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Introduction: 2020

It’s all such a long time ago. Mrs Thatcher is Prime Minister. The Berlin Wall still stands. Hong Kong is a British colony. The Tiananmen Square massacre has just happened. The AIDS epidemic is at its height. The UK rave scene is in full swing. Derek Jarman is alive and making films. George Michael is everywhere but the biggest UK pop stars are Kylie, Jason and Bros. It’s the end of the 80s, the summer of 1989, and we are embarking on our first tour.

We’ve never toured before. The cost of our ambitious staging ideas has made that impossible and we haven’t been prepared to compromise. We have also wondered if playing live concerts is what Pet Shop Boys should do – can do? Now, after four very successful albums and a quartet of number one singles, we’ve decided to accept an offer to tour Hong Kong and Japan. Then we add some UK dates. And so it is that our first ever full-length concert takes place in an arena in Hong Kong. It’s followed by three nights at the Budokan in Tokyo and arena concerts in Osaka and Nagoya. The UK tour includes three-night residencies in Birmingham Arena and Wembley Arena. No wonder we’re a bit hyper. We’ve never played a full-length concert in a small venue let alone an arena. This is a beginning for us.

Accompanying us with his notebook is Chris Heath, still writing for Smash Hits but commissioned by us to produce a book recording this first tour from the inside. We have a tendency to perform to the notebook, making preposterous, cruel, embarrassing and flippant comments. We’re still fighting our “pop versus rock” war. But in quieter moments we’re idealistic and surprisingly revealing about ourselves. For two people who “officially” don’t like talking about themselves, we do a lot of it.

In 2019, 30 years after the events chronicled in this book, we once more played an arena in Hong Kong and returned to the Budokan in Tokyo. Since the late 90s, touring has become a regular routine. We still worry about the rock-and-roll clichés, laugh at how ridiculous it can be, moan if there are poor ticket sales, struggle with the complexities of touring a “theatrical” show and are thrilled by the enthusiasm of audiences – but we’re used to it now and have been for quite a while. In 1989 it was all new. We were on a steep learning curve. It’s all in this book.

Neil Tennant   Chris Lowe




Introduction: 1990

When we undertook our first ever tour in June and July 1989, we asked Chris Heath to accompany us with the idea of eventually producing some sort of picture book with a short text. For several weeks, in Hong Kong, Japan and back home in Britain, he followed us – and the other forty-odd people on the tour – around with a notebook, jotting down everything of interest he witnessed. In the end we agreed that he would write a more detailed account than we first imagined. The book you are holding is the result.

Although we have never been keen on most of the publicity and self-promotion that inevitably accompanies a successful pop group, it seemed a worthwhile notion to produce a book through the close access to its subject that the normal ‘official’ biography gets, without the starstruck blandness that usually results. Reading the manuscript for the first time, we were, to be honest, more or less horrified. Are we really that horrible? Is Neil really, by popular agreement, ‘like a schoolteacher’? Does Chris always complain so much? Are we that self-obsessed, so frequently rude? Do we discuss money, snipe about other pop stars quite so much? Apparently, yes.

Perhaps we will learn as much as anyone else who reads this book about the Pet Shop Boys.

Neil Tennant   Chris Lowe




Pet Shop Boys: A Brief History

Neil Tennant (b. 1954) grew up in Newcastle. In 1970 and 1971 he played acoustic guitar and sang in a folk group called Dust. In 1972 he moved to London to study history at the Polytechnic of North London. His first job was as British editor of the American firm Marvel Comics. He subsequently worked at Macdonald Educational Publishing (1977), ITV Books (1981) and at Smash Hits magazine (1982).

Chris Lowe (b. 1959) grew up in Blackpool. He briefly played keyboards in a school heavy metal group, Stallion, then became trombonist in the school orchestra and in a local seven-piece jazz band One Under The Eight. In 1978 he moved to Liverpool and studied architecture at Liverpool University.

In 1981, during Chris’s year of work experience at Michael Aukett Associates in London, the two struck up a conversation in a King’s Road hi-fi shop and were soon writing songs together. In 1983 they persuaded a cult American disco producer called Bobby O (full name Bobby Orlando), whom they idolized, to make records with them. The first result, a song called ‘West End girls’, was a modest club hit. In 1984 they signed a management contract with Tom Watkins. In 1985, after lengthy legal negotiations to extricate them from their contract with Bobby O, they signed to EMI Records’ subsidiary, Parlophone Records. Their first single, ‘Opportunities (let’s make lots of money)’, was a flop. The next, ‘West End girls’, reached number one all over the world.

They have since released four LPs – Please (1986), Disco (a collection of dance-floor remixes, 1986), Actually (1987) and Introspective (1988) – and have had twelve British hit singles: ‘West End girls’ (1985), ‘Love comes quickly’, ‘Opportunities (let’s make lots of money)’ (a re-recorded version) and ‘Suburbia’ (all 1986); ‘It’s a sin’, ‘What have I done to deserve this?’, ‘Rent’ and ‘Always on my mind’ (all 1987); ‘Heart’, ‘Domino dancing’ and ‘Left to my own devices’ (all 1988); and ‘It’s alright’ (1989). They have also written and co-produced: a single for Patsy Kensit – ‘I’m not scared’ (released under the artist name Eighth Wonder, 1988); two singles for Dusty Springfield – ‘Nothing has been proved’ and ‘In private’ (both 1989); and a whole LP for Liza Minnelli – Results (1989). Aside from making records they have also released two video collections: Television (1986) and Showbusiness (1988) and have made a full-length feature film, It Couldn’t Happen Here (1988), directed by Jack Bond and co-starring Barbara Windsor, Gareth Hunt, Neil Dickson and Joss Ackland.

In 1986, then again in 1987, they scheduled and subsequently cancelled major concert tours in theatres. Both times they had planned to collaborate with people from the English National Opera and both times the economics proved forbidding. Thus their only live performances before June 1989 had been at the Brixton Fridge to backing tapes (1984, six songs), at the ICA (1985, three songs), on the TV programme Whistle Test (1986, two songs), on the televised American MTV awards (1986, two songs) and at Before the Act (an anti-Clause 28 benefit at London’s Piccadilly Theatre, two songs, 1988). In early 1989 they received an offer from a Japanese promoter, Mr Udo, generous enough to allow them to tour as they wished as long as they played venues with audiences of around 8,000. They agreed. Soon afterwards Hong Kong dates were added at the beginning of the tour and at a late stage they agreed to add dates in July in Britain.

[image: Neil Tennant and Chris Lowe, sitting at the edge of a stage, are in a conversation.]
Taking a break during the filming of the never-released live video



CHAPTER 1

In an article entitled ‘Thinking the Possibility of Realization for Their Live’, issue three of the Japanese Pet Shop Boys fanzine, Out of Order, chews over the Pet Shop Boys’ predicament. Would they ever play live? Could they? It begins by summarizing the situation as the writers see it. The Pet Shop Boys have mentioned playing live since their inception, but to their readers’ disappointment (‘the resigned voice came from fans’) it hasn’t happened. The Pet Shop Boys are quoted as saying that their dance-floor twelve-inch remixes are their equivalent of playing live and the article deduces that ‘that makes the live realization doubtful’. Their earlier theatrical touring plans are described but the commentary tartly notes ‘the plan stops at thinking step, and after action doesn’t reported’.

They then reveal how, in an earlier issue of Out of Order, they had polled the fans on their hopes. They were given four options: ‘a) we’d like to see it immediately; b) we like to see them play in their own good time; c) we don’t mind – it’s up to them; or d) we don’t want them to do it because, by the looks of their videos, they’d be tragic live.’ Predictably the fans mainly plumped for a) or b). The piece closes with a more optimistic quote from Neil (‘Mr Tennant’, as they deferentially refer to him), plainly translated into Japanese and then back into English:

‘Please look forward to it! We won’t make it ordinally pop concert. We’re planning gaudily show ’cause we want to give our impression strongly. At first, we’re thinking to use theatre instead of proper music fall. It gives you different atmosphere. Well, take a look. We’ll make you think our’s not average concert.’

The first I hear of the tour is in mid-May when Rob Holden from Massive, Tom Watkins’ management company, telephones me. The Pet Shop Boys are to tour Japan and Hong Kong in late June and early July. Would I like to come? Some sort of book perhaps? He is vague, obviously trying to do the Pet Shop Boys’ bidding without being precisely sure exactly what that bidding was. I said that I was very keen.

The next week I see Neil and Chris. I have been asked to interview them, off-camera, for various Far-Eastern TV programmes to promote the tour. (The programmes would either just use chunks of the Pet Shop Boys’ conversation or dub their interviewer’s voice over mine.) There is a side of the Pet Shop Boys that treats explanation as a chore and a burden foisted upon you whenever you do anything. In the weeks to come Chris will claim wryly that they only decided to tour because they got bored with explaining to people why they didn’t tour. Today, after the second interview, they declare that they are already bored with their spiel about it.

There are four interviews to do (two for Japan, one for Hong Kong, and one general, all-purpose one) and a long list of Japanese TV Station IDs (Chris: ‘Hello, we’re Neil and Chris, the Pet Shop Boys …’ Neil: ‘… and you’re watching Funky Music Tomato!’ and so on). Lucy Campbell from EMI’s international department tells me beforehand that they probably won’t do the IDs and highlights three she’d like me to push for if possible, but they actually run through the lot without any fuss. As the camera is reset for the Hong Kong interview, Chris tells Neil, ‘Apparently all our fans in Hong Kong are little girls. You’d better book your facelift now.’

Asked to introduce the interview Chris begins, breezily, ‘We’re currently rehearsing our show and it’s going to be really good …’

He breaks off. ‘I can’t do this sort of rubbish. I’m not a salesman.’

But they soon get going, presenting a persuasive description of ‘a very special show, we hope not like any other rock show’. Again and again they hammer home that the show is to be unusual: ‘not a traditional rock’n’roll show which doesn’t cost very much money’. They run through the costs and effort going into the backing singers, the six American dancers, the special lighting; the programming that allows them to transmit all the programmed music at the push of a button from a small computer set-up on one side of the stage; Courtney Pine, Britain’s most famous young jazz musician in his own right, playing saxophone; and, most of all, the role of Derek Jarman both in shooting the films to be projected behind the performance and in directing the whole show.

‘It’s directed,’ explains Neil, ‘in the same way you direct a play or a musical, whereas a rock’n’roll show is supposed to be “spontaneous, maan”, even though it’s exactly the same every night.’

They harp on the differences between this and a normal rock show. Neil points out that they ‘find normal rock concerts boring. Actually I think a lot of people do if they have the honesty to admit it. It’s always great when the group comes on, then five minutes later you’re thinking …’ He mimes boredom.

‘Also,’ Chris expands, ‘rock shows are really embarrassing. The audience can be embarrassing and the performers I find cringeworthy. You light your lighter during the ballad …’ He frowns. ‘It’s the way it’s meant to have some kind of importance when it evidently hasn’t – that’s what I find embarrassing … If I go to a concert and I’m genuinely thrilled or excited I’ll automatically stand up and start dancing, but what you don’t do is the standard thing. I think you’ve got to feel it. I don’t think a lot of these reactions in rock concerts are genuine, either from the performer or the audience. I just think they’re going through the motions.’

They explain how, to their surprise, most of the guidance they have received has been to make their concerts like everybody else’s. ‘There’s a whole industry around rock concerts in London,’ explains Neil, ‘and the whole idea seems to be you do exactly what anyone else does. It took us a while to get across to a lot of people exactly how un-rock’n’roll our idea for the show was. There was a specific moment when the lighting designer realized and he was quite shocked.’

Chris says they couldn’t do that sort of show anyway. ‘The type of personality you have to have, I don’t think me or Neil have. We’re not in your Bon Jovi mould, when you get down on your knees and start shoving your crotch in the air at people. We’re basically not male bimbos.’

And if they are making this effort to be different, Chris makes clear, their audience should do the same: ‘I’d be very disappointed if they start going through the rock audience clichés – the cigarette lighters. I’ll probably have to turn the keyboards off and tell them to stop. It’s embarrassing.’

‘Of course,’ says Neil, who looks as though he’d be more embarrassed by Chris causing a scene on-stage than by cigarette lighters, ‘I quite like that.’

In between each interview we gossip. Chris declares that the interviews are boring and that ‘it’d be better if we just gossiped’.

‘Yes,’ concurs Neil. ‘Let’s just gossip about Bros.’

But they carry on none the less. Chris explains over and over about the music being generated from a computer bank. He says how this will leave most of the stage free and enthuses about how fantastic electronic music sounds played live: ‘The best concert I’ve ever been to was Kraftwerk.’

When I ask them if they’ll be playing all their hit singles Chris says, ‘We haven’t got enough time’ and laughs. Neil explains that they chose the song list and order in a couple of hours round his flat and haven’t changed it since. Chris sarcastically suggests that for his solo spot, ‘Paninaro’, he will split the audience into two halves ‘where you get one half to singalong and then tell the other half to be louder’. When I ask about the six-track CD In Depth, being released just in Japan to coincide with their visit, they bluff endlessly. Finally Neil grins, the tape still rolling, and says, ‘Actually I don’t know what to say about this because it’s the record company’s idea and I have no idea why we’re doing it, to be honest. Unfortunately I haven’t been able to think of any rationalization whatsoever.’

During the interviews I ask them several times why they have chosen the Far East in which to tour. To begin with they mention that the offer from a Japanese promoter was the first to make touring in the manner they wanted a financial possibility. Once Neil also confesses that ‘If your first concert is in London or New York I would have this paranoid feeling that they’re out to knock you.’ It is Chris who adds the third reason:

‘We wanted to do it a long way from home in case it was an absolute disaster so no one would really know about it over here.’

‘Frank as ever,’ sighs Neil.

In fact the Far East is chosen by many artists to begin their live careers. It is highly lucrative, thanks to the strength of the Japanese economy and the severe exchange rate. The audiences are famously uncritical. Also, as Neil points out, it is a long way from London or New York. When the cameras aren’t rolling the Pet Shop Boys slip into talking about it as if it was a remote practice, a rehearsal for an American tour in 1990.

Today however they have just been presented with a proposal for a British tour, to follow directly after the Japanese dates. They seem impressed – shocked, I suspect – by the financial terms: another two weeks of concerts would turn round a projected small loss into a substantial profit. They tell me that they’re not going to accept it, but I suspect that they will change their minds. Not just because of the money, but because as the tour draws closer and the cast of performers they are assembling grows more impressive, it’s obvious they’re beginning to think it might be a waste, all this effort, if they don’t show it off at home.

They don’t mention anything about me coming or about a book, so neither do I, but in the days that follow I get promising phone calls from the management office. Am I vegetarian? Do I prefer window or aisle seats? I also hear that the British tour is happening. One morning Mark Farrow, the designer responsible for nearly all of their artwork, who works in the same office as the management, telephones me about ‘the tour programme we are doing together’. Of course no one has mentioned this, but I wanted to do it anyway. Mark tells me their suggestions for the content: an interview with them, a piece on Derek Jarman, a chronology of the Pet Shop Boys and ‘the Simon Frith article’, an analytical piece written for the Village Voice in early 1988 which Neil wants included.

A few days later, while Mark Farrow and I are working on the programme proofs, Chris comes in. He has just been learning some dance moves at a rehearsal studio. He is working with six American dancers, brought over for the tour by a dancer and choreographer, Casper, who had worked on the ‘Left to my own devices’ video. Chris bounds around, showing off his new steps. He leans over Mark Farrow to see what he’s working on. ‘Neil’s bloody Simon Frith piece,’ he moans.

I phone Derek Jarman to interview him for the tour programme. He is in a London editing suite, finishing off the films that are to be back-projected during the show. In the background I can hear an instrumental version of ‘It’s a sin’ playing over and over and every now and again he interrupts a train of thought to declare that this is ‘some of the best Super-8 imagery I’ve ever done … well up to scratch … The film is often brilliant, even though I say it myself.’

He first met the Pet Shop Boys when they asked him to direct the video for ‘It’s a sin’, a dark, rather confused drama in which Neil and Chris played prisoner and gaoler. ‘I thought of it initially as another pop video – it always is until you meet the musicians.’ He is frank that one of the main roles a tangential involvement in music has had over the years has been to keep him solvent while he worked on his own film projects (Sebastian, Jubilee, The Tempest, The Angelic Conversation, Caravaggio, The Last of England, Requiem). Though he professes to have little idea about music – ‘I’m pushing fifty now … I live in my own mad world in Dungeness’ – he found them straightforward and nice. He was pleased that, having decided to work with him, they let him do what he does.

‘I can honestly say, of all the music people I’ve worked with, they’ve put the most trust in me. Neil, and Chris too I think, has a knowledge of the theatre and knows that having asked people to do something you have to leave them free to do what they want to do if you’re going to get good results. They seem to understand this and they seem to stick by what’s done.’

They worked together again on the ‘Rent’ video then asked him in April if he would get involved in this tour. They had about six meetings, just throwing ideas around. He explains that the most similar thing he’s done before was a modern Italian opera called Inspiration by Sylvano Bussotti in Florence, but this back-projection is the first time it has ever been done with 70mm film.

It’s strange hearing how he has jumped from the songs to the ideas for staging them: the process seems to be a mixture of odd logical leaps, lateral thinking and bizarre puns. ‘I just improvise these things … there’s no point in illustrating the songs.’ They are simply, he explains, ‘a taking-off point for the imagery’. ‘Paninaro’ takes its name from an Italian youth cult – his film is like ‘old washed postcards of Italy, of statues and clouds and ceilings and Italian hustlers from another age’. Most of the scenic footage is from an Italian holiday he took in 1985: several of the films plunder his private film library, 400 hours of imagery (‘no one else,’ he murmurs proudly, ‘could have done this’). There is also a Dalmatian dog in the ‘Paninaro’ film and from that the black-and-white polka dot motif is transposed back on-stage for the dancers’ costumes.

‘There’s definitely an element of musical in it,’ he says. ‘When we came to the finale for “West End girls” we were saying, “Well, what are West End girls? We can’t put a whole lot of people in West End modern fashion – it’s got to be a musical ending, hasn’t it?” And the musicals that were going through our mind were things like Red Shoes from the fifties, or American in Paris … dancers … music … bright, bright colours.’

He talks about the tour with a refreshing, but also rather frightening, devil-may-care ‘well, it might be a complete disaster, I haven’t the foggiest really’ attitude. He talks of the first dress rehearsal as ‘a moment of reckoning when we’ll have to throw everything together’. He says he hasn’t been to any rock shows recently – ‘I actually rather hate crowds’ – but when he has been to them he’s always surprised ‘how audiences accept things that look dull’. This, at the very least, will look different: ‘There really hasn’t been anything like this one … If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work – we’ll have a bash. That’s how I think about it.

‘They asked for a theatrical concert,’ he concludes, ‘and that’s what we’re doing. I suppose some people think pop music and theatre shouldn’t mix but I think pop music is theatre and I don’t see why it shouldn’t be so. To my mind there’s two ways of doing it – you either just sit there and sing on a stool and do it the simple way or you go for it.’

They finally mention to me my inclusion in the tour party when I go down to rehearsals in Nomis studios to interview them for the tour programme. ‘You’re coming, aren’t you?’ they inquire in a friendly but vague way, as if it was no bad thing that I was joining them, but little of their business.

I talk to Rob Holden some more times to try to sort out the details, but without result. At one stage he phones to suggest a financial arrangement suggested by the Pet Shop Boys which I agree sounds fine, but the next time I talk to him he says that when he’d tried to go through the detailed budget with them and Chris had queried the figure, Rob had had to point out that it was their suggestion. In the end nothing is arranged: no financial deal, no contract, no proper discussion of what the book might be or what they expected or what I might or might not be allowed to do, though it is tacitly understood that they will have control over the result. No one ever officially tells me that I’m going, but Smash Hits contact me after talking to EMI Records and ask me to write a piece on the first part of the tour, so I presume I must be. Anyway, I see my name on tour personnel lists in the management offices. I have a bag number: 45. Sometimes next to my name it says ‘journalist’. Sometimes it just says ‘tourist’.

I invite myself down to the final dress rehearsal at Brixton Academy. There I see the show for the first time.

The synthesizer sequence which begins ‘One more chance’ pumps out from the darkness. To the left of the stage flashlights shoot round. On the back screen, simple, sloping, black-and-white images of tenement blocks, a New York skyline, appear. The four singers – left to right as you look from the audience: Jay Henry, Carroll Thompson, Juliet Roberts and Mike Henry – hold torches under their chins and begin singing: ‘one more, one more chance’. The dancers appear: three men (Casper, Cooley and Hugo) and three women (Jill, Tracy and Robia). They throw themselves around the stage in West Side Story-style choreography. From the left and right wings stride Neil and Chris. Chris is in all-over leather and wears a spherical ‘ruby’-studded helmet: he looks down, doesn’t smile and seems to try to look as if he’s playing as little as possible. Neil wears a long overcoat; he illustrates the words with occasional exaggerated gestures.

‘Opportunities’. On the screen, the first of Derek Jarman’s films begins: an oriental woman with a fan and an evil, enticing stare bends her index finger in a sinister ‘come hither’ gesture. While the on-stage lighting has been down, Chris has taken his helmet off – he places it on the ground, next to his keyboard – and Neil has removed his overcoat to reveal a black suit studded with ‘diamonds’. He is wearing a bow tie. At one point he walks near the backing singers and Mike Henry grabs a piece of cloth dangling from Neil’s back trouser-pocket. As he walks away a string of four large handkerchiefs resembling American dollar bills streams behind him.

As ‘Opportunities’ finishes, a screen is carried on and placed stage-centre. Neil disappears behind it. The orchestral beginning to ‘Left to my own devices’ swells up. Two of the dancers, Casper and Hugo, position themselves in front of either edge of the screen. Casper is dressed as a classical conductor with a baton; Hugo is in khaki military garb and beret: the allusion is to Debussy and Che Guevara in the lyrics. They move robotically, then, when the drums burst in, dance across the front of the stage. All the while clothes are tossed up onto the top of the screen. (In fact Alan, the head of wardrobe, is behind the screen helping Neil change.) Just in time for the song’s first line, Neil appears in a turquoise-and-green dressing-gown with pink pyjamas underneath: ‘I get out of bed at half-past ten …’ At the end of the song he strolls off and Courtney Pine steps forward for a solo, accompanied by Chris and Dominic Clarke, their keyboard programmer, playing the chorus’s chords on keyboards.
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‘Rent’. Neil presents Juliet with his fur coat
Neil enters for ‘Rent’ wearing a large white fake-fur coat. Midway through the song he takes it off, to reveal a black-and-gold waistcoat over a white shirt, and drapes the coat over Juliet Roberts’ shoulders. The dancers are dressed as ballroom dancers and act out a ghostly routine in three pairs.

‘Heart’ begins with the backing singers scat-singing around the tune that repeats through the chorus, then a Derek Jarman film begins: first a bright pulsating light, then lots of ecstatic dancing in what appears to be a suburban disco. The camera is clearly mounted so that it swings in a circle, its subject at any particular moment dancing around with it in a wider circle. The dancers are young and old. A ginger-haired girl, almost hysterical, features most. Near the end Derek Jarman himself glides rather regally across the screen. Beneath this, on-stage, Neil acts out the song’s declarations of affection with some very formularized hand movements.

The stage is bare at the beginning of ‘Paninaro’, then out runs Cooley in a Dalmatian-spot jacket. Behind him a film starts, Derek Jarman’s old holiday footage, in front of which a good-looking Italian youth, with a broad, confident smile that shows off a glistening brace, caresses a Dalmatian dog. Cooley acts out a love scene with Robia, then Chris strides on, in pink peaked cap, sunglasses, lime-green t-shirt and jeans. He speaks a few of his lines, then dances in time with Cooley. Next Cooley does an amazing dance including a backflip, after which Chris is supposed to address the audience on his likes and dislikes (in rehearsal he says nothing). He ignores the attention of Robia and Tracy (who has joined the action as Robia’s rival) and strolls off. Cooley acts a tug-of-love between Robia and Tracy, then positions himself on the left side of the stage away from both of them. They pull out knives and fight, and Tracy kills Robia. Cooley, horrified, pretends to greet Tracy lovingly but has palmed the knife Robia lost in the fight and, in full embrace with Tracy, stabs her in the back. Cooley surveys the pitiful carnage, picks up the other knife and, with great drama, on the precise beat with which the song ends, drives both knives into his stomach and buckles over, dead.

For ‘Love comes quickly’ Chris wears more casual wear (usually a purple-and-black striped Issey Miyake top) and Neil is in another suit. Blue light pulses and washes over the stage in time with the song.

‘Love comes quickly’ is followed by two completely unprogrammed songs. Two old stand-up lamps are placed either side of Chris’s keyboard and Neil sits next to him on a stool. Dominic remains on-stage, playing extra keyboards. Mid-song one of the lights is swivelled round to shine on Courtney Pine, mid-stage, who solos.

During ‘Nothing has been proved’ the set is littered with people – the backing singers and dancers, sitting on-stage reading newspapers proclaiming SCANDAL. Casper and Jill act out a scene between a proud showgirl and a cool, selfish, sharp operator. Behind them all, Derek Jarman’s film plays around with images from the Profumo affair – endless pictures of Christine Keeler doctored and moved round the screen. In the end it becomes a fantastic playpen of rotating and receding colours. The song finishes with everyone leaving the stage and the dissonant acid disco of ‘The sound of the atom splitting’ begins to ricochet round the theatre. Smoke puffs everywhere and lights rotate not just round the stage but into the auditorium. In the actual performance a special device is fixed to the mixing desk so that the sound itself encircles the arena as if it is circling the audience. After a few minutes billows of smoke seep onto the stage and, within it, dim outlines can be discerned. The lights slowly fade with the opening bars of ‘It’s a sin’, revealing the dancers in huge, grotesque costumes, representing different deadly sins. One is a horrific primitive face, mostly just one huge, dangling tongue. Another is a rotund British bulldog Winston Churchill-type figure in a Union Jack waistcoat. Another has huge long pointy fingers. Another is ugly and bald and has deformed ears; it is wearing a skimpy bra and panties. Chris appears, like the singers, in hooded robes. Neil enters grasping a trident, a crown on his head, in flowing, red, almost papal vestments: at first he holds a mask on a stick over his face as disguise. In mid-song he twirls, the red cape following him round and round in a decaying spiral. Behind is a nightmarish film sequence: birds pecking away, strange, fuzzy creatures feverishly enacting mysterious rites, gluttony … Cut between this are two boys, wallowing in luxury, rubbing oil over each other, then kissing. The overall effect is quite shattering, quite unlike anything one’s used to seeing at a pop concert.

‘Shopping’ follows sharply. Chris is in a t-shirt and straw hat but everyone else is dressed as city business types. Neil has a blue striped shirt and red tie and comes on talking into a portable phone. The dancers act out a caricature of yuppies. Cooley is carried about, stiff as cardboard, and then at the end moonwalks backwards followed by a spotlight.

A Spanish dancer appears on the screen, clicking her fingers as ‘Domino dancing’ begins. She twists and turns to the Latin rhythm while behind her bullfight scenes are shown – smiling, heroic faces interspersed with gorings, matadors being tossed, fearful little Spaniards scurrying across the sand to someone’s rescue. On-stage Neil sings in an embroidered black shirt while Casper dances a fake flamenco, then trails a cape. After one pass near the right of the stage he whips it up and Robia appears behind it. They dance. At the end strange psychedelic lights play on the screen as Chris and Courtney mess about with a strange Acid House snippet Chris has come up with in rehearsal.

As ‘King’s Cross’ begins, a black-and-white grainy film starts, footage set around King’s Cross station, somehow just as sad and hopeless and beautiful as the music. Later on Chris appears in it, in scenes originally filmed for the ‘Rent’ video two years ago, looking joyless and resigned, a woollen hat on his head, a dufflebag over his shoulder.

The last song of the main set is ‘Always on my mind’. Neil wears leather. Behind, a paintbox of shuddering oranges and green is superimposed, near the end, by a picture first of Neil, then of Chris, first hidden by his cap then looking up to face the audience. At the very end they are shown side by side, Neil facing the camera, Chris away. They turn to face each other, stare sternly, move just very slightly, then, as the song echoes away, turn back.

Two encores are planned. First is ‘West End girls’. In true encore etiquette Neil returns in his ‘Opportunities’ suit. The dancers each do little solo turns, and dance around using three chairs set centre-stage. Before the second encore Neil introduces everyone one by one as they come back onto the stage, as one might at the theatre, his spoken introductions leading into the slow beginning of ‘It’s alright’: ‘dictation being forced in Afghanistan …’ As the song speeds up the show ends in exuberant celebratory mayhem.

The small crowd allowed into the dress rehearsal – Derek Jarman, the entire Massive management office, their press officer Murray, Chris’s sister Vicki, Neil’s sister Susan and his brother Simon, a few friends – applauds rapturously. Beforehand, those who hadn’t seen any rehearsals were extremely apprehensive: afterwards, they are not just relieved but extremely impressed. Everyone celebrates with champagne in the dressing-rooms.

Mark Farrow gives me a lift home and on the way we stop at Neil’s flat. We meant only to pick up a book, but there are a few people there, nice red wine is thrust in our direction and Neil – a little drunk and somewhat euphoric after the dress rehearsal – is in full flow, dominating the company so that it is less like a conversation, more like a performance. Just before he launches into the evening’s tour de force – Neil Tennant on the subject of Cliff Richard, a rambling and deeply hilarious discourse on ‘the Peter Pan of Pop’ – I notice, on the table next to me, a chronicle of the Rolling Stones’ 1972 America tour, Stones Touring Party by Robert Greenfield, which a friend, journalist Jon Savage, has lent to Neil to get him into the touring spirit. Seeing me peering at it, Neil says, half-jokingly, that it might give me some suitable ideas. I read the flyleaf: ‘Its style matches the subject, the crazy exhausting enormously brutal punishing life of a rockbiz tour.’ Like that? I ask.

I know little more when the cab arrives to pick me up and take me to Gatwick airport, so I decide to go wherever I’m able and note down whatever I can until somebody stops me. As it turns out they rarely do, and people get used to me wandering around in dressing-rooms, at receptions, over smart dinners, in nightclubs with my notebook open, scribbling. Sometimes, when something slightly embarrassing happens, someone will triumphantly bellow, ‘It’s in the book.’ Sometimes – not often – something will happen and someone will say, either hopefully or threateningly, depending on who they are, ‘That’s not in the book.’ Mostly, after the first few days, no one takes any notice.

[image: Ivan Kushlick stands in front of an outdoor stage holding three cans of beer.]
Ivan Kushlick, Tour Manager

[image: Chris Lowe, wearing sunglasses and a hat, plays the Roland A-50 keyboard.]
‘Nothing has been proved’



CHAPTER 2

Sunday, 25 June 1989

In the car to the airport the tour photographer Lawrence Watson and I are entertained by a non-stop monologue of great rock’n’roll tour stories from the make-up artist Pierre La Roche. The best is the famous Rolling Stones 1975 tour when the entourage would line up each morning, backs to the ‘doctor’, and drop their trousers for their daily vitamin shots.

When we arrive, Neil and Chris are already there, relaxing in the first-class lounge. They are always famously early on occasions like this – one of their frequent gripes is that, as pop stars, they are frequently assumed to be incapable of simple timekeeping. After some persuasion – for only Neil, Chris and their assistant Pete have first-class tickets – we are all ushered in. ‘Isn’t it exciting?’ says Neil, greeting us, meaning the tour. He browses through the small booklet giving all the dull day-to-day touring details and mutters, ‘How real it makes it all seem.’ In the book is a list of rules set by tour manager, Ivan Kushlick. Rule 2 reads: ‘Fines will be imposed at the rate of £1 per minute by me by my watch for persons late for calls, departures etc. All proceeds will be donated at the end of the tour to the Lighthouse Trust (a charity).’ When Pierre sees this he goes round telling people that it is their duty to be late: ‘It is such a good cause.’

Chris enthuses about ‘the rave’ called Sunrise that he and Pete went to the previous night. He describes their journey through the countryside, joining a long convoy of cars, 10,000 searching for a venue whose location had only been revealed that evening. They had danced and talked all night, only interrupted by the announcement in the middle of the night that the front gate had had to be sealed because it was being attacked by people from a rival firm with axes. It had been brilliant, they gush, when the doors had been opened before dawn and the party had stretched over the fields as the sun rose. Chris has had two hours’ sleep; a deliberate ploy, he says, to make him sleep on the plane.

Rob Holden diverts us by revealing his dream the previous night. Massive also manage Bros and he had ‘woken up’ – still, in fact, in his dream – to discover that he was not, as he would normally expect, in bed with his girlfriend but with Bros singer Matt Goss. ‘I thought, “What on earth can I do?”’ he splutters.

Chris moans about how useless the shopping is here in Gatwick. Last time he was here he wandered round for half an hour vainly ‘looking for one of those women doing questionnaires’ so that he could register his disgust. Today he gives them another chance, but they have neither Polaroid film nor the Victor Bockris biography of Andy Warhol that Neil has recommended to him. Instead he buys The Orton Diaries. Neil chooses the book on the Australian ‘dingo baby’ case, recently filmed as A Cry in the Dark which he has recently seen, and enjoyed.

As we queue for our flight a middle-aged businessman recognizes Neil and engages him in conversation. It is only a few weeks since Chinese troops killed thousands of students in Peking’s Tiananmen Square and the British media has been full of the fury and resentment in Hong Kong towards the British government. In 1997 Hong Kong will be ceded to China and Britain is seen as washing its hands of the responsibility for the people there. The crisis has badly affected the Pet Shop Boys ticket sales: people have other things on their mind and aren’t disposed to go out and enjoy themselves. The Hong Kong promoter, Andrew Bull, had suggested, a week or so earlier, that the Pet Shop Boys publicly dedicate the concerts ‘to democracy’. They decided that it would be a cheap and tasteless stunt and refused.

‘Is there much resentment towards the British?’ Neil asks.

‘Not yet,’ says the man. ‘There may be, but not yet.’

‘A bottle of Jack Daniels!’ hoots Chris, propelling himself into the Duty Free shop. This is part of a familiar, long-running Pet Shop Boys game – Let’s Play At Being Tragic Rock’n’Roll Stars. The point of it, apart from being funny, is of course to emphasize how far removed they really are from all that. ‘He always buys skincare products,’ predicts Neil, accurately.

As Chris pores over the cosmetics counter, a trickle of fans recognize him and ask for an autograph. Dainton, the security man – soon to be described, with some exaggeration, by one British magazine as a ‘six foot six Mike Tyson lookalike’ – intercepts them and hands them a postcard of Neil and Chris, ready signed. Throughout the tour he will make them do brief signing sessions to replenish his stock.

On this plane there are nine of us: Neil, Chris, Pete, Dainton, Pierre, Lawrence, Rob, Lucy from their record company and myself. The others – Ivan, the six American dancers, the four backing singers, Courtney Pine, Dominic the keyboard player, the wardrobe department etc. – are flying separately on a flight that stops over in India. We were all originally booked on that flight but Neil and Chris refused to do the extra take-off and landing.

They are both dreading the flight. They’ve had bad experiences in the past and hate flying. Chris has even investigated the possibility of getting to Hong Kong by rail across Russia but went off the idea when he discovered that it took days and was ‘really boring anyway’. In fact the flight passes quietly, without incident. They sleep through most of it. When I interview them in Hong Kong for my Smash Hits piece, Neil mentions the dream he had on the plane – driving down the Fulham Road on the bonnet of a car, going to see Stephen Ward, the man who committed suicide in the tragic aftermath of the Profumo scandal. Several weeks later he tells me that this wasn’t the whole story. He had also dreamt that Chris had been on top of the car as well, and as they sped down the road Chris had been trying to push Neil off.

The first time I interviewed the Pet Shop Boys was for their first Smash Hits cover feature in February 1986. ‘West End girls’ had just been number one and they were recording in Advision studios in the West End, putting the finishing touches to the follow-up, ‘Love comes quickly’. Neil had left Smash Hits less than a year before. (I joined the staff during his last few months as deputy editor and worked there full-time until December 1987.) When Neil worked there, Chris would often come in near the end of the day, hanging around, sitting on the photocopier, talking, dancing to records.

Before the interview we sniggered at the tacky pomposity of the BPI Awards on the studio TV: the next year Neil would be there, accepting the best single award from Boy George after being pressurized into turning up. Chris stayed at home and watched it on TV.

We went to the nearby health food snackerie Cranks to talk. The tape begins with Chris announcing, ‘Actually I may not answer some questions because …’ long pause – ‘… I might not have an answer.’

It seemed a bit preposterous interviewing them, difficult to take them seriously as pop stars, and they seemed to find it all a bit strange too. In the few other interviews they’d done already they’d messed about a lot. Their last Smash Hits piece – involving them talking as they normally would, about the rest of the charts – had helped earn them the Sun nickname THE RUDEST MEN IN ROCK. In another article they had lied about their ages, taking five years off each for a laugh – a lie that would chase them round for years. They joked about the tragic nature of the interviews they’d been doing. ‘Someone asked us,’ said Neil, ‘“did you always dream of being a pop star?” It’s the favourite question I’ve been asked. I love the idealism of it.’

And he said?

‘I sniggered.’

‘In Europe,’ he said, ‘they endlessly ask you what it feels like to have a number one record, and of course it feels like vaguely nothing. It feels like having a cup of tea.’

I mentioned that Chris is getting a reputation for looking miserable – only just beginning then, thanks to some remarkable surliness on Top of the Pops and in the ‘West End girls’ video. ‘Well, it isn’t just an image,’ said Neil, ‘I think Smash Hits readers should be aware.’

They announced that they are preparing a live show for that September, 1986.

‘It’s not going to be a rock show,’ claimed Neil.

‘It’ll be very theatrical,’ amplified Chris. ‘Entrances and exits. If we have backing musicians they’re not going to be on-stage. They’ll be in the orchestra pit.’

Neil said they have a long-term plan ‘which everyone thinks is a joke but is serious’. It is that ‘The Pet Shop Boys are going to carry on but we are actually going to leave being the front men of the Pet Shop Boys and we’re going to change the lineup every year or so. Suddenly we’ve got four sixteen-year-old boys as one Pet Shop Boys and the next thing you know it will be two thirty-five-year-old Elaine Paige types. We’ll be fed up with it by then. We’ll write the music and do all the nice things like go to bed really early. We won’t have our photograph taken or be asked why we’re called the Pet Shop Boys. We can just make the records. And make lots of money.’

To which Chris muttered, ‘We want to write stage musicals’; odd because they still say that now, but it is usually presented as an ambition of Neil’s.

After, I talked to them separately, about each other. Neil says Chris is moody and picks his nose too much, is funny, hates people smoking, being embarrassed and being pretentious, is better-looking than Neil, and has got a not-very-nice flat. Chris says Neil is brainy, talented, stylish, generous and musical (‘I’m going to be dead nice actually’), a bit bossy, too tidy, too obliging, a good judge of people, hates incompetence, is quite snooty, has a more homely flat and has an Action Man dressed in combat uniform on his bookshelf.

Neil says that when they get their money he’d like to buy a flat of his own. Chris says he’d like a car, ‘but I don’t feel like spending money because it just feels like I’m frittering it away’.

Monday, 26 June

Before getting off the plane Neil and Chris make themselves presentable; a photo opportunity has been arranged at the airport. They are directed down a walkway and stand as ten or fifteen local photographers snap away. Then they walk back up the walkway, as this isn’t the way we’ll actually leave the airport. We take some other stairs to the car pick-up point and the photographers, for whom this is obviously a slightly farcical routine, join us there and snap away some more.

The following day a piece appears with a walkway photo in the main English-language newspaper, the South China Morning Post. Under the scrupulously accurate headline ‘Pet Shop Boys Arrive for Gigs’ they are welcomed and the promoter is quoted as saying that a fortnight earlier they had considered calling off the concerts because of the political situation (not true, at least as far as the Pet Shop Boys were concerned). Andrew Bull then adds: ‘But we decided to go ahead because we thought Hong Kong needs something like this. It needs a lift,’ as though a couple of verses of ‘It’s a sin’ will be adequate compensation for a nearby massacre. To the Pet Shop Boys’ amusement next to their arrival the paper notes the arrival of Courtney Pine, who rates both more words and a larger picture and is raved about as ‘the best thing to happen to British jazz in a very long time’.

After we have checked into the Ramada Renaissance Hotel, Neil phones me and suggests we go shopping. At a bookstore he buys a book about Hong Kong by Jan Morris. We stop to look at training shoes but concur that shopping for training shoes is far too confusing for us alone. In the world of fashion some training shoes are fabulous and some not, but the rules change by the week and we haven’t a clue. ‘Pete knows these things,’ he says. ‘I’ll come back with him.’ He never does – in fact a few days later he declares, as if it was a weight off his mind. ‘You know, I don’t think I really like training shoes.’

In a small empty restaurant down a side street we stop for tea, then a beer. Neil leafs through TV Times & Entertainment, a local magazine he’s just bought because they’re on the cover. The article – a straightforward band history – is fine, but Neil is more impressed, thrilled even, by a piece about the problem of mounting hysteria at Hong Kong concerts because it suggests that security will have to be especially good to cope with the response to the Pet Shop Boys. He reflects that the group’s management and publishing contracts expire soon and that they are undecided what to do, and mentions how pleased he is that a German group are recording a Pet Shop Boys B-side, ‘Do I have to?’. He says that the other day he made a tape of all their slushy ballads and hopes that one day they will put out The Slush Album.

That evening promoter Andrew Bull takes the whole entourage out to dinner. We are told that we are to eat on a boat floating in the harbour and indeed we do, though the boats – three, for about ten people each, pulled together – only move about twenty yards from our embarkation point down a narrow avenue of moored boats. The sea has a stagnant smell. As we sit there, smaller boats pull alongside and we are offered a choice of as yet uncooked foods, paraded before our eyes in full gory biological horror. We indicate our choices and a succession of squashed ducks, squid, sea shells and noodles are cooked, then handed up. When we have finished and pushed our paper plates piled with empty shells and bones to the centre of the table a waitress daintily stacks them, lifts them off the table and then, with a deft flick of the wrist, tosses them into the water behind us. Soon we are surrounded by a flotilla of plates and prawn shells.

To go to the toilet you simply climb through a curtain to the back of the boat where some timber has been removed and pee into the water. Chris, alone, decides that he doesn’t like the sound of this and clambers on to a moored boat and disappears to find some greater privacy. The dancers, getting restless, start tipping one of our boats from side to side. ‘Don’t rock the boat,’ titters Neil.

Then a music boat arrives: musicians, a singer and a list of songs that it hands up to us as if it were the pudding menu. Someone plumps for ‘Sealed With A Kiss’ – number one in Britain for Jason Donovan as we left – and a sweet Cantonese version follows, chased by an impenetrable distant relation of the Beatles’ ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’. Then Pinkie, one of the wardrobe department, jumps up. She is dressed – as she will be on every day of the tour – in amazing pink finery and is immaculately made up; when she lived in Los Angeles she was on an agency’s books as a Betty Grable lookalike. On this tour she will be forever stared at and often assumed to be the star of the party. The Pet Shop Boys take a strange pride in the attention she attracts, though once, when Murray, their British press officer, suggests that they are photographed with her, Neil, only half-jokingly, snaps, ‘We’re not in the business of making Pinkie a star, you know?’ Tonight, hearing it is someone’s birthday, she serenades the boat with a deliberately fragile and trembly Marilyn Monroe version of ‘Happy Birthday’.

Afterwards we try some discos called Hot Gossips and Boobs. Everyone is drunk; everyone dances. Most people slink away from Boobs at about 3 in the morning but a few stay. One of the crew is enticed to take a girl back to the hotel despite warnings from a sober Dainton that she looks like trouble. He is woken at 11 o’clock the next morning by a call from the venue. He had been due there hours before. The girl has gone. So has £400 in various currencies and £60 of spirits from the mini-bar in his room. He suspects he was drugged and later it turns out that he isn’t the first to be similarly duped. ‘I don’t even remember what she looked like,’ he sighs.

Tuesday, 27 June

The Pet Shop Boys don’t give press conferences as a rule. They’re happier doing what interviews they do face to face with individual journalists, aware that it’s the only way they can encourage articles about them to be more than general information and vague chatter. Press conferences are one of the great modern media tools, by which, under the pretence of giving access and information, a lot of people learn a very little. But at the start of their tour they are keen to show willing, especially as the two Hong Kong concerts are far from sold out, and so at 11 o’clock this morning about fifty journalists and a couple of TV crews gather in one of the hotel’s reception rooms. Many of them are from Chinese-language papers and speak little English, but there is no interpreter. Some gold and platinum discs are stacked in the corner, but a few minutes before the Pet Shop Boys appear they are mysteriously carried away again. The Pet Shop Boys are to sit at a table and speak through microphones, connected to the sort of battered old speaker usually seen at school discos, but for the first ten minutes of the conference it refuses to work, and as they talk an elderly man in overalls beavers away wearily trying to fix it. There is lighting too – one intense yellow-white bulb – but before they arrive there is a bold ker-puff and it blows. Neil and Chris appear about twenty minutes late – slightly outrageous rock’n’roll behaviour to the punctual locals. Perhaps they imagine that the hectic business of being a celebrity has delayed them. In fact Chris has been sorting out his dry-cleaning.

After the photographers have been allowed a couple of minutes Andrew Bull introduces them. ‘On behalf of myself, EMI …’

The list goes on and no one pays much attention.

‘… Levi’s …’

The reaction is instantaneous.

‘Levi’s?’ exclaims Chris, furiously. The Pet Shop Boys are deeply particular about sponsorship. In principle they oppose it completely, but like many artists outside their home country they relax their rules a little. Nevertheless they are still painstaking about what they will or will not allow, and Levi’s small-scale sponsorship of the advertising of the Hong Kong leg of the tour has been very carefully negotiated – no direct or public endorsements, no banners at the concerts and so on. And most certainly no announcements like this at their press conference. They are livid. For the moment they merely fume and meaningfully exchange ‘there’ll be hell to pay for this’ looks.

‘I want a retraction,’ Chris spits afterwards. Neil looks at Chris in utter disbelief. A retraction? They have just been publicly associated with Levi’s in front of a nation’s press and Chris wants ‘a retraction’.

‘I want $1,000,’ says Neil.

For the rest of their visit the promoter will hear of little else. He has almost certainly, they speculate, ‘made promises he couldn’t keep’.

‘I don’t know why anyone wants to do sponsorships with us,’ Neil says, ‘because you get nowt in return. You get absolutely nothing. Literally nothing. You’re not allowed to meet us or anything.’

It’s a policy that – in theory at least – they take to extremes. Though Neil is wearing a pair of black Adidas training shoes that he was given by the manufacturers in Los Angeles, as a rule they say they’d rather not accept things. Chris typically says that if they were sponsored by someone whose products he already used, he’d stop using them immediately.

‘There’s no such thing as nothing for nothing,’ sighs Neil.

‘I don’t like anyone to feel they’ve got a hold on me,’ agrees Chris. ‘They always want something.’

‘The Pet Shop Boys,’ announces Ricky Fueng, head of EMI Records in Hong Kong, introducing them a second time, ‘are one of the biggest artists to emerge, after Madonna, in Hong Kong.’ This is something that we shall hear again and again during our stay, that in Hong Kong the Pet Shop Boys are ‘second only to Madonna’.

Once Ricky Fueng sits down there is silence. Everyone waits for everyone else to ask the first question.

‘Where’s Rick Sky then?’ asks Chris. Rick Sky is the main pop writer on the Sun and over the last couple of days they have been speculating whether he, or one of his ilk, will turn up and begin hounding them in search of scuzzy stories. They are relieved that he isn’t, though I suspect they’re also slightly disappointed, because they thought a Fleet Street contingent would be there anyway.

Eventually the questions start, to begin with all the obvious ones about the tour, why they chose Hong Kong to start in, how the show will be and so on. Neil plays his role as diplomat on these questions, patiently talking through the explanations that the two of them are already long bored with, while Chris fidgets and occasionally scowls as if to say, ‘Well, this is dull, isn’t it?’ The press conference has been going less than ten minutes and Neil has just tried
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