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All I Want to Do Is Sing

I was glad I’d borrowed Mum’s leather jacket. Otherwise, I might have shivered and I didn’t want to look scared. In front of me, a row of men sat behind a huge sound desk, cigarette smoke curling into the air as they chatted.

‘Ready to go?’ a voice asked.

It was summer 1963 and the Gleneagles boys were standing with me in a Decca studio: Jimmy, on rhythm guitar; Ross, the lead guitarist; Dave our drummer; bassist Tommy; and Alex, also a vocalist. We’d been performing together for a couple of years in clubs, but never anywhere like this. There have been so many people, places and performances since then, but, even though I was just fourteen, I’d already been performing my whole life.

We’d been brought to London after winning a competition in the Scottish Daily Express to find the next big thing. The prize was an audition with Ron Richards, a producer at EMI, home of the Beatles. But although he’d turned us down, he’d sent us on to see Dick Rowe at Decca. The Rolling Stones were signed there so it didn’t feel like too much of a knock back. Now, as I stood waiting, I forced myself to shrink once more into that safe place deep inside me where only my voice mattered. I wasn’t quite sure what I was supposed to do. Who I was supposed to be. But I knew how to sing. Pulling down the mic, I glanced at the Gleneagles boys for a final time before staring ahead.

‘Ready Marie?’ a voice asked.

I nodded and took a deep breath. We’d done this track hundreds of times before. I just had to relax and hit the first notes right. That was the key. Breathing deeply, I looked up and let the first long, vibrating, almost angry note pour out of me, the sound cascading into the mic. Powerful. Raw.

A man behind the desk raised his hand.

‘Hold a minute, there’s something wrong with the mic,’ he said as I stopped singing.

He was a young engineer called Gus Dudgeon who would go on to produce some of Elton John’s biggest work. But, that day, none of us had any clue what the future held for us.

‘Oh my God,’ Gus said as he walked up to check the microphone. ‘She’s blown the ribbon.’

The Decca men looked at each other and started laughing. Tiny girl. Big voice. I got that a lot. Then an elegant man in a slim-fitting navy suit and tie, a producer called Peter Sullivan, leaned forwards.

‘Why not take a step back Marie?’ he said. ‘We’ll do it again. Go from the top.’

So I did what Peter asked: nodded and moved back from the mic – obedient and pliable as always. Ready to perform and give whatever my audience wanted from me. And I’d keep on doing it for decades to come.

I took a deep breath and started to sing again.
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People Are Watching You Now

The Luvvers and I had just done a gig, walked off stage and I was livid. I can’t remember where we were or what exactly had happened. All I know is that I felt the boys had been lazy as we performed and I wasn’t happy.

‘It’s not good enough,’ I shouted as we stood in the wings of the venue. ‘You’re all staring at your feet and I’m up at the front giving it everything I’ve got while you’re standing at the back.

‘Give me a break, help me out here. Don’t just leave it all to me.’

I might have been younger than the Luvvers, but they knew I wanted us to do our best every time we performed and, as biddable as I was with the record execs, the band was a different story. They were like brothers to me. I felt safe with them.

Walking up to our lead guitarist Ross, I started shoving him to get his attention.

‘You’re up there looking like you’d rather be in the pub,’ I yelled. ‘It’s not just me performing. It’s all of us. You wouldn’t catch Keith Richards ignoring Mick Jagger would you?’

Ross scowled. And then he tutted.

That was it.

I shoved him, frustrated that he wasn’t taking me seriously. But then I glanced at Marian and saw that her eyes were out on stalks. What was she looking so surprised at? Stopped in my tracks, I looked around at the boys and they stared back. Then we all started laughing. Didn’t Marian know that’s how we did things back in Glasgow? When we ran out of words, we got physical.

The boys wandered off to start packing up as Marian stood looking seriously at me.

‘We need to talk Lu,’ she said. ‘People want to know everything about you now. They’re watching you like a hawk. You can say what you want in a dressing room or the van, but not in front of strangers.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘You’re in the newspapers Lu, on television,’ Marian replied. ‘You’re on a pedestal now. People are fascinated. They want to know everything about you. So if you come across as angry or a spoiled brat, that’s all they’ll talk about. You have to protect yourself. Imagine if someone saw you yelling at Ross like that.’

‘The boys don’t care,’ I said through gritted teeth.

‘You’re going to be judged for how you behave. And the last thing we want is you getting known as a bossy female.’

Embarrassment filled me as Marian spoke. I didn’t want people thinking badly of me. I was just worried about the music. The people who’d paid to see us. That’s what I cared about.

‘I know the band understands you,’ said Marian, more gently. ‘But trust me, you’ve got to be careful how you behave now. They’re grown men. You’re just a girl. What will people think?’

I looked at my feet, trying to push down the feeling of shame that was making my skin feel hot and my ears buzz. In moments like this, I felt so far from home. Where I grew up, you had to stand your ground and fight your corner to protect what and who you loved. We’d grown up in an area where knives – and worse – were carried, and I’d learned to defend Billy so well that even the biggest kids in his school didn’t dare touch him.

‘Marie Lawrie’s his sister,’ they’d say if anyone went near him. ‘She’ll batter you.’

I never actually hit anyone. But I had convinced them I would with a tough attitude and a look that warned anyone off.

‘See that face?’ Betty would cry if she saw me scowl. ‘If that face freezes, you’ll go to hell Marie.’

The only person I ever actually laid a finger on was a boy called Whitey who was a member of the Tongs, one of the two main gangs in our area. Even though he was just a kid, Whitey could usually be found with a knife, iron bar or axe.

Weapons aside, I liked him.

I’d known Whitey – and boys like him – all my life. But, one day, Billy had come home with blood on his face after going out for ice cream and my blood was up for Whitey, who I was sure had hit him. After searching the local area, I found Whitey and grabbed him by the collar, roaring as I pushed him against a wall.

‘Try it again,’ I shouted. ‘And you’ll see what you’ll get.’

Whitey had just smiled at me – and then taken Billy to find the boys who’d actually hit him and made my brother fight back.

But now I listened quietly as Marian spoke to me about dirty laundry and airing it in public, keeping my anger private, being in the spotlight and having to behave accordingly. Feeling chastened, I got into the van for the drive back to London and thought about what she had said. Marian was right. I was lucky I had her to teach me how to do things right because I was in a different world now. And it was time to learn its rules.
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Back Home, They Think We’re Rich

Sitting in Janey and Alf’s flat, I twirled the phone cable around my finger as my mother talked.

‘I needed to get to the shops today but I couldn’t get out,’ she said. ‘My hair wasn’t done and I can’t leave the house like that now that you’re a pop star Marie.’

‘Don’t worry about all that,’ I replied as I tried to calm Betty down. ‘It doesn’t matter. Nothing’s really changed.’

‘Nothing’s changed?’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re in the newspapers Marie. On the television. Sheila Campbell asked me last week why we’re still living here when you’re in the charts and living in London? I didn’t know where to put myself. They think we’re rich now.’

The first thing I’d done after getting an accountant was to make sure money was sent back to Glasgow to cover all the bills, but it wasn’t growing on trees quite yet.

‘I’m sorry Mammy,’ I said gently. ‘I know it’s hard for you.’

‘Do you?’ Betty replied. ‘We hardly ever see you these days.’

Silence.

‘How are the weans?’ I asked tentatively and listened as my mother started reeling off the ins and outs of the day.

Gordon had skinned his knees at school, Edwina was doing well at her dance classes and Billy had had an awful fight with Dad. My brother was almost a teenager now and I worried constantly that Eddie would bully him. I also knew Betty was struggling. I could hear it in her voice and the way Billy spoke on the phone.

‘She’s okay,’ he’d say whenever I asked how Mum was.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Stop worrying. We’re alright.’

‘And Dad?’

‘Same.’

I understand now, of course, how my mother felt. I know the wrench of your child growing up and away from you. And at a time when most kids we knew stayed in Glasgow, rooted to their parents’ orbit and close to family forever, it hurt her when I left. But Betty’s unhappiness made her whine and needle constantly, and I felt torn, missing home, wanting to phone to hear their voices, but also somehow relieved that I was not there because every call left me feeling guilty.

The trouble with being mentored by Marian – and lapping up every lesson – was that my mother resented it. She made no bones about her hurt, upset and anger that Marian had become so important to me. Not that she said it out loud, of course. It was just there hanging between us when I phoned home every night to tell her every detail of what we’d done, what I’d worn and what Marian had said.

‘So she’s letting you go out at night now is she?’ my mother would snap. ‘To nightclubs? At your age?’

‘I’m always with the band Mammy. I just have a Coke, and Janey and Alf stay up to see me home.’

But nothing could soothe Betty’s resentment that she’d been replaced. No matter that I was a teenager plunged into a new world who needed guidance, Betty felt abandoned and wasn’t going to forgive me easily.
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Under Pressure

Having a big hit single creates expectation. And pressure. ‘Shout’ could only take us so far and the Luvvers and I needed to follow it up to avoid being dismissed as a one-hit wonder. I was also aware of the whispers around me in the industry and music press that I only had one song, and style, in me. I even heard one person say that if I kept singing as I did, I wouldn’t have a voice for much longer. So three months after ‘Shout’ entered the charts, we released our second single, once again produced by Peter Sullivan. The song was called ‘Can’t Hear You No More’ and co-written by Carole King. But when it failed to chart, I was even more determined to prove the doubters wrong.

Decca decided to try a new approach and assigned Bert Berns, a legendary American writer and producer who’d produced hits for artists including the Drifters and Ben E. King at Atlantic and also co-written ‘Twist and Shout’. I felt ecstatic to be working with him as we recorded his song ‘Here Comes the Night’ which was released in late 1964.

‘I think I’m just a very lucky girl,’ I told a reporter from the Record Mirror. ‘Here I am, only just sixteen, and look at all the wonderful things that are happening.

‘People say I should go back to the “Shout” sort of stuff, but finding another “Shout” isn’t so easy. I really want to be thought of as a versatile singer and I do love singing soulful ballads.’

All I wanted was to prove that I was a ‘real’ singer. Show the industry I had so much more in me. But the track didn’t land with the record-buying public and ‘Here Comes the Night’ crawled into the charts at number fifty. When Bert soon rerecorded it with a young singer called Van Morrison and his band Them, their version of the song – far better than mine – reached number two four months later. And I felt completely crushed.
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Play It Again

I knew what music I wanted to sing because it spoke to the deepest part of me and all the emotions buried there. My dad was the one who always brought new seventy-eights home, and I was serenaded in the crib by Perry Como, Matt Monro, Ella Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra. But the first voice I can vividly remember shaking me to my core was Big Mama Thornton’s as she sang ‘Hound Dog’. I had no idea what a hound dog was. All I knew was that the sound coming out of the record player felt like it was reaching inside me, churning me up and spitting me out.

Mama Thornton’s voice was powerful, urgent. I’d never heard a woman attack music like she did. Mama Thornton was different and played a mean guitar. I just didn’t understand what all the fuss was about when Elvis released his version a few years later.

Day after day, I’d sit with my ear pressed to the speaker, listening to her again and again, picking up the needle and dropping it back to hear this phrase or that, wedging myself tight against the sound to hear every inflection. It felt like I was listening to someone digging into their soul and pulling what they found out into the open for everyone to experience. This was what I loved about American music.

Everything changed again when I heard Ray Charles. The emotion he expressed, the way he told the story. I felt his pain and it was as if he was communicating directly to my soul. This is why some artists rise above all others to become great. Within just a few notes, they can create an emotional connection with each one of us that feels unique. For me, it was Big Mama Thornton first. Then Ray. Later Otis Redding. And B.B. King as well, to mention just a few. Their phrasing, their intonation, the raw interpretation was so different from the clinical British way of singing. We copied the Americans, but their authenticity and originality tapped into something deep inside.

Like many Glaswegians at the time, I looked west to America for music and films, not south to England. The clipped voices of English singers like Petula Clark or Helen Shapiro didn’t resonate with me. But the ones from America – particularly those of black singers – did. And something inside me connected to the raw feeling they communicated because my childhood had created so many emotions I did not know what to do with. This music allowed those feelings to flow outwards just a little at a time when no one ever spoke about feelings.

My mother also inspired my passion for America because Betty wasn’t interested in the English cut-glass accent of films like The Bridge on the River Kwai or The Ladykillers on our regular cinema trips. But give her anything that Rock Hudson was in and she was happy as a clam. After going to the green grocer to pick up half a dozen oranges, she’d sit popping slices into her mouth as she devoured Some Like It Hot and Sunset Boulevard with us beside her. My dad, meanwhile, was all about the music and I grew up at a time when rhythm and blues, soul and gospel were beginning to move from the fringes into mainstream music where they influenced so many Sixties artists.

Everyone in Glasgow was the same. The record shops were full of imports. And by the time I was a young teen, the Luvvers had introduced me to artists like John Lee Hooker and Muddy Waters, the Drifters, Sam Cooke, Solomon Burke and the Isley Brothers, who wrote ‘Shout’. I was hooked and felt the same when I saw West Side Story complete with working-class kids in rival gangs, just like the ones I’d grown up with – raw and powerful singing and dancing.

All of this, the music and film, soaked into me – even if my dad wasn’t so keen on some of the new voices I brought into our home.

‘Just sounds like he’s moanin’,’ he said every time I put on Ray Charles.

Hearing ‘Shout’ for the first time gave me the same kind of feeling. The Luvvers and I had gone to see Alex Harvey at a club in town and knew he’d just been to Hamburg like the Beatles. Thin as a rake and dressed in black leather, Alex had walked onto the stage and done an amazing rendition of ‘Shout’ and I was enthralled. The rock influences, the notes that I could open up my voice around, the raw emotion I could channel into it – everything I couldn’t articulate in conversation expressed in the music.

Because, even as a child, there was just one thing I was sure of: I had to sing. And the music that moved me when I was young was also the music I aspired to make as I grew up.

Powerful, emotional, meaningful.
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A Beatle at the Window

Watching in horror as Dog, my tiny Yorkshire terrier, tried to mount Paul McCartney’s huge old English sheepdog Martha as we stood chatting on Janey and Alf’s doorstep was the moment I knew I’d crossed from Kansas into Oz.

I’d first met Paul and the rest of the band after being invited to the Beatles’ Christmas Show at the Hammersmith Odeon at the end of 1964. Standing in the wings, I’d watched the boys run off – and back on – the stage as the sound of screaming almost took off the roof.

‘Oh it’s Lulu,’ Paul and John exclaimed in their thick Liverpool accent when they rushed past me.

I’d just turned sixteen and hearing the Beatles use my name out loud made me want to faint. When a few of us were invited back to the boys’ dressing room, I watched breathlessly as Paul stuck his head under a tap to wet that hair. The sink was cracked and stained, the dressing room tiny and cramped. I thought the Beatles would get better treatment than that. All thoughts of time forgotten, I didn’t get back to Janey and Alf’s until almost dawn.

‘I thought you’d been kidnapped,’ Janey exclaimed as I walked into the flat. ‘I’ve been up all night worried sick.’

‘You won’t believe it!’ I yelped. ‘The Beatles invited me back to their party!’

Janey, who usually loved hearing all about the people I was meeting, was too preoccupied by how late I was to be impressed. But even she had to give a second glance when the world’s biggest pop star started stopping for a chat occasionally. Paul didn’t live far from Janey and Alf’s flat, and walked Martha in a nearby park. I’d also got to know him a bit out and about after that first meeting at the Odeon, or doing different shows together. Then, one day, I heard a knock on the window and looked up to see him standing outside. I nearly jumped out of my skin. A Beatle? Wanting to talk to me?

From then on, Paul would stop and chat sometimes when he was on a walk and it was during one of those visits that my Yorkie ended up getting overcome with passion. As Paul roared with laughter, I died ever so slowly of embarrassment.

What I quickly realised, though, is that people are just people – however stratospheric their fame. Back in Glasgow, I had assumed ‘fame’ was like another, very special, planet and somehow everyone on it was different. But even geniuses are human, I was beginning to realise. And by the time Paul and I had got to know each other, my crush was also a distant memory because the night I’d first met the Beatles, I’d also seen Eric Clapton play for the first time with the Yardbirds.

I’d bumped into Eric early on at the Marquee Club in Soho and hadn’t taken much notice of him. But seeing him perform changed everything. He was like a god on stage – his musicality, his physicality. Being hair-obsessed, I’d decided that his was even better than Paul’s. It took years to shake off the rolling waves of nervy sickness that filled me every time Eric was around, but I was so awkward, I had to stand at the other end of the room pretending that he didn’t matter.

‘How’s Eric?’ Paul would ask with a grin whenever we were all in a club or at a gig together, and my face would go beetroot.

‘No one else got a look in,’ Jack Bruce, Cream’s singer and bass guitarist, told me later. ‘We didn’t even try because you were so into Eric.’

Not that I thought I stood a chance with him or any of them. I was a kid. They were in their twenties. Just a few years at that age feels like a chasm. They were all so out of reach. And most of them treated me like a little sister. All I cared about was that they seemed to like my voice. I wanted to be respected. Not seduced.

And, Beatles aside, most of the people I was getting to know didn’t have a clue where their music was headed. The names might mean something today, but, back then, we were all working it out as we went along. Yusuf Islam, or Cat Stevens as he was then, would appear at Janey and Alf’s often to play me his new stuff. He’d soon have his first hit with ‘I Love My Dog’. Others were already established, and Mick Jagger had sauntered up after we’d appeared on the same bill at the Queen’s Hall in Leeds.

‘Allo Lulu,’ he’d drawled, looking me up and down.

I wasn’t quite sure if he was nice or not. Mick felt a bit too dangerous for me. And my childhood had taught me that if you sensed danger then it was best to stay far away. . . Not engage.
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Rollercoaster

My music career felt like a roller coaster; I never liked them.

Decca were chasing another hit, but we were led down many paths and most of them were wrong. I recorded a song written by Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, given to me by their manager Andrew Loog Oldham, that failed to chart. Next came ‘Leave a Little Love’ which got to number eight and stayed in the Top Forty for the next couple of months, so it felt like we were on the up again. Three months later, ‘Try to Understand’ got to number twenty-five, which was okay, but felt like a flop to me. Up. Down. Up. Down. Professionally. And emotionally too.

Chart hits were enough to keep my profile high, but I’d never aspired to be ‘famous’. All I wanted was to sing, make music and develop as an artist. But being a very small, very white Glaswegian meant I’d also quickly been cast by music execs and the media as a young girl-next-door type. I didn’t have the edgy look, or middle-class rebellious streak, that propelled others, and the record men seemed unsure about what to do with me after ‘Shout’. The sound I was drawn to – rock infused with soul, R&B, gospel and blues – didn’t fit my physical appearance, which straitjacketed women then even more than it does today.

Also, I was young. So young. And in an industry dominated by men – not just the ones out front performing, but those running the labels and studios too – I felt too intimidated by many of them and their achievements to insist on being the artist I wanted to be in the way others did. My gender, my background and my childhood had all left me feeling ‘less than’ deep down inside. I felt like there was a learner plate stuck on my back and the fact that I could sing pretty much anything thrown at me was also a problem – as was the fact that I agreed to do it all, never dreaming I could say no. Still being the good girl. Still keeping quiet. Doing as I was told, just as I’d learned through all the years of my father’s drinking and my mother’s unhappiness; never daring to stand up and insist on what I felt was right for me to studio execs who were so much older. And so, as dominant as I was when I performed, I was a small young woman who couldn’t get my opinions heard. At the same time, desperately anxious to please and blessed with a voice that I could morph to most kinds of sound.

If only I’d had a bit more of Dusty’s experience and determination to have her opinions taken seriously.

I hero-worshipped her as her star rose and rose. Dusty was focused and knew what she wanted. But she was also almost a decade older than me and had had time to hone her sound to understand what worked for her. I’d never got that chance doing covers as a kid. Who knows what might have been if I’d had my first hit just a few years later with a bit more time to really explore my music?

Marian did her best to build my career. And she served me so well in many ways. She kept me safe and financially stable, but she was also one of very few women in the industry and didn’t have a background in the recording industry. The Beatles were the Beatles, plus they had Brian Epstein and, because of their worldwide success, he had respect from the men in suits. The Stones had Andrew Loog Oldham who was a master at strategy. People might think solo artists rise out of the fire of their own talent, and some do of course. But many are propelled by either a key creative partnership or a team around them – Artists & Repertoire (A&R) men and producers finding the right tracks, plus managers with a vision. Marian was driven and fierce. But she, too, was a woman in a man’s world learning in real time, just like me, and there was no plan. We didn’t know if any of it was going to last past the next single. And so, we ran with opportunities when they came.

From the start, Marian saw how the public had responded to me. I didn’t shuffle on stage and ‘just’ sing. I performed, connected to a crowd, and Marian believed I could create a career as an all-round entertainer, which is why TV felt like a natural next step. After appearing on a primetime BBC pop show called Gadzooks! It’s the In Crowd with the Luvvers, I’d been asked back to present it. Cathy McGowan had held her own on Ready Steady Go! with no experience, Marian reasoned. She was sure I could do the same.

Like I said, Marian had blind faith.

For me, it was all such a whirl that I never stepped back to look clearly at the horizon and was always prepared to try new things, however terrified I felt. I’d learned to fake a brazen attitude from the cradle after all. And I desperately wanted to be the person Marian believed I was – I would do anything to make her happy and proud. So I swallowed my nerves and got in front of a TV camera aged sixteen to co-host Gadzooks! for a few episodes, introducing everyone from the Animals and the Who, to Roger Whittaker and Peter and Gordon.

Quite the mix.
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Behind the Iron Curtain

Two years on from ‘Shout’, the gigs had got bigger and bigger, I was constantly performing, on TV and, between us, the Luvvers and I were earning good money. Because while my chart performance was up and down, ‘Shout’ had been a huge hit, I’d had other records in the charts and was still in the media so much that appetite was high for my performances. I was also regularly winning awards from the music press.

In March 1966, I hit the headlines again when the Luvvers and I toured Poland with the Hollies because I was one of the first female artists to go behind the Iron Curtain. Skipping off a plane onto the tarmac in Communist Poland wearing a pink fur coat with matching pale pink patent boots and hair bow did not seem remotely incongruous to me at the time. But wearing this outfit as I stepped onto the tarmac in grey, war-scarred, economically deprived Sixties Warsaw was a little tone deaf I realise now. And while I’d been expecting plush hotels and room service, I soon realised not in Poland. There were bullet holes in walls, damaged buildings and debris. The hotels were grey and dour, and the food matched the décor.

The strangest thing, though, was performing to a crowd of teenagers surrounded by stony-faced guards who stepped forwards menacingly if anyone looked as if they might be about to enjoy themselves. In fact, when a young boy approached the stage and offered me a small bouquet of flowers, a guard hit his hands with a truncheon and broke his fingers, I found out later. We tried to get spirits high. But it’s hard when your audience isn’t allowed to stand up or applaud. Compared to the screaming and mayhem we’d had in Britain, it felt like we were at a wake.

Graham Nash, who was then with the Hollies, was incensed by the whole thing. I, meanwhile, spent all the złotys we were given for our per diem – the first time we’d ever got one – calling home because I still felt so lonely.

There was sadness too when we got back to the UK because the Luvvers and I split. It had been a while coming. Everyone – from Decca to the press – had focused on me, and a lot of the music had been released under my name alone. The band had continued to tour and perform with me, but session musicians had been used more and more in the studio. Understandably, it had frustrated the boys and we’d started to grow apart. I wanted to hold us together, I really did, and I tried hard to, but I couldn’t. I felt sad about the end of the band, and really torn. I knew I owed the Luvvers a huge debt. I would never have dared to do all I’d done without them. But, deep down, I also knew I could not hold us together.

I was now a solo artist.
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The One About My Hair Colour

The moments which change things profoundly are often the ones you hardly notice. In my case, it was a disagreement about my hair which veered my life onto a different course.

Marian’s sister Felice worked for the famous acting agent John Heyman, who looked after people like Richard Burton and Liz Taylor, and had heard a director was looking for a mix of young actors for a film he was casting. I could sing and present – why not try acting?

‘Are you jokin’?’ I said to Marian when she suggested I audition. ‘I haven’t got a clue.’

Marian, as ever, wouldn’t hear a word of it. The director was called James Clavell – he’d written films including The Great Escape and would go on to write bestsellers including Noble House and Shōgun, and he was now going to produce and direct his new script with a big Hollywood star.

‘Perfect, it’s a great opportunity,’ Marian told me. ‘You will be a great actress. Plus, any director will know that having you in their film will be an asset.’

Marian was right. My profile was still riding high thanks to touring, press interviews and appearances on shows like Morecambe and Wise and Juke Box Jury. And so, soon after Marian and I had talked, James Clavell came to see me backstage after a show.

‘We’ll need to change the colour of your hair,’ he declared, towering over me.

Who did he think he was? I loved my red hair. And if Betty had taught me one thing, it was never to mess with good hair when you finally had it.

The hair colour I became so known for had happened by accident when I was about fourteen. My mother’s biological sister, Margaret, who was quite a character and extremely attractive, had visited us from Canada. With red hair and a swan-like neck, Aunt Margaret kept telling me that I looked just like her and, while I was doubtful that I was pretty like her, it gave me the idea to go to the hairdresser for a subtle rinse to brighten up my mousy locks. Somehow, my hair had turned the colour of autumn leaves by the time the towel came off.

The hairdresser was almost as shocked as I was. I loved it.

‘For gawd’s sake,’ Betty had screamed when I got home. ‘Wait until your daddy sees you.’

Eddie had indeed hit the roof. But he wasn’t the only one who was incensed. When I got into school on Monday, my headmistress – who, in my memory at least, was a horrifying cross between Miss Hannigan and Miss Trunchbull – had thundered towards me at the end of assembly.

‘I suppose you think this is going to make the boys like you with that hair?’ she hissed.

‘No, Miss,’ I replied.

She bent down closer to me.

‘You think this makes you look attractive?’

‘No, Miss.’

Turning on her heel, she’d fetched a jar of disinfectant, which permanently housed a nit comb, and made me drag it through my hair, leaving me dripping, mortified and humiliated. Her school was considered the best in the area and I presume she wanted to take an upstart local teen singer down a peg or two. Apparently, some of my classmates felt the same way because one had beaten me up in an alleyway soon after I’d started at the school. I always felt like the odd one out, especially as I would burst into song at every opportunity. Some liked it, some didn’t. But all this, plus the constant demands of home, meant getting disinfected was the last straw for me and I cut class more and more after that. Eventually, I was transferred to a less prestigious school because I wasn’t keeping up, but, in truth, I gave up on education long before I left it – losing my nerve when I left in the mornings and looking up to Betty at the flat window. Face contorting, I’d silently plead with her as she stared down at me.

‘Please Mammy,’ I’d whisper. ‘Please, please let me stay off.’

It never took long. Betty would usually relent in under a minute if it meant having company, and she’d summon me back upstairs with a jerk of her head and finger pressed to her lips to instruct me to be quiet so the neighbours wouldn’t know what was going on.

‘You’re gonna get me killed one day Marie Lawrie,’ she’d say as I walked back in.

Within minutes, I’d either have a baby on my hip or a brush in my hand as Betty settled down beside the fire to knit. I came to realise that knitting was my mother’s meditation.

Neither my headmistress nor my classmates needed to have gone to all that trouble to cut me down. Pretty was not a word I’d have used about myself. And I never, ever, thought I was any better than the rest. But I did like my hair. And I was not going to change it. Film or no film. I didn’t care who this director was.

The fierce look I gave James Clavell that day, however, must have convinced him he could do something with me in the film because soon Marian called in excitement.

‘He’s written you into the film and I’ve done a deal where you also sing the title song.’

I was amazed and anxious in equal measure.

‘You’ll only be on £100 a week but we know why you’re doing this. It’s not for the money.’

And the film?

It was called To Sir, With Love.
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‘We want Lulu!’ a crowd of kids chanted when I arrived on location in East London in the spring of 1966.

But however excited they were to see me, I felt like a total imposter in my new world. Again.

James Clavell had gathered the cast together a week before filming started to help us get to know each other and form real relationships which would transfer onto screen. It had worked because all of us were young and dizzy with anticipation, and quickly created a rapport.

But the trouble for me was that everyone seemed to have gone to stage school and I didn’t have a clue. Worse, they were all English and could easily flip into a Cockney accent. I knew I’d stick out like a sore thumb if I sounded Scottish. I spent the entire week listening like a hawk and going home to practise my London accent until it became believable.

I was playing Barbara Pegg. Mouthy. Cheeky. So far, so familiar. But I still felt completely out of my depth and the arrival of a huge movie star on set didn’t help either. Sidney Poitier came to London on the back of winning a best actor Academy Award for Lilies of the Field. The first African American man to win one. He’d made history and I was fascinated by him. Sidney was so exact, contained and sophisticated. While the rest of us milled around between takes, Sidney would either work with his acting coach or sit reading the six newspapers he got every day. I didn’t even read one.

I was intrigued by how similar he was to his on-screen character too. Sidney had that same quiet but authoritative air that demanded respect. Plus, I was in awe of him and slightly terrified. So, on a rare afternoon when he stayed on set in between takes, he opened up for the first time and I felt the need to try to charm him.

‘I love your wife Diahann Carroll,’ I said in a rush.

Sidney looked as me so coolly, I almost felt the Arctic blast.

‘She isn’t my wife,’ he said as his gaze shifted from shocked to bemused.

I’d been quietly – but firmly – put back in my box and later realised why. Diahann Carroll was Sidney’s lover and he’d just divorced his actual wife Juanita Hardy.

If I’d thought for longer than ten seconds, I wouldn’t have been surprised he kept to himself. We were a bunch of teenagers. Sidney was thirty-nine. A huge star. He was in a different league. This was an important project for him and he was all business.

A combination of managing to mimic the accent and forcing myself to ad lib my way through my nervousness meant my small role grew a little larger after filming started as James encouraged me to improvise.

‘Who’s she bleedin’ think she is?’ I chirped in one scene as Sidney’s character Mark Thackeray chatted to a female teacher.

James leapt on the idea that Barbara, and all the other girls, had a crush on him – a potentially incendiary idea back then. Not long after To Sir came out, Petula Clark touched Harry Belafonte’s hand on a TV show and it caused a scandal in America. The very idea that a white girl or woman could be romantically interested in a black man was incredibly potent because, while the Sixties might have been known for breaking down boundaries, they were also still the Dark Ages in many ways.

The racial implications of the film, however, flew straight over my head. For me, To Sir was simply about a group of working-class kids gaining respect for a middle-class teacher who showed them something more. As my part grew, I was just relieved to be holding my own. And there was also something else on my mind that felt far more important: the title song.

I was going to have to sing it when we shot the end of the movie and, as the weeks slid by, I was getting more and more anxious about it. Marian and I had been expecting the studio – one of Hollywood’s biggest – to come up with something great. They could surely get any songwriter they wanted. Sidney Poitier was starring. The movie needed a powerful song.

But we waited and waited, and nothing happened.

‘What are they doing?’ I kept asking Marian in nervous phone calls. ‘The whole film closes with this song. Why aren’t they doing anything?’

But no one apart from us seemed too bothered.

By now, Marian was also managing a Canadian comic called Mark London, who sang and wrote songs too. So, when I saw him at Marian’s house one day, I had an idea.

‘Why don’t you have a go at writing the To Sir theme song?’ I said.

Mark had looked at me in horror.

‘They’ll never go for it. They’re not going to use a song by an unknown.’

‘Well, they haven’t got anything else,’ I cried. ‘Please Mark. Just try. You know what sounds right for me.’

He quickly came up with a melody, I tried it out and we polished it off together before we sent it to Don Black who we’d asked to write the lyrics. The whole thing only took a couple of days, so quite why the studio hadn’t been able to do the same, I wasn’t sure. But the producers agreed to use the song and, while To Sir wasn’t my usual kind of sound, I loved it because the lyrics encapsulated the entire heart-wrenching message of the film.

Having gone solo, I’d also signed to a new label and was now at EMI where my new producer was a guy called Mickie Most who’d produced the Animals, as well as masterminded Herman’s Hermits’ success in the US. But when I went in to the studio with him to record To Sir, I could tell Mickie wasn’t really into the whole thing and it frustrated me. I think he thought it was just a distraction from the ‘real’ music. Maybe he resented it. But while I had expected to have a thirty-piece orchestra playing the arrangement and making it soar, all we got was a rhythm section and a couple of strings.

‘It’s the climax to the whole film,’ I said to Mickie. ‘There’s a really big scene at the end. We’ve all fallen in love with Sidney. He’s turned us from snivelling kids to young adults.

‘We need a big sound, like the title song from Born Free. Don Black wrote the lyrics for that too and it won an Academy Award for best original song.’

Mickie looked at me disinterestedly.

‘Nah.’

We recorded the song and then all I could do was wait for the film to be released. But when I finally saw it at a pre-screening, I was horrified. I couldn’t act. I looked ugly. My thoughts spiralled. What was Marian thinking when she agreed for me to do this? I looked like I was just making it up as I went along. When this film came out, I’d never live it down. The people making the movie had no idea what they were doing. It was going to be a disaster.





Acknowledgements

Over the years, I’ve learned that everything works better when you’re in a community. No woman is an island. Thanks to all of you who read, advised, jogged my memory and helped me reach back to bring everything into the open. 

My incredible management team Shoshanna Stone and Mark Strange.

Peter Cross, for your endless counsel.

Megan Lloyd Davies, who brought me to life on the page.

My literary agent Oscar Janson-Smith.

Susannah Otter – plus the whole Hodder team – for your tremendous support and hard work.

Gail Federici, my hidden hand.

And to those of you who I haven’t mentioned – you know who you are and my heartfelt appreciation to you all!


OPF/toc.xhtml




Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Imprint Page



		How to Use this ebook



		This book is dedicated to my family.



		Contents



		Prologue



		I



		1 All I Want to Do Is Sing



		2 I Just Want to Fit In



		3 No Pushover



		4 You’re a Lulu of a Kid



		5 Finding My Voice



		6 Beatlemania



		7 Fifteen Years Old and on My Way



		8 That’s What They Do in London



		II



		9 Ur Eddie Likes a Good Drink . . . Wink, Wink



		10 People Are Watching You Now



		11 Back Home, They Think We’re Rich



		12 Under Pressure



		13 Play It Again



		14 A Beatle at the Window



		15 Rollercoaster



		16 Behind the Iron Curtain



		III



		17 The One About My Hair Colour



		18 I Am a Lady, I Am



		19 But I’ve Got Spots



		20 John Lennon Plays Me Sgt. Pepper



		21 Who Do They Want Me to Be?



		22 Waking up with All My Clothes On



		23 America Wants Lulu



		24 Saturday Night Prime Time



		25 Up a Drainpipe with Jim Morrison and Warren Beatty



		IV



		26 Falling for a Bee Gee



		27 Jimi Hendrix vs. Auntie BBC



		28 Winning Eurovision



		29 Lulu and Maurice Get Hitched



		30 Ma Daddy Nearly Killed Ma Mammy



		31 Taking the Reins



		32 Wake Me Up – I’m in Muscle Shoals



		33 Is It Really Necessary to Waste That Kind of Money Shopping, Mrs Gibb?



		34 Ol’ Blue Eyes Gets Talking



		35 Ma Mammy Meets a Mormon



		36 Are You Sleeping with Her?



		37 It’s Not Working



		38 Ziggy Stardust Weaves a Spell



		39 Maybe You Could Lose Some Weight?



		V



		40 I’ve Met My Match



		41 I Want It All



		42 The Truth Hurts



		43 What Are You Doing in My Wife’s Wardrobe?



		44 Opposites Attract



		45 Rock Hudson, Zsa Zsa and Muhammad Ali



		46 Will I Sing Again?



		47 There’s More to Life



		VI



		48 Time for Change



		49 Bob and Paula’s Wedding



		50 An Opportunity to Step into Julie Walters’ Shoes



		51 Shellshocked



		52 Must You Go?



		53 Getting Well



		VII



		54 Billy Won’t Let Me Off the Hook



		55 Four Hours of Waiting



		56 Dance Floor Diva



		VIII



		57 Relight My Fire



		58 Reborn, Reignited and Rediscovered



		59 Time to Make Amends



		60 Champagne for Lulu



		61 Lunch with Elton



		62 Weeks, Not Months



		63 Eddie Finally Gets It



		64 Down . . . and Up Again



		65 The Stars Align



		66 Who Knew?



		IX



		67 What’s Your Secret?



		68 Three Is My Favourite Number



		69 Into the Deep



		70 Strictly Incompatible



		71 Rock Bottom



		72 Recovery



		73 Now I Know What to Do



		74 Kate Moss and La Croisette



		X



		75 Thank You for Leaving Me



		76 One Lucky Girl



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Picture Acknowledgements



		Picture Section



		Image 2



		Image 3



		Image 4



		Image 5



		Image 6



		Image 7



		Image 8



		Image 9



		Image 10



		Image 11



		Image 12



		Image 13



		Image 14



		Image 15



		Image 16



		Image 17











		BookDrop













Landmarks





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OPF/cover.jpg
The instant Sunday Times bestsel

I[F ONLY YO






OPF/twitter.gif





