



  [image: cover]








    

       

    




    Alison Bowyer




    DAWN FRENCH




    The Unauthorized Biography




    PAN BOOKS








  



    

       

    




    Contents




    Acknowledgements




    Introduction – Ratings Queen




    One – New Dawn




    Two – Love




    Three – Heartbreak




    Four – French, Meet Saunders




    Five – Gong!




    Six – The Bogeyman Cometh




    Seven – The Girls From Auntie




    Eight – Size Matters




    Nine – A Girl Named Billie




    Ten – Holy Hilarious




    Eleven – French with Tears




    Twelve – Weathering the Storm




    Thirteen – Slings and Arrows




    Fourteen – RIP Dibley




    Fifteen – Reflection




    

      Index


    








  



    

       

    




    Acknowledgements




    When I began researching this book in the summer of 1999, it was my intention that it should be a candid and balanced account of Dawn French’s life and career, unhampered by the constraints of ‘authorisation’ by the star herself. Dawn French: The Biography is therefore an unauthorised account of her life, and includes numerous interviews with people who have known and worked with her over the years.




    I would like to thank my husband Paul Scott for his help and resourcefulness; Karen Hockney; Tim Ewbank and Stafford Hildred; the Comedy Store’s Don Ward; comedian Malcolm Hardee; Peter Rosengard, who kindly gave me permission to quote from Didn’t You Kill My Mother-in-Law?, his book about the history of alternative comedy, co-written with Roger Wilmut; Arnold Brown; Marie-Louise Cook; Andy Harries; Charles Lawrence and his daughter Susan; Christine Abbott; Dr David Lewis; Sue Rollinson; and Christopher Malcolm.




    Finally, a big thank you to Chester – my constant companion and muse.








  



    

       

    




    Introduction




    Ratings Queen




    Faced with the annual battle to capture the all-important Christmas television audience, executives at BBC1 decided that the theme of their 2006 schedule would be decidedly French in flavour. Not for the first time, the Corporation was pinning most of its hopes on Dawn French, trusting that, in the guise of her alter ego the Reverend Geraldine Granger, she would prove the holiday ratings winner with the final two episodes of her most loved show, The Vicar of Dibley.




    One of the Beeb’s consistently highest rating programmes since it began in 1994, it was no surprise that its grand farewell was seen as the icing on the BBC’s festive cake. It was a huge responsibility for Dawn to shoulder. Well aware of the high calibre precedent set by previous Christmas Day success stories such as Only Fools and Horses – not to mention her own ratings triumphs with previous Dibley Christmas specials – she knew she’d be heartbroken if it went out with a whimper.




    She needn’t have worried. More than 11.4 million people tuned in for the Christmas night episode, making it the most watched programme of the day. It may have been down on the 20 million viewers who tuned into the last ever Only Fools and Horses, but at a time when the BBC has to compete with digital, cable and satellite stations, to pull in that many viewers was a huge achievement. The New Year’s Day finale, which saw the perennially unlucky in love vicar finally get married to the man of her dreams, did even better, attracting 12.3 million viewers.




    The audience figures, and the trust that the BBC invested in her at its most important time of year, was a personal triumph for Dawn. On the whole it is still men who are deemed to sell programmes, and accordingly it is generally men who are chosen to carry the majority of primetime TV shows. Most of the biggest names in British television today – those who are considered guaranteed audience-pullers – are men. Bankable stars like David Jason, Ray Winstone and James Nesbitt, are inundated with offers from TV companies who know their very name alone guarantees a ratings winner.




    Dawn is one of only a select few actresses credited with having the same pulling power. The fact that she is judged capable of carrying a show as a woman is a feather in her cap. But making it as a woman in a predominantly male domain has taken guts and courage, and it is perhaps inevitable that she has come to be known within the industry as a somewhat formidable character. ‘There’s no doubt about it, I am a very confident person,’ she admits. ‘Having control over everything really excites me. I’m not as tolerant as I used to be. I don’t like it if mistakes that go on screen stem from other people’s wrong decisions or dubious judgements.’




    Adored by the public, she has a unique blend of talent and charisma which appeals to people from all backgrounds, and she frequently tops surveys on subjects as diverse as who people would most like to live next-door to, to naming the sexiest women in the world.




    Her appeal lies in the fact that, whilst her wit has bite, it is never savage. She has an eye for the ridiculous and the silly that strikes a chord with people of all ages. Long feted as the queen of the ‘alternative set’, in reality she owes more to the variety tradition set by Morecambe and Wise. Critics have even dubbed her and Jennifer Saunders ‘Morecambe and Wise on oestrogen’.




    She has undoubtedly been influenced by people like Joyce Grenfell and contemporaries such as Victoria Wood, but in many ways her comic roots go back further, to the early twentieth century and the slapstick of Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy. Clowning antics such as when she cavorted as a roly-poly ballerina with the Royal Ballet’s Darcey Bussell, for example, are pure farce and are only funny because of Dawn’s size. There is, of course, nothing new or alternative about fat gags. Excuse the pun, but fat is a staple diet of comedy: think of Oliver Hardy, Les Dawson, Bernard Manning, Jo Brand and Roseanne Barr. Dawn claims to be annoyed at the erroneous equation ‘fat equals jolly’ but at the same time relies heavily on her size to get laughs. Who, after all, could forget her portrayal of Hollywood sex siren Jane Russell, or the infamous Baywatch sketch in French and Saunders?




    In a world seemingly populated by slim blonde actresses and television newsreaders, Dawn has shown that you don’t have to be skinny to be successful. She has, in effect, become a professional large woman, launching her own range of outsize clothing and becoming an outspoken advocate of ‘fat lib’. But although she is Britain’s most famous ambassador for the concept that Big is Beautiful, there is no denying that she has capitalised on people’s natural inclination to snigger at the circumferentially challenged.




    ‘There’s nothing particularly jolly in being fat,’ she insists. ‘I’m not the fat one that gets the custard pie in the face, I’m the one that ducks them. Dawn on top – that’s me.’ But she has always appeared happy to send up her appearance, whether it’s by donning a red leotard and long blonde wig to play Pamela Anderson or hamming it up as a less-than-svelte dancer. In fact some might say that her weight has been a major determining factor in her career. The classic perception is that comedians are often created, rather than born – developing the ability to make people laugh in order to deflect mockery or criticism. They make themselves the butt of jokes before anyone else can and a lot of Dawn’s jokes are at her own expense.




    In many ways she couldn’t lose weight even if she wanted to. It is her trademark, and in the words of Liz Smith’s Nana in television’s Royle Family, to many people she is ‘that big funny girl who dresses up as a vicar’.




    Shortly before the new millennium, Dawn was voted the twentieth century’s funniest British woman in a poll by an internet bank. Being chosen as one of the most influential comedians of the century was significant for Dawn on several counts. Firstly, she was the only woman to appear in the top ten, no mean feat in such a male-dominated profession, and she was in fine company, appearing alongside recognised all-time greats such as Charlie Chaplin, Tommy Cooper and John Cleese.




    Secondly, she came only three places behind her own comic hero Eric Morecambe, who polled 26 per cent of the vote to win the title of the twentieth century’s funniest Briton. To be so closely linked to the one person who had inspired her above everyone else was a fantastic achievement for Dawn.




    Thirdly, and perhaps most significantly, she had been chosen as an individual artist, not as one half of French and Saunders. Her fans would say that this was only fair; she is, after all, a star in her own right, arguably more famous as a solo artist than she ever was as half of a double act. Strong roles like the Reverend Granger have secured her place in the annals of television history.




    Indeed, in 2005 The Vicar of Dibley was voted Britain’s Best Ever Sitcom in a viewers’ poll, beating classics like Only Fools and Horses, Fawlty Towers and Porridge. Television presenter Carol Vorderman, who championed the show for the survey, analysed its unique appeal. ‘The Vicar of Dibley stands alone in that at its heart it’s about the struggle to be good, to be tolerant and patient and still be funny . . . and that’s not easy,’ she said. ‘But it never gets overly sentimental. There’s a dash of whisky in the bedtime drink, a suspender belt under the cassock. Geraldine Granger is a fantastic comic creation – and she’s played by one of the greatest comic actors Britain has ever produced.’




    Even the show’s creator Richard Curtis attributes much of its success to Dawn’s performance. ‘It’s pretty clear she’s always been the heart and soul of the show,’ he says. ‘Geraldine had to be funny but also a very good person – and that’s a tricky combination.’




    Whilst her comedy has won her numerous plaudits and awards, Dawn can also play it straight, impressing her fans with a series of drama roles, both on television and the West End stage. Alan Yentob, when he was controller of BBC1, described her as a ‘particularly rare breed of entertainment’.




    In autumn 2007, she and Jennifer Saunders will celebrate an unprecedented twenty years with the BBC. Faced with big name desertions like Michael Parkinson to commercial television, the Corporation is determined not to lose any more of its main stars and ensures French and Saunders are handsomely rewarded for their talent.




    In her current position as one of the most sought-after television actresses of her age, she enjoys all the trappings of success. A quarter of a century in showbusiness has made her a rich woman and she has an outwardly enviable lifestyle. She and husband Lenny Henry are reported to be worth in excess of £10 million thanks to a string of TV successes and lucrative advertising contracts. Home is a beautiful £2.5 million Queen Anne farmhouse surrounded by open fields in an affluent Berkshire village, and the couple also owns a £2 million Cornish retreat.




    It is a far cry from her early days in showbiz when she earned £7 a night doing stand-up at the legendary Comedy Store in London’s Soho. A complete novice who spent her days teaching schoolgirls in the genteel surroundings of Highgate, north London, Dawn lived an extraordinary double life. When school had finished for the day and she had finished marking the girls’ homework, she would head into the heart of London’s seedy red light district and take her chances with the Comedy Store’s notoriously boisterous late-night audience.




    Her time at the clubs made her realise that stand-up was not for her. Dawn’s trick of making people laugh comes not so much from the punchy one-liners but because she has an eye for the mannerisms and nuances that are part of everyday life. ‘One thing I can’t do is say funny lines,’ she confesses. ‘But I’m probably quite funny in that I can latch on to the amusing side of people’s natures quite easily.’




    And Dawn is funny. She is also no stranger to controversy and at times during her career her irreverence and schoolgirl sense of humour have landed her in hot water. But somehow she always manages to get away with it because people can’t help but laugh. When radio disc jockey Steve Wright refused to believe her claim that her bosoms were the same size as his head she pulled off her bra and had him try it on – on air. She caused a row when she made lewd remarks about the Queen during a French and Saunders Christmas special, and she got into trouble for calling newsreader Michael Buerk ‘a fucking ninny’ during the BBC’s Comic Relief marathon. She caused more furore by launching a tirade about willies on breakfast television, and The Vicar of Dibley has been the subject of complaints to TV watchdogs. Never backwards at coming forwards, Dawn has also posed nude for the men’s magazine Esquire, and was offered £30,000 to be a Penthouse ‘Pet of the Month’.




    Success may have brought her fame and fortune but life hasn’t always been easy for Dawn French. The bad times, when she has had them, have been of a magnitude that would have probably destroyed some people. She has known pain on a scale that only a few are unfortunate enough to experience and has struggled to overcome a string of devastating blows in her private life. She projects an aura of confidence and achievement, yet on at least two occasions she has considered giving it all up as her self-esteem hit a critical low. Even the one thing she thought was rock solid – her marriage to Lenny Henry – was tested when lurid allegations about her husband made front-page news. But throughout the highs and lows of her life Dawn has managed to somehow hold everything together. Behind the jolly smile and clown-like image is a strong, determined woman who has survived life’s knocks.




    Her Christmas ratings success proved, once again, her enduring appeal. Few performers have managed to remain on peak-time television for twenty-five years as she has done. Today she is in the rare position of being a star in her own right, with the ratings to match, while still remaining committed to the double-act formula that made her name.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter One




    New Dawn




    DAWN ROMA FRENCH made her debut in the world on 11 October 1957 in Holyhead, Anglesey. Her parents, Denys and Felicity French, were both Devonians born and bred, but Denys’s job in the Royal Air Force had temporarily taken the family to Wales. Dawn, the couple’s second child, was born in the Gors Maternity Hospital. Leaving hospital with her mother a few days later, she was taken home to the family’s services accommodation house at nearby RAF Valley, the main jet training school for the air force.




    The village where the camp was situated was originally called Llanfihangel yn Nhowyn, which means The Church of St Michael Among the Dunes, but from 1941 onwards it was completely swallowed up by the RAF development. By the time Dawn and her family were living there, the old village had effectively ceased to exist and had become part of Caergeiliog, the next-door village situated on the main trunk road to Holyhead.




    Her first home was at number 84 Mintfordd Road, a modest semi-detached house in the middle of the camp. It was a typical services camp, with blocks of uniform red-brick houses placed either side of the road, similar in style and layout to a council estate. The only clue to what the area might have been like before the RAF moved in was provided by the small centuries-old parish church situated close to the French family’s house.




    Denys and Felicity – who is known by her middle name, Roma – had been childhood sweethearts, meeting in their home town of Plymouth in the early fifties. Denys was born in the Devonport district of the city in August 1932, the eldest son of milkman Leslie French and his wife Marjorie. Roma was born in January 1935, to John O’Brien, an able seaman in the Royal Navy, and his wife Lilian.




    The couple married young, when Denys had just turned twenty-one and Roma was eighteen, at the parish church of St Budeaux, Plymouth on 8 August 1953. Denys was a corporal in the RAF at the time, and Roma was a shop assistant. Their first child, Gary, was born in February 1955, and two and a half years later the family was completed when Dawn arrived.




    The house at Mintfordd Road was to be the first of many homes for the young Dawn. As a corporal technician and later a sergeant in the air force, Denys’s job took the family far and wide. The family never settled in one place for long. On average they moved every eighteen months, each time to a house that looked exactly like the last, containing virtually the same furniture, wallpaper, curtains and carpets.




    When Dawn was seven, her father was posted to Cyprus and the family went with him. They stayed for three years but managed to come home every bit as British as when they’d left. It was perhaps not so surprising, for in many ways it was just like being in Britain. As part of a large contingent of British services families who were living on the island, most of their contact was with other Brits. Dawn and her brother attended an English-speaking school and much of their lives revolved around the RAF camp and the other services staff. The only difference was the sunshine.




    Even the food they ate was the same as they’d always eaten at home. Unwilling, as the majority of British people were in the early sixties, to try foreign food, the family stuck rigidly to the type of fare they knew they liked. Dawn’s parents never cooked or ate anything foreign. Even though they did two tours of Cyprus, it was sausage and mash, not moussaka, that the family sat down to at teatime. Roma French specialised in traditional English fare, proudly feeding up her son and daughter on staples like egg and chips and meat and two veg. Such was their determination to stick to home cooking, they even arranged for food parcels to be specially shipped over from Plymouth, including supplies of their favourite Dewdneys pasties, which were made with swede.




    The portions Roma served up were huge. Right from when she was a little girl, Dawn was actively encouraged to eat heartily and was praised for clearing her plate of food. ‘I was lucky, my family are all Devonshire dumplings like me,’ she recalls warmly. ‘In my family there was no suggestion that I should eat less. I suppose we did eat a lot. My mother used to give us stew in huge serving basins, because ordinary plates weren’t big enough.’




    Given the family’s fondness for food and a genetic tendency to be small and plump, it was probably inevitable that Dawn would not be a slim youngster. ‘I was a very chubby child,’ she admits. ‘But my mother managed to find clothes for me and luckily my Auntie May was a seamstress and she made my dressing-up clothes.’ At that point in her young life, the fact that she was larger than the other children on the camp did not bother her unduly. Although later on as a teenager she would suffer great angst as her weight made her stand out from the other girls, as a ten-year-old Dawn was far more concerned about her name.




    ‘I loathe being called Dawn,’ she once told Woman’s Own. ‘I just don’t feel like a Dawn. I’d much rather be called Gorgeous French or maybe Sexy French. When my father was stationed in Cyprus, our Greek landlady used to call me Dawnie-mu. Evidently the “mu” bit is a Greek endearment. When we returned to England the name stuck, and eventually got shortened to “mu”. Even on my school register I was down as Mu French. Unfortunately, Alf Garnett was calling his wife a silly moo at the time, so everybody assumed it was because I was a complete cow.’




    After the spell in Cyprus the family returned to England, and Denys took up a posting in Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk. Not long afterwards, when talk of yet another move was being mooted, Dawn’s parents realised that they couldn’t keep uprooting the children. Every time they became settled in a new school and began to make friends and gain headway in their studies, Denys’s job would take them to an entirely different part of the country and they would have to start all over again. While they had been very young it had not proved too much of a problem, and Denys and Roma calculated that the experience the youngsters gained from living in different countries probably outweighed the negative aspects. But as they approached their secondary education and the crucial O-level years, they reluctantly accepted that they needed some consistency in their lives.




    Boarding school was the obvious answer. It is the way many services families choose to educate their children, but for a small, close-knit family like Dawn’s it was a tough decision for her parents to make. None of them relished the idea of being separated for long periods of time, but in the end a compromise was reached. It was decided that Dawn and her brother would be sent to boarding school, but to lessen the blow they would go to schools in Plymouth where they had relatives, and they would be weekly boarders. Weekends would be spent with Granny and Grandpa, Denys’s parents Leslie and Marjorie, at their newsagent’s shop in the town.




    It was duly arranged. Gary was sent to the prestigious Plymouth College for boys, and in September 1970 Dawn started at St Dunstan’s Abbey. Both were private schools to which only the most affluent families in the area could afford to send their children. Because Gary and Dawn were services children, the RAF paid their school fees. When Dawn arrived at the all-girls school, one month away from her thirteenth birthday, she didn’t feel as nervous as other new girls might have felt. As a seasoned RAF daughter, well used to travelling around and making fresh starts, enrolling at yet another strange school held no fear for Dawn. She knew all about being the new girl and the problems of making friends, and was aware that it wouldn’t last for long. What she hadn’t bargained for was the terrible sadness she felt at being separated from her parents.




    That first night she wept into her pillow as she contemplated the prospect of getting through the coming months without seeing her mum and dad. It was an unhappiness that didn’t fade. Lying in her dormitory at night with fifteen other girls tucked up in their beds around her, she would think about her parents and would frequently cry herself to sleep. Her sobs became a familiar sound to the other girls in the dormitory, and her misery is well remembered by fellow pupil Susan Lawrence. Like Dawn, Susan was also a services child. Her father was in the Royal Navy. She was a year older than Dawn but shared a dormitory with her. ‘I remember her being very homesick when she first started at St Dunstan’s,’ Susan recalls. ‘She missed her family, and although she was just a weekly boarder, her parents were often abroad so she didn’t see them for months on end.’




    Homesickness is not uncommon among boarding-school pupils, but it doesn’t generally last much beyond the first week of a new term. As children get into the swing of being back at school, memories of their life at home get pushed to one side and school life takes over. Dawn’s unhappiness, however, seemed to go on and on. ‘It took her quite a long time to come to terms with her homesickness,’ says Susan. ‘In fact she got on our nerves a bit, crying at night even when the youngsters had got over it. There was some sympathy to start with, but the kids soon got fed up with her because it went on for so long. From my own point of view, you tended to look down on the younger ones and say, “Pull yourself together.” ’




    Dawn would often wake up in the morning puffy-eyed from crying herself to sleep. It was an anguish which her mother and father shared. ‘My mother couldn’t even take us to school on the first day of term because she would be weeping,’ says Dawn. ‘So my father had to take us, and he would put on a very strict face and try hard not to cry himself. It was heartbreaking for my parents, but they were travelling all over the place and they would never have been able to afford the kind of education we had if the RAF hadn’t helped with our fees. I understood that. Especially as there were other kids at our school who were there because their parents didn’t want to deal with them.’




    Her natural sense of loss at being separated from the people she loved most was compounded by the fact that, for the first time in her life, she was having trouble settling in at her new school. Other schools she’d attended had been either ordinary state schools or, when she was abroad, RAF schools full of other rolling stones like herself. She had never had any difficulty adapting to change, but this time it was different. St Dunstan’s Abbey was a private school, and the majority of the girls who attended it were from well-off West Country families. Within minutes of entering the wooden gates of St Dunstan’s on the first day of the autumn term, Dawn felt as much like a fish out of water as it is possible to feel.




    Watching the other young girls spill out of their parents’ Range Rovers and Jaguars, and clocking their expensively dressed mothers and fathers, Dawn felt awkward for the first time in her life. Hearing the girls’ cut-glass accents as they excitedly greeted their friends after the holidays, she was struck by how posh they all seemed. In time, Dawn would grow to love the school, but she never stopped hating the fact that almost everybody except her was middle-class and rich.




    ‘It was friendly and caring, but it was also posh, and I was aware that I didn’t belong with all those rich kids, that I didn’t live the way they did,’ she admits. ‘I was only there because the RAF paid the fees. I’m pretty gregarious and really enjoyed being in a huge dormitory and having loads of chatting and midnight feasts, but I came from quite a poor family and I wasn’t from the same class of people as most of the girls. I felt completely separate, and it was obvious because I didn’t have a fabulous home and a mother who dressed in Jaeger outfits.’




    This feeling of being less privileged than the other girls had quite an effect on the teenaged Dawn. So acutely did she feel the contrast between the kind of lifestyle her school chums enjoyed and her own more humble home life, that she became for a while quite embittered. It brought out a less than pleasant side to her character, and her feelings of inferiority manifested themselves in resentment towards her parents for not being rich. It was a stage in her life that she would later have cause to regret bitterly.




    ‘I went through a terrible period of blaming my parents for not having money or chintz or beige things, like the others did,’ she admits. ‘I did begrudge the fact that my parents obviously didn’t have the money the other girls’ parents did. When I went to their homes I was amazed – I’d never seen beige furniture or cream carpets before. The girls used to go to places like Gstaad for holidays, and when I stayed for the weekend, they used to have salad. Salad. I mean, where was the meat and two veg? And I was terribly impressed if they had sinks in their bedrooms. I thought that was the height of luxury.’




    Like Dawn, fellow pupil Janet Bryant was crushingly aware of the differences between her and the other girls. ‘The majority of the girls came from well-off backgrounds, myself and Dawn perhaps not necessarily,’ she says. ‘There were a lot of services people who were on bursaries. You had to grit your teeth and get on with it. You had to accept the fact that there were those who were more fortunate than yourself.’




    Dawn, it seems, had trouble trying to accept this harsh fact of life. When she first joined St Dunstan’s, she strove to emulate the middle-class girls that she so wanted to be like. She was desperate to become one of them, even if it meant alienating her family in the process. She had been raised to have sound, working-class values and to know where she came from. According to all who knew him, Denys French was an exceptionally kind and good-natured man, and somebody who had a strong sense of right and wrong. Dawn’s mother Roma is known to be a remarkably strong woman, who for many years ran a drug rehabilitation centre for women with children. Both Denys’s and Roma’s backgrounds were solidly working-class, and the family traditionally voted Labour. But once she had spent a few weekends with her better-off school friends in their big houses or farms, and glimpsed how the other half lived, Dawn didn’t hesitate to turn her back on the socialist values her parents had taught her.




    She couldn’t see anything attractive about being working-class if it meant that she was denied the luxuries that her contemporaries had. She became completely enthralled by the glamorous lifestyles she imagined her school chums enjoyed, and these feelings of envy and yearning would stay with her for years to come. Later, when television success brought Dawn her own share of riches, she remembered how she’d marvelled at the thought of bedrooms with washbasins, and promptly installed one in her own room.




    Looking back at her behaviour now, Dawn believes that she was like a lot of services children who find it hard to see where they fit into the grand scheme of things. She told the Observer in 1991 that a number of RAF children, ashamed of their own roots but unsure of how to acquire any others, became ‘extremely screwed-up’. This, for a while at least, threatened to happen to her. She became so full of airs and graces as she tried to copy the middle-class girls at school that the old Dawn was in danger of disappearing. Many of her school friends had their own horses, attended gymkhanas and belonged to the Pony Club. Dawn persuaded her parents to buy her a pony so she could be like them. She stabled the animal, which she called Shula, near her grandparents’ shop, and eagerly looked forward to joining the horsey set.




    The change in Dawn did not go unnoticed by her family, who were not altogether happy about what they saw and heard. Whether consciously or unconsciously, Dawn had learned to behave in a certain way at school in order to fit in with the other girls. She began to talk in an affected manner, and adopted pretentious mannerisms. Perhaps without even realising it, she had taken on the attitudes and conservative values of her school fellows. She didn’t have the guile to be able to hide her new hoity-toity attitude, and when she went to visit her grandparents at weekends, they could see the unwelcome change in her.




    They didn’t like the influence that being with such well-off girls appeared to be having on her. To put it bluntly, they thought their granddaughter was in danger of becoming a snob and, in the absence of her parents, her grandparents took charge of the situation. Whatever they said to her was radical enough to bring her to her senses. ‘My family has always been Labour, but at school I was among all the little Cons,’ she explains. ‘My grandparents took me in hand because I think they felt I was turning into an insufferable little snob. I’m glad they did.’ She’s now a Labour voter ‘and proud of it’.




    Dawn was not the only girl from a humble background at St Dunstan’s. ‘It was one of the few private schools in Plymouth, and most of the girls did come from moneyed backgrounds,’ says ex-pupil Sarah Rawle. ‘But having said that, there were a lot of parents like mine who struggled to pay for us to be there. Dawn wasn’t the only one who wasn’t from an affluent background, by any means. In my class I had several hospital consultants’ daughters and the university chancellor’s daughter, but there was quite a big mixture. A lot of the girls were from farming families, and there were obviously some like Dawn whose parents sent them there because they were away a lot. It was that kind of a small, caring school. Dawn would have done well wherever she went because she had a technique with drama, but there were those of us who were only mediocre students who needed to be brought out and encouraged to do better.’




    As Dawn settled into school life and her homesickness finally abated, she found that she began to enjoy St Dunstan’s enormously. ‘Obviously I got homesick,’ she says. ‘But I was lucky to go to the jolliest boarding school in the world.’ With her parents abroad for much of the time, school became the focal point of her life, and her memories of her time there remain fond to this day. ‘I enjoyed boarding school very much because my parents made it clear that I was there because of all the moving about they had to do, not because they didn’t love me,’ she says.




    Boarding-school life was a lot like Mallory Towers or St Clare’s, the fictional jolly-hockey-sticks schools created by Enid Blyton. ‘We would have midnight feasts, and I suppose it was a bit like the Blyton books,’ recalls Susan Lawrence. But surprisingly, given her self-professed love of food, Dawn wasn’t one of the ringleaders. ‘She wasn’t really instrumental in this,’ says Susan. ‘Dawn was quite quiet. I don’t remember her being a particularly outgoing girl, nor was she one of the most popular. But then I was older, and we didn’t take much notice of the younger girls.’ Just as in Blyton’s books, however, the girls weren’t above getting their own back on beastly members of staff. Dawn tells how she and her classmates extracted revenge on a matron nicknamed Hitler because she was so strict. ‘We collected our guinea-pig droppings at the weekend, the entire dormitory, which was a dozen girls and a lot of guinea pigs, and put them in her room,’ she says. ‘She was aware that we were trying to get rid of her and she went. We were so happy.’




    As its name suggests, St Dunstan’s was a former abbey, built of brick and flint and situated in North Road West, overlooking Victoria Park, Plymouth. In the early part of the nineteenth century it had been occupied by nuns, who ran it as a shelter for the ‘dishonest’ women of Plymouth until it became a Church of England school in 1850. Today the school has moved to a new site, and the abbey building lies empty and neglected, but for six years it was the only permanent home Dawn knew. Comparatively small in Dawn’s day, the school had 300 girls, aged between five and eighteen. Classes were small – only eighteen or twenty girls to a class – and the majority of the pupils were day-girls. Consequently, boarders like Dawn often shared dormitories with girls who were several years older or younger than herself.




    St Dunstan’s was ruled with a rod of iron by the headmistress, Hazel Abley. An ex-naval officer, she had exceptionally high standards that she expected ‘her girls’ to live up to. Impeccably turned out, she required the girls to present themselves well and to behave properly at all times. And woe betide anyone who stepped out of line. ‘Miss Abley was very efficient – we were all quite scared of her,’ reveals former pupil Marie-Louise Cook. ‘She was scary but she was a good headmistress, and I think at the end of the day that won out. We all looked up to her because the standards she laid down she kept herself. She was ex-military, and was very much like a man who had been in the services. She liked a certain uniformity, not just in the way you looked, but in how she expected the girls to be, which was at times frustrating. She walked tall and always looked very smart. You’d hear her clipping along in her high heels, and she wore a black cloak over her clothes. She was a bit stuffy, but that’s probably just the side she showed us. I’m sure there was a different side to her.’




    Dawn’s former classmate Janet Bryant also recalls how rigid the school was at that time. ‘It was very strict. Lots of things would get you into trouble: running, talking, just general things. You respected your elders, you respected everyone around you. I think Dawn managed quite well. If you’re living in those circumstances, you toe the line.’




    Despite the often uncompromising rules that her formidable headmistress laid down, Dawn got along well with Hazel Abley and the two remain friends to this day. ‘Dawn was quite an individual,’ explains Marie-Louise. ‘But she wasn’t a rebel by any means, she was someone Miss Abley liked. Dawn was bossy and had a slight disciplinarian side to her, and I think Miss Abley could see that. She was very much one of the favourites, a little bit of a teacher’s pet really. We used to say, “Oh, there’s Dawn again, up in assembly.” ’




    Marie-Louise, who is four years younger than Dawn, recalls how Dawn stood out even then. ‘We all remember her because she was quite a character within the school,’ she says. ‘She was very much as she is now; she wasn’t as big, but her personality and her brightness were the same. She was always slightly larger than life. She was very good at drama and sometimes took assembly. She was often on the stage because she won various drama awards and was very much into amateur dramatics.’




    The importance the school placed on subjects such as drama was part of the reason that Dawn was so happy at St Dunstan’s. She struck up a close relationship with her drama teacher, Christine Abbott, and excelled in the subject. Miss Abbott recognised Dawn’s obvious talent for drama and made Dawn her protégée. In turn, the adolescent Dawn hero-worshipped the older woman and vowed to follow in her footsteps and become a teacher herself. ‘I always wanted to teach in order to be like my drama teacher at school, Christine Abbott, who was wonderful, spoke beautifully and had been to the Central School of Speech and Drama,’ she says. ‘I idolised her so much I wanted to do the same. I wanted to be her.’




    Miss Abbott, who is now retired, says, ‘Dawn always used to say, as a bit of a giggle, that I was the person who inspired her. I’ve no idea what it was about my teaching that inspired her, but I must have done something right. She was fond of performance and I think it showed. She did a drama class with the rest of the girls, and then asked if she could come along for extra work in speech and drama. She was definitely enthusiastic and was prepared to give up her spare time, after school or in the lunch hour.’ Dawn’s old teacher is effusive in her praise of her star pupil. ‘She was very imaginative and creative, right from the start, and very lively,’ she says warmly. ‘She was always full of energy. She had lots of confidence – I think services children often do – and got on very well with everyone. She had a mass of friends. She was perfectly lovely. She was always a bubbly girl, right the way through.’




    Dawn was fortunate in that while St Dunstan’s was a traditional school that attached a great deal of importance to academic achievement, it was at the same time quite forward-thinking regarding the girls’ overall schooling. ‘The approach we had to a girl’s upbringing was that she should be allowed to develop in whatever direction seemed to show the most promise,’ explains Miss Abbott. ‘We liked to encourage the girls in whatever way they seemed to find their talents. It was pretty strict. It was a very highly disciplined school, there’s no question of that. But within those parameters a girl could develop her talents because there was scope for that too.’




    It was obvious to the other girls that Dawn had a special bond with her drama teacher, and under Christine Abbott’s careful tutelage she easily outshone her classmates in the subject. ‘Miss Abbott certainly felt that Dawn had that spark,’ says Sarah Rawle. ‘She was always a very flamboyant character, and there was a definite rapport between them.’ Janet Bryant also recalls how Dawn willingly put in the effort and took drama seriously. ‘Dawn paid attention and the rest of us didn’t,’ she laughs. ‘Miss Abbott was very charismatic. She made her classes interesting, whereas most of the classes were very formal.’ Even the younger girls were aware of Dawn’s passion for drama. ‘She was always very good at diction and drama and ran away with all the points and prizes,’ recalls Sandra Harvey, who is three years her junior. ‘Everybody at school knew of Dawn French because she was always winning prizes. She was a bit of a star even then.’




    Christine Abbott eschewed traditional drama favourites such as Shakespeare in favour of more unusual exercises. ‘The English department used to look after the classical things; I like to think that we were more creative,’ she says. ‘Dawn always participated in whatever was going on. I think performing might have been at the back of her mind all along, although she never said it was. I never had any inkling that she would be famous; we just encouraged the girls as much as we could in whatever direction seemed the most appropriate. I certainly didn’t think, “That girl will go far.” I hoped she would do well. We hoped everybody would do well, and if someone was going to put themselves out and give up things in order that they could achieve some sort of fame, that’s good. But it wasn’t encouraged to that extent; we weren’t a breeding ground for the stars.’




    As a favourite of both Miss Abbott and Miss Abley, Dawn had a special status within the school, and when she entered the sixth form no one was surprised when she was made a prefect. And when it came to important occasions such as the prestigious sixth-formers v. teachers tennis match, Dawn was naturally one of those chosen to play. ‘Other sixth-formers came and went and you wouldn’t have remembered them, but we all knew Dawn,’ explains Marie-Louise. ‘She was much more high-profile than the other sixth-formers. Because she was so good at drama she was a bit of a showpiece within the school. Even then she was obviously someone with a talent. Miss Abley and Miss Abbott were very proud of her. She was quite treasured at the school. Miss Abbott thought she was the bee’s knees, and looked upon her as her protégée, someone she had brought up and felt very proud of.




    ‘Dawn was great fun, but she was quite bossy. She had a warmth about her, but if she was cross with you, you’d be told. She was kind of scary and bossy at the same time. We were a bit in awe of her because much of our contact with her would be her telling us off. She used to stand outside the dinner hall and inspect our fingernails before we were allowed into lunch. If a girl’s nails were anything less than scrupulously clean, Dawn would send her away to scrub them.’




    Dawn took to her prefect duty with great gusto, and recalls one of her less savoury techniques for enforcing her views on her peers: a beetle- and spider-infested broom which she could bang with impunity as she was impervious to creepy-crawlies. ‘I should have gone into the Gestapo,’ she laughs.




    Another, less welcome reason why Dawn stood out from the other girls at St Dunstan’s was that she was, even then, quite plump. Barely five foot tall and a size 16 by the time she was fourteen, the St Dunstan’s school-issue clothes were unforgiving and unbecoming on Dawn. She was not alone in her humiliation. Classmate Janet Bryant still cringes when she remembers their school clothes. ‘The uniform was horrendous, quite revolting,’ she shudders. ‘It was very traditional: a blue knee-length kilt, which a lot of the girls, including Dawn, would hitch up a few inches, and a blue and yellow striped blazer. In the summer we would wear straw boaters, and bowler hats and heavy navy-blue coats in winter. The summer uniform was a blue nylon dress, which didn’t do much for your figure.




    ‘Dawn was well built, and I was quite large at the time as well. I think I might have been the largest one in the class – I was twelve stone when I was twelve – and they used to put me in goal, basically because I filled most of it! Being an all-girls school there wasn’t teasing like there would have been if boys were around. Dawn never discussed being overweight with me – I think I was more conscious of it myself.’




    Marie-Louise also recalls the less than flattering ensemble that Dawn and her friends selected for their last year at school. ‘The sixth-formers could choose their own uniform,’ she explains. ‘They all had to wear the same, but the privilege was that they could choose it. I have memories of Dawn wearing an awful black skirt with white spots on. It was virtually a miniskirt, and for girls who were bigger, that sort of seventies look was probably not the most flattering.’




    The midnight feasts and visits to Lavinia, the St Dunstan’s Abbey cook, who was generous with bread and butter to girls who helped her clean up the kitchen, hadn’t helped matters; neither had arriving back at school on Sunday evening with a tuck box filled up with sweets from her family’s newsagent’s. As a young teenager, Dawn was faced with the fact that she simply couldn’t wear the kind of clothes that her friends did. Weekend forays into Plymouth to look around the shops and search out the latest fashions ended in frustration and misery for the teenaged Dawn. It was 1971; hot pants and micro-skirts were all the rage, but it seemed that none of the garments had been made big enough to fit her.




    When her friends popped into Dorothy Perkins, Dawn knew that for her there was no point. ‘You want to spend two hours trying on everything and looking at each other,’ she explains. ‘But I couldn’t do that at all.’ It is a familiar scenario that anyone who has ever been overweight can identify and sympathise with. While her girlfriends went home happily clutching bulging shopping bags full of trendy things to wear, Dawn often returned empty-handed. It made her sad, but it also made her cross. ‘Throughout my teenage years I felt oppressed because I could never find clothes to fit me,’ she says. ‘I remember at about fourteen getting angry when I went out with my friends to buy clothes on Saturdays and there was nothing to spend money on because you were maybe a size 16, and they didn’t exist. I’d feel grateful if something fitted over my head. If it went over my head, I’d buy it. I’d wear atrocious things just because I could get them on.’




    Like many large children, Dawn attempted to laugh off her discomfiture by cracking jokes at her own expense. She tells journalists that as a girl she wanted to be an air hostess ’cos people don’t eat all their meals on planes, and I could scoff everything left behind the secret curtains’. And she makes out that one of the reasons she liked it at St Dunstan’s was because the food was so plentiful. ‘The food was good and the older you were, the higher you moved up the table, the more you ate,’ she says. ‘There’d be raids on the kitchen, and as only margarine and marmalade were not under lock and key, we ate that.’ But, as is often the case, the wisecracks hid more complex feelings. While Dawn had been brought up to value herself and not worry about her weight, it was, for a while at least, nonetheless a source of angst for her. Quite early on she realised that it was a bar to her doing certain things, including her dream of becoming an air hostess.




    Although she jokes about it now, Dawn really did want to be an air stewardess. But by the time she was fourteen she realised that she was never going to be petite enough to meet the airlines’ strict recruitment requirements. It was a bitter disappointment, and one that she hugely resented. Fortunately for Dawn, she found another avenue for her talents and threw herself wholeheartedly into drama. Her time at St Dunstan’s proved useful in many ways, not least in that it provided her with a rich source of material for her television sketches. Marie-Louise has followed her career, and easily spots the oblique references to their old school. ‘I think a lot of her sketches come from having been at an all-girls school,’ she says. ‘There are certain references she makes, to certain characters or things, that are very much from St Dunstan’s.




    ‘Those years are hugely formative years in your life, and by the way she refers to it so often, and in so many of her sketches, I think it must be something she looks back on and finds quite amusing. I remember when French and Saunders first appeared on television there were a lot of sketches about girls sitting in a classroom, and they brought up the names of some of our old teachers. There is something about all girls together, the silly conversations and the bitchiness that, for women particularly, is why Dawn makes you laugh. She’s very much got that female thing, that really giggly silliness that girls have and men think, “That’s not funny.” But it is for us.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter Two




    Love




    DAWN DISCOVERED the attractions of the opposite sex at a young age. She claims to have been desperate to kiss a boy in her primary-school class, by the name of Michael Le Pellier, simply because she fancied his exotic-sounding name. While the other young girls played with their dolls and busied themselves with finger-painting, Dawn sat and daydreamed about what young Michael’s lips would taste like. Sadly she was never to find out. She had to wait a few more years, until she entered her teens, before she had her first proper kiss.




    But she thought about it a lot in the meantime. Attending an all-girls school did nothing to dampen her interest in boys; if anything, their exclusion made them appear all the more exciting and forbidden. St Dunstan’s Abbey overlooked Victoria Park, and from the vantage point of her dormitory window, Dawn could ogle the boys from Devonport High as they walked through the park on their way to school. Like many young girls, she spent a lot of time dreaming about lads and wondering what it would feel like to be in love.




    Having an older brother was an advantage because it meant she got to meet his friends, and the first boy she fell in love with was her brother’s best friend, David Eccles. At fifteen, he was two years older than Dawn, and although they indulged in teenage necking it was more a case of infatuation than real love. ‘I kissed him a lot but he wasn’t really interested in me,’ she admits ruefully.




    Not long after she had started at boarding school, Dawn’s father came out of the RAF and took over the running of Frenchies, his parents’ newsagent’s shop in the Ernesettle district of the town. Leslie and Marjorie French had owned the shop for almost forty years but when his father died, his mother decided to retire. Denys and Roma became the new proprietors, and moved into a house in nearby Saltash, just across the River Tamar into Cornwall. Dawn was overjoyed that the family could be together again, but her parents decided that she and Gary should continue as weekly boarders as they would be working long hours in the shop. They started work at four-thirty a.m. to mark up the morning papers, and frequently didn’t close until teatime.




    So in the event, things remained much the same for Dawn. All that changed was that instead of spending the weekends with her grandparents, she would be at home with her parents. The new set-up was not without its advantages, the most obvious being that Dawn and Gary often found themselves at home alone. Arriving in Saltash on a Friday afternoon, the youngsters frequently found the house empty, giving them plenty of opportunity to do what teenagers do. Making the most of the time before their parents returned from work, she and Gary would settle down with David Eccles and a friend of Dawn’s for what she describes as ‘four hours of solid snogging’. The kissing sessions would go on until either their parents returned from work, or, as Dawn puts it, ‘we all had huge fat lips that were sore and painful’.




    It was a freedom they took full advantage of. ‘We were kind of latchkey kids because both my parents worked and I had an hour and a half after school before they came back,’ she recalls. ‘I spent it kissing David Eccles. Nothing else, just perfectly innocent lip movement. He was a dead good snogger.’




    Such behaviour, although touching in its naivety, felt thrillingly sinful to the young Dawn. Being cooped up under the watchful eyes of her teachers all week lent an added frisson of excitement to her innocent kissing sessions. Had she not been a pupil at an all-girls boarding school, she might arguably not have been quite so obsessed with the opposite sex. ‘Of course boarding school made being let loose at the weekends even more fun,’ she acknowledges. ‘I was very interested in boys and desperately wanted to get snogged. I always hoped to have very bruised lips by Monday morning.’




    Back at St Dunstan’s, Dawn’s raging hormones often got her into bother with the authorities. ‘I was very randy at an early age, and at school I got into trouble for flirting with boys,’ she says. ‘I had loads of energy and did lots of snogging. I got tits before anybody else and I wanted boys touching them right from the minute they grew. At school we ended up inviting boys in off the street. Once, when they came out of the pub opposite, we started flirting with them out of the window. You can imagine all these girls at the window in their nighties, and they took us seriously, broke in and came up and sat on our beds. The police were called and wanted us to identify them, but we refused because we thought it wasn’t fair as we’d encouraged them. It was very disgraceful. Our parents were informed, we were very shamefaced. Then we did it all over again the following week!’




    It is extremely doubtful, however, whether Hazel Abley would have tolerated such goings-on under her roof, and the story has no doubt benefited from a bit of topspin on Dawn’s part. The truth is probably far less racy. Despite the advantage of having an older brother and the potential to date his friends, Dawn found her early teenage years to be quite frustrating on the romance front. She quickly realised that the fifteen-year-old David Eccles wasn’t really interested in dating a thirteen-year-old, and while Gary’s mates all liked Dawn and considered her to be a ‘good laugh’, they didn’t necessarily see her as girlfriend material.




    ‘Unfortunately I spent my teenage years being the joky girl who didn’t get the boy,’ she admits. ‘I used to be very jealous of pretty girls, and would wonder why I didn’t get to go home and snog when I’d been the centre of attention in the pub. It was slightly sad when I used to be the funny girl at weekends in the cars with the lads, but never the girl they wanted to take home. Everyone would have a good laugh, but you weren’t the one getting snogged at the end of the evening.’




    It was a crushing experience, and combined with the insecurities that had been brought on by her disappointing clothes-shopping trips, these doubts about her sex appeal added up to something of a crisis of confidence for Dawn. Young girls who are naive in the ways of the world, especially those who feel that they aren’t as pretty or attractive as their friends, are in peril of gratefully accepting the advances of the first boy who comes along. Dawn wouldn’t have been the first teenager to succumb to ‘the wrong type’, and the fact that she didn’t is down to one special man.




    Denys French intuitively guessed that his daughter might have difficulty valuing herself as highly as she should. He had seen her face when she arrived home from her shopping expeditions disappointed and empty-handed, and sensed her envy when her slimmer, prettier friends got asked out on dates and she didn’t. Some fathers might baulk at the idea of attempting to talk to an adolescent girl about such delicate matters and choose simply to hope for the best, but Dawn’s father decided on direct action.




    He knew how loved and adored Dawn was, and how special, and decided that it was time she knew it too. Five minutes prior to her very first trip to a discotheque, at age fourteen, he sat her down for a talk. She would never forget what he said to her that day. ‘He knew I was going out with a lot of thin girlfriends, and there was the potential there for cruelty,’ she explains. ‘He knew he had to make sure my self-esteem was buoyed up, and that he had to protect me from those who might decide to reduce my confidence. I was ready to get into a huff because I thought I was going to hear the usual litany about not drinking too much and what time I had to be in, and not getting too involved with boys, but instead I was the recipient of the most extraordinary emotional eulogy.




    ‘He told me that I was uncommonly beautiful, that I was the most precious thing in his life, that he prized me above all else, that he was proud to be my father and that if any randy geek, biker, shithead, ever laid a finger on me, he would hurt them badly in their Brut-sprinkled soft places. He went into this great overture of praise for me. He told me that I should be proud of myself physically, and that I was going to be desirable to all the boys I would meet that night. In fact, I was probably going to be the most desirable girl out of all my friends, and any boy who managed to get a bit of a snog with me was very lucky. Well, my chest just got bigger and bigger the more he spoke. He succeeded in making me so proud of myself, and making my self-esteem so high, that I wasn’t going to let any boy kiss me at all that night – I was just too good.’
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