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            And for their love and support I’d like to thank:

Stuart, Dad aka Captain Rock Choir, Mum and Liz.

            For the friendships and nostalgia:

the staff and ‘Old Girls’ of Saint Martin’s School, Solihull.

            For supporting me in the writing of my story:

Louise, Shoba, Ann and Pam.

            And to the Rock Choir HQ and Choir Leader Team past and present:

you’re amazing!

            And finally,

thank you to all the precious Rockies, past, present and future.

            Once a Rockie, always a Rockie!
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            Chris Evans, TV / Radio Presenter & Producer

            “I have met and interviewed Caroline on numerous occasions and am always blown away by not only her extraordinary achievements but her warm, kind and genuine personality. She is a supremely talented and remarkable woman and through her unique offering of Rock Choir, has created something very special for this country, helping tens of thousands of individuals to not only find their voice but give them a sense of worth and belonging. I am amazed that even though she has experienced extraordinary success and media attention over the last 20 years, she remains modest, humble and selfless. She is a lovely human being and has brought joy to all those who take part in Rock Choir while raising millions for charities at the same time and creating careers for hundreds of musicians.

            Her long-awaited autobiography, SING, is a chance for all of us to learn, appreciate and be inspired by Caroline’s positive outlook on life as well as enjoy her love and personal insight into pop music and the greatest songs of our time. It’s clear that she has given her life to nurturing the British Public and even though she has made huge personal sacrifices, her commitment and passion to both music and people remains steady and should, I feel, be recognised.”
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            Samir Patel, CEO, Comic Relief 

            “Rock Choir’s fundraising efforts encapsulate the meaning of Red Nose Day, doing something fun to raise money and make a huge difference. The choir’s unique blend of entertainment, fun, community engagement and emotional connection has helped to elevate the voices of causes in need. Caroline has been the driving force behind Rock Choir’s success. Her passion for bringing people together and making a difference has united people across the country. We are truly grateful for her unwavering support and extend our heartfelt thanks for everything she has done to help us make a difference for our funded partners across the UK and abroad.”
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            Sunday Times Magazine

            “Rock Choir has become the biggest National Cultural Movement of the decade.” 7
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            Mark Rowland, CEO, Mental Health Foundation

            “Caroline is a pioneer in the world of music. She possesses a unique ability to bring people from different backgrounds together, and provide an escape from the everyday stresses of life, through music. Everyone at the Mental Health Foundation is incredibly grateful for the support Rock Choir gives to our charity, by shining a spotlight on mental health and highlighting the benefits music can have on our mental health. I am excited to see where Caroline takes Rock Choir next!”
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            Sara Raybould, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, University of West London (home to London College of Music)

            “Caroline takes us on her amazing and personal journey leading to the creation of the incredible Rock Choir and all that this brings. Her creativity, expertise and commitment are evident throughout and we are left in no doubt about her desire to inspire others and bring music to all. As an Honorary Doctor of Letters of the University of West London, Caroline is a regular presence who continues to inspire the music students of London College of Music. She is a catalyst to all who have entrepreneurial drive, a passion for business and an interest in enriching the lives of others.”
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            Bazil Meade, Founder of London Community Gospel Choir

            “It is not difficult for me to understand the emotions that flooded Caroline’s heart when she decided to use music-making as a magnet to bring people together.

            She created Rock Choir - a unique environment that unites individuals and communities - creating a platform to promote the human desire to try something new and challenge one’s known abilities. For many, Rock Choir is a place where all will feel united and bonded by a shared sense of achievement, created by Caroline who followed her heart to do something for others. Inspiring and admirable.”
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            FOREWORD 

            BY MICHAEL BALL
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         As I welcomed Caroline Redman Lusher on stage at the BBC Proms in the Park, the crowd roared and cheered as she and her Rock Choir team of singers began to lead the 40,000-strong audience through a fantastic, dynamic and exciting performance. An explosion of thousands of stars then appeared among the huge crowd across Hyde Park and we all suddenly realised, the Rockies were taking part too! I already knew at this point that Caroline had created something truly magical with Rock Choir but her performance that day and the uplifting, joyous event we all witnessed, reinforced to the entire world that Rock Choir really is an extraordinary, unique and life-changing entity!

         I’ve been delighted to work with Caroline and Rock Choir numerous times over the years and to me, Rock Choir is pure joy! Caroline has created a unique platform to allow everyone to enjoy music and sing together as one, in a safe, positive, empowering and nurturing environment. She is a trailblazer, creating the original contemporary choir experience in the country and has now turned Rock Choir into a household name. She has not only created a much-loved brand but has brought the joy of popular music and song to tens of thousands of people and in turn, dramatically improved their world, their wellbeing and mental health.

         SING, is a fascinating, entertaining and at times, highly emotional read. Caroline’s personal and musical journey is dramatic and eye-opening and it quickly becomes obvious that music and singing is her world and was right from the start. It’s obvious why Rock Choir has become the household name it is today. She has gone to great lengths and made huge sacrifices to ensure that Rock Choir reaches hundreds of communities and in turn has changed the lives of so many individuals across the UK.

         Caroline’s love and passion of music and people is consistent throughout. She is a musical talent, a force for good, a creative visionary, an inspirational figurehead and someone we should all be proud of, as I am sure you will agree when you’ve read, SING!
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            DEAR READER
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         Writing this book to tell the story of Rock Choir seems a fitting milestone for both Rock Choir and for me as Rock Choir turns 20-years-old this year and I turn 50. However, writing a book created challenges for me. Firstly, I had never written a book before and secondly, I knew it would mean revisiting not only the wonderful and exciting experiences that have taken place in Rock Choir’s journey but also the poignant and more difficult moments which were pivotal and life-changing for me, personally.

         I’m going to tell you my story and the story of Rock Choir in an honest and intimate way, sharing the very personal feelings, reflections and insights I’ve experienced. I rarely speak of the details and what goes on behind the scenes both at Rock Choir and in my personal world, always preferring to show everyone a sparkly smile and keep others uplifted and joyous. Why share difficult and dark details when the whole point is to make everyone happy?! However, it feels like the right time to speak, explain it all, and allow you behind the smile in the hope that by the end of my story, you’ll know the real me. I hope you will feel close to me and inspired to go out and achieve whatever you desire. Knowing that you’ve shared something special and honest with me, learnt from my encounters and understood my decisions will, I hope, help you and others. After all, if we don’t talk and listen to each other, how will we learn and in turn, make the best of our lives?

         While you’re reading my story, I ask you to consider your own connection with music and how it has impacted you throughout your life. I believe we each own a unique soundtrack; a personal list of songs which is special only to us. Which song can you think of now? Does one come to mind? One that is special to you? These songs will be ones that evoke strong emotions and instantly return us to moments in our life which have been significant or even insignificant in some way. They will remind us of both happiness and sadness depending on the events we have experienced on our journey but they are each important to reinforce balance, the good times and the sad. They say that smell is the most evocative sense, but I believe that music makes an impact in an equal but different way. Hearing a song from our past can transport us back to that moment: how we felt, what we were doing, the people who were around us and the full context of that 12time in our lives. What are your songs?

         Music is also a beautiful, wellbeing tool and, in my opinion, engaging with it should be a priority to all of us. Engaging with music of any style or era can change our mood instantly and it connects us to one another no matter what age, language, geographical or social barriers might be in place. I’ve seen thousands of examples of life-changing results from those taking part in Rock Choir and knowing this, helps me get through the difficult days. Did you know that recent research has shown that listening to our favourite songs can relieve pain, even more so than taking an over-the-counter painkiller like ibuprofen? Listening to ‘relaxing’ music isn’t enough though; when we listen to songs we love and in turn experience shivers or goosebumps, researchers believe this process and reaction is actually blocking pain signals and an alternative intervention for those undergoing surgery, surgical recovery and chronic pain conditions. Moving, emotional anthems create the strongest reaction so those individuals I’ve met throughout my career who have used these songs to help them recover from harrowing experiences, are right. Another significant and highly valuable piece of knowledge for all of us to remember is that musical memory is protected in dementia and Alzheimer’s patients and an emotional reaction is immediate when music known to the patient is played to them. Patients often come alive, respond and communicate again. It’s a magical and moving moment for the family watching, desperate to be recognised and communicate with their loved one.

         If you aren’t fully in the know about Rock Choir and before my story begins, let me explain a little about the organisation and how I am very much responsible for it.

         Rock Choir is the world’s largest contemporary choir and was the first of its kind, offering an accessible and inclusive environment to the general public to enjoy popular and contemporary music and singing in a new way without the need for auditions and experience of reading music. A simple concept you may think but one framed and presented as a unique offering with an awful lot of thinking, expertise, planning and integrity behind it which has granted me much recognition and many awards. However, more importantly, it has paved the way for contemporary singing and inspired many others to follow. Rock Choir has introduced music to, and touched the lives of, hundreds of thousands of people so far and currently rehearses in 400 locations across the UK. It’s an uplifting experience and appropriate for everyone and anyone, no matter what 13their background, age or experience in music and is supported by a team of over 140 talented individuals who work alongside me. It allows all of us to engage with, and benefit from, music in the form of feel-good and anthemic pop songs from the current charts and past decades. It offers a musical and social platform, enabling anyone of any age to benefit from and connect not only to music but also and equally as importantly, to one another and across communities. Rock Choir has become a lifeline to many, especially those trying to cope with the daily struggles, issues and challenges that life throws at us.

         My story, at its best, has led me to help thousands of people find their sparkle again, generate hundreds of careers in the arts, raise millions of pounds for charity and create a new musical landscape for communities across the UK, inspiring others to create choirs of their own. It has led me to perform on stage to thousands of people, appear on TV and radio and fill both Wembley and the O2 Arenas while breaking multiple Guinness World Records.

         However, it has also brought me overwhelming heartache and pushed me to breaking point physically and emotionally many times, forcing me to continuously recover, rethink, rework, and push forward in the most challenging of times. My resilience to face these challenges was only made possible by finding ‘my people’; the people who had my back, the people who championed, loved and supported me. I explained in a speech I made recently that, “It’s people who make the world go round!” I know who my people are; my family, and friends and also my team who have become a family to me. My job and path in life is clear and simple; to inspire people to sing and to give them a voice when they may have lost their own. The simple act of singing can transform lives and it’s my life’s work to champion it.

         I hope in reading my story, those of you who have never even considered singing will learn what a powerful wellbeing tool it can be. The next time you sing along to the radio in the car, or blast out your favourite songs in the shower, take a moment to register how much better, happier and joyful you feel afterwards. I promise you, there is transformational and natural power in singing and music and it’s there waiting for you!

         So, here it is – my story. A personal invitation to know the real me and an opportunity for you to see Rock Choir through my eyes. Join me as I take you on my journey, beginning with my formative years of childhood right the way through to the present day. You will then realise how each pivotal life-moment, shaped and impacted my vision and creation of Rock Choir.

      

   


   
      
         
14
            MR BLUE SKY

            JEFF LYNNE/ELO
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         The noise of the crowd was deafening as thousands stamped their feet, roared and chanted over and over again, “Rock Choir, Rock Choir!” In the backstage corridors, the sound was muffled but intense, creating an almost frightening but spine-tingling energy that swept over all of us. Wembley Arena! The ultimate venue for any performer and available only to those fortunate enough to have an audience willing to fill it. I had imagined this moment from the age of seven. My dream was about to be realised and I was being given the chance to share it with the others; people who believed in me and in Rock Choir.

         “Are you ready?” Alannah asked. She was the executive producer responsible for filming The Choir That Rocks, an ITV1 entertainment documentary.

         “They’re waiting!”

         She and her film crew all smiled, referring to the overpowering noise of cheering and chanting from the Rockies in the arena.

         “Yes,” I replied. I had been ready for a very long time.

         I’m fortunate to be able to plot my life and history with pop songs. I call it a ‘personal soundtrack’ and I can normally calculate when a song was released by relating it to what I was doing at that time and how the song impacted me in some way. For example, Annie Lennox’s, Walking on Broken Glass, was released as part of her Diva album in 1992. I distinctly remember the time and place when I was introduced to it. It was my first year at university when my tutor, Dr Stan Hawkins, presented me with a copy of the album in piano/vocal score as I was leaving a lecture. He was waiting outside in the corridor and said, as he lent it to me, that it was the perfect song book for me. He was right. This song and album along with many other songs that Annie Lennox wrote, are firmly ensconced in my personal soundtrack. But before university and for years as I was growing up, other songs had been important to me as my connection to and understanding of pop music was developing. 15

         Growing up in the 70s and 80s in a village called Knowle, Solihull, near Birmingham Airport with my dad David, a pilot, my mum Gillian and my sister Elizabeth – Liz - I’d shown interest in music since I was a toddler. I had apparently been fascinated by the iconic TV show, Top of the Pops. In particular, the pop group, Showaddywaddy was apparently one of my favourite bands and their 1976 song, Under the Moon of Love, would create a reaction from me, according to my mum. In 1978, Rod Stewart’s gyrating performances of Da Ya Think I’m Sexy also created a lot of (innocent) fun and inspiration while Boney M’s Rasputin offered catchy and easy melody lines for me to sing along to! Mum would let me dance in front of the TV, in my pyjamas, permitting me to stay up for an extra 30 minutes each week. She says it was the highlight of my week and like many others who grew up with Top of the Pops, it was a sad moment when the show finally came to an end.

         Dad owned a blue Triumph Spitfire and would always blast out his favourite tunes. In particular, the greatest hits of ELO which had been released in 1979; Mr Blue Sky, Evil Woman, Can’t Get You Out of My Head, Turn to Stone and Telephone Line must have been played on his in-car cassette player hundreds of times on our journeys. This album is so precious to me now that even 40-plus years on, Mr Blue Sky takes me straight back to my childhood and time spent with him.

         “Sun is shinin’ in the sky, there ain’t a cloud in sight…it’s stopped rainin’…”

         This song eventually became a Rock Choir favourite and when we all came together at the London O2 Arena, decades after these childhood moments, Rock Choir and I performed it and the song’s connection with us as a family became strengthened even more. It’s an important song on my personal soundtrack, and one which will stay with me and my dad forever.

         During the 1980s and perhaps when I was most impressionable, pop music was hugely impacted by the shift forward in technology. Electronic music and synthpop emerged from the post-punk and new wave movements alongside the further development of rock music with iconic artists like Guns N’ Roses, Van Halen and Bon Jovi taking the lead. Def Leppard was a favourite of mine and they were firmly placed in the new wave of British heavy metal movement and whose Hysteria album 16was the first CD I bought and still covet today. The emergence of MTV and pop videos in the early ‘80s was also significantly impactful and after the ground-breaking video accompanying The Buggles’s Video Killed the Radio Star changed the world. I distinctly recall the first time I watched the award-winning music video Take on Me by Aha which dramatically changed the music video scene for a second time by introducing new technologies and animation. Like many others, I immediately fell in love with Morten Harket and felt the very real heartache and fear as he was chased so aggressively by those men in hard hats carrying large steel wrenches! (Who were these men anyway? And why were they chasing our beloved Morten?)
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            “It’s clear that I was caught up in a whirlwind when pop music ruled the world.”
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         The British pop groups and artists were presented to us during the ‘80s as glamorous, global popstars, achieving success in the notoriously hard-to-impact America and achieving stardom in the UK charts. These artists and this decade were inspirational to me with personal favourites such as Culture Club, Human League, Queen, U2, The Eurythmics, The Police and Wham, inspiring me with my decisions to focus only on music as a future career. Well-constructed, brilliant song after brilliant song featured in the charts with Wham’s, Club Tropicana and Paul Young’s Wherever I Lay My Hat (That’s My Home) becoming just two of my personal soundtrack songs from that year when I was just 10-years-old. I would attach myself to them being played from the juke box the Watergate Bay Hotel had invested in, while I was on holiday in Newquay, Cornwall.

         The lyrics to most pop songs written back then were and mainly continue to be describing romance and depicting magical but often volatile relationships. As a child, I was far too young to understand but the huge shift forward in popular culture influenced me in an incredible way. I know how fortunate I am to have experienced my childhood and 17teenage years through the ‘80s when I was most impressionable and had the rest of my life and career ahead of me.

         I realise now that I was hugely impacted by the narrative and message in each song and this resulted in me holding a perhaps unrealistic romantic notion about how relationships should be and how innocent and happy the world was. However, it was at this very young age when I decided I was going to train, learn, work hard, become a professional musician, a singer and pursue the ultimate goal - a record deal!

         It never seemed unrealistic to me; a simple ambition to have in life! Why shouldn’t I become a professional singer? Especially with all the influence and inspiration of the pop music of that time and at an age when I had the confidence to choose whichever route I wanted. What I realise now is that it was simply the music; I wanted to work with music as much as possible and I was highly driven to achieve because I wanted to sing and perform these impactful songs and maybe even take part in these extraordinary pop videos.

         The songs made me come alive. I only had to listen to a few bars and I would instantly become happier. I was wholly and exclusively connected and committed to music and that was that! I still listen to these songs now and am lucky enough to be able to work with them and breathe life into them again years later by introducing them to Rock Choir. The songs I love are timeless and will always make me happy. They take me back to my safe, happy, childhood.

         It’s clear that I was caught up in a whirlwind when pop music ruled the world. However, for me, it didn’t start with pop music. Instead, I developed my skills by learning classical music and studying music theory, violin and piano. At four-years-old I started playing the violin. I was invited to take free lessons as part of a new council-led music initiative and was chosen because, apparently, I sometimes used to stand up and sing the start of the hymn in school assembly to help everyone remember the melody and this showed a musical interest. The headmistress would ask if anyone remembered the hymn and that was my cue to help.

         I’d like to think that I wasn’t showing off but more that I loved to sing and simply wanted to help others to do the same and in fact I remember being fairly shy for much of my early childhood. However, I knew that singing made me feel good and gave me a voice and even in those early 18school days, my connection with music and singing had begun.

         I gained the Royal Schools of Music Grade 8 certificates in both violin and piano by the time I was 14 and alongside the years of private tuition, I became part of the Solihull Borough Youth Orchestral programme, working my way up through the orchestral ranks until the age of 18 when I performed in classical concerts both in the UK and abroad. Elgar’s Serenade for Strings and Nimrod from Elgar’s Enigma Variations were added to my personal playlist during that time. I became a first-violinist and as a teenager, I knew even then how powerful and remarkable these pieces of music were to hold our attention and create such emotion at a young age. I wonder if others who were in this orchestra remember this as I do and how we all connected together so beautifully in those moments, each time we performed. The feeling of being part of a piece of music and creating such a beautiful sound, each of us contributing our one line but coming together as one, was truly magical; to all be breathing and focused together, allowing the music to grow from us was like nothing else. I also distinctly remember competing as a violinist in one of these orchestras at the Royal Festival Hall. I was very young and it was my first time in London. The experience of being in the capital was exciting and overwhelming in equal measures as well as having to perform under pressure on stage in what was a huge auditorium for me at the time.

         After the performance, my parents took advantage of being in London for the day and took me and my sister to watch Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical, Starlight Express. From the classical world to the contemporary that day, my mum still describes how I was perched on the edge of my seat throughout the whole performance, utterly transfixed by the characters (especially Greaseball who I totally fell in love with), the music and the singing, while desperate to climb onto the train tracks and join in. It remains my favourite musical to this day and I am thrilled it has returned to London as a permanent fixture. Liz and I can still sing every song in that original version of the show.

         As I grew and alongside my classical violin, piano and music theory training, I also studied voice, classical again but very useful for the vocal technique. However, at every possible moment, I tried to introduce the songs of Carole King into these lessons, much to the dismay of my private opera singer tutor who was more comfortable with arias and at a push, the 19hits from West Side Story. At home after my weekly lesson, I would often disappear to the end of our garden and while on my swing I would listen, using my overused and slightly scruffy orange tape cassette Walkman, to the likes of Whitney Houston, the Fame soundtrack, ELO’s Greatest Hits, Boney M and ABBA. I remember being captivated by Houston’s, How Will I Know and would practice her lead line, trying to copy every vocal inflection. “There’s a boy, I know, he’s the one I dream of, uh-huh, look into my eyes….”

         Pop music impacted every other moment outside these years of classical training. At Dorridge Junior School, the music teacher at the time, Miss Barrett, initiated a school choir and I remember learning The Carpenters’ songs, Top of the World and Sing. I loved our weekly rehearsals and particularly her choice of songs. My friends never seemed interested and certainly didn’t spend time learning the lyrics but instead would mouth incoherent syllables hoping to get away with it while I had prepped, rehearsed and studied every lyric.

         I remember deconstructing vocal harmonies and teaching them and accompanying dance routines to my friends, particularly ABBA songs. I was nine-years-old and would ask them to rehearse with me in the lunch breaks, persuading them to perform with me to the rest of the class. Mamma Mia, Waterloo and Take a Chance on Me! Waterloo was my favourite as it had energy, pace and power. Little did I know back then that decades later, I would once again be teaching, rehearsing and performing ABBA vocal harmonies and routines but on a much larger scale, still with friends but in this case, the Rockies. If you are new to Rock Choir then you’ll need to know that the term ‘Rockies’ is the endearing name given to our Rock Choir members.

         When I was 10-years-old and leaving Dorridge Junior School to move to senior school, certain pupils were awarded trophies and cups and when the music cup was announced, many of my class turned round to look at me expecting my name to be read out. However, when it wasn’t, their faces changed from knowing smiles and supportive nods to looks of disbelief. Instead of my name, it was the name of a girl from another class, called Jenny Baumber. She was a lovely, pretty girl and had studied violin alongside me since the age of four. However, I remember in that moment feeling devastated and confused. Jenny was a good violin player 20but I instinctively knew that she wouldn’t pursue music as a career but that I most definitely would and how could the teachers not see this? I was frustrated, upset and hurt.

         My whole world was music and my priority. Had I not worked hard enough or proven how committed I was to a career in music? I was only 10, but still? This experience shifted my thinking into one that was then underpinned by grit and determination; that I would show them all that they had got it wrong. That music was going to be my life and I would never give it up or fail. I would sign a record deal and prove that I was worthy of that junior school music cup. I wonder now whether this experience ignited a need to achieve and tipped me into being so goal-driven. Or maybe it was a character trait I’d had since birth? It’s certainly a common characteristic in entrepreneurs. However, maybe losing the music cup at 10 was part of a bigger plan and motivation but either way, fate or indeed, my luck, almost immediately changed.
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            A LITTLE RESPECT

            ERASURE
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         Just weeks after the disappointment of not clinching the junior school music trophy, I was offered a music scholarship to attend Saint Martin’s, a private girls’ school in Solihull; a beautiful period building in the centre of Solihull with new best friends and wonderful teachers waiting to guide my life forward. The scholarship was a huge win, helping my parents financially as it paid for a third of the fees for a total of seven years. An exciting chapter lay ahead of me and my time there between 1985 and 1992 was the happiest and most fulfilling. Even now I use memories and visualise the building and environment to help me relax if I’m ever particularly stressed.

         Although I can’t speak for everyone who attended St Martin’s, I found that the nurturing and supportive environment of the school allowed many of us to blossom and pursue our goals in life. Led by the ever-impressive strength and leadership of Mrs Williams, I thoroughly enjoyed the structure, timetable, calendar, staff and friends I made there. I was safe and happy and the wonderful school platform allowed me to develop my music skills with never a hint that I couldn’t achieve anything I set out to do. School plays, concerts, LAMDA exams, string group, orchestra, choir and dance competitions kept me busy alongside the piano and violin exams I was always studying for. One particular school concert allowed me to perform on the violin delivering both Winter from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and then Bach’s Double, violin duet. My extremely supportive (and patient) music and drama teachers and now friends, Frances Hooper and Clare Kimpton, allowed me to include a song I’d written myself featuring three backing-singing friends. We called ourselves Caz and the Swingers and the song was called Kiss My Baby Goodnight. I performed it in the school hall, at the piano, singing and playing having staged a choreographed performance with my three friends at three microphones. With the violin too, I was offering an eclectic mix of music in that concert but it was the fun and contemporary original song that clearly won the 22hearts of the audience. I felt elated as the school hall erupted into applause and loud cheering. A full, standing ovation won my heart too as the thrill and high of performing got hold of me properly for the first time. The high was extraordinary and I was never to be the same again. It reinforced my dreams of a record deal and desire to work in music and everyone around me agreed.

         Have you had any moments that literally changed your life? Pivotal experiences that created such a high that your world instantly changed? I hope the Rockies feel these moments when they come offstage. It’s one of the key ingredients I brought to Rock Choir; to create extraordinary experiences that could never normally be achieved alone but in Rock Choir surrounded by friends, huge audiences, live TV and unique venues are part of the experience for each Rockie and part of the life-changing journey that they and the team, are on with me.

         Winning the junior school speech trophy when I was 14 was also a key moment. Even as I staggered on stage with crutches as my leg was in a cast after breaking my ankle on the school games field, I was still able to win the audience and judges over. (Unless of course I had been given the sympathy vote, my dad was convinced). However, decades later, when addressing an audience of 40,000 while live on BBC Radio 2 and Red Button, fortunately there were still no nerves when public speaking and those who know me well know that I LOVE chatting to anyone and everyone and about literally anything…!

         However, I wasn’t a grade A student and there were some extremely bright girls in my year group who went on to become very successful in the world of criminology, fashion, female health and forensics. I remember enjoying the exam process each year and never dreaded the results. My A-levels resulted in three C grades which I didn’t mind at all considering I was doing so much extracurricular work and developing my professional life as a musician.

         I’m still very much in touch with these friends and the staff who taught me and some years after I introduced Rock Choir, a Performing Arts Scholarship was introduced in my name. I loved meeting the recipients and seeing the rehearsals and performances back at the school.

         When I wasn’t at school, life was equally as wonderful at home in Knowle. The Edwardian house I grew up in came with secret passageways 23and quirky-shaped rooms leading to hidden attic spaces where Liz and I could hide and play. The garden was long and led to a neighbour’s bluebell wood and fields, home to livestock but which were private and safe for us to play in. My social life was busy and full and friends would turn up at my house to sing with me as I accompanied them on the upright piano I had learnt on from an early age.

         Between the ages of 12 and 16, before we were legally allowed to go to the local pubs, we would gather at the piano in the music room extension Dad had built, and flick through my music scores and books of pop music. We would pick out hit songs which I’d then play on the piano. We would sing our hearts out together and spend happy times laughing, chatting and immersing ourselves in the music. Songs I remember from those evenings featured Flashdance… What a Feeling by Irene Cara and Alone by Heart, my sister’s favourite, and various other vocally inspired hits from that time which years later, would eventually end up in the Rock Choir repertoire.

         I also remember the happy days of listening to and dutifully recording every Radio 1 Top 40 Chart on a Sunday with Simon Mayo between 4pm and 7pm. I created hundreds of cassette tapes called, Caz’s Greatest Hits 1,2,3,4,5 alongside listening to the much more professional album compilation volumes of NOW and HITS, to which I allocated the entirety of my pocket money on a Saturday alongside buying the latest hit single on vinyl, from Our Price in Solihull.

         Those were the days when many of us listened to the radio on a cassette recorder and the recording I would make each week would be ambient. In other words, it would record the sound of the radio playing into my bedroom along with any other sound created in the room over those few hours. Those years of committing every Sunday afternoon to the Top 40 and listening, learning and understanding the songs were in fact an important and educational period of time for me. They contributed to a much bigger picture, reinforcing the connection with and understanding of pop music which led me to where I am today.

         The NEC Arena was only 15 minutes from my home in Knowle and when I was old enough, I was allowed to go and see a variety of pop concerts over that time. Erasure with their hit song Respect which is still one of my favourites now, Europe with the ultimate wedding dancefloor 24groom and ushers’ favourite, The Final Countdown, and MC Hammer with his hit, U Can’t Touch This impacted me hugely and pushed me onwards and upwards in my desire to pursue a record deal. I even went to see Bros on their When Will I be Famous tour and although I wasn’t a ‘Brosette’ I was thrilled to have a moment with and even an embrace with Matt Goss as I came off the stage at the London BBC Proms in the Park decades later.

         My sister Liz was always so proud of me and my musical and singing skills and as soon as she could drive, she would take me to various karaoke bars and push me forward to get onstage and entertain. It was a lot of fun and she would try to find karaoke competitions so we might win some prize money, which we did on some occasions. Although I think she must have claimed the cash to cover petrol expenses as I don’t recall ever walking away with money.

         One evening we were at a karaoke event being held in JB’s Nightclub and Restaurant next to Birmingham Airport. I was almost 15, but I looked a lot older due to my height of nearly six feet. While I was onstage, my sister happened to be standing with the club’s manager and proudly informed him that I could play the piano and accompany myself singing. Much to my amazement, he took us and the friends we were with through to his restaurant which was attached to the nightclub but closed for the evening and said, “Show me what you can do!”

         Here was my first chance. I wanted to be a professional singer and I was being offered a key opportunity to perform to the public, somewhere I could develop my performance skills. When questioned, my sister and I lied and said I was 18, because I shouldn’t have even been in the nightclub at my age. I wasn’t nervous, just excited as I sang my way through a couple of gentle Carole King and Gloria Estefan ballads. After I finished, he offered me a job there and then asking me to perform on Friday nights paying £40 for the evening to entertain diners for two hours. I was thrilled. My first professional gig! I remember that initially, for the first few Fridays at least, I was repeating all the songs I knew over and over and it was important that I built up my repertoire as quickly as possible. It was time to work hard on the piano at home learning new songs. I also had to get hold of a microphone, mic-stand and PA (Personal Amplification) system, which my dad dutifully bought from Tandy’s in Solihull. He and 25Mum left me to rehearse alone on Saturdays as I was initially too shy to practice with them listening in the background.

         During one of these Friday evenings, a chap in his 20s who I had seen at some of the local karaoke bars approached me after my set and told me that the owner of a more sophisticated nightclub in Birmingham called Liberty’s on the Hagley Road was looking for a singer and pianist.

         “There’s a white baby grand in the restaurant, can I suggest you audition?” Obviously, at 14, I couldn’t drive, so he took me there himself to meet the manager and to audition. But it was an over 21s nightclub and although I was nearly 15, this was far away from the minimum age entry requirement. It was a glamorous venue with mirrors lining the corridors and various different bars and areas including the restaurant. My stomach was churning as I walked in, pretending it was all normal and I was accustomed to nightclubs like this. However, aside from the nerves, I saw this introduction as part of the bigger plan allowing me to be able to perfect my craft and become the professional singer that I dreamt of becoming, so I told him I was 21. Fortunately, the manager was delighted with my audition and asked me how much I charged and whether I could start that same night. I replied that my fee was £40. But at the end of the night, when he took me down to his basement office, he opened a huge safe and asked me how many hours I’d worked. I realised he’d assumed I charged £40 an hour! I replied, four hours.

         “Here you are,” he said and much to my amazement, began dishing out £10 and £20 notes into my hand. I still said nothing. I played it cool and left for the night but when I got home, I woke my parents in a frenzy, jumped on their bed and showed them all the money I’d earned…£160! To say they looked shocked is an understatement and I quickly started explaining. And although they were very concerned, I worked hard to convince them to let me continue with the new job and develop my performance skills to help my future career. They were incredibly supportive back then and have continued to be throughout my life and career and I recognise how fortunate I am to have such kind, caring parents.

         My dad used to drive me up to central Birmingham regularly. I became a keyboardist as part of a rock band and we’d rehearse on Saturday mornings near Snow Hill. He would then take me up to the Liberty’s 26every Saturday night, and I had an agreement with him that he would drop me and my PA equipment off in the carpark and never come in with me and that the bouncers would help me in with all the heavy gear. I knew Dad might spot that some of the clientele were unsavory and I didn’t want him to worry or stop me from working there. He was always protective, ensuring my sister and I were safe from harm so I imagine he may have been in a dilemma at times, taking me to a nightclub when I was so young. I think he knew by then that he couldn’t really stop me from doing what I loved and so remained wonderfully supportive while keeping a close eye on me to make sure I didn’t get in over my head.

         Looking back, I remember being proud about what I was doing and how young I was, juggling my school life with this unusual nightlife and early career. Beryl, Maureen, Frances, Clare and the rest of the school staff soon found out but their questions were more out of interest than anything else. Like my parents, they knew I was going to work with music when I left education and under their guidance, I honoured the music scholarship and the benefits and opportunities this gave me.

         However, while singing in a nightclub was very unusual and exciting, being so young definitely left me vulnerable and there were activities going on around me in that environment that I may have been too naïve to notice or even understand. I was often under pressure from the men sitting around the piano and I remember one evening, a whole rugby team was booked in for dinner. The management had set the piano up in the middle of their seating for me to perform at and I was horrified as the team of drunk, loud and boisterous men arrived and began throwing bread rolls across the room and above my head. They shouted to one another while I was singing and I remember feeling totally out of my depth. It was stressful and at just 15, I was far from mature enough to know how to manage them. I also remember a chap coming up to me and asking me to meet him in the champagne bar so he could ask me something. I agreed, wondering if there was a special song he wanted me to sing. Instead, he said: “Actually I’d like to buy you a drink and take you out on a date.” I was confused; I saw that he was wearing a wedding ring and refused him based on the fact that he was married. My parents were happily married and my core beliefs about relationships and marriage were challenged by him that evening and among other incidents, would be, for the entirety of 27my career ahead as a lounge singer.

         Many dark and unpleasant experiences followed during that part of my singing career, especially in central London and I recognise now that these experiences shaped my view of relationships and men. Thanks to my upbringing, I did well to stay strong and remove myself from the more sordid opportunities that presented themselves. And decades later, I’m grateful to have found and married Stuart, an honourable, decent and loyal man.

         I was beginning to understand that the club really wasn’t a very nice place. However, my dedication to singing and developing my career was far more important and I stuck it out at Liberty’s for nearly two more years along with work I’d accepted in a different bar in central Birmingham. I was, however, eventually fired dramatically from both establishments, removed from the nightclub physically and abandoned in the carpark by the bouncers when the management were told I was underage and they realised I’d started singing in there when I was 14.

         In fact, it was the management of Ronnie Scott’s, the famous jazz club, who blew the whistle. Based just down the road from Liberty’s, the club’s management had invited me to dine with them there and were marvelling at a young new talent who was only 24-years-old and performing onstage in front of us. Thinking that being young would win me points, I took it upon myself to explain that I was only 16 in the hope that they would be so impressed they would shove me up onstage that very night. No such luck and of course I now realise that all these establishments could have lost their licenses because of me. And I’m sorry for that. However, when I was abandoned, perched on my PA system, behind Liberty’s in the middle of their dark carpark on my own, I didn’t fully grasp the situation I’d ended up in and felt very upset. Dad arrived as usual to collect me that night and I had to tell him I’d been fired and thrown out of the club. He was furious that I’d been left in the car park but thankful, I’m sure, that my time performing in the nightclub was over. It was just as well that university was about to beckon and once again my life would dramatically change.
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[image: ]Caroline at 15-years-old attending Saint Martin’s School, Solihull. 1989.29
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         Salford university was offering a degree in pop music. I was thrilled. It was perfect! In fact, it was the first course of its kind introduced by musicologists Dr Stan Hawkins who specialised in popular music studies and Dr Sheila Whiteley whose expertise lay in Progressive Rock and Britpop. Competition for a place on their course was fierce with only 40 available and thousands applying.

         Although I’d auditioned for various classical music degrees elsewhere, this was the course I wanted and the three-stage audition, exam and interview process was tough with a nail-biting waiting time between each round. Patience isn’t a characteristic I’m very familiar with and in the end, I couldn’t wait for a final letter so I telephoned the university to find out if I had one of those 40 coveted spots. They confirmed I did and my whole year group celebrated that morning at sixth form college when I relayed the news. It must have been obvious to everyone throughout my school life, that music was my chosen path and to be able to study popular music was something I didn’t even know was possible.

         What was clear to me based on just the exam was that without my classical training, I wouldn’t have passed and been awarded a place. The curriculum was tough, with advanced music theory and a wide knowledge and experience of technology necessary just for year one. What I didn’t realise, in my eagerness to begin there however, was how life was going to dramatically change for me in other ways. Leaving the safe and happy environment of Saint Martin’s Girls’ School led to a huge transition as I became one of only two girls on this new degree, based in an industrial and neglected part of the country. The course title was BA Honours in Popular Music and Recording. It was a step closer to my career and the London recording deal plan. The dramatic life-change as I left my home and my school and friends was the end of a chapter and my new life closed the door on it with a firm and very loud bang.
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