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It’s hard to believe that I was only 17 when One Direction started. That feels like a different lifetime to me now – so much has happened since this band began. Inevitably, because we’ve been quite successful, when I look back at my life it’s coloured by the whole One Direction experience.

I see traits in my personality now that I know help me in the band, but when I think about it I can see them in me as a kid too. I was always on the go as a young lad – I needed to be doing something all the time. I used to be everywhere, all over the place, especially when I was in my early teens. It used to annoy my dad ’cos I’d want to go and play football over the field by my house or go running. I’d come home completely covered in mud after playing football all day and Dad would say, ‘You smell like a sweaty little boy!’ He always used to say that. Eventually I had a pair of trousers for every day of the week ’cos it was impossible for my mum to keep up with the washing. ‘Liam! You’re always so busy, busy, busy! You never sit still! Where do you get the energy from?’ Busy, busy, busy. I was sitting in half my classes covered in mud and after school my parents would rip me to bits: ‘What do you think you’re doing walking round like that? Do you know who that reflects on?!’ I was only having a bit of fun ... I just found it hard to sit still. Boxing and athletics were good outlets for all that energy. I loved my sports, still do.

I used to bounce off the walls at home a fair bit too. We lived in a three-bedroom house with five people – Mum, Dad and my sisters Ruth and Nicola. We were a tight family and we loved each other, of course, but the house was small and crammed with all our stuff in it so there were times when we’d argue. Mum and Dad were always having to be careful with money and work hard, and we sometimes did get on top of one another. It’s inevitable, I suppose. There were just too many kids growing up in a small house. I’d want to watch my favourite show on the telly but my sisters would want to see their stuff, or we’d be arguing over something and nothing. I’d shout into the kitchen, ‘Mum, I want to watch the football but Ruth says she’s watching something else!’ but Mum was just trying to get everything sorted around the house and keep everyone happy! Typical family stuff, really, but because the house was so small we were in each other’s faces the whole time.
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When I was a kid I was constantly running, playing football, messing about outside – on the go all the time – so I spent a lot of time in the shower later!



So I used to spend a lot of time outside, playing football, going over the field and causing a bit of trouble, just playing with my mates. Then as soon as I got home I’d be up into my bedroom on the PlayStation. I guess I was quite independent at times. I suppose all teenagers have that phase, to be fair.

However, one thing that I always absolutely loved doing was singing. Choirs, a local performing-arts group ... karaoke when I was a little older. Wherever and whenever I could sing or perform, I would. My dad was amazing. When I was a kid he was my driving force to get out there and perform to people. I never saw anything like this – as in One Direction – happening. In fact I don’t think anybody could ever have seen this coming. But for some reason – whether he was just crazy or not, I don’t know – Dad was convinced I’d end up doing something in music. ‘Liam,’ he’d say, ‘you’ve just got to get out there and perform. We need to get you more and more gigs. You can sing, and you’ve got what it takes, son. You can do this, I know you can.’ He thought that I’d maybe do just a solo record in the UK, but never anything worldwide. Then One Direction kicked off. So maybe he wasn’t the crazy one after all?

Back in the day he used to take me to all my gigs, he cut my CDs for me to put my backing tracks on, he’d do my sound, all the driving. He was like my tour manager when I was young, and if I did something wrong I’d get a telling off from him the same way as I would now from One Direction’s tour manager, Paul. Dad taught me so much.

That impulse to always be busy carried over into my singing. As a kid I was constantly after doing more and more gigs. I didn’t care where they were or who I was singing to – I just wanted to perform, graft and learn. Dad would say, ‘Liam, I’ve got you a gig in this local club, but it’s pretty small and there’s no money in it,’ and I’d be like, ‘I don’t care, Dad, let’s do it. Bring it on.’ We were both like that, to be fair. No gig was too small or too far away. Whatever, whenever, we both knew any shows at this point were all great experience for me. This has served me well in One Direction because it’s meant that when the madness all kicked off I was at least reasonably experienced already. That’s why I used to start all the band songs off back then, because the management knew I’d been on stage many times before. We were so young when One Direction started and I guess it made sense to utilise whatever limited experience we did have.

I’m proud that I did a lot of groundwork for the band when I was younger. I performed to some of the strangest crowds you could ever play to! I once played in Rhyl at this event called the Sunshine Festival. Except it was tipping down with rain and I don’t remember seeing any sunshine the whole day. It was decent money (£50 for three songs, I seem to remember), but when I got up on stage there were about ten people – maximum! – just standing around in a field looking bored. I still made the effort, though, ‘Hello Rhyl!’ I was jumping all over the stage, and I remember there was this one mother feeding her baby with a spoon the whole time while I bounced around like a nutter. That was an odd gig.

On another occasion I played the Oceana Centre in Wolverhampton, which was near where I lived. The crowd was a bit lively and about halfway through the second song this lad just dashed a 50p coin at me. It hit my face, cutting my cheek open. I had two songs left and no way was I gonna let him stop me, so I dabbed the blood off, carried on and finished the set. ‘Thanks, mate!’
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I have very fond memories of family holidays as a kid, I was always up to something, never sitting still, great fun! (cont. over the page...)
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It wasn’t all baby food and coin-throwing, of course. I used to get paid quite well sometimes. I remember getting £350 for six minutes’ work at one show, which for a 14-year-old lad felt pretty amazing! And, of course, as a lot of people know, I was lucky enough to sing ‘Black & Gold’ at Wolverhampton Wanderers’ stadium one time. They can fit nearly 30,000 people in that bad boy and, because it was before their game against Man Utd, the ground was rammed. I was really nervous but I got a great round of applause, which was a relief because I wasn’t sure how a football crowd would react to some kid coming out and singing. Mind you, I didn’t tell them I was a Baggies fan!

By the time I entered The X Factor the first time, aged 14, I really fancied performing as a career. My dad had always said, ‘I want Simon Cowell to hear your voice, Liam. We just need to get you in front of Simon ...’ So when they dropped the age restriction to 14, I was on that website filling in the form quick as a flash. It all looks pretty manageable on the telly in a way, but actually you need guts to have a pop at The X Factor. I was only a kid, so it was a huge step to try to get in the competition, queue for hours and hours, then actually set foot on the stage when you know you’re about to sing for Simon and the judges. And then the day itself – getting up early, making my slot, keeping the nerves under control and not crumbling – that was all a big ask. I just kept reminding myself how much I enjoyed singing and harnessed the feeling that I wanted to show the judges what I could do.
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I was a very keen amateur runner in my childhood and had ambitions to represent England. 
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My hopes of becoming Wolverhampton’s first ever quad bike world champion were destined to fail.
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Singing was a constant in my life from an early age. I loved performing as often as I possibly could – still do!
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With one of several running trophies I managed to win as a junior.
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At the O2 for Boot Camp the first time I tried out for The X Factor.



It was gutting to lose out at Judges’ Houses, of course, but I tried to console myself with the fact that I’d got to the last 24 out of 118,000. Plus Simon had said I was talented, which was hugely encouraging. The whole experience was pretty intense for a 14-year-old, and I actually think that if I’d done well as a solo singer in that first X Factor, I’m not sure how it would have panned out for me afterwards. I certainly can’t see how it would have competed with One Direction. I was still gutted at the time, of course. But after I’d licked my wounds, the experience focused my mind on just how much I wanted to make a go of my singing. ‘Come on, Dad, let’s book some more gigs. I want to get back out there again straight away ...’

After that, me and Dad took it really seriously. We upped the number of gigs I was playing, tried to get the word out there and started making a few contacts in the industry. I even started to write a few songs, although I’m not sure they’ll make it onto the new One Direction album! I can actually remember the very first song I ever wrote – it was kinda like a Spiderman soundtrack. I still have it on my laptop and it’s not a bad song, to be fair. I went to a recording studio that was literally just this geezer’s house and we did the recording in the back room. That doesn’t sound very glamorous but, with a lot of One Direction’s songs being written on the road, it’s not so very different to how we end up recording much of the band’s music!

We made a few inroads with people who appeared to be well positioned to help, but we just seemed to keep coming to dead-ends and things falling through at the last minute. I was gigging pretty constantly and writing a few songs with people who took them to record labels ... but nothing happened. One geezer I was working with just upped and went off to Hawaii, so that all fell apart. I went to so many gigs that turned out to be disappointments. I did that first solo shot at The X Factor, which stalled at Judges’ Houses. And then, as you know, two years later I went to The X Factor again ... and, once again, it didn’t go well and I was rejected as a solo artist.


Only this time it wasn’t over, was it?


The entire X Factor experience was obviously a pivotal moment in my life and I honestly look back on it with only great memories. Yes, it was hard work and it was certainly very nerve-wracking on occasions, but how can you reflect on that experience and see anything other than fantastic times? And what an opportunity it gave us five lads.

We’ve all spoken about being on The X Factor so many times but to be frank it now feels like a world away. It feels so, so long ago. When we were on the show, we were just concentrating on enjoying ourselves and having a good time. There were a lot of contestants who were very serious about the competition, which is fair enough, and there was a little bit of cattiness backstage ... but we were chillin’ and we were friends with everyone, more or less. You all already know about my dreadful disappointment at being rejected and then the intense, overwhelming excitement of being put into a band with these four other lads, but even to this day that moment when they revealed they were putting us into One Direction is still just the most amazing memory. Hard to believe, really!

Back then we used to offend so many people with our, I guess what you’d call, vulgar language. But we didn’t see that – we were just kids having a good time. We’d be sat doing some interview – or just backstage or out and about somewhere – and the jokes would start escalating, then eventually one of us would cross a line and I’d be like, ‘I can’t believe you said that!’, but I’d be laughing my head off at the same time. Our level of professionalism was horrible. When we first came off the show, the very next day we had to go straight into Syco for a telling off! It was about something we’d said that was just funny – I can’t repeat what it was. We were like, ‘We didn’t mean any harm!’ We were just typical teenage lads who liked to go out, have a good time and mess about! At this point I was really sensible compared with the other lads, proper shy, really, and I used to keep the banter levels down a bit. I’d be like, ‘I think we’ve overstepped the mark there, lads!’ or I’d tell them if I thought they’d been too vulgar. That’s why I got the nickname of ‘Daddy Direction’.

Now we’re a few albums in we’d like to think we know a little bit about the music industry, but back then, jeez, we knew absolutely nothing! It’s bizarre to think that we were thrown in so deep, so quickly. Even basic things like moving to London were a massive deal. ‘Hey, Mum, I’m coming home for a bit ’cos I’m moving to London next week and I need to pack everything’ – it was literally that mad. I was 17 years old at the time and had to move out of my parents’ house to this huge city, somewhere I’d only been a couple of times with my dad for recording. So it was pretty scary, ’cos I didn’t really know what to expect from the capital. When I was a kid my dad used to say to me, ‘Liam, if you get through on X Factor, don’t come back until Christmas.’

Well, I haven’t moved back since.


Those first few months of One Direction were just a blur. It was madness, really weird, but we went with it and loved every second. When you’re that young and inexperienced, you don’t really know what the heck is going on. People are like, ‘This is where you’re going to live, we’ll pay for this, we’ll do this for you but you have to pay for that, then you need to go into work on that day ...’ It all moves so fast, it’s insane.

You really don’t know what’s happening. The X Factor is more or less like watching a band with a development deal but right in front of the nation every week. That was One Direction. We started off in full public view and it’s never really changed since.

We were going into interviews and saying all sorts of stuff, just honest, funny, straight answers. Luckily, the newspapers were really good to us. They didn’t take advantage of our inexperience and really helped us along in those early days. We were so terrible it was awful! We were just kids, so naïve, who’d literally been dropped into this massive industry that will eat you alive if you do it wrong. And we were doing everything wrong! Yet somehow it seemed to work. People wanted to talk to us, find out about our music, get to know us. Something was going on ... we must have had some sort of Guardian Angel.

In some sense, that Guardian Angel was our fans. Even before we’d signed a record deal, social media around the band was going nuts. We all had various accounts before the band was formed, but it quickly became apparent after the show that something was going on out there. I’m deeply appreciative of that fanbase working so hard on social media – it’s such a huge deal for us and a massive part of our story. I personally think it started when people saw us on X Factor YouTube videos and there was ‘#OneDirection’ posted, which started being one of the top ten trending topics in the UK most weeks. People began re-tweeting and we were just watching this start to blow up right before our eyes. There was an army of fans out there promoting and championing the band. We were all like, ‘This is crazy! How brilliant is that?’


Right from the word go we gigged hard too. When we started off playing those very early shows it was going OK, but management have always been nervous about when we go on stage, because we’re just too laid back about things. There’d be some really important show or appearance and they’d (quite rightly) say stuff like, ‘This is a big gig, a real opportunity to showcase the band, OK?’ and we’d be like, ‘Yeah, great, let’s have a crack at it!’ We were rough around the edges at times, but there were some great gigs back then and we were just having an amazing time giving it a go. We started in Scotland, doing a couple of gigs on the club circuit up there. The first gig was really good. I remember very clearly being on a small stage in this very hot room full of about 300 people. Even before we started singing the security were dragging girls out of the audience because they were fainting. I remember thinking, That’s a bit odd. We were on stage trying to be all happy, and I could see girls crying and screaming ’cos they were getting crushed. It was baffling, to be honest.

One of the next gigs was in Leeds and there happened to be a lot of lads in the club that night. There were all these girls’ screams that went on for a certain length of time and then you’d hear these boos underneath. I kept winking at this one girl, and then I realised she was there with her boyfriend and he was getting proper riled up! We played all over the place, even in places like G.A.Y., which we clearly weren’t old enough to go to ourselves. However, we all felt this was our groundwork, as it were, and we knew it was important to put the miles in. I was just drawing on my experience of gigs from before the band, and kept saying to the lads, ‘These gigs are like our apprenticeship and this is how we prove ourselves as a band. We’ve had the most amazing headstart, but this is when it is really going to count.’ The amount of promo and PAs, the X Factor tour, hundreds of photo-shoots – the workload was massive. At the same time there was also a huge element of luck: right place, right time, with the right technology available to make it happen, to introduce One Direction to the rest of the world.

Of course, it wasn’t all luck and people being friendly to us. Our record label did a great job at the start, finding us brilliant talent to write the songs for us. That soon became apparent when we started recording sessions for the début album. When we were recording ‘What Makes You Beautiful’ at our first studio session in Sweden, we’d tweeted some studio bits and pieces and these two girls came down on a train from miles away to where we were in Stockholm. We hadn’t even got a record out at that point. Once the fanbase had music to go along with all this social media interest as well, it just kicked off big time.

The first album sessions themselves were interesting! Flying to LA and Sweden was very exciting, of course, particularly the West Coast of America, which to us five seemed like such a glamorous location. Flash hotels, big recording studios, famous producers – it was all so much to take in. To be really honest, there was a bit of ‘discussion’, shall we say, with the label about the song choices. They wanted different things to what we initially wanted, but in the end it did go the right way, the way that it should have done.

We kinda got told how to sing a little bit on that album, as the people we were working with had a very particular way of doing things. We’re much more loose about it now, but they were very exact about our pronunciation, getting all the ‘S’s and the ‘T’s correct. I’d sing a line that was bang in tune and sounded great, and the producers would say, ‘Can you do that again, please? We just need a little more clarity on the last word, it has to be perfect ...’ It was all very intricate and precise. And let’s face it, what they did worked. There was a learning curve for us five in the band, but we were learning off top industry people. We got on well with everyone in the studio and built up friendships with them, but we were so naïve to that environment; it kinda felt like we were still on The X Factor so we just went with it like that.

By the time our début single ‘What Makes You Beautiful’ came out in September 2011 there was intense interest in the band. So that first release was a huge moment for us. The song had to do well and I don’t mind admitting I was a bit nervous about it. I said to the one of the lads, I think it was Louis, ‘I don’t like the drum roll before the chorus kicks in … I’m not sure about that,’ but the producers knew exactly what they were doing, because sure enough it was a massive song, amazing for us. Being Number 1 was an incredible feeling, but there was no time to reflect on that achievement as we were just straight on to the next thing. Once that was out and had done well, the momentum just kept mounting and mounting.

Our début album Up All Night was released at the start of December and, even with all the massive PR we were getting, none of us expected the record to do as well as it did: Number 2 in the UK and topping the charts in 17 countries! Madness! We were bemused, to be honest. We’d be sitting in the the tour bus or in a studio and someone would phone us to say we’d hit Number 1 in yet another country, and we’d be like, ‘Is this for real?’ It was the most incredible time. 

Again, there was barely a moment’s pause before we were straight on to the next thing, with no chance to soak up the news. For starters, we had our first headline tour lined up around UK theatres to support the album. Despite all the craziness at that point in our careers, we didn’t rush anything in terms of huge gigs: we didn’t try to play multiple nights at the O2 straight away, or say, ‘Come on, people have slept in the street for three days for tickets, why don’t we play Wembley Arena?’ We didn’t say that. There were a few pretty big venues on that tour, to be fair, but generally we just wanted to take our time and progress as naturally as possible. I’d say to the lads, ‘Remember what we agreed? We need to learn our craft, play the smaller stages, work our way up from the bottom. We have to respect the process.’


For example, the second-ever night of One Direction headlining live we sang the entire chorus of ‘Gotta Be You’ completely out of tune because we didn’t really know what we were doing with the wedges or the in-ears. We were all like, ‘Oh my God, it was awful!’ AWFUL! I dread to think what some of those people in the audience thought. They must have definitely turned their backs on us for ever! We were terrible. We were naïve and didn’t really know what was going on – some of us still don’t know today! But that was just a phase of us learning, and you’ve gotta be bad sometimes in order to get good. There’s always a learning curve. That said, we were getting such a reaction it was incredible. The venues were quite modest and so the fans were right in our faces. I’d be trying to sing, and the fans would be screaming and shouting, ‘Liam! Liam!’ so loud it hurt ... Those were great times.

The spotlight was pretty intense that Christmas, as the tour did well and our album kept hitting Number 1 in various countries. That was weird. Good weird! We were scheduled to head over to the US shortly after the New Year, expectations were positive, and we were all really excited and hoped that maybe a few of the kids out there had heard of us.


We arrived in the States to start our campaign in February 2012, having signed a US record deal the previous autumn. We got a massive break straight away by being offered a slot opening up for Big Time Rush, who at the time had their own TV show and were massive. What we didn’t realise was the scale of the reaction we were about to get ourselves! One time we were on our way to an interview and I said to Harry, ‘Do you think these people will have a clue who we are?’ How wide of the mark can you be?


That support tour was proper nuts. Each night we went on stage early doors but we immediately noticed the whole audience was already in the venue. Strange. Before the very first Big Time Rush show I’d been worried about going up on stage because I’m the so-called ‘hype man’ – so I’ll stand there and coax everyone to sing the words and join in – but I was just assuming that nobody would know any of our songs, never mind any of the words. How wrong can you be? By the second song of the very first gig it was apparent that they knew every word of every song! I walked across the stage to Zayn and said, ‘Is it just me or do these guys know every single lyric?! This is mad!’ We also noticed that after we’d finished, loads of fans would leave the venue to come out and meet us. Those shows were amazing. We were just bewildered, really, as no one ever expected that sort of reaction in the States.

The single did pretty well over in the US, but social media was going nuts by now and we were aware that there was a strong interest in the band. Then we were booked to do the Today show in New York, which is a really big institution over there. I remember it being absolutely freezing, proper New York cold, and we’d been getting reports on the radio that a lot of people had turned up. I was like, ‘Great! How many? A good few hundred, maybe?’ Management were obviously getting more detailed figures because they’d be smiling and saying stuff like, ‘Er, no, Liam, it’s more than a few hundred ... ’ We just didn’t know – this was New York, not London, after all. We walked out on to the street to perform, and when we climbed up on to the stage and saw the full scale of the crowd for the first time it was a big shock. Turned out that 10,000 people had rocked up!

The Rockefeller Plaza stage was on the street in between all these massive skyscrapers. It’s a really picturesque location and there were loads of American flags waving around above us, so as you glance around the chaos you suddenly remember you’re in the States. It was completely crazy. This was our American national TV début and here we were showing up on a red London bus to play to that many people. Afterwards we found out that we’d broken the record for the show. I’m pretty sure it was held by Lady Gaga, and let’s face it she’s one of pop’s biggest icons, the closest thing we’ve had to another Madonna for this generation. So for us to be on a similar scale to these sort of people at that stage was just like, ‘Good times!’

The album had débuted at Number 1 in multiple countries by then, so all eyes were on how high we could get in the US. With all the hype around the band, the album was brought forward a week – but even then none of us had any idea of what was about to happen. Early on in the week we had a meeting with the record label and management to see how things were going, and they said, ‘Look, lads. There’s a chance the album could chart very high, but the competition this week is severe and to have any chance of a big chart entry we need to raise our game.’ So we did. We took on mountains of extra promo. I remember staying up until stupid o’clock in the morning signing 5,000 CDs while doing a load of press interviews. We left no stone unturned. We put in two extra book signings when we were supposed to be chillin’ and having downtime, but we wanted that Number 1 so bad. That would be our calling card: to be able to say our album was Number 1 in the States. We totally worked our arses off that week, going round so many places to make it work.

At the end of the week I was sitting in a yellow New York cab when my phone rang. It was our manager, Will. ‘Liam, I’ve got some news, the album’s charted as a new entry straight in at Number 1!’ I just couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I got straight out of the cab and went and bought myself a new watch to celebrate the occasion! That’s a little ritual I have now: every time we do something cool I buy a nice watch to commemorate the achievement. I thought about getting a tattoo each time, but as we’ve been lucky enough to have so many hits I’d be completely covered by now! If I do have kids when I’m older I’ll be able to give the watches to them and explain the story behind each one.

To be totally frank with you, none of us were fully aware of the significance of hitting Number 1 in the US with our début album. I mean, don’t get me wrong, we knew it was BIG, but it wasn’t until a few weeks later when it had sunk in that we started to realise exactly what it meant. The Beatles had never done it. The Rolling Stones, Take That, Coldplay – all these massive bands had never managed to get their début album to hit Number 1. How crazy is that? That’s also a record that can’t be broken because it was a first, which I love.


Everything went completely nuts from that moment on. Proper nuts! Whatever we thought was mad before the album came out was just a fraction of how insane it was about to become.

We’re often asked why our album went to Number 1 in the US and why it all went so nuts. I think there are several reasons. For starters, I think it helped that we were just having a great time, and perhaps people enjoyed watching that. Like I said, we didn’t know the history behind the Billboard charts. Honestly, I didn’t really know jack about music when we started. I loved singing and performing, but I just used to do covers and didn’t know anything about music history. I do now – I listen to all sorts of music from way back, check out the charts and keep right up to speed with everything. Back then, though, I was so naïve about it all. I wonder if that was a plus for us? In a way, we never took it seriously and people seemed to like that endearing side of us – that we were like, ‘Hey, we’re just having a laugh! This is great!’ People kinda liked the fact we weren’t overly serious about it, that we were just having a good time and dressing like normal lads from round the corner.

I also think we had good songs that were really well written and expertly produced. Adele had certainly opened a lot of doors for British acts over there too. The Big Time Rush tour was a lucky break. Plus, we did work stupid hard. We really went for it. Our American marketing team was amazing, and last but not least you cannot discount the huge power of the internet, in particular our amazing fans and what they did for us on social media. That was crucial. But honestly, I don’t really know. It just kicked off. What I do know is it went fast and it went BIG.

The rest of 2012 was a mad blur, to be honest.


We flew back from America in February for the Brit Awards, where we somehow won ‘Single of the Year’ for our début song. Since then we’ve luckily won a fair few awards, but awards ceremonies are a bit weird sometimes. I remember the first VMA win – that was a big night and one of my fondest memories of the early days. It felt so important to get that recognition in the States.

The first Brit Awards were a big deal for us too. I’ve watched those programmes since I was a kid and I’ve always thought, I wonder what it’s actually like, the moment they say you’ve won? The only problem we had that night was that back in the day I was known as the responsible one, so in the dressing room beforehand one of our managers, Richard Griffiths, handed me a blue sheet of paper and said, ‘Here are all the people it would be great for you to thank if we win.’ So when they opened the envelope and shouted out, ‘And the winner is ...’ I was like, ‘YES!’ then I was like, ‘Oh crap, the list!’ I’d never done a speech before, and when I got up there the sound was bouncing off the walls and I was struggling to hear myself. I slowed my words down to get round this, which didn’t really work – so it was just a mess. I got all the names right, though!

It was quite funny because at that first Brits we were kinda jeered a little bit by a lot of British artists because we’d come from The X Factor and people were sceptical about us. It was funny seeing that dynamic change at later awards ceremonies over the
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