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SIDGWICK & JACKSON




PROLOGUE


Life Through a Lens





There is a particular type of isolation that really high-end celebrity buys you. On the balcony of an upscale West London apartment, the brawny, messy figure of a man is perched on the edge of a patio chair fifteen floors up, an unlit cigarette hanging limply from his lower lip, elbows on knees, hands supporting an oversized pair of binoculars. From time to time he will stand unhurriedly, lean lazily against the glass safety screen and scan the ground below in wide, slow sweeps in the lacklustre manner of a bored watchtower guard. During the height of the madness surrounding him, Robbie Williams will come out here every day for hours on end to watch a world that he increasingly feels safe observing only from a distance – viewed warily through the magnifying lenses of his field glasses.


In the dark days of spring 2006, Robbie’s latest attempt at making any sort of half-decent life for himself in London was not going well. Two years earlier, he had paid £2.5 million for an open-plan apartment high up in the Belvedere building at Chelsea Harbour. The move had been forced on him not least because the simple act of going out of the front door of his previous home in Notting Hill had meant running the ragtag gauntlet of jostling paparazzi, hyperventilating fans, gawping passers-by and swivel-headed crazies, all of whom, for reasons stretching from the purely financial to the certifiably psychotic, have long since been inexorably drawn to the top tier of stardom inhabited by Williams.


For months Rob had been waking in a panic from dreams in which he had been stabbed or shot by a deranged fan on his doorstep. Paranoid and scared, his relocation to the Belvedere, with its private lobby and security, was meant to free him from the daily terror of having to come anywhere near those who so obsessively worshipped him, but the experiment had simply replaced one set of neuroses with another. Now lonely and disconnected in his rock-star eyrie, he mirthlessly christened his new home ‘Alcatraz’, and unwittingly cast himself in the role of his own jailer.


One day in early May, Williams resumed his vigil on the balcony of his flat, but on this particular occasion his binoculars were focused solely on the Thames-side frontage of the Conrad Hotel, on the opposite side of the marina. All day long, squinting into the sunlight, he trained the glasses on the windows of the building, looking for any sign of movement behind them.


From his sixth-floor suite in the Conrad, Gary Barlow was looking out too. Gary had heard that morning from his Take That band mate Jason Orange, who was back in touch with Williams after a long hiatus, that Robbie was to be found in residence at the Belvedere. As Gary prepared for the group’s barnstorming appearance that night at Wembley Arena as part of Take That’s sell-out reunion tour, he stood for a full fifteen minutes on the balcony outside his room, watching. He imagined, illogically, that somehow he would intuitively know behind which of the scores of panes of glass opposite he might spot his one-time cohort in Britain’s biggest ever boy band and – for the past eleven years – his sworn nemesis. Both men, who had not laid eyes on each other, let alone spoken, for a decade, would eventually give up without catching sight of their respective enemy.


There are metaphors here, of course: those of the ‘look but don’t see, listen but don’t hear’ variety, which have come to characterize the complicated backstory of Williams and Barlow. Theirs, after all, is a tale of love and loathing, of devotion and destructive obsession, which continues, after more than twenty years, to be the defining relationship in both their lives. Their fractured ‘bromance’ has shaped the often-tortured history of one of the world’s most successful bands. It has truly been a love–hate relationship that has at times been so visceral, so deep-seated, that it has come close to threatening the sanity of both men and led to one of the most caustic feuds ever known in show business. Then, like all great stories, it had in its third act an unlikely twist of reconciliation and redemption, but still left the open-ended question: given their incendiary history, would the détente last? Could it last? Or would the old tensions and vying for power that exploded so destructively before serve to tear them apart once again?


In many ways it is tempting to see Robbie and Gary as one another’s muse. Not in the classic sense, as a positive source of inspiration and encouragement, but in the way both have focused every last ounce of energy on obdurately refusing to submit to their respective rival. There have been dark days for both men over the years. For Gary, there have been times when he has been flat out on the canvas, his career reduced to rubble, ridiculed and despised by those who once feted him. Aside from a passing phase of self-pity, however, he insisted on getting up and putting the gloves back on, unwilling to acquiesce to his foe. Likewise, down the years Robbie has successfully managed to turn his destructive hatred of Gary into a positive. He distilled and bottled his anger at his former band mate and drank shots to give him courage, to make him work harder, write more and strive to grind his enemy into the ground. In the same way that the slights against him, real or imaginary, served to fuel his creative output, so too did the spite, long reserved for Barlow, fortify him at his moments of greatest weakness, when addictions and depression threatened to submerge him.


Then, like their burning loathing, their eventual reconciliation ignited a creative spark that, in the case of Williams, had been virtually extinguished by the weight of his myriad problems: his battle with drugs, his isolation and his artistic malaise. In the case of Barlow, it freed him from the weight of his past mistakes and allowed him to fulfil the role to which he came late: that of mentor and creative facilitator.


Both men have cast a shadow over one another during the moments of rawest contrasting emotions, at the happiest and saddest of times, and in doing so, they have combined – together and apart – to spur the other on to great things.






CHAPTER ONE


Camp Commandant





Given all the nudge-nudge tittle-tattle and the gay whispers that continue to surround Take That to this day, it is perhaps fitting that the first person to come between Gary Barlow and Robbie Williams was not some nubile groupie or starlet du jour, but a homosexual man. In November 1990, Gary, then a nineteen-year-old wannabe, sporting an androgynous spiky peroxide hairdo that had been newly teased by Manchester’s most theatrically flamboyant of stylists, Pierre Alexandre, excitedly boarded a flight from Ringway Airport to Orlando. Accompanying him on the week-long holiday to Florida was model-agency boss Nigel Martin-Smith, who three months earlier had put together Take That after advertising for budding pop stars in a newspaper.


During their holiday in the sun, the pair covered all the usual tourist bases: trips to Sea World, Epcot, Disney World, Universal Studios and Wet ’n’ Wild were arranged. Gary did all the driving in their hire car, and at night the two men would take long strolls together on the beach. When Gary arrived in the hotel room he would share with Martin-Smith, he was taken aback to find a handwritten note in the back pocket of his jeans that his mother, Marjorie, had left for him to find on his arrival in the States. The Barlows, a working-class family from Frodsham, Cheshire, were not the types to do touchy-feely stuff, but in the heartfelt note his mother opened up about how proud she was of him, how she and Gary’s father, Colin, had always hoped that one day they could take Gary and his older brother, Ian, to Disney themselves, but had never been able to afford it. She ended by saying that it was now Nigel who was going to make all his dreams come true.


Why did the normally buttoned-up Marjorie, who had never done anything like it before or since, feel the need to put her feelings down on paper for her teenage son? Was this traditional Northern mum facing the fact that her younger child might well be gay and letting him know in her loving, roundabout way that she was happy so long as he was?


Surely nobody, it has to be said, would have blamed her if she had jumped to the wrong conclusion. For starters, her son’s companion on his first holiday without his parents was a very openly gay man, who, at thirty-two, was thirteen years older than Gary. So open, in fact, that Nigel Martin-Smith was already a renowned member of Manchester’s ‘gay mafia’. To this day, Nigel, who is on his third or fourth facelift, depending on who you believe, remains a regular fixture on the thriving late-night gay club circuit of the city, owns two venues of his own and is the director of a Manchester-based bar called Queer. At the time he put together the group, he was better known in Manchester as a talented and ambitious, if acerbic, small-time businessman who surrounded himself with a band of cronies from the gay scene who spent much of their time bitching about each other. He ran the Boss Agency, based in Manchester’s Half Moon Chambers in the Chapel Walks area of the city, which represented local models and a few singers. His knowledge of the music business, however, extended not much further than signing a singing drag queen and a long-forgotten would-be pop star called Damian who had once got to number seven in the charts and been on Top of the Pops.


Nigel Martin-Smith’s reputation had not reached Frodsham, 21 miles away, but Mrs Barlow was well aware that her son’s new manager was not straight. There were other telltale signs that must have made her wonder about Gary. Not least was the fact that to all intents and purposes Take That were not then the band they would later become, with hordes of screaming schoolgirls constantly following them. Instead, the band had been set up with the express purpose of exploiting something Martin-Smith was altogether more au fait with: the gay market and the pink pound.


Even though the early history of Take That has been well trawled, it is worth revisiting if only to establish how the fault lines between Robbie and Gary were set in place from the very beginning. Whether by accident or design, as we shall see, the dynamics were such that there was a predisposition towards the conflict that would blight their relationship during the first incarnation of the band and beyond.


Anyone familiar with the group’s birth in summer 1990 knows that there was nothing auspicious about it, nothing to suggest the stellar success Take That would go on to achieve. In the years after the five were chosen by Martin-Smith, attempts were made by some surrounding the band to rewrite the story and make it seem less manufactured, more organic, less cynical. One of several different tales put out to the press about the beginnings of the group was that Howard and Jason were already friends, had formed a dancing duo called Street Beat and had been spotted by Martin-Smith performing on Pete Waterman’s TV show The Hitman and Her. Mark, it was claimed, was a budding singer who had become mates with Gary a year before Take That was founded, when they met in a Manchester studio where Gary was recording and Mark was the tea boy. Mark began helping Gary, so the story went, to lug his gear to his gigs and they formed a band together called the Cutest Rush. In reality, prior to replying to Nigel’s newspaper ad, the five had barely laid eyes on each before they pitched up at his offices. They were then shepherded into the nearby gay nightclub La Cage, where, with the exception of Barlow and Williams, who both had decent voices and singing experience, they attempted – with varying degrees of tunelessness – to sing their way through rather haphazard versions of the Jason Donovan hit ‘Nothing Can Divide Us’ in front of Nigel and a few bored staff who were getting the club ready for the evening rush.


Aside from Gary, on first inspection there was not any indication that the five strangers were exactly overflowing with communal musical talent. The only previous claim to fame of Mark Owen, then an eighteen-year-old bank worker, was that he had won a smiling contest in his native Oldham when he was five. Wannabe dancer Jason Orange, then twenty, from Wythenshawe, Manchester, had finished school with no qualifications and started work on a YTS scheme as an apprentice painter and decorator with the local council. Fellow Mancunian Howard Donald, the eldest at twenty-two, was a keen amateur break-dancer who had left school at sixteen and done a YTS course as a car sprayer.


The youngest, sixteen-year-old Stoke-born Robert Peter Williams, had his mother, Jan, to thank for getting him the job in the band. Hearing that Martin-Smith was putting together a group, Jan persuaded a local boxing promoter, Pat Brogan, to ring a friend at the BBC in Manchester who was able to make the introduction to the would-be impresario. Jan typed out Rob’s CV, in which she proudly detailed her son’s appearance as the Artful Dodger in the North Staffordshire Amateur Operatic Society’s production of Oliver! She also wrote that he had won his first professional acting role at the age of nine, as the lead child in a production of Hans Christian Anderson, and had appeared in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang at the Theatre Royal, Hanley. Rob had then played the king’s son in The King and I and, when he was eleven, starred as the fiddler in the Theatre Royal production of Fiddler on the Roof. At thirteen, while he was a pupil at St Margaret Ward High School in Stoke, he played the part of Fat Boy in a stage production of Charles Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers. Jan said he had done work experience at Stoke’s commercial station, Signal Radio, where they had let him record a couple of voiceovers. At the same time, he had applied to be a presenter on hospital radio and was also writing his own rap and hip-hop songs. She signed off with a quote from her stage-struck son: ‘I have only one ambition, which is TO BE FAMOUS.’


Jan found out that Rob had been selected for an audition for the band while he was on holiday in Wales, staying with his father, Pete, from whom she had split in 1977, when Rob was three. Pete, an itinerant comedian, singer and compere, was entertaining the campers during the summer season at the Carmarthen Bay Caravan Park. A panicking Jan started trying to get hold of her ex-husband to tell him to bring Rob back home to Stoke asap. When eventually she tracked down Pete, he then had to do likewise with his son, who had licence to roam the campsite all day and often went hours without running into his father. Pete put the word out and Rob was finally located. Pete got Rob’s gear packed up and in his car and they raced off to nearby Carmarthen, where the teenager could catch a bus home. En route, however, Pete ran out of petrol and, terrified he would incur the wrath of his ex, begged a lift from a local pub landlord to the bus station.


Jan took Rob to the audition in Manchester and Nigel Martin-Smith remembers that she had obviously trained him to leave a room properly, like they teach girls at finishing school. His voice was nice enough, and despite his young age, he had charisma to burn. In fact, Martin-Smith decided even before he heard Rob sing that he had to be in the band, which he had originally planned to call Kick It, but settled on Take That after seeing a Madonna poster emblazoned with the words ‘Take that and party’.


Martin-Smith also decided unilaterally on a name change for his youngest band member. From now on, he announced, Robert Williams would be Robbie. Nigel said ‘Robbie’ sounded more playful, more cheeky and would fit better with the joker role that he wanted him to fill in the band. Rob wasn’t keen, but went along with what his future boss told him. At the audition proper, Rob impressed with the dance moves he had been practising in the mirror at home for months.


A sixth hopeful at the try-out, who wore short trousers, had acne and looked a bit like Robert Smith from the Cure, was summarily dismissed by Martin-Smith when it quickly became apparent that his tilt at boy-band stardom would be severely hampered by tone deafness and serious coordination issues. Gary and the others quietly registered the way Nigel gave the lad the brush-off, dismissing him without any apparent concern for his feelings. It seemed cold and hard. Nigel then took the five successful candidates to celebrate in the cafeteria of British Home Stores.


Martin-Smith already knew Gary. The manager had invited him to his office earlier that summer after the nineteen-year-old budding singer-songwriter sent out pictures of himself to a bunch of local managers in the hope of finding someone to represent him. At the end of their first meeting, Nigel half-heartedly agreed to listen to some of the teenager’s songs, which he’d handed him on a tape. The next morning, as Gary was washing his car, the call came through from an impressed Nigel. He invited Gary back in that afternoon and announced he was going to build a band around him. Gary was not short of offers. He had just been given the chance of a twelve-month contract performing on the SS Canberra and was already a veteran of the Northern club circuit.


He had acquired a taste for performing by doing magic shows for his family at home in Frodsham and won the lead role in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat during his last year at Weaver Vale Primary School. Later, after hearing synth band Depeche Mode singing ‘Just Can’t Get Enough’ on Top of the Pops in October 1981, he pestered his parents for a Yamaha PS-2 keyboard he had seen in Rushworths music shop in Chester. Discovering that he had a flare not only for picking out chords and melodies, but also for programming simple drum patterns and bass lines, the ten-year-old Gary soon realized he had grown out of the PS-2,with its limited two-octave range, and set about an almost constant process of upgrading his musical and recording equipment. By the time he was in his early teens, his distinctly nerdy obsession with the latest technology meant that Gary had so much hardware in his tiny bedroom at the family bungalow that there was no room for his bed, so for three years he slept downstairs on the sofa.


Mornings before school, lunch hours and every evening were spent practising and writing songs, and by the time he was thirteen, Gary’s expensive hobby had already begun to pay for itself. In early 1984, his mother entered him for a talent contest being sponsored by the Chester Observer and the Greenall Whitley brewery. He was pipped to victory by a husband-and-wife duo, but his performance was enough to land him the job of resident organist at Connah’s Quay Labour Club in Flintshire, North Wales, earning £18 for his 8 p.m. to 10.30 p.m. spot. Gary, in his red shirt and black dicky bow, entertained the pint-supping punters with Paul McCartney’s ‘Pipes of Peace’ and ‘All I Have to Do Is Dream’ by the Everly Brothers.


The next six years would see him learn his trade in the workingmen’s clubs and nightclubs of Widnes, Runcorn and Liverpool, and backing visiting comics like Bob Monkhouse, Russ Abbot and Ken Dodd. His few free evenings were rarely spent revising for the six O levels he would eventually scrape together. Instead, he passed the time writing songs in his bedroom, including, at the tender age of fifteen, ‘A Million Love Songs’, which would go on to reach number seven following its release as Take That’s sixth single in October 1992. By the time he left Frodsham High School, Gary was earning more than his dad, regularly doing three nights a week in Blackpool for £50 a time and spending Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays closer to home at the Halton British Legion, for which he could expect to pocket between £90 and £120 a night. He invested in a Ford Orion to transport his gear between venues, and at the point he joined Take That, three years after leaving school, he had saved £4,500 to see him through the financially straitened times of the group’s early days. Crucially, as well as his modest financial cushion, Gary’s years of honing his act on a nightly basis also gave him a professionalism that was then woefully lacking in the other four, who were, in the case of Jason and Howard, hired for their skills as dancers and, in the case of Mark, cherubic good looks.


Over the years there has been a certain amount of revisionism at work when it comes to the early history of Take That. What is beyond doubt is that when Nigel Martin-Smith found out by happy coincidence that his five boys were suddenly as interesting to gingham-wearing teenage girls as they had been to the moustachioed leather-clad brigade, he was not slow to bring all his entrepreneurial and managerial brilliance to bear. But when Take That were formed, in August 1990, the simple fact was that Martin-Smith had yet to see beyond cashing in on the pink pound when it came to his handsome, fresh-faced young charges. Their first gig, shortly after the band was formed, took place in an almost empty straight nightclub called Flicks in Huddersfield. The band came away from the night with £20 between them. The gay clubs Martin-Smith immediately began booking them into paid substantially better.


In the early days, those responsible for the band’s publicity had a knack for tailoring the ‘facts’ of the birth of Take That to whichever media outlet they were talking to. In the years to come, however, Martin-Smith would claim that his intention had always been to play with the issue of Take That’s sexuality, to leave the audience guessing about which side the boys batted for. In order for this to work, so the history goes, Nigel famously decreed that the members of the group should observe the most draconian of morality clauses. A strict edict was issued to the five that they must on no account ever be seen with girlfriends or even discuss having them, in order to maintain the ‘are they, aren’t they?’ mystique.


Surely, though, it is not a strategy that stands up to the most cursory of dissections. What possible benefit could there be in attempting to convince a young female fan, high on hormones and adolescent longing, that the object of her affections might prefer to get into her older brother’s Calvin Kleins? Wouldn’t she be inclined to move her affections on to someone who – in theory at least – was a bit more attainable? The whole thing simply does not stack up.


Nigel’s tactic was just as confusing to the band members. ‘Gay clubs were such a key component of the plan for Take That’s world domination,’ Gary wrote in his 2006 autobiography, My Take. ‘I for one had never considered who our audience was going to be – if asked, I would probably have said people our age and younger. We didn’t care who they were – gay, black, straight, bisexual or whatever – just as long as we had a following. Nigel’s route into the music scene was through the gay clubs. In one sense, it was a mad approach (the gay market has its limitations).’ But as Gary was the first to acknowledge, the gay clubs did pay, albeit only up to £80 a night.


Nevertheless, Gary was not exactly comfortable with having to maintain the ambiguity. ‘I’d come out of interviews and realize I’d not said a word of truth,’ Gary said later. ‘We were told particularly never to mention girlfriends, or any girls at all in fact – it seemed ludicrous and made us look daft.’


In truth, early on there was precious little ambiguity on show, particularly in Take That’s maiden television appearance a month before Gary’s American holiday with Nigel. Miming to a tape in a dance studio in Manchester on the local BBC evening news programme North-West Tonight, Take That could not have looked more gay if the five of them had minced around Union Square, San Francisco, clutching Abba albums, whistling show tunes and shrieking, ‘You bitch!’ at each other. Gary, with his newly blond hair spiked, went topless, a red hanky tied round his neck, and wore three-quarter-length red satin cycling shorts and a black leather belt. For his part, Mark appeared to be going for Central Casting’s stock rent-boy look, all peroxide and body piercing, while Howard wore tiny cut-off denim shorts and a baggy T-shirt. Not to be outdone, Robbie donned a shrink-wrap cycling top and shorts emblazoned with the Pepsi logo.


So, added to the fact that Marjorie Barlow knew the recently formed Take That, of which her son was a key member, had spent the previous weeks trawling their brand of blatant turbo-charged gay fetishism around the gay clubs of the North, it is fair to assume that she would have needed to have been in possession of very few of her faculties not to have had her suspicions about her son’s sexuality. Either way, as Gary enjoyed his holiday with his new manager in Florida, she wanted him to know she was proud of him. If she was concerned that Gary was bunking down with an older man, she certainly did not let on. For his part, Gary was quick to point out that although he did share a room with Martin-Smith, he was relieved when they arrived at their Orlando hotel to find that Nigel’s intentions were honourable and the accommodation he’d booked contained twin beds.


Previously that year, Gary, with boyish certainty, had drawn up in his Filofax a roll-call of the things he expected to achieve in life. One of the items on the wish list was going to Disneyland. (The others included appearing on Top of the Pops and owning a Ferrari Testarossa.) He was, it seems, more than happy to tick off one of his ambitions.


At home in his mother Jan’s house in Stoke-on-Trent, Robbie was far from happy. Gary’s holiday with Nigel had served only to crystallize his nascent antagonism towards Barlow. Even during their very first meeting at the Take That auditions, Williams had eyed Barlow with disdain after spotting him sitting in an alcove at the nightclub wearing glasses, holding a briefcase and sporting a seriously uncool pair of Converse trainers. His jealousy over the Florida trip would establish a template for not only his future volatile relationship with Gary, but also his dysfunctional and obsessive relationship with Martin-Smith. It lit the touchpaper of a burning, corrosive resentment that would eventually lead to the demise of the group. Later, long after leaving Take That, Rob would reflect on his feud with Nigel: ‘I hated him because I loved him so much and I just wanted him to love me back.’ For his part, Gary gave every sign of revelling in Nigel’s attention. Barlow would later admit that he was well aware that those surrounding Nigel, including the girls who worked in his office, thought Gary was gay, and that he enjoyed playing up to it. It was, as far as he was concerned, just a harmless charade.


So was there more than just a professional aspect to Rob’s jealousy of the close, though entirely innocent, relationship between Gary and Nigel? There is little doubt that the sixteen-year-old Williams had become infatuated with his manager. He quickly became drawn to Martin-Smith’s confidence, certainty and power. Martin-Smith, who was sixteen years his senior, must have seemed endlessly sophisticated to a naive kid from Stoke. Nigel drove a flashy Ford Escort XR3i, sipped Bacardi and Coke, and was rarely seen before eleven in the morning because he would be out almost seven nights a week clubbing it in Manchester city centre. Rob has since spoken to friends about initially being ‘mesmerized’ by Nigel, of being simultaneously drawn to, repulsed and frightened by him, but of willingly becoming the disciple of his charismatic and Svengali-like manager. At the same time, however, he felt an almost instant and overwhelming desire to rebel against the strictures imposed on him by Martin-Smith. Rob hated the regular bollockings for being late, for messing around during rehearsals, for getting harmonies wrong or for it taking the group too long to lug their kit into the Salford Van Hire Transit that was their second home at the beginning. He railed against the regular threats that if he or the others didn’t pull their weight, they would be out and some other kid would get the chance to cash in the golden ticket.


All the boys were scared of Nigel, wary of being on the end of one of his withering put-downs, almost always delivered in little more than a whisper of cool disdain, and Robbie was not the only one singled out for Nigel’s regular verbal volleys. Jason, who was universally accepted among the members of the group to be the one Nigel had the hots for, was perversely also one of those most likely to receive a tongue-lashing. Gary was quickly established as top of the Take That pecking order so far as their manager was concerned, closely followed by the quiet Howard, but that is not to say that even Gary was not in constant fear of getting on the wrong side of Nigel. Tellingly, years later, after notching up countless million record sales, Ivor Novello awards and a stack of Brits, Gary would admit that he still got nervous whenever he phoned his office. While it is clear, however, that the early Take That regime under Martin-Smith was no picnic, it is worth reminding ourselves what the manager was having to deal with. Here, after all, was a bunch of lads who barely knew each other and had no immediate sense of communal responsibility. Without the discipline that Martin-Smith imposed – his constant cajoling and insistence they put in the hours on their singing and dance moves – it is highly unlikely they would have succeeded to the degree they did in such a highly competitive market.


So what of Robbie? For their part, few people I have spoken to who surrounded the group in those early days did not think that Rob was struggling with issues surrounding his sexuality. One of those convinced that Robbie was gay was apparently Nigel himself. Years later, Williams told his biographer, Chris Heath, that although Martin-Smith never made a pass at him, Nigel was ‘definitely, definitely sure, because he told people that I was gay. I was definitely gay.’


Given the environment in which he had found himself, it might seem surprising if a boy who had left school just a couple of months earlier had not questioned his own sexuality. It goes without saying, however, that being in the band and performing at gay clubs with their occasionally seedy clientele was a highly unusual education for Rob. It has to be stated on the record that Williams has always maintained he found the experience of playing to gay audiences nothing but fun, and there is clear evidence that Nigel, who took a paternal approach to the boys, did his best to protect his young charges from unwanted attention. Nevertheless, songwriter Ray Heffernan, who was to befriend Robbie some years later and write an early version of his hit ‘Angels’ with him, insisted in conversations with me that Rob told him he had been scarred by the experience.


What is certainly true is that, for whatever reason, Rob was almost immediately unhappy in Take That and considering quitting the group. Within months he went to his father, Pete, to tell him he wanted out. Pete, a show-business stalwart himself, was well placed to offer his son advice. Rob asked his father if he could get him a job as a Blue Coat at one of the holiday camps where he worked, but Pete persuaded him to stick with it. ‘I told Rob to imagine how he’d feel if he left that group and they went on to have a number-one hit without him,’ Pete told me. ‘I’d worked with a lot of gay people in the clubs down the years and always got on great with them. That’s the business and I didn’t have a problem with him mixing in those circles.’


Pete’s pep talk convinced Rob to stay put for the time being, but his conflicted feelings about Nigel and Gary remained. In its most basic form, Robbie’s early antipathy towards Gary could be traced back to a simple clash of egos over the clearly defined pecking order that was set in place by Nigel Martin-Smith when he formed the group.


Gary knew from the outset that he was the top dog and it quickly became evident that he was Nigel’s favourite – his holiday à deux with Martin-Smith serving as concrete evidence to Rob if any were needed. From the beginning the two teenagers had been vying for Nigel’s attention. Indeed, it became fairly common practice for all the members of Take That to attempt to use their charms to butter up their demanding boss. Gary would later confess: ‘In the same way that pretty girls use their beauty to get their way, I think we’d all started to realize that we could manage Nigel a little if we played up to him. Giving him the odd kiss, hug or bit of attention would give us some leverage.’ It was a tactic that Robbie was certainly not immune to employing with Nigel when he wanted something.


According to both Robbie and Gary, however, from the outset Martin-Smith skilfully employed a policy of divide and rule between the five wannabes. The fact that they had been thrown together as strangers meant there was little scope for solidarity among the boys. Soon after the group was formed, Jason was a few minutes late for a rendezvous where he was due to be picked up by the van carrying the lads to a photo shoot in London. With Jason finally on board, Nigel’s annoyance over his tardiness festered until he ordered the van to turn round and dump him back in Wythenshawe, where Orange lived. The group, Martin-Smith announced, were from that moment forward a four-piece. Although he would later relent and reinstate Jason, not one of the others stood up for him. Even worse, as soon as they were back en route to London, Robbie was rummaging through the stage gear of his sacked colleague looking for something he could wear to the shoot.


‘It seemed that Nigel’s big anxiety was that we would become too independent,’ Gary says, ‘or get close to someone other than him. He kept close tabs on all of us; I suppose we were like five monkeys in a cage all going off in different directions. If so, he was the ringmaster.’ Gary now candidly admits that he ‘played the game’ by making Nigel feel he was always on his side. It is worth pointing out, however, that in recent years, when truth and reconciliation have been the buzzwords among the five, Martin-Smith has become the fairly convenient fall guy.


Oddly, given the mayhem they would soon provoke among the nation’s young females, Take That somewhat stumbled into their collective roles in a million schoolgirl fantasies. To begin with, Nigel had been struggling to book them two gigs a week at the gay clubs he still believed offered the band their biggest audience. The realization that they just might be barking up the wrong tree came several months after their formation, when the lads were booked to do an early evening show at a club in Hull called Lexington Avenue. They spent the trip in the van bitching about Nigel for booking them to do a 6 p.m. show, fully expecting the place to be empty. To their puzzlement, they found the venue crammed with eleven- to fifteen-year-old girls. In the interests of decorum, the band made an executive decision to wear a few more clothes than they would have for one of their usual gay-club shows, but still there was enough Lycra and skintight shorts on display to send their young audience into a frenzy of hormones and hair gel. After the show, the group rang Nigel at home in Manchester and told him to get them into every under-eighteens club he could find. Later Nigel booked them on a tour of schools in conjunction with the Family Planning Association to promote safe sex. It meant long days, often performing three shows. They could expect to appear at a school in the morning, then do a matinee show, an under-eighteens club and an over-eighteens club all in the same day, before getting back in Nigel’s car or the Transit and heading home or to a cheap hotel. It was hard work, but Take That had at least found their metier.


Even so it would be two years of relentless grind before the breakthrough hit came, and the band’s gay image wouldn’t be discarded wholesale for some time yet. In fact, it was still very much in evidence when Take That released their first single, the Barlow-penned ‘Do What U Like’, in July 1991. Without a record deal, Martin-Smith founded his own label, Dance UK, to put out the song, a lacklustre attempt to cash in on the house-music craze. He also invested £5,000 on an unashamedly lowest-common-denominator video that featured the lads frolicking naked in gallons of multicoloured jelly. Nigel was determined to get the video banned in an attempt to procure some cheap PR for the band, but despite his best efforts to drum up publicity, it only helped the record enter the UK charts at number eighty-two.


The song was, however, enough to get them a deal with RCA in September of that year, and two months later, a second single, ‘Promises’, entered the charts at number thirty-eight. Ecstatic at having a top-forty hit, the five lads excitedly jumped up and down on Howard’s bed at the Regency Hotel in London, breaking it, but the single disappeared out of the chart the following week and their third offering, ‘Once You’ve Tasted Love’, which was released in February 1992, only reached a disappointing number forty-four.


During the recording of the song, Gary was despatched to London for three weeks to work sixteen-hour days in the studio with producer Duncan Bridgeman, while the others remained in Manchester. Only in the last three or four days of recording were the others finally sent for to add their backing vocals. It was an early sign not only of the faith Martin-Smith put in his talented front man, but also of the extent to which Gary was content to take on the mantle of the band’s leader. Unsurprisingly, Robbie, with his aspirations to sing lead vocals and contribute to the writing of the songs, was riled by Barlow’s position as top dog, but the jealousy was not a one-way street. As they slogged up and down the country trying to build a fan base, Gary watched with a combination of awe and covetousness the unforced way Rob found an instant rapport with their audiences, how, while the others stuck rigidly to the meticulously rehearsed dance routines, he would throw in a few pratfalls, ad-lib easily with the crowd and in the process steal the show.


It was a symbol, too, of how even early on Williams was constrained by the rigid Take That policy of corporate responsibility. He would drive the others, and particularly Martin-Smith, mad by constantly getting his dance moves wrong or messing about on stage. A psychoanalyst would probably say he was already set on a course of destruction, of himself and the band itself. The truth was that as well as being driven by envy when it came to Barlow’s position as Take That’s unrivalled focal point, Williams considered the whole boy-band concept to be lame, had found the dancing embarrassing even as far back as his audition for the band and cringed inwardly on stage. His play-acting and horsing around were simply an attempt on his part to wrest back some control, to take on, if only subconsciously, the implacable Take That dogma.


By the time ‘It Only Takes a Minute’, released in May 1992, become the band’s first hit, reaching number seven in the UK and number eleven in Ireland, the eventual spontaneous combustion of Rob’s relationship with Martin-Smith and the others was already set on its inexorable path. If the single’s success brought a belated end to the manager’s strategy of aiming the band at the gay market, it also shone a spotlight on the fissures that were opening up between them. Rob, who had taken his first Ecstasy tab at a gay club when the band were in Spain, had begun drinking, often alone in his hotel room when they were on the road. Martin-Smith took to holding regular ‘behaviour meetings’ at which Robbie’s misdemeanours would be picked over. Williams even got into trouble with his boss when his grandmother Betty Williams let some of the first Thatters – the band’s fanatical girl fans – into her home in Stoke for a chat about Robbie. In return, Rob christened the management, with its multiplicity of rules, ‘Take That Towers’. Meanwhile, he got on the wrong side of Martin-Smith for breaking the strict no-girls code. In Monte Carlo at the plush Loews Hotel, he was so desperate not to be spotted by his manager sneaking out at night to meet a girl fan that he drunkenly took his life in his hands by negotiating his way to her room via a series of balconies high above the Mediterranean.


The situation only became more problematic once it was complicated by the arrival of fame and, like an invading hormonal horde, the sudden appearance of legions of sexually flowering schoolgirls, brandishing Sony Walkmans and rolled-up copies of Smash Hits. The phenomenon of the Thatter only grew with the next single, ‘I Found Heaven’, and with arguably the group’s first classic, ‘A Million Love Songs’, the Barlow-penned tear-jerker that got to number seven in October 1992 and also managed to dent the Dutch charts.


Robbie was allowed to take over the lead-vocal duties on a remake of Barry Manilow’s ‘Could It Be Magic’ in February 1993, which got to number three in Britain and charted in Germany, Australia, Sweden and Ireland, but ironically that only served to intensify his sense of discontent and yearning to take what he believed was his rightful place centre stage. The follow-up, ‘Why Can’t I Wake Up With You?’, established Take That as the next big thing in British pop. Rob’s home in Greenbank Road, Tunstall, where he lived with his mother, became an instant shrine for up to 300 girls at a time. They came bearing life-size posters of their hero and tubes of Clearasil to mount messy vigils on the pavement outside. It signalled the onset of age-of-twilight living for Jan, who would later flee the house; she drew her curtains and refused to open them again for the next three years.


In an exhilarating period of five months between July and December 1993 the band scored their first three number ones. First came another Barlow classic, the ballad ‘Pray’. It was followed by the ridiculously camp ‘Relight My Fire’, which inexplicably contained three minutes of banshee-like screeching from former Eurovision Song Contest winner Lulu. Another of Gary’s songs, ‘Babe’, on which Mark took the lead vocal, topped the chart at the end of the year.


By early 1994, and a dozen singles into their career, four members of the band were still surviving for the most part on the £150 a week they were paid by their management as they waited for the serious royalty payments to kick in. One, however, was doing decidedly better.






CHAPTER TWO


His Master’s Voice





Two in the afternoon and a liveried butler bearing a silver breakfast tray is navigating an obstacle course laid out on the plush carpet of a well-appointed bedroom. Pairs of trousers, T-shirts, socks and shoes, and a couple of carrier bags stuffed with clothes dot the floor like a messy archipelago as he tiptoes his way stealthily around in the semi-darkness of the room. Spreadeagled naked on his front on the large double bed is Robbie Williams. The previous evening, he was clearly too tired even to pull back the covers before collapsing into sleep and is now snoring noisily, his fingers still clutching a half-open pack of Silk Cut. Through the open door, drifting in from the hallway, can be heard the distant stop-start tinkling of a piano.


In early 1994, Gary paid £300,000 for a house called Moorside in the Cheshire village of Plumley. With its private driveway and gates to keep out fans, the house was, in Gary’s eyes at least, a baby-grand version of Woodside, the lavish pile in Old Windsor, Berkshire, that had been Elton John’s home since the mid-seventies. In reality, nice as it was, Gary’s new des res owed about as much to Elton’s lavish estate as Subbuteo does to Wembley Stadium, but nonetheless it gave Gary the chance to own what he christened his ‘mini-me mansion’.


Indeed, he had taken rather effortlessly to his newfound role of landed gent. It was Elton who not only provided the inspiration for Gary moving up in the world, but also put his impeccable credentials to use as principal mentor in his new protégé’s steady progress towards genuine rock-star excess. For his part, Gary, who had worshipped Elton ever since he could remember, was a more than willing student. The older man, in the role of spiritual and material guide, had devoted hours to showing Gary around his huge collection of art, which included works by Magritte, Picasso, Bacon and Warhol, as well as photographs by Helmut Newton.


Gary and Elton had first met in summer 1993, when Paula Yates, who somewhat bizarrely had attached herself to Take That as their oldest and most famous groupie, brought Elton backstage to introduce him to the boys on the last of three nights the band performed at Wembley Arena in July. The Party Tour, which began the previous November, had been the band’s first national tour and progressed quickly in the period of a few months from modest venues like Scarborough’s Futurist Theatre to arenas such as Glasgow’s 8,000-seater SECC and the NEC in Birmingham. Yates, who was at the time married to Live Aid founder Bob Geldof, developed such a near obsession with Jason Orange after she interviewed the five lads on her bed on Channel 4’s The Big Breakfast that Jason’s worried mum had felt it necessary to warn Paula off her son. Undeterred, Yates followed the band all over the country and they once got off a flight in Amsterdam to find her excitedly waiting for them on the tarmac. Indeed, in the end she became something of an irritant and was routinely the subject of derogatory stage whispers from some of the more outspoken of Take That’s backstage crew. For the most part, however, she was tolerated by the band, although Gary disapproved of her leaving her young family behind while she humiliated herself chasing the boy band up and down the country.


Paula also turned up as an uninvited guest when the five boys and Nigel were invited for dinner at Elton’s house for the first time at the end of July 1993, their bus being met by two uniformed butlers at the front door. After dinner, the other four persuaded a nervous Gary to play one of his songs, ‘The Party Is Over’, on their host’s white grand piano before Elton, keen to show off his own skills, serenaded the rapt contingent with ‘Your Song’. Later, Elton, with the trained eye of an ex-junkie, focused on Robbie as he issued his young guests with the warning: ‘After twenty-five years in the business, there’s one thing I can tell you: stay away from fucking cocaine. Don’t go near it. I can’t even begin to add up the money I’ve spent on that drug. It can ruin your life.’


It was the beginning of a warm friendship between Gary and Elton, though Nigel Martin-Smith had been suspicious to start with that Elton’s then manager and former lover, John Reid, was angling to take over the management of the band – a fear that turned out to be groundless. Before long, Gary was regularly pitching up at Woodside, where he and his hero would sit in Elton’s Rolls-Royce and listen to the maestro’s latest recordings through the car’s finely tuned speakers. Gary quickly became seduced by the older man’s lifestyle and set out to emulate his idol. So it was that Barlow came to hire, at Elton’s suggestion, a butler to take care of his every whim. The servant, a slightly fey but thoroughly efficient man named Maurice, was taken on shortly after Gary bought the house in Plumley. At the end of the day, the gentleman’s gentleman would return to his own humbler digs nearby – a three-bedroom postwar prefab bungalow in Bexton Road, Knutsford. It had briefly been home to Gary, who bought the house two years earlier, soon after Take That’s fourth single, ‘It Only Takes a Minute’, was released, in spring 1992. Gary got his elder brother, Ian, a builder, to do it up for him, but soon outgrew it.


Now with his own butler in situ, Gary chose to add to his staff by taking on his father, Colin, recently retired from his job as a project manager for a fertilizer company, to become the full-time gardener. For Gary, it was the start of a wave of big spending that was, while rampant by everyday standards, nonetheless conducted with the eye for financial caution that has been the bedrock of the Barlow approach to money. Simply put, in the eyes of the others at least, Gary was at the time a bit tight. His excesses, therefore, must be considered in the context of his reluctance to part with his cash. As an example of his carefulness, during the early days of Take That Gary invested in an early brick of a mobile phone and insisted that Robbie pay him £1 up front to borrow it to call his mum. To add insult to injury, Gary would also insist that after gigs their van would drop Rob off at the Trust House Forte services on the M6, from where he would have to wait to be collected by Jan, rather than taking the short detour to drop him at her front door in Stoke. The issue of Gary’s inflated wealth when compared to his band mates was increasingly to become a source of discontent among the other four, particularly Robbie.


But while Gary’s undoubted musical superiority was, for the most part, accepted in those first years by the other members of Take That as being a simple matter of fact, it was his exalted status as the major breadwinner in the group that quickly became a source of simmering dissatisfaction for them. When, after more than a year of trying, the band was signed by RCA in September 1991, they were paid a £75,000 advance, but that figure had to be divided between the five members; plus Nigel, according to Gary, was at the time taking a 25 per cent cut of the group’s earnings (though later he would offer to reduce his commission to 20 per cent).Then there were the expenses that were owed to Martin-Smith, who for more than a year had put his hand in his own pocket to keep them on the road. He had even remortgaged his house to set up his own record label to release Take That’s first single, ‘Do What U Like’. Suffice to say that once everything had been taken into consideration, their individual cheques were not the small fortune they had been banking on.


Not that Gary need care. A month after doing the deal with RCA, he signed his own publishing contract with Virgin Music Publishing for £150,000. A stipulation of the deal was that the other four would also have to sign up, but because Gary was the group’s sole songwriter, only he would be paid the advance. Already Barlow was in a different financial league to the others and over time the issue of cash would become an open sore. In his autobiography, Gary conceded that it must have rankled.


Not, it should be said, that, to begin with at least, Gary was one to flash the cash. At Nigel’s suggestion, the sensible Barlow put his nest egg in a NatWest Money Market account that he could only access with Martin-Smith’s countersignature. Instead of spending his earnings, Gary would occasionally go to a hole-in-the-wall machine just to marvel at his bank balance without drawing a penny. Meanwhile, the other members of the band would seethe over the £1,000 a week Barlow charged Take That for using his own keyboards when they were on tour. Gary’s off-hand response to their complaints was that it was cheaper for them than if they rented the gear from a music shop.


Legends quickly grew up among the band about Gary’s thriftiness. Robbie, who dubbed him Ebenezer Barlow, would visit Gary at home in the winter and find him sitting at his piano in a duffel coat so he didn’t have to put the heating on. He also insisted on re-boiling a kettle instead of refilling it with cold water in order to save on energy costs. According to Williams, Gary would not always use his indicator lights when driving because, he claimed, it saved the battery, and would keep his specially ground Arabica coffee for himself, while offering visitors to his home instant from an economy-sized tub of Nescafé. On another visit to Gary’s house, Rob noticed that his rival had bought a Mercedes 350 but had put the badge from the more expensive Mercedes 500 on it. Gary also left his cohorts, who were making more modest sums, spitting blood during one band meeting by announcing: ‘I don’t believe it, lads! I’ve just been given a cheque for two and a half million pounds.’ Given Gary’s tender years and his relatively humble background, he can, of course, be forgiven for his excitement at his sudden wealth, but his careful approach to money would not be shared by Robbie when his own not insubstantial earnings began to filter through. Some years later, when he was handed a £500,000 cheque by Take That’s management, Williams would settle on an infinitely more rock-’n’-roll course of action and use it to snort a line of cocaine.


Gary’s investment in his new house in Plumley was to be the beginning of his own flirtation with decadence. With at last some serious wall space at his disposal, he set about purchasing the sort of sculptures and paintings he had seen displayed in Elton John’s place. Before long, Gary would be trawling art galleries all over Europe in search of finds. His taste for high art, first acquired under Elton John’s tutelage, only intensified thanks to another new friendship, this time with Gianni Versace, whose spendthrift nature even eclipsed that of Elton. Take That were invited to Versace’s lavish home, Villa Fontanelle, on Lake Como following the release of the band’s fifth UK number one, ‘Sure’, in October 1994 after he announced himself to be a fan. Inspired by the Italian designer’s ornate digs, Gary began shopping with a new vigour. Innumerable Italian oils of battlefields and cupids by Panini and Giordano were snapped up, and bronze and marble figures were regularly crated up to be shipped from Milan and Rome to Cheshire. In Paris, Gary, who Rob recalls commenting on his excess if he spent anything over £50 on an outfit, would think nothing of splashing out £75,000 on a pair of paintings.


Years later, and by now living in Los Angeles, Williams took to playing home movies to his friends shot by Gary in their Take That days. With Barlow as cameraman and director, the majority of the footage would more often than not linger proudly on the latest antique addition to Gary’s home, with Barlow himself giving a suitably reverent voiceover about some aspect of its provenance. Invariably, however, the screenings would be accompanied by the sound of Rob wetting himself with laughter and shouting: ‘Look at his fucking candlesticks!’


After Gary moved into Moorside, Robbie became a regular overnight visitor. Rob had begun taking flights to Dublin for weekends with his mum or on the lash with his mates, and when he returned to Manchester Airport, he would often take a cab to Gary’s and crash out for a couple of nights to get over the excesses of the previous days. Barlow’s butler would make him toast and flit around tidying up the mess that Rob routinely made of his bedroom. While Robbie slept well into the afternoon, Gary would spend his days downstairs at the piano penning the latest Take That hit. On other evenings, Robbie and his then girlfriend, actress Samantha Beckinsale, would pop over for dinner.


It is a picture of the apparently close relationship between the two men at the time that flies in the face of Williams’s later assertion that they had never been friends. After leaving the group, little more than a year later, Robbie was saying in interviews that his relationship with Barlow had been so distant and strained from the outset that he would feel immediately uncomfortable if he had to sit next to Gary on a flight. Shortly after quitting Take That in July1995, Williams told one interviewer: ‘The fans think they know the guys, but they don’t, no one does. We used to tell people in interviews that if we weren’t in Take That, we would still have been mates. Well, I’m sorry to say that just isn’t true. What we had was strictly business.’ In a prelude to the conflict to come, Rob said that, despite living and working with Gary Barlow almost every day for five years, he still felt he didn’t know him.


Little wonder, then, that Barlow would feel with some justification that Robbie had quickly set about rewriting the history of their relationship, with Gary conveniently painted as remote and unapproachable. Barlow’s version of events is markedly different. He remembers well how he would call Rob and, no matter what time of day or night it was, his band mate would always be up for coming over to Moorside to lay down a rap or lyrics on a new Barlow composition. Gary is also adamant that if there was bad feeling between the two men, it was never, ever expressed by Rob. Indeed, others within the Take That set-up corroborate Gary’s assertion that there weren’t many signs to spot and that Robbie had always been one of his biggest supporters, constantly complimenting him on his songs.


Given that Rob would later issue a damning assessment of Barlow’s talent as both a songwriter and a vocalist, there was all the more reason for Gary to be confused. But it is here that one of the principal flaws in Gary’s ability to relate not only to Williams, but also to Owen, Donald and Orange during Take That’s first incarnation is most glaringly displayed. Naively and thoughtlessly, Gary laboured under the false impression that if the others were not complaining about his behaviour to his face, then they must, surely, have been content with the situation. Increasingly, however, they were not. Indeed, there is evidence that Barlow’s leadership of the group was not half as benign as he was prepared to admit to himself during that period.


Almost from the outset Gary had fallen relatively easily into the role of Nigel Martin-Smith’s eyes and ears within the quintet. More damagingly for his relationship with Williams, he had also acquired some of the darker character traits of the band’s manager – the very ones that Robbie had quickly grown to hate. Egged on by Nigel, Gary soon began to gossip behind the backs of the other boys. Such was Martin-Smith’s influence over him that those friends who had known Gary before his days in Take That were taken aback by how effortlessly he slipped into the stereotypical speech patterns and constant bitching of some of the more flamboyant members of Nigel’s camp clique. For the record, it should be pointed out that Gary was not alone in turning on his band mates if it meant currying favour with Nigel. The success of what Rob describes as their boss’s ‘divide and conquer’ policy was such that although there were friendships of sorts within the band, with Robbie and Mark frequently partners in crime, particularly in the early days, and Gary and Howard regular drinking buddies, there remained at the core of their relationship the ethos of ‘every man for himself’. And in Gary’s defence, it is important to remember that he was just nineteen when he was thrown into the unreal world of life in a pop band. His teenage ego couldn’t have failed to be inflated by the fact Martin-Smith made it perfectly plain that as far as he was concerned, Gary was the real talent of the band.
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