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The pearls and pains of a galactic princess, pop king and rabbit lord
Carrie Fisher made her name in Star Wars but
the actor’s most enduring role was playing
her deeply troubled self, writes Camilla Long

I

t is probably easier to define
Carrie Fisher’s writing style than it
is her acting style; as a novelist she
was witty, mercurial, interestingly
defensive. As an actress she was,
simply, Princess Leia — it is
difficult even now to describe how
the “cute, round-faced” princess
with “goofy buns” became such a
huge object of sexual fantasy. It is a
subject she covered in her recent
memoir, The Princess Diarist,
where she uneasily stated that it
was “truly an honour to have been
the first crush of so many boys”.
She was (convincingly) baffled
and rather disgusted by the
attention, describing how ugly she
was as a girl, how “fat” she looked
during the reading for the part,
wondering if the director George
Lucas would notice her face was
like “a bowl of oatmeal with
features”. She thought she was too
silly to be a proper heroine in a
grown-up film. Fortunately for
her, Star Wars wasn’t a grown-up
film. It was the most successful
silly movie created.
I don’t think Fisher stooped to
anything as embarrassing as acting
in the three Star Wars films that
made her famous; all the leads —
Mark Hamill, Harrison Ford and
Fisher herself — were lovable not
because they could act but because
they really couldn’t.
The 3ft 6in actor Warwick Davis,
who at 11 landed the role of an
ewok in Return of the Jedi, has had
a far more successful acting career
than Fisher or Hamill.
Unlike Hamill, Fisher seemed
aware that acting wasn’t her
greatest strength. She only fell into
films because of her mother, the
actress Debbie Reynolds. As a
teenager she landed a small role in
Shampoo in 1975 but didn’t see it
as a “career choice”; more as a way
of flirting with Warren Beatty.
She was cast entirely to type as a
spoilt “pissed-off daughter” who
infuriated her mother by picking
up Beatty’s hairdresser. Dressed in
tennis shorts, a bandana and long
socks, she was the ultimate
oversexed 1970s tomboy, as
convincing holding a gun as she
was wearing a bikini (few actresses
can pull off both).
She hated the metal bikini that
she wore while killing Jabba the
Hutt in Return of the Jedi, but she
was so convincing as a rebellious,
sexy, haughty, aristocratic Patty
Hearst type in Grecian drapes that
her legacy — if you can call it a
legacy — was, for at least 20 years
after her appearance, wives being
endlessly begged to dress up as
Leia for bedroom role play.

The heroes of Watership Down reflect friends Richard Adams lost in the Second
World War, but despite the scars of his youth the author retained a love of nature
and teaching children games, writes his granddaughter Miranda Johnson
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She was stunned by the success
of the movies; even before the final
part of the first trilogy she had
realised that none of her roles
would top Leia. She slid from
respectable appearances in films
such as Hannah and Her Sisters
and When Harry Met Sally to the
role she was only really meant to
play — Carrie Fisher herself.
Being Carrie Fisher, Hollywood
survivor — by turns charming, and
irritating, needy coke fiend —
turned out to be a far more
lucrative and enduring occupation
than any of her other work (she
had stupidly signed away the rights
to her image in the George Lucas
films, thinking the movies would
never amount to anything).
She wrote several novels and
memoirs about her role as a broken
Hollywood brat, including
Postcards from the Edge and
Wishful Drinking, the latter a vital
but strangely evasive work in
which she recalled her broken
childhood and problems with
drugs. (At one point her father, the
singer Eddie Fisher, attending
Princess Grace of Monaco’s
funeral — even though he’d never
met her — persuaded Cary Grant to
talk to Fisher about her addiction
to acid. The actor, a committed
lover of LSD, did.)
She both adored and hated her
mother, who, in a final act of toxic
Hollywood diva-dom, attempted
to upstage her once again — by
dying a mere day after her, last
Wednesday.
In recent years Fisher became
little more than a novelty act,
appearing in stinkers such as
Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle and
Cougar Club, and performing
cameos in Sex and the City and
David Cronenberg’s well-received
Hollywood satire Maps to the Stars.
She was usually hired out of a
weird sort of nostalgia: she not
only connected the current
generation to its childhood, but,
through her mother and father,
she connected Hollywood to itself.

George Michael had his demons, some laid bare by estranged members of his family in the days after his death. But while the singer’s
passing came as a shock, the greater mystery is the sudden loss 20 years ago of his gift for penning classic songs, writes Lisa Verrico
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n death as in the last decade of
his life, George Michael’s grubby,
headline-grabbing behaviour
looks set to overshadow his
songwriting genius. He had spent
many years as the most popular
artist on British radio and was a
multimillionaire megastar, but he
had not released a classic song
since 1996’s Jesus to a Child and
Fastlove.
Since a suspected heart failure
during the Christmas weekend
robbed pop of one of its most
entertaining and surprising
characters, a succession of exes,
friends and (mostly estranged)
family members have been airing
their versions of events during the
singer’s final months.
That a feud over his £100m
fortune has already begun will
open the floodgates further. If
details of the discovery of
Michael’s body in bed at lunchtime
on December 25 — provided by his
hairdresser boyfriend, Fadi Fawaz
— felt intrusive, they were only the
start. In the days that followed it
was claimed the singer had died a
heroin addict and had recently
been admitted to hospital after an
overdose. His cousin Andros

HER MOTHER, IN A
FINAL ACT OF
TOXIC HOLLYWOOD
DIVA-DOM,
ATTEMPTED TO
UPSTAGE HER ONCE
AGAIN — BY DYING A
DAY AFTER HER

I confided my IVF fears and relief at Bridget’s pregnancy
!! Continued from page 23
wedding. There is something
calming about taking pen to paper
and unburdening myself of my
thoughts. In the months before I
became a father in 2011 I wrote
about what I imagined fatherhood
would be like and what I was most
scared about giving up. It’s funny
reading those passages today.
After my daughter, Laila, was
born, I became even more
determined to capture in real time
the reality of parenthood.
I kept hearing from other
parents that it “all goes by so fast”
and that one should “savour every
moment”. Those early days of
parenthood can feel like a looping
montage of sleeplessness, crying
and vomit but I did not want my
memories to be a blur. I wanted the
minutiae and the telling details
that captured the honest,
immediate truth.
My father had died when I was
23. He was an old-school
first-generation immigrant who
had little time for emotional
openness. When he was alive I was
too immature to be interested in
trying to understand him and then
he went and died and left me to try
to work it out on my own.
How I would love to discover
that he had left a diary or even a
few letters, anything that could
bring him alive for me. Something
that would flesh out or challenge
the story I have constructed in his
absence about the man he was.
The diary I left on the train was,
like the year, almost at the end. I
had begun it on January 1, 2016.
The night before, Bridget and I had
had dinner at home and I asked her

what was the one thing she most
wanted from the coming year.
“I would like to be pregnant,”
she said. In the years since Laila
had been born in 2011 we had tried
and failed to have a second child.
Bridget had had one unsuccessful
round of IVF in 2015. That had
been devastating but we had
agreed that we would make one
more attempt.
In the pages of my diary I was
able to be most honest about our
IVF journey. I wrote about Bridget
having to inject herself daily and
take cardboard boxes full of
medication. I had my diary with
me in the clinic and wrote in it
while Bridget was having embryos
transferred into her uterus.
It was where I confided my fears
that the pregnancy test would be
negative and it was where I
recorded that Bridget was
pregnant.
I also wrote about the world
beyond our family: Brexit and
Donald Trump, the deaths of David
Bowie, Muhammad Ali and George
Michael. But mostly I wrote about
family, about the messy reality
of being a father, husband and
man.
On the evening of November 20
Bridget gave birth to Ezra. The
night he was born we were moved
from the delivery room to the
maternity ward. In the early hours
with newborn in a cot at the side of
our hospital bed I wrote in my
diary the magical, long-awaited
words: “I literally cannot believe
we have a little baby boy.”
Some things can be replaced but
those memories cannot and that
was why I was so stricken by its

loss. In a blind panic I ran to the
lost property office and
breathlessly tried to explain what
had happened. The woman there,
Carol, said the train I had been on
was extremely busy.
The implication was that it was
unlikely I would see my iPad or
diary again. I’m not one for public
displays of distress but I couldn’t
help it: I broke down in tears.
I wasn’t just crying about a
diary. I was crying because I had
hoped one day to hand it to Laila
and Ezra so they would know their
origin story and realise how much
they were loved and wanted.
If our IVF journey had taught me
anything, however, it was never to
stop hoping for a miracle.
Carol saw how distraught I was
and arranged for the guard on the
train to be contacted to check the
carriages once it arrived at the next
station.
She took my phone number
and said she would ring if there

I HAD MENTALLY
CRIMINALISED A
GROUP OF FELLOW
PASSENGERS SIMPLY
BECAUSE THEY WERE
YOUNG MEN

was any news. The only thing I
could do was pray that everyone
on that train was honest enough
not to steal a bag containing a
top-spec iPad. What were the
chances of that?
I told myself it could have been
worse — I had lost a diary, not our
children — but it felt as if the past
12 months were in danger of being
wiped out or reduced to a set of
unreliable recollections. Ezra was
only weeks old but I felt I had
already failed him as a father.
I was on the phone to Bridget
as I waited for the London train
when a woman in a high-visibility
jacket walked towards me. She
said she had been asked by Carol
in lost property to pass on a
message. “They’ve found your
bag,” she said.
For the second time in 10
minutes I found myself crying. I
started babbling about IVF and
children to try to explain why I was
so happy.
I’m not sure I made much sense
to the poor woman. She told me
that the guard had walked through
the carriage and the bag had not
been touched. I was too nervous to
believe the good news. It would be
another hour before the train
would return to Newcastle.
I boarded the train to London
and called Bridget to tell her the
happy news. The next day she took
the same local train to Newcastle to
collect the bag. The diary was back
in our hands.
When I phoned Carol to thank
her she said that about 90% of
things lost on trains are returned.
That made me feel hugely
encouraged but also rather guilty.

George
Michael on
stage in
Paris in
2012. Left,
Carrie Fisher
snuggles up
to a
stormtrooper
in 1980

GORDON
AIKMAN
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 13

For no good reason I had
mentally criminalised a group of
fellow passengers simply because
they were young men. I would love
to believe that they saw the bag and
did the right thing — and there is

no reason for me to doubt that this
is what occurred.
Regardless, I owe thanks to
every single person on that train
who saw that bag and did not grab
it. I recall reading a parable once
about a grandfather who is talking
to his grandson, explaining there
are two wolves inside us who are
always at war with each other. The

good wolf represents kindness,
bravery and love. The bad wolf
represents greed, hatred and fear.
The grandson stops and thinks
about it for a second, then he looks
up at his grandfather and says:
“Grandfather, which one wins?”
The grandfather quietly replies:
“The one you feed.”
@sarfrazmanzoor

included spells of heavy marijuana
smoking and the occasional use of
crack cocaine. Whether he could
ever have curbed his behaviour
depends on which of his
acquaintances now spilling their
stories you care to believe. There
are reports that, inspired by Sir
Elton John, Michael had hoped to
become a father this year.
The news that a comeback was
planned for 2017 was not
surprising. Michael never lost faith
in himself as a performer. He often
did lucrative private party
performances and could have kept
his millions topped up by touring
his old hits.
But his ambition had always lain
in songwriting, and his genius for
that looked unlikely to return.
“I may be 70 years old, but I can
still do it,” Michael joked the last
time I saw him on stage, in
Birmingham in 2012, resuming the
tour he had abandoned 10 months
earlier after his brush with death
from pneumonia. The worry then
was that a tracheotomy might have
damaged his vocal cords. In fact,
he was in fabulous voice.
The loss of Michael’s
songwriting mojo was one of

modern pop’s great mysteries.
Michael remained a world-class
performer, but the man who
composed Careless Whisper in his
teens and who wrote, arranged
and produced every song on his
25m-selling debut solo album,
Faith, lost the knack for writing a
memorable melody almost
overnight.
That this decline coincided with
his coming-out, or rather his being
outed, was no coincidence. During
his pure pop days in Wham!,
Michael constructed a carefree
persona to pursue success. When
the world at large still knew him as
straight, he poured his grief over
the death of his Brazilian boyfriend
from an Aids-related illness into
Jesus to a Child.
His arrest in a public lavatory in
Beverly Hills in 1998 brought that
double life to an end. As an openly
gay man he was happier, but
perhaps he now lacked the turmoil
that had inspired his greatest hits.
Michael’s demons may have
sprung from his failed attempts to
rediscover his songwriting talent,
or have been a depressing result of
his fame and fortune. I doubt that
he himself knew which.

Step into Christmas — headfirst
THE MOTOR NEURONE
DIARIES

Manzoor began his diary shortly
before marrying Bridget in 2010

Georgiou, who helped manage the
star at the height of his fame,
insisted that a stint in a Swiss rehab
clinic last year had helped him
swap drugs for alcohol. A fuzzy
photo of Michael looking bloated
appeared to back that up.
That Michael’s personal life was
complicated was no secret. How
complicated is becoming clearer.
He was reported still to have been
close to his former partner Kenny
Goss, a businessman, who looks
likely to be named in his will
alongside Fawaz. But his
relationships with many family
members had broken down.
Georgiou and Georgiou’s sister
Katerina claim to have been
among those cut out of his life for
trying to help him overcome his
demons. It appears that Michael,
whose many acts of under-theradar generosity were revealed
only after his death, was closest to
his hairdresser sister Melanie, two
years his senior, who may inherit
half his fortune.
Since his songwriting decline in
the mid-1990s, Michael had been
unusually open and wittily honest
about his problems, notably his
dependence on drugs, which

We are stuffed from our pastrami
burgers. My carer Andrea wipes my
face with a napkin. I chase the dregs
of my beer with a straw. It is time to
go. Having spotted us wrestling
with my jacket the staff fetch the
ramp and put it in place at the
entrance. As I manoeuvre my
wheelchair out of the tiny restaurant
I thank the staff. Andrea pulls open
the glass door. The cold Glasgow air
nips my cheeks. I drive forward on
to the ramp. Scrape! Bang! The ramp
skids forward and collapses flat on
the pavement with an almighty
crash. My front wheels drop to the
pavement. My rear wheels are left
behind, one foot up on the step. The
angle is too much — I am catapulted
forward. Everything is in slow
motion. The pavement is getting
closer. First my knees, shoulder,
then crack! My head meets the cold,
hard concrete.
I am rolled over on to my back by
I am not sure who. I look up. Within
seconds I am surrounded by
strangers looking down at me. Men
and women desperate to help. “Are

you all right?” “Are you OK?” asks a
chorus of unfamiliar voices. After
the initial shock, and realisation of
what has happened, I sigh and laugh
to myself. What a ridiculous
situation. I am lying spread-eagled
in the middle of Glasgow’s St
Vincent Street. A lady in red rushes
out from the restaurant — she is a
nurse. She slowly runs her hands
through my hair, looking for cuts.
Two burly men grab me. “One, two
. . . ” On three I am lifted up and
deposited back in my chair.
Relieved. Thankful. I shake their
hands as best I can.
As I wiggle myself back on my
chair, and Andrea dusts me off, a
young guy sticks around. He is very
apologetic. It turns out he is the
manager of Bread Meats Bread. He
admits his staff had been “sloppy”
— they should have been holding
the ramp in place.
“You should sue them,” suggests a
friend. Frankly I don’t have the time
or energy. I just want the restaurant
to get the problem fixed so it doesn’t
happen to anyone else. Imagine it
happened to a frail older person, a
child or somebody with a spinal
injury? The consequences could
have been dramatically worse. I have
written to the chief executive to ask
what action they have taken to
improve disabled access throughout
the chain. I await a response. The
answer better be good.

MONDAY, DECEMBER 19

Fancy running a marathon? On a
treadmill? On Christmas Day?
Didn’t think so. I am up early for a
photo opportunity with Scottish
media at a local gym to publicise the

mad Merry Marathon endeavour of
my friend Rob Shorthouse. After
arriving accidentally using the
service lift I clock a miniature,
Lycra-clad version of the Rob I use
to know. His gruelling training
regime looks like it has paid off.

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 20

Christmas shopping is done. This
year I did it 100% online which
beats battling Edinburgh’s
roadworks, cobbles, steps and
packed pavements in a wheelchair.
With my mum over visiting from
Fife today her task is to wrap them
all. My job: provide the wine.

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 24

“Hark the herald . . . ”. Gasp. “ . . .
sing”. Gasp. “Glory to the . . . ”.
Gasp. “ . . . king.” Running short of
breath, my contribution to the
gorgeous hymns that flood the
majestic heights of St Giles’
Cathedral is limited. As my muscles
weaken throughout my body, a few
words at the start and end of each
line are all I can muster. The choir
and swollen festive congregation
more than pick up my slack.
Attending the Watchnight service at
Edinburgh’s High Kirk over recent
years has become a tradition. It
never fails to get me into the spirit
of Christmas.

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 25, MORNING

My phone rings, it is Rob. He has
finished his marathon (on a
treadmill in his garage) in three
hours 28 minutes. He is
understandably merry. As a pal, I
am proud of what he has achieved.
And as somebody dying from MND I

am delighted he has raised more
than £5,000 for MND research.
Thanks Rob.

AFTERNOON

Her cheeks are rosy from a busy day
of exertion. Her hair is an adorable
riot of blonde curls. Her purple party
dress shimmers in the light of the
tree. Her underskirt is half in, half
out of her nappy. Her eyes are wide
with excitement as she sits astride
her new three-wheeled scooter. I
line my wheels up with hers. At last
a game I can play with her. Using the
power from my wheelchair we whizz
along together, picking up speed as
we cross the living room. She
giggles. A carefree smile lights up
her face and every other face in the
room. She is surrounded by those
she loves. In those few seconds my
one-year-old niece embodies what
the festive season is all about: family,
love and joy.
Suddenly reality bites. Out of
nowhere an unwelcome thought:
how many more Christmases will I
see? My brain has an annoying habit
of tempering the highs with a
reminder of the lows to come.
Determined to live in the moment I
quickly discard the rogue thought —
the answer to which nobody knows.
What I do know is nothing can
destroy the memories we create.
This perfect moment will be one of
my enduring memories of this
Christmas and my beautiful
niece Ailidh.
Gordon Aikman is a motor neurone
disease patient and campaigner. To
donate to his campaign, text
MNDS85 £5 to 70070 or visit
gordonsfightback.com

abbits do not live very
long, and in the wild
they last perhaps three
years. Richard Adams,
my grandfather, was far more
fortunate: he was 96 years old
when he died. His family miss
him, just as all families love
and mourn those who have
gone at Christmas.
Watership Down, his most
famous novel, explores natural
cycles of life and death. The
book begins with the seasonal
demise of primroses and ends
with their renewal. My
grandfather was a man who
appreciated even the most
intricate processes within the
environment around him.
At the time of his birth, the
roads around his home near
Newbury, Berkshire, were still
unpaved. He remembered the
dust that flew up with the
occasional passing car.
Orange hawkweed,
rhododendrons, roses and
dwarf begonias bloomed in
the garden.
Hazel and the other rabbits
of Watership Down set off on
their journey from a warren in
Sandleford Park, a tract of
open land through which my
grandfather was wheeled in
his pushchair early in the
1920s. Much younger than his
brother and sister, he played
alone in an imaginary
kingdom named Bull Banks,
which stretched from near the
kitchen windows to a bay tree
further down the garden.
Although a dormitory
storyteller at school, my
grandfather veered away from
fantasy as he grew up. Reality
proved grim. Neville
Chamberlain arrived back in
London promising peace
when my grandfather was 18.
Less than two years later he
reported for duty and found
himself in Sierra Leone, South
Africa, Palestine, France,
Denmark and Singapore over
the course of the Second
World War.
When he returned home,
the girl who lived next door,
Elizabeth Acland, was no
longer a girl. My
grandparents’ first outing
together was to St Giles’s Fair
in Oxford, where my
grandfather was studying
history at Worcester College.
The heroes of Watership
Down, such as Bigwig, revive
aspects of my grandfather’s
friends who fell in the war.
His response to fascism
emerges in the harshness of

Adams: bestselling book
inspired a film, below right
the regime at the Efrafa
warren. The novel proved
unattractive to publishers at
first because it was thought
too gritty for a child’s book
and too fantastical for an
adult’s. They missed the epic
dignity of its events. The point
is that rabbits are far less
bloodthirsty than humans. As
Strawberry explains of the
creatures: “If they have to
fight, they fight; and if they
have to kill, they kill. But they
don’t sit down and set their
wits to work to devise ways of
spoiling other creatures’ lives
and hurting them.”
My grandfather even saved
some of the rabbits against his
own judgment. He listened to
his daughters, to whom he
first conjured up parts of the
tale on car journeys, when
they argued that he should
change the original ending.
They could not accept
Bigwig’s death, so he survives
to the end of the novel.
They were the only editors
to whom my grandfather ever
really listened. Despite
countless rejections, he
refused to alter the
manuscript after he first sent
it to publishers. A small print
run finally appeared in 1972.
Prizes and praise followed.
Watership Down has sold tens
of millions of copies around
the world. The Lapine
language was thought
beautiful precisely because of
its functionality. Anything
more than four, the number of
claws on a rabbit’s paw, is
simply “hrair” — “a
lot” or “a

thousand”. Differentiating
between vehicles is also
beyond the rabbits, so all
machines are “hrududu”. My
grandfather fostered a
different vocabulary in his
family too. For one thing, he
always referred to the car as
the “bougham” (pronounced
boof-um).
The Plague Dogs, Maia, The
Girl in a Swing and other
novels followed. None proved
as successful as Watership
Down. My grandfather never
worried about that. His
favourite was Shardik and he
was always interested to meet
people who shared that view.
His success allowed him to
resign as a civil servant. He
wrote and campaigned for
animals instead, and served
for a short while as head of the
RSPCA. Birdwatching in
Antarctica thrilled him, as did
scuba diving on the Great
Barrier Reef.
A gregarious and outspoken
public figure, he was also a
devoted grandfather. He read
Beatrix Potter to us when we
were young, and moved on to
Moonfleet and Treasure Island
as we grew older. Games were
important to him. He taught
us to play backgammon, whist
and cribbage. On the morning
of my mother’s wedding, she
and my grandfather found
time for a rubber of piquet.
A keen walker throughout
his life, my grandfather found
his steps slowing in recent
years. Movement became
harder, as did seeing and
hearing. Grandchildren and
great-grandchildren made old
age worthwhile, he said. But
in recent months, like Hazel,
he had been feeling tired. And
just as it finally “seemed to
Hazel that he would not be
needing his body any more”,
so on Christmas Eve it seemed
to my grandpa that he would
not be needing his body any
more either.
Miranda Johnson is The
Economist’s environment
correspondent
@msljeconomist

