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DEDICATION


To my late mother Julia


ACKNOWLEDGEMENT


My heartfelt thanks to everybody who has supported me through the decades in my singing and personal life.




FOREWORD


FATHER BRIAN D’ARCY


Well over 30 years ago, a young Daniel O’Donnell called to see me in Mount Argus Church in Dublin, where I was then ministering. It was always a pleasure to meet Daniel then, and it has remained so ever since. I was wondering if his new-found fame was diffcult to cope with. His reply was precise and memorable: ‘I’ve discovered that the time I’m most myself and most at ease is when I’m on stage.’


Since then I’ve had the pleasure of seeing Daniel in small intimate gigs, like The Irish Club in Dublin in the early days, and topping the bill in Carnegie Hall, or Branson, Missouri, or The Point in Dublin. This consummate professional performer still is totally himself on stage, singing and entertaining his loyal fans. It’s like a vocation. He was born to lift the spirits of his fans, who are, in fact, his friends too.


I am in the privileged position of knowing Daniel from his earliest days – even before he joined his sister Margo’s band. The essentially shy young man became confident and competent as soon as he stood before an audience. It’s a rare and precious gift and it is the difference between a star and a performer. The latter gets the job done well; real stars, though, willingly give every ounce of themselves to take the audience with them on a memorable experience.


That’s what Daniel is – a real star!


I remember watching a young Daniel when he was still at school. He loved dancing to his favourite bands. Even then he stood out. He was dressed to perfection, friendly, mannerly; he was the kind of punter you’d notice for all the right reasons.


With Daniel, what you see is what you get. He’s an entertainer who can’t believe his luck that myriads of fans are willing to pay good money to see him do what he’d be glad to do for free.


Daniel had his hard days in the beginning. His family was no different from most others in that there were good times and bad times and you learned to grow through both.


Yet once he got a management and a band around him, he not only catapulted to success but revived what was a dying industry in Ireland. His greatest asset was word of mouth. Radio, particularly national radio, was less then helpful in the beginning. Television was largely derisory until the audiences took to Daniel and he became box office. He pulled himself up by the bootstrings. He was counter-culture, but most of all he was himself – natural, happy, clean-cut and singing the music he loved.


I remember sitting in the editor’s office in the Sunday World buildings in Dublin 6. We talked about the paper and what could be done to improve it. I suggested we should get in on the Daniel O’Donnell phenomenon right at the beginning. The editorial team weren’t aware of Daniel, but they accepted that I was close to the music scene. So they told me to do a short article on the young man making such an impression on the dancing circuit.


I spoke to his manager, Sean Reilly, and then to Daniel himself. The paper sent a photographer, which was unusual. The result was a double-page spread in the Sunday World. That proved so popular that, in time, the paper asked Daniel to become a columnist. More than thirty years later, his is still the first page thousands of the readers turn to. He uses his column not to publicise himself but to promote young talented artists looking for a lucky break. Daniel doesn’t forget.


In Ireland we have known for decades that Daniel O’Donnell is our most successful entertainer. There were no dips in his career.


With skilful management he was able to move out of dance venues into theatres. He worked hard at his programme and at his ability to keep an audience in the palm of his hand. He gave incredible value for money on stage and then spent hours listening to, encouraging and getting to know every last punter. It was hard work for him and his team, and it couldn’t be done for almost four decades unless the star himself was sincere. An artist’s integrity comes at a price: a price Daniel is still more than willing to pay.


These days it’s common for major visiting artists to spend time with the audience after the show. It wasn’t so when Daniel launched his career. He invented the skill of turning fans into loyal friends. His amazing memory for people and faces is a major help. As I said, Daniel doesn’t forget.


But it was on the world stage that Daniel’s greatest achievements came about.


First it was Britain. Initially he was marketed as a country artist. Then one week there were nine Daniel O’Donnell albums in the Top Ten of the country charts in Britain. It didn’t go down well, so they banned Daniel’s albums from the country charts (temporarily, as it turned out).


It was a blessing in disguise. He became an entertainer on a wider scale who sold out the biggest venues all over Britain months in advance. The young man from Kincasslagh in Donegal put more bums on seats than any other entertainer. Word of mouth is a powerful medium.


Daniel is a perfectionist when it comes to staging a show. He and Mary Duff led a powerful team of musicians who entertained the masses in the United States, Britain, Australia and New Zealand. The highest professional standards are demanded. Arrangements, musicianship, staging, the programme – all are of the highest quality. It is no accident that he has remained a world star for three decades. That doesn’t happen by chance.


Stardom can and does take its toll. Every choice in life rules out some other choice. Nobody can have it all. For Daniel, family and close friends were everything. His late and lovely mother Julia was precious to Daniel. She supported him when times were tough, as they were when his father died so tragically young. She was immensely proud of all her children and she journeyed with Daniel on his climb to the top. She prayed ceaselessly for his success and his safety, and I’m certain she still prays for him from heaven.


She, more than most, understood the loneliness of the long-distance traveller and, like us all, was thrilled when Daniel met Majella, the love of his life. I’ve presided at many weddings in my priestly life. I look forward to helping couples in love when they decide to commit their lives and their love to each other for ever. It was a privilege to be with Daniel and Majella on their wedding day, which was special in so many ways.


It was covered by all the major channels yet it was intimate and spiritual too. When Daniel left the altar – and left his new bride sitting in the sanctuary – we all wondered what was up. It was only when he started to serenade his Majella from the choir gallery that we recognised it was his special gift to the bride. His speech at the reception was also the best and most sincere tribute I have ever heard from a new groom. Different class.


Since their marriage, it has been beautiful to see how Daniel and Majella have matured together. Love is a gift which no one can demand but which is being lived out with obvious joy and gratitude by Daniel, Majella and their family. It’s the perfect personal reward for Daniel, which rightly complements his artistic success.


There are so many aspects to Daniel O’Donnell’s life that it is not feasible to be comprehensive. This revised life story, beautifully written with his long-time friend Eddie Rowley, reminds us of the professional and personal achievements of one of the most successful entertainers this country has produced.


Yet the Daniel I meet these days is just as sincere, friendly, helpful and charitable as he always was. If fame has changed him, it is only in the sense that it has magnified his innate goodness.


We all know the sacrifices he made to establish structures in Romania that freed deprived children from a life of hell in state-run institutions there. What isn’t as well known is his kindness to people in need and most especially to people with special needs. He knows them all by name, he visits them, he brightens up their lives and they adore him. All of this is done largely in private and unknown to anyone other than their families.


When I first met Daniel, he was a youth with stars in his eyes. He had a dream and a plan and a talent. He knew that hard work will always beat talent when talent refuses to work hard. So he worked hard, and his talent took him to the top. That’s why he’s still LIVING THE DREAM today. But knowing Daniel as I do, I bet you he still has a dream and a plan that will inspire him, and us, for many years to come.




CHAPTER 1



STRICTLY
SPEAKING, I WAS
PETRIFIED


Standing in the wings on British television’s biggest weekend entertainment show, Strictly Come Dancing, while waiting to take the floor for the first time, I was absolutely overcome by a wave of fear and trepidation.


‘I don’t know what it’s like to die, but it can’t be much worse than this,’ I thought, as I struggled to compose myself.


I took deep breaths and prayed that my legs would carry me on to the floor, despite the fact that they had now turned to jelly. I glanced at my professional dancing partner, the lovely Kristina Rihanoff, who gave me a reassuring smile and a nod as if to say, ‘Everything is going to be okay. You can do this.’


Then I heard our names called out: ‘Daniel O’Donnell and Kristina Rihanoff!’ Suddenly I was being propelled into the scary arena of competitive dancing on live TV.


My heart was jumping out of my chest. But it was too late to turn back.


***


Going back, when the email arrived from the BBC’s Strictly team inviting me to be a contestant, I couldn’t believe what I was reading. I was a huge fan of the show and had often fantasised about dancing on it. As the saying goes, ‘Be careful what you wish for.’ That was certainly true in my case.


The invitation came at the right time in my life, as it was during a period when I had taken a career break from touring. In the previous decades it would have been impossible for me to take up the offer due to my commitments to live shows in Branson, Missouri at that time of the year.


I was relaxing at our home in Tenerife when the email came through, and I was instantly excited. It was my golden opportunity to shine on Strictly as a dancer, or so I imagined.


One of the greatest joys in life for me is dancing. I’ve always loved jiving and waltzing on the social dancing scene in Ireland. I just never realised how far removed it was from the dance moves I would have to master on Strictly.


If somebody had asked me before I did Strictly, ‘Can you dance?’, I would have said ‘yes’ without any hesitation.


Now I know that what I do at a social event is nothing like real dancing. When it was first announced that I was one of the Strictly contestants, a friend of mine sent me a text saying ‘Pretend you’re in the Irish Club.’ That’s where we went dancing back in the early 1980s and it was a really fun time in my young life. However, I would soon learn that strutting my stuff in the Irish Club in Dublin was no advantage to me whatsoever on Strictly.


I do like a challenge, and I felt that Strictly was a great challenge at my time of life. After all, I was fifty-four years old! It demands so much of your brain and your body. When I signed up to Strictly I was particularly excited about learning new dance routines. I was hoping to stay in the contest for a good while, or until the end, because it was a great opportunity to get one-on-one coaching from a professional dancer who is among the best in the world. It is in the interests of the professional to bring out the best in you, because if you are voted out of the contest they go too. That’s what makes Strictly so competitive and so exciting. So I knew I was going to be taught by an expert who wanted to win, and you couldn’t buy that kind of training by a professional.


My first week on Strictly started on a Tuesday in early September 2015 with rehearsals for the grand opening showpiece, where all the contestants performed with the professionals. Until our first get-together in the Strictly studio to practise for that event, it all felt like a dream to me.


The moment I walked into the Strictly studio and saw the stairs where everybody walks down on to the show and climbs back up after the performance, the reality hit me. I saw the band and the area where the judges sit, and all around me it seemed that there were hundreds of people working on the big production. That made me instantly aware of the fact that I was involved in the biggest show in Britain. Of all the TV shows I’d done in the world, I’d never experienced an operation like this one. It was overwhelming, but so exciting at the same time.


As we were doing the choreographed piece involving the entire group, I didn’t have to worry about the focus being solely on me from the get-go. But I still had to work hard to remember my steps. You realise how much you have to learn when you see the professional dancers dancing together. They are stunning to watch, and then the heart palpatations start when you realise that you have to measure up to that standard in just a couple of weeks.


That Tuesday evening I joined the Strictly red-carpet event, where the dancers and celebrities met the media. It was the first time I’d been involved in a red-carpet shindig, and it reminded me of the Oscars. The blinding flashes from the cameras of the small army of photographers would almost make you lose your balance. I walked down the carpet with another contestant, Anita Rani, and the pair of us nearly stumbled. It was a great night and so thrilling to be a part of.


The following morning we had our first dress rehearsal in the studio for the show. By now I had the hang of the routine, or at least I was as good as I was going to get at that stage. There’s no slacking for anybody, you have to keep up with it. Every now and then one of us would nudge the other and say, ‘Why are we putting ourselves through this? What are we doing here?’ But at the same time we were all on a high.


All too soon for us it was showtime, the big moment we’d been working our way up to. Standing at the top of the stairs waiting to be announced was so nerve-racking. But the group dancing went well and judging by the reaction of the audience they loved it too. You’d think One Direction had walked into the room from their wild applause.


The previous year’s winner, Caroline Flack, did her showpiece and that was a sight to behold. She obviously had lots of ability, but it’s amazing how she developed as a dancer on Strictly. She looked like a professional.


There was a clever build-up on the show, with the celebrities and their professional dancers being paired off at intervals. Finally, there was just Peter Andre and myself waiting to be teamed up with a partner. And to my delight I got Kristina Rihanoff.


During rehearsals for the group dance I had danced briefly with Kristina. The celebrities were all in a circle at the time, doing a waltz step. Every ten seconds a new dancer would come to us to give us some advice. Kristina, for me, was the one I felt most comfortable with. She was the one who was the most encouraging to me.


The dancers often request the celebrity they want to work with, and Kristina later disclosed that she had wanted me to be her partner. She thought I might be good at ballroom dancing, even though there’s more to it than ballroom. As a fan of Strictly, I always felt that Kristina did lovely choreography.


Kristina came to Strictly with a lot of experience. She had been a finalist in the world of professional ballroom dancing, as well as being an elite instructor and choreographer.


Born and reared in the bleak naval town of Vladivostok, East Russia, Kristina certainly didn’t come from a privileged background, but thanks to her father’s love of music she was dancing from an early age.


The outstanding dancer was winning competitions from the time she was seven, and from her teenage years on she became a renowned dance teacher and champion.


After completing university, Kristina got her big break when she was invited to the United States to compete professionally with an American dancer. Later she joined the US TV series Dancing with the Stars and was so popular with the public that she was invited to London to take part in Strictly Come Dancing.


As I said, the moment I was introduced to Kristina as my dancing partner I felt at ease in her company. As time went on I would discover that she is a lovely, kind, good person.


Kristina has many great attributes, but the one I appreciated the most was her patience. When I was told that my first dance was the waltz, it came as a huge relief.


‘Sure I can do that with my eyes closed, no bother,’ I thought.


How wrong can you be! The waltz I was used to in the dancehalls of Ireland wasn’t remotely like the Strictly dance that Kristina began to teach me. They weren’t from the same family!


When I saw what they call ‘the geography of the dance’, I realised that I had so much to learn in order to get the steps right and to coordinate all my body movements. There was a lot to master in the movements of the feet. Then there was the positioning of the rest of my body, holding myself properly in the dance and keeping my figure in the right position. You have to move almost like a robot, but it’s beautiful when it’s done properly because it looks like you are gliding around the floor. I still had a long way to go before I made it look beautiful.


When I got my feet and body into some kind of organisation, I had my head to think about. Your head is supposed to be steady, but mine was like Virgil, the puppet out of an old British TV show called Thunderbirds … wobbling and tilting like it was on a string!


Oh boy, it was a huge amount of work. There were many times when I stopped and thought, ‘Why did I want to do this?’ But there was no going back. I could see that the road back was further than the one ahead, so it was better to keep going. But I was raging with myself that it was taking so long to master the waltz. I wanted to be able to do it there and then.


Everything goes so fast in the training that it’s hard to keep up. When you master the smallest thing there’s a great sense of achievement, but you don’t have time to shout ‘yeesss!’ because you’ll have missed the next bit.


The depth of petite Kristina’s patience was bottomless, even as time went on. She has a wonderful ability to teach and a fantastic way of teaching. I really don’t know how any of the professionals have the patience to train up contestants from scratch in such a short time for a major TV show. I’d look at Kristina demonstrating a move and it would be so graceful and effortless. Then I’d try it and I would be just plain awkward.


It was so daunting, but Kristina never let it overpower me. If there was something beating me, she would strip it back and make it simpler until I could understand it. And then she’d build it up to where it needed to be. I would constantly hear her say, ‘That was good!’, even though it probably wasn’t good at all. But she was working on my confidence as well as my dancing. And I would discover that so much of how you perform is to do with confidence.


Kristina remained very calm all through the process. At no point did she ever say, ‘That was wrong!’ Instead, she would pick me up and say, ‘Just try and do it this way.’ She never seemed to get frustrated with me, and I would say I put her as far out to the limit as she’s ever been. Her early background as a dance teacher really shone through.


I think the problem with me, as with a lot of people, is that we slump into our bodies. Although I was as fit as a fiddle, I had to work on what they called my core strength, so I was sent off to a gym twice a week to build that up and straighten my physique. I reckoned I was going to be a couple of inches taller by the end of it. Dancing is incredibly good for your posture.


I was now living in a small rented apartment in London for the duration of my stint on Strictly. I love London – it’s a great city with so many attractions, including all those marvellous West End theatre shows – but every night when I returned home after a day of rehearsals I was too tired to do anything.


Before rehearsals began for my competitive dancing I went to see a couple of West End shows with Majella when we were settling in to the apartment. We both loved the Carole King musical, Beautiful, which tells the story of the hit songwriter’s remarkable rise to stardom with songs like ‘(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman’, ‘You’ve Got a Friend’, ‘Up on the Roof’ and ‘Locomotion’. On the following night we went to see the musical Kinky Boots, which features music and lyrics by Cyndi Lauper.


After those nights out, my whole world was consumed with mastering my dance routine. My mind never took a break from it, even when I went to sleep. I’d suddenly open my eyes at three or four in the morning and the dance would be swirling around in my brain. Then I’d turn on the light, shoot out of bed and begin practising my steps over and over.


In the daytime, as I strutted along London streets, I’d often be in my own world of dance. Suddenly my arms would go up and I’d do a few steps. I was totally oblivious to everyone around me in that moment as I waltzed along the city thoroughfare on my way to rehearsals. I’m sure many people who saw me going through those motions must have assumed it was some kind of candid camera scene. I was so engaged with the dance that I didn’t care who saw me.


Kristina impressed on me the importance of taking a break from the dance to give my mind a rest, so as I had the following weekend off I went to see one of my friends, country singer John McNicholl, perfoming at St Joseph’s Club in Highgate. John and his band were brilliant and I even got up to sing a couple of songs with them. Then I took to the floor to dance in the old style that I was used to. In that moment I realised that social dancing doesn’t require much skill at all.


All of the people I met that night promised to vote for me when Strictly went live on the telly.


The following morning I woke up feeling exhausted. This had nothing to do with the previous night’s dance. It was my body reacting to the stress of the previous week, trying to master my Strictly performance.


I was up early the following Monday when my coaching with Kristina began at 9am. We worked right through to 3pm, and at the end of the session I felt for the first time that I had improved immensely. I’d never put so much into anyting I’d done before in my life, and I’d always given 100 per cent in my career.


That night I went to a ball in the Mansion House, London, for the Dot Com Children’s Foundation, as Kristina is a Trustee of the charity. I was so impressed hearing Kristina speak about the charity and how it helps young children in difficult situations. This is a side to her that the media hadn’t focused on. She is such a genuinely decent and generous person. The ball raised £80,000 that night for the charity.


As I had a day off on the Tuesday, I went for a round of golf with friends at the Muswell Hill Golf Club. I was with my brother-in-law, Michael, and a friend called Oliver Foye, who was celebrating his 80th birthday. The club pro joined us and it was an enjoyable afternoon where I cleared my head.


Over the next couple of days my dancing got better and better.


‘You should be proud of yourself,’ Kristina said, patting me on the back.


‘Well, it’s you that has got me to where I am,’ I told her.


Over lunch with Kristina I realised that she’s a lovely person to be around, which was just as well as we spent all day every day together dancing. We would usually go for lunch together in one of the many lovely local cafés. Whenever people recognised us they would stop and wish us good luck.


***


In the world of reality television they call the experience of participating in the show ‘the journey’. So I was on a whole new ‘journey’ in my life, and I wasn’t alone. There were fourteen other contestants on ‘the journey’ with me.


I struck up an early ‘bromance’ with two them, Iwan Thomas and Peter Andre, when we did some of the show’s promotion together. But as time went on I got to know the rest of the team and we became a great bunch of friends.


Strictly was a struggle for all of us, so we each knew what the others were going through. Even though it was a competition, there was tremendous goodwill among the group as we all encouraged and applauded each other. Before long, we had set up our WhatsApp group to share our individual experiences, our jokes, our laughs, our aches and pains and our woes. Jeremy Vine said at one stage that even his ears were sore. I wondered what kind of a dance he was doing!


We had all come from different backgrounds. Iwan, whose professional dance partner was Ola Jordan, is a British Olympic medallist and sports commentator. Best known as a 400m runner, he was a Commonwealth and European champion and remains the British record holder in the 400m.


Professional boxer Anthony Ogogo, described as the Golden Boy of the boxing ring, had been undefeated in his professional career. He won a bronze medal in the 2012 London Olympics and had a postbox in his home town of Lowestoft, Suffolk, painted bronze in his honour. Anthony’s partner was Oti Mabuse.


Celebrity chef Ainsley Harriott, of the TV show Ready Steady Cook, said his only footwork experience was ‘dancing around the kitchen with Suzy Salt and Percy Pepper’. Ainsley, who was partnered by Natalie Lowe, is definitely larger than life. He would dominate the room in a fun way when he arrived.


With her popular afternoon slot on Sky Sports News, Kirsty Gallacher was a well known face on sports television. The daughter of one of Britain’s legendary golfers and former Ryder Cup captain Bernard Gallacher, she proved her sporting prowess when she won the third series of Channel 4’s winter sports series The Games. Kirsty’s Strictly partner was Brendan Cole.


Carol Kirkwood is one of the BBC’s most experienced and beloved weather presenters, best known for presenting the weather on BBC Breakfast. She had won Best TV Weather Presenter seven times. Carol was paired with the show’s most successful professional dancer, Pasha Kovalev.


BBC broadcaster and journalist Jeremy Vine made his name as the presenter of BBC One’s Points of View and the quiz show Eggheads, as well as The Jeremy Vine Show on BBC Radio 2. His partner was Karen Clifton.


R&B singer Jamelia had enjoyed numerous hits, including a song called ‘Superstar’. She was also a regular panelist on the Loose Women TV show. Jamelia’s Strictly dance partner was Irishman Tristan MacManus from Bray, County Wicklow.


Actress Helen George from Birmingham was famous for playing the role of Nurse Trixie Franklin, a 1950s midwife in the BBC series Call the Midwife, set in London’s East End. It was a huge hit, with viewing figures of 11 million on a Sunday evening. Helen’s Strictly partner was Aljaz Skorjanec.


TV presenter Anita Rani had become a household name for her work on BBC One TV shows Countryfile, Watchdog and The One Show. Anita was partnered by Gleb Savchenko.


As landlady Linda Carter in the legendary Queen Vic in EastEnders, Kellie Bright had picked up ‘Best Actress’ and ‘Best Dramatic Performance’ at The British Soap Awards that year. Kellie’s professional dance partner was Kevin Clifton.


Actress Georgia May Foote had famously played the role of Katy Armstrong in Coronation Street between 2010 and 2015. From her on-screen relationship with Chesney Brown, becoming a mother and beginning an affair with Ryan Connor, the twists and turns of Katy’s life gripped the nation during Georgia’s five-year stretch in the soap. Georgia’s dance partner was Giovanni Pernice.


Katie Derham was ‘the face’ of BBC Proms. She had been presenting the BBC’s coverage of the yearly musical extravaganza for the previous six years, as well as working on many other shows on TV and radio. Katie was partnered on Strictly by Anton Du Becke.


Pop heart-throb Jay McGuiness had shot to fame in the massively successful boyband The Wanted. The group enjoyed two UK number one singles with ‘All Time Low’ and ‘Glad You Came’. Even though boybands are known for their slick dance moves, Jay pointed out that The Wanted were too cool for that kind of carry on, so he had little or no experience of dancing. Jay’s partner was Aliona Vilani, who insisted that the first thing he should do was get rid of his shoulder length locks.


Peter Andre, of course, was also a former pop star who went on to make a career in reality TV. As a singer, Peter became the sixth highest-selling artist in the world with chart-topping pop songs ‘Mysterious Girl’ and ‘Flava’. His next wave of fame came when he took part in the third TV series of I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here!, which led to him landing a documentary franchise about his life. Peter was partnered on Strictly by Janette Manrara.


Peter was an early favourite with the bookies to win Strictly. When we first started dancing together as a group, I could see that he was a very impressive performer. He had all the moves and I reckoned he had a good healthy competitive streak as well. The other striking thing that Peter possessed was a six-pack. I just had the one-pack, so I was clearly at a disadvantage in that department!


However, like myself, Peter was fighting the jitters ahead of dancing live on the show. He said in interviews that he was really anxious about stepping into the ballroom. After turning down offers in the past, Peter had finally said yes to the Strictly challenge because it had come at the right time in his life. But he admitted that he hadn’t anticipated how nerve-racking it was going to be.


And that’s exactly how I was feeling.




CHAPTER 2


FACING THE
JUDGES


Strictly Come Dancing, of course, is not just about the spectacle involving the professional dancers and their celebrity contestants. The show’s panel of judges, who would publicly critique my moves on the dance floor, are also stars of the winning formula that has made it Britain’s top family entertainment show.


The judge we all feared, naturally, was Craig Revel Horwood, who is very hard to please. He certainly doesn’t pull any punches and is famous for his withering comments. Craig came to Strictly with a lot of experience.


Born in a sleepy Australian town called Ballarat, Victoria, when he was old enough Craig moved to the bright lights of Melbourne, where his dance career began as he appeared in shows like West Side Story and Me and My Girl.


Craig eventually headed to Europe, where he joined the Lido de Paris as a dancer in Panache, and then became a principal singer in Formidable at the Moulin Rouge. A year later he was in the UK tour of Cats, performing in Edinburgh and Dublin. He also performed in Cats and Miss Saigon in London’s West End.


‘I’m very lucky I chose to do dance and music as a child because it has brought about the most amazing opportunities in my life,’ Craig said one day, adding: ‘I’ve been very lucky to have had the opportunity to perform in loads of musicals in my life, and then the chance to do Strictly Come Dancing came along.’


Craig admitted that nobody predicted the worldwide success of Strictly. ‘We didn’t think it would last, but it has taken the world by storm,’ he said. ‘It has broken the Guinness Book of World Records for the most produced format in the world. When we started out in 2004 we thought it was going to be one evening of Saturday night entertainment. It has really changed the face of how people think about dancing, their knowledge of dancing, and it has produced a million spin-off shows, which is fantastic.’


I have to say, I did like Craig, because away from the camera and his role as a judge he’s a really nice guy and very funny. On the show, of course, every contestant dreads his comments, but that’s what gives the Strictly panel a bit of edge.


The most flamboyant judge on the panel is without doubt Bruno Tonioli. He’s just hilarious. Bruno is a smallish man with a massive personality and he almost explodes with passion when he’s delivering his comments. He knows what he’s talking about too, being one of the world’s top choreographers and having worked on shows with legends of showbiz, including Elton John, Michael Jackson, Freddie Mercury, Tina Turner and Paul McCartney.


Bruno grew up in Ferrara, a small town in north-east Italy. He knew what he wanted to do in life from a very early age after seeing the musical Cabaret when it came out in 1972. Bruno was so excited by Cabaret that he went to see it eight times in a row. When he told his parents about his ambition to be a dancer, they weren’t impressed. Bruno’s mother and father wanted him to get a good, steady, secure job working in a bank. However, like I would do in my own life, young Bruno followed his dream and against their wishes he went to Rome and started ballet lessons.


Bruno left Italy at the age of eighteen to work with the Paris-based dance company La Grande Eugene before moving to London and making it his home. He worked as a freelance dancer in the UK, with one of his notable appearances being in Elton John’s video for ‘I’m Still Standing’, and made the move over to choreography when he went to work on the legendary British TV show Not The Nine O’Clock News.


Judge Darcey Bussell has a gorgeous personality and she’s so kind to contestants while giving constructive criticism. I remember reading an intervew where Darcey said she could tell if someone is a good dancer or not in three seconds flat. She said she can tell by watching how a person walks, as she can see how supple their body is, and whether or not they have tight hips. She also said that everybody can dance: it’s only their inhibitions that hold them back.


Darcey is a former principal dancer with The Royal Ballet and one of the most famous British dancers of all time. She was promoted to principal in 1989, at just 20 years old. She retired from the company in 2007 and joined the Strictly judging panel in 2009. Darcey came out of retirement briefly to dance the ‘Spirit of the Flame’, leading a troupe of two hundred dancers at the 2012 London Olympics closing ceremony.


The head judge, Len Goodman, had actually given me a score of 10 points before Strictly even began. Just a couple of months earlier, Len was doing a BBC One TV programme called Holiday of My Lifetime, where he took well-known people back in time to recreate their childhood holidays. I was asked to do it and I brought him to Owey and Arranmore islands off the coast of Donegal. During the show we attended a céilí – an afternoon of traditional dancing – on Arranmore.


When it was over, Len said to the crowd: ‘I was watching Daniel and he has great posture. Don’t you think they should have him on Strictly?’


Then he produced his lollipop with the number 10 on it, and declared, ‘It’s a ten from Len!’


Len didn’t know that I had already been selected for Strictly, and I couldn’t tell him because I had been sworn to secrecy. There are only three or four people at the BBC who are involved in the selection, and it’s all very James Bond-ish because it’s so top secret until the time comes to announce the names. I was terrified of letting it slip, even to Len.


I loved Len on Strictly and was sad to see him retire after the 2016 series ended. Len has a very colourful background as he started life as a welder in the London Docks. He was soccer mad at the time and went on to pursue his passion for football before injury ended his career prospects in that game. Next Len then took up ballroom dancing and specialised in a form of dance called Exhibition, which is all about the lifts. He quickly became a British champion, winning the title four times. On Strictly Len was more concerned about peformance than technique. He was looking for good interaction between the couples and did not want to see any nerves surfacing on the night.


From the get-go, my nerves were absolutely determined to surface as soon as I got set to step on to the Strictly dancefloor.


And I couldn’t control them.


***


Two days before my first live performance on Saturday, 25 September, I got my first taste of the Strictly ballroom when we did our rehearsals for the show. When I got out on the floor I wasn’t able to catch my breath, it was so overwhelming. I had never felt a sensation like it. I couldn’t believe how nervous I was.


It was also quite emotional for me as there were scenes of Ireland all around the Strictly room, with shamrocks and a river beamed onto the floor through the magic of stage lighting. The song chosen for our waltz was ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’, sung by Ruby Murray. I thought it was very respectful that the BBC picked an Irish song for the dance.


The late Ruby Murray from Belfast had been one of the most popular singers in the UK and Ireland back in the 1950s. I never knew Ruby or got to see her live, but I loved her voice. She was like one of those iconic singers from the early era of Hollywood. Ruby had been our friend all through rehearsals on a recording, and hers was a very pleasant voice to dance to.


I noticed on the schedule during the week leading up to the show that Friday was spray tan day! I think it was for parts of the body that were going to be exposed. I intended to be more covered than exposed. There are parts of me that nobody needs to see. And I’m not a great one for showing off the chest.


Friday started for me with a trip to the gym, where I was going to be working with a professional trainer. Kristina told me not to do too much, and the trainer advised me that half an hour a day was plenty for core strength.


Then came Saturday night, and here I was in the wings with Kristina waiting for our cue to dance. I was in bits, but before I knew it I was whirling around the floor with Kristina in my arms and then I went into some kind of a daze. There was a period during that dance on live television where I didn’t know who I was, I didn’t know who Kristina was. There was a moment where I thought, ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ That probably happened in a second, but it felt like an hour.


When the dance ended and we went to the judges for their comments I couldn’t speak, I was so nervous. I thought I had made a huge blunder on the floor. It was only later when I looked at a recording of the performance that I realised everything had looked fine. I had forgotten a wee bit of the routine, but we did other things that weren’t planned – that’s where a professional dancer can plaster over the cracks – and the dance looked okay. However, I was in such a daze afterwards that the judges’ comments didn’t register with me in the immediate aftermath.


Judge Craig Revel-Horwood had harsh words, describing my performance as ‘pretty uneventful’. Naturally I was very disappointed by Craig’s comments, but he was outnumbered by the rest of the judging panel.


Len Goodman said my hold ‘could have been stronger’, but he added that I had the best footwork he’d ever seen. Good old Len; I was delighted with that observation. When she was coaching me, Kristina had said to me that you need to pretend you are drawing a picture and painting your dance on the floor with your feet. It was certainly what Len noticed.


‘It was very collected, very well placed and very, very pleasing,’ judge Bruno Tonioli said. Bruno gave me a real lift and a confidence boost as well with those words.
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