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Foreword


‘We call him Weird Uncle Peter. He’s just that – weird – but he’s also sort of wise and if there’s an echo of truth in just half the things he says have happened to him, then he’s had an amazing life. I also have a Gay Uncle Dave, but he’s a real relation who became a raver in his late forties – after a messy divorce from Mad Auntie Clare. Weird Uncle Peter, on the other hand, just turned up one day claiming he was a family friend and soon became part of the furniture. But what’s he actually doing here on the tour? That’s the question I keep asking and the band keep asking, everyone keeps asking. When he first appeared on the scene, we told people he was our drug dealer. Then, as his own addiction really began to kick in, it seemed inappropriate, and so he became Weird Uncle Peter on account of his appearance – he’s a lot older than us and his body had just about given up.


Dragging one leg behind him as he moves, he can be a frightening sight, the benefit being that children run screaming. He damaged the leg in an avalanche; lost his hearing in an IRA pub bomb, and lost an eye in Vietnam or a dog attack as a child or something like that.


It’s taken me a while to learn to talk to his left ear and look at his left eye. It’s not that the glass eye is unconvincing; it’s just that both look pretty bad. Every few minutes, he’ll pull out a brightly coloured handkerchief from his right-hand trouser pocket with which to clean the false eye. It doesn’t look like it needs cleaning, but maybe glass eyes cause more abrasion and so more mucus than the real thing? Maybe he’s suffering from Lady Macbeth syndrome? I don’t know. We never got to see, as we were always beaten to it by the handkerchief.


Anyway, for much of the tour he was just hanging around with us, drunk, stoned and scaring groupies. Often he would disappear for a few weeks, and then, unannounced, turn up again. He never explained where he’d been and we’d never ask. We’d just cheer as he walked through the door in whichever country we were.


James Blunt,
August 2010




Introduction


Don’t believe all that stuff. OK, maybe some of it is true. Fact is, as Blunty has apparently noticed, I have been hanging around with him and his band on chunks of the world tour to promote his All The Lost Souls album. It’s been one of the greatest pop marathons of all time: 213 performances, if you include TV appearances, and double that if you include radio, in 58 countries in 15 months.


I’ll Take Everything, goes the song. We did, and more. It’s been said that touring with James Blunt makes Led Zeppelin seem about as excitingly excessive as a Buckingham Palace garden party. I’ve only done two of these so I’m in no position to judge. James Walsh of Starsailor, the support act for James during part of the Bedlam world tour, said: ‘This is the most rock ’n’ roll tour of all time.’ James reminds me that Starsailor has toured with Oasis: ‘So they’re used to people who are all fart and no poo.’


After a punishing schedule like that, Blunty, the chances of any one of us retaining even the vaguest traces of sanity are as remote as me seeing your hairy face through that false eye that you’re so fond of talking about. So, I forgive you.


OK, so I’ve got a lot more years under my belt than James and his close-knit band: Paul ‘Beardy’ Beard on keyboard, Karl Brazil on drums, Benny Castle on lead guitar, and Johnny Garrison (previously Malcolm ‘Splitter’ Moore) on bass. To start with I guess we were understandably wary of each other. They, of course, more so than me. I have the edge in having known James since long before he became famous.


I’d better put my cards on the table. I’m a veteran Fleet Street journalist and a writer who’s been around the world a bit, sticking my nose into all sorts of situations that interested me during the past four decades. I also happen to be a close friend of the family. I first met his dad, Charlie, and his mum, Jane, when she came to work for my wife and me as a picture researcher.


Blunty, at the time, was away at university, wondering how he could make it as a singer-songwriter, while at the same time maintaining the Blount family tradition of joining the army for at least a few years. You get the idea that the army was a temporary measure when you see the title of his sociology dissertation: ‘The Commodification of Image – Production of a Pop Idol’.


About the first thing he did when he started in the music business was to drop the silent ‘o’ from Blount. It made pronunciation easier but also earned a new entry in the dictionary of rhyming slang, with James Blunt replacing Berkeley Hunt. ‘I remember I was at primary school,’ he told me, ‘when people first recognized that my name rhymed with c**t. I can promise that no one has ever said that to me since primary school until I got into the music business. Through boarding school and university and army no one had ever reminded me of that.’ But that’s showbusiness.


At family gatherings we’d sort of nod and smile at each other. James and I did – and do – have in common a passion for skiing so we always had one subject to talk about. But in those days, it was his sisters Emily and Daisy whom I saw much more of and knew best.


In what seems a lifetime ago I once even sang with the young Blunty. But I have to confess that it was ‘The 12 Days of Christmas’ and not ‘You’re Beautiful’. The audience, apart from my wife and children and his mum and dad, was a stuffed French turkey and a rightfully unimpressed First Choice chalet girl in the ski resort of Val d’Isère.


While James did go to war with a guitar strapped to his tank, he seemed on the surface to be an extraordinarily unlikely candidate to become a celebrated international pop star. So when he suddenly and emphatically hit the big time – No.1 not only in Britain, but also in the USA and around the world – I was intrigued to discover what made James tick. As a trusted family friend I tried pulling a bit of rank and won. I found myself in a unique position to ride the inside track.


James seemed quietly amused at the idea of someone of my age tagging along in his life. His humour works in mysterious ways. So since May 2006, on and off, I’ve been travelling around the world, living intimately on a day-to-day basis with him and the band, sharing their highs and lows. I’ve snapped a few thousand photos along the way, written part of the tour brochures, generally tried not to get in the way, and usually failed to do so. After the release of All The Lost Souls in September 2007 and the start in earnest of the world tour in January 2008, I regularly dipped in and out along the itinerary all the way through to the final concert in Athens in March 2009.


It’s not been an easy journey. I am, after all, of a different generation and old enough to be father to Blunty and all of his band. Perhaps it helps that I’ve seen it all before. Mostly I’ve been there, I’ve done that, and I’m difficult to shock. Slowly, over days and nights that turned into months, we got to know and then to trust, to like, and even to love each other. They remind me that my behaviour at times didn’t fall far short of theirs and I’d like to think that the generation gap almost closed.


OK, so I’m not as athletic – not as fit, some would say – as any of them. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been able to grab a little insight from, shall we say, a more mature perspective as to what goes on when the Blunty show comes to town. I mean, I’ve got eyes in my head – well, one, anyway.


For me it’s been a curiously rewarding yet addictive experience. The more I travel with James and Co., the more I feel myself becoming absorbed by the journey and the less certain I become of the destination – to the point where I wonder if for Blunty, and indeed for me, there really is a destination at all. The whole purpose and fulfilment seems to lie in the getting there, wherever ‘there’ is. It’s forced me, for the second time down the years, now that I have drifted into the autumn of my life, to entirely reassess my values.


James is a deeply complex person. As a character I find him intriguingly attractive and infuriatingly frustrating. He’s all fuzzy question marks and no clean answers. The more time I spend with him, the closer he becomes as my friend, the more I realize that the less I know him. It’s as if the more paint I add to my canvas, the more the true portrait is obscured.


He’s a singer and songwriter, an artist with undeniably proven talent, whose music and lyrics strike a chord with which millions identify. But time and again I ask myself: ‘What separates Blunty from the herd of singer-songwriters out there who never make it? Why does he evoke such passion in his supporters and such vicious, venomous disdain in his army of detractors?’


Where did he suddenly come from? Where is he going? It’s as if an enormous forefinger, like the one in the original National Lottery adverts, whooshed down out of the sky one day – around the time James left the army – and juddered to a halt about a centimetre from his face. It was his Road to Damascus (a city that is as yet absent from his tour calendar). A celestial voice boomed through the ethereal amplifier: ‘James Blunt, you have been chosen to create some quite extraordinarily sad songs that will sweep around the world to make millions of people very happy.’ Trouble is, He forgot to tell the music critics what was going on. Perhaps He had already decided to which hot destination they were all headed.


Why do many of them in Britain hate him so vehemently and tell their readers to do the same? Yet 3.1 million people at home bought Back To Bedlam. It’s now officially gone down in history as the biggest-selling album in the UK of 2000–2009. At the time of writing James has sold around 18 million albums worldwide. It just doesn’t add up. So who’s got it right here – a handful of British critics or the general public? That’s what I wanted to find out.


Indeed, is Blunty really worthy of all that conflicting emotion? I’ve asked these questions of lots of people who’ve been professionally involved with him, from Elton John to veteran technicians who’ve worked with the biggest names in the business over the past 30 years. Without exception, I get a resounding, but still confused, ‘yes’. The music industry, the professionals, utterly endorse him. They have not a single doubt about him.


He’s good, he’s even great, because he’s so bewitchingly different – but they can’t explain why. The most honest assessment comes from a world-famous sound technician whose opinion I respect: ‘When I first started working with James, I thought OK, so here’s another guy from a public school who’s all promise and no delivery. There’s lots of them around who have the nous or the nepotic influence to get to that first rung on the ladder. On meeting him, it took me around ten seconds to change my mind.


‘For a start, he’s not posh, not in the least. He’s instantly likeable, easy to work with, and always professional. His closest friends, the people he likes to spend the most time with, are his band and you don’t get a more diverse bunch of social criminals than that.


‘Anyway, music is the ultimate leveller – we judge on our own scale. He’s good enough to be where he is: at the top of that scale. To me the secret to his success is his refreshing musical naivety. He comes from a family that didn’t own a stereo. Fact is, he hasn’t listened to much music, he prefers making his own. He didn’t grow up with a backdrop of conflicting musical influences, so his work is quite extraordinarily original. I’d go further, I’d say it’s unique.’


Me? What do I think? He’s one of an increasingly rare kind – an artist who performs at his best live, with a band, without a band, it really doesn’t matter. He doesn’t need to rely upon any electronic gadgetry. He never hits a wrong note. I don’t know a lot about music, but down the years I’ve learned quite a bit about people. So who is James Blunt?


I have to confess that, after living by his side over many months in 29 different countries, I’m only marginally nearer to coming up with the definitive answer. On the surface he’s polite, charming, good company, and armed with a bone-dry razor-sharp wit that can thrust deep. It’s lost in translation, even from UK to US English. Beneath the surface? Well, we’ll come to that.


But James Blunt has one particular quality that I admire and with which I can personally identify. He lives his life for today. Judge him by that.


Once, a long time ago, as a foreign correspondent in East Africa under a despotic regime, I came within just five minutes of my own execution. This is not a story that belongs here, but by luck or fate – or both – I talked my way out of it. If I learned anything from that experience, it is that it is foolish to bank all your hopes and dreams on a tomorrow which, by definition, will never come. Savour and appreciate each part of today. That’s what Blunty does – and his is a very long day. He rarely sleeps – and never before 6am.


I think that for James there’s a deeper and a darker side to the tour that reaches beyond the shallows of the exhausting daily ritual of travel, perform, and party. It’s not about dating a different girl each night; it’s about stealing a transient moment with another human being. It’s not really about alcohol and the endless pursuit of fun; it’s about living each moment as if it were your last – because that’s how he views life.


He’s someone whose only way of communicating honestly and without fear or caution is to sing. And then, and only then, can we actually hear the voice that he hears in his own head – and it’s the same voice that his fans hear in theirs.


Of course, it was never going to be like this. Originally, I set out to chronicle dispassionately the rise of singer-songwriter James Blunt from army captain to superstar. I was going to be the fly on the wall, the bluebottle that dug beneath the official publicity profile, rustled the fabric, and found out what made him tick. It all seemed so easy.


But it didn’t work out as planned. Come to think of it, down the decades, not much has. More than my subject, James became my friend. Metaphorically, I should explain, I broke the cardinal rule of objective journalism: I got into bed with the enemy. I suppose I’ve spent a lot of my life in someone or other’s bed, so no surprise there.


Along the way, I’ve also learned a lot more about myself. It’s hugely comforting – or do I mean disturbing? – to discover a generation or two down the line that random sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll remain largely unchanged from my own Flower Power days in San Francisco in the 1960s. They have the same enduring capacity for survival as cockroaches do in a nuclear conflict. Oh, and Uncle Sam is still at war with guys in pyjamas on the other side of the world. Nothing really fundamentally changes. As Janis Joplin used to say to me: ‘It’s just the same ol’ fuckin’ day, man.’ But, nevertheless, it is today.


Just thinking about the journey of All The Lost Souls makes me tired. It began in January 2008:


Glasgow … Edinburgh … Manchester … London … Bournemouth … Plymouth … Nottingham … Wolverhampton … Reading … Cannes … Belfast … Dublin … Seattle … San Francisco … Los Angeles … Las Vegas … San Diego … Denver … Berlin … Paris … Milan … London … Chicago … Toronto … Montreal … Boston … New York … Philadelphia … Asheville … Atlanta … Zurich … Paris … Nantes … Strasbourg … Lille … Brussels … Rotterdam … Paris … Cologne … Berlin … Copenhagen … Stockholm … Oslo … Hamburg … Paris … Luxembourg … Stuttgart … Munich … Milan … Geneva … Verbier … Los Angeles … Beijing … Shanghai … Tokyo … Nagoya … Osaka … Seoul … Wellington … Auckland … Brisbane … Sydney … Canberra … Melbourne … Adelaide … Perth … Singapore … Hong Kong … Taipei … Manila … Jakarta … Johannesburg … Durban … Cape Town … Seville … London … Reykjavik … Sarajevo … Tirana … Athens … Cyprus … Glastonbury … Nimes … Bilbao … Lisbon … Malaga … Madrid … Barcelona … Antibes … St Malo … London … Werchter … Lugano … Nashville … Uncasville … Holmdel … Wantagh … Boston … Saratoga Springs … Philadelphia … Canandiagua … Detroit … Green Bay … Milwaukee … Minneapolis … Highland Park … Hammond … Bossier City … Houston … Dallas … Oklahoma City … Albuquerque … Tucson … San Diego … Las Vegas … South Lake Tahoe … Salt Lake City … San Francisco … Saratoga … Portland … Seattle … Amsterdam … Paris … Cardiff … Sheffield … Nottingham … Birmingham … Manchester … Glasgow … Aberdeen … Newcastle … London O2 … Brussels … Bremen … Oberhausen … Leipzig … Mannheim … Nuremberg … Stuttgart … Budapest … Bratislava … Prague … Vienna … Treviso … Bolzano … Basel … Marseille … Toulouse … Bordeaux … Dijon … London … Vancouver … Edmonton … Calgary … Grande Prairie … Saskatoon … Winnipeg … Toronto … Montreal … Ottawa … Québec City … New York … Halifax … St John’s … Paris … London … Barbados … São Paulo … Rio de Janeiro … Buenos Aires … Santiago … Porto Alegre … São Paulo … Mexico City … Lima … Mexico City … Guadelajara … Moscow … Helsinki … Tallinn … Riga … Vilnius … Warsaw … Bucharest … Sofia … Belgrade … Muscat … Dubai … Lebanon … Kiev … Kazakhstan … and it ended in Athens in March 2009.




Sydney, October 2007


A small group of fans half blocks the entrance ramp to the Intercontinental off Phillip Street. A tall, dark-haired girl is holding up a banner that reads: ‘James, I want to spend the night with you.’ The look on her face is one of faint hope rather than of expectation. It’s the expression you see in the eyes of someone in a supermarket filling out a lottery ticket. In fact, the first night’s easy. It’s a second night that’s difficult.


Four sleek limos with engines running and chauffeurs at the wheel are waiting on the forecourt. It seems I’m just in time. Three camera crews are mechanically recording the empty vehicles. Two power-dressed girls and a guy in jeans with a ponytail are all talking into mobiles. They’re circling around the security men complaining about something or nothing. As worker bees they know it’s their job to keep on buzzing, even when there’s nothing to buzz about. Maybe they don’t think the crowd is big enough: ‘Hey, Jake, get us some more fans. We need them now … I don’t care where from … shift their asses over here from the studio if you have to.’


One of the very few advantages indeed of being obviously of mature father-figure age, but at the same time dressed down by a couple of generations, is that I never need ID to go anywhere. Of course, I have it, the current tour laminate around my neck beneath my shirt. This lets me go anywhere, wherever the Blunty show is – arena, backstage, dressing-rooms, and hotel bedrooms. But, like most days, I don’t need it today. Rarely does a security guard question my presence. An air of confidence along with my years (‘the very fact that you’re still alive,’ as James is fond of remarking) indicate that I belong.


The band’s just assembling in the lobby. I watch them for a moment from the doorway. Karl, the drummer, is just coming out of the lift, smiling as always and looking forward, never back, to what today holds in store for him. Benny, lead guitar, his face almost buried beneath a bush of black hair, looks reassuringly scruffy in his Got Pills? T-shirt. Beardy, the king of keyboard, is talking animatedly to James. Malcolm, bass guitar, looks a bit sad and lost. It’s difficult for him – he’s made the decision and will be leaving the band at Christmas. A wife, a baby son, and yet another 15-month world tour is not an acceptable combination. Well, not if you want to hang on to both marriage and sanity.


Hugs all round. Clearly no one, not James nor Bobble, the tour manager, has told them that I’m coming. They seem pleased to see me, but it’s no real surprise. I come, I go, I come again. We’re all used to that, no matter if the meetings are 8,000 miles and a month or two apart. I turn up when the rest of my life permits, join the inner circle of the tour, stay for a week or a month, and then quietly disappear again.


James, too, seems happy to see me. An open grin and squeeze of the arm. As a family friend I’ve known him since he was a teenager. But I guess we’ve now quietly become close friends in our own right, despite the age gap, and we’re both a bit astonished by this unlikely and gradually evolving state of affairs. Like two stranger hostages chained together by chance circumstance to the same radiator for months on end in a dungeon not of our making, we’ve been forced to get to know each other. We respect, and yes, we like what we see. Back in the outside world, neither of us would ever have necessarily expected that.


They look older – that is, all except James. I’m struck by this every time we meet. A crease around the eyes, a weary hand through hair, a new facial expression. It’s as if the constant lurching from country to country and continent to continent has speeded up time. Somewhere along the watch face, Karl has abandoned his innocence in a long-forgotten hotel room. Well, actually, in whole floors and annexes of hotel rooms. But only the music matters now. It’s the compelling, driving force for all of them and for Karl in particular. The beat throbs relentlessly on.


But James looks much the same on each of my time travels. The single difference is the hair on his face, which varies with dramatic speed from clean shaven, through designer stubble to a full set within a week. Today, we’re pretty damned hairy.


It’s almost as if he lives the lyrics of his own ‘Tears and Rain’:


I guess it’s time I run far, far away: find comfort in pain.


All pleasure’s the same, it just keeps me from trouble.


Hides my true shape, like Dorian Gray.


PR people and an assortment of minders hover at his elbows. ‘Good to see you, Peter. All OK for tomorrow?’ he asks me. ‘We’re just off to do a set at a TV station and then we’ve been invited to a private dinner.’ Introductions to PR people follow.


‘This is Peter,’ he says by way of explanation, indicating with a casual wave of his hand the unlikely newcomer, who is clearly important to him. Everyone, therefore, with equal clarity thinks that they should know who Peter is. But no one has a clue who Peter is, and no one has the nerve to ask. Actually, I’m just a fly.


The art of being a fly on the wall is to know when to stop buzzing and fade quietly out of sight. If you don’t anticipate the timing, you get swatted, in all likelihood, permanently.


‘Fine,’ I say, burying disappointment beneath an expression of indifference. I’ve come a long way to be here and sacrificed a chunk of my liver in return for the air fare and now I’m not even going to spend some time with them. ‘Maybe I’ll give you a call after your dinner and we can catch up later.’


‘No, no, I’m sure our hosts would love to have you for dinner – one more will be no problem,’ he says, turning to Fran, the chief and pretty minder who is to become my friend. It’s a statement, not a question. Fame tends to take the question mark out of asking.


‘So come with us to the TV. I’m sure we can squeeze in one more.’ Fran looks horrified, but resignedly reaches for her mobile once again.


Then we’re in the cars. I see the girl with the banner. Her eyes feast on James as he climbs in behind me. It’s never going to be bedtime, but she’s managed to get within a metre of him and her sign now hangs limply on her left shoulder cushioned by a quite enormous amount of chestnut-coloured hair. If she wasn’t so scarily fixated, I think she’d be almost beautiful. She stares quietly and unblinkingly through the side window at James’ profile with an expression I’ve come to know well over the months – unfettered desire mixed with the almost masochistic thrill of denial that The Song demands:


And I don’t know what to do,


’Cause I’ll never be with you.


But a girl can dream, can’t she? Yes, she can. But in pushing his way through the crush of people around him, the focus of those dreams fails to notice her. Both she and I find that so heart-achingly sad.


In the gathering Australian dusk we’ve reached a TV studio, James has sung six songs to an invited audience of Sydney thirty-something media people and socialites who down free cocktails with a vengeance and don’t listen to any of them.


‘Do you like his music?’ I ask a girl in a little black dress who is on her third tequila sunrise in the ten minutes I’ve been talking to her. We’re standing side by side at the rail of the balcony bar and down below James is singing ‘Annie’.


She looks at me as if the question had never before occurred to her. ‘Dunno,’ she says, absently stirring her drink with a cocktail umbrella, ‘but I’d like to go down on him.’ Did I hear that right?


‘You know,’ she says, her voice slightly slurring, ‘like this song – will you go down on me?’ Oh, OK, right. Not me, then.


‘Annie’ is a passionate song about a girl who never quite makes the big time as a singer. The press has widely credited it as a dig at Amanda Ghost who worked with him on ‘You’re Beautiful’.


But Blunty does not confirm this. ‘Is “Annie” about anyone in particular?’ I ask him straight, that night.


‘Not that I can remember,’ comes the reply. Maybe not? Amanda is credited by her publishers with just 10 per cent of the overall writing of ‘You’re Beautiful’, and only a tiny 3.5 per cent of the writing of the whole of Back To Bedlam. Yet she is sometimes described in the press as ‘James Blunt’s songwriter’.


She is not.


At the end of the Bedlam world tour and now in the run-up to All The Lost Souls, ‘Annie’ features regularly on the set-list. In the months to come James will sing it regularly at venues across northern Europe. But gradually as winter gives way to warmer weather, ‘Annie’ is dropped. I guess revenge – if that’s what this is all about – is a dish that is truly best served cold.


Personally I like the song, but a poll among fans on his website lists it as the second least popular track on the album. ‘I guess it came close to the bottom because it’s not a very nice song,’ James tells me. ‘Annie, you’re a star that’s not going very far – I guess it spells it out too much. I wrote it with Jimmy Hogarth and it kind of says what it is, really. We played it a lot on the last tour, but it’s not one of my favourites.’ Jimmy Hogarth’s producing and songwriting credits include Amy Winehouse, Paolo Nutini and James Morrison.


In an interview James has more of a go at explaining the less than gentlemanly lyrics (well, I think that’s what he does): ‘We tell our children now that success is measured by fame and fortune. It’s one person’s story where they start out on their journey and try to find happiness through fame, and find it eventually through something of greater meaning.’


Backstage, the band drinks the green room dry with a little assistance from me and the night becomes a blur of faces and flashguns.


Long after dinner in a Japanese restaurant, long after a champagne reception in the hotel, long after we stumble into a dirty late-night bar to watch Russia beat England 2–1, I fall into bed with the arch of Sydney Harbour looming both outside my window and in my mind. Last time here it all seemed so much easier. Maybe it was because Blunty was less famous.


Somewhere down the line, we’d been in a karaoke bar – a genuine Oriental-style place, where you have your own private room with lots of drinks and a giant book of songs to choose from. We’d sung away for an hour or so. Then, in a moment of our silence, came the unmistakable strains of a group of office girls on a night out or a hen party clucking in a neighbouring room. Oblivious of us, they were singing ‘Goodbye My Lover’. James ran out of our room, burst in on theirs, grabbed a microphone, sang the last chorus, said ‘Thank you, and goodnight!’ and ran out. For 20 minutes all we could hear were screams.


It’s 8am and it’s bad. Just how bad, I don’t know until I climb out of bed in the presidential suite of the Shangri-La Hotel and make it to the window.


The contents of my suitcase are scattered around it like the debris of an avalanche.


Adjusting to the daylight, the panorama of Sydney’s iconic waterfront fills me with dread. The Opera House has been standing there on Bennelong Point since construction began in 1959 and it’s looking today as fresh and as futuristic as when its designer, a Danish bloke called Jorn Utzon, raised a glass of sparkling Pinot Noir at the opening ceremony to what the World Heritage Committee called: ‘One of the indisputable masterpieces of human creativity, not only in the twentieth century, but in the history of humankind.’ When you’ve got an accolade like that on your CV, you don’t need much else.


My own masterpiece of human creativity is to take place today on the left-hand side of this sensational stage. Sydney Harbour Bridge is where I am to photograph the brochure cover for James Blunt’s upcoming All The Lost Souls world tour.


Already a lot of work has gone into making this glossy brochure, which will be on sale at 150 venues from Beijing to Birmingham. Back in England I’ve spent hours creating a still-life montage of all the awards, platinum discs, and gifts from fans around the world. There are quite literally hundreds of them – from a rather tasteful Ivor Novello statuette to coffee mugs and a knitted willy warmer. I’ve written the introduction and rewritten the copy (twice). Now comes the crowning glory: James and the band standing precariously on the highest girder of the bridge against the backdrop of the Opera House while I perch precariously on a girder opposite and record all this in Canon digital clarity.


When Admiral Arthur Phillip parked his First Fleet here off Bennelong Point outside my window (which of course was absent from the tableau) more than 200 years ago, he couldn’t have imagined that bridge, either with or without Blunty perched on top of it. It’s the world’s largest (but not the longest) steel arch bridge and Sydney residents call it The Coat Hanger. It weighs 39,000 tons, the arch spans 503 metres and the summit is 134 metres above sea level, making it a great spot for snaps and for suicides.


All I have to do this day, with the assistance of a professional Aussie climber, is to shepherd James, Beardy, Malcolm (still the bass player), Karl, and a reluctant bearded and rumpled Benny up 465 steps between the girders to the setting for the photo shoot.


It’s not as demanding as it sounds. Lots of people do it – two million of them in the past ten years, including me – yes, even me and one of my teenage sons. It’s easy, as long as you don’t suffer from a fear of heights. Personally, I thought crossing the first span was ghastly – I felt so sick with vertigo I almost turned back – but I’m not telling them that.


It’s taken the full two weeks since I arrived in Australia to set it up – and that’s not been easy, I can tell you. The project has hardly been aided by the fact that my financial excuse for joining James on the far side of the planet has been a wine-tasting jaunt to Adelaide in the far south of the country. People pay me to write about all sorts of things and, very occasionally, these include vino. My late friend John Arlott, the cricket commentator and wine writer, who knew his way with equal passion around Lord’s and the great châteaux of Bordeaux, once said that I had a passable palate. ‘In 20 years’ time it could be a good one,’ he told me. In 20 years’ time he was dead and because I’m not a dedicated wine writer, I’m still (just about) alive.


‘Sorry,’ I told my editor at the Daily Mail, ‘there’s absolutely no way I can go to Australia for a week at this time of year.’ The thought of travelling goat class and breathing in germ-ridden second-hand air in a plane for the best part of four days, there and back, all for the purpose of ruining my liver fills me with dread. It’ll take me two weeks to recover.


‘It’s Qantas Business Class both ways,’ he added as an afterthought.


‘When do I leave?’ I replied.


Killing two birds with one stone is the name of my game as I follow Blunty around the world. I knew that Blunty had a trip to Australia and Japan coming up. A quick check of his diary showed that I wouldn’t even have to rearrange the dates for my visit. I’d hit the jackpot. He was going to be in Sydney.


So there I am at a cellar door in the Barossa Valley or Eden Vale or Adelaide Hills, the great wine-growing areas of South Australia. I’m watching kangaroos cavort between the vines and I’m quaffing – and (mostly) spitting out – up to 60 different wines a day while trying to communicate on my mobile with a BridgeClimb PR person a thousand miles away in Sydney. This in itself would be difficult enough, but it is complicated by the fact that my mobile rarely has a signal, and when it does the line has that infuriating echo which means you hear what you’ve just said after you’ve just said it. What’s more, I’ve got a glass in my hand, six more lined up on the counter, and I’m surrounded by a case of dedicated Aussie drinkers who’ve stumbled across a Pommy soulmate also bent on self-destruction and they don’t want to waste a drop of him. The windows for any of us to make sense here are limited.


‘Yeees, we can do it,’ the PR girl enthuses. ‘The climb takes three and a half hours to complete.’


‘Can we do it in two?’


‘You can do it in one, mate, if you can keep your eyes on the road for 24 hours. Why, last year me and Shane went to Victoria – and back – in a weekend … had a few along the way, I can tell you … why, in the time it takes to shear a sheep we’d emptied the first …’


‘Yes, that should be possible if your guys are fit. James Blunt! He’s really big here and I can tell you, Peter, we’re very excited about this. We’ll get all the TV, radio, and writing press organized.’


‘No, that’s precisely what I don’t want. If that happens he won’t do it. It’s got to be completely private – the only pictures have to be taken by me.’


‘No problem with pictures, Peter! Where do you want us? Inside or out? Kenny’s just opening a bottle of the Majella ’04 sparkling Shiraz – I think you’ll find it’s a real beaut … just gone on release …’


Finally, all is agreed. BridgeClimb will waive the fees in exchange for the publicity generated by the brochure. I am to get James and Co. discreetly to the VIP entrance at precisely 11.55am on Saturday, and the fact that we are coming is to be kept secret from Rupert Murdoch and all but our appointed climber.


‘Oh, and there’s just one more thing, Peter,’ she adds. ‘There’s a legal requirement. Before a climb, everyone has to pass a breathalyzer test.’


‘Breathalyzer? If you or me took one now, mate, it’d probably catch fire! Now, a couple of years ago Kenny’s brother Michael was coming back from the Crows game in Adelaide …’


Football – soccer, not Australian rules – is a warm and constant current that flows through the daily life of the Blunty road show … and its occasionally compelling undertow is about to be my undoing.


James either supports the man wearing black, or feigns an interest in Chelsea because he has a house near the ground. Karl – he had to choose between football and the drums as a career – worships Birmingham. Once a year they play against Robbie Williams and his team in LA. Blunty himself knows his way around a pitch and the team made up of band and crew is surprisingly good – they once took on Brazil and won (well, not the national team exactly).


However, Rob’s lot are much better. Months of preparation, most of it of the verbal kind, takes place nightly in different bars around the world. Forget David Beckham’s famous fractured metatarsal just before the 2002 World Cup. For two weeks on the West Coast during the tour almost the entire conversation of the band centred on whether or not Benny’s broken big toe would heal in time for the match. Unlike Beckham’s injury, it didn’t. In the first one they fielded some really good players. Blunty United was absolutely and completely hammered.


‘I’m not sure what the final score was,’ Blunty confesses, ‘because we sort of lost count. I’m guessing that we had six goals and Rob’s team scored 46. The second one was a much better contest. We were hungover, it was a mess, but the scoreline was half that.’


Normally Saturday afternoon is the Holy Hour for the band. But when you’re travelling constantly around the world, Saturday afternoon in GMT can – depending on where you find yourself – be mid-morning, early evening, or slap in the darkest hours of the night. Last night, when England faced Russia in a Euro 2008 qualifier, it was the latter.


The phone rings. It’s Robert. Actually, when a bedside phone rings in my life, it’s nearly always Robert, aka Bobble, the 18-stone, large and lumbering, all-knowing and all-seeing tour manager who, on a diet of chip butties and po-faced humour, keeps this show on the road. Over the next 18 months the Blunty Diet – the stress of touring with James and Co. – is going to reduce his weight by 100 pounds.


He’s the one who knows the room numbers, because he’s assigned them. He’s sometimes cheerful and always brief because he’s usually got another 15 numbers to ring with the same message: ‘We’re leaving at 2pm … meet James downstairs in half an hour … sound check’s delayed to 5pm … give me your second passport for the Russian visa.’


This time it’s: ‘I’ve ordered the cars … 11.45am departure from the Intercontinental. Are you coming with us or do we meet you there?’


‘I’m coming,’ I tell him and put the phone down. I look at my watch. It’s already 10.50am. I head for the bathroom. My head is spinning. It must have been gone 3am when Rooney scored. James had already scored and left. The goal was the signal for me to head from bar to bed.


I’d looked over at Karl and Benny glued to the screen in the corner of the bar along with a hardened group of Sydney-based ex-pats. ‘We’ve got an important day tomorrow, guys. You will all be OK for half 11, won’t you?’ I try to say this clearly, but I’ve got a wad of cotton wool wrapped around my tongue and I’m having trouble seeing straight, let alone walking straight. I put a hand out to a pillar, miss, and nearly take a dive. I’ve taken my eye off the ball. I’m off the pace and must sleep. How do these guys do it? ‘Sure, Uncle Peter,’ Beardy smiles, returning from the bar with yet another round of Tooheys. ‘We’re looking forward to it.’


Now, it’s 11.30am. The shower’s shown me I’m still alive, and I’m just leaving my room. The telephone rings. It’s Robert and he’s got only two words, which even by his standards is brief:


‘It’s off.’


‘What do you mean “it’s off”?’ I splutter. ‘They’re expecting us in 25 minutes.’


‘I’ve just spoken to James. They can’t do it. No one would pass a breathalyzer. James is not prepared for them to try – and if they did you’d never keep that out of the press.’ I put the phone down. It immediately rings again. It’s Blunty.


‘Peter, you’ve spoken to Robert. It’s just not possible. Come on over and we’ll do some other pictures instead.’ He puts the phone down and avoids further discussion.


Fuck you, James Blunt, fuck the whole lot of you. I can’t believe it!


I call the bridge people.


‘Can we do this without the blowjob?’


‘No way. It’s the law.’


Not surprisingly, they’re really pissed off with me. Gig here tonight, Brisbane tomorrow – there’s no other window. I feel like I should climb the bloody bridge alone and chuck myself off it. 134-metre freefall? Smack. It’d be like hitting concrete.


Deflated, depressed, demoralized and wondering, not for the first time, what the hell I am doing, I stumble through the hotel door and out into the spring sunshine. Other pictures instead? Doesn’t James realize that I’ve spent two weeks setting up the only picture for his tour brochure cover? I’m not here to snatch a bloody travel brochure. He doesn’t care. Does he care about anything? Why is he putting up with me being here at all?


At a time of life when most of my contemporaries are winding down, here I am hanging on the coat tails of a rock band on the far side of the world. I ought to catch a flight back to London today, go home to Hampshire, to my wife, my family, and muddle through the rest of middle and into old age among my own kind. Instead, just look at me. Wasted and washed up after watching a football match. I don’t even like football. Just lately I’ve been noticing that the goalposts in my life are shifting a bit. Right now they’re dribbling down the pitch away from me. Time to blow the whistle on this game.


Home truth time. Breathalyzer? If we’d gone ahead, the fact is I’d have been the first to have blown it. I’m not doing what I’m supposed to be doing. Instead of observing, I’m absorbing. I feel I’m being slowly sucked into James’ touring treadmill which has no constants; no structure, just 24 hours of travel, music and madness that runs seamlessly into another two dozen of the same. I’m running in mud, I’m sinking into the mire, and painfully I have to admit, I’m loving every single minute of it. I’m enjoying it because I feel I belong. Or maybe I’m imagining I’m enjoying it. Paranoia runs deep today.


I don’t really know these people, but strangely I enjoy their company. I’d arrived from Adelaide the previous afternoon. I hadn’t seen James and the band for a couple of months. But like a relationship with a close friend whom you only occasionally see, it’s surprisingly easy to pick up where you left off.


It’s difficult to feel down in Sydney, especially on such a beautiful October morning as this. Groups of tourists are congregating along Circular Quay, the transport hub of the waterfront. I make my way back up Phillip Street to the Intercontinental.


No fans right now, just Bobble in the lobby. He’s tour-managed the Northern Ireland alternative rock band Ash and the Oklahoma psychedelic band The Flaming Lips. He got his nickname while travelling with The Libertines and has since run the Strictly Come Dancing Tour, so Bobble’s tangoed it all in his time. In those days he looked like Homer Simpson with the kind of belly that demanded serious respect. Now he’s half the man he was, but he still looks like a thin version of the cartoon character. However, unlike Homer, Bobble is always quiet and in control on the outside, even if inside he’s steamin’ fit to burst. During the course of the tour I never saw Bobble lose his temper.


He nods me the London equivalent of ‘G’day’ with a fixed neutral expression that I’ve come to know and understand. It’s not his job to show any feeling one way or another on this. His job, as a freelance tour manager, is to get James and everybody from place to place around the world on time while squeezing the money out of every local promoter. It’s a helluva challenging, 24-hour job, juggling the demands of James’ management back in London with whatever crisis has just hit here on the ground. This is just another of these, and for him a pretty unimportant one at that.


‘James is on his way down,’ he says and bobbles off in his shorts, socks and Chelsea boots to sort out the band’s clean laundry, a mountain of which in cellophane wrappers has just been deposited on one end of the reception desk.


I’m still seething with fury. I slump into a chair to wait and to think. But do I have a right to be angry just because I’ve put so much work into setting up the picture? No, I don’t. I’m not an official part of this tour, I’m nothing more than a tolerated gatecrasher. I have no official role to play. I’m not being paid, which must mean that I am either a guest or an ancient groupie. The fact is that I have no right to complain at all. If I make a scene they have every right to tell me to fuck off back to where I came from. How did I ever get to be here? How did a grown-up father of six get to be touring with a rock band? Or, even more surprising, how did a rock band get to be touring with me? Yes, you may well ask. We’ll come to that a bit later.


‘Sorry, Peter, it’s just not possible,’ says James breezily, when he finally appears looking fresh as a daisy. ‘None of us could have done it. Look at them.’ Certainly the other figures gathering in the lobby do look a sorry sight. Benny has a greenish tinge to the patches of skin on his face that are not covered in hair. Karl, usually smiling Karl, looks as if he’s missed a penalty. Beardy has the worried look of a man who might at any time, and without warning, throw up all over his fancy shoes.


We set off to get some photos with the Harbour Bridge as a backdrop. I can’t really imagine why we need to do this – it won’t make a cover.


‘It’s OK, Peter. It would have been good, but you can still get a great shot of the band with the bridge in the background,’ Blunty tells me. That’s like Hillary and Tenzing posing on a street corner in Kathmandu instead of the summit of Everest.


‘Come on, let’s have a go from my roof terrace,’ he says, and we troop up to his penthouse balcony. George W. Bush slept here last week but his weapon(s) of mass destruction are nowhere to be seen. I go through the motions of taking a few shots. Then we troop out into the street and down to the Opera House for more.


I’m beginning now to feel a bit better about it all. What the hell! It was only a picture, wasn’t it? I really don’t know these people and I have to earn their trust, so there’s no point in me being pissed off. That would only serve to piss everyone off. So far I’ve seen them at a dozen random concerts around the world.


Benny was the first, apart from James, to treat me as a friend rather than a father figure who really ought not to be here. Now wariness on all sides has given way to acceptance and genuine warmth. So don’t rock the boat.


It’s a warm spring morning and I start to relax as James and I walk towards the seafront. I know Sydney well and love it here, largely because of the people and the easy lifestyle. Three times I’ve come close to leaving England and living here. Now it’s too late.


It’s lunchtime and office workers are out on the quayside enjoying the sunshine. It seems to me that no one gives a second glance in our direction. James is drifting into one of his long silences. He’s on the edge of one of those frequent introspective moods when it’s hard to get a word out of him. Once he’s actually in it, he’s unreachable. Small talk at any time is, for James, a luxury in which he rarely indulges. You can sit beside him on a plane for four hours with barely a word being spoken. He’s not being unfriendly, he’s just being James.


To the stranger these silences can be, at best, awkward. They can even convey an impression of hostility. But once you get the hang of them they’re actually companionable. I can sit in a dressing-room with him all afternoon and the only sound is the hum of the air conditioning and the click of a keyboard. I go about my business, answering emails and writing. He goes about his in a similar way. We listen to a little music on the iPod deck, swap the occasional comment on what’s going on in the world, and then return to silence. At the end of it I feel I’ve enjoyed his company and get the impression – it can only be an impression – that he feels the same way.


One of his long-time girlfriends told me: ‘Even in the early days of being together we’d go out to dinner and he’d look at me with those come-to-bed eyes, a small smile on his face, and not speak. I’m a natural chatterer and I’d talk away about my day, my work, my hopes, my dreams, and he’d just sit there in silence, eating, listening but not contributing to the conversation – if you could call it that.


‘He’d never ask me anything, anything at all. He’d not even acknowledge what I was telling him. There’s be no “really?” or “what did you do next?”’


‘Why should I?’ he’d say. ‘If you want to tell me, you will tell me. If you don’t want to talk, you won’t. I don’t feel a need, or that I have a right to ask you.’


‘So I’d just keep talking and talking. Imagine what it would be like if your best friend, your lover, was in a coma after a terrible accident. You’d sit there in the hospital room, holding his hand, talking about familiar, everyday things and all the while praying that he’d respond. But for all the return you get, you might as well be chatting away to the flowers in the vase on the bedside table. What you very quickly end up doing is baring your soul to him. But he doesn’t so much as give you a glimpse of his in return. It makes you very vulnerable. Sometimes I got angry at this, but then I just had to accept that that is the way he is.’


She added: ‘It’s not that he is being unfeeling or unfriendly, far from it. He absorbs what you say. He’s a great listener. Sometimes I think it’s a kind of shyness and, in a curious way, it’s very endearing. The more he doesn’t say to you, the more you want to say to him. I think his only way of really responding, his only way of really communicating with people is through his music. He channels all his emotions into chords and lyrics.’


I remember once in Greece I spent a whole day working on a synopsis of this book. At the end of it I went up to the roof-top pool where he was sunbathing and gave it to him on a memory stick. He said: ‘Thanks for that, Peter, I’ll read it later,’ and he put it in his pocket. No one is more polite than James. He has impeccable manners and an absence of self-importance that is alien to the rock star image. When his older sister Emily got married in the village where the family lives, James Blunt was notably absent and in his place was a self-effacing bloke called James Blount. After the service, he stayed at the back, and when locals asked him to pose for pictures with them in the churchyard, he shook his head with a smile. ‘It’s not my day, it’s hers,’ he’d say.


The next day in Athens he handed me back the memory stick without a single word. I examined his face, but I could read nothing. I really wanted to know what he’d thought of it. Did he hate it? Did he like it? Was it going in the right direction? But he didn’t say anything. We resumed our positions by the roof-top pool with views of the Acropolis and he just carried on treating me in his normal, companionable way. Out of this silence I was left to draw my own conclusions. Curiously, it was easy to do so, although in a rational sense I have no way of explaining that. He liked some of it, he liked the path I was treading, but it wasn’t quite right. Keep going, you can do better.


Here, beside the Opera House, no one is bothering us. There’re plenty of good sides to being famous – enormous riches being one of them. But the loss of your anonymity is wicked. Some would say – especially those who have never been truly poor – it’s too high a price to pay.


Imagine not being able to sneak into a supermarket for a few essentials without drawing a hungry pack of sheep and wolves around you. Dress down, dress up, wear a big hat and shades, the more you hide, the easier the expert celebrity-seeker finds it to spot you. Signing autographs, posing for pictures with every girl and guy in the world who owns a mobile phone becomes second nature. He does all that better than any celebrity I know.


But that’s only the paper-thin veneer of fame. There you are at the till, posing with Dave or Doreen for yet another picture. The dozen shoppers who have gathered to stare are now reaching for their phones, but at the same time they’re feasting their eyes on what you’ve got in your shopping basket. Chewing gum, deodorant, shampoo, toothpaste.


James and I are walking along side by side. He’s not hiding under a hat, but passers-by don’t give him a second glance.


‘It must be great,’ I say, ‘not to be noticed here. For an hour or two you can have your life back.’


‘No, I can’t,’ he replies, quickening his pace. ‘Some of them are clocking me. I can always tell. They’re just not letting on because until someone makes the first move, they’re not absolutely certain … just keep walking, Peter.’
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