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For Lady… forever.


To Mum, there’s lots of swearing, please read with earplugs.










FOREWORD


This is not a woeful tale of past loves lost and won, but a book about the trials and tribulations of how a skinny black girl from Brixton grew up to shake the world of rock. How the fuck did I do that?


As a child I always felt weird inside, like something was out of place. Little did I know that it was me who needed to find her place.


This book is about the fits and starts, wrong turns and giant mistakes, along with the hilarious and magical moments that it took to get to the top of the rock tree.


Please pull up a chair, pour yourself a glass of something nice and enjoy my tales of the truly unexpected.










INTRODUCTION


I first met Skin in 1995, when I was a young music writer sent to Los Angeles by Vox magazine to interview Skunk Anansie on the set of Kathryn Bigelow’s sci-fi thriller Strange Days. I was excited to meet the band. There had been a lot of interest in the press – this young incendiary female lead singer with a quirky punk style. Over four days I got to know her, going from a Rage Against The Machine gig to clubbing at the Viper Room on Sunset Boulevard, to the Strange Days film set, and back home. We stayed in touch, and ever since then she has been a strong and constant friend. As well as being an insightful, inspirational speaker, she is a great listener. I always remember her, at the peak of her solo success in the early 2000s, giving me a lift 60 miles home on the tour bus after a gig in Oxford, and coming in at 3am to eat Marmite on toast. I was a frazzled new mother having a rare night off and, despite her insane schedule, Skin took the time to see me home.


Over twenty-five years I have witnessed her highest points – headlining Glastonbury, riding a white stallion into the Teatro La Fenice opera house in Venice, performing an emotional set at Cadogan Hall for the An Acoustic Skunk Anansie: Live in London album – and her most challenging times. The soul-searching when Skunk Anansie split for a while, the endless touring and its personal toll on her relationships and – despite selling millions of albums, modelling for fashion designers and touring worldwide – the long fight to be recognised in her field.


Along with singers like Annie Lennox, Dusty Springfield and Kate Bush, Skin is one of our great British female artists. Skin takes what is happening in her life – rage, emotional pain or joy – and uses it as fuel for how she creates. That is why she touches people. As her close friend, the dancer/choreographer Richelle Donigan, says, ‘It’s not just entertainment. When you are in a concert with Skin, if you allow it, you are being transformed. You walk out a different person from when you walked in. Skin gives everything… she lifts you up.’


Skin is known not only as a fiercely talented vocalist, but also for her involvement in fashion, her charity work doing music therapy with young asylum seekers and campaigning against female genital mutilation, and as a socially conscious icon at the forefront of LGBTQ+ visibility.


Her importance as a cultural force was recognised at 2018’s Women in Music Awards hosted by Music Week, who defined Skin as ‘one of the most iconic and unforgettable stars of her generation’, and handed her the Inspirational Artist award. I have written extensively on female artists, publishing biographies of Dusty Springfield and Madonna, and the book She Bop, the definitive history of women in popular music. In my work I have always foregrounded the female voice, asking questions that don’t often get asked, letting women speak deeply about their personal experience. Many stories of the 1990s place Britpop at the centre – a British music scene that was very white and male – but Skin’s experience was very different, and is an alternative narrative of that decade. Emerging from a poor childhood in a Brixton marred by riots to becoming a huge rock icon, her story is extraordinary. I wanted to help her tell it, and for her to gain the recognition she fully deserves.


This memoir has been co-created from hours of interview time, not just with Skin but also close friends and members of her family.


This is her story.


Lucy O’Brien


London, 2020










BOOK ONE 100 WAYS TO BE A GOOD GIRL











ONE BRIXTON ROCK





But I don’t want your charity


Twisting me round


I don’t want your charity


Keeping me down…


‘Charity’





No matter how far I travel, I’m always a Brixton girl. I can be drinking mezcal while listening to Bob Marley in Mexico, or eating a pizza in Napoli at 4am, but in my head I’m that child back home in Brixton Market, skipping between market stalls catching snippets of ‘big people’ conversations. Brixton is my barometer – always has been, always will be – not just for Caribbean delights but also for music, people, politics and, most importantly, attitude. I grew up two minutes from the market; two minutes from mothers pausing to gossip outside the local shops, with one maybe taking a breath to shout at her bored young child for wriggling too much, attempting to escape her vice-like grip. It was loud and buzzing with accents from every country in the world, and music was everywhere.


In a minute’s walk through the market, you could hear all types of reggae music, from ’60s ska to lovers rock, Ace Cannon’s bluesy sax, loved by the old-timers, and the latest dancehall hits. There were stalls piled high with precariously balanced fruit, and stallholders selling the best avocados in the world. Massive and sweet with a thin green skin, you could scoff them like apples they were so tasty. We’d slice them up and eat them with bammy flatbread, ackee and saltfish or rice and peas on the side – always on the side, people!


Mum would do a lot of her food shopping there, especially for meat, and usually at the same stalls because she was very loyal. She and her friends knew who had the best quality and best price. This information was like a market Bible, except no one wrote it down; you just had to be in the Jamaican wives’ club to get the lowdown. Then she would cook on Saturday and we’d eat it the rest of the week, except for Friday, when she gave herself the day off and we had fish and chips like English folk. My mum had a huge chest freezer in the kitchen for over fifty-five years full of things she had cooked and frozen. A few years ago it finally broke and, when she defrosted it, I asked if she’d found a leg of dodo at the bottom! They don’t make appliances like they used to, that’s fo’ sure. She eats Jamaican food most days. Even when she comes to my house she brings her own food, not because I can’t cook but because she knows I like her cooking better.


Local traders used to spread out along Atlantic Road and Electric Avenue – so called because it was the first street in London to be lit by electricity, also made famous by Eddy Grant – and opposite, on Brixton Road, was Red Records, a legendary shop that specialised in music of black origin. Brixton Market was always the blood-filled pumping heart of south London, while around the edges it was a little rougher with streets and corners you’d avoid, like the alleyway to Brixton Academy, which we called ‘muggers alley’.


The top of Railton Road was a no-go area for us, Coldharbour Lane was a maybe, and the high street was safe as long as you didn’t act naïve. When I was a kid there always seemed to be at least one person with mental health issues screaming full volume outside Brixton tube station, which was completely normal to us. We’d walk past them holding onto the backs of our necks because the rumour in the Daily Brixton (our imaginary newspaper filled with child truths) was these ‘maddup’ people loved to bite you on your neck. We’d also cover our foreheads just in case. We kids had to be careful never to catch their eye, and if you heard one of them say, ‘I see you, demon child!’ it was time to run like Daley Thompson! Of course, most of them were completely harmless day patients from the mental health facility of nearby Landor Road hospital in Stockwell.


But there was one character we knew to stay well away from – an old guy with massive white teeth who always wanted to show us his willy. He’d be in dark corners or unlit parts of the street, so you learnt to be streetwise – even now my peripheral vision is always on high penis alert.


At the turn of the twentieth century, Brixton was already established as a posh part of London with busy department stores and two large theatres – the Brixton Theatre and the Empress Theatre of Varieties. It’s why there are so many lovely houses there, as well as the massive St Matthew’s Church in the centre of Brixton, built in 1824 for a congregation of two thousand parishioners. Brixton gradually became a place for post-war migration, attracting refugees from war-torn areas of the world – what used to be called a multicultural ‘melting pot’. Now we use the word ‘diverse’, which is a much better description. That’s what made it such a lively, special place, with a mixture of actors, anarchists and Black Panthers living alongside African-Caribbean and Irish families. However, by the late 1970s, there was growing unemployment and poverty. At that time, 40 per cent of the community in Lambeth was black or mixed race, 65 per cent of the unemployed in Brixton were black and the crime rate was one of the highest in London.


The police would send special patrol units though the neighbourhood, and in April 1981 alone they stopped and searched over 943 people, mainly young black men. The sus law (the so-called ‘suspected person’ law) meant police could arrest members of the public if they were ‘acting suspiciously’, not necessarily committing a crime, and this fuelled a deep feeling of resentment in the community towards the police and the Conservative government. Stop-and-search tactics made life hell, and people who were arrested might get beaten up in police cells – ‘resisting arrest’ they called it. The police looked at us with accusatory eyes, always assuming we were doing something illegal. My brothers and their mates use to wind them up. They’d walk past a policeman, hunch their shoulders and start walking faster, looking as shifty as possible. When they heard an ‘Oi you!’, they’d bolt because they knew the police dude wearing the Batman belt and truncheon could never catch them on foot. My brothers would run through our front door laughing and giggling, and I knew what they’d been up to again.


There was feeling of foreboding in the air, and finally riots ignited the weekend of 11-12 April 1981 between the police and black ‘youths’ (I’ve always hated the word ‘youths’, which feels like a polite way to say ‘black criminals’), with bricks, bottles and petrol bombs thrown at lines of police behind riot shields. Shops and police cars were set on fire and there was widespread looting. We were living on Nursery Road at the time, just off Brixton Road, so our street became an escape route for all the looters carrying stolen TVs and being chased by the police. At the top of Nursery Road was a massive housing estate that for us was a dangerous no-go area where we might get mugged. It was an intricate web of corridors and dark staircases with many dead ends. Unless you knew the place like the back of your hand, you could get lost and trapped. So looters ran straight for the estate, chased by police trying to catch them before they got through the thin metal gate. I’d only seen scenes like this in movies, but now my backyard was burning on national TV.


I was thirteen and really into photography. I had a Pentax ME Super camera that I loved. I went out that weekend because my child brain thought it would be good to take pictures, but it soon turned scary. I nearly got my head kicked in by a crowd of about twenty kids because someone shouted that I was from the press. I talked my way out of it. I was lucky, unlike the photojournalist David Hodge, who went into a coma and died after he was beaten up during the later 1985 riot. I was foolish, but I learnt something valuable from it: that a crowd mentality is a very dangerous thing, like the wind that can change direction in a second from gentle swaying to ripping you off the ground. That moment taught me to not follow the masses or the mob, and I remember thinking for the first time, I gotta get out of Brixton.


Brixton came to be seen as a riot zone. A lot of shops were boarded up for months afterwards and never reopened. It felt like Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government just left us to rot. There was no investment in the community, nothing was repainted and everything was underfunded. There was nothing to do and nowhere to go; we felt like a forgotten generation.


Later, during the late 1990s, though, a lot of money started to come into the area. Pavements and potholes were fixed, benches and a new ‘chill zone’ appeared outside Brixton Library. As the area was ‘regenerated’, yuppies and hipsters began buying Victorian houses at bargain prices, and by the 2000s super-rich property developers were buying up rundown buildings and turning them into luxury flats. The New Labour government at the time could say they were investing in Brixton, with money flooding in and roadworks everywhere, but the investment wasn’t for traditional Brixtonites or their families. It was for the new gentrifiers, who liked Brixton because it was cheap, had an edge and the diversity made it cool.


Even now the older generation like my mum are being put under pressure to sell up for below market value. As the years pass, fewer people in her family live nearby because no one can afford to. The most beautiful houses in Brixton are owned by black people, but there is an estate agent’s word, a derogatory term referring to the practice of buying high-value houses from the older black generation. It’s called ‘uplift’. As if the gentrifiers are somehow better, more deserving of these five-bedroom havens. With their foot-long beards and fixed-wheel bikes, they still like their kind of atmosphere, to feel their kind of ‘safe’, and are financially able to do this, living in a privileged bubble.


Tings change, tings must evolve – I get it. Who wants to stay on the dancefloor when the needle is stuck on ‘Redemption Song’? Eventually you have to play another tune. Brixton has always had a transient culture; new people moving in from exciting countries bring with them new life and fresh perspectives. I love hearing all kinds of accents exclaiming how good Brixton avocados are. But there should be space for them to mix with the people who were born and bred there. Second-generation Brixton locals are also open to fresh ideas and cultures, and it’s sad to see one group of folk being pushed out to make room for other folk. Call me idealistic, but if there’s a will, there should be a way to make room for everyone.





I remember my grandad, Bertram Wilson Wright (Bertie for short), as a large, beautifully dressed jovial man with a big laugh and a huge bushy moustache. He moved from Jamaica to England in 1948. He was part of the original Windrush generation, one of those who arrived on that small troop ship on the invitation of the British government. Jamaica was then still a British colony, and it was a common dream to come to the UK. In the aftermath of the Second World War, when so many town centres had to be restructured and rebuilt, and nurses were needed to work in the new National Health Service, people from Commonwealth countries were encouraged to come over to the UK and forge new careers. Mum remembers, when she was a little girl, Grandad Bertie picking her up before he left for England, blowing bubbles on her cheek and saying that once he’d settled he was going to send for her. He was such a lovable person and she really missed him, repeatedly telling her friends at school she was going to go to England, but waiting and yearning for years.


My mum, Patricia Dyer, was born in Manchester, Jamaica in 1944, and raised in the countryside in Clarendon. Her mother, Clarice, had a relationship with Grandad Bertie, but they never married. Soon after he arrived in London, Grandad Bertie met my step-grandma Wright and they had three children together. Still, my grandad always loved my mum, and wanted her to leave Jamaica and come to live with him, but Grandma Clarice was hesitant to send her. ‘Who’s going to look after you?’ she would say.


When Mum was small, Grandma Clarice married my step-grandad Boysie and had five more children with him. She remembers a happy childhood spent running around with her half-brothers and -sisters in gullies that were full of fruit – oranges, tangerines, guava, naseberries, soursop and sweetsap, ripe and ready to eat. During the summer months, on the long walk to school, they would gorge themselves on fruit. On the way home too they’d fill their bellies, have no room for dinner and catch some licks for it. Because of all the fresh fruit they ate, children were rarely sick. In fact, inspectors would come to the school and say how healthy they were. Eggs and milk were less palatable – they used to boil eggs until they were blue, and give the kids milk powder, which my mum hated. She disliked the way it curdled in her mouth, and she jokes that maybe that nasty milk is why she has trouble with her bones now, all these years later.


As a girl, my mum was given a chubby pet pig that ate roots in the garden, and a chicken that laid eggs, which her parents would sell at the market. Grandma Clarice loved flowers, so my mum would help her with gardening. Clarice was also a legendary cook, making dishes with sweet pimentos, yam and sweet potatoes. She would make preserves from all the different fruits that grew in the garden and the countryside, and she would kill rabbits and sell the meat in jars at agricultural shows, sometimes winning prizes.


Mum’s great-grandfather Pinnock was a Scottish man with blond hair who had bequeathed to Grandma Clarice’s family a horse and carriage. Mum remembers riding to church in it as a child through Edgware and Epping Forest – Jamaican districts named after places in England. Times were very different then, and she and her siblings didn’t dare disobey their parents or teachers otherwise they would get a lashing. At school, if they were late or talked during lessons, the teacher would hit their hands with a leather strap. If the children complained about this, the parents would just give a basket of fruit to the teacher! My mum says that a sense of harsh discipline ran deep in Jamaican culture, and was partially learnt from being a British colony and from the legacy of slavery, when violence was used to make people obey. ‘That was our history, what we learnt about at school,’ she said.


When she was seventeen, Mum was finally allowed to go to England by herself, so, in 1961, she arrived on a British passport. She flew BOAC, the British state-owned airline that later became part of British Airways, and, to this day, she still has the little blue suitcase she brought with her. Grandad Bertie met her at the airport, and the first thing that struck her about England was, This country is coooold! There was no central heating in Grandad’s house, so he would light a big fire in the sitting room fireplace, or she would stand in front of paraffin heaters until her legs turned bright red. This was before the 1968 Clean Air Act, so all the buildings in London were covered with black soot. People still burned a lot of coal then, which created London’s famous pea-soup fogs, and Mum remembers sitting on the bus on foggy days while someone walked in front of it with a lantern to guide the way, shouting, ‘A bus is coming!’ She found a job working in an office in Coldharbour Lane, in Brixton, for a general supplies company. A lot of Caribbean migrants did skivvy work because it was all they could get, so she considered herself fortunate, sitting in an office, processing orders, always beautifully attired.


Soon after arriving, Mum walked around Brixton with a friend and saw signs in people’s windows declaring ‘NO DOGS. NO BLACKS. NO IRISH’. This scared them, so they hurried back home. In reality, Britain was not the welcoming place they’d seen on the posters inviting Jamaicans to ‘Come live in England’. In 1964, for instance, Peter Griffiths, the Conservative Party candidate for Smethwick, near Birmingham, campaigned with the slogan: ‘If you want a nigger for a neighbour, vote Liberal or Labour’, and there were demands for the council to make housing available to white families only. And in 1968, Conservative MP Enoch Powell made his infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, speaking out against immigration from the Commonwealth, saying that Britain was like ‘a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre’. Quoting Virgil, he stirred up racial hatred and fear with his inflammatory line: ‘As I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding; like the Roman, I seem to see the River Tiber foaming with much blood.’ Faced with that kind of hostility, it’s not surprising that black people lived in urban areas like Brixton where they had close networks of friends and family support.


Despite such fear and animosity in the UK at that time, Mum enjoyed living in Grandad Bertie’s house with her cousins and half-siblings. He created one of the coolest drinking clubs in south London, the Effra Residential Club, in the basement of his house in Acre Lane. I’ve seen pictures of Muhammad Ali (when he was Cassius Clay) coming through the door, and musicians like Bob Marley and Peter Tosh used to drop in for a drink. Norman Manley, co-founder of the People’s National Party and the first prime minister of independent Jamaica, went to the club when he was in London, and even had a conversation with my mum. He told her he was rebuilding Jamaica, saying: ‘All the young people like you have to come back.’


In the post-war years, black people weren’t welcome in nightclubs, so in urban areas like London and Manchester they created their own shebeens, an Irish word for private houses that sold alcohol without a licence. These places became an important way for people to meet and forge links in their communities, and in Grandad Bertie’s club it was mostly African-Caribbeans and a few Irish people. Some of the Irish regulars would overdo the Guinness and end up starting fights, so my grandad would chuck them out and tell them not to come back. They’d always reappear after a few days, pleading, ‘Can’t we just have one drink? We’ll be on our best behaviour,’ and he’d let them in because he liked them – after all, they were suffering some of the same tribulations as us.


Years later, in 2012, the then Conservative Home Secretary Theresa May created a ‘hostile environment’ in the UK for people without ‘leave to remain’. Although under the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act anyone who had arrived in the UK from a Commonwealth country before 1973 was granted an automatic right to remain, if they couldn’t prove this with documentary evidence they were denied access to jobs, services and bank accounts and offered ‘voluntary deportation’. The policy was part of a strategy to reduce UK immigration figures to the level promised in the 2010 Conservative Party manifesto, and targets had been set by the Home Office for deportation of people considered illegal immigrants.


In what became known as the Windrush scandal, many older Caribbean-born people were targeted under this policy, with hundreds denied access to work, sent to detention centres or put on planes back to the Caribbean, to countries where they hadn’t lived or worked for decades. Many of the original Windrush generation were affected, including people who might have lost proof of their British citizenship when, in 2010, the UK Border Agency destroyed thousands of landing card slips. In 2018, after a severely critical National Audit Office report, Home Secretary Amber Rudd resigned and deportations were ‘paused’. At the time of writing, though, up to 3,720 people remain wrongly classified as illegal immigrants, and many are destitute, awaiting compensation from the Home Office.


This infuriates me. The Windrush scandal shows a callous disregard for Commonwealth immigrants, part of a wider lack of respect and appreciation for good, decent people like Grandad Bertie and my mum, who paid their taxes for years and who in their own way contributed so much to their local areas and Brixton cultural life. Grandad Bertie’s club was a great place for Mum and her half-siblings to hang out. But it was also a vibrant, important social place for the black community that was not accepted into wider society. These Commonwealth immigrants were officially invited to the UK, but after decades of hard work and loyalty to the Crown, they were just kicked to the kerb like discarded cans.


When my step-grandma Mrs Wright went to Brixton market at the weekend, my mother and her half-siblings would sneak down to the basement where the club was held and whack the music up to full volume on the gramophone. Mum would dance and hula hoop, and she became skilled at spinning the hoop around her waist and doing tricks, like rotating it around one finger or around her neck. An Indian man came every week to empty the slot machines and the jukebox, and would give my mum a few shillings. She was thrifty; she saved the coins and, when she got older, bought a trunk that she filled with blankets and sheets for when she got married.


One day, in the summer of 1963, her cousin came to the club with two friends from the RAF. One of them was Kenneth Dyer, a handsome, light-skinned man sporting a full moustache. Apparently, the moment he walked down the stairs and saw Mum, looking stunning in a bright-red dress, he knew he was going to marry her. She liked him too and thought he was good-looking, with twinkly eyes and an easy smile. My mum and dad courted for a while before getting married a year later, in 1964, in St Matthew’s Church in Brixton – the same church that we attended every Sunday and the place where my mum was later a churchwarden for decades. Afterwards there was a party at Bertie’s club and a band called the Jubilee Stompers played ska and rocksteady.


Mum had four kids very quickly and very young, but she found being a new mother difficult. She was only twenty years old when she had my older brother Beavon. He was born premature, weighing barely five pounds, and had to spend his first two months in hospital. She said later that she didn’t know what she was doing, and has no idea how she coped. My dad was stationed abroad with the RAF at the time, so Mum stayed with Grandad Bertie for a while and had to go to the hospital every day on her own to feed her new baby. ‘He was so little,’ she said, ‘like a little pillow.’ But once Beavon started growing he became strong, kicking a football almost as soon as he could walk.


I was born three years later, in Lambeth Hospital, on 3 August 1967. According to Mum, I was born just as the sun came through the window and kissed me on my cheek. I was given a religious name – Deborah. She was a prophet of God and the fourth Judge of Israel, the only female judge mentioned in the Bible.


Nineteen sixty-seven was a year of massive social unrest and cultural change around the world. There were race riots in Detroit, student demos against the Vietnam War across college campuses in the US, and ‘be-ins’ and ‘love-ins’, which were part of the psychedelic Summer of Love. It was the year the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper and the Jimi Hendrix Experience came out with Are You Experienced?. I like to think I absorbed some of that rebellious spirit, surrounded by the sounds of cultural shift. From an early age I was always driving myself forward, always curious, always pushing to try new things, even if it meant I was way out of my comfort zone.


I was followed by my younger brothers, Maurice in 1968 and Nicholas in 1970. When we were small, my dad’s job in the RAF meant we lived on Air Force bases in different places like Brize Norton, Wiltshire and Herefordshire. My mum felt isolated because Dad was often away, leaving her alone with us kids. It was hard for her because there were few black people to talk to and it was difficult to get out – when we lived in Wiltshire, for example, the bus would come to the air base just once a day. Dad, meanwhile, was travelling the world and seemed to my mum to be leading a charmed life.


His father, Ashton Benjamin Dyer, had a farm in Clarendon, Jamaica, 40 miles from Kingston, and his mother, Mary Copeland, was a tall woman from a large family. Grandpa Dyer, however, was very short, and all of his eleven children were taller than him. Everyone in the family could sing, so when they went to church, about once every three months, they would all go to the front and, with vigour, sing all the hymns. According to my dad, Grandpa Dyer could be very funny, but he was also a stern, hard-headed farmer. All the children were expected to work hard on the farm because 90 per cent of what they ate as a family was grown on it. They reared pigs, cows and donkeys and had 3,000 chickens, plus 150 acres of land where they grew coffee crops and different fruits such as oranges, grapefruit and mangoes.


The farm was halfway up a mountain, so a lot of the land was unworkable, and in the 1960s Grandpa Dyer sold all his land to the bauxite industry. Bauxite is amorphous rock that is the main source of aluminium, and by the late 1950s Jamaica had become the leading bauxite producer in the world. Grandpa Dyer was a special constable, a pillar of society in his district, and the bauxite corporations knew that if he sold his land to them, others would follow. Bauxite mining had yet to take off in Clarendon, however, and, according to my dad, Grandpa Dyer didn’t get paid what he should have.


My dad had a happy childhood in Jamaica and, as his mother’s first son, he was given whatever he wanted – books, school trips; he even had a Mercedes at seventeen! He helped on the farm when he was forced to but, as he admits, he was a bit spoilt and unenthusiastic about menial work. Grandpa Dyer came up with a tough remedy for this, shaking my dad awake one Monday morning in 1960 to tell him, ‘Instead of milking the cows, we are going to Kingston.’


When they got there, my dad had passport photos taken, and that’s when his father told him he was going to England. Normally it would take eight weeks to get a passport, but Dad got his in twenty-four hours because Grandpa Dyer knew people in every municipal department, and by the Wednesday my dad had left Jamaica. Dad didn’t want to leave – his ambition was to stay and become a doctor – but Grandpa Dyer told him, ‘In one house there can only be one man.’ Grandpa Dyer had to be obeyed, so Dad had no choice but to give up his dream of becoming a doctor. Later he discovered he couldn’t stand the sight of blood, so maybe that was a lucky escape.


When my dad first arrived in England, he went to stay with his brother, who was already living in Tottenham. He worked as a lathe operator in Enfield and, after six months, in October 1960, he joined the Royal Air Force. He started as an RAF chef, learning to cook, but hated it, so he switched to the role of A-class air steward, flying RAF officers and their families to and from places like Singapore and Washington. Good-looking and charming, my dad was the only black member of an eight-man team flying out of Brize Norton airbase. He remembers working on the Queen’s Flight once or twice – at that point, whenever the Queen went abroad long distance she went with her family on Air Force transport. He said the Queen was nice, but she was very concerned about protocol. ‘If she spoke, you spoke to her, not otherwise,’ he recalls. He liked Princess Anne and Princess Margaret, though; he found other royals easier to get on with.


Dad’s unusual experience taught him a lot about the British class system. He was in the Air Force for six years, moving from steward on the Queen’s plane to working in the bar in the officers’ mess in RAF stations all over the world. He was often in Commonwealth trouble spots, like Borneo in 1963, when Indonesian forces were fighting against the creation of Malaysia. Despite his service in the RAF, he encountered a deep-rooted prejudice in a way that was hard to call out. Although he did well in his training, he was never promoted beyond the rank of corporal, even though he was qualified to be Warrant Officer, the highest non-commissioned rank in the RAF. It didn’t occur to Dad that this was down to prejudice until long after he’d left the RAF and was reflecting on his career.


He regularly flew long haul, and each trip would involve flying from the UK to Singapore or Hong Kong, taking ten days to get there and another ten days to get back. The RAF flew DC10 planes, which had a poor reputation for safety – once, a hurricane blew out a window and the crew had to stay in Omaha, Nebraska for two weeks while the RAF kept sending the wrong parts from England. In the year my brother Beavon was born, Dad spent a total of six weeks at home. He missed his son, but servicemen were allowed only one trip home a year on compassionate leave. When we were young, he was sometimes only home twice a year, and so he became a distant presence in our lives. We didn’t see him often, but when he did come home he was like Father Christmas; he always had a big smile and little gifts for us, and in hindsight that must have really irritated my mum!










TWO I CAN DREAM





I caused a major war, just by talking


You flew into a rage, ’cos that’s everything you know


Childhood of violence, filled with heartache


I flew into a rage, ’cos that’s everything I know


‘100 Ways to Be a Good Girl’





Alone, isolated and feeling insecure in her marriage, my mum packed some bags one day and left the Herefordshire Air Force barracks where we were living, and took me and my brothers to London. Dad says we just disappeared, and no one would tell him where we were. Although I don’t recall the journey, I do remember being in a different place – in 16 Nursery Road, Brixton, round the corner from Grandad Bertie’s.


Grandad Bertie’s, at 33 Effra Road, was an impressive, tall house spread over five floors. One of my earliest memories is sitting at the top of the basement stairs watching everyone hop-stepping to Prince Buster until we got told to ‘get to your bed!’ But I loved watching everyone have fun, transfixed by the way they danced, my grandad laughing and mingling, making sure the night was running smoothly. He had charm, energy and the performance gene that runs in the family.


My step-grandma Mrs Wright, on the other hand, was a different kettle of fish. She was always a little bit removed and unaffectionate. I guess she was forced to recognise us as Bertie’s grandchildren, so now, as an adult, I can understand her reticent feelings for grandchildren from another mother, but we were just little kids and we didn’t understand why she didn’t like us and why everything we did seemed to be wrong. Sadly, it meant we never became close, and I don’t have many sweet memories of her. We were four tiny reminders of her husband’s previous life, which must have been hard for her, but her indifference made it even harder for us.


I have much better memories of my Grandma Clarice back in Jamaica, a kind but strict woman who’d say to my mum, ‘Give the kids a set of rules.’ As a result, Mum was always shouting at us to stop doing whatever it was we were up to. You go to Jamaica and that’s how everybody is – loud and shouty in a way that you get used to. I think you can run a straight line back to slavery, being shouted at by ‘Massa’, thinking that’s normal and then shouting at your kids in turn. Children were seen as an irritation, and parents could be harsh and quick to beat them. Get any group of black friends together and we will laugh and joke about our tough parents, kidding about the many things they used to beat us with. The exception was my best school friend Carole, whose mum was the complete opposite, gentle and always laughing, so I knew there was another way Jamaicans could be.


Mum was keen to be independent. Ever since she had arrived in the UK she had been saving up and, with Grandad Bertie’s help, she bought that small two-bedroom house on Nursery Road, behind the shops near Brixton Tube station, where we lived until I was twelve. My friend Sandra and her family lived next door, but they had a much bigger garden with a huge overgrown bush in the corner that to us was like a forest. My brothers and I used to play there all the time with Sandra. She had a much older brother who had learning disabilities, and was too big and strong to join in, but he would have fun watching us running around. The six of us in the garden would play ‘forest’ all summer, messing about till it got dark, with Sandra’s brother screaming in delight. There was a wall between the gardens, and arches below the train track that ran from Brixton to Loughborough Junction, and we would run along the wall, using it as a pathway to the other gardens, and play in derelict houses. The trains were regular and loud, but to us it was normal, so when they stopped for a bank holiday the silence felt eerie. My partner reminds me that even now I find it difficult to live in complete silence. She’s always walking into empty rooms where I have the radio blaring. I grew up with trains and planes passing overhead, brothers ranting, music playing, mother shouting – and I cannot sleep without an audiobook playing. I’ve lived a loud life.


Sometimes we’d go to the little sweet shop on the corner and spend two and a half pence, which in those days could get you five sweets. I always chose two black jacks, two fruits salads and a bubble gum. Around that time, I started to earn my first bit of pocket money sewing buttons onto strips of cardboard for Mrs Woollery, who lived opposite. She sold them to shops and I got 50p for each pack of five strips. But I hated every second of it, finding the work boring, repetitive and laborious, and I vowed that from then on I would enjoy whatever work I chose to do.


Mum did her nurse’s training and got a job in the South London Hospital for Women and Children in Clapham. She worked long hours and we kids were left alone at home. At first, our great-uncle Maxie lived with us, but he mainly stayed in his room and drank. After he moved out, a family friend called Auntie Carmen, a sweet lady with a cute giggle, would occasionally come and look after us, but a lot of the time we had no babysitter; no one we knew did. Mum worked nightshifts at the hospital and she had to go to work whether we had a sitter or not. So we were home alone many nights and we ran wild.


We’d put our mattress and bedding at the bottom of the stairs and dare each other to jump onto it from the top – very dangerous but so much fun! My brother Maurice was fascinated by fire and wanted to be a fireman, so one night he scrunched up balls of newspaper, creating a large pyramid on the floor. Nicholas and I watched him from the sofa, thinking, That’s so pretty. Then suddenly, to our shock, he lit a match, set the whole thing alight and, aided by the highly flammable 1970s carpet, the pile just went woof! We screamed, running to the kitchen to get jugs of water to douse the flames, and when we finally managed to put the fire out there was a huge burn mark on the carpet. We thought, When Mum sees this we’ll be in so much trouble, so we moved the furniture around, putting the rug over the burn marks and placing a chair and table on top. Mum wasn’t fooled; she smelt burning the minute she walked in the door and we all got the licking of our lives!


There were three cinemas in Brixton, so when we were a little older and Mum was at work, me and my brothers and our little friends would sometimes go to the Ritzy, where they screened all-night horror movies, or we’d go to the Ace Cinema and see movies we weren’t supposed to see, but as long as you paid for an adult ticket you could get in. We watched The Rocky Horror Picture Show, and everyone would get dressed up, throw popcorn and smoke weed; or we’d see funny B-movies that were more hilarious than they were scary. I loved horror movies when I was a kid – I didn’t believe any of it; I could see the strings, knew it was fake blood, so it didn’t affect me. Now, it’s different; they are just too real and evil. The last one I saw was The Blair Witch Project, which, though I watched through a squinting side-eye, left me a jabbering mess.


One of my favourite activities was to go skating on Saturdays with friends at Streatham Ice Rink, gliding around to soul and funk and reggae music, a real 1970s craze. In America people were roller-skating, but we were ice-skating, and that’s where we’d meet up with all our mates.


Growing up in Brixton, you had to strut your stuff and display big shoulders because if you showed any sign of weakness you’d be preyed upon. Nicholas was my smallest brother, so in some ways he had to pretend he was older and tougher, but ironically he’s now the tallest and toughest in the family, and also one of the kindest.


One of my earliest memories of him involves a fight. We were always fighting when we were kids, driving my mother mad. Once, when I was twelve, and angry with him about something, I waited for him to fall asleep (he was a really deep sleeper), then slowly crawled up to him, curled the perfect fist and punched him full force in the face. Bam! Bullseye! In his sleep he jumped up, chased me down the stairs and gave me a kicking before I could get out the front door, then he slowly crawled back up the stairs, still asleep with eyes closed, and went back to bed! To this day he doesn’t remember a thing, and had no idea the next day how he’d got a black eye. It gave my younger self great pleasure to know I got a full punch in that one time, even if I lost the fight.


Another time, the woman who lived next door accidentally left her gas cooker on while she went out. She came back, switched on a light and BOOM! – the back of both our houses flew sky high. We had to be rescued by firemen through the top front window, in our pants, in full view of the whole street. Nicholas was still half-asleep. For three months we had a toilet but no bathroom, so anytime we had a bath it was a long, laborious process of boiling kettles of water to fill a tin bath in the kitchen, with a tarpaulin as a makeshift roof. By this time, my grandad had moved back to Jamaica, so we had no choice but to stay in the house while it was being rebuilt.


One night, a ten-year-old Nicholas disobeyed Mum and decided he didn’t want to boil kettles, so he filled a big metal bowl with cold water and put it on the hob. When the water had boiled he wrapped towels around his hands and picked up the bowl, but it was too hot to hold. Nicholas turned round and looked at me, and we both knew he was about to pour boiling hot water all over me and there was nothing either of us could do about it. I was standing in an alcove, so all I could do was jump upwards. He let go of the bowl and I jumped as high as I could, but the boiling water caught my ankle. All the skin immediately bubbled up yellow and peeled off. It was horrifying. I ran around the house screaming and screaming until Mum caught me. She was a nurse, so she expertly wrapped and dressed the wound. I had a really bad scar for years, and to this day I still have the memory of the pain and the image of all the skin falling off imprinted on the inside of my skull.


As the boys got older it got harder for my mum without my dad. Beavon was exceptionally clever – the brains of the family, in fact – but that wasn’t ‘cool’. What was cool was being a box boy, for Sir Lloyd’s sound system, one of the biggest reggae sound systems in London. They would hold competitive sound clashes with other sound systems like King Tubby’s or Saxon Studio International, who have been going since the 1970s. Beavon would come home in the morning after a night working for Sir Lloyd and my mum would berate him for it.


Occasionally I’d say to Beavon, ‘Just get home before she gets back from work and she’ll never know.’ But he never did it. He couldn’t take the embarrassment of leaving early and not finishing his work. He had a clear choice: getting ribbed by his peer group in public, or getting licks from his mum in private, and he chose his mates. I thought this was silly, but I now realise that, like me, he had a dream – he’d found what he wanted to do and he’s really good at it. Now he is a well-respected toaster and has his own setup; he just found his calling eight years earlier than I did. Still, in those days, I witnessed the same row over and over again. This memory eventually became the inspiration for the song ‘100 Ways to Be a Good Girl’.


When Beavon was out, I was the eldest, so I’d get home from school and pretend I was looking after the other two, but really, they looked after themselves. There was no way my brothers would let me tell them what to do; we were all too close in age and around the same size. Even though I was the only girl, Mum didn’t treat me differently from the boys, and now I think that was very liberating for me. We all had to do the chores – all had to wash up, clean our rooms, iron our own clothes, hoover the carpet, clean the bath. I have no memories of my mum telling me I had to do housework because I was the girl; we all had to do it equally.


Being the female lead singer in a band of men was such a natural dynamic for me because it mirrored my childhood. I often played with the boys, joining them for five-a-side football when they needed an extra person in the team, and we all slept in the same bed together when we were little. I grew up a proper little tomboy, and whatever the boys did I did too, even wearing nothing but our underpants all day like they do in Jamaica. I wasn’t subservient to my brothers, and the one time my dad tried to get me to iron his shirt, when he moved in for a while, I refused. He wasn’t around when we were growing up, so I began to feel resentful and rebellious – no way was I suddenly going to start ironing his shirts, the cheek of it! Iron your shirt because I’m the girl? Being around boys meant I understood male psychology, but I missed out on all the girly things like messing around with hair and make-up. None of my POC friends at school wore it. In fact, I never wore a trace of make-up till my first gig at twenty years old.


My brothers and I went to Stockwell Primary School, an old Victorian school on Stockwell Road, half an hour’s walk away, that had about thirty kids in each class. In those days, my brothers and I went everywhere by ourselves, either by bus or walking. There was no school run, we had no car, but we felt totally safe because we were in a group and we were streetwise. We had little bottles of milk every morning (before the then Education Secretary Margaret Thatcher put a stop to free milk in schools and became known as ‘Thatcher the milk snatcher’). I loved primary school because learning felt like playing, but my secondary school was a different matter.


St Martin-in-the-Fields High School for Girls was a strict Church of England ex-grammar school affiliated with St Martin-in-the-Fields church in Trafalgar Square. I had to sit an entrance exam. I passed the first time and started in 1978. My best friend Carole says I always wore the correct uniform: the brown jumper with red piping, the school skirt, and the Donny Osmond-style cap (I can recall everything but the cap), an old-fashioned uniform that came from a little shop in East Dulwich. My mum took me there and bought everything on the list, including the summer dress, hockey skirt and PE kit, for £105. I’ve never forgotten that price because it was the most I’d heard someone spend on clothes, and because Mum spent so much money I had to wear it. I remember being freezing cold in winter, because as I grew taller the skirt got shorter and shorter until it was more like a mini-skirt. My knees froze but I was so happy because I liked the idea of looking good. I guess my school uniform was my first real fashion moment; the first time I made the internal connection that looking good means feeling good. It also saved me, because we all looked the same, rich or poor, so no one could show off. I was part of something – proud of the fact that I was a perfectly dressed St Martin-in-the-Fields’ girl. It was the best school in the area, with the choicest uniform and, because of that, the Dick Sheppard schoolgirls always wanted to fight us, and the lads from the all-boys Tulse Hill School were always trying to chat us up – and by ‘us’ I mean everyone but me. Maybe the boys twigged that this girl liked her bread buttered on the other side.


I found secondary school hard. St Martin’s was imposing, although I don’t think that was really about the school. It was more about becoming a teenager and sharpening my awareness of the real world, where bad things were happening. I was learning that the world was a scary place – there were IRA terrorist bombs in London, a hole in the ozone layer, and some old guy felt up my friend. Around the age of thirteen, adults stop shielding you from the madness of the world. It began to dawn on me that this was my life and that I had to take responsibility for it. And the very first thing I had to do was get a good education.


St Martin’s was a rude awakening, and everything got very serious fast. Some of the teachers were warm and loved the job, some were vicious and clearly hated it, and others just didn’t seem to care, plodding along until retirement. My English teacher, Miss Ruth Webb, however, was an exception. For some reason that still mystifies me, I understood Shakespearian poetry, an archaic language that made complete sense to me. Miss Webb spotted this and gave me extra attention, encouraging my love of words. One day, the actress Judi Dench – who was part of a Royal Shakespeare Company touring ensemble – came to our school to perform Macbeth. They had no props; they were all dressed in black, standing in a circle, and that was it. I was transfixed watching her play the part of Lady Macbeth. At one point she let out a scream that was like a kettle. It went on for about a minute. That moment, that blood-curdling scream, changed me forever. I was struck that she was able to let out such a raw sound that seemed to come from the bottom of her soul, and part of me wanted to express myself in the same unfettered way. I’ve never forgotten the way I felt at the end of her scream. My nerves sparkled.


I wanted to express myself like her but didn’t know how – I was too quiet and shy. I compared myself to my three handsome brothers who got lots of attention and seemed so much more confident than me. I felt ugly and invisible, a painfully skinny tomboy with humongous lips and hair that never grew. I was treading water, waiting to be noticed, waiting for someone to see me. I was raised to be a good girl, and was scared of getting into trouble. My mum was under a lot of stress raising four children on her own without enough support. Working as a nurse doing the nightshift meant she needed to sleep in the day, so she was always shouting at us to be quiet because she was exhausted. As the second eldest, I was old enough to be aware of how difficult the situation was for my mum, and so I was the quietest. Sometimes, the person who is the best behaved receives the least attention and is the most overlooked. I tried to be good, not causing my mum any more grief, but in doing that I tended to make myself disappear. At home in England I was often subdued, but when we went to Jamaica I felt carefree and happy and able to express myself in a completely different way.
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