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Rounded vowels, sharp wit... how homegrown
funny lady Sally Sedgman found her voice

If ever someone decided to set up the
Society for the Protection of the
Rounded Vowel, Sally Sedgman
would surely be president. Once
heard never forgotten, Sally has been
chatting to appreciative audiences in
person, on radio and TV for a couple
of decades with a voice that could
reduce plums to pulp at 50 paces.

S a l ly ’s brand of observational
humour delivered in her naturally
posh accent reduces audiences to
tears of laughter. Think Brian Sewell
crossed with Joyce Grenfell and you
get the idea.

In fact, Sally once bumped into
Sewell at Green Park tube station. “It
was a meeting of voices,” she recalls.
“And he airily told me to ring him at
the Evening Standard. When I landed
a television series, I put him on my
wishlist and to my delight, he agreed
to appear.”

S a l ly ’s very public career began
relatively late in life. At 47, she took
herself off to creative writing classes
and discovered a talent. Her diaries
were subsequently featured on Radio
4’s Messages To Myself. Then after
winning a regular “hot air” column
on BBC Radio Devon, drawing on
the vast amount of material she’d
gathered over the years, she was
invited to speak at a Townswomen’s
Guild in Exeter.

“They invited me in September for
the following March,” says Sally. “So
thinking I could be dead by then, I
foolishly agreed. Fast forward to
March and I thought my legs would
buckle under me when I realised I
would have to step up on to a platform
at the appropriate moment. I also
made the huge mistake of chatting
avidly through lunch so I was ex-
hausted before I’d even started my
s p e e ch .

“Just before it was my turn, a note
was passed down the top table about
tickets for a forthcoming event. ‘A re
you having a speaker?’ I inquired
politely. ‘Certainly not’ came the
emphatic reply. ‘We want to enjoy
o u r s e l ve s ’.

“And another mistake. I was wear-
ing about seven layers of wool so by
the time I stepped up to the podium,
I was in my own personal sauna.”

But Sally had got a taste for the
limelight and soon learned to dodge
the barely concealed barbs – “we had
Victoria Wood last year so you’d
better be good”.

Along with the introduction from
hell: “I have absolutely no idea who
you are, nor what you are going to be
speaking about.”

Unruffled, Sally rose to her feet.
“Well you have caught me on an
exceptional day,” she smiled. “Be-
cause I actually know who I am and
what I am going to be speaking
ab o u t . ”

She took the whole place by storm

to significance at long last? “Oh no. I
wanted to go to London and have
fun.

“After Ireland with no telephone or
street lights, I just wanted to go to
parties. I didn’t have fast enough
typing and shorthand, but they bent
the rules and got me in somehow. It
was totally marvellous, and it was the
first time I’d heard people call each
other by their first names. They kept
suggesting I auditioned as a news-
reader, but I simply wasn’t ambitious
at all.”

The fun ended abruptly when
S a l ly ’s mother became terminally ill
with throat cancer and she had to
return to Exeter. Marriage followed
and a life in the relatively quiet zone.
Until, at 47, having kept a diary for
decades, two significant things
happened. First, those creative writ-
ing classes. Then she stumbled in late
to a girls’ lunch, saying “yo u ’ll never
guess what happened to me in Sains-
bu r y s ”; 45 minutes later she was still
going strong. So what does it take to
speak in public, renowned for being
one of life’s most dreaded experi-
ences, after bereavement, divorce and
moving house?

“Well there are some P rules,” S a l ly
tells me as we chat at her farmhouse
near Ottery St Mary. “Be prompt,
polite, prepared, not plastered and
know when to p*ss off. Good manners
and charm are essentials just in case
you are not a success.”

“It’s not easy wowing an audience
who have probably eaten and drunk
too much and you often have to think
on your feet – l i t e r a l ly.

“When I first started out, I was so
amazed that anyone wanted me to
speak, that I said yes to everything.
Now I know I am not suited to rugby
dinners. They need a Jim Davidson
figure or Bernard Manning when he
was alive.”

Another essential is a strategy for
when things aren’t going well. Sally
has a five-point plan. She breaks off
from what’s she saying and asks the
audience five questions she’s sure

they want to know: her age, weight,
what her clothes cost, the current
state of her private life – oh, and if her
hair colour is her own.

“I think quite a few people wonder
if my rounded vowels are going to
stay the course too,” she adds.

Expecting the unexpected is an-
other important attribute. Sally re-
calls being only a few minutes into a
speech when a man sitting next to her
collapsed with a suspected heart
attack. He had grabbed the tablecloth
as he went down, bringing the china,
glasses and cutlery with him.

“There were two organisers, one
masterminding his exit and the other
signalling to me to continue. By then,
I’d lost the entire audience, tried to go
on and got them back again. Just as
we were back on track, we had the
spectacle of sirens blazing and blue
lights flashing through the dining
room windows. As the paramedics
piled in, I was still being urged to
continue as the resuscitation began. I
really earned my fee that day.”

One of Sally’s most popular
speeches is “Chaos at Christmas”, a
hilarious look at the pressures on
women to deliver the perfect celebra-
tion, from piping cream cheese into a
mangetout and carving a swan from
ice to making their own filo pastry
c r a cke r s.

“I once read how to make marzipan
fruit the old-fashioned way,” s ay s
Sally. “Just the three pages of closely
typed instruction. And you only have
to mention the taboo subject of re-
gifting and I guarantee the whole
room will dissolve into fits of
l a u g h t e r. ”

“If people enjoy it, then I’m as high
as a kite. It’s like being embraced in
the warmest of hugs. And that’s why I
do it.”

Negotiating a fee is another hurdle
in the career of a public speaker. In
fact, Sally does a whole speech de-
voted to that very thorny subject. One
exchange began like this: “My com-
mittee members have told me that on
occasions you can be quite amusing.

SALLY’S TIPS

■ Write your own introduction so you can
laugh against yourself.
■ Expect to be accompanied to the loo in
case you decide to bolt.
■ Be prepared to cut or extend your speech
at no notice whatsoever.
■ Good manners and charm are essential
just in case you are not a success.
■ You can sometimes be the wrong person
in the wrong place at the wrong time –
accept it with grace and charm.
■ You will be told: ‘Last year’s speaker was
amazing. You’d better be good.’ Accept it
with even more grace and charm.

As Exeter’s Ladies Do Lunch celebrates
its tenth anniversary, its effervescent
hostess Sally Sedgman reflects on her
own sparkling career in the public eye.
Jane Blanchard reports...

People

and finally sat down to thunderous
ap p l a u s e.

Generously, Sally forgave the
woman who delivered the disastrous
introduction. “She turned to me and
said I had laughter in my voice. I
thought that a very beautiful thing to
s ay. ”

S a l ly ’s speaking career has taken
her to many London venues, includ-
ing Mossiman’s private dining club
as well as the legendary Cliveden
House, scene of the infamous Pro-
fumo scandal. She comperes and
hosts as well as speaking in her own
right.

But life was not always so success-
ful. Sally’s attempted career moves
have included acting, being fired
from a hospital fracture clinic be-
cause her writing was illegible and
working as an air stewardess.

“I worked in the small airline office
at Exeter Airport and couldn’t get to
grips with the Roneo machine so they
asked if I’d like to be an air hostess
instead. So there I was, aged 20 with
half a day’s Red Cross first aid on
bandaging a wrist, walking up and
down a DC3, at the pilot’s instruction,
to see if anyone’s lips had turned blue.
You see, the pressure had dropped
and I hadn’t done any oxygen train-
ing.”

S a l ly ’s mother was an actress who
trained at Trees Academy before it
became RADA. But professional am-
bitions were ditched when Sally ar-
rived in the world. Her parents had
lived in Exeter in the 1930s, where her
mother acted with Mrs Gamble’s
Players, Mrs Gamble being an Isad-
ora Duncan-type character in flowing
robes and magenta hair. The family
then moved to rural Ireland for a
time, with Sally shipped off to a High
Anglican convent in Kent.

“My mother announced that her
life was over when I was born,” S a l ly
says ruefully. “I think I was a constant
disappointment to her.

“Mother never really stopped
acting and expected me to follow in
her footsteps. She persuaded me into
the part of a maid in a play at the
Little Theatre in Exeter. I remember
her voice booming from the wings,
‘Look at her, just not convincing as a
maid. But then, she never lifts a
finger at home either’.”

Sally had never enjoyed acting,
even in school days. She preferred
writing even then, but knew that she
wanted to have some kind of profile.

“I couldn’t do games or sport and I
w a s n’t popular at school, but at the
age of eight, I knew that I wanted to be
of significance.”

So having attempted to be an act-
ress, air stewardess and a secretary,
Sally managed to get a job with the
BBC as a film librarian’s secretary.
So was this the start of a career path

We don’t pay our speakers but you
will have a lovely lunch. We usually
give them a plant. Something like an
African Violet. If you are exceptional,
we might add a token from Boots the
Chemist.”

All fodder for the Sedgman portfo-
lio of amusing anecdotes.

Ladies Do Lunch is another
chapter in the Sedgman success story,
reaching its tenth anniversary in
November with a special dinner
hosted by celebrity chef Michael
Caines. With a database of more than
800 women, it was a success right
from the start, combining a great
venue, fine dining and a variety of
speakers including the indefatigable
Ann Widdecombe talking about her
Strictly Come Dancing e x p e r i e n c e.
Sally plays hostess and introduces
guests and speakers. As well as fash-
ion, art and flower arranging, the
programme includes business net-
working for women, who often make
a day of it.

“Many of our ladies have had ex-
traordinary careers themselves,”
says Sally. “I discovered recently that
one of our regulars was a contortion-
ist with Mike and Bernie Winters and
had the most amazing music hall
c a re e r. ”

So in her later-in-life career, does
Sally have any unfulfilled ambi-
tions?

“Oh yes, I’d love to be on Wo m a n’s
Hour. Thanks to my mother, it was
the first radio I ever heard. I think she
would have been very proud of me
and completely amazed.”

‘They kept suggesting
I auditioned as a
newsreader, but I simply
wasn’t ambitious at all’

Sally Sedgman
at her home near
Ottery St Mary,
above. And right:
with celebrity chef
Michael Caines at
a Ladies Do Lunch
event
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