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‘He who seeks revenge should remember to dig two graves.’


Chinese proverb

























Introduction





Marvin Gaye’s ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’ was blaring across the dark Mediterranean as Simon Cowell pulled on his Kool cigarette. ‘Today was an eye-opener,’ he reflected, swigging a freezing Sapporo beer. ‘I’m disappointed.’


At 2.30 a.m. on 5 August 2011, Cowell had returned to Slipstream, his 193-foot chartered yacht, from Le Bâoli, a brash restaurant in Cannes’ harbour. ‘I hate this place,’ Cowell had told his friends. ‘Getting in was trouble. I expected an elbow in my eye.’ Offensive doormen had temporarily blocked his entrance after failing to recognise their famous guest.


After eating only a single course, Cowell had unexpectedly risen and declared, ‘Let’s go.’ The group’s exit had been delayed by a dozen tourists from Essex asking for a photograph. As usual, Cowell politely obliged – some would say his politeness was manipulation, but he believed in being pleasant to everyone – and then strode past the restaurant’s bouncers, across the quay and stepped onto Take Five, a new VanDutch speedboat, his summer toy. Taking control from the ship hand, he pushed the throttle forward sharply. Speed was an easy cure for his stress. Zooming across the flat sea at 45 mph, he steered into the darkness beyond the harbour walls. The exhilaration provoked a smile and he swung the boat towards his gleaming gin palace, a haven of privacy from the mob.


Sitting on Slipstream’s spacious aft deck, Cowell glanced at the latest text messages from Los Angeles. ‘Not good,’ he announced. Casting aside the nearly full bottle of beer, he ordered, ‘Another cold one,’ and took a swig before heading for his suite. In Los Angeles, everyone was still awake. He needed a post-mortem. He anticipated making telephone calls until daybreak.




 





Seven hours earlier, Cowell had been linked by satellite from the yacht’s lounge to Los Angeles, where 250 television critics had gathered for the industry’s showcase of the upcoming autumn season. ‘This is the big one,’ Cowell had told Fox’s executives. After thirty years in the music business, he was gambling his fate on The X Factor’s successful launch in America.


‘I only play to win,’ he volunteered. He had repeatedly re-edited a glitzy twelve-minute promotion tape highlighting the X Factor USA auditions recently held in Pasadena. His pursuit of the tape’s editors in Los Angeles was a foretaste of how he would pressure them to produce flawless programmes. ‘They’ll get it in the neck like canaries in a mine,’ he had promised. Perfectionism and unpredictability were his gospel.


‘We all love this tape and this is going to be a great launch,’ he enthused about the mixture of tantrums, tears and seductive singing to be shown to the journalists.


In Pasadena, he had picked Stacy Francis, a forty-two-year-old single mother, as the competition’s probable winner. ‘She’ll be bigger than Susan Boyle,’ he predicted privately. After Stacy, his next favourite was Rachel Crow, a frizzy-haired thirteen-year-old from a remote farm in Colorado. ‘Both back-stories are special,’ he said with daunting self-confidence, adding to his friends on the yacht, ‘I’ll be worried if the audience doesn’t get to 30 million plus.’ His ambitious target for The X Factor USA, he said, would humble American Idol’s 2011 average of 23 million viewers.


Attacking Idol was not a sideshow. Ridiculing the programme which had made him famous in America had become an all-consuming passion. To keep him happy, Fox had just broadcast a controversial promotional teaser for The X Factor USA in the middle of the All Stars baseball game. The commercial featured Cowell waking from a nightmare in which he was still working on American Idol. The promise was that The X Factor would push the ‘bland’ Idol aside. Many viewers were baffled, but none more so than Idol’s producers. After all, their programme was also broadcast by Fox. Fevered critics spoke about cannibalism and self-destruction as they witnessed the calculated gamble taken by Fox executives to stage The X Factor USA.


Fox’s rivals had watched the recent turmoil surrounding Cheryl Cole’s acrimonious departure from the US show with glee and had intensified their plots to usurp Cowell’s supremacy. Fractured relationships always undermined self-confidence, and the promo tape during the baseball game was an own goal. ‘I felt zero when I saw it,’ admitted Cowell two months later. ‘It was too clever and aimed at women, when the audience was all male.’ Three months later, he would describe his strategy as ‘a blunder’. That afternoon’s satellite presentation from the yacht to the journalists in Los Angeles was a premonition of fate.


‘The X Factor is like nothing you’ve seen before,’ he began. ‘We’re throwing everything in to win – to make the best TV show in the world.’ The X Factor USA, he declared unambiguously, would be better than American Idol. ‘We’re looking for contestants with star quality whom we can turn into stars.’ The X Factor USA had not been launched, he answered one journalist, ‘to win the silver medal’, and there was an unprecedented $5-million prize. ‘I want to show that the process is honest – warts and all,’ he pledged, aiming to silence the repeated accusations about behind-the-scenes manipulation and deception. The journalists had not been told that he was broadcasting from the Mediterranean and, as he spoke, Cowell cursed the three-second delay to his voice. ‘Are you the PR puppet meister?’ asked a woman. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘It’s not our intention to be mean. That’s just within us.’


Sitting in the Los Angeles studio, Paula Abdul, the singer and dancer, described her reaction at being invited by Cowell to become an X Factor USA judge. ‘I felt harrowed and elated and I cried for days after,’ she said, three years in the wilderness at an end. ‘Well, I give everyone a third chance,’ cut in Cowell smugly. Nicole Scherzinger’s voice followed, but the words of Cheryl Cole’s replacement were incomprehensible down a deteriorating sound feed. ‘Nicole’s selfish,’ Cowell chipped in ‘live’, reflecting his niggle that the former Pussycat Doll was focused solely on self-glorification – and also his pleasure of expressing blunt truths.


‘We’ve got a problem,’ rattled the TV technician’s voice across Slipstream’s plush interior. The sound had been cut. Next, the screen went black. Technology was sabotaging the master of control. ‘That’s it,’ announced the production manager on the yacht. To Cowell’s disgust, the same manager whom he blamed for the disaster now asked for a photograph of the two of them together, but, always graceful, he smoothly fulfilled the chore and then hurried to his private suite. ‘The feed was bad, the production was bad and we had no leadership,’ Cowell lambasted his producers in Los Angeles. The happy spell on the pristine yacht had been broken. Doubtless all would be forgotten after a night’s sleep, but new problems were certain to arise the following day.




 





Cowell had arrived on the Côte d’Azur on a private jet from Los Angeles after stopping in New York to collect his favourite holiday companions. Three couples had been invited to take care of his needs and join in the fun.


One guest was his best friend, Paul McKenna, the hypnotist and self-improvement guru, who was accompanied by Sam, an attractive English woman. The others were Andrew Silverman, a New York property developer and the owner of a casino in Panama, and his wife Lauren; and Kelly Bergantz, employed by Cowell as an executive producer, and her boyfriend, a hedge-fund manager. All the women were glamorous, high-octane players willing to pander to Cowell’s innocent whims. They were joined by Sinitta, his former girlfriend, whose song ‘So Macho’ was Cowell’s first hit in 1986. To widespread bewilderment – including that of Julie Cowell, his eighty-six-year-old mother – Cowell’s former flames remained his closest friends, united by their jealousy towards each other while competing for his attention.


The notable absentee from the party was Mezhgan Hussainy, Cowell’s Afghani fiancée. To his mother’s relief, he had quietly cancelled his wedding to the make-up artist. ‘I’m shattered by the way she behaves,’ Julie Cowell had told her son after Hussainy had stormed from the dining room in his Los Angeles home and slammed the bedroom door. Although Hussainy had worked with Cowell in the studio, she had not understood the stresses in his life. She was unsympathetic, both Julie and Simon agreed, to his love of uncertainty and change and his ‘relentless, relentless, relentless’ competitiveness.


‘We came to the conclusion that I’m a hopeless boyfriend, and I don’t blame her,’ said Cowell, gazing across the Mediterranean. He had agreed there would have to be compensation – ‘When you make a promise to someone you have to support her’ – and to minimise any damage he was reluctantly considering giving her his $8-million hilltop home in Beverly Hills. For the moment, their separation remained unpublicised. Although he had found another woman, who would board the yacht later, Cowell was mindful that any paparazzi photograph would embarrass the proud lady. To frustrate the intrusive cameras along the Riviera, he would party – and sleep – alone until he reached Sardinia.


The break-up did not surprise Paul McKenna, who at forty-seven was another unmarried Los Angeles personality. ‘We’ve got commitment phobia,’ McKenna concluded about their common resistance to permanent relationships and children. Loving dogs and the ‘people business’ – or, more pertinently, ‘people deconstruction’ – was their common interest. Another was just having fun.


‘I want to be happy, have good people around me,’ agreed Cowell. ‘I want to be free and I don’t want to be bored.’ After McKenna disappeared into his cabin, Cowell reflected on his own unwillingness to marry: ‘I’m attracted to crazy women. I encourage crazy behaviour and I make them crazy. I’m attracted to certain personalities who are difficult to control, so there are tantrums, tears and fights, which is all part of the drama. My life is really odd. Every girl wants to be number one, and they’re very territorial. I like the fight because otherwise I’d have a dull group of girlfriends.’


To his most intimate associates on the yacht, Cowell was the most generous friend but also, as a world-famous icon, an occasionally lonely man whose greatest comfort was lying on a couch between Lauren Silverman and Kelly Bergantz, watching a film and grazing on nursery food.


The fifty-one-year-old’s career had reached a crossroads. Chartering Slipstream for one month at a cost of £2 million reflected his new tastes. During his first twenty years in the music business, Cowell had been regarded as an amusing sideshow, renowned for surviving endless humiliation before eventually emerging as a successful producer. Only in spring 2001, after moving hesitantly out of the record industry’s shadows to become a television personality, did he finally achieve his ambition of becoming the Godfather of celebrity culture.


Six months earlier, in winter 2010–11, he had felt exhausted and on the verge of giving up. ‘Then I got my mojo back and decided to crack on,’ he said, taking a Kool cigarette lit by a member of the crew. Describing himself as a rebel, keen to define the vitality of his own era, he spoke energetically about his search for immortality.


Celebrity and shameless vanity have become Cowell’s vehicle of subversion. On the yacht he flaunted his self-love and his personal admiration of those who were equally self-indulgent. Between beers, he revealed his negotiations with a Swiss company to freeze and store his corpse for £100,000, in the expectation that scientists will one day invent reanimation. ‘I trust them,’ he said. In the meantime, he spared no expense in order to prolong his life and looks.


Stubbing out his cigarette, at 4 a.m. he headed for bed.




 





‘The best tomato sauce in the world on a pizza was Pizzaland’s in Windsor,’ Cowell declared soon after emerging for the first time the following day at three o’clock in the afternoon. McKenna nodded. ‘I wonder if Geoff can make it for us,’ continued Cowell, summoning Slipstream’s chef. Cowell expected the yacht’s fourteen crew to satisfy his every whim, however trivial, and now he wanted Pizzaland’s recipe to be instantly reproduced. Geoff agreed to make the calls. Twenty minutes later, he returned. Pizzaland, Geoff reported, was defunct, but he had tracked down the franchise’s owner in Abu Dhabi. ‘He’s giving nothing away, but that’s no problem.’ On the basis that the charterer’s request had to be satisfied, Geoff emerged forty minutes later with a fresh pizza inside a box decorated with Pizzaland’s coloured motif, which had been copied from the Internet. ‘Brilliant,’ said Cowell, handing the shrivelled pastry to McKenna. ‘Now, our favourite meal,’ he announced as three hostesses brought Cumberland sausages, mashed potatoes and Daddies sauce. ‘PG Tips with a dash of cardamom,’ requested Cowell, as scones with cream and cucumber sandwiches made with sliced white bread filled the table. 


With his annual income heading towards $70 million (£45 million), Cowell no longer stinted on luxuries, but nothing rivalled plain English comfort food. Over the combined meal of breakfast, lunch and tea, he and McKenna discussed the latest gossip – a competition the previous night between two billionaires’ sons at a St-Tropez nightclub over how many bottles of champagne they could order. An Indonesian had won with twenty-two magnums costing $1.2 million (£800,000). ‘I hate that,’ said Cowell, who dislikes vulgarity, before switching the conversation to what he called ‘my life balance’ – pumping himself with vitamins to cancel out the damage caused by nicotine.


Twice every year, Dr Jean-Louis Sebagh, a French doctor based in London’s Wimpole Street, injected Cowell with Botox. ‘This is better than vitamins,’ the doctor had advised. ‘To me, Botox is no more unusual than toothpaste,’ Cowell repeated to his friends, who shared his obsession. ‘It simply works. You do it twice a year. Who cares? And it balances my smoking and drinking.’


Cowell travels everywhere with at least two large suitcases filled with potions – eye drops, face creams, bath salts, milk lotions and ‘wash and go’ shampoo. He visits Harrods regularly to buy the latest products. Women in his entourage always know his bathroom contains the best selection of cosmetics, which they are welcome to borrow. ‘I am definitely vain, but to be honest with you I can’t think of one person on TV who isn’t,’ Cowell admitted. No one would be allowed to spot him with ‘bed head’, that undesirable just-got-out-of-bed look; and, equally, when he awoke he disliked seeing his girlfriends before they were properly groomed. Appearances were critical and he liked to see women with their ‘face’ done.


Always willing to try a new idea to prolong his youthful appearance, he had recently fired a half-deaf woman who had visited weekly to cover him with oil, wrap him in cellophane and squeeze him into a tube with the promise that the paralysing discomfort and itching were guaranteed to detoxify and oxygenate him. After he tired of her loud monosyllabic proposals for a new TV show, he seized on another recommendation: HB Health anti-ageing clinic in Beauchamp Place, Knightsbridge. A friend’s half-sentence description was sufficient for Cowell to splash out £5,000 for one hour’s treatment in a ‘bubble’. Three men had carried a contraption to his bedroom on the first floor of his London house which promised to detox, help weight loss and prolong life. ‘I hated it,’ he exclaimed, complaining that the German applying the treatment had spent the entire hour promoting his ideas for new TV shows, with the captive patient forced to listen.


The ultimate treatment was introduced to Cowell by Dannii Minogue in 2008. Dr Wendy Denning, an attractive British GP advertising her speciality as ‘The Integration of Traditional and Complementary Medicine’, recommended Cowell to have blood tests four times a year, ‘the full blood work’ every six months during his health checks at UCLA hospital in Los Angeles, and vitamins injected once a week. The twenty-minute injection contained magnesium, all the B vitamins and pure vitamin C. Whenever he was in America, Cowell received the same mixture via a thirty-minute intravenous drip in his bedroom every Saturday afternoon. On Denning’s recommendation, he took a saucer of tablets daily, travelled with bottles of supplements and drank two smoothies each day – one red and one green – made from expensive rare fruits.


Plates of untouched food were cleared and the group started to play Balderdash, which has the strapline ‘The Bluffing Game. The game you can win without knowing anything’ on the box. Next, Cowell and McKenna checked Facebook. One year earlier, both had invented characters and bet on who would have the fewest friends after six months. Cowell’s character was Derek Bates, whose password was ‘hairyballs69’. Logging on, he discovered no ‘friends’. McKenna’s invention, Jeremy Pipkin, had one friend, another person invented by McKenna. Both were genuinely disappointed by the failure of their ruse.


Immersed over the next four weeks in his billionaire’s splendour, Cowell and his friends sailed across the Mediterranean from St-Tropez searching for fun. Their first port of call was Portofino, and then on to Sardinia to enjoy ex-Formula One boss Flavio Briatore’s Billionaire club, one of the Mediterranean’s best sanctuaries for the rich and famous to meet beautiful women.


Cowell’s entrance with his friends provoked a frisson among the diners and dancers. Good-looking, rich, famous and, above all, unmarried, he was a potential catch for glamorous manhunters. And, most importantly, he was a willing target for a particular type. He certainly wasn’t looking for intellect or strong characters; just uncomplicated, uninhibited, sometimes trashy girls. Despite his fastidious concern about personal hygiene, classy vulgarity excited the man. In his quest for transitory enjoyment, those defects were tolerated. His search was rarely in vain, with women quite literally throwing themselves in his path. One-night stands were ideal for a man resistant to commitment, even when they occasionally ended with theft and worse by girls whose motives were not immediately apparent. The stop in Billionaire had no such dramatic outcome.


After two days, Slipstream headed to Capri. Philip Green, the billionaire retailer and a close friend and adviser, was racing on his yacht from Turkey, while Natalie Imbruglia, an exciting, sexy Australian singer and songwriter, was waiting for Cowell to pick her up at a hotel on the island. The sassy entertainer, who had starred as a judge on Australia’s The X Factor, came on board, according to one of the guests on the boat, intent, it seemed to her, on ‘hooking up with Cowell after an earlier encounter’. For his part, Cowell also hoped to forge a relationship. His female friends were puzzled. ‘Natalie’s not very interesting,’ whispered one. Cowell’s charisma and fame, she knew, often overpowered the women he dated, not least because he rarely chased self-confident women who could resist the attractions of celebrity. Imbruglia, Cowell thought, was among the few who could spark something real. Instead, unsure about her host’s fleeting intentions and his unwillingness to offer a relationship, she decided after four days to disembark.


‘It didn’t go anywhere,’ Lauren Silverman concluded.


‘Just a K&C,’ agreed another pal, meaning ‘a kiss and a cuddle’.


‘I wanted another fling, and she didn’t,’ Cowell laughed. Rejection was irrelevant. He felt remarkably liberated.


‘I don’t care,’ he announced at dinner soon after. ‘This year I’ve cut out the darkness. I’ve cut out all the people I’ve hated.’


Lauren Silverman understood. For too long, Cowell had been shackled to his former partner turned rival and the owner of the American Idol format, Simon Fuller, and, as Cowell put it, his ‘Moonies’.


‘All day, every day,’ Cowell recounted about his years on American Idol, ‘they’d be watching me. Watching and watching. And then tapping and tapping all day long, sending Moonie reports back to Fuller. It was disgusting.’ Silverman, his close confidante, nodded sympathetically.


Even while on holiday, Cowell spent no less than six hours a day on the telephone to London, New York and Los Angeles. In between, he spent hours watching DVDs of The X Factor and the programmes based on the Britain’s Got Talent format broadcast in over forty countries. By any reckoning, he was unrivalled among the world’s TV and music producers. His priority that August was The X Factor USA’s launch on 21 September. Each episode would cost a record $3 million to produce, but in return advertisers were agreeing to pay Fox $400,000 for a thirty-second spot on the basis of guaranteed audiences. His focus was on reaching the stratosphere as America’s most powerful TV star, a quest which was electrified by the events of 20 July.


In the Houses of Parliament in London, Rupert and James Murdoch had just been humiliated by politicians investigating their employees’ illegal hacking of celebrities’ telephone messages. Sensing weakness, Simon Fuller, Cowell’s bitterest enemy, chose that day to issue a writ in the Los Angeles Superior Court against Fox Broadcasting. Carefully choreographed publicity ensured that Fuller’s writ produced headlines from Los Angeles to London. The former owner of American Idol was suing his ex-partner. Fuller’s declaration of war against Fox and indirectly also against Cowell demonstrated the British producer’s bid to reassert his influence over the music industry.


Greed, ego and money are Hollywood’s common currency, and causing conflict can often bring rich rewards. On Slipstream, Cowell spotted only Fuller’s weaknesses. ‘My fame is driving him crazy,’ he smiled. For ten years, Fuller had waged legal and psychological warfare to confirm his supremacy over Cowell, and had extracted Cowell’s meek acquiescence that American Idol had been Fuller’s exclusive creation. For ten years, Cowell had gone along with what he believed was untrue, and now he felt Fuller wanted to extract more blood. He wanted a credit on The X Factor as ‘executive producer’, although Cowell was certain that he had not participated in any aspect of the programme. ‘No one asks for a credit on a failure,’ John Ferriter, a Hollywood agent, reassured Cowell as he reported Fuller’s apparent anguish. A Hollywood broker of influence feared being frozen out. ‘Desperate publicity-seeking’ was Cowell’s hostile comment.


It was no coincidence that the issue of Hollywood bible Variety that reported Fuller’s writ was dominated by twelve pages of congratulations to Jamie King, the choreographer who had teamed up with Fuller to find talented musicians for a new show to be called ¡Q’Viva! The Chosen, which was described as ‘a search across the Americas for Latino artistry’. So far Fuller had not found a major American network to finance his prospective show, which had been instantly stymied by the announcement that its stars, Jennifer Lopez and Marc Anthony, were divorcing. In a city where a writ can sometimes be used as a negotiator’s tool and both sides in a dispute can be seen eating amicably in the same restaurant, Fuller’s blast was nevertheless regarded by some as out of the ordinary. ‘We won’t pay and we won’t negotiate,’ Cowell was told by Fox executives. Fuller, he felt, had shot himself in the foot. Their ten-year feud was coming to a climax. Andrew Lloyd Webber’s famous response to the question ‘Which Simon do you love more?’ was ‘My money is on Simon.’ Cowell hoped the equivocation would soon be over. His revenge would be complete.


With little effort, Cowell’s mask concealed any hint of those violent emotions. Despite endless media scrutiny, his critics’ attempts to penetrate his defences and expose the reality of his passion and jealousy, or the existence of self-doubt and decadence, had proven fruitless. Fearing exposure, Cowell presented himself as the antithesis of debauchery: he was a man who never pronounced on morality and seemingly never committed a moral wrong. To some, he inhabited an identity but resisted being defined by it.


High-minded critics have dismissed Cowell’s world of mindless pleasure as middle-class philistinism. Those debunkers have portrayed his pedestrian disregard of human complexity as proof of a man who is neither moral nor immoral, just superbly sterile. Yet, behind the mask, his confidants listen to confessions of torment, not least about his public image.


Like all subversives, he is terrified of others using his own armoury against him. Troubled by the hatred he has generated, he has grasped that his own fortune rests on resisting the same humiliation as he has heaped on others. For years he suffered mockery, and for the past eleven years he has sought revenge against those sneerers. ‘This is the make-or-break year,’ he admitted on Slipstream. By Christmas, he would know whether he had scaled new heights or been universally lampooned. A biographer wrote of Oscar Wilde, ‘You drift beautifully on the surface and you will die unbeautifully in the depths.’ Cowell hoped to avoid that fate.


By the end of the trip, he had also decided against freezing his corpse after all. A chance conversation during the voyage had revealed that the Swiss ‘clinic’, after receiving the corpse of a basketball player, had cut off and only frozen the head. ‘Imagine’, said Cowell, laughing uncontrollably, ‘what all my ex-girlfriends would do if they just looked at my dead head. No way!’



















1


The Creation





Laughter and parties were the bedrock of Simon Cowell’s childhood. Both his mother Julie, a former Soho show dancer, and his father Eric, a property manager, were generous hosts who promoted enjoyment rather than academic study for their children. Guests at their successive homes on the western fringes of London could not have imagined that the Cowells were concealing a tangled succession of relationships preceding their own happy union. Once the dust had settled, among those invited for long Sunday lunches were not only four children from their previous relationships, but also their various grandchildren. They would later on be acknowledged in Eric’s last will.


Eric Cowell, born in February 1918 in London’s East End, could trace his father’s family back to the eighteenth century. In 1770, William Cowell had been a rope manufacturer. The family business continued in the East End for over a hundred years until it was inherited by Joseph Cowell, Simon’s great-grandfather. In 1890, Joseph, an Anglican, married Nancy Levy, a Jew, in Whitechapel. Their eldest son, also named Joseph, was born the following year and automatically took his mother’s religion. The family business ended in the early twentieth century.


Soon after the outbreak of World War I in 1914, Joseph, then twenty-three years old, volunteered to join the Middlesex Regiment, serving as a private. The following year, he married Esther Malinsky, a twenty-nine-year-old Jewess who had been born in Poland. Esther’s father, a cap maker, had fled to England to escape the Polish government’s persecution of the Jews and set up his business in the premises of a mantle maker in the East End. The family home was two rooms at 22 Pelham Street, a Jewish area in Spitalfields.


After the war, Joseph became an office clerk and moved with Esther to Ilford, an east London suburb. When the second of their three sons, Eric Selig Philip Cowell, was born, Joseph was employed as an inspector on London’s buses, checking passengers’ tickets. On subsequent legal documents, Eric would describe his father as a ‘transport manager’.


By 1939, Eric had qualified as a chartered surveyor. Soon after the outbreak of World War II, he joined the Middlesex Regiment and was posted to Calcutta as a commercial clerk. In 1943, promoted by then to captain in the 19th Hyderabad Regiment, he married Enid Proudfoot in Bombay’s Anglican cathedral. Enid, the granddaughter of a native Indian, was unaware that her husband was Jewish. Misleadingly, he had described himself on the marriage certificate as ‘Congregational’.


Life for British officers in India, the jewel of the British empire, was relatively blissful and Eric made the last year of the war even more comfortable by serving as a magistrate in Calcutta. His leisurely life of parties, privilege and servants ended in August 1946 and he retired from the army as an honorary major and returned alone to Britain to set up business as a surveyor, living near his mother, by then a widow, in Ilford. Enid, his wife, arrived in Britain some months later, but the marriage broke down and she returned to India.


Eric had already embarked on a relationship with Jeanette Sevier, a baker’s daughter eight years younger than himself who occasionally modelled in Bristol. Renting a flat in Kensington, they remained unmarried but had a son, Anthony John, in 1948. Soon after, Eric found employment as a property manager for Barratts, the shoe manufacturer and retailer, and they moved temporarily to Stafford. In 1950, their daughter June was born. Two years later, after returning to Kensington, Eric apparently obtained a divorce from Enid – no official British record can be found – and married Jeanette in Fulham, but within a year their marriage was floundering.


As part of his work, Eric travelled regularly at weekends between London and Northampton. Returning on the same train to London every Monday, he spotted an attractive woman, Julie Dalglish.


Born in November 1925, Julie was the only child of Robert Dalglish, a Birmingham garage mechanic and chauffeur whose Scottish family had for generations been lithographers. At the age of twelve, and despite her strict father’s opposition, Julie, accompanied by her mother Winifred, had successfully auditioned to dance on the West End stage in London. She left Birmingham with three other girls for six weeks of rehearsals for Goody Two Shoes before the performances began at Christmas, running until Easter 1938. Living with the group in west London, she passed the exams for the Royal Academy of Dancing and during the war was a member of a dance troupe, touring Britain’s seaside resorts to entertain tourists and the military.


After the war, alternately using the stage names Josie or Julie Brett, she returned to London to work twice every night as the lead dancer in the cancan and other routines with Joe Loss’s Big Band in Pigalle, a dinner and dancing nightclub off Piccadilly. Aged twenty, she fell in love with Bertram Scrase, an actor, dancer and singer who was married to Elaine, another dancer. For years, Bertram and Elaine had performed a tap routine across England as the White Aces, but that had ended with Elaine’s pregnancy in 1944. In summer 1945, after his daughter’s birth in Brighton, Bertram abandoned Elaine and headed for Blackpool. The White Aces resumed with Julie Dalglish, and Scrase never returned to his wife.


Julie had fallen for a professional womaniser whose charm, stories and looks had seduced endless women. Performing with Bertram, she toured Britain until she became pregnant. In 1946, while travelling with him to Dublin, she gave birth to Michael. To Julie’s fury, Elaine refused Bertram’s request for a divorce.


Over the following years, troubled by Bertram’s endless affairs, Julie left Michael with her parents in Birmingham and continued dancing in London. Although their relationship had disintegrated, she had a second son with Bertram in 1950. Some would say that Bertram had disappeared with another woman, while others suggested that Julie had met another man. Julie would say that her relationship with Bertram Scrase was ‘disastrous’, and to some she would add, ‘It didn’t work. I thought, “Why did I get into this marriage?”’ Since she was professionally known as Julie Brett, some assumed she was married to ‘Mr Brett’.


Amid the austerity of the post-war era, the simultaneous task of bringing up two children while still working to become a famous dancer was exhausting, not least because Bertram was financially unreliable and, having set up a new home with Dorothy, a waitress in Bognor Regis, had abandoned contact with his two sons. To avoid destitution, Julie left her boys with her mother in Birmingham while she continued to dance at the Pigalle. Every weekend she travelled by train to the Midlands, returning to London on Monday evenings.


During these journeys, Julie spotted Eric Cowell boarding her train at Northampton after his regular visit to Barratts’ headquarters. One day, in 1954, he approached her in the dining car.


‘Would you care for a drink with me?’ he asked.


‘It’s my birthday,’ she replied, ‘so yes.’


It was the start, she would say, of ‘a long, platonic relationship in London’ which developed because she found him ‘very interesting, well read and he had a sense of humour’.


By then, Eric’s relationship with Jeanette was in trouble. Although they had only just married, he had continued to conceal his past. Neither of his children had met his brothers, sister or his mother. Unhappy in his marriage, he abandoned Jeanette to pursue Julie, a more attractive woman.


Julie had every reason to succumb to a man offering a solid relationship. But he wanted more. Soon after they moved into a flat in Richmond, she came under pressure to have more children. ‘I thought we had four between us and that was enough,’ she said, ‘but Eric delivered an ultimatum.’ After successive miscarriages, a son was born in Brighton in 1958. Due to complications in the last stages of pregnancy, the child, registered as ‘Stephen Cowell/Scarse’, died three weeks later. The following year, on 7 October 1959, Simon Cowell was born in south London. His parents were unmarried, according to Julie, because ‘I was scared.’


Soon after Simon’s birth, Eric introduced Julie to his sixty-nine-year-old mother Esther. Unusually, she was invited to stay in their Richmond home at the same time as Winifred Dalglish.


‘My mother’s from Poland,’ said Eric, without providing any more information.


‘Eric’s family is Jewish,’ Winifred told her daughter during that visit.


‘Do you think you’re Jewish?’ Julie challenged her partner.


‘I could be,’ Eric replied. ‘I don’t know,’ and then added, ‘No, I’m certainly not.’


Julie thought no more about it, but she did conclude that Eric’s mother was ‘awkward and frightening’.


In June 1961, Esther died and the chance of Eric’s Jewish background being revealed during his lifetime receded. By then, Julie was again pregnant and wanted to regularise her status. After searching for a bigger home, Eric had bought an unmodernised three-bedroom house at 34 Barham Avenue in Elstree, north of London. In March 1961, their second son, Nicholas, was born, although unusually his birth was only registered in June. Three months later, on 26 September, Jeanette obtained a divorce from Eric on the grounds of his adultery with ‘Julie Brett’, and, on 24 October, Eric and Julie were married at Caxton Hall in Westminster, later celebrating with friends at the Savoy. Although Julie registered her address as 28 Culross Street in central London, they had already moved to Barham Avenue, where Eric had opened an estate agency.


Amid the leafy suburbs, Eric and Julie buried much of their past. Thereafter, questions about their previous relationships were brushed aside. Determined to enjoy a happy marriage in a fun-loving atmosphere surrounded by dogs, they revealed little about their past to their six children.


Humorous, gentle and generous, Eric spoke only about his happy days as a major in India but never mentioned his childhood or first marriage. His two children with Jeanette were forbidden by their mother to meet Julie. Instead, they enjoyed excursions on Saturday afternoons to Battersea funfair and holidays alone with their father, unaware of his new family.


Similarly, Simon Cowell was not told about his grandparents’ past, his father’s childhood and religion, or about his uncles, aunts and cousins, who all lived near by. Nor did his mother reveal much about Bertram Scrase, although both sons, Michael and Tony, who had lived with their grandmother, moved into Barham Avenue. Having lost contact with Bertram, Tony regarded Eric as his father, but Michael resented his stepfather’s discipline and eventually, after many arguments, left and broke all contact with his mother, only meeting his real father in 1971 after Bertram appeared on a television programme. At the end of his life, Bertram was calling numbers in a bingo hall. Details such as these were either unknown or not mentioned in the Cowells’ home.


Only much later did Simon realise that his parents were unmarried when he was born, but his family never discussed the adulterous relationships. Eric and Julie saw no reason to disrupt happy childhoods. For them, nothing was more important than giving their family a secure, happy home, which neither had provided in their previous relationships.


Soon after Nicholas’s birth, Eric spotted Abbotsmead, an eight-bedroom ruin in Elstree. Since trading his own homes provided additional tax-free profits, he bought the run-down house with large grounds for £10,000, a considerable amount at the time. The renovation was completed just after Simon’s second birthday, and the family adopted a luxurious lifestyle.


In the post-war boom, Eric’s business was expanding and, to take advantage of rising property prices, he opened a new estate agency in central London. Leaving home in the mornings, he sped down the gravel drive in a convertible E-Type Jag, smoking a Havana cigar and leaving behind a gardener, cook and nanny to help Julie care for the four children and their friends. Although Eric was never seriously wealthy, he had sufficient money to host large Sunday family lunches, where Julie, theatrical and charming, could be heard calling everyone ‘Darling’ and approving of men who applied make-up to conceal blemishes. ‘Your personal appearance makes a big difference,’ Julie would say.


Not only was the large house buzzing with children and, later, grandchildren, but the Cowells enjoyed an increasingly full social life thanks to Gerry Blatner, their prized neighbour, who was the head of Warner Brothers studios in Elstree. The mogul, living close to Britain’s principal film studios, enjoyed Eric’s entertaining anecdotes and indulged Julie’s showbiz passion by introducing her to visiting film stars and producers or those living temporarily in their community. Thanks to Blatner, the Cowells met Bette Davis, Trevor Howard and Robert Mitchum.


After working for twenty years in show business, Julie plunged into the semblance of a Hollywood lifestyle. She rarely appeared for breakfast in the morning without her face being fully made-up and would certainly never leave home without perfecting her appearance. An elegant dresser, she was thrilled when Eric bought her her first mink stole. ‘Mummy looks like a poodle’ was Simon’s appreciative comment when Julie asked her four-year-old to admire her appearance before she left for another of Blatner’s parties. Cowell adored his mother’s theatricality and vanity, which some would endearingly call ‘camp’. Posing for effect and addressing people as ‘Darling’ epitomised Julie’s gospel about the importance of charming people, deflecting criticism and offering generous hospitality. Rudeness and aggression were unwelcome in the Cowell household, and the universal response to visitors was warmth. Professionally, Julie Cowell had craved attention, and she did the same socially. ‘The stars soon became our friends and neighbours,’ wrote Simon Cowell in a grossly exaggerated 2003 account of those childhood events, ‘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 …’ The highlight for Cowell was sitting on Bette Davis’s lap. Theatricality was Julie’s oxygen and at an impressionable age it affected, even infected, her son. Life, he learned, was best when ‘one was noticed’.


Among the famous neighbours was Stanley Kubrick, the film director and producer. He regularly pestered Eric to sell Abbotsmead, finally raising his offer to a price which Eric could not refuse. Since selling property was Eric’s business, Julie reluctantly agreed and in turn was thrilled by his new purchase. The Warren, in Radlett, four miles from Elstree, was smaller but had potential for expansion and would subsequently be resold. Although they left Abbotsmead after just four years, they retained the relationships with Blatner and other film personalities and would meet, among others, Roger Moore, Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton – although not, as described in previous accounts, over their neighbouring fence. 


The move to Radlett coincided with Simon and Nicholas leaving the local private prep school and starting at St Columba’s boys’ school in St Albans. Taught by monks in their robes, the decent men were bewildered by the Cowells’ indiscipline. At home Simon dressed up as Captain Scarlet, while at school he behaved as if he was a master of the universe, fashioning his personality as a self-assured youth whose criteria for success would be to fail exams, an attitude fed by Eric’s encouragement of a relaxed atmosphere in the house. No member of his family had gone to university and none of his children were under pressure to read or excel at school. Success would not be judged by scholastic achievement but by having fun and making money.


Resistant to diligent study, Simon was disruptive in class, enjoyed playing pranks on other schoolchildren and the teachers and, when reprimanded, relished challenging authority. To his teachers’ fury, chastisement did not cause contrition but hilarity. The troublemaker, they realised, was an unashamed attention-seeker intent on disturbing the class. The punishment meted out involved Cowell hanging from the wall bars in the gymnasium, but the process merely encouraged his rebellion at school, which was a continuation of the mayhem at home.


Living in a permanently messy bedroom, Cowell’s love of pranks was little short of anarchy: he had shaved the top of his younger brother’s head so that his hair was styled like an inverted Mohican; after finding a Father Christmas outfit hidden at the top of the house, he had set fire to the beard and left it smouldering, which nearly caused a huge catastrophe; and he had held a toy pistol at a bus driver’s head, ordering, ‘Take me to Watford,’ which ended in his temporary arrest after the terrified driver called the police. Nothing, however, equalled his reckless enjoyment of driving his father’s cars down the drive and onto the road. Outraged by the boys’ poor behaviour and lack of discipline, Julie frequently hit Simon, but his nonchalant disregard, amounting to subversion, infuriated her. ‘It was a mental battle with a strong woman,’ said Cowell. ‘Always fractious.’


‘I was the dragoness,’ Julie later admitted. Her appeals to Eric were greeted with a smile. ‘I nagged him, “Have you done something?” But he usually didn’t.’ At moments of crisis, she would wait anxiously for Eric’s return home, give him a gin and tonic and, when he had ‘settled in’, say, ‘The boys are playing up.’


‘I’ll take care of it,’ Eric would reply quietly before going upstairs. Invariably, his sons were listening to a Beatles LP. ‘Tell your mother I gave you a jolly good rollicking,’ he would say to his smiling children. After closing their bedroom door, he would report sternly that he had ‘read them the riot act’ and, sipping his gin, resume the Daily Telegraph crossword. Twenty years later, he confessed to his ruse.


‘I was’, Simon would admit, ‘outspoken, obnoxious, cheeky and bored very easily. A strong-willed little brat.’ He was shaped by his teachers’ universal criticism of his arrogance and inadequacies. ‘Giving lip’ at school and at home was his revenge for his humiliation by the teachers’ caustic put-downs, accompanied by their stares, threats, silences, contempt, ridicule, scoffs, mock disbelief and jokes at his expense. Gradually, he absorbed their performance as a model for delivering his own snap judgements of friends.


His emotional survival depended upon cultivating a sense of superiority over those who mocked him. ‘I have an absolute hatred of losing,’ he later admitted. ‘Even losing at Monopoly as a kid. I just want to beat the competition.’ Aggravated by his imminent humiliation, he would tip the Monopoly board over the moment he sensed defeat, rather than concede gracefully. Cowell would describe that behaviour as ‘competitiveness’; others would say he was shamelessly spoiled.


An intelligent boy, he was frustrated by his academic failure and inability to find a remedy. Frequently, he avoided school by faking illness, sometimes placing a hot teapot on his forehead. Those who would later mock his ‘Mummy, look at me!’ attention-seeking could not pinpoint the characteristic underlying the son’s relationship with his mother, except that her critical love gave him unusual, even unjustified, self-confidence.


New wealth allowed Eric to indulge his children. Through contacts, he was appointed in the late 1960s as a director of EMI music corporation, with responsibility for its property portfolio, a task similar to the one he had undertaken for Barratts. After selling his estate agency, he flourished on a high salary and good expenses. His children were spoiled by regular excursions to fairs and historic sites, and holidays in Spain, which at the time was unusual for English families. He bought a debenture on box 60 at the Ascot race course to entertain his friends and family on Saturdays, and encouraged his sons to miss school for big races during Royal Ascot week.


While delighted by the constant improvement in her fortunes, Julie forbade Eric to give her sons pocket money. Accustomed to earning her living as a teenager, she insisted that ‘They should earn their own money.’ Simon regularly washed neighbours’ cars and windows, looked after their children and mowed their lawns. During holidays he picked up stones at a local farm and worked in a shop. Before he reached his teens, his sole ambition was ‘to get rich’.


Although his sons could have progressed to the senior school, St Columba’s Sacred Heart, Eric decided to move. He had received a good offer for the house in Radlett and bought a house about thirty miles south in Fulmer, near Maidenhead. Simon, aged twelve, and his brother were enrolled at the local Licensed Victuallers’ School established for the children of publicans.


‘It’s really bad,’ Simon told his parents in a rare observation about the quality of his education. His parents were unconcerned. Instead, they encouraged their sons to have fun. A self-contained flat within the new house was assigned to the two young boys and became the centre of their school friends’ social life. There they played records, drank and smoked, and many attractive girls, including Paula Hamilton, a future model, drifted into the flat after school.


One year later, Eric realised his mistake and, on the recommendation of a friend, immediately transferred Nicholas to Dover College, a traditional boarding school in the Channel port. Nicholas’s messages to his parents were not encouraging. ‘It’s dreadful. Awful,’ he wrote. The school’s strict regime included fagging, whereby the older boys expected him to do their cleaning and worse. Even George Matthews, his house master, described the seventy-five borders as living ‘crushed like rats in small cages’.


Forewarned by his brother, Simon arrived later with the single ambition to leave the oppressive environment as soon as possible. He joined no clubs, played no sport and disliked the drab grey herringbone uniform. Having learned that the school motto, ‘Non recuso laborem,’ meant ‘I shun no work,’ the only Latin he perfected was the opposite, ‘Recuso semper laborem,’ ‘I always shun work.’ His behaviour won him just two admirers among the staff: the matron and George Matthews’s wife.


‘I couldn’t bear the discipline and the boredom,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to get out and earn money.’ In a letter home he wrote, ‘Dear Mum and Dad, I hope you’re happy to finally have got rid of me. I also hope you’re happy in your centrally heated warm house and you have a lot to eat. Because I am lying in a dormitory which has icicles on the inside, and there’s nothing to eat. I’m freezing cold and hungry. I hope you’re finally satisfied.’ In reply, he received two letters. The long one from his mother encouraged her son to study and remember his father’s sacrifice in paying the school fees. The thinner letter from his father in an EMI envelope included a £50 note. The response encouraged Simon to send regular complaints and await the identical replies to finance his frequent forays to the local pub to drink and, particularly, to smoke.


By then, he had identified Mickie Most, a judge of a television talent competition called New Faces, as his hero. In the programme, Most, a record producer who counted The Animals, Herman’s Hermits and Donovan among the successes on his own record label, joined other famous producers and singers to judge the performance of young artists auditioning in the studio. Unlike Opportunity Knocks, another television talent competition in which the audience decided which acts would progress to the next round, the contestants on New Faces relied on the panel’s decisions. It was the humiliation meted out by the judges rather than the contestants’ music that excited Cowell, and Most ranked among the most acerbically judgemental. Pertinently, Cowell was not particularly interested in the deluge of original songs produced in the 1960s and 1970s. Occasionally he went to concerts, and he often played records, but his favourite preoccupation at the end of every school day was smoking with friends and, on Sunday evenings, expressing his dread of going back to school the following day. At sixteen, in the weeks before taking O levels, the first public examinations which would determine his fate, he was never seen studying.


After taking the exams, Cowell’s popularity and unauthorised presence in the pub prompted George Matthews to suspend the unruly boy for the last two weeks of the summer term. ‘I did him a favour, I suppose,’ Matthews later realised. ‘Sending him home was the opposite of punishment.’ Matthews recommended that he did not return for A levels. Unlike other pupils who would obtain high grades in eight or nine O levels, Cowell passed just two at the lowest grades. He was unconcerned. Content, he returned home, albeit to a new house.


Eric had completed another sale and repurchase, and the family moved into a new mock Edwardian house in nearby Pinkneys Green which had been abandoned in mid-development by a bankrupt builder. After the construction work was completed, Eric intended to resell the house. Simon was enrolled at Windsor Technical College to resit his exams and eventually obtained three basic passes. His only achievement at the college was meeting Debbie Spears, his first serious girlfriend. At seventeen, he fell in love and during their eighteen-month relationship lost his virginity. The affair ended, he said, when he found her kissing a tutor at a party. The following day he telephoned her. ‘Can I have my crash helmet back?’ he asked. But the more serious challenge was to decide upon a career.


Regardless of his academic failure, Eric indulged his son. He was allowed to drive the family car, with the promise of a car of his own in the near future, and he was given ample food and clothes and taken every weekend for a family lunch to a local Indian restaurant. Only occasionally did Eric mention to his son his grim career prospects. After disastrous employment as a waiter and another job at the local Brillo factory, Cowell spent his days at home in some despair. Isolated from regular routine, he became a loner, spending his days reading The Beano, The Hotspur and other boys’ comics, interspersed by the odd Flashman book, the adventures of a ruthless cad.


‘With no qualifications and no talents’, he admitted, ‘my prospects were poor.’ Encouraged by Julie to work, he found menial work at a warehouse and invited the boy who was driving the forklift truck home. Over dinner they compared their family lives. ‘I never realised how lucky I am,’ Cowell admitted afterwards. ‘I’ve taken a lot for granted.’ His next job was working behind the counter of Laskys, a hi-fi shop on London’s Tottenham Court Road. The only ‘buzz’, he volunteered, was getting the pay cheque at the end of the week: ‘I love getting money. I want to make money. Real money. Pocket money isn’t enough. I want to be rich.’ 


Good-humouredly, Eric suggested his son become a quantity surveyor and follow him into the property business. With Cowell’s poor O levels, that was a forlorn suggestion. Next, Eric drove his son to a building site in Birmingham. After walking for two hours in rubble and mud, the seventeen-year-old exploded, ‘Are you completely mad?’ and insisted they return to London. Eric next used his contacts to arrange interviews for his son as a management trainee at Tesco and a civil servant. Both ended in disaster because of Cowell’s refusal to consider working in a structured environment. He returned home defeated but still buoyant. Despite his plight, he indulged his sole talent – entertaining his friends at parties – using his charm and good looks to attract girls. ‘I lost my virginity to Simon Cowell,’ Paula Hamilton admitted. ‘He was very, very protective of me and he was funny and rebellious.’


Exasperated by her son’s luxury-seeking lifestyle, Julie urged Eric to use his influence again. Finally, even Cowell realised that the offer engineered by his father of working in EMI’s post room for £25 per week could not be rejected. ‘I’ll work my way up,’ he promised.


‘Always be polite and charming to people,’ Julie urged on his first day in 1976. ‘Manners maketh the man. They cost nothing. Courtesy is the hallmark of the civilised.’ Eric, by then his best friend, added his own wisdom: ‘Everyone you work with has an invisible sign on their head which says, “Make me feel important.” Be polite to everyone.’


Delivering the post to offices occupied by energetic young men and women pursuing ambitions denied to himself was humiliating. His fleeting appearances were casually accepted and swiftly forgotten. At the bottom of the chain, he regularly pushed a cart along the pavement from EMI’s headquarters in Charing Cross Road to a subsidiary in Dean Street, Soho. During those turgid months, there was one memorable moment: after entering the building, a youth his own age made a derogatory comment about the ‘post boy pushing the trolley’. Cowell was stung. The glib remark highlighted his failure. Protected from poverty and worthlessness by his parents’ safety net, he had been taught to conceal his feelings. The daily drudgery was Cowell’s Rubicon, the moment of epiphany when he realised the consequence of his indiscipline. But now he silently pledged, ‘Right, I’ll show you.’ In that cathartic moment he finally shed all traces of obnoxious behaviour and became ambitious overnight. He changed his appearance and manner to assimilate the culture at EMI. Holding his cigarette at head height, he started to address people as ‘Darling’, began wearing V-neck T-shirts cut to show more skin and had his long hair permed. His vanity was no longer only to attract girls but also to become part of the music world. He bought a crude sun lamp but, frustrated by the slow progress to become tanned, remained in front of the light longer than recommended, and without safety goggles. Soon he was screaming in agony. He was rushed to hospital with burnt eyes by his mother, who feared during the week his eyes were covered in bandages that his sight could be damaged. Vanity had triumphed where all the teachers’ reprimands had failed.


Life outside the post room had improved. His brother Nicholas, prospering in a position his father had arranged as a junior in an estate agency, had moved into an empty flat in North Audley Street, Mayfair, loaned to him by a friend. Simon followed him there and the duo enjoyed evenings at Samantha’s, a club in New Burlington Street, and threw parties in the flat. His new girlfriend, Lee Watts, a skinny elfin, was the victim when Paula Hamilton arrived in a jealous fit. ‘She’s gorgeous but crazy,’ Cowell told his brother in the aftermath of a bitter argument.


Two weeks later, Cowell returned to live with his parents. While supporting him financially, Eric became exasperated by his son’s careless driving. The speed nut repeatedly crashed his father’s cars. Once he drove through the central reservation on a dual carriageway in Maidenhead – ‘Simon swerved and saved my life,’ Nick was ordered to say – and soon after he took his father’s new Rover and again crashed at top speed. To disguise his culpability, he positioned the car against the wall of the family’s house to make it seem that Julie had forgotten to apply the handbrake and watched, without comment, as Eric admonished his bewildered wife. After more scrapes and dents, in a bid to protect his own car Eric bought his son an old Citroën, followed soon after by a Lancia convertible. Like all Cowell’s cars, the floor was soon covered with discarded cigarette packets, beer bottles and sweet wrappers, reflecting his unruly existence.


After eighteen months in the post room, Cowell confidently applied for promotion, hoping to work for a record label. He was abruptly rejected. He lacked any knowledge about music, he was told, a judgement he could not deny. His personal record collection was limited to The Beatles, The Rolling Stones and other mainstream groups, and he never attended gigs or concerts. Frustrated, he left EMI and, with the help of his cousin Malcolm Christopher, a production manager, was employed as a runner on a TV series being shot at Elstree for £15 a week. ‘I was a slave to everyone,’ he said. ‘Whatever I was asked, I’d say “yes” and did it.’ Once the production was completed, his cousin arranged another job for him as a runner, this time on Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining. Days later, he was told that Kubrick didn’t want runners. Unemployed, he asked Eric to intercede. His father telephoned Kubrick and reminded him about the house sale. ‘Why didn’t you offer my son a job?’ he asked. Kubrick relented, but just then another string pulled by Eric produced a better prospect.


Eric was friendly with Ron White, the head of EMI’s music-publishing division. At the heart of the music business, the record companies maximised their income by licensing the copyright of popular songs and music to artists. White offered Cowell an opportunity to begin a solid career but, just when all seemed set, he disappeared to Australia and Cowell was again sitting unemployed at home in Englefield Green, their latest home, near Maidstone.


Devoid of ideas, Cowell was impressed by his brother’s fate. After just two years, Nicholas was earning £250 per week, driving a company car and had bought a flat. Reluctantly, Simon asked his father to arrange a job for him in the property business. Once again, Eric drew on his contacts, and his son was employed in the shops department of Hillier Parker, a leading firm of London estate agents. Within hours of his first day, Cowell had realised his mistake. ‘They’re toffee-nosed public-school twits,’ he told Nicholas. Having been dispatched to compose a list of all the shops along Oxford Street, Cowell confessed his misery to his parents at the end of the first day.


‘I want to work in music,’ he said.


‘I know you’re unhappy,’ said Julie, ‘but you must give it time and settle in.’


However, Cowell insisted on resigning immediately.


‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, but you must be happy in what you do,’ said Eric, firmly establishing himself as the bigger influence. Unlike Julie, who was upset about her son’s poor school record and directionless life, Eric offered solutions and uncomplicated advice. Cowell agreed to stay for another three months, continuously confiding to Eric about ‘my screw-ups’. At the end of that period, Cowell was once again unemployed and sitting in his family home considering his future.


‘He looks crestfallen,’ Julie told Eric.
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Rise and Fall





Unemployment did not dent Cowell’s enjoyment of clubs, dancing and girls. On 15 May 1982, he went with Mel Medalie, a music producer, and others to Morton’s, an expensive Mayfair club. Cowell was Medalie’s unpaid runner, and was hoping for a paid job. Glancing across the room he spotted Jackie St Clair, a stunning young woman famous, he would later discover, for posing nude in top-shelf magazines.


Handsome, charming and persistent, he persuaded Medalie to make an introduction and later persuaded St Clair to come for dinner at Rags, a private members club in Chesterfield Street, Mayfair. Without money, he relied on his father arranging that he could sign the bill as a member. The beautiful Miss Nude UK was unimpressed, especially with his insistence that she eat some peanuts. ‘I’m allergic,’ she hissed, throwing the bowl in his face. Although she was ‘too expensive for me’, as he told his brother Nick, there was finally a brief affair. St Clair, however, preferred men who did not rely on their fathers to pay the bill.


While Julie lamented her son’s unemployment, he spent the weekends with his brother and a gang of friends drinking and picking up girls in London’s cheaper clubs, including Peppermint Park, Dial 9, Pizza Pomodoro and the Hippodrome. Simon and Nicholas would be sent to ‘pull the girls’ from the bar or the dance floor, while the others ordered champagne and Amaretto for their table. ‘Young guys operating’ was Nicholas’s description of a group ‘working and playing hard’. From there, they often headed at Nick’s suggestion to lap-dancing clubs. Initially, they enjoyed For Your Eyes Only in Hammersmith, and then moved to Stringfellows in Covent Garden. To some, lap dancing was vulgar, but in Cowell’s eyes it was fun wrapped up with a flash of showbiz, and his life’s purpose was enjoyment.


Cowell’s forlorn days at his parents’ home temporarily ended after Ron White, the head of EMI’s music-publishing division, unexpectedly returned from Australia. At Eric’s behest, White summoned Cowell for an interview. ‘It doesn’t mean you’ll get the job,’ warned Julie as her son, dressed in a suit for once, returned home wracked by nerves. ‘I’d give my right arm to get back into the music business,’ he admitted. At 8 p.m., White called. ‘You’ve got the job.’


Eric Cowell’s advice on the eve of Simon’s first day was unexceptional: ‘Spot people who can teach you and stick to those you can learn from.’ Unexpectedly, his son would follow that suggestion scrupulously for the next thirty years.


Excitedly, Cowell returned to EMI. To his horror, he was greeted by silence. Everyone knew that Eric had fixed the appointment for his unqualified son. Undeterred by the hostility, Cowell relied on his immediate supervisor, Ellis Rich, who bore no resentment, to explain his task. ‘Search through the catalogues of music owned by EMI,’ he was told, ‘and match suitable songs to popular singers. Then persuade their agents during personal visits to use EMI’s music.’


Cowell finally discovered his undoubted talent. Personable and entertaining, he ingratiated himself by following Eric’s advice: ‘In business always make sure that you make the other person feel important. Always shake hands and say “hello”.’ Easy in conversation and charmingly polite, he formed solid relationships with agents but was irked by all the A&R – Artists and Repertoire – men who scoured pubs, basement gigs and concerts across Britain for new talent. ‘The biggest arseholes in the music business,’ Cowell declared, identifying the gulf between himself and genuine music aficionados. Those pursuing art in music, he scoffed, were ‘snobs’. Unaccustomed to diligent, methodical research and also to their bravura, he disliked the A&R men’s self-importance after signing new clients. The middle-class interloper also felt alienated by their drug-infested lifestyle. ‘I’m bored by them,’ he told friends about a combative clique that brassily supervised their artists’ careers by choosing producers, finding new songs and overseeing recordings.


Unable to conform, Cowell was attracted after a year to Ellis Rich’s suggestion that they leave EMI and set up their own music-publishing business to ‘make a lot of money’. Without first securing a commitment from songwriters, they left EMI, rented an office in Soho Square and began operating as E&S Music. ‘Within a day of moving into our new offices,’ Cowell admitted, ‘I realised 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 business were foreign to us.’ Without telling Rich, Cowell asked Ron White whether he could return. ‘No,’ replied White. ‘I was going to groom you for the top, but you’ve betrayed my trust.’


Moaning that he had been misled, over the following months Cowell persisted with Rich in developing the business in Britain and America. A doomed visit to Los Angeles incited him to blame Rich for the disaster, and relations between the two men deteriorated. ‘When you’re young you’re paranoid,’ Cowell later reflected. ‘I was jumpy, insecure and worried. It was not a good time.’ Their finances were going downhill. The upside was being on a steep learning curve about the music business. ‘It’s amazing,’ he told his father. ‘The bits of plastic cost fifty pence to make and you can sell them for £8.’


Making and selling, he decided, was more lucrative. In 1983, after a year of arguments, he left Rich. Much later, he conceded, ‘Ellis was right. Publishing is a long, slow business which he understood. I would have earned millions, much more than I’ve got now, if I had stayed. The money was in music publishing and back catalogues. Ellis was disappointed that I didn’t stick with him.’


That was not quite the recollection of E&S Music’s landlord at 46 South Molton Street, Iain Burton, the sharp and ambitious owner of Ferroway Ltd, a music-production company whose own offices were in the same building. They had first met when Cowell, dressed in hot pants, had arrived on rollerblades at Burton’s West End office with Mandy Perryment, an actress, and Simon’s brother Nicholas, her close friend.


Although he was seven years older, Burton had become part of the weekend gang that included Nicholas Cowell, who by then was earning about £2,000 a month selling luxury properties in north-west London. Together they toured the clubs, drinking and looking for girls. Eager to be known as the ‘Crazy Gang’, the Cowell brothers liked impressing other clubbers, although the bill was often paid by Burton, who at the end of the night would invite everyone back to his penthouse in Onslow Gardens, Kensington.


Burton, a former dancer, had broken into the music business producing Keep in Shape System (KISS), a fitness instruction video starring Arlene Phillips, the choreographer of dance troupe Hot Gossip. Based on Jane Fonda’s series of videos, Burton claimed to have sold half a million tapes of the attractive woman dressed in a body-hugging Lycra suit to the first generation of keep-fit enthusiasts. Astute and hard-working, he combined generosity to his staff with a determination not to allow anyone other than himself and his partner Stephen Goldberg to earn a profit from his deals.


Burton watched as E&S Music floundered and spent time with Cowell during his return to the wilderness searching for work. In that forlorn period, he became Cowell’s inseparable best friend. ‘He was ultra-confident, very funny and super-charming’ was Burton’s sentiment. Besides a shared interest in pop music and girls, he recognised a kindred spirit in Cowell. ‘In those days’, he recalled, ‘none of us had any problem with being a little camp.’ During one of the Cowells’ Sunday lunches, he was persuaded by Eric to offer Cowell a job selling books published by Fanfare, a subsidiary of Ferroway, and also exploring how he could develop Fanfare Records, Burton’s fledgling music label.


Burton allocated a desk in his office to Cowell, who worked for about £10,000 per annum as he learned the business and found new artists. ‘An amazing break,’ gushed Cowell, acknowledging his debt after being rescued from ‘the bottom of the heap’. On reflection he acknowledged, ‘From the post room up, the first fifteen years in the entertainment industry was about learning. I always worked on the basis of being patient and if you work hard it will come to you.’ At twenty-six, he could finally afford to move out of his parents’ home and rent a flat in Fulham. But he left reluctantly: ‘I liked my bedroom and I liked the house.’ He took with him a well-read copy of the Guinness Book of British Hit Singles.


Burton had already signed a deal to sell Rondò Veneziano, a successful Italian orchestra that played a fusion of contemporary and baroque music. On Burton’s instructions, Cowell hired Nigel Wright, a young studio producer who was fast and imaginative, to supervise a remix. ‘Get the music played on TV,’ Burton told Cowell, aware of how television boosted sales. Cowell endlessly and unsuccessfully harassed television producers to use Rondo’s music. ‘Don’t take “no” for an answer,’ Burton told his disorganised employee. ‘Keep trying until you get it.’ In Burton’s opinion, he was mentoring his best friend and junior. ‘Watch and listen to me,’ he told Cowell. ‘Sit opposite me and learn from what I do.’


Eventually, Cowell heard that Crossroads, the TV soap, was to be set in Venice for one week, and he successfully harassed the show’s producer to use Rondò Veneziano’s ‘Venezia 2000’ as the theme music for that week. On the back of that, over 100,000 albums were sold. Thereafter, Fanfare was always profitable. Only commercial music, Burton decided, was worth promoting. ‘What’s the next fad going to be?’ Cowell asked Nigel Wright, a question he would repeat endlessly.


In the quest for profits, in early 1982 Cowell visited Fairlight, a German laboratory specialising in manufacturing sounds. Among their products was a dog barking a song in tune. ‘I think I can make this a hit,’ said Cowell. Back in England, with help he turned the Fairlight sound into ‘Ruff Mix’, sung by Snap, the Wonder Dog. To promote the single, he targeted the producers of the BBC’s Top of the Pops, television’s most important pop-music programme. The wheeze, he explained, would feature a ‘singer’ dressed in a dog’s outfit miming ‘Snap’s song’. The producers fell for the novelty and the valuable slot was secured for early September. Gung-ho, Cowell arrived at the BBC’s studios to discover his ‘singer’ slumped by several empty beer bottles. ‘I’m not doing it,’ he slurred. To save the slot, Cowell drank a couple of beers to give himself courage, dressed as the dog and told the producer, ‘I’ll do the act.’


‘Walk onto the stage,’ he was told by the studio manager, ‘turn left, then turn right and walk past the camera to the middle and then sit down.’ On cue, Cowell stumbled across the floor, fell over children in the audience and unsteadily sat down by a table as the single was played. After a chaotic mime, he staggered off the studio floor and was told, ‘You’re banned for life.’ Unfazed, he anticipated earning ‘a fortune’ from the record and a TV series.


To boost sales, he had commissioned Hanna-Barbera, the animation studio, to draw a cartoon for the album’s cover. Days after the record’s release, Disney threatened legal proceedings because the cover was a copy of a Disney design. The successful launch was curtailed and the album was withdrawn, but Cowell’s legacy in the music industry was fixed. He now inhabited his own world. His weakness was his personal poverty. Unable to earn enough money, he still depended on his father.


To survive, most players in the music business attempted to profit from the current fashion, and at the time some of the best money was earned from subversive, violent rock music. Unlike the traditional A&R men racing between six gigs every night, Cowell could not nurture personal relationships with the opinionated, druggy rock groups performing in bars and clubs. Although he rebelled at school, he sympathised with his family’s genteel lifestyle rather than the rockers’ cultural resentment. Fanfare also lacked the finance to promote successors to The Beatles and the Stones. Stuck on the fringe, looking for a break to earn money rather than create art, his good fortune was an introduction made by his brother. Sharing a flat in Chilton Street with a friend, Nicholas was dating a Welsh ballerina, while his flatmate was going out with Sinitta, an eighteen-year-old aspiring dancer and the dusky daughter of Michael ‘Miquel’ Brown, a well-known Canadian singer. During the affair, Sinitta had appeared as a dancer on TV and once in a West End musical. Occasionally she drank and danced at the clubs visited by the Cowell brothers and was invited to spend weekends at the Cowell family home.


In 1982, after Eric had retired and moved with Julie to Majorca, Sinitta travelled as Nick’s girlfriend to the island for a holiday. Shortly after, and not for the last time, Simon inherited one of Nick’s cast-offs. ‘It’s their naughty face which attracts me,’ Cowell said about girls with dark skin. He had first dated one at the Licensed Victuallers’ School.


In late 1984, after another family holiday in Spain, Sinitta suggested to Cowell that he should listen to her recording of ‘So Macho’, which had been written by George Hargreaves. Excited by the music and with nothing else in prospect, Cowell offered her a contract. Just then, Burton telephoned to announce that he was pulling out of Sinitta’s record to invest his money in a new project. ‘I’m begging you,’ implored Cowell, ‘please don’t close this down. Just give me some money and I’ll make this record a hit.’ Burton, proud of his reputation of ‘nailing’ his commercial adversaries ‘to the floor’, relented and gave Cowell £5,000. ‘But that’s it. Final,’ he warned.


By industry standards, it was a pitiful amount. The following day, Cowell started the weary routine of touring all the radio producers in a bid to get airtime for his new artist. Despite being welcomed for his charm and humour, the record was universally rejected as falling outside mainstream pop. His only hope was to target gay men at a time when homosexuality was only legal between consenting adults meeting privately.


To understand the gay market and its twilight dance clubs, Cowell met with Ian Levine, an overt homosexual whose successful career in disco music took off after he left school in 1975 and discovered and promoted Evelyn Thomas, a soul singer from Chicago. Thomas’s first record, in 1976, had been a modest success. Next, Levine wrote and produced Michael ‘Miquel’ Brown’s hit song ‘So Many Men, So Little Time’, a song about a woman sleeping with countless men and waking in the morning unaware of the name of the person sharing her bed. Initially, Brown’s record appealed uniquely to the gay community in North America, and especially New York, and then spread to gay dance clubs in the north of England. Levine’s challenge was to persuade Radio 1 producers in London to overcome their prejudice against gay music and the north. Real success, however, depended on achieving ‘the crossover’: when a record which was popular among gays but unknown to mainstream music fans was suddenly demanded by heterosexuals in record shops across the country. If those sales were sufficiently high, the record would rise in the commercial record charts and automatically be played on Radio 1. ‘So Many Men, So Little Time’ achieved the crossover and became a major hit.


Cowell needed to understand how Levine had scored the rare jackpot which eluded so many producers. He found the producer working at Record Shack, a shop selling imported American gay records in Berwick Street, Soho. Levine’s was a familiar story in the music business. At the height of his success in 1979, he had been crushed by catastrophic financial problems. Scarred by the experience, he began working behind a shop counter, but on Saturday nights he was the principal DJ at Heaven, a gay club near Charing Cross station. Every weekend, over 2,000 men packed the place and danced frantically until daybreak. In that small community, Levine had become influential by importing ideas from the Sanctuary club in New York. In particular, he mixed music between turntables and promoted the sale of records through Radio Shack. In 1983, he used his influence at Heaven and Radio Shack to promote his own record, ‘Taking It Straight’, which went on to sell 2 million copies in Britain, France and America. For the second time, he had achieved the crossover.


Cowell walked into Record Shack and introduced himself. Wearing a V-neck white T-shirt exposing his hairy chest and high-waisted red trousers, Cowell asked Levine to play Sinitta’s ‘So Macho’ at Heaven and produce a record with Arlene Phillips and Hot Gossip singing ‘Break Me into Little Pieces’. Sinitta, he added, should be included in the group.


After an hour’s rehearsal at a recording studio, Levine booked Leroy Osbourne, a black man with a voice like Marvin Gaye, as the lead singer. Cowell arrived to watch Levine mix the tracks at the Trident studios in Wardour Street. Normally, Levine would need four hours for a mix, but Cowell’s interference prolonged the process. ‘That’s fabulous, darling, but …’ Cowell sighed, urging more drums, bass or vocals, each suggestion cancelling the previous ‘improvement’. ‘I’m pulling my hair out,’ screamed Levine as he reached for another Kool cigarette, an American menthol brand bought by his parents. As Cowell introduced himself to them – it was never clear whether the attraction was the taste or the name – he urged Levine, ‘Darling, can we have a bit more treble …’ Fourteen hours later, the mix was completed but, despite Levine’s efforts at Heaven, the record flopped. Eventually, the losses were mitigated by its use in a Japanese advertisement.


Failure did not dent Cowell’s self-confidence nor his trust in Levine, whom he embraced as ‘hilarious, conceited and very talented’. On the next occasion, Cowell entered Record Shack with his chest shaved. ‘Don’t you think it’s more defined?’ he asked. To Levine, Cowell appeared as ‘a camp, silly, indecisive record executive who was catty and judgemental’, yet they often spent time together at a Japanese restaurant near Cowell’s office. During those meals in South Molton Street, Levine suggested that Cowell revive the black disco music popular in the 1970s using James and Susan Wells, an American brother-and-sister duo. ‘They’re great,’ said Levine. ‘You sign them up, I’ll make the records.’ Cowell arranged for the two to fly to London, and during 1984 Levine recorded three records: ‘RSVP’, ‘Mirror Image’ and ‘No Care for Me’. With Levine’s help, all were successful in the gay clubs but none reached the charts. ‘Everything Levine’s producing is hot,’ Cowell realised, ‘but we’re not making any money.’


Sitting in his office, gazing at a large mirror on the wall – a gift from Sinitta, who had adorned the top with an inscription: ‘Yes, Simon darling, you look beautiful’ – Cowell contemplated how to copy Levine’s recent successful crossover launches. Sensitive to the taste of gay men at Heaven, Levine had noticed that dancers now wanted music with more beats per minute than normal disco records. In the underground, even the term ‘disco’ had been ditched in favour of ‘Boytown’. Levine had redefined the gay market by recording Evelyn Thomas’s up-tempo ‘High Energy’. Played by DJs in gay clubs across the US and Europe, the new release achieved the crossover, hitting number one in some charts and selling over 5 million copies across the world.


Thomas’s success coincided with another hit, ‘Whatever I Do’, sung by Hazell Dean and produced by Pete Waterman. A hugely talented but still unrecognised producer, Waterman’s next record was ‘You Think You’re a Man’ by Divine, a drag queen with a huge following among gay and transvestite clubbers in America. ‘For a man who started his career eating dog shit,’ Melody Maker commented about the singer, ‘this record is a step in the right direction.’ Like Levine, Waterman’s formula matched Cowell’s ambitions. ‘I’m aiming for the gay market,’ he later told Cowell, ‘because we can’t afford to go anywhere else.’ Without any money for promotion, and occasionally not even for a pint of beer, the producer told Cowell, ‘It’s a market where money can still be made if a massive hit in the underground creeps into the mainstream in the bigger shops.’


They had first met when Cowell, employed by EMI, visited Waterman’s primitive studio in Camden, north London, and then later in Waterman’s studio at the rear of the Marquee club in Dean Street, Soho. Waterman’s skill, Cowell recognised, was not just ‘like a DJ at a wedding, always knowing what music people wanted to dance to’; with his two partners, Mike Stock and Matt Aitken, he also possessed all the talent required to produce pop music. Combined, they could write songs, master the technical wizardry in the studio and promote their records perfectly. By 1984, after Waterman had built a modern studio off Marshalsea Road in south London, Cowell acknowledged Waterman ‘as my point of contact. He knew what a song should sound like. We had a lot in common.’ Pop music, Waterman told his admirers, was difficult to write. ‘Either it’s pure sugar or it’s under-colour. And both are not liked.’


Fascinated by Waterman’s challenge to the A&R snobs and the major record labels, Cowell relished an anti-hero who was neither fashionable nor cared what people thought, an unusual combination in show business. Clutching Sinitta’s twelve-inch single, Cowell sought Waterman’s opinion about ‘So Macho’. ‘You’ve got a hit,’ said Waterman generously. ‘She can chirrup a tune.’


‘Would you do the follow-up?’ asked Cowell.


‘I’m too busy,’ replied Waterman.


‘Doing what?’ asked Cowell cheekily.


Since his fate depended on making Sinitta a star, and remembering Iain Burton’s mantra ‘Never take no for an answer’, he returned twice every week to Waterman’s studios to watch the recording sessions, learn about the business and meet his rivals. ‘I followed Waterman around like a dog,’ admitted Cowell. Rushing through his offices, Waterman saw a man who was ‘ambitious and great fun’. He also described him as infatuated by Sinitta and ‘the most stylised human I’d ever met. Always the same hair, wearing a singlet and carrying cigarettes. He was always the same.’ Behind the smile, Cowell was aggressively absorbing Waterman’s promotional techniques. ‘Music is showbiz,’ Cowell was told. ‘People steal your lines. Do the same.’


Nearly every weekend, from Friday until Monday night, Waterman drove Hazell Dean to five gigs a night in Mecca halls and private gay clubs across the north of England. Racing between the venues – starting at 9 p.m. in Hull, on the east coast, and ending at 2 a.m. in Liverpool, on the west coast – Waterman dived into grimy premises fearing that his car might be gone by the time he emerged. In that closed shop, the club owners and DJs, who never paid, believed they were doing the promoters a favour. ‘They have to like you,’ Waterman told Cowell, knowing that even charm could occasionally fail to win over the bouncers on the door. Once inside, Dean either sang to a backing track or mimed to the record if the club had no microphone. ‘It’s all frontier stuff,’ Waterman told Cowell.


Financed by Iain Burton’s credit card, Cowell regularly drove Sinitta to club gigs in Blackpool, Barnsley, Newcastle, Edinburgh and Birmingham, popping into regional radio stations during the day. Between stops, he called from telephone boxes to confirm the arrangements and book a damp bed in a run-down hotel. Copying Waterman and also posing as ‘Disco Duck’, a talent scout for a music magazine, he checked specialist shops in Soho daily to see whether a new trend had emerged, if any imported records were selling well and whether Fanfare could buy the rights. The drudgery was depressing but the alternative was unemployment.


In early 1985, Cowell’s frustrations grew. A second launch for ‘So Macho’ had seen it enter the charts at number forty, only to stall and crash. ‘Why aren’t the kids interested?’ he asked Waterman. ‘The market is not stupid,’ replied the producer, delivering the scripture. ‘Gays like a particular type of music but don’t want a badge put on it. You can’t make a gay record and say it’s gay. You must make a record for the market and be serious about it.’ Cowell nodded.


‘He wants to be the most famous man in the universe,’ Waterman told an assistant. ‘But he’s shambolic, indecisive and not focused, except on fame. He doesn’t know how to get there.’


Aware of Waterman’s criticism, Cowell pledged to prove him wrong by obeying another of Waterman’s homilies: ‘You can hype a record if it’s got legs. You can give it longer legs if it’s stuck between forty and fifty in the charts by remixing it to give it a boost. But then you need radio or TV play to get real sales.’ To improve Sinitta’s record, Cowell spent the last pounds of Burton’s budget on a third remix, commissioned a video to excite teenagers for £1,500 – a paltry sum compared to the slick American videos costing $1 million – and hired a plugger to get the record played on Radio 1. Cowell and the plugger waited for an hour to see the Radio 1 producer. The record was placed on the turntable. Ten seconds later, the producer said, ‘No,’ and bid the two men farewell. The station’s institutional hostility towards pop music was reaffirmed.


‘My records don’t fit,’ Cowell lamented, wondering just how a producer could get a record played on Radio 1. Some believed American-style payola operated within the station, with DJs pocketing wads of cash. To reach the radio producers, Cowell began inviting their secretaries for lunch and to nightclubs, only to discover that British payola amounted to giving the producers dinner with good wine. ‘You had to play by the BBC’s rules,’ he accepted, but since there was only one producer on Top of the Pops and one on each Radio 1 programme, everyone was entertaining the same people and his ‘soft bribery’ failed.


The irritation was watching others’ success, in particular that of Tom Watkins, a brash gay record producer who had become the manager of the Pet Shop Boys in 1985. Later that year, Watkins negotiated the re-release of ‘West End Girls’, a record popular in gay clubs in America and Britain. By the end of the year, Watkins had achieved the crossover and the record was number one across the world. Capitalising on his new wealth, Watkins rebuilt a large house with a swimming pool in Holland Park, began hosting riotous parties for boys and spoke about the ‘knack of the gay market’. That was the elusive magic Cowell was seeking.


Having criss-crossed northern England and financed two remixes, Cowell was ‘desperate’. Burton had declared that Fanfare was unable to pay its bills, making ‘So Macho’ a ‘life or death issue’. Even getting a play at Heaven had become ‘critical’, and irritatingly his relations with Ian Levine had deteriorated after Cowell had succumbed to an irrepressible urge to humiliate the producer with what he called ‘a prank’.


At the recent Midem, the music industry’s annual exhibition in Cannes, Cowell and Marvin Howell, a friend, had meddled with the stall rented by Record Shack at the entrance to the ex hibition hall. Prior to the opening, Levine had adorned the stand with framed records, the industry’s memorial tablets testifying to his glowing record of hits, but, early in the morning of the first day, Cowell and Howell entered the hall and rehung the records at extreme angles and upside down. ‘We’ve destroyed his stand,’ laughed Cowell, as he hid to watch Levine’s reaction. Levine was more distraught than anticipated. ‘Cowell!’ he screamed, instantly identifying the culprit. He then began searching frantically for the delinquents, eventually finding them collapsed on the floor shedding tears of laughter.


Levine’s revenge was brutal: he refused to play ‘So Macho’ at Heaven. ‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘It’s too naff. I’ve banned it.’


‘I’ve done you so many favours,’ retorted Cowell angrily, suspecting Levine’s anger was fuelled by an unexplained resentment linked to his relationship with Sinitta’s mother.


Determined to secure a play, one Saturday evening Cowell walked into Heaven with Sinitta and a copy of the record. Two thousand men, many stripped to the waist, were dancing.


‘Play it,’ he ordered Levine.


‘I won’t,’ replied the DJ. ‘It’s a pile of shit.’


After an angry exchange, Cowell pulled a record off the turntable and put on his own twelve-inch. Puffing indignation, Levine snatched the record and smashed it over Cowell’s head. Amid a shower of broken vinyl, the club fell into an eerie silence. ‘Mr Piggy, you’re a …,’ screeched Sinitta, hurling abuse at the obese man.


Days later, the two men met accidentally at the Hippodrome in Leicester Square, which was owned by Peter Stringfellow. Four times a week, the Cowell brothers and their friends took two tables on the first floor. ‘Why didn’t you play my record?’ Cowell asked Levine. As Sinitta watched, Levine gently slapped Cowell’s face. In return, Cowell delivered a mighty punch to Levine’s cheek.


Petulantly, Levine refused to retreat. His weapon was The Street, a weekly music magazine. In ‘Eurobeat Bitch Session’, Levine’s gossip column, he sniped about the encounter at Midem:




It was almost spoilt for me somewhat by the presence of the awfully camp Simon Cowell … The reason for my anger at the dreadful little man is that I produced a track for Fanfare called ‘No Cure for Me from Love’s Insanity’ for James and Susan Wells. Despite promising to release it, Simon has not as yet, and doesn’t seem about to, as he still bears a bitter grudge against me for not playing his poxy Sinitta records … I also hear that Cowell – who reminds me of the Wicked Queen in Snow White, in front of [Sinitta’s] mirror all day – plans to use the track on a segued compilation LP … sandwiched between two Sinitta tracks [which] makes me feel nauseous, a feeling which is overpowered only by the queasiness I feel imagining Simon in front of his mirror every morning: ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall who is the fairest of them all?’ Not you, you vain old queen.





The following week, Fanfare released ‘So Macho’ for the third time, but only after Cowell masterminded a ruse. Instead of allowing PRT, the distributor, to supply copies of the record to shops on demand, he had arranged for PRT to take the orders but to withhold supplies for three months, with the excuse that ‘due to excessive demand it is out of stock’. As the orders accumulated, Fanfare released the records in one go in March 1986. The surge of sales was officially acknowledged in the industry’s regular Tuesday charts: ‘So Macho’ was in the top twenty. Cowell immediately called the BBC producers to announce that the record had broken through and offer his inferior video. After three attempts, his ploy worked and, with a play on Radio 1, Cowell had finally achieved the crossover, selling 900,000 copies and pushing the record to number two. Fanfare’s profits were heading towards £500,000.


Flushed with his triumph, Cowell replied to Levine’s attack in The Street. Without considering the consequences, he compared his own ‘beautiful body’ to Levine’s overweight figure, which ‘vain people like myself find repulsive’ but which, he said, guaranteed Levine victory in the ‘Mr Barrage Balloon’ competition. As a postscript, and as an indication of the level to which the exchange had sunk, he added, ‘Which reminds me, do you want any more introductions to Escort Agencies? I know how much you enjoyed your last visit.’


Puzzled about Cowell’s sexuality, in his column Levine replied, ‘With all the time you spend looking at yourself in the mirror and shaving your chest, I doubt whether you get much chance to involve yourself in the music business, do you?’ His outburst reflected the gay community’s antagonism towards Cowell’s musical taste. ‘I hate you so much,’ Levine told Cowell. ‘You’d be as happy selling Andrex lavatory paper as records. Nothing is too crass for you.’


There had been carping about Cowell’s camp mannerisms – ‘He’s light in his loafers,’ sniggered one music executive – but Levine lacked any evidence that Cowell was not completely heterosexual. Yet he could not resist sniping in another column about ‘some very personal things’ involving Cowell, and that ‘anyone who shaves his chest so regularly in order to look more hunky in a M&S singlet can hardly criticise anyone else’.


Unwilling to desist once Sinitta’s fame was established, Levine resumed his attack by recalling the spat at the Hippodrome, when ‘She [Cowell] was so outraged at something I said that she squealed, straightened her singlet and slapped me in the face. Naturally I slapped her back, and she slapped me back. (This went on for some time.)’ In the same week, irritated by ‘So Macho’’s continuing success, Levine reported his ‘horror’ after discovering the record in a batch to be played at Heaven. ‘In somewhat similar fashion to Dracula backing away from the Crucifix – I refused to enter the DJ box until I was sure that the record had been completely destroyed. Some people can be so cruel …’


Levine’s misfortune was that Pete Waterman, by then established as a star for producing with his partners nearly thirty number-one hits in a short period for the likes of Donna Summer, Dead or Alive and Bananarama, disagreed. London’s leading studio was in the midst of producing 300 hit songs. Cowell knew his fate would be turned by persuading Waterman to hand him just one of them for Sinitta. His plan was partly undermined by Sinitta herself. Having won a part in Mutiny, a West End stage show, she began an affair with David Essex, the star. The opportunity of a relationship with her childhood heart-throb, whose poster had been on her bedroom wall, was too good to miss.


‘I’ve been dumped,’ Cowell told his brother, clearly distressed.


‘He’d been playing around,’ said Sinitta, ‘and when I said we should marry, he said, “No.”’


Cowell was also stymied by Waterman. ‘Will you help me?’ he pleaded.


‘I’m too busy,’ Waterman snapped.


With no music to promote, Cowell was seconded to Iain Burton’s other businesses, selling primitive currency converters and taped guides for museums, and visiting shops to promote Burton’s latest business, ‘Books-in-the-Bag’, a do-it-yourself kit to grow vegetables which included seeds and a book. Pertinently, he also sold hi-fis and electronic equipment manufactured by Audio Fidelity, a public company which Burton had bought in 1986. Ferroway, which by then was earning about £4 million a year, had been ‘reversed’ by Burton into Audio Fidelity to cancel the company’s continuing losses. Burton regarded his ownership of a £10-million public company as ‘brilliant’, and Cowell had no reason to doubt his friend’s decision. He did not oppose the injection of his 25 per cent stake in Fanfare into the company.


‘It’s a great relationship,’ Burton would say about Cowell. ‘We’re best of friends. I was very successful and we had a great time partying together.’ Gradually, the only absentee would be Burton’s live-in girlfriend, Vanya Seager, an exotic Indonesian topless model born to Chinese parents whom Cowell judged to be ‘the most beautiful girl in the world’. Increasingly unhappy in her relationship with Burton, she remained at her home in Wimbledon. Cowell, observed Maurice Veronique, a friend who also worked at Fanfare, was ‘sniffing around Vanya’, but that was not, in Veronique’s opinion, surprising: ‘Simon always went after his friends’ ex-girlfriends because he wasn’t good at picking girls up himself.’


In early 1987, Cowell’s relationship with Sinitta had resumed, albeit on more of a professional than an emotional level, as both wanted to capitalise on her fame. Waterman’s help, Cowell knew, would be decisive, but could only be triggered by an irresistible tease.


‘Have you seen it?’ asked Cowell excitedly. ‘Look at today’s News of the World story about Sinitta going out with a young man who they’ve called a Toy Boy. Can you write a song for Sinitta called “Toy Boy”?’


‘You’ve pulled a clever stroke,’ Waterman told him, convinced the feature was contrived by Cowell. ‘You’ve made Sinitta look like Madonna.’


The call coincided with Waterman’s recent visit to Henry Africa’s, a raunchy club in Wigan. Screaming women had been stuffing five-pound notes into the G-strings of muscular boys dancing on the bar and frenziedly trying to pull their thongs off. Inspired by ‘a whim and a fancy’, he floated Cowell’s idea by his partners. ‘Let’s have a song called “Toy Boy”,’ he told Mike Stock, and asked Matt Aitken to write the music. Twenty-four hours later the song was written, but by then Waterman wanted Mandy Smith, the sixteen-year-old girlfriend of his friend, Rolling Stones bassist Bill Wyman, to be the singer.


‘It’s meant to be for Sinitta,’ Cowell pleaded.


‘She’s arrogant,’ replied Waterman. ‘She doesn’t impress me and there’s no pleasure in working with her.’


In the music business, Cowell had discovered, the intensity of success and failure on a grand scale depended so much on personal relationships. Under pressure, Waterman finally buckled. ‘Get Sinitta down here,’ he ordered. ‘She can sing “Toy Boy” for one hour and then go away. I don’t want you telling me what to do. Sit outside the studio.’


Mike Stock, Waterman’s fellow songwriter and studio producer, enjoyed his reputation as ‘the saviour for strugglers’. Famous for writing a hit song every day and then mastering its recording and production, he rarely celebrated success, although his music regularly appeared on Top of the Pops. ‘Toy Boy’ was churned out like his other hits, yet he unexpectedly enjoyed the introduction to Sinitta and ‘her shapely legs’, and also to Cowell, who was ‘so dapper and smooth’. There was a lot to like, thought Stock, about someone resembling ‘an old-school gentleman so far out of our world’. At the end of the session, Cowell declared Stock’s work ‘perfect’.


His next priority was to hire Ron McCreight, a plugger and promoter universally liked and used by Waterman. Among McCreight’s talents was persuading BBC producers to play records lacking in any merit. Like rival pluggers, he knew the only payola was the BBC producers’ enjoyment of a good meal, the best wine and occasionally a night at the greyhound races. By then, McCreight could not help but know Cowell. At Waterman’s frequent parties to celebrate another number-one record, Cowell could always be seen circulating around the room in a state that appeared to McCreight as bordering on desperation, arousing suspicion as to why he put so much energy into networking.


‘I’ll get “Toy Boy” a play,’ promised McCreight before its release in July 1987. Shortly afterwards, he reported, ‘It’s guaranteed on Radio 1. Happy days.’ That exposure made arranging Sinitta’s appearance on Top of the Pops much easier. The record hit number four and stayed in the charts for over three months. Cowell’s lament was Radio 1’s reluctance thereafter to continue playing Sinitta’s songs, reflecting the producers’ implacable hostility to pop music.


Finally, Cowell had established himself in the business, but the cost was a fractured relationship with Sinitta. He was obsessed by details and image rather than the music, and both were opinionated, not least about the ideal clothes she should have worn on Top of the Pops. Their arguments grew and their relationship deteriorated as Sinitta’s worldwide success began to influence her behaviour. Among those disenchanted by the singer was Waterman. ‘She’s overconfident,’ he told Cowell. Nevertheless, Waterman included her in a forty-day tour of clubs, concert halls and ballrooms across Britain with Jason Donovan and other Stock, Aitken and Waterman stars. Sponsored by Coca-Cola and Iceland Foods, the tour was soon disrupted by what Waterman described to Cowell as ‘a diva nightmare’: in Dundee, Sinitta and a group of friends kicked down a toilet door; there were regular disputes in hotels; and finally she demanded her own bus. Knowing that what was going on behind the scenes was often ugly, Cowell paid all the bills, relieved that the disruption remained unknown to the public, but the real cost was Waterman’s refusal to assign another of his best songs to Sinitta.


‘All the best hits come from Pete,’ Cowell told Sinitta. ‘I feel physically sick when I hear Donna Summer because after “Toy Boy” I can’t get those songs for you. Only Pete and no one else can give you that quality of material.’ 


Pete Waterman’s veto sealed Sinitta’s fate, and Cowell casually began searching for new artists. Inevitably, he sought advice from Ron McCreight. ‘Getting pop played on Radio 1 is a nightmare,’ McCreight confessed. ‘Even Kylie is ignored.’ The publicist’s salvation was television shows. He frequently accompanied Kylie Minogue to TV studios and was bemused by how often Cowell tagged along to meet the producers, using the opportunity to promote artists whose names would later elude him. After considerable effort, McCreight arranged for a boy and girl duo to appear live on Saturday-morning television. Cowell carefully choreographed their dance routine and dictated their clothes, including a hat for the boy. Watching the programme at home, Cowell saw the hat fall off and the performance collapse into chaos.


‘A fucking disaster,’ he told McCreight.


‘You chose what they should wear,’ replied McCreight. ‘Another punt that’s gone wrong.’


Cowell appeared untroubled. He was enjoying his moment in the sun, the universal dream of those involved in the music business. Fanfare had earned over £1 million from Sinitta, hardly enough to pay off its debts, but that was of little concern to Cowell. If there was cash, he would spend it. ‘I thought I was Jack the lad,’ he would admit. He borrowed money to buy a plush flat in Maltings Place in Fulham and a second-hand black Porsche 911, and paid for endless entertainment on his company credit card. Encouraged by Iain Burton and trusting his employer’s acumen to compensate for his own commercial naïvety, he also bought shares in Audio Fidelity, Burton’s manufacturer of hi-fi equipment. To pay for the shares, Cowell borrowed £250,000 from the Midland Bank. There seemed no reason not to trust Burton.


The only cloud was his dependence on Stock, Aitken and Waterman, by then established among the most successful production teams in music history. To Korda Marshall and other A&R veterans who noticed him, Cowell was a sponge lacking originality but adept at regurgitating his mentor’s insights. In the music industry, he ranked as an outsider in a community still boasting about its successful invasion of America during the 1970s in the wake of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. Groups including 10cc and Genesis had signalled that Britain had cast off its colonial dependence on American music, but that independence was ending.


During the 1980s, many of the industry’s heroes were self-destructing. Daily, messengers would arrive at London’s music corporations to deliver packages of ‘champagne and flowers’ – a euphemism for cocaine – for the A&R men to take to that evening’s gigs. The drug had become an essential and dangerous currency that was wrecking the industry’s finances. Beyond the carnage and phoney accounting stood Cowell, frequently spotted driving his convertible Porsche, wearing Ray-Bans and with a voluptuous girl in the passenger seat. To Lucian Grainge, a rising star at PolyGram, Cowell was ‘not credible. He looked like he was in charge of Easter eggs and separate from the most fertile period of British music: Wham!, Eurythmics, Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet – a fantastic time and all Cowell does is Sinitta and a few dodgy records.’ Later, Cowell could not disagree. ‘I wouldn’t have been able to spot a good rock band and I couldn’t sign good commercial music.’


In that latter genre, he suffered consistent failure. Sinitta was slipping into the past and, unable to find other hit artists, Cowell risked being ranked as a one-trick pony. Like a leech, he clung to Waterman for a break, signing groups with no prospects except as useful fodder to appear on The Hit Man and Her, a TV music programme which Waterman hosted in Manchester on Saturday nights between midnight and 2 a.m. ‘It’s the lowest end of the market,’ admitted Waterman, who was targeting people coming home drunk to watch live pop music, interspersed by the host playing his own records to over a thousand clubbers. Waterman would regularly call Cowell on Friday mornings.


‘Have you got an act for Saturday night?’ he would ask.


‘No, but I will in an hour,’ Cowell would promise.


Singers eager to receive Waterman’s blessing travelled by coach from St Pancras at lunchtime, returning to London at 6 a.m. To keep in touch, Cowell copied Waterman by acting as a DJ in gay nightclubs in northern towns and presenting his own singles. None were hits and he foolishly rejected opportunities, including one request from Waterman.


One week in 1987, he asked Cowell to listen to Kylie Minogue singing ‘Locomotion’, a hit in Australia. ‘You’d be doing me a favour if you put it out,’ he said.


‘I quite like it,’ said Cowell, ‘but will you let us do the follow-up?’


‘No,’ replied Waterman, concealing his agenda.


‘Then there’s no point,’ concluded Cowell.


The song would enter the charts at number two, selling 440,000 copies in England and exposing Cowell’s limited understanding even of pop music.


Minogue had arrived in England that same week and, as ordered by her agent, had gone on Monday morning to Stock, Aitken and Waterman’s studio. Throughout the week, she sat in the reception area, ignored by everyone. By late on Friday afternoon, Kylie was still refusing to move. As a throwaway gesture, Waterman told her to record ‘I Should Be So Lucky’, another song just churned out by the newly dubbed ‘Hit Factory’. As she headed for the recording studio, Waterman went home for the night.


Cowell, meanwhile, was fretting about the dearth of new talent. He placed some hope on Fanfare’s Christmas party, the pinnacle of his year. He invited about 300 guests, including all the top personalities in the industry, to the Villa Cesari, a boat moored on the Thames near Dolphin Square. After midnight there was a second party, to which he invited London’s bestlooking models. Together with Jackie St Clair, he had scoured the agency catalogues, picking those he liked and excluding those who were not his type. The cost, borne by Burton, was ignored. ‘I believed in spending money I didn’t have,’ said Cowell, echoing a common sentiment among Margaret Thatcher’s children, not that he was remotely interested in Thatcher or politics. His agenda was undisguised: ‘The parties were good for business.’


Buttering up Waterman was critical: ‘If Pete had a good night out, we had a chance of a record, so he and Mike [Stock] and Matt [Aitken] got the best tables. Anything you could prise out of him was good for your artists. I didn’t want the crumbs. I wanted the cake. Everyone asked Pete for his best songs.’


An opportunity arose during the party. Waterman handed the DJ a record and ‘I Should Be So Lucky’, Kylie’s new song, boomed across the boat. Cowell was thunderstruck. He began searching for Waterman. ‘How did that happen?’ he asked. Waterman explained that after Kylie had been ignored all week, she was about to be tossed out of the studio. ‘Someone said to me, “That’s unfair,” so as an act of charity I let her record “I Should Be So Lucky”, which Mike wrote in forty minutes while she was waiting. Out of pity. But I’ve only just heard it. Same time as you.’


‘I’ll offer £250,000 for the Kylie contract,’ said Cowell.


‘No,’ replied Waterman.


‘£300,000?’ offered Cowell.


‘No,’ said Waterman. ‘We’ll take the risk.’


The record would be a worldwide number-one hit, but only reached number twenty-eight in the US.


As a consolation, Waterman agreed Cowell could have the song ‘Instant Replay’ for Yell!, a boy duo created by Cowell. It reached number eight in the charts. The duo’s popularity then dipped, and Cowell began beseeching Waterman to allow Fanfare to produce The Hit Factory 2, the second compilation album of Stock, Aitken and Waterman hits. The kudos for Cowell was that the record companies agreed for their hit songs to be included on the album and therefore, by default, on Fanfare’s label, so Cowell could claim to have Kylie, Donna Summer and other stars under contract. The only hiccup was a successful legal action by George Michael against Cowell for misusing his music in a mix.


Cowell was still scratching for crumbs. Among them was Waterman’s success with the lacklustre Sonia, which Waterman privately realised was ending.


‘How did you manage that?’ Cowell asked Ron McCreight.


‘TV’s doing it,’ replied McCreight, showing Cowell the list of TV shows.


‘I didn’t realise there were so many,’ said Cowell, more intrigued than ever by the process. There was no graduate entry scheme to the music industry. Access for music producers to TV depended increasingly on fantasy statements like ‘We’ve got a £400,000 promotional budget for this record,’ in the hope that the producer would reply, ‘Wow, we’d better look at this.’ Cowell’s problem was credibility. Fanfare could never afford an impressive budget and, other than agreeing with Waterman to produce another Hit Factory album, Cowell had failed to find a new star.


Like so many independent labels, Fanfare had hit the buffers. They could no longer afford to buy any good music, even from Waterman. Their only recent success, Yell!’s ‘Let’s Go Round Again’, had produced insufficient profits. Fanfare was struggling, sparking the deterioration of Cowell’s relations with Burton.


‘You should realise’, Burton told a relative of Cowell’s during one of his many visits to Cowell’s family home, ‘that Simon would be useless without me.’ Over Sunday lunch, he told Julie Cowell, ‘Your son owes everything to me.’


Burton won her gratitude for that generosity, although he didn’t reveal that his business’s borrowings had run out of control. All of Fanfare’s capital was being diverted by Burton to sustain Audio Fidelity, a disastrous investment which was sliding towards insolvency. Burton needed cash, and the threat by a major shareholder at a board meeting in their new offices in St John’s Wood to pull out had caused Cowell new fears. Burton had literally locked the office door to prevent the shareholder leaving. ‘We need the money, and you can’t leave without committing yourself,’ Burton had said. After witnessing a ferocious argument, Cowell and the others were astounded as the shareholder climbed out of a window and ran.


Maurice Veronique, a close friend of both Cowell brothers from Windsor Technical College and also employed at Fanfare, warned Cowell of the company’s predicament. ‘Burton’s driven,’ he said. ‘It’s all heading for collapse.’ In particular, Veronique was surprised by the company’s finances, which were beyond Cowell’s understanding. ‘It’s getting very messy,’ he warned Cowell, whose financial acumen amounted to spending everything he earned. ‘Iain knows how to play all the games,’ added Veronique. ‘I’m getting out.’


With £250,000 tied up in the company’s worthless shares, Cowell had little option but to stay, although he would remain permanently baffled by Burton’s financial engineering. His naïvety was secondary to his resentment towards Burton. His relationship with him remained close but was tinged with anger that his employer’s egoism was holding him back. As the face of Fanfare Records, he had been transformed from the humiliated loner into an A&R man commanding some respect. But now their financial predicament had been aggravated, not least by a telephone call made by Sinitta to Burton. 


In Burton’s version, Sinitta had argued with Cowell and had decided on payback: ‘Something was really bugging her.’ She then told Burton, ‘Simon’s been having an affair with Vanya for at least a year.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Burton, later describing himself as ‘simply dumbstruck and unable to breathe. It hit me like a thunderbolt.’ Although his relationship with Vanya had already come to a painful end, he did not imagine that his best friend, whom he loved, would get into his old bed. In Burton’s melodramatic words, ‘Simon stabbed me in the back. In one go I lost the woman I loved and my best friend. They’re the two people I love most in the world. It’s so painful.’


‘Why did he do it?’ he asked Sinitta.


‘Don’t you understand?’ replied Sinitta in Burton’s colourful version. ‘He wants to be you.’


As Burton’s financial troubles increased, he did not dare mention his anger and hurt about Vanya to Cowell. Although the tension of working in the same office as Cowell was, in Burton’s opinion, unbearable, he needed Cowell’s support to survive. ‘It was the beginning of the end,’ said Burton. ‘Our relationship was irreparably damaged.’


Dismissive of the financial meltdown, Cowell travelled to Acapulco for a holiday and ignored Burton’s pleas for support in the boardroom battle to save the company. On his return to London, he arranged a champagne party on the Villa Cesari with a crowd of attractive girls to celebrate his second Hit Factory album, released in time for Christmas 1989. Waterman had been amenable to the deal. The previous album had earned good profits and, as he left the party enjoying ‘all the froth’, Waterman expected the same again.


Soon after the profits – at least £500,000 – began to roll in, Burton lost his battle to save Audio Fidelity. ‘I didn’t know what was happening,’ Cowell would tell Waterman. ‘It was a shock when it ended quickly.’ Although Burton had separated Fanfare from Audio Fidelity, Waterman’s expected income from the album, about £250,000, had disappeared into the debt-ridden public company.
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