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‘If you’d asked at the time, I’d have said the Spice Girls were a trivial distraction. Now, I’m not so sure. I think they were quite pivotal for our generation, actually.’

CLARE, 30

[image: ]




INTRODUCTION

USUALLY, WHEN YOU say you ‘came of age’ during something, it means adolescence. You think of high school movies, teen angst, disappointing proms, lots of drinking in parks and non-specific yearning out of bus windows.

But when I say I came of age during the reign of the Spice Girls, I mean that I was eight when ‘Wannabe’ was released. The perfect age for the fandom, albeit a weird one to be singing about lovers. I turned nine in 1997, a year notable for so many things but not least for being the Spice Girls’ Year of Glory, in which they went eight times platinum, became film stars, wooed Nelson Mandela, won two Brit Awards and made a Union Jack tea towel one of the most iconic outfits in music history. I was ten (it really was only two years later) when Geri left the group and burst pop’s biggest bubble since Beatlemania.

Those years spanned, as my friend Alice puts it poetically, ‘that golden period of girlhood’. The halcyon days – and the best ones, it turns out, for an all-consuming pop star obsession. When you’re looking for an easy foothold in adulthood. You’re too young to know how complicated the world is, but just old enough to feel like you can conquer it.

Of course, that feeling fades. I started secondary school as we stared down a new century, and finished university in the chaos of a global recession – at that point we still called it, adorably, the ‘credit crunch’. And this means I’m every inch a millennial now; a card-carrying, app-reliant, slogan-toting, overambitious snowflake who can’t do mental maths any more. But I’m something else too. A graduate of the girl power generation.

Once, nostalgia seemed the preserve of crusty oldsters; now, like all Spice Age alumni, I get high on the memory of Sunny D and inflatable furniture. Misty-eyed for a time when ‘influence’ meant a Smash Hits interview, and we coveted a Dream Phone rather than being ruled by a smart one. A time when being British was regarded as cool and exciting, not something murky and fractious to be apologized for on a European city break.

And at the centre of that nineties tableau, five bolshy upstarts in massive shoes, who changed everything. While Clarissa explained it all and only Smarties had the answer, the most pressing question in virtually every situation became, ‘What would the Spice Girls do?’ Little did we know so many of the lessons we were learning then would be the same ones we’re still grappling with today.

There’s plenty I don’t remember about those years. Fractions. The periodic table. What exactly happened at the Battle of Bosworth. Great chunks of my Key Stage 2 education have crumbled away into the ether. But I remember every single detail of Christmas morning 1997 – the heady scent of the Impulse body spray in my stocking, the Dairy Milk selection box I ate for breakfast, and the soundtrack: Spiceworld, on cassette, boomed through the house from my bedroom tape player as loud as seasonal goodwill would allow.

I had never owned Spice, their first album – only borrowed it from the library for a week at a time. Cost: £1 and the heartbreak of returning it afterwards for some other kid to adore. But now, here, finally, in my hands, was my very own piece of girl power.

Years later, I would learn that Spice was the first album my now-boyfriend ever bought, and see this as evidence of our ultimate compatibility. The yin to my yang! PJ to my Duncan! The other half of my mutant CatDog! But that Christmas morning, boys were nowhere on the agenda.

‘Chicas to the front!’ I sang, attempting a clumsy salsa as I crimped my fringe with my Babyliss 4x4 styler, the smell of turkey wafting up the stairs and mingling with my cloud of synthetic vanilla. I shook it to the right, like they did in the video. I slammed it to the left, and partially into a chest of drawers. I was having a good time.

The previous evening I’d assumed my usual position: lying flat on my belly on the living-room carpet, nose towards the telly. It was from this vantage point, in May of the same year, that I witnessed the most historic landslide result of my generation – Katrina and the Waves winning Eurovision. I taped it off the telly on VHS and re-watched it every day for a fortnight. It was lying on the carpet, one morning in August, that I flipped, aghast, through five channels announcing the same identical, horrible news, over and over. Princess Diana was dead, dead, dead, still dead, dead again, and all the cartoons had been cancelled.

And it was there again, on Christmas Eve, that I watched Ginger, Scary, Sporty, Baby and Posh perform the second of their three consecutive Christmas number ones. From ‘Too Much’ I learned lessons that I would apply first to blue raspberry Slush Puppies, then to metallic cream eyeshadow, and finally to relationships. I learned that too much of something is bad enough, but too much of nothing is just as tough. And, more obliquely, that I needed to know the way to feel to keep me satisfied. I still do, let’s be honest. It immediately became my second favourite Spice Girls song.

What’s my favourite Spice Girls song? I’m so glad you asked! It’s ‘The Lady Is A Vamp’.

I know, I know. In Spice Girls terms this is like telling people your favourite Bowie track is ‘The Laughing Gnome’. But I won’t apologize, because ‘The Lady Is A Vamp’ is fabulous. Its camp, ritzy, soft-jazz schtick couldn’t have appealed more directly and urgently to my pre-teen self if it had a free snap bracelet attached. The song features a roll call of pop culture icons: Elvis, Ziggy, Marley, Twiggy. Jackie O. Diana Ross. Even a cryptic nod to John Coltrane. It was a sheet of ready-made crib notes for kids at the arse end of the millennium, gagging for their own pop heroes but also for a handle on everything that had gone before.

I would sing along to ‘The Lady Is A Vamp’ standing on the living-room ottoman in an imaginary gold lamé sheath dress, a chorus of imaginary dancing boys swirling around me. In my head I was part An Audience with Shirley Bassey, part Marilyn doing ‘Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend’. Except I hadn’t seen Marilyn’s version, or even Madonna’s ‘Material Girl’ homage – I only knew the routine because someone had parodied it on short-lived CBBC sitcom No Sweat. That’s how it was, being a kid of the nineties. Everything felt like a hand-me-down.

Until the Spice Girls.

Their stratospheric rise to fame might have earned comparisons to sixties and seventies pop hysteria, but they were no retro reboot. And their attitude wasn’t about chewing over the past, either – it was brand spanking new. It didn’t dwell on the things we weren’t; it was a soundtrack for all the things we could be.

I grew up in an era of contradictions. It was the golden age of lads’ mags, ladettes and professional socialites, a time that winkingly called itself ‘post-feminist’ while it pinched the metaphorical arse of the progress that went before it. Many of us were raised by women who had fought for the rights we took for granted – women who remembered a time when abortion was illegal, but sexual harassment and discrimination were not. Women who needed the signature of a husband or father to buy a home or open a bank account. Women who probably weren’t sure how to feel about tweeny-bopper daughters who wanted to wear a PVC miniskirt to Tesco. Indie, grunge and riot grrrl fans saw mainstream pop music as the plague, while the old guard of feminists heaped scorn on what they saw as a watered-down, capitalist appropriation of women’s lib.

But of course, you don’t know any of this stuff when you’re eight. You just know what you love. And anyway, the Spice Girls weren’t for our mothers, or for Germaine Greer. They were all ours.

The year 1996, according to the first line of its Wikipedia page, is notable for ‘the Dunblane Massacre, the divorces of the Duke and Duchess of York and of the Prince and Princess of Wales, the birth of Dolly the sheep, and the breakthrough of the Spice Girls’. There is a bracketed note after the Spice Girls’ name that reads ‘[importance?]’. I reject that note. If you want to know how important the breakthrough of the Spice Girls was, ask all the girls who broke through with them.

Because while the Fab Five dominated the headlines and tabloid front pages, another story was beginning behind the curtains of pre-teen bedrooms across the country – one that continued long after our Polaroid Spice Cams had broken and the dolls had been sent to the charity shop. Now we’re fully grown Spice Women in our own right, grappling with adult dilemmas and batting back every curveball the modern world throws our way, the time feels right to re-evaluate their legacy. It’s time to ask a few questions.

Questions such as: Why does nobody make up dance routines any more? Can we blame our bad lumbars on the platform boots? What was a ‘zig-a-zig-ah’, and did they ever get one? Did any of us, in fact? Are we the zig-a-zig-ahless generation? Should we be prioritizing one over our Help to Buy ISAs? But also, the bigger debates. Was girl power a capitalist sham, or was it a feminist launch pad? When will the world stop telling women they’re doing everything wrong?

Back then we asked, ‘What would the Spice Girls do?’, and now, with society two decades older but in many ways barely wiser, so much of their philosophy still feels relevant today. Ahead of its time, even. So, with that in mind, I want to ask instead: What did the Spice Girls do for us?

For one thing, they freed us from the tyranny of simpering boybands and sent oestrogen soaring up the charts like never before. And while it wasn’t punk as our parents knew it, the Spice Girls bred their own kind of anarchy. They were fiercely, cheerfully defiant in the face of an industry that sneered at them. ‘Manufactured’ they may have been, but even at the height of world domination, those women were nobody’s puppets.

They had undeniable swagger from the off. This is the group that fired the managers who created them, badgered songwriters into working with them for free, danced on desks until they snared a record deal, and staged a gutsy ‘midnight flit’ with all their master recordings hidden in their pants. The group that sacked their Svengali at the peak of their fame and took the reins of their own career.

‘It’s like six-year-olds driving a lorry,’ quipped Geri of that time, an image that sums up imposter syndrome so perfectly I want to emboss it on a notebook I’ll never fill.

Don’t we all sometimes feel like a six-year-old driving a lorry? And by ‘sometimes’ I mean often. Daily. Constantly. As a generation, we feel so ill-equipped for adult life that we’ve had to invent a cutesy noun – ‘adulting’ – just to make the whole affair feel more like a game and less like cold, hard reality. We’re riddled with doubts, habitual second-guessers, confused about what society tells us we should want, and what we actually want. What we really, really want.

But it’s also kind of a comfort, in a modern landscape where to express an opinion on anything as a woman is to immediately have a ‘Well Actually’ pop up and explain why you’re wrong, to remember that the Spice Girls were told they did everything wrong too.

I am convinced, for example, that there are better, more talented and more qualified people than me to be writing this book. In fact, I’m sure there are – heaps of them. Maybe you! But every time that I’ve ended up slumped over my laptop with crisps in my hair, whimpering, ‘I can’t do it I can’t do it I can’t do it,’ while ‘Wannabe’ plays on a canny loop, I’ve tried to remember that there were also heaps of better, more talented and more qualified people than the Spice Girls to be world-famous pop stars. But that never held them back. So here we are.

Inevitably the Spice explosion only burned bright for a short time (like most true fans I barely acknowledge the third album and we do not speak of GEM).

Even when the Spices’ star began to fade, it happened in scene-stealing fashion. You could argue that Geri leaving the group (an event we’ll naturally call ‘Gexit’) was as much of a baller move as anything else they did. Because quitting can be empowering, can’t it? I’ve always loved a good quit. Nothing feels better than jacking in a miserable job and strutting off into the sunset with your head held high. (My £4.80 an hour student gig in a Camden vintage shop might not be strictly comparable to leaving the most successful girl group in history, but while Geri’s job involved being hounded daily by paparazzi and bound to a near-inhumane work schedule, I had to wear a bumbag. It’s impossible to say which is the bigger cross to bear.)

Besides, the afterglow lives on. ‘They made me who I am,’ declared Adele in 2011, sending thousands of us racing to Spotify for a nostalgia binge. In more recent years, stars such as Charlie XCX, Ariana Grande and MØ have covered Spice Girls songs, and talked about their formative influence. As all great musical heroes should, the Spices paved a new path and danced us down it.

Years later, I still get a bit teary just thinking about them on the roofs of those London cabs at the 2012 Olympics (actually I get teary as soon as anyone even says ‘the 2012 Olympics’, but still). It wasn’t Live Aid, it wasn’t Woodstock, but it was something. A moment. There they were, the ordinary girls done good, proving that even squeaky nineties pop could mean something to somebody.

Above all, I think we still get emotional about the Spice Girls because they were the first true phenomenon that was all our own. The clothes, the poses, the daft made-up words. The money men might have brought them together but we, the fans, made them famous – with every album and tour ticket and branded body spray, we all bought into the cult of Spice, and in many ways we’re still reaping returns on that investment today.

We, the girl power generation, who grew up but stayed angry. Who remember the dance routines and the lyrics like it’s still Christmas morning 1997. Who sent off a stamped addressed envelope for equality twenty years ago, and still haven’t had it delivered. We came of age too young, some people said, and yet plenty of us still feel like we haven’t ‘come of age’ at all. Some of us, let’s be honest, would rather still be lying on our bellies on our parents’ living-room carpet.

But instead we’re here, the former Wannabes, out there being. We’re flicking peace signs in our selfies and forming our own girl gangs for support and rebellion. There are those of us who still haven’t quite got the glitter gel out of our hair, and plenty of us still haven’t quite got the Spice Girls out of our system.

I know this is true, because I’ve asked. I’ve surveyed and interviewed more than seventy Spice Girls fans of my generation (and a few beyond). One thing I do remember from maths lessons is that it’s good to show your workings, so I’ve included as many of these stories and opinions as possible in the following pages.

It was surprisingly easy – just mention the group and people’s stories and opinions come gushing out like warm Capri-Sun. I’ve heard about the outfits, the merch, the parental battles and the furtive sex ed lessons from the sleeve lyrics. I’ve been told over and over about the way the Spice Girls made us feel back then, and everything they still mean to us now, when we think about it.

And I’ve thought about it, a lot. I’ve revisited the interviews, the videos and the performances. I’ve re-watched Spice World three times, I’ve listened to the albums on repeat, and I’ve even done it wearing brown lip liner, just to really be sure.

What have I concluded, about everything those five women meant to my generation? Just like the lip liner, their legacy has lingered on for longer than anyone might have imagined. Here’s how.


SPICE GIRLS FOR THE MODERN WORLD!

Flaky Spice

Mindful Spice

Introvert Spice

Woke Spice

Early Adopter Spice

Side Hustle Spice

Self-care Spice

Whistleblower Spice

Snowflake Spice

Shy Tory Spice

Vegan Spice

Off-grid Spice

Pumpkin Spice
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‘Yes, they were all labelled with different stereotypes – but those different personalities sent a message that girls come in all different shapes and sizes, with different interests and passions. I don’t think any other band has really done this for me. Together they made up this one mothership of sass and love.’

THULASY, 30

[image: ]





1

Who do you think you are?

THE SPICE GIRLS AND IDENTITY



TO BE A woman is to be endlessly categorized and taxonomized. Are you an Audrey or a Marilyn? A Charlotte or a Samantha? A Jo March, a Hermione Granger or perhaps a Snorkmaiden from The Moomins with Anna Karenina rising? Are you the pink or the yellow Power Ranger? Are you an apple or a pear? Or a handful of pomegranate seeds, shoved into a sock? Which dog are you? Which dog meme are you? Are you a dog meme at all, and if not then WHO EVEN ARE YOU? The quest for identification has plagued our gender for as long as there have been other women or inanimate objects to compare us to.

Back before we had Buzzfeed quizzes to clarify matters, we relied on magazine flowcharts, Bang on the Door pencil cases (whither Groovy Chick?) or just standing in the middle of the school field waiting for somebody to yell an identifier at us. Sometimes being a girl is like sitting on a production line, waiting for society to slap a label on your head and ship you out.

And of course, any Spice Girls fan worth her salt knew exactly which member she ‘was’ – whether you made the choice yourself or had it forced upon you by group consensus because you had blonde hair/glasses/access to your big sister’s Wonderbra. As thousands upon thousands of copycat fivesomes spawned in playgrounds across the world, so commenced the scrabble to claim ‘your’ Spice, ergo your identity.

For many, they were fraught times. I’ve heard the stories.

‘I really wanted to be Mel C, with her Celtic tattoos, gold tooth and unattainable athleticism, but I couldn’t do handstands and that was apparently a requirement to qualify,’ says Hannah, one of thousands who carry the mental scars of a miscast Spicedom.

‘I wanted to be Emma but I had short dark hair so I had to be Posh,’ says another, who endured further upset during the S Club 7 years as a result of her passing resemblance to Tina.

One fan tells me she tried to dye the two front sections of her hair with lemon juice, à la Geri. ‘It did not work.’ (Once upon a time, lemon juice was more than a salad dressing, kids; it was a valuable commodity. Records are inconclusive on how much of the average nineties childhood was spent trying and failing to do things with lemon juice, but mainly because the records are in ‘invisible writing’ and still drying on a radiator somewhere.)

I, in the precarious position of once-blonde-turned-mousy, was forced to shore up my claim on Ginger with a month’s worth of pocket money and an armful of Shaders & Toners colour sachets. Inside, I knew I was Geri. It wasn’t even a matter of wanting to be her – I’d have fancied a crack at Baby or Posh if my overbearing personality hadn’t ruled them out – I simply was Geri. To watch some polite, introvert redhead swoop in and snatch her from me would have been too much to bear. I’d have died. So I dyed.

But while hair colour held sway in the playground casting process, it wasn’t the only decider – or the most questionable. ‘I was usually Scary, because there were no black girls but my stepdad was black, and the other girls figured that was good enough,’ one fan tells me.

Author and entrepreneur Otegha Uwagba was a Sporty at heart, but often found herself stepping into Scary’s shoes. ‘Her representation as a black woman is now, in hindsight, very problematic, but at the time I just thought, “Great! She’s black, I’m black,”’ Uwagba says. ‘Now I look back at the way she was presented as, well, the Scary one – loud and mad, constantly wearing leopard print … There are so many shades of inappropriateness there. But at the time it felt positive.’

‘She made me feel OK about having large frizzy hair for the first time,’ agrees another juvenile Scary. ‘And the last time, actually, until I was an adult.’

For their critics, the Spices’ willingness to play up to their set roles – flimsy roles at that – has always been high on the list of reasons to knock them. It’s hard to argue. ‘Baby’ is obviously a problematic nightmare; ‘Scary’ is rife with inherent prejudice; ‘Ginger’ isn’t a personality trait at all, FFS. Ideally, girls should learn that there are unlimited slots for them to fill in
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THE SPICE GIRLS STARTER KIT

A 1997 SHOPPING LIST






























OPS/images/title_image.jpg
LAUREN
do? ;8







OPS/images/border1.jpg






OPS/images/cover.jpg
Whait
would

the

HOW THE

do? <









