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Sunshine - Learn Al Martino Before I Die

It was a mellow day in Burnaby, a suburb of Vancouver in British Columbia, and the Bublé family was wildly excited. Lewis Bublé, a fisherman, and his wife Amber, were about to witness the arrival of their first child, and on 9 September 1975, Michael Steven Bublé made his appearance on the world stage. Michael was to appear on many, many other stages in later life, but at the time there was nothing to give any indication that Amber had given birth to a son who was to become an internationally acclaimed star, for the Bublés were from a humble, working-class background. Originally a family of Italian immigrants, life back then was about survival: work, keeping a roof over your head and raising a family. Lewis and Amber were to have two more children, Brandee and Crystal - who went on to become an actress - but it was their eldest who was to make the biggest name for himself. A star really had been born.

There had been no history of show business in the Bublé  family: no indication at all as to what was to be. And life was hard. Lewis, who fished salmon, spent the summers out on his boat, working to look after his family. The days were long, the water freezing, and the kind of luxury Michael was to experience in later years was just a dream. It was a blue-collar life: Michael’s maternal grandfather Mitch Santaga, who was to have a huge influence on his life, was a plumber, albeit one who adored swing music, a passion he was to pass on to his grandson to enormous effect. For a man who was to inherit the mantle of the great crooners, Michael’s background could not have been more down to earth. This was an immigrant family who had come to Canada to find the good life. Although they’d had no real hardship to endure, they certainly hadn’t found that life yet.

Where did it come from, though, this performing gene? Not from his parents, that was for sure. Indeed, when he was still a young kid, Michael looked almost certain to follow in his father’s footsteps. ‘My dad is a fisherman, his dad was a fisherman - hell, I was a fisherman,’ Michael volunteered in the early days, when people finally started to take notice of him. There was nothing whatsoever starry or showbiz in Michael’s life - except for the music so loved by his grandpa Mitch. ‘We were never dirt poor,’ Michael recalled. ‘We got Christmas presents and stuff. We were middle class - nice people. But of course we had to worry - still do - about money.’ His parents certainly did: they had three children to raise and Lewis worked in a precarious industry. But somehow they managed to get by. The most important thing was family - as long as they all had one another, they would pull ahead. And for all the unlikelihood of Michael coming from such a background, that sense of security in his family was to prove enormously important in the years to come. First  there was to be his long, drawn out apprenticeship, then times when he lost his way and finally some considerable degree of heartbreak on Michael’s part. But his family was always there.

Michael himself had been born with the music gene, however, and that became obvious when he was barely out of nappies. He was a showman from very early on. An exceptionally lively child, Michael was always fooling around, singing, dancing and drawing attention to himself. ‘You were always performing since you were two in front of the fire-place, ’ Amber told her son in an interview the two of them did together many years later, after he’d become famous. ‘You were Gene Gene the Dancing Machine. He told us when he was really young, “I’m different. You’ll see. When I’m older I’m going to be really famous.” You knew.’

There is always a temptation, if not to rewrite the past, at least to decorate it, and if truth be told, it was not until he was in his teens that it began to become apparent that Michael had an exceptional voice. But that love of music was implanted very early on. As far as he can recall, it began in earnest at the tender age of four. Michael heard Bing Crosby singing ‘White Christmas’, and that was it: he was hooked. Perhaps it was fortunate that it was Bing who was his formative influence rather than, say, the Sex Pistols, for that is exactly the style of music he has made his own. ‘Those swinging arrangements,’ he recalled of that moment when he first heard Bing sing. ‘I thought, “Wow, this is great.” Even now, I can sing you any sax line from that record.’ There are various accounts of who played him the music, but it might well have been Mitch, who certainly introduced his grandson to many other of Bing’s fellow crooners as time went by. And the music took hold from a very early age. Michael’s love of the type of songs  he sings stretches right back into his earliest childhood. If truth be told, he was never going to sign up to any other type of musical style.

But there was personality involved, too. Backing up Amber’s account, Michael recalls displaying determination from an extremely early age. By the time he was six, he was certain what he wanted to do. ‘I said, “I’m different. I’m going to play shows all over the world,”’ he once explained. ‘I had this burning inside me right from the start. Sometimes I wonder if maybe something was missing inside me, because why should I burn so badly, why should I be so driven? When most kids wanted to be firemen, how come I knew exactly what I would be? Now my mother thinks it’s very strange; it gives her the heebie jeebies.’ Back then, however, she was not so convinced. ‘They said, “That’s nice, honey, but we’ll love you no matter what . . .”’

It was a telling observation on Michael’s part: why did he feel so different from other kids his age? One easy answer, and one that might account for his subsequent success, is that he was different from those other kids. Seeing him up on stage today, relaxed, easy-going and oozing confidence, it is very difficult to imagine Michael Bublé as anything other than a regular guy, one who is very popular with the ladies, who enjoys going for a beer after work. But back then he didn’t quite fit in, and it might well have been a sense of isolation that gave him a concentration and a determination to succeed in later life.

Certainly, the musicality was always there. As a child, Michael learnt his address by singing it: ‘Three Oh Four Eight, Car-din-al Drive.’ And, as his father was away for long periods on the boat, Michael developed a preternaturally close relationship with his grandpa Mitch - aka Demetrio Santaga,  originally from the village of Preganziol, about 40 kilometres from Padua. Grandpa loved the old songs, many of them sung by the children of Italian immigrants, and Michael grew to love them, too. As a good Italian, of course, Mitch adored the likes of Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin - but he loved the rest of them, as well. Would Michael have developed in the way he did if he didn’t have Grandpa Mitch constantly egging him on? It’s impossible to say.

But the fact that Lewis was away so much on the boat did mean that Michael saw far more of his grandparents than he might have been expected to, under other circumstances. Grandpa and Grandma looked after the girls, too. But it was Michael who shared Mitch’s love of music, and a particularly strong bond developed between them. ‘Michael’s dad wasn’t around in the summertime, so the kids would come over all the time,’ Mitch’s wife Yolanda, Michael’s grandmother, would later recall.

‘To please his grandfather, Michael would learn all these old songs. But he loved them, too, and it seemed like he would hear a song once and be able to sing it.’ That certainly was an innate talent. Mitch might have introduced him to the music, but only something he was born with would have allowed him to have that almost instant recall.

But that was only the half of it. Mitch had a particular way of getting Michael to learn the songs. ‘My grandfather would always say, “Sunshine,” - that’s his nickname for me - “learn Al Martino before I die,”’ Michael recalled. ‘“Learn the Mills Brothers. Louis Prima.” I’d feel guilty so I’d listen and learn.’ It was a strategy that worked: it is often said that after he started out, Michael took eight years to become an overnight success. The reality was that it took much longer. He’d been practising since he was a young child.

Mitch’s influence cannot be overstated. That early exposure to Bing Crosby might have alerted Michael to a whole other world out there, but it was Mitch who developed his tastes, nurtured him and introduced him to the singers he himself knew and loved so well. Michael listened to all the modern greats: Ella Fitzgerald, Rosemary Clooney, Bobby Darin and Elvis (who Michael was later to play in a musical), to name but a few.

‘My grandfather was really my best friend growing up,’ Michael said. ‘He was the one who opened me up to a whole world of music that seemed to have been passed over by my generation. Although I like rock ’n’ roll and modern music, the first time my grandad played me the Mills Brothers, something magical happened. The lyrics were so romantic, so real . . . the way a song should be for me. It was like seeing my future flash before me. I wanted to be a singer and I knew that this was the music that I wanted to sing. I was always taken by this style. Listening to Mel Tormé or Ella Fitzgerald or Frank Sinatra as a kid was so great because they had this dulcet tonal quality that I hadn’t heard in modern singers. I would hear a swing tune on the soundtrack to a film or on an advertisement, and I didn’t know when it was written or who was playing it but, man, I knew that I liked it.’

That total immersion when he was still so young was to stand Michael in extremely good stead. He grew used to hearing the way other singers played with the music, the words, the melodies. No two versions of one song were ever exactly the same, and so he began to understand that a singer interprets the lyrics, makes them his own. He also began to see the songs as treasures, masterpieces to hand down the generations. When he was still a young child, many of the great crooners of the old days were still alive, but by the time  he’d taken to the stage himself, most of them had gone. He developed a sense of wanting to preserve something beautiful: something that could die out were people like Michael not around to bring it back to life. That sense remains with him to this day.

But family was quite as important as music and Michael was also very close to his parents. Because Amber had been so very young when she’d had Michael, only twenty, the relationship sometimes seemed more akin to brother and sister, especially as Amber would let him get away with behaviour most mothers would condemn. Indeed, she positively encouraged it. Many years later, when the two of them gave a joint interview, Michael recalled his unusual schooldays, spent first at Seaforth Elementary and then at Cariboo Hill Secondary. ‘She would come during class and pull me out,’ he said. ‘All the kids would watch, thinking I had to go to the dentist, and she’d take me to McDonald’s. She was my mom, but also my friend.’

Back in the very early years of his childhood, Michael had a happy and secure existence. Family life was warm and his time at school went well. He looks back on those years with nostalgia: ‘I loved my time at Seaforth Elementary in Burnaby, Canada, which was a school that parents fought to get their kids into,’ he recalled in an interview given when he’d become an international star. ‘It was a wonderful, sheltered, cosy place with great teachers and a principal who knew everyone’s name. My sixth- and seventh-grade teacher was Mrs Moore, and I had a huge crush on her. She was a strikingly beautiful woman, about thirty at the time. She was an amazing person. At that age it had an effect on me, to see a woman who was so gorgeous but strong, too. She was quite reserved, very classy, and I’d do anything to give Mrs Moore an apple.’

Here was an early appreciation of the female form, all quite properly expressed, too. But it was not just the fact that Mrs Moore was an attractive woman that made an impact on him: it was the attitude of the teachers that cheered him on, as well. Utterly committed to bringing the pupils on, the staff at the school created an atmosphere in which the children thrived, something that Michael would not always find as he moved on to his teenage years. ‘At Seaforth, it was noticeable that all the teachers really cared,’ he recalled. ‘I realised that I had people pushing me along, fostering me. But high school was a completely different world.’

For Michael’s precociousness as a performer was beginning to set him increasingly apart. For a start, his taste in music was totally different from that of the other kids: swing rather than rock. It couldn’t help but make him stand out from the crowd, which is not always what a teenager wants. The urge to conform is extremely strong and Michael didn’t. Back then, as he occasionally admits, he was seen as something of a geek.

Michael, citing Mitch as his influence, professed not to care. ‘When I was twelve, he played me Vic Damone’s version of “It Had to Be You” and I told him that it was great, so he started making me tapes from his old records,’ he explained. ‘For the first time I was hearing Al Martino and the Mills Brothers, and I would be learning ten of these songs a day by heart because I loved them so much. See, I always had a bad attitude towards conforming and I never wanted to be trendy, so I couldn’t give a shit about what everyone at school was into.’

That was a defiant attitude established when Michael was well into the stardom years, and perhaps loath to admit to early vulnerability. But at other times, he admitted that it was  tough. In an interview given in 2003, when he had only just hit the big time, his tone was somewhat different. He was not, he admitted, a popular schoolboy. He certainly wasn’t the sought-after ladies’ man he was to become in later years. ‘I was a little chubby,’ he said. ‘I was the sweet kid. I was nice. Kids are all afraid and when they see someone who is weak . . . By the time I got out of high school I was a fighter.’

In other words, by this time he was bullied, or at least, knocked about. His drive, determination and work ethic were beginning to make him stand out from the crowd, too: unlike many of his peers, he not only had a sense that he wanted to make it, but he knew exactly how he wanted to make it. Some of the most successful people in the world had troubled childhoods - indeed, many psychologists believe that difficult early years can often propel people into spending the rest of their lives proving themselves against all the odds - and so it was coming to be with Michael. The popular kids behaved in one way and liked a particular type of music. Michael had more individual tastes and didn’t go along with the crowd.

Not that he was really aware of why it was happening at the time. Why did he stand apart? he was asked. ‘For not being loud,’ Michael told an interviewer, clearly trying to understand it in retrospect himself. ‘No, for being - I don’t know. I’m still trying to figure it out. I was a little dork. I would pretend to listen to other music than what I was listening to, so at the water cooler I would go, “Oh yeah, yeah, I love that Run-DMC song!” “You don’t know it!” “Yes I do!”’

It was no coincidence at all that at exactly the time Michael began to find school life difficult, his singing voice was beginning to stand out. Even taking into account that this was the partisan opinion of a family member, Grandpa Mitch was  beginning to realise that this might be considerably more than a hobby. The kid was good. Really good. ‘He used to sing with a broom handle as a mike,’ Mitch recalled. ‘He was a born performer, a real hambone. Then, one Boxing Day, when he was about fourteen, he started singing “New York, New York” with a karaoke set he got for Christmas. He floored me. I thought, “This guy’s really got talent.”’

He did, but it didn’t help matters at school. ‘At Cariboo Hill Secondary School, I sometimes felt a little alone,’ he later confessed. ‘I suppose I was an eccentric kid. I loved acting and music. I wasn’t part of the hip crowd and I felt pressure to fit in. At times it was hard for me, but I enjoyed classes and I loved meeting girls. I also loved to sing and I’d often perform spontaneously in the cafeteria at lunchtime. I even delivered singing telegrams, to raise money for the school. When I think about it now, how embarrassing does that sound? But it was sweet and fun to do.’

It might have been, but it was not typical behaviour for a teenage boy and would hardly have endeared him to his peers. And, of course, it became a circle. The more Michael stood out in ways he didn’t want to, the more he took refuge in his music, and the more he took refuge in his music, the more he stood out in ways he didn’t want to. All the bravado in the world couldn’t change that.

Not all his tastes were so different from his peers: he liked what was for his fellow students the more mainstream stuff, too. Even then, however, he still felt it couldn’t match the stuff he knew best. ‘I thought Kurt Cobain was a great writer,’ Michael told one interviewer in 2004. ‘It was the first time I had heard anything in this vein, and I don’t think I wanted to like it - it was too angry, too cool - but it had good songs. This is the kind of thing that kids at school were listening to  but I wonder, if they were given the opportunity and they weren’t so worried about following each other, whether they wouldn’t listen to Mel Tormé instead.’

He was also a big fan of George Michael, to whom, in voice terms, he has sometimes been compared, in particular the song ‘Faith’. ‘I couldn’t give a shit if he’s gay or straight or he does it with animals,’ Michael continued. ‘This guy makes good music. Almost every song on here [the Faith album] is top-notch, and this record made a big impression on me when I was thirteen or fourteen. I remember dancing to “Kissing a Fool” with this girl that I really liked. How can anyone not enjoy that song? But that’s why there are thirty-one flavours of ice cream, eh?’

On another occasion, Michael remarked that he was glad not to be one of the sheep following the herd and developing a slavish devotion to the likes of Jon Bon Jovi, as the rest of his classmates did. But, for all those spontaneous performances in the canteen, the knowledge that he was not like his peers in some ways would have taken its toll. Nor did it help that he wasn’t an outstanding student - or outstanding anything else more obviously school-oriented - which would, at the very least, have given him some way in which to fit in. He adored ice hockey - the sport often referred to in North America simply as ‘hockey’ - but he wasn’t good enough to stand out there and be a jock, either. Only his music made him stand out.

‘I was an average student - my attention span was pretty short,’ Michael recalled of those teen years. ‘I didn’t always feel challenged, and I would get bored easily. I enjoyed English and social studies, but I just couldn’t understand math. Having said that, my favourite teacher was my tenth-grade math teacher, Mr Clarke. He started every class with a puzzle based  on linear thinking. I wasn’t very good, but I would always try hard and I sensed he was aware of that. He appreciated the amount of effort I put in. And he didn’t fail me; I guess he realised that wouldn’t send the right message to myself or others who were struggling. I missed Mr Clarke when he got sick and didn’t come back to school. I was crushed. He was the only one who made maths fun.’

He was, however, increasingly beginning to develop that love of ice hockey that stays with him to this day. It was one of the few things he had in common with his fellow students, and allowed him a rush, a physical surge of adrenalin that helped to cope with any feelings of alienation he might have had. By his own telling of it, he would rather have been a professional hockey player than a crooner: ‘I wanted so bad to be a hockey player and the truth is that I sucked,’ he confessed to an interviewer years later. ‘If I was any good at hockey I probably wouldn’t be singing right now. I’d probably be sitting out the season.’

In truth, by far the greatest influences on Michael’s life were out of school altogether: Lewis and Mitch. Michael had a phenomenally close relationship with both of them, and in the latter case, was able to develop the interests that were going to pave his career in later life. Any sense of not belonging in the school playground was entirely dissipated in the warmth of home: in the bosom of a close family who adored each other and cheered each other on, Michael came into his own. That unquestioning support was to stand him in good stead in later years, providing him with a comfort blanket of absolute security, and it was something Michael has acknowledged to this day.

‘My greatest teachers were my father and grandfather,’ he said in an interview in his early thirties. ‘They are extraordinary  men who have achieved everything with integrity and honour. They taught me by their example and made me who I am. My grandfather also influenced me musically. We would sit for hours listening to music and arguing about who was the best singer or the best arranger. It was our common ground and I guess we bonded. Even today - he’s eighty years old, I’m thirty-two - we’re still best friends.’

The family kept him grounded, too. When Michael first achieved mega-success, it rather went to his head, turning him, as he admitted himself, into a jerk. His family was one of the elements that turned him back again. He knew he could trust them because they’d been there for him all his life: as a teenager when he felt alienated, and as a young man in his twenties, when he repeatedly failed to make the big time before finally pulling through. The very essence of Michael can be found in the relationship with his family: it defines him as much as his music does.

Nor did Michael sever his ties with his old neighbourhood once he had finally achieved fame. He was a small-town boy from Canada, and he never lost sight of that fact. But he certainly outgrew the old neighbourhood, whether he wanted to or not: while so many of the people he was at school with went on to become blue-collar workers, Michael became an international success. It took some time for that to sink in for both Michael and everyone else.

Indeed, he was to experience one of the odder consequences of enormous success: that the people he had grown up with now viewed him in a totally different light, so much so that it was he who had, to put it bluntly, the power, and not them. For a non-academic boy who left school when he was still very young and who took the best part of a decade to make it after that, the thrill must have been sweet indeed,  once Michael had discovered that the tables had totally turned.

But they turned in ways that unnerved him, too. ‘I keep in touch with my old elementary school and I like to help them out,’ he said, at the age of thirty-two. ‘I’ve become friends with the teachers, but the dynamics are strange now - I still see them as larger-than-life figures. I ran into Mrs Moore while I was at the school some months ago to present a cheque and she was visibly nervous when speaking to me. I couldn’t get over it. I thought: “Please don’t be nervous. I’m the one who should be nervous talking to you - you’re Mrs Moore!” And, by the way, she’s still beautiful.’ The Bublé charm was as strong as ever; what Mrs Moore made of it all has not been revealed.

There was also a reconciliation, if you can call it that, with Cariboo Hill. In 2005, when Michael had become far and away its most famous ex-pupil, he clearly had forgiven and forgotten any unhappiness he might ever have experienced there, and decided to give the school something to make the link between alma mater and pupil clear. His father Lewis thus presented the institution with a plaque featuring a copy of his first mega-selling album Michael Bublé, along with sales accreditation seals. On top of that, the Cariboo Hill Grad Fashion Show featured some of Michael’s songs. Both school and pupil revelled in the connection now.

Michael has been too tactful, in public, at least, to say what he thought of the fellow students who didn’t always make his life so easy back then. But he has never tried to hide how much he loves his fame. There are so many stars out there who complain bitterly about the pressures of success but, perhaps in part because of his childhood, Michael has never been one of them. He knew how lucky he was; he wasn’t going to pretend otherwise.

But also in contrast to his sometimes laddish image, Michael had a far more spiritual side than was at first apparent. As was to be expected of an Italian immigrant family, the Bublés were good Catholics, and Michael was brought up within the church. His upbringing was devout and traditional, although he did begin to develop a personal attitude towards it as time went on, one that he holds to this day.

‘I’d say that I have a good personal relationship with Christ,’ he told one interviewer. ‘[But] you know, we were going to these churches that were more opulent than any hotel I’d ever been in, and I was thinking, “Now, there are poor people and sick people and much as I love God’s house to look good, this is ridiculous.” I didn’t like the fact that you can’t talk to God when you need to forgive your sins - you have to go through this man - and I just thought, “That doesn’t fit.” I didn’t like the fact that if you were gay, you were . . .’ His voice trailed off.

As he got a little older, Michael also began to realise there were other advantages to a mellifluous singing voice. Much later in life, he joked he only became a singer to get laid; back then, however, he was beginning to realise that his talents certainly made him more attractive to the opposite sex. A clue came when he saw a picture of Harry Connick Jr in the locker of one of the popular teenage beauties at school: it was covered with lipstick kisses. ‘I thought for the first time, “Maybe I could get girls out of this,”’ he relates. He was fifteen at the time. But it was to be quite a while before Michael became a heartthrob: the girls back then were still more likely to be going out with jocks.

Michael was also becoming aware that there might be another, very good reason to pursue a singing career: the alternative was to live as hard a life as his father had always  done. Ever since he entered his teens, Lewis had been taking him out on the boat in the summer, and Michael was beginning to realise that this was extremely hard work. The hours were long, the weather (and water) often freezing and the rewards were not that great. ‘Man, it was hard,’ Michael recalled. ‘We’d be outside, four a.m., pouring rain. I’d be sitting there, freezing cold, tired, just dying. I’d cry and say to my dad, “You asshole, how could you make your son come out here?” I was terrified I’d have to work like he did.’

But it gave him a strong work ethic, one which was to remain with him from that moment on. It made him realise that nothing in life is easy. It gave him a respect for hard work, for perseverance, and for struggling to make your dream come through. It might not have been Lewis’s dream to spend most of his life on a fishing boat, working in rough conditions, but he was still happy and proud to be looking after his family, and that attitude rubbed off on his son. The same applied to Grandpa Mitch. He too had a strong work ethic: indeed, he’d made his way from the old country with a tide of Italian immigrants determined to make a better life for themselves. He was no respecter of idleness, of shirking: he had worked hard throughout his whole life and he was to expect his grandson to do the same. It’s just that when his grandson started work, it wasn’t in a career any of the immediate family had enjoyed. It was to take them all by surprise.

Michael certainly wasn’t offered an easy ride: he had to slog for many years before his talent was recognised and established and there were many times when he was tempted to give it all up. But, approaching his late teens, he and everyone else had begun to realise that his voice really was exceptional, and it might be the means by which he’d escape  a life of hardship. And so his next move was one that has been tried and trusted. He began to enter local talent shows. But there were setbacks to be had there, too - until a chance meeting was to change his life.
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A Long and Winding Road

Michael Bublé was sixteen years old, with a stark choice ahead of him. Having left school, he was in essence confronted with two options: to follow his father into the hard, precarious life of a fisherman, or to try to carve a career in the even more precarious world of show business. Both betokened a difficult way ahead; neither was an easy route. And so, for a while, he did both. Michael started singing in local clubs and bars, egged on and helped by Mitch, and then, in the summer, would go out with his father to work on the boats. And it was as well that he had that fallback, because his was an apprenticeship that was to last for years.

Michael spent several months a year for six years on the boat with his father, and there must have been times when he despaired of ever making a life for himself on shore. He was to look back on those months in the boat as a time of character building, a time when he learned to become a man, but back then it was hard. It was not what he wanted to do. Michael  wanted to entertain. But how? How to get the influential people in the music industry to take any notice of him? Michael had no connections whatsoever within show business: a small-town boy from a working-class family of Italian immigrants, how was he going to get anyone to pay attention to him? (Then again, of course, one Francis Albert Sinatra came from similarly unpromising beginnings in Hoboken, New Jersey. But Michael, who was to be compared to Sinatra so often in the future, wasn’t thinking about that back then.)

They say that what doesn’t break you makes you stronger, and Michael was about to find out the truth of that. His route to the top was gruelling, and there were many times when he was tempted to give up altogether. But Michael’s apprenticeship was helping to define his personal style. Playing in local clubs, performing wherever he could get a gig - and it was hard to get people to book him when he was starting out - gave him a chance to evolve his style away from the limelight. By the time people started noticing him, years later, he had finally refined his technique.

‘I think it took me a while to find my voice,’ he said in later years. ‘When I started singing in clubs at sixteen, I was just stealing - just mimicking. I was taking what I liked about Harry Connick or Tony Bennett or Sinatra, or even taking what I liked about Otis Redding or Glen Campbell.’ But he was learning as he did so, learning what suited him and what he could do. And for all the accusations of taking other people’s styles, Michael now has a way of singing and moving that is undeniably his own. This was not developed after he finally got a good record deal: it came about through slogging his way through Vancouver’s bars and nightclubs. It was a very hard lesson in honing his act, but one which Michael learned very well.

Grandpa was doing what he could. For a start, he paid for Michael to have singing lessons, which were paying off: at the age of sixteen, Michael entered a local talent contest and won. To this day, that remains the only formal training Michael has ever had. And then Mitch did what was to become the stuff of Bublé legend: he started offering free plumbing to local bandleaders if they would allow Michael to have a go. ‘Isn’t that hilarious?’ said Michael. ‘He’d put in, like, a hot-water dispenser or something so they would let me get up and sing.’ It might have been hilarious, but it was true: ‘Every Thursday we’d go out to the Ramada Inn,’ Michael recalled. ‘He’d bring me in and I’d sit in with some of the guys there.’ This was a time Michael referred to frequently once he’d made it big. He has a robust sense of humour and the idea of Grandpa installing new loos so that his beloved Sunshine could have a go in the spotlight was one that continues to entertain.

At this stage, Michael was not earning a great deal, to put it mildly, and so he continued to go out in the summer with his father on the boat. This just made his ambition to be a singer all the stronger, because he was confronted with the alternative on a regular basis. ‘You could make twenty thousand dollars a summer, but it was hard work, dangerous and physically demanding,’ he said.

This was brought home by an incident that affected him profoundly. One night, in the early hours of the morning, his father woke him up to join in a search for a fisherman whose boat had overturned on the way home. Michael never forgot that. ‘It really affected me,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t stop thinking about his wife and kids. [Singing] even if I only made fifty dollars, by God, I didn’t smell like fish, my hands weren’t bleeding, I wasn’t being woken at three thirty a.m. and working till midnight, so it was pretty cool for me.’

In fact, his whole time on the boat was to have a profound effect on him, and not just because it made him realise in later life how lucky he was. Michael has always been extremely proud of his Italian heritage, and there was something of the Latin male about the way he summed up his experiences on the boat and what they meant to him. ‘The most deadly physical work I’ll ever know in my lifetime,’ he said. ‘We’d be gone for two, sometimes three months at a time and the experience of living and working among guys over twice my age taught me a lot about responsibility and what it means to be a man.’ This was a very different creature from the nerdy little boy at school, obsessed with the songs of swing: it marked the time that he really began to mature. Michael might not have made the grade as a professional singer yet, but he was proving that he had what it took to hold his own out there on the high seas.

He learned other lessons at that time, too. Because he had not been a jock at school, Michael still felt somewhat of an outsider; now, the fact that he was working for his father, who was in charge of all the men, slightly went to his head. For the first time, he was right at the centre of the action and went through a phase that foreshadowed the short period of bigheadedness that he also went through when he finally achieved success. To his very great credit, when he started getting used to the fact that he was now a stratospherically successful singer, he acknowledged on a number of occasions both this early display of thoughtlessness and various periods of idiocy that still lay ahead.

‘Four a.m. to eleven, four a.m. to eleven, every day,’ he said, looking back to the earliest days in which he had worked on the boat. ‘There was great camaraderie, but it was tough physically. And by sixteen, I had worked my way up to  something like first mate. One year, we had this guy named Justin. He was twenty-six. Big. Six-five. And one day I told him, “Hey, chop the ice. Now. When I say jump, you say: ‘How high?’” It led to a confrontation. He headbutted me, and said, “I don’t care whose son you are. Don’t take away my dignity.”’
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