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Have I Said Too Much

My Life In and Out of The Model Agency

Carole White
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To my wonderful family who always support me in everything I do, and take care of me.


INTRODUCTION

‘People think we’re all like Joan Collins, constantly having our nails done and wafting around. We might waft around a bit but we’ll be doing it in jeans and T-shirts and smoking fags’

Carole White, 2013



WHEN I FOUND out about my Twitter alter ego ‘Carole Shite’, I decided the best thing to do was invite her to lunch. Shite appeared when The Model Agency, a seven-part fly-on-the-wall documentary about my company, Premier, was first aired on Channel 4 in February 2011. We didn’t realise when we signed up for it that the show would be so big but here I was suddenly signing autographs on the street and inspiring joke avatars. Surreal, to say the least.

It was like we became famous overnight. I’d go with my team for dinner near the office in Covent Garden and everyone would know our names and come over to talk to us. Taxi drivers and builders in vans would drive past and lean out of their windows shouting ‘Hi, Carole!’ while I had a fag outside the office. Even the dustmen were watching it and would chat to me about it in the morning while they emptied the bins. I’d walk down the street and strangers would come up to me and say, ‘I know you.’ It was incredible really how something on at ten o’clock at night and a bit leftfield could reach so many people. I was approached at an airport luggage carousel once by a quizzical-looking lady: ‘My friend said you look like Carole from The Model Agency but I told her it couldn’t be you because you wouldn’t be on a Monarch flight to Turkey.’ I said, ‘Your friend’s right, actually.’ She rushed back to her friend, squealing, ‘Lynn, Lynn, look, it is Carole!’ Hilarious.

The recognition was definitely fun but it could also be a bit disconcerting, mainly because I’d get confused, thinking the person saying hello did actually know me. I’d think, shit, it’s a client! And because I’m so bad at remembering people’s names I’d automatically go, ‘Hi, how are you, darling?’ I’ve never met them, they’ve never met me, yet here I am pretending I know them! The whole thing really took on a life of its own. It was more powerful than anything we’d done before on television and I think that was partly down to social media and the fact that kids could watch it online too. Suddenly everyone was talking and tweeting about it, including Carole Shite. 

At first I was horrified by Carole Shite’s tweets. I took her as a personal affront. We even tried to get Twitter to take the account down because we didn’t really get the joke, which is rather hysterical, thinking back. But then the penny dropped – which is when I decided to befriend Carole Shite instead of making her my enemy. She was evasive at first but then started to be quite nice to us in Carole Shite land. When the programme finished we had a ‘phew it’s over’ wrap party and invited my alter ego (she couldn’t make lunch). She was actually two guys – comedians – who were hilarious. I think they do a spoof Kerry Katona, too, so I guess I’m in good company.

Another thing that took us all by surprise in the wake of The Model Agency was the reaction of our peers. Fashion people and the cool magazine press loved us, from Vogue to Dazed & Confused and i-D. We knew from the start that we were taking a huge risk with our image in a business where image is everything. Had the show been naff – gosh, I dread to think . . . but we genuinely hadn’t considered that possibility. Luckily we managed to gain a sort of cult following which was very cool for us. Had it not gone that way, we would have been really cringing. 

We weren’t that lucky with the papers – they hated us. They like to use the model industry to create ‘compelling’ copy, usually about size zero, role or underage models, as it is such easy prey. Journalist Jan Moir from the Daily Mail wrote a vitriolic piece spewing forth such niceties as: ‘Carole smokes like a chimney, has skin like a kipper and doesn’t know how to work a camera.’ My response to that was to order a box of kippers and send them to her at Daily Mail Towers. She redeemed herself by accepting them with good humour and sending me a thank-you card with the note: ‘I eat children, too.’ 

The nationals thought that we were superficial and horrible, which is not a new criticism to be levelled at our industry. It often returns to the size zero weight debate, a topic I will explore in more detail later. I’ve always been really outspoken on this particular issue because to my mind it is entirely media-invented, so ‘faux’ and politically correct and, frankly, bollocks. It’s like anything in life: of course there are some anomalies where some people aren’t as healthy as they should be but most models are naturally that thin. It’s genetics. Unfortunately, thin is now inextricably linked to ‘sick’ but I can honestly say that in forty years in this business I’ve sent home three girls because they were genuinely sick from eating disorders. 

More generally I think people – and the press – feel uncomfortable with a job that is focused on looks. Critics tore into the frank discussions we’d have on the show about a model’s appearance. They’d find it distasteful, cruel even, but I say it’s the same as any job. If you were a coach for an athlete you’d be analysing their running, in a constructive way one hopes so they can improve it, but there would be criticism – and it would be frank. Or if you’re a ballerina your tutor will be critiquing your performance after the fact. Everyone strives for perfection and so do we: we expect our girls to be like athletes, to feed themselves like athletes and exercise like athletes because we want healthy girls. Yes, there are difficult things in our job but there are difficult things if you’re a ballerina, too. You’re not going to be a fat ballerina, are you? Nobody would be able to lift you up! Dancing, athletics, modelling . . . you do things to make sure you’re fit and healthy so that you can do your job well and live life to the full. 

I agreed to do The Model Agency (after a lot of persuasion) because I wanted to show the public the reality of what we do. It gave us the opportunity to demonstrate what a difficult job it can be, how hard the bookers work and how committed we are to our models. People think we’re all like Joan Collins, constantly having our nails done and wafting around. We might waft around a bit but we’ll be doing it in jeans and T-shirts and smoking fags.

Ultimately, modelling is a career, and we build careers. We can take girls from working- or upper-class environments and propel them into something that will open up a whole new lifestyle, education and security for the future. They’ll be on planes to New York, Paris and Milan, they might spend time living in different cities and invariably they’ll learn other languages – many models are bi-lingual or even tri-lingual. Even though some girls might not have had a good formal education, they’ve developed a talent and their world has opened up. Some girls might not know what an artichoke is and then they go to Italy and discover how tasty and healthy they are. It’s all life education whilst you earn a living. Yes, it can be a shallow business, a tough business, a rejection business, but it is a business nonetheless and it provides money for people. To slag it off and not be proud of it, which is so English, just gets me so mad because I’m proud of it. It can change people’s lives and I think that’s wonderful. 

Back in 1981 when I first started Premier with my brother Chris in his living room, I’d been booking at another agency that had gone bust and, I’ll be honest, my main motivation was that I needed a job and fast (more on that later). But very soon afterwards, I realised that I was good at it and became passionate about it and started to understand it. You never stop learning in this business – it’s so quick.

I love the intricacies of booking and negotiation – it’s like solving a crossword puzzle every day. I love coming to work. I love the fact that every day is different. I love firefighting and solving problems for my bookers. I love the drama and the characters that I meet.

Everyone in this business, including the bookers, is in charge of their own little island. They’re responsible for making that job happen for that girl. It’s down to their individual decisions, not some big corporate going, ‘You’re doing this.’ It’s all about your personal talent, from the hair and make-up people to the stylist and photographer, the creative director and the casting director. It’s like one big pudding where all these different people with a talent come together in one big bowl to create something beautiful. 

People are too quick to dismiss fashion as trivial. Apart from the cold hard fact that it is now the second biggest industry in the UK, it is also extremely important for culture, individuality and self-expression. Fashion defines moments in history. I loved the era where it all started for me, the 1960s, because it was powerful and fun and a lot of it originated in London. The same is true of the Punks in the Seventies and New Romantics in the Eighties, when the King’s Road became the epicentre of a countercultural revolution. We’re so quirky and creative as a nation and I’m proud of that. It’s also an individual thing. Every item of clothing that you choose to buy is yours individually – how you wear it and what you wear with it. You might get it wrong in my eyes, but it’s your choice. It’s creative. It’s democratic. That’s powerful. 

If I had to commit, though, to the one thing that it’s really all about for me, it has to be the girl. You’re always chasing that special girl: the face that defines an era, the model that becomes a muse for an entire generation (yes, they do exist). That’s very powerful to me, so sod the press. We’re in the business of creating dreams and they can come true. Just look at me . . .

Hope you enjoy my story, love Carole x


1.

GOLD COAST TO GUILDFORD

PAWPAW FRUIT, PALM trees and ‘houseboys’ . . . I realise now that growing up in Africa in the 1950s was a fantastically different experience but, to me, having servants and an avocado tree in the garden was absolutely normal. As was being on constant mosquito, spider and snake watch and not being allowed out of the house barefoot for fear of ‘jiggers’ (a parasitic flea that burrows into your toes to lay its eggs). I developed a taste for tonic water (quinine), which I later learned to mix with gin – a wonderful elixir! The air was potent with the scent of the rusty-red African soil, laterite. It was extraordinary after the rains: healthy, earthy and so rich that you wanted to eat it.

I guess you could say that the first ten years of my life were like an adventure in another world. It was my wonderful world, and the only one that I knew, but it still had a sense of ‘other’ about it. I inherited that feeling from my parents: an awareness that we were living in a world that wasn’t really ours and that could also be frightening and dangerous at times.

The first of many formative long-haul journeys took place six months after I was born (17 July 1950, Kent) when I was bundled with my mother Sheila aboard the Accra, one of the famous Elder Dempster fleet that ran between Liverpool and Ghana, or the Gold Coast as it was known then. I’m told Mum was sick throughout her entire pregnancy with me so I repaid her by being a sickly child, always crying and whining. I can only imagine what a nightmare that trip would’ve been for her, travelling alone for two weeks with a screaming, probably puking, baby. 

I have strong memories of those huge vessels. We were put in the ships’ nursery, probably so that my mum could go and be sick in peace. And get some sleep. On one crossing, when I was a bit older, I got really obsessed with this ginger-haired baby boy at the nursery. He was really heavy and I dropped him on his head! I can remember to this day all of these accusing eyes on me.

We’d be on the boat for a couple of weeks at a time, in a really pokey cabin with bunks. Even through a child’s eyes it was grim. Add to this the constant stench of vomit and diesel and you’ll get the picture. Without fail, we were all sick so it was pretty unpleasant. Ships then weren’t that luxurious and those early experiences put me off them for life, although recently I’ve become quite fond of large yachts. There were some exciting aspects to being on those ships, like meeting the captain and playing on the decks, which were really slippery. There was also a pool where the sailors would play this game called the Greasy Pole, where the aim was to wallop their opponent off said greasy pole with a pillow. It was part of their crossing-the-equator ritual.

On arrival in Africa, the boat docked at Accra, the capital of the Gold Coast. However, we lived first in Kumasi, about 150 miles northwest, which was home to the headquarters of the Northern Territories of the United Africa Company, a Unilever company, where my dad worked. My parents met there a few years earlier when Mum went out to teach English and domestic science in a missionary school in Mampong. She was brought up by nuns so she was quite holy – though she originally trained as an opera singer and did a Cordon Bleu cookery course, both of which sound infinitely more glamorous to me. My dad, Harold ‘Hack’ Owen, came from Wallasey near Liverpool and he just wanted to get away from there. He’d inherited the moniker Hack after chivalrously coming to the aid of a woman being pestered by some guy at a party. There was a famous wrestling champion at the time called Georg Hackenschmidt and it just stuck. Better than Harold.

UAC traded in cocoa and gold and Hack was general manager for its gold department. Ashanti gold is the purest in the world and it was plentiful then. They would make everything and anything in gold. I remember these stunning chess sets crafted from solid gold – they were so shiny and really heavy. At the time, the Brits saw them as tacky and rather ostentatious, so nobody would buy them. They liked the more artistic mahogany and ivory carvings and not the gold, unless it was worked into something small like cufflinks, napkin holders or small trinkets. Of course if they had been smart instead of colonially snobby it would’ve been worth a fortune now.

Hack and Sheila were married in 1949. Our house in Kumasi was beautiful. It was a huge, Colonial-style building – all white with pillars out front, a second-level veranda and elegant windows. It was called the White House, aptly enough, and reflected Hack’s status as the GM of the northern territories. 

To add to the idyllic scenery, my mother had a pet duiker, a tiny deer that she looked after and kept in the garden. She loved it and treated it like a pet. My dad warned her that somebody would steal it for food but Mum didn’t believe him. Sure enough, we woke up one day and the duiker was no more, to everyone’s shock. It didn’t help us kids that Disney’s Bambi was doing the rounds of the club cinema. I was never told the almost-certain fate of our garden Bambi but I do remember feeling really traumatised one Christmas when they gave the turkey a spoonful of gin to get it drunk before lopping its head off. I found that really upsetting but that was life in Africa and Christmas dinner was an awesome feast.

After we’d been there a year, my brother was born. He was christened Christopher Rupert John and was called Rupert up to age seven, until his housemaster at school switched him to ‘Christopher’, or ‘Chris’, which he much preferred, so eventually we all switched to Chris. I’d been my dad’s blue-eyed girl and then Chris arrived and I loathed him so much I hit him on the head with a crystal ashtray. Got in big trouble for that because I could’ve killed him. We used to have fights like brothers and sisters do but on the whole we got on well. We looked after each other and played together. We kind of had to: there was nothing else to do so we became very protective of each other at an early age and quite inseparable. 

Because it was so hot and humid, Mum made us have a siesta in the afternoons, which we never wanted to do. She would take a nap too, so Chris and I would take the opportunity to become ever more adventurous and decided it would be much more fun to explore. One day, we climbed on top of the wardrobe pretending to conquer Everest, which was crazy as it fell over with a massive crash. We weren’t hurt but we screamed really loudly and Chris was stuck underneath it. Mum came rushing in wearing her green dressing gown. We got in deep shit for that but it didn’t deter us from getting up to more mischief. 

Eventually we moved to the capital, Accra, to a house on stilts. What a novelty! But we’d get bored there too and terrorise the ladies who’d be doing the ironing outside with those old-fashioned hot irons heated on charcoal burners. We’d fill empty coke bottles with water, lean out of the window and empty them onto those poor screeching women. Or we’d try to douse the fire completely, which would splash dirty water onto the washing. All hell would break loose, resulting in the farcical scene of two small children being chased around the garden by these huge, drenched women, shouting and shaking irons and threatening to beat us! 

Brimah, our housekeeper, was constantly watching out for us; we absolutely loved him and he loved us. Chris was called the ‘small master’ and could get away with anything. I remember we used to pray alongside Brimah when he knelt and turned to Mecca. As well as Brimah and the ironing ladies, we had a cook, gardeners and houseboys. Brimah was in charge – he was the equivalent to head butler and a lovely man who also took it upon himself to look after Chris and me. All the white people had servants so we just thought it was normal.

The other ‘normal’ thing – that also happened to be really scary – was the nightmare-inducing scale and variety of bugs and creepy crawlies over there. Chris and I shared a bedroom and one night a huge fruit bat with a wingspan of about six feet flew in through the window! They’re pretty big things anyway but to us it looked and sounded like a terrible monster, with very large scary eyes. Terrified, we screamed the house down. My parents lived at the other end of the house so Brimah came rushing in, with my father close behind him, wielding a cricket bat. To this day I don’t like birds or bats or anything flappy like that. After that incident Chris was so scared that Brimah had to sleep on our bedroom floor next to him. 

The main things we had to worry about were snakes and scorpions. It was the gardener’s job to keep them at bay. There were black mambas, only one of the most aggressive and venomous snakes in the world! Not an ideal garden playmate for two young kids who just wanted to explore. Chris once caught a snake in the outside drain with a stick and Brimah and the gardener nearly had a fit trying to get him to leave it alone and back off as it wound its way up the stick. Chris dropped it and we ran for it and the poor snake was duly dispatched. Hack was furious and gave us a big lecture about snakes. There were driver ants, too, running around everywhere. We thought they were quite fun to play with until we were told that they made light work of eating a horse. An entire horse! Munch munch munch! Thinking about it, my mother was worried a lot of the time: all these dangers lying in wait for us – snakes, scorpions, bats, driver ants, jiggers. She made us wear frumpy Clarks sandals, gradually turning that orange sole black, and when we grew out of them Mum would cut off the toes to eke out a bit more wear. 

Because she wasn’t teaching any more, Mum’s life centred around a dizzying social timetable of coffees, afternoon teas, cocktails and dinner parties. That was all the rage in the ex-pat community. For a kid it was quite comforting in a way, getting to know the routine of it and watching Mum and the servants prepare. Chris and I always loved watching Mum get ready for these occasions. She was really glamorous back then and fashionable too. She’d wear chic shift dresses and stilettos – the new thing! – bought in Rome, en route from England.

She’d go back to see our grandparents and take us with her. It would take two days to get there on a plane because there were no jets then; it was still all propellers so the plane had to make frequent stops on the way. We flew on Lockheed Constellations, Boeing Stratocruisers and Bristol Britannias and were proud members of the BOAC (the forerunner of British Airways) Junior Jet Club. We had the log book and the T-shirt. 

We always got airsick so they’d put us in first class, which was nice. It was like being in a five-star hotel. We’d eat delicious things like crêpes flambéed beside your seat. You don’t see that nowadays – it’d be considered a fire hazard! On the way back we’d stop off in Rome so that Mum could buy the latest fashions from the Via Condotti. She would buy really quite cool stuff – the first stiletto-heeled sandals, sack dresses and amazing sunglasses. She’d go back to Accra with all this finery and people would think she was quite strange because she was so advanced in her style. That was my first exposure to the allure of fashion. I loved it.

As well as the boutiques, we were dragged around the Vatican and the Colosseum, which we didn’t enjoy as much. I remember being given candles in the catacombs and Chris ate his and got into a lot of trouble. My mum was very keen for us to see the world. We’d stop off at the Rhine Falls in Schaffhausen to stay with Mum and Dad’s great friends, the Stolls, in Bern with the Falkenbergs, then Zurich, Lake Como and finally Rome. Sometimes, we’d take one of the big ocean liners and stop off in Las Palmas, which was an assault on the senses to say the least. You’d get off the boat and be greeted by a stampede of ladies in traditional Spanish dress with hibiscus behind their ears – the whole nine yards. They were flogging dolls, embroidered shawls, fans and castanets. We became experts in Spanish souvenir tat!

Mum would always make us go to museums, which of course we hated at the time but, looking back, she was cultivating us and introducing us to an amazing cultural education. She was very knowledgeable and well-read. If you asked her, ‘Who painted this?’ she’d tell you. She was incredible. For little kids it was pretty tiresome – we were bored rigid! – but she would stress that we were very privileged. We didn’t understand how lucky we were, getting to visit all these exotic and fabulous places. 

She would go all out dressing for dinner, even wearing a hairpiece to give her chignon more oomph. We’d watch her apply her Elizabeth Arden rouge lipstick and Femme perfume, and put on one of her new dresses and stilettos. Earlier in the day she’d paint her nails and then have a little nap while they dried. She was definitely one of the leaders of the social pack out there. The women would throw cocktail parties and try to outdo each other on the canapés. She’d serve honeydew melon and grapefruit with brown sugar and ginger on top, really avant-garde! And avocado with Worcester sauce, which is still a seriously awesome combination. 

We weren’t allowed to be at the dinner parties but we’d watch everything from behind the door. It was all silver service and the servants wore starched white jackets with gold buttons. It was very glamorous. The men would wear white dinner jackets and bow ties and the women would be fabulous in their Fifties dresses. All very colonial White Mischief style! Occasionally we’d be allowed to go to a cocktail party and we’d swig people’s drinks when they weren’t looking. Chris and I got absolutely plastered. They all drank Scotch (Johnny Walker Black Label) and soda, Gordon’s gin and tonic or the ultimate in sophistication: pink gin (gin with Angostura bitters and a little soda). The tonic had quinine in it and was drunk to guard against malaria – at least that was the excuse, although everyone took a daily Paludrine pill. Everybody smoked Player’s Navy Cut cigarettes (without filters) that they kept in elegant silver cases or ivory boxes. To me it all seemed terribly chic. 

Getting a fridge and air conditioning was a huge deal out there and we were one of the first to get them. Before that, huge blocks of ice would be carried for miles on the head of some poor soaked soul and be half-melted by the time they arrived. These poor boys’ teeth were chattering and they were in serious danger from frostbite. I remember the fridge had bowls of kerosene at the foot of each leg to prevent the ants climbing up. If you had a fridge with an ice compartment then you were the bees’ bollocks. It was all about one-upmanship. The air conditioning was just in my parents’ bedroom and when they got it they always kept the curtains drawn to keep it extra cool. We didn’t have it – we just had a fan – and Mum wouldn’t let us go into their lovely cold and dark room except on special occasions.

We’d get the most terrible sunburn because Accra was so close to the equator. In those days there wasn’t any sun protection but they used to smear us in Nivea cream, thinking it was helping, but of course it was the equivalent of basting us like turkeys. Every kid was like this – smeared in white gunk.

Sometimes when it was really hot and we were suffering from third-degree sunburn they’d take us to the rainforest in Aburi. I can remember staring up at the trees and it being really cool. Then, we’d travel in a fleet of classic black and chrome Rovers to the Northern Territories, where there were crocodiles and other exciting creatures to see. We’d stay in these posh guest-houses – very English and military-style with waiters wearing red fez hats with tassels. 

I can remember getting out of bed one morning and seeing this huge tarantula. Brimah came rushing in and killed it and then took it out between his toes. Brimah was from the Northern Territories and such a lovely man. He would have died for us, but he was obsessed with Chris, he just loved him. He was very kind and my parents really trusted him. He helped to protect us. After we left Ghana, Hack meticulously continued to send him a Christmas bonus every year and we stayed in touch with him via our Christmas letters – writing these was a traditional event that the whole family took part in.

One night in Accra the ‘Juju men’ came to the house. We kids were terrified of these black magic men who looked so menacing and I think my parents were equally scared. My dad and Brimah had a big confab on how to get rid of them, which ended up with my dad having to ‘dash’ (the African word for tip or bribe) them. It was scary stuff. We had to be quite wary of our surroundings and the people we were coming across. We were taught from an early age to question everyone and everything, which is quite a responsibility for a kid.

*    *    *

When I was five and Chris was just four we were sent to boarding school because there were no schools for white kids in Accra at the time. This meant we had to travel all the way back to England and be separated from our parents at a really young age. We just thought it was normal, of course. We were put into a school called King’s in Essex. Because Chris was still such a baby the matrons loved him. He had curly hair and a cherubic face. They wouldn’t cut his hair because of those curls so it grew really long – I was quite jealous because he was the cute angelic one getting all the attention. I did feel a responsibility to look after him, too, even though I was only five.

There was a period for maybe a couple of terms when Mum decided to try us at the international school that had just opened in Accra. We thought it was great because we didn’t have to go to boarding school. We were taught outside, under the stilts of the school building. It didn’t last long, though, because Mum didn’t think it was up to scratch so it was back to boarding school for us. 

This time, we went to High Trees in Sussex. After a while we started to travel with a chaperone, Mrs Ramsbottom. She came all the way to Africa to collect us and took us back home for the school holidays, which must have cost our parents a fortune. We couldn’t actually say her name without having hysterics; it was a big family joke. In the end they decided she was too expensive so we started doing it on our own and were looked after by airport staff and the stewardesses. We had luggage labels with our names and address on, tied to our coats like Paddington Bear, in case we got lost. We’d have the big summer holiday and Christmas in Africa and then spend Easter and half-term breaks with our godparents George and Thelma Tipping in New Malden because the holidays weren’t long enough to warrant the journey back. We’d be separated from our parents for long stretches of time and we really missed them, but we loved George and Thelma. They were really cool. They always followed the horseracing season at Ascot, Kempton Park and Sandown.

For a suburban couple they were very cosmopolitan. They’d go to the South of France every year, drink cocktails and put marmalade on their bacon and eggs – how exotic! They had an amazing house that was on a golf course – all these beautiful mansions that flanked the golf course. Everyone was very wealthy. 

George was a very bright guy. He’d been in Army Intelligence (MI6) and spoke French and Italian fluently. He started work at the Midland Bank and ended up as a GM. George always answered the phone ‘Tipping here’. He was very funny, with an extremely dry, very dirty sense of humour. The Tippings didn’t have children and to us they were really glamorous because they had a bar in their living room with an El Cordobés bullfighting poster with George Tipping inscribed as one of the support bullfighters! The living room also featured paintings on velvet of sexy women (yuk). George and Thelma always seemed to be sipping on Noilly Prat martinis or nipping to the races in their Jag. 

Thelma was really pretty and petite. She was from Gibraltar so she looked exotic, too; we adored her. She wore a lot of leopard print and pill-box hats. She was also mad about lilac. The whole house was done out in a wash of pale purple, including the bedroom wardrobes, which were adorned with flashes of gold. Her style was very feminine. She gave me a toy lilac poodle and it had a musical head for its top-knot. 

I think George would’ve been a bit of a player back in his day. He used to have a rude calendar in the loo with pictures of women with their breasts on show. Thelma would always turn it around when we were there but we’d always sneak a peek. We loved it! The first thing we’d do when we got there was check out the calendar. It was so risqué! They didn’t really know what to do with kids so she’d take us to Harrods and to some grand restaurants too. George gave us a tour of the bank – very Mary Poppins. The Tippings moved to Esher after New Maldon and George Harrison was their neighbour, so the glamour just kept on rolling! 

Much later on, George helped Chris to get his first job, as a trainee at the Midland Bank’s PR and marketing department, which led to my first booking as a model, as the Midland Bank girl, so our godparents definitely had a big impact on our lives. They were very, very good to us because I’m sure we were quite forlorn little things.

I was known as ‘Flibbertigibbet’ at school. I was all over the place – bright but also attention-seeking. I was probably a pain in the arse, actually. If you did something wrong they whacked you with a ruler and if you were really bad you had to go and see the headmaster, stand on the mat and he’d hit you with a cricket bat on your bum. I experienced that a few times. Chris and I were not docile by any means; we explored everything and didn’t take too kindly to discipline of any kind after the freedom and relaxed lifestyle of the tropics.

It was a strange school. We had to line up in our forms once a week and take our knickers off to show that we hadn’t ‘been bad’ in them. Can you imagine that happening today? It would be a scandal. Of course, I, being a bright little girl, wised up to this quite quickly and started turning my knickers inside out so they were always pristine. If you had skid marks you were in deep shit, excuse the pun. 

The food was disgusting. The meat was all gristle so I’d throw it on the floor to avoid having to eat it and get into massive trouble. The only good things to eat were the sweets. We had a tuck shop with lovely old-fashioned sweets – every mouth-watering classic you could think of: sherbet fountains, humbugs, liquorice allsorts, flying saucers, Milky Ways and Mars Bars. Our matron, Miss Smith, was vile – straight out of Roald Dahl with a mean mouth, lank grey hair, a frumpy, long, straight skirt and flat lace-up shoes. Spinster shoes. I like that preppy look now but when I see trendy girls wearing those shoes I always think of matron.

School at this age wasn’t fashionable at all. We’d be kitted out every school year in a new uniform, the prime purpose of which seemed to be to dispense hellish discomfort. Coarse wool + heavy tweeds = itchy and vile. We had to wear liberty bodices – thick woollen vests – because it was so unbelievably cold. Literally, there’d be icicles on the inside of the windows. We’d come from the tropics to that! The vests were always too small and really itchy and when they went into the school wash they shrunk even smaller and dug into you. We were always trying to ‘lose’ them but if we did of course we were in serious trouble. 

I’ve got a wool phobia now thanks to my early school days and so does Chris. I can’t bear those harsher Guernsey knits; I’ll only wear cashmere. They didn’t have any idea of luxury in those days, which is why I loved Thelma because she was dripping with the stuff. We relished going to George and Thelma’s to have creature comforts like lovely warm baths. Schools were so backward about hygiene back then. At High Trees we’d have a bath once a week and a hair wash only once every two weeks. Imagine that! And then they didn’t have a hair dryer so we’d be sat, dripping wet and shivering in front of a fire. It was straight out of a Dickens novel. 

I missed Mum and Dad terribly. We had to write letters back home every Sunday. I hated Sundays with a passion – they were so boring. There was literally nothing to do after we’d been to church. You weren’t allowed off campus and there were no activities and no TV, of course. I can remember just sitting in the school field feeling really depressed but not knowing I was depressed. It was quite a sad little life really. I don’t like Sundays to this day. I’d know if it was a Sunday if I was dropped down from another planet.

Before this sounds too much like a misery memoir there were some good times at school as well. I was a tomboy so I loved climbing trees right to the top and I was good at traditional sports like netball, rounders and hockey. I liked reading and art, especially drawing, and I was good at ballet. I made some friends, too, like the twins whose parents lived in the Far East and who taught me how to play Mahjong. They had these beautiful sets carved out of ivory. I loved that because it passed the time and it was something no one else could do.

In terms of our education, even though it was strict and regimented I know it was excellent. I just hated playing by the rules, which is probably how I came to rebel eventually. But that happened when we moved back to England, to Guildford, the soon-to-be centre of my new and exciting world.


2.

THRILLS AND PILLS

THE YEAR WAS 1960 and a new dawn was upon us – both in my little world and the world as we knew it. But for now, life mainly revolved around school, travelling to and from England and climate/culture adjustment depending on where I was calling home. I had a warped view of the seasons and their associated traditions. At the grand old age of ten I had still never seen snow and I equated Christmas with the beach. Kind of backwards. Christmas on the beach is probably my lasting memory of our life in Africa because it was one of the final things we still did there. We’d swim in the seawater pool at Winneba that flanked the ocean, and eat our dinner on the sand – hot sausages from the thermos, rice and groundnut curry (Dad’s speciality), fresh fruits and ice-cold beer and drinks. I think this early exposure to a tropical climate and all its otherness explains why I hate England’s grey and cold so much and adore the sun and its skin-tingling effects. 

We had started to spend more time in the UK. Mum was getting more and more homesick; she had bad fibrositis in her neck and shoulders from the tropical climate, and decided that we needed a family home in England. So Mum and Dad bought a beautiful house in Guildford, Surrey to use as their British base. Beechway Corner in Merrow was a lovely four-bedroom Thirties build with a large garden, a very upper-middle-class house. The area was pleasant and there were loads of interesting things to do. Chris loved it and had his friends Paul and James to kick about with him. The house had a quarter of an acre of land, with beautiful beech and apple trees in the back and a huge weeping willow in the front. It meant we had somewhere to go in the holidays. Previously we’d stay at people’s houses or even in hotels. I remember we stayed in a hotel in Godalming one summer. That was pretty awful for us because hotels in those days were quite staid and you had to be quiet all the time. We were always being told to ‘shhh’. My mum realised we needed a home and somewhere for them to retire to.

I moved schools from High Trees to become a boarder at a school in Guildford called Tormead. The house was literally a ten-minute walk from school and often my mum was there so when the school took us on walks past my house I’d run through a gap in the hedge and say ‘Hi, Mum!’ Chris went to Milner Court, a boys’ prep school in Kent, so we were separated. I think Chris, who was only seven when he started there, was quite prepared to go; he was boarding-school-experienced if a little wary (or a ‘tough little fucker’ as he likes to call himself now, looking back). We were still based in Africa for a while – Dad was still working there, but Mum was spending more and more time at the house in England. Dad had really long breaks during the summer and would come to our new home for the entire school holidays. 

I do vividly remember 1957 and independence day for Ghana – the new President Kwame Nkrumah, the dancers, the black star gate, the fireworks, the drums, the colour, the excitement and the knowledge that our baby days were gone forever. The Royals (The Duchess of Kent) flew out to hand over our old Gold Coast, in the first of many ceremonies like this in Africa. ‘Freedom and Justice’ following the winds of change. 

We liked it in Guildford but it wasn’t Africa. We loved Africa; it was so much more exotic than dreary old England. Also, as we got older, the trips became more interesting for us because we could appreciate them more, and relish the bragging possibilities. The other kids at school were in awe that we’d get to go to this far-flung tropical place and come back looking tanned, full of life and healthy. When you’re younger you think it’s normal but as you get older you realise you were quite privileged.

When I was twelve we made the move completely. Mum had been pushing my dad to get out for a while and then she became pregnant with my youngest brother Michael, which is when she really put her foot down. She said she wasn’t willing to bring up another kid in Africa. It was too much for her; she just wanted to enjoy England’s green and pleasant land. Looking back, moving to England wasn’t the best move for my dad financially because he had been very well paid over there. He took a decent gratuity pay-off rather than a pension and then came back to the UK to look for a business to start. He had two options. He could either buy a petrol station with flats above it on the very-groovy-at-the-time King’s Road in Chelsea, or a post office with a flat above it in Guildford. What did he choose? The post office! Oh dear. He made a good living but he could’ve made a fortune. It was almost certainly my mum’s influence; he was a talented businessman and entrepreneur but he would have done anything to keep her happy, and he did sacrifice a lot for a real family life. She would have wanted him to stay closer to us in Guildford to spend more time with the family, but having a post office you had to be up at 5 a.m. Like some kind of prison sentence! It was a newsagent’s too so he had to do all the papers. What a culture shock it must have been for him – from Out of Africa to Postman Pat in a flash.

Because we now lived full-time in Guildford, I became a daygirl at Tormead. There was a huge difference between being a daygirl and a boarder in that the daygirls hated the boarders and vice versa. I’d suddenly become the enemy within my own peer group and in need of friends, fast. In stepped Liz, my soon-to-be partner-in-mischief.

We were like the odd couple, Liz and I, because I was so tall and she was so short. I always wanted to be her height because she was so petite and pretty. I felt gangly and awkward next to her gamine waif. I ended up being 5’ 8” so I was always the tallest in the class. She grew to 5’ 3” so she was titchy but very cute. We hit it off immediately when she sat next to me in class. Her father worked on one of the newspapers on Fleet Street. They had quite a lot of money but they weren’t what you’d call posh. She was fastidiously stylish, really neat, with an elfin mousy blonde crop. I don’t know why we hit it off really, we just did. I was the naughty one, whereas she was calm but quietly up for it, which was a killer combination. We used to cook up plots together.

I had been doing well academically at this point – top marks in all my exams – but this friendship came at a time when, number one, I started to have more interest in boys; and number two, I had more freedom. A potent combination. The big plus of being a daygirl was the fact you could walk home, either on your own or with your friend. So on these languid strolls home during the summer term of ’63, Liz and I would daydream and plan our adventures. Adventures that were certainly not parent-approved. I was moved down from the A stream to the B stream due to a chronic case of not caring. I was pretty bright but I was a lazy little sod and hopeless at arithmetic. I suffered from a severe lack of willingness to actually understand it. I never learned my tables.

By age thirteen, I’d discovered music in a big way. I was suddenly mad about Tamla Motown, this intoxicating soul music coming through the airwaves from Detroit. The Four Tops, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, the Temptations, Martha and the Vandellas . . . I loved it all. To our absolute glee and amazement Liz and I discovered a club in Guildford called the Harvest Moon that played this music and somehow we managed to get in. We were the coolest dudes in town! 

We’d go after school, claiming that we were going for coffee in town, but really we’d go there – this cavernous warehouse space, throbbing with boys and dancing bodies. It seemed to be open at the oddest times, bang in the middle of the day, but it was always packed. Of course we were lying about our age and we certainly weren’t going in our school uniforms. The trick was to wear your clubbing clothes under your uniform and carry shitloads of make-up at all times.

We used this brand called Miners Makeup and the look was the blackest painted eyes with ‘A Touch of Pink’ lipstick – a frosted rose so light it made your teeth look yellow but we still thought we were so cool. I’d wear black spotty bell-bottoms with a tiny T-shirt. The trousers were hipsters so really low cut. My mum hated them but I loved them. I also had a little white coat with a Peter Pan collar that I’d pair with super-short skirts and flat Mary Janes. I was quite imaginative with fashion, good at improvising, so I’d buy kilts from the kids’ department, which I’d wear with long white knee socks and French loafers. I was whip thin so I got away with it. All the dresses were A-line or empire line and short short short. Slingback shoes, false eyelashes, hairpieces – we did it all. Even though I didn’t like them at the time I’d buy cigarettes out of the machine. I’d sometimes buy those brightly coloured ones that were hugely expensive but they were all for effect; for fashion.

Then there were the boys. The Mods and Rockers. You liked one or the other and we liked the Mods with their scooters and parkas with fur hoods. They were cool in sharp suits. Some of the Mod girls used to wear really bright chintzy trouser suits. They looked like sofas, looking back, but that was the fashion. 

We started going dancing at the weekends, too. I’d tell my parents I was going shopping. From hanging out at the Harvest Moon with all our cool cat friends we discovered that there were other clubs too, like the Shoreliner Club in Bognor, near Brighton, which was open for the whole weekend. All day, all night – imagine that! We were like, how do we get there? Simple: I’d tell my mum I was going to stay with Liz, she’d tell her mum she was staying with me, and they were so dim they never checked.

So one weekend, off we trot to Bognor. It was so exciting. Everyone was taking Black Bombers and Purple Hearts, which are basically speed, not that we knew what they were. We were free! It was like being at a rave. We stayed up dancing all night. Then we had to get home – not as fun. It’s Sunday teatime and I’m on the train back to Guildford, basically off my head – eyes popping. To my horror, when I got home the vicar and his wife were having lunch with my parents. I even remember the exact meal to this day, it was that hard for me to eat: hot ham, parsley sauce, potatoes and beans. I’m staggering in there, trying to be normal, sitting down and being told that I had to eat this food. Of course, they wouldn’t have known. They had no clue about drugs. Nor did we: as far as we were concerned, we were just taking slimming pills that some people had stolen from their mothers.

It’s not like we were popping pills all the time but if we did we’d get them from one of the boys we were with. It was more friendly than anything else but I did have a snog once at the all-nighter. That was a pretty new experience. And then I had a bit of a thing with this beautiful Mod boy who took me home one day. But it wasn’t that sexual, it was all about dancing and being part of this scene. Liz had a boyfriend that used to find these Purple Hearts so it was probably Liz who got me into that. Mum and Dad thought she was a bad influence. We couldn’t afford them most of the time because we were only on pocket money. I did occasionally nick money out of my mum’s purse. Naughty girl.

At school we were like the cool kids and we felt like we knew more than anyone else because we were doing these naughty things and they weren’t. Not everyone knew about it – just the cool gang. Everyone was so into dancing and the latest sounds. The music scene seemed to be really concentrated around our area too, which was handy. Occasionally we went to clubs in Woking and Eel Pie Island but we didn’t really go into London. We thought we were cooler than the Londoners and that we knew what the next big thing was. I remember seeing the Beatles at Guildford Odeon and screaming all the way through the show. Music and the dance scene all seemed to come from that area. A lot of the gigs were in Woking, Godalming and Guildford. 

We got away with it for quite a long time. I was clever about it – I’d make sure I wasn’t coming home late every time or anything. Even when I wasn’t staying at Liz’s, I’d say I was going shopping and then get in at about 7 p.m. I used to marvel at how they didn’t find out for so long. But the penny finally dropped. I got caught because I used to climb out of my window or creep down the stairs once my parents were in bed and one day I was spotted. 

What would become of me? After thinking it over and leaving me to stew for a while, Mum and Dad decided the best thing to do was to send me away to convent school. In Belgium! But of course. The Ursuline Convent in the Flemish village of Tildonk would be my new home. They may as well have sent me to Mars, so far was it removed from the Harvest Moon Club and all its sins. Of course I was wailing and begging for them not to send me but to no avail. I was going, whether I liked it or not. The deal: get all your exams, and then you can leave.

*    *    *

Phase One of Operation Belgian Convent involved getting my uniform, which didn’t disappoint in the weirdness stakes as it turned out to be a 1930s sailor’s outfit. Very Coco Chanel, thinking back. The funniest thing about it was the stipulations that came with each garment, such as the blue pleated skirt that ‘must be long enough for kneeling and praying’. For winter we had a navy blouson with a removable white starched nautical collar. The top was V-shaped and came with an uncomfortable boob-flattening device, called a plastron. Again, this hailed from the Thirties when the fashion was all about not having a bosom. In summer we swapped the blue blouson for a white blouse. Then came the white gloves. Instead of being obsessed with hats like the British, they were obsessed with gloves. You had to wear them all the time and if you didn’t you were stuffed, as I would later discover. 

So I’ve got the uniform and I’ve finally accepted that I’m going to this convent school. I’ve also somehow managed to make the leap in my head that it might be quite glamorous – going to school in a foreign place and all that. I’m thinking, ooh, I hope it’s hot. Little do I know. 

The day arrives and all the new recruits have been told to meet at Victoria Station. There I was, with my giant new trunk and my mother shoving me on the train, Dover-bound, to catch the ferry. It looked like some kind of cult – all these teenagers dressed in starched sailors’ outfits assembled on the concourse. 

It’s all going fine until we get on the boat. It was September and the sea was really rough, throwing the ferry all over the place. We’re told to go out on the deck in an attempt to combat the mounting feeling of nausea. It doesn’t work. Suddenly 100 sailor girls are vomiting on the deck and – here’s the punchline – standing the wrong way so we’re covered in the sticky storm of puke.

We hasten below deck to lie down, slipping and sliding on this steady stream of vomit and choking on the diesel fumes. There was sick everywhere and everyone was sick. Finally we get off, green and stinking, to board another train. I’m tired, sick as a dog and also petrified as to what lies ahead. I hadn’t been to visit the school with my parents so it’s all new to me. I arrive and oh my God. It was like arriving at Colditz.

It really was like a prison, or maybe a religious cult, with all these nuns wandering around on a mission to turn you into a good Catholic girl or, even better, a nun. We had to gather every morning in this room, the salon, for assembly. This was really scary on the first day when you didn’t have a clue what the nuns were saying because they all spoke in French. I remember sitting on these carved wooden seats and burning my legs on the pipes that were concealed beneath the pews. We all got third-degree burns! 

What a culture shock. Everything was in French for a start. It was quite a bizarre school. The English girls were separated from the French girls and the French girls were separated from the Flemish. The Flemish girls – and their language – were seen as inferior to the French, as if they were peasants. There was a bit of apartheid going on there. English girls weren’t allowed to speak to the Flemish girls at all but we were allowed to speak to the French girls because we would learn French. But of course we hated them so we never spoke to them. Confused? I know I was. All the classes were taught to us in French. I got there and I hadn’t a clue. Then there was the constant praying. Because it was a convent you had to go to chapel, not just in the morning but also at lunchtime and evenings. That was a big culture shock, too, because the services were Roman Catholic and all in Latin. 

The dormitories were even weirder. They were like nuns’ cubicles, separated with curtains. There was no running water so you had a Victorian bowl and jug. There’s me, Miss Fashionable, with my fringe and my hair all ironed and cool, thinking how the fuck will I wash my hair every day with cold water? It was a trauma. I worked out I could just wash my fringe so that I’d keep that straight and just suffer wiggly hair elsewhere: a compromise. Sometimes the nuns made me tie my hair up into bunches, which didn’t really work for my look. And every night we’d have to kneel outside our cubicle and pray. Talk about repenting for my sins. 

I had to learn French very quickly. Within a month I was managing fine and within two months I was fluent. I’ve forgotten it all now – I can only speak it when I’m drunk or if I’m in a panic and it’s a crisis at work. I remember vividly the moment when I realised I could properly speak French and that was when I started to dream in it. That was my breakthrough.

We were constantly monitored like we were in prison. The nuns read every letter that came in and out and we were only allowed to read religious books. On Sundays, though, we’d get a film to watch, like The Sound of Music or something. Any film with nuns in it, basically. If you were naughty then you couldn’t watch the film. And sometimes if the whole school was naughty that was it – back to boring Sundays again for me. 

On the plus side there was the food. The nuns made this amazing fresh bread so we lived for baking day. The delicious aroma would drift through the school – yum yum yum. We ate it for breakfast with marmalade, jam and Nutella, which was frozen so hard you could cut it. We’d buy Golden Delicious apples and sweets from the tuck shop. If we saved coupons we could get a giant bar of Côte d’Or chocolate. They’d take us to Brussels occasionally and we’d go to this giant store called Le Bon Marché, which was quite exciting and full of foreign delights to eat.

On Sundays, because we were English, we got bacon. The school’s speciality, though, was horse meat! Can you imagine? All the English girls with ponies were up in arms. How can you do this?! It was actually quite nice. We had to eat it and I didn’t care for horses so I wasn’t that bothered. It was quite good to eat one – if only those driver ants could see me now! It made life interesting, put it that way.

Despite missing Liz and my clubbing gang from back home, I actually made a lot of friends so I wasn’t lonely. I found a couple of really cool girls called Jane and Caroline, or maybe they found me. We all had fringes; we were like a cult. Most of these kids were from army families and their parents were stationed in Germany so they had all travelled a lot, like me. Jane had beautiful hair and a boyfriend, which none of us did. She was cool. We all pretended we had boyfriends but we never really did. We probably knew a boy. Once. Jane was quite respected in school because it was almost certain she’d bonked. It was real love. Her boyfriend used to write these letters that we’d all drool over. I think he wrote songs and played the guitar. Double swoon! Looking back, he was probably a complete drip but Jane was really in love with him. 

Once I’d settled in it was really only the nuns and the constant praying that bothered me about the school. It was full on. If a nun died we had to go and view the body, which was an experience. The priest would come too. Us girls were always sure he was shagging some of the younger nuns. There were lots of rumours going around. As well as the sermons and daily prayers we’d have religious lessons too, also in French, with the nuns talking down to us from a pulpit. It was like brainwashing, no, it was brainwashing. Because most of us English kids were Church of England they’d teach us that we were heretics and that we’d burn in hell. We used to get all riled up about
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