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To every woman of colour. This is for us.






In February 2017, to coincide with Black History Month in the United States, CNN launched a project inspired by W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk, a literary classic about race and ethnicity in North America. In this book, Du Bois talks about the first time he realised that his skin colour made him different. CNN chronicled several high-profile people of colour revealing their own personal ‘moment’. It was called ‘The First Time I Realised I Was Black’, and it was something I had never thought about. As I mulled over how I would respond, I had a realisation that it came back to beauty.


I was born in London; however, when I was five years old, we moved to Lagos, Nigeria. Here, the concept of ‘Being Black’ was irrelevant. We were Nigerians, we were Africans, and we were too preoccupied with class to fit in a conversation about what it meant to be black. I came back to London when I was ten. That first day back at school, I knew I was different. I had a short Afro, and I remember overhearing a comment about me looking like Kunta Kinte, the character in Alex Haley’s novel Roots who was captured from his African village and sold into slavery. During swimming class, there was another comment that my ‘rubber lips’ should keep me afloat.


These remarks made me realise I was different, but they didn’t make me think about being black. As I hit adolescence, I began to get interested in beauty. I would, surreptitiously, take one of my mother’s lipsticks and swipe it across my lips as I walked to school, hoping to come across as worldly and sophisticated. One day, I went into a local chemist with some Caucasian friends to check out the beauty offering. While my friends giggled excitedly about their finds, everything I tried either left an ashy finish or didn’t show up on my skin because the pigments were not strong enough. Still I persevered, desperate to be part of the collective. I tried on the darkest foundation; a shade called Biscuit. To hide my embarrassment, I laughed off the fact that I looked as if I had smeared chalk on my skin.


But, of course, at that moment, everything changed. Suddenly colour mattered, in more ways than one. This is when I first realised I was ‘black’. It was as if I had turned up at an exclusive private party, to which I was not invited. I felt irrelevant, excluded and ashamed. I was not valuable enough to be part of the beauty conversation.


That experience was a few decades ago but, inconceivably, even with the world’s best beauty products at my disposal, I continue to relive that Biscuit moment. For years, the beauty industry peddled the ‘Black Doesn’t Sell’ myth. I attend hair launches, where the products are all about getting swishy ‘French-girl hair’. ‘Global’ skincare launches, where the ‘extensive product testing’ has only been conducted on white women. Launches where a make-up artist is giving everyone a makeover but doesn’t have your shade. Events where raising your hand to question the inclusivity of the products on show is met with an exasperated eye roll by other members of the media. And then there are the ‘nude’ lipstick launches, where the range would struggle to suit anyone darker than the colour of, yes, a biscuit.


As a beauty journalist who is sent products every month, I can test things and find out what will work for my skin and hair. But what about all the other women of colour out there? For years, strangers, colleagues, friends, family – in the street, at dinner parties, via social media – have been asking me for advice. ‘What’s the best foundation for oily skin?’, ‘What works well on hyperpigmentation?’, ‘Does that new brand everyone is raving about on Instagram work on us?’, ‘What do you think about coconut oil for natural hair?’, ‘Do I need retinol?’


Women of colour want to be able to walk into any mainstream store selling beauty products and buy haircare, skincare and cosmetics without a second thought. As an industry, we are moving in the right direction, but there is still a lot of work to be done. This is what inspired me to write Palette.


For every woman of colour on the hunt for beauty products that speak to her, this book is for you. It is also a rallying cry for all beauty brands to recognise the necessity, importance and value of engaging with a diverse range of skin tones and hair textures. Let’s banish the Biscuit experience for good.
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Ah, the irony. Here I am writing about skincare, and my skin is the worst it has been in a while. But please don’t let that put you off. Here’s the thing, unless you have perfect genes, chances are that you will, at some point, face some challenges to your skin because, you know what? Life happens.


Life for me, at the moment, means being a self-appointed guinea pig. I am trying and retrying new products and old favourites for the sake of this book, and this can play havoc with your skin. Think of me as the martyr who has been to Calvary and back for the sake of everyone’s skin salvation. (The lesson here? All the products in this book are great; just don’t use them all at once.)


As someone who suffered from terrible skin for many years – breakouts, acne, pigmentation, uneven texture, you name it – it is a blessing to have a job where I can access the knowledge I need to get my skin to a place where I am happy to go out without make-up. (And I mean properly out – not just out as in ‘putting the bins out’). Why wouldn’t I want to share that with you? I’ve said, and I will keep saying, in the hope that brands will listen, that there are products out there that work for us, but if we are not represented or included in the marketing then how are we supposed to know?


While reading this book, please bear the following in mind:


When choosing a product, ask yourself this: would you invest in the same outfit for a funeral, for the beach, for raving at Afropunk and for a traditional wedding? No, you wouldn’t. The point? Context is key. You cannot expect a single product to work for every eventuality.


I remember meeting a woman of colour (a facialist) with skin so marble smooth you could roll puff pastry on it. She admitted that she never used any of the products she was about to use on me (which naturally filled me with great confidence); all she ever used was Vaseline. Now, if I slathered my face in Vaseline, my skin would give birth to aliens. Not every product works for everyone. You have to find what’s right for you.


There are, however, three things that I believe every woman of colour should have in her skincare repertoire. First, a liquid exfoliator: this will give your skin LIFE. Second, vitamin C in some form, or another kind of brightener. Please understand that I am not talking about bleaching here, I’m talking about something to tackle those pesky dark spots and keep pigmentation at bay. And then, finally, sunscreen. Without sunscreen, all your hard work will go to the dogs.
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THINGS TO NOTE...


Cleansers can no longer expect a round of applause just because they clean. That’s the bare minimum, so put them through their paces and expect more from yours. Your texture of choice is down to personal preference, but if you have blemished, oily skin, and choose a rich balm that promises to hydrate dry skin, it won’t do a thing for you. Identify what your skin needs and choose your product accordingly.











NIOD


Sanskrit Saponins


Is it a bird? Is it a plane? Is it a …? Exactly. My first thought when I came across Sanskrit Saponins was ‘what on earth is this?’ Trying to unravel the nature of a product with only a double-Dutch press release and some Google search results that would send even the most learned specialist spiralling into a state of panic, always feels like a little too much work. Especially when you are on deadline. But then two things happened. First, I noticed an influx of this type of ‘intellectual skincare’, a burgeoning movement of product ranges that most people would need a medical degree to decipher. And second, my face wash ran out. Why not try the crazy-sounding cleanser? I was blown away. The brand blurb is that it helps to remove dead skin cells and reduces the look of pores while also combating blemishes and congestion. Quite a tall order, but SS does everything it says on the tin and more – you notice a difference on first use. It gets rid of deep-rooted gunk, so you end up with incredibly clean skin and a beautifully smooth texture. Unlike most deep cleans, it does not mess up the pH balance of your skin, so you don’t have that ‘if I smile my face will crack’ feeling. It is utterly brilliant. You’re advised to use SS every other day. I personally think that depends on two things: your skin type (sensitive and dry skins may need to go easy) and your skin’s reaction. I have oily skin so used it every day and the only reaction I had was better skin. The texture is quite strange – creamy, milky, ever so slightly foamy, all at the same time. And the smell is also slightly odd – a little bit like yeast mixed with fertiliser. Not disgusting, but it’s there. Still, considering the results, it’s a small price to pay.
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SUNDAY RILEY


Ceramic Slip


Nearly everyone who gave me a 5-star review of this cleanser was white, and for a long time, it never occurred to me to try it. Also, if I hear something is a ‘gentle’ cleanser, what I really hear is ‘Hey guys, I don’t do very much’. But curiosity got the better of me, so I tried a recently reformulated Ceramic Slip. I never used the old formula (there is a raging argument in the beauty world as to which is best), but I can tell you, this product is phenomenal. As someone who has long battled oiliness, blemishes, breakouts and pigmentation issues (as a teen I remember thinking, ‘Life, you have FAILED me’) I have to force myself to try products that are not just about dealing with those issues. There are always other things to consider, like hydration or protecting the skin barrier, and these, in the end, help to rectify the other problems like oiliness and breakouts. That is what Ceramic Slip does. It is a silky gel formulated with a blend of plant-based soaps, French green clay, bentonite and white kaolin clay. It gives you a really deep clean but it does so without drying the skin. Antioxidant-rich and skin-balancing ingredients such as olive oil and rice esters have been incorporated into the formula to protect the skin from dehydration. But more than that, it gets the grime off your skin and out of your pores – gently. It doesn’t take long at all before you see that the texture of your skin has improved immeasurably and everything feels more balanced. A lesson in how to cleanse your face brilliantly without beating it into submission.
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PETER THOMAS ROTH


Anti-Aging Cleansing Gel


In many ‘safe space’ beauty confessional moments, women sheepishly admit to me that they have, on more than the odd occasion, gone to bed with a full face of make-up still on. It takes the love of God for me not to shudder and recoil in judgement. I don’t go to bed with my make-up on – the idea that the day’s debris would be left to fester and have a rave in my pores fills me with terror – but I have, of course, been tempted. For the most part, the temptation comes when I am utterly exhausted. At moments like this, if I could employ someone to wash my face, I most definitely would. The more reasonable alternative to this is Peter Thomas Roth Anti-Aging Cleansing Gel. In some ways you could say it is the J-Lo of cleansers – it excels in a bit of everything and gives good glow. As a deep cleanser, it makes a difference that is akin to a facial and the longer you use it, the more you’ll notice the benefits. The texture is a light gel that on contact with water produces suds (more ‘light, creamy shaving foam’ than ‘bubble bath’, and you won’t go blind if they get in your eyes); that clear out any build-up in your pores, lift your make-up straight off and treat breakouts, while simultaneously staving them off (that’s the salicylic acid in the formulation). The citrus fruits and white-oak-bark extracts brighten the skin, and the glycolic acid refines the texture. This makes it perfect for those with pigmentation and breakout issues, though not appropriate for sensitive-skin types (try their Water Drench® Cloud Cream Cleanser instead). For everyone else, I would suggest starting off by alternating this with something more hydrating and see how your face fares with the acids. Now, will you please stop going to bed with your make-up on?
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BIOLOGIQUE RECHERCHE


Lait VIP O2



My introduction to Biologique Recherche, an exclusive, bespoke French skincare range did not bode well. This brand has had cult status for many years and industry insiders swear by it. I was intrigued and wanted to know more, but soon discovered that the website had no prices and didn’t allow you to purchase the products. That irritated me. I asked the press office for products to try so I could write about them. I was told I would need to come in for an initial bespoke skin analysis (which you can now do online) before I could get hold of anything. Admittedly, the product labels were in French and had a bewildering numbering system – P50, P400, MC110 – which may as well have been tax codes. I was time and patience poor, and the thought of traipsing to a clinic on the other side of London was exasperating. And so, irritated at what I deemed an unnecessary preciousness, I dismissed BR, consoling myself that since all those rhapsodising about its greatness were Caucasian, it probably wasn’t for me anyway.


Years later, I was invited to have a Biologique Recherche facial at Liberty. Just 60 minutes later, every adjective I could use to describe my face ended in ‘er’: better, cleaner, clearer, plumper, brighter, glowier … you get the gist. Unsurprisingly, I did a shameless U-turn and set about using the BR skincare line. On opening the bag of samples I was sent home with, the waft that hit me was clinical and nauseating. At best it reminded me of the sick bay at school; at worst, of a time I spent in hospital in Lagos recovering from malaria. Still I persevered and discovered this milky cleanser to be a triumph. Oh, the fabulous texture! It is the cleanser version of a dulcet tone: super silky, creamy, and so smooth. It feels heavenly to use, like cleansing with a thick, rich night cream that leaves the skin hydrated and balanced without any stickiness. It contains an impressive oxygenating complex that enhances oxygen delivery, and the more oxygen your skin has, the better your skincare products will work. It also filters out pollution, so is particularly good for urbanites, and removes make-up without traumatising your skin. Would I make a beeline for this if I wanted something specifically for pigmentation and/or acne-prone skin? No. It makes sense to choose your cleanser according to your pressing needs – I wouldn’t go into a taxidermist looking for a vegan dessert. Ultimately, what Lait VIP O2 does is give you a better version of the skin you have. But you still can’t just walk into a shop and buy it. An irritation I just have to live with.
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SUNDAY RILEY


Blue Moon Tranquility Cleansing Bal


The week I tried this – an unctuous cornflower-blue balm filled with very fine, barely there sugar grains – was also the week I had given up sugar (I find not eating sugar gets rid of and prevents me from getting breakouts). It was also the week I was dreaming of owning the opening look from a recent Valentino catwalk show – an incredible pleated dress the same shade as this cleanser but at a price point that would give my bank balance an allergic reaction. I suppose you could say that this cleanser was a roundabout way of satisfying my cravings. The light scent (cocoa butter, tangerine and sweet-orange essential oils) was a lovely, surprising opener. In a time when everyone is preaching the benefits of fragrance free, this mindset may seem slightly out of touch, but let’s not deny the importance of the sensorial aspect of skincare. The balm turns to a gorgeous milky texture that leaves skin hydrated and soothed. You need only a tiny amount, but you will also need to double cleanse in order to remove really heavy make-up. And even then, it leaves a little something on your skin. Not make-up or dirt residue, more of a ‘Oooh, great, I don’t need anything else’ type residue. This is wonderful if you see the Korean beauty 10-step skincare routine as masochistic but not if you relish a multistep regime. For oilier skin types, though, this is potentially too rich. It works much more effectively on sensitive, drier, more mature skins and if you like multi-tasking products, this is a no-brainer. Yes, there are now numerous products that promise to clean, exfoliate and moisturise. Most are a disaster. This one doesn’t actually sell itself as a polymath as such, but it does deliver. Not quite the sugar fix or the Valentino dress I’d really like, but, for now, I’ll live vicariously through it.
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MURAD


Environmental Shield Essential-C Cleanser


The nature of my job is such that I am constantly rotating my products and treatments. There is an upside to this: I get to discover and explore a deluge of products I never would have come across or even considered using. This hopefully makes me better at my job. The downside, however, is that there are times I am so keen on discovering the new that I forget the old. I flirt with and fall for inappropriate suitors, but then run back to my ex when things go horribly wrong, crying ‘Why did I ever leave you?’ This sums up my relationship with Murad’s Environmental Shield Essential-C Cleanser. Unlike many beauty products, whose formulations are constantly being altered (mostly at their peril), this cleanser, a citrusy antioxidant gel, has stayed consistent in its brilliance. The ‘C’ in the title is vitamin C, which is incredibly brightening and targets uneven skin tones. It is also anti-pollution, meaning it combats the effects of environmental aggressors (smoke, air conditioning, general pollution), and it cleans deeply but gently. I love that it is austerity conscious so you get a lot for your buck. For the plethora of women dealing with issues such as hyperpigmentation and overproduction of sebum, I would go as far as to say that it will transform your skin – it did mine – particularly when used in conjunction with Murad Environmental Shield Essential-C Toner (I don’t generally like toners but, goodness, that product is next level magic). So now when anyone, exhausted from navigating the overwhelming complexities of beauty products, asks me to recommend a straightforward, good-value uncomplicated cleanser, this is the one I automatically endorse. And, before you ask, no, I don’t have shares in it. But I probably should.








EVE LOM


Cleanser


Many moons ago I was interning at a fashion magazine but had applied for a proper assistant job at another publication. It was a bona-fide job that paid real-life money, still shockingly low but unlike the non-existent intern salary, afforded me the luxury of eating and not being evicted. I was down to the last two candidates, then got the call: I was not the chosen one. That same day I also had an appointment to review an Eve Lom facial. I was deflated by the rejection and had completely lost interest in going, but I’d given my word, and so off I went, head slumped, fighting the urge to scream, ‘Why not me?!!!’ What took place in the next two hours not only changed my mood, but totally changed my skin too. All Eve Lom used was this thick, balmy cleanser, which she massaged vigorously all over my face. By the time I left, I was totally indifferent to my earlier rejection and despite not having a scrap of make-up on, brimming with new-found confidence. To put this in context, I had long struggled with acne-prone, hyperpigmented skin, and the idea of not hiding my face and skin under a huge weave or thick foundation was alien to me. After consistently using this cleanser at home (with the accompanying exfoliating muslin cloths), my skin was clearer (the balm draws out the toxins) and more balanced (my greasy T-zone calmed right down), my face less puffy (the massaging – SO key – it helps with lymphatic drainage), and blackheads that had been hovering under my skin for years finally made an exit. This is how my love affair with Eve Lom’s cleanser began. Unsurprisingly, it is one of those beauty products that has cult-classic status. It really does improve the quality of all skin texture. Despite this, I know SO many people who hate it. A handful of friends complain about the balmy texture. Many take offence at the smell, because key ingredients include hops (the yeasty stuff with which you flavour beer), eucalyptus and clove oils. If you think those scents are likely to make you heave, I still urge you to give it a try. It might be worth it for the sake of decent skin. Personally, I have no issue with the smell. It might be that my olfactory organs were indoctrinated by that first remarkable encounter. And the fact that, a few months later, I was offered a full-time fashion-assistant role at Harper’s Bazaar. Result, on every level.








DR BARBARA STURM


Darker Skin Tones Enzyme Cleanser


Years ago, when I was invited for a one to one meeting with Dr Barbara Sturm I jumped at the chance for a three reasons. First, she’s the German cosmetics doctor loved by Hollywood and famed for the Vampire Facial – it involves extracting a patient’s blood, separating the plasma, rich in growth factors, and then injecting it back into the face. Her clientele think this is totally normal. Second, she was launching a new skincare line aimed at darker skin tones and the packaging wasn’t all garish colours with a picture of an overly airbrushed woman wearing a bottomless weave and a ludicrous facial expression. Third, she had developed the line with the actress Angela Bassett, and Angela Bassett was going to be joining us. IN. THE. FLESH. How could I resist? I met Dr Barbara and found her to be an exceptionally brilliant, forward-thinking scientist worth her salt. And then Angela – elegant, kind, charming and just divine. But more than that, her skin was flawless. This she attributed to Dr Barbara Sturm, so I didn’t need much more convincing.


For me everything starts with a great cleanser, but when I eagerly opened the box, I did wonder whether I had mistakenly been given an empty sample – the bottle was feather light. I quickly realized that it contained a powder made up of vitamin C and enzymes, and that these granules work to loosen the glue that holds dead skin cells together. It reminds me a little of the old-school Japanese washing grains I used to buy years ago – I was a sucker for anything that promised to give me decent skin – except this actually works. You pour a little of the powder into your palm, mix with warm water and make a paste. You massage the thin creamy paste into your face and rinse it off. Straight away your skin looks cleaner (I say that because there are cleansers that are rubbish at cleaning), smoother (this is perfect for reducing sebum production and oiliness, without stripping) and brighter (that’s the vitamin C at work). The paste-making situation sounds like a faff, but it isn’t. It also works as a peel, but unlike other peels, there’s no tingling (I can hear the reverberating echoes of AMEN from all those with an aversion to discomfort). It has no scent or hue to speak of; the packaging is not terribly exciting. There’s no singing, no dancing, no nothing. But as a cleanser – and, ultimately, this is what counts – it is genius: superb in its functionality and excellent value for money.
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Good skincare, like love, doesn’t have to hurt. It can tingle but if it burns, it’s no good.











KIEHL’S


Midnight Recovery Botanical Cleansing Oil


I love how this smells. I have bemoaned the fact that the obsession with fragrance free is killing one of the primary pleasures of skincare. Of course, if anything smells artificial, overpowering or remotely gourmand (ugh, please don’t get me started), I run a mile. But this cult favourite is a fine balance, and incidentally that’s what the product does – it balances out the skin and helps it retain its natural moisture levels. It is non-comedogenic (so won’t clog your pores), sulphate free and mineral-oil free. One oil it does include is squalane, an old-school ingredient that has recently become fashionable again because it helps to prevent loss of hydration and increases skin suppleness. Brilliant for all skin types, but especially appealing to more mature skin. The brand pitches this as a product best used at night. Mostly I dismiss this type of instruction as marketing blurb, but, in this scenario, it is worth paying attention to. Sure, the world won’t come to an end if you use it in the morning, but I have found it to be more effective at bedtime as it gives you the added hydration and moisture needed at night – particularly during winter. It also has calming aromatherapy properties (evening primrose and lavender essential oils) perfect for aiding sleep, a little unhelpful on Monday mornings. For me, however, the best thing about this product is that it meets a fundamental need. It takes off your make-up – quickly: yes, even cloggy mascara. Anything that means I don’t wake up with panda eyes and unyielding black stains on my pillow gets my vote every time.
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THE INKEY LIST™


Salicylic Acid Cleanser


You see that bonkers list of ingredients on the back of your beauty product? That is known as the International Nomenclature of Cosmetic Ingredients (INCI) list, and on some products, it can induce a migraine if you try to understand it. Colette Newberry and Mark Curry decided to launch a single-ingredient brand that anyone could understand without being a chemistry boffin. It’s called The Inkey List (get it?), and it is the epitome of hi–lo beauty; that is, high quality, low price. Admittedly, the packaging doesn’t float my boat, but it’s priced reasonably and does a pretty awesome job. I can always happily kick my design snobbery to the curb for the sake of an efficacious product. I am pretty diligent with my skincare regime – yes, it’s a regime; what, you think I do the 10-step routine because I love it? – however, there was a point where, regardless of what I put on my skin, breakouts refused to leave. This cleanser, a combination of salicylic acid (an exfoliator that removes debris from the skin and pores), zinc (great for controlling sebum production) and allantoin (an anti-irritant) changed my skin almost overnight. It also costs less than my weekly coffee splurge, which was probably what caused me to break out in the first place. But we can just ignore that bit.








DRUNK ELEPHANT


Pekee Bar™


I am inexplicably obsessed with luxe bar soaps, but somewhat ridiculously, I rarely use them. Instead, I treat soaps as you would collectables; stare at them, infatuated fangirl style, displayed and untouched like museum pieces. This adoration does not extend to bars of soap pitched for the face. I mean, as far as I’m concerned, you may as well wash your face with toilet cleaner. Or so I thought, until Drunk Elephant’s Pekee Bar landed on my desk. For those who haven’t heard of it, Drunk Elephant is the US-born clean-conscious, toxin-free brand we beauty editors have been obsessed with for years. Up until recently, however, it was only available in the States, and so every trip across the Atlantic would involve a requisite trip to Sephora for a haul. It is hyped up, Insta adored, beloved by beauty aficionados and has a very strong cult following. When it finally arrived in the UK, the industry went into a frenzy. The stars of this brand are some of the serums (T.L.C. Framboos™ Glycolic Night Serum, C-Firma™ Day Serum) and oils (Virgin Marula Luxury Facial Oil), but I think Pekee is the hidden gem (and, to boot, it is nowhere near as eye-wateringly expensive as the rest of the brand). It looks like a soap, it’s shaped like a soap, and it smells like a soap but, technically, it is not a soap. Its PH level is a beautifully skin-balancing 6.51 (soap, on the other hand, is upwards of 9 – aka a skin-destroying beast). Expect Pekee’s creamy lather to gift you with skin that is brighter, super hydrated and pore-de-gunking-ly clean. My only criticism is that it goes down quickly, which then makes it too thin to use effectively. Still, the fact that it doesn’t leave your face tighter than Scrooge is good enough.
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PAULA’S CHOICE


Hydrating Gel-to-Cream Cleanser


Years ago, I heard a high-profile dermatologist tut disapprovingly about how we – yes, all of us – are just not taking the time to wash our faces properly. (My immediate thought being, Oh, that’s surprising. I mean, who revels in such a pedestrian act? Perhaps more people would spend extra time washing their faces if the ritual weren’t so boring.) He went on to explain that the correct way to wash our faces is to leave the cleanser on for a little while, like you would a mask, and massage it in for a while longer to get the best results. And, of course, he’s right. That little tweak in your routine is the one that will give you the best possible skin. But when you’ve had a long day, have an early start the next morning and live a high-pressured life, you are so close to the edge that all you want is something that washes your face in five minutes flat. Well, drum roll, here it is. I love Paula’s Choice as a brand. I find the formulations trustworthy, smart and grounded in science, and this new addition to the range does not disappoint. This is one of a new breed of ‘easy’ cleansers on the market, specifically developed to combat skin-damaging pollutants that prematurely age skin. The texture is a light, clear gel that turns creamy and lathers beautifully when watered. It very quickly but gently dissolves make-up, hydrates dry complexions, balances oily ones and cleans and softens skin in a way that is really quite phenomenal. You’ll find your serums penetrate much better and your skin now looks so glowy that light bounces off it. I love the fact that it is so easy to use and delivers results quickly. It makes washing your face much less of a chore: a lazy girl’s dream.
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iS CLINICAL®



Cleansing Complex


This has been described as ‘the ultimate cleansing formula’. High praise, indeed. Is it justified? Well, actually, it kind of is. There are a slew of cosmeceuticals (skincare brands with ‘medical’ benefits) on the market, many of which are quite hardcore. In my opinion, the ‘no pain no gain’ mantra is archaic. I don’t believe your skin has to shed like a German Shepherd for it to look better. But iS Clinical is a different kind of skincare brand: gentle, but powerful – a bit like the Queen. This non-foaming gel combines antioxidants, salicylic and glycolic acids to address a number of skin issues. It gives your pores a deep clean (you can almost hear them breathing) and helps prevent breakouts, while also treating the blemishes that already exist. Your skin texture is resurfaced and looks more refined, vitamin C brightens and protects against free radicals, and the calming chamomile keeps irritation at bay. Now, let’s be clear, this is maybe not a brand you would put on the Insta grid to celebrate its eye-candy worthiness. But what the packaging lacks in aesthetic appeal, it more than makes up for in its clever and efficacious approach to skincare. It is not a sexy brand; it is a brand that works.








RMK


Smooth Cleansing Oil


Pore clogger. Years ago, those were the words that came to mind when anyone suggested oil cleansers. And who could blame me? The term is such an oxymoron. The Japanese were way ahead of the game (they are responsible for bringing this cleansing formula to the West) and have long advocated oil cleansers as really gentle – but hugely effective – make-up removers, which are also stupendous at declogging and balancing the skin. And yet many I have tried are so basic in their formulation, I suspect they are no different from the vegetable oils I’d use to fry plantain. They leave a film on your skin and you wake up with breakouts. Needless to say, there are oil cleansers and then there are oil cleansers that work. RMK Smooth Cleansing Oil is the latter. I can’t pinpoint when or even how I discovered this Japanese oil cleanser but once I did, I became obsessed. I would hunt it down – it was and still is not widely available – and I would bulk buy. Slightly scented – a pleasant citrusy mint – this superlight oil dissolves into a milky finish that exfoliates (with orange peel and carrot seed oils), removes surface and deep-rooted impurities and rinses off sans drama. The best thing about it is that skin feels really clean and balanced – not dry, not greasy, just hydrated and a good canvas for serums and moisturisers. Some people would encourage you to limit oils to the winter, but I find this is all down to your skin – I use it across the seasons and still get results. If you have an aversion to the smell of mint, you probably won’t like this. If you prefer a thicker, heavier consistency (perhaps because you have more mature skin) then you won’t like this. If you don’t like oil cleansers, you won’t like this. But if your priority is clean pores, hydrated and non-greasy skin, this will totally float your boat.
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BEAUTY PIE™


Super Healthy Skin™ Deep Purifying Clay Cleanser


This paste – for that is what it is, a thick, velvety paste – has been described as ‘a facial at your fingertips’. It doesn’t behave in the way you expect a cleanser to. When it goes onto the skin, it is reminiscent of an old-school clay mask, without the inevitable drying and cracking. It is opaque in its whiteness and covers every crevice of your skin, leaving you resembling a ghoul. There’s no tingling, no coolness, no heat, no tightness. Nothing. These days – particularly with product manufacturers yielding to our acid obsession – we are so accustomed to putting things on our faces that, rightly or wrongly, react on our skin in a certain way. That’s our signal that something is happening. But with this you get a light-bulb moment only when you begin to wash it off. Your skin looks terrific afterwards. The formulation is understated but astute – the kaolin and montmorillonite (yes, it’s a mouthful) clay detoxifies the pores and absorbs excess oil. There are acids (lactic, which exfoliates and smooths, lauric, which is a gentle cleanser), but you would only know this from the results. It is suitable for all, but particularly great for oilier skin types or those prone to breakouts. For even better results, use it with a cleansing brush – but nothing too harsh. Though I cannot imagine this cleanser antagonising skin, drier types may need to alternate with an equally gentle non-clay cleanser. While there are member and non-member prices for all the products (which are only available from their site), being a paid-up member of Beauty Pie makes decent financial sense as you will be able to purchase this for the price of a smoothie.
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THINGS TO NOTE...


The liquid ones are a dream for your face – they will make you look alive and your skincare work harder than ever. The ones containing those scratchy particles are, generally, to be avoided.











REN


Ready Steady Glow Daily AHA Tonic


After so many years in this industry, one invariably develops what I see as a healthy dose of scepticism. I hold this mindset dear, otherwise I’d have been duped into thinking cellulite creams were worth the money, and Goop’s Jade vaginal egg was a wonderful idea. This attitude, of course, has its downside; if you don’t keep it in check, it can stop you from discovering something truly magnificent. Like this tonic right here. Prior to discovering this product, I had never used anything from REN. It is a brand well known for its clean, green and sustainable ethos. Perhaps it was the echo of voices in the beauty industry harping on about how wonderfully ‘natural’ it is that put me off. I had always associated those sorts of beauty products with a lack of grounding in science and an inability to deal with the issues that plague darker skin tones.


However, when this Glow Tonic came on the scene, I was (and still am) in full-on obsession mode with liquid exfoliators, and it smashed any preconceived ideas I had about the brand. This product, a dead-skin-removing, brightening Alpha Hydroxy Acid (AHA) and Beta Hydroxy Acid (BHA) concoction, is incredible. It is where nature meets science to create something really brilliant – and at an affordable price point. The BHA is salicin, which exfoliates on a deeper level to detox your pores while preventing oiliness and breakouts, and the azelaic acid helps to even out the skin tone. The result is completely resurfaced, cleaner, brighter skin that glows. I would suggest starting by using it twice a week as it does tingle and takes some getting used to, particularly if you have sensitive skin. I use it daily, and I simply splash onto my face cologne style. You may get quicker results applying with a cotton pad, but if I’m too exhausted (aren’t we all?) that just feels like an extra faff and, besides, this seems to work for me. To think I had almost written off REN. It’s a lesson that reminded me of something I heard years ago: ‘The most valuable thing to take with you when you go shopping is not your purse, it’s an open mind.’
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