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The children sing in far Japan,


The children sing in Spain;


The organ with the organ man


Is singing in the rain.


—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON






If you were to ask me what I would be when I grow up when I was little, I would’ve been, like, I want to be famous.


—CARRIE UNDERWOOD
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CREATOR


In a nation where every child dreams of being a star, it was a moment millions had imagined for themselves, but few would ever come close to experiencing. Six months before, Fantasia Barrino had been a high school dropout. Functionally illiterate, she was struggling to overcome a background of abuse and raise her child alone. At seventeen, Diana DeGarmo was a high school junior, a former Miss Teen Georgia, and a popular performer in local pageants.


On the face of it, these two young women had nothing in common. And yet, on May 24, 2004, they stood side by side while an audience of thirty-three million, second only to the Super Bowl, watched them compete to be the third champion of American Idol.


When the little singing contest had debuted as a summer replacement on the U.S. airwaves, it was packed between reruns and low-cost filler. The promise that the show would be a game changer for the Fox network, that it would find America’s next pop star, produced a hearty round of guffaws from the country’s media critics. Three years, two stars, and millions of records later, no one was laughing.


American Idol had completed its conquest of the American airwaves.


With the eyes of the nation and its superstar panel of judges upon them, Fantasia and Diana competed for the biggest prize America has to offer. The currency is fame, and it’s bigger than money, more desired than power. This wasn’t Survivor handing out a cash reward to be squandered before the year was out, or The Bachelor bestowing dubious promises of romantic bliss. This was stardom, genuine, durable stardom, the coin that participants in church choirs and high school plays and beauty contests everywhere yearn for.


Before the result was announced, Fantasia and Diana joined the previous winners in a swelling rendition of “The Impossible Dream.” The lyrics were no hyperbole, however. Not tonight. Not for the two finalists whose lives had been transformed in mere months, not for the Dallas waitress who had become Idol’s first champion and America’s biggest pop singer in years, and not for the judges who sat in review and had themselves become enormous stars, their blunt verdicts transforming our cultural tongue. If there was to be another member in this illustrious group, it would be the show itself, which, in a few short years, had achieved the truly impossible, building an empire in a tottering industry, the likes of which had not been seen for decades.


As unlikely as the story was, even more unlikely were its origins, half a decade before, and a world away, at the bottom of the globe.


IF AMERICAN IDOL was to be the show that changed entertainment, it seems appropriate that the road to its creation should have begun with the man who, as much as anyone in our age, changed the face of civilization: South African President Nelson Mandela. And it seems appropriate that it started on a day Mandela himself called “one of the greatest days of my life.”


The day he met the Spice Girls.


November 1997: The pop group had been summoned to perform a private concert at the Mandela residence to entertain thirteen-year-old Prince Harry, who had accompanied his father on his first trip abroad since his mother’s death some three months earlier. The event was a huge success. “Girl Power Engulfs a Worshipful Mandela” was the headline of the Calgary Herald. “Nelson’s Really Really Spice” proclaimed London’s Sunday Mirror. Mandela was, as reported, charmed. Prince Charles was charmed. As for Harry—charmed doesn’t even begin to cover it.


This intersection of politics and pop occurred when the Spice Girls were all-powerful, dominating a recording industry that was at the height of its success, the fall to come not even a rumor. In their three years together, the Spice Girls had been transformed from a semi-ludicrous collection of out-of-tune Bananarama clones into the most successful female group in history. Their first album had sold an unbelievable (even for those golden days) thirty million copies, making them arguably the most explosive British band debut since the Beatles. In fact, the single “Wannabe” debuted in America at number eleven, at the time the highest-ever U.S. debut by a British act, beating the previous record held by the Beatles for “I Want to Hold Your Hand.”


Industry insiders had estimated that the Spice Girls’ empire, which included a perfume line, deals with Pepsi and Cadbury, a PlayStation video game, a collection of dolls, and an upcoming film, would earn nearly a billion dollars before the decade was out.


But it had been a lot of work. Dashing from recording sessions, to filming endorsements, to their current yearlong world tour, the Spice Girls had been in perpetual motion since they had exploded onto the pop scene. “He’s been flogging them to death,” a source close to the group said of the workload their manager had placed on them.


So on this magical night, flirting with a man who survived decades in prison to liberate the majority of his nation from their chains, the thought may have occurred to the young singers, why couldn’t the Spice Girls be liberated?


And when the Spice Girls envisioned breaking their chains, they saw them held by the man the press had dubbed “Svengali Spice,” their manager, Simon Fuller.


At that moment, Fuller was in Italy recuperating from back surgery. He had planned the Spices’ world tour with the double benefit of capitalizing on a loophole in British tax law that allows citizens a break on taxes provided they go a full year without stepping foot on British soil. He had made extensive plans to spend the year ahead traveling with the band, as well as overseeing the empire from his homes on the Mediterranean and in the Caribbean. However, just two weeks after the Mandela evening, watching from his recovery bed as his troop picked up an armful of trophies at the British MTV awards, Fuller received a phone call. His band—the band whose empire he had built from nothing, whose five monikers were known in every corner of the planet, whose success had turned into not just a recording career but a genuine multimedia empire—that band would no longer be requiring his services. The Spice Girls were sacking their Svengali, Simon Fuller.


There must, he thought, be a better way.


ALREADY A LEGENDARY éminence grise in the British music world by the time he was in his early thirties, Fuller had risen by seeming force of will, shunning the traditional routes for advancement at the major labels and finding his own way up the ladder. Succeeding in a music industry that he found snobbish, cut off from its public, and obsessed with “cool” over popularity, the thirty-seven-year-old had pulled off perhaps the biggest coup of any independent manager. Now, it seemed, he was right back where he started.


The few profiles that have been written on Simon Fuller give the impression of two completely different people. On the one hand, there’s the Wizard of Oz, the man behind the curtain, the shadowy creator of a vast international multimedia empire who lives a life divided between seven homes on four continents; the ruthless negotiator and the Spice Girls mastermind whose interests today extend from sports (managing the career of David Beckham) to fashion (a joint venture with designer Roland Mouret and a stake in a modeling agency) to films (producing a project featuring heartthrob Robert Pattinson titled Bel Ami) to the perhaps most elaborate Internet launch in history.


Then there are the other reports from those who know him, who repeat terms such as “low key,” “soft-spoken,” “courteous,” and “down to earth.” These reports talk of a man who, while living at the epicenter of Planet Earth’s pop culture, shuns the limelight and hasn’t sat for a formal interview in the better part of a decade.


When you step into Fuller’s world, you’re instantly transported to the sleekest edge of modern entertainment. The Sunset Boulevard offices of 19, the two hundred–plus person management and production firm Fuller built, are a study in California whites, punctuated by shards of a WWII-era jet fuselage. The receptionist sits in the circle of a jet engine. Sheets of re-buffed antique gun metal form the countertop and walls. The effect gives a playful touch to what would otherwise be clean, minimalist, high-powered showbiz chic, complete with jaw-dropping view of the city from the twentieth floor above the Sunset Strip. As if playing into legend, the offices themselves are suggestive of a certain baton passing. The suite was formerly occupied by Playboy Enterprises. Fuller now sits in the corner suite where Hef himself once kept his chambers.


Fuller stands to greet his visitor, offering a drink and then reminding me of the one time we had previously met, an introduction that had lasted all of ninety seconds three full years earlier. He projects an impressive self-contained confidence, paired with down-to-earth diffidence. At fifty, he could easily pass for ten years younger, his face soft but without the bagginess of age. He speaks in a gentle soothing lilt, and throughout our interviews seems perpetually alert for fluctuations in his visitor’s mood and schedule. In contrast with the typical in-your-face music biz manager, Fuller is all politeness and reserve.


The tale of Fuller’s ascent to this peak is one of those Horatio Alger–type stories of luck and perseverance that these days only seem to happen in the entertainment industry. The man who would create Idol was born the youngest of three sons to a schoolmaster on the Mediterranean island of Cyprus, where his father was founding the first of several schools he would create, before moving the family to Africa, where Fuller would spend much of his early life.


Ultimately, the family settled in Hastings, a seaside town of 100,000 on the southern tip of England. While far from the main arteries of the entertainment world, the town is actually celebrated by its inhabitants as the “Birthplace of Television,” thanks to the fact that John Logie Baird, the Scottish inventor who crafted the first working prototype, spent a few critical years living there.


Off the showbiz map though it may have been, Hastings was not immune from the revolutions that shook the music world in the years following Fuller’s birth in 1960. Among his earliest memories are his guitar-playing elder brothers infusing the house with music. “My first ten years were spent listening to some of the greatest music ever played, particularly the Beatles.… I’d been hearing music all the time and it was a big part of my life.” When he got a little older, young Simon picked up a guitar but found, much to his frustration, that he “probably wasn’t going to be a musician. So I kind of moved on but my love for music continued to grow.”


As any frustrated young would-be rock star can tell you, a passion for music with no outlet can be a dangerous thing. Searching for an outlet to make his stamp through music, Fuller channeled his impulses into a form of empire building that would soon shake the world. At his high school, a formal boys’ school fairly rigid even by the standards of the day, he took the unlikely first step on a trail that would lead to Idol. “We used to have loads of after-school societies. There was the poetry society. The this society and the that society. Then there was the music society but they only played classical music. I was kind of thinking, Well, this is not cool. So I set up the record club and once a week we’d play the latest hot album.”


The enterprising Fuller charged members fifty pence (about fifty cents) to join the record club, which he used to buy a record player.


“From the record club we played rock records and we’d get up amidst all the other societies, the historical society, like, ‘The record club. Today we’ll be playing the Stranglers’ new album or the Clash.’ ”


By the time Simon reached sixteen, the record club’s renown had spread to the point where he was charged with booking the talent for school dances. “This kind of got me into the world of bands.… So I ended up knowing all the local bands and they all wanted to play.” By seventeen, Fuller had taken his relationships with the local talent to the next level, helping them get booked not only for the school dances, but at the other clubs and venues in the area. “In essence, at seventeen I called myself the manager.”


Once out of high school, he expanded his reach, venturing up to London to book his bands there. “This is little old me at seventeen. I was speaking to all these agents, trying to come off as being a big shot. But in the end it worked really well and I booked in all the clubs in London like the Marquee and the Palace. All of those, and a couple of them on that alternative club scene were pretty big. But to me that was management and then it was like getting into record demos because you needed a demo to get the gigs. So I used the money we earned from playing to pay for demos. So I was a proper little manager, but the difference was that I didn’t really know what a record company was particularly. I was more of a tour manager than what I now know to be a manager.”


It was while studying at art college and working with his stable of Hastings bands that Fuller first bridled at the limitations thrust upon a manager. “It was frustrating for me because I had real drive and passion and ambition, but as a manager you really are only as good as the artists you manage.”


In a fluke, one of his bands, a mod revival group called the Teen Beats, was signed to a tiny label, getting as its first single a cover of the 1960s Troggs song “I Can’t Control Myself.” The song got radio play in Canada, where, to Fuller’s shock, it became the first hit in his career. “To me, it was like, ‘You’re huge in Montreal.’ To me Montreal was kind of North America. It felt like it was actually more people than Montreal, than literally Quebec and Toronto.”


Not one to take the slow road, Fuller dropped out of school to accompany his band on tour, where after a few months of playing, they promptly broke up. Chalk up an early lesson on the tenuousness of the traditional manager’s position.


“My dreams were shattered. I was kind of thinking, Shit.… I didn’t really know what the real music business was, record companies. I hadn’t entered that world. But I knew that to really make it I had to move to London. That was my big decision.”


Fuller hit the big city, taking a tiny apartment and working as a waiter, trying to hustle some sort of contracts for his Hastings roster. One day, he was talking with an executive at a music publishing company, trying to push one of his bands. “He was a great guy, very sort of interested in what I was doing. After a while he said, ‘Look, Simon, I’ve got to tell you, I think your band sucks. But I think you’re brilliant. I think the best advice I could give you is to get a proper job working for a proper music company.’


“I swear to God this was a revelation to me. I just hadn’t thought like that. To me, I’d always been working for artists. I’d always been hustling.”


It’s at this point that the wunderkind through lines begin to appear in Fuller’s story. Suddenly informed of the existence of a traditional industry, with traditional ladders to climb, Fuller interviewed for most of the major U.K. labels. He was offered three separate entry-level positions, but was ultimately offered a job at Chrysalis as a sort of talent scout, bringing in performers and songwriters and servicing the company’s clients.


Fuller’s face lights up while telling of that first job. “It was a really proper job, to work the catalogue and get covers. It wasn’t a lot of money. It wasn’t a high-paying job. But the fact that I was being paid and I had expenses. I’d go and see bands and sign people. People tell me that I’ve had a great career, and I’ve always said to myself, almost, that the happiest I’ve ever been was then because I was young, doing what I loved and being paid for it. I had no care in the world. It was not about the money. I’d have done it all for nothing.”


In a very short time, Fuller had earned an impressive reputation as a spotter of talent and material, having brought an array of hits, including Madonna’s “Holiday,” into the company. At the age of twenty-four, Simon Fuller was being considered for the executive track, complete with expense account, company car, assistant, and the high-flying lifestyle of a music industry player in those halcyon days—not the sort of offer that many twenty-four-year-olds would lose much sleep over, particularly those who had been waiting tables just three years before. But those years of scraping by had implanted something in Simon Fuller that apparently had not vanished during his brief stint under the establishment roof. So instead of saying, “Thank you, that sounds incredible,” Fuller’s response was “Hmmmmm.…”


His thinking at the time demonstrates just how the wheels were turning even at that preposterously early point in his career.


“I said, ‘Okay, I’ve had a few hit bands. I’m generating a lot of money here for my company. What’s my next challenge? What do I do next? I just moved to A&R. So head of A&R probably ain’t going to happen tomorrow.’… So I was thinking, If my next step isn’t going to happen here, maybe I should move to another record company and maybe that could be my next career move. I could be paid more money, given more responsibility, maybe be head of A&R. Then I thought, If I move to another record company I leave all my artists behind and I have to start from scratch. If my new acts were successful that would be great. If they weren’t successful, then, shit, I might be fired. Then I thought, If I stay here and I don’t have any success I’m going to get fired. If I have lots of success then I can get another job but I’m still working… I’m still an employee.”


He decided to leave. “Because the truth is that if I leave and I start my own company, if I’m rubbish at it then I’m in no worse a position because they’d kick me out of there anyway and if I’m successful then I could be very successful.”


And so at twenty-four years old, Simon Fuller said good-bye forever to a life on the traditional rungs of the recording industry and left to set up his own company.


He phoned Chris Morrison, an industry mogul he knew, and brazenly asked him to fund a management company, saying all he wanted was an office, a car, and a guaranteed salary. Morrison, no doubt impressed by the boldness of the proposal, agreed to fund him for 3½ years. In April 1985, Fuller set up shop and signed a young singer named Paul Hardcastle as one of his first clients. He was still unpacking the new office when his first client’s first single was released. A pop/dance anthem about the Vietnam War, “19” instantly went to number one on the U.K. charts and sold six million copies worldwide. Fuller’s firm was a million pounds in the black—instantly.


“Chris Morrison never invested one cent, never had to. That was the beginning of 19 [the firm, named after the song]. I remember Chris said, ‘Simon, it’s not always like this. It doesn’t always go like this.’ It was true. It took me a while to have my next number one.”


The road, however, moved steadily upward. When Annie Lennox left the Eurythmics, Fuller signed her, seeing her potential to move beyond her 1980s pop star roots and become a true solo sensation. By the time the Spice Girls appeared, almost a decade later, Fuller was chomping at the bit to create something more than just a hit album—an empire.


The Spice Girls came to Fuller after defecting from Bob and Chris Herbert, a little-known father-and-son team who held auditions to cast a girl group, originally to be called Touch. When they appeared on Simon Fuller’s doorstep, the Spices had tired of fruitlessly attempting to break out and staged the first revolt of their career. The possibilities for a bubblegum collection of mini-skirted warblers in the age of Alanis Morissette seemed dim. Nonetheless, Fuller took them on and readied them for the public eye. Following the release of their first single, the soon-to-be-ubiquitous “Wannabe,” he formed the first truly modern media empire based around a pop group. Fuller used the publicity generated by the music and the assertive personalities of the girls themselves, with their vaguely defined “girl power” rallying cry, and soon built the Spices into an empire.


Svengali Spice found himself roundly criticized in the press for the shameless commercial exploitation of the phenomenon, as though it were possible to commercialize something so inherently of the marketplace. But no amount of oversaturation seemed to slow them down. The Spice Girls had the highest debut any U.K. band has ever had on the U.S. charts, taking the crown from the Beatles. As their second album hit the marketplace, as tickets sold out in moments for their impending yearlong world tour, as their film became a hit in the United Kingdom (and not badly reviewed, for that matter, as pop acts went), there seemed no end to where the Spice empire might go.


And then all of a sudden, for Simon Fuller, it was over.


After climbing as high as any manager had ever gone before he was forty, he was back at square one.


Still bedridden from his back surgery, Fuller looked back on it all and thought, “Next time, we have to think much much bigger.”















Chapter 2
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LIGHTBULBS


It starts with an idea that’s sometimes kind of random, but comes into your head and then you sort of reflect and develop,” Fuller recalls of those first stirrings that led him to Idol.


Reeling from the breakup with the Spices, recovering from surgery, and locked out of his country on self-imposed tax exile, Simon Fuller’s road to Idol first had to run through a rebound relationship. Before Idol, there had to be S Club.


“That year was so significant in my life. It’s hard to believe that so much can come out of one year. The thing that came out of it was that while I loved managing, I didn’t want to be totally beholden to the fragility of an artist’s management contract. I wanted to come back and build 19 into a much more ambitious proposition.”


The day after the breakup, Fuller rolled up his sleeves and began sketching out what would essentially be the bigger, better version of the Spices. Better from his perspective because it wouldn’t be based on the unpredictable talents and personalities of a group of performers. The star of his new project would be the concept itself, a concept that would be big enough to start life as a multimedia empire rather than evolving into it.


Fuller’s next project launched as a TV show targeted for the tween audience loosely modeled on The Monkees. Entitled Miami 7 on its original British run and S Club 7 when it ran in the United States on ABC Family, the show featured the adventures of seven singing and dancing telegenic young people. The septet quit odd jobs at Miami resorts to play together in a band called S Club 7, breaking into song at the slightest provocation. The on-screen band, of course, released real-world albums and merchandise. Seven years before Hannah Montana would make Miley Cyrus an international sensation by cross-pollinating a fictional on-screen rock star’s life with a real-life music career, S Club 7 revived the model once used by novelty band the Monkees for a much more ambitious media age.


The show became a staple of tween culture and the teenybopper press, their second single reaching number one on United Kingdom charts. The band soon had its tour, its singing dolls, and its commercial endorsements lined up, the full marketing machine perfected for the Spice Girls. This, however, wasn’t a band that had come in looking for guidance, but a concept imagined, owned, and operated by Simon Fuller. And it was the concept itself—the teens, the outfits, the music, the TV show—that was the selling point and star, above and beyond any of its cast members.


Dreaming up S Club was just the throat-clearing, the warm-up. Almost as soon as that concept was out of his head, Fuller had charged off beyond it, thinking about how he could take the idea of a self-contained, fully operating music factory and build something even larger than what he had in front of him. S Club had been cast through traditional means—talent scouts, open calls, and the like—with the finalists flown to Italy to perform before Fuller. But as these auditions took place, a whole new dimension was just opening up in the brand-new space known as the World Wide Web.


“This was sort of when everything was the Internet,” Fuller recalls. “It was the boom years and so all my thoughts at this time were about talent, finding talent online and creating an experience born out of S Club.… The next phase I was imagining was that if I had this huge audition where people online registered to be in my next project, I could choose talent and then work with them in different ways. So the original idea was an online talent search but it was for singers, dancers, and actors. I thought that I’d do S Club Mach II and it’ll be a talent search and when you win the competition, you win a part in this online reality show. But all these ideas are all linked. It’s so bizarre.”


In 2010, when American Idol announced it would open up its auditions to online submissions, the world didn’t bat an eye. But when Fuller conceived his online reality show in 1997, the concepts “reality TV” or “online show” barely existed. The Internet was still very much in its infancy. Yahoo! was all of three years old. It would be another year before two nerds at Stanford would invent Google in their dorm rooms. In 1997, a mere ten million people on planet Earth had e-mail accounts.


Not surprisingly, Fuller’s pitch to create the show of the future on a medium not yet in general use found few takers. Through 1999, he pitched the talent competition he now called Fame Search to, among others, the United Kingdom’s ITV, eventual home of Pop Idol. They summarily rejected the proposal. Fuller moved on to other projects, including a Eurythmics reunion tour, but the Fame Search concept, the idea of a massive audition and talent hunt utilizing interactive technology, wouldn’t leave his head.


In February 2000, Fuller took another run at it, pitching Fame Search, now renamed Your Idol, to Nigel Lythgoe, a flamboyant television executive Fuller was friendly with. Lythgoe, as it turned out, had just committed to producing another talent competition that would soon be coming to the airwaves—a show called Popstars. Like the Fame Search concept, Lythgoe’s show also featured a talent hunt through the ranks of unknown singers and musicians, casting a new band, to be then launched on the commercial market.


THERE ARE MANY streams that fed into the great river that was to become Idol, but one of the most significant started its journey in a remote corner of the world, with a little singing contest/reality TV hybrid that appeared on the airwaves of New Zealand in 1999. Popstars was a huge hit in its first New Zealand season; the band it created, a girl group called TrueBliss, debuted their first album at number one on the Kiwi charts. Ironically, considering Fuller’s coming role, the band was widely derided by the New Zealand critics as being a Spice Girls rip-off.


From New Zealand, the show’s success quickly fueled a replica of the format for Australian television. And from there, where it also caught fire, it was discovered by Lythgoe, then a U.K. network executive whose son was a member of the show’s crew and who saw the show while visiting him on vacation.


Lythgoe recalls, “He said, ‘Dad, you’ve got to see the program I’m working on. I think you’ll really like it.’ So we stayed in. We were on our holiday and so you can imagine that my wife, Bonnie, really didn’t want to stay in on our holiday to watch television but it was so good and so interesting that we made a point of staying in the following week to watch it again. What thrilled me was the actual audition process, watching people judge honestly this talent, this raw talent.… I’d never seen that on television before, to be frank. I don’t remember any show that ever did that. I found it inspiring and immediately contacted the producers.”


Lythgoe made a deal to bring the show to the United Kingdom and serve as its executive producer and showrunner. Like Simon Fuller, Lythgoe, the man who was to become a critical figure in the growth of American Idol, began his road to the pinnacle of entertainment from the unlikeliest of starting places. A real-life Billy Elliot, the son of a Northern England dockworker, Lythgoe developed an interest in dance at ten years old. After attending classical conservatory, in the 1960s he joined a modern dance troupe called the Young Generation, which performed televised shows on the BBC. By 1970, he moved behind the cameras and became the group’s choreographer, eventually working his way up to the producer’s chair, and from there, to the network front office, becoming head of entertainment and comedy for London Weekend Television. But by 1999, after a decade behind a desk, Lythgoe longed to get back on the set again. So when Popstars appeared in his life, driven by its musical elements, it seemed the perfect excuse to return to the stage.


AS PREPARATIONS BEGAN for Popstars U.K., the production ran into another breeze floating through the entertainment skies in those days: the mean host phenomenon.


Since the debut of Weakest Link on the British airwaves in mid-2000, the show’s deadpan dominatrix of a host, Anne Robinson, had become the United Kingdom’s most talked about new star, her acid tongue cutting its way through the clutter of the still soft world of television programming. Robinson’s direct and unforgiving demeanor projected to the public something refreshingly direct, something authentic. Years later, Simon Cowell would dismiss Robinson’s influence as calculated and contrived, calling her “this awful woman dressed in black like a ghastly, sadistic schoolteacher.”


But Robinson’s debut had made the world safe for truth telling on prime-time television. Her hard-edged persona hit the marketplace at just the right moment. After the decade of Clinton and Blair had played itself out, the era had come to be seen as synonymous with the sort of weasely evasion exemplified by Clinton’s famous statement “It depends upon what the meaning of the word is is.” The stage was set for the ascent of a certain self-styled straight shooter in American politics, and in entertainment it would be reflected in the rise of a generation of no-nonsense personalities who tell it like it is.


Suddenly, every show premiering in England needed its own meanie, and Popstars would be no exception. When Simon Fuller approached Lythgoe about Fame Search, Lythgoe informed him he was about to leave the front office to produce a talent competition. However, he quickly turned the tables and pitched Fuller to become a judge on the show. The publicity-shy Fuller declined. “I thought about it and I thought, I don’t want to be on television. That’s not what I want to do but I’ll help you with the record deal. I’ll help you put it together.”


Which left Lythgoe with a slot to fill.


His next choice—he would later say, his favorite choice—to fill what would become for a generation of TV shows the mean music critic slot, was an eccentric, bombastic figure named Jonathan King. Britain’s consummate impresario, King was widely known in the United Kingdom as a singer, songwriter, producer, talk show host, newspaper columnist, and novelty act. Most recently prior to the Popstars launch, he had released a cover of “Who Let the Dogs Out” under the pseudonym Fat Jakk and his Pack of Pets.


A massive presence with giant glasses and a triple chin, exploding with hyperbolic personality from every pore, King seemed the perfect star presence to anchor the Popstars judging panel. His fearless truth-telling bona fides had been well established a decade earlier when he went public as perhaps the only person in the Western world to criticize Live Aid. England was at the height of beatific hysteria about the project when King lambasted the charity concert, as well as its organizer and candidate for sainthood, Bob Geldof, for seeking fame rather than simply good works. To Lythgoe, such a history of brash iconoclasm seemed the answer to Popstars’ prayers. King’s bold, unapologetic style seemed the perfect attitude to capture the reality of what it is to audition in the real world. He had the rare ability, it seemed, to speak unvarnished, to deliver a truth to people that would cut through an entitled generation’s sense that life should be handed to them on a platter.


Unfortunately, as the show was in its planning stages, King’s role came unmoored in the most dramatic and horrifying way. In November 2000, Jonathan King was arrested and charged with sexually molesting five boys between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. The alleged events had occurred over a decade earlier, and questions of the authorities’ handling of the events persist to this day. Nevertheless, King was tried and ultimately sentenced to seven years in prison. He was released after serving half that time and continues to protest his innocence. At the time, however, there could be little question of King judging Popstars.


Lythgoe then turned to the man he thought closest to King—the friend who had in fact put up the bail when King was arrested—a little-known record label executive named Simon Cowell. Cowell, by Lythgoe’s account, was eager to jump into the role, but was prevented from doing so because the band that the show would produce would be committed to a company other than Cowell’s. “He said yes originally and then we did the record deal with somebody else. At the time we did the deal with Universal and he was with BMG and he was told that he couldn’t be a judge on the show.”


Cowell remembers it differently: “[W]hen I thought it through, I felt uncomfortable being on a show that would show people how the process actually works. I didn’t feel comfortable with that. I always thought it was something which should have a certain mystique about it, and I didn’t really like the idea of being on TV either, so I took a step back and said I’m not interested.”


It was a decision he would soon regret, but one which, in the long run, would prove fortuitous beyond his imagination.


With the clock ticking, Lythgoe decided that the judge he was looking for was, in fact, he himself. Nasty Nigel was born.


The panel was filled out with manager Nicki Chapman (suggested by Fuller) and Paul Adam, the director of A&R at Polydor Records.


The show debuted at number one for its time slot, pulling in a very significant—by U.K. standards—7.6 million viewers in its first week. Its advertising campaign put the new judge front and center with a series of billboards featuring young singers crying out, “Pick me, Nigel!” The early audition episodes immediately struck a chord as the public watched judges Lythgoe, Nicki Chapman, and Paul Adam bestow in unambiguous terms showbiz life or death on the 3,000 variously talented young people who came out for the first series. “Have you seen Popstars?” wrote the Independent. “It’s hugely exploitative and artistically bankrupt and horribly contrived and all that, and I’d most certainly boycott it, if only it wasn’t so gripping and fabulous and I wasn’t so spectacularly addicted already.”


The thrill of those early episodes sprang from seeing the extravagantly untalented have their illusions stripped away by the barbed tongue of “Nasty Nigel,” as he was quickly dubbed by the British press. Adapting the Robinson formula of sharp comic put-downs delivered in an unapologetically direct manner, Lythgoe restaged the tension of the showbiz tryout as dramatic spectacle. His zingers such as “I’m sure there’s a tune in there somewhere,” or, when one singer asked if he could pick up a song from the bridge: “You can take it from the bridge or you can take it from the hold, but I can tell you now the ship still sinks in the end” became water cooler fodder across Britain. “He had asked a number of people to do it,” Simon Fuller recalls, “and the irony is that in the end Nigel did it himself. He was fantastic at it. He created the bad guy character.”


More to the point, by speaking the truth in the setting of an entertainment audition, Lythgoe did not merely cut through the clutter of smarm that had, so the sentiment went, poisoned civic life; he was, in a sense, standing up to the mediocrity of entertainment that had been foisted down the public’s throat in recent years. “After a lifetime of climbing the entertainment ladder, Nigel Lythgoe has now achieved cult status,” wrote the Guardian.


Those who knew Nigel understood that the “Nasty” role was very much an act. In fact, having been a performer himself, he knew all too well the pain of flubbed auditions. Years later, when he took the judge’s chair in a show much closer to his heart, So You Think You Can Dance, he would eschew the put-down for constructive criticisms. But at this moment, he sensed a vacuum in the culture and stepped in to fill the void. And the public instantly responded.


HIT THOUGH POPSTARS might have been, Simon Fuller watched and thought, “I could do this much much better. I saw certain similarities in what Popstars was to what I wanted to do with Fame Search. It was singing as opposed to mine, which was singing, dancing, and acting, but it was the same mechanism, if you like… what I always intended for Fame Search. That was to make it a real-time experience but just focus it on singing because it’s easier to make it into a TV show. That was really where Pop Idol began.”


Pop Idol, as he now called it, would build on the audition element that made the first section of Popstars such a success, but in addition to casting off the slower training Making the Band–type documentary of the second half, it would add the element that had excited Fuller about the Internet concept in the first place: putting the decisions in the hands of the audience. Essentially, Pop Idol planned to take the power away from the record executives and let the people play label bigwig by letting them decide who got the recording contract. The revamped pitch brought that element into a TV show, adding audience voting to make the people at home the ultimate arbiters and create a very quick verdict for the tryouts.


Within a month of Popstars’ launch, on February 7, Fuller was pitching Pop Idol again in a meeting with Richard Eyre, an executive with the British TV giant Pearson (now Thames TV, a division of the multinational FremantleMedia entertainment conglomerate). This time around, with Popstars riding high, the fish were biting. The project moved forward.


But one other element needed to be brought in. As in Popstars, Fuller saw the need to have an immediate on-air response to the performances. “If you’re going to do it live, you need real-time feedback.”


The first thought to anchor the panel was, in fact, Nasty Nigel himself, the man who had created the role. Soon after Popstars launched, Fuller approached him about jumping ship and coming aboard the rejiggered Pop Idol. Fuller offered Lythgoe a full partnership in the newly created 19 TV.


Lured by the promise of ownership in Idol—on Popstars he had been a mere salaried executive—Nigel finally signed on, abandoning Popstars and the exploding notoriety it was bringing him. “Fuller is hoping that Lythgoe is the secret ingredient that will make Pop Idol a hit and thus establish 19 TV as a major entertainment player,” wrote one press report after the announcement.


There were, however, complications. Showtime, the Australian company that owned the international license to Popstars, threatened suit against 19 for copyright infringement. In the protracted settlement, Showtime agreed not to press a case on the grounds of format, and agreed to look the other way on the matter of poaching Lythgoe the producer but not on the matter of poaching Lythgoe the star. Another British singing competition starring Nasty Nigel was just too much. So racing to move forward, wanting to strike while the iron was hot, Fuller and company began searching for a new judge to preside over the show, someone who could fill the shoes of Nasty Nigel.


They turned to a man Fuller had known around the music business for years, a record company executive named Simon Cowell.















Chapter 3
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ENTER THE DRAGON


When set designer Andy Walmsley reported for his first meeting about the new project called Pop Idol, he recalls being told about the record executive who would occupy the “mean judge” chair: “His name is Simon Cowell and he has more money than anyone in this room will ever see in their lifetime.”


It was a typical description of the man who would remake television, if only because so little was known about him. For decades, Cowell had skirted amidst celebrity, shaped it, known it, dated it, and profited from it, but he had only made rare appearances on the margins of the British tabloid culture.


The year before Cowell stepped on the Idol stage, the freewheeling gossip column of the Sun tabloid ran a blind item reporting that an unnamed executive was spending time with a pop star named Naima from the band Honeyz. A few days after the blind item appeared, the column published a follow-up: “WASN’T going to name the RCA exec ‘tending the garden’ of NAIMA from Honeyz for the good reason nobody—including me—has heard of him. However, bloke in question has spent the past 48 hours pestering colleagues demanding to know how I rumbled him. And frankly, he’s becoming a nuisance. So step forward SIMON COWELL who, when not podgering Naima, acts as WESTLIFE’s chief backside kisser.”


Outside the music industry, it may have looked like backside kisser was Simon Cowell’s complete job description, but those who had worked with him—and those who had tangled with him—had come to learn that belittling Cowell was a loser’s game. For over a decade prior to Idol, Cowell had stood as the United Kingdom’s record industry’s most ardent proponent of shameless commercialism, pushing a string of companies into the realm of novelty recordings and unabashed pop that gave chills to those who thought themselves the arbiters of cool. Since the beginning of his career, the raw populism of Cowell’s artistic vision had elicited jeers and catcalls from his fellows in the industry, but although he had had more than a few embarrassing flops, by the late 1990s his record of smash hits was such that no colleague would dare mock him again.


Some ten years after signing on to the little singing contest, Simon Cowell is, by the account of one poll, the most famous British person on Earth, his renown surpassing that of the Queen. The summer after departing Idol, sitting in his grand but subdued corner office suite at the headquarters of Sony Music UK, Simon Cowell pauses somewhere between trying to sign a new recording act and cutting an episode of The X Factor for a rare moment of reflection, remembering the time just before Idol.


“I was very happy just being behind the scenes and had absolutely zero desire to be in front of the camera. I never had that desire,” he recalls, sipping ginger tea and dragging on Kool cigarettes, lit candles flickering gently around the sitting room. While he might not have been motivated by fame, Simon Cowell, like his comrade-to-be Simon Fuller, was driven by an unquenchable desire to build. Ten years later, having exited at last from Idol, his brain clearly buzzes with ideas, and his eyes still light up with enthusiasm, even after an all-night editing session, about the challenge to keep making something bigger and better. And if enormous, unprecedented fame for an executive was to be the price of that, so be it.


ON A VERY surface level, the two Simons appeared to be sides of the same coin. Over time, their similarities would fuel countless profiles, magazine pieces, and brothers-in-arms comparisons. Indeed, Simon Fuller and Simon Cowell are a year apart in age, have similar rigorous flattop haircuts, and worked on the poppiest edge of the U.K. music business. Both had bold visions for success and weren’t shy about ruffling feathers to achieve them. And of course there are the names. Beyond those superficial resemblances, however, the two men who would reshape entertainment in their respective images are, in fact, as different as men can be. Where Simon Fuller is shy, gracious, soft-spoken, and wary of the limelight, the on-screen Simon Cowell is famously caustic, abrasive, and, once he got a taste for it, a creature who revels in being the center of attention. Where Fuller was the quintessential outsider who made his own way through the recording industry, Cowell was the high-achieving company man who rose through the ranks of industry giants.


The future partners began in opposite corners of the world. Fuller was raised at a remote distance from the entertainment industry, while for Cowell, the entertainment industry was the background music of his childhood, a seat at its table just a father’s phone call away. Cowell grew up in Elstree, Britain’s Hollywood-east and home to two of the nation’s major film studios, where he developed an early taste for the high life. His parents have been described as exceptionally attractive, rather dashing figures. His father, Eric, was a noted presence speeding around town behind the wheel of a white Jaguar; his mother, Julie, was a former dancer. “The stars soon became our friends and neighbors,” he wrote in his autobiography, I Don’t Mean to Be Rude, But…, “and whenever they were in town, I got to rub shoulders with the cream of Hollywood, as long as I could squeeze my way past my mum.” Childhood memories include sitting on the knee of Bette Davis and visiting Roger Moore on the set of The Saint.


The adorable child on Bette Davis’s knee soon became, by his own self-described legend, the mischievous scamp talking back to adults at fancy parties, prompting roars of delight for his precocity. At four years old, Cowell recalls looking up at a furry hat his mother was wearing and telling her, “You look like a poodle.” And no doubt, getting away with it.


Cowell’s reminiscences alternate between tales of coming of age on the sidelines of showbiz and reveling in his rascally back-talking nature, a trait that a succession of outraged schoolmasters saw as the nerve of an overprivileged brat, but that would eventually resolve itself into the “fearless truth telling” that would reshape entertainment.


Cowell also found music. With his two older brothers, he fell in love with the Beatles and the Stones, and grew to despise what he saw as the simpering banality of his parents’ music: Perry Como, Shirley Bassey, and the like. On these artists, he let forth his first known expressions of disdain, begging his mother to “turn that rubbish off.” But whereas many others, Fuller included for a time, were to follow a path that was increasingly daring and iconoclastic—from the Beatles to the Stones to the Who to the Sex Pistols and the Clash—Cowell got off the boat when it veered away from mainstream pop. To this day, he declares that he “doesn’t get” punk.


At age seventeen, Cowell left school with no clear plan for the future other than a vague desire to go into show business. “All I did know was that I wanted to make money,” he wrote. “Real money. I credit my parents with this. From an early age they made us earn our own pocket money. But pocket money wasn’t enough. I soon became obsessed with getting rich.”


It was an obsession that would stay with him. After leaving school, Cowell drifted into a series of odd jobs.


While floating from ill-suited job to ill-suited job, young Simon longed to break into the music industry. Eventually, his parents acknowledged their son’s dreams, and after his mother wrote a letter to an acquaintance at the EMI label, Simon won a job in their mailroom.


The bloom on the rose came off quickly for Cowell. After a year delivering mail, despairing of ever moving up the ladder, he returned home and asked for a job in the real estate business. But it didn’t last, and after a few mind-numbing weeks, Cowell raced back to the music business, his father securing him a job through a contact at EMI Publishing. That job required Cowell to shop songs from the company’s catalogue to recording artists. Soon he enjoyed his first success, getting an unusually high number of songs recorded. He had, by his account, a knack for finding the right material and matching it with the right artist, and a knack for persuading artists to take a look at the songs he was bringing in. Most of all, he had a knack for getting people to take him seriously.


Like Simon Fuller, Cowell used his first blush of success to break out on his own, setting up his own company after just a year in publishing. But whereas Fuller’s plan, at least in retrospect, seemed a sensible step built on the progress he had made after a long apprenticeship, Cowell’s move smacks more of dilettantism, flitting from one easily won slot to another, fleeing at the first signs of boredom, his ambitions getting ahead of his actual place in the industry.


Ellis Rich, his immediate superior at EMI, suggested that he and Cowell walk away from the day job to set up their own publishing company. Cowell writes, “Within a day of moving into our new offices in Soho, London, I realized I had made a big mistake. We didn’t have the funding to do it properly: We couldn’t get the business off the ground, and many of the fundamentals of running an independent company were foreign to us.” Cowell raced back to EMI and pleaded for his old job back, but he was shown the door.


E & S publishing weathered a year of solvency problems before Cowell finally broke it off with Rich and threw in the towel. “He wasn’t pleased but understood that I wanted to get out of music publishing,” is how Cowell describes the breakup. Believing that actually making records was the proper path to riches, Cowell joined forces with Iain Burton, a former dancer/manager who was looking to start a label. With Burton’s financial backing, the duo started Fanfare Records. The label scored a quick hit that was emblematic of Cowell’s success in the next phase of his career in the novelty end of the pop world. The record was a fitness instruction video hosted by Strictly Come Dancing star Arlene Phillips. The Keep in Shape System (KISS) featured Phillips, her overflowing brown mane held in place by a white headband, leg warmers in place, cheerfully leading a class of Lycra-suited aerobics enthusiasts through a routine guaranteed to help viewers “Get in shape in just ten minutes a day with Britain’s number one exercise and dance teacher.” The video was an instant success, selling half a million copies and putting the fledgling company on stable footing.


Soon after, Cowell met an eighteen-year-old singer named Sinitta in a nightclub and began pursuing her, by his own telling, both as a potential recording star and as a potential date. He won her over on both counts. Sinitta’s first song, a ditty entitled “So Macho,” became Cowell’s first true hit, selling a million copies. The two became a much spotted pair around the London night scene, but Sinitta later denied the relationship was anything more than just friendly.


In the years that followed, Cowell took the mechanics of the music business more seriously. He began appearing—uninvited—at the studios of Pete Waterman, one of the United Kingdom’s most successful songwriter/producers, and shadowed him through his days. At the same time, with the first taste of success, he raced to acquire the trappings of 1980s music biz success, complete with Porsche, house, and high-flying partying lifestyle. “I thought I was Jack the lad,” he would later tell Oprah. “I had the Porsche, the lifestyle, the credit cards, everything.” But the party was financed largely on debt and it all came crashing down, sending the thirty-year-old Cowell back home to his parents with little more than cab fare in his pocket.


Years later, in 2010, he still seemed visibly shaken by the impact of this period. “I had to live with my mum and dad,” Cowell said in his Oprah interview. “And I had to sell the house, the Porsche. I had literally nothing. I had about a half-a-million-dollar loan I had to pay. It was a pretty awful time. Everything was based on hype, not substance. Then it became reality that I literally had to start again with nothing. It took about three or four years to pay everything off.”


This brush with financial doom must have been particularly harrowing to a man whose goal in life had been, in his own words, to get extremely rich. Whatever the effect on his psyche, the practical effect was to send Cowell back to the shelter of big business, a refuge he would never leave.


In the coming years, Cowell would often find himself a fish out of water, like Fuller, looking for commercial success in an industry that seemed more concerned with protecting its aura of cool than with selling records. Reacting against what he saw as preciousness, he would push his companies to the pop extremes with songs like “So Macho” and Eurosong-friendly acts such as Ultimate Kaos and a Spice Girls rip-off called Five. But Cowell’s alleged crassness also placed his finger on something unseen by his colleagues: the value of television as the launch pad and promotional vehicle for a recording artist. Instinctively, Cowell understood the challenges of an increasingly crowded media world. Over the next years, he would meet those challenges by championing a record version of WrestleMania, a Teletubbies album, and a Mighty Morphin Power Rangers album, all massive hits. Cowell wrote of the period, “Most of my colleagues were obsessed with signing the next coolest rock or alternative band, and I was considered by many to be a laughingstock—a freak.”


Cowell’s memoirs of this period fairly bristle with these memories; the very specific insults still are clearly alive in vivid Technicolor for him in lines like “those imbeciles at Arista, most of whom are out of the business today.” The moment when he slammed the door on the faces of the fools and their inevitable comeuppance clearly thrill even after all the success to come.


His mega-breakthrough wouldn’t come until 1995, however, just as the Spice Girls were hitting the market. While Simon Fuller was turning his firm, 19, into an empire, Cowell was struggling to get to the top of the corporate pyramid. “I was doing well financially, but not as well as others in the business. I was making a small fortune, but not a large one. I wanted to be the top dog within RCA and wasn’t happy that other A&R men were having bigger hits than I was,” he wrote. His chance to break out came via another television tie-in. Soldier Soldier was one of the most popular shows in the United Kingdom, a drama about the lives of the members of a fictional British army regiment during the military downsizing years of the 1990s. During an episode in the show’s fifth season, its stars, Robson Green and Jerome Flynn, had broken into song, performing a version of the Righteous Brothers classic, “Unchained Melody.” When Cowell’s office was flooded the next day with calls about the song, he was determined to make an album of it, despite the stars’ reluctance. For weeks, he hounded the pair until he finally got them into the studios. The resulting single was the United Kingdom’s best seller of that year and started a run that sent two albums to the number one slot. In the years that followed, Cowell signed the boy band Westlife, which became the first group in U.K. history to have their first seven singles hit the number one slot, certifying Cowell’s position as a hitmaker on a massive scale, while his work on the extreme pop side of the table caused the BBC’s Radio One to label him “the Antichrist.”


But by the end of the 1990s, he had begun to knock up against the ceiling for an A&R man. Whether he sensed it or not, he had reached the summit of a recording industry that itself was standing on a precipice. In the coming years, those who did not embrace new formulas to reach the public, who held on to the traditional models and the traditional record execs’ need for “cool” over commercialism, were about to be pushed off this cliff, a fall from which few would survive.


Simon Fuller wasn’t the only one watching Popstars and seeing its immense success and the huge possibilities this hinted at. Cowell, with his history of marrying television and music, also sat watching, pondering the possibilities.


Ironically, turning down the offer to become a judge on Popstars would be the deciding factor that changed everything for him. “I started to regret it about three or four weeks later because I just had a feeling that this show sounded like it had all the makings of a hit. And then, when I came back from holiday, I saw one episode and I remember my stomach dropping when I watched it because I thought, this is great TV and whoever ends up as the group, they are going to sell a ton of records, which is exactly what happened. And that was the motivation to say, ‘I can’t just sit there and allow this to happen.’ ”


As it turned out, this new world was about to come calling for Simon Cowell.


“SIMON HAS BEEN a friend of mine forever,” recalls Simon Fuller of the decision to offer the Lythgoe seat to Cowell. “We both love music. We’re both entrepreneurs. So when it came to me finessing this show, there were two things I needed. One was a record company, because I was a management company, to offer the prize and to drive the show. Then also a kind of partner in crime, someone who could work with me, who knew artists, who could be on the panel.” The panel, as Fuller saw it, would reconstruct the forces behind an artist’s career, including a manager and a record exec. As he had when the subject came up earlier, Fuller declined to appear on camera himself, so he selected one Nicki Chapman, an employee from his firm named to fill the manager’s chair. Cowell, he imagined, could fill the record executive’s slot. Furthermore, from the first he saw the on-air executive character as the person who would actually oversee the winners’ careers.


“So I called Simon up and I said, ‘Look, I’ve got this idea. I need a partner in crime here. I think you could be amazing,’ because he’s charismatic. He’s funny. He had all the things that I imagined.


Cowell was receptive. “ ‘Yes. I want to do the exact same kind of show. I’ve got my vision.’ So he was on the same page. We were very much two peas in a pod. It was the perfect combination. Simon could provide the record company. He worked with BMG at the time. He’d be on the panel and my idea would come to fruition and we’d go conquer the world. Nigel, who produced and started Popstars, now worked for me and spearheaded the production. It worked better than a dream. It was like bang and off we went.”


To that end, Fuller and Cowell agreed that the Pop Idol winners would be managed by 19, while Cowell and BMG would put out their albums. Cowell’s motivation was simple. “My real interest at that point was having the acts on my label,” he said. “It was nothing more than that. It wasn’t thinking, Great I’m going to be on TV now. It was, I will at least have some artists on my record label.”


On February 13, 2001, the two now partners in crime went back to meet with Pearson, the U.K. production arm of FremantleMedia. Having limited experience in TV production, Fuller felt he needed a team with more experience putting the show together, expertise for which FremantleMedia received a one-third ownership stake in the Goliath-to-be, a deal that Fuller now calls “the biggest Christmas present they’ll ever have, ever, ever, ever.”


“Gone with the Wind” is how the Fremantle executive headed his notes from that pitch meeting, since printed in the Guardian. The epic scope of an Idol season might have come as a shock to viewers, but to the partners in crime, off and running, this was already to be no normal talent hunt. “Never before have 50,000 people auditioned,” the notes continue. “Prize money. A huge life.” The notes show the basic elements that became Idol all in place from this early meeting: the multidisciplinary judging panel, the connections with an active media covering the competition (going as far as to suggest a Sun editor serve on the panel), and the role of public voting.


FremantleMedia wasted little time buying into the concept. They quickly got on board, fleshed it out, and pitched the show to both the BBC and ITV (the United Kingdom’s two major networks), ultimately finding a home on the latter. “I’ve never pitched a TV show in my life. But I thought God, this is easy. Literally two minutes in [Claudia Rosencrantz] bought it.” Within seven months of that meeting, Pop Idol would make its debut on the British airwaves.


“Popstars was a big hit,” Fuller remembers. “It was a big hit show. So everyone in the music space was like, ‘Shit. These shows work.’ I was so fast on the mark because I’d already had it worked out and so the whole industry was thinking.… It’s not so rare that I was ahead of the curve, but I was ready to go.”
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