

[image: cover]






[image: images]







CONTENTS


Introduction


Chapter 1.      B.C. Before Cruise


Chapter 2.      And so it begins


Chapter 3.      Easy days


Chapter 4.      The Limelight Club/Hippodrome incident.


Chapter 5.      The Big Breakfast Show


Chapter 6.      Value for money?


Chapter 7.      The BUPA job. A Mission Impossible.


Chapter 8.      Another Mission.


Chapter 9.      The last M2I.


Chapter 10.    Not always alone.


Chapter 11.    A funny odd spinoff or two.


Chapter 12.    Some unsavoury offers.


Chapter 13.    The film that wasn’t.


Chapter 14.    O.K. Hello...and arrivederci.


Chapter 15.    All good things...


Some Photographs and pictures


Epilogue.      LIVE-A-LIKE


                     A short story by Petina Strohmer.





* * *




INTRODUCTION


He could see the London Eye, now less than a hundred yards away. Could he make it? He had to try he thought as he started to run with all his might. But it was too late! The mob was upon him baying for blood (and the odd autograph or two!) All in a day’s work for Tom Cruise (Well, his lookalike anyway!)




CHAPTER 1                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  


B.C. BEFORE CRUISE


My first awareness of anything at all about Tom Cruise was back in 1983 when, still living at my parents’ house in Bibby Close, Corringham in Essex, a film came out called Risky Business. I was 21 at the time and, coincidently the same age as Tom Cruise himself. I had never heard of him back then but, a few short years later, I was to know all about it! Although this was not Tom’s first film, it was the first film that I ever saw him in. I went to see it at the local cinema with my girlfriend of that time and all throughout the film she kept nudging me saying, “ ‘ere ‘e don’t ‘alf look like you”, much to the annoyance of the other patrons. My thoughts at the time were ‘can you stop poking me in the ribs’ and ‘looks like we use the same barber’ as we seemed to have a similar haircut. My girlfriend started to make it her mission to tell everyone and anyone who would listen how much I looked like this new actor, Tom Cruise. People did look at her rather peculiarly as, for the most part, no one really knew who he was back then. I found it all rather embarrassing at the time and as a result of her endeavours, we split up shortly after. This, was ironic as later on, when he was Mr. Hollywood famous and I was in my singleton days, I did use it to my advantage with the ladies. Plus, of course, several years later, I managed to earn a living as a lookalike for him. And then Top Gun came out.


Top Gun was released in 1986 and it catapulted Tom into mega stardom. He was now a house hold name. I went to see the film with my new girlfriend who promptly sat through the whole film nudging me in the ribs with her elbow saying, “ ‘ere ‘e don’t ‘alf look like you.” Now because Tom was a famous actor by now, she proudly started telling everyone how her boyfriend looked like Tom Cruise. She really got into this, bought me a leather flying jacket for my birthday and even cut my hair in to the Top Gun look, telling me at the time she was just going to give me a trim. I got a bit miffed at this because it had taken me a long time to grow my hair into the famous ‘80’s mullet which I was rather proud of. She started to try and make herself look like Kelly McGillis, the leading lady and had her hair done in the style of the actress in the film. She even wanted me to get a motorbike. This time, however, people knew who he was and did sometimes stare at me. In the end, however, once again I found it all rather embarrassing - and time for a new girlfriend.


Time went on and Tom carried on making very successful films, The Colour of Money, Cocktail etc and I started to notice that with each film that Tom released, people would go through a spate of telling me how much I looked like him. At first I didn’t take a lot of notice but after a while I realised that the ladies were mostly the ones saying it to me and given the fact that at this time I was single, I started to embrace the idea a bit more. This was when I started to move from being a little embarrassed about it to starting to enjoy some adventures with it (before I became a professional lookalike, that is).


In 1988 I was looking for a new home to live in. I already left home a couple of years before but the house I was living in, I lived in the downstairs lounge as a bed sit and rented the upstairs 3 rooms out. Multiple occupation they call it so, basically, I was living for free. I had a day job at the time as well as gigging a lot at weekends so I had a few bob in my pocket and I bought myself a car, an Audi 100, top of the range. So, with a nice car, a couple of bob and my Tom-ish looks, I would grab a few mates and we hit the town as often as we could. Good days they were. Further to this, my mates, mercenary as they were, would use my lookalikeness to their full advantage! We would often hit the night clubs. It would be Kings night club at Canvey Island on a Thursday then Talk of the South in Southend on a Friday evening and The Ilford Palace on a Saturday night. So we would get into the club, be standing at the bar then one of our mates, Glen, would just disappear. At first we couldn’t figure out what he was doing. Now Glen was a philanderer; he had a good eye for the ladies and the gift of the gab. He would turn up a while later, having tracked down whatever girl took his fancy and bring her back to where we were standing, ‘bla bla’ing’ her all the way. After getting her to look me up and down for a bit, (preferable when I was having a beer and chatting to my mates so as I wouldn’t notice), he would disappear off with her and we wouldn’t see him for the rest of the evening. We used to think he knew all the lines but we soon cottoned on to what he was doing. It turned out his best chat up line was nothing special after all; just him wandering up to a girl he fancied saying, “Oi darling, my mate looks like Tom Cruise. Come and ‘av a look”! He later said, “Tom becoming famous was the best thing to happen for me with women; glad you’re my mate, Gal”.


Didn’t always work though; not everyone’s a Tom Cruise fan and not absolutely everyone thought I looked like him either. This fact came to the fore one night when Glen, me and a few other mates were in a bar having a few drinks and he did his usual disappearing act. One mate said, “Looks like Glen’s on the pull again. Better Tom yourself up, Gal.” However I fancied doing a windup that night and so deliberately made myself look as un ‘Tom-ish’ as I could. Tipping a little beer in my hands, I rubbed it into my hair and pushed it all forward. A mate grabbed a cushion off a chair and we stuffed it down my shirt, smoothed it out and I put my jacket on over the top. Made me look well fat. I then pulled my trousers up as high as I could so the bottoms were halfway up my calf and proceeded to slouch in a chair. I looked like a right wally and certainly nothing like Tom. Anyway, a little time went by and sure enough, Glen turns up with his latest conquest and she was stunning! The best looking girl I had ever seen him with and well above his station. He had that look on his face like the cat that got the cream. As he approached, the rest of us heard her saying to him, “You better not be pulling my leg. I’ve just dumped my mates to come over here and have a look.” It was so hard to keep a straight face but I did my best. As they approached our table she said, “Well, which one is it?” Glen pointed to me and with a bit of a scowl on his face said, “It’s that one.” Silence fell. Our other mates where sniggering so hard that beer was coming out of their noses. She stared at me for a bit, gave a little squint then, with a face like thunder, turned to Glen and said, “You ‘aving a laugh?!! This is a wind up. You’re taking the piss out of me!” followed by a few choice expletives. He was none too pleased but trying to save face, said, “Honest babe, it’s him”. Her response was priceless; she slapped his face so hard he fell over. Then with a few more expletives, she stormed off, followed by an echoing, “And don’t call me babe!”. I can’t tell you how much we rolled up. I was laughing so hard that my guts hurt. Glen would not speak to us for weeks after that and I can’t say as I blamed him; ruining his chances with one of the best looking girls we had ever seen. In the end, we made up but he never did the ‘Tom’ thing again.


At this point I have to say, although I did take advantage of my lookalikeness sometimes and so did one or two of my mates, I can’t blame them. However whenever I had a proper girlfriend or a long-term relationship, I would always put the Tom antics to bed. Now, I’m not saying I’m a handsome man or I’m an ugly one; I’m probably about average and I think Tom Cruise is too. Now I know that beauty is in the eye of the beholder; it’s just lucky for me that Tom’s success has made him attractive. Let’s face it, there’s nothing like success to do that. Look at, say, Mick Jagger; is he a handsome man? But because of his status, he’s been able to be one of the biggest womanisers on the planet. Would Jerry Hall have married him if he was a regular guy like us? However, you have to bear in mind that some of my friends actually met their ladies whilst out with me on a “let’s take advantage of who Gary looks like” night as they used to say. Usually the first thing to happen would be they were not allowed to go out with me anymore unless accompanied by their ladies or, for the more headstrong mates, their ladies would cook them dinner and load it with garlic! Wow, they did stink sometimes. So looking like someone famous can have its down side too. It does seem to provoke a bit of jealousy in some people and that did happen on occasions. The usual one would be, “Ha! You don’t look anything like him” whether they think you did or not and I would just agree with them and that would be that. But sometimes it went a bit further. Most of my mates were cool with it and, as I say, used it to their advantage, but Ray, whom I’d been friends with for a long time, would really put the boot in. He was not a looker by anyone’s standard and not having much success with the ladies, he would try to undermine me whenever I met someone with whom I wished to take things a little further. He would pull them aside and tell them they were just another notch in my bed post. Most of the time they would just tell him to fuck off but occasionally it would ruin my efforts with a girl I was interested in. In the end I got wise to him and told him to ‘sling his hook’ in no uncertain terms! So very occasionally it has cost me a friendship but, then again, how much of a friendship was it if that’s how they are?


In the late ‘80’s I started working as a salesman for an American vacuum cleaner company called Kirby. I started as a door to door salesman, selling this very good (but very over priced) vacuum cleaner. I noticed there was a very high turnover in staff; not surprising these things where practically impossible to sell and being on commission only, guys were just not earning a living unless you had an edge e.g. looking like someone famous! Ladies loved Tom Cruise and ladies usually were the ones to be interested in vacuum cleaners. I sold loads of these things. Got top salesman of the month in only my second month there. I would go into a house, do my demonstration (‘dem’ for short we would call it), have a little flirt with the lady of the house and voila - another deal done. Word got about that ‘Tom Cruise’ was selling cleaners and these customers would tell all their mates about it. The office would get a call from customers saying, “Can you send Tom round. My mates want to buy a Kirby from him.” The guys in the office started to call me ‘Tom Kirby’ which I thought was quite funny. It was a great summer until one day things went a little too far. After having done a ‘dem’ for an older lady, she had told all her mates about me. Then came the inevitable phone call to the office; “Send Tom round, my mates want to see him”. Now I took pride in my work; although theses Kirbys were very expensive, they did do an outstanding job and lasted for nearly ever (I still use one, or my wife does, to this day. She inherited it when we got married.) So I felt that I was helping these folk and not just being some ruthless salesman. So off I went, suited and booted, and with my nice polished ‘dem’ kit. I rang the doorbell. The lady answered the door stinking to high heaven of granny perfume, eye watering it was, and ushered me into the lounge where I was confronted with another 4 or 5 of them. A “gaggle of grannies” if you will. I noticed a few half empty wine bottles about the place and that they were all rather drunk! ‘Mmmm,’ I thought to myself, ‘probably wasting my time here’ but I was there anyway and thought, ‘what the hell, let’s give them a quick ‘dem’; you never know I might sell one’. With that started to unpack my ‘dem’ kit, only to be met with, “Ooh, young man” and, “Phwoar, if only I was 40 years younger” which quickly descended into yobbish cries of, “‘Oi darling, getting your kit out? Ha ha ha.” And, “Get your kit off more like!” Well, things went from bad to worse as they all rose up from the settees and, with arms out stretched, proceeded to stagger towards me. I went from feeling a little intimidated to downright terror at this point. My memory of this scene was like something from an early ‘80’s video nasty; the zombies were gonna get me! I was edging towards the door to make a hasty retreat only to be cut off in a pincer movement from the gaggle. At this point I did the only thing a boy could do, I abandoned my ‘dem’ kit, climbed out the window and legged it to my car to a rousing chorus of, “Tom, Tom, come back and make some old ladies happy.” I drove back to the office (eyes wide with some kind of post traumatic shock and clothes a little dishevelled) and relayed my harrowing tale to the guys in the office… who just fell about laughing. The boss, after recovering his composure, came over and said, “That’s an expensive piece of gear you left there. You’re going to have to go back and get it.” I replied, “Fuck that; you go and get it, I quit” and they all fell about laughing again. They talked me into staying and I was glad I did as went on to open my own office to sell Kirbys and put my own salesmen on the road. But never again would I do a sales pitch to a woman (or women) unless the husband was there. These Kirby days were full of things happening like that; both good and bad but nearly always funny. They are another memoir I’ve been asked to write which I must get round to at some point.


Another amusing incident took place one weekend when, as I was lead guitarist in a band, (my band/music stuff are a whole big bunch of other adventures, to say the least). We had a recording studio booked for the weekend in Colchester. We had spent all day Saturday recording the instruments and vocals and were going to do the mixing on the Sunday. So Saturday night, we all decided to hit the town in our inimitable style. We tracked down the local night club; The Windmill. It was getting late in the evening when the bass player, Del, came up to me and said, “You gotta come and meet these two girls, Gal. They’re big Tom Cruise Fans.” So off we went over to them and sure enough after the usual, “You look like Tom” platitudes, we started hitting it off. Now thinking that our luck was in, we offered the two girls a lift home. At this particular time I had a nice orange/red ford Capri that I was proud of, The Flame Red, we used to call it. When we got to my car, the girl I was with said, “Ooh, that’s flash. Is it a Porsche?” I looked at her a bit odd and said, “Err... yeah”. So off we went and as it turned out they both lived in farm houses miles from anywhere, down the dark country lanes, just outside of Witham in Essex. I dropped Del and his girl off first and said I’d pick him up in an hour or two. Then my girl directed me to her place. I pulled up outside and we had a bit of a snog. Thinking she was going to invite me in, we got out of the car but then she said, “Thanks for the lift. Here’s me number. See you around.” With that, she walked off into her house leaving me leaning on the bonnet, feeling a tad frustrated! I decided that I ought to pick Del up so got into the car and turning around headed back the way I came… only to realise that I didn’t have a clue where to go. Dark country lanes at 2 in the morning have a tendency to all look the same. I drove for a while, hoping to retrace my steps, but to no avail. I was getting worried by now; not only could I not find Del, I was hopelessly lost to boot. I decided the best thing to do was head in the general direction of Colchester and just hope and pray that I eventually came across somewhere I recognised. In the end I managed to negotiate my way back to the recording studio, worrying about my mate all the way. I started to bang on the door, waking up the studio owner who was none too pleased by this, and explained the situation to him. In the end I managed to talk him round and persuaded him to help me look for my mate as he knew those back roads quite well; so he said. We set off in his car. It was a great big top of the range Rover, the type of car the villains would use in the old ‘70’s gangster movies. Off we trundled and after about an hour of driving around, against the odds, we drove past Del jogging along an unlit country road. How lucky was that? He didn’t recognise the car, having never seen it before and certainly did not realise it was us so feeling rather mischievous, not to mention relived having found him, we drove past him slowly and menacingly. Now being about 4 in the morning by now, it must have been rather scary for him; he certainly gave us a few furtive glances. We just couldn’t resist it. We turned the car around and started following him down this dark road. He stared speeding up until he was in a full run. I wound the window down and as we drove past him I shouted, as loud as I could, “OI!” to which he fell down into the bushes and we fell about laughing. Poor old Del! Luckily for us, he saw the funny side, got in the car and off we went. On the way back, we passed the Windmill night club and noticed the drummer’s car still in the car park. Now the other members of our band; the singer and drummer, had got drunk and decided to sleep it off in the back of the car. Again, feeling a little mischievous, we pulled into the car park. Realising they were asleep in the back, we plastered posters of the band all over the windows of the car and quietly drove off, back to the studio to sleep for the rest of the night. We got up rather late the next day and started to do the mixing of the recordings we had done the previous day. At about 4pm that afternoon, the other two turned up a bit miffed about what we had done to their car saying, “We didn’t realize what the time was. We kept waking up thinking it was still night cos it was so dark!”


I mentioned earlier that back in 1988 I was looking for a new home to live in and I settled on a nice little house in a place called Pitsea, part of Basildon in Essex. After living there on my own for a few months my sister, Petina came to lodge with me. This was, as my sister glibly reminisced with me recently, really the start of when she noticed that other people paid me a lot of attention whenever a new Tom film came out. This was particularly prevalent, as she pointed out, when they showed films of his on the telly. I was young and single and, having no particular ‘someone special’ in my life at that time, was playing the field and enjoying every moment of it. I tried not to upset anybody as I do care about other people’s feelings but being a young red blooded male at the time, I felt it would be rude not to! So we would sit there watching a Tom film and I remember her commenting, with somewhat of a grim resolution, “And let the phone calls begin!” ...and they did. One particular instance I remember, we were watching a rerun of Rain Man, the best film he ever made in my opinion, when just before the end the phone started ringing. Now we’d been through this lots of times before so I knew what was coming. However, this particular call was from a young girl called Helen. I was fond of her but she was a bit too young for my palate, me being in my twenties and her being a teenager. Think she had a crush on me and she would talk so fast you sometimes couldn’t get what she was saying. So anyway the phone rang and Tina answered it, “Hello?” Within what seemed about 2 seconds, Tina said, “Ok” and put the phone down, “Helen?” I said. “Helen” was the reply and we carried on watching the film. Later I asked. “What did Helen say?” Tina replied “She said I was just watching a Tom Cruise film and I thought of your brother. Haven’t seen him for a bit can you get him to give me a call please? Any way how are you etc etc.....” To which I replied, “All that in 2 seconds?” “Yep” came Tina’s reply. I think Tina was the only person in the world who ever understood what Helen said! So the film ended and I dashed off to the pub to a rousing chorus of, “Oi! don’t leave me fending off the phone calls” just as the phone started ringing again. I came home to a very pissed off sister who promptly stated, “Bloody phone. Next time there’s a Tom film on the telly, I’m moving out” This was, of course, long before the days of mobile phones but, hey, who needed one? I had a handy size sister!


I have had a lot of experiences like above both before, after, and mostly when I was a lookalike; these particular stories are the ones that come to mind as I write. I wasn’t particularly a Tom fan at the time but neither did I dislike him. He was, and is, a very good actor and considered a handsome man so if you have to look like someone he’s not a bad bet for people to think who you might look like. I personally have not seen the resemblance myself; he’s purportedly only something like 5’ 6” tall and I’m 5’ 11” for a start. This is not me being modest; I just think, at best, we have only a passing resemblance and if other people hadn’t said anything, I would not have noticed. I would say that, before I started my lookalike days, the only thing that was the same was our hair cut; we shared a similar style back in the ‘80’s. Although I could take him or leave him, I have always liked his films; he rarely makes a bad one in my opinion, so hey, so much the better for me when I was a lookalike. I do have to say having a resemblance to a famous Hollywood actor has certainly given me a more colourful life than I might have otherwise had. Cheers Tom I owe you one!




CHAPTER 2                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  


AND SO IT BEGINS


It all came about in the mid nineties. Some time had passed and I was now a family man having settled down a few years earlier and I had, at that time a couple of children called Ben and Samuel and was later to have a daughter called Mollie. I had since moved out of Basildon and, with my new family, bought a house for a family home in a place called Benfleet in Essex. Nice little three bed semi. I had settled into being a father and enjoyed every moment of it. I was working as a full time musician, gigging evenings and weekends, my Kirby vacuum cleaner days were behind me by now and as my partner back then didn’t work I would drop in and out of either part time or temporary work contracts during the days to supplement the income as and when needed. However, as I say, being a dad was, and is, for me the most important thing to tend. I really love my kids. So despite working hard to support my family I always made time for the children and tried to be the best dad I could be for them. All this family life totally absorbed me and I had not thought about the Tom Cruise thing for a long time. Now at this time I had a 6 month contract working for a local firm selling electrical instruments into the industry as well as gigging. I worked in a typical office environment having a desk, phone, computer etc. 9 to 5 and all that. I hated it. Don’t do the 9 to 5 thing very well and can’t do the boss thing either. So there I am thinking about chucking the job in when one day I walk into the reception to find that they had recruited a new receptionist, a middle aged lady by the name of Lynn. I got on well with her, we would regale each other with family life stories and generally chit chat about whatever on our breaks. Well one day we we’re chatting away when I happened to mention that my musical duo partner, had let me down for a gig at the weekend and I wasn’t sure where to get a replacement at such short notice. She mentioned that her son, who was an actor and singer, might be able to help me out. His name was Tim and she gave me his telephone number. So I gave him a call and sure enough he was free that weekend so we arranged to meet up and run through a few songs. When we met up one of the first things he said was “Wow! How much do you look like Tom Cruise?” to which I replied “Boring! How much ‘av I been told that?” But he was adamant. He said that as an actor he had a lot of contacts up London and knew of one or two lookalike agencies that might be interested in me. He then said something that intrigued me. Now given as I was just about ready to chuck my day job in he mentioned that lookalikes can earn some really good money for just having a laugh and pretending to look like someone famous. At first I was a little dismissive about it given the fact that for quite a while now that’s what people had said to me and I was like “Yeah ok if you say so” and also the fact that I had never particularly seen the resemblance myself; I wasn’t really open to the fact that I might be able to take things a little further. Anyway as I’m glad to say now, he was insistent and decided that If I didn’t mind could he take a few photos of me and send them off to these agents. Given that I was about to leave my current job and could do with a replacement income, I agreed. He came over to my place with the biggest camera I’d ever seen. Wow; talk about a Willy compensator this thing had a lens extension on it like I’d never seen! He proceeded to take a few photos of me and although I gave it my best shot, I was a little reluctant about all this. He had the photos developed and sent them off to the agents. He also covered a couple of gigs with me and ever since, we have remained good friends. Meantime I was just cracking on with my life when out of the blue, I get a phone call. It was from an agency called ‘Susan Scott Lookalikes’. Although the lady on the other end of the phone was not the head honcho, she was the talent scout for the agency. She had seen the photos of me that Tim had sent in and would I like to pop up London and meet with them? It took me by surprise a little bit because all the time Tim was ‘givin it the biggun’ as it were, I had just thought that he was another ‘You look like Tom’ merchant and it was all a windup. I gave Tim a call and asked if this was for real to which he replied “Sure is, man, and you should go for it.” So I went to London to investigate this lookalike agency. At this point I had no idea what to expect, but I did feel a little apprehensive. Anyway I wore my best suit and tie, stuck a little bit of gel in my hair and, upon arriving, knocked on the door. As it turned out, it was the owner of the agency herself, Susan Scott, who answered the door. Now obviously, at that time, I didn’t know who she was so I just said, “Hi, my name’s Gary Strohmer and I was asked to pop down” to which she replied, “You really do look like him, don’t you!” All I could say was “Er, I guess”. She looked me up and down a bit and said “You look more like Tom Cruise then the guy we’re currently using. How’d you like all his work?” That was the first time I was introduced to the business and how cut throat it could be!


Susan was a no- nonsense business woman and certainly quite mercenary. In fact, a few years later, I was to fall foul of in the same manner as the previous Tom Cruise lookalike she replaced with me. But I don’t blame her; I understand business is business and whilst she looked after her lookalikes whilst they were in her camp, her loyalties lay in her purse. The same mercenary streak also made her the best lookalike agency to be with and over the course of my lookalike career, over 50% of all the lookalike work that I did came from her. So bless you, darling! However, mercenary or not, I did quite like her and we got on well in the beginning. So there I was on her doorstep, feeling a bit awkward. She invited me in; I met a few members of staff and she made me a nice cup of tea. Tea, my favourite drink! I drink gallons of the stuff; so much so, that given the fact that I suffer a bit with insomnia, I always have decaff . As it turned out, so did she so we got off to a good start. She asked me a bit about myself, my background and my musical career, which seemed to impress her. I think she liked that I was a bit of a showman; doing lots of gigs in front of sometimes quite large audiences, which of course, held me in good stead for lookalike work. I did adopt the attitude of treating a lookalike gig the same as a band gig but without my guitar which worked well for me through my time as a lookalike. She told me about the business; how much fun it could be, some of the pit falls and how I’d meet lots of interesting ‘weird and wonderful’ people – and boy, did I! She said about getting some proper photos done in various Tom guises so she could show them to prospective clients. As we concluded, she said something that particularly grabbed my attention. She said that although she couldn’t stop me going with other agents, if I was good to her, she would be good to me. I hadn’t thought about that as this was all new to me. Other agents? That sounded like a very good idea. If I was going to do this, I might as well get on with as many agents as I could – which was exactly what I did. Maybe being mercenary is infectious!


The first thing I did when I got home was to phone a photo studio that the function band I was in used for our promo photos. The studio had done an excellent job for the band and I felt they would do a good job for me too. Next I went to the local video shop and hired a few Tom films to check out his attire, his mannerisms, his accent etc. You have to bear in mind that this was the days before things like ‘Youtube’ and ‘Netflix’; the internet was only in its infancy back then. Now I’ve never been good with doing accents and I couldn’t really pinpoint any particular inflections or twangs to his voice. But, luckily for me I realised quite soon that this was not going to be a problem as majority of my jobs were things like corporate do’s; ‘meet and greet, mix and mingle’ that sort of thing. For the most part, folk knew they couldn’t hire the real thing so they had lookalikes and I soon learnt that as long as you put on the show, that’s all they really wanted. So I would always make myself a gregarious, outgoing, almost caricature, portrayal of Tom and they seemed to lap it up. It’s all just entertainment at the end of the day; I was there to entertain and that’s what I did best. As I said, a gig but without my guitar. Not all jobs were ‘meet and greet, mix and mingle’ type things although they were my favourite ones. I did television, adverts, photo shoots etc and occasional modelling jobs; things like catalogue photo shoots such as “Tom wears the latest leather jacket” kind of thing. I didn’t like the modelling jobs; they were rather boring and involved a lot of hanging around. However, I digress; back to my promo photos. I went down to the local fancy dress shop and hired a few outfits such as a navel uniform, flying jacket and any other bits and bobs that I thought would look good. I headed off to the photo studio and I was in there for hours; the photographer had my photo taken every which way and when I saw the proofs, I have to say they looked good. He’d done an excellent job on making me look like Tom. So I chose what I thought were the best ones and had them blown up into 6x4’s and sent them off to the agency. Within a couple of days, not only was I was up on her website (bearing in mind this was the mid-nineties so the internet was still a newish thing) and I was given my first job. I’ve dug out a thick folder containing a lot of stuff from when I first started, as memory joggers, and I’ve found some of the photos that were taken of me that got me started as a lookalike.


I also took the opportunity to ingratiate myself with the other lookalike agencies. There were a few about at the time; Derricks Doubles, Splitting Images, Class Act UK, Celebrity Lookalikes, Business Development Promotions and Debbie’s Doubles, to name but a few. I sent my photos off to all of them and one by one, they took me on. Although, as I said, Susan Scott lookalikes got me the majority of the jobs, there was another good one called A List Lookalikes, who got me practically everything else; they even sent me to Italy for a few days once! They came from up north so I didn’t get to meet them for a while but the other agencies would filter the odd job my way and in the end, I worked for all of them. In the beginning, it all happened so fast. From my friend Tim sending off a photo of me to me doing my first job was literally only about two weeks and it hadn’t really sunk in that I was a real life lookalike. I hadn’t had much of an opportunity to tell anyone about it and when I did, they thought it was a Gary wind up; except my kids and they were really excited. The first thing they did was to tell their mates at school and it spread like wild fire ‘cos when I went to pick them up that afternoon ( given the fact that I had only just told them that morning) all the kids came out pointing at me calling, “Oi Tom, can I have your autograph? Ha ha!” My kids were dead proud of their dad and that really made me feel good. Can’t beat being a dad.


And so, onto my first lookalike job.







[image: images]





Some of the Tom Cruise pictures of me that the agents


used to promote me as lookalike.




CHAPTER 3                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  


EASY DAYS


What I’d like to say here is that it’s one thing to be told you look like someone famous and have a laugh with it but it’s an entirely different beast to be booked and paid to pretend to be that person. The pressure was on, or so I thought. However, I soon got into the swing of it and thoroughly enjoyed myself but I always held in the back of my mind that I was getting paid so always tried to be as professional as I could. Some jobs were more unusual than others, although having said that, no two jobs were ever quite the same. However, they did fall into broad categories; the ‘meet and greet mix and mingle’ which were my personal favourite, the television and filming work, where a lot of my mishaps happened, or the openings ceremonies etc. Here’s a few of my more memorable one’s for you to enjoy:


The phone call came through from the agent; would I do a job in Wales? It was to open a new UCI cinema in Cardiff town centre. This job was to be done with a Mel Gibson lookalike, a guy by the name of Kim Carron. We were to do a meet and greet and then a question and answer session to give away tickets for the premier showing of their film showing and free tickets for the whole of the next year to one lucky winner. The local press were going to be there as well as the local radio station and the whole event was well promoted. I’ve done a lot of gigs and spent a lot of time on the stage so I don’t frighten or get nervous easily. But this was my first time doing anything like this and to be honest, I did feel a little apprehensive; the fear of the unknown. So I was very glad that I was doing my first job with Kim who had been a lookalike for a couple of years and knew what to expect. He lived round by Hounslow and the agent had given me his telephone number so we could make our arrangements and travel down together. We had to be there by 11am on the day so I got up real early, about 4am (and being a muso, that’s often the sort of time I would go to bed!) I drove round the M25 and met Kim at his place. We transferred to his car and made our way to Cardiff down the M4. He drove so that gave me time to catch up on some sleep. It was a long ol’ drive but we got there in good time; in fact we were a little too early and so had time for a spot of breakfast. This was handy because, having been asleep most of the way, I hadn’t really had the chance to get to know him or pick his brains about what to expect. So over breakfast, that’s what I did. It turned out he was a van driver for a living so, apart from a few lookalike jobs, he had no experience in showmanship other than what he had picked up along the way. He had just split up with his wife so his head was up his arse and, although he was a smashing bloke, wasn’t able to be of much help at the time. So I kind of thought ‘Well Gal, your just gonna have to wing it’. Luckily for me, having done more than a few dodgy gigs in my time, I can be quite good at that!


My brief was to go in the character of Jerry Maguire which basically involved me wearing a suit jacket and trousers over a tee-shirt kind of look (which was very common for Tom.) Kim did his Mel Gibson thing in the changing room that we were given and so we prepared. After having a chat with our contact and the organiser, we were ready to go. We stepped out of the door to be met with a barrage of flashes from all the press cameras that were there. There were loads of them; far more than we expected. It was all a bit overwhelming to be honest as people kept shouting “Tom, Mel!” It put us on the back foot; it was all too much and we certainly were not prepared for all this. We found out later that it had actually been put out that the real Mel and Tom were going to be there hence the “over the top” reaction. I wasn’t sure what to do or how to handle it and neither was Kim. I thought that, as this is my first job, what I do now is either going to make or break me in the lookalike world. So I thought, ‘Fuck it, let’s have it’ and with that I stepped forward and in my loudest (and phoniest American accent) I boomed, “Hi, how you doing? Tom’s the name, promotion’s the game!” They lapped it up! Phew, I thought, that worked so off I went and did ‘a gig without my guitar’. I really enjoyed myself and luckily, Kim backed me up and followed suit. It was a bit like the blind leading the blind but we just followed our instincts and soon got into the flow of things. We were signing autographs, shaking hands, posing for the press, kissing all the local girls; it was great! After about 30 minutes, we were ushered into the back of the cinema, ready to come out onto the stage in front of the cinema screen where there was a plush table with a red silk cloth on and microphones as well as a couple of seats for us to plonk ourselves in. Things had calmed down by now, probably because most folk had realised by now we were not the real thing. But, hey, they seemed to like to pretend anyway and, enjoying ourselves as much as we were, who were we to deny them? It’s amazing the power of suggestion, isn’t it? People had been told that the real articles were going to be there so they just seemed to believe it and for a little while, that’s how they treated us. It was fun for us, because of it not being real, but can you imagine living your whole life like that? At least we could play our parts and then go home; the real Tom has to live with that every day. Sounds good but not if you can’t ever get away from it. No wonder these guys become reclusive. Anyway, we did a question and answer session in front of a large cinema full of the local folk. We would ask pre-set questions that we had been given about who starred in what film or who directed what and a chap with a cordless microphone would dash about the audience to whoever had their hand up. There were a lot of people so it was just the luck of the draw who got to answer and I’m glad to say, not down to me. Then they would come up onto the stage. After about ten minutes of this and a stage of about twenty people, we finished the questions. There was a final show down; Kim had to ask a sudden death question and the quickest to answer would be the winner. God knows what the question was because as he stood up with his mike and started to speak, a rather large woman dashed up on stage, grabbed hold of me and proceeded to try and snog my face off! I was sprawled out on the floor as she pinned me down using all her weight. I could hardly breathe, let alone call for help, when a couple of burly blokes seemed to appear out of nowhere and pulled her off me. How does that always seem to happen? Whenever I’ve got into a fight or trouble on a gig or something, which was not often, there are always some burly blokes who just appear out of nowhere and pull us apart! They sort it all out, usually shouting the words like, “Leave it! Leave it!” and then disappear. I don’t get it. Weird but true. So there I was sprawled out and prostrate on the floor, as this woman was being lifted off me, she was saying “Sorry mate, I’m such a Tom fan and this is the nearest thing I’m ever going to get to kissing him”. Bless her; imagine being such a Tom Cruise fan that you are driven to do something like that. I almost felt sorry for her. I’m such a sucker for a hard luck story which, as it turned out, was the case with the old geezer who actually won the competition. His story was that his wife had died the year before and between them they had raised their only granddaughter because their daughter, the girls mother, had died of cancer some 5 years before. The granddaughter was only 7 so we got her up on stage. She rushed up, hugging her grandfather with tears in her eyes and I heard her say “We never win anything, do we Grandpa?” It was so moving. We had lots of photos taken with them and the day came to a close. What a great day and my first experience as a lookalike. I remember sitting in the dressing room afterwards when Kim turned to me and said, “Wow, I never had a job go like that. How about that bloke and his granddaughter!” to which our eyes started to fill up. As this was my first experience doing a lookalike job and given how it ended so overwhelmingly, I did wonder how things would go from then on. But how perfect for the cinema promoters? It couldn’t have been a more fairy tale ending if it had tried. The local press lapped it up and the promoter sent a glowing report back to the lookalike agent saying that the boys they sent down did an absolutely wonderful job. And so ended my entry into the world of the lookalikes.


Many years later I went to Cardiff. My sister Tina had long ago got married, had a family and moved to Abergavenny in South Wales. I like to go and visit her when I get the chance with my daughter, to keep in touch with her cousins. Recently on a trip there I took my daughter Mollie, and my niece and nephew, Amy and Joe, to the Doctor Who exhibition on a day trip out. We visited that cinema (which has now become a VUE cinema) and on the wall there was a plaque with a picture of when the place was opened and there at the bottom, is a photo of me and Kim cutting the ribbon that opened the place. Gosh, I looked young!


My first solo gig as a lookalike, although a little less traumatic, was no less memorable. All lookalikes jobs, by their very nature, are eventful and this being the first on my own, it will always stick in my mind. Bit like remembering your first kiss. Nothing particularly bad or untoward happened, (as did on a few other occasions that I shall be writing about in the following chapters.) It was just that this was my first solo flight without any help or back up from other, more experienced lookalikes to give you a little nudge in the right direction. So I kind of felt like I was performing without a safety net. One thing I will say is that us lookalikes did watch out for each other. There was always quite a degree of camaraderie amongst us and when I first started, not knowing much about it all, getting a pointer or two when needed did come in handy. The more experienced looked after the newbies as did I later on when I had a few miles under my own belt.


This first solo gig was up in Dewsbury near Leeds and was for a company called ‘Principles Public Relations’ which, as the name suggests, was the public relations arm of its parent company, ‘Cable Tel Kirklees’ . They are a large cable T.V. provider in and around that area. They were launching a new film channel called ‘Front Row’ and were promoting it using the local press and radio stations. To help get people’s attention, they had decided to run a lookalike competition they were calling ‘Search for a Star’ and invited the local folk to send in photos of themselves. Then they had hired a Hollywood lookalike for the day (me) to spearhead the campaign. The whole competition was going to be judged by a soap star, Emmedale’s Malandra Burrows, who played the character of Kathy Glover. She was in the show from 1985 to 2001 and according to what I was told, she was one of the highest paid soap stars at the time. This was the first time, or so I thought, that I was going to meet a real celeb during my lookalike career but the problem was (and no offence to Malandra), not being a watcher of the soaps, I didn’t know who she was. So the first thing I had to do when I accepted the job was to do a little bit of research on her so that when I got there, it looked like I knew what I was talking about. Always loved a bit of bluff and bluster when I didn’t really know what I was doing. We musos call it busking and to be honest, I’ve busked my way through most of my life. The winner of the competition would be spending an all-expenses paid weekend in London. This included being taken to Planet Hollywood in a chauffeur driven limousine and generally getting a full on pampering. They would also meet Malandra Burrows and get to spend a little time with her, having their mug shots splashed all over the local papers and stuff. Sounded good to me and if I wasn’t already a lookalike, I would have probably entered the competition myself, just for a bit of a laugh. Now it was a long drive from where I lived and an early start so I booked myself into the local Travel Inn up there and drove up the night before. The next morning I drove to the address given and met my contact, a lady by the name of Suzanna Johns, who gave me my brief for the day. It turned out that Suzanna was quite the Tom Cruise fan which is why, after a little persuasion on her part (as they had originally planned to use the Jack Nicholson lookalike,) they chose to use me instead which I was most grateful for. I did feel a little nervous. Not because of the gig that lay ahead of me but, and this might seem a little strange given as I had already done that job in Cardiff and given that for all parties concerned I had been accepted and taken on as the Tom Cruise lookalike by the agencies. But as I mentioned earlier, I personally never really saw anything but a passing resemblance to dear old Tom myself so was a bit worried that the client upon seeing me might feel the same way. I have to say it took me a few jobs back then when I first started to overcome that particular feeling of apprehension. But in the end, I accepted that other people thought that I did indeed look like him; well, they kept telling me often enough and employing my services to pretend to be him and at the end of the day that was all that mattered I suppose.
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