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UNDER THE BIG TOP AGAIN

A Tour Diary from the Circus Live Crew
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AUTHOR'S NOTE
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Every tour has two shows running at once. There's the one the punters see, out front, under the lights, and there's the one that happens behind the scaffold and the flight cases, in the gaffer-taped corridors of a stadium that used to be a cricket ground before lunchtime. This diary belongs to the second show. 

It's told by a fictional member of the touring crew — nobody real, no names you'd recognise from a production office door — but the tour itself, the dates, the cities, the elephant, and the extraordinary work of the people who build these things night after night, are drawn from a genuine piece of British stadium history: Take That's Circus Live revival, summer 2026. Where the band appear on these pages, they appear as the public, generous, funny men that eleven arenas' and stadiums' worth of fans already know them to be. Everything said or done by them here is imagined, offered in the same spirit as the tour itself — as entertainment, and as a thank-you to the people who never get their name on a t-shirt.
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PART ONE: BUILD
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Load-in minus nine — Somewhere near Reading, services on the M4
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I've started this diary because Sal told me to. Sal is our production coordinator, she has been on more tours than I've had hot dinners, and when Sal tells you to do something you generally just do it, because arguing with Sal is like arguing with the weather. "Write it down, Craig," she said, over a burnt coffee in a Costa that smelled of diesel. "Nobody remembers a tour properly. They remember the last night and whichever disaster nearly killed somebody. Write the rest down or it's gone."

So here I am, forty-one years old, twenty-two years a rigger and monitor tech, propped against a service station picnic bench with a laptop that's seen better decades, trying to get down who I am before I get on with telling you what happened.

I'm Craig. I'm from Pennywell, which is a part of Sunderland that people from Sunderland know and people from anywhere else generally don't, and I've been doing this job — rigging, monitors, whatever needs doing at three in the morning when a genset won't start — since I was nineteen. I did my time on cabaret circuits and provincial pantomimes before anyone let me near a stadium rig, and I still remember the first time I stood underneath a fully flown PA system and thought, this is either the best job in the world or it is going to kill me, quite possibly both.

This summer it's Take That. Circus Live, seventeen years after the original, and if you were around for the first one — the elephant, the ringmasters, the entire thing built like an actual travelling circus dropped into a football stadium — you'll know why half the crew went a bit quiet when the tour was announced. There's a reverence to it. Kim Gavin, the creative director, doesn't do things by half, and word from the production office was that this wasn't going to be a smaller, safer, cost-conscious nod to 2009. It was going to be the whole beast again. Literally, as it turned out, given that the beast in question is thirty feet of mechanised elephant that needs its own transport and its own risk assessment longer than most people's mortgage documents.

Eleven dates. Southampton twice to open, up through the Midlands, out to Sunderland — my own stadium, first time I've ever worked a home date, which is doing strange things to my stomach already — then Glasgow, Cardiff, two nights at London Stadium, and out on a high at the Etihad in Manchester to finish. Support from The Script and Belinda Carlisle, which means three soundchecks most days instead of one, three lots of monitor world to keep sweet, and approximately four hundred more guitar leads than anybody strictly needs.

I'm on monitors, mostly, working under our monitor engineer Priya, though on a production this size everyone ends up doing a bit of everything. If a truss needs an extra hand at two in the morning, you're up the truss. If wardrobe are short a body to help carry hampers, you're carrying hampers. That's touring. Nobody who tells you their actual job title on a stadium tour is telling you the whole story.
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Load-in minus six — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton
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Four days of build before a single band member sets foot in the building, and it's watching a stadium turn into a circus. The pitch gets covered first — protective decking, tonnes of the stuff, because you cannot put this kind of rig weight straight onto a groundsman's pride and joy without him weeping actual tears — and then the stage starts growing out of nothing like something out of a nature documentary, sped up.

The elephant arrived on its own dedicated low-loader, which drew more phone cameras from passing traffic on the way in than I've ever seen for a lorry in my life. It travels in sections. Head and trunk assembly, body frame, hind quarters, and — this matters, this is important, hold onto this — a separate rig for what the crew universally call "the tail unit," which is not a mechanical tail at all but a human being, choreographed and harnessed into the rear of the beast to give it the fluid, animal weight that no amount of hydraulics can quite manage on its own.

I met her on day two of the Southampton build. Briony. Small, unbelievably strong-looking in the way dancers are strong without looking like they're trying to be, already climbing in and out of the elephant's rear cavity to check her harness points before the thing had even finished going together around her. Word had gone round the crew before she'd even arrived — she was the tail on the original 2009 tour, and Kim Gavin rang her up himself, seventeen years on, and asked if she'd do it again. I asked her, daft question really, whether it felt strange going back into the same costume after that long.

"It's not the same costume," she said, laughing. "They've rebuilt it twice since. But the walk's the same. The elephant doesn't forget how to walk, even if I'm carrying it a bit differently in my knees these days." She's one of the principal dancers for the whole show as well — she's not just spending two hours a night folded into an elephant's backside, she's out front under the lights for most of the rest of it too — and by the end of the first week the entire crew had developed a soft spot for her the way you do for someone who clearly takes the maddest job in the building and just gets on with it, no fuss, no drama, always first one in the truck in the morning.
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Load-in minus three — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton
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Barlow's in the building. You always know before you see him, because the temperature of a crew shifts about half a degree — not nerves exactly, more a general straightening of backs — and then he's just there, in a baseball cap, with a coffee, having a look at the stage from the mixing platform with our production manager Deano, the two of them pointing at things and nodding like men discussing a garden fence.

He came over to where I was coiling cable near stage left and said something I wasn't expecting, which was thank you. Not in a grand way. Just, "cheers for getting this thing up in the rain, lads, means a lot," on his way past, like it cost him nothing to say and meant it anyway. Small thing. I've worked with acts who wouldn't know a rigger's name if you tattooed it on their forearm. It set a tone for the whole build, that comment, and it rippled down the crew within the hour, the way these things do.

Mark Owen arrived an hour later on a bicycle, which nobody had warned me was a thing he does, and cycled a full lap of the pitch perimeter before anyone stopped him, grinning the entire way, while our head of security did the facial expression of a man recalculating his entire risk assessment in real time. Howard Donald turned up separately, quieter, headphones on, straight to the drum riser to have a look at his kit position, all business, though he did stop to help one of our younger stage techs — Ol, nineteen, first big tour — lift a flight case that had got itself wedged under a barrier rail. Ol talked about nothing else for the rest of the day.
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Soundcheck one — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton
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First full band soundcheck, and this is the bit of the job I never get tired of, seventeen years in, that moment when a stadium that's been full of drills and forklifts and shouting for four days suddenly goes quiet enough to hear a single acoustic guitar from the stage, checked, re-checked, and then the whole thing opens up into "Rule the World" at half volume with nobody there but crew, catering staff having their tea break by the barrier, and about thirty groundsmen who have found urgent reasons to be near the pitch.

Priya was in her element on the monitor desk, working through each performer's in-ear mix — Gary wants more of his own vocal and less low end, Mark wants the click track buried further down, Howard wants almost nothing but the kick drum and doesn't trust a click at all, prefers to feel it off the actual kit. Dancers' monitors are a whole separate art form, wireless packs and earpieces for two dozen people who need to hear a completely different mix depending on where they are on the stage at any given second, and Briony's rig has to account for the fact that for a chunk of "The Garden" she can't see a single thing, harnessed into the back half of an elephant with a tiny monitor speaker rigged specifically so she can hear her cue over the sound of thirty foot of mechanised trunk swinging above her head.

There was a problem, of course there was a problem, there's always a problem at a first soundcheck. The elephant's hydraulic trunk stalled mid-raise, hissed like an actual annoyed animal, and stopped dead about four feet off the ground. Twenty minutes of very calm, very focused engineers in hi-vis gathered round its innards while the band, unbothered, sat on the edge of the stage and ran through "Shine" a cappella just to fill the time, Mark doing all the harmonies himself in three different voices, which had catering in stitches. Trunk fixed — sensor fault, nothing structural — and the whole rig raised clean on the second attempt, to a proper round of applause from everybody on the pitch, crew included.
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Show one — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton, 29 May
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You can feel a stadium filling from inside the rig in a way that's hard to describe if you've not done it — not the noise so much as the pressure, a change in the air as thirty-odd thousand people arrive and start generating heat and sound just by existing in one place. Belinda Carlisle opened, and I'll be honest, I hadn't clocked before this tour quite how many of our own crew, grown adults in black t-shirts who deal with hydraulics for a living, would be singing "Heaven Is a Place on Earth" word for word from the wings. The Script on straight after, tight and loud, and their crew — lovely bunch, we shared a catering tent with them for the whole tour and there wasn't a cross word between the two crews the entire run — had their own rig up and struck inside the changeover window like it was nothing, which on a stage this packed with production is genuinely impressive work.

Then the big top, literally, unfurled above the stage as the house lights dropped, and the roar that went up when that circus tent silhouette lit up against the Southampton sky was the loudest single noise I have ever stood underneath in this job. "The Garden" came in the middle of the set, the elephant's cue, and from my position at the monitor desk I watched Briony disappear into the rear cavity forty seconds before her entrance, completely calm, checking her earpiece, giving the rigging crew a thumbs up before they sealed the panel behind her. Then thirty foot of elephant walked, actually walked, trunk swaying, weight shifting convincingly from foot to foot, out across the stage while seventy thousand phone torches went up around the stadium bowl, and I don't mind telling you that even after four days of watching this thing get built bolt by bolt, seeing it move with a person's real, breathing rhythm inside it still put a lump in my throat.

Gary dedicated "A Million Love Songs" to, in his words, "everyone who's kept this whole ridiculous circus on the road since half past six this morning," and pointed roughly in the direction of the mixing platform, which is as close as we ever get to a shout-out, and it did us all the world of good after the week we'd had.
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Show two — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton, 30 May
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Second night nerves are a strange thing, worse in some ways than the first, because everyone knows what can go wrong now and is quietly braced for it. It went beautifully, mostly, right up until the confetti cannon at the end of "Never Forget" fired about a bar and a half early, which meant Mark Owen delivered the final chorus with a faceful of gold confetti, laughed so hard he nearly missed his own last line, recovered it, and got one of the biggest cheers of the whole run for doing so. Our pyro tech, a Welsh lad called Dylan who I'd only met that week, was mortified, apologising to anyone who'd stand still long enough, and Mark — I heard this secondhand from Deano, who was side of stage — found him afterwards, still in stage gear, and told him it was the best thing that happened all night and to do it again in Cardiff on purpose. Dylan didn't, obviously, health and safety doesn't work like that, but he told that story so many times over the following fortnight that it became a kind of tour folklore before we'd even left Hampshire.

Two shows down, nine to go, and already the crew had welded itself together the way it does — new faces from the first day starting to get their nicknames, Ol the young stage tech now permanently "Forklift" after an incident with a pallet truck that I'll come to, and Briony, elephant tail and dancer and by now unofficial crew favourite, teaching half of monitor world some actual stretching routine backstage because, in her words, "you lot carry cable like it's punishing you, it doesn't have to hurt."

Onward to Coventry.
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PART TWO: THE ROAD NORTH BEGINS
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Get-out — St Mary's Stadium, Southampton, 31 May
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Nobody outside this industry understands the get-out. The show finishes, the crowd goes home happy, and then several hundred tired people spend the next eight to ten hours taking down everything that took four days to build, packing it into forty-odd trucks in a specific, choreographed order, because the trucks have to arrive at Coventry in the right sequence or the whole build stalls before it's even begun.

The elephant comes down in careful stages, each section winched and cradled and wrapped like something out of a museum move, and Briony was there for every minute of it even though her job, technically, had finished the second the encore ended. "I like knowing where all the bits of him are," she told me, over a two a.m. brew from the crew catering van, the only place still serving anything at that hour. Him. Everyone on this tour refers to the elephant as him, entirely without irony, the way you'd talk about a difficult but beloved uncle.

We rolled out of Southampton a little after four in the morning in a convoy that stretched, by Deano's estimate, the better part of two miles down the motorway once everyone had merged onto the M3. I slept for most of the drive to Coventry in the crew bus, in a bunk about the size of a large drawer, which after twenty-two years of this job I can do standing up if required.
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Build day — Coventry Building Society Arena
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Coventry's an arena rather than an open stadium, which changes the whole rhythm of a build — everything's under one roof, which sounds easier and in some ways is, no weather to fight, but you're working in a tighter space with a lower rig height and every single flying point matters twice as much. The elephant only just cleared the roof trusses with room to spare, and there was a tense hour on the morning of the build where our head rigger Marcus and the automation supervisor stood underneath it with a tape measure and a face like a man doing long division in his head, before confirming, out loud, to general relief, that we had eleven inches of clearance and not the four inches somebody's spreadsheet had briefly suggested.

I got properly talking to Priya for the first time on this leg, three days in, over the kind of conversation you only have at half past midnight when you're both too tired to bother with small talk. She's been doing monitors for eleven years, came up through festival stages before graduating to arena and stadium work, and she has an encyclopaedic memory for every single performer's in-ear preference she's ever worked with, which she says is less a skill and more a slowly accumulating tax on her brain. "I could tell you Gary's monitor mix blind," she said. "I could also tell you three acts I worked in 2019 whose actual names I've forgotten completely. It's not a normal way to store information."
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