, yeah, it’s tricky. I learnt to be a computer programmer, I learnt, I mean I 

learned a lot of skills in computers.  

 

120. And you said this man was kind of skilled at organizing.  

121. Well, he wasn’t the cult leader. He was a follower who had actually left.  

 

122. So is this something he learned in a cult or did they send him on some 

sort of course?  

123. Eeeeerm, well I don’t, you see, that’s an interesting question. I don’t know, I, 

it’s an intere….. Which I’ve never asked him - how did he learn that? I mean, what 

we’ve learnt in a cult or how we were supposed to operate in a cult - everything was 

done by a… these forms. I wish I had one because I always want to show them in 

class. We would use for instance like you know Harvard project management tools, 

which they didn’t call it that - and this was a lot of this was before the computers were 

in. So we had it all - it was all on paper. And I thought that that was the cult had 

invented project management, because they put their own, they put their own sort of 

stamp on it.  

 

124. Did they say they did? Did they lie?  



125. Kind of, they kind of implied that these were the, they called it ‘the tools’. So 

we used ‘the tools’ and the tools were, what I later learnt, were just simply project 

management tools, that everyone in the corporate world was using (laughter).  

126. But it looked to me like: ‘Oh, this was special stuff’  

127. So I suppose I learnt a little about project management. Although, again I kind 

of didn’t take to that way of, you know, that’s just not my style, I’m a bit of too free 

and easy, to wanna shove everything into .. But you know, I can see there is some 

use.  

128. And then we had all these tools about everything you did you had to analyse 

on this form of like which was your ideological problem and which was your… Oh I 

can’t remember all these categories-you always had to put everything into these 

categories. You were always been made to criticize yourself and summarize your 

practice into these categories that were just kind of pretty insane. But it was a way of 

stopping you having space to think and shoving you down this way of thinking. So 

would call that not learning. It was the opposite of learning. It was almost like 

unlearning.  

 

129. See in this assignment, I’m allowed to talk about myself a little bit. So I 

will probably mention me going to a Catholic school where obviously some 

Catholic schools are absolutely fine, but I don’t feel that mine was. So I’ve kind 

of been forced to learn a lot about the Bible and the Bible stories and the life of 

Jesus and the doctrine etc. So it’s not really useful knowledge in kind of 

general, but I still learnt something.  

130. I know, so you wanna know what beliefs. Well that’s what was interesting. 

Now I understand what you are getting at because here’s what I think – and I’ve 

made this into a bit of a theory now, in my work.  I think at the beginning of a cult 

recruitment process, people get taught all that stuff. Like, so it would’ve been in my 

case, you know Marxist this… and….. And we did do a bit in the beginning of reading 

Stalin – and I was brought up anti-Stalinist, you know, I don’t think that Stalin was a 

good person.  

131. So it was a bit of a shift for me to go: ‘Oh yes, maybe we should read 

something about Stalin’  

132. So there was a little bit of that at the beginning, where certain things were 

assigned to read. But  what  I think  now is that you get  that at the  beginning when  

you're on your  way in. But then once you’re ‘in’ - that stops. Because in a way, once 

you’re in, they just want you working. And controllable. And so why waste your time 

studying, you know.  You should be at the bakery or working or giving the money, 

you know. Or whatever, whatever. So once you’re kind of consolidated and they 

know that they’ve got you, you don’t need to, they don't need to be putting all that 

stuff into you anymore. So I think, I didn't get that much of that. I got a little bit at the 

beginning.  

133. So it’s hard to explain but I …they really didn’t do…..and I've seen this in 

other cults - not all of them - but there's a bit of a pattern where you can see… like a 

lot of cults will have an educational program that you come in through and maybe a 

year’s study group of learning, you know like one of the Moonie offshoots has this 

thirteen (or thirty?) week study program. But then once you’re in, they kind of, they've 

got you and they don't need to waste their time with you and study programs 

anymore.  



134. So I think I got to that point quite quickly, where they didn’t need to do that 

with me. It’s more complicated but this history will take too long to go into. So that's 

why I didn't have much of that in fact.  So I agree with you that often there is that.  

 

135. (A question about the link between cult leaders and the behaviourist 

approach to learning)  

136. But I think you learn the behaviourism – I think you're not on a bad track with 

that but this - and I'm not an expert on what behaviourism is - but I think it’s more like 

Pavlov’s dog, you know so what you get - like when I got in the cult, when I got there 

as you can see - I was this person who was full of curiosity and wanting to learn and 

wanting to understand the world.   

137. So there I went: ‘Oh, this is a good organization’, right.  

138. So they would do things like: ‘Oh, why are you doing that? Or ‘should…are 

you sure we should be doing that?’   

139. And also, that time in San Francisco, was a very open time where people 

debated and had questions and would argue and - but in a generally friendly manner. 

So I came to this cult still with that attitude that you could say… like for instance, I 

was working at this bakery that they had and they had people from the community, 

(which was a black community) who weren’t part of the cult, working in the bakery 

under terrible conditions and paying them below minimum wage -breaking the law to 

pay them below the minimum wage. I've just come from Union organizing, trying to 

fight this exact thing in New York, this progressive left wing organization.  

140. So I would sort of say: ‘Oh, hang on…Why are we treating our workers like 

this?’ (Laughter) you know.  

141. Well you learnt…. 

142. So I would be told: ‘You’re a petty....’  

143. This is exactly what they would say: ‘Look, look at your background. Go, go 

back to these forms, write a self-criticism and a summary about why you are asking 

these questions. Because you’re from a petty bourgeois background. You’re an 

intellectual, you’ve never had your hands dirty until now. On what basis are 

you…Have you got the right to criticize leadership?  Reflect upon your practice and 

you will understand better once you struggle with the practice.’  

 

144. Of course you don’t 

145. Well you don’t but you struggle…. struggle with the practice means work 

harder. If you read George Orwell's Animal Farm, there's a wonderful line in there 

when the Boxer is trying to fight against the cult leader in there and he’s just told to 

work harder.  

146. So, so what you learn is: ‘Don’t ask questions because you're gonna get 

punished. You’re gonna be made to double up your work, write these terrible self-

criticism forms that will drive you mad.’  

 

147. I might still be able to use it …. (Meaning behaviourism)  

148. And then moving forward. I know that after you’ve left you’ve decided to 

do a PhD in Cultic studies.  

149. Well it kind of, it was actually Socio…well, actually before then…. Let’s back 

up a bit.  So I got out of the cult and finding myself again, which is a process, as you 



know.  It took a while. Erm, I started taking... Well, I started writing my book.  And I 

started to take writing classes at the writing workshop for quite a famous one…. 

Creative writing.  

150. Which - that was a good experience - again no qualifications but the context 

in which to shape practicing writing and finding my voice again. And I wrote my book 

and I’ve raised my children. It was all quite difficult but at least I was free. And then, 

along with that I started tryna understand cults. Because here I was, this independent 

creative person and I’ve allowed myself to be bullied and abused for 10 years. Why? 

 

151. Did you know that it was a cult? 

152. I took me several months after I got out to figure that out.  

 

153. And then you want to know more  

154. And then, once I figured that out, I was like: ‘Damn, I got to understand this. 

How such a clever, independent person as myself…erm have been fooled into this 

thing? 

155. That was a big question.  

156. So you know right. (Laughter) So I, I started studying about cults - on my own. 

So I was reading, reading, reading.  

157. I started going to some of the? and?????  Conferences that they had. I 

started being a bit of an activist. 

158. There was an ex-cult members group. And I….Actually, Janja Lalich asked 

me to write - because I was trying to be a bit active- asked me to write an article. So I 

wrote my first published piece on ‘Mothers in cults’. I didn’t know anything, I didn’t 

know how to interview. I didn’t... I wasn’t in a university but I just went and found 

people – mothers, who had been in cults, and I sat with them as you’re sitting with 

me.  

 

159. This is my first interview  

160. And I didn't even have a tape recorder. I just wrote notes. And I wrote what 

was….I think this is probably the first article written on mothers in cults. I’m very very 

proud of that piece of work.  

161. And I think Janja tried to explain to me a little bit about what I should probably 

say something about the literature, you know, I didn't know how to do this. Anyway. 

But I did do that and it got published in the Cultic studies Journal.  

162. Then, by that time, I’ve sort of rebuilt my life and I had friends. Again and I 

was, I was talking about cults, cults, cults, cults.   

163. And one of my friends, a couple of my friends just started nagging me, saying: 

‘You really should go to university.’ 

164. ‘No, I hate university, I don’t wanna go to school.’ 

165. And I was, I used to be anti-university. I used to like not wanting to walk 

across the campus to get somewhere.  

 

166. Because of your previous experience?  

167. I don’t know why, I had kind of like an allergy to them. I don’t know: ‘No no 

no!’  



168. And  then finally, one of my friends brought the  university catalogue  and she 

had  found  me a course and  she had circled it. And of course it was called ‘Cults 

and totalitarianism’. More or less what I call the course I teach now.   

169. And I was like ‘Oh, no!’  

170. And it sat on my counter, this catalogue with this circled course,  I swear for 

three months when I’d kind of looked at it like this, you know and I finally said ‘Ok, I’ll 

try it’  

171. And I’d go of to the University of Minnesota where I’d have this course, which 

was very grown up. It was a seminar, it wasn’t a teacher with PowerPoint. It was this 

older guy with a teaching assistant - about ten of us. So it was very grown up course 

where he just gave us readings. We read them and we’ve discussed them. He didn’t 

really lecture. And then we had to write a paper. And I wrote mine.  That’s when I 

was introduced to Hannah Arendt, my heroine, and the Origins of totalitarianism and 

more or less changed my life, that book. And I wrote this essay that really in a way is 

still the heart of the work I do now and a half of my next book.  

172. And at the end of the 10 week course, one of the students were going… 

having the argument of like: ‘Oh, why do people let themselves do this thing. They 

must need to be in these organizations’ blah blah blah  

173. And he said:  ‘Well and how did this guy know what he was talking about 

anyway’  

174. And he did this thing of he rolled up his sleeve and he had the concentration 

camp number under his sleeve. And he hadn’t said anything throughout the course 

about that. It was an amazing moment. Yeah.  

175. So then I had another friend who just said to me: ‘You’ve got to got to got to 

got to go to school.’ And then there was this Masters in Liberal studies at the 

University of Minnesota. Erm…and I went to like an Open house about it and it was a 

really great program.  

176. They said: ‘We're doing this for mature students. You can more or less design 

your own program. You have to take things from three different departments.  It’s an 

interdisciplinary’  

 

177. Erm sort of, while this was going on, I've had some help at some point. I've 

had some therapy at one point. Because you can imagine after you get out of a cult 

you are a little bit screwed up. (Laughter)  

178. And through the therapy, when I’d left the therapist I said: ‘Where should I 

take this?  Where do I go from here?’ 

179. He (the therapist?)  told me about John Bowlby and Attachment theory.  

180. So I started reading Attachment theory and I going:  ‘Wow, this is amazing 

stuff!’  

181. So again that was on my own. Anyway. So, so this Masters seemed really 

good because I could do the things like Hannah Arendt over here and Attachment 

theory - and I started churning around in my mind these ideas about how cults work. 

Which is my next book which will come out at the end of this year - I got a publisher 

by the way.  

182. And then meanwhile I was reading Lifton on brainwashing. And so I had these 

three things already churning in my mind.  And I had this program that said that you 

could take from three different departments.  

183. ‘OK. This might work for someone like me who doesn't like to be pigeon 

holed’  



184. So they said in the seminar: ‘And anyone can come.  We accept everyone. 

We’re very open minded. You just have to you know love learning, lifelong learning’ 

blah blah blah ‘There’s only one requirement - you need an undergraduate degree’ 

 

185. Oh no so you didn’t have one 

186. So I didn’t have one.  

187. They said; ‘But we nego….but you know, everything is open, we can 

negotiable, everything’ blah blah blah’  

188. So I went up to the guy at the end and I said:  ‘Look, you’ve just said you 

negotiate everything so I wanna negotiate the fact that I haven’t got an 

undergraduate degree’ (laughter)  

189. But what I did have …. 

 

190. There were all these credits 

191. Well I had, no I didn’t really have, I had, well I did have, the only thing I had 

on paper was almost a diploma in Computer programming, but not quite. I really had 

nothing on paper. But what I had on paper was that article on Mother’s in cults that 

was published in the Journal.  

192. So when I went to discuss and I….that’s, they let me in. And bless them - 

because without that, I don't know what…. So I did a part time, I think I was there for 

3 years. And it was great because it was perfect for a person like me because I was 

so self-motivated. I had this burning question how the cults work why did this happen.  

 

193. And how old was you by now? 

194. I think I was 45 by then so I was older so you know.  

 

195. So you kind of moved to Minnesota to join the cult in your 20s  

196. So I had 10 years in a cult. I I joined at 26. I got out at 36. I had by then young 

children so I had to, you know, recover whilst earning a living, you know, children, 

getting divorced, figuring out, getting my head straight.  

 

197. And of course you did this course in totalitarianism  

198. Yeah I was doing these different things.   

 

199. So you was about 40 by then. 

200. So by the time I got to the Masters and I’ve done my writing course, I’ve 

written my book, all that happened.  

 

201. Was it this book? 

202. Yeah, that book. Before I really started my Masters. Yes coz I’ve finished the 

book before I started my Masters. So I think I started my Masters in 1999 which 

would make me 45. 



 

203. And then did you go onto PhD straight away? 

204. So then  I did …so I finished  my Masters which  was a pretty good  

experience though my supervisor was not good.  She was, she was busy with other 

things, she was busy with other things, she didn't really give a damn.  

 

205. About you or  

206. About me, about the work I was doing. I don't even think she read my 

Master's thesis. I think she signed it without reading.  

207. I had another, I had some other people who were great. But my actual person 

who signed my thesis was not good.   

 

208. And then I thought: ‘Well, I'm not, I haven’t answered my questions’ 

209. So this goes back to the motivation. My motivation was to understand this 

thing. And I've gone some way.  I wrote an interesting thesis where the backbone of 

my answer was there but it wasn't really there. I hadn’t fully, so I thought I’d go on. 

And I also enjoyed being a student. So then I tried applying to Psychology because 

that's in the natural place and I …coz I as a part of my Master's I've taken some 

psychology courses of course. And I had a nice Psychology teacher, through those 

courses. I went and talked to him about applying to do a PhD.  

210. And he said to me: ‘You’re too old’  

211. And, and he didn't say it meanly, he was kind of giving me the facts. 

212. ‘Oh   you will never get in. You’re too old, we’re looking for students who will 

ran out rats through mazes’, that’s what he said.  

213. So that was my…so I didn’t have it in me to fight.  Now I would fight that but 

then I was, I didn’t have enough energy.  

214. Then I went to American Studies because I knew that was a kind of ‘open do 

whatever you want’.  And wanted to decide to study two American groups as my…. 

And they wouldn’t have me, which was right, they were right not to have me. Then I 

went to Sociology but by that time I sort of missed the deadline. So they said oh no 

you are not likely to get in. 

215. So then I had to wait a year and I applied to Sociology again because they 

kind of more or less said try again.  

216. So the second time round, I got in. So it wasn't easy you know.  And I’ve gone 

into Sociology which I didn’t really  wanna be in Sociology because there’s a lot of 

nonsense in Sociology these days that I didn’t really care about.  

217. But there was a guy who wanted to be my supervisor. And he more or less 

offered himself to me. And he was a German who had as a child lived …he was no 

no no …He was born right after the war - more or less the day the war ended. So 

he’d grown up in that atmosphere and he married a Jewish woman later. So he was 

very interested in what had happened in Germany and Hitler and totalitarianism. So 

he had picked up on that in my application.  

218. And so he became my supervisor, he wasn't much older than me and he was 

wonderful because he trusted me. He could,  I think he kind of, he understood me 

that  the best thing was to leave  me alone (laughter) - and that I would  do good  

work  and  that  I was so self-motivated. And so he kind of left me alone.  

219. I remember at one point him saying when he was reading my dissertation: ‘It’s 

customary to cite your supervisor in your work’  



220. He was trying to hint, you know -really I should use some of his work. So I 

took the hint and I put some things in.  

221. And that took six years. And I had you know I had to do things I didn't care to 

do in sociology because you had to take two years of course work there for a PhD. 

But that was fine and but again, I kind of had an idea of fully formed about what to 

do. And I went and did it. And then I got my PhD. And you know, it was hard, PhDs 

are very difficult but it was also very rewarding, very very rewarding.  

 

222. And you was motivated by wanting to know.   

223. I had a real question like and it was odd because some of my classmates you 

know, when I think younger people go and do it they are motivated because they 

have to think of about a career and they do I'm not putting them down,  it's just very 

different motivations. I had a career that actually at that point paid well. But it was a 

cult induced career. I was a computer systems analyst at quite a high level. I hated 

and it had nothing to do with me and my motivations, it was someone else's 

motivation.  

 

224. Maybe just last question.  

225. Yeah.  

 

226. What motivates you now and do you want to learn anything else?  

227. That's a good question. Hm (pause) what motivates me now is teaching, so 

you know this is an area that’s not well understood and I feel I’m one of the few 

people in the world who have a both the qualification now and the experience and the 

knowledge  

 

228. Theory and practice? 

229. Yeah. Erm and this is a hugely important issue. You know if you go from ISIS 

to North Korea to the local cult around the corner. And all the millions of people who 

are affected by these things.  

230. So I feel, even I get tired of it and I think  

231. Oh I’d love to go back to painting or sculpture 

232. I kind of feel like a I feel a social responsibility. And it’s my knowledge so it’s 

using. And I love teaching. But I do sometimes think: ‘Oh god’. But I do feel I have to 

keep speaking about it in some way. So there's a feel of responsibility that’s a 

motivation. But if I could learn anything now, I'd love to learn Portuguese (laughter) 

(pause).  

233. I wanna go back to creative writing. And that's my plan for my next book.  I 

wanna write those Paris years. Lots and lots of great stories.  

234. I think that I haven't yet found a new question if you see what I mean - a 

burning question. You know I’m pretty much, you know, I talked at the Occupy Tent 

University, which was a bit like the Liberation school. But I don't feel I wanna learn 

more about economics or this and that. It’s more like a - and maybe that's an age 

thing - where it’s more like:  now I wanna teach others. I wanna put into practice 

things, I wanna, you know.  I feel like I’ve got a pretty good understanding of how this 

damn government works, I don’t need to learn about it.  I know how it works and I 



wanna bring them down the bastards, you know.  So I wanna have enough energy to 

be active in a balanced way. So yes. It’s different now, it is different. I don’t have a 

burning question in the same way. And I wonder about that sometimes.  

235. Thank you 


