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I’d like to dedicate this book to two intersecting communities of people.

One group is the women footballers who played in the past, alongside those who played on despite the ban, creating a history that was unearthed when 2017 allowed.

The other group consists of the thousands of volunteers and behind-the-scenes staff up and down the country who work tirelessly to keep women’s and non-league men’s club football running. Since parachuting into the ‘Football Family’ from an alien land, I have been repeatedly struck by the dedication and hard work of the many, many people who keep their clubs going. I mean those who work for nothing or for very little recompense to get the shows on the road. Before I worked at Lewes FC my impression of ‘football’ came from the front and back pages of newspapers, externally facing accounts of the game’s extremes, from pictures of male players lounging in jacuzzies and reports of them assaulting women, to hooligans rampaging around the world, and a lot of fuss and column inches over ‘big matches’. Now I have a very different understanding of the meaning and purpose of football and believe that the community behind it is extraordinary – largely unrewarded, passionate and united in a way that world leaders can only dream of. And, to the board, staff and volunteers of Lewes FC in particular – my wish is that every fan could see and appreciate the countless hours of unseen work you do.

– Karen Dobres, February 2025
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Introduction

I Don’t Like Football

[image: ]

The game of football is quite unsuitable for women and ought not to be encouraged.

The FA, 1921

It’s 1994. I’m at Wembley Stadium watching England v USA. It’s boring and I hate being here. We’re sitting high up on a tiered row. The fold-down seats are hard, the floor is steel grey – concrete, sticky. Men hold plastic pints of beer while shouting at the pitch. The crowd are clearly passionate about whatever is going on down there, and all around me deep voices rise and fall as one. To a man (I see no women here) they know what they think, and why they think it. I haven’t a clue what that might be, and why it seems so important. I’m lost and out of place.

As a rule of thumb, I choose not to be near men who have consumed alcohol and are angry or worked up in any way, so I’m feeling slightly threatened. Also, I’m repelled by everything life has taught me thus far about the game of football. Hooligan fans, over-rewarded male egos who hang out in jacuzzis, and taking over the front AND back of newspapers that I otherwise want to read. As for any appeal to women, that seems to be confined to the WAGs, who are made fun of and endlessly papped for no reason other than that they are, quite literally, wives and girlfriends, existing only in relation to the real protagonists. I don’t question that it’s the world’s most popular sport, with some 3.6 billion fans around the globe. But those fans are mostly blokes, or blokes-in-training, and seem to see something of themselves reflected in the sport. They also know the rules of the game, the norms of the terraces, and random facts about cups, matches, teams, players and things called ‘Christmas tree formations’. I know, and want to know, nothing about any of these.

A boyfriend brought me here today. He said he had tickets for an ‘exciting event at Wembley’. I’d rushed out of my counselling college in Ealing to meet him at Wembley Park Tube station, thinking we were off to see Take That. I was very disappointed to find that in fact we were joining this beery throng of England supporters to watch sweaty men for an hour and a half. Talk about him not reading the room! I am gutted. This is emphatically not my kind of date.

* * *

It’s 2018. I’m back at Wembley for the second time after a 29-year gap. This time I’m in a smart and spacious meeting room – a ‘corporate box’ – off a long corridor leading to many similar meeting rooms, all proffering luxury biscuits atop huge, shiny circular tables, and imposing views of the football pitch. This time I’m a vital part of a six-strong consortium pitching to the top brass of the Women’s FA for an obscure team called Lewes FC Women to go into the Championship – the second-highest league of English women’s football – following a restructuring of the women’s game. There are no fewer than seven people from the FA sitting in front of us, resplendent in suits, blouses and ties. The surroundings are grand, the people polite and the atmosphere formal. And I’m gazing through a massive window overlooking that world-famous ground, despite the undisputed fact that I lack knowledge of the game itself, and wouldn’t have recognised Ronaldo, Messi or Pele if I’d bumped into them in one of the many corridors we’ve walked through to get here.

So how did this happen? How did I, a trained counselling professional, former catwalk model and avowed football outsider find myself a director on the board of a football club? How did I go from disliking and actively avoiding the so-called beautiful game to playing a part in getting Lewes into the Championship and becoming one of the architects of its pioneering gender equality campaign? And how did I end up – again, despite not knowing the offside rule or who won which cup when – being a key figure in the club’s successful search for ‘unwelcome women’ fans and fair-minded folk to supply proof of concept for a brilliant and risky levelling of the playing field, and then leading on Lewes FC’s groundbreaking ‘Impact on the World’ strategy?




Chapter 1

A Town of Radicals

[image: ]

We have it in our power to build the world anew.

Thomas Paine

We moved from London to Lewes in 2007 – we being me (Karen), my husband, Charlie, the man who took me on that disappointing football date, and our two small children. Charlie and I didn’t know the town very well, but there was a small alternative school there, where we hoped the kids would thrive.

That should have been the first clue as to the nature of Lewes. The former county town of East Sussex is home to a castle, a prison, a police HQ, the county courts, the oldest outdoor swimming pool in England, the ruins of a medieval Cluniac priory, an extensive network of twittens (alleyways), 17,000 people, a football club, the biggest bonfire celebration in the country, and various ley lines – mystical direct pathways between ancient monuments along which energy is said to travel.

Lewes New School, down in the Pells area of town, was started by a small group of activist parents and educators who were doing things differently from the mainstream. It allowed kids to learn at their own pace and through their own curiosity, and the curriculum was co-created by kids and teachers, and sometimes parents. As a person-centred counsellor by profession, I was keen on the ‘respectful communication’ model promoted by the school. I liked the fact that kids addressed staff by their first names so that the power was shared more equally, and loved the slightly rebellious nature of nearly everybody I met there. ‘If we get a good Ofsted report,’ one parent told me, ‘then we know we’re doing something wrong.’ The truth was that the parents and teachers who originally set up the school had opted for their own set of ‘special measures’ some years ago. In our first week of waiting in the playground at home time, one child proudly told me, ‘This school lets me be myself.’ I was quickly sold.

I remember our son’s first lessons in Reception fondly. If it wasn’t teddy bears’ picnics in the woods, where den-making was the objective, it was growing green tomatoes, making chutney, then selling it with his classmates and teachers after school. The kids had to learn counting, planting, caring, harvesting, domestic science, writing, plant biology and business to make that chutney – the project ended up taking two terms, and they were absolutely fired up for it. Having helped out at our daughter’s primary school in London, where overworked teachers were effectively herding cats from classroom to playground while following a system that did its best to squeeze the joy out of learning, I wasn’t about to disagree with the thinking at Lewes New School. And its small size meant my kids wouldn’t be lost within a bigger system, and everyone would know each other personally. That felt human and safe to me. There was a problem when Glastonbury was on, of course, because half the teaching staff and kids were absent, and you couldn’t throw a herbal tea bag in the playground without hitting a poet or a shaman, but we managed well, with the children flourishing for the most part, and I enjoyed being an involved parent governor there.

We weren’t long into our first term when 5 November came around. We’d been warned about Lewes Bonfire, ‘the most famous in the UK’ (‘What? But there are only 17,000 residents in this town – how can it be?’), but nothing could have prepared us for the ambition and dogged rebellion of the citizens of Lewes, who proudly marched with the town’s bonfire societies, or the spectacularly skilful hand-crafted tableaux effigies, or the scale of the fantastic firework displays with their six simultaneous grand finales. Shockingly (but what a laugh!), bangers are sometimes placed in the town’s parking meters, because ‘Why should we make the parking authorities rich?’ If you haven’t been to Lewes Bonfire (and I’m guessing you haven’t, because, believe me, the town doesn’t make it easy, closing all transport links early on and saying it’s only for Lewesians), it’s spectacular, dark, and barrel-rollingly outrageous.

In theory, Bonfire commemorates – among other acts of rebellion – the 17 Protestant martyrs imprisoned and burned at the stake in Lewes between 1555 and 1557. Hike up the sloping downs from the old Cliffe area and you will pass an obelisk engraved with their names. From here, if you look in a straight line to the centre of town, you will see the Angel statue, remembering those Lewesians who gave their lives fighting for our country. Another ley line.

This is a town that wears its history on its sleeve. Every cobbled street, shady twitten and bend of the River Ouse, which winds through it, would tell a story if only it could speak. A little further along the river, in Rodmell, Virginia Woolf’s body was found one day in April 1941 by a small gang of boys. One of them, Norman Ashcroft, now in his nineties, also arranged fundraising concerts for the local football club at Lewes Town Hall back in the late sixties, and Pink Floyd were happy to play to help pay for new floodlights at Lewes FC’s ground, the Dripping Pan.1

I knew it wouldn’t be long before I came to the Dripping Pan, that cauldron of dreams with the bewitching name, set in the South Downs National Park, its old flint walls edging the hollowed-out football pitch that is its core. Home to Lewes Football Club – the mighty Rooks. Our ground, our fortress.

Lewes FC was formed in 1885, when members of the cricket club that played there wanted something to do in the winter. They founded the football club in the upstairs room of the Royal Oak pub in Station Street on 23 September of that year, and football has been played at the Dripping Pan ever since. People often ask how the ground got its Harry Potteresque name. Well, legend has it that the Cluniac monks in the nearby (now tenderly preserved) Priory Ruins used to pan for salt in the surrounding marshy land, and their pans would drip with water while retaining the valuable salt.

Another thing about those monks – they looked after the captured King Henry III, ‘much beaten with swords and maces’, when he was defeated by barons led by Simon de Montfort at the Battle of Lewes in 1264. The barons disagreed with the Divine Right of Kings and effectively established the first parliamentary democracy in Lewes, ruling the country independently of the king for some months afterward. That was so Lewes.

It’s clear from the above that a drive towards a fairer existence for all is written into the fabric of our town. Thomas Paine – political activist and one of the Founding Fathers of American democracy – famously lived here from 1768 to 1774. In many respects, Lewes is where Paine was, to put it in modern parlance, ‘radicalised’. While shacked up in the high street there, he wrote an influential tome condemning corruption within the customs and excise service, and developed some of the ideas that ultimately led to American independence. Nowadays a pub called Rights of Man stands nearby, named after his most famous book, in which the rebel Paine defended the revolution in France, arguing that a nation should be able to choose its government, and that government itself should exist and function to protect human rights. He then rejected Christianity and moved to America. Lewes is so proud of Paine’s long stay that there is a statue of him outside the town’s library.

By now you get the picture about this vocal, upstart town. Lewes has a knack for attracting fans of change! Bringing us nicely back to Lewes FC and those who support it.




Chapter 2

Equality FC
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It is justice, not charity, that is wanting in the world.

Mary Wollstonecraft

Husband Charlie has always been a football fan. Born and bred in Southend, he was a proud Southend United season ticket holder when we met, and our family Hurt Museum2 displays the sorry tale of my labour with our first child. We were living in Kilburn, north-west London, at the time, and I went into labour two weeks late. That’s right, it was an ‘any time now’ situation. Despite this fact, a kind neighbour ended up taking me to hospital because Charlie was, of course, two hours’ drive away at Roots Hall football stadium, watching Southend. There are similar tales in the same museum involving football as an unworthy priority. So when we moved to Lewes, it was no surprise to me that he started to go and watch his new local team play.

Lewes FC is nicknamed ‘the Rooks’ for two reasons: the abundance of grey-beaked black corvids that nest around the Dripping Pan, cleaning up leftover chips after a game; and the town’s statement Norman castle on the hill. Both emblems are neatly represented on the club badge, and in the fans’ songs, the most popular at the time being a ditty to the tune of ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’ celebrating the birds’ messy effect on visitors’ cars (that one lives grimly on to this day, its jubilant nature always raising smiles). Personally, though, I took little interest in Charlie’s fandom at first, just enjoying his enthusiasm when the men’s non-league team won, and the occasional tale of Cynical Dave said this, Gary the Badge was on good form, Big Deaksy did that, etc.

Two years later, in 2009, the global financial crisis hit. Privately owned Lewes FC faced financial ruin, and fans were concerned about its future. A contact at school introduced Charlie to the then local writer and football fan Patrick Marber, to see if between the two of them they could somehow find a way forward for the club. In December 2009, Charlie and I were invited to a dinner party where we met Ed Ramsden, investment manager and born-and-bred Lewesian. Charlie and Ed talked about Lewes FC all night, both interested in finding a way to save the club from impending financial ruin, using Ed’s financial knowledge and Charlie’s marketing and business expertise. They both look back on that night as ‘the most expensive dinner party we ever went to’.

By 2010, Ed, Charlie and Patrick had hooked up with three other fans – Alex Leith, Ben Ward and Nick Williams – all living locally, passionate about Lewes FC and bringing their own skills to the table. These 6 men, calling themselves ‘Rooks 125’ (because 2010 marked 125 years since the club’s foundation), bought the club for a nominal pound, paid off its debts and, after months of legal, financial, governance and social communications, transferred it from private to fan ownership. On 8 July 2010, Lewes FC became a mass-owned ‘community benefit society’, with the six men forming the inaugural executive board, working as volunteers to install working practices and procedures during the season before opening to wider community ownership in 2011.

I remember long discussions, phone calls, meetings, negotiations, and the passion of the group for this model of football ownership. I couldn’t help being touched by the story of the men’s team manager, Steve Ibbotson (‘Ibbo’), needing to retire, but still managing to pay the players’ wages from his own pension money. Even though I didn’t like football, I bought a single share and became an owner of Lewes FC to support this idea of social ownership and the new direction the club was taking. I was also impressed that celebrity friends of Patrick’s, such as Nigella Lawson and Jo Brand, were becoming owners alongside lots of local fans. Ownership was open to everyone, and my £30 share got me a badge, a certificate, and a vote at the annual elections as to who should be on the board. It also meant I was eligible to stand for the board myself should I want – something I’d never have dreamed of at the time, having neither interest in nor knowledge of football. My focus lay elsewhere, and I was more than content to keep things that way.

In 2016, however, Charlie – having looked thoughtful for some weeks now – casually asked me what would turn out to be a fateful question: ‘What would you say if the club decided it was going to pay the women’s team the same as the men’s?’

I looked at him incredulously, my brain starting to buzz. Instead of a straight answer, I fired two questions back: ‘What? Wait. There are women there playing football?’, closely followed by: ‘There are women playing football and they don’t get paid the same as the men?!’

What followed was an hour’s session on ‘Sexism in Football’, and then another on ‘The Impact on the World of Sexism in Football’.

I learned that despite once achieving bigger crowds than men at their matches, women had been banned by the FA from playing football for a period of 50 years. In a shameful move on 5 December 1921, the Football Association had held a meeting in London at which they announced an outright ban on women playing on FA-affiliated pitches, stating that ‘The game of football is quite unsuitable for females and ought not to be encouraged.’ In one fell swoop, they effectively destroyed football for women and rendered it a male domain, in which female players were lucky to get crumbs from the table of the men’s team at any club at which they were ‘allowed’ to play.

It took mere seconds for a very heavy penny to drop and for me to realise that this ban was why I hadn’t known that women and football were a thing. When I dwelled on it for a minute, I realised that I’d basically (unconsciously) assumed that women just weren’t good at football. The fact that we weren’t good at it had been no problem in my mind, of course, because everything about the football I had been exposed to seemed either threatening, boring or unappealing. And yet, with just that teensy bit of knowledge about the history of women’s football in this country, I began to see my primary school playground in a different light. The ban had only been lifted in 1971 and I was at primary school in the seventies – no wonder it had been only the boys who’d played it! And again, no wonder there had only been netball on offer when I got to senior school. We girls had been prevented from playing football by the knock-on effects of the ban.

In that moment, I felt angry for having been deliberately excluded from the world’s most popular sport. And angry that the football club of which I was an owner didn’t currently pay the women who played there the same as the men. (These were pioneering women, surely, breaking from the norm and following their passion. They needed support!) I also felt ashamed of my own lack of imagination – why hadn’t I even considered that women played football? Why had I assumed that they (read ‘we’) weren’t good at it? When Charlie divulged that the women’s game drew only a quarter of the fans that the men got, I immediately resolved to go and watch a women’s football match at the Dripping Pan. I’d change that sorry statistic by one, I decided, and expand my horizon at the same time.

For context, at this point in my life I was bringing up a teenage girl and a boy who’d just left primary school. I was concerned about what I saw as a backward trend in feminism. It seemed to me that the girls I knew from my daughter’s circles were opinionated and thoughtful in private spaces and at home, but once they were on a public platform – like Instagram – they often postured to make themselves look good, and seemed happy to follow trends and objectify themselves. I know I can sound like a right old crusty, but I wanted better for my kids and the kids I knew. I’m also aware that for some years of my life I’d personally profited from fashion modelling, where I’d objectified myself to sell clothes (though I’d been clear about why I was doing what I was doing and the transactional nature of it), but I truly felt that what these teenagers were being exposed to was more insidious, and worse for their mental health. It seemed that social media could blur the line between fiction and reality, between image and self. Up until now, though, I’d felt there was little anyone could do to change this culture.

The following Sunday, I walked the short distance from my home to the Dripping Pan, feeling both a little unsure and a little weird. Although many men I knew did this a lot, it was the first time for me. I was going out, on my own, to watch a football match – I felt like a social experiment.

I got there 15 minutes before kick-off and there was no crowd at all, just a friendly face at the turnstile as I paid for my ticket. In I walked to see just a handful of people dotted around the 2,500-capacity stadium. No rowdy groups of men, and nobody batted an eye that I was here alone. In fact, there was a distinct and refreshing atmosphere of not being looked at, not being judged; just being there to watch the pitch, where players from the two teams were stretching, running, and generally being put through their paces by guys in dark tracksuits. I’d find out soon enough that they were the coaches, and that this unselfconscious display was the official warm-up. There was pop music playing. I was out of place, but relaxed.

After getting a cup of tea from a hatch at the clubhouse (the Rook Inn, of course) I went to stand by the old flint wall on the north side of the ground, because that was where the afternoon sunshine was falling. All I really knew was that the match would last for 90 minutes, with a break for half-time. I didn’t even know that half-time was 15 minutes long – just like an interval at the theatre – but again, I’d find out soon enough. Ignorant of the rules of football itself, and the cultural norms of fans in the terraces, I was nonetheless happy to be there in my own way and simply observe. It all seemed surprisingly peaceful and unthreatening. As the game kicked off, I found myself standing, cuppa in hand, with a woman on my left and a man on my right, both happy to share their observations on the action down on the pitch. The crowd was fairly quiet except when a goal was scored, or likely to be scored, and everyone was unobtrusively amicable. It was a far cry from what I’d seen of your average stadium atmosphere on the telly (which had, of course, been exclusively men’s matches).

But I need to tell you about the female players, because watching them I had a kind of epiphany. They were out there in public, giving their all to the game and each other. To a woman they were focused, determined, powerful, aggressive and not in the least afraid of falling over and getting back up. During those 90 minutes, I witnessed displays of resilience, decision-making ability, teamwork and young women not caring what they looked like. To me this was remarkable. These women were free, and you know one thing they definitely were not? Ornaments. After about 20 minutes, I found I was smiling. By half-time, I realised that I felt stronger vicariously just by watching them play. I was convinced this wouldn’t be the case had I been watching men. These women could have been me. Admittedly, at a massive stretch, but the point is: they were women!

They were all aged probably between about 18 and 35, but that didn’t stop me, aged 49, seeing myself right there reflected on the pitch. I felt each blow, and could imagine myself making that save or taking that corner – scenarios that had never occurred to me when I’d seen men play on the TV. I wanted to bring my daughter and her friends along, so that they could share in this inspiration. And my son, so that he could see this brilliant version of womanhood. And all my friends, so that they could be buoyed up just like I was. Where else had I seen women being free and strong like this in public? Nowhere. I decided right then, on the spot, that this was the antidote to the sexist guff we all had to live with every day in the media. Women’s football was the stereotype-bashing phenomenon that we all needed more of. I was loving it. And yet … only a hundred or so people watching? What was going wrong here?

Ed and Charlie thought they knew, and that by insisting on not only paying Lewes FC Women the same as Lewes FC Men, but also giving them equal marketing resources, they could change the status quo and set an example to the rest of football and beyond. Having got over my initial shock – at the criminal under-resourcing of female players, the fact they’d previously been banned from playing by their own federation, and the way all this was either unknown or normalised – I was inspired by these two men. They had decided to see the water in which they, and football itself, were swimming, and insist on change. On the board they had questioned the fairness of giving the Step 73 men’s team (ten times) more budget than the Step 34 women’s, when the women were clearly doing well and sacrificing so much time and energy to play for Lewes. They had resolved to increase the playing budget for the women to the same level as the men for the following season. And ultimately this was from their own pockets, so that the men’s team would not lose out in any way. As the board of directors were not unanimous on making such a drastic change, Charlie and Ed proposed to stand for re-election on the basis that they would bring in ‘Equality FC’,5 equalising budgets. They both passionately believed that resourcing the women would not only be the right thing to do, but also bring in more sponsors and owners, and, crucially, raise that low gate figure for the women. In other words, it was right both morally and commercially.

As for me, I walked home that sunny Sunday that bit taller, that bit more fired up than I had been before. I thought about why I was a feminist in the first place. I’d always hated the unfairness of the fact that being a woman meant I had fewer rights and privileges than men. As I passed the Royal Oak with its blue plaque proudly stating that ‘Lewes FC was formed here in 1885’, I reflected that a specific part of my life experience had, up to this point, been curtailed. I had never known about these women because football had been owned by men. And yet women’s football is empowering – it’s visceral, I could feel it. Looking back, I’d say I had some kind of ‘aha moment’ – as they say in therapy – at the Dripping Pan that day, and subsequently my life was about to change.

As for Charlie and Ed, they wrote their election addresses making it clear that if elected they would press for equal budgets for both first teams. Why? Because they were proud feminists and believed it was the right thing to do. Ed’s speech was eloquent, drawing on American novelist David Foster Wallace’s famous fish story: ‘There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, “Morning boys, how’s the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”’ Ed went on to explain with current examples. He described how men’s football had become the water we were all swimming in, insisting that it had become synonymous with football itself. No one questioned this or thought about it, just as fish don’t question the water they swim in. Men’s football was so normalised – so uncontested as the definition of the game – that it was the sole reference for the word ‘football’. He noted how sparse the media reporting on women’s matches was. Pointing out a current newspaper headline promising ‘All the action from the weekend’ but reporting exclusively on men’s matches, he lamented, ‘You would have thought no women’s matches had been played, even though many had, up and down the country.’ The BBC football website alone boasted 33 features on a snapshot day in September 2016 – all of them men’s. He pointed out that 99.6 per cent of sports sponsorship money went to men’s sport and 0.4 per cent to women’s. He ended with a mic drop, ‘Try explaining to a child, girl or boy, why it’s OK for less than one penny of every pound to be spent on females. I mean it. Try it. This is water.’

Every owner of Lewes FC was sent the election addresses to read, as usual, prior to exercising our votes. To my mind, it was powerful stuff. How dare the establishment stop women from playing and consuming the world’s most popular sport? How dare they stop us developing the hopes and dreams that boys and men had always had? How dare they take football away from us and conspire to make us think that was normal, that that was OK, that it was what we all wanted?

Sure enough, both men were re-elected for the following season, and on 8 July 2017, gender equality was introduced to one of the most male of male bastions, football. By little Lewes FC.




Chapter 3

Made in Neasden
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We’re on the way to Wembley … You have to go through Neasden to get there.

Private Eye cartoon

I think that once I understood the word, I realised I’d always considered myself a feminist. As Maya Angelou said, ‘I’d be stupid not to be on my own side.’ I remember how the pictures of topless women in the copies of the Sun and the Mirror we had around the house in Neasden, where I was born and bred, made me feel uncomfortable. My dad’s frequent sexist comments about women’s bodies were designed, he said, to make me and my sister ‘unshockable’. They probably did have that effect, bless him, but they also gave me a way to relate to the patriarchal subjugation of women – to see it all as a bit of a joke designed for men; to disassociate and rise above it.

Which is exactly what I did in regard to the game of football. At primary school, football was for the boys, who took up most of the playground playing it. This claim to space was accepted without question, and we girls were relegated to the edges, for hopscotch and chatting. At the time this felt completely normal – we simply shrugged our shoulders if the boys bumped into us, or if we felt crowded. But now, with my modern lens, I can perceive it as a nod to both boys and girls about who is entitled to more space when genders are grouped together. Those boys were being trained to spread their trousered legs on a Tube train later in life. We were being trained to cross ours and make ourselves smaller.

By the time I went to senior school – John Kelly Girls, the local state school, in the same road as our house – this experience was eliminated. And, needless to say, we didn’t play football because it wasn’t on offer. The boys’ equivalent (John Kelly Boys) was right next door, and we shared both an entrance and a Marmite reputation. Some people raved about the girls’ school, and for religious reasons the sex segregation was a deliberate choice for the families of many girls who travelled in on public transport from across the London Borough of Brent, from areas like Harlesden, Colindale, Wembley and Kilburn. However, there were often fights outside the school gates, and the police visited on and off over the years to deal with various violent incidents, mainly from the boys, but sometimes from the harder girls too. At our school, ‘hard’ meant scary. It was a compliment – ‘she’s well ’ard’ denoted high status, but someone to approach with some caution all the same. I was not ‘well ’ard’. I was studious, friendly and nicknamed ‘Lanky’ by my friends, due to the fact that I was tall and gangly.

John Kelly School has gone through several incarnations since I was there, becoming an academy which is no longer single sex. Googling it recently, I find a comment from a few years back stating that it’s a ‘poor secondary school’ where ‘kids are violent’. I might have partially agreed with half of this statement but it feels reductive because the girls’ school was much more than some kind of fight club, at least when I attended. I remember caring teachers inviting us into their own homes during O levels, when teachers’ strikes threatened our ability to cover the syllabus. An engaged student, I enjoyed working – knowing myself to be competent at reading and writing, and at seeing both sides of an argument while pushing one forward. I liked the academic aspect of school, and as I grew older, I also enjoyed the social life – visiting the new Brent Cross Shopping Centre (I loved my part-time sales job in Ravel shoe shop and being able to get discounted shoes and bags for friends and family) and the Production Village pub in nearby Cricklewood with schoolmates. Cut in half by the North Circular Road, Neasden didn’t exactly have a thriving social scene, unless you count a shared banana split at the Wimpy in the shopping centre off the massive roundabout, or hanging out by the swings in Gladstone Park on Dollis Hill Lane. Famously, Private Eye magazine satirised the place as a recurring joke, using it to ‘denote the contemporary urban environment’ of parts of outer London. They even gave it an unsuccessful fictional football team: Neasden FC.

Our school’s resources were limited, as I’ve since found out with the benefit of comparison to others. For example, I was disappointed not to be able to choose geography at A level because John Kelly wasn’t able to offer it. We were at an advantage, though, when it came to diversity. I keenly attended, and reported back to school on, the anti-racism conferences organised by our local MP, Ken Livingstone. (I still have Rock Against Racism stickers on saved youthful diaries from gigs we travelled to in central London as teenagers.) Racism was very relevant to our lives at that time, as our school’s catchment area was multi-ethnic, and I noticed from my early teens how my brown and black friends were treated differently from me outside of school, on the buses, in the shops. Not for them the unquestioned free social pass that white people seemed to enjoy in our country. I remember an enlightening conversation I had with one of my (black) friends at school that has always stuck in my mind and has been practically and emotionally useful ever since. Around 1984 – five years before the term ‘intersectionality’ was coined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw – my friend told me that during my life if I ever needed a surgeon or a lawyer, I should try my hardest to find a black woman for the job. When I asked her why, she sighed that a black woman would have had to be smarter and better at overcoming obstacles than anyone else in the profession – she’d have an expertise you could count on when you really needed it. My experiences as a teenager with my schoolfriends meant that I understood and believed what she was saying.

At school, I loved English literature, languages, geography, and playing in the steel band. While my modern comprehensive might have made me streetwise and able to relate to a variety of people, it didn’t, at the time, give me the ambition to go to university. There simply wasn’t the expectation. Not many from our school generally applied, and both my parents had left school at fourteen without qualifications.

After A levels, I went off to Germany with my friend Odette (we’d studied German together), where we shared a large room in a Wohngemeinschaft (communal flat) in Frankfurt, living with five other people, all in their thirties and paid-up members of Die Grünen (the Green Party). Our German was just about good enough for us to get jobs as waitresses in a restaurant, at a time when there were still American GIs in Frankfurt and the Berlin Wall still separated the East from the West. Surprisingly for us, coming as we did from Neasden, Odette was one of very few black women in Frankfurt at that time, and the American GIs – who all seemed to be young black men – were obsessed with her British accent. They’d never heard a black woman speak like that (‘apart from Sade’), and kept asking her to say something, just to marvel in delight at this Britishness flowing so freely from her mouth. We became regulars at the Funkadelic nightclub on a Thursday night, making American friends there and walking home together for safety.

After a couple of months scouring the jobs pages of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, we found better-paid work in commercial organisations, and, confidence no doubt increased by this independent adventure in another country, encouraged each other to apply for UK university places. In the meantime, we were living near the city’s red-light district, on the Kaiserstrasse, enduring salubrious comments from random men on our way to and from home. ‘Baby, baby, come with me’ and ‘What you doing tonight, baby?’ were constant and boring refrains. They were creepy invasions of personal space, and yet they were completely unremarkable. My parents had always told me to take positive public comments from men about my appearance as flattering and walk on. I tried to, but, in reality, I rarely regarded these interruptions as compliments, as there was an undercurrent of threat attached to them. And yet everyone accepted them, and so did Odette and I. Being catcalled and spoken to salaciously by male strangers on the street was just part of the social wallpaper for young women as I was growing up (and would be until Laura Bates called it out some twenty-six years later with her #EverydaySexism campaign).

After my stint as a waitress (the pressure of taking orders in another language was real; I have
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