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Prologue


VINCERÒ


Thanks to nearly twenty-five years as a recording artist, I’ve had some extraordinary experiences. I’ve been to places and met people that my younger self, a lad growing up in Salford, would never have dared dream of. My success is mostly down to this thing that nestles in the middle of my larynx – my voice – and somewhat down to my personality and character. Together, they have taken me all over the world. But the voice is a delicate and sometimes mysterious thing. It demands more from me than I do from it. Illness affects it, of course. The ageing process doesn’t help: it naturally deepens the voice and often lowers the range. Early in my fifties I was told that, even healthy and fully fit, I could no longer perform like my younger self – an idea that I refused to accept.


The first time I had surgery for a brain tumour was in 2006. That was bad enough. When the tumour returned in 2007, it haemorrhaged one night while I was asleep, requiring an emergency dash to the hospital. I came that close to dying. Psychologically and physically, my route to recovery was painfully slow, bumpy and potholed, not helped by some questionable decisions on my part. My anxiety about some aspects of my health blinded me to other aspects of my well-being, which in turn led to further problems. I didn’t realise it at the time, or chose not to, but I was caught up in a potentially deadly downward health spiral. It took several years until I felt that my voice was again on song. At times I feared it might have gone altogether and I often caught myself wondering if I’d ever hit the high notes again. It was not as if I sat idle after my second brain operation in late 2007, but, in my struggle to regain form, at first I held back from finding out what my voice was really capable of and it took me a while to find my groove again. But I was determined to get my voice back to where it was before my health problems. And there was one note in particular that I wanted to once again hit: the big high B of ‘Nessun dorma’, Puccini’s aria from Turandot, the opera that he left unfinished at his death.


In the early days of my career, long before my tumours and when I sang as ‘the turn’ in the pubs and clubs of the North West, ‘Nessun dorma’ was my trademark piece. By no means all of my early audiences were there to hear me sing. In fact, at times, I’d have been lucky if any of them were there to hear me sing; I was hired either as musical wallpaper or as the warm-up act for the bingo. Yet whenever I sang Puccini’s aria, every time I hit that powerful, triumphant high B everyone would stop talking, look up, put down their pints, cheer, throw their hats into the air and give me a standing ovation, no matter how grim the venue. That’s the power of that aria, especially that note. I’ve probably sung ‘Nessun dorma’ more often than any other aria or song, and probably more times than any other tenor. But that high note . . . if you’re not up to it, if you don’t hit it, the magic vanishes. And in the North West, they are not shy about pointing this out.


In the past I did it with ease. People sometimes said, ‘Oh my God, Russ, your “Nessun dorma” is better than Pavarotti’s.’


Which is lovely to hear, but I would tell them, ‘No. Way. Go and listen to Luciano. And come back and we’ll have a chat. No human being who has ever lived can sing that high B like Luciano. He doesn’t just belt it out; he smashes it out of the park. He’s travelling on the edge of pure miracle. I don’t care what anyone says – he’s carved that one in stone.’


Some so-called classical music buffs waffle things like, ‘Of course, it’s not just about the singing, it’s about the acting as well. Only Domingo generates the passion. It’s got to be Domingo.’


On yer bike. Off you trot. Pavarotti’s ‘Nessun dorma’ is unparalleled. You can argue that Placido Domingo performed it better, but the way Pavarotti’s high sustained B of ‘Vinceeeeerò’ rings out and sounds like he’s going for a stroll along the promenade, like it was the easiest thing in the world, is what makes it unique. How he managed it is simply beyond me. Every time I hear him, Luciano reduces me to choking tears.


I used ‘Nessun dorma’ as the all-purpose Swiss army pen-knife of arias. If you want to whip up a stadium of sports fans, if you want to give a charity do a boost, if you want to ice the cake of any occasion, it’s got to be ‘Nessun dorma’. It steals the show every time. If I dare leave it out of a concert programme, I get complaints. It opened several doors for me and won me numerous contracts.


Despite the starring role of ‘Nessun dorma’ in my career, and my awe of Pavarotti, I must admit that over the years some of the chemistry and the tingle has gone out of my relationship with this aria. Call it overfamiliarity, but that high B can be a bone of contention. I have sometimes lowered the key by one semitone from G major to F sharp for an easier sing. This is not something I’m proud of; it feels like surrender. Many singers do it; sometimes needs must.


Ever since my second brain operation, I was determined to get my voice back to where it was before my health problems. That big high B was, and is, important to me.


It goes deeper than that. ‘Nessun dorma’ is more than simply the cue for peacocking tenors to strut before bedazzled audiences, whether in a northern working men’s club or in one of the great opera houses. The word that is sung – Vincerò – means ‘I will win’. The character in Turandot who sings the aria, Calaf, is determined to get the hand in marriage of Princess Turandot; his failure to do so will result in his death. That sense of fighting for your life and winning is what makes the aria so universally appealing, so versatile and so adaptable. And it is particularly appropriate for me.


During my career, ‘vincerò’ became a personal battle cry when I was trying to overcome the challenges not only of singing but also of fighting battalions of misfortunes, some more self-inflicted than others. My full back catalogue of ‘issues’ is a sequence of crescendo-ing crises, including a throat operation for polyps, near-bankruptcy, two operations for brain tumours, a drink problem, addiction to sleeping pills, a heart scare and the doom-edged warnings of doctors and others that, after all I’d been through, I’d probably never reproduce my pre-tumour form.


Someone once said that success is not about how high you climb but how well you bounce. I have the bounce-back-ability of an explosion in a squash ball factory. I’ve always been driven, but sometimes you have to hit rock bottom and find a place where all seems broken, futile and beyond control, before that fire in the belly is lit and you get the hunger to strive for what you want. If I began as the Billy Elliot of classical music, I have ended up more like the Rocky Balboa, endlessly hitting the floor, but rising from the canvas to make my comeback and carry the day. Vincerò is the leitmotif of my life.
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MAGICAL MYSTERY TOUR


Let’s back up a bit.


I grew up in a well-scrubbed, working-class family out of central casting, with my parents and sister Hayley, in Sunningdale Drive, Salford. My chief interests during my uncomplicated childhood were entirely normal: football, my bike and hanging out with my mates, part-funded by a paper round. The only difference between our house and every other house I visited in Manchester was music; no other house had classical music playing. Both of my parents listened at home: Mum, classical; Dad, country and moderate rock. The huge, chipboard-cased radiogram in the kitchen was always on. During the day, it reverberated with Tchaikovsky, Schubert, Wagner, Bach and Elgar. When Dad came home, it throbbed to Dire Straits and Johnny Cash. I hardly saw my father. He put in twelve-hour shifts six days a week at the local steel mill. I never really appreciated the distinction between Mum’s and Dad’s respective tastes, which may explain my love of mixing classical with other genres that has served me so well. Another musical strain in the family came from my maternal grandfather, who played the piano almost to concert standard.


My mum was very protective. She banned me from cycling beyond Sunningdale Drive until I was ten. She had two brothers with severe health problems. One had spina bifida and couldn’t communicate and the other was blind and severely brain damaged at birth. I think she saw me as a gift to be treasured. Likewise, looking back I think that my grandmother saw me as a sort of blessing and she would take me everywhere given half the chance. Our family was like a cocoon.


At school, I briefly took up the piano and then the guitar. My teenage bedroom vibrated to me singing along to the top 40. I found I could mimic stars like Cliff Richard, Neil Diamond and Meat Loaf with remarkable accuracy. If I recorded myself and then replayed the cassette, I could hardly tell the difference. I thought everyone could do that. I had little idea I was doing anything extraordinary.


When I left school at 16 with one O-level in English and enrolled at Worsley Technical College, I was just as likely to be found commuting between the pub and the local hairdressing salon, where I was an enthusiastic guinea pig for the trainee stylists.


Along with my school friend Steve Gleave and a couple of mates, I formed a band, The Crowd, which sang covers of The Jam, The Beatles and The Who. I’m not sure that we were very good but we loved the music and put our hearts and souls into it. My mother landed Steve and me our first, genuine, contracted gig at Craig Hall Day Centre. Our boy duo was paid in chocolate biscuits and tea. One of the audience clearly enjoyed the show. He began furiously pleasuring himself and had to be restrained by a nurse. We were delighted that our first review stood up so well and afterwards I joked to Steve, ‘Wow, I thought they would appreciate us, but not that much!’


I got a job at Sabre Repetition in Irlam, making turned parts. As a trainee, I was supposed to learn to set lathes to make nuts, bolts and washers. However I just wasn’t interested and so ended up doing all of the jobs that no one else wanted to do. I hated the job. It required neither imagination nor artistic flair nor drive of any kind. All it demanded of me was a simple sequence of bodily movements above which my mind soared in dream, speculation and of course music. I was known as Minty, because I always showed up late – after eight. When I did night shifts, I taught my colleagues the guitar and sang them Beatles songs. I left Sabre Repetition for a job making crankshafts at Hunts in Patricroft, a suburb of Greater Manchester. The job was better paid, but equally loathed.


One evening, on a pub crawl with some mates in Irlam, we staggered into the Railway Inn and stumbled on the early heats of a local talent contest in full swing, The Piccadilly Radio Search for a Star 1990, which was being played out in pubs across the North West. My mates encouraged me to give it a go. Not afraid to dream, not afraid to fail, I grabbed the microphone and sang ‘Love on the Rocks’ by Neil Diamond. Half-expecting to be up to my eyeballs in rotten eggs, I got the biggest cheer of the night. I won the round. Big deal. Across the pubs of the North West, four hundred other singers also got through the first round.


At that point, instead of treating it as a joke and having a laugh, I felt a switch flip inside me. I am super competitive and I like to win, a quality that I feel has been an important part of the reasons why I am still here today. And I really wanted to win this talent contest. In the next round, which was held at The Three Crowns in Stockport, the field was whittled down to twenty, including me. For the semi-final, likewise staged at The Three Crowns, I walked in and saw a crowd of about 200. I felt a tingle of excitement. Once again, I sang ‘Love on the Rocks’. I made it to the final five. I suddenly realised that singing was what I really wanted to do for a living. Not only that but, in a curious way, I already felt that I had made it.


I won the final!


An agent with slicked-back hair, sheepskin overcoat, cigar and a Mr-T-esque collection of oversized gold chains and rings approached. He could offer me three gigs a week. In a major loss to the world of crankshafts, I handed in my notice at Hunts. (‘We’ll see you next week, then,’ called out my sceptical boss). The headline in the Manchester Evening News shrieked, ‘Piccadilly Winner Throws Down Oily Rag for Life in Showbiz’.


I found myself performing in a series of increasingly rough venues, not quite what I’d hoped for. I was soon approached by a second agent, who helped me negotiate the difficult leap from pub gigs to the more lucrative club scene. I expanded my repertoire from Elton John, Lionel Richie and Buddy Holly covers to songs from stage shows like The Phantom of the Opera. This slight shift towards bigger vocal performances prompted one concert secretary to ask if I’d consider operatic arias. He told me I had the voice for them. He suggested ‘Nessun dorma’. Hmm, I thought, I like that idea. I wonder if it would work? After a few weeks of preparation, I tried out ‘Nessun dorma’ on an audience at the end of a gig. I got a standing ovation. I began to plunder the classical repertoire, much of which I already had in my head, it having been the soundtrack of my childhood.


When I began to make a living from singing, I was excitable, fresh and innocent. I felt invincible. I picked up a microphone and went for it. Forged in the back streets of Salford, my early stage persona and performance were tempered by radically unimpressed audiences. This put me in good stead. Those smoky, gritty, unforgiving venues in places like Wigan and Bolton were the birthplace, crèche and cockpit of my struggle for self-expression. They were also the scene of many priceless moments. One of my favourite memories is of a concert secretary at one club approaching the act before me, who was tuning his guitar, only to ask him what he was doing.


‘I’m tuning my guitar,’ he said.


‘Tuning your guitar! What do you mean you’re tuning your guitar? You’ve known about this gig for six weeks!’


Interviewed in 2001, I said I felt I was able to communicate with my audiences, and that this skill had come from working the clubs and bars. That seemed to me a far more valuable use of my time than studying at a music school. I was a good-looking young kid who probably should have been performing in a boy band. I was trying out pieces from the classical repertoire and operatic arias, and singing them pretty well, actually. They weren’t perfect. I produced a sound pitched somewhere between an operatic tenor and a musical theatre singer.


* * *


Since I have embarked on the magical mystery tour of celebrity, whose ultimate destination is unknowable, I have found that triumph and tragedy have hedged my route with two long wavy lines. Much of the time, I have zig-zagged between these two imposters who have become like old friends, part of the very fabric of who I am. Only by being exalted, glorified, crushed, defeated, rejected, thwarted, crucified, resurrected and risen again, and only by experiencing the highs and lows, can you sing something worth listening to. Had I not had numerous medical crises, personal lapses and health scares culminating in the two operations for brain tumours that have left me without a functioning pituitary gland, I would not be the person or the singer I am now. Only in retrospect, however, have I become aware of these things, of how these experiences have made me appreciate what really matters in life and what doesn’t. I’d go further and say that when I look back and see things in a wide perspective, and even when I take my own feelings out of the picture, I am still left with the abiding sense that, notwithstanding my gifts such as they are, everything of significance in my life has come about thanks to seemingly random shifts and singular moments that have leapt out of the unforeseen and either catalysed something amazing and positive, or that have opened my eyes to something drastically negative that needed changing. Where my own personal agency lies in shaping my trajectory, I don’t know. I am massively driven, but by what and in which direction? My career has been flying into orbit, but, as Melvyn Bragg once asked, which orbit? I hope this book provides some answers.
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FALSE DAWNS


Making the transition from the working men’s clubs to internationally acclaimed recording artist was a very difficult and endlessly frustrating progression. I spent ten years struggling in obscurity to make my career into something larger and grander than that of a latter-day troubadour.


Those early years were characterised by false dawns. So many times, when I thought I was about to shift up a gear and head off on the road to the sunlit uplands, the world would turn and I’d be back where I started, singing in the pubs and clubs of the North West again.


One such false dawn broke in the summer of 1996 when I was invited to do a run with Paul O’Grady in his Lily Savage persona. Paul had a show on at the north pier at Blackpool – or, as he put it in his high, sing-song, droning Tranmere accent, ‘A Nissen hut in the middle of the Irish Sea.’ Paul was the biggest star I’d ever performed with; and Blackpool is the North West’s answer to London’s West End.


As Paul’s guest, I performed to packed houses every night for four months. My Nessun stirred up the Irish Sea and brought the Nissen hut down every evening.


Yes, I thought, this is it! I’m on my way! I looked up to Paul; he had an amazing persona and I was mesmerised by his ability to captivate the audience before him. I would stand in the wings watching him, learning and observing. I learnt a lot about the power of the connection between artist and audience from Paul.


When my run with Paul came to an end, however, darkness fell. Cast back into the world of clubs, I had a particularly grim time at Atherton Liberal Club as the warm-up act and trailer for the evening’s bingo.


I went by the name ‘Russ Watson’ for my club gigs then – people only called me Russell when they were really mad at me – and I remember arriving at the club to see a poster advertising my performance on the wall saying ‘Russ Watson’ on it.


‘Are you all right there, cock?’ said the concert secretary when I arrived. ‘Remind me yer name again.’


‘Russ Watson,’ I replied, ‘like the poster up there.’


‘Okay, cock. I’m going to put you on about nine o’clock. Mind, make sure you’re off by 9:25, as that’s when we kick off the bingo. If you’re not off at twenty-five past, they’ll have you. They’ll lynch you, cock! What’s yer name again?’


‘Russ Watson.’


‘Okay, cock. I’m going to write that in biro on my hand.’


Not long afterwards the concert secretary introduced me onto the stage.


‘Ladies and gentlemen of Atherton Liberal Club, may I introduce Russ Watkins!’


As I slumped in my chair in the dressing room after a particularly brutal mauling by the bingo ladies of Atherton, I thought, God, I’ve sung at the end of the pier but this feels like the end of the world. It was as if my Nissen-hut run with Paul/Lily had never happened. I felt like I had taken ten steps backwards.


There was a knock at the door. It was the concert secretary again.


‘Are yer in there cock?’


‘Yes, I’m in here,’ I sighed.


‘Do you mind if I have a word with yer cock?’


‘You can have a word with my cock, but if it answers back it’s going in the fucking act!’


He missed the joke . . .


* * *


Unbeknownst to me, however, at least one positive thing did happen thanks to my guest appearances on The Paul O’Grady Show. Arise ‘Sir’ Bill Hayward.


Inspired by The Three Tenors, Richard Courtice, the vocalist, had set up The Three British Tenors in the mid-1990s. He heard about me going down a storm singing the classical repertoire at Blackpool. When he found he was a tenor short for a concert at Truro cathedral in 1997, he got in touch. I auditioned and got the job. That was where I met Bill, who was The Three British Tenors’ conductor and musical director.


Bill was the genuine article, a limited-edition collect-or’s item. At the Royal College of Music, he studied under Sir Adrian Boult, the famous conductor who founded the BBC Symphony Orchestra. Well educated, well spoken, twenty years my senior, he knew music inside out, could sight-read and was fluent in Italian and French. Oh, and he was the resident organist at Shrewsbury Abbey. He wasn’t like anyone else I knew. I saw him as a kind of demi-god.


Bill seemed to view me as being this silly out-of-control little boy. One of his most common refrains was, ‘For God’s sake, Russell . . . Oh my God . . . Bloody hell. What are you like?’ There are some people with whom you know that, if the urge to crack a joke gets too strong to resist, they will laugh at you because they find everything you say funny. Bill was that person. Whereas other might say, ‘What is he going on about?’ Bill would say, ‘Oh for God’s sake Russell! You do make me laugh!’


Bill conducted the small chamber orchestra that accompanied The Three British Tenors. If the venue couldn’t fit the orchestra, he played the piano. I was drawn to Bill’s knowledge of the classical music that I loved.


‘Have you had any vocal coaching, Russell?’ he asked one day. ‘I think we could do with fine tuning the instrument a little more.’


I told him that I couldn’t afford his singing lessons, and that he lived too far away – his home in Shrewsbury was a two-hour drive from Salford.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll do it for free.’


Once or twice a week, I coaxed my Peugeot 309 to Shrewsbury and back. Bill lived in The Old Clock Tower, a quaint local landmark. His home was laid out on five floors. I loved going there. It was always very peaceful. We would spend hours listening to his library of VHS tapes of operas. We’d trawl through videos of perform-ances by various artists, usually tenors. He became a friend, guru and my touchstone. If I had a question about anything musical or opera-related, Bill had an answer. I look back on those times with great fondness.


When I could afford it, I checked in at the Prince Rupert Hotel, in the medieval centre of Shrewsbury, to cut down on time spent on the A49. Bill and I would spend a day and a half at his house poring over classical music. I was riveted by every word that came out of his mouth. At his piano in the basement, we’d run through a few arias together and I listened to him explaining the meaning of each piece.


I am a natural mimic and if I spend a lot of time with someone I pick up the nuances in their voice. I once rang Bill and left a voicemail message mimicking him. The phone rang out and the answering message came on.


‘Hello, this is William Hayward at Dogpole Studios. Please leave a message after the tone and I will endeavour to call you back.’


‘Hi Bill, it’s Bill here. Get your lazy arse out of the pub and give me a call as soon as you can. I know where you are.’


An hour later Bill rang: ‘You daft bugger. I’ve just heard your message. I had to play it twice. You sound more like me than I do.’


Give me a few minutes of someone speaking and I can pass myself off as them seamlessly. You’d hardly notice the difference. I used to do interpretations of singers too. I once did a gig at the Acton Court Hotel, a Stockport show business landmark demolished in 2010.


‘’Ow do you want me to introduce you tonight, Russell?’ the compere asked.


‘Just “Russell Watson, man of many voices”.’


‘Right, okay. How about this: “Russell Watson, man of a thousand voices, all of them unrecognisable”?’ It did make me giggle.


Interviewed on a South Bank Show that was dedicated to me in 2001, Bill said, ‘When I first met Russell, he was a little bit like a learner driver at the wheel of a Ferrari. He had all this power but very little control. I told him we need to get the control, so you can drive the car. It’s not all about power and speed. If you are constantly focussed on belting it out all the time and burying everyone else on stage, you’re going to burn yourself out.’


He was right.


We began to work on discovering light and shade in my voice.


One day, I said to Bill, ‘You know all these free singing lessons . . .’


‘They’re on the house.’


‘Yeah, but one day I’ll pay you back.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to pay me back. I enjoy your company and it’s a privilege to work with such a fine voice.’


‘No, I’d like to pay you back one day.’


Bill had a dream. ‘If ever I had the opportunity to conduct the Royal Philharmonic at the Royal Albert Hall,’ he would half-joke, ‘that would be like you playing for Manchester United and scoring the winning goal in the cup final. That is how much it would mean to me.’


We laughed at this distant visualisation of something neither of us ever thought would happen. I never for one second imagined that I’d sing at Old Trafford; he never dared think he’d conduct the Royal Philharmonic at the Albert Hall.


* * *


But then one day the telephone rang. The caller asked me to sing at Old Trafford, at the Eric Cantona Munich Air Disaster Memorial match in August 1998. No question, this was definitely going to be it. Not only would I be standing on the pitch at Old Trafford, which, as a lifelong United supporter, was pretty bloody thrilling in itself, but I would also be seen by tens of thousands. Surely this would catapult me irreversibly to the next level.


Silly me! Nothing is that simple in show business. Another false dawn was breaking and this performance fell through.


But then towards the end of 1998, I sang at a charity event at the Midland Hotel in Manchester. A few footballers and Coronation Street stars were present. I finished four arias of vocal flame-throwing and exhibitionist vocal-fold oscillation with – what else? – a searing rendition of ‘Nessun dorma’. On my way out, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned and saw a face I recognised . . .


Then it clicked: Martin Edwards, chairman of Manchester United.


‘Oh Russell,’ he said, ‘Such a wonderful performance.’


‘Thank you.’


‘It’d be great if at some point, during half-time in one of the big games, you could come and sing at Old Trafford.’


‘Yeah, I’d definitely be up for that.’ I replied, which was quite possibly the biggest understatement I have ever uttered.


I gave him my number and off he toddled.


Time went by, and then carried on going by. The season unfolded to its near conclusion. Nothing happened. Oh well, I thought, that’s another false dawn to add to the collection. And did those feet walk upon Old Trafford’s grass green? No, they never did.


‘Oh hello. Is that Russell?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, hello there, Russell. It’s Ken Ramsden from Manchester United football club.’


I knew that Ken Ramsden was the secretary of Manchester United. I was also wondering if this was some sort of wind-up.


‘Er, yeah, hello Ken.’


‘We were just wondering if you might be available this weekend to come and sing before kick-off?’


‘Let me check my diary.’


Fifteen cartwheels later: ‘Hi, er, yeah. Turns out I am available, Ken.’


‘Oh lovely. Lovely. Right, what we wanted is “Nessun dorma”. Martin’s asked, can you sing “Nessun dorma”?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And at the end, right, if we win, if we win, we’ll be picking up the Premier League title, you see?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And if we lose, then we’ll all just go home, to be honest with you, Russell. But if we win, can you sing “Barcelona” at the end of the game?’


‘Barcelona’ is the crossover classical smash-hit single that Freddie Mercury, the great front man and songwriter of Queen, co-wrote with Mike Moran.


‘Yeah, course I can.’


And that was it. It was a bit like taking a booking from a working men’s club, except that it hadn’t gone through an agent. On 16 May 1999, I was going to walk on to the hallowed turf at the Theatre of Dreams, sing the aria for which I was becoming known, watch the match and then, if we won, give the crowd ‘Barcelona’.


That afternoon, I was waiting in the players’ tunnel a few minutes before kick-off. The players were still in their dressing rooms. It was just me standing beside a chap wearing an iridescent tabard. I had on my best suit, underneath which I had donned my favourite Manchester United shirt with ‘Watson’ emblazoned on the back. The stadium was packed. The fans were belting out ‘Glory Glory’, the Manchester United anthem. I got a whiff of that unmistakable smell of football crowds, a mix of beer and very cheap slightly stale cigars. The announcer came over the public address system. ‘Would you please welcome, from Salford, Russell Watson, who is going to sing “Nessun dorma”!’ The fans didn’t quite know what to make of this announcement. Some applauded, others kept on singing. As I walked out on the grass toward the centre circle where a microphone stood, the cacophony began to die down. I remember feeling the soft yield of the grass beneath me, the first time I had set foot on this sacred turf. As the opening bars of Puccini’s famous aria began to play over the loudspeakers, I took a deep breath and began to sing. During the instrumental section I removed my jacket to reveal the Manchester United shirt and cried, ‘Come on you reds!’ The crowd went wild.


Maybe it was because I was in Old Trafford, but when I hit VincE-E-E-E-E-E-E-R-Ò-Ò-Ò-Ò-Ò!! in front of 60,000 fans I felt like I had a connection to the universe, the most majestic, exhilarating and incredible feeling that I have ever experienced. It felt just that bit better than the best thing ever, as if Someone up there – and I’ve experienced this prickling sixth sense a few times – was sending something down to me that was beyond anything I could normally produce.


That high B resonated around the stadium, where as a child I’d gone to watch my heroes play and sat in the stand thinking, My God, I’d do anything to get on that pitch. In a flash, I felt I’d gone from that dreamy star-struck kid to David Beckham on the edge of the box, having curled one into the top corner to win the Premier League title. It felt that good.


I scarcely knew it at the time, but singing ‘Nessun dorma’ at Old Trafford gave me a pivotal moment of my career. If nothing else, as soon as Old Trafford erupted I became convinced that I was able to communicate this massively exciting and emotional so-called classical crossover music to a mass of normal people who had come to watch a football match. I came away thinking, This is going to work. Afterwards the local paper reported on the match, commenting, ‘You know you’ve witnessed something special when even the cynical hacks in the press box join in the ovation. I swear even the pigeons in the roof of the stands flapped their wings when he hit the last note of “Nessun dorma” ’.


United didn’t do badly either. They beat Spurs 2–1. That 1999 Premier League title would be the first trophy of the Red Devils’ historic treble of the Premier League title, the FA Cup and the UEFA Champions League Cup. They were the first English team to win all three trophies in the same season.


If you listen carefully to the post-match interview with Alex Ferguson, Manchester United’s manager, you can hear me singing, ‘Baaaaaaaacelona . . .’. It is there, etched in that moment in history for ever. That will never go away.


The following day the phone rang.


‘Oh hello, it’s Ken here . . .’


Manchester United had two Kens. This was the other Ken, Ken Merrett.


‘. . . you went down so well. The manager loved you. Would you be available later this week to come and represent Manchester United in Europe, to sing at the Champions League Final at the Camp Nou stadium?’


Of bloody course I’m available, I thought.


‘Er, yes,’ I said.


That was where it all started, really started. This turned out to be an actual glorious golden dawn, thanks to my old friend ‘Nessun dorma’.


After I’d sung at the Camp Nou in front of a television audience of squillions, I joined my dad on the second tier amidst the 1968 European Cup-winning side: Wilf McGuinness, Paddy Crerand, Georgie Best and Bobby Charlton. I said to Dad, ‘How did we get here?’ In front of us sat Alan Hansen and Kenny Dalglish, both ex-Liverpool players. How did they get there?
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