Despite poor health
and the fear of
recurring polio,
Lord Snowdon
still works at
a prodigious
rate —and finds
time to campaign
on behalf of
disabled people.
He talks to
Lynn Barber

T ORD SNOWDON is
! of an age, 65, when

— most photographers
would be hanging
{up their Hasselb-

lads or pensioning off their
Pentaxes. Instead, he has
just produced an enormous
body of work — a 56-page cel-
ebration of British theatre —
for the November issue of
Vanity Fair magazine.

It entailed 85 sittings and-

included almost all the big
names of British theatre,
from grand old knights such

as Sir Alec Guinness and Sir "

Jjohn Gielgud to hot new tal-
ents like Julia Ormond and
Ralph Fiennes. Many of

these portraits are elabo--

rately staged, with props and
costumes and fancy loca-
tions, and most photogra-
phers would count it good
going to shoot three such ses-
sions a week. Snowdon, over.

the summer, was often shoot-.

ng three a day — or even a
“hight, when he had to catch
his stars after the theatre.
Snowdon is by no means fit,
and worried about a Eossib‘lle
“‘boring polio’’. He con-
tracted it at 16, when he was
at Eton, and spent six months
in the Liverpool Royal Infir-
mary. It left him with a with-
ered left leg, one inch shorter
than the other, which always
meant that he walked with a
slight limp. Now he limps
more markedly, and uses a
walking stick. ‘“‘I've never
been very good at any sort of
acrobatics or walking, but I
don’t have to be. I'm not very
good at carrying things —
well I can’t. Boring polio. I
don’t carry anything really.
For one reason, if I fall down
I break the camera, so it’s
very expensive!” He has to
sit if he is doing a long photo
session, although inevitably
it slows him down.

Has his polio come back?
“Mmm. I read about the MP
[Julian Critchley] and it-does
ome back when you're
bout 60 or something.”
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In Critchley’s case/it has?

-onfined him to a wheelchair.
But Lord Snowdon prefers
not to dwell on it — "'It’s such
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Business as usual: Lord Snowdon’s recent work has seen him blambering on to
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studio cloakroom — photo-
graphic awards and citations
for this and that. honorarv
~degrees, his GCVO. two
Emmys for television docu-
mentaries which he spraj
matt back becausef ‘they
looked so vulgar™.

I remember thinking in
1961, when he was created
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royal tittle-tattle whatsoever
The only faintly royal revela-
tion I got from him was that
he hates corgis.
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confined him to a wheelcharir.
But Lord. Snowdon prefers
not to dwell on it — ¢It’s such
a boring subject’ . Anyway It
didn’t stop him clambering
on to the Palace of Westmin-
ster roof to photograph
Glenda Jackson or up
London Zoo’s Mappin Ter-
races — fortunately devoid of
polar bears — to photograph
Brian Blessed.

He could have refused the
Vanity Fair assignment of
course but he wouldn’t
dream of it — ““Oh golly, no! I
work as much as I can. Other-
wise I wouldn’t get out of
bed. I have to have a project.
I mean I might sometimes
stop taking photographs and
design things but I wouldn’t
— I can’t — do nothing. And
the other thing is that one is
terrified of not being wanted.
It’s lovely at my age, as an
OAP, to be asked to do that
number of pages for Vanity
Fair. It is a tremendous
honour.”

. He says this without irony
— a man whose life is already
loaded with honours. Most of
them are arrayed in his

100Ked SO vuigal .

I remember thinking in
1961, when he was created
Eari of Snowdon, “‘now dis-
graceful that he should get a
peerage just for marrying
Princess Margaret!”” but he
has certainly earned it since.
notably through his work for
disabled people.

He remains very much per-
sona grata with the Roval
Family and still takes photo-
graphs for them. Even his
divorce from Princess Mar-
garet in 1978 and his remar-
riage to Lucy Lindsay-Hogg
did not rock his roval
approval-rating. Last year he
returned to Caernarfon Cas-
tle to celebrate the 25thanni-
versary of the Prince of Wa-
les’s Investiture and there is
a charming photograph on
his studio wall of him and
Prince Charles roaring with
laughter at something Sir
Harry Secombe said. He has
never exploited his title or
royal connections profession-
ally and he makes a rule that
all his sittings should be
arranged by editors so that
no one can accuse him of
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The only faintly royal revela-
tion I got from him was that
he hates corgis.

Nowadays, in his tweed
jacket and cavalry twill trou-
sers. he looks more the earl
than the photogra-
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country, and the
crystal ball watch, and the
fountain and til€ Sunimers
house he has already built in,
the back garden, I plonk my-

Snowdon

self firmly in an Investiture
chair and refuse to
budge.

pher. It 1 y " ’
1 m ' He still prefers
¢I’'m notvery telling stories to
good at answering ques-
kled in his : tions — I particu-
fin green jump- carrymg larly liked one
cuit at the Investi- things. Well, about his neigh-
ture of the Prince lcan’t- bour, Dustin Hoff-
of Wales. He is . . man, who sent
obviously frail., boring polio? round a ‘“fright-

leaning on a walk-
ing stick and his
hands shake so badly you
wonder how he can handle a
camera, but he still insists on
giving me a guided tour of his
domain — the office and tiny
studio beside his house in
Kensington — pointing out
all his treasures.

This is a well-known dis-
placement activity which
other journalists have
warned me about — he will
show you things till the cows
come home and never answer

fully grand’’ archi-
tect to ask his per-
mission to raise the garden
wall. Snowdon thought it was
a bit odd of Hoffman —
“‘since he and I are about the
smallest people in London,
and he’s not exactly going to
see me hanging out the wash-
ing’”’ — but, anyway, he
agreed and suggested he
raise it to the height of the
other wall. But the architect
said, “‘Oh no we can’t do that.
We can only take it up two
courses [two rows of bricks]
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we're on a very tight

Lord Sncwdon
e doing is piugging
=<t book of photo-
wild Flowers (Pavil-
29).“but he seems
==ner to talk about
« for Vanity Fair.
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tion. For instance, he carted
a sunbed down to Shepperton
to photograph Kenneth Bran-
agh supposedly tanning for
Othello — the only trouble is
that Branagh is playing Iago.

Then there is a:very
strange picture of Michael
Gambon,
cleaner with a'mop and
E‘mlmf; <tanding next to the

ust of Sar j

dressed as a. (
sing orders like ‘I want an
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shirt printed for Sir Ian
McKellen saying ‘‘Where-
fore art thou Romeo?”’ and
hiring a bunch of corgis for
Alan Bennett. ‘‘They cost a
fortune — £500 for the morn-
ing — and I'm terrified of cor-
gis!”” Meanwhile, Graydon
Carter, the editor, kept issu-

elephant (seriovsly)”. Ide-

‘““disabled people’’

good Estuary accent] ‘Have
you got a camera you can put
around your neck? And I
said, ‘But I don’t actually use
a camera round my neck, I
use a tripod.’ He hadn’t done
any research at all. I don’t
mean that conceitedly but it
isrude.”

There is steel beneath his
apparent lightness. It comes
out every year when he pre-
sents the Snowdon Awards
(about £60,000 worth of bur-
saries for disabled students)’
and invariably makes a fight-
ing speech — attacking hear-
ing aid manufacturers:for
their enormous mark-upsy or
British Rail for making :dis-
abled people travel injthe
luggage van, or the Chelsea
Flower Show for not allowing
guide dogs. 121

I wondered if he worried
beforehand about attracting
flak, but he said: “I den’t
care about that at jall.
Because I'm not politically
involved with any party,#'m
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¢1don’t think peojiie
discriminate on’!
purpose; they do‘:ﬂ:

through ignorance?®

totally unambitious, I’v?f")got
nothing to gain, you see,' gnd

nothing to lose.” e
He says people alwgys
assume he got interested, in
disability because of'his
childhood polio but, “I’m\l ot
sure that’s really true. In the
Sixties I was doing quite a lot
of photographs about fhe
problems of disabilities in
the Sunday Times, and then I
designed a wheelcnalr ior 4
friend, Quentin Crewe, ,gnd
that went into produc”mor_x
He gets irritated when fhe
BBC talks about “‘the dis-
abled” — it should alway§; bg
when the managers of public
buildings don’t think about
wheelchair access. ‘I don’t
think people discriminate on
purpose, they just do, it
?gck

?Egn I“—gz)t m—;re invol-\;eic.i.ifﬁ =

through ignorance and
of experience. Luckily my
children, all three of them,

- are always seeing pegple

whizzing in and out of ;the
house in wheelchairs, so i1t
seems perfectly natural.”’ ;.
He said a few years gago
that he was worried about his
eyesight. He has solved that
problem by having spegial
lenses built into his camera,
but now he says, rather
bleakly: ““I'm not worried
about that so much as other
things ... He obviously
fears more after-effects of his
polio and he has kept a Times
article entitled “‘Return of a
crippling disease’ which
starts off; “Poliomyelitis is a
disease which sometimes i;as
the unpleasant habit;of

ot et k4 haunt ite vietima
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1 asked if he had ever, ad
to WOITY about money, and he
said, vehemently: “Yes }Qdo
— permanently, all the time.
The upkeep of things, (the
cost of things. And 1 don’};do
any advertising much,. you
see, and that’s where thei)ig
money comes from. At Cam:
bridge my father gave me- 1
think quite rightly — £300 a
year, which was very little
actually. But it taught ong a
lot. I don’t spend V Ty

much. L
But he can’t really beligve
that he’ll be penniless tor@pr-
row? ‘1 think everyone .
Don’t you?”’ No. “Oh! W
you're going to make me
think about it all the time!”
And so he waits eagerly for
the phone 10 ring an bring
him another enormous pho-
tographic assignment “It- is
so lovely to be wanted.” *H/((



