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5 lead singar with Mango Grogve, Claire Johnston enjoyed

sall-out shows in London, Paris, Hong Kong and Sydneay;

yarformed al Freddie Mercury's tribute concert which was
satediite-linked to over one billion people around the world; sang
at the inauguration of Prasident Nelson Mandela; topped the bill
al the Montreux Jazz Festival, and took part in the concert
celebrating the 19497 handover of Hong Kong to China. But
wihal sinkes you Instantly about this superstar iz that she’s
disarmingly normal, Even somewhat vuinerable.

Recovering from flu, suffering from lack of sleep and sitting
pretly, haer sopoing wet and face dévoid of any make-up, tha
only Shoe 1o her celebnty status at the photo shoot is the burz
of beautifying actvity around her. Mot a frace of attitude, she
thanks the hairstylist, chats comfortably with her long-time
friend and make-up artist, and is remarkably canchid about
her current “emotional voyage of discovery”, the inewtable
result of a difficult childhood,

SJohnston enoyed singing from a young age, but whan
her father left home when she was only eight, she was
spumred On Dy a nead for attenbon that ked her into the
lead role of Annie when she was 10, and fronting one of
South Africa's longest-running and widely enjoyed
groups when she was 17

A sell-confessed extremist, Johnston placed huge
emphasis on her first solo album, Fearfess, released last
yaar, "l waited s0 long for it thal for @ while | completely
Ived the album to the exclusion of almost everything
glze. Now | understand that it’s just one album in a
series 'l do = not the Holy Grail.”

This realization s a glimmer of the constant warfare
Johnston has within hearsell 1o achieve, "I'm all or
nothing. I'm aithar at gym evesy day oF not at all, | aither
gat 100 much or 10 Ittle, 1Nl take witarmins regularty and
then not for months. | never get the balance right. But 2000
now at least | understand that balance is the key to it
all, and that's what I'm aiming for."

Married in 1999 at 31, husband Jobn iz also a
member of Mango Groove and was her boyfriend and
best friend of sight vears. Sharing her first love of
miusis while also indukging a passion for philosophy,
he undarstands and complements Johnston,
enjoying the double-edged honour of being the only
person she trusts enough to really throw her toys at.

“Claire iz a strange yat captivating mix, and
even | don't always undarstand her, She has waird
habits = she can repeat any word backwards vary
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quickly = and she beats herself up far
too much, but fundamemntally she is
oplimistic and generous, bright and
engaging, and these things that are
amazing about her allow her to be very
insightful about herself as an individual.”

But after vears of an exciting yat
relatively unstable lifestyle, a settled and
calm home life is now essential to
Johnston, "it's one thing living out of a
suitcase, quite another lving out of an
emotional suitcase as well.”

Mow 34, Johnston s gving
thought to having children, though
her approach to them s some-
whal unorhodox and unmatemal.
“I would regret not having childnen
and | do get broody sometimes,
especially when | see a cute Rtle
bundie. | have a ot planned for
this year, but one of the prosects |
might be able to squeeze in
would be having a child.”

Johnston also needed to deal
with the issue of her absent father before
she flelt emotionally able to deal with
children of her own. After no contact with
him for 22 yvears, she tracked hirm down n
Engkand three years ago, but the raunion
wasn'l as she had anficipated, and failed
to provide either the answers or the
closure she had hoped for.

“He didn't go out of his way to
reassure me. | wanted him o say certain
things, and he didn’t and that time has
passed, it's been ruined. | really believe
that little girts get a sense of themselves
as potential ‘women' from the person
they first know as their father, as boys
get a sense of themsahves as 'men’ from
their mothers.

"The father | knew was moody and
often violent. He only became interested
in me whan | could hotd a fluid conver-
salion, and especially sing, but it was
around this time my parents divorced
and my father left the country.

“The fact that he wanizhed . only
served 10 confirm my sense that | was
not lovable, pretty, good or claver
enough. That sort of thing can stay with
you all your life, unless you take the
decision to confront and change it.”

Johnston's first solo album has been
a long tima coming, but the general
consensus is that it has been well worth
the wait. lis textured, evocative sound
blends the latest pop influences with a

diverse range of live instruments, and
has been a delicious surprise for fans.

Recording took place al three of
England's top studios and Johnston cane-
fully sourced onginal songs from some of
the world's best songwriters, including
Marie-Claire d'Ubaldo (Celine Dion, Falling
Into You), Bily Steinberg (Madonna, Like a
Virgin), Pam Sheyne (Christina Aguilera,
Genve in a Bottie), and Rick Astley.

The album title, Feariess, was chosen
bacause it suggests conviction and

' THOUGHT I'D HAVE A
TOTALLY NEW MAKEOVER
FOR THE ALBUM,;
ACTUALLY, 1 JUST CAME
OUT BEING ME.

strength, appropriate connotations for a
first solo outing. But what really appealed
to Johnston about the name was the fact
that it was loaded with irony: the thought
of finally melinquishing the album to an
“uncaring world" filled her with fear,

Johnston's image throughout her
tima with Mango Groove was highly
theatrical and somewhat tongue-in-
chieek, The effect for her new album,
however, shows a definite toning down
to a more subtle, somewhat mature but
just as polished performer.

*| had this idea that | would have a
totally new makeover for the album, and
I'd come ocut with an incredible new
image. But actually, | really just came out
being me. 've always been a frustrated
actress and Mango was always a stage
for my desire to drass up.

"Mow, though, I'm much simpler n
my taste in clothes. | make less effort
because I'm less image-cbsessed. I've
made soma senously disastrous image
mistakes over the yaars, cramming myself
into outfits that just didn’t work. | suppose

everyong's done that at some time, it's just
that | did it a bit mare pubichy!™

Cooking is her current form of relaxa-
tion, tying her to the nosmality of a routing
and providing a cerlain grounding. takan
and Thai are often on the menu, "l try and
cook quite healthity, and I've been interes-
ted in vegelananism 10 some degree since
| was 15. | went through a stage of never
CO0KING with olive oil, but | do now because
| think a certain amount of ol 1B necessary,
and probably good for you.

"I don't think; this fat-free thing
can last, ts no way to ve;
bediene me, | 100k it to extremes.
But | come back 10 rmy belef
that there must be some sort of
balance: you'll have bad days
where you eat and drink
rubbish, but as long as you
follow it with some good days,
thats all we can hope for |
mean, who can live on water
and frash air evary dey?"

Within ber framework of inconsistencies,
the one regular habit Johnston has B her
skin routing. Hating (o jump into bed wath a
face that hasn't bean scrubbed clean and
lathered with toner and moisturiser, she
repeats the process in the moming. “But |
have to wash my face with water, not just
cleanser. | love that clean, fresh fecling.”

Mot exempt from the eflects of
ageaing, Johnston is acutely aware of the
prassure 1o remain youthful, line-free and
skinny. "l worry about my looks as | gel
older, although I've always been funda-
mentally unhappy with my appearance. |
wanted to be tall and long and lean. But
| know I'll never be that, 8o in thal sense
I'm starting to vaguely like mysell a litthe
more. 34 iz actually still quite voung and
wia oftan just fesl old because we have
the Britney Spiers's 10 compete with.

“Al one stage, | thought that all the
pecple | saw in magazines were real, that
they looked like that naturally while | could
only achieve this polished look when I'd
bean professionally made up. MNow | know
the media salls us a myth of what women
are about; it's not an accurate portrayal,
it's not reality and as | get older I'm a bit
mare forgiving of the way | look.”

Would she uitimately bow to the knife?
“Whaen it comas to surgery I'd ke to think |
wolldn't do it, but who knows if the pres-
sure gets too great?” An honest, thought-
ful answer, like the woman hersalf. &



