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* If you have to ask,

you aren’t, says MICHELE KIRSCH

f you've ever ridden on the top deck
of a London bus after the end of a
school day, you will have encoun-
tered the Scary Bitches — a gaggle of
foud, lipsticked, hair-slicked, hoop
earringed, blinging teenage girls
shouting and laughing and having loads
more fun than anybody else on the bus.

They scare the other passengers — meek,
tired and irritated — and use a secret lan-
guage punctuated with words such as
“sket” and “pang” and “buff” and
“bredren”, which mean whore, cool, good-
looking and mate, in that order. T look at
them longingly, because I know they are
cool, they are the real “It” girls and 1 want
to be 15 again, and beautiful and shouty and
mixed-race, like the prettiest ones are, ex-
cept T can’t because T am a middle-aged
white Hausfrau, well past it and, more im-
portantly, past “It” — the art of being effort-
lessly cool. T can’t get it or be it, but T can
still hunt for it.

At Islington Cireen School, a mixed compre-
hensive in North London, I am in a room of
15 and 16-year-olds who are going 8 tell me
what cool is and what cool is not. T am sub-

scribing to the trickle-up theory of cool,
which i is that cool starts from the street and
wworks wav up to the focus groups and
marketing men and big brands.

T have brought along a copy of the NME, an
enormously inappropriate and past-it ice-
breaker, as it turns out. Nobody in this
room knows who any of the people on the
cover are, because they are not hip-hop and

R&B stars, who are the cool ones, but “rock.

freaks” who are not cool at all. Somebody
immediately zooms in on Billy Joe from
Green Day. “He'’s wearing make-up, that's
not cool — it’s gay.” Pete Doherty is dis-
missed as a “waste man” and the rest are dis-
missed as “Don’t know 'im. If I don’t know
him, he can’t be cool.”

The first thing they tell me is that cool is

not a cool word any more, that they all say
“nang”, but even that is kind of old, and it is
better to say “shabby”, “gunny”, “grimy”.
And when things are not cool they say
“That’s cold” or “I'm in despair”, and when
people are not cool they call them waste
girls or waste boys. If they feel they have
been disrespected they don't say “dissed”
but say that thev have been
“boyed”, as in looked down upon and called
“boy”. But not the girls. To slag them off
you call them, as one girl reels off with
great relish, “Oh, a sket, a waste girl, an ap-
ple, a what-up girl, a tramp, a ho.”
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Nahid, 16, says: “I am cool and T am a grade
A student. I am a shepherd, not the sheep.
Big up Bengalis...” Smoking is “sooo not
cool”, They all say aﬁm but Nahid the most
poetically: “If you want to be cool you have
to live, and if you smoke you will be dead,
and that is not cool, to be dead.”

Mobile photies are cool, says one boy, only
if you have lots of girls’ numbers on them.
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Surprisingly, the consensus is that the right

- gear, the right trainers, clothes, etc, is not as

important as grown-ups think. “People
doi’t care about that no more,” says Rahel.
“Cool is something that is unique, being dif-
ferent.” She thinks the coolest job would be
to be a lawyer, not for the big money but
“because you get to defend people who
need help”. Other cool jobs are being a foot-
baller, being your own boss and, this from
the coolest-looking dude in the shop, “sell-
ing medicine”.

Nobody thinks black is cooler than white
(“That’s racism, man, innit.”) but they do
say it sounds dumb when black people use
white slang or white people use black slang.
The latter I know. But what is white slang?
«Oh, all that EastEnders stuff like safe,
sweet and mate. It sounds stupid.”

In the playground afterwards, they talk
sweetly about their husbands and wives.
“Where has my husband got to?” They ex-
plain it is just messing around, they pretend
to be married to each other. “Like boy-
friend and girlfriend?” T ask, reasonably.
They look horrified. “Eww. No! No!” Tt is
blazingly clear to all, and to me, that T just
dor’t get it,

A few weeks later I am in a coffee shop with
13-year-old Hazel Lee (pictured on our
cover), a girl I have known since she was a
toddler, who has effortlessly taorphed into a
walking emblem of street cool.

“Mayfair are the best cigarettes because
they are like the best property on the Mo-
nopoly board,” she says through a mouthful
of croissant. “But they are also £2.07 com-
pared to B&H which are £2.35.” She adds
hastily that she does not smoke herself, but
“most cool people do”.

Clothes are important, she says, with her
crowd. “You can’t wear trainers that aren’t
Nike or adidas or Academic. If you wear
trainers with no name they are called space
forces. And if you have like an old cheap mo-
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bile phone, it’s called a brick.” But all that
stuff takes money. How do you get the
money? “You just do, or if you don’t, it’s OK

if you make a joke about it, that you can’t
afford something.”

The best music is called Bashment, “which
is like house and ragga. Rock'n’roll is not
good, it’s for the posh kids. Rock people
are like the goofy people in your class who
you can ask for help to do your work,” she
asserts.

Can you do well in school without looking
like a geek? “If you are going to do well or
do the work you have to have an excuse,
like to say, ‘If they [the school] call my
mum, she’ll beat me. It's OK if you say
that.”

Most drugs are not cool, crack is for waste
boys, but weed is OK. Cool parents are ones
who let you stay out till 3am and go to
raves, so in that respect her own mum is
not cool, and people who try to be cool but

‘Mayfair are the best
cigarettes because they
are like the best
property on the
Monopoly board’

just aren’t are called beggars. The coolest
job would be, “to be an It Girl. Like Paris
Hilton. Paris Hilton is cool because she’s
got one of those little dogs to carry and
when the dog got too big she got rid of it to
get a smaller one.” Not Kate Moss? “Most
people T know don’t know about Kate
Moss. She is, like, a Paris Hilton wannabe.”

Twelve-year-old Jackson Caines is old-fash-
ioned cool; he is completely different from
just about every other kid I know, but affa-
ble, as ovmommm to arrogant, with it. He goes
to a fee-paying school, is off-the-scale clev-
er, and musically gifted. He went on Junior
Mastermind as a Beatles expert. He goes to
White Stripes gigs with his dad, He is easy
and unguarded around adults.

He says that defending what he thinks is
cool, which is not what lots of other people
his age think is coal, “is the story of my life!
In my primary mnroo_ everyone said the
Beatles were crap, and T said why do they
hold six world records? They were the big-
gest band ever, Their music is amazing and
gm% have inspired millions of people. Mu-

sic has got to have some intelligence. It
can’t just be a beat and a bassline and some-
one rapping over it. I like nmewwm who take
the time to write proper songs.”

m. | S0 in their craving for peer approval,

S teenagers in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
| are not markediy different from those at
slington Green School in Morth London
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You could see how that sort of thing
wouldn’t go down too well in the play-
ground, w:ﬁ Jackson toughed it out. He
likes the White Stripes because “they are
taking old blues, which is a bit forgotten,
and bringing it to life in a more modern way
that people can relate to. It's a no& idea and
a good way to go about music.”
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tween cool people and cool stuff. “A cool
person has a nice personality. The cool peo-
ple are always popular, but cool things are
original and new and interesting. But the
cooler kids are more into what the majority
of people think is cool at the time.”

Smoking is not only not cool but “every-
body knows that now, even the cool kids
know it is stupid. Some kids joke about
taking drugs but deep inside I think they
joke because they would never do it really.”
Drinking is different. “Many kids look for-
ward to turning 18 so they can drink.” It
gladdens my heart that they even pretend
they are going to wait that long.

Do you need lots of money to be cool, to buy
cool stuff? “You are teased if you are consid-
.ered poor, but nobody is really poor in my
school. The popular kids are usually rich
and their families have new cars and they
have the latest mobile phones, but I don’t
think that is so important. It is really more
about attitude and personality.”

But Jackson admits that looks are impor-
tant too. “The popular boys in my school,
they all have girlfriends. I think if an ugly
kid tried to join the cool kids, the girl-
friends would say, Who is this loser ugly
kid and why is he trying to hang out with
us? ” He thinks his parents have cool taste
in music and films. He says he likes what
they like and knows this is unusual. “T like
~film noir, Double Indemnity, The Third
Man, Hitchcock. T am not into too fast and
too furious. I really like Casablanca, special
edition.”” :

Can you have a posh accent and be cool?

Here, a big sigh and then a vehement “It’s

Jackson Caines, 12, of NMorth London: “The popular kids are usually rich . . . but coolness is more about attitude and personality” impossible.”
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