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Introduction

I didn’t think I could write a book about women and sport. I don’t play sport, I bunked PE my whole school life, and if a ball comes anywhere near my face I blink. I get nervous walking past a game of football in case I have to kick the ball back to someone, and spectacularly fail. Which is kind of a career hazard considering I’ve been a sports journalist for the last twelve years.

So when the idea was first suggested to me I said no. Short of a chronic case of impostor syndrome, I couldn’t imagine preaching to a converted audience of hardcore sports lovers. What would be the point? These women are already out there doing their thing. The issue is that there are all too few of them. The majority of the female population doesn’t engage in sport, either playing it, or watching it. Why is that?

The more I thought about it, the more I thought about the contradictions. Most of my female friends don’t call themselves sports fans, but they get excited about watching Wimbledon, or the World Cup or the Olympics. They might not exercise regularly, but they’ve probably done a 10km, or played badminton or table tennis. They just didn’t necessarily like PE, or can’t remember who won the FA Cup. And the women who are crazy about sport aren’t getting an easy time of it because society casually dubs them unfeminine, or rubbish at it, or lesser sports fans than men. So that as women, whether we love sport or loathe it, we are constantly being defined as incompatible with it. Alien. Odd. Other.

For men, sport and exercise are all part of the same active spectrum, but for women they are presented as two very distinct things. Exercise, with its approved end-goal of delivering you a better body, is revered for twenty-first-century women. From the launch of Net-A-Sporter, serving up sports clothing for fashionistas, to the introduction of #plankie and #fitspo for the Instagram generation, exercise for women has gone mainstream. Where once celebrities were forced to sneak out of the back door of a gym, red-faced, now the likes of Victoria Beckham and Ellie Goulding proudly head out on four-mile runs or for boxing sessions in the park. What was formerly known as the ‘sweat patch of shame’ is now triumphantly circled in gossip magazines, a mark to be revered.

But sport for women is seen as distinct from all this activity. Sweating from sporting exertion is not seen as beautiful. Its raison d’être strays too far from appearance. And that’s precisely why sport is so important for women. It’s a rare moment in our lives, when the emphasis is on playing, being in the now. It’s also about determination and grit, not losing a few pounds or looking great, but absolutely wiping the floor with your opponents. It’s about winning, showing aggression, being competitive, openly rejoicing and being proud in doing all of these things. It’s also about fun. And, when we really think hard about it, women are not encouraged to have fun very often. Unless you buy into advertising-speak about tampons, curling your hair and shopping for a kitchen.

So why is sport consistently defined as male territory? Who decides that TV cameras, replicating the male gaze, should habitually seek out the most beautiful women in the crowd? When will women ever flock to watch football, rugby and boxing in their millions? Or turn up to the park with friends for a Sunday morning kickabout? How long do we have to wait to see the first multimillionaire female footballer or basketball player? And what is it really like to be an elite female athlete? Never mind training regimes, what happens if you reach the Wimbledon final and you’re on your period? In fact, what even is the deal with exercise and periods? Has anyone researched this stuff? Who are the scientists looking at how boobs respond to exercise, whether female orgasms help or hinder women from winning trophies, and whether you can run off your PMT? Have we even figured out what to call our bodies? When I had to decide on a word for vagina to tell my daughter, I was horrified to discover that other mums were proposing a range of bizarre and confusing terms including moomoo, nunnie, front bottom, bits, flower and twinkle. No wonder grown women – and men – still struggle with how to speak about the female anatomy.

The absence of answers to so many of these questions says it all. Let’s face it, society still just isn’t that comfortable with real women’s bodies, particularly not the sporty and female ones. While we idolize British heptathlete Jessica Ennis-Hill, an Olympic goddess with a six-pack is sadly still not viewed as a role model for many women and young girls. And that is because women are still being sold the myth that sport compromises your femininity (unless you’re doing it in your knickers, Lingerie Football League). Because, as society keeps telling us, women are married to sports stars – not sports stars in their own right.

Hallelujah, then, that slowly – ever so slowly – a change has come upon us. From Michelle Obama slam-dunking LeBron James at the White House and opening the conversation about physical activity, to baseball’s overnight household name Mo’ne Davis who kicked ass in 2014, beating the boys in the Little League World Series, England’s women’s rugby team winning the World Cup (forcing some of the most conservative sports editors in Fleet Street to put their photo on the front page), England’s women footballers winning over a nation, and the steady trickle of women’s-interest magazines finally beginning to treat sport as a serious topic to engage their readers.

Still, on pitching this book to publishers I worried that they wouldn’t get it. The whole premise of the idea seemed impossibly contradictory: I wanted to appeal to women who didn’t connect to sport, who didn’t buy sports books, and I wanted to do it with a book about sport. The words of the Cosmo Body editor who said her readers were ‘scared’ of the word sport rang loud in my ears. Surely, this project was flawed.

Amazingly, Macmillan didn’t think so. And their leap of faith paid off as Sport England’s massive ‘This Girl Can’ campaign launched in January 2015, speaking to exactly that disenfranchised audience of women that I wanted to reach. When I first watched that advert, Missy Elliott’s ‘Get Ur Freak On’ blaring over a powerful series of moving images, I cried. Because the film showed a realness that is scarily absent from our everyday consumption of female imagery. We saw a range of body types, ethnicities, ages, activities. Best of all, we saw them sweating, smiling, out of breath, with messed-up hair, not concerned about how they looked. We saw them in what would normally be described as varying states of imperfection, and yet here they were enjoying themselves. I know not everyone loves the campaign; some critics feel it is not diverse enough, or that ‘girl’ is an inappropriate term for ‘female’. I do not dismiss their concerns, but for me the campaign was a revelation. And best of all, it was cool, not patronizing. Gone were the preachy messages about health and well-being. This Girl Can was about fun and friendship. The fact that they’d chosen Missy to deliver the soundtrack said it all. Missy Elliott, a powerful and all-too-rare female figure in a music industry consumed by misogyny. For my generation of women Missy is all about embracing body image (‘Love my guts, so fuck a tummy tuck’), supporting other female artists and female empowerment. She raps about cunnilingus and turning herself on, and in her videos she celebrates the female body without objectifying or denigrating it. And, mostly, she does it all in a tracksuit.

Cue Lena Dunham, Golden Globe award-winning writer, director and star of the hit US TV series Girls, who recently noted that ‘It ain’t about the ass, it’s about the brain.’ It’s got to be the slogan for women and girls in the twenty-first century. Lena was talking about running, which she says helped her tackle anxiety in a way that sixteen years of medication never managed to. But she doesn’t equate exercise with losing weight, or being healthy, or any of that boring, polarized, feel-bad stuff. Instead she talks about the revelation of being able to run down the street when you’re late, actually using your body for its original intended purpose.

There is a realness about Lena that is absent from the mainstream media. She doesn’t buy into the bullshit line about all larger women being curvy. She says she has a big body with small breasts and an arse that wouldn’t be serenaded in music videos. It’s a body shape that we don’t acknowledge or celebrate in our culture. And yet it is one that we see every day in the women around us, in ourselves. She rails against women’s bodies being politicized and ‘policed’. ‘We can no longer keep women from owning property. We can no longer keep women from voting. But we will find a way to police and repress powerful women and let them know that they do not matter to us and that they are not in control of their own destiny . . . And then women join in because that’s what they’re being taught from the time they’re born. They don’t even recognize that they’re agents of their own oppression. Not to sound too much like I’m, like, Andrea Dworkin-ing out on you . . .’1

This book, too, is about challenging the status quo. Society’s stereotypes tell us that women don’t like sport, but when we really think about it that doesn’t make any sense. Isn’t the fundamental principle of being physically active something that comes naturally to us from the moment we begin to walk? Don’t we all remember our childhoods, running down a hill so fast it made us laugh until we couldn’t breathe? Daring ourselves to climb a tree, to do our first cartwheel, our first handstand? What happened to us? When did we change? When did we lose our sense of fun, our sense of play? Sport is just playing, after all. And exercise is just moving our bodies, not hard penance.

Why does any of this matter? Because, as Nelson Mandela famously put it, ‘Sport has the power to change the world.’ In some cases, quite literally. Around the globe, projects involving sport are changing women’s lives right now. Whether that’s teaching women in southern India to swim – following the Asian tsunami of 2004 in which up to four times as many women died as men – or using sport as the vehicle for change by encouraging female leadership skills, raising awareness of HIV/AIDS, offering alternative pathways to prostitution and tackling domestic violence. Why sport? Because it teaches women to take ownership of their bodies, it gives them physical strength, and it gifts them status and new-found respect in cultures where sport is seen as an activity solely for men.

It’s time for women the world over to reconnect with our bodies. To reclaim them from a life of obsessing about thigh gaps and bingo wings. To remember that our bodies are there to have fun with, to enjoy. And to make sure that we learn these lessons before it is too late, before we are physically infirm and looking back over our lives wishing we’d tried wild swimming, or netball, or trampolining, wondering what it might have been like to body slam someone on a rugby pitch, or learn how to throw a real punch. What are we waiting for? The daring amongst us, the heroes and rebels, have been bucking the trend and enjoying sport for millennia. From the women of Ancient Greece running barefoot races and medieval nuns playing cricket, to the Tudor women who watched tennis and loved a round of golf. In our own era some of the highest-profile women in the world have fallen in love with sport – from Rihanna to J. K. Rowling and Mary Berry.

This book is about encouraging women and girls to reclaim sport on their own terms. It is not a lecture about health, but rather an invitation to discover the fun and fulfilment in physical activity, and everything that it brings – from better emotional stability to better relationships. It’s not about telling women who to be, or what to do; Lord knows we have enough of that in our lives already. And it’s not about having a go at men, many of whom would heartily welcome a new degendered approach to sport and exercise.

But it is about urging us to rethink the spaces that we close off from ourselves. One of the most profound interviews I conducted for this book was with a mother of two children who had taken up boxing, despite hating the sport, and found herself retraining as an archaeologist after years in a ‘sensible’ desk job. Doing sport literally changed her life. Because, she reasoned, if she could work up the guts to punch someone she could actually do anything. In sport she found a space to escape the pressures and expectations placed upon us as women, from looking perfect to juggling careers and motherhood. Best of all, she found an activity that she fell in love with.

After all, whether we like it or not, sport is everywhere. In our school sports lessons, dominating our TV schedules (‘What? EastEnders is delayed again?’); it’s there in our relationships, in our workplace, in the conversations of the world’s biggest powerbrokers, and it’s there dictating our futures. So why don’t we start owning it? Sport for women and girls is now understood to be so monumentally important and life-changing that even the United Nations have suggested it will play a leading role in the journey to equal rights for women and girls this century. First, though, we’ve got to get on the scoresheet.
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How to bunk a PE lesson: a rough guide

Of all the school sports horrors – bench netball, hockey and cross-country – swimming was the absolute abomination. Sitting on the side of a public pool, arms over your head, perched and ready to practise a seated dive. From that position all you could see was your thighs. I remember staring at mine, unhappy at the view. Pale skin encasing pale adolescent flab spread across the cracked swimming-pool tiles. I was one of the unlucky ones whose thighs merged unstoppably into one enormous, shapeless mass, riddled with blue veins. They hadn’t invented the term ‘thigh gap’ then, but I didn’t need anyone to tell me I didn’t have one. Bugger the diving technique, all I could think about was how horrible my legs looked.

The swimming itself was awful, of course. Gulps of heavily chlorinated pissed-in water, red stinging eyes, splashing, flailing and thirty minutes later we were out again, scrambling for our towels, struggling with sticky skin catching on our clothes while our PE teachers yelled at us to hurry up. Piling back onto the school bus, we yanked brushes through dripping-wet hair, and shifted uncomfortably as drops pooled on the back of our necks, dampening our clothes. Swimming was humiliating. As far as I could tell, that was the purpose of it.

And so we bunked PE. Come winter, come summer, by Year 9 we were regular absentees. And proud. For a while we tried an intermediary measure – forging a parent’s note. I wrote it in my best pen, using my left hand so that it didn’t look like my own handwriting. But as time passed we grew shameless and emboldened, and soon began strolling out of the school gates with only a quick rearward glance, before legging it out and away to freedom. Perched on a low wall by some public tennis courts (the irony), my friends smoked and we all revelled in the delight of a free period.

Up and down the country the same anti-PE ritual was taking place for teenage girls. My friend Samantha recalls PE at her secondary school in Bournemouth. She and her friends didn’t bunk, they just lit up a bong. Crowding together in a toilet at the leisure centre where the school had their swimming lessons, Sam and her mates got a water pipe going with a lump of hash, in the days before smoke alarms were mandatory in every public space. ‘We’d get in the pool, stoned out of our heads, going, “The water’s like jelly, man. This is sooo cool!” Instead of swimming lengths, we’d walk all the way along to the deep end, arms out in breaststroke style, pretending to swim. We thought we were so clever, fooling the teacher. She must have noticed, stood up there on the side, looking down over the water. She obviously just didn’t give a shit.’

PE’s saving grace was dance. Ms Farley was my hero. Blonde bob, grey leggings, spaghetti-strap tops, and a warm-up routine to Whitney Houston’s version of ‘I’m Every Woman’ that sent shivers down my spine. It was my favourite part of the class, dancing to that song. I don’t know why, but it still gets me now. I wouldn’t have bunked dance if you’d paid me.

Dance aside, PE was all too often focused on de-feminizing. The message rang out loud and clear: being female was incompatible with being sporty. Strap your boobs down, tie your hair back, ignore your monthly cycles and get on with it. Heaven help the girls who said they couldn’t go swimming because they were on their periods. Our head of PE would mock them loudly, and then reach for the nasty-looking tampons in a box in the PE cupboard. But what thirteen-year-old wants to struggle with a PE-store-cupboard tampon, when it’s bad enough just getting your head around having a period in the first place? Being a woman, it seemed, just wasn’t sporty.

Maybe that’s why Flo-Jo – the American sprinter, Florence Griffith Joyner – was so inspirational when I was growing up. Flo-Jo was a double world record holder, world and Olympic champion, but most importantly of all – for me as a young girl – she was an aspirational female sporting icon. With long flowing hair reaching all the way down her back, bright-red lipstick, big jewellery, painted nails and iconic one-legged sprint suits, Flo-Jo wasn’t just ripping up the track; she was cool, and redefining what a female sporting hero looked like. I watched her on TV with my brother, Stef, and his American dad, Frankie. Flo-Jo was my real-life She-Ra, Princess of the Universe – glamorous twin sister of 1980s cartoon superhero He-Man. Powerful and strong, She-Ra could throw men, robots and rocks. I loved She-Ra, though looking at her now through adult eyes I admit to being a bit horrified. She had cleavage, for Christ’s sake! And a crotch-skimming miniskirt, and thigh-length high-heeled gold boots!

At the time She-Ra symbolized something rebellious and cool to me, the idea that a strong woman could be sexy. But fast forward a generation and it now feels very outdated. Unfortunately, we haven’t quite outgrown this trope. You’ve only got to google ‘sportswomen’ to see that one of the first suggested search terms is ‘hottest’. Being sporty and sexy is all good and positive in many ways, but in the twenty-first century it’s not refreshing enough. It’s too often the fundamental criterion for sportswomen to be accepted in the mainstream. Surely we want to get to a point where women can be strong and powerful and not sexy. Or only sexy when they feel like it, not as a requirement to getting media coverage or being valued.

When I was growing up girls didn’t have posters of sportswomen on their walls. In the 1990s if you wanted a poster on your bedroom wall, the now-defunct chain of shops called Athena pretty much dictated the law. There was a poster for girls: a muscly man stripped to the waist holding a naked baby – just what every young girl yearned for, a child with a hunk. And a poster for boys: the now-iconic image of a woman lifting her tennis skirt to reveal her naked and perfectly pert buttocks. Girls weren’t sold sportswomen as inspirational icons, so if you did have a sports star on your bedroom wall it was likely to be a hunky footballer, reproduced in the poster pages of a teenage girls’ favourite, Just Seventeen magazine (RIP): the likes of Ryan Giggs, Jamie Redknapp or Lee Sharpe. The only exception to this that I ever encountered were gymnasts and horses. Personally I bucked the trend and chose comedienne Maureen Lipman for my bedroom wall, the Jewish grandmother I never had.

For my generation there were three sportswomen who stood out: Flo-Jo, Martina Navratilova and Steffi Graf. Navratilova, in her shorts and glasses, intrigued even my mum, who generally kept her distance from sport. To me, being a bit of a tomboy at the time, any girl or woman who wore shorts when they were widely expected to be wearing skirts was a natural hero. Every afternoon during Wimbledon I would come home and lounge on the sofa for hours. Sometimes my mum would join me, a rare occasion that we watched sport together. There we would sit, hardly saying a word, except to let the dogs in or out if they scratched at the door, spellbound by the movement of bodies across courts, and the gentle sounds of an afternoon of tennis.

Then Steffi Graf came along, and started winning everything. She was undoubtedly an awesome player, but to my twelve-year-old self she was a traitor. I just couldn’t understand why – when Navratilova had already broken the mould and wore shorts – anyone would take a step backwards and wear a skirt. As far as I was concerned, Steffi was letting us all down.

Their combined sporting legacy lives on in the inspirational sportswomen of today – Serena Williams, and a stable of amazing track stars such as multi gold-medallist sprinter Allyson Felix, the US 400m specialist Sanya Richards-Ross, double Olympic-champion Jamaican sprinter Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce, or Britain’s very own Christine Ohuruogu. My current favourite is US middle-distance runner Alysia Montaño. In 2014 she made headlines for running in the national championships while thirty-four weeks pregnant. She was swiftly dubbed an icon, and even a Daily Mail columnist had to admit she was inspirational. I loved Alysia from even before then, covering her races while working the circuit as an athletics correspondent. The American runner always stood out for wearing a flower in her hair, and I loved her explanation. ‘I think when people look at women in sport, there’s always this sort of, “You run like a girl,” and it’s almost like a negative thing,’ she said. ‘I think what the heck is that supposed to mean? Why not run like a girl? We have grit and I can wear a flower in my hair. I can represent femininity and I can represent strength at the same time.’

These athletes grew up in the same era as me, and yet they survived the assault of negative messages about women and sport to flourish as elite sportswomen. Thank goodness they did. Many of them still don’t receive the recognition they deserve – Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce, for example, may be three times world champion and double Olympic champion over 100m, but how many have heard of her achievements versus her compatriot, Usain Bolt? Nevertheless, they are out there, role models for young girls, many of them outspoken on issues of gender pay equality, or, as in Alysia’s case, challenging our ideas around motherhood and sporting careers.

It was years later, as a sports journalist, that I actually got to meet Martina Navratilova, interviewing her in the back of a taxi.2 I was nervous, she was grumpy. It turned out to be the most surreal interview of my career, with the conversation ranging from breast cancer and US military policy to Lady Gaga, a mysterious accident with a French cat, and Battersea Dogs’ Home. Halfway through, and clearly bored with my questions, Navratilova suddenly leaned out of the window and started chatting to a French bulldog huffing and puffing its way up a hill in Putney.

‘Hey! So cute,’ she yelled out to the dog. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Snoopy,’ said the dog’s – quite frankly – stunned owner.

‘Snoopy?’ said Navratilova, adopting a baby voice. ‘You don’t look like a Snoopy to me. I have a French bulldog and his name is Spike. Hey Snoopy. Look up here! Oh, he’s so cute.’ Snoopy’s owner, still struggling to come to terms with the fact that one of the world’s most famous tennis players was talking to her dog, finally plucked up the courage to ask a question herself.

‘Enjoying the tennis, Martina?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ she replied airily, and promptly wound up her window as the traffic moved on.

During my research in preparation for meeting her, I was horrified to read that tennis crowds had rarely warmed to Navratilova as a player. That, like Serena Williams, Navratilova was often described in freakish terms, sneered at for being too muscular, or too dominant in their sport. ‘Serena is so physically dominating, people are feeling sorry for her opponents,’ nodded Navratilova, reflecting on their similarities from the back of the taxi. ‘They were feeling sorry for mine. I was very strong, I was very muscular and I played a very aggressive game. But it’s because she is so strong that she wins and she’s proud of her body. She doesn’t apologize for it and I like that. She’s like, “Hey, I’m a strong woman and get out of my way.” If she was a guy they’d love it, but they get intimidated by women being that strong. I empathize with that because I definitely went through it. It’s tough because you feel like you’re fighting [against the crowd] – it’s hard enough fighting the opponent. And you do feel it, you know, not getting that love. It’s not fair.’

Even today sportswomen must feel like they are fighting against the crowd, against mainstream society, against expectations. Take women’s tennis – then, as now, still all too often valued in terms of how sexy the players are. Sexy = popular. Sexy = cash. When a major sports channel advertised the women’s tour on UK television in 2014 they ran the slogan, ‘Here come the glamour girls.’ It seems insane that all these years later, long after Navratilova’s heyday, we are still portraying elite sportswomen in this way. ‘It is degrading,’ agreed Navratilova, ‘because they’re not talking about them as a person or as an athlete, they’re talking about them as a sexual object. I don’t like that.’

Beyond Flo-Jo and Navratilova there weren’t enough inspirational female icons in the 1980s. Thank goodness, then, for the Saturday night hit entertainment show Gladiators. In 1992 the show launched in Britain and it made a huge impression on me. Yes, the women did wear pink crop tops and shorts but the entire cast of female stars were rippling with muscle. This was a revelation. The female Gladiators were fierce, even the smiley ones like Jet and Lightning; they wanted to beat their opponent and I loved how seriously they took each event, hounding contestants up The Wall, virtually pulling their arms out of their sockets on Hang Tough, and whacking them with giant cotton buds in Duel.

Jet was the Gladiator who garnered the most attention, the one whose name everyone knew, and the one everyone fancied. All these years later I was curious to know what it was like being Jet, ‘the sexy one’, and I resolved to track her down. I didn’t expect to find her working at a medical clinic in North Wales, contributing to building pathways in wellness for work with YouTrain, solving the obesity crisis and supporting those with mental health issues. A trained psychotherapist and teacher, Diane mostly lives her life away from the limelight now, and the kids she works with probably have no idea of how famous she once was. For someone so frequently depicted as smiley, sexy, hair-flicky, she surprises me by how serious she is. While the general public saw her grinning and looking glamorous on Gladiators, she was in fact only just turning the corner out of a troubled adolescence during which she had suffered bulimia.

‘I had body dysmorphia in my early teens,’ she says now. ‘I hated the fact I was a very muscular female.’ Growing up, the other kids at school made fun of her physique. ‘They’d say, “Urgh, look at your calves, you’re really muscly!” I was very conscious of it. As a child I found it difficult to accept my body shape. At gymnastics I was tall for my age group; I was the shape of a senior by the age of twelve when the other juniors were very underdeveloped. I had that hang-up of being the bigger girl among the junior squad.’ She decided she could never make it as a gymnast – or a dancer – because she wasn’t skinny enough. And so the bulimia began. ‘I remember that feeling of self-hate,’ she says quietly, ‘and now I think how can I not have liked food? How can I have used food as a weapon? It caused a lot of sadness. As an athlete I would have performed even better, I’m sure, had I eaten properly.’

A chance audition for Gladiators ended up changing her life. ‘I was twenty-two when Glads first hit the TV screens, I remember thinking it was a relief that a bunch of us women were out there in our Lycra sports outfits being strong athletic women, rather than this heroin-chic image of thin women with eating disorders. I was so proud to be one of these very athletic women with backgrounds of bodybuilding, and athletics, or in my case dance and gymnastics. I felt so proud that we were exemplifying women being very tough and strong.’ ITV advised Diane to go public with the history of her eating disorders to avoid any leaks coming out in the newspapers. Her confession followed Andrew Morton’s infamous book detailing Princess Diana’s own struggles with bulimia. Diane says she found the process healing. ‘I’d get letters from girls writing into the show saying, “I hear you were bulimic, look at you now, I’d love to be like you,” and I thought that’s great because I’m very healthy and a normal body weight.

‘Gladiators changed things for women, it wasn’t a place where you could just stand around and look pretty – you would have been beaten all the time. But also it hurt; there were a lot of injuries and I left after four and a half years when I suffered a spinal injury and nearly broke my neck.’ But if the female Gladiators were the embodiment of muscle, I say, how did Diane feel about being labelled the sexy one in pretty much every hot list going that decade? ‘I genuinely think it was because I was a bit fatter than the others,’ she laughs. ‘I had boobs and a big bum, whereas my fellow Gladiators were more athletic than me. I used to grin madly when the cameras were on me and it was a nervous grin. I also had a very high win-count and I think the audience liked that. People would say, “Ooh, she’s good at those cartwheels!” Yeah, and there was a reason for it, I couldn’t bear standing still in front of people looking at my arse. If there was an opportunity for me to do a barani flip and escape the cameras, I’d do it.’

Diane says there was only one occasion on the show when she felt she was forced into being sexy. Nigel Lythgoe, a.k.a. Nasty Nigel, was director of the programme and he decided to line up the female Gladiators for a shot in front of the contestants’ prizes – a blue Jeep for the guys, and a red Jeep for the women. Diane rolls her eyes at the memory. ‘I mean, come on, guys! And what really got me, and I’ve never been a diva, I’ve always been the consummate professional, but they said, “Girls, please go and stand next to the jeeps. Tracksuits off, just stand around the vehicles.” I said, “What? You’re asking us to drape ourselves over cars, like bloody Pirelli girl calendar models? No, no, no, I’m a Gladiator. I run around the arena, I don’t stand and pose next to a car like a glamour model.” I wasn’t going to stand next to a car with my arse on show. When I was standing on the podium or swinging around in Hang Tough, or scaling The Wall, I was moving and doing my job as an athlete. It was the one and only time I felt objectified by the producers of the show.’

If Gladiators, Flo-Jo, Navratilova and She-Ra were the powerful female icons of my 1980s upbringing, then the Spice Girls were the self-proclaimed ‘girl power’ role models of the 1990s. I was seventeen by the time the Spice Girls burst into our consciousness with the catchy hit ‘Wannabe’, and already too old to be inspired by them. In that teenage angst-ridden way I was searching for complex identities, and found their thematically arranged Spice doctrine – each band member limited to displaying a single trait – irritatingly reductive. I had just fallen in love with football as, that same summer, England hosted the European Championships and the nation went football crazy. The idea of Melanie Chisholm being ‘the sporty one’ because she wore tracksuits was silly to me. It also seemed instantly to confirm that sporty meant the opposite of glamorous, sexy and feminine, because while Chisholm danced around in trackies, her bandmates wore slinky dresses and heels. In response, the mainstream media made it quite clear which of the Spice Girls we should be letching over. As Ali G. cruelly asked in his Comic Relief interview with Posh and Becks, ‘If the best footballer goes out with the fittest Spice Girl, does Sporty Spice go out with someone from Scunthorpe United?’

Back then there was a lot of talk about the Spice Girls being a manufactured band, a marketer’s dream – it made me wonder if Sporty Spice even liked sport? Wearing tracksuits wasn’t proof enough for me, since that’s just leisurewear circa 1993. I had to find out. A trip to a posh hotel in central London on a mission to interview Sporty Spice about sport was an experience in itself.3 For a sports journalist, sports interviews are nothing like normal celebrity interviews. At sports interviews you do not get massage therapists trying to convince you to sit down for a moment and enjoy a quick fifteen-minute Indian head massage. There are no shot glasses of wheatgrass juice; even at Arsenal’s feng-shui-designed training ground there is just an automatic coffee dispenser and some individually wrapped chocolate bourbon biscuits. So you can imagine my response when a PR lady insisted I might like to have my boobs measured for a correct bra size. Blushing deep crimson (the mere mention of ‘breast’ in my more familiar work environment tends to denote a sway in conversation towards the deeply smutty), I insisted it would have to wait at least until after I had actually sat down with Mel C.

Flustered by all the offers, I wasn’t sure what I’d make of Melanie (as she is now known). But, despite my cynicism, she quickly won me over. She’s smiley, lovely, funny, self-deprecating, opinionated and swears like a trooper – and she didn’t tell me off for asking about David Beckham. And she was stunningly beautiful. How could anyone ever have described her as the Scunthorpe United of the Spice Girls?

‘I was the only one in the Spice Girls who really loved sport,’ she says, instantly allaying all my suspicions. ‘Victoria had to become interested in football when she met David Beckham, but for me growing up in a small industrial town on the outskirts of Liverpool, everyone was into football. That was just how it was. Growing up, everyone I knew wore a trackie. That was Liverpool in the 1980s.’ A Liverpool fan, who remembers the day of the Hillsborough disaster, the ‘ashen faces’ of the people behind the till at her local sweetshop that terrible Saturday, Melanie says she loved sport at school and still loves it now. ‘Sport is empowering for women,’ she says. ‘Look at the Spice Girls, me in a tracksuit, a global pop star, you just can’t imagine it happening now, can you? I’d kill to be in a tracksuit on telly now! But we had that individuality.’

Melanie says all the Spice Girls have always kept physically fit. ‘Mel B. probably trains the most out of everybody. Victoria runs, Geri does her yoga, Emma does a reluctant workout – she just hates it,’ but her own obsession is triathlon. ‘I was a bit scared of the idea of a triathlon at first – open-water swims, and I was scared of falling off my bike because that can really hurt. The beginning of the swim is pretty hairy because everyone’s trying to get the shortest route, there’s a few arms and legs and punches and kicks and things. But it’s not actually that bad, the odd foot in the face is all right! I just find myself saying, “Oh sorry! Sorry! I don’t want to hurt anyone.” And I love my bike. It’s white. Very stylish. You know the old adage, “all the gear and no idea”? Well, my triathlon trainer says, “all the kit, still shit”, which very much applies to me. I’m a newbie to the sport, but I’m loving it. There’s so much to it, you never get bored.’

For Melanie, taking part in sports events is not about sculpting the perfect arse, as so many women’s magazines instruct us is the purpose of sport and exercise, but about the experience and the friendships that women gain from being active together. ‘Being a Spice Girl we harped on about “girl power”, but in the last couple of years it does feel like there’s another wave of feminism going on. It’s good to see, because I think “girl power” has been misunderstood at times. Empowering women is about intellect, not physical appearance. I say that because, working in the music industry, so many of our young artists – brilliant young pop artists – are so sexual. And having a young daughter I’m more aware of it than ever. I’m not criticizing anybody who chooses to express themselves in whatever way is comfortable for them, but I just think why? Why do women feel that this is how they have to express themselves? It’s so sad, our society has become so obsessed with looking perfect. Everyone wants to look good, we want to look our best, but it’s this constant fucking obsession, it drives me insane. I hate it. Of course, being in the public eye, in entertainment, part of my work is to look good, but when I’m in the gym – honestly, I don’t care. The nice thing is that I feel there’s a bit of a revolt going on, a rumble, a movement, where some women are saying they don’t want to do that. They want to be known for their minds and not their bodies.’

I sit back and take a breath. Melanie has blown me away with what she has to say. We were always told that ‘girl power’ was meant to be a movement, but it didn’t feel like it at the time; to my ears it always sounded a little infantilizing. Perhaps, as Melanie suggests, I was one of those who misunderstood what the intended meaning of that slogan really was. Or maybe I just wasn’t the target age for it. Or maybe the media was so obsessed with the Spice Girls’ bodies that they didn’t allow them enough room to talk about anything else. And yet here we are, almost two decades later, and Melanie is a convincing spokesperson for this issue. And she’s right, of course. Women have to be allowed to exist without being defined by their bodies, without constantly obsessing over them. And we have to cultivate a healthy relationship between our bodies and our minds; one that ain’t all about the ass.

Maybe I underestimated the cultural impact of the Spice Girls. Maybe I took it for granted at the time. Melanie nods. ‘I look back now at what the Spice Girls achieved, what we represented, and I think, “Oh, my God.” We didn’t fully realize it at the time, we were just five young women living our dream. But all these years later and people are still telling me that we inspired them, we made them feel it was OK to be different, it was OK to be a tomboy, it was OK to be whatever you wanted to be. I don’t think we have that now for young girls.’

By the end of the interview I love Melanie. She has reinvigorated my belief in the world. If even a multimillionairess cares about girls and PE at school, about body image, about mums riding shopper bikes at triathlons, then maybe there is some hope. Maybe, even with all that money and fame, people can still care about the issues that are shaping women today, and the women of tomorrow. And that’s important, because when I was a kid I don’t think many people truly believed that it mattered whether a girl liked sport or not.

Melanie has put her finger on an important point: there is a revolution going on. Women are fed up of all this compartmentalizing nonsense where we are stuck into decorative, detached and sexualized roles. We want a stake in our own destinies! And whether it’s Lena, or Melanie or Serena, this is a movement that is happening across the globe, in every sphere. Crucially, sport is a major part of it.

Take that Always viral #LikeAGirl – a short film questioning why doing anything ‘like a girl’ should ever, ever be seen as a lesser thing. It’s so powerful it moved me to tears. Seriously, watch the tiny girl in crocs and flouncy skirt sprint across the stage in demonstration and then speak so earnestly into the camera to say, ‘Run like a girl means . . . [dramatic pause] . . . run as fast as you can.’ Too right. I want her to run for president. Meanwhile the current actual US president has lit up my life with a single phrase. ‘Playing like a girl,’ said Barack Obama as he celebrated the US women’s football team World Cup win, ‘means you’re a badass.’

But unless we get our girls and women playing sport, or being physically active, we risk not making badass, we risk celebrating a cool phrase but never truly experiencing it beyond the rhetoric. Because the inescapable truth is that, while there are pockets of change to be found, we still have a major inactivity epidemic in the UK. Around 40 per cent of sixteen-year-old girls in this country do no vigorous physical activity. That hardly surprises me. As a sixteen-year-old I did no vigorous physical activity, unless you count blagging my way into the Camden Palace on a Tuesday night and having a dance. There was no emphasis on exercise being important to keep you healthy. No one mentioned heart rates and bone density, core strength supporting your skeleton, varicose veins, osteoporosis or arthritis. No one mentioned ‘skinny fat’ and what’s really going on with your body inside. And there was no accountability. When I sat down in front of my PE teachers on parents’ evening, they looked at me, bemused: what was I doing there? Meanwhile my recent request to see statistics from Sport England regarding physical activity and young women in the 1990s lead to a dead end: the data that monitors these things only goes back to 2005. No wonder we have such a problem.

These days, of course, we have a much greater awareness of all these health issues. But a commitment to Nutribullet and a gym session might not be the catch-all solution it is so often billed as, because too much of our health rhetoric is still fixated around body image. You’ve only got to flick through Instagram’s fitspo hashtag to see that among the kale-eating, strength-promoting positive messages, there is also a worrying leaning towards yet another version of seeking perfection in women’s bodies, an aesthetic valued higher than the internal sense of well-being it often claims to be connected with. Ultimately we still need to change our attitude to sport and the
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