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         “You should write a book.” How many times have we all heard this? Although in my case it was usually echoed in my direction from numerous somewhat bemused and enthralled fellow dinner guests who have quietly sat and listened to my stories about the boy from the ‘back streets’ of Middlesbrough and his escapades around the planet whilst carrying nothing more than a camera.

         Stories of my career, witnessing the opulence, the power and the unbelievable world of the truly rich, the mind-boggling world of rock stars. Tales of photographing beautiful models for the Sun newspaper’s legendary Page 3, then covering the next story where I am being chased and hounded by rioters baying for my blood – all this a guaranteed silence catcher.

         Also working with the most gorgeous of the ‘Bond Girls’ or terrified as I lay on my stomach 200 feet below ground in a crumbling flooding coalmine. Flying around the world to photograph some of the world’s most glamorous women or spending the day in some secret location covering a new television series photographing the screens newest rising stars! All an enthralling interlude to quench the taste buds of the most demanding of hosts, my anecdotes satisfactorily accompanying any after dinner soiree.

         At the heart of these tales, the fascinating cast of characters – rock stars and their agents, Hollywood royalty, rioters, police, the elite, the rich and the ultra-powerful (and don’t mention the ‘M’ word), all with copious lashings of treachery, backstabbing and deceit from those you should depend upon – here lies the troubled journey and ambition of the struggling showbusiness photographer, Ken Ross, in his quest to make the big time!iv
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            Introduction

            A BOX BROWNIE, SCHOOL AND MY FAMILY

         

         To take your photograph you had to hold the ‘box camera’ tight into your chest and stare downwards into the small square prism at the top which reflected the image to the front of you. Satisfied and everything ready, you put a little more pressure onto your thumb to push downwards the crude trigger mechanism which protruded from the side of the box – click – photo taken.

         To ready your camera for the next photograph you had to go through the complex and careful procedure of physically winding the roll of film forward. To line this up you had a very small round clear red plastic window on the back of the camera in which you could see the number of the photo you had just taken, you would now slowly wind the big round knob on the other side of the camera, whilst watching the plastic window so as to see the number slowly disappearing and the next subsequent number starting to come into vision. Carefully you wound the film, to centre the number of your next photograph in the round window – you were now ready to take your photograph

         And these are my first recollections of photography, treasuring my old battered hand-me-down Kodak ‘Box Brownie’ camera. A square seven-inch black box with a short leather strap handle attached to the top, which enabled me to nonchalantly swing it with pride as I walked through the streets and alleyways of Middlesbrough. Laughable by today’s standards, yet at the time this camera was a somewhat formidable piece of kit – not many kids my age could swagger around carrying a camera.

         These were the days of my first obsession into photography, which from then never left me. Considering my parents were hard-working people who fought all their lives to ensure there was enough food on the table, my allowed hobby (unrealised by myself at the young age of fourteen) was somewhat of an extravagance. My father, a former war time decorated Naval Frogman (Fredrick William Ross, DSM) had spent several years after the war continuing his career as a deep-sea diver. This initially enabling our family to 2have a very brief taste of living in colonial luxury with a chauffeur and servants as we enjoyed life in Ghana, Africa. This unfortunately was short lived, age eventually forcing my father out of the water and back home into the Middlesbrough steel works. My mother (Joan Ross), a true northern professional mum, always managed to juggle a constant stream of jobs, all adding to the family coffers, working in the local fish and chip shop, the local corner shop and later in the Co-operative store in the town centre.

         So, the monetary indulgence of my hobby, a constant stream of ‘rolls of film’ to be purchased and then developed, I only realised many, many years later, must have been a financial burden she shielded from me.

         At fourteen I joined in the family spirit and had several weekend jobs, my favourite was working for the local corner shop, my company mode of transport being the shops huge heavy old-fashioned bicycle with the giant metal framed basket on the front (think television series Open All Hours or the Hovis bread advertisement). The financial side of these jobs enabling me to pursue my hobby further, this enabling me to purchase a (second-hand) modern plastic moulded shape, Brownie camera – totally hi-tech back in those days. From then on, most of my weekend job earnings and pocket money went into my hobby, I became the family photographer. I photographed my friends, girlfriends (called sweethearts in those days) and family, in fact anyone I could arrange to stay motionless long enough to rewind the camera and aim at.

         In the meantime, I achieved moderate standards at school, I was in what was then termed as ‘B’ Class, (A, B & C) and most years I was top in the annual exams. Unfortunately, no matter what grades I achieved, I was never promoted into the ‘A’ class, this the normal school procedure for the pupil with the top results (think football leagues). For some reason, I was never a favourite of the headmaster, this never more than evident when nearing the leaving age of fifteen when I put in a formal request to stay on at the school for another year, hopefully to gain newly introduced further educational qualifications. Unfortunately proving further our ever-failing relationship he advised me that he didn’t think it to be worthwhile. All a much-remembered brief meeting in his office in which he seemed to give the opinion that he felt it was a total waste of his time that I should even consider requesting such a thing!

         On my last day at school I was even singled out by him in his goodbye speech to us ‘leavers’, the whole school contingent standing to attention for 3assembly. He stated how he had been a little disappointed generally in all our efforts for the year and said how (looking down from his podium directly at me), he felt only a very few from his own ‘A’ Class leaving this year had deserved any rewards in the way of a decent career! This was rather shocking as I had in fact worked hard and had been successful in receiving offers of employment from several of the schools own specially sponsored corporate interviews.

         Also, on my own initiative, over the previous months, copying from a library book on ‘How to apply for a job’, I had approached nearly every electrical contractor in Middlesbrough, requesting an interview. Finally, by my own efforts, I was granted several appointments and subsequently offered an apprenticeship, of which I advised the school. Everyone knew of this, I was the only pupil leaving that term with such a prestigious apprenticeship, so the headmaster’s comments directed towards myself were met by gasps from the rest of my fellow pupils, the faces of every young fifteen-year-old leaver turning in my direction with shock, a few smirks, but mostly sympathy!

         Goodbye school I thought – and later walked out, trying to look macho and hide the tsunami of tears about to come forth.

         All through my life I had a very close and loving relationship with my mother and father, both being hugely supportive on anything I did – I knew my father was at first disappointed at me turning down my first offer of an apprenticeship from the giant ICI Company, which had been offered to me after one of the school sponsored interviews. Although shortly afterwards he was very much relieved later when I told him of my better offer. You must remember that these were the days when a job, especially an apprenticeship, was considered for life. It was something you were groomed into by the system and even by your family, that’s how we had all grown up. I just felt there had to be an alternative to setting off to work every day in the very early dark mornings (as my father did) with a tin lunchbox (sandwich lunch box) under his arm, wearing overalls and a flat cap.

         Unfortunately, I never settled in my earlier career, I had started my apprenticeship and no matter how I tried, no matter how much I put into it, it just wasn’t me. I was looking for more than just working every day in a factory or giant works complex until the day I died. During the next few years I chopped and changed and was successful in several trainee manager retail situations (at seventeen years old I bought my parents their first ever washing machine, later a fridge), and I was the first in my family to own a car.

         
             

         

         4So, how from my first pictures with a Box Brownie, did I become a showbusiness photographer flying first class around the world taking photographs of some of the greatest ever film and pop icons?

         Firstly, ambition, secondly, sticking to a very committed and hardworking schedule. Although, we should never forget ‘luck’! Regardless of people denying such, this, and being at the right place at the time, are the totally necessary ingredients to any success story.

         But before more on my life and career, before my climb to covering some of the world’s top stories and me detailing some of the most amazing photographic assignments. Yes, before all this, I have chosen (out of sequence) one special chapter as my opening gambit, my first flurry into keeping your attention and to keep you enthralled in what was to be a rollercoaster of a journey into a world that is usually hidden. Although even here there are parts I am still unable to put into print, with facts and events that legally cannot be reported upon!

         In this first chapter, I highlight how your photographic dream assignment can all go so terribly wrong. I crossed the Atlantic to Hollywood and then on to Paris to photograph not only a true world class mega superstar, but someone I had worked with several times previously, had a great relationship with and even dared consider as a friend!

         I returned with – no friends, no photographs and possibly no career!
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         THE SO FAR UNPRINTED TRUE STORY OF HOW A YOUNG GIRL GIVEN OUT FOR ADOPTION AT BIRTH FINALLY FOUND HER FAMOUS ROCK STAR FATHER IN HOLLYWOOD AND HER BIRTH MOTHER IN PARIS. THE TRUE STORY THAT HAS BEEN UNTOLD FOR MANY YEARS – A STORY OF TERRIBLE DISAPOINTMENT.

         
             

         

         A KALEIDOSCOPIC TALE OF A TEN-DAY TRIP THAT TAKES YOU FROM THE PRIVILEGED LIFESTYLE IN THE WEALTHY ENGLISH SUSSEX GREEN BELT, TO THE HOMES OF THE HOLLYWOOD GREATS, TO LOS ANGELES, SANTA MONICA AND ON TO PARIS.
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            HOPE, LIES AND HUMAN BETRAYAL

         

         It took a few seconds to realise the noise waking me from a deep sleep was the telephone ringing. With the dawn breaking and the early sunlight already creeping through the curtains I was able to see by my watch that it was six o’clock in the morning. Trying to sound alert and coherent as I struggled to grasp the telephone, and putting on my best English accent, expecting it to be one of the American hotel reception staff, I made a very wide-awake attempt at answering – “Good morning.”

         “Ken!” asked the enquiring and strained English voice at the other end. “Yes,” I spluttered.

         “O.K., then, listen up, get yourself awake, pack and be ready to book out of the hotel within the hour, you have to go into hiding with Sarah! Ring me back when you’re up and ready to move, it’s all happening fast here in London.”

         At that the telephone went dead – and so was about to start the biggest tabloid exposé of the year, a story that was to monopolise the worlds newspaper and television headlines for weeks to come.

         As if straight from the pages of the latest Jeffrey Archer novel, this is an amazing and unbelievable story of one of the world’s most famous rock stars and his new-born child who he had put out for adoption eighteen years earlier, a child who had finally found out the truth and had come to find her father.

         It is also a story of betrayal and greed, of myths and lies. Here, with facts hidden for over thirty years, this is the final ending to the yet unprinted truth about the meeting of world superstar, Rod Stewart, and his secret daughter, Sarah. 8

         
      Two weeks earlier in London, October 1982 
    

         It was a brief message, I was invited for a coffee at the office of Riva Records on the Kings Road, the invitation from one of the international management team who I didn’t know that well but explained how he helped handle the affairs of rock star Rod Stewart. This was nothing particularly surprising, I had previously worked with Rod in both Europe and throughout America and the relationship with the company and Rod himself was ongoing. So I was happy to receive the call, although I did have a few niggling concerns as I had heard just the week earlier that Rod had fallen out with his personal manager and co-director of Riva Records, Billy Gaff, and that it had been a particularly hostile break-up. All this it seems led to Rod losing his shares in the record company, a huge financial fallout for even the richest of rock stars. Nevertheless, whilst I was now unsure of the internal politics, I ventured forth.

         The coffee meeting was subsequently held, which after less than an hour saw me leaving in a state of total shock. As a freelance, I had been offered the prospect of a story, which I had quickly decided in my mind to channel the first exposure through to the editor of one of the country’s biggest Sunday newspapers; this I felt was the best choice as it then would be with an editor I had worked with for many years. He was one of Fleet Street’s professionals and we had a joint history of trust, he recently moving from the Sun newspaper to become the editor of The Sunday People.

         The facts and story that I was about to present to him were mind blowing, a disclosure that could shake the foundations of the world of superstar Rod Stewart – facts which at this stage I was still unable to assess exactly just how much Rod himself was endorsing or not.

         Because of my trusted association with Rod Stewart’s team, I had been offered this story, but obviously I needed to prearrange a financial deal for the first exclusive with a major newspaper, this for my own funding plus a further financial understanding for the daughter and Rod’s team.

         Rumours of this story had been swirling around Fleet Street for many years, but nothing was ever proven. Now, on behalf of two of Rods own people, one of his management team (an executive of Riva Records who I had now just met in London for coffee), plus seemingly a female member of Rod’s very close and personal team who was working with him in America, I was able to present the truth on this legendary tale.

         There had always been gossip and scant stories of Rod Stewart’s earlier 9years as a young eighteen-year-old struggling musician and his involvement with a girl, an art student named Susannah Boffey. This was rumoured to have resulted in the subsequent birth of a baby girl who was put up for immediate adoption. The whereabouts and identity of the child were thought to be long gone and lost in the archives of history. But now, as I sat in front of the editor of the Sunday People, I was presenting not only proof of this girl’s existence, but also her own letter that she had written to Rod Stewart and her location.

         In the world of tabloids, things happen quickly. Within seconds of me finishing the presentation of the facts, the editor picked up the telephone, asking one of his reporters, Allen Brown, to come to his office. Allen was a hardened Fleet Street senior investigative reporter with a strong reputation within his field. He was nearly twenty years older than me, about four inches shorter with greying hair. We had never previously met, our paths had never crossed due to our different work style and ethics.

         So, on this, our first meeting, it was one of those uncomfortable moments where you could feel there was no particular respect for each other’s professional track record. His work was purely hard investigative journalism, whereas my world was more about working alongside and cooperating with celebrities. At this stage the passing over of the telephone numbers and contacts was all that was required of me.

         The editor of course was as amiable as ever, thanking me for offering him the story and promising me total involvement if the paper takes up the offer. Obviously he wanted formal acknowledgement from me that they get the first expose, adding that it was now for the newspaper to discuss this further and confirm details with Rod’s London executive who had given me the information.

         
      Mirror, mirror on the wall 
    

         As I said earlier, things happen quickly, and within three days I was accompanying Allen, being driven to East Sussex, to the home of Rod’s secret daughter, 18-year-old Sarah Elizabeth Thubron.

         Research would show how Rod and his former lover, Susannah Boffey had placed their child for immediate adoption, the child then first spent her earlier years moving between foster care and children’s homes, until eventually 10at the age of five, being adopted by Brigadier Gerald Thubron and his wife Evelyn, the couple able to provide a permanent and secure home. Certainly, to most it would seem Sarah had at last been smiled upon, the home we arrived at to meet Sarah for this first time was by many people’s standards entering the realms of modest luxury. A detached period house set slightly back from the road in its own small grounds – even having a peacock wandering around the garden.

         On our arrival we were met by Evelyn and Gerald Thubron. It was easy to see the care and love that must have been given to Sarah by the Thubrons, they were the perfect devoted couple. He a retired brigadier and Evelyn straight from the pages of Country Life-style magazine, a typical older style Little England upper class country couple.

         Obviously, several telephone calls had been made earlier to the family by Rod’s executive or the newspaper, subsequently our visit had been agreed upon and our arrival expected, although once there, I felt there was still an uneasy atmosphere.

         After the initial introductions we sat with Gerald and Evelyn in the lounge, Allen passed over papers which were no doubt written agreements and contracts, all agreed earlier on the telephone between themselves and the newspaper, none of which I had seen or had any knowledge of their contents. All this later followed by a few minutes of small talk before Sarah was finally called into the room.

         On Sarah’s entrance, if ever there was doubt of her identity, it was settled instantly by her absolute and total physical likeness of her famous father. Had she been a boy, the similarity would have been considered more clone-like than just a likeness.

         Years later in Rods own autobiography (Rod, The Autobiography published 2012); he wrote of his first meeting with Sarah, “A girl so clearly mine that it was like looking in a mirror.”

         The talks between Allen and the Thubrons continued for over an hour, obviously talks of the financial agreement being settled, all this to guarantee first exclusivity for the newspaper (which I had also agreed with them). This was all done privately, the whispering in corners was enough evidence for me that I was not considered to be any part of Allen’s negotiations, consequently by choice I kept well away.

         I always had the feeling that the Thubrons were vulnerable, they were much older than I had expected and Sarah to say the least was a young girl 11with her own mind. Knowing the relevant details of the adoption made it easier to understand how Sarah stood out alone from her adopted parents. To me Sarah projected a slightly troubled exterior, whereas the Thubrons had this natural cultured calmness and quietness about them.

         Between the conversations with the Thubrons and Allen, their only query was why Rods own people were not here to talk to Sarah, especially as the newspaper was in possession of, and referring to, Sarah’s letter. This being one of several which they said Sarah had sent to Rod’s American office. Allen assured everyone that all this would happen in America, this meeting was simply to tie any loose ends and arrange to get Sarah to Los Angeles.

         At the house I took some photographs of Sarah, followed with more of her with Gerald and Evelyn in house and the garden. I assumed then I would probably be back another day for a more relaxed photoshoot and that this may be the limit of my involvement, but again, the speed of the whole affair shocked even me.

         
      Four to Los Angeles 
    

         Several days later I was advised that Evelyn would accompany Sarah to Los Angeles, along with the Sunday People’s reporter Allen Brown and myself. My presence being part of the group was no doubt under the instructions from editor. I had the distinct feeling that I was not the choice of their chief investigative reporter who would have no doubt preferred a staff news photographer who would then work directly under him, rather than our more side-by-side relationship

         Because of the age differences, I was far closer to Sarah, consequently we bonded more, becoming friendlier as time went by. During the flight we talked more and obviously Sarah was looking to trust someone in a time that was no doubt a very difficult experience for her. Although not privy to the full details of the arrangements, I had been asked to ‘keep a friendly eye’ on Sarah. She was after all at that moment the hottest media property in the world, and the newspaper was no doubt paying out a fortune in fees and expenses to Rod’s team and to Sarah for the ‘exclusive’ and obviously wanted their money’s worth.

         Allen advised me telephone calls from the newspaper had been made to Rod Stewarts American company concerning Sarah.

         Again, an entry in Rod’s own autobiography, where he admits “there had 12been a couple of calls from the British press which had made it clear someone was following up leads around the story of my adopted child.”

         It seems whilst the Sunday People had pursued its requests for a meeting, saying we were on our way, no acknowledgement or reply was ever received, total silence from across the Atlantic.

         As soon as we arrived at our Sunset Boulevard hotel in L.A., Allen immediately contacted London asking for any news from Rod Stewart’s people. Unfortunately, there still had been no further communication, and this became a problem, one that had not been foreseen by the newspaper at the start of our journey.

         Obviously, the newspaper had imagined without doubt that Rod would acknowledge and arrange a hasty meeting with his daughter, especially as she was now in L.A. and no further than a mile away from his home. My own misty vision of Rod Stewart running forward, arms outstretched to wrap them around his long-lost daughter were quickly fading. The photographic opportunities were disappearing fast. Surely, we all thought, regardless of the newspaper’s attempts at contacting him, he must have read her letters. Sarah had given him all the proof he would have ever needed, dates and names.

         The next day or two in the hotel we played a waiting game, hoping by the hour for a message from Rod, all hoping for the fateful meeting. It was a surreal situation, here we were embedded on the Sunset Strip of L.A. in one of its top hotels with everything being paid for by the newspaper, living the life of luxury but at the same time unable to leave in case something suddenly happened with Rod Stewart. At one stage it was obvious Sarah was becoming particularly bored and restless, so in an attempt to stop the situation getting worse I grabbed her hand and we sneaked out of the hotel and jumped in the car and for several hours and we just cruised around L.A. Sarah talked to me more and more of her earlier life and of finding how Rod Stewart was her father. She told me of how there had always been the odd hint earlier in her life, family briefly mentioning she had a famous father, but this would always be followed by silence, and people giving each other wild stares and nods, as if a secret was about to be revealed but never was.

         She explained it was her late grandmother (by her adoption) who had finally first broke the truth to her, a fact the grandmother felt Sarah had the right to know, that her father was in fact the man Sarah even had a poster of in her bedroom, rock star Rod Stewart.

         From there, over the following months Sarah had found the address of 13Rod’s management in America and started sending letters, not asking for anything material, only that one day could they meet?

         “I suppose,” added Sarah, “that it was just a reply I wanted, something from my father, even a hastily written note, just something saying, hello.”

         It became my job to join Sarah and Evelyn, Allen spending a few minutes with Sarah or Evelyn when he wanted to top up his story line, then I assumed he spent most of his time on the telephone to London. Certainly, there was no natural camaraderie between Allen and myself, he played everything close to his chest with little being said of the current situation or how we should plan to handle the next few days. This was not so surprising at first, I had worked with his editor for years and we had developed a mutual trust, working on many overseas showbusiness assignments. Whereas Allen and I had entirely different approaches to journalism, Allen had a reputation as a serious investigative journalist, but this wasn’t a field I particularly enjoyed. They are a different style of person, not necessarily worse, not necessarily wrong, just different

         
      The visit 
    

         On our third morning Allen telephoned my room, the newspaper had still received no acknowledgement from their approaches to Rod’s company, so it had seemingly been agreed with London that we simply drive to Rod’s home with Sarah and Evelyn.

         I was never sure what Sarah and Evelyn had been told, but an hour later we were all in the car and on our way to Rod Stewart’s Hollywood house on Carolwood Drive.

         Here again in Rod’s own autobiography he refers to this event, Chapter 14 begins with him explaining he was not at home on the day of our arrival, but apparently his wife Alana was.

         Alana immediately telephoned Rod to tell him she had answered the intercom (which like all Hollywood mansion had intercoms with video cameras) and told him “there is a man outside with a camera around his neck, a middle-aged woman and a girl.” With Alana adding how she felt the scene looked uncomfortably like an ambush.

         Now firstly I should explain that Rod’s house has a huge driveway with giant gates and over eight feet high surrounding walls, so this approach, 14pressing the outside intercom was made by Allen who I could hear simply asking if Rod Stewart was at home. Eventually a female voice did answer, to which Allen introduced himself and explained he was hoping to speak to Rod. Evelyn, Sarah and I were stood further away, next to the car, waiting for a sign from Allen to come forward if the approach had been successful.

         The female voice on the intercom explained Rod was not at home but working at the recording studios, Allen thanked her and gestured to us to all get back in the car – the first approach had been simple, polite, but fruitless.

         Reluctantly we returned to the hotel and carried on with the waiting game, the following day Rod’s lawyer contacted the newspaper in London. A meeting between Rod and Sarah had at last been agreed by Rod’s lawyer, it was scheduled for the next day and the paper had reluctantly agreed the lawyers demands that the meeting had to be in private, with a promise of no interference and with no reporter being present.

         Obviously, the thought that Rod was not keen to meet his daughter had never been under consideration, it had obviously been assumed by us all that once Sarah was there, Rod would meet her with open arms. All this to be an amazing heart-warming story for the newspaper, but the factual side was becoming increasingly evident – had we all made a most terrible mistake?

         My head was spinning, this reaction from Rod was strange, not what I expected. Although we had not met for some time, our relationship had always been very good and yet it seemed that Rod still felt this was some form of cheap seedy press ambush. Something was seriously wrong! Rod surely knew Sarah was coming. the newspaper had Sarah’s letter which had been originally been sent to him.

         In my mind I now started questioning how much Rod really knew of Sarah and her visit, had Rod ever received this letter from Sarah? Was there more to this, I knew at least one of the letters from Sarah to Rod had been presented as proof of Sarah’s existence to myself and the newspaper by people in his own team. The newspaper had always assumed it been offered with his management’s knowledge, somehow with Rod, if not fully involved at least having given a nod of approval. But what if he had not! What if Rod didn’t know anything at all about Sarah trying to contact him, this could explain his rejection of Sarah’s approach. Rod thinking it was she who had approached the press first, that she had never tried to contact him privately. From this point of view Rod’s reaction would have made sense – Sarah and the press setting up Rod’s ‘imaginary ambush’.

         As we all waited for notification of the location of the meeting, Sarah and 15I cheerfully toyed with the probability of her having lunch with Rod at the Beverly Hills Hotel, or even meeting her long lost family in his luxurious house, Sarah even joking of Rod whisking her away for the day in a private jet. This was all a huge emotional rollercoaster for Sarah, I now felt genuinely sorry for her, the trauma was starting to be too much for the eighteen-year-old. Thank God she would meet her dad the next day and be welcomed into the family – something she had waited all her life for.

         
      Sarah’s hour – finally 
    

         An hour later the call came through from Rod’s lawyers, the meeting would be at the recording studios (Record Plant Studios) the following afternoon.

         This was to be the very first time Rod was ever to come face to face with his daughter.

         No Beverley Hills restaurant, no family home that Sarah and I had both wistfully imagined, just the austereness of a workplace, in fact even worse, a room at the studio had been designated by Rod for this all-important meeting.

         At the allotted time Allen and I drove a very excited Sarah and a rather pensive Evelyn to Rod’s recording studio, Allen assuring Evelyn that there would be no interference but requesting that during the meeting would she please make a point of asking Rod for the opportunity for Allen to have a chance for a quick interview with him, this at least justifying the whole trip.

         Watching as Sarah and Evelyn walked over to the studio entrance, Allen and I sat in the car, me settling down expecting a long wait. But after only seconds of Sarah and Evelyn disappearing into the studio entrance there was disappointing comments from Allen, that we should be out there checking the studio, that I should be trying to sneak a photograph through one of the windows.

         Throughout my career I have never played the paparazzi game, so I certainly didn’t think this was the time to start now. Plus, I explained that recording studios are notorious for ‘not’ having windows (and except the one at the reception and two small ones high at the front on the first floor, there were no other windows in sight. As neither of us knew even what room, ground, basement or first floor they were meeting in, it all seemed very absurd at this stage to risk everything by being caught in some fumbling pantomime style attempt of taking a photograph through non-existing windows. 16

         The meeting between Rod and Sarah, Rod’s lawyer, Evelyn and an extra surprise guest (who wasn’t mentioned as being present in Rod’s own autobiography) Alana. The results of the meeting varied from whom you listened to, there had definitely been further heartbreak, with nothing other than that very first connection having been achieved.

         Rod in his autobiography on meeting Sarah wrote their meeting ‘seemed contrived and strange, and that the room was so crowded, adding that, it should have been a warm, private reunion and it ended up cold and somehow public,’ but this was Rod’s choice! At this stage we have to consider the facts, Rod is extremely wealthy and could have held this private meeting absolutely anywhere, he could have whisked her off in a limousine to a fashionable restaurant or even taken her back to his home to meet the family in absolute total privacy – so why didn’t this happen?

         After just over an hour Sarah and Evelyn walked back out from the studio. Allen and I had waited for them in the car, this not only to take them back to the hotel but also in case there had been a change of heart and Rod had come out with Sarah, Allen still hoping for his big exclusive interview with Rod.

         Unfortunately, this was not going to happen. Their first meeting had obviously not gone well. I looked at Sarah’s face, the expected exuberance and excitement was not there, neither was the look of relief after eighteen years of waiting. It was still the face I had seen when I first met her, still troubled, still showing no signs of being at peace – had all this been for absolutely nothing? Her face was one of grief, grief for something that had been alive in her heart for so long but today had seemingly died.

         Sarah, Evelyn, Allen and I drove slowly back to the hotel. Of course, naturally Allen was eager to know all the facts, questioning Sarah and Evelyn non-stop. But actually, very little was said by Sarah and Evelyn, both seemingly reflecting on their meeting with Rod, both full of an overwhelming feeling of disappointment, Sarah had met Rod but the daughter and father connection she had so wanted was not to happen this quickly, it was to take a little longer.

         It was hours later over dinner back at the hotel that the four of us finally started talking, Sarah and Evelyn now giving their account of the meeting. Even Allen, eager for every word for his story, stopped writing notes for a while as we looked upon Sarah’s face, her pure disappointment and anguish was impossible to ignore. Of course, we all talked of a next meeting, of a more relaxed atmosphere and how at least she had made the connection with her father and that there would no doubt be many future possibilities.17

         Allen got part of his story, although not present at the meeting he had the facts from both Sarah and Evelyn and consequently, probably spent the whole night re-writing and padding out his somewhat brief exposé many times over before sending it to London.

         In Rod’s autobiography Rod says of the story, “The Sunday People may have been excluded from the meeting, but it still had its field day, publishing a spread full of bullshit.”

         
      Hide Sarah 
    

         Next morning it took a few seconds to realise the noise waking me from my sleep was the telephone ringing. I was able to see by my watch that it was only six o’clock. Trying to sound alert and coherent as I struggled to grasp the telephone, and putting on my best English accent, I made a very wide-awake attempt at answering, “Good morning.”

         “Ken!” asked the enquiring and strained English voice at the other end. “Yes,” I spluttered.

         “O.K., then, listen up, get yourself awake, pack and be ready to book out of the hotel within the hour, you have to go into hiding with Sarah! Ring me back when you’re up and ready to move, it’s all happening fast here in London.”

         Putting the phone down, it immediately rang again. “Are you up?” enquired Allen.

         Back in London, with the time difference it meant it was already two o’clock Saturday afternoon and the story was about to hit the streets the following morning, Sunday.

         The Sunday People was worried, with the story already being laid-in and print-presses scheduled to start printing in a few hours, inevitably the news of their exclusive was already being whispered around Fleet Street. With any newspaper, once the story leaves the editor’s office, it is more or less in the public domain, discretion and loyalty doesn’t necessarily come into this from all the newspaper workers. Consequently, and I had seen this many times, the newspaper had to ensure its story was being protected, especially as this particularly very hot story was to run for at least two weekends, hopefully three, so securing their exclusive was paramount.

         Quickly showering and getting myself packed I rang London back. Allen 18they advised me, was to stay at the hotel to liaison with Rod Stewart’s people in case they could negotiate an interview with him. In the meanwhile, Sarah was the priority, by now the Sunday People realised the word was out about her existence. So, it was obvious that not only the rest of the English and most of the European press, plus also the American press itself (us being in their midst) would want a piece of Sarah. For us, being in a Sunset Boulevard hotel, in Los Angeles, was about as obvious as it gets for the press, and it wouldn’t take a lot of door-stepping for another newspaper to quickly find our hideaway. Therefore, my instructions were simple, hire another car, get Sarah and Evelyn packed and get them away, hide them anywhere, as long as it’s out of Los Angeles. The instructions were with an urgency, just get moving and ring only the editor’s office in London with the location of where I finally located. ‘Don’t ring Allen at the L.A. hotel,’ this was nothing to do with trust, it was purely the fact that hotel telephones have ears and with the outlay of many tens of thousands of pounds involved in this story, the Sunday People didn’t want an opposition newspaper getting a tip-off from some hotel worker or quick cheap photograph of Sarah and using it as a spoiler. This especially as the syndication rights if sold back to America and Europe could more than cover the Sunday People’s outlay, and still leave them smiling with the year’s top exclusive.

         I walked over the road to the car-hire opposite the hotel and arranged a car, being English they always assume you want a compact, but the little bit of theatre I had left in me, wanting desperately to disguise and soften our dash out of L.A. to hide Sarah. I felt I had to dress it up, to make it look more like an extra mini fun vacation. A ‘big American’ car was my request, amusingly met by the smiling faces of the staff. And just as dramatic as the launching of the USS Enterprise in ‘Star Trek’, out came a huge light blue Chevrolet, it seemed the length of the street itself with a giant set of headlights, white leather interior and huge long fins, yes this was America after all – and nobody, but nobody, would drive this unless they really were on vacation.

         During a quick breakfast with Sarah and Evelyn I explained the problem, although both seemed unhappy to leave Rod’s city. I quickly negotiated an awkward compromise – how about a few days in Santa Monica I whispered. Think of it was a couple of days away from all this turmoil and negotiations, and the three of us enjoy a few days extra vacation at the expense of the newspaper. Whilst I realised this was never going to be easy, I looked at Sarah 19and Evelyn’s face and I could see they had inevitably accepted for now it was the end anyway. They themselves seemed to have the feeling that with Rod Stewart it was all over, nothing else would happen for the moment and they may as well accept that fact – and in the meanwhile go along for the ride.

         Bags in the car, without checking-out of the hotel (our names still on the hotel register would be a ‘red-herring’ for any enquiring press) we quietly set of for Santa Monica. It took us about an hour and a half cruising there and looking around for a small quiet hotel. I found a white wooden fronted hotel, not a brand name or in a chain, independently owned, on the beachfront facing the ocean – ideal I thought, perfect. Within half an hour we were all settled in and I made the proverbial telephone call to London, advising the editors secretary of our location. She would in turn ring Allen, who would then telephone them back from a payphone to get our location and number – I was not to ring the L.A. hotel and he would contact me from a payphone.

         The day went along uneventfully, nothing especially happening and the three of us just doing the tourist thing, with me continually looking over my shoulder, ready for anyone following us with a camera.

         
      Come to Paris – said the spider to the fly 
    

         After two days Allen popped down to Santa Monica to meet us for lunch. Whilst there had been no more contact with Rod, Allen did have a surprise none of us could have ever expected. Whether it was after seeing the first week’s Sunday People’s exposé on Sarah or through the papers own contacts I never got to know, but the paper had spoken to Sarah’s birth mother Susannah Boffey (now Susannah Hourde) in Paris and arranged for Sarah to meet her. This was a total shock, something no one had originally conceived or thought possible. Suddenly Sarah was alive again, the paper had added not just a touch of pixie-dust, but a whole shed load of it, Sarah was ecstatic, for the first time she was smiling.

         The next day we were back at Los Angeles Airport, boarding a flight to Paris. Other than discussing the basics of the first part of the story, which had come out a few days earlier in the Sunday People, very little was said between Allen and myself. All three of us were advised by him that we would be staying in Paris for two nights, where it had been arranged for Sarah and Evelyn to meet Sarah’s long-lost mother, Susannah. Their initial first 20emotional meeting was going to be just them together, but with the following day scheduled for us to accompany the pair around Paris for loving mother and daughter photographs – the whole procedure all assured and agreed with the paper and Susannah.

         Things were now going well, there was a lighter mood coming from Sarah, even Evelyn’s worries and slightly suspicious attitude seemed to have disappeared. I was particularly happy, at least the paper had come through genuinely for Sarah. Rod’s disappointment was now overshadowed by the feeling of elation of the pending meeting. Thinking everyone at the paper must be happy at this conclusion, I genuinely felt I must have got it wrong about Allen and that he had pulled everything out of the fire in the end. So, the long flight and the taxi drive to our Paris hotel was relaxed and enjoyable – so why did I still have this niggling doubt, what possibly could go wrong now?

         I had been working in fleet Street for over ten years, so I knew the usual working procedures, I had been on showbusiness assignments photographing celebrities and models all over the world, so I had come up against every scenario that could be thrown at a photographer, at least that’s what I thought?

         A few hours after we had checked into the Paris hotel I walked into the bar where we were to meet Sarah and Evelyn before they set off for their evening rendezvous with Susannah. There I found Allen standing talking to someone I had never seen before, but obviously by his bags and equipment around his shoulder, definitely a photographer! Allen made a quick introduction, which I must admit to not really listening to, my head spinning with so many questions and thoughts.

         Allen simply told me our new companion was a Sunday People staff news-photographer who had flew over from London ‘just in case we wanted an extra pair of hands.’ Immediately alarm bells were ringing very loud in my head, why an extra pair of hands now, why at this stage?

         Everything had been prearranged, there was nothing to do until the next day, when after their meeting tonight, Sarah and Susannah would pose happily for me at the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, even a walk around Montmartre, everything had been discussed and agreed upon. Allen started hesitantly to explain how Sarah and Evelyn’s first meeting with Susannah had been agreed to be without the presence of the press, a moment that was to be private and no doubt emotional. This I had of course heard earlier when he was assuring Evelyn and Sarah about the meeting on the flight from L.A., so there seemed no necessity for me to be told again. His expression and tone told me 21something extra was about to be added, but before anything else could be said he broke off mid-sentence when a very excited Sarah and Evelyn joined us. Their taxi was here, their meeting being in a restaurant on the corner of Champs-Élysées, a five-minute drive from our hotel. So other than expressing our happiness for Sarah, with Allen adding how we would be probably all still up when they returned, we all hugged, kissed cheeks, and wished them well. With Sarah and Evelyn comfortably in the taxi, they disappeared into the night.

         Within seconds, “Ready” shouted Allen, “let’s go!” He and the staff photographer moving towards another awaiting taxi outside the hotel. “Go where?” like an idiot I spluttered.

         “To follow them” was the short sharp reply. I looked at Allen, questioning what the hell was he talking about. Allen it seems, true to being an investigative reporter, was not going to let this opportunity go. The idea, regardless that it could obviously ruin my agreed photoshoot the following day, was to follow and doorstep them in the restaurant.

         This going against all the promises and agreements he had given them! I couldn’t believe we were to just jump in front of them. It was envisaged by the time we arrived they would have gone through the introductions, sat down in the restaurant and no doubt relaxing in each other’s company. Followed quickly by ourselves, walking towards them through the restaurant, with cameras flashing, taking as many photographs of the no doubt very surprised mother and daughter as we could.

         Still unable to comprehend what an earth was going on and why, I asked if London had agreed this. What about all the arrangements for tomorrow and all the promises? We had just given Sarah and Evelyn a cuddle, kissed their cheeks, gave them our blessing and all talked of tomorrow’s photoshoot. But as far as Allen was concerned there was to be no further discussion, I was told to get in the taxi.

         No! And that small word at that precise time is one I will never forget saying. I explained I just couldn’t believe what was happening, after days of giving promises and assurances, we were going to just burst in on Sarah, Evelyn and her newfound mother Susannah. Regardless of the situation of what was happening, to just go in upsetting everyone, snapping away with our cameras. Surely this wasn’t the story of reconciliation we wanted, this would be no more than hard investigative reporting and photography of people distressed, trying to shield themselves from photographers. I thought 22this was supposed to be an emotional story of a young girl finding her family, her famous father, and now her long lost birthmother. We had been with Sarah and Evelyn for over a week, we had our breakfasts together, lunches, dinners and never once did either Sarah or Evelyn ever betray our trust or disappoint us.

         I have always understood aggressive and investigative journalism, there are times when you encounter wrongdoings, people who put others at risk, embezzlers and corruption, where this style of journalism is necessary, and I admire the journalists who do this. But this was not the case here. This was a simple matter of an emotional meeting between people who trusted us, who the newspaper had agreed to photograph the following day, an emotional scenario, beautiful caring photographs of them walking around Paris together.

         Obviously, I now realised why the other photographer was here, Allen knowing that I would never agree with his aggressive paparazzi plan it needed a back-up, a photographer who was totally under his instructions and would follow his every word. I never found out if this was sanctioned by London or whether it was Allen’s decision, either way it was out of my hands and any decision I made was entirely on my own behalf, and I would no doubt suffer the consequences. In the end this was the paper’s story, if push comes to shove, here Allen was in charge and made the ultimate final decisions, all I could do was decide if I wanted to be part of this, I decided not to be!

         Leaving me standing in the hotel doorway, Allen and his photographer rushed into the taxi, Allen staring at me vindictively as the taxi drove away. I now realised that Alan must have decided upon this action some time ago, I consider myself intelligent and a worldly person, but now felt foolish and utterly betrayed.

         My head was in a total spin, my stomach churning, I felt physically sick. What had I just done, was my decision to hasty, should I have gone? Was it a time I should have forgotten my principles, surely now my career was finished? I walked backwards and forwards in the hotel reception area and outside for nearly an hour, my heart beating louder than ever before, my blood pressure feeling at boiling point – the whole scenario was utterly devastating.

         It was about then a taxi screeched to a stop outside the hotel, two women rushed out in a huddle, clutching at each other, both crying hysterically. It was a few seconds before I even realised it was Sarah and Evelyn. They didn’t look at me, they just pushed by, both looked in shock, both in tears.23

         I stood there for another ten or twenty minutes, now I was in shock, what had happened, what had sent these two women back in such a state after such a short time from such an emotional meeting? I thought of going to their room, but the visible state of them rushing by in such distress made me err on the side of caution.

         Before I could make any decisions, another taxi arrived, from this appeared Allen and the staff photographer, a quick glance from Allen said it all. He brushed past me with his photographer, both into the hotel and upstairs to their rooms.

         Minutes later the photographer came back down, joining me outside.

         “Allen’s gone to bed,” he mumbled, followed by, “You were right.”

         I was at bursting point, asking what the hell had happened?

         The photographer explained, he and Allen had followed Sarah and Evelyn’s taxi which stopped outside the restaurant, there they waited a few minutes before following into the restaurant, the photographer could see Sarah and Evelyn seated with a small group of people, so with Allen at his side he walked towards them taking photographs.

         For the meeting with Sarah and Evelyn, Susannah had reserved a private table in the far corner of her local restaurant with her French husband and a few of her close friends. It seems as Allen and the photographer entered with the camera flashing, the friends of Susannah quickly stood up to object to the invasion of their privacy. Consequently (the photographer still explaining), there had been a bit of pushing with her friends shielding Sarah and Susannah, with at least one chair being knocked over. Susannah and Sarah had also stood up objecting and other restaurant guests were now joining in, turning it into total disruption. During this time the local police, whether simply passing or had been called by the restaurant, quickly became involved. Whilst the policeman talked to Allen and the photographer, Evelyn and Sarah had become even more upset. With Susannah quickly arranging for them to meet the next day, they all left. The whole group disbanded, leaving Allen and the photographer with the policeman who was advising them these were private premises and asking for the film from the photographer’s camera before they left.

         Outside our hotel the photographer and I talked for nearly an hour, the photographer expressing his regret of the whole situation, but adding that he, unlike myself, didn’t have a choice.

         So there were no photographs! But could there ever have been? I never 24understood how photographs of the group in possible distress, holding their hands in the air to shield themselves was ever going to be a great emotional story of a daughter meeting her long lost mother – especially as it was all arranged and agreed with the paper that I was to get beautifully posed photographs of mother and daughter walking around Paris the following day.

         I never saw Sarah and Evelyn ever again, next morning they were not there for breakfast, I was advised by the reception staff they had booked out of the hotel. Obviously, all very disappointing on a personal note, despite my good relationship with them and although I had fought in their corner every step of the way, I suppose they just looked with disgust at the whole event and assumed I had been part of all this.

         Allen and the photographer were having breakfast, poignantly at a table just for two, and as for me, a quiet breakfast on my own. The staff photographer’s loyalty had obviously returned to his paymaster, his only quick passing comment to me was “for the sake of my job would you forget that I had spoken to you during the early morning hours outside the hotel.”

         I made my own way to the airport, happy to be finally going home from what I had first envisaged as an amazing opportunity to cover another top world exclusive story, to what had become a week of pure hell.

         
      Did the truth ever come out? 
    

         I did see Allen once more, when visiting the editor in his office a week later. As I walked through the Sunday People newsroom one of his associates who was sat next to Allen, a columnist at the paper, murmured “There goes a photographer who won’t door-step and take the pictures he is told to” – all I could do was turn and say, “That’s not a photographer you are talking about, what you need to hire is a cheap lying paparazzi snapper!” But I never forget, there always must be a scapegoat, for Allen, at least amongst his colleagues, I was it!

         The editor of course was as amiable as ever, I was thanked, paid in full, although amazingly he never once asked me what had happened on the Paris trip, or where the photographs were. Unfortunately, the day I popped in to see him he was obviously busy, phones ringing constantly, other people queuing to get into his office, so there was no opportunity for me to sit down and talk it through. Probably any reasoning wasn’t wanted anyway, I had worked 25for him all over the world for several years and never had or made any problems – so he probably guessed and filed it all away as something now ‘water under the bridge’, and as they say, something that was now ‘tomorrow’s fish and chip paper’.

         I had to put my hope in another expression ‘the truth always comes out’. Surely someone at some time had to account for the fact that there was no interview or photographs of Sarah and Susannah’s meeting in Paris, but of course the absent freelance is always the easiest target. I will never know what excuses were made, what story was told – and possibly, just possibly, the truth did not come out!

         The newspaper the following weekend published a pathetically small one paragraph account of Susannah and Sarah’s emotional midnight meeting:

         
            ‘Rod Stewart’s love child Sarah Thubron wept tears of joy last night as she met her long-lost mother. It was all so different from Sarah’s tension packed first meeting with Rod Stewart a week earlier. Susannah’s eyes glistening with tears as she invited Sarah to make a new life with her in Paris.’

         

         Obviously, there was no actual interview with Sarah and her mother, there were no photographs from Paris, the paper reusing my earlier photographs of Sarah taken in her home in Essex!

         Years later Rod and Sarah did meet again, their relationship blossoming. She was never intergraded entirely into his family, but she had the acceptance, love and acknowledgement from Rod – and that’s all that Sarah ever wanted.

         For my part, I can only hope Rod eventually discussed all this with Sarah, at least enough to discover the truth of the whole sad affair?

         
             

         

         
      Still to come: 
      I have my first big break, news pictures published in London. I am both welcomed and rejected within an hour by the Sun Newspaper. 
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