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Never forget where you’ve come here from

Never pretend that it’s all real

Someday soon this will all be someone else’s dream

This will be someone else’s dream.




‘Never Forget’, Take That
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PREFACE

by Gary Barlow

When I started working on A Different Stage I was nearly 50. Turning 50 is a reflective time in anyone’s life. At 50 you’re kind of forced by the shape of the number to take stock and wonder what your life’s all been about, and where it’s going.

With a milestone birthday on the horizon I felt I needed to do something to mark it, something new. Should I go to Tibet and sit with monks in silence? I didn’t fancy skydiving. The pandemic meant I’d have to do both by Zoom anyway. How to mark this stage in my life?

I’m at an interesting point. I’ve been around a long time, as an artist. Take That had their first Smash Hits cover in 1991. Some of you might feel like this bloody fella’s been sat somewhere in your house for a lifetime. (Sorry about that.)

Do I keep on making albums? I’ve got such an amazing audience I could easily do that, but it’s not challenging because I will always make music anyway, it’s in my DNA. Making music is one of my vital signs. If I stop making music then I’m ill.

I needed a challenge.

For the audience, A Different Stage is a good night out, I hope. For me, it’s frightening, it is way beyond what is comfortable for me. It’s significantly easier for me to get up and sing and dance in front of 80,000 people at Wembley than to perform an intimate one-man show like this.

A Different Stage required a new skill.

So why am I doing this?

I love telling a story, all my friends know that. That side of me has always been hidden from an audience, though, because for me that wasn’t what performing was about. Words were for lyrics, and spoken words were something I used as a quick bridge to get to another song. The songs were everything.

Then, a few years ago in 2018, I narrated the audio version of my autobiography. I remember doing it a bit reluctantly, but I knew I couldn’t leave it to a professional. No one could be more professional at being me than me.

As you get older not many things surprise you, but I was taken aback by how much I loved reading my story out loud. There was an intimacy about someone listening to me tell my story myself that went beyond what you get from reading on the page. I realised storytelling is as primal a thing as music.

I wanted to explore how I could use this storytelling on the stage.

At the time, everyone was talking about Bruce Springsteen on Broadway. It was a bit of a thing, musicians in theatres reading from a memoir, talking and singing, perhaps showing a few slides. After ten minutes watching Bruce I thought, ‘It’s good, but my show’s not going to be like this.’

Songs and a chat felt too serious for someone like me.

I went on a bit of a dive into one-man shows.

In the Victorian theatres, they were apparently put on in the interval by out-of-work actors as a kind of living CV. But in my mind, it’s not just a theatre thing, it’s not just about Willy Russell’s amazing Shirley Valentine, it includes Peter Kay’s stand-up and Frank Sinatra holding the audience in his hand as he banters between songs. And Noël Coward, the musician, actor and playwright, whose solo shows featured him telling funny stories, playing piano, and all in an exceedingly droll way.

I looked at all of these historical shows, I even went to Pompeii where there was a theatre in Roman times dedicated to one-man shows, and tried to absorb some of that ancient magic. I became fascinated by the whole history and concept of one person on stage.

Clearly I’m not Noël Coward, whose work was literary as much as musical, but the more I dug, the more I felt drawn to try.

There was one show that I loved. Carrie Fisher – the actress who played Princess Leia in Star Wars – was the daughter of two Hollywood stars, the actress Debbie Reynolds and the singer Eddie Fisher. I think I’ve had a life, but blimey, she really did. Carrie’s one-woman show, Wishful Drinking, was brilliant, and her tone much more my bag. She didn’t mind the laugh being on her, she never self-congratulated, she was not afraid of emotion or failure.

A one-man show is the absolute antithesis of what I do on stage during a concert. Being behind a piano is what I do naturally. Standing up and talking is not my natural habitat. It scared the life out of me as much as it thrilled me.

I thought about this for around a year, then I decided to act. I’d need help. I talked to Tim Firth, the composer and writer I’ve worked with on two musicals: Calendar Girls and The Band. I first met Tim when I was still at school. He’s never forgotten the jumper I was wearing. I’ve never forgotten his strange coat.
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Tim knows me really well. The first thing he said was, ‘Why are you doing this? You can’t just rattle on about all your awards and the fun you’ve had on tour, that’ll be rubbish. You’ll have to go somewhere you’ve never been before. Where’s that?’

We started working on this during the first lockdown in 2020, with me writing great chunks of detail about my life and then the two of us setting about deciding which parts belonged in a two-hour show. We were absolutely merciless and reduced it down to crucial people, places, moments and music. It was like a puzzle, putting the pieces of my life together.

Once we had that, it was time to start learning how to present it. The learning was a big thing, all-consuming. The scary part wasn’t the discipline of learning the shape of the show and the words – that was hard work and I am not afraid of graft. What terrified me was the performance. I was comfortable going through everything in my head but the fear set in when I started saying the words out loud.

Doing new things that frighten me is exciting. I admit it, I don’t think I had ever seen a play in my life until Tim asked me to come and see Calendar Girls about ten years ago.

I said, ‘Will there be music?’

He said, ‘It’s a play, Gary.’

I said, ‘Surely it’d be better with a bit of music.’

He was right, it was a good play. It deserved its standing ovation from the audience. I was excited to watch an audience react. Be moved. Laugh.

If I hadn’t had the experience of writing for musicals, I could never have written A Different Stage. There’s a whole new routine to ‘treading the boards’, as they say in the theatre. It was a whole new way of taking an audience on a journey.

Before I go on stage, even Wembley Stadium, there’s no drama. We don’t treat it like an art, we don’t talk about ‘my craft’. I might do a few star jumps, but I treat my voice like an instrument. I warm it up, I give it lots of sleep, I limit how much I talk, but then, when it comes to being on stage, I go out and have fun. I’ve been doing this for over forty years now, I’m an old pro.

Sitting backstage on Broadway and in the West End, the preparation is silent, meditative. Preparing for this show, I need to go very still and quiet. This is new. It’s exercised me. It’s taken me far outside my comfort zone.

I have lived with the show’s words for over two years now, as I am writing this.

At first it was just reading, then I’d be talking the show through in the car, in bed before I went to sleep, whenever I was alone, while I was walking the dogs. The great composer Hans Zimmer says you should always write with a metronome – the musician in me had to figure out the beat in the sentences.

With spoken words there are still the highs and lows of a voice, like singing. As I grew more comfortable I started to see the words as beats. Eventually I could hear an imaginary underscore, a faint background music that reflected the mood or the meaning in the words I was speaking. Thinking about words like music helped. Words, just like music, translate feelings.

This whole process has been one scary thing after another, but remembering the words was very scary. I can’t remember anything. ‘Hi Gary, I’m Bob.’ ‘Hi, er, what did you say your name was again?’ I can’t even remember my own lyrics. At first it took me two weeks to learn ten minutes, by the end I could learn half an hour of words in two days.

The human brain is still trainable, even at 50. Neuroplasticity, they call it.

There are other essential elements to a show. Set, lights, sound, costume. Over the years I’ve worked with incredible professionals who are right at the top of their craft. Those people are part of this production too. People like Tim, and like Es Devlin who has been our set designer on the huge multimillion-pound Take That tours that we’ve done, and who made my day when she agreed to do this little show.

I work with the best, what a joy that is, what a privilege. But there’s a home-made aspect too. We’ve got no costume designer. I’ve done all the clothes. I bought all the old British Knight jackets and Fila trainers from eBay. Dawn sewed the pockets into the big jumper for the balloons we use to create a bigger me in the wilderness years.

I’ve literally worked with friends and family.

So no, I didn’t fancy jumping out of a plane, I did something much harder. This process has been like learning Chinese, a helluva challenge. I couldn’t count the hours I have spent on this. Even asleep, it’s there. I’ve had a lot of very intense dreams.

A Different Stage opened in Runcorn at the Brindley Theatre a couple of weeks after my 51st birthday and a short walk from the first working men’s club to give me a residency. I’d go there after school aged 14. I wanted it to be in rep up north, where I’m from, in small theatres that are up close where I can talk to the audience. The run ended at Frodsham Community Centre, in the town where I was born and bred, where my mum and brother, and Tim Firth, my co-writer, still live.

It’s normal to run away from where you’re from, but for me it was time to go back. A Different Stage is about people, and Frodsham’s where my life started. It felt right to go back there; plus the son and brother in me wanted to surprise Mum and Our Ian. I hope I’ve surprised you too.
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INTRODUCTION

by Tim Firth, Director and Co-writer

Gary and I are friends. I can vividly remember the schoolboy that turned up to BBC Pebble Mill the first time I met him, not least because he was wearing the most peculiar jumper.

Fast forward thirty-five years and we’ve written two musicals together and now A Different Stage.

Anybody on the planet could have a story written about their life because every human life is fascinating, whether the person in question realises it or not. The person you are today is a composite of everything you’ve seen, loved, loathed, everything that’s hurt, impressed or enthralled you. It all adds up to who you are now. A life story is a series of pivotal individual stories, a chain of events.

A Different Stage is about those stories in Gary’s life. We tend to think of our famous figures as a sequence of singles, tours, and the occasional tabloid scandal. But that’s not a human life.

Gary’s had a life like nobody else’s. As a kid he had his dream, and he got to live it out in spades, and then he lost that dream and began to live a nightmare. But not only did he get his dream back, he got it back bigger than it was the first time. That’s incredibly rare.

Those of us lucky enough to get something a second time around can approach life with the wisdom gained from failure. Gary’s story, it’s almost Shakespearean. He went deep into some very dark woods, experienced his long dark night of the soul and came out a better person.

I don’t believe Gary was a bad person the first time, but he freely admits his arrogance, the hubris, the pride that came before the fall. His gratitude for what he has now is so enhanced for it. Even though he’s a different person, it’s the same guy. Gary mark one built Gary mark two.
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I know Gary doesn’t see himself as a role model, I’d take the piss out of him if he did. But there’s no doubting there are life lessons in his story. It would have been very easy for him to give up when his career tanked – he’d already realised his dream, he had enough money in the bank. For a while he fell into the abyss. He deeply felt his failure, he was depressed, obese, he felt a horrible confusion and I’d go as far as to say I think he felt shame. But he didn’t give up, he was held up by the love for his family and his love for music.

That’s a story all right.

Fair play to him. He learned the lessons from the dark time. After the ten-year hiatus, the interregnum, he went on to write more music shaped by that experience. Gary’s life story is a self-rescue story, it is a redemption story. But it’s got a theatrical narrative. Usefully, it also comes with a pretty awesome ready-made soundtrack.

Gary has a performer’s ego, of course he does, but there is a genuine humility and wisdom there. His great strength is that he’s grown up and he’s learned lessons. Very often, once people have made their mistakes, they have to live with those mistakes for the rest of their lives. Gary had the chance, and the humility, to go back and rebuild.
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When he started talking about wanting to do this, I never hesitated. It was clear from the start this wasn’t going to be an ego bath. That is not what A Different Stage is.

Gary is not an actor. He’s him being him. But all the time it’s a poised monologue with music. The closest thing I can compare it to is Willy Russell’s play Shirley Valentine.

When we started working I said, ‘Start writing, write down what the opening of the show would be.’

That first section was huge. It was a zip file that I opened and it filled the room. From his source material, I’d write a section, return it to him and then he’d read it, record it, and send it back to me. This was in the early part of lockdown and while everyone else was making sourdough we had this daily process.

Once we had his life roughly down, we set about honing it into shape. I was brutal. We both were. We chopped out loads. Anything I felt I already knew about was out.

What should we include? Take That, as a band, is only a tiny part of what else is going on in his life off stage. We spend almost as much time on the kid Barlow eating his pick ’n’ mix as we do on the band.

This is about those bits of Gary that are usually hidden. We don’t need to tell people what happened with the band because they were there.

People are surprised at the way A Different Stage rips along, whether he’s dealing with the trauma of death or discussing the wheels on his first BMX. The show bounces along with the same fizzing and aerated pace. This is storytelling. The teller can’t be emotive.

He’s not asking for sympathy. He’s not asking for your forgiveness.

It’s a story. It’s up to you, the audience, what you take from it.

A Different Stage works because I’ve known Gary so long. I was able to easily tap into his voice rhythms and turns of phrase. We couldn’t have done this if we weren’t great friends.

In some ways, we are very different. In the first years of him being a pop star, I was at Cambridge University. When he was packing out arenas in his cycling shorts, I was writing plays for Alan Ayckbourn up in Scarborough.

In other ways, we are the same. We both come from the same corner of England in Cheshire, there’s our shared forensic fascination with what makes a good show. Plus, he’s the only person I know with quite the same appetite for work.

Northern blokes don’t love their mates in any way that you’d notice. That’s not how it works in the north. We show our feelings by just constantly taking the piss. And Gary and I constantly take the piss out of each other. If we ever start being polite to each other I’ll be worried.
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ACT I

GARY BARLOW: BORN AT NUMBER ONE

And now, the man you’ve been waiting for …

There were four Gary Barlows born in 1971 and I am relieved to report that I was the first. I was the number one Gary Barlow of 1971.

Not that it makes being called Gary any better. I hate my name but it’s a bit late to be changing it now.

Marjorie Barlow had to quickly find a name and she wasn’t going to fuss over the decision. ‘It was a rushed affair because I was convinced I was having a girl and was dead set on Gillian. I really wanted a girl. I didn’t really like any boys’ names. Guy was on the cards, but I was talked out of that by my mother. She didn’t like Guy, thought it was too grown up a name for a little baby, and I think she was right. It suits you, Gary.’

Thanks, Mum, a great improvement.

There were actually five of us with the same name born that year if you include Garry Barlow. Flash beggar. I wonder if I’d have felt better about my name if I’d a jazzy extra R?

It’s got worse over time as the name’s grown more and more dated. Its moment was brief. 1944, 100th most popular boy’s name. 1954: 39th. In 1964 it was 16th. By 1974 it dropped back down the ‘hit parade’ to 35. In 2020 it was the 2,076th most popular male name in the country.

Some names come back into fashion but there’s no way on earth Gary will ever be back. Let’s hope not, anyway. Kids should be protected from it.

Mum remembers the song ‘Grandad’ being on the radio a lot around the time the number one Gary was born, ‘But I didn’t really take too much notice of it. It was a bit of a busy time. Decent music seemed thin on the ground in 1971.’

Yes, in addition to being called Gary, number one in the charts on the day I was born was Clive Dunn’s ‘Grandad’ song (B-side: ‘I Play the Spoons’). Dunn played the doddery old Lance Corporal Jones in Dad’s Army, and looks like an 80-year-old in the show, so he was hardly a rival for Marc Bolan. In fact he was younger than I am now when he recorded ‘Grandad’.

Anyone who knows this song will be like me in wondering if the song was a joke, because it was written by Herbie Flowers, the bass player on Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’, a very cool song produced by David Bowie and Mick Ronson.

Still, that was number one the week the first Gary Barlow of 1971 was born in a Runcorn hospital. And it goes to show that music is a very broad church, a wide, wide world with plenty of room for someone called Gary.
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‘RHINESTONE COWBOY’

From that moment on, I spent all my pocket money on records.

My first favourite record was ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’ by Glen Campbell. It was different to what was floating round my little world at the time; there wasn’t a lot of American country music being played on Radio Merseyside in 1975.

Most country music is very pleasing to the ear with amazing musicians brushing and stroking their instruments and casual storytelling vocals. Country tends not to be over-sung or over-played – it’s just very ‘fireside’ and natural.

Glen Campbell’s ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’, like any great tune, just captured me. It captured a lot of other people too, and was the first song in a generation to top both the country charts and the Hot 100 in the US. That’s what you call a crossover smash.

I often wonder how my mind would have heard it before I’d trained my ears to pick music apart. I guess a 4-year-old me heard Glen Campbell’s ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’ as one big sound. Who knows, maybe it was as simple as that lyrical link to cowboys?

One thing’s for sure, at that young age I wouldn’t have been admiring Glen’s exceptional guitar playing or deconstructing the arrangement. As a songwriter and record-maker now, I still love the song. What’s not to like? But I appreciate it at a whole other level. It’s beautifully engineered and mixed, has amazing vocals and is a true classic.

The pathos in those real-life lyrics is touching, as this down-at-heel musician with his subway fare stuffed in his shoe wanders the streets of Broadway, hoping for a brighter future when he’ll be ‘Like a rhinestone cowboy at a star-spangled rodeo’.

PICK ’N’ MIX

Stage directions: sit on front of stage with a sweetie bag.

Saturday morning, 10am, every week, my dad pulled 10p from the back pocket of his jeans and gave it me. He wore his jeans with a belt, the same brown belt he wore for forty years. I watched every motion like a hawk, held my little hand out and he dropped the 10p from his shovel-sized hand into mine.

That 10p was the door to the weekend. I’d throw on my snorkel parka (those snorkel parkas were built for US airmen during the Korean War to protect them from the harshest of weather conditions, but by the seventies and eighties they were being worn by every single schoolboy in Britain) and leg it down to the newsagents so fast the coin would still be warm from my dad’s pocket when I handed it over. Here, under a glass counter, was a technicolour world of sugar. The pick ’n’ mix.

This was back in a time when you could get a lot of sweets for 10p.

What you chose to put in that pink and white stripy bag was uniquely you, like a glucose fingerprint. What to choose? I picked and mixed up the cola bottles, liquorice pipes, Sherbet Dip Dab, fried eggs, those spongy false teeth, Space Dust and Refreshers, and a little roll of Parma Violets.

Looming over the glass counter with mouths pinched like a cat’s bum were the miserable couple who owned the shop. Clearly, they hated kids. It was one of those shops that
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A SMALL TOWN IN THE NORTH OF ENGLAND

The beautiful town of Frodsham in Cheshire.
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JUBILEE ’77

Music; it made things better.
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BMX

Dear Santa, please can I have plastic wheels for my BMX?
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TOTP: IT’S THURSDAY, IT’S 7PM, IT’S …

All these guys had were keyboards … they were black. They were shiny. They were PLASTIC!
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CHIPS WITH EVERYTHING

If you half closed y’r eyes at about 6 o’clock it kinda looked like CHiPs.
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THE GREBO

Two lines of rockers, Our Ian in the middle.
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‘SMOKE ON THE WATER’ BY DEEP PURPLE

Disco … Our Ian? Nah!







[image: ]









‘WHITER SHADE OF PALE’ BY PROCOL HARUM

Suddenly I’ve got a much bigger organ.
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WORKING MEN’S CLUBS

‘Lad, I think you’ve got potential. Would you like a gig?’
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MUM AND DAD

Mum and Dad, grinning ear to ear.
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‘A MILLION LOVE SONGS’

‘I like that one, who’s it by again?’
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BOB HOWES, ‘A SONG FOR CHRISTMAS’ AND TIM FIRTH

By chance, by accident, by HOMEWORK … I’d written a song.
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BLACKPOOL

Gary Barlow, opening act, Talk of the Coast 1988 in Blackpool.
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THE SHOW GRAPH

… the first ever GARY BARLOW SHOW GRAPH.
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‘The Phantom of the Opera’ by Andrew Lloyd Webber

Show ’em what I can do.



‘Sweet Caroline’ by Neil Diamond

Time to make friends with the crowd.





‘The Power of Love’ by Jennifer Rush

It’s time to get emotional.
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‘Copacabana’ by Barry Manilow

Start the big build to the end.
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‘The Final Countdown’ by Europe

He can play this fella an’ all.






‘Celebration’ by Kool & the Gang

Black cycling shorts and a massive bomber jacket with some massive Fila trainers.
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THE FIRST TRENDY HAIRCUT

Stage direction: Emerge with blond mullet wig.
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KNOW YOUR POWER POP HAIRDOS
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01
SYNTH POP PROTO-MULLET
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02
POST-PUNK POMPADOUR
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03
WEDGE WITH A BIG FRINGE
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04
METAL HAIR
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05
SOFT ROCK HAIR
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06
BUBBLY PERM
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MOD FEATHER CUT
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08
FLAT TOP
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NIGEL MARTIN-SMITH

… it was like meeting Jesus.
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TAKE THAT AUDITION

‘I wanna make Britain’s answer to New Kids on the Block.’
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‘DO WHAT U LIKE’

Rolling around in ice cream and dairy whip stark bollock naked.
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‘IT ONLY TAKES A MINUTE’

Cue: Top of the Pops Theme!
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A QUICK WORD ON SAMPLERS

Bye bye, piano! This is the nineties in a box.
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‘RELIGHT MY FIRE’

I’ve got hope in my soul.
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‘BACK FOR GOOD’

When you’re a songwriter, you can’t fake what makes your heart beat faster.
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ROBBIE WILLIAMS LEAVES TAKE THAT

‘Lads, I’m leaving the band.’
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TAKE THAT’S OVER

‘… everybody! I’m still here!’
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DAWN BARLOW

I’m not alone.
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CLIVE DAVIS

‘You’ve had a call … from America.’
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CONCORDE

Sitting on Concorde, listening to my new single.
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‘LOVE WON’T WAIT’: THE POWER AND PERILS OF THE REMIX

I turned and honestly walked off the stage to the sound of my own feet.
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THEME FROM NEW YORK, NEW YORK

The sound of the end of a career.
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HUBRIS

Except it got worse …
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A member of the pathological staff at Bootle General Hospital, Miss
Marjorie Cowan, daughter of Mrs. Cowan, of 31 Wilberforce Road,
Walton, married Mr. Colin Barlow, son of Mr. and Mrs, Barlow,
of 8 Clifton Crescent, Frodsham, at Walton Parish Church, on
Saturday. Given away by her uncle the bride wore a classic gown of
white satin with a shoulder-length veil and rose head-dress. She was
attended by the bridegroom’s sister, Miss Sandra Barlow, and the
best man was Mr. Kenneth Nield. f
[Photo by J. Baron Williams, Great Crosby.
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