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            Beauty and the Bigots

         
   
         The world watched aghast. On the television screen, two young women were pitted against one another: one, a tall, slim Indian woman in her early thirties, her face a picture of disbelief; the other, shorter, dumpier and younger, had her face twisted into an animal-like snarl. ‘Your head’s so far up your arse you can smell your own shit!’ she hissed, utterly unaware of how she was coming across to her fellow housemates, the television audience and, most damagingly of all perhaps, the outside world.
         

         For this was the culmination of days of bullying, aggressive behaviour from Jade Goody, Danielle Lloyd and Jo O’Meara, three housemates on Celebrity Big  Brother, broadcast in January 2007, towards the beautiful Indian actress in their midst, Shilpa Shetty. The three of them sounded like fishwives – and that is the charitable view – shrieking out racist abuse, clearly beside themselves with jealousy directed at the woman who was everything they were not.
         

         Concern – and fury – had been mounting for days now at what seemed like a display of racial hatred developing on their television screens. Not only did Jade seem to be about to destroy herself but it also looked as if the abuse was on the verge of causing a diplomatic incident. On a visit to India, Chancellor Gordon Brown was clearly livid. Commenting on the furore, he hoped the message that ‘we are a nation of fairness and tolerance’ came across and added for good measure that the bullying was ‘offensive’.

         In fact, the timing of Mr Brown’s visit to the subcontinent couldn’t have been worse. While clearly wanting to pontificate on matters of international politics, he was not allowed to get away from the only subject everyone was interested in. ‘I understand that in the UK there have already been 10,000 complaints from viewers about these remarks which people see, rightly, as offensive,’ he said. (In fact, the complaints were ultimately to top 40,000.) ‘I want Britain to be seen as a country of fairness and tolerance. Anything detracting from this I condemn.’
         

         It was quite incredible that matters had come to this. Politicians from both Britain and India had got involved: Treasury Minister Ed Balls said he was ‘ashamed’ of what had happened and that ‘the image it projects of Britain around the world is appalling’. It certainly was. Demonstrators had taken to the streets in India, burning an effigy of the makers of Big Brother and carrying banners that read: ‘Death to Big Brother’ and ‘Do not treat our Shilpa unfairly’. The Indian Junior Foreign Minister Anand Sharm announced there would be a formal complaint, adding, ‘Racism has no place in a civilised society.’
         

         But it was only too evident in the Big Brother household. For several days now, the three women, with Jade’s boyfriend Jack, had been making Shilpa’s life a misery. She had been described as a dog and told to pick chicken bones out of the lavatory with her teeth. Jade’s mother asked her if she lived in a shack; she had been derisively referred to as the ‘Indian’; there was speculation as to whether she ate with her hands and, after preparing food, she had been insulted by Danielle commenting that you didn’t know ‘where those hands have been’. All this was directed at one of the most famous actresses in Bollywood – it was a stomach-turning spectacle and one which showed no signs of coming to a halt.
         

         And it had all begun with a most unlikely cause – a chicken. Shilpa had been roasting a chicken, which turned out to be underdone, prompting a barrage of insults from her housemates, who had already shown signs of being extremely prickly towards her. Much has been made of their racist slurs, but it was clear that what really lay behind the problem was that old British chestnut: class. Shilpa was classy, well educated and, what seemed to be a particular bone of contention, had servants – quite a lot of them, in fact. None of the girls baiting her, along with Jack, seemed able to bear this. Jo remarked that people in India must be slim because their food made them ill, being always undercooked. ‘I don’t trust that chicken,’ she said. ‘I want to eat it but I’m scared.’ Danielle, who had previously distinguished herself by referring to Winston Churchill as the first black American president, commented, ‘I love Indian food, but I think it probably tastes better in the UK. Is that right?’ Other comments included, ‘They eat with their hands in India, don’t they – or is that China? You don’t know where those hands have been.’

         What was probably the case – and the girls in their dim way sensed this – was that Shilpa was not used to cooking as she had always had servants to do it all for her and therefore was not sure about the way a chicken should be cooked. But such was the furore created by the episode that her mother felt compelled to defend her afterwards. ‘You know, I microwave a meal in 15 minutes and that includes the spicy masalas,’ she said. ‘Did they not have a microwave in that place? That is how we cook in our home and Shilpa is used to doing it that way. She should have left it to them to prepare their meals.’
         

         Certainly, Jade’s venom seemed to be getting worse by the minute. ‘She’s apparently some Bollywood actress, but I’ve never heard of her,’ she snarled. ‘For all I know, she could be someone off the Old Kent Road. I’ve seen how she goes in and out of people’s arseholes; I’ve seen her whispering, laughing, behind each other’s backs! She is fucking sly. I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her! She isn’t genuine.’

         Not to be outdone, her boyfriend Jack added, ‘We should lock the door and put her out in the garden.’

         It was unbelievable that matters had been allowed to get this far. When Shilpa had been bleaching her facial hair, Danielle asked, ‘Do you get stubble?’ She later added, ‘She wants to be white. She’s a dog.’ 

         Of course, Shilpa, who easily outshone every other woman present, was anything but, as Danielle was well aware. But her vindictiveness and jealousy were driving her to further extremes, which got nastier as the show went on.
         

         Jade, certainly, seemed to be quite obsessed with Shilpa’s background. During a row about an Oxo cube, which escalated totally out of proportion to the actual subject matter, she became hysterical. ‘You’re a fucking loser and a liar; you need a day in the slums!’ she screeched. ‘Shut the fuck up! Who the fuck are you? You aren’t some princess in Neverland, you’re a normal housemate like everyone else!’ She also referred to her as ‘Shilpa Fuckawallah’, ‘Shilpa Durupa’ and ‘Shilpa Poppadom’.

         Indeed, at some points, matters almost became surreal. Jade said, ‘She makes me feel sick. She makes my skin crawl.’

         Later, it was far worse when Jack said, ‘I don’t like her. In fact, I hate her. She came into this house … fucking ****!’ There was intense speculation he’d used the word ‘Paki’; Channel 4 insisted that it was all right really, as he’d actually used the word, c**t! That the situation should have descended to a level where this insult was actually revealed to reassure viewers about the level of abuse Shilpa was enduring was enough to show quite how far things had got out of hand.
         

         Matters continued to worsen. Up until then, the bosses at the station had said nothing publicly, contenting themselves with putting out a statement which read, ‘Matters of bullying or racial abuse in any form are taken extremely seriously by Channel 4. The nature of the show often includes incidents where conflicts arise and housemates are encouraged to resolve issues among themselves. Shetty herself has not voiced any concerns of racial slurs or bullying. The social interactions of the group are part of the Big Brother story and viewers have a right to see these portrayed.’
         

         It was not enough. They were ‘hiding behind a statement’, said the Asian Labour MP for Leicester East Keith Vaz, urging them to put a stop to it there and then.

         Prime Minister Tony Blair was dragged into it, too. ‘I have not seen the programme in question, but I would agree entirely with the principle he [Vaz] has outlined, which is that we should oppose racism in all its forms.’

         Not to be outdone, the Tories stepped in. ‘It is quite wrong that the programme should tolerate racist abuse and behaviour from participants and I believe it is an issue that should be addressed immediately,’ said Conservative spokesman Dominic Grieve.
         

         Most damagingly still, from the point of view of the programme makers, Shilpa’s mother Sunanda spoke of her distress. Shilpa had been reduced to tears on screen, which had not mollified her tormentors one bit, and had deeply upset everyone close to her. ‘As a mother, I find it very painful and alarming to watch my daughter cry,’ she said. ‘To see her cry on TV while a bunch of people abuse her is very painful for a parent. I have never seen her cry, maybe when she’s been heartbroken, but she’s normally a very happy person.’

         As if all this were not enough, the sponsor of the show, Carphone Warehouse, decided to withdraw its backing. Indeed, the company was at pains to emphasise its disgust at what had been going on and released a lengthy statement washing its hands of the whole proceedings.

         ‘Our concern has rapidly mounted about the broadcast behaviour of individuals within the Big Brother house,’ said the CEO of Carphone Warehouse, in a statement issued on 18 January 2007. ‘We are totally against all forms of racism and bullying, and indeed this behaviour is entirely at odds with the brand values of the Carphone Warehouse. As a result, we feel that as long as this continues we are unable to associate our brand with the programme. We had already made it clear to Channel 4 that were this to continue we would have to consider our position. Nothing we saw last night gave us any comfort. Accordingly we have instructed Channel 4 to remove our sponsorship name and branding with immediate effect.’
         

         Some were keen to point out that it is almost inconceivable that this should have happened if the victim had been someone who was disabled. ‘They have made a rather bland statement about condemning racism of any kind,’ said comedian Meera Syal of Channel 4. ‘But I am just wondering if, on their last series, for example, the Tourette’s sufferer had been called a “spaz” on a regular basis, whether they would have let that continue.’

         Another Asian person who had been in the Big Brother household (albeit the non-celebrity version) held similar views. ‘It’s gone beyond that very thin line of what is racism and what isn’t,’ said Narinder Kaur. ‘It is disgusting and I am quite flabbergasted that three grown women can sit there and be so ignorant.’
         

         Finally, a decision was made to say something, but not only was it too little, too late, it was also a PR disaster for everyone concerned. To begin with, Channel 4 chairman Luke Johnson went on Radio 4’s Today programme ostensibly to talk about the BBC licence-fee decision which was due to be announced later in the day. Of course, inevitably, he was asked about the uproar surrounding Big Brother. Only a series of ‘no comments’ was forthcoming, along with a repeated reference to the statement already put out by Channel 4. It was toe curling to listen to and, as commentators were quick to point out, he only had Greg Wood, the programme’s business correspondent to deal with. Had the interrogator been John Humphrys, it was widely felt matters would have been made worse still.
         

         Only a few hours later, Channel 4’s chief executive Andy Duncan appeared at a press conference and, even though he clearly knew what to expect in the line of questioning, he could not rein in the furore. By now, the row had reached global proportions and images of him were being beamed all over the world.

         Unlike that morning, there was no line of gentle questioning for him to attempt to brush aside: rather, he came under savage attack from a reporter from Sky News. He pointed out that a culture clash had been almost inevitable and that Shilpa had not complained of racism. But it was no good; the damage had already been done. Even after a reconciliation was staged between Jade and Shilpa, and the former evicted, questions were still being asked. Indeed, the board of Channel 4 held a meeting at which executives discussed the whole situation. The very future of the show was in doubt.
         

         Nor were others prepared to let the matter drop. Teenagers should be taught ‘British values’ to combat racist and ignorant attitudes, according to the Education Secretary Alan Johnson, who added, ‘The current debate has highlighted the need to make sure schools focus on the core British values of justice and tolerance. We want the world to be talking about the respect and understanding we give all cultures, not the ignorance and bigotry shown on our TV screens.’

         Trevor Phillips, chairman of the Commission for Equality and Human Rights, said Luke Johnson should be censured, too. ‘There is no question that if the Channel 4 board does not say that Johnson was wrong not to talk about it last week, that his executives were wrong to say that there was no racism involved … if the board does not take that stand then I think Tessa Jowell has to step in and ask if this is a board that is capable of holding a public asset in trust for us,’ he commented. ‘I think it is that serious.’ 

         When it finally came, the end was provided by the person who had started it all: Jade. Equally desperate not to break their own rules by intervening, yet watching in horror as their most famous housemate destroyed herself on live television, Channel 4 can only have been relieved when it finally emerged that the two people up for eviction were Shilpa and Jade. As the bosses knew it would be, this vote was immediately turned into a referendum on racism: would viewers support ‘racist’ Jade or her victim Shilpa? In the event, 82 per cent of the vote voted for Shilpa, with a very chastened Jade being booted out of the house. Belatedly, she began to take on the full implications of what she had done.
         

         Indeed, after a Big Brother briefing, only a bit of which was televised, Jade’s attitude seemed to change dramatically. In a bid to make up, she hugged Shilpa and expressed regret if her actions and opinions had offended any Indians. Channel 4, meanwhile, was doing everything it could to defuse matters: there would be no baying crowd waiting for Jade’s release, just a quiet interview with Davina McCall. Jade herself pretty much gave the game away that she’d been warned what damage her actions had done when the result of the vote was announced. Unusually, there was no screaming from outside. ‘I know why there’s no noise,’ she said.
         

         ‘Why?’ asked Shilpa.

         ‘I know, but I can’t tell you,’ she replied.

         Shilpa showed a great deal more forgiveness than she might have done, even expressing concern for Jade on the outside. ‘I didn’t want her to go with no one liking her,’ she said. ‘I hope she’s OK.’

         It was evident on her exit that Jade was now horribly aware of what she’d done to herself. Davina showed clips of her ranting like a fishwife: ‘I’m disgusted with myself,’ she said, as well she might be. ‘I don’t judge people by the colour of their skin.’ Indeed, she looked pretty petrified. ‘I don’t want to be hated,’ she said. ‘Before, I didn’t have anything to lose, and now I have so much … I’ll be going because people will think I’m a racist bitch and I’m not. I’m so scared – I’ve never been so scared in my life. The whole feeling of being rejected absolutely kills me.’

         This, then, is the conclusion to the great Big Brother experiment: take someone from nowhere, elevate her to the heights of fame and then see her self-destruct. Jade might have had a good deal to apologise for, but she was not alone. How had the situation got out of hand? It was not an edifying sight. 
         

         Inside the house, Shilpa said she thought the bullying was not racist; outside, meanwhile, Jade was dropped as the face of an anti-bullying campaign, while Debenhams and The Perfume Shop withdrew her scent from sale. Shortly afterwards, it was announced that the paperback edition of her autobiography was not going to be published on the expected date. Despite her quite despicable behaviour, Jade became a figure to be pitied. She was as manipulated as everyone else. The creation of reality television, she was now being savaged by the beast that made her famous.
         

         Danielle’s career looked to be in equally dire straits, with urgent damage limitation going on outside. Angela de Fouw, her spokesperson, leaped to her client’s defence. ‘Danielle would be distraught to have been associated or linked with any form of alleged racism,’ she said. ‘Many of Danielle’s closest friends are from multi-cultural backgrounds and are of diverse races. Danielle is the last person who would condone any form of racism or bullying.’ But it was all too late.

         Given the dignity and grace displayed by Shilpa within the house, it came as no surprise that her mother took an equally gracious view. ‘I actually fear for Jade’s safety,’ she said. ‘After the way she’s behaved, I know there are a lot of angry people out to get her – and not just Shilpa’s fans and fellow Indians. I’m getting calls from people all over the world, all colours and backgrounds who are disgusted by her comments. We are praying to God for Jade’s wellbeing, spiritually and physically. I have no rancour in my heart for Jade. She’s just an ignorant girl who knows very little about other people’s cultures. It’s sad, but I would not want to see anything bad happen.’
         

         She was not, however, anything like as forgiving towards the programme makers, who she saw as putting Shilpa through an unforgivable ordeal. ‘It is an ugly and vulgar show which has run its course,’ she said. ‘It must end with this one. There is already enough conflict in the world. We don’t need to create it artificially and call it entertainment. This has been one of the most unpleasant events I have encountered on television. I don’t mind some friction – it is inevitable when you create this kind of environment. But the show is deeply flawed. They should have provided firm guidelines from the start to ensure a level of respect for other people’s culture. Instead, they turned it into a combat zone, which left my child exposed and vulnerable. Nobody warned us this could happen.’

         No one had realised what could happen either and in time Sunanda was able to take reassurance from the fact that Shilpa was practically guaranteed a hero’s welcome on her return to her home country (to say nothing of the fact that she was now world famous). ‘It is already clear that she will be welcomed as a hero,’ she said. ‘Shilpa has always been adored here. She puts her fame in the country of her birth above everything. I want to march into the house and take her out. And if she leaves I will be there to hug her and tell her I love her.’
         

         The message, as far as Jade was concerned, continued to be one of forgiveness. ‘Shilpa is such a positive human being she always bounces back and she cannot have anything to do with negativity,’ said her spokesman Dale Bhagwagar. ‘She believes in moving on and not having negative thoughts, and when she gets out of the Big Brother house she will want to meet up with Jade and her mother Jackiey, go to their houses and show she does not hold any grudges. She is just as likely to invite Jade to India to see the country for herself. Shilpa is a very warm and spiritual person. If someone really hurt her, all she would do is ignore them and treat them as if they never existed.’
         

         Sunanda also, rather understandably, wanted to question her daughter’s tormentors. Whatever their motivation – racism, jealousy, class conflict – their behaviour reeked of the worst excesses of the school playground. Even allowing for the fact that Shilpa could come across as a mite high-handed, absolutely nothing could excuse their treatment of her, especially the way in which she, one person, was picked on by a gang that at times numbered five.
         

         ‘What I’d like to ask the members of the family who have been abusing Shilpa is why?’ she continued. ‘They have acted like school bullies. If I meet either when I come to London, I’d say the same thing but I am not going to hunt them down. I have always brought my daughters up to be respectful of others. That’s clearly not the case with Jade. The people who have racially abused Shilpa are jealous of her looks and are clearly ill educated. I don’t believe these opinions reflect that of the British public. We have been to London dozens of times and are always treated well.’

         Shilpa’s father Surendra, 57, was also looking forward to seeing his daughter. ‘We are both looking to travel to London next week,’ he said.

         Of course, the Shettys were not alone in their dismay at what had been done. Britain’s entire political establishment, never slow to leap on a bandwagon, had already had their say, with real concerns in many quarters about how Britain came across to the outside world. But many were upset on a personal level, too. Film director Ken Russell, initially himself a housemate, who had been driven out by the sheer vulgarity of the Goodys, was horrified at what had been going on. ‘Later, when her [Jade’s] mother was ignominiously sent off, I thought things might improve,’ he wrote. ‘Not a bit of it. I watched, appalled, as Jade vented her wrath at the most sanguine person in the house – the divine Shilpa. Not only that, but Jade also impressed two cohorts to join her in the persecution.’
         

         Jade by now was well and truly aware of what she’d done. A mea culpa world tour ensued, as she desperately tried to backtrack – very ironically, she herself is of mixed race as her paternal grandfather was black – apologising for her behaviour and voicing utter regret. A visit to India to apologise to the entire nation was planned, as she went from one television studio to the next in an effort to exonerate herself.
         

         ‘No, I’m not a racist, but I accept I made racist comments,’ she said in one no-holds barred interview with a Sunday newspaper. ‘I don’t see people for the colour that they are, or where they come from. I’m mixed race myself and I speak to everyone of every colour, background and nationality. I don’t care about where people are from. I’m not going to justify my actions because they were wrong. I was shocked to see how I behaved. I was shocked and disgusted at myself.’
         

         Indeed, she seemed absolutely determined to come up with every criticism of her own behaviour that she could think of before anyone else got the chance to say it for her. ‘I don’t know why I said those things to her or why those words came into my head,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t thinking in my head a nasty thought. I’m not making excuses because I know that it’s wrong. I now know that it’s offensive. Maybe I’m just really stupid and nasty at heart, but I really don’t think I am. My anger when I watched it on the screen shocked me. I didn’t like it; I didn’t know that my presence could be so intimidating or bullying.’

         As a matter of fact, Jade did slightly understand the reason why she behaved in the way that she did, even though she had some difficulty enunciating it. Her background could not have been more different from Shilpa’s, and it was clearly that, combined with jealousy, that provoked her in the way that it did. One of the sad things about the whole affair is the way she demeaned herself so much. In some ways, she had been an admirable figure up until then – she used the only means available to her, reality television, to haul herself up out of poverty and resolutely failed to blame the system that had deprived her. But now, she clearly saw that her background had come back to haunt her, and she might as well confront that head on.
         

         ‘I’ve never blamed my past for anything I’ve done, but I don’t know any other way,’ she said (and what a condemnation of the way Britain has allowed an underclass to develop was there). ‘My only way to argue is to shout – to get louder and louder so that I can’t hear what they’re saying. It’s the way I am. I didn’t know it was a problem until I watched it. I don’t want people to be scared of me, or think that I’m intimidating. I hold my hand up to my comments and to people reading them or hearing them and thinking I’m a racist. I can understand why those words would look racist because I didn’t get on particularly well with Shilpa. It’s offensive to her and her culture. I didn’t think “poppadom” was a racist word. I now know that things that I may not think are racist can actually be racist. It’s my own fault for not knowing enough about other people’s cultures.’ Say what you like, Jade was certainly facing her own demons head on.

         She realised something else, too – namely that she was a role model these days for some segments of the community and was expected to behave as such. Jade should probably never, ever have been put in a situation where she was allowed to become a role model, but that is what had happened and she was well aware of it herself. ‘I feel shit,’ she said. ‘I hate myself right now. The first time I was on Big Brother, it was like a holiday camp but I’ve now got people out there who look up to me. I didn’t want to get evicted for the wrong reasons. Evict me because I’m loud or annoying, but not because I’m a racist, because I’m not.’
         

         Poor Jade – ultimately a woman to be pitied, as much as condemned. But she was, in many ways, yesterday’s news. While her own drive to rehabilitate herself continued, it was Shilpa who was now the focus of attention all over the world, just as she had been for years in her native India. It was Shilpa who, having endured a very unpleasant experience, was ultimately going to emerge from the ordeal with dignity, grace and any number of advantageous career options now available to her. So just who is Shilpa Shetty – and how did she end up in the Big Brother household?
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            January 2007

         
   
         Just a couple of weeks earlier, the world was intrigued when a slim and very striking Bollywood actress became the first-ever Indian star to enter the Big Brother house. A household name across Asia, Shilpa Shetty was almost entirely unknown in the West and initially, at least, not a great deal of information was forthcoming. Known to be 31, with a black belt in karate, and ‘the best body in Bollywood’, Shilpa came, quite literally, from a different world to that of everyone else present in the house. Above all, of course, was the contrast between Shilpa and the Goody clan that was not only going to electrify viewers, but also very nearly caused an international incident. Her beauty, intelligence, class and education highlighted only too well her new housemates’ lack of all those qualities with explosive results.
         

         But, back at the beginning, Shilpa had no idea what she was going to find in the house. Clad in a glamorous green sari, with full Bollywood make-up and jewellery, she waved at viewers as she made her way into the house, exotic as a peacock among the homegrown sparrows already in situ. ‘I have zero expectations,’ she said. ‘The only thing I really hope is to keep my self-respect and my dignity.’ She could have had no idea quite how severely the two were to be tested before her time in the house was up.
         

         Given that Shilpa was clearly no ordinary housemate, it was no surprise that her contract was not that ordinary either. Negotiated under the firm eye of her mother Sunanda, who’d apparently had doubts about letting her daughter go into the house, it ensured Shilpa was being paid an estimated £357,000 to take part. Given the fact that standards of behaviour in the house were frequently on the low side, there were other clauses written into her contract, too: she would not wear a bikini, have to join the others in the pool or eat meat on Thursdays (in accordance with Hindu religion). Nor would she have to drink an excessive amount of alcohol or kiss anyone, men and women alike, on the lips. ‘I had seen some extracts from a previous year and I knew it could get pretty raunchy,’ said Sunanda. ‘In one scene, I saw a young girl being egged on to drink alcohol until she was so drunk she fell out of the shower semi-naked in a very undignified way. I did not want Shilpa to be forced to do anything that would let her country down.’
         

         Whatever Shilpa was bringing to the house, it was clearly going to be something pretty different from the exhibitionist drunken behaviour of past contestants. Ironically, her well-behaved and modest demeanour was to give rise to a good deal of soul searching on the outside about where British womanhood had gone wrong.

         The world outside was certainly impressed. Shilpa was variously described as ‘beautiful’, ‘graceful’ and a ‘lovely Indian lady’. Everyone was intrigued, too. Although she was known to be an actress, that was practically all British viewers knew about her and stories began to circulate about the style in which she lived; the exact level of her fame and what really lay behind her desire to enter the house. Davina McCall, as usual, was instigating the proceedings; she asked Shilpa what she hoped to achieve. ‘I want to clear out the misconception of Indian people,’ Shilpa replied. ‘We are modern, intelligent and glamorous. I want all of India to be proud of me.’
         

         She probably achieved that along with a great deal of Britain becoming rather ashamed of itself. At that stage, three of the housemates were missing – indeed, for several days no one would have a clue that they were going to turn up – but what Shilpa managed to do was present a face of India that was far more attractive than anything put forward by the West. Dignified, intelligent, sophisticated and, for want of a better word, classy, she soon proved herself to be everything the other housemates were not – with, as the world now knows, explosive results.

         And, really, the biggest benefit to what was to turn into an ordeal was exposure to the West. Shilpa made no secret of her desire to act in Western films as well as Indian ones, and now was her chance to show herself off to both filmmakers and the audience who could take her career that one step ahead. The loud-mouthed comedian Russell Brand, who was hosting a spin-off show called Big Brother’s Big Mouth, said as much: ‘This is her chance to show herself to a Western audience,’ he commented.
         

         Not everyone, however, was impressed. For a start, Shilpa’s own parents were said to be hardly delighted about her decision to join the house. ‘I did not want her to go,’ said her mother, Sunanda. ‘I have always travelled with her and this is the first time she has gone away to work without me there to protect her. She’s a very spiritual and gentle girl who, despite her age, has always been very sheltered from the harsh aspects of life.’
         

         One person who felt the experience would do Shilpa good – and, rather ironically, put her finger on just what it was that was to lead to such a contretemps was her younger sister Shamita. ‘Shilpa is used to living like a princess,’ she later said. ‘This experience will prove to be just the strengthening tonic she needed to shake her out of her domestic cocoon.’

         Others in the industry looked on in frank disbelief (initially, that is). ‘If I was Shilpa, I would shoot my agent for getting me into this without finding out enough about the programme,’ said one.

         But clearly Shilpa felt she could do with the exposure. She was also getting well rewarded, but, given that she was paid more than her Big Brother fee for every film she made, and she’d made 51 before entering the house, she didn’t need the money, either. A whole new career in the West seemed to be what was at stake. 
         

         And it was a risk. It later emerged that Shilpa was not the first Bollywood star to be approached by Endemol: at least two other major names were said to have turned down an invitation to appear on the show because they were worried about the impact it would have on their careers. There was also a certain amount of debate about how famous Shilpa really was. Initially presented as being top of the A-list, that turned out to be a bit of an exaggeration: many Bollywood insiders believed that, although she was only 31, her career might have been past its best and this was a last-ditch attempt to get noticed in the West.
         

         ‘She is known for her body and her face, not her acting,’ said Rekha Ahuja, a film producer who worked in Bollywood for a decade and a half. ‘She is more of a Penelope Cruz than a Nicole Kidman, but she’s a sex symbol for young men, who plaster her posters all over their walls. There is no doubt that she still sells cinema tickets but at her age I imagine that’s why she wants to try to sell herself to the American or European film market. I don’t think she’s good enough, but I admire her for trying.’

         Another person who felt that Shilpa was using the show to give her career a new lease of life was Anil Dharker, a socialite based in Bombay and someone with first-hand experience of show business – his daughter Ayesha played the lead role in the London musical Bombay Dreams. ‘She is not an A-plus star, she is more in the A-minus,’ he said. ‘But, in a country with several hundred movie stars, only a handful are considered to be true superstars. She is not among the elite.’
         

         Others were a lot more complimentary. ‘Everyone, from these people in the urban centres to those in the smallest villages, will see the latest Bollywood film, which offers an escape from normal life,’ said Mihir Bose, author of Bollywood: A History. ‘Actors like Shilpa Shetty cannot walk down the street without being mobbed by fans.’
         

         The singer and dancer Honey Kalaria, now based in Britain, also tried to explain what life for Shilpa was really like. ‘Bollywood films give the viewer all the excitement, music, lavish sets and high drama audiences used to expect from Hollywood legends like Gene Kelly,’ she said. ‘Indian audiences, they won’t have it any other way!’ As for the actors: ‘Once you have a fan base, suddenly you have these audiences that are fans for life. We have quite close-knit communities and family groups, so you’ll find that, if one person says, “they’re great”, everyone else thinks so. It’s very rare that people will put a star down. There are lots of affairs going on and hot and spicy gossip but it’s funny how people really thrive on that. They just love it. In their own environment, they are the stars. They are the kings and the queens and they have millions of followers.’
         

         In the event, of course, Shilpa’s gamble was to pay off spectacularly well. For a start, her age was no obstacle. Hollywood and its various European counterparts might be obsessed with age but at 31 Shilpa was still younger than Sharon Stone had been when she made her name in Basic Instinct (the type of role, incidentally, it is almost inconceivable Shilpa would ever take on). As for acting ability – well, what really is ability? As interest grew, in the West clips began to be shown of Shilpa doing what she does best – dancing – and looking quite spectacularly striking while she was about it. Perhaps she might not be the greatest actress ever to appear on the silver screen, but her appearance, talents and massively heightened profile meant that ultimately she played a very clever game.
         

         There were 10 other inmates – ‘celebrities’ seems too far-fetched a word to use of all of them. They were Jermaine Jackson (elder brother of Michael), Ken Russell, the 79-year-old veteran filmmaker who had been a highly controversial figure in his youth, a couple of singers (Leo Sayer and Jo O’Meara), another rocker, Donny Tourette, Dirk Benedict, who made his name in The A-Team, musician Ian H Watkins, actress Cleo Rocos, columnist Carole Malone and Danielle Lloyd, a model recently stripped of her Miss Great Britain title. Right from the start, Shilpa cut an entirely different figure. Commenting that she would miss her entourage, the best body in Bollywood didn’t look overly thrilled when she saw the size of her bed (she was lucky to get one – there were 10 for 11 people), before being advised by Dirk to ‘let go’.
         

         Some of the entrances into the house were dramatic, others less so. Donny Tourette of punk band The Towers of London merrily traded insults with the crowd outside while Danielle Lloyd, who had lost her title because she started a relationship with one of the judges, Teddy Sheringham, was booed. Ken Russell proclaimed himself a ‘Big Brother fan’, while Jo O’Meara, who had been in S Club 7 and was now a dog breeder, admitted to Davina, ‘I am absolutely terrified, I can’t tell you how scared I am.’
         

         Not so Leo Sayer who announced as he went in it was ‘something to do in January in the rain’. Dirk Benedict took the whole thing a little more in his stride. He turned up in a large van, the replica of the one that had appeared in The A-Team, smoking a huge cigar. Fans waiting outside were ecstatic and huge cheers greeted him as he made his way into the house.
         

         The early days were fairly uneventful. Shilpa kept nearly falling off her narrow bed, while an attempt at a meditation session with Ken ended when he suffered a coughing fit. Ironically, given the meal that was to be made of her own name, everyone, including the man himself, was amused at Shilpa’s inability to say ‘Dirk’ properly. Dirk, who appeared rather smitten, claimed he preferred her pronunciation to the correct one. The only other early controversy surrounded snoring, with each housemate accusing all the others of the crime, with Shilpa herself, very much to her surprise, dragged in. This is not how they behaved to stars in India, it seemed – but for now, all was pretty much calm.

         It was not until a couple of days later that the real make-up of the house was revealed, and that came on day four. It had been an eventful day: for a start, Donny walked out. However, what really put the cat among the pigeons was the arrival of three brand-new and unexpected housemates: Jade Goody, who had become famous through her participation in the non-celebrity version of Big Brother in 2002, her boyfriend Jack Tweedy and her mother Jackiey Budden. Right from the start there were indications of rows to come. Jackiey addressed Shilpa as ‘Shil’, while Jade and Jack opted for ‘Shuppie’.
         

         Viewers, however, were ecstatic at the entrance of the newcomers. Wildly popular among certain segments of the nation’s youth, Jade had become something of a role model for anyone wanting to take part in reality TV. Born and brought up in Bermondsey to a lesbian mother and a heroin addict father, who had died a couple of years previously, she was unquestionably Big Brother’s greatest success to date. And, indeed, it seemed as if there was something admirable about her. A former dental nurse, she laughed off the quite foul abuse she herself had been subjected to on her first time in the show. Shamefully, she left the house to viewers holding up posters saying, ‘Kill the pig’ and promptly put the money she had earned into being taught how to read and write. An unlikely career in the media followed, in which she went on to accumulate a multimillion-pound fortune, making herself a heroine along the way to everyone who had been born into a rotten background with seemingly no other way out. Big Brother had been the making of Jade: no one, least of all the lady herself, could have dreamed it would also prove her undoing. 
         

         Jade seemed supremely confident upon her entrance. ‘We’re the Goody family,’ she announced, before realising that none of the three housemates present had the faintest idea who any of them were – Shilpa and Jermaine were, after all, not English and Ken Russell didn’t look like a devotee of reality TV. ‘I’m Jade,’ she continued. ‘I was voted the 25th most infilential [sic] person in the world.’ With that, she removed herself to the Diary Room to recount how it felt to be back on the set of Big Brother.
         

         There were hints right from the start that the new arrivals might not go down too well with the group already in situ. ‘The groups sized each other up – both unhappy at what they saw,’ Ken Russell wrote, in a very amusing memoir about the show. ‘The intruders saw a plump old codger with white hair, a handsome American and a slim maiden from the East. They smiled – we relaxed. Terrorists don’t smile, I thought (erroneously).’

         Nor was the scenario Jade and co had walked into designed to relax the inhabitants and soothe any frazzled nerves. Endemol instigated a game called ‘Masters and Servants’. The masters – Shilpa, Ken and Jermaine, along with the newcomers – were to remain in the main house, while the servants – everyone else – were forced to move elsewhere. Servants were expected to wait on masters hand and foot; the masters, meanwhile, were all put up for eviction.
         

         Shilpa had certainly been making her mark. Gaining herself the reputation of being a bit of a diva, she had already asked to change beds because, as a Hindu, she wasn’t supposed to sleep with her feet pointing south. She had also been spending some time in the kitchen – an activity that was to become the focal point of the furore – while chatting to Carole about washing up and Jermaine about dried fruits. When the two sets of people were separated, Shilpa gave way to a crying fit – distressed, it seemed, at losing some of her new friends.

         It can only be imagined what she thought of the behaviour of the new ones. A four-poster bed was installed in the dormitory for the use of Jade and Jack, who, it appeared, were more than happy to make use of its inviting sheets. Shilpa was famously chaste, having only ever had one serious boyfriend (or perhaps two, if rumours were to be believed). Indeed, this was to become one of the many factors that set Shilpa and Jade apart in the show: the natural delicacy and fastidiousness of the former against the earthiness of the latter. In retrospect, it was bound to end in tears. 

         It didn’t take long at all for the real problems to begin. Jackiey either wouldn’t, or couldn’t, pronounce Shilpa’s name properly, giving rise to the first proper spat between the two of them in the loo. Shilpa, who by now had a cold, was chastened afterwards – ‘I never argue and here I am coming to England having a row,’ she said. ‘I should have kept my calm.’ She did, however, go on to reveal that her little sister Shamita had told her not to ‘take any shit from anyone’.
         

         At that stage, however, it didn’t seem to go any further than that. Dirk still appeared to have a serious crush on the actress, actually blushing when he was teased about it. Ken, meanwhile, was responsible for the next real shock. Following in Donny’s footsteps, he walked off the show, complaining that he simply could not deal with the vulgarity and mouthiness of Jade and her family. This caused quite a stir and, given that Ken, possibly more able to look after himself than anyone else in the household, simply couldn’t bear the proximity with Jade and her crowd, it speaks volumes for Shilpa that she actually managed to stay the course. She went on to have far more to complain about than he ever did and bore it with extraordinarily good grace.

         What finally prompted his departure was a row about food: he helped himself to some crackers, an action to which Jade took offence – technically one of the servants should have served him his food. Soon afterwards, he walked out, calling himself ‘fuddy duddy’ and saying that some of the surprises were ‘a little too much to take’. No one was under any illusion as to which ‘surprises’ he was talking about; afterwards, he described Jade’s onslaught as ‘a non-stop stream of top-of-the-lungs abuse that was both unwarranted and obscene’. Ken might have been one of the major controversialists of the day in his time, but he couldn’t take such ill-educated vulgarity, and it was left to Carole to tell the others he’d left the set. ‘He was a lovely old man,’ she said. ‘I shall miss him.’
         

         Jade then accidentally broke Shilpa’s glasses. Ominously, it was revealed that her grandparents were to visit the show. The introduction of Jade who – oh, the irony of it – only became a celebrity herself by appearing on the programme, along with her loud and noisome family, was always going to be interesting, to say the least. Clearly, it never occurred to anyone that this ploy might be so successful as to make headlines all over the world. Even a generation ago, the idea of someone like Jade finding a national platform, let alone becoming the centre of attention to politicians and public alike, would have been quite laughable. 

         But we live in a different society now; one created in part by the makers of Big Brother, that exercise in voyeurism masking itself as a social experiment, which has done so much to make crude behaviour mainstream. The Goody clan’s antipathy to Shilpa contained the seeds of something really nasty, and perhaps because of this the ratings were shortly to go through the roof.
         

         It was still not obvious what was beginning to happen, however. Indeed, the real interest regarding Shilpa continued to be Dirk’s obvious attraction to her, even though, at 61, he was 30 years her senior. Dirk was aware of this, too: ‘Even my belt is older than her,’ he sadly told Leo.

         But it was clearly on his mind. Asked by Danielle if there could be a happy ending, he remarked, ‘There already is. Naaaah, I’ve been flirting with her, I tease her; it makes her happy. Isn’t that good? For me it’s nothing. When a man meets a woman, it’s always the woman that decides. There may be dinner, but it doesn’t matter what he does. He can do whatever he can to convince her he is a good guy to be with – even today when the girl does all the stuff.’

         It was clearly going to be no dice, though. Shilpa had already told the others – who were only too keen to pass it on to Dirk – that she was only interested in marrying a fellow Indian, to say nothing of the fact that she wasn’t interested in an older man.
         

         Perhaps it was the fact that a bona fide Hollywood star was interested in her, albeit one a little past his heyday, or maybe because she appeared to be getting on equally well with Jermaine that around this time there were the first indications that some ugly jealousy was beginning to stir. Danielle’s suggestion that Shilpa and Dirk get married live on air in Big Brother was greeted with hysterics by Shilpa, after which the other women present began to take an altogether bitchier look at the most glamorous woman in their midst. There was some speculation as to what Shilpa earned from her films, as well as the true nature of her star status. Shilpa had apparently compared herself to Angelina Jolie – not, perhaps, the best way of endearing herself to her fellow housemates – a claim the others were only too happy to dispute. Even so, there was still no hint as to quite how nasty matters were to become.
         

         The following day, the atmosphere began to worsen. A mini-row broke out between Jackiey and Shilpa, over ordering a bottle of lemon juice from the food store. Shilpa, said Jackiey, was too controlling. At this point, Jade and Danielle joined in, deciding Shilpa was too bossy. Shilpa looked utterly bewildered by the venom but contented herself with saying that, in India, this conversation would not have taken place. With commendable self-control, she managed not to retaliate, saying she would not shame her parents by indulging in such abuse herself.
         

         Some days later, after Jackiey’s departure, Shilpa’s mother Sunanda commented on how well her daughter had behaved. ‘Her [Jade’s] mother and I could not be farther apart,’ she said. ‘I found her to be very obnoxious. And when Jackiey was rude to Shilpa, she maintained her dignity because, over here, you don’t mistreat your elders.’

         Ouch! Could anything have been calculated to dig deeper at the hapless Jackiey? Not only had she been rude and insulting to a visitor to her country but one who was a lot younger than her too.

         By this point, the only other woman present who seemed to be sticking up for Shilpa was Carole, advising her to stay out of Jackiey’s way. This might have been the first moment at which Shilpa herself began to have qualms about what was going on: ‘I don’t know what I am doing here,’ she admitted. ‘It is not really my scene … I do like most of the people here.’ 

         Alas, it was not a sentiment reciprocated in all quarters. Though the men still seemed pretty enamoured of her, the women were beginning to show a very unpleasant tendency to gang up. 
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