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In grade 7, I coveted my 
youngest sister’s flaxen hair 
– she was the blue-eyed, 
golden-locked child adored 
by all her peers (most par-

ticularly, the boys), while I was the 
brown-haired, cow-eyed geek with no 
social clout whatsoever at school. My 
envy knew no bounds when it came to 
ballet concerts, either, where all the 
blonde-haloed girls curled their hair 
into impossibly beautiful ringlets, 
while my lanky strands slipped out of 
their hopeful bonds as soon as the 
pink curlers were strong-armed out of 
my hair (not even bulletproof 1980s 
hairspray could solidify them). 

My first year in high school saw me 
trying desperately to “fit in” with a di-
sastrous poodle perm – and a bubble 
fringe to boot – but my Mom refused 
to pay for highlights and I wasn’t 
going to argue, considering we lived 
on a journalist’s salary. Then came the 
heady days of university and the urge 
to throw off my nerdy roots and em-
brace a golden age of wild abandon. So 
began my love-hate affair with home 
dyeing kits and hydrogen peroxide. 
Almost overnight, my social life was 
transformed – this probably due to  
my new-found confidence channelling 
the effervescent, irrepressible person-
ality of “a blonde.” Suddenly, I became 
a “party animal” – varsity was where 
I’d expand not my mind, but my social 

calendar, I decided. I started navigat-
ing that popular mantra, “gentlemen 
prefer blondes,” although the behav-
iour of these highly visual, ungainly 
creatures couldn’t have been classi-
fied as courteous, let alone chivalrous. 
A case in point was when I decided to 
streak my bottle-blonde locks with 
purple dye, and groups of conserva-
tive male students, taking exception 
to my hair, displayed their disdain at 
my perceived otherness by tugging on 
it and insulting me. Instead, I found 
acceptance on the dance floors of the 
rave era, much to my parents’ alarm 
and dismay. 

A decade down the line, my hair 
was feeling the pressure of too much 
toxic attention: It was brittle, thin-
ning and stripped. Most important, it 
just didn’t seem to suit who I had 
become: a career woman focused on 
being taken seriously. So I went back 
to my brunette roots – and I loved it. 

My skin no longer looked washed 
out and my freckles appeared more at 
home next to my chocolate brown 
strands – my eyes suddenly looked less 
cow-like and a little bit more doe-like. 
I felt revived – even reinvented. The 
same insecure, geeky child still peered 
out at me whenever I looked in the 
mirror, but this time, she liked what 
she saw: A proud, self-assured, confi-
dent woman who wasn’t afraid of her 
otherness anymore.   

Carla Calitz loved being 
a blonde – right up until 

she didn’t.
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Most colourists use foils to create 
highlights, but balayage (from the 
French “to sweep;” a process of 
highlighting hair by painting on bleach 
without foils) can give more sun-kissed, 
natural-looking results, says Marie 
Leppard, senior colourist at the Julien 
Farel Salon in New York. 

all highlights 
are createD equal

alwaYs see a professional
Relaxed hair has been weakened by 

chemicals, so the strong ingredients in 
permanent dye can be damaging. An 
experienced colourist will likely cover 
your roots and darken your shade with  

a gloss or semipermanent dye containing 
a low concentration of peroxide. 

avoiD going lighter 
Because relaxed hair is porous, it  

quickly absorbs bleach – the chemical 
used to lighten. The combination of 
bleach and acids in a relaxer has the 
potential to disintegrate your hair. 

Colouring your relaxed hair? 
Extreme processing calls for 

extreme precautions.
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Number of colours 
available when L’Oréal 
founder Eugène Schueller 
patented his first hair dye 
formula in 1908.

Number of colours L’Oréal makes 
today. Most popular? Excellence 
Creme #5, Medium Brown.
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