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Prologue



On the evening of 24 November 1999, a month before the dawn of the millennium, over five hundred people are gathered in the ballroom of the Inter-Continental Hotel in London. The event is the annual Women of the Year Awards for the music industry: a night thought up by women working in the business to celebrate the achievements of other women working in the industry. It is a sparkling evening with male ‘statues’ sprayed gold, deep plushy carpets and champagne flowing. This is not 1975 at the height of the women’s movement and so tonight it’s a mixed 1990s audience: lovely young women from the press departments; out gay male publicists; rowdy tearaways from promotion; determined women agency bosses; football besotted men who run record labels and live in Surrey with their wives and children.


Amongst the winners this year is Vicki Wickham who is receiving a lifetime achievement award. Privately she jokes that it’s ‘simply for still being alive’, but the truth is that she’s pleased she’s being recognised for having played such an important role in the rise of music. She edited the seminal 1960s TV show Ready, Steady, Go! (the weekend starts here!), went to America and was the éminence grise of the revolutionary all-woman black group Labelle and for thirteen fraught and crazy years managed Dusty Springfield.


That week Vicki is interviewed by Caroline Sullivan of the Guardian and finally decides, almost accidentally, to come out in print during a conversation about why, although she fancied Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones, nothing ever happened. She laughingly apologises for being such a ‘bad lesbian’: never went on marches or protests; didn’t think much of a ‘gay lifestyle’. It has taken Vicki, who is not a star and not in the public eye, until her late fifties finally to say anything publicly about her sexuality. Although she’d been interviewed many times over the years, Vicki never felt it was ‘appropriate’ to talk about it: ‘Mainly I was always talking about someone or something else all the time and anyway, who the hell cares about what I do?’ But for Dusty to have come out in the press, she says, would have been a very different matter. ‘It would always have been too risky. She would have had everything defined by that.’


Although the music business likes to view itself as a liberal institution, in truth it is after all a business: as conservative, hierarchical and, if not homophobic, certainly as lesbophobic as most. It’s a business that has, over the years, learned how to accommodate the sexuality of gay men, both as business people and artists – especially if it doesn’t hurt the sales figures: from the careful bisexuality of David Bowie, the more overtly flamboyant Holly Johnson of Frankie Goes To Hollywood, Freddie Mercury, Elton John when he finally came out once he left his longtime manager John Reid and settled with David Furnish, to George Michael, pushed out by the Los Angeles Police Department (an event he even celebrated in his promotional video). But it remains rare, in music, film or television, for one woman to stand up and speak about her relationship with another woman as though it were the ‘norm’.


k.d. lang got it out of the way early and looking like young Elvis Presley helped because, well a girl wearing a tuxedo and greased back hair? And she knew we all got it right from the start, so getting a face shave by Cindy Crawford on the front of Esquire magazine was only an eye-opener because of the combination of an out lesbian singer and a glamorous model, all legs and dress: butch and femme personified. Even so things went quiet for k.d. for a time.


Count the women musicians who are ‘out’ on the fingers of one hand – lang, Melissa Etheridge, Janis Ian. They are brave souls. The rise of the religious right in America over the past twenty years has been such that the atmosphere has become closer to that once afforded to McCarthy’s witch hunts – with roughly the same effect. TV programmes are boycotted, advertisers withdraw, people get scared for their livelihoods. And of course the really visible lesbian couple becomes an even bigger problem than the single lesbian star. When Ellen DeGeneres and Anne Heche announced they were together and canoodled at the White House, the public world went pear-shaped on them both. Worse for the American right, Heche had, until clapping eyes on DeGeneres across a crowded room, apparently considered herself a heterosexual. In the event she left her boyfriend for Ellen and moved straight in. And in Britain it wasn’t until June 2000 that the young Irish singer Sinéad O’Connor finally ‘outed’ herself during an interview with the lesbian magazine Curve, admitting that ‘throughout most of my life I’ve gone out with blokes because I haven’t been terribly comfortable about being a lesbian. But I actually am a lesbian.’


It was against this background that Dusty Springfield lived her life. People in the business wondered, the gay and lesbian audience she began to attract had certainly guessed. But Dusty? She didn’t want to have to define herself, be pigeonholed: ‘I won’t play that game.’ Truth was she was also terrified that her mainstream audiences would not love her, that the image she had spent so long building up would be shattered and that the industry would cold-shoulder her. And anyway, ‘The closet quality of Hollywood and Los Angeles show business is overwhelming,’ she once said. ‘You can be at a dinner party where you know that at least twelve of the fourteen people there are gay and listen to incredible anti-gay crap. And they play that game because a few industry heads are very anti-gay. It’s very tough for most gay people and very difficult to speak out.’


When we decided to work together on this book, with me writing and tussling with Dusty’s psychopathology and Vicki opening doors for me that might otherwise have been firmly closed, we spent long days sharing our memories. We knew it would be impossible not to talk about Dusty’s sexuality because it went such a long way to explaining one of the enormous pressures she was under – another part of herself she was always having to hide. It was an additional stress to the exhausting work of getting the wigs and dresses and make-up right; of getting the band sounding the way she wanted; of getting each note that would emerge from her voice absolutely spot-on. Emotionally fragile, Dusty was driven to succeed because her often-battered ego needed her audience to assure her that she was loved at all.


Yet the person I interviewed nearly every week in the 1960s as part of my job on a weekly music paper was such a lovely unaffected woman it was, even if it sounds corny now, exactly like meeting up with an old friend each time. If she’d had a boring couple of weeks we’d spend the hour or so embroidering stories round a tiny element of truth so that I had something to write for my paper. Often, she said, these were her favourite pieces. We’d swap information on our latest soul and Motown crushes; after a while I’d be round at her Aubrey Walk house in Kensington or at the parties she and her partner Norma held. By the time Dusty was co-hosting Ready, Steady, Go! I’d also met Vicki who was working on the programme.


In May 1968 a revolution broke out first in Paris then London and America. I’d like to say that Dusty, Vicki and I were on the barricades. Sadly, we were not. Instead we were having a rather boozy lunch together in the West End. Dusty had decided that it was time Vicki and I met properly, rather than passing each other at breakneck speed in the corridor of a TV studio. She thought we’d ‘get along well’. As usual, when it came to other people, she was completely right. A few months later Vicki and I would be hanging about Vicki’s flat in New Cavendish Street waiting for what seemed like hours while Dusty got ready and we could, finally, go out for supper: ‘Dusty, that’ll do, honestly you look great and it’s only us.’ None of this was particularly unusual in the 1960s when there was such a unique egalitarian atmosphere in popular music. Musicians, journalists, programme-makers and disc jockeys got drunk together, danced together and caroused together until dawn. If, in her late twenties, Dusty seemed to behave more like a naughty child than a grown woman then she was in good company. We were far from the maturity that would be expected of near-thirty-year-olds at the end of the century. Unpoliced, by society or by ourselves, it was a time when rock stars pretended to be waiters at their own receptions; when they jumped on passers by and rolled them down the stairs of posh hotels; when rock managers often set themselves accidentally on fire. At this children’s party adults were banned. We were all in freefall and it never occurred to any of us that we might not land safely.


Dusty once said of that period that drinking was what you did. That if you were nearly unconscious through booze and fell down the stairs nobody tut-tutted or thought you were an immediate candidate for a dry-out: ‘They just said, “What a card!”’ And it’s true that most of us were in a haze and everyone thought everyone else was pretty damn funny.


Who knew Dusty? I thought I did until I started working on this book, but it turned into a journey across the world that unravelled like a detective story. Vicki and I would follow leads that would suddenly go cold then heat up again; one would sometimes lead to another. Gradually a picture began to emerge of a highly talented woman who appeared to be full of life but could suffer from the most debilitating depressions, who could impress you with the most superb singing while suffering the most dreadful psychic panic.


She could often turn herself into the person she thought other people wanted her to be. As a result there were some heterosexual people in her life who believed that she had had her heart ‘broken’ by a mysterious Italian when she was young; that if songwriter Burt Bacharach had not been happily married to Angie Dickinson Dusty would have been overjoyed. It’s likely that Dusty did have a crush on Bacharach because he was one of the few men who understood her, was gentle and just as finicky in the studio as she was. But it was, in fact, to Angie that Dusty ran to pour her heart out when things got tough. She would often say there were footballers she fancied and a string of men in her life that she’d had affairs with. No doubt some footballers’ bottoms were a source of great visual pleasure for her and, certainly, she was mad on the game, but if she did occasionally hop into bed with a man it seems it was when she’d had a tiff with a girlfriend and wanted to make her jealous or she was completely out of her head on drugs and drink or downright lonely. The truth was that all Dusty’s close long-term relationships, and most of her short-term ones too, were with women, many of whom continued to love her throughout her life.


The story of Dusty is, I think, both sad and uplifting. It’s the story of a plain girl who became a lovely woman and a star, who hit the bottom, lost it all and then found success again late in her life – not because audiences felt nostalgic or sorry for her but because they thrilled, as they always had, to her voice. And it’s the story of a survivor. However much she was emotionally or physically abused and however much she abused herself Dusty always retained her sense of humour and her old winning ways.


The Dusty of this book is, of course, a composite: only we have the pictures in our heads of who we are and what our life is really like – and we deal with our own demons the best we can. This is a portrait of Dusty made up from other people’s memories, other people’s stories. But it also comes from Dusty herself and the surprisingly frank things she would often say publicly in interviews. Bit by bit, over an arduous year, Vicki and I recognised many parts of the woman we had known and came to empathise much more with those parts we had never really understood.


Once Dusty went to America in the early 1970s I caught up with her a few times in Los Angeles and it was clear that things were not good. For the first few hours she’d be just as I remembered her – warm, funny and relaxed – but as the night wore on she would get drunk surprisingly quickly, she’d reminisce about the past, and sometimes there would be blood on the pool table because she was so unsteady on pills and booze that she’d fall and gash her face.


Yet my favourite picture of Dusty is not of a tortured soul or a diva in a tight pink sequined dress, but one taken early in her solo career. Her hair looks like it needs a comb, her hands are thrown up in front of her face which is lit with an animated smile. She looks like an excited child at Christmas.


When Dusty was diagnosed with cancer I left a message on her answerphone. Sometimes I’d get home and my own machine would be bleeping. There’d be the sound of that hesitant silence, then of someone putting the phone down at the other end of the line. I like to think that it was Dusty calling back.


Penny Valentine, June 2000
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New York’s emergency services took the 911 call somewhere between midnight and two in the morning. A woman had rung to say she’d had an accident, could they please send an ambulance quickly. The paramedics from Bellevue Hospital on the Lower East Side, who years later would be immortalised in Martin Scorsese’s Bringing Out The Dead, raced out of the back of Bellevue, their sirens whining, red lights flashing, to a brownstone on the Upper West Side.


Crossing town at this time of night was at least fast. Times Square was lit up and crowded as usual. Yellow cabs bumped over the potholes as ever, but the traffic flowed more freely than during the day and there was room for drivers to get out of the way. The ambulance turned hard right and within five minutes had swung into Amsterdam Avenue and across Columbus. Shrieking into 76th Street, west of Central Park, they screeched to a halt and raced up the stone steps to the door. Why these houses were always called ‘walk-ups’ made the paramedics smile joylessly – they always hit them on the run. Shit! None of the names on the bells at the front tallied with the one they’d been given. In desperation they pressed them all and after a few seconds the buzzer went and the front door unlocked. Lady, hey maam, maam? They ran up the stairs banging the stretcher into the walls because the space was so narrow. At the top, on the fourth floor, behind the opened apartment door, they found her in her pink tracksuit. Later they wondered how she had managed to open the thick wooden door at all with such badly cut arms. But right now they had a job to do and no time to wonder about anything. And they had seen it before. Often. The NYC paramedics bound her arms and gently carried her down on the stretcher into the back of the life-support unit to Bellevue. They noticed that, despite her tousled hair and the pain she was in, she was a pretty woman with a light, breathy, odd accent that they couldn’t quite place.


On a scorching late August day in New York just before the year 2000, with humidity breathtakingly hitting the high nineties, Bellevue is a surprise. New York’s oldest public hospital sits towards the end of Manhattan Island on First Avenue at 27th. The main teaching hospital for New York University School of Medicine, those young medics can work in over a hundred speciality clinics, they may even get to treat the President or, given her Senate campaign for the district, Hillary Clinton. But if Bellevue is famous for anything it’s because it has the largest psychiatric department on the east coast. Yet far from being a grim institution it looks no different from those around it. In fact it’s a happier-looking building than those frowning tower blocks around Central Park with their heavy lidded windows that only shine at night. Today the covered walkway is bustling with people, yet the cathedral-like domed main hall is quiet and cool with a polite woman at the information desk.


Turn left and you’re in the main emergency admissions area. Here members of the NYPD stroll, nightsticks hanging threateningly at their sides and tags reading ‘Correction Department’. There is an impressive list of services – community support, homeless programmes – but you’re warned to keep alert: ‘Silence Can Be Deadly’ reads a notice on the wall; ‘A co-worker who abuses alcohol may put your safety at risk.’ With its high Latino intake from the surrounding neighbourhood everything is written out again in Spanish. Bellevue is for ever busy, responding to a city that is constantly fighting against poverty and violence. Human Resources assistant Peter Serrano, who saw his co-worker at the Teachers Insurance and Retirement Funds building shot in front of him, tells the New York Times: ‘You have to look over your shoulder all the time. You’re never safe, not even at work.’


Out front at Bellevue there’s a carnival atmosphere. Hot dog and soda and doughnut stalls, fruit wagons and Angelo’s coffee stand, line the avenue outside the gates. People crowd round the garish umbrellas getting a little relief from the heat; some sit on the low wall clutching bags of free clothes and staring dazedly ahead. In the small public garden to one side of the entrance a miniature Italianate fountain splashes gently and there is some welcome shade under the trees. An overweight, pale young woman is talking to three women who have just emerged with their free clothing supplies and are happily going through the contents of their bags, holding things up against each other and dispensing with items they don’t feel can be made fashionable even with a small alteration here or there. ‘I’m on the programme,’ she says. ‘Y’know they sit you in a chair with your feet up for so long your legs swell up. Look.’ She pulls up her jeans to display her puffy ankles. On her T-shirt it says ‘Fix My Head’.


The night in 1985 is the second time Dusty has been on Bellevue’s psychiatric wing, the second time she’s been booked in under the name Mary O’Brien and just one more time when she’s sectioned herself to save her own life. In California her emergency visits to Cedar Sinai and LA County hospitals are so frequent that she says (and she’s only half joking) that she knows the first names of all the paramedics who come out to get her.


All her life Dusty had had trouble sleeping. Four hours was her usual tally and from early on friends were used to her calling at one or two in the morning just to talk, even when she was in a relationship. From midnight to two were, everyone knew, her worst times, the times she couldn’t bear the loneliness of the dark. When things got bad, as they often did during her fifteen years in America, the worst times became more panic-stricken. Now she would call, not just to talk until the hours went by, but to try and save herself from the unnamed terrors that seemed to overwhelm her. In Los Angeles, says Faye Harris who lived with Dusty for six years, even in the morning Dusty would be depressed. ‘She’d wake up and say there was a small dark cloud over her head. Even when things weren’t bad she said it. She used to say she never had a moment of joy unless she was on stage. It was the only time she felt confident and happy.’ That Dusty could, every morning, constantly tell her partner how unhappy she was says a lot about the depths of the psychological pain she seemed almost permanently to be in. There was nothing Faye could do to make it better and Dusty seemed unable to hold it in to herself. It was so overwhelming it exhausted her. She had to fight to shake it off every day of her life. ‘My mother always said I had a very low energy level,’ Dusty would recall. ‘That I would tire very easily.’ Yet nobody who met her out in the world would have guessed: to them Dusty was a bright star, full of life and seductive charm.


Usually at night someone was with her or at the end of the line, but those times when they weren’t or when Dusty couldn’t get her usual comfort from the sound of a human voice, she would cut herself until she could ring 911 and be taken to safety. And, for her, a psychiatric ward offered a comfort most people found hard to understand.


‘If it had been me,’ says Vicki who went to visit her at Bellevue, ‘after a few hours I’d have rung someone and asked them to “get me out of here”, but she never did.’ Dusty always loved hotels, it was one of the most consistent things about her. No matter what domestic dramas (the cats couldn’t be left, she had flu …) held her up from working, the mere mention of being put up in a hotel changed her whole frame of mind. Perhaps it was because a hotel offered her the ultimate freedom: no housework, no responsibility, someone to look after her every need, and she could come and go as she pleased without being answerable to anyone. Who wouldn’t love a luxury suite with a marble bathroom that someone else cleaned? And despite its lack of luxury amenities Bellevue became like a hotel to her – somewhere that someone else would take care of her.


In New York that year Dusty, still on the surface smiling and joking, was desperately broke. In town for a one-off single recording, she had borrowed money to try to make some demo records to hawk round. She had booked into a hotel but it was far from luxurious. The building, on 72nd Street, was a ‘suite hotel’, a series of small dingy bedsits, each with a little kitchenette off at the side. It was overrun with cockroaches and after a week Vicki, by now her manager, decided she had to get Dusty out. Vicki’s friend Jeff Cason was leaving for a month in Europe and his apartment at the top of an enviable brownstone on the smart West Side would be empty. Could Dusty move in?


A few days later, with her suitcases and her inevitable purple sparkling shopping bags, Dusty was ensconced away from the ’roaches. But she was still on her own and the nights loomed. She would call her new managers, Vicki and Jenny Cohen, endlessly throughout the day and night on some minor pretext. Cohen would eventually crack under the pressure of it and the endless demands it made on her life, leaving Vicki to cope alone. If there was work in the offing they would tell her about it and be told she’d ‘think about it’. Inevitably there would be reasons she couldn’t do it, even though by now she was desperately short of money. ‘I wouldn’t have minded,’ says Vicki, ‘if she’d just said, “I don’t want to,” but instead there would be a million excuses: “You don’t understand. I don’t feel good, I think I’m coming down with flu, I’m too tired.” However much you tried to understand, it got terribly frustrating.’


It was as though Dusty was in the grip of a terrible lethargy, a kind of endless depression that nobody knew how to save her from. Earlier, on the night she had dialled the emergency services, she had once again rung Jenny Cohen and Vicki. For a while Dusty only got the answerphone. In growing panic she had rung Cohen again, even though she had spoken to her at least twenty times that day. Jenny had talked to her: she and Vicki had decided that Dusty had to seek help to get off the pills she was taking, pills that made her even more anxious and unreasonable and were undermining everything she was trying to do. They suggested a detox centre, which they’d pay for themselves to get her off the drugs and straightened out. In the night Dusty, high on barbiturates, cut her arms up.


The next day Vicki made the trip downtown to Bellevue. Through the main entrance and up in the lift to the psychiatric ward she was ‘locked in and out’: a door was unlocked which let her into a small anteroom. Here she waited until that door was locked behind her and the other door unlocked in front of her. Although Dusty had her own room to sleep in, during the day she was in the communal area, shuffling around in a hospital gown just like everyone else. To Vicki the sight of Dusty on heavy medication was terrible. It bloated her face and made her function more slowly. When Jenny Cohen turned up the first person she met introduced himself as Colonel Gaddafi which, given Jenny was Jewish, threw her slightly. But Dusty seemed relatively calm however much it upset Jenny to see her on the ward and have to stand behind a yellow line on the floor. Like prison visits, bodily contact on the psychiatric ward was forbidden since it could mean that visitors could pass on drugs brought in from outside.


‘She always said the same thing when I asked her if she wanted to come out,’ says Vicki. ‘That she was manic depressive, that they couldn’t get the medication right. But I always got the feeling she didn’t really want to leave. For Dust these places really did become like hotels to her.’


Even a psychiatric ward has its advantages: here people are ‘looking after you’, you have no responsibilities, and someone else cleans and cooks. You can see how Dusty, who seemed to want to be safely held without the emotional commitment that went with relationships, almost found the wards a haven from what she experienced as the harshness of real life and the terrible hours after midnight. It says a lot about Dusty’s grim sense of humour that when her friend Helene Sellery collected her from Bellevue and took her back to her ranch in the California hills to recuperate, amongst the items that Dusty produced from her suitcase was the straitjacket she had to wear the first week on the ward at Bellevue.


Yet her life hadn’t always been like this. What had happened to one of the greatest women singers in the world, a singer who had enjoyed sixteen hit singles and who had produced Dusty in Memphis – an album that was such a classic that, in 1997, thirty years after its release, Rolling Stone magazine acclaimed it as part of its essential record collection? Its sound, of ‘elegant orchestral soul’, one that ‘still challenges the listener today’. What had happened to Dusty Springfield, the 1960s icon and erstwhile musicologist; a singer exalted by popular music’s leading songwriters Burt Bacharach and Carole King, by the black American singers she herself so admired, and revered by musicians as versatile and productive as Annie Lennox, Elvis Costello, Neil Tennant and Elton John?
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In the early 1960s London was the place to be and to be Dusty Springfield was to be divine. London had transformed itself from a struggling repressed city of post-war Britain, with its ration books and free sticky-sweet orange juice, into a faintly hedonistic teenage heaven. For both the audiences and the stars they made, it seemed anything and everything was possible – even staying a teenager for ever.


And in the course of five years Dusty had transformed herself: from an overweight, curly-haired ex-convent girl into an attractive blonde with a famously ‘whacky’ personality and, more importantly, the most stunningly soulful voice ever to emerge from British music.


On the back of the post-war nationalisation of British industry came the growth of technology. The British started to be offered the kind of consumer products enjoyed by their better-off American counterparts: televisions, fridges, record-players. More jobs were created, so many that teenagers now had a much wider choice of occupations. More and more left school – not now to work because they had to and mainly in poorly paid jobs – but to go straight into the market-place where new trades were being created and they could earn high wages. Usually living at home with their families, these post-war ‘baby boomers’ had record levels of disposable income: advertisers started to aim directly at what they now labelled a ‘youth market’ with records, magazines and fashion.


In London particularly it was easy to increase your spending power by constantly moving into ever-higher-paid work, and the atmosphere was such that if you had a clever idea or talent and you could run with it you could become rich and, probably, famous no matter whether you came from the working-class areas of Deptford or Hackney, had ‘emigrated’ to the capital from the slums of Glasgow, or your parents owned most of an island in the Caribbean. You could be a film star like Terry Stamp, you could be a fashion photographer like David Bailey, you could be a small gay Scotsman and make a fortune as a clothes designer, you could be a Sandie Shaw or later a Twiggy, or you could simply hang out with your mates in a pop group.


London became a class and cultural mélange and from it emerged the Mods with their Lambrettas and Vespas, their sharp little suits, the girls with bobbed back-combed hair, tight little jumpers and immaculate make-up. The Mods and, in particular, the Soho area of London had a symbiotic relationship with each other. Sometimes they went down to the Flamingo club to be amongst the black American servicemen on furlough from their airbases and to hear jazz from Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames, or to the cramped dark Marquee which would put on the first of the Mod bands, the Who. But it was the Scene club in Wardour Street, which on Friday nights drew Mods from as far away as Essex and Hertford and where the Who went when they were the High Numbers, that was the one place where you could hear unreleased soul and R&B singles from America (as well as get your mandrax and speed for the weekend). During the day Carnaby Street, once no more than a side passage parallel to Regent Street, with its boutiques and media blitz, was now the centre of the Mod universe until, with the establishment of ‘Swinging London’, it became simply a tourist heaven.


So in 1963, if there was another centre of Mod culture, it was a nondescript office building on the edge of the Aldwych in central London. Squeezed between the law courts and the theatre district it was from this basement at Rediffusion TV that the Friday night pop show Ready, Steady, Go! went out. The idea behind the show had originally come from Rediffusion’s head of light entertainment, Elkan Allan. He wanted to reflect the growing power of the new pop culture through a programme that had a feeling of pop art. The show would feature singers and bands who had singles out, who had got into the charts or who might get into the charts. But it would also have as star guests record producers like Phil Spector, comedians Dudley Moore and Peter Cook or the great young boxing phenomenon Cassius Clay before he became known as Muhammad Ali. The decisions were pretty arbitrary: often people would be in front of the cameras simply because the RSG! team liked them. What wasn’t arbitrary was the audience. Encouraged to dance throughout the programme, they were as important to the style of the show as the artists who appeared on it.


The week before RSG! was aired the programme’s editor Vicki Wickham, its young compère Cathy McGowan – whose tresses looked like they had been pressed with an iron – and the Mod-suited Michael Aldred, along with their director Michael Lindsay-Hogg, would scour clubs across the outlying reaches of London, such as Streatham and Chiswick, to find suitable dancers. Tickets for the programme were ‘like gold dust’ and the young Mods, despite their outward show of cool, were desperate to be on screen. For Vicki, the bustling, young, middle-class girl from Berkshire who raced about the corridors of Rediffusion with her clipboard, there were innumerable embarrassing moments when kids would ambush her, demanding that she dance with them to prove they had the talent to appear before the cameras. Particularly since ‘I couldn’t dance to save my life’.


If ever ‘Swinging London’ and the now newly glamorous solo singer Dusty Springfield came together and gelled, it was around Ready, Steady, Go!.


Dusty had been born Mary Isobel Catherine Bernadette, the younger of the two children of Gerard and Catherine O’Brien, in the spring of 1939, a few months before the outbreak of the Second World War. The O’Briens, who had married late in life, had certainly assembled an impressive line-up of traditional female saints’ names with which to mark their only daughter’s entry into the world and the blessed Mary grew up first in Lauderdale Mansions, a solid block of mansion flats near Edgware Road, then in West Hampstead. Since London was being hit with bombing raids by Hitler’s Luftwaffe, the O’Briens decided it would be safer to move out. For the next few years the couple brought up little Mary and her older brother Dion in High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, a market town on the edge of the Chiltern Hills and notable only for furniture manufacture.


Although the children could run fairly freely, the neighbours were always complaining that the family never cut their grass and tax accountant Gerard and Catherine (now known by their friends as OB, after ‘O’Brien’, and Kay) soon got bored with their life in the country. By 1950 the war had been over for five years, but they were against putting the children back into the heart of an urban environment. Instead they made for Kent Gardens in Ealing.


In the early 1950s Ealing was about the only west London suburb that retained a big, quiet, country charm but was accessible to the city. Its huge rambling Victorian red-brick houses had been built for the then newly expanding white middle classes. It boasted a leafy common and a village green with cake shops, chemists with huge coloured glass jars on dark stained wooden shelves, and the Walpole Picture Theatre on Mattock Lane. Even Ealing film studios, the hub of post-war British film-making, producing what came to be classic British movies like Passport To Pimlico and The Ladykillers, were discreet. Far from the massive Hollywood lots seen by British audiences on Pathé Newsreels, the Ealing studios reflected the sedate atmosphere of the area. Situated in what were ostensibly the grounds of a private house, the studios were surrounded by flowerbeds, beehives and manicured lawns.


On the surface the O’Briens were perfect for Ealing. Gerard had been brought up in India and so had enjoyed the kind of lifestyle that the British got used to during the days of the Raj; Catherine had come from Ireland, from a Kerry family which boasted a line of journalists amongst its forebears. Mary and Dion attended the respectable local Catholic schools; the family went to the Catholic church every Sunday and on feast days, and they spent holidays at Bognor Regis, a small genteel resort on England’s south coast, between the busy docks of Portsmouth and the Regency grandeur of Brighton. On schooldays the children would listen to the large valve radio in the kitchen as they did their homework, or Dion would set up an amateur radio connection and he and Mary would broadcast through to the next room. In Britain most people did not get a television set until the Queen’s coronation in 1953 and the O’Briens were no different. Dusty would be in her late teens before TV impinged on her life, the O’Briens’ front room boasting a tiny screen set in a large walnut cupboard, designed, with its closing doors, to look like a piece of furniture.


Meanwhile, beneath the surface, the O’Briens’ life was not quite like those of their middle-class neighbours. Dusty would recall that it seemed at Kent Gardens as though the local Catholic priest lived semi-permanently in the house. OB, Kay and the priest seemed to have a grand time. So much so that later there would be some conjecture about exactly what was in the teacup Kay always had in her hand. ‘It was like living in Father Ted,’ Dusty once said, referring to the popular 1990s British TV comedy show featuring a trio of crazy Irish priests, not all entirely sober. More oddly, mealtimes would be fraught and bizarrely chaotic. Often a simple request to ‘pass the potatoes’ would see the contents of the dish hurled on to the floor, sometimes greens would fly across the table. A famous Dusty story was of Kay spending an hour making a perfect trifle and then turning it into mush by hitting it over and over again with a spoon. Years later in Hollywood, Dusty, incensed that a friend had brought cooking brandy instead of five star to put in a stew, threw the entire contents of the pot at the kitchen wall.


On occasion, meals in Ealing would pass surprisingly uneventfully. Nobody can remember quite why these things happened, but it made Mary and Dion grow up thinking that throwing food was the kind of thing people did.


Here then were the O’Briens, superficially quietly conventional. But the accountant father with his passion for neat columns of precisely balanced figures and his wife who seldom aired her yearnings for a more colourful life but tried desperately to create one, managed to produce a son and a daughter who both grew up with a deep suspicion of marriage and maintained an uneasy relationship with each other as adults. What family isn’t, in some way or another, ‘dysfunctional’? But the O’Briens would seem to have manifested this famous label more than most – even if, in the 1940s and 1950s, the phrase had yet to enter common parlance. The perfectionism that marked Dusty’s work may well have been inherited from her father, but that underlying mix of both ‘knowing better’ and insecurity was also, in Dusty’s case, to be topped off with what she would later describe as a ‘totally addictive personality’. It was a potentially volatile combination, but it was one that only emerged when she had left the well-bred Ealing schoolgirl a long way behind.


If there was anger and frustration expressed in the O’Briens’ food-throwing episodes, it was to be a hobby of Dusty’s ever after and it made her a tensely erratic adult. It seemed, as the years went by, that somewhere in those strange years of domestic vandalism Dusty learned some deep lessons at the school of self-loathing and they would be impossible to forget. No wonder she came to rely on her cover of make-up, her wigs and her half-truths. Later came the other props of drink and drugs. Somewhere along the line she knew early that confrontation with reality could be painful.


Mary Isobel Catherine grew up thinking of herself as a very nondescript sort of girl. Like her brother, she was educated at a series of single-sex Catholic schools and did not seem to nurse any academic aspirations. St Anne’s school was populated mainly by the daughters of Second World War immigrants and families from Ireland who had come to London in search of work. Displaced from their own homelands and cultures, a Catholic education for their children made parents feel there was some continuity and stability in their lives. Certainly the nuns set pretty firm parameters on their students and Dusty would later say they were very strict with her, but in the 1950s their habits made them look rather mysterious and thus almost attractive, and they must have come across as, at least, strong, quite powerful women.


For the girls at St Anne’s, as in any convent and indeed most single-sex schools in the 1950s, the question of ‘sex education’ was problematic. Sex outside marriage, girls were told, was bad. Unless you were married to one, men had these uncontrollable sexual urges. Worse, as a Catholic girl you were the custodian of morality. ‘If a boy put his hand on your breast,’ says a convent-educated friend, ‘you’d be the one to go to confession about it. The common image was that boys were terrifying, full of animal lust – until you married one and then, of course, they supposedly became Prince Charming.’


And anyway, Dusty didn’t know much about boys. ‘Because of parental influence and the segregated school system I had gone through my growing years terrified of boys,’ Dusty would tell Woman magazine in 1978 in an interview to promote her new album It Begins Again. ‘To us men were mysterious objects rather than people you love and with whom you feel comfortable. I went in for crushes rather than involvements.’ And she would recall that when Mick Jagger and footballer George Best had asked her out in the sixties she had been ‘petrified’ and declined.


Dusty was not one of the star pupils at St Anne’s Convent. She was plump, mousy haired, had a square face and wore glasses. Her sense of humour seemed her only saving grace, making her popular with the other girls but less so with the nuns. Yet for years the one thing she did have was a remarkable singing voice. Her brother recalls that she had been ‘a bonny baby with lots of curly hair’ and that from quite early on ‘she had a special gift’. That gift manifested itself when, at the age of twelve, Mary went into a local record shop and recorded an extraordinarily mature version of Irving Berlin’s ‘When The Midnight Choo Choo Leaves For Alabam’. Originally written in 1912, the song had featured in the 1940s Fred Astaire/Judy Garland film musical Easter Parade. Dusty would always say she had a ‘gravelly little voice’ as a youngster, but although ‘Choo Choo’ was a vaudeville number and nearly a parody of black music – with Mary keeping perfect pitch and rhythm – the way she slurried across ‘Al-a-ba-aam’ gave a hint of what would come.


This ability to reproduce the tone and ambiance of black American vocals would be something that would always set Mary apart once she became Dusty Springfield and it was influenced by the environment that her father created in Kent Gardens. A sometime pianist and jazz aficionado, the paradoxical OB would play his records every evening. Mary and Dion grew up listening, not to Anne Shelton and Vera Lynn like most children in 1950s Britain, but to Jelly Roll Morton, Ella Fitzgerald and Peggy Lee or to classical music on the radio.


When Mary was an adolescent, like all good Catholic girls, she was confirmed into the Catholic Church. Mary had taken first communion at about eight years old when she received the ‘blood’ and ‘body’ of Jesus Christ; on the Saturday night she went to confession so that she was suitably ‘pure’ for Sunday morning mass. Like all the other young local Catholic girls, for her confirmation Mary was bought a new white dress and little white shoes. She might even have worn a frothy white veil and carried a small posy of flowers, although it’s unlikely, given her attitude to her ‘lumbering self’, she would have felt much like a beautiful bride of Christ. Still, it was an occasion. She was the centre of attention and there were photographs taken outside the church and a family party afterwards to celebrate.


During her confirmation Mary was anointed with holy oil by the bishop. She promised to renounce the world, the flesh and the devil: in other words she’d be expected to be a ‘good’ Catholic, to get married and have Catholic children. Most of all she was expected to put aside any desires that the Church found distasteful. According to the tenets of the Church this anointment is the moment when the Holy Spirit ‘enters’ the waiting teenager. Did she have her moment of rapture there in the church in Ealing during this highly theatrical ceremony? Did she feel different and know that the Holy Spirit had come to call? Or was it likely that she only had that moment when she got up on stage and sang? For there is surprisingly little distance between the rituals of the Catholic Church and the rituals of going on stage. Certainly, when she was on form, Dusty could move the harshest critic to describe her voice as ‘God-given’.


If things were unstable at home Mary grew up with another problem: an older brother who was her parents’ ‘blue-eyed boy’. A high achiever, he left school with brilliant results and went on to high-powered jobs in the civil service. Mary, on the other hand, was never much interested in what she was being taught. An intelligent girl with a huge curiosity and a magpie attitude to collecting information, she wanted to know about the Blues and to read, not from the canon of English literature, but the Great American Novel. ‘I was always very jealous of my brother,’ Dusty once said. ‘At home he could do nothing wrong.’ Her parents doted on him. Mary wouldn’t have minded a bit of ‘doting’ for herself but, as she saw it, she never got the kind of attention and praise he did. Often, it seemed, she got nothing at all. It was as though, as a daughter, she had walked into the wrong movie, with the wrong script, wearing the wrong dress.


Once she was famous, Dusty would fly her parents to opening nights in America and have them around at her parties, partly to give them a treat but partly, it would seem, finally to bask in their admiration. Certainly Kay and OB must have been delighted when their daughter’s world filled the vacuum that seemed to exist in their relationship. They were generally known as outgoing people, their home constantly open to Dusty and her friends at any time, day or night. The kind of parents that made Dusty’s friends slightly envious. What wouldn’t they have given for this seemingly free-for-all environment? Kay would often give ‘tea parties’ at four in the morning or invite people to dinner which they’d eventually eat at 2 a.m. Yet despite the feeling of ‘zaniness’ that surrounded the O’Briens, when Dusty spoke, much later in her life, about her childhood it seemed wretched. She would, she said, go and put her hands on the boiler until they burned – the only way she could make anyone in the house concerned or take any notice of her at all.


Everyone who met them, as is often the case, had a different response to the O’Briens. For some the appearance at every party of Kay on Dusty’s elbow hinted at a mother who was living a life less ordinary through the success of her glittering daughter. For the eternally reserved Tom they were ‘pretty conventional Catholics’. Neither of his parents, according to him, was ambitious either for themselves or for their children. Yet what child doesn’t grow up being told things they don’t remember and remembering things that everyone else denies?


‘I have no recollection of warmness or affection, though my brother says he can remember Mummy bouncing me up and down,’ Dusty once told You magazine. ‘I took whatever criticism there was to heart. Our house was full of raging ambivalence – we none of us wanted to be there.’


Certainly the O’Briens were not a happy couple. If OB had been a child in India during the days of British imperial rule he had also been uprooted and dispatched to boarding school in England very young.


Kay, first generation Irish/English, had also been uprooted – from the south-west of Ireland – had her children in her thirties and disliked both being married and being a housewife. Dusty always remembered how Kay would say, ‘Don’t get married young. Have all your fun before you do,’ as though the union were a life sentence. And for middle-class Catholics in the 1940s and 1950s divorce was certainly out of the question.


Kay and OB were to everyone who met them ‘like chalk and cheese, really incompatible’. While Kay was fun-loving and sparky her husband was a solitary, quiet, man, usually with a pipe in his mouth, and something of an intellectual. Like all children, Dusty carried with her always this contradictory mix of personalities: frantic never to be bored and alone she would often delight in her own company; loving fame she longed for times when she could go out and eat on her own without being recognised. Most of the time, it seemed, she never knew what she wanted or what would make her happy.


In many respects, with the frustration and the food-throwing, the family were more like four unhappy children living under the same roof rather than two parents and their offspring. Kay, who loved dancing and was much more gregarious and adventurous than her husband, would sometimes go off to France. She would send OB postcards, said Dusty, not signed ‘love’ but ‘regards’. There would be ferocious rowing between the couple: ‘It was top-of-the-stairs stuff,’ Dusty once said. ‘I’d sit there with my hands over my ears trying not to hear and yet being fascinated at the same time.’ She must have learned early that hardly anything was solid and trustworthy. No wonder that as she grew up she always needed to be in control – in the studio, on stage – otherwise, as she was so dramatically to prove, life would descend into chaos.
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